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    Introduction

  


  
    Light and Shadow collects much of my short fiction published between 2012 and 2015. Some of the stories are fantasies, many are science fiction. Several have a military theme, while all tend toward action, and sometimes, harrowing adventure. Half have appeared in various best-of-the-year anthologies.


    Many of these stories are available online. If you’d prefer to read them that way, just visit my website to find the links. I’ve brought them together here for ease of reading, and I’ve included brief introductory notes for each that I hope you’ll find interesting.


    Thank you for spending time with this collection. I hope you enjoy it.

  


  
    Linda Nagata


    November 18, 2016

  


  
    “Through Your Eyes” was written in 2012, inspired by Occupy Wall Street. I remember working on it while watching a live video stream of a peaceful Occupy protest. During the event, a cordon of New York City police officers was assembled to prevent the marchers—American citizens exercising their First Amendment rights—from entering Wall Street. It was a striking image, implying that street had become a private enclave. This was before the Black Lives Matter movement, before police body cameras became a subject of discussion, and before personal drones were a common consumer product. It seems an age ago now, though I think the story—originally published in Asimov’s—remains politically relevant, perhaps more than ever.


    “Through Your Eyes” became a turning point for my career when I decided to continue the story of protagonist James Shelley. He became the lead character in The Red: First Light, a Nebula-nominated novel and the first in a trilogy of near-future political and military thrillers.

  


  
    Through Your Eyes

  


  
    It’s 4:42 am. I know, because the time is displayed in my overlay. I’m sitting between my dad and my uncle in the backseat of a black sedan hired to take us home through Manhattan’s streets. I trade gazes with myself in the car’s rearview mirror, watching the city’s amber glow flow over my face, shadowing the stubble of my sparse black beard, highlighting my split and puffy lips, and glinting against my swollen left eye. I can’t see the transparent screens that float on the surface of my eyes, just above my pupils. They’re smaller than contact lenses and so finely made they’re nearly invisible, even up close. But everything they saw tonight, everything they recorded, belongs to me.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Saturday night is imminent, but Lissa’s leaving me. We’re outside her apartment building, waiting for a car service alongside a twilight street jammed with traffic. Lissa doesn’t squander our last minutes together. She hasn’t put on her lipstick yet, so she kisses me, hard, her tongue in my mouth and her hands on my ass, pressing her belly against my hard-on, making no secret of what we’ve been doing all afternoon.

  


  
    “Lissa, darling,” the doorman croons with a chuckle in his voice. “Here’s your ride.”


    She pulls back a little, gazing at me with her shining black eyes. “Tomorrow?”


    I lean over and, making my voice low and reverberant, I whisper in her ear, “Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow,” until I feel the goose bumps rise on her arms.


    The doorman is watching us with a smile. He’s worked here forever, and he’s known Lissa since she was a little girl. She’s twenty-one now, two years older than me, but who’s counting?


    “Be good, Shelley,” she warns me. “Don’t forget I’ll be looking through your eyes.” She laughs as she slides into a sparkling black sedan. The door closes, and her car glides into traffic, taking her away to a formal reception put on by her mom’s favorite charity.


    “James Shelley,” the doorman says to me, “I hope you know you’re one lucky son of a bitch.”


    Strangely enough, I do.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    I walk away, though not toward home—it’s Saturday evening, after all. I’m not even at the corner when Lissa pops up inside my head. There’s a tiny image of her, off to the side of my overlay. She’s gazing at the tablet she holds in her hand, where she sees onscreen what I see with my eyes. She says, “I can’t believe how many people are out on the sidewalks tonight!”

  


  
    “It’s the first warm night of spring.”


    “Yeah, I wish I was with you.”


    Her voice comes to me in soft stereo through the implants in my ear canals. I feel like I should be able to reach out and put my arm around her, but by now she’s blocks away.


    “Well, I’m here,” she says, with a sigh of resignation. “Call you later?”


    “I’ll be waiting.”


    Her image winks out and I’m alone, but not for long. I fix my gaze on a phone icon until it gleams, and then I murmur, “Nick Holland.”


    He links up right away, so I know he was waiting for my call. “Hey, Shelley.”


    “I’m on my way.”


    “I’ll meet you downstairs. My mom’s had a bad day. You know how it is. We’ll go out.”


    “Sure.”


    Nick’s icon goes away.


    I’ve been wired for almost two months and I love it. My cousin is a cybernetics engineer and he set me up with the prototype system I’m wearing, made up of the overlay screens in my eyes, audio input and output in my ears, and a dual antenna of two fine metallic lines tattooed at the back of my jaw. It’s like God’s vision. Everything annotated if I want it that way, my friends as close as a whisper, and Lissa, with the full access I grant her, looking through my eyes when we can’t be together... and no one else knowing what’s going on.


    A lot of people wear data goggles and most argue it’s the same effect, but I don’t think so. With the overlay screens, the system is an invisible part of you, it’s always with you, you can’t lose it, and it never forgets who you are, where you are, or what’s happened to you. Never.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    The evening air is silky with spring, clean and fresh and warm, bringing people out in droves onto the sidewalk. They chatter on their phones and to each other, voices pitched loud to be heard over the rumbling tires of the electric cabs that pack the street, made noisy on purpose so pedestrians aren’t taken by surprise.

  


  
    My hunch that Nick’s tracking me is confirmed when he steps out of the lobby of his building just as I come by. I don’t even have to break stride. “Where to?” I ask him.


    He shrugs, not meeting my gaze. Something’s bothering him, but I don’t ask. We walk south for a few blocks, weaving around the elderly, the stoned, the tourists. I’m scanning my overlay, wondering if anyone I know is around, when Nick decides to tell me what’s going on. “Anders got drafted.”


    That’s a shock. I stop in the middle of the sidewalk, making the people behind me side-step to get past. Nick’s brother Anders is older than us, but not by much. He put two years into a cybernetics program, but he wasn’t good enough to get a scholarship, and when his debts piled up, the school dropped him. I guess the government picked him up.


    Nick grabs my arm and hurls me back into motion. “Close your mouth, jackass. He’s not dead yet.”


    “Fuck. You knew this was coming?”


    “I got suspicious when my mom started crying herself to sleep every night.”


    The instructors at the learning center like to threaten us with the draft. They like to tell us that if we don’t make ourselves useful in civilian life, a use will be found for us, but it’s never happened to anyone in our crew before.


    I’m not scared, though, because there’s no way I’m failing out of school, and even if I do, I won’t be in debt over it. My Dad will see to that. Nick will be okay too. He’s smarter than Anders. He’ll get a scholarship. And Lissa’s thriving in her work-study program. We’ll all be fine.


    Anders is already becoming a stranger in my mind. I wonder where he’ll go. Somalia? Bolivia? The Northwest Passage? Or maybe the war industry is already engineering a new conflict and he’ll wind up in a place we’ve never heard of.


    If I were a decent person I’d say something comforting to Nick, tell him that his brother will be fine, but I can’t do it. It’s a weakness of mine, but lies stick in my throat. So we walk in silence, block after block, waiting passively at the corners for the traffic lights to change and then crossing when we’re allowed and not before.


    I’m distracted, so I don’t notice at first a crowd blocking the sidewalk ahead. They’re gathered around something, and when I stand on my toes to get a look I see a guy with neat blond hair, pulled back in a braid, handing out bright yellow rectangles of gossamer fabric imprinted with black graphics. We edge around to the other side of the gathering where people are shaking out and slipping on freshly printed over-vests: light as tissue paper, sheer, sleeveless, and cheap. The black letters on front and back are pieced together out of silhouettes of soldiers in postures of exhaustion, desperation, or death, spelling the slogan that’s so common it faded from my consciousness weeks ago: Stop the War Machine.


    “Hey, Nick, that’s right. There’s a rally tonight.”


    There’ve been rallies and marches every Saturday night since the start of spring, each one bigger than the last, with people protesting what the wars cost in money and in lives. I give Nick a grin as night drifts down around us and the yellow vests begin to glow. “We should do our civic duty and go.”


    “Bullshit. You think that’ll help Anders?”


    “No,” I concede. “But everybody says it’s fun, and it feels like you’re making a difference, even if you’re not.”


    “It’s just a fucking street party.”


    “Yeah? So?” I make the decision for us. “We’ve got nothing better to do.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    We fall in with the people wearing their gossamer yellow vests and head toward Battery Park, both of us feeling better, now that we have a destination.

  


  
    I can’t believe how many people are around. The sidewalks are packed, the crowding made worse by street vendors with their shoulder rigs, selling dim sum, popcorn, nori loaves, ice cream, and God knows what else. We’re all hemmed in by cops looking down on us from the backs of their tall horses as they ride along the curbs, their presence slowing down the already slow traffic and keeping people from spilling into the street. The police love the height and power their horses give them. I don’t think they’ll give up riding them until someone invents a hover bike that will lift them above the crowds.


    The regular officers are on foot, like the rest of us. There’s one stationed at every corner, making sure the crossings are clear when the lights change. At each corner, more and more people are waiting to cross until, at Rector Street and Broadway, the light goes through a full cycle, switching back to red before we can even get started.


    I’m not worried. I’ve got a live feed from the park playing in my overlay. Yellow war-machine banners are blazing in the twilight, with the Statue of Liberty illuminated behind them as the march gets underway. “Let’s wait here,” I tell Nick. “Let the march come to us.”


    And it does.


    The police aren’t stupid and they don’t want people hurt, so they stop traffic as the yellow-vested marchers spill out of Battery Park. The marchers are ecstatic. They think it’s a sign the cops are on their side, and as they flow across State and into Broadway’s narrow canyon, they take over the street, filling it up within seconds. It’s an amazing thing to see. Where did they all come from? It’s as if legions were waiting in the office towers and now they’ve come out all in a rush to join in a gentle riot of waving banners and insistent chants.


    It occurs to me that Lissa will want to see this, so I cue my overlay to record, just as the cops on horseback make a stand on Broadway, yelling at the crowd to clear the street and stick to the sidewalks. The marchers ignore them, except for a few pretty young women who run up to the police horses and try to hand white flowers to their riders.


    More flowers are thrown into the air and the police retreat, disappearing down Morris Street, while my overlay uploads everything I see and hear to secure storage in the cloud.


    The chant goes on. As I listen to it over the live feed, it’s full of joy, but from where we’re standing the sound is different: ominous and incomprehensible as it echoes off the towers. I press my fingers against my ears so I hear only the feed and the words become clear—No more taxes for the war machine / Peace. Now. / Peace. Now—over and over again as the march advances toward us.


    They’re almost on top of us when the live feed pans in a slow circle, and I get a dizzying glimpse of me and Nick, grinning like idiots on a packed street corner with the steeple of Trinity Church rising behind us.


    The first ranks of marchers pass us by, and I can’t be still any longer. I grab Nick’s arm and haul him with me into the street. I don’t know where the march is going and I don’t really care. The mood of the crowd has got me high. I try holding onto Nick so we don’t lose each other, but a thousand more people flood in behind us and we get separated in the crush. I glimpse him dropping back into the swirl behind me and then he’s gone from sight.


    “Shelley!”


    I think I hear him yelling in my ear, but the chanting is so loud I’m not sure.


    “Just keep going!” I yell back, knowing he can’t hear me and that we’re not going to find each other again until this thing is over.


    More people join in as we continue up Broadway and I’m forced back, deeper into the crowd. I see a text message from Nick: DROP OUT. THIS IS GETTING OUT OF HAND.


    He’s right, but I don’t care. I’m drunk on the intensity, the heat, the power of the crowd, and I scream along with everyone else, my throat quickly going raw.


    A few minutes later Nick texts again. GET OUT! THE COPS ARE SERIOUS. THEY’RE PUTTING UP BARRICADES TO STOP MORE PEOPLE GETTING IN.


    What cops?


    I haven’t seen a cop since the retreat of the mounted police.


    People start pointing up at the buildings. Media crews are leaning out of open windows, their cameras aimed down at us. The chant gets louder, angrier. We know the media isn’t here to relay messages on behalf of War Machine. They’re all just bought-and-paid-for mouthpieces who’ll be making fun of us in the news tomorrow morning.


    But who still listens to that shit anyway?


    Motion catches my eye and I discover it’s not just the media watching us. In the muddy darkness above our heads, light from the towers catches on the wingtips of a little glider-shaped drone aircraft, soaring just high enough to put it beyond the reach of bottles or water balloons that might be thrown from the street. As it passes, a trail of mist shimmers behind it, dispersing over the crowd. The overlay annotates, informing me that I’m looking at an aqueous dispersion cloud. I have no idea what that means and I don’t really care, because the live feed in the corner of my vision is gone, and where the signal-strength icon ought to be, there’s a red circle with an X in it. I stare, recognizing the symbol only because I’ve seen it in disaster movies: my overlay has lost connectivity. It can’t find a signal and I’m cut off. Everyone is.


    The chant dies away as people scowl at their phones and search the screens of their data goggles, confirming with their friends that the disaster is shared. A few people try to keep the chant going, but fear is waking up in the faces around me. My heart’s hammering too. I’m thinking a terrorist cell has taken out the city’s communications, right before the launch of a massive strike. I need to call Lissa, but I can’t. So I decide to go look for her, to make sure she’s all right.


    Everyone around me reaches a similar decision, all at the same time. We surge toward the tiny lane that is John Street to get away from the crowd. The lane fills within seconds, and I can’t get through, but behind me Broadway begins to clear. I consider just going on, until I look ahead.


    It’s not terrorists I see.


    The city’s cops have blocked the march. They’ve formed a solid line across Broadway, all of them wearing helmets, armor, and gas masks, standing shoulder-to-shoulder behind transparent riot shields. They’re not advancing on us. Not yet.


    I turn and push my way into the crowd, as eager as anyone to slip away, and to my relief I make it onto John Street—only to discover that the cops have been here first. We’re hemmed in between ten-foot high, glowing orange barrier webs that keep us in the street, and away from the buildings. My elbow brushes one and it stings, even through my shirt sleeve. I shift away, trying to get in the middle of the crowd.


    A glance at my overlay confirms my signal is still out, so I can’t check what’s ahead, I can’t see what’s behind, and I can’t query the residents in the towers above. It’s like a brain injury and I hate it. The only live icon in my overlay is the one that tells me I’m still recording, saving a local copy of everything I see, until my connection is restored.


    I squeeze through a group of white-haired senior citizens. Up ahead there’s a cop on horseback, but he’s on the sidewalk, outside the barrier web. People are yelling questions at him. What’s going on? What happened to our phones?


    No pushing, he answers in an emotionless voice. Proceed in an orderly manner . . .


    We’re all scared, so there isn’t much argument. We shuffle down the packed lane like a tame zombie horde, toward what, no one knows, not until word rolls back, passed from one person to another in worried whispers: There’s a barricade in the street.


    I trade looks with a guy beside me. He’s wearing data glasses over a dark scowl, and a gleaming yellow War Machine over-vest. “I think it’s true,” I tell him. “My friend messaged me about barricades, a little while before the signal dropped.”


    “Yeah, I heard the same thing. Before tonight they mostly ignored us, hoping we’d go away. No way did the mayor expect a turnout like this, so they’re scrambling.” He made a dry snort of amusement. “If a crowd of this size showed up outside City Hall, the mayor’s sponsors might think she’d lost control.”


    That’s when I get it. “It’s the cops. They’re jamming us, aren’t they?”


    “It won’t last long.”


    I’m happy Nick left the march when he did. I feel better, knowing he’s outside the crowd, and safe—but I’m scared too. “Why are they doing it?” I ask, hearing an edge of panic in my voice that I don’t like. “Why don’t they just let everyone go home?”


    My companion is dead calm. “They want to know who we are. So they’re probably doing facial scans. They’ll image everybody, levy fines, and do whatever they can to encourage us not to come back next week.”


    “So they’re just harassing us? I mean, a drone already imaged everyone in the crowd.”


    He gives me a funny look. “You saw a drone?”


    “Yeah. Gliding between the towers, right before the signal dropped.”


    “You couldn’t see the markings on it?”


    “No. Why?”


    “Good to know if it was police or a private security outfit.”


    “I could probably pull it out of the image with some processing.”


    “You got a capture?” He looks impressed and, reaching into his pants pocket he pulls out a business card. “Send me a copy of what you’ve got, okay? Strip any identifiers if it makes you feel better—we just like to know who’s watching.”


    I glance at the card. Elliot Weber, a journalist for the War Machine website. I’m in elite company. I hold out my hand. “My name’s Shelley.”


    We lock fingers. “Your first time to a street party, Shelley?”


    “Yeah.” I laugh. “I don’t know why I thought this was a good idea.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    The lane marked off for us by the barrier webbing is getting narrower. Our pace slows as we crowd up against each other. Outside the stinging web, mounted police are on patrol. We watch them. I hear grumbling about how late it is, and how we all just want to go home, and who the hell do the cops work for, anyway? But conversation falls off when we finally approach the barricade.

  


  
    There’s nothing frightening about the way it looks. It’s just a solid, white plastic fence, but it stands eight feet high, with bright lights mounted along the top, that glare into our faces. I can see three narrow openings, each one of them guarded by a cop, but against the blazing lights I can’t see what’s on the other side. People disappear through them, one by one.


    I look over at Elliot. He’s checking his phone, but the signal’s still out. He slips it back into his pocket. “Cooperate,” he warns me. “Do what they tell you. Keep polite and answer all their questions.”


    “They’re just trying to scare us, right?”


    “They want us to keep on quietly paying the taxes for their wars. They don’t want us protesting them.”


    Fear and frustration get the better of me. “How can they do this? Don’t we have rights?”


    He gestures at the barricade. “You tell me.”


    Elliot goes through first. A few seconds later, a cop at the next gate beckons to me and, cautiously, I step through.


    I’m blinking and half-blinded as I escape the glare. As my eyes adjust to the dimness, I’m surprised to find myself inside what looks like a long, narrow shed. It’s made of two white plastic walls, with a flat roof linking them—no doubt so the people in the towers around us can’t video what’s going on.


    Cops are everywhere, all of them in armor, and their communications gear seems to be working just fine. I start to look for Elliot, but one of the cops gets in my face. She’s almost as tall as I am, and she’s used a pigment to give herself spooky gray eyes that lock on mine. “ID?” she barks.


    I hold out my hand and let her wave a wand over the microchip embedded in the back of my wrist.


    “James Shelley,” the wand announces in a mechanical voice with female overtones. “Age nineteen. No priors. No warrants.”


    “First time for everything,” the cop says as she wipes the back of my hand with a disc of white paper, the kind used at stadiums and airports to check for gunpowder residue. She turns the disc over, and nods. “Positive.”


    “What?”


    Two more cops move in, one on either side of me, while Gray-eyes steps back.


    “Mr. Shelley,” she says, “you’ve been tagged.”


    “I don’t understand. What are you talking about?”


    She turns the gunpowder swatch around, showing me a bright green stain. “Positive rendering for trace amounts of a particulate tag, released from an aerial drone.”


    I rub at the back of my hand, but there’s nothing there.


    “The tags are much too tiny to see,” she says with a satisfied smile.


    “What does it mean?”


    “It means you were a leading participant in an illegal demonstration. You were there, Mr. Shelley, among the leaders, and now I’m placing you under arrest for disorderly conduct and illegal assembly.”


    “No. You can’t do that. I’m a citizen. I don’t need a permit to walk in this city!”


    “Mr. Shelley, please turn around and put your hands behind your back.”


    In my backbrain, I know I should listen. I remember Elliot warning me to do what I’m told. But I’m new at this. “No. This is wrong. You can’t—”


    And just like that I have a close-up view of the pavement. There’s a knee between my shoulder blades, and my arms are on the verge of leaving their sockets. The only reason I’m not screaming is because I need air to do that and I’ve lost whatever I had in my lungs. Someone goes through my pockets. All they find is the business card Elliot gave me. “He’s one of them,” a low voice announces.


    “Bag it,” Gray-eyes says.


    She grabs my hair, and lifts my face an inch off the ground without bothering to tell the other cop to get his knee out of my back. “Kid, where’s your phone?”


    I hear myself talking in a strained whisper, but it’s not really me. My voice has been hijacked by someone a little short on brains. “It got stolen. I want to report a crime.” My face gets slammed against the pavement. My lip bursts open and I’m drooling blood.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    After that I get taken to a truck where the cops are collecting their victims. They sit me down on a bench. I’m hunched over, with my hands cuffed behind my back.

  


  
    “Come on, Shelley,” someone says in an undertone. “Tell me you didn’t resist?”


    I look up. I’m almost knee-to-knee to Elliot, who’s eyeing me from the bench on the other side of the narrow aisle.


    Did I resist? I’m too shocked to think straight, but I can feel blood trickling down my chin. I want to call my dad.


    Out of habit, my gaze shifts to the overlay and I’m astonished to see I have a signal again. I stare at the icon for phone calls and names start scrolling. Then I remember where I am. Two cops are standing in the aisle, watching us, their batons out. Somehow I don’t think they’re going to let me have a conversation with my dad, so I decide to message him instead. That’s when a small woman, not in uniform, looks into the truck. “You’ve got a point source,” she says. “Someone in here has a communications device.”


    My heart takes off. How do they know? I’d run a search to find out, but right now it’s more critical to figure out how to turn off my link—something I’ve never done before. I stare at the signal-strength icon on my overlay as the woman moves between the seated prisoners with a thin black tablet cradled in her hand. A menu descends from the icon. One of the choices is isolate. I try it, and to my immense relief I get the red circled X.


    “Where’s your phone?”


    I look up to see her standing over me, her black box detector held in her upturned palm.


    “The arrest report says no phone was found on you.”


    Somehow I manage to shrug. “I left my phone at home. You guys don’t want any of this recorded, right? So I knew you’d just take it away.”


    She doesn’t believe me, but I don’t care. My phone is at home, while my overlay is silently recording every fucked up thing I’m seeing through my eyes. “Call me,” I tell her. “Maybe I’ll answer.”


    She pretends she doesn’t hear me. Turning to one of the uniformed cops she says, “Signal’s gone. You guys are clear to leave.”


    Elliot is watching me with a thoughtful look.


    I refuse to meet his gaze.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    “Strip.”

  


  
    The cop who tells me this sounds bored. He’s huge, hard, and ugly, with no reason to hope I’ll give him a hard time, but I surprise him. “I want my attorney.”


    “We haven’t gotten that far yet, kid. Strip.”


    “I want my attorney!”


    I have his attention now. “You want me to write you up for failure to obey a lawful order?”


    “Goddamnit!”


    “Strip!”


    I’m shaking. It’s not so much anger, not even fear. It’s outrage. I know why the police are doing this. It’s not because they expect to find anything on me. They just want me scared—and they’ll go on making things worse for me until they get what they want.


    So I do it. I console myself that at least I’m in a private room. I strip off my clothes and lay them on a small table. He tells me to put my hands behind my head, to squat, to stand up again, to shift my genitals.


    Then he snaps a rubber glove over his right hand. “Lean over the table.”


    Oh fuck, no.


    I’m not there anymore. I’ve checked out of my head. It takes him a few seconds to read my blank expression and then I’m face down on the table and he’s got his hand up my ass. I want to kill him. “Is your paycheck worth it?” I growl.


    “Shut up!”


    He backs away and I stand up again.


    His face has a dark flush. His cheeks are sheened in sweat. I can’t decide if it’s me he hates, or himself. He peels off the glove, pitching it into a can with a hundred others, all turned inside out. He puts a new pair on. “Open your mouth.”


    I do it and he pretends to look. Then he grabs my chin. The heat of his hands scares me. I never felt hands as hot as that. He wrenches my head one way and then the other. I think he’s supposed to be inspecting my ears, but it’s only a gesture. He’s not really looking. He doesn’t even notice the metallic tattoos at the back of my jaw.


    So he’s done my ass, my mouth, my ears. That only leaves my eyes. I try to keep my gaze down, but he won’t have it. He takes a handful of my hair and jerks my head back until we’re glaring at each other, so close we’re both breathing used air. He looks straight at my overlay screens and I’m thinking that he’ll see their glint and flickering, and that he’ll kill me the moment he realizes what they are.


    But he’s thinking something else entirely.


    “What the hell were you doing out there tonight?” he screams in my face. “Spoiled kid like you? What have you got to bitch about? You got money, clothes, a future. What the hell were you doing out there, except making my life harder?”


    I almost feel sorry for him.


    Not really.


    “It was for fun.”


    He trades his grip on my hair for a backhand slap that sends me into the wall. I spit blood—it hurts—but when I hear the door open I turn around fast, thinking that now they’ll get serious about beating the shit out of me... but the cop who comes in just looks tired. “Get out of here, Jeffries,” she says. “Take a break.”


    My intimate friend is visibly shaking as he nods and leaves.


    The new cop turns to me. “Thirty seconds, smart ass. Get your clothes on, or I’m walking you naked through this station.”


    Twenty-six seconds later, I’m dressed. I even have my shoes back on. Lissa would be proud.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Now that the police are sure I don’t have any bombs or drugs, I get to stand in a long line of other dangerous criminals, men and women, most of them still wearing War Machine vests, arrested because they dared to walk the street together and protest the way our taxes are spent. I’m the only one who looks bloodied and bruised.

  


  
    After a few minutes I notice Elliot. We trade glances, but no one’s talking. A few people are crying. Most are just standing with cold, stony expressions. I make it a point to look at every face there: every prisoner, every cop. My overlay records it all.


    I get my fingerprints scanned, and after a while I’m ushered into a big, crowded cell. I look around. Only about half the men there look like they’re from the march. The others... my skin crawls and I try to keep my gaze down. Even so, I’m aware of everyone in that cell. My back is to the bars and I’m prepared to put up a fight if anyone tries to touch me... but I forget to watch what’s going on in the next cell over.


    A hand clamps down on my neck.


    Out of instinct I throw an elbow and hear a satisfying grunt, but everyone in my cell has their eyes on me now. I try to glance over my shoulder without turning around.


    “Shelley.”


    Elliot’s in the cell behind me. Men get out of his way as he comes to stand close to me. “I’ve got your back,” he says softly.


    I nod. “Same.”


    The cops come in, they call out names, and one by one the marchers get to go home. Meanwhile more prisoners are brought in, most of them dangerous looking men. I don’t want to be alone with them. I stare at the signal icon on my overlay. The menu slides open. The guy beside me starts puking. I fix my gaze on the option Find Network. I know it’s stupid. I know I should just wait. And anyway, this cell is on a basement level, so there’s no way I’ll get a signal unless relays have been installed.


    The icon turns green. I’m so relieved to be back in the world I close my eyes, forgetting to keep watch.


    “Shelley?”


    Lissa’s talking to me. Her voice sounds taut, with a high edge to it.


    “Shelley, where have you been? Baby, are you sleeping? Wake up. Come on, wake up and talk to me.”


    “Shelley!” Elliot says sharply, just as I feel the gravity of someone who’s way too close. I jerk back against the bars while my eyes open onto a leering mouth framed in a red goatee.


    “Fuck off,” I warn him.


    He laughs like he thinks I’m cute, but to my relief he turns around and walks away across the cell. Lissa’s watching him too, because she can see through my eyes.


    “Shelley, what’s happened to you?”


    I don’t dare answer, but I look around, I look at my cellmates, until I hear her say, “Oh my God.”


    Relief washes through me, because someone knows, and I’m not lost anymore. The cops could still come after me with their little signal detectors, find what I’ve got, and tear my eyes out, but at least someone knows.


    “Were you drunk?” she asks, incredulous.


    I want to scream at her.


    Instead I turn around and look at Elliot in his glowing yellow vest. “You were at the War Machine rally,” she says. “Shelley, look to the right if you were really there.”


    I turn my head right.


    “You dickhead! I can’t believe you went down there and didn’t even tell me. You—oh fuck, never mind. I’m gonna call your dad. Look at your feet if I should call your dad.”


    I look at my feet.


    “I love you, Shelley.”


    Her icon goes away.


    I shut down the connection and close my eyes, sure now that it won’t be long.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    And I’m right.

  


  
    “James Shelley!” a corn-syrup guard barks out.


    I look at Elliot, still in the next cell. He gives me an encouraging smile. “Next party on Saturday. Come down.”


    I hear myself speaking. “Yeah,” I tell him. “Okay.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    It’s 4:43 am, and I’m sitting between my dad and my uncle in the backseat of a black sedan hired to take us home through Manhattan’s streets. My face hurts, and my lip is swollen. I think my teeth are loose.

  


  
    My dad hasn’t said much—he isn’t used to me fucking up—and I’ve scared him. It’s my uncle who’s done all the talking. He’s a criminal attorney, and people owe him favors, so I’m out with no charges officially filed.


    “Right here,” he tells the driver.


    We pull up to the curb in front of his building. He opens the door and starts to get out, but he hesitates, looking back at me as if he’s trying to figure out what’s going on in my head. “Jimmy, you get it, right? The clowns we vote for make a lot of noise, but it’s the people who own them who make the rules.”


    “Sure,” I say mechanically. “I get it.”


    “You have to know the rules,” my dad adds in his harshest voice. “Don’t be naïve, or you’ll wind up like Anders.”


    My uncle’s a little worried by what he sees in my eyes. “Jimmy, you understand the prosecutor has a solid case against you? The tags they dropped are indisputable. They put you at the location. Step out of line again, and I’m not going to be able to help you.”


    Like my dad, my uncle’s a good man. I know he’ll tell me the truth. “So these rules... one of them says that the police can be sent to stop citizens from marching on city hall... because it’ll look bad for the mayor?”


    He cocks his head, like maybe it’s a trick question. “Yes. Exactly.”


    I nod. I’ve been tagged, and I think those tags are going to mark me for a long, long time.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Back in my room, with the dawn light seeping in through the windows, I think about the people who make the rules—who decide which laws get passed and which wars get fought, who pick the industries and the technologies we’re allowed to have and the ones we can’t touch—and I wonder who those people are. As I send my whole long video to Elliot Weber, War Machine journalist, I wonder if I’m about to find out.

  


  
    [image: the_end_symbol]

  


  
    “Halfway Home” began as a creativity exercise. I wanted to generate fresh short story ideas, so I challenged myself to several brainstorming sessions. The idea was to write nonstop, while attempting to develop plot outlines. Most of this effort came to nothing. “Halfway Home” was the exception. By the end of the day, I’d developed the story’s structure and setting, though I didn’t settle down to the hard work of actually writing it until a month later.


    I sent “Halfway Home” to John Joseph Adams, editor at Lightspeed Magazine. He bought it, but not for Lightspeed. Much to my surprise—because I don’t write horror—John decided the story was more appropriate for Nightmare Magazine. I guess he was right, because Ellen Datlow eventually included it in her anthology The Best Horror of the Year, Volume Six.

  


  
    Halfway Home

  


  
    The airliner’s safety brochure was like every other I’d seen: laminated and perfect, showing a large jet afloat in calm water, the emergency chutes deployed with inflatable rafts at their ends awaiting the arrival of passengers after a perfect water landing.

  


  
    “Those diagrams are terribly optimistic,” the woman in the seat beside me said, eyeing the brochure as our plane climbed away from Manila. She spoke masterful English, clipped with a Filipino accent. “Let’s hope we never have to test that theory.”


    I turned to her, intrigued. We were seated in the coach section, two women, strangers, traveling alone to Los Angeles. I had the window seat; she was on the aisle. I’d flown a lot, and I knew the social rules for the small talk that goes on between strangers forced to sit side-by-side for hours on end. A discussion of the false promises illustrated in the safety brochure did not come close to qualifying under those rules.


    “Prepare for the worst,” I said. “That’s my philosophy. At least know where the exits are.”


    “You’re a rare type, then. Most people give no consideration to the worst-case scenario.”


    She had come on board late, a slight and lovely woman, maybe forty years old, her brown skin made utterly smooth by a veneer of makeup, her black hair permed into loose curls that framed a balanced face. She dared to wear a salmon-colored business suit that somehow worked for her—a happy color that relieved some of the fatigue visible around her eyes.


    After stowing a small bag under the seat with worried haste, she had acknowledged me with a courteous nod and then closed her eyes, seeming to have fallen asleep before we reached the runway.


    I was a different sort of woman than my new companion: a tall and rangy California blonde, casually dressed in a cream pullover and cargo pants. I hadn’t even bothered with makeup. I was on my way home, a fifteen-hour flight shared with strangers whose opinions and whose lives had nothing to do with mine.


    I refolded the brochure and put it back in the seat pocket. “I’ve seen the worst case,” I told her. “More than once. I’ve learned to prepare.”


    She cocked her head, her gaze distracted, a skeptical frown furrowing her brow. “If you can prepare,” she murmured, more as if she were wondering aloud than speaking to me, “surely it is not the worst case?” Her gaze shifted to meet mine then shot away again, as a self-conscious smile quirked her lips. “Ah, I’m sorry. I’ve overstepped.” She leaned back in her seat, dabbing a tissue against her cheeks, where a sheen of sweat seeped through her makeup. “My occupation leads to an unhealthy fascination with hazard assessments.”


    “What do you do?” I asked with honest interest.


    “Geek work. Engineering appraisals of biohazard containment procedures under laboratory conditions.” She settled her small hands one atop the other in her lap. “Modeling the worst-case scenario is just part of the daily grind, but it’s always been theory for me. No real world tests. Not yet. And you? What experience has led you to always map the exits?”


    “Call me a professional adventurer.”


    I was a photographer and a mountain climber. For ten years I’d scrimped and saved and sought grants, managing to get myself on expeditions around the world. Not all of them had gone well. I told her about a disastrous climb on Denali when an avalanche hit, taking out most of our party and leaving me with a broken arm. And another time on Everest when crowds of amateurs slowed our descent as a storm rolled in.


    “I learned not to count on other people, because when disaster strikes, most of them panic. In the worst case? It comes down to everyone for themselves, and if you’re not strong enough to accept that, you won’t survive. My name’s Halley, by the way.”


    “Anita.”


    She offered her hand. Its warmth surprised me, almost feverish in its intensity. “Are you all right?”


    Anita gave me an indulgent smile. “I have a severe nickel allergy.” Touching the far side of her neck, she drew my gaze to a mottled, red rash. “I was given a necklace that turned out to be... less than I thought. A slight fever is part of my allergic reaction. It should clear up in a few hours.”


    “Not a worst-case scenario, then.” I kept my voice light, as if it was a joke, but I was uneasy. I didn’t want to spend the first week of my homecoming laid out by some exotic Asian fever acquired from a biohazard engineer. Too much irony in that.


    Anita laughed again, though this time it sounded forced. “You must be thinking I’m the worst-case scenario for the passenger in the adjacent seat. Gloomy and ill.”


    “No. Worst case would be if something went wrong and I was stuck sitting next to someone too big to push aside or climb over on my way to the exit. Everyone for themselves, remember?” I smiled like it was a macabre joke, but it was the truth, and judging by her somber expression, she knew it.


    “Maybe we’ll get lucky,” she said. “And stay in the air all the way to Los Angeles.”


    “Best-case scenario,” I agreed.


    I think it came to us both that we’d said more than we should have, and we retreated into silence.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    I woke with a start. The cabin was dark: just the floor lights and a few reading lamps. The air was too warm, thick with exhaled breaths. A nervous whisper rode atop an ominous silence. Why couldn’t I hear any engine noise? I glanced down, to see Anita’s white-knuckled hand clutching the armrest between us.

  


  
    “What the hell is going on?” My ears popped. “Are we descending?” I pulled out my phone to check the time, confirming that it was too soon to be landing, too soon by hours. We were hardly halfway home.


    Anita turned to me, her shoulders hunched, reflected light glinting in her dark eyes, her lips parted to admit the quick, shallow breaths that mark the edge of panic. She looked to me like a hunted creature at bay, an impression reinforced by her words. “This can’t be happening. It can’t.”


    “What is happening?”


    “The engines! Listen to them. They’ve been cutting out, one by one.” There was a mad focus to her eyes as she added, “It’s a judgment. Against me.”


    I pulled the buckle on my seatbelt and started to rise. “I’m going to go talk to someone. Where the hell are the flight attendants anyway?”


    I jumped as a man’s voice, humble with apology, issued from the speakers. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have an emergency.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    The plane was going down.

  


  
    As the news sank in, passengers wailed, cried, prayed.


    I re-buckled my seatbelt and put on my life vest.


    Next I looked for the exit sign. It hung above the aisle, four seats ahead. If I survived the impact, I promised myself I would do whatever it took to reach that exit. The pilot had assured us our situation was known. Rescue was already on the way. We wouldn’t be in the water long. If I could get out of the plane alive, I’d have a good chance to survive.


    Beside me, Anita kept her white-knuckled grip on the armrest, but she wasn’t crying, she wasn’t praying. She stared ahead at nothing. She’d assessed our odds in her first words to me, when she called the safety brochure terribly optimistic. “Anita.”


    She turned. It was too dark to really see her face, but I saw her hand let go of the armrest. She took my hand; squeezed it, her palm even hotter than it had been before, hot and dry. “You’re a survivor, Halley. Do whatever it takes to live through this. Climb over me. Climb over anyone, but live. Someone has to, or it’s for nothing.”


    For nothing?


    I wondered what she meant... but I didn’t really care. It didn’t matter. In just a few minutes all of us on the plane would likely be dead. “Put your vest on,” I told her. I helped her with it, buckling it around her waist.


    Outside the window there was only darkness. I pressed my forehead against the plastic pane and peered up, but I couldn’t see any stars. I couldn’t see the ocean below us. No way to know how much farther we had to fall.


    The plane began to shudder.


    People screamed—a chaos of animal noises that my fear-filled brain refused to truly hear, blurring and blending the sound with the roar of wind rushing past our powerless wings—all of it abruptly overridden by the pilot’s terror-edged voice, “Assume crash position. Assume crash position!”


    I grabbed Anita’s hand. Then I bent at the waist, my head pressed to my knees and one palm braced against the seat back in front of me—a position that felt to me as useless as a prayer, but I prayed too. I held onto Anita’s hand and prayed I would be one of the survivors.


    We hit hard. I heard some kind of debris slam against the ceiling. I didn’t look up to see what it might be. The plane bounced. We hit again. The fuselage screamed with the voice of aluminum tearing. Luggage exploded out of the overhead rack—and then the fuselage cracked apart.


    It broke right in front of me. Darkness swept in, and a howling wind. Fluid sprayed in my face—though whether it was blood or hydraulics or the ocean itself, I couldn’t tell because we were tumbling, swirling, cartwheeling on a long chaotic fall into the arms of death.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Or was it life?

  


  
    We assume it’s easy to tell the difference.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Clawing at consciousness, I awoke to a low, rumbling assault of sound, and a raw awareness of pain. Everything hurt. My skull, my face, my back, my hips... every muscle along my sides. I blinked, and found myself gazing at black smoke roiling across a starry sky. I was lying on my back, still belted in my seat. The wall of the fuselage was still beside me. The little window framed a fiery light, but the seats that had been in front of me were gone. The fuselage had split right at my feet, and the front of the plane had torn away.

  


  
    A hysterical little laugh escaped my throat as I remembered my promise to do whatever it took to reach the exit.


    The exit was wide open now.


    A soft whump startled me. A nearby roar of rushing water followed it. My seat shuddered. Rain pelted my face—salty rain, ocean water. The sound I heard was the sound of a breaking wave... sweeping around the fuselage? As the wave retreated it left behind a steady, bold roar unlike any ocean sound I’d heard before.


    Braced for pain, I turned my head, peering through the window at a lurid light, blurred and refracted by a layer of water droplets clinging to the outside of the window. Something was burning out there, but I couldn’t see it clearly enough to know what it might be.


    White water surged up and slapped hard against the plastic pane. Instinctively, I jerked back, while the fuselage trembled around me, and more salty water rained down.


    A child wailed.


    I gasped, realizing this was the first voice I’d heard since waking. The only voice. In the seconds since I’d opened my eyes there had been no screaming, no crying, no pleas for help, no reassurances... just the rumble of the ocean, the roar of the fire, and now, one child’s despairing wail.


    That cry made me move.


    “I’m coming,” I called out in a rusty croak, groping at my seatbelt until I got it undone. “I’m coming. Don’t be afraid.”


    A stupid thing to say.


    I squiggled and shifted and found that my body still worked. I got my feet under me and turned to climb out of my seat—only to discover Anita in my way. Refracted firelight shimmered in her eyes as she lay blinking up at me. Water swirled behind her head. I looked past her, in a direction that was now down, toward what had been the back of the plane. Everything back there belonged to the ocean now. I thought I saw drowned faces beneath the water’s unquiet, dark surface but the light was poor. It was hard to be sure.


    The child cried again.


    Across the aisle, only one other seat remained above the water. The seats that should have completed the row weren’t there. I had to assume that, like the front of the plane, they’d been ripped away in the crash.


    The child huddled in the sanctuary of that one seat, a boy maybe seven years old. He’d gotten out of his seatbelt; he’d even remembered to inflate his life vest. It looked like a huge yellow pillow strapped to his chest. He clung to the vertical seat cushion, weeping as water rose and fell around his feet, soaking his shoes and his pants.


    “I’m coming,” I told him.


    I told myself, Go!


    But Anita was in the way. She hadn’t moved at all; I needed to know if she could. “Are you hurt?” I asked her, all too aware of currents of hot air moving past my face, missives from the roaring fire just outside.


    As Anita opened her mouth to answer, another wave hit. The torn fuselage shuddered, the seat shifted beneath me, and I almost fell on top of her. I caught myself with a hand against her seatback. My fingers came away sticky, smelling of blood.


    “Leave me,” she said, in a high half-shriek. “Save yourself. Live.”


    She was right. Injured, helpless, likely with hours to go before rescue came, her prospects were slim. The smart thing to do would be to abandon her, and focus on the child.


    “Go,” she pleaded. “Before you can’t get out.”


    I started to go; I tried to go—what did I care for her life? I hardly knew her. We’d sat together, we’d shared a few words—but then we’d held hands, and our abstract acquaintance had become personal. I couldn’t leave her.


    I felt for her seatbelt and popped it open, telling myself I was strong enough to help her and the child too. “Come on! We’re getting out of here. Put your arm around my shoulder.”


    She was delirious. She tried to push me away. I grabbed the red tabs dangling from her vest and pulled them. I pulled my own. Both vests inflated and I pushed her into the water that flooded the aisle.


    We bobbed at the surface.


    I turned her onto her back, gripped the straps at her shoulder, and dragged her with me as I worked my way around the boy’s seat. Beyond him, firelight glimmered on open water. That’s where I wanted to be. That light was hope glimmering—the desperate hope of not being drowned when the wreckage around us finally pitched over.


    I cleared the seat and felt a strong pull of ocean current. Holding one arm out to the boy, I called to him, “Come! Jump!”


    He didn’t hesitate. He threw himself at me, a skinny little thing strapped into a vest so big he looked like he might levitate. A rumbling growl warned me that a wave was coming. I got an arm around him. He got an arm around me. “Deep breath!” I yelled as a mountain of white water plunged over us.


    Like the plane crash, there was nothing I could do except hold on. We tumbled. My head hit against a sandy bottom. I felt the boy thrash. I felt Anita flail, prying at my fingers, trying to get me to let go. Her elbow struck my ribs, but I held on, my fingers locked around the straps of her life vest. I swore to myself we would survive, that we would all three survive together.


    The wave let us go.


    I rolled onto my back and gasped for air, letting the life vest hold me up. I made sure the boy’s face was out of the water, and then Anita. “It’s okay,” I murmured to them, my voice pitched so high it frightened me. “We’re doing okay.” The boy had his arm around my neck, so tight it was painful. I was glad. It told me he was strong, not like Anita. She drifted beside us, nearly unconscious.


    The wave had carried us maybe fifty feet from the broken fuselage. A fire still shimmered beyond it, though it was less than it had seemed through the window. A yellow fragment of moon floated low above the horizon, illuminating a line of white water that must surely mark a distant reef... and I realized then that the fuselage must have been resting on a reef, with waves breaking around it... but it made no sense. The north Pacific is vast and nearly empty, and while I could believe our pilot had hoped to come down near some patch of reef or on some spot of an island—Johnston Atoll maybe? Palmyra?—to imagine that he had succeeded was more than I could accept.


    With my charges in tow, I swiveled around, where I was presented with more evidence of the impossible.


    Visible in the moon’s light, not a hundred feet away, was a sand beach, rising steeply to a line of brush and skeletal trees. Water sloshed into my open mouth. I spit it out, sure I was suffering a hallucination, seeing a mirage. Reality had slipped. We had come to a place where the odds did not allow us to be.


    Somehow, we had been given a chance—and I took it.


    With one hand on Anita’s straps and the boy clinging to me with a relentless grip, I kicked my shoes off, kicked at the water, and slowly, slowly, I brought us all to that impossible shore.


    The boy stood up as we reached the shallows, but Anita couldn’t walk, or maybe she didn’t want to. “I’m not going to leave you,” I warned her, and I dragged her arm around my shoulder, hauling her up the beach, while the boy ran ahead, scouting beneath the vegetation until he found a hollow that offered shelter from a relentless wind. I got Anita out of her vest, and used it as a pillow for her head. Her skin was hot, but she was shivering so I piled sand around her legs. The boy helped me.


    “What’s your name?” I asked him as I unbuckled his vest. He gave me a puzzled look, so I tried one of the few Tagalog words I knew. “Pangalan?”


    “Hilario,” he told me in a shy, frightened voice. I tried to remember who he’d been traveling with... mama or daddy or both? But they’d been strangers, of no importance to me, and I’d paid no attention. I ruffled his wet hair, and gave him a hug.


    Out on the reef, the broken fuselage had been pushed over by the waves, submerged just below the surface. Every time a breaker rolled past, spray flew into the air, brilliant white in the moonlight. I watched it and realized: I survived.


    I was alive, I’d saved two other people, and rescue was surely on its way.


    “Come, Hilario.” I took his hand and we walked up and down the windswept beach, but nowhere did we find any other survivors, not even a body washed up on the beach, and no debris from the wreck.


    This was not reality as I knew it. It was unnatural. All too neat.


    As dawn began to lighten the sky, we made our way back to Anita. On the way I listened for a rescue plane, or a helicopter from some passing Navy ship, but I heard only the boom and rumble of waves.


    “Is there water?” Anita whispered when we returned to her. “Tubig?”


    “No, there’s nothing. But rescue should be coming soon.”


    I sat cross-legged beside her. Hilario tumbled into my lap, and I held him close. He was mine now. It felt that way. I kissed his salty cheek, and then I put my hand on Anita’s forehead. The dry heat of her skin shocked me. Her fever was much worse. “My God.”


    “Right on time,” she whispered.


    “What?”


    “I meant to die in L.A.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “It doesn’t... really matter.”


    Her voice was weak, her words hard to hear. I leaned closer, and my gaze fell on the rash at her neck. Like her fever, it was worse, a collection of tiny pustules some of them glimmering wet with fluid.


    I pulled back. “That’s not from an allergy. What’s wrong with you, Anita?”


    She smiled at me as if we were good friends. “You survived the crash, Halley, just like you said you would.” Her whispery voice was almost lost in the wind. “Maybe you’ll survive the plague, too. It’s possible. One in a hundred should. Maybe two in a hundred, with the best hospital care.”


    She was delirious. She didn’t know what she was saying. Her fever, her head injury, the shock of the crash, had combined to plunge her into the nightmare that must have haunted her career, the worst-case scenario of a biohazard plague escaping one of her labs ...


    That’s what I wanted to believe.


    But when I looked again at the pustules on her neck, I couldn’t hold onto my denial. With Hilario in my arms, I stood up, and backed a step away. Her gaze followed me. “Everyone on the plane,” she murmured, “infected by the time we reached L.A.”


    “We didn’t make it to L.A.”


    “You’ll make it. It only takes one. You’re that one. The right one, because you’ll do what’s needed to survive.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    It’s not true.

  


  
    That’s what I told myself, over and over again as Hilario and I held hands and walked the beach. It couldn’t be true.


    But what if it was? What if she had made herself the dark angel of the apocalypse, bearing a pestilence that only one in a hundred would survive?


    I went back to see her, to plead with her to tell me the truth, but the truth was lost. Her eyes had clouded. She was gone.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    I sat on the beach with Hilario, shivering, but not from cold. Wasn’t it a miracle the plane had crashed? Euphoria swept over me as I thought about it. Horror rolled in on its heels. Over 330 people had been on that plane. They were gone now, lost. It was a tragedy—and yet if Anita could be believed, so many more, almost all the world, had been made safer because of it.

  


  
    The drone of a distant helicopter startled me from my musings. I looked up, to see, beyond the reef, the silhouette of a Navy ship looming against the yellow glow of the predawn sky. The helicopter was a flyspeck, speeding toward the boiling water that marked the sunken fuselage of the plane.


    Hilario leaped up. His eyes went wide as he took in the ship, and a beautiful grin broke out across his face. He whooped, jumping up and down and waving his arms in mad greeting.


    I whooped and waved too, but my delirious relief faded as dread descended over me. I sank to the sand, watching Hilario jump up and down, up and down, his high voice crying out in words that I did not understand.


    Wasn’t it a miracle that our plane had crashed? And wasn’t it a miracle that Anita had survived, if only just long enough for me to learn that she’d placed an apocalypse in my hands?


    “Come!” Hilario screamed, using a rare English word. “Come!”


    My voice broke as I told him, “No, baby. They can’t come here.”


    He hesitated, turning to me with worried eyes. I got up and ran to the top of the beach where a line of driftwood had collected. I grabbed a large stick. I remembered Anita’s last words to me, You’ll do what you need to do to survive. She’d been so sure of me. I’d been so sure of myself.


    I darted back down to where the sand was wet, as close to the wave wash as I dared, and I started scratching deep scars, digging down to the wet, dark sand to form giant letters. Hilario came to watch me with a worried frown on his sweet face. I gave him what I hoped was a reassuring smile but I kept working, because it wasn’t the apocalypse that Anita had placed in my hands after all: it was the lives of ninety-nine out of a hundred people—and how personal every one of those lives felt to me, resting in my hands.


    Our rescuers read my message and retreated.


    Hilario called for them to come back and when they didn’t he ran to me and we cried together as the waves slowly erased my warning and my plea:


    TERRORISM-BIOWARFARE


    DON’T COME


    I wanted to explain to Hilario that the helicopter would be back. That our rescuers would come again, in biohazard suits, bearing miracle drugs, and that against all odds the two of us would survive even in the face of this worst-case scenario.


    I wanted to tell him that.


    I wanted to believe it.


    But an untenable chain of miracles had brought us to this deserted shore. It made no sense to me that the pilot could have guided our plane here with no power in the engines, and it made no sense that only Anita, Hilario, and I should survive the crash and escape the wreckage, the boy and I not even hurt, and no sign of anyone else.


    It made no sense.


    We should have died on that plane with everyone else, our plague-infected bodies safely lost and unrecoverable beneath the deep waters of the Pacific.


    I think maybe we did die.


    It could be delirium setting in with the first brush of fever, but the hours since the plane crash do not seem real to me. Looking back, it feels like everything that’s happened since I awoke in the wreckage has been a question posed to my soul.


    And my answer?


    I cradle Hilario as he weeps against my chest.


    My answer surprised even me.
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    I published my novel The Red: First Light in the spring of 2013. That summer, I wrote two short stories set in the same fictional world. One of these was “Codename: Delphi.” It features a secondary character from the novel, and takes a look at the story world through her point of view.


    My short stories tend to run long—7,000 words and up—so “Codename: Delphi” was a technical triumph for me, finishing at just over 4,000 words. It was originally published in Lightspeed Magazine, and was included in The Year’s Best Military and Space Opera edited by David Afsharirad.

  


  
    Codename: Delphi

  


  
    “Valdez, you need to slow down,” Karin Larsen warned, each syllable crisply pronounced into a mic. “Stay behind the seekers. If you overrun them, you’re going to walk into a booby trap.”

  


  
    Five thousand miles away from Karin’s control station, Second Lieutenant Valdez was jacked up on adrenaline and in a defiant mood. “Negative!” she said, her voice arriving over Karin’s headphones. “Delphi, we’ve got personnel down and need to move fast. This route scans clear. I am not waiting for the seekers to clear it again.”


    The battleground was an ancient desert city. Beginning at sunset, firefights had flared up all across its tangled neighborhoods and Valdez was right that her squad needed to advance—but not so fast that they ran into a trap.


    “The route is not clear,” Karin insisted. “The last overflight to scan this alley was forty minutes ago. Anything could have happened since then.”


    Karin’s worksite was an elevated chair within a little room inside a secure building. She faced a curved monitor a meter-and-a-half high, set an easy reach away. Windows checkered its screen, grouped by color-codes representing different clients. The windows could slide, change sequence, and overlap, but they could never completely hide one another; the system wouldn’t allow it. This was Karin’s interface to the war.


    Presently centered onscreen were two gold-rimmed windows, each displaying a video feed captured by an aerial seeker: palm-sized drones equipped with camera eyes, audio pickups, and chemical sensors. The seekers flew ahead of Valdez and her urban infantry squad, one at eye level and the other at an elevation of six meters, scouting a route between brick-and-stucco tenements. They flew too slowly for Valdez.


    The lieutenant was out of sight of the seekers’ camera eyes, but Karin could hear the soft patter of her boot plates as she advanced at a hurried trot, and the tread of the rest of the squad trailing behind her. Echoing off the buildings, there came the pepper of distant rifle fire and a heavier caliber weapon answering.


    Onscreen, positioned above the two video feeds, was a third window that held the squad map—a display actively tracking the position and status of each soldier.


    Outfitted in bullet-proof vests and rigged in the titanium struts of light-infantry exoskeletons—“armor and bones”—the squad advanced through the alley at a mandated ten-meter interval, a regulation that reduced the odds of multiple casualties if they encountered an IED or a grenade. Only Lieutenant Valdez failed to maintain the proper distance, crowding within two meters of the seekers in her rush to answer the call for backup.


    “Valdez, this is not a simple firefight. It’s a widespread, well-planned insurgent offensive. Every kid with a grudge—”


    “No lectures, Delphi. Just get these seekers moving faster.”


    Any faster, and the little drones could miss something critical.


    Local time was past midnight and no lights shone in the alley, but in nightvision the walls of the buildings and the trash-strewn brick pavement gleamed in crisp, green detail. Karin wasn’t the only one monitoring the seekers’ feeds; a battle AI watched them too. It generated an ongoing report, displayed alongside the windows. She glanced at it and saw an alert for trace scents of explosives—but with a battle in progress that didn’t mean anything. Otherwise the report was good: no suspicious heat signatures or whispering voices or inexplicable motion within the apartments.


    Her gaze shifted back to the video feed. A faint gleam caught her attention; a hair-thin line close to the ground that justified her caution. “Tripwire,” she announced. She reached out to the screen; dragged her finger across the line. The gesture created a fleeting highlight on the display screen of Valdez’s visor, clearly marking the tripwire’s position. “Six meters ahead.”


    “Shit.” Valdez pulled up sharply. A faint background tone sounded as she switched her audio to gen-com. “Tripwire,” she said, addressing her squad. “Move back.”


    The tone dropped out, and Valdez was talking again solely to Karin. “Ambush?”


    “Searching.” It was a good bet someone was monitoring the tripwire.


    A set of windows bordered in blue glided to the center of Karin’s screen: Lieutenant Deng’s color code. The insurgent offensive had erupted all along the northern border, striking hard at Deng’s rural district. At approximately 2200 she’d been lured into an ambush. The resulting firefight had left one of her soldiers seriously wounded.


    Distance did not mute the impatience—or the frustration—in Deng’s voice as she spoke over the headphones, “Delphi, where’s my medevac helicopter?”


    On nights like this, a big part of Karin’s job was triage. Deng’s situation was no longer “hot.” The insurgents had fled, and the helicopter had already been requested. Determining an ETA would not get it there faster. So she told Deng, “Stand by.”


    Then she swiped the blue windows out of the way and returned her attention to the feeds from the seekers, directing one to fly higher. The angle of view shifted, and Karin spied a figure crouched on the sloping, clay-tiled roof of a low building not far ahead. She drew a highlight around it. “Valdez, see that?”


    A glance at the squad map showed that Valdez had retreated a few meters from the tripwire. One specialist remained with her, while the rest of the squad had dropped back under the supervision of a sergeant.


    “I see him,” Valdez said. “Target confirmed?”


    “Negative. Twenty seconds.”


    Karin sent a seeker buzzing toward the figure on the rooftop and then she switched her focus back to Deng’s blue-coded windows, fanning them open so she could see the one that tracked the status of the medevac helicopter. The offensive was unprecedented and air support was in high demand. Deng’s wounded soldier was third on the list for pickup. “Deng, ETA on the medevac is forty-plus minutes,” Karin warned; that was assuming the helicopter stayed in the air. She slid the blue windows away again, switching back to Valdez.


    Wind soughing between the buildings veiled the soft buzz of the seeker so that the figure on the roof didn’t hear it coming. Details emerged as the little drone got closer. One of those details was a rifle—aimed at Valdez. “Target confirmed,” Karin said without hesitation. “Shoot to kill.”


    Valdez was watching the same feed. “That’s a kid!”


    It was a kid. The battle AI estimated a male, fourteen years old. It didn’t matter. The boy was targeting Valdez and that made him the enemy.


    “Take the shot.”


    The boy fired first. He missed, but he squeezed the trigger again. His second shot caught Valdez in the shoulder, spinning her into the wall. “Fuck.”


    “Valdez, get down!”


    The lieutenant dropped to a crouch. The specialist was already hunkered down behind her. He aimed over her shoulder and shot—but too late. The kid had opened a roof-access door, retreating inside the building.


    Karin checked Valdez’s biometrics: high stress, but no indication that the slug had penetrated. Her armor had protected her.


    “A biometric ID on the shooter is in the system,” Karin told her. “You can hunt him down later.”


    “Right. I’m going to drop back, rejoin the squad, and go around.”


    While Valdez reorganized, Karin switched to her third client, Lieutenant Holder. The set of windows monitoring his squad was coded orange. Holder was assigned to a district just outside the city. Tonight his squad waited in ambush for a suspected small-arms shipment coming in from the west. She checked his status: nominal. Checked the squad: noted all seven soldiers in position on either side of an asphalt road. Checked the wide-field view from the infrared camera on the squad’s surveillance drone and noted the suspect truck, still at almost five kilometers away.


    There was time.


    Karin sighed, took a sip of chilled water from a bottle stashed in a pouch at the side of her chair, and for just a moment she squeezed her dry eyes shut. She’d already been six hours on-shift, with only one ten-minute break and that was two hours ago. There would be hours more before she could rest. Most shifts went on until her clients were out of harm’s way—that’s just how it was, how it needed to be. She’d learned that early.


    Karin had trained as a handler for the usual reason: money. She’d needed to pay off a student loan. Two years so far, with a fat savings account to show for it. The money was good, no argument, but the lifestyle? Some handlers joked that the job was like a video game—one so intense it left you shaking and exhausted at the end of every shift—but for her it had never been a game. The lives she handled were real. Slip up, and she could put a soldier in the grave. That was her nightmare. She’d had soldiers grievously wounded, but so far none had died on her shift. Lately, she’d started thinking that maybe she should quit before it happened. On a night like tonight, that thought was close to the surface.


    The blue windows slid to center again. Karin popped the bottle back into its pouch as an irate Deng spoke through her headphones. “Delphi, I can’t wait forty minutes for the medevac. I’ve got six enemy at-large. They have their own wounded to worry about, but once they get organized, they’re going to move on the settlement. If we don’t get there first, there are going to be reprisals. I need approval from Command to split the squad.”


    “Stand by.”


    Karin captured a voice clip of Deng’s request and sent it to the Command queue, flagged highest priority. But before she could slide the blue windows aside, someone opened an emergency channel—an act that overrode the communications of every handler on-shift. “I need support!” a shrill voice yelled through Karin’s headphones. She flinched back, even as she recognized Sarno, another handler. The panic in his voice told her that he had made a mistake. A critical mistake, maybe a fatal one. “I need support! Now. I just can’t—”


    His transmission cut out. The shift supervisor’s voice came on—calm, crisp, alert: the way handlers were trained to speak. “I’m on it.”


    Karin’s hands shook. Sarno worked a chair just a few doors down from her. He was new, and new handlers sometimes got overwhelmed, but panic was always the wrong response. At the end of the shift, every handler got to go home, smoke a joint, collapse in a bed with soft sheets, get laid if they wanted to. Their clients didn’t have that option. Sarno needed to remember that. Sarno needed to remember that however rough it got in the control room, no one was trying to end his life.


    Right now the supervisor would be assisting him, coaching him, getting him back on track. Karin refocused, striving to put the incident out of her mind.


    Dragging the gold-rimmed windows to center, she checked on Valdez, confirming the lieutenant had safely exited the alley. There were no alerts from the battle AI, so Karin switched to Deng’s window-set. Rigged in armor and bones, the squad had formed a perimeter to protect their wounded soldier. Around them, dry grass rustled beneath spindly trees, and the stars glowed green in nightvision. Karin switched to Holder. He was still hunkered down with his squad alongside the road. An infrared feed from Holder’s surveillance drone showed the target vehicle only a klick-and-a-half away, approaching fast without headlights.


    Just as Karin brought her attention back to Valdez, the shift supervisor spoke.


    “Karin, we’ve got an emergency situation. I need to transfer another client to you.”


    “No way, Michael.”


    “Karin—”


    “No. I’ve got three active operations and I can barely stay on top of them. If you give me one more client, I’m going to resign.”


    “Fine, Karin! Resign. But just finish this shift first. I need you. Sarno walked. He fucking walked out and left his clients.”


    Sarno walked? Karin lost track of her windows as she tried to make sense of it. How could he walk out? What they did here was not a video game. There was no pause button on this war. Every handler was responsible for the lives of real people.


    Michael took her hesitation as agreement. “I’m splitting the load. You only have to take one. Incoming now.”


    Her throat aching, she took another sip of water, a three-second interval when her mind could rove... this time back to the kickboxing session that started her day, every day: a fierce routine that involved every muscle—strike, strike, strike—defiantly physical, because a handler had to be in top form to do this kind of work, and Karin hated to make mistakes.


    As she looked up again, a glowing green dot expanded into a new set of windows, with the client’s bio floating to the top. Shelley, James. A lieutenant with a stellar field rating. Good, Karin thought. Less work for me.


    As she fanned the windows, the live feed opened with the triple concussion of three grenades going off one after another. She bit down on her lip, anxious to engage, but she needed an overview of the situation first. Locating the squad map, she scanned the terrain and the positions of each soldier. There were five personnel besides Shelley: a sergeant, two specialists, and two privates. The map also showed the enemy’s positions and their weaponry—field intelligence automatically compiled from helmet cams and the squad’s surveillance drone.


    The map showed that Shelley’s squad was outnumbered and outgunned.


    With little shelter in a flat rural landscape of dusty red-dirt pastures and drought-stricken tree farms, they protected themselves by continuously shifting position in a fight to hold a defensive line north of the village that was surely the target of this raid. The insurgents’ ATVs had already been eliminated, but two pickup trucks remained, one rigged with a heavy machine gun and the other with a rocket-launcher pod, probably stripped off a downed helicopter. The rockets it used would have a range to four kilometers. Shelley needed to take the rocket-launcher out before it targeted the village and before his squad burned through their inventory of grenades.


    The sound of the firefight dropped out as her get-acquainted session was overridden by Deng’s windows sliding to the center. A communication had come in from Command. Deng’s request to split the squad had been approved. Karin forwarded the order, following up with a verbal link. “Deng, your request has been approved. Orders specify two personnel remain with the wounded; four proceed to the settlement.”


    “Thanks, Delphi.”


    Karin switched to Holder. His ambush would go off in seconds. She did a quick scan of the terrain around him, located no additional threats, and then switched focus to Valdez. Cities were the worst. Too many places for snipers to hide. Too many alleys to booby trap. Karin requested an extra surveillance drone to watch the surrounding buildings as Valdez trotted with her squad through the dark streets. She’d feel more secure if she could study the feed from the seekers, but there was no time—because it was her new client who faced the most immediate hazard.


    Lieutenant Shelley was on the move, weaving between enemy positions, letting two of his soldiers draw the enemy’s attention while he closed on the rocket launcher. The truck that carried the weapon was being backed into the ruins of a still-smoldering, blown-out farmhouse. The roof of the house was gone along with the southern wall, but three stout brick walls remained, thick enough to shelter the rocket crew from enemy fire. Once they had the truck in place, it would be only a minute or two before the bombardment started.


    Not a great time to switch handlers.


    Karin mentally braced herself, and then she opened a link to Shelley. The sounds of the firefight hammered through her headphones: staccato bursts from assault rifles and then the bone-shaking boom of another grenade launched by the insurgents. A distant, keening scream of agony made her hair stand on end, but a status check showed green so she knew it wasn’t one of hers. “Lieutenant Shelley,” she said, speaking quickly before he could protest her intrusion. “My codename is Delphi. You’ve been transferred to my oversight. I’ll be your handler tonight.”


    His biometrics, already juiced from the ongoing operation, surged even higher. “What the Hell?” he whispered. “Did you people get rid of Hawkeye in the middle of an action?”


    “Hawkeye took himself out, Lieutenant.”


    Karin remembered her earlier assessment of Sarno’s breakdown. He had made a mistake. What that mistake was, she didn’t know and there was no time to work it out. “I’ve got an overview of the situation and I will stay with you.”


    “What’d you say your name was?”


    “Delphi.”


    “Delphi, you see where I’m going?”


    “Yes.”


    He scuttled, hunched over to lower his profile, crossing bare ground between leafless thickets. Shooting was almost constant, from one side or another, but so far he’d gone unnoticed and none of it was directed at him.


    Karin studied the terrain that remained to be crossed. “You’re going to run out of cover.”


    “Understood.”


    A wide swath of open ground that probably served as a pasture in the rainy season lay between Shelley and the shattered farmhouse. He needed to advance a hundred meters across it to be within the effective range of his grenade launcher. There were no defenders in that no-man’s-land, but there were at least eight insurgents sheltering within the remains of the farmhouse—and the second truck, the one with the machine gun, was just out of sight on the other side of the ruins.


    She fanned the windows just as the lieutenant dropped to his belly at the edge of the brush. Bringing Shelley’s details to the top, she checked his supplies. “You have two programmable grenades confirmed inside your weapon. Ten percent of your ammo load remaining. Lieutenant, that’s not enough.”


    “It’s enough.”


    Karin shook her head. Shelley couldn’t see it; it was a gesture meant only for herself. There weren’t enough soldiers in his squad to keep him out of trouble once the enemy knew where he was.


    Would it be tonight then? she wondered. Would this be the night she lost someone?


    “I advise you to retreat.”


    “Can’t do it, Delphi.”


    It was the expected answer, but she’d had to try.


    Nervous tension reduced her to repeating the basics. “Expect them to underestimate how fast you can move and maneuver in your exoskeleton. You can take advantage of that.”


    The shooting subsided. In the respite, audio pickups caught and enhanced the sound of a tense argument taking place at the distant farmhouse. Then a revving engine overrode the voices.


    Karin said, “The other truck, with the machine gun, it’s on the move.”


    “I see it.”


    A check of his setup confirmed he had the feed from the surveillance drone posted on the periphery of his visor display.


    He used gen-com to speak to his squad. “It’s now. Don’t let me get killed, okay?”


    They answered, their voices tense, intermingled: “We got you... watch over you...”


    Valdez’s window-set centered, cutting off their replies. “Delphi, you there?”


    Her voice was calm, so Karin said, “Stand by,” and swiped her window-set aside.


    “...kick ass, L. T.”


    Shelley’s window-set was still fanned, with the live feed from the surveillance drone on one end of the array. Motion in that window caught Karin’s eye, even before the battle AI highlighted it. “Shelley, the machine-gun truck is coming around the north side of the ruins. Everybody on those walls is going to be looking at it.”


    “Got it. I’m going.”


    “Negative! Hold your position. On my mark . . .” She identified the soldier positioned a hundred-fifty meters away on Shelley’s west flank. Overriding protocol, she opened a link to him, and popped a still image of the truck onto the periphery of his visor. “Hammer it as soon as you have it in sight.” The truck fishtailed around the brick walls and Karin told Shelley, “Now.”


    He took off in giant strides powered by his exoskeleton, zigzagging across the bare ground. There was a shout from the truck, just as the requested assault rifle opened up. The truck’s windshield shattered. More covering fire came from the northwest. From the farmhouse voices cried out in fury and alarm. Karin held her breath while Shelley covered another twenty meters and then she told him, “Drop and target!”


    He accepted her judgment and slammed to the ground, taking the impact on the arm struts of his exoskeleton as the racing pickup braked in a cloud of dust. Shelley didn’t turn to look. The feed from his helmet cams remained fixed on the truck parked between the ruined walls as he set up his shot. The battle AI calculated the angle, and when his weapon was properly aligned, the AI pulled the trigger.


    A grenade launched on a low trajectory, transiting the open ground and disappearing under the truck, where it exploded with a deep whump!, enfolding the vehicle in a fireball that initiated a thunderous roar of secondary explosions as the rocket propellant ignited. The farmhouse became an incandescent inferno. Nightvision switched off on all devices as white light washed across the open ground.


    Karin shifted screens. The feed from the surveillance drone showed a figure still moving in the bed of the surviving truck. An enemy soldier—wounded maybe—but still determined, clawing his way up to the mounted machine gun. “Target to the northwest,” she said.


    The audio in Shelley’s helmet enhanced her voice so that he heard her even over the roar of burning munitions. He rolled and fired. The figure in the truck went over backward, hitting the dusty ground with an ugly bounce.


    Karin scanned the squad map. “No indication of surviving enemy, but shrapnel from those rockets—”


    “Fall back!” Shelley ordered on gen-com. Powered by his exoskeleton, he sprang to his feet and took off. “Fall back! All speed!”


    Karin watched until he put a hundred meters behind him; then she switched to Holder, confirmed his ambush had gone off as planned; switched to Deng who was driving an ATV, racing to cut off her own insurgent incursion; switched to Valdez, who had finally joined up with another squad to quell a street battle in an ancient desert city.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    “Delphi, you there?” Shelley asked.

  


  
    “I’m here.” Her voice hoarse, worn by use.


    Dawn had come. All along the northern border the surviving enemy were in retreat, stopping their exodus only when hunting gunships passed nearby. Then they would huddle out of sight beneath camouflage blankets until the threat moved on. The incursion had gained no territory, but the insurgents had won all the same by instilling fear among the villages and the towns.


    Karin had already seen Valdez and Holder and Deng back to their shelters. Now Shelley’s squad was finally returning to their little fort.


    “Is Hawkeye done?” he asked her.


    She sighed, too tired to really think about it. “I don’t know. Maybe.”


    “I never liked him much.”


    Karin didn’t answer. It wasn’t appropriate to discuss another handler.


    “You still there?”


    “I’m here.”


    “You want to tell me if this was a one-night-stand? Or are you going to be back tonight?”


    Exhaustion clawed at her and she wanted to tell him no. No, I will not be back. There wasn’t enough money in the world to make this a good way to spend her life.


    Then she wondered: when had it ceased to be about the money?


    The war was five thousand miles away, but it was inside her head too; it was inside her dreams and her nightmares.


    “Delphi?”


    “I’m here.”


    In her worst nightmares, she lost voice contact. That’s when she could see the enemy waiting in ambush, when she knew his position, his weaponry, his range... when she knew her clients were in trouble, but she couldn’t warn them.


    “You want me to put in a formal request for your services?” Shelley pressed. “I can do that, if you need me to.”


    It wasn’t money that kept Karin at her control station. As the nightmare of the war played on before her eyes, it was knowing that the advice and the warnings that she spoke could save her soldiers’ lives.


    “It’s best if you make a formal request,” Karin agreed. “But don’t worry—I’ll be here.”
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    “Attitude” was written for the anthology Reach For Infinity, edited by Jonathan Strahan. Jonathan was looking for stories that speculated on how a permanent presence in space might actually be achieved—which struck me as a tall order for a short story.


    I considered and discarded many ideas over at least a nine-month period. The deadline was approaching, and still nothing felt right. Then, as I was watching an NFL football game, I was struck by the thought that there is a lot of money in professional sports. “Attitude” evolved from that observation.

  


  
    Attitude

  


  
    Our Only Export is Entertainment

  


  
    The announcer’s voice boomed across the arena as I plummeted feet first toward the alpha fin of the central pylon. I caught my name—Juliet Alo—but nothing else because I was playing Attitude, and in the climactic seconds of the championship round, all my brain power was consumed with calculating trajectories across the three dimensions of zero-gee.

  


  
    I was only a rookie, but I could extrapolate a player’s destination a moment after launch. Sometimes I knew where players would go before they did—and that gave me time to evade them.


    I reached the alpha fin and kicked off again with the ball of my foot, extending into a needle posture to shoot across the zero-gee arena with my arms pressed to my sides, legs straight, toes pointed in an aerodynamic configuration aided by the smooth lines of my gold bodysuit. An opposing player in the dark-purple suit of Team August streaked in to intercept my trajectory—too late. Frustration lined a face framed by the gel-padded bars of his helmet as I whispered past his outstretched fingertips on my way to a calculated rendezvous with the ball.


    The arena we played in was a vast oval, sixty meters in length and caged by softly glowing red filaments that flared a penalty if touched by a player or by the ball. Up and down had no real meaning, but we oriented anyway with a gradient from deep-water blue at the base to brilliant white at the summit. The central pylon was an irregular corkscrew studded with fins small and large and set at random angles in an array that changed every quarter, never twice the same. Goal rings were hung at the base and the summit.


    The number of spectators present in the zero-gee hub of Stage One was small—just the players from other teams, the Stage One staff, and, for every game, at least four “special guests”—Attitude fans flown to LEO at the A-League’s expense, because “Attitude is for everyone.”


    It was a slogan, but the A-League took it seriously. Fans around the world could watch sponsored showings at home or they could spend a little to purchase admission to live, 3-D renderings of the game in theaters, sharing the experience with hundreds of others, at a ticket price that shifted with a region’s median income. And of course there was gear, and gambling, and commercial endorsements, but there were also prizes and scholarships and a network of authorized trainers around the world sponsoring camps and competitions for future players. Though only in its fifth year of existence, Attitude had become one of the most popular spectator sports in or off the world.


    I played for Team November. We’d won three of five games in the final series against Team August, and with time running out in Game 6, one more score would give us the championship.


    I pulled in my knees, executed a flip, and hammered my feet against the jelly membrane of a static drum, arresting my momentum just as the spindle-shaped A-ball slammed into my hands.


    Min Tao had thrown it hard, with so much spin it almost tore out of my grip. Fierce screams rose up from the arena audience and after a delay of a fractional second—the time required for the crowd noise generated by the nearest theaters to reach us—there were groans and gasps and then a deafening cheer as I secured my grip on the ball.


    Team August players in their dark uniforms raced to set up a defense as I cocked my arm and passed for the goal—


    Fake passed.


    I pumped my arm but held onto the ball, drawing out an opposing player who’d been lurking for a chance to intercept. He dove toward me, blocking my line to the goal ring—but I never meant to go straight in anyway. I counted silently, the same count Min Tao was keeping as he clung to a nearby fin, gleaming in Team November’s gold uniform—and at zero we both launched.


    Our trajectories met in wide-open air. The screams of the crowd reverberated around us as I flat-handed off Min Tao’s shoulder, shifting my trajectory toward the goal ring as my teammates converged from all sides to block Team August’s players.


    I scanned the moving field, assuring myself no one could block me before I shot through the goal ring and scored. The game was mine to win.


    Then I saw Cherise Caron moving—a third year veteran and Team August’s best player. She relayed with a teammate, picking up momentum from the exchange along with a trajectory shift. In my head I extrapolated her course. Cherise would hit a summit fin where she would have to align and launch again to block my goal. I’d studied every play she’d made over three seasons and knew she had the skill to do it, but she did not have the time.


    The score was mine. The game, mine. The equation was set and nothing could change my flight so I relaxed, turning my head to watch her as she reached the fin.


    Something happened then, that I could not explain. Her momentum reversed so quickly it was as if a digital record skipped in time. All my calculations were thrown off by at least three-tenths of a second as she darted to intercept me, and before I could twist to protect the ball it was gone from my hands. She passed the ball on the fly, hurling it to a teammate waiting halfway to blue. Our backfield was left playing catch-up as Team August relayed the ball past fins and static drums. Then they blocked our lone defender before a player took the ball through the goal ring for an easy score.


    The crowd roared, half in outraged disbelief, half in astonished joy.


    The coaches liked to remind us that the only thing Stage One exports to Earth is entertainment.


    We did a raging business that game.

  


  
    Integrity is Everything

  


  
    I came up to Stage One nine months ago, debarking from the space plane as a wonder-struck recruit. After the first ten minutes I was so nauseous I lost my lunch, heaving into a specially designed barf bag—and that was the only time I ever questioned my decision to play for the Attitude League.

  


  
    The coaches and the medical staff helped us with the transition, and then we were herded into the huge arena—all of the season’s first-year players together, with the veterans beside us. I want to say it was dreamlike, but if so it was a disturbing dream in which I foundered, nearly helpless in zero gee, bumping into other lost and frightened rookies just like me, while breathing in chill air laden with the stink of vomit and sweat and plastic volatiles. I felt lost, vulnerable, nauseous—but triumphant too because I’d made it.


    Against all odds I’d won a place in the A-League and a home in low Earth orbit as a probationary citizen of Stage One.


    Zaid Hackett came to speak to us. Known around the world simply as “Zaid,” she was CEO of Stage One and the architect of this house of dreams. A small woman, already seventy years old, with close-cropped curly silver hair, light-colored eyes, and striking dark, red-brown skin. That day she wore knit pants and a short pullover that didn’t quite hide a paunch, and though she spoke to us in a soft, husky voice, everything she said had resonance, as if the pent-up energy inside her escaped as a low vibration in every word, spilling purpose into the world.


    Who else could have established Stage One? Though we were still under construction, with a build-out that would take many more years, we were the first-ever city in space. Other habitats existed in low Earth orbit, but we were the only one to rotate, generating a half-gee of pseudogravity at the end of the spokes that circled the zero-gee core. Donations had financed the initial startup, but every stage since had been paid for with revenue generated by the A-League. Our fans financed the future, creating a permanent foothold in space for the people of Earth.


    Zaid Hackett was a visionary, but she was a realist too who reminded us of the hard truth: “Given the cost of access to space, only a few people will ever be privileged to go up. Those of us who are here carry with us the hopes and dreams of millions who will never have the chance to go forward into a wider future. Remember that. Remember them. Our fans will support us only so long as we are worthy of their support. In the Attitude League, integrity is everything.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    My team, Team November, had lost Game 6 and I was furious. We left the victors celebrating in the arena and sculled in sullen silence through the short passage to our locker room—a small chamber curved to fit within the rim of the core. The twelve of us gathered there, floating with knees folded, our gold uniforms damp with sweat but still bright—a sharp contrast to our dark, disbelieving murmurs.

  


  
    Coach Szarka came in last. He was a passionate, determined man and I’m sure he would have delivered a memorable speech about how we would return, stronger for our loss, to win both Game 7 and the season championship—except I didn’t give him the chance. If I let my anger cool I would talk myself into doing nothing. So as the door closed I held fast to a wall loop and blurted what I knew to be the truth: “We were cheated out of a victory! Cherise could not have done what she did without over-enhancing. I wasn’t the only one counting off the time. Everyone here knows I’m right.”


    Dead silence followed. Never before had there been an accusation of cheating in the A-League. My heart beat once, twice, three times as Coach stared at me, too stunned to speak. My face, already puffy in the absence of gravity, swelled a little more as I flushed, overtaken by an emotion somewhere between shame, terror, and outrage.


    I turned to my teammates for support. Several looked frightened. Bruna Duarte, a first-year like me, looked confused. But Min Tao—who was both team captain and our top player—encouraged me with a nod, so I turned back to Coach and made my argument, pretending I didn’t hear the quaver in my voice:


    “We’ve all enhanced our response times. That’s no secret. We operate at the maximum allowed by the League—which means we all know the exact time it should have taken Cherise to perform that V-launch. But she beat that time—and the only way she could have done that was by cheating. She over-enhanced.”


    Min Tao hooked a foot under a loop and straightened his lean, compact body. “Juliet’s right. I counted too and Cherise could not have legally moved that fast.”


    It was as if he’d given the team permission to see the truth. Everyone started talking, insisting they’d suspected too. I raised my voice to be heard. “I want to file a protest.”


    Bruna scowled at me, but others agreed:


    “Juliet’s right.”


    “If we’re going to file a protest, we need to do it now.”


    “I knew something was off.”


    Coach listened and nodded, looking grim. “It’s our duty to report it. I’ll take it to the league.”

  


  
    The Millions

  


  
    We filed out, eager to get up the spoke to Stage One’s rotating rim before Team August left the arena. With towels in hand to mop up our game sweat, we mobbed the portal. The transit pod carried only six passengers at a time, so I made sure I was at the front of the crush.

  


  
    I was frightened by what I’d done. No one was going to be happy about it. Not even my teammates, not even if we were given the victory, because no one wanted to win the championship like that, post-game, on a technicality. Team August would hate me for it, and the league officials would be furious that I’d cast doubt on the integrity of the A-League. Would my career even survive?


    The portal door slid open. I launched myself into the waiting pod right behind Bruna, following her to a backseat and buckling in. The transit pod was a rectangular brick with a transparent canopy. Blue Earth loomed overhead, but I only glanced at it before my gaze shifted to the oncoming gray wall that was Spoke-1. It swept toward us, huge and remorseless, one of only two complete spokes in our partially built city. Stage One would eventually grow into a spoked ring of habitable spaces, but we were still building the frame of the ring and so far our “city” occupied less than thirty degrees of arc at the end of Spoke-1, with an empty habitat as counterbalance at the end of Spoke-2. There was not room or resources to house a separate construction crew, so it was the players who did the work, putting in hours outside every day before practice.


    The other four seats filled, the pod door slid shut, and behind it the portal closed.


    “Why would she do it?” Bruna asked, loudly enough to include everyone.


    Angelo answered her, a second-year player with an ego that outran his game skills. “So she can win. What do you think?”


    “We all want to win,” Min Tao said from his seat in the front row. “But we don’t cheat. I’ve played against Cherise three seasons and she’s never cheated before. Why now?”


    “Money,” Angelo said. “Why else?”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Money.

  


  
    As players, we earned a respectable salary, but no one expected to get rich playing Attitude. Though the A-League took in vast sums of money, nearly all of it went into the maintenance and expansion of Stage One. As players, it was our privilege to be part of that. The league allowed us three seasons of play. At the end of that time, our names would go to the top of the list for subsidized family housing.


    But bringing family up? We had to pay for that.


    So money still mattered. Money always does.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    As Spoke-1 reached us, we launched, the pod dropping onto the spoke’s track in what felt like a sudden, sharp fall into gravity—or at least the pseudogravity generated by the centripetal force of the station’s spin. We plummeted down the track, and a few seconds later an automated docking process synced us with the rim portal.

  


  
    I was out of the transit pod as soon as the doors opened. The half-gee pull meant we walked, all of us hurrying because we had only a little time to shower and dress before the losers’ post-game press conference—but as I neared my apartment I was distracted by a faint buzz, a sound I couldn’t place.


    “Hey!” Bruna said behind me. “Is that a fly? How did a fly get here?”


    I ducked and backed against the wall as a silver insect buzzed above my head.


    But it wasn’t an insect. Though no bigger than a housefly, it was something mechanical, humming on iridescent wings that supported an oblong body, gray and hard to focus on.


    “Crush it!” Min Tao shouted. He bounded past Bruna and jumped at the thing. It swerved, but Min Tao was faster. He flattened it against the ceiling, landing in a graceful crouch.


    “Brutal,” Bruna said. “Was that your lost toy?”


    Min Tao held the lifeless thing in his palm for us to see. “Mech-skeeter. Someone smuggled a swarm of them up my first year.”


    The body of the device was an array of tiny, feathery plumes; from the sheen of its crushed wings, I suspected it was powered by light.


    “So what’s a mech-skeeter?” I asked.


    “An assay device, to analyze air quality. Hypersensitive. Gambling operations use them to track the physical condition of athletes. Breathe on it”—he did—“and it’ll ID you and measure your fitness by reading the chemicals in your breath.” He looked up with a grin that made me wonder if he was joking. “Kill them,” he advised as he opened the door to his room. “Or all your secrets are lost.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    I stood beneath an endlessly recycling stream of hot water in the shower’s tight confines, keeping my elbows close to my body as I washed my short hair. A scroll tacked to the shower wall showed the victors’ post-game interview, with the twelve Team August players in their locker room, ready to answer questions from around the world. Most of the questions though went to their star player.

  


  
    “Cherise, how do you explain your phenomenal performance?”


    Cherise was a striking, sharp-featured woman of twenty-five, her skin smooth, and made milky by an absence of sunlight. “Three years of hard work,” she said as I tapped the scroll to activate a facial analysis program. No alerts went up. She wasn’t lying, but then the proper question hadn’t been asked. “But also, the entire team is hungry to do what’s never been done before, to win the Attitude championship two years in a row. We can do it. We will do it, now that we’ve made it to Game 7.”


    “Cherise, many of your fans wondered if Game 6 would be the last you ever played. Now you’ve earned one more, but this must be an emotional time for you, so close to the end of your career. Can you share your feelings with us?”


    “It’s tremendously sad. My time on Stage One has been the most meaningful of my life, and it will be hard to go home.”


    Her teammates gasped at her answer. I caught my breath, shutting off the water so I could hear better as the press corps fired off questions:


    “Cherise, are you saying you’re returning to Earth?”


    “Are you saying you won’t stay aboard Stage One?”


    “Are you giving up citizenship?”


    We were all shocked. Several players who’d finished their allotted three seasons had chosen to give up their claim to permanent housing and return to the world, but it was different with Cherise. She’d become the face of Attitude, widely considered the best who’d ever played. For her not to stay... it was as if a queen should abdicate her throne.


    I toweled off, taking the scroll with me as I stepped out of my tiny bathroom into my tiny apartment. The bed was a narrow platform accessed by a ladder, with storage underneath. A narrow desk was built into the opposite wall. There was nothing else, but it was enough.


    I slapped the scroll against the wall, continuing to watch while I pulled on leggings and a team jersey. I was combing my black hair into neat lines when Team August signed off with a rousing cheer, “August for the win!”


    I watched Cherise as she pumped her fist in the air along with the rest of the team, and I saw an imbalance in the gesture, as if her shoulders, elbows, and wrists were not quite synchronized. It was subtle, something I could see only because I’d studied her so closely for three years, but it was enough to convince me my protest had not been a mistake.


    The league established a limit on neural enhancement because anything greater resulted in painful damage to joints and nerves that presented first as a loss of coordination. It horrified me to imagine Cherise crippled, and for what? To play just one more game? To win the championship bonus? And what was that worth? I knew the answer: one flight, one-way, on the space plane. That was all. Not enough to sacrifice your reputation and your health.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Bruna and Angelo were waiting for me in the corridor.

  


  
    “Did you see the way she moved?” Bruna asked, her dark eyes and charcoal skin in contrast with close-cropped hair that she colored gold like our uniforms.


    I nodded. “I can’t believe she would do it, just for a chance at the bonus.”


    “It’s not the bonus,” Angelo said. He was petite and brown, with big hands, a sharp nose, and an annoying certainty about all his opinions, but I always listened to him anyway, because mostly he was right. “Half the world knows her name. If she retires with two championships in three years of play, the endorsement fees she’ll command—”


    “In the millions,” I realized.


    “That’s right, baby girl,” Angelo said. “Integrity is everything, right up until the day you leave Stage One.”


    Sportsmanship


    Bruna, Angelo, and I were the last of the team to arrive in the press room. We walked into an ominous silence. Everyone else was already seated behind a long, elevated table, with Team November’s hawk logo projected behind them. Facing the podium was a wall monitor used to stitch together the faces of media personalities from around the world to create an illusion of a collocated audience—except no one was there. The monitor was a neutral gray. Coach Szarka stood near it, his back turned to us, head bent in a whispered conference with Dob Irish, the League’s marketing director. Both looked up as we came in.


    “Take a seat,” Coach said.


    I went first, sitting next to Min Tao, who met my gaze with a grim expression.


    Dob Irish took over. “The press conference is cancelled,” he announced in a blunt, angry voice. He was a small but broad-shouldered man of florid complexion, outgoing, and well-known for his abundant smiles. I’d never seen him angry before—but cheating scandals were new to the A-League, and I approved of his outrage. “Marketing has been charged with containing the damage generated by today’s sorry incident. The A-League prospers only so long as we maintain our reputation for fairness and respect for one another, but the poor sportsmanship displayed here today puts us all at risk.”


    Beside him, Coach Szarka’s scowl became so deep his eyebrows met. “That is enough, Dob. You may not like it, but we had a legitimate reason for doubt. It was our duty to file a protest—”


    “Tarnishing the reputation of our most beloved player because she snatched the championship away from you.”


    “Get out, Dob, before I do something we’ll both regret.”


    Dob opened his mouth, reconsidered, and disappeared out the door.


    I was so shocked, I could hardly breathe. I felt worse when Coach Szarka turned his scowl on us, because I knew what was coming.


    “In response to our protest, Cherise’s reaction time was tested by Dr. Kyre immediately following the locker-room interview. She passed that test. So August is the legitimate winner of Game 6. The A-League requests all players refrain from discussing the incident or responding to any questions about over-enhancement. Dismissed—all but you, Juliet. I want a word with you.”


    I felt cold and hot all at once, exposed and ruined and betrayed—because I knew what I’d seen. “They’re covering it up,” I whispered.


    Min Tao put his hand on mine. “We’ll talk later,” he said as our teammates filed behind us, eager to escape.


    I nodded, not even noticing when he disappeared. Quiet descended and I was alone behind the podium, staring at Coach Szarka. He said, “I’m not going to yell at you. I think we did the right thing. It’s important we all police the integrity of the league—but this time we were wrong. Zaid has asked that you visit Cherise and offer your apology. I advise you to do it. A reputation for poor sportsmanship is not going to help you make it to your second season.”


    My hot flush was gone and all I felt was cold. “I was not the one who cheated.”


    “No one cheated,” Coach insisted. “Apologize, Juliet, and hope we can put this behind us.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    From the day I first heard of Stage One, I wanted to be part of it, this daring future aimed at building a city in space through the enthusiasm and the contributions of all the people of Earth... a city on the edge of the high frontier.

  


  
    Skeptics had laughed at the business plan and called it a scam. Finance an orbital habitat from the revenue earned by a professional sports league? It could never happen!


    But I was sixteen, not yet conquered by cynicism, and I thought, Why not? For decades professional sports had built mega-corporations, luxury stadiums, athletic complexes, and individual fortunes all around the world. What if all that money was channeled instead into Stage One?


    I read the player qualifications, and knew they were within my reach. I’d gone from champion gymnastics in childhood to a national ranking in volleyball as a teen, so I had the necessary athleticism. Fluency in two languages was required. I was a native English speaker, knew Spanish, and had an acquaintance with Mandarin. My lack of height, which had limited my prospects in volleyball, was an advantage in the A-League, where the height restriction was 178 centimeters, because smaller people consume fewer resources and require less living space.


    I applied three times before I was accepted. Afterward, I did a hundred interviews, bubbling with joy through every one of them, knowing I was one of the luckiest people in the world.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    I did not apologize.

  


  
    I returned to my apartment instead, feeling sick. I still believed I was right, that Cherise could not have done what she did without cheating, but it was a scandal the league did not want to pursue because integrity is everything—or the illusion of it anyway. For the first time I wondered if the skeptics were right: was Attitude a scam? Was the league’s goal really to build a city in space? Or were we here to make a handful of players and the investors who sponsored them ungodly rich?


    I changed out of my jersey, determined to go to dinner, not because I was hungry, but because I was afraid to go; afraid of what the other players would say, what they would do—and I hate being afraid.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Scents of cooked fruit and spices seeped out of the dining hall, along with a low burr of sullen conversation. I hesitated in the open doorway, staring in at a packed room. It looked like every player and every coach had come to dinner at the same time. Faces turned in my direction and the volume of conversation dropped.

  


  
    I squared my shoulders and entered, weaving between the tables, all too conscious of the cold glares that followed me. And though I pretended not to hear, I was offered thoughtful advice—


    “Next time play harder. You can’t win by complaining.”


    “Even rookie stars can’t win every game, Juliet. Deal with it.”


    “What did Cherise ever do to you?”


    I kept my eyes straight ahead. Reached the buffet and filled up my plate and then wondered if there would be a place for me to sit.


    Angelo rescued me. He caught my elbow, steering me to a table shared by Bruna and Min Tao, and on the way he whispered in my ear, “Guess who’s not here tonight?”


    I scowled at him. He returned a toothy smile. “Cherise has not come out to celebrate her victory. There’s a rumor going around she’s caught a mild flu.”


    “From where?” I asked skeptically. “Bit by a mech-skeeter?”


    He shrugged. “All sorts of things come up on the space plane.” As we reached the table, he pulled out a chair for me. “Dr. Kyre has ordered bed rest in her apartment. At least three days.”


    “Three days out of sight?”


    “Exactly.”

  


  
    Discretion

  


  
    By the next morning, I decided to do as I’d been told and go to see Cherise. I wasn’t intending to apologize though; I just wanted to learn what I could about her “flu.”

  


  
    Skipping the lift, I took the steep stairs down to the next level, but I hesitated at the door, alerted by a faint buzzing. It was another mech-skeeter venturing up the stairwell from somewhere below. The tiny device hovered out of reach, so I turned my back on it and opened the door. It darted through to the corridor—but to my surprise it reversed course right away, and tried to return to the stairwell. I didn’t let it. As it passed, I knocked it out of the air, crushing it against the floor with my foot.


    I looked up to see Dr. Kyre, hesitating on his way out of one of the apartments—Cherise’s apartment, I realized. He was watching me with a half smile. “We’ve been invaded,” he said. “It happened a couple years ago too, just before the final game.”


    Kyre was an older man, sixty-two, a fact I knew because I’d read his profile, not because he looked it. He was the physician for Teams July, August, and September, but not for November, so I didn’t know him well.


    “Have you come to see my patient?” he asked. “I was told you might.”


    “How is she doing?” I asked, hoping my nervousness didn’t show.


    He spread his hands. “She’s been better, but she’s determined to play in the final game.”


    “She is a champion.”


    “I’m sure she’ll welcome your company,” he said, leaving the apartment door ajar.


    I tapped on the door, pushed it wider, and then stepped inside. The apartment was like mine, with a tiny bathroom just inside the door, a bed beyond it, and the desk opposite, separated by a narrow strip of floor space. Cherise occupied that space, sitting in the desk chair, her feet resting on a foot stool concocted from a plastic box.


    Her gaze challenged me. “I don’t think you’ve come to apologize.”


    I slid the door shut. “Should I?”


    As an answer she stood up. This simple movement was awkward and slow. She raised her arm. Her wrist flopped twice before she managed to hold her hand up. Watching her, a shudder of dismay ran down my spine.


    “You see?” she asked. “This is what’s been done to me.”


    So I had been right. She returned to her chair with such painful effort I wished I had been wrong. The way she sat—so stiff and motionless—it frightened me.


    “You need to get treatment,” I said stupidly.


    “I am getting treatment.” Her lips barely parted as she spoke. “Believe it or not, I’m better now than last night. Kyre swears he’s treated cases like this before. He assures me it’s not permanent and has promised I’ll be fine by game day.”


    “I don’t understand. Why did you—”


    “I didn’t do it! I didn’t even suspect it. I was so angry with you for pissing on the best game I’d ever played, but as soon as I started to cool down I felt it, shooting pains in my arms and legs, a burning in my joints.” She spoke with a bitterness I could easily understand. “You were right. It wasn’t me playing that game. It was some jacked-up version of me.”


    “But how did you pass the test?”


    “Cheated. Kyre did the test. He protected me.”


    “And the league knows that?”


    “I don’t know what the league knows. I just know that no one but you is asking questions, which seems very strange until you consider how much more revenue comes in if the series runs to seven games. August must have been predicted to lose, so someone decided to help me—and so what if I got burned? I’m done anyway, right?”


    I wanted to believe her, to believe she had nothing to do with it, but Cherise had her own back story. “Is it true you have an endorsement deal?”


    “Oh yes. And it’s also true I’ll get paid a whole lot more if I help August take the championship. So... maybe I did this to myself?”


    If she had, it was a stupid gamble—and Cherise was not stupid. “August isn’t going to win Game 7 if you’re not in top form.”


    “There won’t be a Game 7 if you report me. I didn’t do anything wrong, Juliet, but if this gets out, I lose everything.”


    “But if the A-League is involved in this—”


    Her voice shot up an octave: “No! What is that thing doing here?” She glared at the desk, where a mech-skeeter had alighted. “I saw those in my first year.”


    “Min Tau thinks they’re feeding information to a gambling network.”


    She stared at the device like it was a pile of shit, freshly fallen and steaming. “A gambling network?”


    “Yes.”


    I smashed the skeeter so it could not betray her true condition—and I hoped there were no more in the room.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Dr. Kyre must have reported my visit, because Dob Irish was outside waiting for me when I left Cherise’s room.

  


  
    Yesterday, the marketer had accused me of poor sportsmanship, of lodging a frivolous protest because I was disgruntled. It was an insult that had left us mutually wary.


    “It’s gotten a little crazy around here,” he said in an apologetic tone. “I stepped over the line yesterday. It’s just that Cherise is such a popular player. For her to be... well, it’s not just her public image that’s been hurt.”


    “I’m the bad guy, right?”


    His thin shoulders rose in a half-hearted shrug as a mech-skeeter glided between us. “There’s work to do to repair your image.”


    I didn’t answer this, allowing him to move on to what was really on his mind. “Were you able to discuss the cheating incident with Cherise?”


    I wondered how much he knew. “The league has stated there was no cheating incident.”


    “And... do you agree with that?”


    He was fishing for a statement.


    I resolved to give him one. “I was mistaken. Cherise did not cheat.”


    He smiled and nodded, knowing he could spin that handful of words to everyone’s advantage. “Misunderstandings have to be expected when emotions run high.”


    “And still, integrity is everything—”


    “Absolutely.”


    “—no matter how many millions of euros are riding on the outcome of this game.”


    His smile collapsed into a dark glare. “I’ll edit that out and release the rest. It’ll help, but you need to consider what you can do to salvage your image, or I’ll be writing a negative assessment of your marketing potential for next year.”


    Like everyone else on staff, Dob received a flat salary. I wondered: had he begun to believe he deserved a little more?

  


  
    Don't Ever Get Complacent

  


  
    Things had gotten crazy, but I was still expected to work my shift.

  


  
    It was a surreal truth that hundreds of millions of euros—maybe a billion—would be in play with the last game, but we were still working stiffs, putting in our hours on the construction and maintenance of Stage One. That was one of the marketing draws of Attitude athletes. We were sold as unassuming superstars who worked hard all week just like our fans. The only difference, we got to enjoy a little glory on game day.


    The assignment that day was mundane. The space plane had just docked and I was on a team assigned to unload construction materials, brought up at enormous cost.


    Immense sums of money, forever swirling around us.


    I suited up along with Bruna, Min Tao, and three others from November. I didn’t tell them about my visit to Cherise. I was no attorney, but I was fairly sure I had an obligation to report what Cherise had told me. By keeping quiet, I’d become part of a conspiracy to hide the truth and I didn’t want to include my friends in that.


    With Min Tao and Bruna, I squeezed into the airlock, our faces hidden behind the reflective gold sheen of our visors. The inner door closed and sealed.


    When we first trained to go outside we were warned, Don’t ever get complacent.


    Always, we followed procedure.


    I hooked my tether to a wall loop and then reported to the gate marshal: “Secured and ready for depressurization.”


    “Secured,” Min echoed. “Also ready.”


    And then Bruna, “Secured and squared away. Let’s go.”


    “Status affirmed,” the gate marshal answered. “Commencing depressurization.”


    My suit inflated as air was evacuated from the lock, but even in vacuum, the finely engineered joints slid with mechanical ease.


    “Suit pressures steady,” the gate marshal intoned. “Oxygen levels nominal. Are there any anomalies to report?”


    We responded in turn, “Negative. All’s well.”


    “Egress approved.”


    I turned the manual lock, pushed the door aside, and then took a moment to admire the view: Earth looming above us as night reached the mid-Pacific, with a tiny gleam of golden lights marking the islands that were my first home.


    Reaching outside, I hooked a second tether into a track ring. “Secure on two.”


    “Release on one,” the gate marshal answered. “Transferring you to the shift marshal’s control.”


    The shift marshal acknowledged the transfer as my first tether automatically released, leaving me free to transit outside.


    The space plane was docked to the core, illuminated by artificial lights. Passengers exited through a gate, but construction materials were offloaded directly from the depressurized hold, its doors standing open, the interior illuminated by docking lights. Inside was a precisely fitted row of cargo containers. Our task was to connect each to a sled that would extract it and ferry it to an assigned construction site.


    Min Tao and Bruna followed me outside.


    I should have proceeded directly to the sled rack, but I was distracted by a faint, whining buzz, both familiar and mysterious. My heart rate ramped up. Was something wrong with my suit?


    Within the bubble of my helmet I turned my head, trying to locate the source of the sound, and as I did the buzzing grew louder until, to my shock, a mech-skeeter flew in front of my face. It bounced off the smooth curve of my visor, then landed on my lip. In instinctive panic, I shook my head, sending the device humming away, to buzz somewhere unreachable, behind my ear.


    I announced my dilemma on a general channel. “There’s a mech-skeeter in my suit!”


    “I’ve got one too,” Bruna said in disgust.


    But we couldn’t go back inside, because the other half of our offloading team was still in the airlock, and before the lock finished its cycle, two of them realized they shared our predicament. The gate marshal readmitted them, while Bruna and I were forced to wait, me with a mechanical insect walking up the back of my neck.


    I was paying attention to that, not to Min Tao, when he announced, “I’m going to go ahead and do the inventory.”


    He kicked off toward the space plane’s cargo hold, his tether extending behind him—and I looked away.


    “Hey!” Bruna said. “Min Tao, why did you unhook?”


    “I didn’t! My tether snapped!”


    I looked up, startled by the fear in his voice. I looked around, but I couldn’t see him. So I pushed off the wall, pivoting until I glimpsed him as he vanished into an inky shadow beneath the space plane. Clumsy in the suit, he’d missed his jump, and now only the trailing end of his loose tether remained in the light.


    “Bruna, make sure my tether doesn’t slip!”


    I launched myself after him with all the velocity I could generate, catching the end of his tether just before it glided out of reach.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    We cycled back through the lock to a warm reception. Min Tao was mugged by our three teammates and they tried to mug me, but Dob Irish—as happy as anyone—was there too. As I got my helmet off, he pulled me away.

  


  
    “Brilliant!” he whispered so only I could hear. “You handled that perfectly. Your name is already trending, and you’re regaining audience sympathy.”


    I grabbed his arm with my thick glove, icy cold from being outside. “What are you talking about? You’re not saying that was a setup? Just to boost my image?”


    Dob looked annoyed. “Come on. If it was real, then Min Tao—” He frowned, thinking it over, while a mech-skeeter passed above our heads.


    Behind me I heard the laughing voices of my teammates.


    If I’d missed grabbing the loose tether, maybe Bruna could have gone after Min Tao with a sled, I don’t know. But thinking about it, I started to shake. I imagined him floating alone out there, faced with a slow death when his air ran out—and my grip on Dob’s arm tightened. “Tell me what’s going on.”


    He shook his head, looking stricken. “It must have been an accident.”


    Or the A-League had betrayed us, betrayed Min Tao, betrayed Cherise, to feed a tabloid narrative designed to boost our ratings and our revenue. If so, I intended to be on the space plane when it returned to Earth.


    I wriggled out of the cumbersome suit.


    “Hey,” Bruna said, “we still have to unload the plane.”


    “Check with the gate marshal. If she lets you outside before there’s an investigation, then we all need to resign right now and go home.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    A transit pod was already in the cradle when I reached the Spoke-1 gate. I climbed in, followed by a mech-skeeter, which settled on the transparent canopy just out of my reach. I wanted to crush it, an outlet for my anger at all that had happened, but I’d have to take off my harness to do it, so I reached for the button to close the door instead.

  


  
    “Hold the pod!” a man shouted. “One more coming!”


    And Dr. Kyre tumbled in with a grin.


    His eyes widened as if he was surprised to find me there. “Juliet! I heard what happened outside.”


    He pulled himself into the seat beside me and strapped in, while the mech-skeeter decided to leave, gliding out just ahead of the closing door. It was the second time I’d seen one retreat when Kyre showed up; the first had been outside Cherise’s room.


    “I’m getting worried,” Kyre said. “Real worried. What happened to Cherise was about ensuring a seven-game championship. What happened to Min Tao—” He pursed his lips, frowning at Earth’s glittering nightside floating overhead. “I think you were right. Irish set Min Tao up.”


    “You talked to Irish?”


    “It’s the money,” Kyre said in soft concern. “It makes people crazy. You need to keep that in mind, Juliet. You need to be careful.”


    We docked and locked and the doors opened. A group of Team August players was waiting for the pod, all of them dressed for practice. Dr. Kyre smiled, greeting each by name as he got out. I slipped past him, forgotten, and grateful for it.

  


  
    Face Off

  


  
    I’d never been to our CEO’s office before; I’d never had cause. I was surprised to find it defended by a middle-aged receptionist who I knew to be Zaid Hackett’s wife.

  


  
    “I need to see her,” I said.


    We did the dance:


    “She’s busy.”


    “This is important.”


    “If you make an appointment—”


    “I need to see her now.”


    “She’s in a phone conference.”


    “Min Tao could have died.”


    That got her attention. She went to the office door, slid it open a few centimeters, and peered inside. “Zaid? Juliet Alo is here.”


    I was allowed in.


    Zaid was seated at a desk, a fierce scowl on her face as she talked onscreen with a man I recognized as the station’s chief engineer. “Of course, I agree!” she said. “Absolutely. All work outside stops until we find out what happened. Sid, I need to talk to someone. I’ll check in with you in a few minutes.”


    The screen shifted to neutral as she turned to me. “Dob Irish thinks you and Min Tao might have manufactured the incident outside.”


    A mech-skeeter floated past, and then another. I sat down in the guest chair without being asked. “Integrity is everything. Was that always a lie?”


    Her expression, already dark, grew ominous. “Did you manufacture the incident, or not?”


    “I did not.”


    “But you falsely accused Cherise Caron.”


    “You should visit Cherise Caron.”


    Zaid studied me... and looked less certain. “I was in Paris when the scandal broke. I came up on the next flight. Haven’t been here an hour.” She frowned at her monitor, then at me. “I think you should tell me what’s been going on.”


    I heard the door open behind me, and turned. Zaid’s wife was there, peering in through a narrow gap. “Now Dr. Kyre is here. He says it’s urgent.”


    I shook my head at Zaid.


    She looked suddenly tired. “Not now, Helma. Thank you.” As the door slid shut, she touched her monitor. “Security to my office now, please.”


    I rose in alarm, but Zaid waved me back to my seat. “Kyre can be... insistent. And I want to hear what you have to say. So speak.”


    “You first, ma’am. I asked a question. I need an answer.”


    Her lips came together in an angry line. Zaid Hackett had the respect of the world, and yet here I was, a first-year player, calling her out. Maybe she saw the irony, because she sighed and leaned back in her chair.


    “Our house is in disorder. We’ve come to see even millions of euros as trivial, forgetting that money represents the labor of thousands of people. Real people with real lives.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “What we’re doing here matters, Juliet. It is not about the money. It’s about what the money can build.” She gestured at the ceiling. “This great monument, a hopeful experiment, and only the first stage of what will come. So to answer your question, integrity is everything. It has to be, to survive the long term, and I intend that what we build here should last for the long term. Now please, tell me what’s gone wrong.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Kyre had his audience after me. I don’t know what was discussed.

  


  
    I was called back to my shift to help deploy a mesh around the space plane—an extra layer of safety while the cargo containers were unloaded—and after that I went to practice, worried that nothing would be done.


    But I was wrong.


    Two days later the space plane returned, bringing with it a team of three investigators. They questioned both players and staff, rumors ran wild, but it was the mech-skeeters that provided the critical testimony: it turned out that all the data collected by the ubiquitous little devices left the station through Dr. Kyre’s account. Unknown to Cherise, her agent was paying him to make sure Team August took the championship.


    The cause of Min Tao’s accident could not be decisively proven, but with Kyre gone, we all feel safe again.


    Cherise and I both endured a brief hearing in which our actions were examined and, ultimately, excused. She lost her endorsement contract, but she’s confident she’ll get another, especially if Team August takes Game 7.


    As much as I admire her, it’s my job to make sure that doesn’t happen.


    We face off tomorrow.


    I intend to win.
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    What I think of as my “first” fiction career ran from 1987 to 2001. After six novels and ten short stories, I more or less stopped writing for around ten years. When I decided to try it all again, I resolved to start by doing something completely different from the high-tech science fiction that had characterized my career before. So I wrote a short, violent, and darkly humorous sword & sorcery novel called The Dread Hammer—and had a lot of fun doing it.


    “A Moment Before It Struck” is a prequel story to that novel. It was originally published in Lightspeed Magazine.

  


  
    A Moment Before It Struck

  


  He felt death coming a moment before it struck.


  
    In the lingering gray twilight Smoke lay on his bedding, his eyes not quite closed and mind adrift, only half-aware of the sounds of the encampment around him: steel on whetstone, the rattle of dice, a soft song, and loud bragging. The soldiers huddled together under a tent canopy raised against a misty summer rain. From the mountains in the north there came a sound of distant thunder.


    When they’d settled in, Ekemion had invited him to play a game of dice which he usually enjoyed, but this time he’d declined with a sheepish grin. “I don’t have my coin purse. It’s gone.”


    “Again?” Ekemion demanded, incredulous. “Smoke, that’s three times now.”


    Smoke shrugged. He was just seventeen, tall and lean, with honey-brown hair that he’d left loose around his shoulders after washing it clean of soot and Lutawan blood. His green eyes glittered with their own light as evening shadows gathered. “Fresh coin is easy enough to come by.” In the aftermath of battle, they gathered it from the dead.


    “You won’t find any Lutawans to kill tonight,” Ekemion said, reaching into his pocket. “So I’ll give you some of my own coin to play with.”


    Smoke arched an eyebrow. “And then complain when I win the rest of it? No. I’ll play another time.”


    So Smoke lay alone at the edge of the canopy, his sword in its scabbard cradled in his arm, and the misty rain sometimes wandering in to cool his face of the summer’s heat.


    The war had been ongoing for generations, pushed by the Lutawans, whose king was resolved to overrun the Puzzle Lands, and enslave the Koráyos people. Smoke had been sent to war the summer before, when he was sixteen. His demon nature let him slaughter the men of Lutawa with no remorse—and often with pleasure—but whether he liked it or not, it was his duty to fight.


    That night his thoughts drifted as he listened to a whispering, pleading murmur of prayers spoken in voices no one else could hear: the voices of women from the borderlands of Lutawa whose lives had grown unbearable.


    Lutawa was a vast land, strange and twisted, where women were kept as slaves and traded like coin, and if they protested, their protests were soon silenced, but their hearts still simmered and sometimes overflowed. Then they called to him in prayer: Come, come avenge me.


    It was his demon nature that he could hear them.


    On the far side of the tent, Dehan the Trenchant spoke strategy with Chieftain Rennish. His murmured words should have been impossible to pick out past the conversation of the soldiers, but Smoke’s senses were acute, and when Dehan’s voice grew softer still, the shift caught his notice. “And what of my demon son?” Dehan asked Rennish, his distaste plain. “Does he still serve you well? Is he true to his murderous nature?”


    Rennish hissed. She was commander of the irregulars, the stealth troop that slipped like ghosts deep into the Borderlands, striking without warning against Lutawan soldiers and any farmers and villagers who supported them. “His sword is chipped and dull from use. Be wary, Dehan, if he ever turns against you.”


    Dehan’s chuckle was easy. “He’s a flawed creature, but he’s still Bidden. He exists to serve the Koráyos people as all the Bidden do. There is nothing else for him.”


    A torch was lit. Its red flame glistened against Smoke’s eyelashes as he allowed himself to be lulled again by the prayers for vengeance that whispered in his mind. The Trenchant Dehan didn’t know he heard the prayers; no one did. It wasn’t Smoke’s way to reveal what could be hidden. Later tonight, when the Trenchant had returned to the army’s main encampment, and the other soldiers in his troop had given in to sleep, then Smoke would slip away to answer one of the prayers, or maybe two.


    Avenge me.


    So many prayers, he could never answer them all, but their bloody need entranced him—so much, that he didn’t sense death’s approach until a taut, quivering hate rushed in upon him along the threads of structure that underlay the world.


    His eyes opened.


    From the misty twilight outside the tent a glint of steel flashed. His hand closed over his scabbard, and as the knife slashed toward his chest he dissolved into a swirl of gray vapor, sliding away from death along the threads that made up the weft and warp of the world-beneath—for that was his nature, a spirit creature who could take a man’s solid form.


    The knife struck the mat where he had been. His assailant made a low cry of shock and drew back, stumbling away into darkness while Smoke took a man’s form again, standing poised at the edge of the tent. Ripping his sword from its scabbard he thrust into shadows, feeling the shape of his quarry in the threads. Only as he did so did he realize she was a woman and that she was not alone. His own sister, Takis, stood beside her.


    “Smoke, no!” Takis shouted—too late.


    The tip of his blade dived toward the woman’s heart, and as it struck her, a bolt of lightning shot across the sky. Its flickering light caught on the edge of a glittering knife that flew out of the woman’s hand, and revealed to Smoke her familiar face, marked with a dagger-shaped stain on her right cheek.


    Thunder slammed down on the camp, demolishing any further protest from Takis and leaving Smoke with ringing ears.


    Behind him, someone brought a torch. Its ruddy light fell across a woman coiled in the wet grass: the young wife of a Lutawan farmer, dressed in the same simple skirt and blouse she’d worn that morning when the irregulars had stormed her home and Smoke had slaughtered her husband. He stared at her in astonishment. He’d struck her hard and her shoulders jerked as she fought for breath, but she wasn’t bleeding. A coin purse hung on a string around her neck. The coins in it had stopped the sword from piercing her heart. She’d been knocked down, her breath knocked away, that was all.


    Takis reacted first, drawing her own sword, holding it lightly in her experienced hand, her gaze fixed on the fallen woman. She wore brown trousers, a neatly tailored tunic, fine boots, and an etched leather jerkin. Full black hair framed a stern face that reflected her experience on the battlefield. Ten years older than Smoke, she was used to command and would become Trenchant, charged with the defense of the Puzzle Lands, when their father Dehan passed from the world.


    “Takis,” Smoke said to her in wonder, “did you see it? The Dread Hammer wouldn’t let me kill her.”


    The Lutawan woman struggled to her knees, though she remained hunched over her bruised chest.


    Takis turned to Smoke, her head cocked and her gaze suspicious. “She was found by a patrol and brought to me, just another Lutawan woman seeking sanctuary in the Puzzle Lands. So I thought. Then I saw she carries your coin purse, the one I gave you after you lost the other. When I asked how she got it, she begged for a chance to return it to you.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Long ago, the people of the Puzzle Lands had prayed to the Dread Hammer for aid against the cruelties of the Lutawan king. A forest spirit named Koráy heard their prayers and felt bidden to answer them. She devised many spells in defense of the Puzzle Lands, not least that her partly human descendants, who were called the Bidden, would always be bound to serve the Koráyos people.

  


  
    Smoke was more a spirit creature than any of his Bidden kin. He alone could slide into the world-beneath and ride the threads as Koráy used to do, traversing the land with the speed of the wind . . . and appearing out of nowhere among the enemy—an ability that made him most useful to Chieftain Rennish.


    On that morning, very early, Smoke had ridden with the irregulars, following Rennish deep into the Borderlands. As dawn’s first flush brightened the eastern sky, their patrol had stood ready to attack a farmhouse where a troop of Lutawan soldiers had been quartered for the night.


    The Koráyos had let it be known that they would kill any farmer who sold food to Lutawan soldiers or gave them shelter, while the Lutawans had promised to kill any farmer who did not. It was a bad time to be a farmer in the Borderlands and many had fled south. More should have.


    Smoke had gone in first as he always did, the only sign of his coming a plume of gray vapor that went unnoticed even by the farmer’s dogs. He materialized in the farmhouse, to find the soldiers there still asleep, six on the kitchen floor and nine more in the sitting room. Only a faint light seeped through the shutters. Outside, a single man kept watch, his footsteps a slow rhythm as he paced the porch. Smoke stood in the doorway between the two rooms, his sword in hand, listening. When his keen hearing picked out a distant rumble of hooves, he knew the rest of the irregulars would soon arrive. So he set to work.


    He saw well in the dark, and his first stroke neatly removed the head of one of the sleepers in the sitting room. There was no outcry, only the thump of the sword and wet splatter of blood against the walls. His next stroke opened the throat of a man who had just begun to rise, and then he cut down two more before the others were sufficiently awake to arm themselves. When the Koráyos irregulars kicked in the door, Smoke turned to vapor again and moved into the backrooms, where he found two men scrambling to escape through a window. By their look and their plain clothing these were the farmers—not that it mattered to him.


    As they vaulted from the window, he reached for the threads, passing as vapor through the wall. Behind the house was a grassy farmyard overrun with worried geese and chickens. Two sheds squatted beside a stable, with several cow pens close by. Farther out, a grove of broad-leafed trees, no doubt kept for firewood, stood dark against a brightening sky.


    Smoke materialized in the middle of the yard, right in front of the farmers as they ran. Two strokes of his sword put them on the ground and then he turned to see if there might be another that he’d missed.


    That’s when he saw her standing in the half-light: a young woman, younger than him, with what would have been a strong, comely face, except that her left eye was blackened, her lips were swollen and bruised, and on her cheek, a dagger-shaped mark branded her skin with a color like half-dried blood. Despite this evidence of a recent beating, she was dressed neatly in a pale linen blouse and a full skirt that reached her knees, with her heavy, dark hair pulled back and tied behind her neck. Dust covered her bare feet, but triumph gleamed in her eyes as she looked at the two men bleeding out at Smoke’s feet.


    Too soon, a horse came cantering around the farmhouse, carrying Chieftain Rennish on its back. She held in her hand a burning torch that trailed an ugly gyre of black smoke. The young Lutawan woman fled.


    Smoke waited several beats of his racing heart to see where she would go. If she made for the fields, he’d let Rennish ride her down—but somehow she knew better. Holding her skirt above her knees, she sprinted hard for the shelter of the stable.


    Smoke grinned. “I’ll take care of her!”


    Rennish looked at him with a suspicious gaze, and Smoke knew at once what was on her mind. Koráyos soldiers were merciless when it came to dispensing death, and in these raids the Trenchant had ordered that no one be spared—men, women, children—all must be slaughtered, and the buildings and fields burned. Rennish would see to that, but like all Koráyos women, she would not tolerate rape.


    Smoke bared his teeth, offended at her suspicion. She just shrugged—“Take this, then”—and tossed him the torch. He caught it. With his bloody sword in one hand and the torch in the other, he strode across the farmyard, a flock of confused chickens fleeing before him.


    Dawn’s light had not yet found its way into the stable, but the torch’s uneven flame cast a bloody glow on two plow horses. They tossed their heads and snorted, circling in their stalls. The young Lutawan woman stood beside the farthest stall. The mark on her cheek soaked up shadow, looking darker, grimmer, as she faced Smoke with defiant eyes. “I know who you are, death spirit! I have heard the stories, and I prayed for you to come avenge me, but you would not.”


    Her words were an accusation, and they drew from Smoke a fierce scowl. His eyes glittered green despite the torch’s red light. “Your vengeance is done, I think.”


    “Only because I invited the Lutawan soldiers to my husband’s house.”


    That caught him by surprise. “You wanted the Koráyos to come? You had to know we would kill you too.”


    Her shoulders jumped in an angry shrug. “Sometimes there is mercy.”


    Smoke eyed her bruised face. “Your husband . . . he beat you when you brought the soldiers home?”


    “That’s nothing,” she sneered.


    “Did he brand you too?”


    Her hand shot to her cheek, gingerly touching the dagger-shaped mark. “I was born with this. But my daughter . . . she was born with a worse mark. He called her cursed and he took her away from me. He took her away! He strangled her. I know he did. If she’d been a boy, he would have let her live.”


    Smoke had heard such stories before. He turned to touch the torch to dry hay piled in a manger that was shared between the stalls. Flames crackled and the young wife backed away, looking frightened at last, while the horses threw back their heads and whinnied in panic.


    “Open the stalls,” he told her.


    With shaking hands she did it and the horses bolted free. Very quickly the fire consumed the hay and then turned its greedy flames to the stalls and the post that held up the ceiling. Gray smoke boiled up, sending small birds fleeing from the rafters. The air became thick and she raised her arm to cover her mouth and nose.


    Smoke took his coin purse from his pocket, tossing it to her. She caught it. “They’re all dead now,” he told her. “Just as you wished. You’re free to go north. Maybe you’ll find your way to the Puzzle Lands.”


    “I have to find my sister first. She was outside with me, but she ran to hide.”


    The fire spoke in a windy voice, but over its dull roar Smoke heard the rhythm of hooves galloping up to the stable. “Smoke!” Rennish shouted. “Don’t toy with her. Finish it now!”


    “Go!” Smoke gestured at the windows in back of the stalls, their shutters open to the summer dawn. “Flee to the woods. If you’re seen, you will be killed.”


    “I have to find my sister.”


    “There are twenty Koráyos soldiers outside. Your sister is dead. Go now, before you die too.”


    He wanted her to live, but he would kill her if he had to, if Rennish started to come in. Maybe she saw it in the green glitter of his eyes, because she moved at last, lunging for the closest window.


    Smoke walked outside, igniting more hay on the way.


    The farmhouse had been set afire, the cattle let out of their pens. Several of the Koráyos soldiers were working to pile brush and hay around barrels stacked beside a shed when one yelped, “Look! Another one!”


    The barrels tumbled, a girl screamed. Two swords flashed in the dawn light, and the screaming stopped. Smoke tensed, reaching out along the threads, seeking for the farm wife while Rennish glared down at him from the saddle. “By Koráy!” she swore. “Didn’t you sense another one here?”


    In truth he had not or he would have tried to spare her too. “I was distracted,” he growled. He took a cloth from his pocket to clean the blade of his sword, thinking on the woman he had saved. The threads told him she remained safe, crouched in the brush behind the stable.


    He looked up again at the sound of running footsteps. Ekemion came, blood on his face and horror in his eyes at the murder he’d just done. “Chieftain Rennish, the one we killed, she cried out for her sister.”


    Smoke shoved his sword into his back scabbard. “I took care of her.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    The sun’s arc had just broken the horizon when their troop rode away from the farm. In all the long day since, Smoke hadn’t thought of the woman again. Her bloody prayer had been granted and it was over—but not for her. She must have walked without respite to reach the Koráyos encampment in just one day, driven to find him, the knife and the coin purse her last possessions.

  


  
    More lightning flickered in the night, though now it was far away. The misty rain faltered, then ceased altogether, leaving everything outside the tent damp and glistening in the torchlight: the grass, the brush, the two silver coins that had spilled from the purse.


    The Lutawan farm wife got onto her feet, but she was hurting. She stood hunched, wheezing for breath, her hateful gaze bright above the dagger-shaped mark on her cheek as she glared at Smoke.


    Chieftain Rennish stepped up beside him. “You said you took care of her.”


    “I thought I did.”


    A shadow eclipsed the torchlight. Smoke recoiled as Dehan the Trenchant came to stand at his other side. The Trenchant was a powerful man, both in the world and in the world-beneath. His years showed in his weathered face and in the gray that ran through his heavy black hair, but he remained strong and vital—and the venom that had always existed between them remained vital too. It made Smoke’s skin crawl, to be standing so close beside him.


    “Who is she?” Dehan asked.


    “A Lutawan. I don’t know her name.”


    Rennish expanded on this. “She was one of the women at the farmhouse we visited this morning.”


    “Ah,” Dehan said. “Then she should be dead now.”


    The woman had hung the coin purse on a string around her neck. Her lips drew back in contempt as she yanked it off. Her scorn was all for Smoke. “You lied about my sister and then you let her die. I don’t want your coins—they won’t buy back her life!”


    She hurled the purse at his face, and out of instinct he caught it before it hit, snatching it from the air with his free hand. It had a slit in it, made by the tip of his sword, and as he stuffed the purse into his pocket a coin slipped out and fell, sparkling, to the wet, trampled grass.


    Dehan glanced down at it, then up at the woman. “What favor have you done for my demon son that he defied me and let you live?”


    “I have done him no favors! And the favor he did for me is worse than nothing.”


    “Your life is less than nothing?” Takis asked.


    “My life without my sister? Yes.”


    Dehan looked to Takis. “Mercy is not in his nature. Why did he let her live?”


    Though Takis and Dehan saw eye-to-eye on most things, on the subject of Smoke she was at odds with her father. “He’s standing there beside you,” she said acidly. “Why don’t you ask him?”


    So the Trenchant turned to Smoke, his brow cocked in question. Smoke’s grip tightened on the hilt of his sword. Far safer to keep silent—so why did he hear his own voice speaking unforgivable words? “I don’t care for it—the killing of these women and children. They are not the enemy.”


    Thunder rumbled in the north, a growling threat that went on for many heartbeats. Dehan waited until it died away before he answered, his voice reduced to hardly more than a whisper by his fury. “You presume to judge our strategy? You, who have been a soldier for all of a year?”


    “It’s just they have no choice in their lives. They’re slaves, just as we were before Koráy came.”


    “What of it? You have no choice in your life.”


    Smoke scowled. That wasn’t true. He made choices all the time: to answer the prayers or not, to spare a woman during the raids . . . or not. To his father he said, “I choose to serve you.”


    “That’s not a choice. It’s your role. Koráy made it so when she bound us to the Koráyos people. If you betray those bonds, you betray yourself. Then there will be nothing left of you, my demon son, and you will cease to be.”


    Could this be true? Smoke looked to Takis for confirmation, and was startled when she nodded.


    Dehan recalled his attention with another question. “How many others have you let escape?”


    “I don’t count them.”


    Dehan shook his head. “You pretend at mercy, but it doesn’t suit you.” He gestured at Rennish to step aside, then he indicated the Lutawan woman with his chin. “You have your sword in hand. Finish what you started.”


    The woman seemed unafraid, her bitter gaze defying him to strike. And why shouldn’t he? She had no claim on him! She, who had betrayed him by coming here, and only because he’d granted her first prayer but not her second . . . as if it was his fault.


    So he resolved to obey his father—that was the easiest thing to do—but to his shock he discovered his will was not his own. He was stymied, caught in some spell, unable to raise his sword against her. He had given this woman the gift of her own life just that morning and now he found he could not undo it. He looked at Dehan in confusion. “The Dread Hammer did not let me kill her before, and I can’t kill her now.”


    “Then let her be spared,” Takis said.


    Smoke and Dehan were both caught by surprise, so rarely did Takis speak against her father. She settled her sword into its scabbard, then crossed her arms and studied Smoke. “I am not my father. It pleases me to know there’s mercy hiding somewhere inside you, and I honor it now by setting aside the fate she should have met this morning. From that she is spared—”


    “Takis!” Dehan objected, but she stopped him with a cold glance.


    “From that she is spared,” Takis repeated. “But this evening, this Lutawan woman used my trust and my sympathy to get close to you, my beloved brother, to try to kill you, and that I will not forgive.”


    She held Smoke’s gaze for many seconds while the thunder grumbling in the distant mountains faded into silence, and the spell that restrained him unwound.


    “What would you have me do?” he asked at last.


    “Finish it. Or I will do it for you.”


    The woman recoiled, though she seemed more shocked than frightened . . . as if she’d believed herself safe because this morning Smoke had been bound by her prayer. But Takis required justice, and she was a woman too. Smoke stepped forward so swiftly the farm wife had no chance to turn away before his sword pierced her heart and withdrew.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    After the body was buried well away from camp and Smoke had washed again in the stream, he returned to his mat at the edge of the tent. The torches and lanterns had been put out, the dice had been put away, and the soldiers were sleeping. Closing his eyes, Smoke let the prayers wash over him.

  


  
    Avenge me.


    He thought of answering one . . . or maybe two.


    And then? Tomorrow perhaps, but surely not long after, there would be another farmhouse, or a village whose people had offended the Trenchant. Smoke cared nothing at all for the lives of the Lutawan men he would be asked to kill, but the women bound him with their prayers. Why?


    The Trenchant had said Smoke’s role was to serve the Koráyos people, but the women of Lutawa called on him to serve them. How could he do both? It was impossible. Neither could he choose between these obligations, but that didn’t mean there was no choice.


    His demon nature let him sense the threads that made up the weft and warp of the world-beneath, reaching farther than even the Trenchant could perceive. If he slid away on those threads, abandoning his duty to the Koráyos people, would he cease to be? If he went so far that he could no longer hear the bloody prayers, would he be free?


    He needed to know.


    Quietly, he sat up. He shrugged into his coat, strapped his sword to his back, then took up his bow and his quiver. His coin purse was already in his pocket.


    Ekemion stirred sleepily, not far away. “Smoke? Where are you going?”


    Smoke’s glittering eyes cast a faint glow on Ekemion’s puzzled face. “Tell the Trenchant something for me.”


    “I . . . what? What do you mean?”


    “When you see him again, tell him I do have a choice, and I choose to serve him no more.”


    He reached for the threads, dissolved into gray vapor, and was gone.
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    “Light and Shadow” was originally published in War Stories, an anthology edited by Jaym Gates and Andrew Liptak. Like “Codename: Delphi”—a story that appears earlier in this collection—it takes place in the fictional world of The Red, and it too was reprinted in The Year’s Best Military and Space Opera edited by David Afsharirad.


    In this story, I wanted to further explore the potential effects of a technology of neural manipulation that’s prominent in the novel. To avoid the possibility of spoilers, I developed a new set of characters: US Army soldiers faced with their own challenges while serving in the same conflict featured in The Red.


    “Light and Shadow” lent its title to this collection. The eight stories included here tend toward dark themes, and situations that are ethically and morally challenging, but with bright moments too. The title nicely reflects this mix.

  


  
    Light and Shadow

  


  
    Lieutenant Dani Reid was serving her turn on watch inside Fort Zana’s Tactical Operations Center. She scanned the TOC’s monitors and their rotating displays of real-time surveillance data. All was quiet. Even the goats that usually grazed outside the walls had retreated, taking refuge from the noon sun in a grove of spindly thorn trees.

  


  
    The temperature outside was a steamy 39°C, but within the fort’s prefabricated, insulated walls, the air was cool enough that Reid kept the jacket of her brown-camo combat uniform buttoned up per regulation. The skullcap she wore was part of the uniform. Made like an athletic skullcap, it covered her forehead and clung skin-tight against her hairless scalp. Fine wires woven through its silky brown fabric were in constant dialog with the workings of her mind.


    On watch, the skullcap kept her alert, just slightly on edge, immune to the mesmerizing hum of electronics and the soothing whisper of air circulating through the vents—white noise that retreated into subliminal volumes when confronted by a louder sound: a rustle of movement in the hallway.


    Private First Class Landon Phan leaned in the doorway of the TOC.


    Phan was just twenty-one, slender and wiry. Beneath the brim of his skullcap, his eyebrows angled in an annoyed scowl. “L. T.? You should go check on Sakai.”


    “Why? What’s up?”


    “Ma’am, you need to see it yourself.”


    Phan had been part of Reid’s linked combat squad for nine months. He’d done well in the LCS; he’d earned Reid’s trust. She didn’t feel the same about Sakai.


    “Okay. You take the watch.”


    Light spilling from the TOC was the only illumination in the hallway. The bunkroom was even darker. Reid couldn’t see anything inside, but she could hear the fast, shallow, ragged breathing of a soldier in trouble, skirting the edge of panic. She slapped on the hall light.


    Specialist Caroline Sakai was revealed, coiled in a bottom bunk, her trembling fists clenched against her chin, her eyes squeezed shut. She wore a T-shirt, shorts, and socks, but she wasn’t wearing a skullcap. The pale skin of her hairless scalp gleamed in the refracted light.


    “What the hell?” Reid whispered, crossing the room to crouch beside the bunk. “Sakai? What happened?”


    Sakai’s eyes popped open. She jerked back against the wall, glaring as if she’d never seen Reid before.


    “What the hell?” Reid repeated.


    Sakai’s gaze cut sideways. She bit her lip. Then, in an uncharacteristically husky voice, she confessed, “I think... I was having a nightmare.”


    “No shit! What did you expect?”


    She seemed honestly confused. “Ma’am?”


    “Where the hell is your skullcap?”


    Sakai caught on; her expression hardened. “In my locker, ma’am.”


    The microwire net in Reid’s skullcap detected her consternation and responded to it by signaling the tiny beads strewn throughout her brain tissue to stimulate a counteracting cerebral cocktail that helped her think calmly, logically, as this conversation veered into dangerous territory.


    The skullcap was standard equipment in a linked combat squad. It guarded and guided a soldier’s emotional state, keeping moods balanced and minds honed. It was so essential to the job that, on deployment, LCS soldiers were allowed to wear it at all times, waking or sleeping. And they did wear it. All of them did. Always.


    But they were not required to wear it, not during off-duty hours.


    The hallway light picked out a few pale freckles on Sakai’s cheeks and the multiple, empty piercings in her earlobes. It tangled in her black, unkempt eyebrows and glinted in her glassy brown eyes. “You want the nightmares?” Reid asked, revolted by Sakai’s choice.


    “Of course not, ma’am.”


    Use of the skullcap was tangled up in issues of mental health and self-determination, so regulations existed to protect a soldier’s right of choice. Reid could not order Sakai to wear it when she was off-duty; she could not even ask Sakai why she chose to go without it. So she approached the issue sideways. “Something you need to talk about, soldier?”


    “No, ma’am,” Sakai said in a flat voice. “I’m fine.”


    Reid nodded, because there was nothing else she could do. “Get some sleep, then. Nightmares aren’t going to excuse you from patrol.”


    She returned to the TOC, where Phan was waiting. “When did this start?”


    “Yesterday,” he answered cautiously.


    Even Phan knew this wasn’t a subject they could discuss.


    “Get some sleep,” she told him. “Use earplugs if you have to.”


    When he’d gone, Reid considered reporting the issue to Guidance... but she knew what Guidance would say. So long as Sakai performed her duties in an acceptable manner, she was within her rights to forego the skullcap during off-duty hours, no matter how much it disturbed the rest of the squad.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    What the hell was Sakai trying to prove?

  


  
    Reid ran her palms across the silky fabric of her skullcap. Then, as if on a dare, she slipped her fingertips under its brim and took it off.


    A cold draft kissed her bare scalp and made her shiver.


    Her pulse picked up as fear unfolded around her heart.


    You’re psyching yourself out.


    Probably.


    She studied the skullcap, turning it over, feeling the hair-thin microwires embedded in the smooth brown cloth.


    No big deal, really, to go without it. It was only out of habit that she wore it all the time.


    The hum of electronics within the TOC grew a little louder, a little closer, and then, with no further warning, Reid found herself caught up in a quiet fury. Sakai had always been the squad’s problem child. Not in the performance of her duty—if that had been an issue, Reid would have been all over her. It was Sakai’s personality. She didn’t mesh. Distant, uncommunicative, her emotions locked away. A loner. Seven months at Fort Zana had not changed her status as an outsider.


    Reid’s emotions were closer to the surface: she didn’t like Sakai; didn’t like her effect on the squad. There needed to be trust between her soldiers, but none of them really trusted Sakai and no one wanted to partner with her. No one believed she would truly have their back if things went hard south. Reid saw it in the field when her soldiers hesitated, thought twice, allowed a few seconds to pass in doubt. Someday those few seconds would be the last measure of a life.


    Reid clenched the skullcap.


    Fuck Sakai anyway.


    Ducking her head, she slipped the cap back on, pressing it close to her scalp. Within seconds, her racing heart slowed. Her anger grew cold and thoughtful.


    Sakai thought she could get by without her skullcap. Maybe she wanted to prove she had more mettle than the rest of them, but it wouldn’t last. It couldn’t. “You’ll give it up,” Reid whispered. “By this time tomorrow, you’ll be back in the fold.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Reid finished her watch and went back to sleep, waking at 1900. Lacing on her boots, she tromped next door to the TOC, where Private First Class David Wicks was on duty.

  


  
    “Anything?” she asked.


    “No, ma’am. No alerts at all from Command.” He flashed a shy smile. “But my niece had her first-birthday party today.” He pulled up a window with his email, and Reid got to watch a short video of a smiling one-year-old in a pretty blue dress.


    “Your sister doing okay now?”


    “Yeah, she’s good.”


    Wicks sent money to his sister. It was a big part of why he’d signed up.


    In the kitchen, Reid microwaved a meal, then joined Sergeant Juarez at the table. “Command thinks we’ve got a quiet night.”


    Juarez was no taller than Reid, but he carried fifty extra pounds of muscle. He’d been army for seven years, and Reid was sure he’d be in for twenty if he could pull it off. “You ever notice,” he drawled, “how the patrol gets interesting every time Command says there’s nothing going on?”


    “Just means we’re good at finding trouble.”


    Phan reeled in, with Private First Class Mila Faraci a step behind him. “How’s it look tonight, L. T.?” Faraci asked.


    “Quiet so far.”


    “That’s what I like to hear.”


    Juarez finished eating. He got up just as Sakai came in the door wearing a fresh uniform, her cheeks still flushed from a hot shower and her head freshly denuded of hair, leaving her scalp smooth and pale under the ceiling lights with no skullcap to hide it. Phan and Faraci were waiting together by the two humming microwaves. Phan glared. Faraci looked shocked. “I thought you were shitting me,” she murmured.


    Sakai ignored everyone. She opened the freezer and pulled out a meal packet while Reid traded a look with Juarez.


    “What the hell is with you, Sakai?” Faraci demanded.


    “Faraci,” Juarez growled, “you got a problem?”


    Faraci was strong, tall, tough, and full of swagger, but she took care never to cross Juarez. “No, Sergeant.”


    Reid got up, dumped her meal packet, and left. Juarez followed her to her quarters, where there was barely enough room for the two of them to stand without breathing each other’s air.


    “What the hell?” he demanded.


    “You know I can’t ask. She hasn’t said anything to you?”


    “She doesn’t talk to me or anybody. It’s been worse since she got back from leave.”


    Skullcaps got turned in before a soldier went on leave. It was a harsh transition, learning to live without it. But taking it up again after your twenty-one days—that was easy. No one ever had a problem with that.


    “She’s just annoyed at being back,” Reid decided. “If there was a real issue, Guidance would know. They would address it. Meantime, make sure our other noble warriors don’t get in her face. I don’t want to bust the kids when Sakai is the loose cannon.”


    “You got it, L. T.”


    “This won’t last,” Reid assured him. “You’ll see. She’ll give this up tomorrow.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Reid was wrong.

  


  
    Sakai wore the skullcap during the nightly patrols as she was required to do, but for three days running she took the cap off as soon as she hit the showers, and it didn’t go on again until they rigged up for the next patrol. This generated its own problem: Sakai couldn’t sleep well without her skullcap. It wouldn’t be long before she was unfit for patrol.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Reid rigged up early for the night’s adventures. Her armored vest went on first. Then she strapped into her “dead sister.” The titanium exoskeleton was made of bone-like struts that paralleled her arms and legs and were linked together by a back frame that supported the weight of her pack. Testing the rig, she crouched and then bobbed up, letting the dead sister’s powered leg struts do the work of lifting her body weight. The exoskeleton made it easy to walk for hours, to run, to jump, to kick and hit, and to support the weight of her tactical rifle, an MCL1a with muzzle-mounted cams and AI integration.

  


  
    The rest of the squad was still prepping when she slung her weapon, tucked her helmet under her arm, and strode out into the small yard enclosed by the fort’s fifteen-foot-high walls.


    The night air was heavy with heat and humidity and the scent of mud and blossoms, but the clouds that had brought a late-afternoon shower had dispersed, leaving the sky clear and awash in the light of a rising moon. Reid allowed herself a handful of seconds to take in the night as it was meant to be seen. Then she pulled her helmet on. Seen through her visor, the yard brightened with the green, alien glow of nightvision while icons mustered across the bottom of the display, one for every soldier wearing a skullcap: Juarez, Faraci, Phan, and Wicks.


    A familiar voice spoke through Reid’s helmet audio: “You’re early tonight.”


    She smiled, though he couldn’t see it. “So are you. Slow night?”


    “Not too bad.”


    He was her primary handler from Guidance, codenamed Tyrant, the only name she knew him by. His job was to assist in field operations, overseeing data analysis and relaying communications with Command from his office, five thousand miles away in Charleston. Tyrant had access to the feeds from her helmet cams as well as the display on her visor, and he kept a close eye on all of it. “Where’s Sakai’s icon?” he asked. “You didn’t give her the night off?”


    The door opened and, to Reid’s surprise, Sakai stepped through, already rigged in armor and bones, her pack on, her weapon on her shoulder, and her helmet in her gloved hand. But no skullcap.


    And without her skullcap, she didn’t appear as an icon on Reid’s display.


    “She’s challenging you,” Tyrant murmured, amusement in his voice.


    Sakai shot Reid a sideways glance, but if she was looking for a reaction, she was disappointed. Reid’s face was hidden behind the anonymous black shield of her visor.


    Sakai turned away, setting her helmet down on a dusty table. Then, like a good girl, she fished her skullcap out of a pocket and put it on.


    Her icon popped up on Reid’s display. Reid gazed at it and a menu slid open. She shifted her gaze, selecting “physiology” from the list of options. Her system AI whispered a brief report: status marginal; brain chemistry indicates insufficient sleep. But as Sakai’s skullcap went to work, stimulating the chemical factory of her brain, her status ramped up. By the time the squad assembled, Sakai’s condition became nominal, and the AI approved her for the night’s mission.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    That night, they were to patrol far to the north. They spread out in their customary formation: two hundred meters between each soldier, with Reid on the east, Sakai on the west, and the others in between. The physical separation let them cover more territory while they remained electronically linked to each other, to Tyrant, and to the angel that accompanied them. The surveillance drone was the squad’s remote eyes, hunting ahead for signs of enemy insurgents.

  


  
    Reid moved easily through the flat terrain, the power of her stride augmented by her exoskeleton’s struts and joints, while the shocked footplates that supported her booted feet generated a faint, rhythmic hiss with every step. Her gaze was never still, roving between the squad map, the video feed from the angel, the terrain around her, and the quality of the ground where her next steps would fall.


    Threat assessment had gotten harder since the start of the rainy season. Stands of head-high grass covered what only a month ago had been bare red earth. Thickets had leafed out and the scattered trees had sprouted green canopies. Cattle liked to spend the hottest hours of the day beneath the trees, their sharp hooves treading the ground into sticky bogs. For most of the year this worn-out land was barely habitable, with the Sahara encroaching from the north. But for at least this one more year the rains had come, bringing life back—and providing extensive cover for an enemy made up of violent but half-trained insurgent soldiers.


    Reid held her tactical rifle across her body, ready for use at all times as she searched for signs of disturbance that could not be accounted for by cattle or goats or the herdsmen who accompanied them. At the same time, video from her helmet cams was relayed to Guidance for first-pass analysis by Intelligence AIs—a process duplicated for everyone in the squad.


    Tyrant remained silent as three hours passed with no anomalies found. Despite the uneventful night, no one’s attention strayed. The skullcaps wouldn’t allow it. If a soldier’s focus began to drift, brain activity would reflect it, and be corrected. Every soldier remained alert at all times.


    Near midnight Tyrant finally spoke. “Reid.”


    “Go ahead.”


    “Weather on the way. Nasty squall from the west. ETA twenty minutes.”


    “Roger that.”


    She switched to gen-com, addressing the squad. “Heavy weather on the way. That means any signs of hostile activity are about to get erased. Stick to designated paths plotted by Guidance and do not get ahead of the squad.”


    After a few minutes the wind picked up, bringing a black front with it. The squad map showed them approaching a road to the north, a one-lane stretch of highway paved in cracked asphalt, its position in the landscape marked by a cell tower rising above the trees. Reid spoke again over gen-com: “Wicks, you’ve got the tower on your transect. Use extra caution.”


    “No worries, L. T.”


    Right. It was her job to worry.


    The rain reached Sakai first. Then it rolled over Phan, Juarez, Faraci, and Wicks. Reid was a few steps from the asphalt road when she heard the sizzling edge of the storm sweeping toward her. The rain hit, hammering with Biblical force, generating a chiming chorus of pings against the bones of her dead sister and enclosing her in a scintillating curtain that even nightvision couldn’t pierce. At her feet, a veil of standing water hid the ground.


    “Hold up,” Reid said over gen-com. “No one move until—”


    An explosion erupted maybe two hundred meters away, a ball of fire that illuminated the base of the cell tower where it stood just south of the road. Reid dropped to her belly. A splash of muddy water briefly obscured her faceplate before a frictionless coating sent it sliding away. Her heart hammered: the squad map showed Wicks at the foot of the tower. “Wicks, report!”


    “Grenades incoming,” Tyrant warned as another icon popped up on the map: a red skull marking a newly discovered enemy position on the other side of the road.


    Reid echoed the warning over gen-com. “Grenades incoming!” Clutching her weapon, she curled into a fetal position to minimize her exposure. A status notification popped up on her display, a bold-red statement of Wicks’s condition: nonresponsive; traumatic injury with blood loss.


    Goddamn.


    The grenades hit. Two behind her, one to the east. She felt the concussions in her body and in the ground beneath her shoulder, but her helmet shielded her eyes and ears, and if debris fell on her she couldn’t tell it apart from the storm.


    She rolled to her belly, bringing the stock of her MCL1a to her shoulder as she strained to see past the rain to the other side of the road. “Tyrant, I need a target.”


    “Target acquired.”


    All extraneous data vanished from her visor, leaving only a gold targeting circle and a small red point that showed where her weapon was aimed. It took half-a-second to align point and circle. Then her AI fired the weapon.


    The MCL1a’s standard projectile was a 7.62mm round, but it was the second trigger Reid felt dropping away from her finger. The stock kicked as a grenade rocketed from the underslung launcher, looking like a blazing comet in nightvision as it shot across the road, disappearing into the brush on the other side. Reid couldn’t see the target, but when the grenade hit, the explosion lit up the rain and threw the intervening trees into silhouette.


    A second grenade chased the first, fired from Faraci’s position farther west. Reid used the explosion as cover. She flexed her legs, using the power of the dead sister’s joints to launch to her feet. Then she dropped back, away from the road and into the brush as the squad icons returned to her visor. “Juarez! I’m going after Wicks. Take Phan and Sakai. Set up a defensive perimeter.”


    “Roger that.” On the squad map, lines shot from the sergeant’s icon, linking him to Phan and Sakai as they switched to a different channel to coordinate.


    “Faraci, you’re with me. Full caution as you approach Wicks. Take the path Guidance gives you and do not stray.”


    “Roger, L. T.”


    Reid flinched as a burst of automatic weapons fire rattled the nearby brush. Another gun opened up. A glance at the squad map confirmed it was Juarez, returning fire.


    “Got your route,” Tyrant said.


    A transparent, glowing green rectangle popped into existence at Reid’s feet as if suspended just above the sheen of standing water. It stretched into a luminous path, winding out of sight behind a thicket. Reid bounded after it, running all-out—Hell-bent, maybe, because she could see only three strides ahead. If a hazard popped up in front of her she’d have to go through it or over it, because she was going too fast to stop. When she spied a suspiciously neat circle of rainwater, she vaulted it. Then she ducked to avoid a branch weighed down by the pounding rain.


    Hell failed to claim her, and in just a few seconds the path brought her to the concrete pad that supported the cell tower, and to Wicks, who lay just a few meters behind it.


    He was belly down in almost two inches of water and he wasn’t nonresponsive anymore. He struggled to lift his helmeted head, but the weight of his pack and his injuries pinned him in place. His shoulders shook with a wracking cough as Reid dropped to her knees beside him.


    “Damn it, Wicks, don’t drown.”


    Another grenade went off, this one maybe a hundred meters away. Reid flinched, but her duty was to Wicks. She pulled the pins on his pack straps and heaved the pack aside. Then she grabbed the frame of his dead sister and flipped him onto his back. He made a faint mewling noise, more fear than pain. The skullcap should be controlling his pain. As she shrugged off her pack and got out her med kit, she tried to reassure him. “Wicks, listen to me. We’ll get you out of here. You’ll be okay.”


    He groaned... in denial maybe, or despair.


    “Tyrant, where’s my battle medic?”


    “I’m here,” a woman said, speaking through her helmet audio. “Let’s do an assessment.”


    Reid’s helmet cams let the medic see what she saw. Wicks still had all four limbs, but most of his right calf was gone, and shrapnel had shredded the flesh of his right arm. Reid used her body to shield his wounds from the rain for the few seconds it took to apply a spray-on coagulant. Then she slipped off his helmet to check for head injuries. When she found none, she put his helmet back on.


    Tyrant said, “Faraci’s at twenty meters and closing fast. Don’t shoot her.”


    “Roger that.”


    Juarez was still trading fire with someone to the north when Faraci burst out of the brush. She dropped her pack and then dropped to her knees beside Reid. “How’s he doing, L. T.?”


    “How you doing, Wicks?” Reid asked as she slathered wound putty across his chewed-up calf.


    “Fucked,” he whispered between clenched teeth.


    Reid couldn’t argue. She guessed he’d lose the leg, and then he’d be out of a job that he desperately needed for his sister’s sake as well as his own. “Faraci’s going to take care of you,” she said. “You got that, Faraci? Do what the battle medic tells you, and get him stabilized.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “And keep your head down.”


    Reid closed up her med kit and jammed it back into her pack. Then she shouldered the pack, along with her weapon. “Tyrant, I need a target.”


    “Look toward the road.”


    She did, bringing a new path into view on her display. Icons showed Juarez and Phan engaged two hundred fifty meters to the west, with Sakai half a klick farther out. Maybe Juarez had gotten word of more targets on that side and instructed her to go after them. No time to ask.


    Reid took off, water geysering under her footplates until the path expanded, indicating she should slow. The path ended at a tree with a fat trunk. Livestock had churned the ground into thick mud that sucked at her boots as she braced herself against the trunk and brought up her weapon. A targeting circle appeared in her visor, but just as she aligned her aim, her attention was hijacked by a bold-red status notification that popped up at the bottom of her display: contact lost with c. sakai; position and status unknown.


    Her finger hesitated above the trigger. Contact lost? What the hell did that mean? Even if Sakai was dead, the angel should still know her position—


    Focus!


    Reid squeezed the trigger, firing a burst of 7.62mm rounds.


    An answering fusillade hammered the tree trunk. She spun and dropped to a crouch, putting the tree at her back as bullets whined through the space she’d just occupied.


    “Target down,” Tyrant said.


    “Then who the fuck is shooting at me?”


    “Another target.”


    “How did Command miss all this, Tyrant?”


    “Debrief later. You’ve got another target. Stay low.”


    The notification was gone from Reid’s display. The squad map was back up. It showed Faraci still with Wicks; Juarez and Phan circling to the west. There was no icon for Sakai.


    “Reid!” Tyrant barked as he blanked her display. “Target’s moving in. You need to hit it now.”


    She twisted around, still on her knees, sliding in the mud. When the targeting circle came into sight, she covered it and fired. There was a scream, much closer than she’d expected. She fired again, and the scream cut off. “Where the hell is Sakai?” she demanded, as another exchange of gunfire rattled to the west.


    “I don’t know! Waiting to hear from Intelligence.”


    Gunfire ceased. There was only the sound of rain.


    “Three targets remaining,” Tyrant said. “But they’re pulling back.”


    Reid stared into the green-tinted night. The rain was easing. Nightvision could again make out the shapes of distant trees, but it could not reveal IEDs buried beneath the mud, or popper mines that the surviving insurgents might have dropped on their retreat. Command might be persuaded to send in bomb sniffers tomorrow, but tonight the other side of the road was a no-man’s-land.


    “We have to let them go,” Reid said. “Tyrant, shift the angel west. I want it looking for Sakai.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    The rain had stopped by the time she returned to Wicks. Faraci had sealed his wounds and gotten him out of his rig, but she’d left his helmet on, per regulation. His visor was tuned to transparent, so that Reid could see his face, his half-closed eyes. “He’ll be okay,” Faraci said.

  


  
    Meaning that he would live.


    Juarez and Phan emerged from the brush as a distant growl announced the approach of the MEDEVAC helicopter. While Juarez went through Wicks’ pack, redistributing its contents, Reid stepped aside. “Tyrant, I want to see the video from Sakai’s helmet cams.”


    It didn’t show much. Rain had been coming down so hard that at first all Reid saw was falling water. Then a blur that resolved into the dripping branches of a thicket, luminous in nightvision; then a splash of mud. Reid checked her display, confirming she was on a solo link before she asked Tyrant, “Did someone cut her fucking head off?”


    “Negative. The skullcap would have picked up remnant brain function. Reid, her helmet was removed.”


    “That doesn’t make sense. If she got jumped, we’d see—” She broke off in midsentence as the truth hit. “Sakai took off her own helmet. That’s what you’re saying.”


    Reid had been slow to consider it because all her training argued against it. LCS soldiers must never remove their helmets in the field. Even Wicks, grievously wounded, still wore his, because in a linked combat squad the helmet was the soldier. It was protective gear, yes, but it also marked position, monitored condition, allowed communication, enhanced the control of weapons and targeting, and provided a visual interface for the shared data stream that allowed an LCS to function.


    If Sakai had removed her helmet it meant only one thing: she’d walked away.


    She’d deserted.


    The helicopter set down, kicking up a windstorm that flattened a circle of waist-high grass. Wicks shivered as the medics loaded him onboard. He was in their care now, so they took his helmet off. His expression was disconsolate. Reid squeezed his hand and lied to him. “It’ll all work out.”


    Moonlight shone through rents and tears in the clouds as the helicopter took him away.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Reid tried to put herself into Sakai’s head; tried to understand what Sakai had been thinking when she’d walked out on the squad, abandoned them, in the middle of a firefight. No love existed between Sakai and the others; no reason to think she gave a shit about any of them. The commotion had been a chance to slip away, that’s all...

  


  
    Except there was nowhere for her to go, no escape, no refuge, no way home.


    No way to survive for long.


    Reid found it easy to imagine Sakai as suicidal, but why hadn’t Guidance known or even suspected?


    Because Sakai had only worn the skullcap on patrol.


    Until tonight, Sakai had been okay on patrol.


    Some people were like that. They were fine so long as they were working, fulfilling whatever regimented role life had handed them, but leave them on their own and they could disappear down rabbit holes.


    What twisted passage had Sakai wandered down?


    Reid caught her breath, hit by a new worry: what if Sakai hadn’t run away?


    The night was warm and Reid’s uniform had shed the rain so she was barely damp, but she shuddered anyway as the fine hairs on the back of her neck stood up. She looked over her shoulder, scanning the surrounding terrain, searching for motion in the brush or beneath the trees.


    Tyrant noticed. “You see something?”


    The drone had been sent to search from Sakai’s last known position. “Tyrant, bring the angel back. Make sure Sakai isn’t here, hunting us.”


    “Roger that.” A few seconds later: “You really think she’s turned on you?”


    “I don’t know. I just want to make sure.” She switched to gen-com. “Everyone, stay low. Keep alert.”


    They all dropped into a crouch.


    “Somebody out there?” Juarez wanted to know.


    “We’ll let the angel answer that.”


    The drone searched, but it picked up no sign of Sakai anywhere nearby. So Reid sent it south, toward the fort, but Sakai wasn’t there either.


    “Let her go,” Faraci muttered. “Who gives a shit? She didn’t do anything for Wicks when he went down.”


    “We don’t abandon our own, Faraci,” Reid snapped. “Remember that, next time you get in a tight spot.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “This is now a search and rescue, and speed is critical.” Alone, without her helmet, it was just a question of time and distance, not chance, until Sakai was found by some insurgent group. Maybe that was her goal, to get far enough away that there could be no rescue, no first aid, no helicopter evacuation while her heart was still beating.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Only four remained in the squad—Reid, Juarez, Faraci, Phan—but they still assumed their standard two-hundred meter interval, sweeping the terrain until they converged again on Sakai’s last known position. Reid got there first and found Sakai’s skullcap hanging from a branch. It felt like a message meant just for her. She shoved the skullcap into a pocket. Phan recovered Sakai’s helmet from a thicket, finding it upside down and half-full of rain. Juarez located her pack. But her MCL1a didn’t turn up. Neither did her stock of grenades, or her dead sister.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    “We have two possibilities,” Reid told the squad. “She’s been taken prisoner, in which case we are obligated to effect a rescue and to recover her equipment. Or she’s gone rogue. If so, we must assume she is mentally unstable. Without her helmet she doesn’t have nightvision, but she’ll be able to see well enough by moonlight to be dangerous. Use extreme caution.”

  


  
    The rain had washed away any tracks that might have indicated the direction Sakai had taken, but it seemed logical to Reid that she would have headed west to northwest. “Either direction would allow her to avoid the angel’s eyes while it was monitoring the firefight, but west means following tonight’s patrol route and I don’t think that’s what she had in mind.”


    “Northwest then,” Juarez said in disgust.


    Reid nodded. “She’s heading for the border.”


    They set off, moving fast on a no-choice mission. They had to find Sakai. Personnel did not go missing anymore. And they had to get the dead sister and the MCL1a back. That equipment could not be allowed to enter the black market. It had to be recovered, even if they took heavy casualties in the process.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    “Tyrant.”

  


  
    “Here.”


    “Something happened when Sakai was on leave.”


    “No incident in her record.”


    “Go beyond the record! Something else happened just a few days ago. That’s when she stopped wearing her skullcap. Something was going on inside her head. Something she didn’t want the skullcap to fix.”


    “Stand by.”


    A figure of speech. Reid loped north, while her AI analyzed the feeds from her helmet cams. Every few minutes it highlighted a potential hazard: a shining thread that could have been a tripwire but turned out to be a spider web; a metallic sheen that might have been a cheap sensor but was only a foil wrapper, blown in from God knows where; an area of disturbed ground washed by the rain where there might be a buried IED. Reid skirted it, though she suspected it was just a resting place for cattle.


    Tyrant spoke again, “Intelligence took a look at her email. She split with her boyfriend a few days ago, told him she wasn’t coming back and not to worry about money, that she’d take care of him.”


    “Oh fuck,” Reid said as enlightenment hit. “This is about her life insurance.”


    “It’s about more than that. The boyfriend has a six-year-old kid. Sakai got crazy on leave, had a meltdown, slammed the kid against a wall—”


    Reid didn’t want to hear anymore. “That’s bullshit. Sakai passed her psych quals. She’s not like that. None of us are like that.”


    “Intelligence believes the boyfriend’s story. He’s been out of work a long time. Sakai’s been sending him money. He didn’t report the incident because he can’t afford to break up with her. So he kept telling her everything was okay.”


    Sakai was not the kind of person who could do something like that and ever imagine it was okay; Reid didn’t have to like her to know that. The life insurance was Sakai’s apology, a way to make amends and to ensure she never harmed the child again.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    A few minutes later Tyrant announced, “The angel has found her.” He marked the position on Reid’s map. Three kilometers east-northeast. Reid switched to gen-com. “Hold up.”

  


  
    A new window opened in her display, a feed from the angel that showed Sakai rigged in her dead sister, with her MCL1a in hand. Sakai surely presented a danger, yet without her helmet and her skullcap she looked fragile, her bare scalp like a gray eggshell in the sideways light of the westering moon.


    “You got her, L. T.?” Juarez asked.


    Reid sent him the feed and the location.


    The map updated.


    “Shit,” Juarez breathed. “She’s not alone.”


    Scanning the ground with its infrared camera, the angel had found three figures less than a hundred-thirty meters from Sakai—a distance rapidly closing as she advanced.


    Half-hidden beneath the spreading branches of a thorn tree, they appeared at first as flashes and chips of bright heat. Then they emerged draped in infrared-blocking fabric that did not hide them completely but gave them the vagueness of ghosts as they passed through tall grass, moving in a line toward Sakai. The angel identified them from profiles compiled during the firefight: they were the three insurgents who had escaped alive.


    They probably couldn’t see Sakai past the vegetation, but they would be able to hear her. She was using her dead sister to trot at a careless pace, rustling grass and snapping twigs, with no way to know what lay in wait for her. They would gun her down before she knew anyone was there.


    And wasn’t that what she’d gone looking for?


    Reid wondered if she’d fight back; wanted her to; resolved to force her to, if she could. Reid would not let death take Sakai by surprise. She would make her face it, and facing it, maybe Sakai would choose life instead.


    Fuck the insurance.


    Speaking over gen-com, Reid said, “Faraci, you’ve only used one grenade. Fire another, maximum range. In Sakai’s direction.”


    “L. T.?” Faraci sounded perplexed. “Sakai’s way out of range.”


    “Shit, Faraci, I don’t want you to kill her. I just want you to put her on alert. Now, if that’s all right with you.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    The grenade shot above the tree tops, hurtling northeast, to burst above the brush. The boom rolled past while through the angel’s eyes, Reid watched Sakai drop flat, her training taking over despite the guilt and despair that had sent her north.


    The insurgents took cover inside a thicket, no doubt trying to guess what the distant explosion meant for them. Caution should have made them retreat, but they wanted Sakai’s weapon and dead sister.


    “Let’s go!” Reid barked. “Now, while they’re confused. Fast as we fucking can. Go, go, go!”


    Tyrant posted a path. Reid jumped on it, running flat out. The joints of her dead sister multiplied the power of every stride. She crunched through grass, slid sideways in mud, bounded over deadfalls and, carrying her tactical rifle one-handed, she used the struts on her other arm as a hammer to batter aside branches.


    “Sakai’s taken cover in the brush,” Tyrant said.


    It was hard to look death in the face.


    Tyrant spoke again. “The insurgents are moving. They’re closing on Sakai’s position.”


    “Good.”


    Sakai would see them, she would know what death looked like, and she would fight back. She had to.


    With two kilometers behind her, Reid heard the slow tap, tap, tap of small arms fire. “Tyrant?”


    “They’re trying to flush her from cover.”


    Reid ducked under a tree and then battered her way along a cattle trail between two thickets. The terrain was so monotonous she felt like she was getting nowhere.


    A larger-caliber weapon spoke. Reid well knew the sound of an MCL1a.


    “She got one,” Tyrant reported. “Damn good shot by moonlight alone.”


    Half a kilometer to go.


    “The survivors are retreating.”


    Too soon.


    Reid heard the worried bleat of a goat just ahead of her, the sound so unexpected she almost threw herself down and started shooting.


    The goats were just as frightened. They must have been sleeping in a thicket. Startled at her approach, they fled straight toward Sakai.


    “Reid, get down!” Tyrant shouted. “Get down! She’s got her weapon turned on you!”


    Never before had Reid heard that level of emotion in Tyrant’s voice. It scared her, but she kept running, because the goats were a distraction that she could use. They were cover. Sakai wouldn’t hear her coming past the noise of their stampede.


    The goat herd funneled together as they raced between two tall thickets. Then they spilled into a grove of seven or eight trees with only bare ground beneath them. Branches filtered the moonlight into shards and polygons that painted the mud and flashed over the hides of the fleeing animals.


    Hidden in shadow, unseen by the frantic goats but clear to Reid in night vision, was Sakai. Reid saw her in profile, crouched and trembling with her back to a tree trunk, weapon held close to her chest, shoulders heaving, her hairless head tipped back, and amazement on her exhausted face as she watched the goats dart past.


    With no nightvision to aid her, she didn’t see Reid.


    Briefly, Reid considered a negotiation, verbal persuasion, but she didn’t want to have a conversation while Sakai held onto her MCL1a and her stock of grenades.


    So Reid tackled her. Shoulder to shoulder: their arm struts clanged as they both went down. Reid got a hand on Sakai’s rifle, got it loose, heaved it away—but that was only step one in disarming her. She still had a full complement of grenades in her vest, and her dead sister was a lethal weapon in hand-to-hand combat—though Reid had no intention of letting it come to that.


    Scrambling free, she came up on her knees in a patch of fractured moonlight, her MCL1a braced at her shoulder. “Don’t move!”


    Sakai wasn’t there anymore. She wasn’t wearing her pack, and without it she was more agile than Reid expected. She had rolled away, rolled onto her feet. She stood looking down at Reid with a shocked expression.


    What did she see with her unaided eyes? Gray bones and the negative space of Reid’s black visor? Maybe nothing more than that, blind in the night.


    No.


    This close, there would be a glimmer of light from the MCL1a’s targeting mechanism.


    Reid corrected her aim. “Very slowly,” she said, “crouch, and release the cinches on your dead sister, starting at the ankles.”


    Sakai frowned. She turned her head, perusing the shadows, wondering maybe if they were alone. “Come on, L. T.,” she said in a low voice as she looked back at Reid. “Do it now. No one’s watching.”


    “Someone’s always watching. You know that. I’m not your ticket out.”


    The goats had fled. The night had gone quiet. Reid had no idea where the insurgents were, but she trusted Tyrant to warn her if it looked like they would interfere.


    “Do you have it with you?” Sakai asked. “My skullcap?”


    “Do you want it?”


    “No! No. I don’t want it.” As if trying to convince herself. “I don’t want to die with that thing on my head.”


    “You mean that when you wear it, you don’t want to die at all... right?”


    Sakai shook her head. “You know what I think? I think we all start off as light and shadow, but the light seeps away when we wear the skullcap. It moves out of us and into the wires, so when we take it off, there’s only darkness left in our heads.” Titanium struts gleamed in nightvision as she brought her gloved hand up to tap the center of her forehead. “Punch it, L. T. Or I’m going to take you out.”


    Reid waited, and when Sakai sprang she squeezed the trigger. The round caught Sakai in the shoulder, pancaking in her armor. It didn’t penetrate, but the impact spun her around so that she landed face down, a rag doll mounted on a metal rack.


    Juarez stepped out of the shadows with Phan behind him.


    “Get her unstrapped,” Reid growled.


    Sakai had tried to turn her into an executioner. Now, in the aftermath, fury kicked in.


    Maybe I should have complied.


    But Reid’s skullcap responded, modulating her outrage, defusing her brittle frustration, bringing her back to a logical center. Because that’s what it did, she decided. It didn’t control what she thought or who she was. It didn’t make her a different person. It kept her tied to who she really was. It was a shield against anger and guilt; against the emotional scar tissue that could consume a mind.


    Juarez and Phan turned Sakai over; they popped her cinches while Reid checked the squad map, confirming Faraci on their flank, ready, if the two surviving insurgents made the poor choice to return.


    Sakai’s chest spasmed. She sucked in a whistling breath and tried to sit up, but Juarez pushed her back down again while Phan finished removing the ordnance from her vest.


    “Cuff her,” Reid said, handing Juarez a set of plastic restraints.


    He got Sakai into a sitting position. She offered no resistance as he bound her wrists behind her back.


    Sakai had always been a problem child, but she’d been a good soldier. The army should have protected her. Command should have required her to wear her skullcap. No soldier had the option of going naked into battle—and battles didn’t always end when the weapons were racked.


    Reid crouched in front of Sakai. In nightvision her face was stark; her features dragged down as if by the gravity of despair. At first she didn’t acknowledge Reid, but after a few seconds she looked up, fixing an unflinching gaze on the featureless void of Reid’s black visor.


    “Is that you, L. T.?”


    Shadow, unblended with light.


    “It’s me.” She reached into her pocket and got out Sakai’s skullcap, holding it so that a triangle of moonlight glinted against its silky surface. “I want you to wear this.”


    “No.”


    “You’ll feel better.”


    “You think I want to feel better?”


    “So you lost your temper with a kid! You want to kill yourself over that?”


    “I didn’t just lose my temper. Sixteen days without the skullcap and I was fucking out of control. If Kevin hadn’t been there, I might have killed that sweet baby. And that’s not who I am... or it’s not who I was.”


    “It wasn’t the skullcap that made you do it.”


    “Shit yes, it was! When I was wearing it, it hid all the crap I couldn’t live with. Made me feel okay. Didn’t even know I was falling apart inside until it was too late.”


    Is that what the skullcap did? Hide the rot?


    Did it matter? They had a job to do.


    Reid jammed Sakai’s skullcap back into a pocket, and then she stood up. “Tyrant, we need to evacuate Sakai.”


    “Chopper on the way,” he said. “ETA thirteen minutes.”


    “Rest while you can,” Reid advised the squad.


    They still had two insurgents to hunt and the second half of their patrol to finish—a long night ahead of them, followed by a few hours of sleep and then another patrol where their lives would be at risk every moment until they were back inside the fort. Thinking about it, Reid felt a looming abyss of emotional exhaustion, there and then gone, washed away by the ministrations of the skullcap.
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    “Nightside on Callisto” was the second short story I wrote after a years-long hiatus, but it was the first to be published. It was also the first story of mine to appear in Lightspeed Magazine, and it was reprinted in The Year’s Best Science Fiction: Thirtieth Annual Collection, edited by Gardner Dozois.


    My goals with this story were to write something unrelated to any of my past work, to make it science fiction, and to set it in space. Early in the process of story development, the idea of “The Red” was born. The name, the concept of it, popped up out of nowhere. At the time I wasn’t even sure what I meant by it, but it felt exciting, and important. As I worked on the story, I grew more and more certain that I’d come up with the concept that would serve as the backbone of my next science fiction novel—and I was right.

  


  
    Nightside On Callisto

  


  
    A faint, steady vibration carried through the igloo’s massive ice walls—a vibration that shouldn’t have been there. Jayne heard it in her sleep. Age had not dulled her soldier’s reflexes, honed by decades spent on watch against incursions of the Red. Her eyes snapped open. She held her breath. The vibration hummed in the walls, in the bed frame, in the mattress, perceivable even over Carly’s raspy breathing.

  


  
    Jayne reminded herself that the Red was far, far away, its existence bound to Earth, where it bled through every aspect of life—a relentless tide of information and influence shepherding the thoughts and actions of billions along paths determined by its unknowable goals. Whether the Red was alive, or aware, Jayne couldn’t say, and she had no opinion either on its virtue. She only wanted to keep it out of the Shell Cities. Most of her life had gone to the long defense of their growing union, an association of scattered orbital habitats determined to stay free of the Red. But in retirement, Jayne had found new opportunities.


    Less than twenty-four hours ago, her team of four had touched down on Callisto, Jupiter’s outermost Galilean moon and the only one that lay beyond the gas giant’s killing radiation belts. A raft of construction equipment had preceded them, including a gang of ten small mechs that had assembled a sprawling igloo in time for them to move in. It was the team’s task to establish a prototype ice-mining station to supply the expansion of the Shell Cities.


    Maybe the vibration was generated by some new construction activity at the launch rail? Probably that was it. But “probably” never was a sufficient explanation. Jayne slipped out from under the shared blanket, careful not to wake Carly, who’d crawled into bed just an hour ago. Each team member worked a staggered, twelve-hour shift. Jayne had taken the first rotation, and her night was almost through.


    The air-skin membrane lining the walls and the ceiling sensed her movement and responded with a glimmer of vague gray illumination. Jayne stood up slowly on sleep-stiffened limbs. A century of existence had left her thin and tough and inclined to feel cold, so over a foundation of thermal underwear she added insulated slacks, a pullover of the same material, thin gloves for her hands, and cozy house boots for her feet—one more layer in the cocoon that protected them from the cold and vacuum beyond the igloos walls.


    Jayne knew with utter certainty that they were alone in Jupiter system. The Red could not be here—the light speed lag in information flow kept it confined near Earth—and no other expedition had ventured so far in years. So their team was on its own, with no back up if something went wrong—which was why the four of them had been awarded this project: they were each experienced, competent, and expendable.


    The bed chamber was sealed off from the rest of the igloo by an air-skin lock. Jayne touched the membrane. It felt smooth and hard beneath her gloved hand, but when she swept her fingers across it, the skin lock responded, pulling aside in neat, glassy ripples.


    Massive blocks of ancient ice made up the igloo’s walls and ceiling, insulating the interior spaces from background radiation, but it was the air skin that made the igloo habitable. A semi-intelligent, quasi-living tissue, the skin lined every chamber, locking in pressure, and providing heat and fresh air. If perforated it would self-seal, and its motility allowed it to repair even major tears.


    Jayne stepped past the plastic-panel door into a central alcove with toilets and shower on either side. Two steps ahead, a lock on the right stood open to the easy room with its cushy inflatable furnishings, food stores, and oven, while on the left, another open lock hooked up to HQ, where the work was done. Jayne heard Berit speaking. She couldn’t make out the words, but Berit’s sharp, angry tone confirmed Jayne’s first suspicion: something had gone wrong.


    Jayne resisted the impulse to sprint into HQ. Age and experience had taught her to always attend to basics, so she slipped into the toilet first, and only when that necessity was out of the way did she trot around the corner.


    Berit heard her coming and greeted her with a scowl. She was ninety-nine, an age that could be seen in the translucence of her brown skin, in the drape of tissue around her stern eyes, and in the thinning of her bright white hair. Like Jayne, Berit had lived most of her life as a soldier in the defense force and like Jayne, she’d been lucky, surviving to tell the tale. The two women had partnered on more assignments than either cared to remember. “What woke you up?” Berit snapped.


    “The smell of trouble. Why am I hearing tones of displeasure in your voice?”


    “Because I am not pleased.”


    Lorelei was their civilian engineer, a petite, soft-spoken woman who, at a hundred-and-three, was older even than Jayne. She provided more details without turning away from a 3-D model of the station. “Our mechs are tainted. Something’s gotten into them and they aren’t accepting commands.”


    “The Red followed us here,” Berit added, with fatalistic certainty.


    When Jayne joined them, they made a circle around the model. “How?”


    Lorelei looked up, her deep blue eyes nestled in the folds and rough texture of her dark skin. Her hair was brilliant white and still thick despite the years, confined in a heavy braid at her shoulder. She opened her mouth to speak—and a high-pitched whistle screamed through the igloo. Jayne’s ears popped. The air-skin lock rustled shut, sealing HQ from the rest of the station and muting the whistle, but Jayne could still hear a distant wail of escaping air.


    “Pressure suits!” she barked. “Now! Go!”


    The suits hung ready on the wall beside the external lock. Jayne had taken only two steps toward them when a faint pop! put an end to the whistle. The igloo shuddered as massive ice blocks groaned against each other. Goddamnit, Jayne thought, grabbing two suits and tossing them to Berit and Lorelei. Goddamnit, if the roof comes down . . .


    They’d celebrated when they’d won this mission, knowing they’d gotten it because it was risky and because they were old. Medical technologists in the Shell Cities had learned to minimize the deterioration of old age so that hale and healthy lifespans stretched past a century, but inevitable, catastrophic failure still loomed: a blood vessel bursting in the brain, a heart chamber undergoing sudden collapse, a lung growing irreparably brittle. The cold fact was, none of them had much time left. If they didn’t survive this mission, well, only a handful of unlived years would be lost. But in the meantime they were privileged to set foot on one of Jupiter’s moons and to have the chance of leaving the Shell Cities just a little more secure.


    And the goddamned roof was not going to come down. Not if Jayne could help it.


    She grabbed a third pressure suit and stepped into it, pulling the edges together to let it seal.


    A pressure suit was just another form of air skin, made to wrap around the body. An inch thick in most places, it was powered by slender, flexible fuel cells embedded across the back. Robotic carbon-fiber hands at the sleeve ends exactly mimicked every twitch of Jayne’s own fingers, which remained safe and warm within the sleeves.


    Using an artificial hand, Jayne reached up and grabbed her hood, preventing it from sealing. Lorelei and Berit were still wrapping their suits on. “Lorelei, stay here and get those mechs in order. Berit, get outside and figure out what the hell just happened. I’m going after Carly.”


    She released her hood, not waiting for an answer. It rolled across her face, where it sealed, shaped, and hardened.


    The air-skin lock to the central alcove had sealed, but the color-coded indicator glowed green, confirming full pressure beyond. Jayne passed through, carrying Carly’s suit with her. The lock sealed again behind her.


    A glance around the alcove confirmed all the locks had closed. Those to HQ, the easy room, and the toilets, showed green, but the indicator beside the bedchamber flashed in calamitous red.


    Jayne bit down on the inside of her lip, remembering Carly’s warmth and her good humor. “Berit?”


    “I’m heading out now,” she answered over the suit radio. Then, “Oh.” A single word, the pain in it as sharp as shattered ice. “I see what you’re looking at.”


    “I’m going in.” Jayne brushed her fingers across the skin lock. Her suit stiffened as air was evacuated from the alcove, and for a moment she couldn’t move. Then the suit’s crosslinked cells adapted to the pressure change, and once again sensors picked up the motion of her body and echoed it, moving as she moved, tripling her strength—though if the power unit ever ran down, the pressure suit would become her diamond coffin.


    She still held onto Carly’s suit, for all the good it would do.


    The air skin opened. Light that didn’t belong illuminated the bedchamber with a faint glow. Their station was sited away from Jupiter and the Sun was too far away to make a difference, but a small measure of starlight spilled in through a ragged hole, three-feet wide and slanting up through a massive block of ice. The light wasn’t enough to make out any details until the suit’s faceplate switched to nightvision. Then Berit’s voice sighed over the com. “Oh, Carly. Blood-red piss! She was trying to get to the lock!”


    Carly’s body lay face down against the floor, her legs and hips crushed beneath the ice that had fallen from the ceiling. Her fate had been set the moment Jayne decided to leave her sleeping—while Jayne’s own bitter luck still held.


    She forced herself to look away from the body, to look up. The air skin had been ripped open around the deep, ragged hole in the ice roof. Its tattered edges writhed, questing blindly for each other. More and more of it peeled away from the low ceiling, from the walls. It would keep peeling, until the torn edges could reach each other, and then it would seal. All this, Jayne took in at a glance—and then she noticed movement, just outside the hole: a mech, outlined against the stars.


    All ten of the station mechs were the same model. They had a core carapace in the shape of a disk and roughly the size of a seat cushion, mounted on three highly flexible, telescoping legs. Each hemisphere of the carapace had a working arm. The upper half could swivel, so that the two arms could be positioned at any angle to one another. Most often, though, the arms were combined into a single limb for additional strength. By default, mechs stood with their legs at full extension, making them roughly waist high. Half-inch circles of cold blue light dotted their legs and made a glowing belt around their carapaces.


    The mech on the igloo’s roof had a subordinate drill unit set up at the edge of the hole. The drill was just a tool with no onboard intelligence. Its cylindrical column waited motionless, while the mech paced around it in what looked like frantic indecision. Jayne felt her skin crawl, watching it. Mechs should not behave that way. She wondered what directive had brought it to the igloo’s roof.


    “Lorelei?”


    “Here.” Lorelei’s voice was a choked whisper.


    “Tell me that mech showed up to repair the damage.”


    “I don’t know why it’s there. I can’t know. Its directives have been changed. I can’t get any data out of it. I can’t get any instructions in. The mechs are talking to each other, but they won’t communicate with me.”


    Mechs possessed a limited machine intelligence. Though they could learn by experience, they weren’t remotely self-aware, and still . . . the directives that guided them could result in behavior that imitated volition in a truly unsettling way.


    As Jayne watched, one of the mech’s arms darted under its belly, then flashed out again, dropping a finger-sized cylinder through the hole. The cylinder fell in slow motion, bouncing off the mound of fallen ice before tumbling to the floor. A bang rod, Jayne realized—a small explosive used by the mechs to quarry the granite-hard ice at Callisto’s surface.


    “Get down!” Berit screamed over the suit’s com system. Jayne was already moving, diving behind the bed just before the bang rod exploded with a brilliant flash. The floor jumped, a flash of heat washed past, and then Jayne rolled, the suit providing a smooth muscle-assist to get her to her feet again.


    Ice flakes and frozen flecks of blood dropped like snow, blanketing a shallow crater, and the raw, red, frozen mass that had been Carly’s body.


    “Lorelei,” Jayne asked in a steely voice, “did that mech just try to blow me up?”


    Lorelei’s mind was on other things. She spoke in breathy excitement. “I just found a record of a transmission from the landing pod, right before everything fell apart—”


    “What are you talking about? The landing pod’s sitting empty outside our front door. It’s powered down.”


    “Power’s back on,” Lorelei said, her voice breaking. “There’s some device in it we didn’t know about. We’re at war, Jayne—”


    “I goddamn well know that!”


    “—and we’ve just been hit! Whatever was in the pod pumped tainted directives into the mechs and changed their access codes. God knows what they’re programmed to do now—”


    “They’re programmed to sabotage this mission,” Berit growled over the com. “Because the Red doesn’t want us growing. We should have seen this coming.”


    Jayne watched the mech reach out with a mechanical hand, disconnecting the tether that tied it to the drill subordinate. A second mech appeared, and immediately hopped down through the hole, dropping into the bedchamber with dreamlike lethargy. It was still falling when a six-inch jet of tightly focused blue flame spat from a torch gripped in its mechanical arm. Jayne fell back as it landed in the blast crater. Its telescoping legs flexed to absorb the impact, and then flexed again as it launched itself at her.


    Screams filled the com, but Jayne ducked nimbly aside. The mech’s carapace spun around as it landed, its arm extended as it tried to rake her with the torch. But it had been built for construction, not battle. Jayne was faster.


    Dodging the flame, she threw herself on top of it, landing chest-first on its carapace. To her surprise, its legs collapsed under her weight. She rode it to the floor, using the suit’s mechanical hands to hold onto its arm, forcing the fiery torch away from her face. With the suit’s muscle-assist, she had as much strength as the mech, and to her astonishment, it stopped struggling after just a few seconds. Its torch switched off.


    “What just happened?” Jayne whispered.


    Lorelei answered over the com. “It summoned a crane to get the weight off its back. Logical response to baseline directive: ‘don’t damage yourself.’ Now shut it down.”


    “How?”


    “There’s a panel on the carapace. Don’t shift your weight. Just feel for it.”


    Jayne scowled. She was holding the mech’s arm with both her mechanical hands, but now, cautiously, she let one go. As her carbon-fiber fingers slid around the carapace, the suit replicated the texture for her organic fingers. She found the panel, popped the release, slipped her hand inside.


    “This is a whole keypad! What am I supposed to do?”


    “Lower two corners. Top center. Press them all at once. Hold them down.”


    Jayne did it, suddenly aware of a faint vibration within the mech, only because it ceased.


    “That’s it,” Lorelei said grimly. “One down. Nine to go.”


    But the mech didn’t look like it had been shut down. The lights on its legs and carapace still glowed. “Lorelei, why are the lights still on?”


    “They’re self-powered. Ever tried finding a quiescent mech in the dark?”


    Jayne snorted. “So that’s it? That’s all there is to it? We just switch them off? This is going to be—”


    “Lorelei!” Berit’s voice cut across the com, edged in panic. “Get outside now! Mechs are above you, drilling on the roof. Jayne—”


    “On my way.”


    First, though, Jayne took the torch from the switched-off mech and used it to cut a five-foot length out of the twisted remains of the plastic bed frame. Steel would have been better, but at least now she had a weapon with better reach than the torch.


    The torn air skin had continued to peel off the wall, rolling down so far that it was writhing around her, its raw edges beginning to seal. Jayne took a giant step to get on top of it. Then she lobbed her plastic rod through the hole in the roof, vaulting after it with a powerful muscle-assist from the suit.


    Under Callisto’s low gravity, she shot up through the hole. Her mechanical fingers hooked over the rim of ice and she hauled herself out onto the roof.


    The igloo’s ice blocks had been quarried from beneath the dusty regolith. Impurities in the ice infused it with a gray, piebald cast that gleamed only faintly under the star-spangled sky. The land around was even darker: a gray, granular plane that rolled away to low, encircling hills with steep profiles that rose in black outline against the stars. Frost glimmered faintly, looking like a mist laid across the rounded peaks.


    The construction site was a half mile away, on flat ground, where steel bars for the launch rail were piled up into their own small hill. The mechs should have been at work on the rail bed, but Jayne saw nothing moving out there. Closer in, the landing pod crouched on bent legs, sparkling like gold foil. Jayne spotted two mechs loitering near it. Then she turned, to look across the flat roof.


    The blast hole was close to one end. In the open area beyond it Berit chased a retreating mech. Another circled around to where three drill units bored into the ice above HQ, each one sending up a plume of frost that glittered in the starlight. Jayne imagined the mechs’ simple logic: drills bore holes into ice; bang rods drop into holes; heavy, ice-insulated roofs get blown asunder.


    The third mech on the roof was the one that had dropped the bang rod. It skittered toward her around the edge of the blast hole, but it didn’t have a torch and it had already used its explosive. Jayne didn’t see how it could be dangerous, so she circled the hole to meet it.


    It saw her move, and hesitated.


    Jayne didn’t. Taking two long strides, she threw herself at it, just as she had with the other—but this mech anticipated her. Its legs flexed and it jumped out of reach. Jayne slammed against the roof, sliding several feet past the hole, only remembering to dig in with her mechanical fingers a moment before she went hurtling over the roof’s edge.


    Over the com, Berit’s breath came fast and heavy. “Guess what, Jaynie? The mechs have figured out that move. I can’t get near them.”


    Jayne groaned—“Thanks for letting me know”—and got back onto her feet.


    The mech stood, unmoving, a few meters away. “It looks confused,” Jayne muttered. Maybe it didn’t know what to do next; maybe its directives didn’t include all the necessary details of murder when the first assault had failed.


    Unlike the mech, Jayne could come up with alternatives.


    An image of the blood-red pulp of Carly’s body flashed across her mind. Returning to the hole, she grabbed the abandoned drill unit. The tool probably massed as much as she did, but this was low-grav Callisto and Jayne was wearing a powered suit. It was no problem at all to hurl the drill straight at the mech’s carapace.


    The mech ducked by collapsing its telescoping legs. It dropped with astonishing speed and the drill shot harmlessly past it, spinning away in a trajectory that took it beyond the roof and far out over the gray flats. So. Projectiles weren’t going to work. Jayne bent to retrieve her plastic staff, determined to give that a try. As she straightened up again, the two mechs from below vaulted onto the roof above HQ.


    One at a time, Jaynie, she reminded herself, and with an overhead stroke she brought the rod down hard against the first mech’s carapace. The staff snapped in two. The mech took no damage at all. Jayne flung away the remnant in disgust. So much for that idea—and now they had to contend with four mechs on the roof instead of just two.


    The drills were unattended, but they continued to work, boring ever deeper into the igloo. Jayne turned her attention to them. There was no way she was going to let another chamber get blown. She bounded past the blast hole, toward the nearest drill. Ice flakes showered her as she reached it.


    The drill stood thigh high, a slender cylinder hot enough to turn the falling flakes to vapor. Jayne grabbed it with her mechanical hand and yanked—but bolts locked it to the ice. She crouched, searching the drill for a panel like the one on the mech, but she couldn’t find one.


    “Lorelei, you still alive?”


    “So far.”


    “How do I shut off a drill?”


    “You don’t unless you know how to send drill codes.”


    “Fine, then. Berit? Watch my back.” Flicking on the torch she’d taken from the mech, Jayne started cutting. The drill shook when she sliced away the first bolt holding it to the ice. It bucked when she cut the second. And then it shut down. Safety override?


    Two other drills were running. With Berit standing guard, she cut bolts on both of them, and when they unbalanced, they shut down too.


    “Nice,” Berit said. “But we still have nine hostile mechs to contend with.” She was standing a few feet away, jumping at any mech that dared to come close.


    “Lorelei,” Jayne asked, “where are you?”


    “In the landing pod.”


    Jayne glanced at the gold-foil dome resting on the regolith below. The door was closed. “Okay, stay there. Berit, let’s get out to the construction site, pick up some explosives and maybe a rebar or two to smash these Red traitors.”


    “Jayne, no!” Lorelei snapped. “Do not damage the mechs!”


    “Oh,” Berit said. “I guess you didn’t see her hurl that drill unit.”


    “What?” Lorelei sounded outraged. “Jayne, we need the mechs. Every one of them, or this project fails.”


    “We’ve already lost the mechs,” Jayne shot back. She longed to get her mechanical hands around a steel rebar and test that against a carapace, maybe find out what a mech was made of inside. “Carly is dead and this project has failed.”


    “Carly is dead,” Lorelei agreed, speaking softly now, hurriedly. “But we’re still here and the Shell Cities are still going to need every crystal of water we can send them and we’re not going to be able to send even one drop without mechs to build the launch rail. I am not lifting off from here until that rail is built.”


    “Goddamn it, Lorelei. You’re the expert on the mechs, and you said you can’t communicate with them, you can’t override their rogue programming—”


    “I can’t! Not until they’re shut down. Manually shut down, each and every one of them, just like that mech in the bedchamber.” Her voice softened again. “Then they can be reset to factory specs. They won’t know how to build anymore, but we can teach them that.”


    Jayne turned to Berit. Her faceplate was black in the dim light, but her bitter mood came through in her voice. “You hear that, Jaynie? The first rule of this little battle is ‘do no harm.’ You better give me that torch before the rule slips your mind.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Lorelei wanted to close off the honey hole.

  


  
    The mechs had a hybrid, bio-mechanical architecture that required them to resupply and re-power every twelve hours or so inside the honey hole—an excavated ice cave out by the construction site, stocked with fuel cells and organic supplies.


    Jayne, though, wasn’t willing to leave four functioning mechs on the roof. Three of them probably still had bang rods. Why didn’t they use them? Maybe they didn’t know how. Without a drill hole to stuff them into or a blast hole to toss them down, their simple behavioral algorithms might be stymied.


    They could learn, though. They’d watched Jayne take down a mech and now they retreated if Jayne or Berit approached them. But if the women turned their backs, the mechs approached, carrying torches and saws in their mechanical hands like a pod of metallic zombies.


    “Hey,” Jayne said. “I’m going to walk away. If one starts to follow, you fall in behind. Push it close to me.”


    Berit nodded. “Go.”


    Jayne set off at a slow pace across the roof.


    Berit hissed. “All four are behind you.”


    Jayne didn’t turn to look. Instead, she picked up the feed from Berit’s helmet and watched the mechs coming after her at a disturbingly fast pace. They were eight meters away, seven, six—one walked in front, two followed, and the fourth came behind. Berit trailed them, several steps back.


    “I’ll take the one closest to me,” Jayne said.


    “I’ll get the laggard.”


    “Three, two, one, now.”


    Jayne turned and jumped. The mech she’d targeted jumped too, but not fast enough. They hit in midair. She spilled over its back, but managed a clawed grip on its carapace, hauling it down with her. It had a torch. She scrambled on top of it, holding its arm down with her foot. Flame touched ice, vapor roiled up, turning almost instantly into snow, while beneath her weight the mech went still. Jayne popped open its panel and slammed mechanical fingers down on the three keys, but she was breathing too hard to feel the mech’s faint vibrations; she couldn’t tell if the vibrations had stopped. “Did it shut down?” she panted. “Did it?”


    “Move!” Berit shouted.


    Jayne saw the bright blue light of another torch darting toward her face. She rolled. A line of heat seared her forearm, followed by a blade of cold. A muscle-assist popped her back onto her feet as two torches jabbed toward her. She jumped back, pursued by a pair of mechs, each with a torch in one hand, a saw in the other. Pain like a vice gripped her forearm.


    She glanced at the wound. The torch had cut a line in her suit, but it had not cut quite through. She pinched the burnt edges together, helping the suit’s healthy tissue to meet and seal. Then she jumped again to avoid the oncoming mechs. With chagrin, she realized they’d learned to work together in their attack—doubtless from the very recent example of cooperative assault that she and Berit had shown them.


    “Okay, Jaynie?” Berit asked.


    “So far.”


    They’d brought down one mech each, but there were still two more on the roof. Both pursued Jayne, torches out in a coordinated rush—until Berit tackled one from behind. It went down. Berit slapped open the panel, decommissioned it, and was up again in seconds, while Jayne led the last one on a merry chase.


    A column of snow marked every dropped torch. Jayne wove between them to distract the mech, while Berit stood still, trying to go unnoticed in the mech’s busy visual field. Jayne slipped past her, the mech followed, and Berit pounced. Her breathing came ragged over the com. “That’s five down, five to go.”


    Jayne made a quick circuit of the roof, gathering up the torches and switching them off before they could melt all the way down to the membrane. “Now we take care of the honey hole.”


    Berit was still pulling hard for air. “I hope you’re planning to help out a little more this time.”


    Jayne snorted. “I thought it was very noble of me, to be the bait.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    They jumped down from the roof. Lorelei came out of the gold-foil dome of the pod. She held up a rectangular wafer for them to see. It was no more than one by two inches, thin as foil. “Light a torch,” she said.

  


  
    Jayne complied. The blue flame was a needle in the dark. “That’s it, then? That’s the source of the rogue code? And it’s the only one?”


    “It’s the only one I could find.” Lorelei laid the wafer down on the ice and stepped back. “Burn it.”


    Jayne did. Then she ground it with her boot and burned the remnants again.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    As they crossed the dusty regolith to the construction site, Jayne spotted a flock of tiny lights a few hundred yards away. “The mechs,” she announced. If not for the glowing circles dotting their legs and carapaces, they might have come unseen. “They must have been recharging in the honey hole.”

  


  
    “No,” Berit said grimly. “I think they were taking notes.”


    Lorelei stopped. “I don’t understand. Why are they hauling rebars?”


    The mechs’ legs flashed as they stepped swiftly through the dust and after a few seconds Jayne saw what Berit and Lorelei had spotted first: three of the mechs were armed with long steel rebars from the construction site.


    “Dammit, Jayne!” Berit groused. “They saw you hit that mech with a rod.”


    Lorelei turned. Jayne couldn’t see her face, but her voice sounded scandalized. “You hit a mech? I told you—”


    “This was before you told me.”


    “Did you damage it?”


    Jayne snorted. “Sadly, no. I used a plastic rod. The mechs have improved my example. They’ve got steel.”


    “We aren’t going to be able to get close to them,” Berit warned.


    By this time, the mechs were hardly a hundred yards away, and moving fast.


    “We could just walk out on the ice,” Lorelei said in a small voice. “Lead them away until they run out of power.”


    “If they’ve just come out of the honey hole they’ve got twelve hours. Our suits won’t last that long, and besides, I don’t want to give them a chance to blow the rest of the igloo.”


    “Then what do we do?”


    Jayne touched the seam that marked the healed tear in the forearm of her suit. A pressure suit was just another form of air skin. Without power, both turned into diamond-hard crystal. “We need to incapacitate the mechs without harming them.”


    “Right,” Berit said with sharp impatience. “And how do we do that?”


    “Let’s go back to the igloo. I have an idea.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Jayne took everyone up to the roof. With a muscle-assist from the suits, the jump was easy.

  


  
    “There are two ways we can lose this battle,” Jayne reminded. “We lose if the mechs kill us and we lose if we kill the mechs—but if it comes down to it and we’re going to lose anyway, let’s lose the second way. Agreed?”


    “We’re going to win,” Lorelei said in a hollow voice. Berit echoed the sentiment.


    Jayne shrugged. “Fine, then. Let’s win.”


    She jumped down through the blast hole into the blown bedchamber.


    During the time Jayne had been outside, the ragged edges of the room’s air skin had knit together, joining just a few feet above the floor. With the seal complete, the flexible membrane had hardened into a smooth, curved surface. Jayne kept her feet when she landed on it, but she couldn’t stop herself from sliding until she fetched up against the exposed wall of ice.


    It occurred to Jayne that not an hour before, she’d been sleeping in this room, in the cocoon of Carly’s warmth.


    “No time for sightseeing,” Berit chided gently.


    “Hush, child. Don’t annoy your elders.”


    Jayne fired up her torch. Braced against the wall, she bent low and started cutting.


    At the first touch of the flame, the air skin caved in, dropping away from the heat. Jayne bent lower and kept cutting, until slowly, slowly, the flame sliced the air skin open. The small space enclosed by the air skin had already started to re-pressurize, so for a second ice flakes geysered through the crack. Then, along the cut edges, the air skin softened, again becoming a flexible, rippling fabric as it strove to seal up the cut.


    Jayne didn’t let that happen. She jammed her foot through the crack and kicked it wider. Lorelei jumped down to help, folding the air skin back while Jayne kept cutting, separating a large sheet of it and exposing again the remains of the room.


    Berit stayed on the roof, watching the approaching mechs and counting down the time to their arrival. “You’ve got maybe twenty seconds. Okay, ten. That’s it! The first one just jumped to the roof.”


    Jayne passed the torch to Lorelei. “Be ready to make the last cut, but only when I tell you, not before.”


    It was too dark to see her face past the helmet, but she took the torch with steady hands.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    With a corner of the membrane gripped in one mechanical hand, Jayne jumped back up through the blast hole. All five remaining mechs were already on the roof. Berit stood facing them, with the hole at her back.

  


  
    The air skin writhed in Jayne’s grip, rolling up and down her arm. She hadn’t been afraid of the mechs before—not really, truly afraid. She’d known they were dangerous. After the first bang rod, she’d known her life and Berit’s and Lorelei’s could end as quickly as Carly’s had, but the mech assault had happened so fast she’d had no time to really be afraid . . . until now.


    Of the five mechs, three held ten-foot-long steel rebars, while two used their dexterous double arms to hold torches and drills. Jayne had a nasty suspicion the drills weren’t meant for drilling.


    “Look out!” she shouted, as a mech hurled its drill dead-on at Berit.


    Berit dropped flat. The drill spun past her, disappearing into the dark as the mechs swarmed.


    “Get up!” Jayne growled as the mechs came after Berit—a pack of mechanical zombies armed with sticks and stones and fire. “Berit, move.”


    “Stop worrying about me and do your job!” Berit snapped, still lying face down.


    “Fine, then!” Jayne tugged hard on the air skin. “Lorelei—cut it and jump!”


    Berit waited another second, until the mechs were in rebar range, then she vaulted backward, landing on her feet. The startled mechs slowed. Berit turned and ran. The zombie mob took off after her, while Lorelei shouted, “Jumping!”


    As Berit darted past the blast hole, Lorelei appeared at its mouth. She hauled herself out, clutching another corner of the air skin in one mechanical hand. They now had a sheet of it, cut free from the room. Severed from its power source, the skin had only seconds before it froze into a crystal coffin. Already Jayne felt it getting stiff in her hands. She got ready, knowing they’d have only one chance to make this work.


    Alongside the blast hole there was only a narrow strip of intact roof. The mechs bunched together as they passed around it, just as Jayne had hoped.


    “Stand firm,” she said. “I’m going . . . now!”


    With the air skin gripped in both hands, she stepped away from the mechanical mob. Lorelei held the other end and the skin became a trembling gray curtain between them. Lorelei stood behind it, but Jayne kept in sight. The mechs saw her and pursued, sweeping past Lorelei. As soon as they’d gone by, Lorelei cut behind them, bending the air skin to form a U.


    Now came the critical part. Could they close the circle? Jayne waited an extra second. Then she turned and darted back along the roof’s edge. The air skin billowed around the mechs as they turned to cut her off. And then she was past them. Lorelei was only a step away.


    “Pull it tight!” Jayne warned.


    An eight-foot rebar came spinning out of the mech mob. Jayne felt betrayed—she’d never taught them to throw a rebar! She ducked, but not fast enough. Steel slammed against her shoulder, knocking her down and sending her skidding across the ice—but she didn’t let go of the air skin. Her mechanical hands kept their grip, even as she plunged over the roof’s edge.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Jayne stirred, wondering how she’d come to be in the easy room. She was stretched out on a couch, a blanket pulled up to her chin. Berit sat in a cushy chair a few feet away, watching her with a critical expression. Jayne tried to speak, but she had to swallow a few times before she had enough moisture in her throat to ask, “What the hell is going on?”

  


  
    Berit leaned back in her chair. Her eyes narrowed. “You fell off the roof. If you remember, that wasn’t in the plan.”


    It all started coming back. “Where’s Lorelei?”


    “I’m here, Jayne!” Her gentle voice came sailing out of HQ.


    “As it turns out,” Berit went on, “falling off the roof probably saved us all. The air skin wasn’t going to pull tight enough around the mechs to confine them—not until you went over. Then Lorelei jumped after you and dragged the mechs down with her. By the time they knew what hit them, the air skin had crystallized around them and they couldn’t move. All but one. It got out, but I tackled it and shut it down.”


    “And the rest?”


    “We cut them out one at a time and turned them off. Then we reset them all to factory specs. Lorelei’s loading some basic construction directives into them now.”


    “So we got lucky again?”


    “We got lucky. The Red didn’t beat us this time. You did good, Jaynie. I’m proud of you. You didn’t harm even a single enemy.”


    Jayne snorted. “Let’s both try to live a few years longer—and make up for it next time.”

  


  
    [image: the_end_symbol]

  


  
    When John Joseph Adams invited me to submit a story for Operation Arcana, an anthology of military fantasy, I was intrigued. This was an opportunity to follow up on a newly acquired reputation for military fiction, but it would also demand something very different from the work I’d done in the fictional world of The Red. “Try new things” is my writing mantra, so I agreed.


    I don’t remember where this story came from, or why, though I suspect it began with nothing more than a vision of a hellish desert. By the time I was done with it, I felt “The Way Home” was one of the best stories I’d ever written. I was pleased with the setting, the structure, the moral dilemma, and the spectrum of characters—though after it was published, no one else seemed particularly impressed. Ah, well! So it goes. In this business, you never know what’s going to hit and what will bounce.

  


  
    The Way Home

  


  
    The demon, like all the others before it, appeared first in the form of a horizontal plume of rust-red grit and vapor. Almost a kilometer away, it moved low to the ground, camouflaged by the waves of hot, shimmering air that rose from the desert hardpan. Lieutenant Matt Whitebird watched it for many seconds before he was sure it was more than a mirage. Then he announced to his squad, “Incoming. Ten o’clock from my position. Only one this time.”

  


  
    But even one was deadly.


    Sergeant Carson Cabuto, some six meters to Whitebird’s right, huddled against a jut of rock, black as obsidian, a stark contrast to the gray-brown camo of his helmet and combat uniform. “Okay, I see it,” Cabuto said. “That’s fifty-six minutes since the last one. I was starting to get worried.”


    “Just starting?”


    White teeth flashed in a round face tanned dark by the sun as Cabuto glanced at the lieutenant, his eyes invisible behind black sunglasses. “Now we know the rules, bring it on.”


    The squad—what was left of it—had taken refuge atop a low plateau, one of several that punched up through the desert plain. Ten-meters high and maybe twenty at its widest point, the plateau’s black rock was cracked and fissured, skirted by sharp-edged fragments that had fallen from the walls. The squad had spread out around it, so they could watch the desert in all directions.


    Their combat training had neglected to cover a situation in which they were alone in an unmapped desert with no GPS, no air traffic, no vehicles, no goats, no sheep; where the radios worked, but there was no one to talk to; where the enemy emerged from churning dust wielding glittering, lethal swords—but they were learning.


    There was no sun above this desert, and no real sky, just a dust-colored glare so bright it was impossible to squint against it for more than a second or two, but though there was no sun, there was heat. One hundred twenty-one degrees Fahrenheit according to Whitebird’s weather meter. He sucked in the heat with every breath. Belly-down on the black rock, he soaked it in, an exhausting, brutal heat that seeped past his chest armor and the heavy fabric of his combat uniform, heat that got inside his brain, making him think thoughts that never would have entered his mind if he was still in the world. Thoughts like, If Goodfellow breaks down one more time I’m going to shoot him and I’m more than halfway sure we’re already dead.


    Whitebird knew that in all likelihood he had simply gone mad.


    “This one’s coming fast,” Sergeant Cabuto warned.


    “Roger that.”


    Madness was not an assumption he could work with. It offered no way out. It demanded that he give up the fight, retreat from the battle, wail at a soulless sky, and pray for a rescue that would never come.


    Fuck that.


    This was real, for whatever value of real might get defined along the way.


    He licked at the salt tang of blood seeping from his cracked lips, wondering if the demons smelled it, or just felt the presence of their souls like an invisible lure, undetectable by any human measure.


    Whitebird turned his head, projecting his voice across the rock. “Estimated forty-five seconds until the next dust bunny gets here. Foltz, any more showing up on your side?”


    “Not so far, sir!” the specialist shouted back. “But if I spot one, is it mine?”


    “This isn’t a game, Foltz. Alameri, how about you?”


    “Negative, Lieutenant!”


    Assurances came back from Fong, Keller, and Cobb that no other demons were in sight.


    Last of all, Whitebird turned to Private Goodfellow, down on his belly five meters to the left. The eighteen-year-old was not watching the horizon as he’d been assigned to do. Instead his worried gaze was fixed on the thing of sand and vapor, his gloved fingers clinging so tightly to his assault rifle Whitebird wondered if he intended to use it as a club. “Goodfellow.”


    The private flinched. He turned to Whitebird. Dust coated the dark skin of his cheeks; behind his protective glasses his eyes were red-rimmed. All the warrior accoutrements—combat uniform, helmet, boots, safety glasses, body armor, backpack, assault rifle, grenades—could not make Goodfellow look like anything but what he was: a scared kid, overwhelmed by the unknown and the unexpected.


    “Still with us, Private?”


    “Yes, sir,” he whispered, not sounding too sure of himself.


    “This one is yours.”


    His brows knit together in abject worry. “Sir, please no, I—”


    “You’re going.” Whitebird didn’t want to send Goodfellow. He had more worthy soldiers, but Goodfellow was the weak link and Whitebird didn’t want him around. “Stay down,” he instructed. “Don’t move until I tell you and do not use your weapon.”


    With Goodfellow, the worst-case scenario was all too likely: at some point the kid would panic, and then his friendly fire would be more dangerous than the demons that hunted them. “When I say go, you jump down that ravine. You’re only going to have seconds to get to the bottom, so move fast. You got it?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Lieutenant,” Cabuto warned, “it’s here.”


    Whitebird looked down in time to see the train of dust boil up to the base of the plateau. He could hear the burr of unknown forces swirling within it... or maybe that was just the sound of sand rubbing against sand, and maybe the sparks of electricity flaring and dying within the cloud were caused by friction too, or maybe they were generated by magic—he didn’t know. He only knew it was a waste of ammo to shoot at the demon while it was in its sand and vapor form. The squad had learned that early. So Whitebird leaned over the edge of the shallow precipice, his M4 carbine aimed at the demon’s churning mass, and waited. Sergeant Cabuto did the same.


    Seconds passed, and then the skein of sand drew itself upright, a snake raising its head.


    “Here we go,” Cabuto whispered. “Show yourself, dust bunny.”


    To Whitebird’s shock, the demon’s sand form shot up the cliff face. It burst over the top between him and Cabuto, showering them in a storm of grit that crackled and pinged against their helmets and eyewear. Whitebird rolled onto his side, his weapon aimed up as the demon congealed from the cloud.


    It came dressed in a gray-brown desert combat uniform, with an M4 carbine clutched in its long, black-clawed fingers.


    That was new.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    For eight weeks, ever since his unit had transferred to their combat outpost, Whitebird had been haunted by a sense of disaster lurking just out of sight in some unknowable direction. Every night he’d awakened in a rush of panic, sticky with sweat in the aftermath of some monstrous dream. He had told himself it was the altitude, the unrelenting aridity of the high-desert air that made it hard to breathe hemmed in as he was by the bare plywood walls of his little bunkroom.

  


  
    On most nights he had wound up outside under a blazing firmament of stars, the soft purr of the outpost’s generator the only sound in the world—and when the generator cut out, silence enfolded him, silence so deep his brain hallucinated noises and he would imagine he heard a susurration of sand-on-sand, a crackle of electricity, and a haunting, hungry wail that made his hair stand on end—and his heart pound with fear.


    He imagined other worlds brushing up against the one he knew.


    He never spoke of these imaginings—who would?—and when the generator kicked on again he would go back inside and prepare for the day’s assignment.


    That day the squad had been patrolling on foot, chasing down numerous reports of insurgents in the district. At the end of a brutally hot afternoon they were returning to the shelter of the outpost—a haphazard collection of plywood buildings surrounded by sand-filled barriers and barbwire, situated at the crown of a low hill. They were five-hundred meters out and Whitebird was looking forward to food and email when a missile came screaming out of the north.


    “Get down!” he yelled and dropped to his belly.


    He watched the missile hit. It missed the outpost, striking instead the hill beneath it. That hill proved to be made of ancient, weathered, rotten stone. Afterward, Whitebird would conjecture that the slow pressure of a cosmological intrusion had seared and heated and cracked the stone within that hill until it was shot through with dimensional faults and fractures. A blistering weakness, it shattered at the missile’s impact, collapsing into roiling clouds of dust and fire... and the demons slipped loose—boiling, vaporous plumes sweeping toward the squad with all the deliberate speed and inherent purpose of charging predators.


    More than fear, Whitebird felt an instinctive repulsion. He didn’t know what was going on. He only knew he didn’t want to be touched by it, or caught up in it. Turning to his squad, he screamed at them to run.


    Too late.


    The land rejected the intrusion. It trembled and heaved and folded in on itself, crushing the demons in the seams of that transition, pinching off their shrieks and wails as day turned to night. Whitebird felt himself falling without ever leaving the ground as if gravity shifted around him... and then the sky ignited into an unbearable glare and he was here, his squad with him, prone in the heat and the red dust of a lifeless plain, without a blade of grass or a fly buzzing anywhere around them.


    Cast out.


    No longer in the world.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    They had been delivered to a desert plain as flat as an ancient lakebed. Heat shimmers rising from the clay surface bent and blurred the air, limiting clear sight to just a few tens of meters. So they heard the first demon before they saw it—a murmuring of blowing sand though there was no wind, and then a sparking snap of electricity as a train of dust charged into their midst where it congealed into...

  


  
    ...a glimmering white sword—that was the first thing Whitebird saw, a curved weapon nearly a meter long looking like the tooth of some monstrous T. rex or a slaughtered dragon. It was held in long-fingered hands, red-brown like the desert. Behind that primitive weapon was a manlike figure if a man can be seven and a half feet tall with eyes like asymmetrical black fissures slashed into a white-bearded face with red lips around sharp teeth and its tongue a cluster of tentacles glimmering with moisture as it darted in and out, in and out, the creature wearing only a low-slung belt of what looked like human finger bones, with an exaggerated stallion dick dangling flaccid between its legs.


    The sword swung, severing Yuen’s neck, sending his helmeted head tumbling from his shoulders. Blood fountained just like in the movies. It showered the squad. Screams erupted as everyone fell back, separating themselves from the collapsing body and the long white sword. Whitebird brought his M4 to his shoulder, at the same time dropping to one knee, a move that let him aim up so his rounds wouldn’t hit his soldiers who were behind the monster.


    He put three quick shots into the demon’s chest.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    No one knew where the demons came from or what they wanted, but it was now clear that they could learn—and adapt. The creature presently looming above Whitebird was no naked warrior with a sword. It was modernized, weaponized, and far more lethal—assuming it knew how to use the carbine that it held. It hooked a finger over the trigger and started experimenting, firing a string of rounds that hit the rock behind Whitebird. Stone and metal fragments pummeled him as he returned fire, shooting it in the face. Cabuto punched holes in it from behind, shots aimed outside the protection of the armored vest it wore, hitting both shoulder joints and rupturing its neck.

  


  
    Fire erupted from every wound. Roaring, sinuous streamers of yellow-orange flame, the energy of the demon’s existence maybe, bursting into this dimension from some lower world.


    The thing arched its back in agony as the fire enveloped it. It shrieked and it shook, but it did not go down. They never did. In the twisted landscape of his exhausted mind, Whitebird was more disturbed by the demon’s refusal to collapse than he was by the hellfire, or by the creature’s inexplicable appearance out of blowing grit and vapor.


    The reality he once knew had been stolen away. The rules were different now.


    “Can you see it?” Cabuto shouted over the demon’s keening. “Is it opening?”


    Whitebird vaulted to his feet, backing away from the searing heat. “Not yet!” But it would open. “Goodfellow, get your ass over here!”


    “Sir, I—” He backed a step away. “Let Foltz go first. He really wants to go—”


    It wasn’t a debate. Whitebird had made his decision. He just hoped like Hell—


    Ah, fuck that. He needed to cut that phrase right out of his vocabulary. He hoped to God he was sending the kid home and not to Hell.


    Holding his M4 in one hand, he grabbed Goodfellow’s arm with the other and marched him up to the fire while the demon’s shrieks faded, as if its voice was retreating into the distance.


    Cabuto circled around to watch.


    The demon’s shape could no longer be seen. The fire that had consumed it became a thin sheet that expanded into a pointed arch seven-and-a-half feet high. As soon as the arch formed it split in the middle, opening along a vertical seam, the fire drawing back until the shimmering flames framed a passage that had been burned through to the world. Whitebird could see through the passage, to home. He knew it was home because he could see the proper color of the sky. He could see figures in the distance in familiar uniforms; he could see vehicles, and helicopters circling the collapsed ruins of the outpost.


    Cabuto called it Death’s Door.


    Whitebird longed to pass through it. So did Cabuto. Everyone wanted a chance to go—except Goodfellow. “Now or never,” Whitebird warned him. “You will not be given a second chance.”


    He shoved the kid hard, and when that failed to convince him, he brought his weapon to his shoulder and trained the muzzle on Goodfellow’s face. “Go now, or die here.”


    For a second, Goodfellow was too shocked to react—but then he stepped through, a moment before the fire burned itself out. When Death’s Door closed, he was on the other side.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Whitebird intended to get everyone out, but it was a slow, dangerous game, and it had taken time to learn the basic rules: that a door only opened if they killed a demon, and then only one soldier could pass through.

  


  
    No one knew why.


    No one knew who had made the rules: God or the Devil or an ancient magician or random chance. It didn’t matter. “We know how to get home. That’s all that matters.”


    Whitebird knew—they all knew—that the longer any of them stayed in that place, the more likely they were to die there. The demons might kill them or worse, the demons might stop trying to kill them. If the demons didn’t come hunting them, if there were no demons to kill, there would be no passage back and whoever was left behind would die of thirst.


    So in his mind Whitebird weighed the merits of each of his soldiers. He balanced the potential of their unknowable futures against the immediate needs of the squad, and he developed a list in his head that prioritized their lives.


    “Keller!”


    “Yes, sir,” she answered from her position on the opposite side of the little plateau. Specialist Trish Keller, who had a year-old daughter and no support from the dad.


    “You’re going home next, Keller. Be ready.”


    “Lieutenant, who goes after Keller?” Foltz wanted to know.


    Foltz was a good, determined soldier, but not a selfless one. He’d been putting himself forward at every opportunity, pushing hard to be the next to go home—but Sergeant Cabuto didn’t approve of his lobbying.


    “Knock off the chatter, Foltz! Keep your eyes on the desert. The lieutenant will let you know when it’s your turn.”


    Whitebird squinted at the glassy haze of heat shimmers rising above the dust, going over again in his head the evacuation list he’d developed. Foltz was going to be disappointed, because after Keller he planned to send Private Bridget Cobb, who was an only child. Then Private Ben Fong, who would make an excellent non-com if he lived long enough. Only after that would he let Omar Foltz go, and after him, Private Jordana Alameri, who was basically a fuck up and didn’t have much of a future to go home to. Once his soldiers had all made it back, then Sergeant Cabuto would be willing to go.


    It was a tentative schedule, subject to revision. Whitebird considered moving Cabuto up the list, ordering him to follow Keller. He didn’t want to have to get by without the sergeant, but Cabuto had a wife and three kids. Or maybe he should send Alameri next. After this tour of Hell’s suburb she might be ready to walk the straight and narrow.


    There was only one position on the list that Whitebird was sure about and that was his own. He would go last, which meant that for some unknown interval of time, a few seconds or forever, he would be here alone—and what that would be like?


    It didn’t bear thinking on.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    After Yuen died and Whitebird killed the first demon, Death’s Door had opened for the first time. Foltz had been nearby. He’d seen through to the world and had tossed a rock into the passage to test the way—but the rock bounced back.

  


  
    Specialist Jacobs had a different idea. “Let’s try something from our world.” He moved in close to the searing fire, tossed a cartridge—and it passed through. The squad pressed in around him despite the heat, watching the glittering cartridge shrink with distance and then silently strike the ground on the other side, bouncing and skipping across the familiar gray grit of the desert they used to patrol.


    There was a nervous catch in Jacob’s voice when he announced, “You know what? I’m going home.” Then he stepped through.


    Whitebird had been badly startled. He’d grabbed at Jacobs, tried to catch him, to pull him back out of harm’s way but Jacobs was already on the other side, a distant figure seen in utter clarity as he turned to look back at them. His mouth moved with words Whitebird could not hear as he gestured emphatically for them to follow—but Whitebird could not follow. The passage pushed at his mind and he could not move his limbs in any way that would take him through it.


    “Foltz, go!” he ordered, and Foltz was willing.


    He pushed past the lieutenant and tried to push on into the passage, but it was closed to him too. When he realized it, he turned on Whitebird in an explosion of frustration. “Goddamnit, Lieutenant! What the fuck is going on? Is this some kind of crazy experiment? Yuen is fucking dead. What the Hell did you get us into?”


    Jacobs was still looking back at them from the other side when Death’s Door closed.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    What did you get us into?

  


  
    Whitebird had no answer for that or any of the other questions the squad lobbed at him:


    What is this place?


    Why are we here?


    Is this Hell?


    “I don’t know!”


    They clustered around him, Cobb and Goodfellow weeping, Keller praying quietly, her folded hands pressed to her forehead, the rest clutching their M4s, their gazes flitting from him, to each other, to the heat-blurred horizon—scared, suspicious, angry.


    Whitebird forced himself to use a matter-of-fact voice: “I don’t know what happened. I don’t know why we’re here, but we are going back. Sergeant Cabuto!”


    The sergeant stepped up, stern, determined. “Sir!”


    “Set up a perimeter guard.”


    “Roger that, sir.”


    Foltz still had questions. “I don’t get it, sir. Why the Hell did Jacobs get to go back? He did go back, didn’t he? It looked like he went back.”


    “He went back,” Whitebird confirmed. He was not going to allow doubt on that—it was all they had to hold onto—but the question that really mattered was, could they do it again? Could they send someone else back?


    He put Keller to work inventorying their supplies and then he helped get Yuen’s head and body wrapped up in an emergency blanket. When that was done, he conferenced with Cabuto. “If it happens again, we need to be ready.”


    “Agreed, sir.”


    They pulled Private Lono aside, selecting him because he was their strongest man.


    Whitebird asked him, “If the chance comes, are you willing to try it? To follow Jacobs?”


    “Roger that, sir. I sure as fuck don’t want to die here.”


    Whitebird nodded. “I want you to carry Yuen’s body with you when you go. We’ll follow if we can.”


    Out on the open plain Whitebird felt too vulnerable, so he directed the squad to make for the nearest plateau. They would take turns carrying Yuen’s body.


    They’d been walking only a few minutes when the second demon came. The soldiers out front started shooting when it was still churning sand. That drove it back, but only briefly. It charged in again, congealing into existence only inches from Fong, who fired his M4 point-blank at its belly and then fled as fire erupted. The passage back to the world opened just like the first time, and Lono escaped with Yuen’s body. But though Keller tried to follow, she could not.


    The next demon came just as they reached the rocks and it got LaBerge.


    After that, two demons came together. One was killed. Fernandez used its death to return to the world with LaBerge over his shoulder. After he left, Cobb got all weepy, claiming she’d seen LaBerge’s soul seeping through the passage—“Like a glowing light cleaner and brighter than daylight”—which convinced Whitebird that she was full of shit because there was nothing clean and bright about LaBerge’s soul.


    But that didn’t mean he’d deserved to die here, halfway to Hell, with his head cut off by a lunatic demon.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    They spread out once again around the top of the small plateau, waiting for another demon to appear. Five minutes crept past, and then ten before Cabuto spotted a sand plume, far out on the desert and barely discernible above the heat shimmers. It churned up against the wall of another low plateau a kilometer and a half away, and disappeared.

  


  
    Fong spotted another, but it too failed to come after them.


    It had been six hours since the squad dropped out of the world but there was no sign of nightfall in this place and the heat remained constant. They’d been low on water from the start. Soon it would be gone and then they’d have only a few hours before they succumbed to dehydration. They needed to find more demons before then.


    Whitebird turned to catch Cabuto’s eye. “We’re moving out. The dust bunnies didn’t have any trouble finding us on the plain.”


    Cabuto turned to look again at the next plateau, a black island rising from the shimmering red-brown flat. “We saw one disappear over there.”


    Whitebird nodded. It was as good a direction as any.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    They made their way down from the rocks and then set off across the hard clay surface. Every footfall sent a puff of fine red dust into the still air. Sweat leaped off their skin, evaporating as soon as it formed. Whitebird sipped at his remaining water, but the relief it brought was wiped out by the next breath of hot, dry air.

  


  
    They stayed ten meters apart. Whitebird and Foltz marched in front, Cobb, Alameri, and Fong formed a second rank, and Cabuto and Keller held the rear, keeping watch behind them.


    They couldn’t see far. Hot air rose in shimmering columns, reflecting distant plateaus while hiding what was really there so that again, like the first time, they heard the demon before they saw it. “Three o’clock!” Whitebird called out, turning toward a faint rustling white noise.


    “I can hear another,” Cabuto warned. “Five o’clock.”


    “Fucking two dust bunnies?” Alameri grumbled. “Again?”


    “Two tickets home,” Whitebird reminded her. “Fall back if they materialize between us—and stay alert for more.”


    “I see it!” Foltz shouted. “Three o’clock!”


    “Fall back!”


    “Incoming from behind!” Cabuto warned.


    The two plumes of sand and vapor churned past their outer ranks, converging in the middle where Cobb had been standing. She tried to get away. She plunged right through one of the sand plumes, but the other curled around to cut her off. Both demons transformed. Giant figures, they stood back-to-back, dressed in desert camo and armed with carbines. Cobb was caught between them as gunfire erupted from all sides.


    Whitebird dove for the ground. Bullets chewed through the hot air as demon howls broke out, competing with the racket of the weapons. The demons had been hit. Whitebird rolled, coming up on one knee to see the two creatures on fire, their weapons burning and useless in their hands—with Cobb sprawled and bloody on the ground between them.


    “Cease fire!” he screamed. “Cease fire!”


    The shooting ended and Whitebird charged toward the two flaming figures. As he did, he saw Foltz move in the corner of his eye. “Foltz! Help me get Cobb!”


    “But sir—”


    “Now!” He crouched beside Cobb. Her jaw was shattered. Blood soaked her right arm and thigh. Grabbing her pack strap, he dragged her away from the fire.


    Goddamn. Goddamn.


    The demons couldn’t have shot her where she’d been standing.


    “Foltz!”


    Whitebird looked up to see Keller, Fong, Foltz, and Alameri, all waiting near the flames.


    “Keller goes next!” Whitebird ordered. He strode into their midst, grabbed Foltz, shoved him away, shoved Alameri. “And you, Fong, go.”


    Foltz and Alameri looked mutinous, so Whitebird kept his finger just above the trigger of his M4 and watched them until Keller and Fong were gone.


    Foltz cursed into the quiet that descended. “Goddamn shit. Why the fuck do I have to stay here? Why? We are going to fucking die here.”


    From somewhere behind Whitebird, Cabuto spoke. “Lieutenant, Cobb’s not going to make it.”


    “I know that.”


    “I can’t get a heartbeat. We’ve lost her.” And then, “Holy shit. Lieutenant, you have to see this.”


    Whitebird turned.


    Cabuto was backing away from Cobb as a black shadow, utterly dark, seeped up from the ground beneath her body. It spread out to surround her, and as it did, Cobb sank into it, her shattered corpse dropping slowly away—into some place worse than this one?


    “Don’t let her go.”


    “She’s dead, sir.”


    What did that mean, here? LaBerge had died here. Yuen had died. This had not happened to them.


    Whitebird rushed to Cobb’s side, went to his knees and grabbed for her, but though she was only inches away, he couldn’t touch her. A twist of geometry had placed her out of reach as she lay cradled in darkness, her eyes hidden behind sunglasses, but with the mangled flesh and shattered bone and broken teeth of her jaw exposed.


    He didn’t exactly see it happen. He couldn’t point to the moment, but the pliant geometry that held her stretched and shifted and she was suddenly away, lying on rocky soil among tufts of grass with a moon rising over sharp peaks, spilling a yellow light.


    Whitebird knew the place. “That’s home. That’s right by the outpost.” He looked up at Cabuto. “Go. Follow her. Follow her through.”


    Pale dust frosted Cabuto’s dark face. “No, sir. We’ve got two soldiers who need to go ahead of me, sir.”


    “Goddamn it,” Whitebird whispered. “I want you to go.”


    “Not before them, Lieutenant. No fucking way.”


    Whitebird stood up, furious. Cabuto was worth more than Foltz and Alameri together. He had a wife and kids. Arguing, though, would only waste the chance.


    “Foltz!”


    Foltz was still steps away, cursing his luck, but Whitebird discovered that Private Alameri had come quietly to his side. She looked up at him from behind her dark sunglasses. He nodded. “Go. And don’t waste your fucking life.”


    No hesitation. As Foltz came charging up, she stepped into the shadow and then she was standing on the other side, standing beside the body, an infinite distance away but still close enough that he could see her as she turned, looking up at the three of them gazing down at her. Then searing desert light infiltrated the shadow, destroying it, leaving only hardpan covered in red dust.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    “What the fuck just happened?” Foltz screamed, probing at the ground with the butt of his weapon and then hammering at it. “Why did that happen?”

  


  
    “Death’s Door,” Cabuto said.


    Foltz turned on him. “It didn’t happen when Yuen died! Or LaBerge! What was different this time?”


    “Leave it!” Whitebird snapped. He already knew what made this death different. “It just fucking happened. You are going to make it home, Foltz.”


    “Yeah? Alive or dead?”


    “Alive if you can hold yourself together. What happened to Cobb doesn’t need to happen again. It was an accident.”


    Whitebird regretted the words as soon as they were out, because they pointed Foltz to the truth.


    He backed a step away, eyeing Whitebird with a guarded expression. “The demons didn’t kill her, did they? We killed her.”


    “Friendly fire,” Cabuto affirmed as he turned in a slow circle, eyeing the terrain.


    “But it’s not going to happen again,” Whitebird added.


    Foltz nodded, though he was thinking hard.


    Thinking the same thing Whitebird was thinking: that Death’s Door opened every time they took a life... and not just a demon’s life. They knew that now, but it was a poisonous knowledge.


    “We’re in this together,” Whitebird emphasized.


    Foltz nodded again, though he did not seem convinced.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    They went on, deciding that it was more likely another demon would notice them if they kept moving. Or maybe more than one would come. There might even be three. Three would be enough to get them all home and then Whitebird wouldn’t have to stay here alone.

  


  
    He’d kept his fear locked up for hours, but they were close to the end now and his dread of what that meant was rising up to choke him. Foltz would get to go home next, and then Cabuto. Whitebird would make sure of that. It was his duty. He swore to himself he would make it happen.


    Then only he would be left behind, left here, alone.


    And if the demons killed him, then what? There was no one to take his body back. What would become of his soul?


    He wasn’t sure he believed in a soul, but he worried over it anyway.


    A faint susurration reached his ears, barely audible over the crunch of their boots, the creak of their packs. He stopped and turned, scanning the plain—and this time he saw the demons at a distance, reflected in the heat shimmers so that their plumes of dust appeared elevated above the ground. One snaked toward them from two o’clock and another from four o’clock, two came from behind, and a fifth raced in from their left.


    “Ah, fuck,” Cabuto swore.


    Whitebird said, “Run.”


    Their packs banged against their backs as they sprinted for the rocks. Cabuto took the lead with Foltz on his heels. Whitebird followed. If they could get behind the fallen boulders with their backs against the black cliff, then they could make a defense, hold the demons at bay, reduce their numbers...


    But they were already too late.


    More than an hour ago they’d watched a plume of sand and vapor wander the plain before disappearing into these rocks. That demon was still there, waiting for them. Dressed in desert camo with an M4 carbine in its black-clawed hands, it crouched behind the shelter of a massive, angular boulder lying like a black prism on the ground. They were fifteen meters away when it started shooting.


    The first shots went wild. Then a burst struck Cabuto in his chest armor, knocking him over backward. Foltz caught a round in his hip. It spun him, dropping him ass-first to the ground. Whitebird jumped over him, jumped sideways, pulled a grenade from his vest, and hurled it behind the rock as a bullet chewed past his helmet.


    He dove for the ground. The grenade went off.


    The explosion blasted a cloud of dust into the air and shook the cliff hard enough that an avalanche of sharp stones dislodged, tumbling down with a roar. The body of the demon ignited on the edge of the debris.


    Foltz saw it and heaved himself up in an act of will that somehow got him to his feet. Under the incandescent light of the false sky, the blood that soaked his hip blazed red. He took a step and his leg gave out. He sat down hard again. “Goddamn it! Goddamn it, Whitebird, you got to help me!”


    Cabuto, a few meters behind Foltz, had recovered enough to make it to his hands and knees. He rocked back to a kneeling position, his weapon aimed at the oncoming assault. The storm front of demons was a hundred meters out, five plumes that blended into one, bearing down on them with a low whisper of sand on sand, punctuated by the sharp crack of arcing electricity.


    “Help me!” Foltz screamed.


    Whitebird ran past him, ran past Cabuto, and lobbed another grenade, heaving it as far as he could in the direction of the oncoming cloud. It went off ahead of the churning sand, with no effect that he could see. He looked back over his shoulder.


    The burning demon swayed like a balloon afloat on hot air, its feet just brushing the hardpan as flames spread over it in a blazing sheet: the prelude to Death’s Door opening. Foltz was trying to drag himself toward it, but for him, it was too far.


    So for the last time, Whitebird mentally updated the order of his evacuation list. “On your feet, Sergeant,” he said, rejoining Cabuto. “This one’s yours. You can make it if you run. Now, move!”


    Cabuto didn’t. He scowled past dark sunglasses while keeping his weapon trained on the oncoming cloud. “Take Foltz, sir!”


    “Goddamn it, there’s no time! Get on your feet and go!”


    Foltz had stopped his slow crawl. He twisted around, his M4 gripped in two hands. Past the blood-smeared lenses of his safety glasses, Whitebird saw fury and a sense of betrayal in his gaze. “Foltz,” he said, trying to reassure, “I’m staying with you.”


    But a decision had already crystallized in Foltz’s eyes. A calculation born of logic and desperation: there was still a way for him to go home.


    The demon storm was eighty meters out when Foltz raised his weapon, training the muzzle of his M4 on Whitebird, and on Cabuto, who was still kneeling with his back turned.


    Whitebird screamed “No!”—but it was already a meaningless protest, an empty aftermath to a decision made and acted upon. Deep in the pragmatic layers of his battle-trained mind, he’d concluded a calculation of his own. His conscience continued to wrestle with the choice even as his own weapon fired in a drawn-out peal of hammering thunder, dumping slugs into the midline of Foltz’s chest armor, stitching a straight line to his throat, through his face, shattering his glasses and his skull. His weapon flew out of his hands, tumbling, caught in a shower of blood.


    Cabuto lunged to his feet. He spun around, eyes wide with horror, his mouth a round orifice of shock as he held his M4 tucked against his shoulder, contemplating Whitebird over its sights.


    Whitebird shook his head, gesturing with his own gun at a black shadow seeping up through the desert floor, enfolding Foltz’s body. “Go.” Already, the body was subsiding into darkness. “Go, Sergeant. Follow him home.”


    “You killed him!” Cabuto screamed. “Why? Just to buy a way out?”


    Whitebird answered, saying what Cabuto needed to hear: “He was aiming to kill you. Us. We were his passage out of here. You saw him before. You know what he was thinking. I had no choice.” But that wasn’t the whole truth. “I fucked up and called it wrong. He was never a hero—and I let him think he could be left behind.”


    Cabuto looked like he wanted to argue more, but what was left to argue?


    “Go now!” Whitebird shouted, knowing that neither of them—no one who had been in that place—would ever really leave.


    The sergeant’s gaze shifted to the burning demon, transformed now into an arch of flame framing a transient passage back to the world. “You better get your ass in gear, Lieutenant. You better fucking run!”


    Cabuto turned and stumbled into the shadow, dropping out of Whitebird’s sight.


    The swirling sand storm was almost on him when Whitebird took off, sprinting for the fire. The demon-driven sand swept past him and then spun around, encircling him to block his way but he plunged through it, the grains hammering in tiny, painful pricks against his cheeks and pinging against his sunglasses, his helmet, his clothes. Demon figures resolved out of the red-tinged chaos, some armed with white swords and others with guns.


    Whitebird started shooting. He emptied his magazine at half-seen shapes, until he felt the fire’s searing heat radiant against his face. Only then did he look at it, and within the encircling arch of flame he saw familiar stars spangling the moon-washed night sky of home—a step away or an infinite distance, he didn’t know.


    In the dusty air above his head the whistling passage of a demon’s white blade sounded, descending on him.


    He dove.
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