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  Get the fantastic audio edition narrated by Mikael Naramore for $1.99!


  A word on language and pronunciation


  These books were written and produced in the United Kingdom and use British English language conventions. For example the use of ‘ou’ in the words colour and honour instead of the American spellings: color, honor. Another example would be the interchangeable use of ize and ise in words such as realise or realize.


  The Shan are an alien species with their own verbal and written language, but for story purposes all Shan dialogue is translated into English. However, names of characters remain as close as is possible to the actual alien name. See examples below for pronunciation:


  Shima = Shee-muh


  Tei’Varyk = Tie-va-rick


  Kajetan = Kah-jet-an


  Fuentez = Foo-en-tez


  Merki = Mer-key


  Merkiaari = Mer-key-ah-ree


  Orbit = year


  Cycle = day


  Seg = hour


  


  


  Hard Duty: Merkiaari Wars 1


  
    1 ~ Discovery

  


  Aboard ASN Canada


  Year 216 AST (Alliance Standard Time)


  “Captain to the bridge!”


  Captain Colgan turned over and slapped the intercom button. “What is it, Francis?” he said, still groggy from sleep and squinting at her in the glare of the comm’s screen. “Lights one third!” he barked in annoyance, and his cabin brightened.


  “Sorry to wake you, sir,” Commander Groves said contritely, but the excitement Colgan heard in her voice did not diminish. “We’ve picked up a transmission.”


  He frowned at that. They were a long way from the core, and even the Border Worlds were a distant memory out here. Only exploration vessels such as Canada herself dared venture into the deep this far.


  He sat up and began pulling on his uniform. “Source?”


  “Mark has categorised it as unknown sentient, sir. I’ve logged a possible first contact,” Groves said for the log, but then she broke procedure and grinned. “This is it, Jeff, I can feel it!”


  He understood her excitement, but kept his own voice neutral. “I’m on my way. Continue first contact procedures and log everything to chip for immediate transmission. Better download what you have so far to a drone… just in case.”


  Groves straightened her shoulders, gave a crisp nod and cut the circuit.


  That had wiped the grin from her face, and well it should. The last time anything like this had happened, the Alliance had been embroiled in a war with the Merkiaari that had nearly seen Humanity exterminated. That could not be the case here; Merki transmissions would have been recognised instantly. Not only that, the ship would be at battle stations and running for home at max. That they weren’t doing that was reassuring. Groves knew what she was doing, but what was to stop these transmissions coming from another murderously vicious species?


  Nothing.


  Colgan made his way to the bridge; by the time he reached it, he knew what he had to do. He racked his helmet beside his command station and took his seat.


  “Anything further, Francis?”


  “Nothing yet, sir. Our course and speed are unchanged. We have a transmission from an unknown source bearing zero-niner-zero by one-three-two degrees approximately thirty light years out. Mark is coddling his computers while they chew on the data, but I doubt we’ll know much for a few hours.”


  Thirty lights? Maybe a day to get there… not very far at all.


  He pursed his lips as he considered his options.


  Survey missions were considered hard duty stations since by definition ships and their crews were out of contact for prolonged periods. His orders left him a good deal of leeway because of that, but if he chose to go with his first impulse of abandoning their current survey in favour of investigating Mark’s transmission, he had better be right about his reasons for doing so. He needed more data.


  “What can you tell me, Mark?”


  “Well, sir, they’re definitely not Human,” Lieutenant Ricks said, ignoring the laughter coming from helm and tactical. “They’re not Merkiaari either.”


  That sobered everyone. The fear of meeting a Merki warship was very real, but it went with the territory. No one ever found anything by staying home.


  “You’ve told me what they aren’t, now tell me what they are.”


  “Sorry, sir, my analysis is incomplete. I’ve isolated multiple sources and they all seem clustered in the same region of space. At this range it’s difficult to tell, but I think they’re mobile. Call me crazy, but I have a hunch what I’m receiving originates aboard a convoy of alien ships. Sorry, sir, that’s the best I can do from here. I can’t make head nor tails of the language. It’s a miracle we received anything at all—I’m getting mostly leakage.”


  Colgan winced. Leakage was dangerous. Unsecured communications was one reason the Merki had found the colonies so quickly. Nowadays, where tight beam comms (TBC) couldn’t be used, foldspace drones were to eliminate leakage. TBC was secure, but it was limited to ships in close proximity. It was essentially a modulated laser pulse… like blinking flashlights at one another.


  Drones were different. Given enough time their foldspace drives had enough capacity to cross the Human sector of the galaxy. They were slower than using courier ships, but where speed was not an issue, drones were the best way to keep Alliance worlds in contact with each other.


  He wished there was a faster way to inform HQ of Mark’s discovery, but they were too far out for speedy communication. The closest Alliance world to Canada’s current location was Northcliff. He doubted they had a courier ship on hand. If he sent the drone there, Northcliff Port Control would simply re-upload the data to another drone and pass it up the line. No, it would be better to launch straight to HQ and damn the delay. He instinctively felt that the fewer people who handled Mark’s data the better.


  It would take a drone maybe five months to reach HQ, and that was pushing its drive to the max—not really a good idea in this instance. Drive failure could leave the Admiralty ignorant of his intentions and whereabouts until he launched another drone with an update.


  “I want a full diagnostic run on the drone,” Colgan said. “Make absolutely certain that its self-destruct is armed and functioning.”


  Groves cocked her head in surprise.


  It was extremely unlikely for anyone to track and run down a foldspace drone in flight. Theoretically they could be intercepted, but Fleet had ensured that anyone tampering with one would get a nasty surprise.


  Yeah, like a nuke in the mega-tonne range going off in his ship!


  It was locking the barn door after the horse had bolted as far as the Merkiaari were concerned, but who knew who else might be listening?


  “Who else indeed?” he muttered under his breath.


  “Diagnostic complete, Skipper,” Lieutenant Ricks said. “All systems nominal. Self-destruct is in the green.”


  In the green meant that the nuke was primed but safe. It would become active and dangerous the moment it reached minimum safe distance from Canada after launch.


  Colgan swivelled his station forward again. “Download everything to the drone—ship’s log to date as well. Set drive parameters to eighty percent.”


  “Updating the drone now. Destination?”


  “Destination Sol. Alliance HQ.”


  Lieutenant Ricks keyed the drone active with his command codes, and programmed its computer. “Destination set. Ready to launch, Skipper.”


  “Launch.”


  “Aye, sir, launching… drone away… drone has entered fold space.”


  “Very good.” Colgan turned to the helm. “Plot a course for me, Janice. We are going to have a look at these people, but I don’t want a whisper of our presence to reach them. Clear?”


  “As crystal, Skip!” the helmsman, Lieutenant Wesley said.


  “Very good.”


  He waited for the course to be laid in, all the while wondering if he was about to go down in history or down in flames. Had Captain Tibet wondered the same thing when he hailed the first Merkiaari ship to enter the Human sector of the galaxy? Somehow, he thought he probably had.


  And we all know how that went. Please God, don’t let me be responsible for another war.


  “Course laid in, Skipper. Foldspace drive is hot.”


  “Execute,” Colgan said without the tremor in his voice he felt must surely be there.


  “Executing.”


  * * *


  


  2 ~ Memories


  Approaching Alpha Orbital Station, Thurston System


  Fire. The dream always began with the memory of fire. The buildings burned unattended, the bombardment never ending and ongoing. The shrieks of incoming shells and explosions a constant background noise to accompany Eric’s panting exhausted breaths. He didn’t have the time to worry about the falling glass and steel. None of them did. The Merki troops were also oblivious to the danger. Both sides had been killed by it, neither side could avoid it. The city was dead except for the combatants. Most of the population centres had suffered the same fate.


  The battle of San Luis seemed never-ending. The war had brought it here months ago, and neither side seemed able to overcome the other or admit defeat. The Merki had lost hundreds of ships and millions of troops. The Alliance had lost hundreds of ships and millions of citizens and troops. The system itself had changed hands many times while the ground war continued unabated. The Alliance was currently in ascendance in space, and had managed to fend off the last Merki push. For the first time, the Alliance had prevented reinforcements reaching the planet’s surface and it was having the desired effect. Slowly, the Merki had been pushed back and whittled down.


  The regiment was here entire. That never happened. Never. The risk of losing every combat capable viper by committing them all to one place and battle had always been deemed too high. Yet the madness of San Luis had needed something to smash the stalemate, and when General Burgton had seen the pathetic remnants of San Luis and its people, most half mad and starving, that madness had gripped even him and infected the entire regiment. There was no going back now, no strategic withdrawal, not after seeing the cities carpeted with the bodies of their people.


  Eric and the others had gone a little crazy then, and the General had let them. Vipers never allowed themselves to lose control. Their stability relied upon discipline, and the loss of it could lead to malfunction and death. It need not be enemy action that killed a viper. In the event of serious malfunctions a unit would be scrapped for the good of the regiment. An insane viper would be a horror to behold.


  Eric ran up the street screaming his wrath, not mimicking Merki battle cries as he often did, but simply letting out the berserk rage he felt at the fate of this world’s people. He fired his rifle from the hip into the stampeding Merkiaari’s backs as he ran. His comrades were doing the same thing, and roaring their hate. None cared that they were running into their own artillery barrage. The other Alliance forces with them faltered and halted their advance, not willing to follow them into that hell. None to blame, and no shame in it. It was sense for them to stop and consolidate the gains they had made, but Eric and the others were all in melee mode and boosted to the maximum their enhanced bodies could take. To them, the world had slowed to a crawl. It seemed easy to dodge the flying plascrete and falling steel from buildings being blown apart by high explosive rounds pouring in upon the enemy. All illusion of course. The world hadn’t slowed at all; the vipers had sped up, and they did take casualties despite their speed, but nothing like as many as unenhanced soldiers would. Melee mode meant every resource Eric had was reserved for offence with nothing saved for defence except speed. It was god mode for a viper, and rarely used because it threw caution to the wind. Wounds were ignored, everything but battle was ignored until a unit reached that critical point when he would go into automatic shutdown and hibernation. Hibernation in the midst of battle was death all too often.


  Blinking blue icons on Eric’s display witnessed units down, in hibernation or dead he couldn’t tell, awaiting pickup. Dozens and dozens of his comrades were falling to Merki fire and indirectly to the dangerous environment of artillery inspired shrapnel, but there were hundreds more leaping over the debris of civilisation, leaping high to climb buildings like crazy alien spiders in an effort to gain good firing position, or leaping craters and mounds of bodies to rend their enemies. It was chaos.


  Eric reloaded his rifle and screamed his hate at the enemy again. He selected full auto and poured fire into them. Grenades. He used his entire supply as soon as the thought occurred; his borrowed launcher using his targeting data in a lash up that worked only because it pointed the same way along the rifle’s barrel. No way to use range data. Just point and shoot and adjust on the fly.


  Someone leapt past him and was blasted back, taking a shot that would surely have killed him if it had hit. Blood sprayed over him, and he wiped his face on his already dripping sleeve. He spat the coppery taste out of his mouth and stepped over the still twitching body of his comrade as another blinking icon added itself to his sensor grid. This time, he noted, the unit was definitely in hibernation. Not dead. The thought should have been a relief, but every emotion except hate was a weak and distant thing. The thought uppermost in his head was taking the injured man’s ammo supply. He used his knife to cut away webbing, and then tied it roughly across his chest like a bandoleer. It didn’t seem out of place; there were others already hanging from his armour. Most empty now. He didn’t bother cutting them away.


  Grenades and power cells. Good.


  It meant he didn’t have to stop yet. He gave no other thought to the downed unit behind him. He was in hibernation and that was all that could be said. Nothing but evac would help him now, and that wouldn’t happen until the Merki were cleared out.


  The street ahead was blocked, one of the towers had fallen filling the street with debris. The retreating Merki bunched up and artillery control took full advantage by hammering them in the tight confines of the blocked street. The aliens, starting to panic now, turned to enter a side street. Eric turned aside without a second to consider the danger and ran through flames. The partially collapsed building was fully engulfed; the heat unbearable on exposed skin, but he was a viper and any amount of pain could be endured if it meant he could kill more Merki.


  Damage and warning alerts flashed upon his display as the temperature soared around him. He wanted to hold his breath against the smoke and pollutants in the air as well as the heat that seared his throat and lungs, but he couldn’t. Not and run. His armour smoked in the heat, and he had a moment to worry about the power cells and grenades so recently acquired. What was the flash-over temp of the regiment’s power cells again? He didn’t have the time to check. Nothing to do about it anyway. He smashed through an already burning door, shot away a partition wall that divided offices, and saw windows overlooking a street. He dove toward them as the ceiling gave way above him.


  Other viper units noticed his new direction and followed, but they were fighting their own war and Eric didn’t have any advice they would listen too. It was every unit for himself this late in the battle.


  Eric crashed onto the street gasping and choking on the pollutants released from burning synthetics, but TRS (Target Recognition Software) didn’t care about anything other than its programming. It acquired the Merki without his input and he opened fire on automatic even as he rolled into the road. The entire action took milliseconds, and he didn’t intervene. He poured fire into the snarling aliens; other units bursting into the street did the same. The shrieking of dying aliens blotted out the roar of the nearby blazing buildings for an instant. Return fire hammered the street and buildings around him. The Merki troopers were in such a panic, their fire discipline was shot to hell.


  Eric got to his feet, dodged left, right, left and jumped reaching for a hand-hold on a building ahead. He crashed into the wall, missed his grip, and fell toward the ground far below. He reached for another hold, anything to arrest his fall as the wall rushed by. Failed again, and kicked hard at a ledge as it flashed by him, launching himself away toward the next building over. He grunted as he hit the target building awkwardly. Damage alerts flashed, but it was nothing serious. Left shoulder only, but it hurt and made his arm tingle. The arm felt slower of a sudden, but usable. The building had taken damage, the wall blasted to ruins, and he had smashed down on jagged broken plascrete. It was well though. A better firing position and one with better hand-holds. He hung by one hand, kicked and shoved himself up until he could hook an elbow in the nearest cavity blasted into the wall by RPG (Rocket Propelled Grenade) attack, and rained fire onto the Merkiaari. He emptied his rifle into them and then pumped grenades as fast as he could. Slowly the enemy withered away to nothing. Eric snarled as vipers ripped and bludgeoned the bodies in a berserk frenzy, reducing them to bits and red paste. He wanted to join them in that, but he was sane enough to realise he couldn’t kill the Merki any deader than they already were. The last few red icons on his sensors winked out one by one.


  It was done.


  Eric let himself fall to land in the street. He reloaded his rifle and noted its power was low. He swapped cells taking a pair off the charred bandoleer across his chest, and shoved grenades into the launcher he had taped under his rifle. He wished he had a properly integrated weapons system, but the new rifles were still in development. The standard Alliance rifle and launcher couldn’t accept targeting data from a viper, and output was lower, but even so he would have like to have one. His temporary lash up worked, but that was all that it had going for it.


  “Burgton to all units,” the cold, deadly voice of the General was clear on Eric’s comm, and every viper within Eric’s range paused to listen. “Operation Clean House complete. Proceed with Operation Annihilate. Burgton clear.”


  Eric turned as did every surviving viper, and pushed himself to a ground-consuming lope, heading south. Behind him, the artillery paused for a moment, and then it thundered again at a new target. South. Operation Annihilate was the codename for the endgame of this entire campaign. Burgton wanted to teach the Merki a lesson they would never forget. As he had said in the meeting where it was conceived, they would turn San Luis into the Merkiaari’s vision of hell... it was already Eric’s.


  Eric left the city and reached the rally point. The Wolfcub class landers were coming in hot; scores of them howling down upon Eric and his comrades as if stooping upon prey. One after another they came in, ramps already down and ready to accept the vipers. Landing struts slammed down, and the vipers raced up the ramps even as the dampers were recoiling. Moments later the landers went to max thrust and threw themselves skyward so hard that G-stress greyed even a viper’s vision. Eric groaned as the seat edge cut into his thighs.


  Behind them, navy shuttles crewed by viper medics and navy corpsmen flew over the burning city on SAR (Search and Rescue) missions to retrieve the fallen. Eric watched a real time view by satellite as they homed on the beacons indicating downed vipers awaiting pickup. He hoped most would be carried into orbit and back to the ship for repairs, but he knew many would go into cryogenic storage when they arrived to await their final journey back to base and a last appointment with the regiment’s archive.


  He broke his link to the satellite and closed his eyes, trying not to see the faces of the fallen, but vipers never forgot anything. Nothing at all.


  Computer: combat mode.


  The world sped back up as he dropped back to his default condition. Alerts began appearing upon his display, some flashing for his attention. Priorities. His processor wanted instructions. Did he want to enter maintenance mode? Hell no! He would be fighting again soon. He would rely upon combat mode for now. True, it would take longer to repair his damage that way, but it would be repaired and still let him fight. His decision caused a cascade of new data to be displayed. A shortlist of needed repairs and the wire-frame graphic to go with it as if he didn’t already know where it hurt. The worst damage was to his left shoulder, but it wasn’t serious. The rest were burns and some loss of lung capacity. Damn smoke. All was repairable without need for outside intervention.


  >_ Diagnostics: 87% combat capable


  >_ IMS: Repairs in progress.


  Eric glanced at the others, but none acknowledged him. They were all busy with internal business, same as he had just been. He was glad to see Ken Stone had made it, and Dick Hames. Both were good friends, and had been enhanced with him in the same group. Enhanced together, trained together, and often fought beside one another. Dick’s armour was heavily pitted and scarred from enemy fire, but he seemed essentially intact. He could see other faces he knew, all looked weary, and all were ready to fight again. He pretended not to notice the missing faces, preferring to imagine them safe and aboard the other landers.


  “What happened to your hair, bro?” Stone said raising his voice over the noise of the engines.


  Hair? Eric reached up and realised he was burned bald on his right side. His helmet hadn’t protected him from it, probably made it worse. It had been damned hot in that building.


  “You like it?” Eric said. “New style I call Merki Barbecue.”


  Stone grinned and some of the others laughed. “Hell of a thing. You think we get to go home after this one?”


  Eric shrugged. “No clue.” The Alliance was still on the back foot and barely holding on. He doubted they would go home, but even if they did, it would be a short respite. “Don’t worry about it. You’ll get to increase your score—”


  “Incoming Merki Interceptors! Brace for high speed manoeuvres!” the pilot shouted over the comm.


  Eric tugged on his harness straps hard to tighten them. He hugged his rifle to his chest, clamping it there with folded arms as the Wolfcub lurched going to max thrust. It spun upside down, veered left and suddenly a gaping hole appeared in the floor between Eric’s feet. He looked through the hole, pursed his lips in thought, and turned to toward Ken who looked a bit sick. Well, it had been very close


  “I don’t think we—” Eric began as the lander was hit again and fell out of the sky, already disintegrating.”


  The pilot screamed, “Brace, brace, bra—”


  >_ 0559:59 close archive file #0000063577982-3996-SL


  >_ 0600:01 Deactivate maintenance mode... Done.


  Diagnostics: Unit fit for duty


  Activate combat mode... Done


  TRS... Done


  Sensors... Done


  Targeting... Done


  Communications... Done


  Infonet... Done


  TacNet... Done... Scanning... No units/stations found


  >_ 0600:05 Reactivation complete


  Eric’s eyes snapped open, and the dream faded away back to storage. He was in his rack aboard the tramp freighter, instantly alert as always. His programming wouldn’t allow anything else of course. His 0600 wakeup call was better than gospel as far as his processor was concerned. Not that it knew or cared. It was just following its programming. Some days, more and more as the decades rolled by, he thought he was just doing the same.


  “All behaviour is programming one way or the other. Mine is just more so,” he murmured frowning at the thought.


  He was a viper. A cyborg soldier designed to kill Merkiaari in milliseconds, and he performed that task extremely well. They all did of course, the vipers, the one-hundred units that were all that remained of the once powerful SAG. The Special Assault Group had been created to augment the 501st Infantry Regiment’s offensive capability during the Merki War; it’s mission back then to seek and destroy the alien invaders wherever they were found. Eric and his comrades had done so with extreme prejudice, and their reward?


  Continued existence.


  Eric sneered at the familiar hurt. Existence. They were lucky the Alliance hadn’t decided to deactivate them all. They were feared and respected still, but mostly feared. No one was comfortable in a room with something that could kill three metre tall alien monsters in the blink of an eye. None would seek them out to get to know them, not knowing what they thought they knew of the cyborgs who won the war for them. That war was long over, or in hiatus if you believed General Burgton’s predictions. Unfortunately, Eric and the others did believe him; it wouldn’t be long before the Alliance needed them all again.


  Eric swung his legs out of his rack and went through his routine.


  At precisely 0620 he was groomed, dressed, and ready to debark the ship. His duffel was ready to go; he had packed it last night. There was nothing in it he really needed, but as a prop it added to his cover story. He wasn’t Eric Penleigh right now. He was Eric Martell, ex-merc looking for a cause. The clothes he wore and the kit in his duffel all helped with his image. He had aged his brown uniform coverall well, and it had no insignia—he had unpicked them all himself exposing the darker cloth beneath. It was actually a civ design, but it was the right type and no one could tell now that the insignia had been that of a cleaning company. It made him look like what he was pretending to be. A dishonourably discharged merc.


  The ship began its final approach to station. Nothing to do but wait until docked. He sat on his rack and waited staring at the bulkhead in silence. How many times had he been on missions like this now, on missions that could have been identical except for location?


  Working...


  Eric sighed and ignored the list of codenames as it scrolled by on his display. He didn’t want an answer to his question. He knew the answer was in the hundreds. It had been rhetorical, but his processor didn’t care and continued its task of filling his vision with holographic data. It wasn’t really holographic of course. It only seemed to hover before his eyes like a holotank display. No one but he could see it and not even he cared to read it. His internal damn computer was too literal, and vipers could not forget anything.


  Anything at all.


  He was programmed with perfect recall; the idea had been to make them all better killers by making target acquisition at a glance instant and perfect. The routines in his programming were complicated and numerous. Together they were called Snapshot, and there was no way to turn it off. Not even his death would shut it down, well, not immediately anyway. He had seen comrades take careful aim and one final shot after they were already dead just to take their killers with them. It was freaky as hell, and scary. That would be him one day.


  >_ 563


  Eric sighed when the total blinked on and off. He erased the list with a coded thought and his vision cleared. Five hundred and sixty three missions the same as this one, or close enough for his damned literalist processor to count them. That probably meant a similar amount just outside its acceptable parameters. Its true/false subroutines were distressingly precise and were something every viper had to take into account when asking for data. The days of real A.I computer architecture were centuries in the past, Douglas Walden and his hacker rebellion had seen to that.


  Over five hundred missions like this one, and hundreds different enough to be excluded from the list, and they all meant nothing. The days when his battles did mean something ended with the Merki War. He spent his time now killing other Humans, not murderously vicious aliens bent on genocide. It was enough to make a statue weep.


  How far they had fallen.


  The Alliance and the regiment was all he had. All any viper had really. They were his two reasons to exist. The General ordered and he obeyed. The General said the coups and mini wars had to be managed. So they were managed... by vipers behind the scenes when that was possible, and when not possible the General had the President’s ear. Orders came down, and off they went to war once more... or battle at least. They had to keep the peace when it could be kept, and divert or bring the wars to a swift conclusion when it could not. The Alliance must remain strong when the next Merkiaari incursion occurred. And it would occur soon. Five years the General estimated. Just five more years and his existence would have meaning again.


  >_ 0700:23 Docking commencing.


  The sound of grapples and maintenance lines connecting were clearly audible. He could have used his sensors to detect people on the ship and station but there was no need. He could have slipped into the security net on the station and accessed a live feed of the ship’s final approach. He used to do that, he remembered. Long ago that was. He did not think on it too hard now; if he did, his processor would resurrect one or more memories and replay them. The damn thing was programmed that way.


  He checked the synthskin glove on his right hand, but as before it was intact and hiding his weapon’s data bus. The data bus was the only obvious external difference between his enhanced body and a standard Human. The other one, his primary node was at the base of his spine and hidden by his clothes. As long as the glove remained undamaged, no one would know what he was.


  >_0710:12


  He watched the seconds tick by. The time on his display was set to Thurston local, as were the ship’s chronometers. That was standard for all ships when jumping in system. Made things easier to manage—traffic patterns and the like. Ships received the correct time and other information like trade prices and news bulletins from the beacons.


  The sounds died away and Eric stood. He threw his duffel up onto his shoulder and left his cabin to join the few other passengers debarking here. None of them spoke. All of them were civilians of one kind or another. No tourists here, but then the Betty wasn’t a cruise ship. It was a freighter and only took a few passengers aboard to supplement meagre profits way out here in the Border Zone. Eric supposed these people were down on their luck spacers, they had the look. They would most likely be seeking a ship docked at station to take them on as crew, or to take them to another port where they could try again.


  Eric followed the ramp out of the ship and stepped dockside. Multiple alerts competed for his cybernetically enhanced cerebrum’s attention, but he ignored most of them. As always, his sensors and programming leaned toward tiresome completeness. What did he care that leaving the ship had exposed him to an atmospheric pressure drop of a few hectopascals? Did he give a fuck that the station’s atmosphere was nitrogen rich and its temperature a few degrees low? No, but did his processor care, did it ever take instruction from him to suppress pointless alerts when there was no risk of harm to him? Of course not.


  Nothing to do but keep on keeping on as they say.


  “They are full of shit,” he growled. He shifted his duffel on his shoulder, took a deep breath, and folded himself away letting his cover personae take over his features. “Just another day on the job,” he whispered, the weariness in his voice not registering in his own ears after all these centuries.


  Eric marched across the dock toward arrivals and departures board. He stopped, looking blankly at the departures section and was bumped from behind. He pasted on an annoyed expression and turned to see who had walked into him, already lowering his duffel to the floor.


  “Oh excuse me, so sorry,” the stocky black man said. “Wasn’t paying attention there. Worried about my flight... can’t find it on the boards.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Eric growled turning to look up at the departures again.


  “No really, you must forgive me. You will won’t you, and shake on it?”


  Eric gritted his teeth noticing the grins from those close enough to hear. He rolled his eyes at them and mouthed the word silently, “Bethanites!”


  The onlookers grinned wider, nodding in sympathy.


  Eric put on a smile and tuned toward the man again. “From Bethany’s World I assume?”


  “Why yes! How did you know?”


  This time the laughter was loud enough for the tourist—he must surely be one as he was dressed in flamboyant colours and ridiculous looking printed patterns—to notice. He looked around uncertainly, his smile slipping and Eric was suddenly tired of the pretence.


  He held out his hand for a shake. “I’m Eric, honoured to meet you. I recognise your scrupulous manner as being from Bethany. I visited there once.”


  “Ah, you are too kind, Eric. My name is Kenneth Hartley-Browne. Glad to make your acquaintance.”


  Eric clasped Ken’s hand.


  >_ Connection request. Accept [Y]es/[N]o?


  >_ Y


  >_ Connection Achieved... Stone, Kenneth. Master Sergeant 501st Infantry Regiment, serial number DGN-896-410-339.


  >_ Incoming data packet... downloading.


  >_ Download complete.


  Eric shook Ken’s hand and palmed the key card he held. “Sorry to leave in such haste, but my shuttle departs soon.”


  Ken smiled. “Quite all right. I must away to find my own transportation. Good bye to you.”


  “Good bye,” Eric said and watched one of his oldest friends walk away.


  Suddenly he couldn’t leave it like that. What if this was his last op? No one stayed lucky forever. Stone was already out of sight but that was no problem. He could have hacked into station comms easily enough, or used his built in comm. No one would have been the wiser. They didn’t know to monitor viper freqs, and if they had they would have received encrypted bursts of data that to them would have amounted to garbage or background noise. TacNet (Tactical Network) was a quicker built in system dedicated to viper systems alone. Totally secure. He quickly accessed it and contacted the only other viper in the entire Thurston system.


  “Ken... just wanted to say thanks. For everything,” he said silently, his words encoded by his processor and sent on their way.


  “No big, just another recon op.”


  Stone’s voice came to him as if his friend were standing a few feet away. He thought he was worried about the op, easy enough mistake he supposed. “It’s not that, Ken. It’s...” he couldn’t voice it. “It’s just...”


  “Are you okay, brother?” Stone said, sounding concerned now.


  Brother, yes, Stone was his brother in every way that mattered. His family—his birth family—were long dead and their descendants didn’t know him, but he still had brothers and sisters in the regiment. Everyone wearing the snakehead patch was family. He felt better remembering that; he wasn’t alone.


  “I’m coming back there,” Stone said.


  Eric cursed himself. He had taken too long to answer. Stone’s blue icon, clearly visible on his sensors among so many green ones denoting the civs on the station, reversed course.


  “No, Ken. You have somewhere to be, yes?”


  “Tigris, but it can wait. You need me now.”


  “I’m okay, feeling my age I guess. I just didn’t want to let you go without saying it’s been an honour serving with you... in case, you know?”


  “Bro... I feel the same. Nothing is gonna happen to you; not now, not ten years from now. Besides, the General says we have an appointment in five to kick alien butt. You wouldn’t want to miss that, right?”


  “Wouldn’t miss it for anything,” Eric said grimly. He couldn’t kill enough Merkiaari in a thousand lifetimes to make up for what he and the rest of the Human race had lost. “Go, I’ll be fine. That’s an order if you need one.”


  “Nah. I knew you were fine. Stone out.”


  Eric watched Ken’s icon on his sensors. “God bless,” he whispered and turned his attention back to business as Stone headed for his ship’s dock.


  He had no idea what Ken’s mission on Tigris was; probably something along similar lines as here on Thurston. It had no bearing on his own mission that he could see. Ken was often tasked with information gathering missions. He would be sent out to find trouble spots and assess whether the regiment needed to get involved. If it did, he would report that and facilitate any follow up missions by providing intel, or weapons, or any number of other useful things. The download would have any data Eric needed to succeed in his own mission, and the key card was probably to access a cache of weapons or something interesting like that. No doubt there was trouble on Thurston somewhere. The authorities might not even know about it yet, but it would be there simmering and ready to boil over. He wouldn’t be here otherwise and Ken was like the proverbial trouble magnet. If there was something here, it would have come to Ken’s attention one way or another.


  Eric found a departing shuttle easily enough, but first there was customs and immigration to go through. Basic stuff out here in the Border Zone. Thurston wasn’t an Alliance member world and its citizens enjoyed a more liberal way of life. That was good and bad. Good when people played nice. No one liked too much government red tape and observation. Bad when people didn’t play nice and flouted laws designed to keep the peace and ensure everyone had a fair shake.


  Thurston used to have a dictatorial government based upon corporate ownership of resources. Such company owned planets were numerous enough out here in the zone not to raise too many eyebrows, but Thurston had moved beyond that now and was making a serious bid for Alliance membership. There were prerequisites for that. Democratic rule being only the first hurdle.


  “Identity please,” the trim looking woman wearing the blue uniform of a customs official said.


  “Eric Martell, here looking for work.”


  “Planet of origin?”


  “Alizon,” Eric lied. He had no fear that his fake identity would fail. His simcode implant, though the same as millions of others implanted at birth in the core worlds and an integral part of his spinal column, was special in one important detail. It was programmable. His processor had quite a few identities saved in its database. “Where’s your scanner?”


  The woman grimaced. “It’s on the fritz again. We’re still working the bugs out of the system; only had them six months.”


  And there went another of the liberal benefits of living outside the core worlds on its way out the airlock. Babies born on Thurston from now on would have the simcode implant fitted. It was one of the indicators that real core world type civilisation had reached here. Not everyone would be pleased by that. Fertile ground for the kinds of problems he was often sent to deal with.


  “So,” Eric nodded. “What next?”


  “Sorry for the inconvenience, but I’ll need a blood sample before an identity card can be issued.”


  Eric nodded. “That’s fine,” he said and let her walk him through the procedure.


  The old card system would be in place for decades to come. It would take that long for simcoded citizens to become the majority here. Until then, Thurston would have a hybrid system of DNA checks backed up with old style fingerprints and holographs.


  When she was finished he had a shiny new I.D card. He went through immigration and boarded the first available shuttle down world. He found a seat easily; the small fast little boat was barely half full. He didn’t bother stowing his duffel but secured it on the seat next to him with its safety belt. The cabin staff nodded at his precautions and didn’t say a word. Things were always more relaxed in the Border Zone, but shipboard safety wasn’t one of those things.


  With time on his hands, he decided to open Ken’s data and find out more about his mission. So far, all he knew was that he would be busting heads on Thurston. His missions always had that in common, and mostly involved him infiltrating somewhere to do it. Solo ops and escaping alive were his personal way of keeping score. After centuries of fighting, there wasn’t much else to use. He wondered how Ken coped, because back in the day he had used Merkiaari kills for his personal scoreboard, but now? With the regiment mothballed, it wasn’t as if rank had any meaning to him or any viper.


  Eric grimaced, his thoughts heading toward a place he knew well; one he didn’t want to revisit. “Going through the motions. All of us... all is programming,” he murmured.


  “Sir?”


  Eric cursed himself. Dammit he was slipping. He hadn’t noticed the steward arrive. And he had said that last aloud! Dammit, he was acting like... he shuddered. He was acting like a classic whigout wannabe—a malfunctioning unit fit only for termination. No! He was fine. He was rock solid stable, he was!


  “I’m fine,” Eric said, making a guess the steward was offering refreshment. The steward nodded and made to move on. Eric stayed him a moment with a raised hand. “How long to undock?”


  “As the pilot said, sir, a few minutes more for traffic to clear our space.”


  Shit, he had missed the announcement too. “Thanks.”


  “You’re welcome, sir.”


  Eric let the steward go and turned his attention inward again. He pulled up his diagnostics and ran a full scan. While that was running, he opened the download and forced himself to wait calmly for the scan to complete. He wasn’t a damn burnout, he was just distracted. It happened. Being enhanced didn’t make him less Human in that aspect at least.


  The mission was a snoop and scoot. The data provided plenty of background information for him. Interesting. The current president of Thurston was the son of the old one, who had been an unapologetic bastard of mega proportions, but strangely not in the people of Thurston’s eyes. He had limited his particular brand of vicious single-mindedness to political and business enemies, and allowed the citizens of Thurston quite a bit of freedom. Very clever of him really. They loved him for it, and never realised he was only letting them have what they were entitled to anyway. Of course, he was one of the founders of the company that owned most of the planet, and employed most of them in his mining operations. The planet was named for him!


  The current President, Martin James Thurston, was cut from different cloth. Educated on Earth he had brought true democracy to his home planet when his father died and he took over. Raised to the presidency by acclamation, he immediately set about undermining his own power by legislating a five year term for the presidency, and throwing away his own lifetime position. At the same time, he instituted wide spread reforms that made the existing parliament more than just a tourist attraction and into what it was meant to be.


  His father must be spinning in his grave, Eric mused. Of course introducing a proper parliament with real powers and political parties meant Thurston was on course to join the Alliance—a stated goal of the current government. Such things as real democracy and political safeguards were required for membership, and it was that proposed membership that had sparked the need for Eric’s mission.


  As always, democracy had enemies. In Thurston’s case it had the so-called Freedom Movement to deal with.


  In his father’s time, such a terrorist group would never have flowered into a real problem. Dictatorships did have uses, and one of those was making troublemakers disappear. Eric had a lot of sympathy with that sort of thing. He preferred making such people vanish as well, but dictators never knew when to stop. Too many innocents tended to die needlessly, and that was something Eric did not approve of. According to Ken’s data, Thurston had requested aid from the Alliance to deal with the terrorists and it was granted. An Alliance Marine battalion commanded by a Major Stein had been landed to take care of business. They were not yet in position to take out the Freedom Movement in its entirety, but they had been in action a few times on a smaller scale.


  His mission then was to infiltrate the Freedom Movement and report to Major Stein with everything needed for the Marines to clean house. Thurston would then complete his intention of dragging his planet into the big leagues—full membership of the Alliance.


  >_ Diagnostics: All systems within acceptable parameters.


  >_ Unit fit for duty.


  Eric had known he was fine but seeing it confirmed was good. He wiped the report from his display knowing the diagnostic would be logged and archived automatically.


  Eric closed his eyes as undocking commenced and gravity abruptly dropped away. The shuttle was a civilian vessel and too small for internal gravity fields, but it still had mass. Manoeuvring under thrust had an effect similar to gravity. Eric ignored the tug on his harness as the shuttle backed away from the station, and continued reading his brief.


  Travel time down to the port was less than an hour. The shuttle’s departure from the station was good timing as the pilot was able to descend without needing to orbit the planet first. He didn’t waste time or fuel, Eric noted, as the buffeting increased enough to be jarring. It was not on the same scale as a combat drop of course, but it was a speedier and more violent re-entry than the usual sedate ride one would expect. Eric had to wonder why. The other passengers were concerned and whispering questions that none had the answers to. He had no more information than they, but he could make better guesses based upon experience. Either there was some kind of emergency or the pilot had been given standing orders to land as fast as possible. With the threat posed by the Freedom Movement in mind, Eric would put money on the pilot having orders to push the envelope and land fast. Eric didn’t care either way; a quick descent worked in his favour.


  With wings glowing and fuselage darkening as its nanocoat battled to absorb the heat of re-entry, the shuttle bore into the atmosphere of Thurston toward a landing at the main spaceport just outside the capital.


  Thurston was a well planned and developed example of a border world. Most had one or two cities sited conveniently in temperate zones of the available continental masses. Usually cobbled together to provide the basics, the cities would be sited close to something of interest usually a geological formation. Rare earth elements for example, needed in nanotech engineering, or heavy metals needed for use in power systems used in spacecraft. The housing in such cities had more in common with barracks built for mine and industrial workers, than the architectural marvels to be found in the core, but Thurston was different.


  Thurston had more than a dozen decent sized cities already. In the core they would be classed as large towns, but make no mistake, out here in the Border Zone they were cities. And they were spread out on each of the eight continents with plenty of space to grow. Each one had its own representatives in Thurston’s parliament, and all were modern with up to date services. Eric had never seen such a well thought out example of colonisation. Not even the most powerful giants of the Alliance such as Alizon or Garnet had been given such a good start.


  Thurston had potential, Eric mused. Serious potential and the General had foreseen it. In a century or less, Thurston would be a power in the Alliance and its location within the current confines of the Border Zone made it a prime candidate as a future sector command node for the navy. Eric pursed his lips imagining it. Like the Kalmar Union, Thurston could become the centre of its own political entity within the Alliance. Whether it would or not, a Fleet base located here was a given, maybe one with full scale yard facilities and those were rare. Thurston did have excellent resources in the form of two large asteroid fields to feed a yard’s smelters. It even had four gas giants for fuelling refineries. It was bloody perfect...


  If.


  If things could be managed and guided in the right direction.


  It would take decades, a century even, but the General had centuries and the vision to guide the Alliance down the correct path... his path. Eric shuddered. Burgton scared him sometimes. If Eric hadn’t known him so well, if he didn’t know that Burgton’s every waking and sleeping moment was dedicated to the good of the Alliance and the Human race, he would have shot him in the head when next they met. But he did know him, and he would continue to obey him as would the rest of the regiment no matter what was asked of them, because they did know, all of them, that Burgton was always right. Scary right. So when he said there would be another Merki incursion within five years, they knew it would happen and that the Alliance needed to be prepared for it, even if it didn’t know it was being prepared. Missions like this one, and others Eric knew nothing about, were all part of it.


  Eric skimmed the data Ken had put together picking out interesting facts and figures. The planet was firmly in the grip of global warming he noted, but it was a natural occurrence. The geological survey commissioned before colonisation placed Thurston in its cretaceous period. Every square meter of land was covered by steaming jungle. There were mountains visible from orbit and the cones of extinct volcanoes rose out of the vegetation like the bones of some great beast, but everything else was either water covered or teeming with native life. There were no ice caps and as a result sea levels were high. No deserts either. Thurston had eight continents. If he included the small island chains in his calculation, land equated to more than fifty percent of the surface area, and Thurston was not a small planet. It was twelve percent larger than Earth for example, and populated by Thurston’s unique brand of wildlife.


  “More dinosaurs,” Eric grumbled. “Really? What the hell is it about the lizards that they evolved on every bloody planet we like?”


  He was no scientist gleefully labelling the wildlife, but the few pictures Ken had included looked like dinosaurs to him. Big buggers some of them, and although a lot were vegetarian living off the vast jungle canopy, some were carnivorous. Eric studied one of the meat eaters and compared it to other critters he had seen over the last two hundred years. It looked like a mutant crocodile—huge jaw full of ripping teeth, no molars that he could see. Long narrow body with a ridge of horned spikes along the spine for protection, and stood twice a man’s height on four feet each having four clawed toes. The front legs each had a long curved spur, probably a vestigial toe, but what did he know?


  Computer: compare current image with known Earth dinosaurs. Query: what is closest match?


  >_ Working


  >_ Desmatosuchus: Dinosaur, living on Earth through the Triassic period. Approximately 245million years B.C. Carnivorous lizard analogue. Ref; link crocodile. Ref; Texas. Ref; Mass extinction.


  Eric had no idea what Texas had to do with it, but he had to agree it did look like a crocodile; a super-sized croc that spent its time eating dinosaurs under the jungle canopy, and not soaking itself in a swamp. Or maybe it did, and just came out for a snack. A hundred ton snack.


  Eric snorted at the whimsical turn his thoughts had taken. The point was, old Desmond the super croc was only one danger among thousands hidden all over the planet. The jungles were dangerous places, which meant most of the population went everywhere armed. That was common in the Border Zone where protection was a personal responsibility. Often border worlds had little or no police force, and when they did their jurisdiction rarely reached beyond the city limits. Thurston did have police and emergency services in the cities, but had no way to extend that protection to its people if they left civilisation and entered the wilds. The wilds could be described as everywhere not under plascrete... everywhere outside the cities or mining compounds in other words.


  Ashfield, Thurston’s capital and centre of government, was as modern as any city to be found in the core worlds. It was just smaller, maybe a tenth the size of an average city. Despite that, the port had been built full scale and would rival the best facilities to be had in the core. Impressive foresight on somebody’s part as it must have cost an immense amount. Eric couldn’t have made that decision he realised. He just didn’t have the vision, but someone did. Someone had faith in Thurston’s future enough to force the issue. The founders must have bled credits for decades after colonisation. Even now, the port was only using about five percent of its capacity, but if President Thurston could make his reforms stick, if he could defeat his political opponents, if he could rid himself of the Freedom Movement, and if he could persuade and cajole enough members of the Alliance council to ratify Thurston’s application to join the Alliance, then that huge investment would suddenly be realised. The spaceport and the station in orbit above it would become the most important assets the planet owned eclipsed only by the resources waiting to be mined below the planet’s surface and within the asteroids.


  If.


  A lot of ifs had to be turned into certainties, and that was the real goal. Like dominoes falling, Eric’s snoop and scoot mission should lead to Stein’s Marines taking out the Freedom Movement, which should clear the way for Thurston to drag his planet closer to full Alliance membership, and decades down the line Burgton’s plan for Thurston would be realised.


  Eric snorted. And maybe he was just over thinking it. Maybe the General just wanted another scumbag terrorist outfit like the Freedom Movement knocked on its arse. Eric could relate. He had spent too many years of his existence doing just that. Grandiose plan or simple plan, he was here and would see to it that the Freedom Movement did not prosper. He really didn’t like people who set bombs and killed innocents.


  Eric finished reading through Ken’s data and waited for landing. He had a place to start looking for a contact man and enough background information to be confident of his ability to get inside the Movement. Where that would lead him he didn’t know. Wherever he ended up, he would succeed. He always did and always would until one day he didn’t.


  Eric’s lips quirked. A little uncertainty was good for him. No way to think of random chance as just programming.


  The shuttle came in hot but the landing was smooth and Eric silently congratulated the pilot. He briefly wondered if the guy had been navy. The steward came around a few moments after the shuttle finished taxiing off the runway and opened the hatch. Eric was quick to take advantage of his seat position and was the first to leave.


  The port was a modern one. He didn’t have to use a ladder to leave. There was a proper debarkation tube leading to a lounge. It was empty. He glanced around the lounge, his sensors trawling for threat and anything of interest. He didn’t expect any dangers, but caution was ingrained after all these years and his programming backing it up was immutable. Data flickered over his vision, some coloured to attract his attention. When it did, the data blinked on and off briefly and parked itself onto a growing list. His attention danced all over his display, pausing briefly as this datum or that caught his notice, though there was nothing for anyone else to see. If they were close enough maybe they would see his eyes moving a little as he changed focus, but he doubted it. He knew what to look for and even he rarely noticed another viper doing it.


  He focused upon the list and with a coded thought selected the Infonet node in the lounge.


  >_ Infonet: Logon Eric Martell account number #08965bHu532AsW... Done.


  A new window popped up on his display and Eric ran a quick search as he followed the signs in the lounge toward the exit. He wasn’t surprised to find a lack of security. All of that was up at the station for outsystem arrivals and departures. Any departures from the planet though, even shuttle departures bound for the station from the other side of the port, would be another matter. Security and customs would be on that side and they never slept.


  Most spacecraft were unable to land and would use the station to unload and load cargo, but most wasn’t all, and out here in the border zone raiders were a concern. Pirates took ships, but raiders were another breed. They not only jacked ships, they jacked stations and even colonies if they could get away with it. Their ships had landing capability, and Fleet was stretched thin out here. Raiders weren’t the only concern for colonies like Thurston. Smugglers could quickly undermine fragile economies, but Thurston had another worry right now. Gun runners. The Marines really wouldn’t appreciate a ship full of weapons making landfall, especially when the only customer was a terrorist group like the Freedom Movement. Security would be tight right now with a continual over watch by navy hotshot pilots patrolling in low orbit.


  Eric found what he was looking for and dismissed the Infonet window.


  >_ Infonet: Logoff [Y]es/[N]o?


  >_ Y


  Eric left the lounge but instead of heading outside for a taxi, he turned right. His search on Infonet had been for the bank that matched the key card Ken had slipped him. Banks at spaceports and on stations were common. They catered to spacers who needed quick access to funds or a secure place to leave their gear. Crew on freighters with a regular run found it easier and cheaper to stash their stuff in a deposit box rather than continue paying for an empty housing unit. Eric knew he wouldn’t look out of place, even in his less than pristine faked up merc uniform.


  He walked into the bank and got in line. There were a few early risers making transactions before catching a shuttle up to the station. The android bank tellers didn’t care of course. When it was his turn, he slid the key card into a slot in the counter top and chose option three.


  “Thank you, ma’am,” the android said. “A Human member of staff will be with you shortly. Please take a seat.”


  “I’m not a ma’am, I’m a sir,” Eric said because he was bored and twitting the droid appealed to him. “Male you know?”


  “Thank you for the correction. Correction logged. Please take a seat ma’am. A Human member of staff will be with you shortly.”


  Eric sighed, already losing interest in the game. “All is programming... you poor bastard.” He wasn’t sure who to feel the more sorry for; an android following its programming and completely unaware of it or himself who followed his while denying it.


  “Next please,” the android said.


  Eric moved away and took a seat.


  Five minutes later he was escorted down to the vaults beneath the building. It was a typical example of its kind and Eric considered it no better than medium security. Plenty good enough for its purpose of storing its customer’s gear, but not something governments or military would consider using. Security systems were in place—Eric’s sensors had picked up their emissions—and the facility itself was fine—fire and bomb proof—but without simcode recognition the entire system relied upon keycards and passwords. Still, he wasn’t here to critique the security arrangements, though he had done that before. He had done pretty much everything before... many times. He was here to collect whatever Ken had stashed for him.


  The armed guard stopped at the last door after passing a dozen similar doors and tugged his uniform tunic straight. He inserted his card, rapidly entered a code while shielding the key pad with his body, and then stepped back as the door slid aside.


  “After you, sir.”


  Eric walked inside and waited for the guard to lock him in. The sound of the locks engaging were quiet but Eric’s enhanced hearing picked up the sounds easily. Good. He didn’t want to be disturbed. The guard would wait outside the door for hours if need be. They were paid for more than weapon’s proficiency after all. They were hired for their discretion and lack of curiosity too. He had pretended to be one once, he remembered. Long ago. It had been a cover for an assassination op. Not his favourite type of gig, but the guy had really pissed Burgton off by proposing to demobilise the regiment a few decades after hostilities with the Merkiaari ended. The guy’s suicide had been big news back then.


  Eric turned toward the opposite end of the barren room and located the interface. It was a small pedestal about waist height with a simple keyboard and card reader. He inserted his card and typed the password Ken had given him in his download.


  Velox et mortifer.


  It was the regiment’s motto in Latin. Swift and Deadly. Vipers were definitely that among other things, but at their most basic, swift and deadly described them well.


  The password was accepted and the sounds of machinery starting came to him from beyond the far wall. The wall was grey and featureless except for a panel painted with black and yellow caution stripes about a metre square. A minute went by. The brightly painted section of wall slid out into the room attached to a steel bench or table with a metal box sitting on it. Eric opened it and surveyed the contents.


  There was duffel like the one he already had and containing many of the same things. He pulled everything out and quickly inventoried what he had. Uniforms, toiletries, minicomputer, three wands topped up with funds each drawing on different banks, a Raytheon .50 semi auto pistol and a pile of loaded magazines, a small stash of hard currency in the form of platinum wafers—platinum was still universally accepted even if frowned upon by governments—and a shoulder rig for the pistol.


  He eyed the weapon unhappily, not having time to strip it now, but he did a quick visual on it. It was battered and old seeming, but that would be camouflage. He worked the action listening to its smooth sounding mechanics and nodded when he pulled the trigger. Eric knew Ken would not have supplied an inferior weapon, and Raytheon made good ones, but a slug thrower no matter how good wasn’t his preference. They had limited ammo capacity compared with pulsers, very limited when they were large calibre like this one, and had a low recycle rate. Vipers could pull a trigger repeatedly on the order of 0.18 to 0.25 seconds apart and do it all day if necessary. If he tried that, the Raytheon would jam. The regiment’s custom made weaponry was designed to stand up to such punishment; this thing would fire one round and break.


  Pulsers were more forgiving. They were generally fully automatic and a single trigger press could fire a three round burst or empty hundred round magazines in seconds depending upon settings. His new toy’s extended capacity magazines only held ten rounds. The standard for this weapon was six rounds he seemed to recall. He was pleased to have any weapon since he came here unarmed, but had to wonder at Ken’s choice. Maybe there was a reason for it, but give him a good pulser any day.


  Eric quickly unsealed his uniform, letting it hang from his hips, and put on the shoulder rig. It wasn’t a convenient way to wear it, but he wouldn’t go around blatantly displaying the rig either. He loaded the pistol and chambered a round, before holstering it and pulling his clothes back into order.


  He stuffed the clothing and toiletries back into the box along with the unwanted duffel, and swept everything else into his own already bulging duffel—he didn’t want to carry two. He wanted his right hand free. He slammed the lid closed and went to retrieve his card from the consol. The moment he did, the vault’s hidden machinery activated and the box slid into the wall to be whisked away to storage.


  Eric summoned the guard with a quick press of the call button next to the door, and moments later he was led out of the vaults and back to the bank proper.


  “Will there be anything else, sir?” the guard asked when they reached the main floor of the bank.


  The guard’s hand didn’t stray toward the weapon on his hip even once on the trip back, though he was well aware Eric had armed himself. Eric appreciated professionalism like that. Alert but sensible was good for a position like a bank guard. No doubt he had warned his chain of command somehow, because although Eric hadn’t picked up anything on sensors on the way back, there were more security personnel suddenly in evidence just loitering.


  “I have everything, thanks,” Eric said with a small smile at the wary look he imagined he saw deep within the man’s eyes.


  The guard smiled professionally. “A good day to you then, sir.”


  “And to you,” Eric said and turned toward the doors.


  Eric orientated himself just outside the bank using his internal 3d map of the port and headed toward an exit and hopefully transportation to a hotel. He found a taxi outside easily; he was pounced upon by a driver before he could even raise a hand. Not many customers this time of day maybe, but Eric wasn’t in the habit of taking chances.


  Computer: initiate full spectrum security scan. Range out to 500 meters.


  >_ Sensors: full spectrum sweep in progress.


  Eric let the driver take his duffel and lead him to his taxi. He stowed the duffel in the trunk and even opened the rear door for him. Eric hesitated for just a second but shrugged internally and climbed in. He could rip the door off if the driver tried to lock him in.


  >_ Sensors: no threats detected.


  A bit late now he was in the car, but good news all the same. He didn’t need to attract attention before he was even settled in.


  The driver got in behind the controls and turned to lean over his seat. “Where to, my man? If you want me to take you to the mines, I can do that. Have to go airborne though. Will cost extra.”


  “No mining for me. Now if they were fighting a take over and needed some extra muscle?” Eric said easing into his role as an out of work merc. Corporations of all kinds had their own armies to protect their investments or they hired merc companies to ease the way in “negotiations” with rivals.


  The driver’s eyes narrowed. “Our companies are honourable, they don’t use or need mercenaries,” he said with distaste for Eric thick in his voice. “I guess you could try out for a security guard or something.” He didn’t sound enthusiastic.


  Eric didn’t laugh, but the driver’s instant dislike of him made that hard. It was cheering that decent people like him still existed; people who believed in a world where mercs weren’t wanted or needed. He was wrong of course, but that didn’t make the guy’s sentiments less warming. Maybe Thurston could stay clean of the corruption that led to underground wars between mega corps, wars between hired armies fighting and dying not for a cause but for pay. Maybe it could keep the shadowy world of organised crime that infested the underbelly of the core worlds at bay, stopped at Thurston’s interface with the rest of the Human sector of the galaxy—the station. Eric doubted it. The Alliance grew, Human’s colonised new worlds in ever greater numbers, and things changed, but Human nature? That never would. Until it did, there would always be a need for people like him willing to fight violence with violence.


  “We’ll see,” Eric said. “Take me to a hotel; somewhere not too pricey but close to the action.”


  The driver nodded and turned back to his driving, and Eric entertained himself by watching the world go by.


  The road out of the port arrowed straight for Ashfield, the land between still untouched and pristine, meaning jungle covered it. Having such a large section of real estate left virgin was a conscious decision Eric suspected. The original settlers had planned things very well in other areas, why not this? It was a good idea regardless of reasons, but was probably done for safety. Shuttles were quite safe, but accidents still happened. Besides, Ashfield wouldn’t stay small forever.


  “Where did the name come from?” Eric said. “Ashfield.”


  The driver grunted and gestured out the window toward the direction they were travelling. “The mountain, it’s an extinct volcano. The survey people named it Mount Ebra after one of their guys slipped and broke a leg or something. Whatever. The point is the geologists say this whole place, the city, the port, the land all around here is the ash field left over after Ebra blew its top. So when they decided to build here the name was sorta natural, you know?”


  Eric nodded. “I like it.”


  The driver grunted.


  “You sure Ebra isn’t just dormant?”


  The driver shrugged. “The geologists say extinct, and they should know. Be a bit of a bastard if they were wrong though, eh?”


  Eric laughed. “Yeah. Ever heard of Pompeii?” Eric craned his neck to see the huge cone-shaped mountain. It was a big bugger, looming hugely over the city even at this distance. “Why do we Humans keep daring things like volcanoes to kill us by building in their back yards?”


  “Dunno, but it’s really pretty country here,” the driver said with a grin.


  Eric watched the jungle wondering what was looking back at him from under the trees. Something was. His sensors were active as always in combat mode, pretty much his default setting, and was picking up all kinds of unknowns. His data on Thurston was pretty good he would judge. Most new colonies in the border zone couldn’t or wouldn’t pay for the best studies, but Thurston had paid good money for what it did have. The surveys of its resources, and that included fauna and flora on top of the usual geological maps, were quite detailed he would judge. No doubt there were gaps, there always were, but the data was good and well presented. Eric remembered Desmatosuchos the super croc. Was ol’ Desmond under those trees watching dinner drive by? Some of the amber icons on his sensors could be dinosaurs of one kind or another. They were big enough anyway.


  “Any trouble with the wildlife?” Eric asked as he watched a herd of something on his sensors amble along parallel to the road hidden by the jungle. “Maybe you have safaris?”


  “We sure do!” the driver said enthusiastically. “Both I mean. Hunting is big here. Most of us do a little hunting when we get the time. Safaris, yeah we get them in the season. Brings in the tourists you know? Not around here though. Government pays for a cull every once in a while to keep the city safe, but some of the dumber dinos still come calling looking for a free lunch.”


  Eric smiled, imagining it. “Sounds like fun.”


  “Can be,” the driver agreed. “Mostly it’s a pain though. Road closures and waiting for a crane to carry the carcass away. They weigh ten even twenty tons some of them. Can bust stuff up before you know it.”


  The contacts on his sensors must be deemed safe enough, Eric mused. Maybe they were vegetarian or something.


  They entered the city and ten minutes later found them stopping outside the St James Hotel. Eric used one of his wands to pay the driver. He chose the one he brought with him, not those Ken had left. He didn’t know the usernames and passwords set on them yet. That information would be on the comp, or should be. He authorised payment and slid his wand out of the receptacle before climbing out of the car to get his duffel. The driver popped the trunk for him without getting out. Eric grabbed his duffel and closed the trunk. The driver raised a hand out his window and drove away.


  Eric watched him go, studied his sensors for a brief moment watching for threats and movement patterns that might indicate he was of interest to someone, but found nothing to concern him. Good enough. He entered the hotel to get a room and some quiet time to study his brief in greater detail.


  The St James Hotel was a three star establishment, it said so right on the door he used, but three star on whose scale? The award sticker and plaque didn’t say. Going by the decor and general feel of the lobby, Eric expected good food but nothing fancy, high prices but not extortionate, and generous sized rooms. Other facilities would probably come under the heading of extras. Eric had seen the best and worst that money could buy in his time; the St James Hotel would rate on his own scale as first class but not top class. There was a difference, mostly in how much useless and fancy pampering a guest wanted or was willing to put up with. Eric had learned to put up with quite a bit but he had never learned to like it. He was a soldier first and his tastes were a soldier’s tastes. Good food, comfortable bed, and within walking distance of some action at a price he could justify come debriefing was all he needed. Not that the General ever asked him how much a mission cost. He had underlings to handle budgets. He just wanted to know successful completion yes or no. If yes what were the results, was a follow-up mission advised? If no, what the fuck was Eric doing back then?


  Eric grinned. He never went home to report failure. Not after the first time or two just after the war. That was something they had all learned. The General expected results and within reason didn’t sweat how success was achieved. Obviously the regiment’s exposure was out of the question and was mission critical. No mission could be called a success if it resulted in knowledge of viper involvement getting out, but apart from that Eric had a free hand. He was expected to get the job done with minimal collateral damage and loss to the Alliance. Note that didn’t mean loss to him, or Thurston, or even Thurston’s citizenry—Burgton could be ruthless when needed—it meant what it said; loss to the Alliance was to be minimised. Eric left those calculations to the General. He decided what an acceptable loss was in the greater scheme, and losing Thurston was not an option.


  Thurston would become part of the Alliance. Eric would remove anything or anyone standing in the way of that.


  “How may I help you?” The concierge asked and smiled a pleasant but false smile. His eyes flickered disdainfully at Eric’s well-used duffel and worn clothes. “I’m afraid our prices might be... ah, a little beyond your means.”


  “I doubt that,” Eric said feeling annoyance rise at this petty little man. “Here, take a look.”


  Eric inserted his credit wand into the desk and activated the balance display function. The concierge’s eyes widened at the figure it showed. It was stupid, but Eric felt vindicated when the man whitened as he realised he had insulted a very valuable customer.


  “My apologies, sir. Your clothes made me think... never mind. Would you prefer a suite, sir?”


  Eric nodded. “I’ll be staying a while; a month or so.”


  “Very good, sir,” the concierge said. He was back in his comfort zone and working his computer. “If you would fill in the register,” he continued and indicated a screen set in the desk.


  Eric picked up the light pen and quickly filled in the blanks with his false identity. “Send up a meal in an hour. Steak medium rare, eggs, potatoes, and a house salad. Is there a bar in the room?”


  “Of course! Fully stocked, sir.”


  “Good.”


  Eric took his wand, the room key, and headed for the elevators. He glanced at the key. Room 402, fourth floor. He called the elevator and was alone with his thoughts on the ride up.


  His first order of business upon entering the room was a sensor sweep. It was very unlikely he would find any surveillance devices, but he had been burned before in the most surprising ways. It cost him nothing to do a walk through while his sensors took the place apart.


  >_ Sensors: No threats detected.


  As it should be and as expected. He wanted a shower before the food arrived so attended to that next. After he was done and wearing a fresh uniform, he stowed his duffel in the closet but took a couple of spare magazines out and put them in his pockets. The comp and all his wands in hand, he relaxed in the sitting room and started work. Twenty minutes later and a lot wiser, he heard a knock on his door. He reached out to the hotel’s rudimentary security system, slipped in, and accessed the camera in the hall. As expected it was room service at his door. He pushed his computer under a pillow and went to open the door.


  “Your meal, sir,” the woman said with a warm smile. “I think you will enjoy it. We have an excellent chef here.”


  Eric stepped aside to allow her to push the trolley inside. “In the sitting room, please.”


  The woman nodded and wheeled the trolley to where he indicated. She held out her scanner and Eric pressed his thumb to it authorising the cost, but he took a moment to key in a five percent tip. It would all be added to his bill.


  “Thank you, sir,” the woman said and sounded genuine. “You didn’t need to do that. Service is all included.”


  Eric knew that, but he also knew the people who provided the actual service saw none of it and they were the ones who really needed it. Besides, he wasn’t being completely altruistic. He had found simple kindness cost him nothing and sometimes benefited him in unusual ways; like the time a barman had covered his back when he got jumped one night. He hadn’t needed the assist, but the introduction of an old pulser rifle fired into the club’s ceiling at the right time had certainly ended the fight before body bags had been needed. Kept his cover intact. Well worth the tip.


  Eric shrugged. “I can afford it.”


  She smiled at him brightly and left.


  Always a good idea to make friends rather than enemies, Eric mused, and besides, it wasn’t all about the job. Sometimes he just liked to make someone smile at him. It made him feel like a real person again.


  Eric ate his food and called for the trolley to be taken away. The same woman fetched it, and he again insisted upon tipping her. This time he had to talk her into presenting her scanner at all. It was charming, seeing her stammer and blush.


  “If there is anything else, sir, ask for me by name. Moira.”


  “I will, Moira. Can you set my door to do not disturb on your way out?”


  She nodded.


  “Thanks.”


  Eric watched her leave on the security camera, and she did set the DND as asked. Good. He went back to work.


  * * *


  


  3 ~ Undercover


  St. James Hotel, Thurston, Border Zone


  >_ 0559:59 close archive file #0000063577982-3996-SL


  >_ 0600:01 Deactivate maintenance mode... Done.


  Diagnostics: Unit fit for duty


  Activate combat mode... Done


  TRS... Done


  Sensors... Done


  Targeting... Done


  Communications... Done


  Infonet... Done


  TacNet... Done... Scanning... No units/stations found


  >_ 0600:05 Reactivation complete


  Eric’s eyes snapped open. He was back in the hotel and instantly alert as always. He stared at the ceiling in silence feeling the ghosts of his past slipping away from him and back into his memory, fading, and the ache of their loss dulled from knife sharp agony to the normal ache he always felt.


  He swung his legs out of bed and headed for the shower. He had a great deal to get done and he wanted breakfast before he got down to it.


  He didn’t call room service but ate in the dining area. Bacon, eggs, toast, fried potatoes, lots of butter on his toast, and plenty of very strong black coffee. He gleefully ignored every warning his processor flagged up for his attention. Caffeine and saturated fats for god’s sake, what were the programmers thinking? It was bad enough he had to imbibe the crap the design team had stipulated to maintain his systems—nanotech could do amazing things, but repairs and maintenance needed raw materials. His bio-systems used food just as god and nature intended, but his cybernetic enhancements needed much more. Viper ration packs tasted disgusting not because all Alliance rations did, but because they were laced with metal salts and other things designed to be broken down and used by his bots. Foul didn’t begin to describe the crap he had to eat every few months or so. No one liked a viper smoothie that was for damn sure.


  When he finished eating, he left the hotel and walked the city streets, taking in the sights. Just another visitor, no particular place to be, looking around, blah, blah, blah. In reality he was watching his sensors intently, and building a three dimensional security map on top of the existing map he had downloaded from Infonet. Ken hadn’t bothered with the city, not because he didn’t have the time, but because he knew Eric’s mission was not in Ashfield. That was understandable. Ken had his area of expertise, and Eric had his. Eric didn’t care that the Freedom Movement was not based in the capital, Ken’s data seemed to indicate that fairly well, but he did care that every target they had hit to date was here. So, that was why he spent that entire day and the following days building up a solid security map of the city; well that, and the fact he would need something to prove his worth to a Freedom Movement recruiter.


  He spent the daylight hours of that week walking the streets, riding in taxis, hopping from one train to another crisscrossing the city and using his sensors to trawl for electronic emissions. His night time hours were spent infiltrating computer networks so that he had as full a picture as possible. His data would impress, he had no doubt. Any viper could take Thurston’s security apart, but he had no plan to do the terrorists any favours by just handing it over to them. He would much rather slaughter them all, but that really wasn’t his mission.


  The day came when he was ready to make contact with the Freedom Movement. He wiped everything on the computer Ken had left, and then physically broke it into pieces before throwing it away far from the hotel. Nothing it had once contained would be recoverable. He didn’t know how competent they were, but if anyone checked his room they would find nothing to suggest he was other than the merc he pretended to be.


  He left the hotel and took a taxi to a cafe he had found his first day. He liked it because it fronted onto the plaza outside the Parliament building and he could watch the bustle. He often did that when time permitted, people watching he called it. He always wondered who they were and what they thought of the world around them. It was hard to remember what it had been like, being like them.


  Being Human they would see people like themselves and buildings, sky and ground, vehicles going by. They would smell the scent of jungle vegetation on the breeze, and think nothing more about any of it. They would move through the world, oblivious. How wonderful it must be.


  He envied them.


  When he looked at the world he saw it through layers of data. He glanced outside the taxi at a pedestrian walking by. He didn’t see people, he saw...


  >_ White male, dark hair and eyes, 1.9m tall, 97kg, 33 years old approx. Unarmed. Threat potential negligible.


  >_ Searching... no matches found.


  >_ Search local databases [Y]es/[N]o?


  >_ N


  When he looked at a building, he didn’t see architecture. He didn’t see artistry or admirable design concepts. He saw stress points and weaknesses. He saw schematics with data appended in colourful boxes and lines leading to points of access, or places where the right amount of explosive would bring the building down, or damage it to varying degrees depending upon the mission’s needs.


  When he closed his eyes, he didn’t see blackness. He saw sensor data scrolling by. If he shut that down, he couldn’t while in combat mode, but if he could, he would see internal system data. The sky? Not really. He would see weather forecasts, thermal and atmospheric data, analysis of local conditions such as contaminants in the air, both chemical and bacteriological. There was just no way to separate himself from the machine side of him.


  He was the machine.


  The taxi let him out at the cafe after he paid with his wand, and he sat down at an empty table outside. He didn’t wait for service preferring to use the table menu to order. He scrolled through the lists on the table top display and chose a pastry that looked good and a strong coffee he recognised from his hotel. A waiter quickly appeared with his order, its android features that of a young woman. A polite smile had been programmed into its features. The android set the food and drink before him and turned so Eric could pay. The receptacle for his wand was in its back centred between the shoulder blades.


  The waiter left and Eric enjoyed his pastry.


  When he was finished he used his wand in communicator mode and called his contact man. Ken had found the little weasel and promised money for an introduction. A lot of money. That was the reason for the platinum he carried.


  “Hello?”


  Eric glanced around watching visually and with sensors. None were paying him any mind but he set up a short range scramble regardless.


  “The Cafe Reichard, Parliament Plaza. Thirty minutes,” Eric said.


  “Who is this?”


  “No names. A mutual friend left something for you with me. You know of what I speak?”


  The man swallowed audibly. “You have it?” He sounded scared but eager.


  “Thirty minutes,” Eric repeated and disconnected.


  Time fled and it wasn’t long before his tap into certain security cameras placed at junctions for traffic management revealed a face he had been watching for. The man wasn’t alone.


  Eric used the camera to zoom in and captured an image of both men. He quickly fed the data to his processor and ordered a search. The first hit came up quickly and as expected from his own data. It was definitely his contact and the search had found his bio in Ken’s download. The search continued and spread out into local networks after Eric gave it the go ahead. The second hit was the contact man again, and the data filled in some blanks but nothing interesting. His real name was Bryce Kanarion, not Syl Finnegan, the name Ken used for him. Eric had begun to wonder about that when more hits came up in quick succession. Eric grunted unsurprised by a short list of aliases, and now doubted Kanarion was the real name. It didn’t matter. What did, was that Kanarion was a small time crook with contacts above his pay grade by an order of magnitude. Eric wondered how that had happened.


  The first hit for the other man appeared and Eric turned his attention to his bio. Eric pursed his lips in thought as more data started coming in. Yi Zhang was no freedom fighter that was certain and it annoyed him. Zhang was just a little man, and Eric didn’t mean his physical stature. Chinese ancestry didn’t always mean a small build, but it did quite often and had done so in Zhang’s case. No, he was just a businessman, and not a rich one. He owned a small factory making machine tools. No doubt he sold most to the mines. How he connected with a terrorist group Eric couldn’t fathom. Every new bit of data that came up reinforced his nonviolent nature and that made Eric pause in his assessment.


  Everything pointed him in only one direction, but that wasn’t natural. No one was this one-dimensional. Everyone had something to hide even if it was only stealing office supplies. Not so with Zhang. If the data could be believed, he was a saint! That meant the data had been sanitised, but whoever did the work hadn’t understood how to build a truly believable bio. This one screamed false. It said, ‘look at me, I am innocent’ or ‘nothing to find here, go away now’ or ‘I love little animals, nonviolent is my middle name.’


  Eric snorted; yeah right. Zhang was a player, probably small time as yet—his engineering business did seem real—maybe his shady side was a hobby or something. Eric chuckled at the thought. He would keep digging.


  Kanarion was supposed to facilitate a meeting, but Yi Zhang could be nothing more than a middle man if that. If Kanarion expected him to pay full price for this introduction, he could think again. Damn him!


  Eric followed the two men using Ashfield’s cameras until they entered the plaza. He picked them out on his sensors and tagged them for targeting. Even slowed by the Raytheon inside his clothes, both would be dead before they could think of betrayal. Still, he didn’t seriously feel threatened. He watched for any surveillance on himself or on his visitors and found none. He stood to greet them as they reached his table.


  “Gentlemen, please sit,” Eric said shaking their hands as if this were a normal meeting. Both men looked taken aback but did sit. “Kanarion... yes I know it’s not your real name. You were supposed to introduce me to a certain someone. Mister Zhang here doesn’t fit the bill.”


  Kanarion’s face darkened.


  “If you think I’m paying you fifty thousand for this meeting,” Eric went on. “You’re stupider than you look.”


  “You!” Kanarion began in a rage, but his companion stopped him from leaping up with a hand on his shoulder. Kanarion sat back fully and hissed the words, “If you try to screw me, you won’t live to regret it.”


  Eric grinned nastily at the blustering man. His targeting reticule pulsed redly, spinning and centred on his forehead right between the eyes. Kanarion was only a thought away from death; his companion too. Zhang was more sensible. He had moved a little apart from his friend after his initial instinct to restrain Kanarion. A quick assessing look was all Eric needed to assure himself they were both unarmed.


  Eric leaned forward. “You had a job to do. You didn’t do it. Why should I not just walk away? Oh, and by the way, threaten me again and I will shut your mouth for you. Permanently.” Eric let Kanarion see a glimpse of the Raytheon under his arm, and smiled when he looked away. “No answer?”


  “If I may?” Zhang said. “He can’t help you, but he knew I could. He hasn’t failed.”


  Eric sat back and regarded Zhang thoughtfully. He kept both men targeted, but had his sensors do a sweep looking for anything interesting. A wire frame representation of both men flashed up onto his display as the sweep commenced. A few seconds later a couple of places flashed amber on the models, but none red. A query showed Kanarion was carrying a wand, but although its carrier wave showed it was active for incoming comms, it wasn’t in use. Zhang had a number of devices in his pockets. An inactive wand was one, the other two might be comps of some kind, but neither device was recording or active in any other way. Both men’s wristcomps were active of course, but unlike Eric’s military issue, they had no ability to broadcast.


  Eric dismissed the sweep’s results to concentrate on Zhang.


  “... knows to keep silent. If you agree?”


  Eric quickly reviewed his log of the last few seconds, and nodded slowly as if thinking it over. Zhang had proposed paying Kanarion off so that they could get down to business.


  “And you guarantee his silence?”


  Zhang nodded. “He is my sister’s husband.”


  Eric grinned, Zhang didn’t sound happy about that. Eric wouldn’t have been either. “Tell you what I’ll do. I’ll pay him twenty five thousand—”


  Kanarion cursed.


  Zhang whirled toward his brother-in-law. “Keep silent fool!” He turned back to Eric. “Go on.”


  “Twenty five thousand for him as payment for this intro, and he goes away. He doesn’t talk about this and you guarantee it. Then, if you complete his job as you say you can, I’ll pay you another twenty five thousand and you can give it to him or keep it yourself. I don’t care which.” Zhang began to agree but Eric held up a finger and pointed at Kanarion who was looking incensed. “Make me believe you can control him.”


  Zhang turned to his brother-in-law. “You were always a disappointment to my family,” he began and Kanarion’s face darkened. “But this time you accidentally did something right by calling me. Don’t ruin it. I swear I will give you the twenty five thousand. On my honour. You know my word is good.”


  Kanarion nodded reluctantly.


  “I know you think me a fool for keeping to the old ways, but remember this: keeping my word is not the only tradition I uphold. Vendetta is another. I swear if you speak a word of this, my sister will be a widow the next day. Do you understand?”


  Eric blinked. Zhang didn’t sound angry or upset. His heartbeat and other stats were unchanged, but Eric believed every word he’d said. Going by expression, Kanarion did as well. The suddenly scared man nodded jerkily.


  “Good,” Zhang said and turned back to Eric. “Satisfied?”


  Eric counted out twenty-five platinum wafers as his answer and slid them toward Kanarion. The greedy man’s hand darted out and made them disappear, his eyes glowing with excitement.


  “Good bye, Kanarion. We won’t meet again... we better not,” Eric said evenly.


  Kanarion stood and walked quickly away. Eric kept him tagged on sensors but left it to his processor to alert him should the man change his mind and return or do something else interesting. Meanwhile, Zhang had to be dealt with. He slid the remaining wafers of platinum to Zhang and the man pocketed them without counting them.


  “I don’t envy you,” Eric said mildly.


  Zhang grimaced. “My sister loves him and I love my sister. It would hurt her should I have to make good on my threat, but sometimes I think a little accident and a quick funeral for him would be better for her in the long run.”


  “Kids?”


  Zhang shuddered. “No thank god, but she wants them. I must decide soon.”


  Eric pursed his lips, but then he nodded. This so-called businessman would be called something else on other worlds he had visited. Something a little more sinister. Crime boss sounded a little old fashioned and the image it conjured was a cliché, but that’s what Eric was getting from Zhang’s demeanour and conversation with his brother-in-law. Eric remembered thinking about Thurston’s future when he first arrived, and how the station stood guard against crime, but it was obviously already here dirtside. And that was a problem of another sort. Why hadn’t his searches found Zhang’s shadier dealings? His digging still hadn’t found anything of the sort.


  Computer: Narrow search to Yi Zhang’s immediate family. Include financials. Query: Is there any evidence of Freedom Movement affiliation and/or sympathies?


  >_ Working


  Eric decided to probe a little while his processor deepened its search into Zhang’s family.


  “You said he did the right thing by getting you involved. Why?”


  “Because I can do what he cannot. You are not the first mercenary I have hired on behalf of my... of friends,” Zhang said.


  Eric’s eyes narrowed, he had been going to say something else. Family maybe?


  “In my line of work, I have needed such before,” Zhang continued. “My... friends heard that about me and when they found a similar need they came to me for advice.”


  “I see,” Eric said and did see quite well. His processor had finally found the missing data he had needed to get a handle on Zhang.


  Yi Zhang’s company was family owned and run as Eric had expected, and although it must be a front for some criminal activities as well, it really did produce machine tools for the mines. It was a legitimate company, but one family member had not stuck around despite that. His brother, Hu Zhang and severed all ties and changed his name in an apparent effort to disavow its less than legal activities. A noble goal, but that was why a preliminary search had failed to find any links to Zhang. Hu Zhang, was now Daniel King, a politician opposed to President Thurston’s policies. Eric realised immediately why Hu chose the name King. It was just a Romanised version of his real name, but his processor hadn’t made the connection on its first pass. Yet another reason to regret the loss of real A.I computer architecture. An A.I would not have needed him to make the connection, it would have seen the obvious. Still, Eric had the data now; that was important, and besides, he had enough problems with a dull but obedient computer living in his head. He did not want to think about having a real A.I constantly with him. He didn’t think his sanity would survive it.


  “I understand you wish to join the Freedom Movement,” Zhang went on after a moment. “Why? You are not from Thurston. Why do you care what happens here?”


  Eric took a sip of coffee and frowned when the usual caffeine alert appeared on his display. He ignored it as he always did. “You know the answer. I don’t care what happens here unless it inconveniences me. I’m a merc. Money interests me, nothing much else does.”


  “But you have money.”


  “Not enough.”


  “What is enough?” Zhang shrugged. “I’m a businessman and I’ve yet to find that elusive figure.”


  Eric laughed. “Same here. I don’t want to join the Freedom Movement, I don’t do causes. If the movement didn’t exist here, I would go to a planet where it did. I’m not the type to follow a cause. I follow the money, period. Now that’s not to say I won’t stick around for a while you understand.”


  Zhang grinned but sobered quickly. “So it’s just another contract for you. I can understand that. My friends will want to check you out, but assuming all goes well, I think you can consider yourself hired.”


  Eric raised a hand. “I don’t come cheap, not even on the Guild’s pay scale, but I can be had. Two mil for the duration of ah... of hostilities.”


  Zhang paled and then laughed. “Two million credits for one man is ridiculous. I could hire ten for that!”


  “Ah, but they wouldn’t be me. And besides, you wouldn’t get ten on an open ended contract. I did say I would stick around for the duration. For all you know that could be years.”


  Zhang frowned. “True. Why would you agree to that?”


  Eric grinned and retrieved the data crystal he had compiled over the previous week from a pocket. “I’m glad you asked. This is a free sample of my work. Give it to your friends. If they like it, I want the two million up front deposited to my account. You’ll find details on here.” He handed the crystal to Zhang. “In the very unlikely event they don’t like what it contains, no hard feelings and I’ll be on a ship away from here by the end of the month. Deal?”


  Zhang nodded slowly. He was looking at the crystal pensively. “I will enquire.”


  Eric stood and offered his hand. “Nice doing business. I’m off to catch a show. Might even try to bag one of your dinos. Heard you have safaris.”


  Zhang nodded, still seeming distracted.


  Eric walked away watching Zhang on one of the cameras feeding him live imagery. He smiled to himself as Zhang took out his wand and made a call. Eric froze the image and captured the name and number displayed on the wand. You never knew what could turn out to be important.


  Saint James Hotel, Thurston, Border Zone


  Eric returned to his rooms after the latest in a long list of leisure pursuits he had indulged in. He would rather have been on his way back to Snakeholme, but with no contact from Zhang or his friends, he had to stay here and pretend to be having fun.


  Take in the sites like a tourist, check.


  Go on a three day safari, check.


  Take in a couple of shows, yawn and check.


  Practice on the range, making errors like a Human just in case he was being watched, check.


  It had whiled away the time, but he could have gone into hibernation mode if that was all he wanted. No, it was more to keep up appearances than to fill time. Surely he was being monitored, if not electronically then by Human means. He did still watch for surveillance, but he hadn’t detected any. It annoyed him, because without any kind of reaction to his presence he couldn’t gauge his progress.


  Eric checked at the desk for messages. None again, but that was expected. Zhang could leave one on the comm in his room if he wanted, or preferably on Eric’s own wand. Checking at the desk was a sign of his impatience, nothing more. He wanted to be done with this, and go home, that was all.


  He took the elevator up to his floor and quickly entered his room. As soon as he entered he froze, hyper alert, and the nano-sized remote he had left to guard the door reported in. Two intrusions within the last five hours. Why two? His sensors swept ahead, but found no one in the suite now, but someone had been here. Perhaps the hotel staff had stopped in to clean... no, he couldn’t detect any aromas of cleaning products. Excellent. If not hotel staff, then it was likely a team sent to search his room. It was the kind of response he had been waiting for.


  Well it took them long enough, Eric mused as he checked out each of his rooms. Someone had finally gotten around to searching his suite and installing listening devices. He wondered if it had been Major Stein’s paranoia or whether the Freedom Movement had finally gotten with the program. Eric sighed. If there was one thing he hated more than terrorists, it was incompetent terrorists. Professionals could be expected to do certain things and were therefore predictable within certain parameters. With two hundred years experience, he had those parameters pretty well mapped now, but amateurs... he shuddered. They were a bloody menace.


  The search of his suite wasn’t a surprise; bound to happen eventually. What did surprise, and annoy, was how long it had taken for a reaction. His meeting with Zhang was nine days ago, and no money or other contact had been forthcoming. That was why Eric wondered if the search had been a Marine operation. Stein had to be jittery now that the Freedom Movement had completed the op his data crystal had outlined. Stein had not been happy when Eric informed him of the operation, and the expected results. It went against the grain to allow a terrorist group to successfully jack a government armoury that way, but in the end Stein had gone along hoping that casualties would be low and that getting a man inside the movement would compensate.


  The Freedom Movement had gone in hard, neutralised the security net as instructed in Eric’s plan, killed everyone in the building—five guards that late at night—and withdrew in a pair of armoury trucks carrying pallets of ammunition and dino hunting rifles. They were completely unopposed and unseen thanks to the network shunts he had included the specs for in his plan. Eric had ensured there were no pulsers, AARs, or RPGs stored at that particular facility when he chose it, and as soon as the op went down Stein had beefed up security at the places where such things actually were stored. That was fine. The Freedom Movement would have expected no less.


  Bringing Major Stein into the loop had been a calculated risk. Eric knew he would need backup eventually, but he could have waited until later to make contact, but Stein was one of those forward thinking officers the Marine Corps liked so much—an effective one. Eric preferred that sort too, but in Stein’s case it could have short-circuited the evolving plan. Eric had needed to hustle when he realised Stein was going to make a move that would have made the data on the crystal he’d given Zhang obsolete. That would have ruined everything.


  Getting Stein alone had been hard, but Eric had managed it, and the Marine had taken it in stride when he realised what Eric was. Getting him to agree to delay his plans though, especially when doing so would almost certainly risk lives, had been a struggle. Eric never liked pulling rank. It didn’t seem right to give orders to a major when his own official rank was lesser, but the truth of the matter was that Stein could have been the Commandant of Marines—unlikely in the extreme as it was an administrative position not a battlefield command—and he would still have complied... probably. Eric grimaced at the thought.


  It was history and tradition that made vipers command the other branches of the military on the battlefield, not rank or regulations, and Eric was careful never to abuse that. All of them were. They were feared and respected, but that respect never quite dulled the fear. No one in the regiment wanted to make that worse. Eric had to wonder how well that would work if they began recruiting again. He shrugged. It wasn’t his problem.


  Eric wandered his rooms as if bored, allowing his sensors to map the surveillance grid newly installed by unknown persons. It wasn’t Stein, he decided as he traced more and more emissions. The gear was good tech, a little too good for the regular military. That was no insult to the Marines. They wanted rugged gear, able to do the job and take abuse without failing on the battlefield, and military budgets also preferred it that way. A score of good solid units could be had for the price of a single highly sensitive and temperamental unit meant for true espionage. The tech in use here was not regular military issue, neither was it the absolute cutting edge, but it was spy stuff. The kind of thing a government agency would employ.


  Eric frowned as another grid appeared on sensors. What the hell? Two surveillance grids in one place made no sense unless... he nodded and smiled in amusement. The high end gear probably was government. Thurston was up and coming, its agencies would need to keep pace. Unemployed mercs would surely be on the watch list especially considering recent events. Eric tagged that net as Thurston InSec for now and left it alone. It was active but passive in that the sensors had no offensive capabilities. The same couldn’t be said for the other grid.


  This one he tagged as Freedom Movement and hostile because it did in fact have offensive capability in the form of sonics and neurotoxin dispensers. Eric immediately hacked the net and disabled the weapon circuits but left the passives alone. No one would realise what he had done unless trying to trigger an attack. It was good but not high end tech; exactly what he had come to expect from terrorist organisations with off world backing, something he was seeing more and more as the decades rolled by. Maybe Burgton was right about that too. Burgton’s theory of growth over stagnation within the Alliance was something the regiment often debated. They had the time and vision to see long-term trends—very long term. Their unique perspective and ability to collate data and statistics from all over the place gave Burgton an unparallelled ability to predict events.


  After a moment’s thought, Eric inserted a little subroutine into the hostile net that would warn him if someone sent a signal to attack. His hack would prevent the attack, but it would be good to know if one were attempted. Looking over his work, he carefully withdrew from the net, satisfied he was once again secure.


  Nine days. That delay gave him some idea of the terrorist’s capabilities he realised. Zhang must have handed the crystal to his friends that day; probably to his brother, but there was no proof of that. Didn’t matter who; it was the timing that interested him. A day to get the data to someone with the authority to evaluate it, and maybe another day to decide to use it. Add to that a week to gather personnel and supplies to launch the op. Not bad, but not great. Probably supply issues rather than personnel. It was usually that way around.


  They had proven his data sample was good with the attack last night. He could expect contact any time now. Fine then. He would step out for one final day of exploring. With the thought fresh in mind, he left the room and locked his door before making his way down.


  He didn’t have a destination in mind, so when the taxi driver asked him, he said to tour the city a while. The driver nodded and off they went. Eric had Ashfield mapped and in his database, so he simply let the man have his head and let the world go by without taking too much of an interest in any one thing, besides, the people interested him the most. He watched them as if they were some alien species just discovered. The children walking with their parents always perked him up. It was good to know that the cycle of life was unending. All the death he had seen was offset by new life. Not erased of course, his memories would never fade, but it did make him feel better seeing the children. They didn’t know he existed and were better off not knowing the things he did. Their lives went on separate from him and unconnected.


  Eric frowned as the taxi ventured away from the areas tourists were normally interested in. The buildings were less flashy, more utilitarian. A quick check of his map told Eric they were heading away from the city centre toward the industrial zone.


  “Hey, I said I wanted a tour. I’m not interested in factories,” Eric said in annoyance.


  The driver ignored him.


  What the hell? Eric used his sensors and sighed in annoyance. They were being escorted in front and behind by armed men driving identical cars. Government maybe. He could rip the door off and bail, but really, what was the point? It would only draw more attention to him. He could force the driver to pull over and let him out... no he decided, he would wait and see where this leads. Maybe it would be interesting.


  Interesting was one word for it, he mused as the taxi pulled into a compound. Another word for it was surprising. The compound was part of Zhang’s factory complex, and was full of loading and unloading trucks. Eric watched as one lifted off and flew low over the city as it clawed for altitude. Heavy bugger that one. He wondered about the cargo. He decided after a moment that his escort wasn’t government. Bringing him here didn’t make sense for that to be true. These were Zhang’s men probably... or maybe his brother’s. Eric readied himself for action when the taxi stopped and his door popped open.


  He wondered briefly if they would try to disarm him. If they did, it would at least give him a point of reference. He needed to move the mission along. If they were hostile, he could at least take out this part of the Freedom Movement’s operation. He would keep one or two alive for interrogation, and use the answers to target another cell. With luck, he would learn about their base of operations. There must be one if they really planned to overthrow the government. There was no way urban terrorism alone could do it; not now that the Marines were here with air support. No, they needed to field a proper force, and that would take logistical support—equipment and personnel. If they didn’t have that, the Freedom Movement would be nothing more than an annoyance to any government, but Eric didn’t get that sense from them.


  “No tip for you,” Eric muttered to the driver as he climbed out of the taxi. Or fare either, he thought.


  The driver shrugged and grinned. He drove away leaving Eric facing the escort cars waiting for them to make a move. The car windscreens were dialled to black. The occupants might have weapons trained on him and he wouldn’t know. His sensors detected four men in each car, and they were armed with pulsers by the emissions he was receiving, but that didn’t tell him if they were out and pointed. Eric turned to watch as the security gate slid shut and locked him in. It couldn’t hold him of course. He could climb it or the wall if need be. He turned on the spot letting his sensors do the work for now. He had three exit strategies mapped by the time a welcoming committee came out to join him.


  “Mister Martell, forgive the manner in which you were brought here,” Yi Zhang said. Beside him walked another man. His brother. Eric had his picture in his database. Both men were wearing high-collared business suits that befitted their corporate status. “Unavoidable I’m afraid. There have been developments.”


  Eric glanced at Zhang’s outstretched hand but didn’t take it. He would need his hands if this went sour. “Zhang,” he said with a slight nod, “and this is?”


  Zhang lowered his hand. “I think you already know, but in case I overestimated you, may I introduce Daniel King? Daniel, this is the man I told you about, Eric Martell.”


  King didn’t offer to shake. “You have a novel way of gaining my attention, Martell. Your free sample certainly did.”


  Eric relaxed a little; this didn’t feel like a prelude to an attack. “I’ve found it quicker and it usually works. I like to do my groundwork before meeting clients and getting down to the practical applications of what I can offer.”


  King didn’t smile. “President Thurston’s secret police are watching your suite. They have it wired.”


  Eric shrugged. “I know.”


  Secret Police indeed. King was trying to portray himself as a patriot fighting the good fight against a despot. Eric managed not to laugh. It was amazing really, how many of these people used the same rhetoric when justifying themselves. He had heard it all hundreds of times before. He was beginning to wonder if they had read the same terrorism manual, because they all seemed to be using it for their bullshit.


  King blinked. “You know?”


  “Of course. No need for concern, there’s nothing for them to find there. Everything I need is in my head.” He tapped his temple with a finger. He didn’t tell them that he had found their surveillance as well as the government’s gear. “All they have is my underwear and spare uniforms.”


  A splutter of laughter burst out of Zhang. He turned to his brother. “See what I mean?”


  King nodded. “The two million will hit your account in...” he checked his wristcomp. “About twenty minutes. Come inside to wait. You have the means to check our deposit here?”


  Eric nodded, patting the pocket containing his wands.


  So, no attempt to disarm him and they would definitely assume he was armed. He would have in their place. The mention of the money clinched it. He was in the door... more or less.


  King led off and Eric followed. Behind him, car doors opened and eight men brought up the rear. Eric targeted each one, but did nothing outwardly offensive. It was precautionary only. He would do nothing to halt progress. He had gained some ground, but he wasn’t in yet.


  Zhang led them into an empty office, not his own Eric noticed and wondered why not. Maybe all his employees weren’t in the loop. Eric glanced around as King took one of two swivel chairs near the desk. Zhang headed for the autochef. Eric turned as two of the escort entered the room and closed the door. Before it closed fully and they blocked any approach to it, Eric saw the other six men arraying themselves along the corridor outside. Not very trusting, he thought with an internal grin.


  Eric didn’t seat himself, but did take a coffee from Zhang when it was offered. He grimaced at the taste. He detested decaf. “Assuming the transfer goes ahead without problems, what do you envision my role will be?”


  King turned his chair and looked up at Eric. “I’ll assume you know the situation here so won’t waste time reiterating. Normally I wouldn’t be meeting with a recruit like this, but your unorthodox approach appealed to me. You’re no ordinary recruit and I don’t expect you’ll need that gun under your arm. I have plenty of trigger pullers. I want you on my team devising strategy.”


  Eric nodded; smart man to be thinking along those lines. It was exactly what he wanted King to think, but he hadn’t needed to guide the man. It being his own idea should bolster King’s trust in him and give better access to what he needed. If they had just recruited him as plain soldier, he could have been posted as a guard at the arse end of nowhere and unable to learn what he needed.


  “You are fortunate,” King went on. “Your plan worked so well that it occurred to people I trust that you might be an operative working for our enemy. President Thurston isn’t above using InSec for his own ends despite his so precious constitution.”


  Eric took note of King’s sneering condemnation of his President. There was something personal there; it wasn’t all politics, and Eric wondered what it was about, but King was still talking.


  “... our base of operations. I won’t tell you where you’ll be working, and you will have no access to that information even while there. If you have objections?”


  Eric shook his head. It was perfect. King wanted him to work on planning more raids from a secret location as a security measure, but he was a viper. He could be deaf and blind and dropped anywhere on the planet and he would know where he was seconds later. He was only a thought away from a secure satellite link anywhere in the system. His designers would never have missed such a basic necessity. Many of his systems used the link. TacNet didn’t actually need to use it—unit to unit links could be and often were used—but TacNet could use satellites to increase range when they were available. Sensors used them for keeping track of friendly and enemy units on the battlefield, and for navigation. Calling in air support without them could be a pain. The point was, King could call it a secret base all he wanted, but as soon as Eric arrived, he would know where it was and so would the Marines. He would see to that. The Freedom Movement had just taken a huge step toward their extinction, and Eric a step toward heading home again.


  He was pleased.


  The time came and he went through the motions of verifying payment. He couldn’t care less about the money and wanted to get going, but he had to play his part. A mercenary wouldn’t overlook it, so he dutifully used a wand to check his balance. Two million had been deposited a few minutes earlier and he nodded to King.


  “It’s there. When do you need me to be ready?”


  King raised an eyebrow. “I thought you understood. You will leave from here directly, and no you can’t go back to your hotel.”


  “Don’t you trust me?” Eric said.


  “Of course not. You will be escorted by my men at all times until you reach our base. Once there, you can move about, but not before then, and we won’t let you leave without escort for any reason.”


  Eric shrugged. “I agreed to a contract for the duration of hostilities. Hope you don’t mind if I make that duration short.”


  King smiled this time. “I like your confidence. You get to leave when we have won, not before.”


  “Understood. I estimate three to six months,” Eric said. “But that depends on resources and your willingness to cooperate with me and use them as I direct. I don’t need to take command or expect to, but I do need your fighters to at least consider what I say.”


  “They will do what I tell them,” King said coldly, his eyes suddenly hard. “You will have access to our logistics data, and I expect you to evaluate what we can and can’t do with what we have. I want ideas. If you have a way to increase our capability, I want to know about it immediately. You will be my adviser as far as my people are concerned. Adviser only. They won’t take orders from you.”


  Eric shrugged. King was a paranoid bastard. “Okay by me. I’ll need a way to talk to you, unless you’re coming with?”


  “No. I can’t be away from the capital right now. I’ll give you a number where you can reach me or someone I trust.”


  “Fine.”


  King stood and prepared to leave. He spoke with Zhang a moment before leaving the room. The eight man security team did not follow.


  “Well,” Zhang said and clapped his hands together cheerily. “I have transportation all arranged for you. Your... watchdogs? They will take over from here. Good luck to you.”


  Eric nodded to him and followed his keepers out of the office. They led him outside and into the compound toward one of the transports he had seen earlier. He climbed into the cargo bay of the nearest when told to, and sat on one of the crates. His watchdogs climbed in to join him, and moments later the transport lifted off. He didn’t know his destination, but using a satellite link he followed along and plotted a few points of interest. A minute into the journey he decided they were heading for the spaceport. He guessed they would be taking a shuttle somewhere. No matter.


  He closed his eyes and leaned back pretending to sleep.


  * * *


  


  4 ~ Sanctuary


  Planet Harmony, Shan System


  “Do you see him?” Tahar whispered, his black-tufted ears stood erect and alert atop his grey furred head.


  Shima tried to penetrate the gloom beneath the trees and find what her father had seen, but the shadows were too deep, and her eyes blurred with the distance. She silently cursed them for not being as keen as his. Sometimes she felt like clawing them out of her head. At least then she wouldn’t see the disappointment on her father’s face every time he looked at her. She knew where the Shkai’ra stood. It was a warm and peaceful presence within her mind, very different to the fierce glow that was her father. The breeze suddenly shifted in her favour, teasing her with the Shkai’ra’s scent. Her claws slid from their sheaths and dug into the moist soil beneath her paws. A frustrated growl rumbled deep in her chest.


  “Do you not see him even this close?”


  She wanted to howl in despair at the pity she heard in his voice. “I feel him my father… I almost see him,” she lied. She knew which sub-species it had to be. There were a great many of the Lesser Shkai’ra at Sanctuary East. She doubted it could be one of the much rarer black tailed variants of the species. “A Lesser Shkai’ra. A big one, yes?”


  Tahar’s ears flattened in distress at her lies. “No. He’s black tailed—barely adult and very small.”


  He was disappointed in her. She could feel it. The pain that caused her was worse than anything else she could think of. Her father was the best hunter and tracker in her family. Chailen, her younger sib, might grow to be as good, but she was barely adult. It was too soon to be certain.


  “I…” she began, but she couldn’t finish her apology. She lowered her head almost to the ground in shame.


  Her father pretended not to see a reason for shame. “Come. I will take you closer so that you might see.”


  He crept forward still on four paws like a shadow, then froze with his right forefoot raised. His ears pricked and swivelled, listening for danger hidden in the dense undergrowth. The sun was lowering in the sky, deepening the shadows and heralding the arrival of Sanctuary East’s night hunters. His whiskers drew down and his nose twitched as he scented his quarry. Shima waited motionless, less than two paces behind him. The breeze shifted and she caught the scent of the Shkai’ra again. It was calm and unaware of them.


  Tahar eased his paw to the ground, and with his head low between powerful shoulders, crept toward his quarry. Left forefoot, right hind foot and pause. Right forefoot, left hind foot and pause again. Shima mirrored her father’s movements and was concentrating on him to such an extent that she failed to notice when her sight finally resolved the Shkai’ra.


  Tahar stopped and looked back at her in question.


  She was so close to the beast that one pounce would have been enough to take it down. The Shkai’ra was a young male, barely old enough to forage for himself. Although his fangs rivalled hers, his other weapons were still undeveloped. Two knife-sharp horns presaged an impressive rack that would eventually grace his proud head.


  “He’s beautiful,” she whispered almost inaudibly, and Tahar flicked his ears in agreement.


  The Shkai’ra froze in mid-chew and Shima held her breath. It raised its head warily, looking for the source of its unease, but Tahar’s pelt was a mottled shadow, and Shima took after him in her looks if not in her abilities. It failed to see them. The Shkai’ra used his wickedly sharp hooves to dig for more roots and went happily back to his chewing.


  Shima took one more step and slowly raised herself onto her hind legs. She could almost reach out and touch him now. One more step and she reached forward. The Shkai’ra turned to look back and froze. The moment stretched out into an eternity. She stared into those innocent eyes in wonder, feeling connected to her ancestors as never before. It was so easy to think of herself as one of those primitive hunters. She would have known nothing of the wider world back then. She would have known nothing of engineering, or genetic farming methods—known nothing of history or philosophy. Her only concern would be the wellbeing of the clan and her people, her only task to hunt for food and protect her clan.


  The moment passed.


  She felt the barest of touches on her outstretched paw and then the Shkai’ra was gone in a blur of speed. She would never forget that moment or the feel of its hide as long as she lived. She watched it race into the trees until she lost it to poor vision. She could still sense it running blindly away from her—still scent its fear on the breeze. There was nothing wrong with her other senses. It was only her eyes that made her a cripple among her people.


  The Shkai’ra was long gone when Tahar stood tall once more and led Shima back to their camp. She looked back once but the wonderful beast was lost to her. She could no longer even sense it. She and her father were its natural enemy. It didn’t know it was safe from them. Sanctuary East was a preserve. The Shkai’ra weren’t the only species to need such a place, but they were the most endangered.


  “We must leave before the sun sets,” Tahar said when they reached camp.


  “I know,” she said. “I’m sorry I lied. I wanted you to look at me like you do at Chailen… I’m sorry.”


  She ducked her head, looking at the ground and not at him. She was tired of seeing the disappointment on his face, but his anger would be worse. She busied herself tidying their supplies. They would be ready when it was time to begin the long walk out of Sanctuary East and back to the world. She retrieved her harness and slipped it on. It’s weight felt odd after so long wearing nothing but her pelt.


  “You are my first cub,” Tahar said softly from close behind her. “I love you no less than Chailen.”


  She forced herself not to turn. “Chailen is special. You should love her more.”


  Tahar sighed. “Look at me. Please look at me. I can’t keep talking to your tail.”


  Her jaw dropped open in amusement and her ears quivered of their own accord. He used to say that when she was very small.


  “Stop trying to make me laugh.”


  “Laughter is good.”


  Tahar led her to the fallen tree they had been using as a table. Visitors to Sanctuary East were encouraged to take only the minimum of supplies into the preserve. Harming the animals was against the purpose of the preserve, and bringing technology other than an emergency beacon was discouraged. It was a matter of pride among those who came here to bring only what their ancestors had used.


  Tahar sat upon the fallen tree beside her. “I am proud of you, Shima, so very proud. So what if you cannot hunt like the great Jasha? I cannot either, nor could anyone if you believe the stories. We are no longer hunters, Shima. We are beyond such things now. Hunting is not important any longer.” He mimed grasping something and throwing it away. “It’s a hobby, nothing more. You and Chailen are the future; I am the past as much as hunting is.”


  “Don’t say that! You are great, everyone knows it.”


  He snorted. “A great fool for not teaching you better. You have surpassed me in all that matters, Shima. You make me proud to be your father, but you don’t see it, do you?”


  “I see disappointment when you look at me.”


  Tahar’s eyes widened and his ears flattened. “I have never felt that. I have been angry on occasion, amused quite often, but never disappointed. Never disappointed, Shima.” In a hushed voice he said, “What you see is my guilt, not disappointment.”


  “I don’t understand. You’re not disappointed that I lied—that I cannot hunt?”


  “That you felt you needed to lie is my failure not yours. You can hunt well enough. You don’t need eyes for that, but as I said before, it doesn’t matter.”


  She could hunt after a fashion. The Harmonies were strong in her, and her nose and ears were very keen. Not much of a compensation for her poor sight, but it was better than nothing.


  “Your mother wanted cubs very much.”


  “I know—”


  “Hush. You don’t know this. She could never tell you, and I… well, I’m telling you now. When your mother and I were first mated, we worked together.”


  “I know this,” Shima protested again. “You and she were system controllers up at the new station.”


  “Hool Station, yes. I know that’s what you were told. We did not work there, Shima.”


  “But everyone knows.”


  Tahar flicked his ears in agreement. “Everyone knows because that’s what we told them.”


  “You lied to everyone?”


  “Not everyone. My father knew, and so did Elder Harman. It was Harman who asked my father to bring Nidra and me to him.”


  “I don’t understand. What has this to do with Chailen and me?”


  “It was a time when our people believed that we would re-build the Great Harmony among the stars. We had succeeded at so much in such a short time. So why not? Our scientists were discovering new things almost at every turn. It was a wonderful time. After the war, Child of Harmony became more than ever a special place to us. It proved we could leave our homeworld and survive.”


  Tahar looked around at the trees. “Harmony is old, Shima. All planets are of course, but it feels old. Do you understand?”


  Shima flicked her ears affirmatively. “Everything is known, every place has been found—”


  “And explored, yes. Child of Harmony feels different. The gravity is wrong, the air a little too thick. The sun looks too big… do you understand what I’m saying?”


  “Everything feels new?”


  “That’s it exactly. Everything is new. It makes you feel that anything is possible. You will see that for yourself when we land at Zuleika.”


  Shima flicked her ears in agreement. She was looking forward to it. She would miss Harmony, but her studies were complete and it was time to use them on Child of Harmony. This was their last cycle before the ship took them to their new home.


  “Your mother and I worked on a project that we hoped might give our people the stars. Oh, we didn’t design it, but we helped build and test it.”


  “Test what?”


  “A new kind of drive,” Tahar said staring into the distance at only he knew what. “We were all very excited. Your mother and I were tasked with designing a process and implementing it for the construction of the prototype. It was a massive coil assembly.”


  She leaned forward eagerly. “How did it work?”


  “It didn’t work. Oh, we built it to specifications all right, and within deadline too, but the drive fused solid the first time it was tested. The second was the same and the third. Your mother thought it might be the phase lock.”


  “Phase lock?” Shima recognised the term, anyone would. “You mean you worked on the FTL project?”


  “Yes.”


  She stared at her father hardly able to believe what she was hearing. The faster than light project had been the culmination of Shan space development, and a complete failure. FTL had been proven an impossibility and the project was shut down.


  “Your mother published her theory and was asked to join the design team. She accepted of course, it was a very great honour. The fifth prototype was built. I was so proud of her, Shima. Nidra’s ideas seemed to work. Computer projections were almost exactly as predicted, but she was concerned by the slight difference in her calculations. She stayed aboard the ship to supervise the initiation of the drive. I found out later she had feared a core failure. The drive was activated and the core failed as Nidra predicted.”


  “And mother?”


  “She was injured, but she healed.” Tahar sighed unhappily. “We didn’t know, Shima. We couldn’t have known.”


  “The project was abandoned wasn’t it?”


  “Yes. Prototype Seven blew up on activation and destroyed the ship. The entire crew was killed—all two hundred. Your mother cried for days. They were our friends, Shima. It was her design that failed and she felt responsible. The project was terminated and we returned to Harmony. We wanted to start again. We thought that having cubs would help us forget the past, but we didn’t know.”


  “Know what?”


  Tahar’s voice was very low. “Nidra gave birth to six cubs the first time, Shima. You had five sibs, but all except you were born… wrong. They died. The kin mothers said it happened sometimes and that we should try again. So we did.”


  Shima stared at her father in pained disbelief.


  She had asked her mother a long time ago why she had given birth to only one cub. It had happened not once but twice. Two litters with only one cub each was very rare. Five cubs was average. She had feared another genetic fault might have been bestowed upon her like her weak eyes. When her time came to have cubs, would she also be cursed with small litters? She had nagged her mother and her mother’s kin to send her for tests. They had tried to reassure her, but at her insistence and with the blessing of Elder Kerani, they had sent her for genetic testing. The results were both good and bad. Bad for her sight, but good for her future cubs—it was very unlikely that she would pass on her deformity to them. As far as anyone could tell, her litters would be normal in every way.


  She shouldn’t grieve for her five lost sibs—she had Chailen, and Chailen had her, but she did. Why hadn’t they told her?


  “Nidra wanted to try again straight away, Shima, but I said wait. That’s why you are three orbits older than Chailen. Nidra had four cubs the second time—it was horrible.” Tahar swallowed and went on in a voice choked with grief, “Nidra nearly died and Chailen as well. The other three were… malformed. They couldn’t have survived.”


  She clutched her father’s paw. “Was it the accident?”


  Tahar’s ears struggled erect. “Yes. The FTL drive is unlike others. It… I cannot explain it so that you can understand, but when it is activated it uses space itself to create a gateway to another place. When the core failed, Nidra was exposed to that other place for a tiny moment, but that is all it took. When everyone realised what that meant, it was already too late for your mother. Orbits later she died still believing a way could be found to survive in that place, but the elders disagreed. The project was terminated. The other place is just too dangerous, Shima. No shielding known would be adequate to protect us from it, and without it FTL is impossible.”


  “You should have told us, father. Why didn’t you tell us?”


  Tahar looked down. “Guilt. Chailen is lucky to be alive. All the tests say she is perfectly healthy—a miracle the healers said.”


  “And me?” Shima said softly.


  She knew what he was going to say. She had known for a long time that she would be blind long before her middle years. It was a genetic disorder. Little was known about such things, though research was ongoing. What she did know was terrible enough. She had a degenerative disease of the inner eye—the part healers called the retina.


  Tahar squeezed her paw. “Your mother died from the effects of the accident, and your sight is poor because of it. I hope you can forgive us… forgive me for not telling you the truth,” he finished in a whisper.


  Shima hugged him while inside she shrieked in anger. It was not him she blamed. It was fate. Even now she would not say that the FTL project should have been abandoned. She was its victim, yet she believed the elders were wrong to cancel the project. What did the future hold for her people if not the stars? Where would everyone live? Would there be feuding among clans like before the Great Pact? Her hackles raised and a shudder ran through her.


  “You’re cold, Shima. Let us go now.”


  She did not want to stay here any longer. Child of Harmony awaited her. “Let us go.”


  * * *


  


  5 ~ Survey


  Aboard ASN Canada, inner asteroid belt, Shan system


  Captain Colgan stepped out of the elevator onto Canada’s bridge and paused just inside watching his crew with pride. Months spent hiding in an asteroid field belonging to an alien species, and they were still as excited and as dedicated to the task as they had been on day one. He could feel their excitement and shared it. It was a heady feeling, knowing he was doing something important, and yes, momentous. The anticipation they had all felt upon emergence from foldspace had not gone away or even lessened. They were learning new things at every turn.


  Colgan was eager to be on with his day, but the dimmed lighting warned him that he had a few minutes yet before the watch changed and Canada’s day cycle began. He was early, something he normally avoided so as not to appear like a mother hen. If there was anything spacers liked less than a captain who didn’t trust them to do their jobs without supervision, he didn’t know what it was.


  A minute or so later, the lights brightened slowly to full. Behind him the elevator doors opened and day watch personnel filtered onto the bridge. Colgan smiled and nodded greetings as they murmured their good mornings. He had never been one to insist on formalities like saluting, certainly not on his own bridge, but some did have their place and good reasons behind them...


  “Captain on the bridge!” Lieutenant Ivanova announced precisely on time, informing everyone she had passed command authority to him.


  Like that one, Colgan thought wryly. “Carry on,” he said heading for the just vacated command station. Anya removed her helmet from the rack and Colgan replaced it with his. “Anything to report, Anya?” he asked as he took his seat.


  Ivanova grinned and rolled her eyes at the chuckles from the others as they handed over their stations to their opposite numbers of the day watch. “Well yes, Skipper, now that you mention it, there are a few small things.” She leaned over Colgan’s shoulder and with a few deft keystrokes displayed a summary on his number one monitor. “It’s all there, sir; nothing to report—no malfunctions or incidents shipside, but plenty about the Shan as usual.”


  Colgan smiled. There was always a raft of new intelligence about the Shan every morning. In fact, so much data was flooding in that his crew couldn’t keep up. Over ninety five percent had to be archived for later study, but what else could they do? They needed an entire university of researchers to keep up with things. Instead, they had a couple of hundred eager sailors to help Canada’s small but perfectly formed science department. Most of the crew had little to do with the actual day to day survey work that was Canada’s mission, most were concerned with running and maintaining the ship’s systems.


  “Thanks, Anya, have a good rest.”


  “Thanks Skipper, but we thought we would head over to the rec-room for a few hours and watch the feed.”


  Colgan nodded. Shan watching had become something of a communal pastime amongst the crew. The big screens rarely showed anything else these days. The crew could access data about the aliens and their planets from any terminal on the ship of course, and the ones in the rec room were always busy with people doing that, but for generating a buzz there was nothing better than watching a live feed from the remotes. Colgan did it himself on occasion, but for entertainment, he preferred to study the Shan alone in his cabin. He would have to announce another lecture soon. He had more than enough new stuff already, and his last lecture was two weeks ago.


  “Have fun then,” Colgan said.


  “Thanks, Skipper,” Ivanova and her merry band said, as they left the bridge together.


  Colgan watched them go with a smile, then touched a control to turn his command station to face front again.


  The main viewer had a tactical overlay of the entire system displayed; the many coloured icons monitored and updated by Canada’s computer represented Shan ships and stations. The system was a rich one, something that pleased Colgan on behalf of the Shan. It meant they could trade and compete with member worlds of the Alliance when they joined, but more importantly, they could maintain their independence if that’s what they chose to do. It wasn’t Colgan’s job to protect the Shan from his own people, he was here to learn about them and encourage them to join the Alliance, but he felt a responsibility to do it anyway. He honestly believed they would benefit greatly from membership, but he also knew there were downsides. There were sharks in the Alliance—member worlds with economies based upon exploiting others—who could do huge harm here. He was determined to arm the Shan with knowledge of these dangers, and others... like the Merkiaari.


  Compared to many Alliance systems, this one had very little space traffic in the outer system. That was because Shan ships preferred to work closer in. With two habitable planets, something that still amazed and excited Colgan, much of the space traffic clustered in that region would be freighter traffic. There was plenty of it. More than an Alliance system would use in similar circumstances, but that was understandable—Shan ships were slower. They made up for the lack with numbers.


  Further out and the system became the almost exclusive preserve of the Shan navy, and it was to these ships that Colgan’s attention was drawn. They were beautiful and deadly. White hulled and sleek, they looked built for speed, but again that was deceiving. Colgan knew they were much slower than Canada and his ship wasn’t by any means fast. The Exeter class cruiser was an old design and most had been decommissioned or converted into survey ships just like Canada years ago. Slow or not, the Shan ships were still a threat to the mission and had to be watched. Normally that would be his XO’s job at Tactical, but Colgan had decided after a couple of months in system without being detected to allow Canada’s computer to handle it while the officer of the watch, himself on this occasion, monitored the situation ready to intervene if necessary. That was why the tactical overlay was prominently displayed on the main viewer. Francis, meanwhile, was having fun learning about the Shan by overseeing the current survey operations of the Shan colony world. Colgan had a deal with her to trade places in a few hours so that they could both keep current with the ship’s operations and the Shan.


  Thinking about keeping current brought Anya’s list to mind, and he turned his attention to his station’s number one monitor. While his crew worked quietly and efficiently around him, Colgan used his control wand to highlight items of interest on the display, and open the associated data packets on his number two monitor. Splitting his attention between the two displays and the main viewer, he worked undisturbed for almost two hours, when Baz Riley interrupted him with coffee.


  Colgan took a sip and sighed. “God that’s good. Thanks, Baz.”


  “You’re welcome, sir,” Baz said and moved to supply the others with their mid morning coffee.


  Colgan finished his drink and then turned his attention back to the main viewer. Another Shan exercise was underway, and he was struck once again by how familiar it was all becoming. Their ships were always training or running fleet exercises in the outer system. They sometimes used asteroids in the outer belt for target practice, just as Alliance Captains would. It was all very normal, and Colgan shook his head at the thought. It made him wonder about things. Fundamental things, like what it all meant that a Human ship could travel all this distance to find alien beings doing the same things as people back home. He was no philosopher, but he thought it boded well that he could see similarities between the two races on the ground and in space.


  There were many differences of course.


  Shan, like Humans, were mammalian but unlike them, they had evolved from felinoid quadrupeds into a race comfortable walking on two or four legs. On four legs, they were faster than a cheetah, but unlike a cheetah’s max range of about two hundred metres, Shan could chase prey for kilometres before tiring. They had reasons for evolving such a turn of speed. Their prey was even quicker in some cases, and some had serious defences in the form of horns and fangs. Seeing a Shan chasing something so fast was amazing.


  Outwardly, Shan were as different as could be from Humans, but they were alike in other ways. They built cities and spaceships, formed relationships and had children, laughed and cried just as Humans had always done. They had different expressions and language, different philosophies and dreams, but despite it all Colgan had very high hopes they would kindle something great for his own people, something that could dispel the fear of non-Humans that the Merkiaari had fostered in mankind—a pan-species Alliance.


  It could happen. It really could happen in my lifetime... if I don’t fuck it up. Please, don’t let me fuck it up!


  The Alliance had to grow; it had to throw off the lethargy and gloom inspired by the fear of the Merki. Over the last two hundred years the Alliance had been inward looking, its exploration of space half-hearted at best. Consolidation had been the watchword for two centuries, and yes, it was important to safeguard what they had, but expansion was the only cure for what ailed the Alliance now. The infighting and mini wars between member worlds had to stop before they got out of hand. They had to look outward again.


  The Merkiaari were a terrifying foe, but Humanity had beaten them once and would again, alone if it had to, but what if it didn’t have to? If they could only do this right...


  Colgan took a deep breath and forced himself to relax. They wouldn’t screw up; he wouldn’t allow it and neither would Francis Groves. His XO was of similar mind where the Shan were concerned. When President Dyachenko learned what they had discovered here, Colgan was sure he would see the possibilities and get the Council to offer the Shan people membership in the Alliance.


  He must.


  The first drones should be arriving at Sol any day now. Depending on the response and how quickly a follow up mission could be put together, Colgan estimated he had four to six months before another ship could possibly reach him with new orders. He had no idea what those orders would be. There were many possibilities. He might be ordered to return to his previous survey mission, or to hold here and assist the contact team he hoped would be sent. No way to know for sure, but he hoped Canada would be ordered to stay.


  Commander Groves entered the bridge a couple of hours later to relieve Colgan so that he could go play. He smiled wryly at the thought, and removed his helmet from the rack.


  “You have the con, XO,” Colgan said heading for the elevator and tucking his helmet under his arm. “Call me if you need anything.”


  “Aye sir, I have the con. Have fun!”


  Colgan looked back trying to look stern. “I am embarking on serious study, Commander, not having fun.”


  “Oh, of course you are, Skipper. Silly of me,” Groves said and the others laughed.


  Colgan grinned and waved as the elevator doors closed. “Deck two,” he said and the elevator jolted into motion.


  * * *


  Centre for Agricultural Research, Child of Harmony.


  Shima bent to examine the damaged plant and her ears flicked in puzzlement. She glanced up toward Adonia and asked again. “And you’re sure this field hasn’t already been tested?”


  “I already told you, it was assigned to us. No one has been out here since sowing Area Six.”


  Shima’s tail rose and waved briefly over her shoulder in annoyance before she forced it to be still. It wasn’t Adonia’s fault that she sounded like a grumpy elder talking down to a particularly difficult cub. Adonia was senior in years and experience, but Shima had been placed in charge of evaluating Area Six, a position Adonia felt was rightfully hers. Shima sympathised, truly she did. Adonia was part of the team that had pioneered the variants of grain currently being grown here, and as such knew more than Shima how much work and time it had taken to get this far. Adonia felt there was no one more qualified than herself to evaluate the crop, but there were rules. Child of Harmony might not be Harmony, but it still followed the Homeworld’s rules and regulations and they stated that no one involved in a project was allowed to evaluate their own work. Those regulations held true in all forms of research, not just in genetics. Shima believed they were proper and good, but they were almost designed to cause ill feeling between researchers. Shima’s own projects would have oversight when the time came, and knowing her luck, Adonia would be assigned to write the report.


  “I know you did, Adonia, but see here?” Shima indicated the damage with a claw. “Someone has been taking cuttings here.”


  Adonia’s ears flattened and she stalked forward to glare at the offending stalks of grain. She paused when she saw what Shima had found and straightened to look around as if expecting to see someone running away clutching his booty.


  “Perhaps some animal?” Adonia said a little more deferential now that she knew Shima wasn’t using her position frivolously. “It happens.”


  Of course it did happen, and part of the reasoning for open field tests like this was to see how the crop stood up to local conditions, but no animal she had ever seen or heard of had caused this damage. It was too neat, the cuts too precise. Her own sampling kit would leave wounds similar if not exactly the same.


  Shima flicked her ears and stood erect. “Well, it doesn’t matter. I will choose another few plants to sample and we can move on.”


  Shima chose plants from different rows and sections of the field at random labelling each cutting with the time, date, row and field numbers, before putting each in its own sealed sample container. She tagged each plant she cut with her name embossed on a red plastic label so that anyone coming out here could see it and would know who to refer to with queries. That was procedure, and she followed it to the letter, especially now she knew that someone had failed to tag an earlier sampling. She wondered why anyone would want to hide taking a simple cutting like that. She shoved the thought away as irrelevant to her work and moved to the adjacent field. Adonia’s again worse luck.


  Twice more in different fields, she noticed signs of surreptitious sampling of the plants and no tags left behind to explain matters. It was very puzzling. She didn’t draw attention to what she found this time. There was nothing to be done about it now and such cuttings did not risk the parent plant in any case. Still, it made her wonder if perhaps the elders had sent someone to make an independent inspection... a verification of their reports? Such a thought angered her. Did the elders think they would falsify reports? How dare they... no wait, there was no evidence of that. No evidence of anything really. It could just as easily be another researcher wanting to run his own tests, but why do it this way. Anyone at the centre who wanted to could come out and take cuttings any time they liked. All they need do is ask and leave their own tags.


  Shima was just finishing up and was about to return to Adonia who had sat out the last field’s inspections in the car, when she found the culprit. She didn’t know at first that it was responsible for the cuttings, and didn’t think about it when she saw movement down low among the plants. One moment she was sitting on her haunches writing out a label, the next she had sprung full stretch in a dive to capture the... it. What under the Harmonies was it?


  Shima stared at the thing gripped firmly in her paws. It was some kind of machine, not an animal at all. It struggled in her grasp, but she held it easily. It was shaped like a flattened ball and had shapes and designs moulded into its dull grey surface. Her father was an engineer, and she recognised a remote when she saw one, but what was it doing here? Tahar and others used such things but only in space where it was too dangerous to go, or was simply easier to programme a remote to do the work. Shima had never thought to find one in her fields.


  Holding it with one paw, she held it up to her face and sniffed. It smelled alien, like nothing she had ever encountered. Little doors opened in its sides and mechanical arms reached out probing its surroundings. Shima watched in fascination as it reached all around itself, obviously trying to find what had caught it. It touched her paw and tried to lever her fingers up. It didn’t hurt, but she moved her paw and took hold again in a place it couldn’t reach. The arm retracted and the door closed. Another opened and another arm came out, a different one because the end terminated in something she recognised as a sampling tool. It was used for making cuttings. She wasn’t letting that touch her.


  Shima turned the device over looking for its off switch. It still struggled in her grip, but had no obvious means of propulsion. Maybe it was using anti grav like the hover cars? Shima wondered if Tahar knew that engineers had managed to miniaturise things to this degree. She decided to give it to him. He would enjoy taking it apart and learning how it was done. She turned it over looking for an off switch and found more hatches. She forced a claw into one and popped it open. She recognised the controls for what they were, but she frowned at the markings on each one. None of the characters made any sense to her, but above the keypad there were two more buttons coloured red and green. She pushed green, thinking that green obviously meant safe and this cursed thing would only be safe when off, but nothing happened. She pressed red and the remote became a dead weight in her hand. Good enough.


  Shima put the deactivated machine in her bag with her sample containers and went to join Adonia in the car. She decided not to mention her discovery. She didn’t want to make a fuss, and besides, if she told anyone someone might claim it before Tahar could look at it. Behind her, two more grey shapes slipped out of cover and began taking samples unworried that their brother had been captured. They were very stupid machines and didn’t recognise what Captain Colgan would call a shit storm, even when confronted with one.


  Shima didn’t notice.


  * * *


  Aboard ASN Canada, inner asteroid belt, Shan system


  Specialist Yager glanced worriedly around and back to her station. She had to tell someone, but the captain was still here and he would yell at her and... she sighed morosely. It wasn’t her fault, really it wasn’t. She was a good avatar driver. Nothing like this had ever happened to her before. Sure, she’d had her share of glitches come up, who hadn’t? But she had always been able to get herself out of trouble. Why, once she had gotten a commendation when one of her remotes went dark on the job. She had saved it, and many thousands of credits, using a pair of recon drones to find it and another sampler remote to bring it on home. She had deployed them on her own little SAR (search and rescue) mission complete with a properly planned search grid and everything. It got a few laughs from the guys and free drinks. It was a good story, but this time she was fucking screwed, and she knew it.


  “Captain?” Yager said quietly still feeling sick. This reaming was gonna hurt. “I sorta have something to tell you.”


  * * *


  “Say that again?” Colgan said calmly. He was quite proud of how calm he sounded.


  Yager’s face heated. “I lost a remote, Skipper. I mean I know where it is but... but... well, it’s gone.” She swallowed sickly and the rest came out in a rush. “Oh crap, I screwed the pooch! Shit sir, I know I did but I don’t see what I could have done different! The Shan woman... female? Whatever, she was busy doing her own thing and I made my boys all hunker down out of sight, but she saw one of them somehow. I don’t know how, sir. I can’t believe she saw it, but damn she was fast! She was on me... I mean the remote. She grabbed it faster than lightning and I couldn’t get free.”


  “Where is it now?” Colgan said noting the misery on Yager’s face and swallowing the temptation to comfort her. This little disaster had potential. Oh yes indeed, it had potential to spiral right out the airlock, the system, and the entire stellar neighbourhood. “I assume you are tracking?”


  Yager mumbled something.


  “What?”


  “I can’t track it. She shut the fucker down! Excuse my language, sir... sorry.”


  Colgan nodded, not caring about Yager’s slip, he had more on his mind. “Play back the incident for me.”


  Yager seemed glad to be able to do something. She quickly faced her station and began working it with speed and precision.


  Colgan watched as Yager’s team of remotes took their samples and analysed them. He remembered reading some of the results of prior samplings. The crop had grown now, another month and it would be harvest time. The Shan were not as advanced in genetics as the Alliance, but from his reading of data taken from these same fields earlier in the growing cycle he knew the Shan were within sight of some pretty spectacular breakthroughs. They had been huge advances when the Alliance made them. Given a hint here, a hint there, the Shan would leap decades ahead of where they could be if left alone. They had the understanding right now to implement current Alliance genetic enhancement methods. They just needed a little push and the technology to make use of what they learned.


  “Here she comes, sir. See, I sent them all into cover?”


  Colgan nodded. Two of the samplers were in the irrigation channel and there was plenty of foliage to cover them. One was in the next row over from the Shan female. Yager had told it to go to ground and it had done so before the Shan scientist arrived. Yager was right. It shouldn’t have been detected, but it was.


  “Holy...” Colgan hissed as the alien dove toward the remote from a crouch. She had just leapt at full extension like a cat after a mouse. She caught her mouse, and started examining it. “Well...”


  “Yeah,” Yager said sourly.


  Colgan watched as the remote tried to free itself, and winced when the Shan female popped the main access hatch in its underside. Talk about luck, she had opened the right hatch first time. Opening any of the others would have dumped the contents of its sample bays.


  “And lights out,” Colgan said as the female hit the off switch on her second try. “Okay, we need damage control here. No saying what she is going to do with it. She might not tell anyone, or she might go screaming about aliens to their version of the newsies. She might do something else entirely. Nothing we can do now, no matter what she decides. Tell me about samplers, Yager.”


  “Like?”


  “Like how screwed are we if they take it apart. Like can they find the others using anything they can learn from it? Can they find the satellite relays, and backtrack the data feed to us?”


  Yager whistled silently and frowned in thought. It was obvious she had thought about some things in advance but not that the satellites might be endangered, and certainly not the ship.


  “Okay, they will learn that someone not Shan is in the system, no way will they miss that, sir. The remotes are not very advanced compared to their own tech, but there are some differences. There’s the anti grav for one thing, and then the controls are all labelled in English. They can’t find any of the others we have deployed, but I’m sure they will guess we have them down there. They all use different channels and they’re all encrypted. They will theorise the presence of the relays,” Yager winced at Colgan’s sharp look. “The transmitters aboard our equipment, any remotes the Alliance uses for that matter, are low powered. They have to be for security. The Merkiaari taught us that, sir.”


  Colgan nodded. “So they will figure out the satellite relays exist. Can they find them using your sampler?”


  “No sir, but they can start a search. The relays are relatively tiny things and stealthed real good, and I mean really good, sir. The Shan would literally have to stumble into them. I’m pretty sure they won’t find them, sir. The area they need to search is vast.”


  Tension eased in Colgan’s shoulders. “Good, and what about us?”


  “If they don’t find the relays, they can’t use them to find the ship,” Yager said quickly and obviously vastly relieved to be able to say something positive.


  “If they don’t find the relays,” Colgan repeated.


  “If,” Yager nodded.


  “If they do?”


  Yager swallowed. “If they do, they can’t find us if we move, but they could take the relay apart and figure out its range. They will learn we are in the inner belt somewhere. I mean, we could be running silent anywhere in range of our relays. We don’t have to be in here, but they will think of the asteroid belt first, won’t they, sir?”


  Colgan nodded. “I would.”


  As far as Colgan could see, there really wasn’t much point in relocating. Not yet. They couldn’t retrieve the remote, and without that there was nothing he could do to stop whatever happened from happening. All he could do was watch and be prepared to move if and when the time came, which he was already doing anyway. So, the only thing he need be concerned about was preventing any more losses, and especially in the same location. The Shan female might, unlikely though it is, keep silent about the incident. She might not think the remote was alien tech. She might be dim as a stump and think it was home grown. Hey, it could happen right? Whatever she did now, finding more of them in her back yard would be a bad thing.


  “Right, recall all your remotes and move to another sector well away from this one. This place is now off limits to everyone. Let’s hope she doesn’t tell anyone, but if she does, I am not letting them get their paws on any more of our stuff. Clear?”


  “Clear, sir.”


  Colgan nodded and walked away frowning in thought. Yager slumped in her chair, relieved to have avoided a reaming, but then stiffened when Colgan turned back to regard her. “Oh and Yager?”


  “Sir?”


  “If I catch you running missions so close to a populated area again, I’ll have your arse up on charges for negligence. We’re not playing games here. I know you’re good at your job. I don’t need you trying to prove it with stunts. You could have sampled that field during local night and avoided all this. Are we clear?”


  “Very clear, sir!”


  Colgan turned away and pretended not to hear Yager say, “Holy shit,” under her breath.


  * * *


  


  6 ~ New Life


  Zuleika, Child of Harmony


  Shima didn’t get the chance to give Tahar the device she had found, he was working on Hool Station and couldn’t visit so soon after taking up his duties there, so she simply took it home and put it away as a surprise. She and Chailen still spoke with him every few cycles on the comm, telling him about work and friends. Chailen spoke often about Sharn. Shima had the feeling that unlike other times a male had caught Chailen’s eye, this time it was serious. Tahar agreed privately that Chailen was smitten for good, but he wasn’t concerned. He had talked to Sharn’s family in confidence and had checked certain things were in order. They were in good standing with their clan; Sharn’s father was warrior caste, while his mother belonged to the healer caste. She could trace her lineage back through the generations with many notable healers among her ancestors and was more than worthy herself to rank alongside them.


  Unlike Tahar’s own family of scientists and engineers, Sharn’s had never been honoured with producing cubs strong enough in the Harmonies to join the Tei, but that was no black mark against them. Many fine families never reached so high, and Tahar’s own had only three as far as his line could be traced. Shima’s mother, Nidra, had been strong in the Harmonies just as Shima herself was, but Nidra’s oldest sib, Thrand, had been the one invited to join the-clan-that-is-not and change his name. Tei’Thrand was greatly honoured in Shima’s family, and Nidra was said to have been very proud of her sib and his achievements. Shima didn’t know him well, but he seemed nice enough for an uncle rarely seen. Shima sometimes wondered if she might have been Tei if not for her deformity. Where would she have been now if not for her eyes?


  She really couldn’t say for sure. Shima loved her work, and couldn’t imagine herself a warrior as many Tei seemed to choose. She could hunt as well as any, better than many in fact even deformed as she was, but to be a warrior trained to kill and destroy rather than follow her heart into research? She just couldn’t imagine it. The-clan-that-is-not held a special place among the Shan, and Tei were honoured. No matter their chosen paths they were always leaders and advisers. Set above others, to lead, to advise, and to inspire with one’s own performance... Shima thought it must be very tiring, but that is what it meant to be Tei.


  Shima finished the report on Adonia’s work and submitted it a few cycles after catching the remote. Her findings were all positive, and she was able to make good progress on her own work. Adonia moved from colleague to friend and introduced Shima to her family. They visited with each other and spent some of their free time together. Shima took Adonia hunting, and she seemed to enjoy it. Adonia took her to the coast where they walked on the beaches and climbed rocks or explored the caves. Shima’s circle of friends grew and Zuleika soon became home. Child of Harmony and the city no longer felt so strange, though the planet still had the power to surprise. She might be working outside for cycles then suddenly notice all over again how odd the sun looked in the sky—so much bigger than back on Harmony. Or she might notice how thick the air was or how much stronger she felt, but then she would forget about it only to be surprised all over again when something reminded her.


  Shima spent most of her evenings caring for Chailen when she chose her own home to return to instead of Sharn’s after school, which was about half the time. Caring for her sib was not duty or chore but love. Perhaps it was because she was her only sib, perhaps not, but Chailen was special to her and Tahar. Next orbit, Chailen would be adult and would choose her own path. Shima didn’t think she would follow Tahar into engineering, and certainly she would not be a scientist. Perhaps she would mate Sharn first. If so, she would probably become a healer. Sharn had the Harmonies given talent for it like his mother.


  Adonia adored Chailen, as was only right, and of course wherever Chailen happened to be Sharn invariably was also. The four of them explored the city together sometimes, Adonia and Sharn conspiring under their breaths with heads together in an effort to find new things for Shima and Chailen to see or do.


  Everything at home and at work was wonderful.


  When Shima was finally able to give her father the present she had found for him, she didn’t expect the reaction she received. He had been smiling and joking with her and Chailen, but then he took the gift box and his manner changed. He looked inside and paused in surprise.


  “Where...” he reached inside and lifted out the remote. “This is...”


  “I found it at work,” Shima said oblivious at first to Tahar’s strange reaction. “I was in Area Six. I had to sample some of Adonia’s work for her quarterly inspection and there it was. Isn’t it amazing? Where do you think it came from? I thought it was probably a remote sampler checking up on us, but why would the elders authorise something so silly? They can just read our reports any time they want—”


  “The elders did not send this,” Tahar said in a strange voice. “Tell me again what it was doing.”


  Shima glanced at Chailen who gestured with her tail that she didn’t know what was wrong either. “Well, I didn’t see it do anything really, but I found some of the plants had been damaged. Sampled but not tagged properly. I was tagging one of the plants myself when I caught sight of that thing and pounced on it. It did try to get away, but there are controls underneath. See?”


  Tahar had turned it over and opened the hatch. His ears flicked acknowledgement. “Yes I see. These symbols... which one did you use to turn it off?”


  “The red one.”


  “Red, you’re sure?” Tahar said sounding puzzled. “Green surely?”


  “No it was red. I tried green first and nothing happened. Why, what’s wrong?”


  “Probably nothing,” Tahar said with false cheer. “Thank you for the gift, Shima. This is very unexpected.” He raised the device to his face and breathed in to sample it. “Most unexpected, but greatly appreciated. Thank you.”


  Shima smiled. “I thought of you right away. I knew you would like it.”


  Tahar replaced the remote in the box. “I do, I can hardly wait to play with it.”


  Chailen laughed and Shima did too.


  Tahar didn’t.


  * * *


  Tahar could hardly keep thoughts of the alien device out of his head all that cycle, but finally night fell and he was able to take his treasure to his workroom and delve its secrets. Alien. There was no doubt in his mind it was alien, but how could such a momentous thing come into his cub’s hand and then to his just like that? It was incredible! It was like the opening chapter to a saga where the hero stumbled upon some great thing that would change the world. He snorted. This was no heroic saga, but the device certainly had the power to change his world... or its masters did any way.


  Thoughts of the aliens themselves sobered him. He really should report this find and hand it over to the decon team that would surely be dispatched to spirit it away, but he just couldn’t do it. He had speculated on alien origins for years. Engineers like him could hardly fail to do so when so much of the tech they worked with was based upon alien principles and designs gleaned from the war years. Most modern Shan tech had a basis in Merkiaari artifacts left behind by them. Anti-gravity drives for example, used in planetary transport everywhere today, were little different than those found within the Merkiaari grav sleds used to attack his people hundreds of years ago. The principles derived from those hated war machines were the foundation of the tech used to produce artificial gravity within Fleet ships. The stations in orbit could not have been built without alien technology to base them upon and many other things taken for granted now would not have been thought of without it. His people had much to be proud of, but without the war they would be far behind where they were today. Perhaps still in ships without gravity and powered by solid fuel rockets of all things!


  No, he wanted to play with his present first. He would report the discovery. He would. But he wanted to satisfy his curiosity first. Nidra would have loved this, he thought wistfully as he entered his workroom and set the box down on the table. His mate had always felt that the Merkiaari were just one of many aliens ‘out there’ waiting to be discovered. Tahar had to admit it made sense. Why would the Merkiaari have warships and weapons unless they expected to need them? Obvious really. They must have encountered other races before. That observation was one reason Nidra had been so determined to make her designs work, which in turn led inexorably to the accident and her death.


  Tahar stared down at his gift. “Well my love, it’s time to open the box and learn what has come calling this time.”


  He wasn’t completely irresponsible. Trouble would find him for doing this regardless, but to lessen the consequences he recorded everything he did with full voice and video capture on his comp. He raised the device out of its confinement and discarded the box. Holding it before him, he turned it over and around so that he had a record of every side and surface. He used a claw to point out the various hatches and spoke calmly and clearly.


  “Definitely a remote akin to those I use up at Hool Station. Shima said this one was taking samples of plants, so it’s not likely to have welding equipment aboard it or electrical testing sensors like one of mine. It’s very light. I don’t recognise the material. I don’t think it’s made of metal, or if it is, it’s unlike any I have seen or heard of used by us. Shima said she used the red button to deactivate it. I’m going to try the green now to see what happens.”


  Tahar gripped the thing firmly and pushed the green button. Nothing happened at first but then Tahar realised its weight had diminished further. Carefully he released the device and allowed it to float unrestrained. He was delighted by this evidence that it used anti-grav for propulsion. Of course he had suspected it from the moment he saw it—there were no thruster ports or wheels, so what was left? His people had so far failed to make anti-grav drives in such a compact form. That was how he knew it was alien and not home built. Besides, it literally smelled alien. This remote, insignificant in itself, would revolutionise how anti-grav drives were made. His clan would do anything to own this thing. With it they could design an entirely new generation of tech.


  Tahar shivered, his delight tainted by dark thoughts as he foresaw some problems. If the knowledge was released in the wrong way, it could cause chaos. The makers of current designs could be ruined. He chewed his whiskers in concern but could see no way to avoid it. It wasn’t his place anyway. Perhaps the elders would release the knowledge to everyone all at once so that no one was given unfair advantage. Whatever, that decision was far above him.


  He watched the device hovering and realised it wasn’t going to do anything else. That told him something as well. Its pilot was no longer in control of it. It wasn’t one of the self guiding pre-programmed models he sometimes used for repetitive tasks. If it had been, switching it on should have been enough to trigger its programming. That it waited for input seemed to suggest it needed a driver. He didn’t have the equipment here necessary to replicate a control station. A shame, he would have enjoyed putting it through its paces. He would have to be satisfied learning its secrets through dismantling. He took hold of it and turned it off.


  The next cycle dawned with Tahar still hyper alert. He had segs of recordings and a box of alien tech parts. He knew he could put it all back together but didn’t see a need. Besides, when the authorities saw it they might ask him to reassemble it and join the team to investigate its secrets. He would give up his place on Hool instantly if offered that. He had no doubt big things would come of Shima’s discovery. He wanted to be part of something great again. With that in mind, he knew who he needed to inform first; Nidra’s favourite sib, Tei’Thrand.


  Tahar knew perhaps more than was good for him about the clan-that-is-not. For instance, he knew through Tei’Thrand that all was not as harmonious within that clan as perhaps it appeared to be to outsiders. The war had broken more than the Great Harmony. It had caused factionalism within Tei ranks. Tei’Thrand belonged to the most progressive group, those who believed in change and pursuing the dream of creating the Great Harmony anew amongst the stars, but they had taken a huge blow when the FTL project failed so disastrously. Since then, their opponents had held sway.


  Tei who opposed change couldn’t seriously be called regressive, no matter Tei’Thrand’s scornful use of the word to describe them. They didn’t want to roll back history and return to a time when clan fighting clan with crude stone and bronze weapons was the norm, but they did want to limit progress to small incremental steps. Very few of them chose outward looking castes such as the scientists, and none were spacers—ever. Tei’Thrand’s group embraced space and the Fleet. All of Fleet’s ship commanders belonged to that progressive outward looking group.


  There were of course Tei who belonged to neither faction. Those who saw merit in both stances or were for harmony no matter how it be achieved, but by their very natures they did not have a strong voice in Tei councils. They were always seeking conciliation and tried to mediate between those they thought of as the extremists of their clan. Negotiation and compromise was their position in any dispute. Not a strong position to start from. They were never warrior caste.


  Tahar checked the time and decided to call Tei’Thrand right away. The male wouldn’t mind being awoken for this, not once he watched the video in the data packet Tahar had prepared for him. He wasn’t sure what would happen, but something would and wanted to be a part of it. That might be tricky to achieve if Tei’Thrand decided to keep the information quiet. He could easily suppress it, telling only those he trusted within his own clan. Or the elders might order Tahar to surrender the device and keep his silence. All kinds of scenarios played out in his head as he waited for his call to be accepted.


  Tei’Thrand appeared on the screen. “Tahar! How good to see you, it has been too long.”


  Tahar bowed his head. “Tei, an honour as always. I apologise if I woke you.”


  “Not at all. I was already up... meetings later. I wanted to get a few things done before that. How are you and the cubs doing, settled in now?”


  “We’re fine. Chailen is making friends fast as always. Too fast,” he growled thinking of all the males who came sniffing around her those first few cycles. Tei’Thrand laughed, and Tahar gestured his embarrassment with a dip of shoulder and tail. “I think we should block out some time for her mating ceremony soon. She hasn’t said so, but I think Sharn is the winner. I doubt she will choose her caste before mating.”


  “Hmmm. Normally I would not approve of that order of things, but I know Sharn’s family and their clan is solid. They won’t let the pair stray too far from the proper path.”


  That was Tahar’s feeling as well. He had investigated Sharn’s credentials as was only proper, and had found nothing to fear. He would make for a good mate, and his clan had many fine healers within its ranks. Perhaps Chailen would be inspired to join them.


  “Listen Tei, Shima has found something that you need to see. It’s a little... well, shocking. Can I send you a packet? I would like to wait while you watch if that’s all right?”


  Tei’Thrand blinked. “Well, if it’s not too long.”


  “Eight segs, but I don’t think you will need to watch the entire thing now. You will understand after watching the first tenth of a seg, maybe right away if I know you.”


  “You intrigue me, Tahar. And yes I know you did that on purpose! Very well, send it.”


  Tahar did so with a few deft keystrokes and waited.


  “I have it... hmmm, you were not joking. A big video file eh? Let’s see...”


  Tahar watched Tei’Thrand’s puzzled expression dissolve as he played the video. It didn’t take even a tenth of a seg. Tei’Thrand’s ears were quivering with excitement after watching the opening sequence.


  Tei’Thrand focused upon Tahar again. “Where is it now? Does Shima know what she found; does she know to keep her silence?”


  “I have it here with me, still disassembled, and no, Shima doesn’t know what we have. She thought the elders sent it to check her work.” Tahar smiled at the thought. Tei’Thrand didn’t. “No point in alerting her by telling her to keep it a secret.”


  “Agreed. I’m coming over to collect it.”


  Tahar hesitated. “About that—”


  “No games!” Tei’Thrand snapped. “This is momentous news. Astounding... dangerous.”


  “I am aware,” Tahar said stiffly. “There are many people I could have notified. I chose you for a reason.”


  “We are family, Tahar, but this goes beyond that.”


  Tahar waved that away impatiently. “I am not trying to blackmail you, you idiot!” he snapped. “The thing is yours regardless of what you decide to do, but I would appreciate a little consideration. I did come to you after all.”


  Tei’Thrand relaxed. “Apologies. Yes, you did come to me. What consideration?”


  “When the time comes, I would like to be included somehow. My work up at Hool is...”


  “Boring?” Tei’Thrand said with a laugh.


  “Unsatisfying,” Tahar qualified. “I miss the time Nidra and I enjoyed on the FTL project. That was a once in a lifetime thing I know, but now? Surely something will come up, even if it’s limited to in system propulsion.”


  Tei’Thrand inclined his head. “Your background is consistent with any team set up to research that sort of thing. I would not have to try very hard to have you included I am sure. Nidra... I wish...”


  “Yes. I wish too, every morning and every night,” Tahar said sadly, but then straightened. “Thank you. I will expect you here shortly.”


  “I’m leaving now,” Tei’Thrand said and closed the connection.


  Tahar sat back and stared at the blank screen thinking about what he had set in motion. He had no doubt that Tei’Thrand would turn this discovery into something that would benefit the progressive thinkers of his clan. Tahar had no problem with that; he had a lot of sympathy for their beliefs and his caste would as well. Things were going to change again, hopefully for the better, but change they would. That would not make the traditional land bound, and some would say backward looking, Tei happy. They could make things difficult.


  “I wonder what the elders will say about it,” Tahar mused.


  Not that he would ever learn that. He doubted there would be any announcement of this discovery. No, the alien device would quietly disappear but suddenly new discoveries would just happen and researchers would announce a breakthrough. That is how Tahar expected things to proceed. No mention of aliens he was sure. They didn’t need a panic amongst the populace, but quietly the Fleet commanders would be told to keep extra vigilant. Tei’Thrand would use back channels or something like that. Tahar had no real idea what Tei’Thrand planned to do, but he would surely do that at the very least.


  Tahar would have been very surprised indeed if he had known Tei’Thrand had no plans to inform anyone but a handpicked group among his own clan about the device, and would have been even more surprised if he had known that group had allies within the council of elders itself.


  * * *


  


  7 ~ Abducted


  Earth, capital world of the Alliance


  Professor Brenda Lane stormed into her office to find it being ransacked. She had been informed just moments ago that a dozen people in uniform had descended onto the building looking for her.


  “What the hell are you people doing?” she yelled upon entering her office. “You,” she said, pointing to a man with a lot of colourful ribbons on his chest. “Tell them to put those back.”


  The soldier glanced at her then away without speaking. He was reading a page of notes from a compad and took no further notice of her, even when she stood glaring up at him from just a pace away.


  The items Brenda was referring to were her reference texts. Two women in uniform were stripping her shelves, and placing everything into padded aluminium cases. She hurried forward and tried to take the current book the soldier was holding, but the woman was built like a gorilla and wouldn’t let go. Brenda turned away only to find a man stripping her computer files.


  “What the hell is going on?”


  “Don’t worry Ma’am, I’m being real careful.”


  “I don’t care. You leave that alone,” Brenda said trying to shoulder him aside.


  “Now don’t do that, Ma’am, I have my orders.” He gently but firmly moved her aside. Another man stepped forward and barred her from approaching the terminal.


  “What orders?”


  “If you will calm down, Miss Lane, I will explain.”


  Brenda whirled toward the door and found the owner of the new voice. He was a general or something. His chest was covered in flashy ribbons. She stalked over to tell him off, but before she could get a word out, he spoke again.


  “First things first. You are Professor Brenda Lane?”


  “You know damn well I am. Who the hell are you?”


  “Commander Freylin. You are the Brenda Lane—professor of exobiology, and xenology?”


  “I said yes, dammit!”


  “If you will come with me please?”


  “I’m not going—hey!” Two very large men laid hands on her. “Let me go or you’ll be sorry.”


  The navy ratings smirked. They hustled her out the door, and were followed by two more as escort. Freylin walked quickly through the corridors ignoring her squawks of outrage.


  “Help! I’m being kidnapped, somebody call security!”


  People poked their heads out of the classrooms and labs as Brenda screamed bloody murder. James went further. He stepped out of his classroom and confronted her kidnappers.


  “What do you think you’re doing? I demand an explanation.”


  Brenda silently cheered.


  Freylin frowned in annoyance. “And you are?”


  “Professor James Wilder.”


  “Professor of what might I ask?”


  “Paleontology.”


  “Has that any links with exobiology or xenology?”


  James frowned. “With exobiology certainly… in a way. Paleontology is the study of life in the geologic past. It’s the analysis of plant and animal fossils. Exobiology deals with present day life on other planets, so you see there is a tenuous link.”


  “Enough of the lectures, James,” Brenda said in exasperation. “Can’t you see I’m being kidnapped?”


  James flushed. “Quite right. Sorry, Brenda.” He glared at Freylin. “I must insist that you let her go.”


  Freylin ignored him. “Fossils? They can be found on any life bearing planet?”


  “Of course.”


  Freylin nodded thoughtfully, and then shrugged. “Jones, Hopley,” he said to the two unencumbered ratings. “Professor Wilder will be accompanying us.”


  “Aye, sir,” Jones said and moved to take Wilder in hand.


  Brenda shook her head in exasperation. James protested and tried to free himself, but Hopley moved to take his other arm. Seconds later, they hustled out of the building.


  “See here, you can’t do this,” James said.


  Brenda grinned even while thinking nasty thoughts at Freylin. “I think they can James.”


  “But I haven’t done anything.”


  “Neither have I, but here I am… and they’re ransacking my office. They’re stealing everything not nailed down.”


  “Not stealing, borrowing,” Freylin said absently as they reached the car. “That reminds me…”


  Freylin turned to his driver and ordered James’ office ransacked similarly. The man saluted and ran off to see to it. Brenda and James were bundled inside the car followed by their keepers.


  “All right!” Brenda shouted. “Stop pushing me will you?”


  “Do you promise to be good?”


  She fumed, but what was the point of struggling when she had no chance against the two muscle-bound gorillas. “I’ll be good,” she grated between clenched teeth.


  It went much easier after that. James was quick to agree when asked the same question, and Freylin sat opposite them to await his driver.


  “Where are you taking us?” Brenda said.


  “Yes, and what’s it all about I would like to know.” James turned to Brenda. “You aren’t a subversive are you?”


  “James,” she gasped in outrage. “I have no idea what’s going on.”


  “All will be explained to you,” Freylin said as his driver climbed into the car and started the turbine.


  As the car pulled away, Brenda noticed a military loader pull up and receive the cases containing her files and reference texts. What the hell was going on? “Am I being arrested for something? Deported?”


  “Deported!” James blurted in shock.


  “You’re not under arrest. We need your help with something.” Freylin raised a hand to prevent further questions. “That’s all I will say until you join the others.”


  “What others?” she demanded but Freylin stubbornly refuse to answer.


  Brenda fumed in silence for the rest of the journey.


  Their destination was a surprise. The spaceport seemed an unlikely place for a meeting, but then this entire thing was pretty damn unlikely. Freylin climbed out of the car followed by James. Brenda hesitated, but one look at her jailers was enough to make her climb out hastily. They didn’t lay hands on her this time, but they hovered close as if expecting her to run. She wouldn’t do that. Electrified fencing surrounded the spaceport.


  “This way.” Freylin said and led the way inside the terminal building, but instead of heading toward one of the gates, he turned right and entered the V.I.P lounge.


  Once inside, their keepers left them to roam freely through the lounge, while they joined others like themselves standing guard at the exits. Relief swept through her. James and she were not the only ones here against their will. Being kidnapped didn’t seem so bad when there were a dozen of you. It was silly, but she felt safer in a group. More than that, she felt comfortable with the people in this one. She recognised them. They were all highly respected scientists in the fields of exobiology, xenology, linguistics, physics, astrophysics… she knew them all, though James seemed not to. He was the odd one out. He was only here because he had intervened in her kidnapping.


  “I’m sorry I got you into this, James.”


  “Not to worry. This is the most excitement I’ve had in years.”


  Brenda smiled at that, but she could see he was tense. “Let me introduce you around. We might learn something of what is going on.”


  “Good idea.”


  They mingled with the others listening for tidbits of information. Nothing anyone said made the least bit of sense, until another woman was hustled into the room by two burly navy types.


  “—listening to me? I’m going to sue you!” Janice Bristow shouted through the door.


  Brenda grinned. “Hello, Janice.”


  Janice whirled still glaring, but then she brightened. “Brenda! It’s been too long. And who is this handsome fellow, a new man in your life?”


  She felt herself blushing. “This is a colleague of mine. James Wilder, this is Janice Bristow. Janice was my mentor way back when I first decided exobiology was my thing.”


  “Pleased to meet you,” Janice said and shook James’ hand. “Xeno, or exo?”


  “Err, neither I’m afraid. Paleontology.”


  “Paleontology?” Janice frowned in thought. “That doesn’t make sense.”


  “He tried to stop them kidnapping me and got swept up as well,” Brenda explained.


  Janice’s face brightened. “Thank heavens for that. For a minute there, I thought I had it all wrong.”


  “You know what’s going on?” she asked eagerly. “What?”


  “It’s plain to see, Brenda. She never could see what was right under her nose,” Janice confided to James.


  James grinned.


  Brenda spluttered. “I so can see what’s under my nose!”


  “Well then, you should have worked it out by now. The bloody navy waltzes in and kidnaps a dozen preeminent scientists from the fields of xeno and exobiology among others. All their work is stolen; all their possessions are packed up. It’s simple.”


  “Janice,” she growled. “Just tell me will you?”


  Janice beamed. “The Merkiaari are coming back.”


  James inhaled sharply in surprise, but before he could demand an explanation, or a source for Janice’s shocking reasoning, Freylin returned to the lounge with another man in tow. Brenda recognised him instantly, as did most of the people in the room. It was Admiral Rawlins. Rawlins was First Space Lord, which meant he was responsible for everything that was wrong with the military. She scowled. His presence could only mean things had gone from bad to worse.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” Freylin announced as he led Rawlins toward the podium and the microphones set up at the front of the room. “Ladies and gentlemen, if you would all kindly take your seats, the explanation I promised will now be forthcoming.”


  “Admiral?” Janice yelled over the hubbub. “When are the Merkiaari coming?”


  There was a stunned silence as everyone turned to Rawlins to hear his answer.


  “My dear lady,” Rawlins began, but Freylin leaned in to whisper her name. “Professor Bristow, you’re not here to study the Merkiaari. They’re old news and let us hope they remain so. You’re here at my invitation to see something I hope will be a boon, not a bane to the Alliance. Now, if you will take your seat, I will get started.”


  Janice grumbled and Brenda grinned.


  Rawlins waited until everyone was seated. He glanced briefly at a compad, and began an obviously prepared speech. “Ladies and gentlemen, the Alliance needs your help. I apologise for the manner in which you were brought here, but secrecy is important. A while ago, one of our deep space survey vessels received a transmission coming from ships of unknown origin. An investigation was undertaken, and it was discovered the transmission originated from an unexplored system.” He turned to Freylin. “The first slide please.”


  The room darkened and a picture was projected upon the wall. The room erupted into excited whispers as first one slide then another was shown.


  “Two of them!”


  “Absolutely unheard of!”


  “Both inhabited do you think?”


  “Probably. Look at that atmospheric ratio… pollutants indicate industries.”


  “My God, she’s right.”


  Rawlins raised his voice to calm their excitement. “I’m sorry for the primitive method of displaying this information, but time is short and the lounge is not equipped with a holotank. You can view everything we have aboard ship should any of you be interested.” He grinned and received laughter in return.


  “Interested he says. My God, this is the greatest opportunity this century!”


  “For the last two centuries.”


  Rawlins nodded. “It’s a great opportunity, and a great responsibility. I’m sure you all realise why I can’t let you tell anyone outside of this room about the Shan.”


  “Shan,” the name was whispered throughout the room.


  Brenda squeezed James’ hand and grinned at him. He looked stunned, as did many in the room. The news was fantastic. “Can you believe this?”


  James looked down at her hand in his and shook his head. “No.”


  “The fools would panic…” someone was saying behind them.


  “People can handle it surely? We’ve known for centuries that we aren’t alone.”


  Rawlins broke in before the whispers became a full-blown debate. “I can’t take the risk. The President has decided to keep this information secret until the Shan have been contacted. I want you to journey to their system to learn all you can about them. We have much to tell them, not least, we must warn them of the Merkiaari. If we could find them, then so can the Merki.”


  Brenda cursed under her breath. Rawlins and the bloody navy were going to screw it up again. “You would infect the Shan with Humanity’s prejudice regarding the Merkiaari?”


  Rawlins frowned. “I hardly think one could call it prejudice, Professor?”


  “Brenda Lane.”


  “The Merkiaari are dangerous, Professor Lane. They attempted genocide in their war against us. Is it fair to leave the Shan ignorant and perhaps in danger? Do they not have the right to decide for themselves whether the Merkiaari pose a threat to them?”


  “I suppose so,” she said unhappily. “As long as it is their decision and not one forced on them by us.”


  “I have no intention of forcing the Shan to do anything. I want them to be our friends, Professor. For that to happen they need to learn to protect themselves. Every day that passes, their ships are broadcasting the whereabouts of their homeworld. That has to stop before the Merki find them. We all know what will happen if they continue as they are.”


  “That is a militaristic point of view. There are those among the scientific community that support the idea of communicating with the Merkiaari. I’m of the opinion that they can be reasoned with, and should be.”


  Rawlins’ smile was condescending. “That’s your opinion Professor, but I could find billions who would disagree with you. I do not have the luxury of taking such chances with the lives of our people. If the Merki want to talk to us, they know where we are, but I will not go to them when doing so risks lives.”


  Brenda would have argued, but the majority of her colleagues were more interested in speculating on the best method to communicate with the Shan.


  “Now then,” Rawlins said and silence descended once more. “We come to the point where you have a choice to make. You can volunteer to join the contact team we are sending to the Shan, or you can go with Commander Freylin where you will have all knowledge of the aliens wiped using hypno.”


  “Outrageous,” Janice spluttered.


  Brenda agreed. How could he justify such a thing as mind wipe, when it was only ever used in the most heinous of criminal cases? It was more than outrageous, it was an unthinkable misuse of the legal system.


  “Not at all,” Rawlins continued smoothly as if unaware of the shock he had caused. “I cannot allow news of the Shan to leak out. You will not be harmed, I assure you. Hypno is a well proven technique. Those of you choosing to go, please rise and walk through the door behind me. You’ll be met and shown to the shuttle. Those choosing mind wipe, please remain seated and you will be attended to.”


  There was a moment of silence before everyone stood and trooped out to the shuttle en masse. Rawlins looked insufferably pleased with himself. Brenda stood and began to follow Janice to the shuttle, but then she realised James was not with her. She turned back to see what was keeping him. Janice stopped by the door and waited for her to catch up.


  “Come on, I want an aisle seat.”


  James remained sitting and looked wistful. “I’m not going.”


  “Of course you are. Come on, Janice is waiting.”


  “You go on. I’ll wait for the hypno people.”


  Brenda frowned uncertainly. “You mean it. Why not come… is it me?”


  James snorted. “Of course not. Look, I’m here by accident, Brenda. You’re the reason I’m here, not my expertise. I’m not needed for the mission. If Rawlins knew, he would have barred me from his presentation. There see, here he comes now.”


  Brenda turned to find Rawlins heading her way. She took James’ hand and pulled him to his feet. “You’re coming even if I have to drag you there,” she hissed under her breath.


  “Is there a problem?” Rawlins said.


  “There’s no problem, Admiral, I’m not—” James began.


  “Feeling well,” Brenda burst out. “Nothing to worry about. I’m sure it’s just the excitement.”


  James began to protest, but she elbowed him in the ribs to shush him. Rawlins was frowning. He turned to Freylin and raised an eyebrow at him. Brenda begged Freylin with her eyes not to say anything.


  Freylin cleared his throat. “Hmmm, I’m sure Invincible’s doctor will screen everyone aboard ship, sir. Captain Monroe was briefed thoroughly on our current thinking regarding first contact procedures.”


  Rawlins wavered. “May I?” He took James’ arm and queried his wristcomp. It reported no health warnings. “We can’t possibly risk contaminating the Shan. If he’s ill, and his bots haven’t taken care of it…”


  She nudged James and whispered. “Please?”


  James looked doubtful, but he nodded finally. “It’s just butterflies, Admiral. I’m feeling better already.”


  “Very well.” Rawlins turned to Freylin. “Signal Invincible. I want a full medical workup performed on him the moment she’s secure from jump.”


  Freylin nodded. “I’ll see to it, sir.”


  “Good.” Rawlins turned back to Brenda. “The shuttle won’t wait forever. I suggest you hurry.”


  She took James by the arm and dragged him toward Janice where she waited near the door.


  “What was all that about?” Janice said as they hurried to the gate.


  “Nothing,” Brenda said. “Everything is fine now.


  * * *


  


  



  8 ~ Decisions


  Aboard ASN Invincible, uncharted space


  Professor James Wilder ambled along the decks of Invincible feeling sorry for himself. Why had he agreed to come along? Hypno wasn’t so bad. He knew the rumours about the government turning people into loyal robots was just paranoia. It was used for more things than punishing serious crime. It was commonly used in medicine for one thing. Hell, anyone watching the latest release of Zelda and the Spaceways was agreeing to be submerged into the action via hypno.


  Hypno didn’t worry him, but Brenda did. She would be more than a little annoyed if she knew how he worried for her, but that didn’t change how he felt. As a student of history, he knew the past wasn’t all that rosy, but he couldn’t help thinking that the days when armoured knights fought for a lady’s favour were better than today. He might have been a lady’s champion. He certainly fantasised about it enough, but instead of charging the foe, he was on a mission where his area of expertise wasn’t even needed.


  Women can be so intimidating at times.


  He stepped around a maintenance detail working on a section seal. He eyed the circuitry hanging from the access port as he stepped over the power feeds lying on the deck, but none of it meant anything to him. A crewman—crew-woman? Whatever, she scowled at his nosiness and he raised a hand in apology.


  “Sorry,” he said backing away.


  They were strong, women were—independent and career orientated. Where once they would have waved from the battlement as he rode to war, now they went to war, and he waved instead. He grinned at the image of Brenda standing over the gates of some castle waving, and shook his head. She would be galloping at the head of the army, not awaiting his return.


  James turned a corner oblivious to his surroundings and those who populated it. He had let Brenda think she had talked him into coming along with her enthusiasm for meeting the aliens, but his fear for her was the real reason. The thing was, the data now seemed to show there was not the slightest chance of any danger from the Shan. Unlike the Merkiaari, they were civilised beings. He was sure they would be open to reason. So then, he was redundant twice over. Brenda didn’t need a protector and wouldn’t accept one even if she did, and his expertise was useless here. He was feeling out of sorts—bored and restless. Hence this little stroll, which was becoming a habit of his.


  He was so distracted by his melancholy thoughts that he found himself confronted by a sealed hatch without realising where he was. He laid his palm over the scanner hoping it would open. Fleet was extremely security conscious for obvious reasons. Wherever this hatch went—Fleet called doors hatches for some reason—it was not sensitive. It slid aside, and he stepped through.


  “Oh!” James said in embarrassment. “I didn’t know…” he said backing up and preparing to flee.


  “That’s all right, sir,” a crew-woman said sitting on her bunk and watching a game of chess in progress.


  “Yeah, come on in. You don’t play chess do you?” another said.


  He nodded. “As it happens I do. The name’s James—James Wilder?”


  “Yeah I know,” the chess player said. “I’m O’Malley—Trish to you. The big ugly one is Sam Lundquist, but we just call him Swede.”


  James nodded at the man on the upper bunk. He was a truly huge example of a Swedish hero out of legend. Bulging muscled arms stressed the material of his uniform to bursting point even while relaxed. Good thing Fleet uniforms stretched to fit all types.


  “Good to know you, Swede,” he said with a polite nod.


  “Likewise,” the giant rumbled.


  “You’re from Earth then?”


  Swede shook his head. “Kalmar.”


  “Kalmar… then why do they call you Swede?” The worlds of the Kalmar Union were on the periphery of explored space.


  “My folks settled on Kalmar from Earth,” Swede explained. “The locals called us Swedes because of the way we looked, and the name stuck. I kind of like the image you know?”


  James nodded. Swede certainly looked the part anyway. James acknowledged the others with a nod and received names and specialities in such profusion he had no chance to remember them all. He did associate certain faces to names, but not many. The man they called Whiz looked like one of his students back on Earth—a gawky kid name Andrew. Whiz was named for his ability to fix anything just by glaring at it. Then there was Pug—real name Edward Stockely. His nickname came from the state of his face, which was bruised and battered most of the time, and ugly all of the time. He liked to fight anything in a uniform different to his own. His nose had been broken so many times, the doctors had given up repairing it—hence the nickname.


  O’Malley waved James forward and indicated a bunk near her and the board she was studying. He sat and glanced around. Dozens of eyes were on him. Some of the crewmen smiled or nodded, others looked speculative, many had been reading letters or books on their compads, but now they were watching him.


  “Crew quarters,” O’Malley said absently and not looking up from the board.


  James blinked. “What?”


  “You were wondering what this place is.”


  “I was. How did you know?”


  “She’s psychic,” one of the others said and laughed.


  The comradely feel here was strange to him. He was used to his colleagues fighting him for position and tenure, not laughing and trading friendly insults. Maybe he had missed something when he chose teaching instead of adventure in the navy—nah, too many rules to follow.


  “Are you?” James said when they quieted.


  “No, but I can see you’re pissed about something,” O’Malley said and moved her bishop to block a possible mate in three.


  James could see a way around the trap Trish had laid. He smiled at O’Malley’s opponent, but he did not speak. Whiz frowned at the board obviously wondering what he was missing.


  “Going to talk about it?” O’Malley asked.


  James shrugged, why not? “My area isn’t really suited to the mission. To be honest, I’m feeling a bit left out.”


  O’Malley snorted and all the crew shook their heads at him in disbelief. “Tell him Swede.”


  “Yeah Swede, tell him,” they chorused.


  “Tell me what?”


  “Civs,” Swede said in disgust. “You know what we do when that sort of thing happens to one of us?”


  James shook his head thinking that he should find out.


  “I’ll tell you. The Chief gives him a job, or the Captain does if he’s an officer, and tells him to learn fast.”


  Laughter and insults rained down on him, but James gave as good as he got. There were advantages to being a historian after all. He knew a lot of cuss words.


  “It’s not that easy,” he said when his new friends quieted. “It takes years of study to become a xeno-biologist or exo-biologist or any of the other disciplines needed for the mission.”


  “You’re a prof right?” O’Malley said and James nodded. “That makes you clever right?” James nodded again. “In Fleet, we work as a team. We don’t go out looking to be heroes and saving the day on our own. We leave that crap to the Marines.”


  “You’re saying I should just join in and help out?”


  “Course! Everyone needs a hand now and then, and besides, you might learn something in the process.”


  Could she be right? He knew next to nothing about most of the things needed for the mission, and it would take longer than he had to learn, but what else did he have to do? Nothing.


  James stood to leave. “Thanks guys. It’s been fun, but I’ve got work to do.” Before heading for the hatch, he leaned down to whisper into Whiz’s ear.


  Whiz grinned and made his move. “Check and mate,” he said in glee and everyone howled in laughter.


  “Hey!” O’Malley cried in outrage. “You cheated!”


  Catcalls and more insults rained down from all sides as the others pounded Whiz on the back in congratulations.


  “No way, he cheated! Jimmy told him the move I tell you. It’s not fair…”


  The hatch slid shut on O’Malley’s cries of woe and James chuckled. With his hands in his pockets, he whistled a popular tune as he made his way to the briefing room. Captain Monroe had turned it over to the contact team for their studies.


  He supposed this was a momentous time for the Alliance, but he knew the old saying with regard to living in exciting times and took its meaning to heart. So much could go wrong, but his colleagues—so busily collating the data they had been given access to—were the cream of the scientific community. Rawlins couldn’t have chosen a better team to ensure a smooth first contact. James knew he wasn’t in their league, or Brenda’s worse luck.


  James strolled into the briefing room a short time later and watched his colleagues at their work. Linguistics would be critical to their efforts. He decided to have a word with Professor Singh who was the leading man in the area. Janice Bristow also took a keen interest in linguistics, but her main area of study was exobiology. She was too busy to help much, though James was sure she wished to. He crossed the room and stopped behind the busy man.


  “Professor Singh?” he said softly, and Bindar looked away from his work to frown up at him. “May I have a moment of your time?”


  Bindar hit the pause icon on his terminal and removed the earpiece he was using. “It’s good to see you, James. We’ve missed you around here. Where have you been?”


  Bindar sounded genuinely pleased to see him, which made James feel like an idiot for not thinking of this sooner.


  “Making friends with the crew. I was wondering if you needed any help?”


  “Well…” Bindar said uncertainly. “This is an exhausting task, James, and ordinarily I would jump at the chance, but linguistics isn’t something you’re really familiar with.”


  James smiled and sat next to the Professor so that he might explain. “Both of my areas aren’t needed Professor—”


  “Call me Bindar. We’re friends, James.”


  “Thank you, Bindar. As I was saying, my area of expertise isn’t required. I was rather at a loss for a while, but then someone advised me to help out with whatever the rest of you needed.”


  Bindar’s face brightened. “That is a different matter. A lot of this is simply menial work at this early stage, any college student could do it...” Bindar’s face darkened in embarrassment. “I didn’t mean to suggest that you... ah anyway, what I’m doing is isolating and cataloguing the verbal exchanges Canada obtained for us. It’s painstaking work, and I must warn you, James, it’s rather boring.”


  James grinned. “That’s okay. I’ll do that and you can begin the translation. Would that be agreeable to you?”


  “Agreeable?” Bindar cried almost bouncing in his seat. “My dear friend, I would be eternally in your debt! We have so little time to learn what we need to contact our newest neighbours. Your sacrifice will help immeasurably!”


  “I wouldn’t call it a sacrifice.”


  “I would,” Bindar said forcefully. “You haven’t been listening to those awful recordings for weeks.”


  James laughed and swapped places with Bindar so he could take over the terminal. Bindar sat and switched on another screen and brought to life his software. He had designed it to make the translation easier, but the database of known words was empty at present. He would begin filling it soon enough. When he was done, they would all start to learn how to speak the alien’s language.


  James inserted an earpiece, but he didn’t start just yet. He went through the professor’s work studying and learning as he went. It was fascinating, and he soon saw the pattern Bindar was imposing on the chaos. Bindar had been listening to the recordings and picking out the individual words before cross matching them for context. For instance, he had a list of words always, or nearly always, spoken at the end of a sentence. He had tentatively labelled the set as phrases of leave taking; in English, a comparison might be good-bye, or see you soon. Other sets were labelled as nouns and adjectives, while still others were broken into groups such as words with a technical bent. Those came from ship to ship communications. The only column completely empty was labelled Common Phrases and James wondered why that was so, but Bindar was busy. He decided he knew enough to begin.


  He keyed the terminal to resume, and winced at the yapping growl of Shan speech. He lowered the volume and began to make out what he was supposed to be listening for. The yaps and growls appeared to be some kind of emphasis placed on the words. He heard it at the termination of each sentence mostly, but certain words always had emphasis put on them. He reversed the recording and listened while reading Canada’s observations. He tried to associate the words with observed movements of the ships.


  Ha! He had one already. He typed the word Chakra into the noun column. The Shan crew seemed to use the word a great deal. Perhaps it was the name of their Captain?


  Interesting…


  * * *


  


  9 ~ Checkmate


  Aboard ASN Invincible, uncharted space


  Brenda watched James chatting with Bernard and smiled secretly. A couple of weeks ago, James had wandered around doing nothing and feeling sorry for himself, but now everyone was clamouring for his help on their projects. Bindar was the first to see him as something other than a fifth and unneeded wheel, but he certainly hadn’t been the last. When he ran out of recordings to transcribe, James was swamped with requests for help on other projects to the point where he was the busiest among them. He was on his third project now. Brenda was determined to have him next.


  “You should marry him,” Janice said in an offhand way as she paged through her printouts.


  “Don’t start that again.”


  Brenda was tired of Janice badgering her. Didn’t the woman ever let go? It had started with a mention of how good James was with Bindar, and then how nice his eyes were, and then how good he looked in uniform, and then back to his work. On, and on, and on, for two whole weeks. She just never gave up.


  “If you won’t marry him, at least take him to bed.”


  “Janice,” she hissed through gritted teeth.


  “You’re attracted to him, and he to you, so what’s the problem? You don’t have to marry for life. Just keep him for a few years then trade him in.”


  “Ha, ha. I’m not you, Janice.”


  “Obviously. If you were, you wouldn’t be turning into an old maid.”


  Brenda winced. Janice was only teasing, but it was too close to the mark for comfort. She was fifty years old—a third of her time gone already and she was still alone.


  “I’m sorry,” Janice said with concern. “I didn’t mean it, you know that don’t you? I just want to see you happy, kiddo. Don’t live your life regretting what might have been.”


  Brenda shrugged uncomfortably. “I have my work… we’re part of something huge here. I don’t need—”


  “Crap,” Janice whispered crossly. “Hey, this is me, Janice remember? I taught you about boys and where to get them—remember? I know you, Brenda. I’ve seen you with other people’s kids. I’ve seen you standing alone watching them.”


  “So I like kids. So what?”


  “So you want some. I had mine early, so I could watch my great-great grandkids grow. If you don’t get off your duff and start breeding girl, you’re going to miss it all.”


  “I could adopt, I could even have one implanted. I don’t need a man to make babies.”


  “No, no, no. Don’t even go there. I don’t need a man to make babies, but you definitely do.” Janice looked her directly in the eyes. “Definitely. Besides, kids aren’t everything. A husband makes for a great bed warmer, and they’re fun at parties.”


  Brenda grinned, but then looking at James she sobered. “He’s not interested.”


  Janice sighed. “Again you fail to see. He’s the strong silent type—he’s shy.”


  “Shy? The man is fifty-two years old!”


  “So? Age doesn’t cure all ills, Brenda. Some people go through life without actually living it.”


  Brenda flushed. That described her as much as it did James. When she didn’t answer, Janice shook her head again and went back to work. Brenda could almost hear her friend’s thoughts; they were so obvious. You just can’t help some people, Janice was thinking, and she was right. She was right about a lot of things. Brenda was lonely. Her career had been one long series of successes, and at the time it had seemed like all she wanted, but as the years rolled by, she was seeing things differently. What real difference did it make who discovered this thing or that, as long as someone discovered them? She had only one life to savour; she should be living it to the max.


  She watched James preparing to leave. “I’ll see you later,” she said to Janice. Taking a firm hold upon herself, she met James at the hatch. “James?”


  “Hey Brenda. What can I do for you?”


  Take me to bed like Janice suggested?


  “Take me to… dinner,” Brenda said lamely and cursed herself for not following through.


  “Sure. How about tomorrow?”


  “Why not now? It’s about that time.”


  “Sorry, Brenda, can’t do it,” James said reluctantly. “I have something on tonight.”


  “Oh,” she said in disappointment. What if it was one of the crew? It had better not be, or she would… what? She had no call on him. “Can I come?”


  James raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Sure, glad to have you.” He palmed the hatch sensor again.


  Had Brenda more courage, she would have said something different, something Janice would have approved of, but the words stuck in her throat. She was like a schoolgirl on her first date.


  “So, where are we going?”


  “Crew quarters,” James said glancing at her and then at the time displayed on his wristcomp. “C-Shift doesn’t go on duty until twenty two hundred.”


  Twenty two hundred? That uniform was going to his head.


  “And that’s good?”


  James smiled at her. He had a really good smile. “Very. I have a tournament to win.”


  Brenda refrained from asking, but she was wondering when he had made the time to find friends among the crew. Maybe during his sulking period? Janice was obviously wrong about him. If he made friends so easily, he couldn’t be shy. That was a depressing thought. If he wasn’t shy then he just wasn’t interested in her. She felt like begging off now, but it was too late. James palmed open a hatch and stepped into C-Shift’s quarters.


  “Hey, Jimmy, how you doing?” a crewman said with a grin.


  “Great, Swede, where’s Trish?” James said looking around and taking no notice of the giant man as he pulled his uniform on over naked skin.


  “In the shower. She won’t be long. Can you take her?”


  “No problem,” James drawled with a grin.


  Brenda was staring at the giant. He was huge. He had blonde curly hair and blue eyes, and muscles… muscles everywhere! Her face heated when she realised she was staring at his abs, and imagined what she would have seen if they had arrived a few moments earlier. God!


  “Hey, Jimmy, where are your manners boy?” A battered looking man said, as he walked by and hooked a thumb toward Brenda.


  “Oh, sorry guys.” James’ face flushed. “This is Professor Lane. Brenda, I want you to meet my friends from C-Shift, which,” he said loudly in a parody of conspiracy. “Is rumoured to be the only one that knows what it’s doing.”


  “Damn straight. C-Shift rules the night,” someone yelled loudly.


  James grinned. “Yeah, but not the day!”


  Brenda looked on in confusion.


  “A and B shifts run the ship during the day cycle,” James explained.


  “Ah,” she said finally catching on. These people had just awoken and would be going on duty at ten. They had hours yet, but they were moving as if there wasn’t time.


  “The little one is Whiz, and you know Swede,” James said pointing out his friends. “The hairy one is Pug for obvious reasons and…”


  Brenda smiled at James’ friends, and received nods or an occasional handshake in return. James was completely at ease, but Brenda felt a little uncomfortable with so many sailors close by. The military was an unfortunate fact of life in the Alliance. She had so far managed to keep her distance from those who killed people for a living, but these were James’ friends. She would try to make an extra effort not to upset anyone.


  “Ready to have me wipe the deck with you, Jimmy?” a woman with wet hair and a towel over her shoulder said as she came in.


  She was wearing her uniform, thank goodness, though no one seemed prudish here. Living so close together would eliminate such childish concerns in a flash.


  “Hi, Trish. You have no chance, as you well know.” James ushered Brenda forward and in front of him. With his hands on her shoulders he made introductions again. “I want to introduce you to a good friend of mine. Trish O’Malley, meet Brenda Lane. Trish has delusions regarding her chances of beating me in chess matches.”


  Brenda was finding it hard to stay smiling. This O’Malley woman was staring at her in challenge, but when she looked at James, it was like a cat looking at a fish within reach of her claws. Remembering her promise to try hard at being nice, Brenda kept a smile plastered on her face and shook O’Malley’s hand.


  “Let me finish dressing, and I’ll be with you,” O’Malley said to James and hurried away.


  James sat on a bunk near the chess set, and Brenda hastily claimed a space next to him before one of the others stole it. Whiz looked disappointed, and sat on the other side of the aisle instead. A good many were interested in the contest it seemed. The upper bunks were full of spectators.


  “Are you all right?” James said. “You look a little pale.”


  “Fine,” Brenda said shortly still thinking about O’Malley, and how she would like to snatch her bald for looking at James that way.


  “You sure?”


  She relented a little. “I’m fine, James. Can you beat her?”


  James shrugged. “Oh sure. I usually do win. Well, three out of five anyway.”


  “Great,” she said not caring one way or the other. “How many are we doing today?”


  “Just the one for the title if you like.”


  “Title?”


  “Champion of C-Shift,” James said with an embarrassed chuckle.


  Brenda laughed and bumped him playfully with her shoulder against his. “You’re not part of C-Shift.”


  “Sure he is,” O’Malley said as she sat down opposite James. Her hair was miraculously dry now and styled to accentuate her high cheekbones. It annoyed Brenda immensely. “He’s an honorary member.”


  Everyone agreed.


  Brenda watched the game but was bored very quickly. She didn’t play, and so didn’t understand the differences between the pieces. An hour went by as a move by James was countered by a similar move from O’Malley, and nothing seemed resolved. Both players were taking the game seriously, but the spectators came and went only to come back again to check on who was winning. This was a routine they seemed to have acquired over more than a little while. Brenda imagined James and O’Malley sitting together for hours during the week’s long journey playing chess and chatting.


  She didn’t like it one bit.


  James took more pieces off the board than O’Malley, but he didn’t seem pleased when his opponent took a tall one of his—one of a pair that looked alike.


  “Bishop,” Swede said. “He’s a goner for sure.”


  “Is a Bishop important?” Brenda whispered.


  “Can be. If he can protect his king, he might last a while longer.”


  “Which one is the king?”


  “You serious?” Swede said incredulously. “That one,” he said and pointed.


  “Do you mind?” James said in annoyance at Swede’s finger hovering over the board.


  “Sorry.” Swede grinned at Brenda and rolled his eyes.


  “Jimmy is worried,” O’Malley said with a smirk. “He should be, there’s no way he can take me now.”


  “Oh, I can’t?” James moved a horse that Swede said was called a knight.


  O’Malley smiled. She moved a piece like a castle. “Check—”


  James pounced the instant O’Malley released her castle. “And checkmate.”


  “Wahoo!” Swede yelled. “No one saw that one coming; he suckered her.”


  “Wait,” O’Malley yelled over the congratulations coming from all sides. “I can still take him.”


  “No,” James said confidently and turned away from the board.


  “I can.” O’Malley glared at the offending chess set. “It’s… checkmate,” she sighed.


  Laughter and insults rained on O’Malley, but she yelled a lot worse back at her tormentors. Everyone howled with laughter.


  “Another?” O’Malley asked hoping to get her own back.


  “Not tonight, Trish,” James said with eyes only for Brenda. “I have a dinner date.”


  “Your place or mine?” Brenda asked with a smile.


  “Mine.” James took her arm like a lord with his lady as they left.


  Brenda liked that. A lot!


  * * *


  “I didn’t know you cooked,” Brenda said pushing her now empty plate aside and reaching for her coffee.


  James smiled. Plastic plates and plastic cups were hardly romantic. Where was the candlelight he had imagined, or the red roses in their silver vase? If he lit a candle in here, he would have alarms screaming all over the ship, and a very irate captain bearing down on him. Fire in space was not a laughing matter.


  “Oh… you know,” he said with laughter bubbling below the surface. “Living alone you learn how to press a button like a pro.”


  Brenda laughed.


  She could laugh, but it was true. Aboard ship, autochefs were the only source of food and drink, but with a little careful button pressing, it was surprising how good a meal one could concoct. He had practiced and learned some good combinations on this journey. Brenda seemed to agree.


  “I’ve known you for years, James, yet I don’t know you at all.”


  James pursed his lips and shrugged. “Not much to know. Boring and dusty professor of history—”


  “And Paleontology,” Brenda cut in with a grin.


  He smiled and inclined his head. “And Paleontology. He has tenure in Oxford, the pre-eminent university of the Alliance.” He leaned forward and in an exaggerated whisper said, “On Earth yet.”


  “Stop clowning,” Brenda said laughing.


  “I’m not clowning.”


  Brenda’s laughter died. “You don’t have to hide from me, James.”


  “I’m not hiding, what makes you think I’m hiding?”


  “Will you stop? You always hide behind jokes and witty remarks. You don’t have to, not with me, and not with the others. It’s you that everyone likes, not the front you put up.”


  He didn’t know what to say. He did seem to have made friends here, but he always joked around. Sarcasm was his middle name. But was it really? Didn’t it start to be this way when he turned thirty-five and still unmarried? He couldn’t remember; it was too far back.


  James took a sip of his coffee and shrugged. “All right. I’m unmarried, no family to speak of, no prospects—”


  “You’re doing it again, James. You should stop putting yourself down. Tenure at Oxford is no small thing. If you think it is, ask those who try without hope for what we have.”


  Brenda was right, but it seemed a small thing way out here. They had navigated through the Border Zone and were into the void of unexplored space now. What mattered out here was the team, and its goals. The Shan had to be warned about the Merki, and hopefully they would then join the Alliance for the betterment of both races.


  Brenda finished her coffee but waved away James’ offer of a refill. “What of your parents? They must be exceptionally patient to put up with you.”


  “They’re dead,” he said flatly.


  Brenda gasped. “I’m so sorry! How did it happen?”


  “They were killed in a meteoroid collision on the way to Mars. A pebble the size of my fist hit the station. It was a freak accident, never happened before or since as far as I know.”


  James had been devastated. He was only twenty-nine when he received the news that he was alone. He had expected his parents to be with him until his hundredth year at least, but they had died instantly in the decompression of a transit tube. Three more steps, and they would have been safe behind an emergency hatch, but they hadn’t known to hurry. No one had. The hatch had slammed shut in their faces within microseconds of the pressure drop being detected thereby saving the station, and sentencing them to death. The hatch saved thousands of lives on the station, but at the same time it killed a dozen people in the tube including his parents. The government hailed the designers of the station as heroes. A dozen dead was a small thing, he thought bitterly.


  Brenda reached across the table and held his hand. “James I…” she squeezed his hand again. “Can I have a tour?”


  “A tour?” James said looking up in confusion.


  “What’s through there?”


  “The…” he flushed. “The bedroom.”


  “Show me,” she said quietly and pulled him to his feet.


  Brenda led him into the room and turned to face him. She slowly removed her shirt and trousers to stand before him clad only in her panties. A moment later, she stood in her bare skin. She was so beautiful.


  “Brenda I…” his voice broke.


  “Shush,” she said and came into his arms.


  The feel of her in his arms was… and her back was so smooth. They kissed, and the world went away for a minute. His uniform fell away as if by magic and they were suddenly on the bed kissing and stroking each other.


  “Lights—” James began but Brenda said no.


  “I want to see you, all of you.”


  He smiled. “Lights full.” He didn’t notice the slight increase in illumination as he lost himself within her.


  * * *


  Aboard ASN Invincible at jump stations


  “Time?” Captain Cynthia Monroe asked her helmsmen.


  “Two minutes to translation, Skipper. Jump drive in the green, jump stations report ready to jump,” Lieutenant Keith Hadden said without looking away from the chrono on his board. His finger was hovering over the manual override, ready to intervene should the computer fail in its task.


  “Good,” Monroe said. She turned to Commander Hamilton at scan, but Hamilton was already concentrating upon the data her station was displaying. Monroe left her XO (executive officer) to her work and nodded to Lieutenant Davin instead. “Sound battle stations, Martin.”


  Martin Davin, a veteran of navy service nodded and the strident wailing of the alarm sent men and women scrambling for their stations. Some buttoned themselves within weapons blisters, and brought laser cannons to life while repeatedly running diagnostics on targeting software; others were careening down corridors and into central damage control, yet more were climbing into hard suits so that, should the unthinkable occur, they could work in vacuum to save the ship when damage made working in sealed uniforms unsafe. All over the ship, men and women pulled on their gloves and sealed their uniforms. Helmets went on, and life support hoses were pulled from consols to be connected to ports waiting to receive them in their uniforms. Connected to the ship, those armoured cables and airlines represented life for three hundred and twelve passengers and crew.


  “Battle stations report manned and ready, Skip,” Davin reported.


  “Good. Time?” Monroe said.


  “Thirty seconds,” the helmsman responded.


  “Tactical on main viewer,” Monroe said looking away from her small repeater displays.


  “Aye, sir,” Commander Hamilton said.


  The endless otherness of fold space was replaced with a blank screen. That would change as soon as the ship translated into normal space. The sensors would then have something they were designed to handle to work with. Sensors in fold space were basically useless for anything beyond visual range.


  “Ten seconds,” Keith Hadden at the helm said into the silence.


  “Point defence online, Skipper. Targeting computers active, autoloaders functioning normally,” Irene Weps Bishop said.


  Monroe nodded, but she didn’t answer; she was bracing herself for the jump disorientation to come.


  “Five seconds, four…”


  “Shields to maximum,” Hamilton ordered.


  “Aye, sir, shields show maximum attained. Power levels equalising, negative draw on auxiliary generators.”


  “…one. Translating!”


  ASN Invincible jumped…


  Monroe’s head rolled back against the restraint. The bridge was twisting like a screw. Her crew were frozen, unaware of her regard. She felt sick to her stomach as the jump turned her ship inside out and her with it.


  Falling…


  …Twisting and falling and…


  Monroe’s eyes rolled up and she sagged in her restraints. She was unaware that she was drooling into her helmet. Her mind shrieked in disorientation as her body became disconnected from her control. She felt nothing now, floating and spinning and falling. It was all in her head, but real for all of that.


  Falling…


  …Twisting and falling…


  …and here!


  “Oh God…” someone said and gulped air in an effort not to vomit.


  “Trans—” Hadden panted. “Translation complete, sir. Point two five seconds elapsed.”


  “The referent,” Monroe gasped. “Have we acquired the referent?”


  “Scanning… scanning… scanning… referent attained!”


  “Precautionary: charge the jump drive,” Monroe snapped.


  “Aye, sir. Charging the drive from auxiliary.”


  “Contact!” Commander Hamilton sang out. “Multiple contacts… my God! We jumped into the middle of their entire fleet!”


  “Weps, stealth mode active maximum!” Monroe snapped as the shock brought her back to the here and now. It was such a sudden turn of events that her stomach forgot to be sick any longer.


  “Aye, sir. Fields spinning up—fifty percent, seventy-five, one-hundred percent, sir.”


  “Talk to me, XO,” Monroe said intent upon the viewer showing them well inside weapons range of the alien ships. “Were we seen?”


  “I don’t think so. They’re on some kind of manoeuvres. It would be a miracle if they saw us for the few seconds we were visible.”


  “Keep an eye on them. Helm, new course…” Monroe said and glanced down at her displays. “New course, zero-four-five by one-two-eight degrees.”


  “Course plotted and laid in, sir.”


  “Best speed!”


  ASN Invincible swung and leapt onto a new heading roaring across the system toward the outer asteroid belt that her tactical display insisted lay not far away.


  “Time to the belt?”


  “Three niner minutes, Skipper,” Hadden said.


  Monroe nodded. “Show me those ships, XO.”


  “Aye, sir. Targets designate: Alpha One through Alpha Thirty,” Commander Hamilton said and brought the ships onto the viewer one after another. They were beautiful and deadly looking. “Heavy cruisers, tentative assessment: Excalibur class heavies.”


  “Excaliburs eh?” Monroe said. “That’s a lot of muscle.”


  “Yes, Ma’am. Targets designate: Beta One through Ten. Light cruisers.”


  “Class?”


  “Hard to say, Skipper. They look fast but have limited weapons. We have nothing like them. The Merki would kill them too easily. If I had to, I would class them as weak Sabres.”


  A weak Sabre class light cruiser they could handle with ease, but not the heavies. Still, Invincible was here to avoid conflict, not start it. Monroe began rattling off orders one after another without pause.


  “Continue on course. Point defence to standby, shields to standby, secure from battle stations! Stealth mode remains at maximum while within this system. All clear?”


  “On course, zero-four-five by one-two-eight degrees,” the helmsman said quietly confirming Invincible’s heading.


  “Aye, aye,” Bishop said and began punching her keys to comply.


  “Aye, Skipper,” Lieutenant Davin said and his voice boomed throughout the ship. “Now hear this: Secure from battle stations, secure from battle stations. That is all.”


  “Very good,” Monroe said rolling her shoulders trying to free herself of the tension that had set up shop in her. “We seem to have come through unscathed. Let’s try to keep our record clean shall we?”


  Everyone sighed and chuckled, all except Commander Hamilton who kept her eyes glued to her screens tracking her targets. That was as it should be. Fleet didn’t like taking chances and neither did Monroe.


  * * *


  


  10 ~ Visitors


  Aboard ASN Canada, inner asteroid belt, Shan system


  Anya Ivanova leaned way back in Canada’s command station and stretched. She groaned as her vertebrae shifted and popped. She sighed and sat up straight again. At 0200, it was hard to keep alert. Sitting in one place was not helping.


  “I’m going for a quick walk around the deck, Steph.” Anya said, but Second Lieutenant Stephanie Mills did not answer. “Steph?”


  Stephanie looked up from the plot with a frown. “Something has the Shan stirred up, ma’am. I have four heavies converging on one of the light cruisers. I don’t know what to make of it.”


  “Hmmm,” Anya joined Steph at the consol. “Might be part of the exercise they’re running…” she broke off as she stared at the data being displayed. “Huh. That’s no training exercise.”


  “That’s what I thought ma’am. See here?”


  Anya frowned at the icons Steph pointed out. “Yes… Where was the cruiser when you first noticed this? Did you record it?”


  “Yes ma’am, of course. The Skipper was very insistent.”


  Anya smiled. The Captain had been very thorough about recording everything they observed about the Shan. He would have made a good teacher, she often thought. He held weekly lectures for the crew about what he had learned from his studies.


  “Replay your scan on the main viewer would you?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Anya took her place at the command station again and watched the recording. “Advance it to the point where the light cruiser breaks off.”


  The picture blurred as it raced forward then cleared as it resumed playback at normal speed. The light cruiser was on the edge of a formation of six light cruisers, itself the vanguard of the Shan fleet. An opposing force of eight heavies fled the pursuers, but suddenly the cruiser veered away without warning.


  “That’s it ma’am.”


  “Hmmm,” Anya pursed her lips and leaned forward as she plotted the ship’s courses in her head. “There was nothing to warrant this?”


  “Nothing on my visual scan, no ma’am.”


  “Peculiar… peculiar to say the least.” Anya frowned, going over all the possibilities and ticking them off in her mind. Ship malfunction... a possibility but unlikely. The ships were not slowing or trying to rendezvous to give aid to a stricken vessel. Collision avoidance? A very good possibility out there near the asteroid belt, but why not come back on course and rejoin the main body once immediate danger had passed, and why would the other ships leave formation to join the first ship? That left one thing she could think of, a dangerous thing but perhaps not unexpected considering where they were and the mission. “Back it up again would you?”


  Stephanie worked her consol and the light cruiser appeared to reverse course.


  “Overlay the scan with your system grid,” Anya said and Steph did that. “Display location of the outer belt.” There was something about the course change that suggested the outer belt was of interest to the Shan light cruiser. The schematic appeared and Anya knew at once that her conjecture was correct. The Shan were definitely interested in the outer belt and she knew why, or thought she did. “Scan for a jump signature, please”


  “Ma’am?” Steph said puzzled.


  “There might be traces of the translation.”


  “What trans… yes ma’am.”


  Anya knew what it had to be, but the Skipper would want hard data. While Lieutenant Mills scanned for the jump signature, Anya woke the captain.


  * * *


  Bee-beep, bee-beep.


  Colgan groaned. It never failed. Whenever he retired late, something always came up that was guaranteed to wake him early. He slapped a hand down on the damn cut-off and blinked blearily into the viewer.


  “Colgan.”


  “Sorry to wake you, sir,” Anya said. “I have something you need to see. The Shan are all riled up, I think we might have company out here real soon.”


  “You think?” Colgan said rolling out of his bunk and reaching for his uniform. “What do you mean, you think?”


  “Steph is running another scan now, but I thought you would like to be up here when the data came in.”


  “You thought right, Lieutenant. I’ll be there shortly. Have Baz rustle me up a cup of something hot.”


  Anya grinned. “Black coffee coming up, sir.”


  Colgan broke the connection and yawned widely. He should have gone to bed early, but the Shan were so fascinating! How could anyone sleep when there was so much to learn?


  An hour later, he was sitting at his command station nursing his second cup of coffee and frowning at the scan data. He could see why Anya was suspicious—he was too, but definitive evidence was proving in short supply.


  “How is that sweep coming?” he said, turning to Stephanie. “Anything?”


  “Something definitely came in, Skipper, but the traces are too vague to pinpoint the mass. It could have been one of ours, but I can’t tell from the scan.”


  “Hmmm.” That was about what he expected. “Helm, take us up slow. I want to take a peek over the top of my rock.”


  Janice grinned. “Aye, aye, sir. Z plus two thousand metres.”


  Colgan watched the asteroid they were hiding behind slowly drift down below them on his number two repeater display. “Keep a sharp eye on your scan, Lieutenant.”


  “Aye, aye, Skip.”


  Janice slowed the ship and Canada was finally able to bring all her instruments to bear. The emergence was confirmed almost straight away, but the culprit was still illusive. The last traces of drive activation were still dispersing and would be gone very soon. No scan tech ever born would have been able to tell what came in system from so little data.


  “Concentrate your scan upon Alpha-One, Lieutenant. Let the cruiser lead you to them.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  Colgan waited and sipped his coffee. He glanced aside at the ship’s chrono. A-shift would be on soon. “Steph, I want you to stay on this. Commander Groves will be up shortly. Bring her up to speed ASAP.”


  “Aye, Skip,” Steph said happily. She wanted to stay and see this thing to its conclusion.


  Shift change came and went with no sign that anything remotely like an intruder had ever entered the system. The Shan fleet turned back to its normal operations leaving the original light cruiser, designated Alpha-One, to its search. Sometime later, Stephanie and Francis were still whispering together as they puzzled over the master plot of the system they had displayed at their station. Neither woman had found what the Shan were looking for. Francis was exceptional at scan, and Steph was no slouch either. Whatever the intruder was, it was damn tricky.


  “What do we know about that ship, Francis?” Colgan said and highlighted Alpha-One on the main viewer with his control wand.


  “Not much, sir. Alpha-one: Shan ship in the light cruiser range. It was patrolling the zone when we came in. Since then, it has led two of their training ops with distinction. I would like to go aboard and meet her captain. I like his moves.”


  “Let’s hope we get the opportunity.”


  “Sir?”


  “What is it, Steph?” Colgan went to join her at Scan. He leaned upon the master plot’s consol, reading the data absently “What have you found?”


  “Could be nothing, Skipper, but see this?” Mills punched up another view. The current view cleared to be replaced by another sector of the Shan system. “Watch gamma-eight-niner, sir.”


  Colgan frowned. “I don’t see anything—”


  “There, sir. That’s it.”


  For just an instant, something flickered into being. Vectors and velocity painted the target, but then it disappeared as it had come with no explanation. Canada’s computer must have been as puzzled as Colgan felt because after a second’s hesitation it deleted the data. Normally, if a target was lost from the scan, the computer would update the plot and paint the data yellow to designate a lost or stealthed target’s presumed heading. It did neither of those things.


  “A glitch?”


  “I don’t think so, Skipper,” Mills said uncertainly. “It’s as if the computer had picked up a ship with a faulty I.F.F”


  Colgan frowned. “I don’t follow.”


  “See, if I was a captain of say… a cruiser entering a possibly hostile system, I wouldn’t want the Shan to find me.”


  “Obviously.”


  “Yes, sir,” Mills agreed. “I.F.F might give the game away and it might not. Probably it would, but I wouldn’t want to risk it either way, but what if I had to meet someone in that system?”


  “Us?” Colgan noted the computer deleting another instance of the phantom target. “You think he’s dicking about with his signature?”


  “Yes sir, I do. It would be real easy to make our computer think it had a glitch. I know I could do it.”


  “From the inside,” Colgan agreed. He could think of two ways right off. “But from outside?”


  “Yes sir. I could do it.”


  “Hmmm.” He wasn’t sure he liked that, but now wasn’t the time to think about it. Colgan turned back to his station. “Run a plot and extrapolate the phantom’s probable entry point into the inner belt.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  “Janice?”


  “Sir?”


  “As soon as Steph gives you a course, I want you to take us there. Keep us down to five percent of max. That should keep the Shan ignorant of our movements.”


  “Aye sir.”


  * * *


  Aboard ASN Invincible, approaching Shan inner belt


  “Slow to one tenth,” Captain Monroe said and swivelled her station. “Anything yet?”


  “Nothing, Skipper,” Commander Hamilton said. “They might have been detected and had to jump out.”


  “I doubt it. The Shan couldn’t find us. If Colgan was careful, he should have remained undetected. What’s that Shan cruiser doing now?”


  “Still patrolling the belt skip.”


  “That’s good.” She turned to Martin at communications. “Keep transmitting.”


  “Aye, aye ma’am,” Lieutenant Davin said.


  It had taken them days to sneak away from the outer belt. The Shan had taken it upon themselves to run a training op of some kind almost in their laps. It had taken some skillful ship handling by Keith Hadden to extricate them. Now all they had to do was find Canada and her mission would be successfully completed.


  “The report said that Colgan was using the inner belt to survey the system. Where the hell is he?”


  “Could be anywhere by now, Skip. He’s been here almost a year—” Kersten began without looking up from her plot, but then her eyes sharpened. “Contact! Target designate Charlie-one—Alliance survey vessel.” She looked up and grinned. “It’s Canada, Captain.”


  Cynthia smiled in satisfaction. “Helm, intercept course.”


  “Aye, aye. Coming to new heading three-four-six by zero-zero-two degrees,” Lieutenant Hadden said, making the course correction and Invincible swung to port.


  “Get me Canada as soon as we’re in range, Martin. I want to say hello.”


  Davin nodded. “Yes ma’am!”


  * * *


  Aboard ASN Canada, Shan inner belt


  James stepped off the shuttle and into Canada’s number two boat-bay. Brenda stopped beside him and took his hand. He smiled down at her, but she didn’t see. She was looking around the bay with interest. The others whispered among themselves while half a dozen of Canada’s crew trotted by and up the ramp to retrieve their belongings from the shuttle. Standing in a line ahead of the contact team was their reception committee.


  Captain Monroe went to greet Canada’s captain. James nudged Brenda gently and they tagged along.


  “—my first officer Commander Groves. This is Lieutenant Ricks, my comm officer. Mark is the reason we’re all here.”


  Ricks demurred. “It could have been anyone, sir. It was blind luck that I was on duty at the right time.”


  “Lucky for all of us,” Captain Colgan said.


  Monroe shook hands with Colgan’s officers and introduced her Exec before turning to Janice. “This is Professor Bristow, Jeff. She heads up the contact team. I will let her introduce you to the others.”


  “I am glad to know you Professor—” Colgan began.


  “Call me Janice, please.”


  “As you wish, Janice. I am pleased to welcome you and your team aboard. I will have your things sent to your quarters. If you need anything, please let me know.”


  “Thank you, Captain, but the only thing we need is a place to work, and access to your computer and database. Let me first introduce you to the others.” Janice said turning to James. “Professor James Wilder, history.”


  James smiled and shook the captain’s hand. “Nice to meet you, sir. I’m looking forward to seeing what you have learned.”


  Colgan inclined his head. “Welcome aboard, Professor.”


  “Professor Brenda Lane, xenology and exobiology.”


  “Welcome Professor. I look forward to hearing your views on the Shan.”


  “Thank you, Captain,” Brenda said and shook hands.


  “Professor Bernard Franks, cultural studies.”


  “Cultural studies?” Colgan said in puzzlement. “What do you study?”


  “Rather it is whom do I study, Captain. I specialise in the Merkiaari. The President thought I would be useful.”


  Colgan raised an eyebrow at that. “I see. Welcome aboard, Professor.”


  “Professor David Harrison, biology,” Janice said.


  “Nice to meet you, Professor.”


  “Likewise, sir,” David said. “You have a very fine ship here. I know quite a bit about the Fleet and—”


  Janice interrupted with a gentle squeeze of David’s shoulder. “Please, David. Leave that for later if you would.”


  “Sorry, Captain.”


  “Not at all, Professor. I am very proud of her. We’ll find time to talk later.”


  “I look forward to it, sir.”


  “Sheryl Linden, physics and engineering design,” Janice went on, and motioned Sheryl forward.


  “I have heard of you, Professor,” Colgan said pumping Sheryl’s hand with enthusiasm. “If I’m not mistaken, you pioneered the development of the skip capable drive.”


  Sheryl shook her head. “You are mistaken captain. The ability is inherent within all fold space drives.”


  “Yes, but you made it possible to actually use it. Before your research, two out of three ships smeared themselves all over the quadrant whenever they tried it.”


  “It was simply a matter of proper calibration—” Sheryl began but stopped herself. “Forgive me, Bindar. That was rude of me.”


  “There is nothing to forgive, Professor Linden,” Bindar Singh murmured quietly. “I am sure your achievements are more than worthy.”


  “Captain Colgan, this is Professor Singh. He is our linguistics expert,” Sheryl said, introducing her colleague herself by way of an apology.


  “Honoured, sir,” Bindar said with a small bow.


  “The honour is mine, Professor Singh. I have a lot to show you. We have been recording everything since the day we arrived. Much of it is verbal communication. Mark has been working on it, but he’s not really trained in your field I’m afraid.”


  “I will start at once!” Bindar said eagerly.


  “No hurry, Bindar,” Janice said, and laughed gently at his downcast expression. “Let us get settled in at least. I’ll call a meeting first thing tomorrow… have you a place for us to work, Captain?”


  “You can have the briefing room whenever you need it, and all the labs are open to you of course.”


  “Thank you.”


  Colgan turned to Ricks. “Show our guests to their cabins please, Mark. Make sure they know how to use our equipment and can find their way around.”


  “Aye sir. If you will follow me please?”


  Janice nodded and led the team after the lieutenant.


  * * *


  


  Part II


  11 ~ Discovered


  Aboard Chakra, on extended patrol, Shan system


  Tei’Varyk, commander of the light fang Chakra, was perplexed. It was unlike Tarjei to be wrong about something like this, but if she was not, where was the target? It had been long orbits since the Murderers of Harmony had destroyed the Harmony of Shan, but that made his people more vigilant not less. The Fleet had never been so strong, and it would get stronger still as new construction was added.


  The Twin Worlds of the race had lived in peace for many hundreds of orbits, but then had come the war. War, he mused, a strange word that had no place in the mouth of any Shan. It even sounded alien, which of course it was. The race had no word for this thing that the Murderers called war, and so they used the alien word rather than foul the language of the race by adding one more harmonious. The elders were wise in this. How could something without harmony be given a harmonious word? It was much better to use the harsh sounding alien one to remind everyone what it meant.


  Tei’Varyk glanced at the repeater display on his right side. It was displaying a schematic of the outer asteroid belt with mining operations and other information blinking in the blue of known targets.


  “Jakinda, come about to a new heading of… zero-zero-zero by zero-two-seven.”


  “I hear, Tei,” Jakinda acknowledged the order. “He comes to a new heading: zero-zero-zero by zero-two-seven.”


  “Good Jakinda,” Tei’Varyk said and turned his station toward his mate. “Tarjei, his eyes to maximum. Sweep a cone forty-five degrees either side of us.”


  “I hear,” Tarjei said. “His eyes see nothing, but I am vigilant.”


  He flicked his ears in acknowledgement. “You are his eyes.”


  “I hear,” Tarjei said dropping her jaw and baring her teeth in a smile.


  With the press of a button, Tei’Varyk centred his station again and reviewed what he knew of this phantom target. It had appeared at the extreme edge of Chakra’s envelope only briefly before submerging itself in the debris of the outer asteroid belt. A traveller (comet) he had thought, but it had not re-emerged from the belt, and there had been no impact detected. Tarjei, by coincidence testing Chakra’s eyes at maximum, had locked up the object briefly, and the glaring red of unknown target splashed itself across half the displays on the command deck. The warning, sirens shocked everyone immobile for moments only before his finely trained crew responded as their training demanded. Chakra had turned toward the target, and his eyes had swept the belt at maximum range and power, but Tei’Varyk had failed to find any clue to the phantom’s whereabouts. The elders had heard his report with worry evident in the way their muzzles and whiskers twitched. They ordered him to patrol the asteroid belt until a satisfactory answer was obtained. That was almost half an orbit ago—two seasons of searching and nothing to show the elders.


  “Indications negative, Tei,” Tarjei said unhappily. “I have failed you and him.”


  “Never say that,” Tei’Varyk said harshly. “We will search until the end of the orbit if we have to. Do not concern yourself with failure. Look ahead in harmony.”


  “I hear,” Tarjei said with her hackles raised and her tail restless. She was not in harmony.


  The distress in Tarjei’s voice was obvious. Her ears were plastered flat against her head—a sign of just how upset she was with her failure. Tei’Varyk saw the misery in her eyes before she looked away from him and back to her controls. He should comfort her tonight. They had spent so little time together while on this patrol. It was hard to remember the last time they were alone. Tarjei and he had been mated for only a short time. For all intents and purposes, they were still the strangers from far off clans they had been last orbit.


  “Jakinda,” Tei’Varyk said turning his attention reluctantly back to duty. “We have scanned every particle of the outer belt have we not?”


  “Yes, Tei,” Jakinda confirmed.


  “Is there any area of the belt we cannot investigate properly?”


  Jakinda was quiet for a moment. “No, Tei.”


  “Then it is not here,” Tei’Varyk said with finality.


  Jakinda turned away from his station to face Tei’Varyk. “If not here then where?”


  “The inner belt is the only place to hide. It must be there.”


  “But that means it is a ship.”


  “Must be,” Tei’Varyk said grimly. “Jakinda, new heading: best speed to the inner belt.”


  “I hear,” Jakinda said and spun back to his consol. A moment later, Chakra swung toward the inner system. “Time to the inner belt… approximately four cycles.”


  “Good.”


  Jozka spoke up. “Should I inform the elders?”


  Tei’Varyk hesitated. “No. If I’m wrong, it would be foolish to distract the elders. The rest of the Fleet will remain on patrol while we check the inner belt.”


  “I hear, but if you’re right we may need help.”


  Tei’Varyk chewed his whiskers thoughtfully. Chakra was a light fang, but what he lacked in firepower, he more than made up with agility and speed. He felt confident they could escape any trap to warn the elders.


  “Chakra is fast. If we find the phantom, we run it down and disable it. If we can’t do that, we run for help.”


  “I hear, Tei.” Jozka turned back to his station.


  * * *


  Aboard ASN Canada, inner belt, Shan system


  “Dammit!” Captain Jeff Colgan said as he watched the Shan ship approaching.


  The stupid fools were seen! They must have been!


  Canada’s bridge crew kept their eyes lowered to their stations as Colgan vented his spleen over the ineptness of a certain ship’s captain, namely Cynthia Monroe. Monroe was skipper of the light cruiser ASN Invincible. Unfortunately, she seemed to believe the name extended to her own abilities.


  “Get me Invincible,” Colgan said through gritted teeth.


  “Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Ricks said, and moments later the Shan ship on the view-screen was replaced by Cynthia Monroe.


  “What can I do for you, Jeff?”


  “I assume you’re monitoring the Shan light cruiser.”


  “Of course.”


  “That ship has been patrolling the outer system without deviation since I’ve been here, Cynthia. Then you show up and it starts a search pattern. Why do you think it’s heading here now?”


  Monroe frowned. “It’s patrolling not searching—”


  “Don’t give me that,” Colgan began hotly, but then realising he was berating a fellow captain in front of witnesses, he forced himself to calm down. “You and I both know you were detected, but that doesn’t matter now. That ship has just finished an exhaustive search of the outer belt and found nothing. Now it’s coming here to do the same thing. That ship isn’t going to give up until it finds us… or rather you.”


  Monroe’s eyebrows shot up. “Me? What have you got in mind?”


  “My mission is too important to abandon, and you’re faster than me anyway. I suggest you run for it and allow the Shan to catch a glimpse of you before jumping out. With luck, they’ll give up the search when they see you go.”


  “Dangerous, Jeff,” Monroe said worriedly. “Without me you have no backup at all.”


  Colgan shook his head. “Not so dangerous as all that. Under no circumstances will I fire on the Shan, so adding your guns to mine is pointless. Besides, if you’re careful you could sneak back in after the system settles down again.”


  Monroe nodded reluctantly. “Do you or the boffins need anything before I go?”


  Colgan sighed in relief. “I can’t think of a thing. I’ve no doubt the profs would like the entire Alliance database, but they’ll make do. They had better!”


  Monroe chuckled but it was a strained sound. “Well, if I’m going I might as well do it now. Good luck, Jeff.”


  “And to you.”


  The screen cleared to show the Shan ship decelerating hard as it approached the belt.


  Colgan watched it come, and felt only admiration for a people that could build such beautiful ships. They were sleek and agile, but they lacked jump technology. They had fewer weapons than a Human ship of the same class, but for all of that they were beautiful. Human ships were never so fine looking—they were designed to kill Merkiaari, not look pretty.


  “Split screen,” he ordered. “Invincible on the left.”


  “Aye, sir,” Ricks said and the screen changed to show both ships.


  Invincible was manoeuvring. She had lain doggo against an asteroid for weeks, but now she was breaking for open space.


  “Any indications that the Shan have seen her?”


  “None, Skipper.”


  Colgan frowned. “Damn peculiar. They barely caught a glimpse of her when she came in, but that was enough to start a manhunt. Now when she strolls out into the open, they don’t react at all.”


  “Invincible is still in stealth mode, Skipper,” Commander Groves said. “Maybe the Shan can’t see her.”


  Colgan pursed his lips, not sure he agreed. “She was stealthed when she came in. They saw her then.”


  “Maybe not,” Groves mused. “Maybe they saw the jump signature.”


  “They don’t have jump technology.”


  “True, but does that mean their sensors are inferior?”


  “You’re right.” He had become so used to his technological superiority that he had assumed it covered all areas of ship design, but that was not proven. Just because Invincible was jump capable with superior weapons didn’t mean she had superior sensors. “Inform Invincible of your thoughts, XO.”


  “Aye, sir,” Groves said and keyed a channel open herself.


  While his exec was doing that, Colgan concentrated on watching the Shan ship. Invincible was almost clear of the debris now. She would be firing up her mains any minute. Surely, the Shan would see that. They must.


  “Invincible concurs with our assessment, Skip,” Groves said.


  Colgan nodded. “Sound battle stations, Mark.”


  * * *


  Throughout Canada, the, siren screamed and her crew ran to emergency and battle stations. In the bowels of the ship, damage control parties scrambled into hard suits, while elsewhere, the crew pulled on their gloves to seal their uniforms and put on their helmets. The system was a good one, proven time and again against the Merkiaari, but of course civilians had never needed to seal themselves into unfamiliar uniforms. There were difficulties.


  “Ma’am, you have to twist it clockwise,” an exasperated Chief Williams said to Janice Bristow, as he tried to make her stand still long enough to show her the proper way to suit up.


  “Why didn’t you say so?”


  “I assumed anyone with half a brain would know that when you tighten something, it is clockwise!”


  Brenda smirked, but then her face flushed when she noticed the plumbing connections in her uniform. “No way, that will never fit!”


  Williams, looking harried, turned to see what the problem was. “Ma’am, these uniforms are proven technology. It will fit. They always fit.”


  “Put it on, Brenda,” James said hustling her toward the hatch. He was already in his plain white uniform and was sealed except for his helmet. He had worn one since the first day of their journey, and was told he looked good in it. “I know it will feel odd, but without your uniform you could die.”


  “Easy for you to say,” Brenda grumbled as she stripped in the privacy of an adjoining cabin. “You don’t have a pipe the size of…”


  “I get the picture,” James said hurriedly. “You’ll be pleased to have it if you’re caught short.”


  “What?” Brenda’s voice came muffled through the hatch.


  “I said, you’ll be pleased to have it if you’re caught short.”


  Mumble, mumble, mutter!


  “God, this thing is huge. Arghhh! Goddamn sonofa—”


  “Are you all right in there?” He reached toward the scanner to open the hatch. “Do you need any help?”


  “You stay out there, I’m nearly done.”


  James smirked but he was pleased to see her come out fully dressed and sealed into her new uniform. It hugged her figure and suited her. Janice was putting her helmet on, and James did likewise. He looked around and found his colleagues all sitting and strapping in. He took Brenda’s arm and led her to an empty seat where he helped her connect her life-support and strap in. He sat beside her and held her hand.


  “The boffins are sealed and secure, sir,” Williams said and strapped in nearby.


  “Understood Chief. Keep an eye on them, they’re important,” Lieutenant Ricks said over the comm.


  “Aye, sir.”


  * * *


  “All stations report manned and ready, Skipper,” Lieutenant Ricks said.


  Colgan nodded. “Good.”


  “The civs are all secure, sir,” Ricks reported again a moment later. “I have Chief Williams babysitting.”


  “Good work,” Colgan said. “I’ll have to schedule some training for them. They took way too long to get themselves sealed.”


  “They weren’t wearing uniform, Skipper.”


  “Why the hell not?” he said and glared at Ricks, but he knew why. “From now on they wear the uniforms we supplied. No exceptions—it’s damn dangerous.”


  “Aye, sir. I’ll inform them.”


  Colgan nodded and dismissed the civs from his thoughts. “Weps, under no circumstances are you to open fire on the Shan.”


  “Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Ivanova said. “Point defence?”


  “Point defence free.”


  “Aye, sir,” Ivanova said happily. “Point defence now active. Auto loaders functioning normally, targeting computers online.”


  Colgan nodded. “Helm, be prepared to move on a moment’s notice. I don’t expect we will have to, but be prepared all the same.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  * * *


  Aboard Chakra, approaching inner belt, Shan system


  “Commencing deceleration,” Jakinda announced.


  “I hear,” Tei’Varyk said. “Eyes to maximum, claws to standby.”


  “I hear, his claws are sharp,” Kajika said.


  “I hear, his eyes at maximum. Indications negative at this time,” Tarjei said, but her voice was harmonious.


  Tei’Varyk smiled at her. They had spent the journey to the inner belt alone together. It had been a wonderful time, full of quiet conversations and lovemaking. He felt much closer to her now, and knew she felt the same. They had needed the intimacy to cement the bond. They were truly mated now, and Tarjei was calmer and more harmonious for it.


  He was too.


  Tei’Varyk studied his displays and chewed his whiskers thoughtfully at what was reported. Nothing. He had been so sure, but it looked as if they would be searching for a long time just as before. He looked away for a moment, but his eyes snapped back to his display just as a red light blinked into being followed by numerals detailing velocity and vectors.


  “Detection!” Tarjei shouted.


  “Identify,” Tei’Varyk snapped, as the computers realised the target was unknown and, sirens wailed. “Silence that.”


  “I hear,” Jozka replied and cut the sirens.


  “Unable to identify. Target: alien warship. Type unknown, class unknown. Weaponry exceeds our own by… two orders of magnitude—” Tarjei reported and continued detailing the target.


  Order of two! That meant this alien ship was as close to a heavy fang as made no difference. Chakra was a light fang, fast and manoeuvrable, but the heavies were all weapons and power. Was this alien built along the same lines?


  “Pursuit course,” he snapped. “Sound alert!”


  “I hear,” Jozka said, and another siren growled throughout the ship making hackles rise.


  Crew males and females dashed on all fours in some cases, in an effort to be first at their stations. Such primitivism was frowned upon usually, but not when the ship was on battle alert. Whatever worked, was the watchword in these cases.


  Chakra swung nimbly onto a new heading.


  Tei’Varyk’s tail lashed with his excitement. He had to force it to be still. “Why did Chakra’s eyes find him so easily?”


  “Unknown, Tei.” Tarjei tried to refine the data on the alien. “We found him, but the intruder was already leaving the belt at that time.”


  That was very wrong. Why leave the safety of the belt when Chakra’s eyes failed to find him time and again? It made no sense. Things that made no sense lacked harmony and were therefore suspect.


  “Fire to disable as soon as he’s in range,” Tei’Varyk ordered.


  “I hear,” Kajika said calmly. “Target locked, but still out of range.”


  “Inform the elders of what is occurring,” he said without taking his eyes from the display. They were gaining, but much too slowly. How could a heavy fang, even an alien one, accelerate so fast?


  “I hear,” Jozka said.


  Tei’Varyk pressed a control on his station and another screen lit. “Tei’Unwin, Chakra pursues.”


  “I hear, Tei. I have been monitoring.”


  Tei’Unwin was Chakra’s alternate commander. It was comforting to know that Chakra would be well cared for when Tei’Varyk was gone.


  “I knew you would be. In the event Chakra’s command deck is destroyed, you will command. I order the alien disabled at all costs, even that of Chakra himself.”


  “I hear,” Tei’Unwin said grimly. “It will be done.”


  Tei’Varyk keyed the screen clear and noted the alien was pulling ahead. It was incredible. No heavy fang could accelerate like this.


  “The elders say good hunting,” Jozka said.


  “I hear,” he said. “Anything else?”


  “They say Hekja, Hoth, and Neifon come.”


  His ears twitched and relief flooded through him. “I hear.”


  Three heavy fangs should be more than enough. The alien was still opening the range, but it was deep in system and would not escape. Even if he knew where the ship was trying to escape to, which he didn’t, he was certain it could not… but where was it going? Tei’Varyk shifted uncomfortably at his station. Unanswerable questions always made him twitchy. This one had been asked time and time again without an answer. Who knew where the Murderers came from?


  “Display current location of Hoth, Hekja, and Neifon,” he said.


  The viewer cleared and a tactical map of the system appeared. The three heavy fangs were moving to envelop the alien while Chakra chased him into the trap. It was too easy. He knew it was, but what else could he do?


  Nothing.


  “Go to maximum emergency power,” Tei’Varyk said quietly and ignored the hisses of shock.


  “I hear,” Jakinda said prayerfully. “Accelerating to maximum emergency power.”


  Now they were gaining, Tei’Varyk noted with approval.


  * * *


  Aboard ASN Invincible, Shan System


  “The cruiser is gaining, Captain. CIC reports that the three heavies will be in range in two minutes,” Commander Hamilton reported.


  Monroe nodded and studied the data on her number two monitor that CIC (Combat Information Centre) had gathered for her. She turned her attention to another of her repeater displays. Her number one monitor was currently mirroring in miniature the data displayed at Commander Hamilton’s station.


  “Very good, XO,” Monroe said and turned to the helm. “Charge the jump drive.”


  “Aye, Skipper,” Lieutenant Hadden said. “Drive will be hot in three minutes.”


  “This might be a little tight,” she murmured uneasily. “Weps, point defence free, but no aggressive action. Defensive only. Clear?”


  “Aye, aye, sir,” Irene Bishop replied. “Point defence online, no aggressive action.”


  “Helm, go to evasive when necessary. Don’t wait for the order.”


  “Aye, aye, Skipper,” Lieutenant Hadden replied tensely and firmed his grip upon Invincible’s stick.


  * * *


  Aboard Chakra, in pursuit of alien ship, Shan System


  “Alien in range. Target lock confirmed… firing!” Kajika said.


  Tei’Varyk watched Chakra’s claws reach out to rend the alien ship, but Kajika missed. Tei’Varyk leaned forward to study the data more closely. No, he hadn’t missed. Chakra’s eyes reported a definite hit, but the alien was unaffected. Tei’Varyk’s hackles rose and he shivered in fright. If Chakra’s main energy mounts could not hurt it, what would?


  “No effect,” Kajika reported.


  “Engage with secondary weapons, engage with everything!” Tei’Varyk gasped in shock when all his hits produced no effect.


  “I hear,” Kajika said. “Launching torpedoes, firing secondary mounts, firing primaries.”


  Tei’Varyk watched the torpedoes impact and detonate, but this time they definitely missed. Just as they reached terminal range, something detached from the alien and the torpedoes impacted it. Again, Chakra’s torpedoes flew straight to the target, and again they were decoyed off track.


  “Save his torpedoes. Go to maximum rate of fire on all energy mounts.”


  “I hear, Tei,” Kajika said making the adjustment on his panel. “Firing energy weapons at maximum.”


  “Chakra slows!” Jakinda reported.


  Tei’Varyk flicked his ears in agreement and watched grimly. Chakra’s weapons were energy hogs. Maximum rate of fire was causing him to sacrifice energy normally reserved for propulsion.


  “Continue action,” he ordered grimly.


  “I hear,” Kajika said.


  “I hear,” Jakinda said. “Main propulsion heating beyond critical. Failure imminent.”


  “Reduce by twenty percent and continue pursuit,” he said without fuss. He had been monitoring the situation closely on his own panel.


  “I hear,” Jakinda said in relief as Chakra’s great engines cooled into the safe zone once again.


  Chakra was losing the alien now, but it would remain in range for a while longer. The heavy fangs were just coming into range, and would have to take over from Chakra unless Tei’Varyk could somehow slow the alien. He could think of no way to do that. Everything he could do was being done.


  “Alien wreckage detected,” Tarjei yelped in glee.


  “Well done, Kajika!” Tei’Varyk howled his own excitement. “Continue action.”


  “I hear!”


  * * *


  Aboard ASN Invincible, Shan System


  Damage control parties scrambled in the darkness trying to patch the hole in Invincible’s defences. She had lost her aft launchers and boat bay, but worse than that; she was breached from frame two hundred all the way to two-fifty. Over a dozen crewmen were killed when shrapnel shredded their uniforms opening them to vacuum. Finally, power was restored and the full horror was revealed. Dead crewmen littered the deck with blood and fluids splashed over the walls where the absolute zero of space it had frozen it solid.


  “All right people,” O’Malley said coldly. “There’s nothing we can do for them. Get that blast door shut. We seal this section or we can’t jump.”


  Swede lifted the wreckage clear by main strength and forced the hatch shut. Men rushed forward to help and welded it in position. The damage control party moved on, repairing what it could, sealing what it could not.


  On the bridge, smoke hung thickly, but no one took notice. Monroe raged at the loss of her people, but she would not be the cause of another interstellar war. She could not, would not, fire back. She grimly held to her composure and watched the heavies bear down on her.


  “Damage control to bridge. She’s sealed, Skipper, but I don’t know for how long,” O’Malley reported.


  Monroe’s eyes snapped up to Keith Hadden at the helm. “Execute!”


  “Executing.”


  ASN Invincible gathered herself and jumped into fold space as a dozen torpedoes raced through the wake caused by activation of a jump drive. The tiny computer brains were no longer able to find a target, and as a safety precaution, they detonated.


  * * *


  Aboard Chakra, Shan System


  “Target lost,” Tarjei said fiercely.


  Everyone was grinning and celebrating their victory, but Tei’Varyk stared at the empty display in puzzled silence. There was something just before the final explosion, he was sure of it.


  “Tarjei, look for debris,” he said quietly and caused a profound silence to descend on the command deck.


  “I hear. Scanning for debris, indications…” she said in stunned realisation. “Indications negative!”


  Hisses of shock and outrage sounded from all sides as they realised the alien had escaped. How was it possible? One moment it was fleeing, the next it was gone. The explosion had blinded Chakra’s eyes for a moment, but that was not enough time for the alien to escape.


  Tei’Varyk studied his now empty tactical display. “Jakinda, search pattern at last known coordinates.”


  “I hear,” Jakinda said and brought Chakra onto a new heading.


  Tei’Varyk turned his station to Jozka. “Contact Hoth, Hekja, and Neifon. Tell them what we have discovered and ask that they search with us.”


  “I hear,” Jozka said.


  He flexed his claws in frustration. There was nothing on Chakra’s display to say the alien had ever existed. Tei’Varyk flicked his ears in annoyance with himself and turned to Tarjei.


  “Replay last action.”


  “Time index?” Tarjei asked.


  “Just as the heavies fire their torpedoes.”


  “I hear.”


  Tarjei displayed the data frozen on the main viewer. Everyone, except Jozka who was busy talking to the commanders of the heavy fangs, turned to watch the screen.


  “Advance at twice speed… stop,” Tei’Varyk ordered when the scene reached the point he wanted. “Play at one half.”


  “I hear.” Tarjei turned a control on her panel.


  Tei’Varyk watched again as Chakra’s claws reached out to tear and rend the alien. He noted the tiny amount of damage he had inflicted, and his lips rippled back in worry and fear.


  “Slow to one tenth,” he said.


  “I hear.”


  The torpedoes approached at a crawl, and then it happened. Space itself shimmered and twisted. The alien ship seemed to glow blue for an instant before it twisted violently and disappeared. Tei’Varyk’s shock was complete, and so was that of his crew. The alien had not been hit by the torpedoes and destroyed, it had escaped somehow. The torpedoes lost lock as they watched and detonated as they were programmed to do in these cases. The screen flashed white as the violence of the explosion overloaded Chakra’s eyes, and then the star speckled black of space returned.


  “The alien escaped us,” Tei’Varyk said quietly. “Contact the elders, I must tell them what has happened.”


  “I hear,” Jozka said.


  “Reverse course back to where we first encountered the alien.”


  “I hear, Tei. Chakra turns to new heading, one-two-eight by zero-zero-two.”


  Why had the alien shown itself and then run? Was it possible there was more than one? It could be. They had been unable to find one, why not two or three or even more?


  “The elders await,” Jozka said.


  “I hear. Call Tei’Unwin to take my place here. I will speak to the elders in my chambers.”


  “I hear, Tei.” Jozka hunched over his consol.


  Tei’Varyk stood and left the command deck. He was tired after all the excitement of the pursuit. He had been sitting for far too long, but strangely his legs felt wobbly. Fright. No doubt he would start shedding later. His people always shed when stressed—it was part of being born Shan. Would they ever find a cure for it? His people had made so many advances in the time since the war, that one would scarcely recognise the way they lived these days. The war wasn’t all bad he supposed, though it was a shocking thought. If not for the war he would not be living in space, which he loved, commanding a ship that he also loved.


  “Where do aliens come from?” he mused as he made his way along the empty corridor. “Other planets orbiting other suns obviously.”


  That being true, how did they travel the vast distances from one sun to another? Faster than light travel had been theorised by the elders since time began. It was generally accepted as being impossible, but what if it wasn’t? The Murderers came from somewhere, and now these new aliens had also come. He had accepted that these aliens were not the Murderers of old. It became obvious as soon as he had a clear view of their ship. Maybe the blue light and the twisting was an FTL drive. But it was impossible… was it not?


  Tei’Varyk growled irritably. He entered his chambers and keyed the terminal alive. The screen lightened to show three very old and grey-streaked Shan.


  He bowed. “Honoured elders, I fear I have failed you.”


  “Nonsense, Tei’Varyk,” Kajetan said from her position in the centre. She was the speaker for the elders. “Chakra was the only ship to detect the alien intrusion. The only ship to find them again, and now you are the only one to have noticed this new data. We are pleased with you.”


  “I hear, Kajetan. Chakra is on route to the inner belt to discover what the alien ship found so interesting. I have theorised that there might be more than one ship.”


  “Evidence?” Kajetan demanded.


  “None eldest, except intuition. Chakra was unable to find the alien, yet he came out of hiding right before us knowing he would be discovered. This strange light and twisting may be a way to overcome the FTL restrictions we have long debated. If this is so, why did he wait to use it?”


  “Why?”


  “I believe he was luring us away from something he wanted to protect,” Tei’Varyk said guiltily.


  “Another ship?”


  “Perhaps, or an asteroid base.”


  Hisses of shock and anger told him what the elders thought of such an idea.


  “Chakra will hunt to find the answer,” Kajetan ordered. “Is there anything you require?”


  “Not at present, but I would advise you to hold Hoth, Hekja, and Neifon in readiness nearby. These alien ships are very fast.”


  “We hear. It will be as you ask. Good hunting.”


  Tei’Varyk bowed and the screen darkened.


  * * *


  


  12 ~ The Next Step


  Aboard ASN Canada, Inner Belt, Shan System


  James pushed aside his empty plate and stirred his coffee. How quickly things change, he mused watching Brenda eating her breakfast. A few months ago such a simple thing as sharing a meal with her would have seemed impossible, but now nothing did. Brenda’s choice to move in with him was responsible for his new outlook on life, and he was so very thankful. He never wanted to be alone again.


  “What are you thinking?” Brenda said.


  “Hmmm?”


  “You were light years away, James. I asked what you were thinking about.”


  James smiled. “I was thinking how much I love you.”


  Brenda’s eye lit with pleasure. “Really?”


  “Yes.”


  “I love you too, James. I know I don’t say it very often, but I do. You know I do…” she frowned worriedly. “You do, don’t you?”


  He chuckled. “I know you do, but it’s nice to hear it now and then.”


  Brenda shrugged ruefully. “I never was very good at telling people how I feel.”


  “Me neither,” James agreed. “Maybe we can learn together.”


  Brenda nodded. “I can’t wait to show you off to my parents. They gave up on me and men a long time ago.”


  “I doubt that.”


  “It’s true. They used to be worse than Janice with all their hints about marriage and wanting grandchildren.” She shook her head gently. “When they find out about you…”


  “They’ll disown you?”


  Brenda grinned. “No, they’ll be the first Humans to reach orbit without mechanical aid!”


  James chuckled. “Can’t wait to see that.”


  Brenda finished buttering what the autochef insisted was a British crumpet. She knew better, as did he, but although it looked wrong, it actually tasted quite good. “What do you have planned for today?” she said and took a bite.


  He sipped his coffee and then leaned back in his seat. “I have an idea on how to help Bindar. The translation is taking longer than he hoped—we haven’t learned near enough phrases to attempt first contact.”


  “Hmmm, I know.” Brenda frowned. “Janice is worried about him. He hardly sleeps. She says we’re way behind schedule on the language side, and there’s no sign of Invincible.”


  That was a worry. Captain Colgan said Invincible had planned to sneak back in system once the dust settled, but she hadn’t yet. Invincible’s damage had been light, and chances were good that her crew was fine. James was worried for Trish, Swede, and the others, but Colgan was very sure. He said the probable reason for her non-appearance was that she had been ordered to stay out. James thought it more likely that Captain Monroe had seen the mess they were in, and had decided to stay out on her own. Whatever the reason for her extended absence, Canada and all aboard her were running out of time.


  Chakra had not given up when Invincible jumped out-system. If anything, the Shan captain was more determined to find them, not less. Hardly a day went by without Canada’s battle stations alarm sounding. The first time had been so unexpected, it almost stopped his heart. What followed was a mad scramble to seal his uniform all the while trying to watch Brenda as she fumbled with the unfamiliar connections. The first thing he did after Colgan announced their successful evasion was teach Brenda how to use her uniform and its connections properly. He accepted no arguments. Only when she had shown him that she could seal her uniform, and connect herself to life support, did he relax enough not to watch her all the time. He only watched her half the time now… well, three quarters… maybe.


  “How can you help him?” Brenda stood and dumped their plates into the autochef. The plates quickly disappeared to wherever dirty plates go aboard ship.


  “Hmmm?” James said still thinking about Invincible. He hoped Trish and the others were all right.


  “Bindar.”


  “I think I have a way around the speech problem. My historical studies have helped me there.”


  “That’s great,” Brenda said excitedly.


  “I hope so. I plan to talk with the Chief about it. If anyone can make it, or know someone who can, it’s him. What about you love?”


  Brenda grimaced. “I’m still stuck on this harmony thing. I know it’s important to them. They have so many sayings that link to harmony, but I can’t get a handle on it.”


  James nodded remembering his own speculations regarding the harmony question. They all had their pet theories, but none of them were convincing to his mind.


  “I hate to say this, Brenda, but I think you should move on. I agree it’s important, but you can’t afford to get bogged down with unanswerable questions.”


  “You’re right.” Brenda sighed. “I know you’re right, but it doesn’t make sense. The Shan talk of the Great Harmony, and the Twin Worlds of Harmony, or the Twin Worlds of the Race living in harmony, when in reality they fly around in multi-megatonne warships and train everyone to fight. How is that harmony? Who do they fight—anyone?”


  James shrugged. “I said I agree, but maybe the answer is more in my field. Maybe they did live in harmony in the past, and then something happened to change it. That might be the reason for the sayings you mentioned—they’re all that remain of an older civilisation.”


  Brenda sighed again. “I’ll move on, it’s the only thing to do.”


  He stood and kissed her. “I’m sorry, but I think you’re right.”


  They stepped out of their cabin and separated, Brenda to the briefing room, and James to find the Chief.


  Finding the Chief wasn’t hard as it turned out. James knew many of the crew by sight if not by name and prevailed on them for directions. He stepped into generator room four, and found a pair of legs sticking out of a consol with the Chief attached.


  “Chief?”


  “Yeah?” a muffled and distracted voice said from within the consol. “Whatdoyouwant?”


  “I need help.”


  “Don’t we all,” came Williams’ voice clearer now as he wriggled out of the tight space.


  James grasped the man by the ankles and pulled him the rest of the way out of the consol.


  “Thanks.”


  “The contact team needs a little help, Chief. We’re falling behind schedule because of all these alerts. Every time Chakra turns up, we have to stop work.”


  “Yeah? Sorry to hear that, but what do I know about aliens?” Williams said scratching his head. “I can build you an autochef that makes the best pizza this side of Earth if you want, or beef up your pulser so it can knock out a tank with one shot—course you only get one, it uses a lot of power you know? But aliens…” He shook his head. “Nah, don’t know any.”


  James coughed and smothered the laugh that threatened. “What I need is a device to convert our voices into the alien language, and the alien’s voices into ours.”


  Williams’ face brightened with interest. “A translator eh? Sounds interesting. I just might be able to help you there.”


  “Oh?” he said feeling his hopes rising. So easy?


  “Yeah, come with me.”


  James followed Chief Williams deep into the ship until they entered a cluttered workroom that Williams called his own.


  “See that?” Williams pointed to a piece of equipment with circuitry hanging out of it. It must have weighed as much if not more than James did and stood taller.


  “What is it?” he said circling the thing and looking it over.


  “That’s the voice recognition unit for the ship’s whole damn computer that is,” Williams said with a glare for the offending item.


  “Doesn’t the ship… you know… need it or anything?”


  “Nah.” Williams smirked. “It’s busted. The new one takes up a third the space this one does and costs ten times as much. I could probably fix her up for you.”


  James looked at the thing doubtfully. “Well thank you, Chief, but how will we carry it when we go aboard the Shan ship?”


  “Carry it? Carry it! You never said nothing about carrying it.”


  James smiled contritely. “Sorry, Chief. What I need is something portable that will do the job, like… I don’t know. Like a compad.” He pointed to the mini-computer in Williams’ top pocket.


  “A compad,” Williams said slowly. “Are you out of your mind? A compad! How the hell am I going to get all that junk in one of these?” he said kicking the recognition unit and waving the compad under James’ nose.


  James stepped back a little. “I don’t know, but the Captain said you were the best damn miracle worker in Fleet. He said if you couldn’t do it, no one could.”


  Actually, Colgan knew nothing of this, but he would as soon as James could run over and coach him… ah, tell him what he was supposed to have said about Williams.


  “He did?” Williams swelled, but then his shoulders slumped. “How the hell am I going to get all that crap in a compad?” He scratched his head in distraction. “Tight beam it? Nah, no bloody good around corners. What I need is a way to transmit without worrying about the damn leakage. The Alliance would make me a bloody saint if I figured that one out.”


  James nodded. Unsecured communications was one reason the Merkiaari had found the colonies so quickly. TBC (Tight Beam Communications) was secure, but the system was limited to ships in close proximity—it was essentially a modulated laser pulse… like flashing lights at one another. Where tight beam was impractical, fold space drones were used to eliminate leakage. Given enough time their fold space drives had enough capacity to cross the Human sector of the galaxy. They were slower than using courier ships, but where speed was not an issue, drones were the best way to keep Alliance worlds in contact with each other. All that was beside the point here though. As Williams said, TBC was no good around corners and fold space had no place within the confines of a ship.


  Williams rummaged around in the junk pile. He grunted in satisfaction when he found a metre rule and turned back to measure the compad and recognition unit. He shook his head at what was revealed and double-checked his measurements.


  “Can’t be done… can it?” Williams muttered. “How about double thickness? Can’t see why not. Bloody civs can sew bigger pockets for them.”


  That sounded promising. James was sure he could sew if he had to. He watched Williams working and realised he had been forgotten.


  “I’ll leave you to it then, shall I? I could come back to check on you or—”


  “Where are you going?” Williams said and glared. “You can help me with this piece of crap for a start.”


  “Ermmm… I have no idea how to—”


  “Course not, you’re just a civ. Look, we have to fix this piece of junk and reinstall it. Only God knows what the skipper will say when I tell him about shutting the computer down.”


  James smiled sickly. Shutting the computer down while they were hiding from Chakra, was not a good idea. He had to see Colgan fast.


  “I don’t see how I can help you, Chief.”


  “How strong are you?” Williams said looking him up and down.


  “Well, I don’t know… why?”


  “Coz you can help me hump this piece of junk over here that’s why.”


  James helped him lift the recognition unit, and together they shuffled across the room.


  “Damn civs…” Williams mumbled. “Trying to get me into hack with the skipper…”


  James grinned, but then he winced as something shifted painfully in his back. He was grateful when Williams finally gave the word to lower his side onto the test bed. He massaged his back while the Chief hooked the unit up to the diagnostic computers ranged along the wall. James leaned from side to side and winced. It felt as if he had popped something in his back.


  “Not enough exercise, that’s your trouble,” Williams said as he tested one circuit after another. “I do hope you ain’t expecting me to program this translator of yours. If you are, you can forget it. What you’re talking about needs something a lot more sophisticated than I can do.”


  James shook his head. “That’s not a problem. Bindar, that’s Professor Singh, has a program that runs on Canada’s computer just fine. What we need is something that can hear voices and speak back in the right language.”


  “That’s okay then. If his program runs all right now, it will run okay on what I have in mind.”


  James watched as Williams ran a diagnostic and wondered what he had started. “What have you in mind… if you don’t mind me asking that is?”


  “Don’t learn if you don’t ask questions.” Williams straightened and waved a hand at the unit. “This crap is too damn bulky… heavy too.” He eyed James as he stretched his back. “The new one… remember I told you about the new one that costs ten times as much?”


  “Yeah, I mean yes of course.”


  “Well that one is tiny compared to this one. It’s still too big for what you want, but it’s small enough to make mobile. I have an idea how we can link into that compad idea of yours.”


  James realised he was staring. “You want to take out the new one and put that piece of… you want to put that junk back in?” he cried incredulously.


  “Yup!”


  Oh God, Colgan wasn’t going to like this! He had to explain the situation before Williams said something and brought the wrath of God… well the wrath of the Captain down on him.


  * * *


  


  13 ~ Predator and Prey


  Aboard ASN Canada, Shan Inner Belt


  “Easy, eeeeasy,” Captain Colgan said as his ship navigated the clutter of the asteroid belt. He realised he was on the edge of his seat ready to pounce on the helm controls, and forced himself to sit back. Janice, Canada’s helmsman, took no notice of his hovering presence at her back. “Steady as she goes, helm.”


  “Steady as she goes, aye,” Janice verified automatically. She remained hunched over her controls and didn’t look up.


  Colgan glanced around his horseshoe shaped bridge. In front of him, on Janice’s left, Anya Ivanova sat at tactical and monitored the feed piped to her station from Scan. Her job was to keep a wary eye on the Shan heavies, and update her targeting solutions. Colgan was determined they would never be used. The Shan heavies were waiting for Chakra to flush him out, but that wouldn’t happen. He would never let himself be forced into the open.


  Along his left side were two empty observer stations, while to his right, Commander Groves sat at Scan studying the data Canada’s sensors provided her. She was tracking Chakra, and looking for a suitable hiding place. The plot table’s colourful display hid her face behind shadowy patterns, and painted her uniform with scrolling alphanumeric lists of data. Colgan could almost read the current situation just by glancing at her uniform.


  Behind Colgan’s right shoulder, next to the unused holotank, was the comm shack. Lieutenant Ricks was monitoring Shan comm chatter. Opposite him on the other side of the bridge was engineering. Ensign Steve Carstens, their youngest crew member at nineteen, was manning the station. He had a direct link to central damage control. He monitored Canada’s systems and dispatched maintenance teams if required. A thankless task, but necessary. Computers were by no means infallible.


  Colgan surveyed the faces of his crew one last time. Everyone was busy at their stations trying not to look at the tactical overlay currently displayed on the main viewer. It showed Canada trying to put distance between herself and the Shan ship they believed was named Chakra. They were sneaking away using the clutter of the belt to hide their movements. Although most of its stations were manned, the bridge was unnaturally quiet.


  Lieutenant Ricks finished receiving a report and turned to relay it. “Stealth mode is still inactive, Skipper.”


  “Chakra is closing,” Groves said a moment later.


  Colgan nodded. The asteroid belt was like a maze, a perfect place to lose Chakra, but the Shan captain would not give up. Chakra would lose them one day and reacquire them the next. Chakra’s skipper was learning his moves, but there wasn’t a hell of a lot he could do about it. Not with three heavies lurking just beyond the belt.


  Their game of cat and mouse had become serious. Invincible had jumped outsystem over three months ago, three months of silence spent hiding from the Shan hunters, but now Canada was in serious trouble. A minor collision yesterday with a piece of rock disturbed by the game they were playing, had since blossomed into a full scale disaster. The hit had been amidships, and had seemed of little consequence at first, but when the damage report came in, it revealed a more serious problem than scratched nanocoat.


  The rock had damaged Canada’s emitters, without which she was visible to Chakra’s sensors. When active, stealth mode made Canada electronically invisible. She could still be seen with the naked eye of course, but one tiny ship in the vastness of space was almost impossible to spot. A ship hemmed inside an asteroid field without stealth, had few options but to hide behind a lump of rock and hope no one was watching from that side.


  “Get me an update on repairs, Mark,” Colgan said.


  “Aye, sir.” Ricks turned back to his station and contacted damage control.


  “There’s one,” Commander Groves said looking up from the navigational plot her station was displaying. “Transferring to main viewer, sir.”


  The image on the forward view-screen changed to display a section of the inner asteroid belt. Canada’s friendly blue icon blinked on and off with her heading and velocity appended to it. Chakra’s baleful red icon was closing on their previous position, like a hound on the scent of a fox. Groves circled an asteroid on the plot table, and the main viewer updated itself.


  Colgan pointed his control wand at the circled asteroid, and copied it onto his number two monitor. Data denoting the asteroid’s size and composition began scrolling down the right side of the screen. The computer analysed the data and highlighted the important points in red. The asteroid was big enough to conceal two ships the size of Canada with room to spare, but more to the point, it was of the right composition.


  He highlighted the asteroid on the viewer with his control wand, and it began flashing. “Put us in the shadow of that one, Janice.”


  “Aye, sir. Manoeuvring… two percent only.”


  Two percent was nothing, but more thrust would disturb the smaller particles of the belt. With Chakra stalking them, Colgan had ordered that two percent was to be used until further orders. So far it had worked.


  “I have that update, Skipper,” Lieutenant Ricks said.


  “Let’s have it.”


  “Five hours… minimum.”


  Hisses of shock went around the bridge. Groves looked at Colgan sharply. She would have made some comment, but his quick head-shake silenced her. Everyone had assumed the damage to be minor and easily fixed, but now they knew that wasn’t so. They were beginning to feel like the prey Chakra so obviously thought they were. They didn’t need to hear their XO agreeing with them.


  “Tell them that’s unacceptable.” Colgan’s stomach began to seethe. “I want every swinging dick in damage control up to their elbows in circuitry right now.”


  “They already are, sir.”


  At the press of a button, his station turned to face the comm shack and Lieutenant Ricks. “Explain.”


  “The Chief says the rock we hit punched a hole right through the secondary control runs, Skipper. The entire thing fused solid when the overload hit the chips. They’re having to make new emitters from scratch, not repair the old ones.”


  Colgan frowned. “I see.” He should have known that already, but with Chakra bearing down on him, he hadn’t taken the trouble to ask. He glanced at Francis and beckoned her over. She would have to sort this mess out. “Get down there and see what can be done to expedite repairs, XO. If we don’t get those emitters back soon, I’m going to run out of hiding places.”


  “On my way.” Groves entered the elevator at the rear of the bridge.


  Colgan turned his station to face the main viewer. “Display tactical overlay,” he ordered. His eyes narrowed as the schematic appeared. “Remove all ships more than twenty minutes flight time from us.”


  He watched all ship codes disappear except Canada, Chakra, and the three heavies that they had no name for. They were skulking about just waiting to pounce on anyone foolish enough to stick his nose outside of the belt.


  “Centre overlay on Canada’s current position and display previous hiding places.”


  The display was cluttered with the known positions of thousands of asteroids, but a dozen icons were blinking—his hideouts, each discovered and abandoned when Chakra bore in. They were widely scattered, but now that he looked at them all at once, he could see a pattern forming. That wasn’t good. If he could see it, he knew damn well the Shan could.


  It took a certain composition of metal asteroids to hide Canada effectively. Iron core, with enough nickel and molybdenum to camouflage her sensors and beam weapons. For the millionth time Colgan wished Canada was a light or heavy cruiser, almost any proper warship would do. Canada’s beam weapons were mounted externally to save space for her labs. Her missile tubes obviously had to be internal for access to the magazines, but a warship had all of its weapons mounted internally. Only the muzzle of beam weapons truly needed to be exposed, and of course warships had sealable gun ports.


  Not so Canada.


  She had been converted from an Exeter class light cruiser into the survey vessel she was now. Most of her weaponry had been gutted to make room for her labs, her remote sampler storage bays, and her drone storage bays, which were over-sized. Carrying extra drones gave Canada a greater range. Survey missions tended to be long ones. Sending back regular reports was part of that. Beam weapon and sensor grid construction both relied on alloys with heavy concentrations of certain metals, which would give the Shan a good way to find Canada if they knew what to look for.


  Chakra knew what to look for, Colgan was sure of it.


  All of his asteroid hideouts were of similar size and composition. It didn’t take a genius to realise that all the Shan had to do was survey the belt for the correct type. When they did, they would have every possible hiding place he could use. Knowing his time was running out gave him a sharp twinge in his stomach. His damn ulcer was acting up again.


  “Someone send for a glass of milk,” he said grimacing at the pain in his gut.


  “It’s on the way, sir,” Ricks said sounding concerned.


  “Asteroid approaching, sir. Two thousand metres… passing fifteen hundred, sir. Twelve hundred… one thousand metres, sir.”


  “Knock it off, Janice. Just park us will you?” Colgan said holding his guts. Where was the damn milk?


  “Aye, sir. Sorry.”


  He relented a little, no sense displaying his worry to his crew. It was important they believe he knew what to do even when he didn’t.


  “Sorry, Janice, but my guts are acting up.”


  “That’s all right, Skip.” Janice eased her charge closer and closer to the mountainous looking asteroid. “All stop. Grapples deploying… good catch, sir.”


  “Well done.”


  They had done this a good many times now, but grappling an asteroid wasn’t easy. More than once they had grabbed one only to have the damn grapples wriggle loose. Asteroids might look solid, but they weren’t always reliable. They sometimes shattered or separated when stressed. This time all went well. Canada pulled herself in close to the asteroid until it looked like a gigantic cliff on the bridge displays.


  “One metre separation, Skip.”


  “Can’t you get us in tighter than that?” Colgan said with a small smile.


  Janice spun to look at him in outrage, and everyone laughed. She realised he was joking and smiled sheepishly. She turned back to her consol and went through her usual routine of shutting down all nonessential systems.


  “Your milk, sir,” crewman first class Riley said.


  Colgan started. He hadn’t heard Baz approach. He took the offered glass and drank the milk straight down. He felt the effect almost instantly. Excess acid, that’s all it was. He had never had trouble with stress before this mission, but the constant threat of being destroyed, or worse, initiating hostilities with the Shan, was taking its toll on everyone. Doctor Ambrai wanted to adjust his IMS (Integrated Medical System), but the procedure would mean being laid up in bed for days. He didn’t have time for that. Ambrai would have to wait until after the mission to reprogramme his bots. The milk would have to do.


  “Thanks, Baz.”


  “You’re welcome, sir.” Riley took the empty glass and left the bridge as silently as he had entered.


  Colgan turned his attention to the tactical overlay on the main viewer. He punched in a command on his control wand, and transferred the data to his station’s number one monitor. The small repeater display gave him the ability to manipulate the raw tactical data without inconveniencing other stations on the bridge. In the heat of battle, his access to such data saved time and could save lives.


  “Display Chakra’s current position and heading,” he ordered.


  The main viewer cleared to show Chakra approaching, but it was obvious by her heading that the Shan had lost them once again. How many more times could he get away with this?


  “Give me an all hands channel, Mark.”


  “Aye, Skipper. Channel open.”


  “Ah hmmm, this is the Captain,” Colgan said. He always felt a little silly announcing the obvious. He cleared his throat and continued. “Chakra is still hunting us, but we’re safe for the moment. I will keep you informed of developments. Keep to routine and stay out of the way of the damage control teams. That is all.” He turned back to Ricks. “Call the boffins together in the briefing room and have Commander Groves back up here to take my chair.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  Colgan stood and stretched the kinks out of his back. He winced as vertebrae popped loud enough for him to hear. He had been sitting too long. He stepped around his station and went for the elevator.


  “If anything else breaks, call me,” Colgan said before stepping inside. Everyone laughed, but as soon as the elevator doors closed, his shoulders slumped and the false cheer dissolved from his features. “Deck two,” he said and the elevator jolted into motion.


  What the hell was he going to do?


  He was out of contact with the Alliance… who knew what the Admiralty would do when they learned the Shan had shot up Invincible? He could safely assume the Alliance wouldn’t start a war over a single shooting incident, and that was good, but the only way out for his ship and those aboard her, was to make contact with the Shan and hope friendly relations resulted. He had to rely solely on the civs for that. Assuming the boffins had learned enough to do it, he would be going ahead with phase two of the President’s plan without orders or even his sanction.


  So be it.


  The elevator stopped and Colgan stepped out. The deck was deserted. His crew would be at their battle stations for a short while yet. They had learned through hard experience not to stand down immediately after an apparently successful evasion. Chakra’s captain was a hellishly lucky bastard, and he could be unpredictable. The Shan skipper had nearly trapped Canada twice in recent days by using his shuttles as observers. By positioning them high above the asteroid belt’s ecliptic, Chakra had used them like remote sensors. It was by the narrowest of margins and good luck, Groves had noticed and countered them in time. He wouldn’t underestimate Chakra’s skipper again. His crew would stay at battle stations until they were absolutely sure their evasion was successful.


  Colgan entered the brightly lit briefing room to find twelve white uniformed men and women sitting around the cluttered table looking anxiously at him. The clutter represented months of painstaking work on their part. Printouts and compads lay on the table in such profusion, the high gloss finish of the simwood was completely hidden. All the wall screens were on—a dozen screens each displaying different aspects of the contact teams’ studies. There were pictures of Shan going about their lives, pictures of their peculiar (to his eyes) cities. There were lists, and graphs, and god knows what else displayed wherever he looked.


  In the centre of the table, the holotank was displaying one of the natives turning slowly within the holomatrix. The adult Shan stood on his or her hind legs—Shan sexes were hard to differentiate. To Human eyes, both looked almost identical. The females had underdeveloped mammary organs, hard to spot covered as they were by fur, while male genitalia was protected and hidden by what he could only describe as a pouch similar to that of a marsupial.


  Colgan turned his attention back to those he had come to see. They had long since become familiar to him. In a way, they were part of his crew now. An unofficial, but vital part.


  “I’m sure you know why I’m here,” he began after he found a spare seat and made himself comfortable. “Since Invincible jumped outsystem, we’ve been on borrowed time, and it has just about run out. I have no option but to contact the Shan.”


  The twelve intent faces broke from concerned stillness into eager anticipation. Their excited murmurs filled the room. This was what they had worked for all these months—worked hard for.


  “…contact the elders do you think?”


  “…see how we can.”


  “Their language is full of…”


  “…and what does harmony mean to them?”


  James was the only one to pick up on what Colgan hadn’t said. “I have a question for the Captain.”


  Colgan nodded. “Ask.”


  “When did the drone arrive? We’ve been hiding or running since Invincible jumped outsystem. I don’t remember you securing from battle stations long enough to pick one up, Captain.”


  “I’m sure you already know the answer, Professor. There was no drone. Our mission is unchanged.”


  Janice frowned. “Your career—”


  “My career is my concern, Professor Bristow. I am one man. Canada holds the lives of two hundred and twelve within her. She, and all of you, are my responsibility. Don’t think I haven’t considered taking a chance and trying to jump out, because I have. There are three heavies skulking about out there. Three of them. We are no match for even one.”


  “Something else is bothering you… what?” Brenda asked him.


  How she had guessed Colgan didn’t know. “What do you think the Council will do when they hear about Invincible’s battle damage?”


  Concerned whispers erupted.


  “Quiet down people,” Janice called loudly. “What do you think they’ll do, Captain?”


  “Panic I shouldn’t wonder.”


  “They wouldn’t order an attack would they?” Brenda asked.


  The silence was absolute.


  “No,” he said firmly. “We defend the Alliance, we do not make war on those not threatening us.”


  Brenda didn’t look convinced. “But?”


  “But, the Shan did fire on Invincible even though she was running and not threatening them. Some of our people are dead, Professor Lane. Our forces will be on high alert, but not, I think, charging here to the rescue. We are on our own. If I’m right, the Council will quarantine this system. The aliens have no jump technology, so that’s all they need to do. None of that helps us or our situation. For all I know, our mission here has already been scrubbed.”


  Brenda clenched a fist and hammered the table in frustration. “The Shan only did what we would have done in their place. For God’s sake, haven’t we learned anything from our mistakes?”


  Colgan frowned. “We learned plenty. We learned the galaxy is a dangerous place. We learned to be cautious while exploring, and vigilant in the defence of our sector. Finally, we learned to blow away the Merki wherever we find them.”


  Brenda reddened. “You all know my thoughts on the Merkiaari,” she said breaking eye contact with Colgan and looking around at her colleagues for support. “The war needn’t have happened if a team like this one had been sent to talk to the Merkiaari.”


  “You’re wrong, Brenda,” James said. “The Alliance was attacked without provocation on the border of our sector. We lost a dozen worlds before the alarm was even taken seriously. When it was finally understood what was happening, delegations were sent to talk to the Merki. None lived longer than five minutes.”


  Brenda glared. “That’s because they sent military ships.”


  David Harrison, a professor of both sociology and biology raised his hand to attract Colgan’s attention. “She’s right, you know. The Merkiaari did fire first, but wouldn’t we do the same in that situation? I know I would.”


  Colgan shook his head. “No. We would have hailed them first.” At the sceptical looks he received, he explained. “It’s standard procedure. When an unidentified ship jumps insystem, it’s queried for its identity and intentions. Even an Alliance carrier with IFF screaming its identity, would be challenged before routing it to docking or wherever else it’s heading. The Merki would have been challenged the moment they entered the system by port control if no one else.”


  “We’ll never know now,” Brenda said still looking sour.


  “On the contrary.” Colgan knew what was going through her mind. She thought he was spouting the same militaristic garbage that she so vehemently denied was the truth. He was in a way, but it wasn’t garbage. “A review of the ship’s data recorders and logs recorded during that period is part of our officer training at the academy. I assure you the Merki were challenged repeatedly.”


  Brenda looked rebellious but a gentle squeeze of her hand by James calmed her.


  “We’re drifting a little far afield here, Captain,” James said. “You want us to contact the Shan in hope of opening full diplomatic relations at some future time?”


  “In essence yes. I admit I’d be satisfied for now if you could just tell them not to shoot.”


  Colgan sat back to listen as the professors debated what they knew about the Shan. He idly picked up a nearby compad and glanced at it, but it was not very interesting. It was just a check list. He gathered up a few more and began building a tower while listening to the conversation between David and Brenda.


  “He should be male,” Dave said when asked about the speaker for the elders.


  “Should be, or is?” Brenda asked.


  “Well… Lieutenant Ricks tried to enhance the imagery for me, but I was still unable to see clearly. From what I’ve managed to glean from snippets snatched here and there, Chakra is commanded by a male.”


  “Where does that take us, David?” Janice asked.


  “I’m assuming the Shan are male dominated like most Human societies were in the past. I know it’s different today, but from what I’ve been able to determine the Shan still look at things that way.”


  “I don’t agree,” James said.


  Colgan raised an eyebrow. James was not usually one to put himself forward at these things. Being the odd one out, he had little to contribute to the group that others weren’t better qualified to offer. Most of the time he assisted the others on their projects. Everyone liked him, and all were glad he was there to assist, but they also realised his field was a little redundant in this situation.


  “Why not?” Janice asked with encouragement in her voice.


  James leaned his forearms on the table and interlocked his fingers. “It’s this harmony thing.”


  Someone groaned and muttered that the harmony issue was a dead end.


  “It’s not,” James said stoically.


  “Prove it,” Sheryl said with a smile.


  James sighed. “You know I can’t, but think it through. How can there be harmony if there’s discrimination between the sexes?”


  “There can’t of course,” Sheryl said. “But that’s what I’m saying. Where is there harmony on the twin worlds of the Shan? Nowhere, that’s where.”


  “You’re missing the point, Sheryl. Their language is replete with sayings such as, and I quote: Look ahead in harmony, and what about this: May you live forever in harmony. Those are direct translations.”


  “If we have the translations right,” Sheryl reminded him.


  Before Professor Singh could protest that his work on the translation could do the job, Janice did it for him. “Those tapes are accurate. I would stake my reputation on it.”


  Colgan knocked on the table to draw everyone’s attention. “You’re staking a lot more than that, Professor. All of our lives depend on them.”


  That silenced everyone.


  “I stand by them,” Janice said.


  “Those sayings are old,” James said, taking back control of the conversation. “I hesitate to say they have a religious significance, but they certainly have a cultural one.”


  Bindar stood and crossed the room to the autochef. He selected coffee and took it back to his seat. “Religion can be a powerful factor in the development of a society. Look at the multitude of religions on Earth. Wars were fought over it; bombs were planted because of it. A powerful force it is, but I see no sign of a religion among the Shan. Their world is completely devoid of the things we associate with worship of a deity. What does that say about their culture?”


  “That’s my area I think,” Bernard said. His area was cultural studies specialising in the Merkiaari, but as the Shan were only the second alien species to be discovered, he was the closest thing the Alliance had to an expert. “I do happen to agree with James on this. The Shan are remarkably open with each other, and lucky for us their communications security doesn’t exist.”


  “They don’t think in that way,” Colgan interjected. “As far as they know, FTL is impossible and the only people in the system are Shan.” He shrugged. “Up to a point, we were the same before the Merki War. We didn’t concern ourselves too much with signal leakage, and where security was necessary, we just encoded the data stream. The Shan know nothing of the Merkiaari so…” He shrugged again.


  “But they do know about us,” James stressed. “They’re going to start adding two and two, Captain. The FTL thing is already in the open. They saw Invincible jump outsystem. If I was an elder, I would be worried about talking in the open. If we don’t contact them soon, the Shan will be the ones contacting us in a few years.”


  “We were in space for centuries before we cracked the problem. If they start now they will still take that long.”


  “You’re wrong there, Captain.” Sheryl said. “We didn’t even know FTL was possible when we stumbled onto the answer. The Shan have seen it in operation. It won’t take them anywhere near as long to figure it out.”


  Colgan frowned. Sheryl Linden was greatly respected in her fields of physics and engineering design. She was worth listening to. If she thought there was a risk of the Shan developing a workable fold space drive, then he believed her.


  “Can we get back to the present issue?” Bernard asked impatiently. “I thought you were desperate to have us perform a miracle for you.”


  Colgan smiled. “Quite right, Professor Franks. I do need a miracle. I need Chakra off my back. More, I need the Shan friendly and willing to allow me to fire off a drone to Alliance HQ.”


  “Well then,” Professor Singh said. His area of expertise was linguistics, but unlike Janice Bristow whose interest in the area was secondary to her studies in exobiology, linguistics was his passion. “We have an extensive library of Shan verbal communication. Ship to ship traffic has helped us no end with the translation. The various broadcasts from the high orbitals, mining outposts, and planets have helped fill in a great many holes in our understanding. The—”


  “Excuse the interruption, Professor,” Colgan said. “Are you saying the tapes are not ready, or that they are?”


  “I’m coming to that, Captain. I’ve been unable to eradicate all errors, but that’s to be expected without a native speaker to converse with. Most Shan words are pronounceable after a fashion by Humans. Janice and I believe that in time we could learn to speak without artificial aid.”


  Janice nodded and gestured at the holotank. “Their physiology dictates the shaping of their language. As you can see, their mouths are completely different, more like a feline’s muzzle than anything else I can think of. Certain sounds will probably sound odd to them, but we think they will understand the attempt.”


  “Yes,” Bindar went on. “But for now, we will supplement the spoken word with the tapes you’re so interested in, Captain. They are ready for testing. Though gaps remain, we believe they will suffice.”


  “Gaps,” Colgan said without expression. “How big are these gaps?”


  “We have perhaps seventy percent of the Shan vocabulary, or rather we believe so.” Bindar was obviously uncomfortable with the uncertainty, but under such hardships as constantly racing to emergency stations whenever Chakra closed on them, it was remarkably good luck they had managed to reach seventy percent and not a figure much lower. “On the plus side, we have an extensive library of common phrases that will be very helpful.”


  “Take me to your leader, things like that?” Colgan said with a grin, and the others laughed.


  Bindar sighed. “Not that one, Captain, but how about this: we come in peace, don’t shoot.”


  His laughter died. “I like that one very much. Can you teach it to me?”


  “I’ll dupe the chip for you, Captain. We should all start carrying the translators chief Williams tinkered together for us.”


  “Well done, Bindar,” James said.


  “Outstanding dedication. Can’t wait to try it out my friend,” Bernard said enthusiastically to the embarrassed professor, and the others chimed in with similar things.


  Bindar blushed at all the attention. “Thank you, thank you all. Janice was extremely helpful.”


  Janice snorted. “I hardly knew where to start.”


  Colgan broke into the congratulations. “So, we have the means to converse with them. Now we need the opportunity.”


  James glanced at Brenda and then back to Colgan. “I’ve been thinking about that, Captain. It seems to me that Chakra is the only source of Shan we have available.”


  “That’s obvious.”


  James nodded and glanced at Brenda again. She frowned obviously wondering what he was going to say. “I suggest we send one man in a lander well away from the ship and allow it to be captured—I volunteer.”


  “No,” Brenda gasped looking at her lover in horror.


  * * *


  James took his time with his inspection of the lander. A week had gone by since he volunteered for this mission; a week of intensive training and strained silences between him and Brenda. Both had taken their toll on him, but despite it all, the excitement of meeting a Shan face to face had not left him.


  Despite their disagreement, Brenda had done her part. All week she had worked beside him, tirelessly helping him learn what he needed to know to make the mission a success. But at the end of each day, when they retired to their cabin, Brenda would eat in silence and then go to bed—without him. She had made it plain he wasn’t welcome in her bed, not even to sleep.


  James stopped and peered around the empty bay. He didn’t want to leave without trying to straighten things out between them. He had hoped Brenda would come to see him off, but she hadn’t yet, and he couldn’t delay much longer.


  After their last meeting with Colgan, Brenda was angry. It wasn’t that she didn’t understand why he had volunteered for the mission. She did… or so she said. What made her mad, she said, was that he hadn’t discussed it with her before hand. He tried to explain that until that moment, he hadn’t known he was going to volunteer, but she wouldn’t hear excuses, and she was right. Although he hadn’t known Colgan would preempt the President by going ahead with phase two without orders, James had long ago considered ways in which it could be done. His work with Williams on the translators was a big part of that. He tried to tell himself that he hadn’t lied to Brenda, but deep in his heart he knew the truth. He had been working toward this mission almost since the day he offered his help to Bindar.


  James climbed up the ramp to the shuttle, but stopped in the open hatch to look out at the empty bay. Brenda wasn’t coming; he knew that now. With a sigh and a heavy heart, he sealed the hatch and made his way toward the cockpit. He was a damn fool. Brenda was everything he had ever wanted in a woman. She was funny, and passionate, and clever, and oh so beautiful. He loved her more than anything, so why had he let this wall develop between them? Their last argument had been the worst.


  Brenda had tried to make Colgan let her accompany him, but the captain said letting a civ carry the mission was bad enough, he wasn’t about to make the situation worse by adding another. The ensuing argument had nearly caused Colgan to send Commander Groves on the mission instead, but even he knew there was a greater chance of success if someone familiar with Bindar’s work was there to operate the translators. Brenda knew that as well as anyone. The sneaky woman had studied up while helping James prepare for the mission. She knew as much if not more than he did now, and she had tried to use that to persuade Colgan to let her go with him. It hadn’t worked.


  James took his place in the pilot’s chair and activated the lander’s systems. “Alpha One ready for takeoff,” he announced over the comm.


  The view-screen lit and Lieutenant Ricks appeared. “Alpha One, stand by for final instructions.”


  “Okay… I mean, copy that, Canada. Standing by.”


  Ricks grinned.


  A moment later, Captain Colgan came on. “I’m depressurising the bay now.” He turned to nod at someone out of view and then turned back. “Be careful out there, James. I don’t want to lose you.”


  “I don’t want to lose me either,” James said with a grin. He sobered a moment later. “You’ll look after Brenda if something should happen. It won’t of course, but if it should?”


  “She’ll be fine, I’ll see to it.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  Colgan nodded and the screen darkened.


  James took a deep breath and released the docking clamps. The lander was a dream to fly in simulation. Nice acceleration and good handling. The real thing was different enough to make him bite his lip as he eased it over the deck toward the hanger doors. As he approached, they cranked open to reveal the blackness of space populated by chunks of rock moving slowly by. As expected, Canada was already underway. He firmed his grip on the yoke.


  “Here goes nothing.” He throttled up the lander’s main engine and shot out of the bay like a missile.


  As soon as he was well clear of Canada, he eased back on the throttle and turned his ship toward the asteroid she had been using to hide from Chakra. He couldn’t see the alien ship yet, but he didn’t waste time. As soon as he was close enough, he used his manoeuvring thrusters to align the lander with the asteroid, before programming the computer to maintain the shuttle’s position. The Shan should detect him easily.


  With nothing to do until the Shan arrived, he decided to make himself a snack. He had missed dinner earlier. Brenda hadn’t felt like eating after their meeting with Colgan, and neither had he. They had both been too upset. Brenda had locked the bedroom door against him, and hadn’t even said good bye when he left for the boat bay.


  He unbuckled his harness and floated across the cockpit toward the hatch. Landers like this one were too small to have gravity generators, but they did come equipped with a galley. As he approached the hatch to the main cabin, he glanced at the cases strapped to the deck behind the co-pilot’s seat. They contained the gifts he and the others had put together for the Shan. One of them was filled with compad translators, while others were full of picture books and other things designed to teach Shan about the Alliance. The largest contained Williams’ master unit, or what he called The Box of Crap. James grinned. Only he knew why Williams called it that.


  He opened the cockpit hatch.


  Brenda floated a short distance ahead of him. “It’s only me,” she said brightly.


  James gaped. “I don’t believe it. How the hell did you get here?”


  Brenda grinned. “Magic.”


  “But I looked…”


  “I was in the locker,” she said hooking a thumb over her shoulder at her hiding place.


  “You’re going back!”


  He turned and pulled himself into the cockpit.


  “No I’m not.” Brenda kicked against one of the seats and launched herself in pursuit. “Canada must be out of range by now.”


  “Brenda please. I need you to be safe.”


  Brenda pulled herself into the co-pilot’s seat. “And I need to be here. If you want to be a hero, that’s fine, but I’m staying.”


  James gritted his teeth. “We’ve been through this. We agreed it makes sense for me to go.”


  “Oh no you don’t. You agreed, I never did and you know it.”


  “But you said—”


  Brenda finished strapping in. “I said I understood the point you and the captain were making, not that I agreed with it. You are the odd one out, you can be spared, and you do want to do it. All that’s true, but I love you and I’m not letting you out of my sight.”


  “I’ll get the, Captain.” He strapped himself in and searched the controls for the one he needed. He was so flustered he couldn’t find it. “He’ll make you see sense.”


  “It’s that one,” Brenda said pointing to a single control among dozens of similar buttons and switches.


  “I remember my training, thank you.”


  “Well do it then.”


  “All right, I’m doing it!” James glared, and Brenda smirked. “Alpha One to Canada; respond please.”


  “Canada copies.”


  “I have a problem here—a stowaway.”


  Lieutenant Ricks’ jaw dropped. “A what?”


  “What is it, Mark?” Colgan said out of view of the pickup.


  Ricks turned away from the monitor. “Professor Wilder says he has a stowaway, Skipper.”


  “For the love of God, who would be stupid enough to… where’s Professor Lane?”


  “I don’t know, Skipper.”


  “She’s here,” James said.


  Brenda grinned and waved at the monitor.


  Colgan was snarling something. “…have his damn hide. I told him to watch her dammit. All stop! Prepare to reverse course…”


  “Contact,” a voice sang out. “Bearing one-eight-zero. It’s Chakra, Captain. She’s coming fast.”


  “Sound battle stations,” Colgan barked and the wailing alarm sounded. “Put Wilder on screen.”


  A moment later, the captain glared out of the monitor at Brenda. His face was red with rage, and she swallowed nervously. She opened her mouth to explain, but he began first.


  “Chakra will have you in…” Colgan looked aside then back. “Three minutes if she doesn’t blow you out of space first. I can’t stay, and we’ll lose TBC lock any second. For Chrissakes don’t mess it up or I’ll—”


  The screen turned to fuzz.


  Signal Lost.


  James flicked a switch and the screen darkened. He turned slowly toward Brenda with his jaw clenched and stared at her in silence.


  Brenda shifted in her seat. “I’m glad we’re together. Glad do you hear?”


  “I hear you. I love you more than life, Brenda. I wish you had stayed aboard Canada. It’s not safe here.”


  “We live together, or we die together…” she giggled. “I sound like a character in Zelda and the Spaceways.”


  “Let’s hope we’re still around for the next episode,” James said peering out of the cockpit window looking for their guests.


  * * *


  


  14 ~ The Chase


  Aboard Chakra, Shan System


  “He’s running,” Tarjei shouted in her excitement.


  Tei’Varyk flicked his ears in agreement, but why run every time, why not fight? Every time Chakra found him, the alien tucked his tail and ran. And what about the other one? Firing into his ship should have made him mad enough to fire back, but he hadn’t. Why? He chewed his whiskers in agitation. Why, why, why? He hissed and spat as if tasting something he didn’t like. Unanswerable questions always left a bad taste. He hated that!


  “Search for the asteroids as we discussed,” Tei’Varyk said. “When you find the closest one of the right size, we will get there ahead of him and be waiting. He will not escape us this time.”


  “I hear,” Tarjei said. “Lairs to your screen.”


  He studied his displays. “Remove any he has used before, Tarjei. I don’t think he will chance using them again.”


  “I hear and comply.”


  Tei’Varyk noted the first ten or so had disappeared, but already there were numerous asteroids on his display and more appearing as he watched.


  “Remove target asteroids that would require him to backtrack in order to reach them.”


  “I hear,” Tarjei said and did as he asked.


  “Good, very good.” There was an asteroid almost exactly on the alien’s current heading. “I believe I have him. Jakinda, new course—”


  “New contact!” Tarjei said as the bridge alarms signalled an unknown target ahead.


  “Silence that!”


  “I hear,” Jozka said and the alarm fell silent.


  “Is it another light fang or a heavy?” Tei’Varyk asked intently. The aliens might be lying in wait for him.


  “Neither, Tei. The target is at station keeping, and in the open a short distance from the alien’s previous hiding place. The asteroid was occluding Chakra’s eyes, but he sees him clearly now. It’s small, no weapons of any kind.” Tarjei looked up from her controls in confusion. “It seems to be a cub lander.”


  “That doesn’t make sense…” A cub was useless in space. It was only carried aboard to ferry crew to and from a planet or mining base. “What’s it doing now?”


  “Nothing, Tei. It’s waiting for us to kill it.”


  “Let us do that then,” Kajika said eager to kill something after so long on the hunt with little to show for it.


  “I hear, Tarjei,” Tei’Varyk said ignoring Kajika’s lapse in discipline.


  He understood Kajika’s feelings, but he didn’t want to be hasty. He might learn the secret of the alien FTL they had witnessed. Although it seemed unlikely a cub would have the ability, there might be something interesting. He had to choose soon or he would over fly it. He hesitated a moment longer then turned to Jakinda.


  “Bring us alongside the cub.”


  Hisses of displeasure surrounded him and Tarjei looked at him in worry. He flicked his ears at her keeping his face bland and she grinned.


  “I will take this gift they have left me, and I will learn what they’re about. I know where the alien fang will hide, do not worry. Look ahead in harmony and obey.”


  “I hear. Commencing deceleration,” Jakinda said.


  * * *


  Aboard ASN Canada, Shan System


  Colgan sighed as Chakra decelerated. “It worked.”


  “So far,” Groves qualified. “You should have let me go, sir.”


  “I didn’t know you spoke Shan, Francis,” he said in mock surprise. “You should have said. It would have saved a lot of work!”


  “We have the translators and—”


  “XO, I’m no happier than you are, believe me, but Wilder can speak Shan enough to get by, and the translators are untested in the field. Besides, Professor Singh estimates gaps of at least thirty percent in the tapes.”


  They weren’t really tapes of course. The so called tape was actually a complex bit of programming that no one but Bindar Singh understood. The program itself resided on a chip in the translator’s master unit, and used an algorithm of Singh’s own devising to access a huge database of Shan and Human words. The result was a master unit connected by a modulated carrier wave to compads that could, theoretically, allow a Human to converse with a Shan. There were so many things that could go wrong with the system, that Colgan felt almost physically ill thinking about it.


  “I understand the reasoning,” Groves said. “But civs are like sheep. They need a sheep dog to protect them.”


  Sheep dog? He grinned. “I’m the sheep dog?”


  Groves laughed. “Well, I’ve heard rumours you’re as hairy as one.” Everyone chuckled at the by-play, and tension eased throughout the bridge. Groves and Colgan exchanged knowing smiles and then settled back to business. “Orders, sir?”


  “Steady as she goes, XO. We hide and wait for Wilder to get in touch. He knows how.”


  “Aye, sir,” Groves said and went back to her station at Scan.


  Professor Lane had guts, he had to give her that, but she might well have ruined the operation. Wilder had been keen to go, but how keen could he be now that his lover was with him and in danger? He only hoped Wilder could overcome the handicap and still pull it off.


  “Chakra is ninety metres from the lander, Skip,” Groves said and then nodded. “Chakra is at full stop.”


  Colgan leaned back and crossed his legs. “Very good, very good indeed. Helm, continue on course.”


  “Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Wesley replied.


  * * *


  Aboard Chakra, Shan System


  “Chakra, at station keeping. Alien cub to his starboard,” Jakinda said.


  “Range to target one-hundred heikke,” Kajika added, but his earlier outburst did not re-materialise. He was only reporting on the condition of the target, as he should.


  “I hear,” Tei’Varyk said. “I will suit up and investigate this gift. Kajika, you will attend me. Have Tei’Unwin and Kon’stanji informed.”


  “I hear,” Kajika said in excitement.


  “I hear,” Jozka said and spoke quietly into his pickup.


  Tei’Varyk turned to Tarjei and then glanced meaningfully at Kajika. Kajika was so frustrated; it had to be relieved in some way. A little space walk seemed just the thing. Tarjei flicked her ears to show she understood, but she was far from happy about it.


  “Tei’Unwin and Kon’stanji come,” Jozka said.


  Tei’Varyk stood and headed for the hatch. “Let us go now, the alien is far away and the cub awaits us.”


  * * *


  Aboard Lander Alpha One


  Brenda’s knuckles whitened as she clutched the arm of the acceleration couch. “Oh, God, they’re coming over.”


  James nodded but he was preoccupied. Brenda had seemed unafraid, but he heard the fear in her words. Some people used God as part of everyday speech without really looking at what that meant, but never Brenda unless severely stressed. Reducing Him to a mere word, an expletive quite often, seemed wrong to him, but even he did it on occasion. Where was reverence, where was simple respect in that? God wasn’t something Brenda spoke of to him, though he knew she was a believer from her trips to Canada’s chapel. When she unconsciously said it straight out like that, he knew she was scared.


  “The outer door is open.”


  Brenda nodded but didn’t take her attention from the monitors displaying the huge alien ship. “Have you checked the Box?”


  “It’s fine. I’ve triple checked it, but you could try your compad again if you want.”


  “Good idea.” Brenda fumbled at the pocket on her right thigh. She snarled in frustration when the flap refused to cooperate with her. She was getting madder than hell with it when James intervened.


  He reached out and captured her hand. “Shush, it’s all right. We’re together.”


  Brenda stopped fighting the flap to look into his eyes. “Forever?”


  “Always.”


  Brenda leaned forward and they kissed for a long moment.


  The insistent beeping from the instrument panel brought James up for air.


  “They’re here.”


  * * *


  “At least they have courtesy, these aliens,” Tei’Varyk said.


  “I don’t like it, Tei.” Kajika ignited his thrusters for a short burst. “I will enter and hunt for danger.” He drifted forward toward the open hatch.


  “Be not so hasty. I am Tei, not you,” Tei’Varyk said with his muzzle rumpling in annoyance. “When you are Tei, you may advise me, not before. We go in together.”


  In the end, Tei’Varyk managed to enter a token heikke before Kajika, but that was merely courtesy taking over at the last moment. Kajika could not, even after all he had said, ignore his ingrained habit of deferring to a superior. Once inside they looked around for a way to proceed. Kajika suggested cutting through the inner door with their weapons, but a blinking light next to the outer door solved the problem. Tei’Varyk pressed the red button and the outer door slid shut. With a pleased nod, he noted a breathable atmosphere slowly replacing the vacuum of space within the airlock.


  “We can breathe the alien atmosphere at least. That is good to know.”


  “Why?” Kajika asked as the inner door began to slide open.


  “It says we have something in common…” Tei’Varyk broke off when he was confronted by his first sight of a face so obviously not Shan.


  This was the first time a Shan had met an alien since the Murderers of Harmony had annihilated almost ninety percent of them so long ago. Utter shock held Tei’Varyk immobile, but Kajika was a hunter first, last, and always. His reflexes were the best—he was the claw of Chakra. His paw came up smoothly with his beamer held ready, and his first claw twitched.


  The weapon bucked, and the alien flew back.


  “Noooo!” Tei’Varyk howled as the alien bounced limply from the seats and into the overhead.


  “I killed it for you, Tei…” Kajika began.


  Tei’Varyk shouldered Kajika aside and snatched his weapon away. “You have dishonoured me,” he howled with hackles bristling with rage. “Chakra is dishonoured!”


  “But it is alien.”


  “Can’t you see? It is not of the Murderer’s race, you brainless cub. It’s too small, and where are its fangs and weapons?” Tei’Varyk growled and aimed the beamer between Kajika’s eyes. “I should kill you for this.”


  “But I did it for you,” Kajika whispered staring into the beam emitter without seeing it. “For you.”


  Tei’Varyk lowered the weapon sick at heart. He turned to find a second alien attending to the first. His hopes leapt. There was one left, perhaps something could be salvaged.


  * * *


  Tears scalded Brenda’s eyes as she grappled with James’ limp body. She pulled him down from the overhead, and finally strapped him into a seat. She was muttering all the while that he wasn’t dead. In her heart, she knew he was gone, but still she went through the motions of her pretence.


  “You’re not dead, James,” she said to his closed eyes. “I love you, and you can’t be dead. Not so soon.”


  Brenda smashed open the medikit ignoring most of its contents as they floated through the air and clustered around the ventilation duct. She worked the nano injector repeatedly, pumping ten times the amount into him that would normally be required. It couldn’t hurt him to have too many working on the job—she hoped. When she had done all she could, she finally did what she had been dreading. She laid her head upon his chest. Nothing… no wait, there was a slow beat.


  “Oh God, thank you,” she whispered and wiped her tears away.


  The burn in James’ uniform looked hideous, but Fleet knew the danger of fire in space better than anyone. The uniform had extinguished itself very quickly. She grabbed a pair of scissors that were floating by, and cut away the burnt material as carefully as she could. She winced as she pulled it free. Blood welled and floated on its way toward the ventilation duct. Blood flowing was good, she told herself; it meant James still lived. The weapon had cauterised the wound in his side, but her messing with it had broken it open. Still, as she watched, James’ bots got on the case and the blood slowed. She cleaned the wound and snatched a medipad from those drifting around her head. They were self-sealing sterile bandages used on battlefield injuries to prevent infection. Brenda thought that a fine idea and applied it to his side. She frantically looked for something else to do, but there was nothing. His bots would save him, or… his bots would save him.


  Brenda had been ignoring the aliens in the airlock, but now she looked at them, and felt nothing but loathing. She noted the smaller one had been relieved of his weapon and looked dejected. His ears were laid back, and his nostrils were wide as if facing into a strong wind. The taller of the two had also removed his helmet and was watching her.


  Brenda ripped open her thigh pocket, and activated her compad. She would flay the hide off both of them for this.


  * * *


  The alien worked feverishly on its companion. Unbelievably, the thing… whatever it was, had survived a point blank shot from Kajika’s beamer. Incredibly tough these aliens were. Just like their ships.


  Tei’Varyk watched the second alien apply various things to its companion, and noted the blood as it drifted by; it was red like a Shan. The creatures breathed the same air, though he caught a great many strange scents in it, and now another thing they had in common made itself known. Red blood. He breathed deeply and tried to distinguish the scents. Fear was prevalent, and with it came anger and pain. Both were from the second alien, and now that he was becoming used to it, he noted differences between the two. The wounded one was bigger and stronger looking. The other was slimmer and shaped differently in the front. The covering it was wearing hid many details, but he assumed it was female. The aliens didn’t have fur on their faces, nor on their paws. Neither had decent fangs or claws, and their faces were horribly flat. They did have a kind of fur on their heads, but it was not what he would call a worthwhile amount. He tried not to think of them as sick, but the lack of fur made that hard. Shan shed for a number of reasons, fright was one, but the more common reason was illness. These… things were alien. Lack of fur was normal for them.


  “Tei,” Kajika warned as the female alien fumbled at a device of some kind.


  Tei’Varyk began to raise the beamer, but remembering the last time, he lowered it ready to accept what would come. What he received was not what he had expected.


  “You fatherless curs. You ### ### killed him,” the device she held said in terrible Shan, but it was still undeniably Shan.


  Kajika growled at the insult, but quieted at a rumple-muzzled glare from Tei’Varyk. Kajika had done more than enough this day. Tei’Varyk turned back in time to receive another flood from the alien, and noted she was speaking into something descending toward her mouth. The thing, an alien voice pickup he assumed, was anchored to what might be alien ears. Her ears, if that’s what they were, were positioned oddly on the sides of her head, and not on top as was proper. They were immobile. How did the aliens express themselves?


  “…came in ### and harmony, but ### do you ### do? You ### him! We ### to ### you to the ###!”


  Tei’Varyk chewed his whiskers in frustration. There were too many missing words. It was obvious the aliens had been studying them, and now Chakra had forced them to act before they were ready. He heard the last word, not from the device she held, but from her own lips.


  Merkiaari!


  Tei’Varyk’s ears plastered themselves to his skull. Shock heaped upon shock. How did this alien know of the Murderers? Was it possible that she had come from them?


  “### ### ### to say ### yourselves?” The alien female looked from Kajika to Tei’Varyk and back impatiently. She scowled. “Well? ### the ### got your tongues?”


  “Merkiaari?” Tei’Varyk said careful to enunciate the word clearly. “What do you know of the Murderers?”


  The alien’s face screwed up in an expression Tei’Varyk could not interpret. She said something that did not translate. She shook her head at the device she held, and tried again.


  “### Merkiaari killed ### ### during ### war. ### of my people were killed, ### ### ### won in the end.”


  Killed Humans? Again there had been no translation, but Tei’Varyk assumed it was the name of their race she spoke. Humans had fought the Murderers and won but at terrible cost, the female said.


  “Say again,” Tei’Varyk said desperately trying to understand the gabble coming from the device the alien held.


  “I ###, Humans ### ### in a ### war. We ### ### it the ### Merki War. ### worlds…” the creature screwed her face up, and raised a paw.


  “What’s it doing, Tei?” Kajika whispered.


  “Teaching me to count,” Tei’Varyk replied watching the creature pointing to her blunt claws and saying a word each time.


  “But… yes, Tei,” Kajika said miserably.


  “…nine, ten. Understand?” the creature said. “Eight tens ### worlds ### destroyed ### the Merki ### the ### Merki War. ### ### of my people died.”


  Eighty worlds, did he have that right? Eighty worlds had been invaded and seriously damaged with millions upon millions upon millions killed. Eighty worlds! The enormity of the Humans came crashing down upon Tei’Varyk like a herd of Shkai’lon. His people dared not make enemies of these aliens.


  “It lies,” Kajika said. “Eighty worlds is foolish. Why would they need so many?”


  “I ### not lie,” the alien spat angrily. “### you talked ### him ### ### shooting, he ### ### shown you.”


  “Ja…” Tei’Varyk coughed and tried to sound the alien name again, it made him feel as if he were about to chew his tongue. “James,” he said slowly and noted the female’s quick glance toward her companion. “He will live?”


  “I ### so,” she said and screwed her face up at the device she held. “Yes,” she said and bobbed her head up and down.


  Her action was what Tei’Varyk might have called a strange type of bowing before now, but he believed it was more likely to represent a Shan’s flicking of ears to indicate agreement. The face screwing seemed to mean frustration, or perhaps irritation.


  “My name is Tei’Varyk, and this is Kajika. We are sorry for your companion’s hurt.”


  He ignored Kajika’s protest at the naming. To name oneself in such a fashion was suggestive of a courtesy offered and received, but they had received none.


  The alien listened to the device in her ear and nodded. “My name ### ### ###, and my mate’s name ### ### ###. You ### ### of Chakra?”


  The device couldn’t handle the naming, but Tei’Varyk heard the alien’s own voice naming herself and her mate. He was no longer surprised at what the aliens knew of him and the race. They had probably been watching him for a long time. The Human word for Tei was Captain… or so it seemed.


  Tei’Varyk tried to bob his head instead of flicking his ears, and ended up doing both. “Yessss,” he said using the Human word and mangling it only slightly. “I Captain.”


  The alien bobbed her head, and looked pleased if his judgement of her expression was correct. She checked her mate once more before beckoning him to follow her. She kicked against a seat to launch herself toward, he assumed, the cockpit of the lander. He watched as she floated out of sight through the hatch.


  “Don’t go, Tei,” Kajika said. “It’s all a trick. Eighty worlds, the Murderers attacking them. It’s too convenient. They’ve come to confuse us, and make us weak before the Murderers come again.”


  “I am Tei. You will obey me. I will hear more and then decide what is to be done.”


  “I hear.” Kajika bowed so quickly he nearly somersaulted in the lack of gravity.


  Tei’Varyk rumpled his muzzle, and flattened his ears at such foolishness. Kajika was embarrassing him. He kept Kajika’s weapon, but left his helmet next to James strapped into a spare seat, before pushing off to see what he could learn.


  This cub, he absently wondered what the Humans called it, was designed to carry many Humans. So many seats were obviously meant for use. How many were aboard their ship? Chakra carried a hundred crew, but a heavy fang like Neifon carried almost three hundred. A mere cub with so much capacity probably meant the Humans used bigger crews than his people would think necessary.


  Tei’Varyk followed the alien, no she was called Brenda. He followed her toward he knew not what.


  * * *


  


  15 ~ Gifts


  Aboard Lander Alpha One


  Brenda floated through the hatch and into the cockpit, when she would rather be looking after James. She knew his bots were working. The military used good ones, and unlike the less able civilian kind, they were designed for wounds like this, but she still worried. She tried to tell herself that sitting next to him and holding his hand would make no difference to his recovery, and that his bots were all that could save him now, but still she wished to be with him. Unfortunately, her duty to Canada called her to deal with James’ abusers. She didn’t much like that.


  She turned and held herself in place by grasping the engineer’s chair. The Tei, or was it just Tei? Whatever, he came in quickly followed by Kajika. She couldn’t help her dislike of Kajika. He was the trigger-happy bastard who had shot James. Tei was looking at the controls and instruments with interest, but when she claimed his attention by the simple expedient of waving at him, he drifted closer and grabbed a panel to steady himself.


  James and the others had planned this day well, but now that he was wounded, Brenda would have to follow through. First, she had to sort out the compads. She opened a box of them and withdrew one, hesitated for a second, and pulled out a second for Kajika.


  “For you,” Brenda said into her mic, and the compads spoke in Shan. She grimaced as only the second word was translated and tried again. “A gift, yours to keep.”


  That was better, and Tei was pleased to accept them. He bowed to her. “I ### nothing ### offer ### in exchange, but ### come ### Chakra you ### ### my hospitality.”


  Brenda bowed understanding enough of what he said. She showed Tei how to use the compad as best she could by a few words and miming. She tried to show him that the words went into the microphones and then through the compads into the Box, before the Box sent them back out of the compads in the correct language. Tei flicked his ears, and then nodded in the Human fashion giving her hope that he understood some if not all of her explanation. Kajika was obviously not as interested as Tei was. He was holding his compad loosely, and hadn’t put on his headset as Tei had done. The fit was not perfect, those mobile ears were a hell of a challenge, but it did seem to work reasonably well.


  The next thing was to give them some basic information about the Alliance and Humanity in general. Where possible the literature had been compiled using hard copy diagrams and pictures, where that was not possible, Brenda would have to try to explain. Nowhere was jump technology mentioned, or any kind of astrographical data that might compromise the locations of Alliance worlds. Data of a military nature was absent also of course, but there was still a great deal regarding the threat the Merkiaari posed as well as day-to-day life in the Alliance.


  Brenda had been against the inclusion of the Merkiaari material, but now it looked as if James had been right about the Shan. From Tei’Varyk’s reactions, she knew that his people had met the Merkiaari before. It seemed obvious to her now that there had been a previous civilisation, perhaps the very Harmony of Shan they had all puzzled over, and it had been shattered by war. Merkiaari were those the Shan named the Murderers of Harmony, and that made a great difference to her thinking. Before today, she had always subscribed to the view that the war was Humanity’s fault for sending military ships to greet the Merki, but now she knew the Shan had also suffered through contact with the Merki. Once was an accident, but twice?


  No.


  Tei’Varyk was studying the pictures with great interest. He wasn’t so much studying them, as flicking through to get a feel of what the folders contained. Brenda watched his ears flatten and prick erect, flick and twitch, all the time wondering what it all meant. He didn’t appear upset as he floated with the folders hovering near to his paws, but some of what he saw must be confusing for him.


  “Ask questions, I answer,” Brenda said speaking pidgin Shan, which the translator obediently converted into English to the confusion of both Shan. She was about to repeat herself in English to cover her showing off, when Tei spoke. She had been understood after all.


  “Why come?” Tei said copying her example.


  “We hear talking. We come warn you to stop. Merkiaari find you when… when talk so loud. We know this. It happen to us. We talk quiet now.”


  Brenda was pleased with that. Most of the words had translated flawlessly, but she was not as pleased with the result it caused. Tei was agitated, and Kajika didn’t look happy; his muzzle was rumpled and his ears were flat.


  “Talk… talk is why they came? They no like talk?” Tei’Varyk said intently.


  “No, no, no,” Brenda said and shook her head. “They want to kill anyone not Merki, but not know where we are. They follow our talk… find us. They kill us and listen more. They follow talk, kill us again. We come here… try save you. We not know we too late.”


  * * *


  Tei’Varyk believed her. So much made sense now. The alien fang running and not firing back, the other one always running and hiding, again without firing. Leaving behind two of their people in a cub lander was a desperate attempt to communicate, but would the elders believe it? He glanced at Kajika and saw the disbelief on his face, in the angle of his half laid-back ears, but Kajika wasn’t a deep thinker. He was a hunter first, last, and always, which was good in a claw of Chakra. A Tei had to be more. He had to look at a situation and see not only what was, but what could be also. The Humans were a horrible danger to his people, but they could also be an incredible boon. Handled right, this meeting might see the Harmony of Shan resurrected stronger than ever.


  “You… want be friends?” Tei’Varyk said in cub talk.


  “Yes,” Brenda said.


  “You want help us kill Merkiaari?”


  “If ### come, we stop them.”


  “No,” he said feeling this was an important point. “Not protect us. Help us learn how to protect ourselves.”


  “We help you,” Brenda said with her head bobbing. “Want you not hunt Canada—our ship. We need to send ### ### ### ###,” she screwed her face up at the bad translation. “We need send message home.”


  Kajika hissed. “We can’t let them do that. More might come.”


  “Quiet you fool,” Tei’Varyk said but it was too late. The device had already told Brenda Kajika’s words.


  “You not help us send ### ### ###, we not help you,” Brenda said quickly in reaction. “My Captain… my Tei say he not let you ### his ship. He say destroy ### himself first. You not ### ### you help ###.”


  Tei’Varyk’s chewed his whiskers in annoyance. The alien was so angry, he could barely understand her.


  “We have these two,” Kajika said. “This lander might—”


  “I won’t tell you again. Be silent or suffer for it back on Chakra!” Tei’Varyk blazed in anger. Brenda had been friendly, but now the conversation had slipped over into hostile territory.


  “I nothing, my mate nothing, ### cub ### nothing,” Brenda said coldly. “Cub not ### our planets, little distance only… understand? Not go like Canada go. You learn nothing ### it. We ### be friends, but we not give you ###. A gift for a gift, ### we be friends forever. We not like Merkiaari; you not like Merkiaari. We kill them, help you kill them, but Canada small ship—not made ### fight. Help ### send message home… help come. Canada little ship. Made for explore—understand? Find new things, new places; not fight.”


  Brenda had let something slip, and Tei’Varyk’s reaction to it told her that she had. She bit her lip and reddened. Did that mean she was embarrassed? It probably did, because she should be. Her ship was not for war, she said, but was instead for exploring new places. Imagine being in command of such a one, able to go anywhere and see anything.


  He would revel in such a life. There would be new systems and planets for the taking, Shan venturing out and making those planets their home. A new and perhaps better harmony could be created. Not a warship she said. That was extremely useful to know. It said the alien ship would be easy to destroy, but he didn’t want to. He wanted it all. He wanted the stars for his people. He had no doubt the Human Tei would see his ship destroyed before allowing it to be captured. He would do the same in the Human’s position.


  “I not say yes, I not say no. Elders say,” Tei’Varyk said finally making a decision.


  “You go back Chakra. Talk elders ### come back and say. We ### here,” Brenda said.


  Tei’Varyk flicked his ears in agreement, but then bobbed his head for good measure. He offered her the pictures back, but she said they were a gift. He bowed as best he could and she did the same before giving him a container to safeguard the talking devices and gifts.


  * * *


  Brenda knew she had gone wrong, but for the life of her she couldn’t see how she could have done differently. She had slipped by telling Tei’Varyk that Canada was not truly a warship, but if Chakra fired on her, Tei’Varyk would still get a surprise. Canada wasn’t a warship any longer, but she had been one once. She could still defend herself long enough to escape into fold space.


  Brenda watched Tei’Varyk fit the compads and other things neatly into the container and seal it. They would be quite safe from the cold and vacuum of space. When they were ready, she escorted them to the airlock, all the time looking worriedly at James. Shouldn’t he have awoken by now? Surely the bots had made an impression on the wound after all this time, but if they had, she saw no sign.


  The Shan sealed their helmets and stepped into the airlock. Tei turned to face her. He raised a paw and Brenda did the same before closing the inner door and starting the exit cycle. She watched in silence as the outer door opened and her guests left.


  “Brenda?” James croaked. “Did I miss anything?”


  Brenda gasped and spun to see James looking at her with a grey and sweating face. She was by his side and kissing him before she had even thought to move.


  “Are you in pain? Of course you are. I’ll get you something my love; you’ll be all right. I injected the bots, and Fleet has good ones and—”


  “Shush, I’m not in pain,” James said then grimaced. “Not much. I missed the whole thing didn’t I? Some hero I turned out to be…” he said as his eyes slipped slowly shut.


  “You sleep now. Tomorrow you will be well again,” Brenda said and sat next to him holding his hand with tears of joy in her eyes.


  * * *


  Aboard Chakra, Inner Belt, Shan System


  Tei’Varyk stormed onto the command deck in a state of high excitement and agitation. The Humans could be the saviours of his people, but like all good things, there was another side to the story. What if the Humans came here, but did not allow Shan to learn their technology? What then? His people would be like cubs to them. His people needed friends and partners, equal partners, not some kind of master or parent.


  “Kon’stanji, you are claw of Chakra,” he said as he took his station from Tei’Unwin.


  “I hear but…” Kon’stanji hesitated to ask.


  “Kajika has shamed me. His punishment is reduction to alternate claw.”


  There was some little shock at that, but relief as well. For all they knew, the aliens may have killed Kajika. Only Tei’Varyk knew that if anyone had killed Kajika it would have been him, and it would remain that way.


  Tei’Unwin had not yet left the command deck. Tei’Varyk wondered how much he should divulge. He had yet to speak to the elders about his meeting with the aliens. Would they expect him to keep the meeting secret? Keeping it secret might make it easier for them to ignore the aliens. That was something he would not allow if he had his way, but it was not his place to make such decisions. He chewed his whiskers and decided to risk their displeasure.


  “We have a great opportunity before us,” he began. “There are two aliens aboard the cub, and they are friendly.”


  Gasps and yips of shock surrounded him. Tei’Varyk dropped his jaw and waved his ears in amusement. What did Humans do when they were amused? He glanced at Tarjei and saw worry mixed with relief at his return. The worry was the same as on all the other’s faces, but the rest was for him alone.


  “You are certain, Tei?” Tei’Unwin asked. “Really certain they mean us no harm?”


  “I’m certain of nothing. Never am I certain beyond some small doubt. You are the same or you would still be Kon’Unwin, but I feel they are not an immediate threat to us. I have been given gifts, and I have spoken with the female whose name is,” Tei’Varyk paused and tried to sound the alien name. “Brenda. Her mate is James. I have been gifted with a device that turns my words into Human speech. They have the same devices to turn their speech into ours. It’s not a perfect translation, but the errors are small enough for understanding.”


  “Humanssss?” Tei’Unwin sounded the strange name, but he garbled the last syllable. “They are not like the Murderers?”


  “No, they are very different. They’re much smaller and carry no weapons on their persons. They have no fangs or claws.” He hesitated. “They say they came to save us from the Murderers… I believe them.”


  The command deck was silent, which was not good. Tei’Varyk looked around and saw complete disbelief on every face except Tarjei. She looked afraid for him, and worse, of him also.


  “Tei…” Tei’Unwin began uncertainly. “May I have leave to speak with Kajika?”


  Tei’Varyk flicked his ears. “You have my leave.”


  Tei’Unwin bowed and left in a scrabble of claws. He was in a hurry to verify Tei’Varyk’s words, or refute them.


  Tei’Varyk looked around at his crew’s worried faces. They deserved more from him. “I know you doubt me. I have given the Humans nothing but my word that I will speak to the elders about our meeting. The Tei of the ship we have been chasing will not allow us to capture him; he will destroy him first. I would do the same if I was he. That ship has FTL capability beyond any doubt. The Human Tei will never allow us to take him.”


  “Then we should destroy him,” Kon’stanji said. “Surely?” he added with his ears at half-mast.


  “So, to, does Kajika advise me. I see…” Tei’Varyk said quietly and his crew leaned forward with baited breath. “I see perhaps too much in these Humans, but the elders will decide. The Humans were attacked, as we were, by the Merkiaari. Eighty Human worlds were devastated. Eighty. Do you see what that means? I see a chance for our people to go out into the void and begin rebuilding the Harmony of Shan bigger and stronger than ever. I see Humans tracking down the Murderers with us and destroying them utterly. That’s what I see.”


  “And what do the Humans see, Tei?” Tarjei asked.


  “They see strength in numbers, I would judge. They came to warn and protect us, but I would have them help us learn, so that we might protect ourselves. We are not cubs. I would see us out there among the stars as equals.”


  * * *


  


  16 ~ Contact


  Aboard Chakra, at station keeping, Shan Inner Belt


  Tei’Varyk chose his personal chambers to discuss the situation with the Humans. Besides James and Brenda, Tarjei and Tei’Unwin were also present. Strictly speaking, Tarjei should not have been invited. She had neither the rank nor the experience to warrant her inclusion, but he valued her insights. She was here because he wanted her close, and he was Tei for Chakra. If Tei’Unwin didn’t like it, he would keep silent if he knew what was good for him. Tei’Varyk had put up with more than enough questioning of his authority. He would allow no more of it.


  “Your people would accept this?” Tarjei said.


  “They would ### it,” James said excitedly.


  Tarjei flicked her ears in annoyance at the garbled translation. The Humans did not understand her signal of displeasure of course.


  “Say again.”


  Brenda tried first. “They happy if Shan do this thing.”


  Tei’Varyk winced at the static coming from his earpiece. Brenda had spoken the name of the race in Shan, and the translator had not understood her mangled attempt.


  “How many Humanssss…” Tei’Unwin said trying to think of a simple way to ask his question.


  “How many against it?” James offered and Tei’Unwin gratefully accepted that. “We have two hundred and thirty-four worlds, Tei. ### one ### billions of Humans. I ### tell you ### ### figure.”


  Brenda added her thoughts. “Only fifty-eight worlds ### against coming here.”


  “Only fifty-eight?” Tei’Varyk said slowly. Did he have that right? “Only?” he said exchanging a concerned look with Tarjei. “These fifty-eight would stop us?”


  “No,” James and Brenda said together, but James went on. “One hundred and seventy-six in favour of us coming here, Tei. It is enough.”


  “Your elders allow this?” Tarjei said in dismay. “You do not care about the fifty-eight worlds against us?”


  “We care, but the Alliance is ### by ### vote. All worlds agree to ### by a ### vote. You see?”


  Tei’Varyk believed he understood. Two hundred and thirty four elders led the Alliance, but as with everyone, they did not always agree. The Shan system was better. Kajetan always spoke the final word of decision. The other elders helped her to decide, but she, and only she, decided what was to be done.


  “I understand,” Tei’Varyk said. “We have two worlds. We have two votes?”


  “Ah… no, Tei. The twin worlds of the Shan are…” James looked flustered and Brenda spoke up.


  “All Alliance systems have one vote. Your system is the only one with two ### worlds that we ### ever discovered, but the pattern is set. One system, one vote.”


  Tei’Varyk thought that was probably best. Two votes might mean Child of Harmony voting against Harmony at some future time. He could not conceive of a situation that might warrant it, but best to rule it out now.


  “What of our fleet?” Tei’Unwin said. “We will not give up our ships.”


  Tei’Varyk couldn’t prevent his shock from betraying itself at the thought. His ears plastered themselves against his head, and his nostrils flared as if facing into a strong wind. He was embarrassed when his lack of control allowed his tail to wind itself around his leg. A cub of two orbits could control himself better. He took a deep breath and forced himself to relax. His tail uncurled slowly, and he was finally able to listen to James. Thankfully, Tei’Unwin was too intent on the Humans to notice his immature reaction.


  “All our worlds ### their own soldiers, but there is only one Alliance navy—” James began.


  “We will not give up our ships,” Tei’Varyk snapped.


  James raised a hand. “You won’t have to, Tei. Your fleet is yours to do with as you wish, but I hope ### ### will join it to ours to protect us all. We will help you build bigger and better ships; ships with FTL capability. Do you want this?”


  “Very much,” Tei’Varyk said and the others agreed. “Very much, but we will not give up what we have without a fight.”


  “Nor should you,” James said but Brenda did not look happy.


  “Brenda does not agree?” Tarjei said picking up the Human’s scent. She was not in harmony.


  “I agree you should not give up your weapons, but why ### we ### talk of war and hurting? Why not talk about nice things?”


  “Such as?” Tarjei encouraged.


  “### for instance.”


  “What is nanotech?” Tei’Varyk asked sounding the Human word carefully.


  “What is the average lifespan of your people, Tei?”


  What did that have to do with anything? “Fifty orbits,” he said and wondered at the shock on the Humans’ faces. “Kajetan is very old. She is sixty one orbits, but that is very rare.”


  Brenda nodded. “Through the use of ###, James and I ### live one-hundred and fifty years, and ### even more. ### is ### ### ### improved all the time. A standard year is equal to one point three Harmony orbits, Tei. That means we should live, barring accidents, to the age of one-hundred and ninety-five orbits.”


  “One hundred and ninety-five orbits!” Tei’Varyk gasped. How was it possible? “You will give us this nanotech?”


  “We will. All ### citizens receive ### treatments as children. I hope it can be adapted for your people.”


  One hundred and ninety-five orbits with Tarjei. He had to make Kajetan agree. Tei’Varyk glanced at Tei’Unwin, and saw the same kinds of thoughts in the slant of his ears and twitching whiskers. Tei’Unwin went still and his ears twitched upright. It was time.


  “You must speak to Kajetan,” Tei’Varyk said.


  “Your elder?” James said.


  “She is eldest,” he agreed. “You ### speak with her and make her see.”


  “Don’t you think it ### be better if you—” James began.


  “No,” Tarjei blurted in her agitation. “No. You ### do it, James. Tei’Varyk isn’t an elder.”


  “Neither am I.”


  “But you are alien. Varyk is one Tei among many; you are something other. She will hear you.”


  James glanced at Brenda uneasily. “All right. When?”


  “Now,” Tei’Varyk said instantly and was echoed by the others.


  * * *


  James was nervous as hell. Thank God Brenda was with him. He stood before the blank screen with Brenda on one side and Tei’Varyk on the other. The other Tei, Tei’Unwin, was standing with Tarjei in the background. They had wanted to be present and Tei’Varyk had thought it a good idea. The more the merrier as far as James was concerned.


  “I don’t know what to say,” he whispered. “I wish Bindar was here.”


  Brenda squeezed his hand reassuringly. “Just introduce us and be polite.”


  “Oh thank you. I had that part figured out.”


  “You’ll be fine,” Brenda said. “Just listen to what she says and wing it. She’s an elder, she must be a reasonable person.”


  “Why?” James hissed as the screen flickered on.


  Tei’Varyk stepped forward and bowed quickly. James stayed where he was hoping Kajetan and the other elders would not notice him. No such luck. He watched with a sinking feeling as Kajetan’s ears lay back in shock. The other elders stared with white-rimmed eyes at the first alien face they had ever seen. James hoped he and Brenda wouldn’t be the last.


  “Honoured Kajetan, honoured elders, I have disobeyed you. I could not follow your orders.” Tei’Varyk bowed twice in apology. “I could not destroy our chance, perhaps our last chance to become what we are meant to be. The Humans offer us a way to make the Great Harmony greater than ever.”


  There was silence from the elders. They were still in shock at Tei’Varyk’s betrayal. James thought now would be a good time to take charge and stepped forward. He tried to imitate Tei’Varyk’s bow, but then turned to him in confusion when the screen darkened.


  “What has happened?”


  “I don’t know,” Tei’Varyk said and spoke in rapid Shan to Tei’Unwin.


  James could not follow what was said, but whatever it was had Tei’Unwin racing out the door in a scrabble of claws.


  “I think we’re in trouble,” Brenda hissed and nodded at the stricken look on Tarjei’s face. “She’s afraid. Tei’Varyk disobeyed—” she broke off as the screen re-activated. “James…” she hissed.


  “Tei’Varyk, attend,” Kajetan said imperiously. She was alone now and by the tone of her voice, she was not pleased.


  Tei’Varyk bowed. “I hear, Eldest.”


  “By what right do you choose what is best for our people?”


  “By clan right and my authority as Tei, Eldest.”


  Kajetan’s eyes blazed. “You dare. You dare use clan right for this!”


  “I dare, Eldest. For this nothing else will suffice.”


  James had no idea what clan right was, but by Kajetan’s reaction, he knew Tei’Varyk was on thin ice. He was about to introduce himself to take Kajetan’s attention away from Tei’Varyk, when she turned to him.


  “Speak.”


  James raised an eyebrow at that. Who was she to order him? Brenda shoved him forward, and he swallowed his protest. He stepped forward and performed his bow, but made it less than before. Kajetan would have to earn more from him. So far she had failed to do that.


  “Eldest, I am called James Wilder. This is my mate, Brenda Lane,” he said and pause to allow Tei’Varyk to interpret. “We were sent here by the Alliance to contact you in hope of making new friends.”


  Kajetan listened to Tei’Varyk’s translation with ears and whiskers twitching. “What is this Alliance?”


  “The Alliance is comprised of two hundred and thirty-four Human populated worlds living in harmony,” James said not wincing at the exaggeration. “We are governed by the Council, which is like yet unlike a Council of elders. Our elders wish to extend the hand of friendship to all Shan.”


  “Friends do not invade our space. Friends do not skulk about and spy.”


  James winced at Kajetan’s vitriol. “We have learned to be cautious, Eldest. Two hundred years ago, my people met a race that tried to kill us all. You know them as the Murderers of Harmony. They are Murderers in truth. We call them Merkiaari.”


  Kajetan hissed and spoke with Tei’Varyk. “You believe this—why?”


  “I have spoken with James and Brenda for many cycles, Eldest. I have seen what they brought with them. They would offer us a place in their Alliance, but more than this, they offer FTL for our ships and something called nanotech. Eldest I… the Great Harmony can be built anew, built among the stars.”


  “This is true?” Kajetan said.


  James nodded. “I give you my word that what I say is true. I would not lie to you. FTL is one of many things we offer, and nanotech is available providing it can be adapted to work for you. I have been assured by people I trust, that it will simply be a matter of research and reprogramming. Biologically, our two peoples are fundamentally the same. I do not foresee a problem.”


  Kajetan listened to the translation. “What is nanotech?”


  Oh yes!


  James felt like dancing with excitement. He had her, he was sure he had her. Kajetan was no longer belligerent; she was curious. Brenda seemed to agree, she was fidgeting as if she couldn’t keep her feet from dancing.


  “Nanotech is a medical process designed to prevent illness and extend life,” he said simply when he realised Kajetan was still waiting for an answer.


  “Extend life?” Kajetan said with her whiskers twitching. She glanced from James to Tei’Varyk and back. “How, and by how much?”


  “I am fifty-two years old, Eldest. That is the same as sixty-eight orbits. I will live, barring accidents of course, for another hundred and twenty orbits… perhaps more if fate is kind.”


  Kajetan hissed in shock. “You are an elder of your people?”


  James smiled. “No, Eldest. I am young yet.”


  Kajetan blinked at that. James was almost her age yet he was too young to be an elder. “What is your proposal?”


  James closed his eyes in abject relief. “First, Eldest, I must ask that my ship be allowed to emerge and be given safe passage. Second, I ask that you and my Tei discuss the future of our two peoples face to face. Third…”


  * * *


  Aboard ASN Canada, in orbit of Harmony


  Never had the launching of a drone had such ceremony surrounding it, Colgan mused. Next to him stood Tei’Varyk of Chakra, gazing with pride at the view-screen where the six heavy cruisers, heavy fangs he should say, of Canada’s escort were displayed. Six heavies as escort should have filled him with pride that his ship was viewed with such respect, but all it did was intimidate him. He wished he had a carrier here, that would even things up right nicely.


  Jump technology wasn’t everything, he had found. Good weapons and good sensors made up for a lot, and those ships had both in abundance. He had learned a great deal since detecting the probe Wilder launched to survey the agreed upon asteroid. The signal might have been agreed upon before hand, but it was still a tough decision to make. When he finally did come out of hiding, he was greeted by that little lot out there. Colgan remembered thinking he was a goner for sure, but then the lander suddenly appeared out of the shadow of the heavies, and Mark received a tight beam message…


  “Hello Captain,” Wilder said. “I’ve brought some friends over, if that’s all right?”


  “Friends?” Colgan said as his crew ran futilely to battle stations. “Are you sure?”


  “I’m sure, sir. Tell the Chief the Box worked great.” Wilder grinned and pulled Professor Lane into view of the pickup. “Can we come in?”


  That had been two weeks ago. Two weeks of discussions with the elders of the Shan—sometimes heated, sometimes not, but always ending amicably thank goodness. Today was the day to consummate the agreement hammered out by his team. It was far from what they had wanted to accomplish here, but they definitely had a foot in the door. All in all, Colgan felt he was ahead of the game. After all, Canada was still in one piece and so was he.


  “Contact Kajetan please, Mark,” Colgan said.


  “Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Ricks said and used the jury-rigged equipment donated by Tei’Varyk. “On screen, Skip.”


  “I greet you, Kajetan… elders,” he said standing and bowing to the screen.


  The elders were wearing headsets modified by Shan from the Chief’s originals. They listened to the translation and bowed to him in return.


  “With your permission, we are ready to launch the drone,” Colgan said, careful to enunciate the words clearly for the bridge recorders and the translation package.


  “I would speak to Tei’Varyk, Tei’Colgan,” Kajetan said.


  “As you wish, Ma’am,” Colgan said and stepped to one side giving Tei’Varyk unrestricted access to his elders.


  Tei’Varyk spoke rapidly in his own language. Colgan cupped his earpiece, and concentrated trying to ignore the gaps that Bindar had managed to reduce, but not eradicate.


  “…I stand ready to verify the agreement we have with the Humans.”


  “Good,” Kajetan said. “But that is not what we wish to discuss with you. I trust Tei’Colgan to do as we agreed; whether that means his people will also… we shall see. You have served well, Tei’Varyk. You have served our people better perhaps than we ourselves have.”


  The elders standing with Kajetan mumbled their agreement.


  “I thank you, but I did not follow your orders.”


  “That is not known outside of this group,” Kajetan said sharply. “It will remain between us. However, Chakra is for Tei’Unwin.”


  Tei’Varyk’s stood stiffly with his ears flattened tight to his head and his nostrils flared wide as if facing into a gale. He was hurt by the loss of his ship, as any Tei or captain would be. Colgan stepped forward to protest, but Kajetan surprised them all by waving her ears in amusement.


  “Be not so distressed. Have I not said you have served well? We have two new tasks for you and any who will follow you from Chakra.”


  “Tasks?” Tei’Varyk said hopefully.


  “Yes tasks. The first is that you be the eyes and ears of the elders…”


  That translated as ambassador, Colgan was pleased to hear. He liked Tei’Varyk. Their discussions regarding the cat and mouse game they had played over the last few months were interesting. Duty permitting, he looked forward to a great many more discussions on many subjects.


  “The second task is to oversee the completion of Naktlon,” Kajetan said.


  “A heavy fang for me?” Tei’Varyk gasped.


  “Why so surprised? You would have moved on from Chakra in an orbit’s time, two at the most. Did you plan on leaving space and the fleet you love then?”


  “Never!” Tei’Varyk said horrified at the idea. “My mate and I wish always to serve in space. It’s where we belong.”


  Good answer. It was something Colgan would have said himself if asked that question. Space was his home, exploration his life and goal. He supposed he would be given another ship someday—a heavy cruiser like Tei’Varyk probably, but when that day came, he wanted to be able to say he had made the most of his time aboard Canada. This mission would burn brightly in his memory that was for sure.


  “Tei’Colgan,” Kajetan said. “You may proceed with your launch.”


  “I thank you, Kajetan, elders,” Colgan said and bowed. The screen cleared and returned to showing the heavies hanging in space. “Download the logs please, Mark.”


  “Aye, sir, downloading… download complete.”


  “Very good,” he said and was about to give the next order, but he hesitated and turned to Tei’Varyk. “Would you give the order for the elders, Tei?”


  “Honoured,” Tei’Varyk said and turned to Lieutenant Ricks. “Download the elders’ message to your drone please, Mark,” he said saying the last two words in English. Already his grasp of English was improving.


  “Aye, sir, downloading… download complete.”


  “Set drive to eighty percent,” Colgan said. “Coordinates: Alliance HQ.”


  “Aye, sir, drone programmed. Destination: Alliance HQ.”


  “Give the launch order please, Tei.”


  Tei’Varyk flicked his ears in acknowledgement. “I hear. Launch the drone.”


  “Aye, sir, launching. Drone away… drone has entered fold space, sirs,” Lieutenant Ricks said.


  “Very good,” Colgan said at the same time as Tei’Varyk’s, “I hear.”


  They smiled at each other. A Human smile, reflected against a Shan’s ear-twitching jaw-dropping grin.


  “Well done everyone,” Colgan said to his crew. “Nothing can go wrong now.”


  The bridge crew cheered.


  * * *


  


  17 ~ Answers


  Zuleika spaceport, Child of Harmony


  James stood upon the taxiway and breathed deeply. The chill air was full of alien scents that delighted his senses. After so long aboard ship walking under the open sky was a relief and a pleasure. The breeze picked up and he faced into it. He could smell the ocean, but could not see it from here even though it was only a few short kilometres from the port; he had crossed the coast on his approach.


  “It’s beautiful here,” Brenda said smiling with eyes closed into the sun’s warmth.


  “You’re beautiful, but I agree it beats living aboard ship.”


  “Flatterer.”


  Brenda took his arm and they walked slowly toward the busy buildings. The port was a huge place, and although the Shan were different in many ways, some things were similar. Zuleika spaceport had a control tower with a three hundred and sixty degree view just like a Human port, and the taxiways and runways could have belonged to any number of Alliance worlds. The buildings were not the same, but even here James could see they had the same purpose as those found at a Human port. Hangars and maintenance depots were little different wherever you happened to find yourself. They had to be. The ships they serviced all had similar requirements. Things like repairs and refuelling.


  The architecture was unlike modern Human buildings. Back home, they would be made of steel and glass, but here he saw a lot of wood and stone. It looked odd in such a high tech setting as a spaceport, but pleasing to the eye all the same.


  “We have a reception up ahead,” Bernard said from his place next to Janice. “More speeches I shouldn’t wonder.”


  “You know very well that the Shan do not go in for such things,” Bindar said promptly.


  “I meant us, my friend!”


  James chuckled. Captain Colgan had asked him to give a speech to the crew when Brenda and he had first arrived back aboard Canada. He gave a second more detailed report at his debriefing with the senior officers, and after that, another debriefing by his colleagues in the contact team.


  When the news broke that contact had been made with an alien race, there had been a great deal of unrest among the Shan. There had been panic in the cities with thousands of Shan simply dropping everything and running for the hills. They were understandably afraid of aliens. They remembered the Merkiaari too well to believe Humans were friendly.


  Kajetan and the Council of Elders had made broadcasts one after the other to calm their people, but it wasn’t until Jeff Colgan and Janice Bristow were called upon that calm began to return. Jeff had helped the elders by answering their questions during live broadcasts. He explained about the Alliance, and how the Fleet protected it against the Merkiaari. His willingness to meet and talk with the Shan alone and on their own turf helped the situation immensely.


  As the weeks past, each of the contact team’s members had played their part in the broadcasts. James had drawn on his knowledge of history to paint a picture of the Alliance and how it came to be. David held a class on Human physiology, mainly due to some highly respected Shan healers asking their elders to facilitate it. The session was recorded and broadcast the next day and had been repeated pretty much every day since then. Bindar had found himself trying to teach the Shan the rudiments of the English language, while Sheryl was inundated with requests about her knowledge of science and technology—especially nanotech. The Shan were fascinated by everything Human related.


  There were very few Shan who did not know at least one Human name, and many of them knew them all. Cubs would choose their favourite Human to learn about; they took pride in their knowledge and made a game of besting each other with questions on the subject.


  He’d had enough speechifying for this lifetime, James decided. “I vote Brenda gives the next one, if one there is.”


  Brenda punched him on the shoulder. “Hey no fair!”


  “It’s fair. I haven’t heard one speech out of you this entire trip!” he said, rubbing his arm as if in pain, but he was joking.


  Brenda had chosen to teach the Shan about the plants and animals found by the Alliance on alien worlds. The Shan were fascinated by her and who could blame them? He was too. A small group of Shan approached to greet them. James stiffened when he recognised the aged Shan female at the centre of the group. There could be no mistaking that patterned pelt and grey speckled muzzle. It was Elder Jutka. This was the first time Jutka had deigned to meet the whole team. Before this, only James and Brenda had spoken with her, and then only via the comm.


  James bowed deeply. “You honour us, Elder.”


  “You honour us, Elder,” Brenda said with a bow. “May I introduce my colleagues?”


  “You may proceed,” Elder Jutka said, her nostrils flared as she gathered alien scents. Her whiskers, grey with age drew down at something she smelled, but rose again a moment later.


  Brenda inclined her head politely and introduced the others. “Janice Bristow, professor of exobiology.”


  Janice bowed. “You honour me, Elder.”


  “James has spoken highly of you,” Jutka said and touched her paw to Janice’s palm in greeting.


  “David Harrison, professor of biology,” Brenda said and David stepped forward.


  “You honour me, Elder,” he said and bowed.


  “I look forward to hearing your thoughts on what you have discovered,” Jutka said inclining her head in return before touching David’s hand.


  “Sheryl Linden, professor of physics and engineering,” Brenda said ushering Sheryl forward.


  “You honour me, Elder.”


  “Ah!” Jutka said, her ears quivering and straining forward. “I look forward to discussing this thing called nanotech with you. It is a fascinating concept. To think such tiny machines can exist…” Jutka twitched her ears in puzzlement. “How can it be possible?”


  “I have my reference texts aboard Canada, Elder. They are all in English, but perhaps you would like copies? I’m sure you can have them translated, or perhaps I could go through the relevant sections with you?”


  “Yes, yes!” Jutka said excitedly and shocked everyone—especially the Shan accompanying her—when she bowed to Sheryl. “You honour me with your offer of teaching, Sheryl.”


  “The honour is mine,” Sheryl said solemnly.


  Brenda was at a loss for a moment and it took a nudge from James to put her back on track. “Ah… I… This is Bindar Singh, Elder. He is our professor of linguistics. He’s the sole reason we can converse and understand one another.”


  Jutka bowed even as Bindar did. “I thank you for bringing our two peoples together, Bindar.”


  “You honour me, Elder,” Bindar bowed again. “I could not have accomplished my goal without a great deal of help from the others.”


  James smiled. “You must excuse Bindar, Elder. He is too modest, but we love him anyway.”


  Bindar’s face heated in embarrassment. His friends chuckled and murmured their agreement. Jutka dropped her jaw in a grin and her ears flicked and twitched in what was great amusement in a Shan.


  “I understand you are here for just a short time.”


  “That is true Elder,” James said. “We cannot leave our work unfinished for too much longer. The Council will require a complete report before they can brief the next team.”


  “It is important work,” Jutka agreed. “I have arranged for you all to stay in Zuleika with me and my mate. I have planned a tour of our city and of the Markan’deya. You will find it interesting James, considering your area of study.”


  “The Markan’deya?” James said uncertainly. “The… ah... memory of the people?”


  “The memory of the race, I believe,” Bindar corrected. “A museum perhaps.”


  “Museum?” Jutka said trying the Human word carefully.


  “A place where records and items pertaining to our history are displayed,” Bindar explained. “People visit a museum to learn about our history.”


  “Then you have your own Markan’deya.”


  “We have many museums, Elder. On Earth—our homeworld—there are hundreds. Some are dedicated to Human history, others to natural history. There are even some dedicated to old wars—lest we forget how terrible war is.”


  Jutka’s ears went flat. “You must see our Markan’deya. If you want to learn what it is to be Shan, you must.”


  “We all wish that,” Janice said.


  “Come then, let us go now,” Jutka said turning away.


  James exchanged glances with the others before they all hurried to catch Jutka and her escort. The elder had been very grim. James was careful to stay behind the Shan, but Jutka imperiously motioned him and the others forward so she might speak with them.


  “Tell me of the Alliance.”


  Janice took up the question and launched into their well used explanation. She knew it by heart. They all did by now. “The Alliance is composed of two hundred and thirty-four—”


  “No, tell me of your people. I have heard enough of your Council and Fleet for now. What are your people like? What do they do, how do they live?”


  Janice smiled. “People are people anywhere, Elder. Some live in cities, some in space on our stations and ships. We have teachers and soldiers, factory workers and farmers, actors and musicians, scientists and doctors… the list is endless.”


  “Actors?”


  “People who entertain others, Elder,” Brenda said. “We like to write stories and watch people pretend to be the characters. We have plays, and holodramas written to mimic real life, but often the story is fiction.”


  “Lies used to entertain?” Jutka said doubtfully.


  The Shan had a rich aural and written history. Those stories were re-enacted at special times, but James only now realised they were all factual accounts of real historical events. His mind raced over the data he had been compiling for months aboard ship. No fiction at all. None. Why hadn’t he realised what that could mean? If looked at from a Shan point of view fiction was another name for lying.


  “Not lies, Elder,” James hurriedly explained. “All those who watch them know the stories are not real life. The holodramas work because people willingly submerge themselves in the stories. Humans enjoy them. I always like to imagine myself as the hero who gets to save the Alliance.”


  “Ah! You wish to be other than you are, I can understand the fascination. If the Harmonies had not chosen my course, I would most likely have become an engineer as my father was. I sometimes like to imagine myself inventing some great new thing. Something so special everyone would know my name.” Jutka smiled remembering her younger self. “The Harmonies however, have a way of guiding us along unsuspected paths.” Jutka stopped beside a big ground car waiting to take them to Zuleika. It hovered above the ground on a cushion of air. No anti-grav meant no flying and a longer trip.


  “Sometimes we all feel that way, Elder,” James agreed with a nod. “I like my life and my work, but it does no harm for me to imagine what would have happened had I taken another path.”


  Jutka climbed aboard the car followed by the ladies; Bernard and David were next, followed by Bindar and James last. There was plenty of room to sit comfortably and they continued their conversation uninterrupted by the quiet power up of the hover car. It glided smoothly along and James thought the Alliance should take note of this mode of travel. Alliance roads were notoriously uncared for and hence travel upon them was often uncomfortable and noisy.


  They drove into Zuleika and James split his attention between Jutka and her people going about their business outside. He felt truly privileged to be here. Zuleika was a lovely place full of open parks and delicate seeming buildings. The Shan did not go in for mile high towers or anything near it. Instead of building vertically like a Human city, the Shan had chosen to build Zuleika horizontally with many connecting bridges between buildings spanning wide streets. Those bridges were a marvel in themselves. There did not seem to be anything holding them up! The spans could almost be made of air they were so fragile seeming.


  James watched dozens of Shan crossing a bridge and knew it was not air they were walking upon. It must be some kind of metal—a super strong alloy that could be used to construct such wonderful things as those bridges out there, yet not clutter the city with supports and pylons. Sheryl would be fascinated when she noticed them, but she was deep in conversation with Jutka and all her attention was focused upon the elder.


  “Look there,” Brenda whispered to him and pointed at a group of young Shan chasing each other in a park. “Are they playing?”


  “Not playing,” Jutka said raising a paw in apology to Sheryl for interrupting her. “They practice the hunt.”


  “The hunt? They are still cubs!”


  “Barely two orbits old I would say,” Jutka said glancing at the cubs as they drove by. “We begin training early.”


  “Two years old…” David said in astonishment.


  “Shan grow very fast compared to us,” Brenda said. Xeno-biology was one of her disciplines. “Six years old is adult for Shan.”


  “Seven orbits,” Jutka corrected.


  “I thank you, Elder,” Brenda said inclining her head.


  Seven Shan years was adult? James wondered how old Tei’Varyk and Tarjei were. If seven was adult then they might be as young as ten! No, that could not be right. It would surely have taken Tei’Varyk longer than that to learn everything he needed to know. Then of course there was the experience necessary to be promoted to command a ship in the first place. The Shan only had forty-one warships at present. Forty-one captains from among millions of Shan made Tei’Varyk a very special man—Shan.


  The Markan’deya was different to the other buildings in Zuleika. It was a large round building separated from the rest of the city by wide boulevards and set in the centre of a forested park. Access was by foot only, and to this end, their car pulled into a space beside another similar car. The Shan seemed to prefer walking or running to riding in cars. James had seen very few on their way to the Markan’deya. He gazed at their destination trying to reconcile the differences he found in this one building. It looked nothing like those in the city.


  There were no bridges this time, and no sign of the light and airy feel of the city. It was all heavy stone columns and walls as if belonging to an earlier age. It was striking, but ugly in a way James could not put his finger on. It was as if the Shan had deliberately made it this way as a warning. He did not like what that said about its contents.


  The Markan’deya had been deliberately set apart from the rest of the city, yet it was still at its heart. There was a symbolism here that was not lost on Bernard. His area was cultural studies specialising in the Merki. The President had decided his expertise on an alien culture would be valuable to the team.


  He was right.


  “Harmony again,” Bernard rumbled quietly. “You set your past at a remove, Elder. It’s as if you wish to separate yourselves from those living back then, yet you do not wish to forget them. Is that not so?”


  Everyone was quiet. Bernard was greatly respected and he was always worth listening to. This time they waited with baited breath to see if Jutka would answer the one question that had stumped them all. Where was harmony in Shan culture?


  “I believe the Human word for Zuleika would be lovely or am I wrong in this?” Jutka said seemingly avoiding the question.


  Bindar answered, “Not wrong Elder, but I believe a closer approximation would be the word fair or perhaps even intelligent. Intelligent city?”


  “No,” Jutka said. “Zuleika then means fair city, but there is nothing fair about the Markan’deya Bindar. We remember, but it is a hard memory and one without harmony. That is why this place is separate from our city. The Markan’deya is at the heart of things, at the heart of all Shan. By coming here we remember our past, and what was lost. Our past is the Markan’deya.”


  That was as long a speech as James had ever heard from any Shan barring Kajetan. They all silently exited the car and followed Jutka toward the Markan’deya. All of them were apprehensive about what they would find and took no notice of the crowd beginning to form in their wake.


  Jutka stopped at the huge door. “This is what we are,” she said and opened it.


  They followed Jutka inside and were confronted by the snarling visage of a huge Merki female. James and his friends froze in shock.


  “Be not alarmed,” Jutka said grimly satisfied with their reaction. “It is not real.”


  “It looks very real to us, Elder.” Janice stared with fascination. She moved forward to view it from all sides. The Shan had set the figure in the centre of the room. It gave the impression that it was barring the way further into the building.


  James meanwhile was looking around the anteroom. There were relics displayed in glass-like cases all round the room. They were remnants of weapons almost exclusively, but the walls were what fascinated him the most. There were scenes of Shan life lovingly drawn and painted covering the walls. The artistry was excellent, but James found the contrast between the scenes on the walls and the broken beamers and launchers in the cases both striking and puzzling. There seemed nothing to link the two.


  “They were painted from memory by the survivors of the war. This one…” Jutka said gesturing at a pastoral scene. “This one shows my people living a simple life. We knew nothing of technology and did not care. We were happy in our villages. We raised our cubs and hunted when we were hungry.”


  Jutka moved to the next scene showing some kind of meeting between elders.


  “Here we see my people have prospered, but the clans were becoming too large for the range they claimed. A meeting of elders was called and a solution was sought.”


  “What was the solution?” Bernard asked, studying the artwork with interest.


  “The clans were made into one with each of the elders working together to govern all the clans equally. It was the birth of the Great Harmony. The clans themselves were joined by blood when mates were chosen from different clans. If not for the creation of the Great Harmony, we may well have starved as we depleted more and more of our resources. There were many times more Shan in those times.”


  Bernard was nodding enthusiastically. “Your people turned away from the hunter gatherer life and towards permanent settlements and farming.”


  “Had we not learned to farm and husband the animals we fed upon, we would surely have starved,” Jutka said and move to the next scene. “This one shows homeworld many orbits after the founding of the Great Harmony. We extended our settlements more and more until they became towns and then cities. We had learned to feed ourselves and were no longer chained to the land. We had more than enough for everyone and had more time for other pursuits.


  “Here we see my people discovering electrical power. Before that time, we had used the wind or muscle power to do what was needed.”


  “How long after the founding did this occur elder?”


  “Many generations,” Jutka said. “Almost three hundred orbits.”


  “Three hundred!” Bernard gasped.


  “Yes, a long time.”


  “That was not what I meant elder,” Bernard said. “You advanced from a hunter-gatherer society and into an industrial one in just three hundred years. That is amazing!”


  “Why?” Jutka said with interest. “Three hundred orbits is almost six generations of my people.”


  “Yes, but you see elder, it took Humans many times longer to reach the same level.”


  “I see, and you believe this is significant?”


  “Well… yes!” Bernard said. “Don’t you?”


  “No. We are all of us different from one another. How much more different then must two races be?”


  “Well said,” James said.


  There were murmurs of agreement from his colleagues but Jutka simply twitched her ears and moved on to the next to last scene. James judged from the subject matter that this one depicted more recent history, and Jutka confirmed it a moment or so later. James listened to her describe the launching of the first probes to the outer planets of the Shan system while he studied the images. The scene showed the actual launching of the probe against a backdrop of cheering Shan.


  “And the last one,” Jutka said moving to stand before the picture. “This is an important time in our history. Homeworld was becoming overpopulated and we desperately needed new range. The probes gave us the data we needed to find Child of Harmony, and our scientists gave us the means to reach and land here. This ship was the very first to be launched to Child of Harmony, but it was not the last. As you can see, we began building ships as fast as we could in an attempt at colonising this planet. We succeeded.”


  The painting showed a large fleet of ships assembled above Homeworld with others already on their way to Child of Harmony. On the surface, a city—Zuleika perhaps, was already under construction. The colonisation was an amazing achievement for any race, but for the Shan it was survival. Shan females gave birth in litters. Six cubs was the average and overpopulation had obviously been a concern.


  “How long ago was this?” James said already guessing it would be around a century. The Shan had met the Merki around then.


  “One hundred and twelve orbits.”


  “Just before the war?”


  Jutka did not answer. Instead, she moved to the door guarded by the Merki statue. “In here are the answers to your questions,” she said and entered.


  * * *


  Kachina Mountains, Child of Harmony


  “It’s very beautiful here elder,” Brenda said looking around her. “It smells wonderful.”


  Jutka raised her muzzle to scent the wind. “There are many such places on Child of Harmony, but we have come here for a reason other than the scenery.”


  “Of course, forgive me.”


  “There is nothing to forgive. Beauty is always worth noting, but come, let us go on.”


  Brenda and the others followed the elder and her entourage along the rock-strewn path, if path it was, and up into the foothills of the Kachina Mountains. It was slow going, Jutka was old for a Shan and so were Janice and Bindar, but there was no hurry. The Markan’deya was a horror but it had one redeeming feature. It had given them an excuse to find out what a Keep was like.


  As Brenda climbed higher, she could not help remembering what Jutka had shown them inside the Markan’deya. Jutka said they would find answers through that door, the one guarded by a Merki female. They had found answers all right, but Brenda had found sadness and pain—and nightmares…


  They had followed Jutka through that door and found the end of the Great Harmony. Hundreds of cases filled the hall and thousands of horror stories were painted on the walls. It had made her sick to her stomach and Bindar was white-faced. She had wanted to run away from what she saw, but she felt almost obligated to look.


  “The Murderers came and destroyed our ships,” Jutka said indicating the first images. “We had no weapons, no defence against them. On the surface of Homeworld, there was panic and disbelief. We did not know what was happening, or why it was happening. The Murderers bombed our major cities and then descended to the surface to round up my people. Millions upon millions of Shan were killed before we learned to use the Merkiaari weapons against them.”


  “What of this one?” James whispered loath to break the horrified hush that had fallen.


  Jutka turned to see what James had found. “My people fled to the deep forests where they hid from the Merki and slowly starved. While those lucky enough to acquire weapons fought the Murderers, their mates and cubs starved.”


  Brenda studied scene after scene of atrocity. Cities burning, Shan fighting unarmed and dying against huge Merki, cubs running as Merki ripped apart their parents… it was horrible.


  “And this?” Bindar said.


  “The first Keep,” Jutka said.


  “What is a Keep?”


  “A refuge—merely deep caves. My people were dying in their millions, we had no choice but to hide. If we had not, you would have found our worlds empty. We would all be dead.”


  “I understand, but may I see this cave?”


  Jutka was still and so were those with her. Bindar was about to apologise when she twitched her ears in agreement. “I will arrange it.”


  Brenda stumbled up the rock-strewn path and thanked James as he saved her from an embarrassing fall. She needed to keep her attention on the here and now, and not on the Markan’deya’s upsetting images.


  “Are you all right?”


  “I’m fine, James. I wasn’t watching where I was going. I can’t help thinking about the Markan’deya.”


  “I know what you mean. I dreamed about it again last night.”


  “Me too,” Brenda admitted though she had not been aware of James awakening. “Did you get a few hours?”


  “Ummm, about four or five… minutes.”


  “Yeah.”


  Jutka led the way up into higher elevations until they reached a kind of plateau. A cliff-like wall of rock, the beginning of the mountain proper was a sheer barrier before them, but the so-called path did continue by turning hard right and following the base of the cliff. The plateau was a small flattish outcropping of rock with large boulders seemingly scattered around at random. Appearances can be deceiving however.


  “We must wait a few moments to be recognised,” Jutka said and sat upon a boulder with the aid of her friends. She was very old for a Shan and was tired.


  “I do not see the Keep, Elder,” Bernard said looking around. “Are we close?”


  “Very,” Jutka said dryly and her companions dropped their jaws in amusement. “You will see it soon, do not be concern—”


  A rumbling split the air and the cliff opened. Brenda watched in amazement as a huge section of rock slowly slid into the ground revealing a lighted passage that ran deep into the mountain’s bones. Jutka rose to her feet and led them to the welcoming committee just now approaching from within the Keep. There was a moment of confusion as Jutka’s companions moved ahead with the Shan equivalent of The Box. The newcomers were outfitted with earpieces and pickups so Brenda and her team might understand them.


  “Honoured Elder,” a Shan from the new group said. “Welcome to Kachina Twelve.”


  Twelve? Brenda blinked in amazement. The opening in the mountain was huge with the passage disappearing into the distance hinting at the size of this place. How many Keeps could there possibly be?


  Jutka introduced Brenda and the others then introduced the leader of the newcomers. “—and this is Tei’Kerttu. She has the honour of being Tei for Kachina Twelve.”


  “Honoured,” Brenda said with a bow.


  “A very great honour,” Bindar said.


  “Honoured,”


  “—noured Tei,” James said.


  “Honoured to meet you Tei, I have many questions,” Bernard said.


  “Welcome, welcome all,” Tei’Kerttu said in reply. “Your wish, Elder?”


  “Our new friends have many questions about our past, Kerttu. I want you to show them what a Keep is, what it does, and how that is achieved.”


  “At your command,” Tei’Kerttu said with a bow.


  Jutka turned away and addressed herself to James. “I will leave you with Kerttu. She will see to your needs and your return to my home.”


  “Thank you, Elder.”


  Jutka and her escort left then and Tei’Kerttu took charge of Brenda and her friends. They were ushered inside in order to close up the mountain. Kerttu explained that the Keeps were always sealed to prevent detection. They should only be opened in an emergency, but an elder’s word was law and this was a special circumstance.


  Brenda followed Kerttu into the mountain listening to her explanations of what they saw. In a spare moment between questions, she asked what she had been wondering about.


  “How many Keeps are there?” Brenda said. “I mean, this is Kachina Twelve. Is there a Kachina Thirteen or even a Kachina Twenty?”


  Kerttu hesitated but her elder’s words had been specific. “There is a Kachina Twenty,” she admitted reluctantly. “There are hundreds of Keeps on Child of Harmony, and hundreds more on Homeworld. Some are even larger than Kachina Twelve, not many to be sure, but some. Forgive me for not saying more, but I am not comfortable discussing this.”


  “We understand Tei,” James said and the others murmured agreement. “If we had such places, we too would keep the information secret. You have my word of honour that I will not reveal what I see here,” he said and the others were quick to agree.


  Brenda was not sure they should agree to that actually. They were here to learn about the Shan and report to the President and the Council. Swearing not to reveal what they learned was a little too much like disloyalty for her peace of mind. Unfortunately, it was obvious she would learn nothing further if she did not agree.


  “You have my word, Tei,” Brenda said a little late and felt guilty for saying it.


  “I thank you,” Kerttu said, “but I will not reveal anything that might compromise Keep security or their locations.”


  James was a little put out by that, but Brenda actually felt happier with the problem out of the way. If Kerttu did not reveal any secrets, she did not have to worry about reporting what she did reveal.


  They had to stop briefly when they reached a huge vault door. Kerttu was required to input some kind of code to open it. The door reminded Brenda of an airlock from the outside, but when it opened she realised no air lock was ever built so strong. It was designed like a cork. It was round and stepped down in diameter with the largest size outer most.


  “That is the biggest blast door I have ever seen!” Sheryl said in awe. “How heavy is it?”


  “I do not know,” Kerttu said in surprise. “I am a warrior not an engineer, but I am sure I could find out for you.”


  “No, that’s all right.” Sheryl said as the door completed swinging open.


  Kerttu led them inside and the door slowly swung closed with a hiss of compression seals. “This is a vacuum chamber. If ever the door is attacked, it is hoped the lack of atmosphere in here will prevent the shock being transmitted to the inner door.”


  “It has never been put to the test?”


  “A prototype was tested in the outer belt where it was bombarded by the fleet. The results seem to indicate the inner door can resist a ten-megatonne detonation but only as long as this chamber remains uncompromised. Should the outer door succumb, there are two more of these chambers to breach before the Keep itself is breached.”


  Sheryl was an engineer chosen to join the contact team to evaluate the Shan’s technical knowledge. If anyone was qualified to judge the effectiveness of the Keep’s defences, it was she.


  “An impressive system, Tei, but have you hardened the Keep against other forms of attack?”


  “Such as?”


  “Were this on an Alliance world I would expect to see shields, heavy weapon emplacements, and perhaps even nano assemblers.”


  Kerttu was interested. Her ears were pricked forward and her nose was twitching as if she scented something on the wind worth her time. “Weapons we have, but I do not know what shields and nano assemblers are. You must explain these things to me.”


  “I would be honoured to do so, but to understand my discipline you would need to study for many orbits. Let me see if I can simplify what I mean,” Sheryl said with a frown. “Nano technology is simply the use of microscopic robot machines to perform pre-programmed tasks. We use them for all kinds of things from performing intricate surgery to building components for an Alliance dreadnought. In your case, you could use them to repair damage to the door the instant it was detected by the nanites. If set up properly, they can be used to reverse the damage even as it is occurring, which would increase the life of the defence this door represents.”


  Kerttu’s nose was twitching and it was obvious how pleased she would be to have nanotech to enhance her defences. “And the shield?”


  “That is both easier and harder to explain. Shields are three fold. First is the physical armour to withstand impact forces, but you have that. Alliance armour is designed to resist energy weapons as well. The surface of the armour should be as reflective as possible to deflect the beams, and finally we have shield generators, which produce extremely intense magnetic forces using the jump vanes of a ship to deflect charged particles. Shields are best used on spacecraft, but they can be adapted to work in a planetary environment… after a fashion. They are rarely used in atmosphere, and to be blunt Tei, I would not recommend doing so.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because, should the unthinkable occur, the generators could be destroyed liberating all the energy they have stored. Aboard ship there are ejection mechanisms and blow out panels to reduce damage, but within your mountain here it would be a disaster.”


  “Dangerous indeed, Sheryl.” Kerttu said. “More dangerous than it is worth surely?”


  “Not aboard a warship going into harms way, Tei. A ship without shields would be easy meat for the Merkiaari.”


  “Our fleet does not have these shields, but the Murderers will not find them easy.”


  “I did not mean to imply—” Sheryl began as she realised that her comments could be taken as a condemnation of Shan defences.


  Tei’Kerttu’s ears twitched. “Be at ease. I have heard the Alliance will help us in many ways if we join.”


  “That’s true,” James said as the inner door opened and they progressed further into the Keep. “You have done wonders here, but with the help of the Alliance I believe you will create many more.”


  Brenda smiled at James’ eloquence. He had come a long way from the shy professor of history she had known back in Oxford. Somehow, James had become the unofficial leader of their group and he was good at the job.


  Kerttu escorted them through each of the blast doors and vacuum chambers and into an elevator that went down deep below the mountain. Brenda stepped out of the elevator and into the Keep proper. It was truly huge just as she had guessed. Sub-level one was the equivalent of twenty stories below the main entrance, a very long way, but there were ten more levels containing living areas, workshops, hydroponics, schools, weapon storage, life support, kitchens… everything needed for the Shan to live separated from the surface for years.


  “Each level is hardened against penetration by the Murderers and can survive independently of the others for as many as four cycles.”


  “Only four days?” Sheryl said in disapproval.


  Kerttu’s ears flattened to her skull at Sheryl’s tone. “That is the maximum time we estimate it would take the Murderers to find and kill everyone on a single level. If we cannot retake the infested level in four days, my people would be dead and more life support capacity would be pointless.”


  Brenda moved to the safety railing that edged the walkway and looked over into the abyss. The floor was so far down it was almost out of sight. She thought she could see water shimmering down there, but could not be sure. She counted the levels down and came up with all ten, but the visible sections were as nothing compared with the areas hidden in the depths of the mountain.


  In the roof of the cavern were huge lights, but most were unlit, the orange glow coming from those that were powered was just enough to see the details. In the centre was a huge round pillar gleaming metallically; it reached from the roof all the way down into the depths.


  “What is that?” Brenda said pointing.


  Kerttu joined her at the rail. “The core; power generation, water recycling, and primary life support. My control room is there and of course the security centre including barracks and weapons storage.”


  James moved to the railing beside her and leaned over the edge. “I assume you have enough weapons for all your people Tei.”


  “There are weapons caches on each level, but all my people carry their own. Everyone knows they are to bring their beamers with them when the time comes.”


  “So it is true,” Bernard said. “You do train all your people to fight.”


  “It’s true. Only cubs below the age of five orbits and those too old do not fight.”


  “The central area is too open,” Sheryl said. “A bad weakness in the Keep’s design. It provides a possible access for Merki wishing to move from one level to another.”


  Kerttu dropped her jaw in a grin. “Any Merki showing itself would die instantly. The core is the most heavily guarded section. Do not be fooled by what you see here. The Keep is on power down. When fully activated these walkways can be sealed off—see the shutters?”


  Brenda looked up at the overhead. Along the edge of the walkways were heavy looking blast shields that could drop down just beyond the railing she was leaning against. The effect would be like adding a steel wall along the walkway to create a corridor with no other exit from the level but the elevator.


  “If the shutters are breached the Merki will find themselves under fire from every quarter by automatic weaponry controlled by security.”


  Brenda squinted at the walls trying to make out details. They were too far away to be sure, but she could see dozens of hatches that she assumed housed beamers and other weapons designed to protect the Shan. Brenda nudged James when she noticed the others drifting away to follow Kerttu, and he left the rail to join them.


  Brenda took one last look at the cavern before trotting to catch up.


  * * *


  


  18 ~ Doomsday


  Fortress Command, Kachina Twelve, Child of Harmony


  It was a small thing at first; a barely detectable blip on a display in the heart of a heavy fang that had alarms wailing. Moments later, the alarm was silenced when the ship was blown to pieces by capital ship missiles.


  The destruction of Vasuk was noticed, and the Shan fleet turned to investigate. It took the destruction of another heavy fang for the horrible truth to dawn.


  The Murderers had returned.


  Tei’Kerttu hurried into command central, and stopped to stare up at the huge screen displaying a system wide scan. Glaring red icons winked at her as they advanced in system, while a pitifully small number of cool blue ones, heavy fangs of the Fleet, moved to intercept them. She shivered in dread. There were so few. Even counting the light fangs and the Human ship, the Murderers outnumbered them.


  The elders had yet to contact her, but already it was obvious what must be done. The Murderer’s ships outnumbered the Fleet. She must proceed with the assumption that landings would take place. Her hackles rose and her tail lashed in agitation. She hoped to be proven wrong, but it was safer to err on the side of caution. She dragged her eyes away from the screen, and looked over the railing at the floor below the command platform she stood upon. There was no overt panic among her staff, but she could feel it all the same. Everyone was tense. She heard it in their whispered announcements and reports, saw it in the cant of their ears, and scented it upon the air.


  “Bring us to alert status one,” she announced.


  For just a moment, all eyes were focused upon her, and silence greeted the announcement. The order was hardly unexpected under the circumstances, but to actually hear those words was something everyone had hoped never to hear. An almost audible sigh swept command central, punctuated by her staff turning back to their consols.


  “I hear,” Kon’Tirun said from behind her, and keyed a security sequence into a terminal. Tei’Kerttu moved to join her.


  Throughout the keep, alarms sounded and personnel ran through corridors to arm themselves. Thousands of warriors threw on their harnesses and checked their beamers, while technicians closed circuits long dormant. Lights throughout the facility came up full, punctuated by the still strobing emergency beacons that had been designed to lead people deeper into the keep’s protected environment. Pumps began pumping, air filters long unused within the deepest levels of the keep, began filtering out non-existent radiation and poisons. Nonexistent, but perhaps not for long—the Murderers of Harmony were coming. Blast doors rumbled open throughout the keep ready to accept the millions of frightened people destined for Kachina Twelve, while above ground, hidden within the surrounding forests and hills, missile silos powered up awaiting the launch command.


  Tei’Kerttu watched in silence as her command centre came to life around her. Lighting remained subdued, but the view-screens provided more than ample with which to see. One section remained dark—fortress control. Its operators watched their comrades working from a sea of darkened screens. Their section was by far the largest. It commanded awesome firepower, yet they remained inert.


  She flexed her claws and made a decision. “Power up orbital defence net.”


  “I hear,” came the quiet response from Kon’Danu at fortress control, and the lonely island of darkness was gone, replaced with busy paws and flashing symbols upon computer screens.


  Another huge view-screen burst into light overhead. This one was a diagrammatic representation of Child of Harmony. In orbit of the planet, huge fortresses were even now powering up—their computers and weapons running complex self tests. Fire control computers reached out to their brothers in the neighbouring fortresses until, with their defences now linked, Child of Harmony was ringed with targeting sensors reaching into the depths of space looking for something to kill.


  Tei’Kerttu watched as one after another, the fortresses populated the view-screen, but suddenly her attention was taken by another screen showing a situation map of the Kachina Mountain range and its hidden keeps. Kachina Eight was fully online according to the information displayed. One through six were at alert status two, well on their way to full activation that was alert status one. Blinking icons, representing still more keeps, informed her of facilities still at power down.


  “This is not happening fast enough,” she growled. “Any word from the elders?”


  “No, Tei,” Kon’Tirun said. “Should I try to contact them again?”


  Tei’Kerttu tapped a claw in irritation upon her panel. “Why are so many keeps still at alert three?”


  “It takes time, Tei. We were already at alert two because of the Humans.”


  “Too long… it’s taking too long! Contact Kajetan. Insist that I speak with her if you must, but hurry.”


  “Yes Tei,” Kon’Tirun said and her paws flashed over her panel.


  * * *


  Aboard Naktlon in orbit of Harmony


  Tei’Varyk crawled through the opening followed by Tei’Colgan. “…and from here back to ammunition storage bays. Should it happen that this area is breached, the transfer system is fully automated.”


  “Very impressive, Tei. I’m thinking our R&D people could learn a few things here.”


  That pleased him greatly. Tei’Varyk was proud of his new ship and was glad to hear others found merit in Naktlon’s innovations. Naktlon was the newest and most powerful heavy fang ever to leave the shipyards. He was just about ready for testing. Kajika had howled in pleasure when he saw the size of his ammunition storage. He had three times Chakra’s torpedo capacity, and twice his energy range. Naktlon was the most combat capable heavy fang yet built. Even so, Tei’Varyk secretly missed Chakra. Many of the crew had stayed with Tei’Unwin, and he missed them. He was thankful the command crew had come with him in its entirety.


  “When do you plan on taking her out?” Colgan said.


  “He is ready now,” Tei’Varyk corrected. “Kajetan has ordered a patrol of the outer asteroids.”


  “Good choice. You can test his guns out there.”


  He flicked his ears in agreement. That was the main reason for choosing the asteroids. They were a perfect testing ground for this kind of thing.


  Tei’Varyk led the way through the ship towards the command deck. “Let us see what James is doing.”


  “You know, when my people arrive to talk with the elders, I’ll most likely be ordered outsystem.”


  “Where will you go next?”


  Colgan shrugged. “We had just jumped into an unexplored system when we received your transmissions. We’ll go back to finish our survey. It’s roughly thirty light years from here. Canada’s mission is exploring new systems, cataloguing what we find and sending the data back to the Alliance.”


  “It must be an amazing experience. I would give anything to be there with you.”


  “Perhaps one day you will be.”


  Tei’Varyk grinned. “I look forward to that day. What is the name of the system?”


  “The one I was exploring?” Colgan said and Tei’Varyk flicked his ears in agreement. “It doesn’t have a name. We use catalogue numbers. There are billions of suns, and perhaps seventy percent have planets; too many to name my friend. Even our capital system has a number, though it has a name as well of course.”


  “Ah?”


  “Earth is the capital world of the Alliance as well as homeworld to the Human race.”


  “And the system?”


  “We call it Sol, named for its sun.”


  “Sol?” Tei’Varyk sounded the name experimentally. “A good name.”


  Colgan smiled. “We like it. I’ve not heard the name of your sun.”


  “It is simply The Sun. What need for another name when it’s the only one?”


  “When your fleet journeys beyond Shan space, your people will find new homes and will name them as we have done.”


  “And the Great Harmony will be reborn,” Tei’Varyk said almost seeing that day. “Not in my lifetime, Tei’Colgan, but perhaps my cubs will see it.”


  “Perhaps it will be sooner.”


  “Let us hope.” They entered the command deck. Jozka was at his station talking quietly with the maintenance crews. “Jozka?”


  “Tei?”


  “Where is James and his people?”


  “They have just landed, Tei.”


  “Landed? Landed where?” Tei’Varyk said looking back at Colgan who shook his head. “Why was I not informed?”


  “I did not know you wished to be,” Jozka said. “Have I failed you?”


  “No. I should have asked you to inform me. Where have they gone?”


  “Zuleika… should I contact them?”


  Zuleika was a city on Child of Harmony. The main port was located nearby on the coast. The city was a very fine place to visit and he was glad James would see it.


  “No. Continue your duties.”


  “I hear,” Jozka said and turned back to what he had been doing.


  “It seems we have missed them.”


  Colgan shrugged, and then grinned. “Not to worry. Ships are my passion, not cities.”


  “I hear,” Tei’Varyk said with a jaw-dropping grin of his own. “Perhaps you would like to go outside?”


  “Love to. It just so happens that I have my helmet with me.”


  Tei’Varyk twitched his ears in amusement. He liked these Humans, more and more. “Let us go now…”


  Jozka yelped in surprise. “Tei!”


  Tei’Varyk spun away from the hatch, and was back at Jozka’s side in three strides. His heart sped when he saw the shock on Jozka’s face. “What is it?”


  “The Fleet just went to alert one,” Jozka gasped quivering in shock at the news.


  “What does that mean?” Colgan said to Tei’Varyk’s back as he hurried toward his station.


  “Sound alert,” Tei’Varyk snapped as he sat in his chair and brought his station’s screens to life. “Alert one is war, Tei’Colgan.”


  A siren growled throughout the ship making hackles rise. The crew stared at each other in disbelief. The ship was at power down and still docked. Moments later their training took over, and they scrambled to get to their stations.


  “But who are you fighting? Not… not my people,” Colgan said in a shaken voice.


  “I don’t know yet.”


  “Tei’Colgan?” Jozka said sounding more composed now. “A message from your ship: We are coming.”


  Colgan blinked. “Is that all?”


  Jozka flicked his ears. “That was all.”


  “Contact them and ask for clarification, please.”


  “Tei?”


  “Do it,” Tei’Varyk said and turned to Tarjei. “Give me a full power scan. Jakinda, go to internal power and disconnect all umbilicals.”


  “I hear,” Tarjei said and quickly bent to the task. “Scanning at full power and resolution.”


  “I hear, Tei,” Jakinda said. “Umbilical disconnect in progress. Main power online. The station grapples are not under my control, Tei.”


  Tei’Varyk chewed his whiskers in agitation. He pointed a claw at Jozka. “Fix that.”


  “I hear,” Jozka said and tried to contact the stationmaster just as Kajika ran onto the command deck and took his place.


  “Bring all weapons online.”


  “I hear, Tei,” Kajika said panting from his run. “Primary and secondary weapons at standby,” he said and then snarled a curse under his breath. “Feed jam on magazine-two!”


  “Unjam it,” Tei’Varyk hissed. “Tei’Colgan?”


  “What the hell is happening?” Colgan said. “Where’s my ship?”


  Tei’Varyk pointed a claw at one of his screens. “There is Canada, but look here.”


  Colgan bent to look. Canada was manoeuvring, obviously intent on making rendezvous with Naktlon to pick him up, but it was the host of glaring red icons on the edge of the system that claimed his attention.


  “Jesus…” Colgan hissed. “We’re outnumbered.”


  Tei’Varyk agreed. “Could they be your people?”


  “Have they tried to establish contact?”


  Tei’Varyk looked the question at Jozka.


  “Nothing yet, Tei, but I have more bad news. Two heavy fangs are reported missing. Atarah and Vasuk.”


  “Not my people’s doing, Tei. Absolutely not my people,” Colgan said anxiously.


  “Jakinda, status?”


  “Thrusters at station keeping, Tei. Ramp and grapples retracted.”


  “Break dock!”


  “I hear. Manoeuvring thrusters engaged. Port ten…” Jakinda said as his claws danced over his controls, and Naktlon smoothly eased away from the station. “Thrusters ahead one third… we have cleared the station.”


  Colgan leaned down again. “I need to be on my ship, Tei.”


  Tei’Varyk knew how Colgan felt, but he had other priorities right now. “Set a course to join the Fleet. Jozka, any word from the Human ship?”


  “They say they will match our course and speed. They ask permission to send a cub lander for Tei’Colgan.”


  A Human lander would not be able to dock with Naktlon, but it could come alongside and pick Colgan up if he was willing to chance a spacewalk. Knowing Colgan, Tei’Varyk was sure he would be.


  “Tell them to hurry.”


  “I hear.”


  * * *


  Zuleika, Child of Harmony


  For Shima, that orbit had already been the most memorable of her short life. She had moved her entire world to Child of Harmony—her research, her home, Chailen. Everything was here. Her father was the only thing missing, but even he was just a short flight away. He had taken up his duties on Hool Station now. It was ironic really. Tahar had told everyone that he worked aboard Hool Station, and for orbits he had lived the lie. In reality, he had been working on an ultra secret project. The FTL project was no longer a secret. It had failed, and the research teams were disbanded. Now he really did work on Hool.


  Her move to Child of Harmony was important enough, but it was nothing compared to the momentous news of first contact with another alien race. She had watched the broadcast announcing contact with the Humans. Everyone had of course. Every Shan in the Twin Worlds had watched spellbound as Kajetan explained in detail just who these strange creatures were, and why they had come. Her calm tones were at odds with the historic news. Shima had been fascinated by it all, but others were afraid. There had been disturbances. Frightened people had run in every direction expecting alien landings at any moment. Thousands had fled into the mountains. Every keep was inundated by frightened people seeking sanctuary. It had taken a string of broadcasts by the Council of Elders to calm the situation. Every warrior and every ship was on alert, they said. Be not afraid, they said. Humans are our friends, and they will speak to you soon.


  And they had spoken.


  Shima had lived through those days hardly able to work for fear she might miss the next broadcast. Kajetan said the Humans had been studying them so that they might speak well enough to make themselves understood, but for now they must use devices they had brought with them. The translators were not perfect, she warned, but with time and patience on both sides, understanding could be achieved.


  A Human male with two names had spoken first—two names! Jeff Colgan was his name he said, and he was Tei for his ship. Canada was his ship’s name, and it was built for exploration among the stars. He went on to introduce some of his crew, and it was a female named Janice Bristow (two names again!) who had explained about the Alliance.


  Broadcast followed broadcast, as each day led to greater understanding between Shan and Human. Alien names and faces were memorised by cubs, just in case the chance to meet one occurred. Everyone knew at least one Human name, and many knew them all. Some even had their favourite Human. Shima liked James Wilder for the way his name sounded, and for his deep voice—so alien it was. Then came the day that everyone had waited for. A message was sent to the Alliance inviting another ship to come. No doubt it was important, but by that time she had been hearing the call of her work again. She could not stay away any longer. Her life, and the lives of her co-workers settled back into normality and harmony. The Humans were relegated to an interesting topic to discuss in their spare time.


  Shima was hard at work writing her report on variant three-one-five on that fateful day. It had proven itself the most promising variant of grain she had yet worked with. Genetics was still in its infancy, but already the benefits of hardier grain with higher yields was eagerly anticipated. Weather patterns differed greatly, and mean temperatures were higher on Child of Harmony. Food crops from Harmony did not prosper so well here, but if variant three-one-five was any indication, that would not always be so.


  —successful. I therefore recommend assigning Area Six to variant three-one-five. If, as seems likely from available data, variant three-one-five prospers in the unprotected environment of Area Six, I can foresee farm trials beginning with next orbit’s growing season—


  “…must get to the keep!” a voice screamed followed by crashes as something smashed. “Quickly, take this and this… where’s Shima? Has anyone seen Shima?”


  Shima looked up in irritation at the noise. She rose to see what had caused it, but just then her terminal chimed announcing an incoming call. She hesitated a moment, but decided to take the call first. She would see what the fuss was about later.


  She pressed the ‘accept call’ button on her computer. Her work was automatically saved, and then replaced by the image of her father. His ears were flat and his eyes were… she had never seen fear on her father’s face, but she knew it all the same. When she heard the booming voice in the background of the transmission, her heart sped as her own fear leapt to match his.


  “…levels Six through Eight. Levels Nine through Twelve will evacuate via Red Sector…”


  “Thank the Harmonies!” Tahar yelled over the frantic announcement. “You have to get out of Zuleika!”


  “What? I don’t understand,” Shima cried. Behind her father, she saw people running by. “Are you all right? Is the station in danger?”


  “Listen to me,” Tahar said in a hard voice. “Forget about me. This place is finished. All that matters is you and Chailen. She is with you, yes?”


  “No. She’s visiting friends. What do you mean forget about you? What has happened—” the door behind her slid aside. She spun in a defensive crouch with her lips rippling back in a warning snarl.


  “Shima,” Adonia gasped from the open door. “For Harmony’s sake what are you doing? We have to get to a keep!”


  Shima’s ears were plastered tight against her head, making her almost deaf, and her vision was tunnelling. She desperately fought the hunt/kill reflex of her people, and tried to stop the rumbling growl that was forcing its way up from her chest.


  “Shima!” Tahar cried as he was buffeted by running people. “The cities near the ports will be hit first. You have to get as far away from Zuleika as you can. The Fleet is fighting to give us time to evacuate the—”


  The screen cleared and the calm face of Kajetan appeared.


  “My people,” she said solemnly. “I have just been informed that the Fleet is under attack, and that our brave warriors are fighting for their lives. From the descriptions received, we believe the Murderers have returned. Our allies, the Humans, have vowed to stand with us and fight. Tei’Colgan informs me that a drone to the Alliance will be dispatched at once, but the Human fleet will take time to reach us. I am therefore ordering a system wide evacuation. Please assemble at your evacuation zones for immediate transport to your assigned keep. I say this to the warriors among you: Protect our young ones, and may the Harmonies be with you all.”


  The screen cleared, but Tahar did not reappear. The report Shima had been working on suddenly blinked back to life on the screen awaiting her input. She turned away, and forced herself to walk calmly out of the room, when all she wanted to do was run.


  “Wait, Shima. Where are you going?”


  “Zuleika,” she said dully.


  The Murderers were coming, and her father was dead. He had no chance aboard an unarmed station and he knew it. That was why he had called her instead of trying to escape with all those running people. Those poor people. Forget about me, he said, but she vowed she would not—not for as long as she lived.


  “…heard what she said. The cities are not safe.”


  “I don’t care. Chailen is there. My only sib is there!” she said angrily. She should have demanded that Chailen accompany her to work that morning, but she hadn’t. “I’m taking number three,” she said jumping into the car.


  “You can’t do that!” Adonia snapped. “What about the rest of us? We have to evacuate.”


  “You have the other three. Take the loaders too. You might as well save the grain while you’re at it. If any of us survive, we will need it. Three-one-five is stable.”


  Adonia gaped. “Good idea.” She ran off shouting about saving variant three-one-five on the loaders.


  Shima lifted off and accelerated hard to gain altitude. She ignored the local traffic pattern to cut straight toward Zuleika. An alarm sounded when her course and speed were noticed, but she didn’t care about fines. She shut down the guidance computer and its alarm. She knew the way, and flew the car as if guiding a missile.


  She had to find Chailen. Nothing else mattered.


  Zuleika was surprisingly orderly. There were heavily armed warriors at every intersection directing people to their evacuation zones. It would take longer than they had to evacuate the city completely, but there was enough time to get the young ones and their mothers out. Shima hoped so anyway.


  She had no way of knowing what was happening elsewhere in the world. Had the Murderers already landed? She glanced around through the domed glass of the car. Somewhere up there her father was waiting to die along with thousands of others. The Fleet was fighting and dying to give her time to find Chailen, and she would do that. She would not fail her father or those who were even now dying to protect her.


  Shima landed outside her home, and entered to find it empty. It was exactly as she had left it when she awoke this morning, but it felt different—abandoned already. No one had been here. She was certain. Wherever Chailen was now, she had not had time to collect her beamer.


  Shima stripped off her harness. Digging tools and seed would not be needed for a long time, if ever. She dropped it on the floor unheeding, and put on her hunting harness. The knife and other things might be useful. Her beamer lay beside Chailen’s weapon in the drawer. The box held spare energy cells and a cleaning kit. The charger was too bulky to carry, but she secreted the spare cells into every available space on her harness, and quickly attached both holsters. She felt uncomfortably weighed down. The harness was not heavy even yet, but it felt cumbersome. It had never felt so before, it had always fit her like a second pelt, but the addition of the holsters made it look like a warrior’s harness. She wasn’t a warrior.


  She felt… wrong. Just wrong.


  Wrong or not, she wouldn’t give them up. If she was to find and protect Chailen, she would need the beamers to fight the Murderers. She took off her vision enhancer and looked blearily around her home. She never wore it on a hunt, but this was different. Shima wished again that she did not need it, but wishing did no good. She put it back on and left her home for the final time. She doubted that she would be back.


  The street was empty when she reached it. Shima couldn’t believe that someone had taken her car without asking permission. That just wasn’t done. She stared at where she had parked it as if expecting it to reappear, but of course it did no such thing. She studied the street both ways, and then set off for Sharn’s house. Sharn was Chailen’s closest friend. They did everything together. Tahar had suggested that Chailen and Sharn might mate next orbit. Shima secretly thought so too. They were a good match and she was jealous. Shima hoped that was also a secret. She thought it was, but Chailen had a way of surprising—


  CraAAAAacK! CraAAAAacK! CraAAAAacK!


  Shima ducked instinctively. She had never heard a noise like it. She looked around, but saw nothing that could be responsible for it. Then she looked up and trembled. There were dozens and dozens of Shan flyers chasing a huge ship.


  CraAAAAacK! CraAAAAacK! CraAAAAacK!


  The noise came again, and this time Shima knew what it was. It was the sound of a flyer’s lightning weapon. Those huge beamers could smash buildings into molten rock, but the massive alien ship continued on its way unaffected. The Murderers were making their landing right in the city… no, they were going for the port, just as Tahar had predicted. Shima was relieved and felt guilty for it. There must be people at the port. They would die. Yes, but she wouldn’t and that meant Chailen would not. Whatever happened, Chailen must not die.


  She was all that mattered now.


  Shima ran on.


  * * *


  Hool Station, in orbit, Child of Harmony


  Tahar ambled along the echoing corridor alone with his thoughts. He didn’t want to watch all the screaming and crying people trapped on the docks. There had been easily three times more people on the station than they had ships for.


  He wished he could have just a little longer with Shima. She lacked confidence in herself and still needed him. Chailen was more resilient for all she was the younger. Ordinarily he would have no concerns for her. She would have comforted Shima at his death, but the situation was not ordinary. With the Murderers in system, he could only hope that his children would find some way to survive.


  Tahar turned down another corridor toward a place he remembered, they served the best meals on the station, when he heard it—the sound of a cub whimpering in fear. He stopped and listened for the sound again. His ears swivelled and pricked up. The sound was coming from his left. He opened the hatch and a pair of frightened eyes looked up at him.


  “Hello,” he said trying not to frighten her. “Are you all alone?”


  Her tiny ears flicked and quivered only half erect. “I came back for my present. It’s my name day, but now I can’t find my sibs.”


  Tahar swallowed the howl of despair he wanted to voice. All the cubs had left first. Their parents had followed packed to the bulkheads in an old ore transport. It was hoped some would survive that way. Staying behind was certain death.


  “Not to worry,” he said with false cheer. He bent to pick her up. “You can stay with me until your mother comes.” He hugged her tight where she clung around his neck. “Are you hungry?”


  “Can I have anything I want?”


  “Anything at all little one,” he said continuing on his way.


  “Even Shkai’ra?”


  His ears twitched. “You like that do you?”


  “Yes.”


  “We can have that then,” Tahar said cheerfully. “I have cubs you know. They like Shkai’ra too. I used to take them hunting when they were your age.”


  Tahar and his new friend died holding each other. They did not eat Shkai’ra. The Merkiaari guard ship smashed the station before they reached the dining area.


  * * *


  Shima streaked along the road on all fours. She had never run like this. She had never needed to. Her people were fast, just how fast she was only now coming to realise. Her ancestors had known of course. An empty belly had often goaded them into such bursts of speed as they attempted to take down Shkai’lon on the run—a particularly foolish thing to try under other circumstances. Shima had motivation for her speed, but it wasn’t an empty belly. She had Merki warriors on her tail—not literally thank the Harmonies, but they were close enough to make speed essential.


  Sharn’s home was already abandoned when Shima had arrived, but at least she now knew where to look for her sib. When she had searched the house, she found the computer blinking a message.


  Kachina Twelve… Kachina Twelve… Kachina Twelve…


  The blinking message could only be for her. At least, Shima wanted to believe that Chailen had gone with Sharn’s family to the keep. She had to believe it. If Chailen was in the city alone, Shima would need exceptional good luck to find her. No. Chailen was sensible, more sensible than her older sib. She would have seen the need to evacuate with the others.


  With a scrabble of claws, Shima made the turn into another street without tumbling into a sprawling heap. She had lost some speed there, but she soon made it up. Thank the Harmonies she had not lost her vision enhancer. Without it, she would not be able to run like this for fear of getting lost.


  And she did need to run.


  Merkiaari warriors had landed at the spaceport despite all the warriors could do to stop them. A single huge landing ship had settled there, ignoring the Shan flyers pecking at its shielded hull. The underground missile silos had been another matter entirely. It had not ignored those. As soon as the enemy ship was in range, a row of switches had been flipped deep within the mountain’s bones at Kachina Twelve. The switches closed, and missile after missile was launched from dozens of underground silos. The parks and open fields suddenly erupted with fire as the Merki computers tracked the missiles and found the launch sites. Barely half the missiles launched in time, and none struck their intended target. Every one of them died uselessly against Merki point defence laser clusters.


  Shima had witnessed the launches and the results. Later, she saw the Murderers in the flesh, and that was the real reason for her speed. She still didn’t know why she had done it. She wasn’t a warrior. She was a scientist—a gardener for Harmony’s sake. Why had she felt the need to kill that particular Merki? Was there a reason to choose that one over another? She decided there wasn’t. The thought of her father trapped on the station had enraged her. Tahar was stuck up there waiting to die, while his Murderers were down here looking to kill everyone and everything he loved.


  She had been so angry. She had watched the Murderers from hiding, and her vision tunnelled with her rage. She had spat trying to get the taste of Merki out of her mouth. Their reek was everywhere. She had gone deaf—her ears were flattened hard against her head. It was a holdover from the primitive past. A Shan’s ears would flatten as a way to protect them from an enemy’s shredding claws. She saw nothing but the Merki warrior standing in front of the others. The next moment, she was firing both beamers into his back. She didn’t remember drawing them or even aiming. One moment was tunnelled vision with her prey centred, the next he was falling, and she was running with a beamer in each paw. Merki warriors gave chase of course.


  Now she was racing through the burning city on all fours trying to lose them, but they had some kind of device that could follow her at a distance. She would have to hide. Running, though absolutely correct according to instinct, was no good in this situation. She needed a place to lay low and attack from concealment. When night came, she would find a way out of the city.


  * * *


  


  19 ~ Desperate Measures


  Aboard ASN Canada


  “Fire as your guns bear!” Colgan shouted over the noise of damage alarms.


  “Multiple contacts,” Commander Groves sang out. “Contacts closing fast. Tentative assessment: Merki cap ship missiles.”


  Colgan froze for an instant. “For God’s sake bring us around, helm!”


  “I’m trying, sir. She’s sluggish as hell.”


  “Drones have entered fold space,” Lieutenant Ricks reported. Out of ten launched, only two had survived long enough to make the jump to fold space.


  Point defence missiles sleeted out in their hundreds to meet the incoming missiles. Proximity fuses closed, and detonations pocked the tactical display. Dozens detonated to kill a single missile, wasteful as hell, but cap ship missiles were beyond dangerous. Some of Canada’s counter missiles killed each other as the force they unleashed washed over nearby missiles on their way to kill their targets. Some lost lock or failed to detonate for one reason or another, but most did their jobs as designed. Most wasn’t good enough.


  Canada’s laser cannons left off their programmed fire mission, and swivelled under computer control to pick off targets that evaded her point defence missiles. It was an awesome sight, and a frightening one. When a ship’s computer aborted offensive fire in favour of defensive, that ship was in over its head. Lasers designed to penetrate the armoured hide of a Merki destroyer, flicked out and wiped away one missile after another. The energy in those beams was so huge, that the missiles were vaporised instantly, leaving the beams to stream onward into space for the milliseconds it took the computer to take note of the kill. Priorities changed, and the mounts swivelled their cannon onto new targets.


  “Where’s Chakra?” Colgan said as Canada finally responded to the helm and heeled over. She took the single hit on her undamaged starboard shields and rolled drunkenly out of the nuclear fire boiling around her.


  “Shields holding,” Ivanova cried. “Merkiaari cruiser bearing zero-two-seven by two-seven-five degrees. Target locked. Firing!”


  Canada spat her own missiles, and changed course heading away from the threat of return fire. Colgan studied his displays looking for something he could kill. He found one.


  “Helm, new heading: one-two-eight by zero-one-five.”


  “Aye, sir. Coming to new heading, one-two-eight by zero one-five.”


  “Chakra’s burning, Skip,” Groves said from her place across the bridge at scan. “I can see escape pods jettisoning.”


  “Christ,” Colgan hissed under his breath. “Where’s Naktlon?”


  “She’s still on our tail, Skipper.”


  Colgan nodded, thankful for small mercies. Tei’Varyk was covering Canada’s damaged rear while his people struggled to repair the shield generator for that quadrant.


  “Concentrate all fire on the heavy cruiser,” he snapped and saw Naktlon was already doing that. Tei’Varyk and he thought alike.


  Canada went to maximum rate of fire on all energy batteries as she ran by the crippled cruiser. Ivanova used raking fire from her forward mounts, opening the Merki ship like a tin opener opens a can of soybeans, but she kept her starboard batteries concentrated on the ship’s drive section.


  The eruption when it happened was catastrophic.


  “Evasive,” Colgan snapped as the Merki ship disintegrated, and chunks of its hull flew outward.


  A section of drive shielding slammed into Canada, but her shields held and she continued her turn. Naktlon miraculously escaped damage as he swept through the wave front of shrapnel. Canada’s scan fuzzed and the display flickered, as her computer fought to penetrate clouds of metal and ice particles. Data denoting headings and vectors of enemy ships, constantly changed colour, flickering indecisively between the red of certainty and the amber of estimated values.


  “What’s left?”


  Commander Groves studied the battlespace her station was displaying, and then looked up from the plot grimly. “Naktlon, bearing one-eight-zero. Hoth, bearing two-zero-five. Hekja, bearing two-zero-five.”


  The bridge crew fell silent.


  “Three ships?” Colgan said in shock. “Three heavies… what about light units?”


  “Chakra was the last one, Skipper.”


  “Word just reached us from the elders, sir,” Ricks said. “They’ve ordered evacuation of the towns and cities.”


  Colgan paled. “My God. We can’t stop them.”


  Silence greeted his shock statement. Colgan studied his displays and saw three Shan heavy cruisers and Canada. They were all that stood in the way of the remnants of a Merkiaari squadron. That the Merki hadn’t sent a fleet made no real difference, or that the Shan had destroyed most of their heavy stuff. There was still more than enough firepower to take out the entire system. Four heavy cruisers, or what would be a heavy cruiser in the Alliance—who knew or cared what the Merki called them? All four had battle damage, but nothing severe. Screening them were the light units—three fast attack frigates, and two badly damaged destroyers.


  “Send to all remaining Shan ships,” Colgan said.


  “Ready, sir,” Ricks said switching his position to use the Shan equipment installed next to his station.


  “The elders have ordered evacuation of the population to more secure areas. I suggest we concentrate our ships, and attempt to break for the inner belt. If successful, we can strike as opportunity permits.”


  Ricks listened intently for a reply. “Naktlon on screen.”


  “Tei’Colgan,” Tei’Varyk said wearily. “I have spoken with the others. We will join forces and attack as soon as the Murderers are in range. I advise you to return to pick up James and the others. If you’re quick, you might escape.”


  “Don’t do this, Tei,” Colgan pleaded. “Don’t throw your life away. My people will come!”


  Tei’Varyk’s ears struggled erect, but then flattened again in distress. “Not soon enough to save us. Leave us to our fate, Tei’Colgan. Warn your people that the Murderers will come for them next. Good bye my friend. May you live in harmony.”


  The screen cleared to show a tactical schematic of the system. Merki ships burned red as they advanced cautiously toward the Shan homeworld, and three blue blips manoeuvred to engage. Naktlon moved away from where he had been covering Canada, and left her to voyage on alone.


  Colgan glanced unhappily at Commander Groves. She nodded her agreement with Tei’Varyk. “Charge the jump drive,” he ordered and winced at the looks of shock he received.


  “We can’t leave them,” Lieutenant Ricks blurted. “For God’s sake, you know what they’ll do to these people. We can’t let it happen!”


  “As you were, Lieutenant,” Groves snapped.


  Ricks surged to his feet, and slammed a fist down on his consol. “No! I say we stay and fight. We’re Fleet. Fleet fights Merki!” He stared at the others, demanding they agree, but no one did. They looked guiltily down or away, not willing to meet his accusing eyes.


  “Helm,” Colgan said reluctantly. “Set course for the third planet. We have the contact team to retrieve.”


  “Aye, sir. ETA, two-niner minutes at max speed.”


  “Very good.” Colgan turned to Ricks. “Contact Professor Wilder, and tell him to come back up as soon as we’re in range. He can dock on the fly.”


  Ricks sat slumped at his station in dejected silence, and stared at Colgan with accusing eyes.


  “You heard me, Lieutenant,” he said angrily.


  “Aye, sir,” Ricks said, sitting straighter and turning back to his controls.


  Colgan looked around at his crew, but none would look him in the eye. Didn’t they realise he had to leave, even though he might want to stay? He did want to, but Canada would be destroyed to no purpose. If he could be certain that his ship’s sacrifice would save the Shan, he wouldn’t hesitate, but he knew it wouldn’t.


  “Continue on course,” Colgan said and stared bitterly at nothing.


  * * *


  Aboard Naktlon, Shan system


  Tei’Varyk glared at the tactical situation on the main viewer as the Murderers advanced. His people were silent, having made peace with the fact they were about to die. The fleet was gone, all except Hekja, Hoth, and his own Naktlon. Fifty orbits of work gone in a single cycle, and only three ships remained to save the Shan.


  They had been so close to gaining the stars, but the Humans had come too late. One orbit earlier, just one orbit might have made the difference. He sighed into the silence, and watched Hekja and Hoth attempt the impossible. They had all agreed it was the only chance that two damaged heavy fangs had to disable the murderer’s ships, but it was a slim chance only. If it worked, Naktlon would move in with every weapon firing at maximum. If it did not, Naktlon would move in with every weapon firing at maximum.


  There were no choices left.


  “Hoth and Hekja engage,” Tarjei said into the silence.


  “I hear,” Tei’Varyk said. “We will go in with all weapons firing at maximum. Torpedoes, missiles, particle cannon, beamers—everything.”


  “I hear,” Kajika whispered.


  “Are you sorry you chose to follow me?”


  Kajika’s ears flattened. “Never. You are my Tei.”


  Tei’Varyk inclined his head, and Kajika bowed in return. He turned back to the screen in time to see Hoth and Hekja accomplish their part of the plan.


  Two heavily damaged heavy fangs entered the Merki formation at preselected points knowing they would not emerge from the other side. They went in with every weapon reaching out to rend the Murderers of their people. Heavy fangs were awesome weapons. Torpedoes spat from every surviving tube as the ships absorbed hit after hit from the Merki ships. The torpedoes were set to lock onto any Merki target, and hundreds did that. Two Merkiaari battleships blew apart as two hundred torpedoes, each having a two megatonne nominal yield, detonated as one. Space went mad as ship after ship was rent and spat out of the nuclear fire smashed beyond recognition. Hoth blew apart from the results of her own fire. Hekja reeled, bent and broken but still under control. He trimmed course and rammed a Merkiaari heavy fang. Both ships disappeared in the flash of ruptured fusion cores. With them went a light fang.


  They had failed.


  “Three heavy fangs and two lighter units remain,” Tarjei reported.


  “Which are the most severely damaged?”


  “Both light fangs appear unable to keep pace with the heavies, but all are still combat capable.”


  “It doesn’t matter then. We kill the ships with the most Murderers aboard.”


  “I hear, Tei,” Kajika said. “Targeting heavy fang… target locked.”


  “I hear,” Tei’Varyk said and waited in silence. “Open fire!”


  Naktlon erupted in fury. His torpedo launchers went to rapid continuous fire attempting to saturate the defences of his chosen target. As the range closed, his beamers and particle cannons spoke. The Merki heavy cruiser blew apart, but even as she did, missiles infinitely more powerful than any Shan torpedo hammered Naktlon closer to destruction. Closer and closer, but finally the fire ended and he was still there. Though battered and bleeding atmosphere, he continued to pour fire into the remaining Merki ships.


  “Magazines destroyed or depleted,” Kajika reported.


  “I hear. Continue with all remaining weapons. Kill them all,” Tei’Varyk ordered, as his ship slowly died around him.


  Naktlon bucked and reared at the centre of nuclear fury sent by the Merki. He was blinded to starboard, and nearly so on his portside. His great engines propelled him into the heart of the storm to kill his enemies even as he was hammered into uselessness.


  “Take out those honourless light fangs,” Tei’Varyk said, as they pecked away at Naktlon’s armoured hide.


  Kajika did not respond, but Naktlon’s particle cannons swivelled and targeted first one, and then a second light unit. Both blew apart as energy beams designed to strip the hide from a Merkiaari dreadnought ripped through them.


  “Target the next—” Tei’Varyk began, but that was as far as he got.


  Naktlon, broken and barely making way with a single drive, was hit amidships. The beam sliced through deck after deck, killing his crew and severing control runs. His particle cannons locked and fell silent, as power cables were turned to slag. His remaining torpedo launchers, had they ammunition, would have been useless as power runs to the launch rails were cut, but by far the worst damage was to his fusion room. The beam reached the core of his reactor, and Naktlon erupted with super hot plasma eating everything in sight. Blast doors slammed and alarms screamed, but it was all for nothing.


  Naktlon broke in two.


  * * *


  Aboard ASN Canada, Shan System


  “He did it,” Colgan whispered as Naktlon broke apart. His aft section blew up in a flare of plasma, and his forward section tumbled wildly away.


  “Not quite. Two heavies remain operational, Skipper,” Groves said. “One is critically damaged. The second has moderate damage.”


  What do I do?


  Colgan stared at tactical trying to make a decision. “Time to pickup?”


  “ETA is one three minutes, sir.”


  Colgan clenched a fist and pounded his thigh in frustration. Thirteen minutes. If he picked up Wilder, the enemy would be thirteen minutes closer to the Shan homeworld, leaving him even less room to manoeuvre.


  “Set an intercept course,” Colgan said finally, and a sigh swept the bridge. “Weps, I want that piece of scrap out of my sky.” He highlighted the critically damaged Merki ship with his wand. “Do that first. Then pump everything we have into the other one.”


  “Aye, sir,” Ivanova said eagerly. “Targeting solution locked in. Time to target… two niner minutes… mark.”


  “Run a plot on Naktlon. There may be survivors.”


  “I didn’t see any pods jettison, Skipper,” Groves warned.


  “Just do it.”


  “Aye, sir. I have him.”


  “As soon as we hit the range, I want maximum rate of fire. Don’t stop until they’re dead or we are.”


  “Aye, aye, Skipper,” Ivanova said.


  Canada raced into battle, and the moment arrived. Missiles flew from her, adding more acceleration to that imparted by her launch system. Merki point defence missiles and laser clusters attempted to intercept them, and Canada’s tactical display was suddenly populated with detonations. Only a third of Ivanova’s missiles made it through. Merki decoys deployed attempting to suck the missiles off target, but they could not save the first cruiser, which blew apart after only two hits by the megatonne range missiles. The second Merkiaari ship however, was almost untouched.


  Canada deployed her own decoys, and ECM hashed targeting sensors trying to blind the Merki sensors, but for all of that she wasn’t a true warship. Her counter measures and weapons were designed to hold off an attack for the minutes she needed to jump, not defeat a heavy cruiser with more than three times her firepower. Canada bucked as lasers and grazers slashed at her. Her shields held, but still she was shaken and slammed by incoming missiles. Point defence frantically beat them back, killing dozens and then hundreds, but then the inevitable happened. A missile got through and detonated.


  Canada lurched and damage alarms screamed; yet her section seals held and she continued to fight. Crewman fought to save friends trapped in the debris, but all too many died from the sudden decompression when razor sharp shrapnel careened through compartments breaching their uniform’s integrity. On the bridge, Colgan was white faced at the catalogue of damage being reported. His ship was being destroyed before his eyes, and it was his fault. He could have jumped outsystem, he still could if his displays were correct, but no, he had to be a hero and his people were paying for it with their lives. The lights dimmed, and flickered back to half intensity as something failed. He looked up wondering if this was the end, but as the lights failed completely, emergency lighting took over.


  “Report,” Colgan barked.


  “Merki cruiser badly damaged, but still combat capable,” Ivanova said. “We’re down to one more salvo of missiles and our lasers.”


  The lights suddenly flared bright again as damage control repaired the power feeds to the bridge, but Colgan hardly noticed.


  “Save the missiles until I give the word. Continue action with energy mounts.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  “Helm, take us in to point blank range at max. I want you to scrape the fucking paint off her!”


  “Aye, sir,” Wesley said and rolled ship.


  “Weps, give them every missile we have at point blank.”


  “Aye, Skipper.”


  “Are you sure, Captain? We’ll not escape the blast wave,” Commander Groves said.


  “We will.” Colgan prayed he wasn’t lying. “We’re going in at max. With luck we should be clear.”


  Canada bore in taking hit after hit. Her shields began to fail even as she reached the cruiser. Ivanova smashed a button flat, and Canada’s missile tubes spoke. The Merki ship shuddered and spewed atmosphere, as the missiles slammed home before any defence knew they were there. Hit after hit went home as the ship tried futilely to track Canada as she raced on by.


  One of Canada’s missiles did not launch; the power runs to the accelerator rings in the tube were down. Chief Williams, trying vainly to resurrect the shield generator for the aft quarter, was up to his elbows in circuitry when he knocked a severed cable. He jerked and bit his tongue with a yelp as the current arced through him. He survived with his hair smoking and standing straight up, his team barely survived his cursing, but the Merki cruiser had no chance. The missile spat forth and slammed into the enemy ship. So close was Canada, that the missile actually penetrated the Merki’s hull before it detonated within the ship.


  The enemy ship erupted in nuclear fire.


  Canada was racing away, but she did not escape unscathed. Pieces of wreckage impacted her unprotected aft quarter. Blast doors slammed, but many closed upon compartments already open to space. In all too many cases, those compartments were crewed by dead men and women now. Canada rolled presenting her port shields to the wave front, and that saved her. The fury of exploding magazines and fusion reactors washed over her, but as it receded, she limped onward with two drives down, and one fluctuating so badly that it was cut from the circuit a moment later.


  “Target destroyed,” Ivanova reported, her voice heavy with satisfaction.


  “Good,” Colgan said. “Very well done, Weps. Francis, pass the coordinates of Naktlon to the helm.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  “Course laid in, sir,” Janice Wesley said a moment or two later.


  “Execute at best speed.” Colgan turned to Lieutenant Ricks. “Get me damage control.”


  “Aye, aye. On screen, sir.”


  Chief Williams appeared on the main viewer. Behind him, he could see space suited figures hurry by.


  “Chief, I know we have damage all over the place, but I want you to concentrate on the jump drive. We seem to have won the war here, but I don’t trust that. I want to be able to jump if I have to.”


  Chief Williams frowned in puzzlement and looked aside at his boards. “But there’s nothing wrong with the bloody…” his face flamed. “There’s nothing wrong with it, sir.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes, sir. My boards show it as operational and charged. Have you tried it, sir?”


  “No of course not,” Colgan said, his face heating in embarrassment. He had assumed that after the pounding they had taken, it must be offline. “Carry on, Chief.”


  “Aye, sir,” Williams said in a puzzled voice. He was replaced on the view-screen by a tactical overlay of the system.


  “What happened to his hair?” Groves said with a grin. “It looked like someone tugged him through a mouse hole backwards.”


  Colgan chuckled.


  “Naktlon dead ahead… what’s left of him,” Janice announced.


  “On screen.”


  Everyone groaned when they saw what was left of Naktlon. The forward half of the cruiser was tumbling away on a course that would see him exit the system eventually. It was so badly battered that Colgan doubted there could be survivors.


  “Try to contact him.”


  “Aye, sir,” Ricks said doubtfully, but a moment later, a fuzzy picture appeared.


  “Tei,” Colgan gasped in relief when his friend appeared. “Hold on, I’m coming to get you out.”


  “Tei’Colgan. You should have left when you had the chance,” Tei’Varyk said in a dead voice.


  “We destroyed the last one for you.”


  “And what of the ships landing troops on Harmony?”


  “What?” Colgan yelped and turned to Commander Groves at scan. She was punching in commands at her station like a demon.


  “Do not Canada’s sensors reach so far? Naktlon’s are destroyed, but we’re still receiving intermittent transmissions of the landings.”


  “Oh my God,” Commander Groves said looking up from her position at scan in horror. “We have Merkiaari in the inner system, Skipper. They must have slipped through when we went after those two cruisers.”


  “Class?”


  “Troop transports with escort, but they’re too much for us. A kid with a slingshot is too much for us now,” she said bitterly.


  * * *


  


  20 ~ Hope


  Child of Harmony (third planet, Shan system)


  “He left us,” Brenda said with tears of rage in her eyes. “After all we did for him, the bastard left us.”


  “He had no choice,” Janice said sadly. “None at all.”


  James nodded. He glanced through the open hatch at his friends sitting in the cabin and then back to Janice. “What do we do?”


  “What can we do?” Brenda spat. “He abandoned us.”


  “We hide as the Shan are doing. I want a gun,” Janice said staring at the images coming in on the monitors. “A very big gun.”


  James turned back to watch the Merki landings on one of the lander’s monitors. The cities were a chaos of running and fighting people. The Shan military had deployed to slow the Merki troopers down while the cities were evacuated, but the Merki had the advantage of being able to pick and choose their landing sites. The Shan had to remain mobile and not dig in, or else risk annihilation from above. Shan civilians had banded together to fight, and were dying in their millions as untold numbers of Merki gravsleds poured out of the grounded landers. The gravsleds spread out and flew slowly down the streets firing at anything that moved. James was sure they had their reasons for hitting certain buildings while leaving others untouched, but for the life of him he couldn’t understand their tactics. The buildings seemed chosen at random. Some collapsed immediately burying those hiding within, while others burned. Clouds of smoke and ash billowed up and filled the sky.


  James felt his emotions welling up when the monitor showed him heaps of dead Shan. They lay where they had fallen still clutching their mates and cubs. The picture suddenly whirled crazily and then stabilised. Whoever was manning the camera was taking a hell of a risk. The picture blurred and zoomed in upon a gravsled just turning into the street. On the ground in front of it, a large formation of Merkiaari troopers led the way. Suddenly they came under fire and scattered into cover. Explosions dotted the street zeroing in upon the gravsled. It was hit multiple times and lost power. It slammed into the street carving a trench in the road before rolling and bursting into flames. A Merkiaari trooper jumped out of the shattered wreckage waving his arms and roaring in agony. His armour had not protected him from the flames, his entire body was alight. His fur fed the flames until another trooper shot him in the head.


  James changed to another channel, and flinched at what was being shown. Someone was hiding in a building and filming the street outside. The scene could have been culled from any one of a thousand newsreels shown during the Merki War in the Alliance, except this one starred Shan not Humans. He had no idea which city was being shown, or on which planet. It didn’t matter. Similar scenes were being played out everywhere the Merkiaari had landed. He reached out to select another channel, but Brenda stayed his hand.


  “I need to see it.”


  He was reluctant, but hiding from the truth wouldn’t help matters. He nodded and watched trying not to let Brenda see what he was feeling.


  Merki troopers were firing into the packed street cutting Shan down by the hundreds. They fired their plasma rifles and gauss cannons non-stop. Blood coated every surface until it looked as if some mad artist had painted the street red. James covered his mouth with a hand and swallowed sickly, trying not to vomit. He glanced at Brenda only to find her crying silently. The camera shifted. It focused on the other end of the street, where Shan bit and clawed at Merki troopers in a desperate attempt to escape slaughter. He watched a huge Merkiaari female grab a Shan cub and tear it in half above her head. She did the same thing to an adult a moment later when he attacked her. He might have been the cub’s father. There was no way to know.


  “Oh God, Oh God, Oh God…” Brenda chanted. “Please make them stop…”


  James shook his head. Nothing would make them stop. They would come here next… if they hadn’t already. He craned his neck to look at the sky through the cockpit windows. It was just blind luck he had chosen to visit here, and not Harmony while the Merki chose the opposite.


  “What are we going to do?” Brenda whispered unable to look away from the horror.


  “Hide, that’s all we can do. Hide and fight when the time comes.” James flicked switches bringing the navigational computer and sensor arrays online, and then started the engines.


  “Where are we going?”


  The lander lifted and hovered over the landing pad.


  “The mountain keeps. It’s the only place.”


  “Will they let us in?”


  “I hope so,” he said and concentrated on flying low. He had no real idea if the Merki had sent ships to Child of Harmony, but if they had, he wanted to stay low and unobtrusive. “Better go back and tell the others what’s happening.”


  “I’ll go.”


  “Thanks, Jan.” James glanced at Brenda’s tear streaked face. “It will be all right.”


  “No it won’t,” she whispered. “They’ll kill everyone on Harmony and then they’ll come here and kill us.”


  There wasn’t anything he could say to that. She was right.


  Flight time to the keep was less than an hour. He could have reduced the time to almost nothing if he had dared boosting for orbit, but that would have been suicide. He flew fast and low, with the shuttle’s sensors on passive. The Merki troop ships were huge things, and they showed up clearly whenever he got within range of one. The gravsleds were insects in comparison, but their drive systems used a lot of power. As long as he concentrated hard on their output, the sensors gave him just enough time to divert wide around them. To James, the hour seemed to crawl by, but eventually his destination loomed ahead of him.


  The mountain range would have been impressive if he hadn’t been looking for a landing place without being shot down. On his final approach, he had to bank sharply when targeting sensors locked him up, and sirens wailed throughout the cockpit. With his heart pounding fit to give him a heart attack, James checked his monitors and reluctantly turned back. He never wanted to go through that again.


  “I’ll have to land in the foothills.”


  Brenda grunted unhappily, but she didn’t object as he set down not far from the tree line. “I’ll collect some supplies.”


  “Tell the others to grab the Box. We’re going to need it.”


  “Yeah,” she said in a subdued voice.


  James waited for everyone to climb out before he eased the lander off the ground, and slowly worked his way under the trees. It was a tight squeeze, but he managed to get under cover before he ran out of places to go. He landed and quickly shut down the engines. He powered down everything he had access to. He had no idea how stealthy the lander was, or how easily the Merki might find it, so he did his best to make it invisible. The only thing left was the maintenance system, but he couldn’t shut that down without risking being unable to restart it. Besides, he didn’t know how.


  He jumped to the ground and keyed the hatch closed before resolutely turning away, and leading the others toward the mountains. At first he set a fast pace, but he soon realised the others were out of condition. Their progress slowed to a crawl. He said nothing, but Brenda could see his concern.


  “They can’t help it.”


  “I know,” James said. “I didn’t say anything.”


  “No, but I could feel you thinking it.”


  He laughed and hugged her to him as they ambled through the woods. “How did it happen?”


  “What?”


  “How did we happen so fast? We’ve known each other for years, but we’ve only really known each other for a few months.”


  “I guess it must be love,” Brenda said.


  “Must be,” James said and kissed her.


  “Really,” Bernard said, with an exasperated sigh. “Must you two do that at a time like this?”


  “What better time?” Janice said eyeing Bernard with speculation that made him flush. “There might not be much left.”


  Bernard nodded sombrely. “Did you know that I’m unmarried, dear lady?” he said with a grin, and took Janice’s hand for a kiss.


  “Why, sir. You do take liberties. Do it again.”


  “Delighted,” he said and obeyed.


  They made their slow way through the forest. James walked with an arm around Brenda’s shoulders. Janice and Bernard held hands chatting and laughing quietly. Bindar walked alone carrying the Box, closely followed by Sheryl and David. They were not a couple, but they walked arm in arm seeking mutual comfort in unknown surroundings. The other members of the team walked in a nervous knot through the shadows of the forest. All had packs on their backs containing a few meagre supplies, but none had anything close to a weapon.


  The forest was densely populated with trees and heavy undergrowth. More than once they stopped in fearful silence listening to something rustling in the brush. On closer inspection, they found traces of some kind of animal, and from then on they were more watchful. As the sun lowered in the sky, James called a halt and they made a cold camp. He explained that having no idea whether the Merki were near, he didn’t want fires lit and perhaps attracting them.


  “What about the animal tracks we found?” David said peering nervously into the trees.


  James peered into the darkness uneasily, but then he shrugged. “There’s nothing to be done, David. I think we’ll be safe enough. The tracks were shallow. Probably made my something small.”


  “You hope.”


  “Yes, I hope.”


  After eating a meagre meal from the emergency rations they had brought from the shuttle, James lay down with Brenda snuggled up close to him. It was a pleasant night, thankfully not cold, but he found himself unable to sleep. What had happened to Canada? Had she been destroyed, or had she jumped outsystem as Brenda believed? He hoped it was the latter, but he doubted Colgan would do that without a very good reason. Maybe he went for help. If he did, they wouldn’t see any for a couple of months, plus however long it took to assemble sufficient forces to contest the system’s ownership. He had no doubt Admiral Rawlins would want to fight, but would the Council let him?


  He hoped so.


  The next morning they set out again. As before, James led the way and they were soon out of the forest and into the foothills. This was the most dangerous part. There was no cover here, and if anyone looked down at the right time they would be spotted. Their pace fell to a crawl as they struggled into higher elevations and gasped for air. He relieved Bindar of the Box, and continued his stumbling way ever upward. Brenda took a turn for an hour, but although the Box wasn’t heavy, it was an awkward size, and struggling up a steep trail with it took its toll. Around midday, James began actively looking for one of the entrances to the keep. Sheer rock walls and rubble strewn goat paths were all he found. Did this planet have a goat analogue?


  “I know it’s here,” James said worriedly. “She showed me right to it, but it looks different.”


  “Are we lost?” Brenda whispered as the others sat down to rest.


  “No-no,” James said quickly.


  “We are, aren’t we? If we are, you would tell me right?”


  “We’re not lost. I think they might have sealed the keep already.”


  “Oh.”


  After a short rest they moved on until they entered a canyon that looked very familiar. The sheer cliff-like walls towered high into the air making James feel very small. He found a distinctive outcropping of rock below which the entrance to the keep should have been, but when he reached the rock face, there was no evidence that it wasn’t a natural rock formation. He ran his hands over it, trying to feel any difference in texture or temperature… anything that might reveal the entrance, but there was nothing. Bernard waved him over, and pointed out a peculiar pattern in the rock. James nodded. It was the right place, he remembered the pattern. He pressed an ear to the rock trying to listen, but he couldn’t hear a damn thing. The Shan had designed it that way, and they did fine work.


  “Anything?” Bernard said. “This looks right to me.”


  “Yeah, I’m pretty sure they’ve sealed up the place.”


  “Well then,” Bernard said cheerfully. “All we have to do is sit tight and wait. I’m sure they must be monitoring the area.”


  James nodded. It made sense. “What if they don’t open up?”


  “They will,” Bernard said, his smile slipping. “They won’t leave us for the Merki.”


  “I hope you’re right.”


  As it happened, Bernard was right but for the wrong reasons. The night came, and a grumbling earth shaking noise split the silence. A dozen Shan warriors slipped out of their mountain fastness levelling beamers at them. James stood, and they nearly shot him when a rock shifted under his foot causing him to lurch toward them.


  “Don’t shoot,” he cried in badly accented Shan. “We need sanctuary from the Murderers. Please, for harmony’s sake take us in.”


  One of the warriors edged forward. “I am Tei’Nelrik. You are the beings called Humanssss?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Your ship, he fought well for us. You may enter.”


  James sighed in relief, and gestured everyone into the keep. Brenda stayed by his side. “Brenda, this is Tei’Nelrik. Tei, I’m called James.”


  Tei’Nelrik bowed. “Honoured. Quickly, we must seal the mountain lest we be sniffed out.”


  “Yes, you’re right.” James ducked into the opening.


  It was pitch dark inside. The blast door rumbled into place and the lights came slowly up. Hundreds of beamers were levelled at James and his friends. They stood absolutely still while Tei’Nelrik explained the situation. Ears twitched in recognition, and slowly the weapons were put up.


  “I thank you for opening the door for us,” Brenda said carefully. None of the Shan they had yet seen were equipped with the new translators.


  Tei’Nelrik’s ears went back then struggled erect. His tail lashed from side to side betraying his agitation. “We did not open for you, but for us. If the Murderers had seen you, they might have found the keep.”


  “I see,” Brenda said sounding a little put out by that.


  “We understand, Tei,” James said. “Can you tell me more of our ship?”


  “The Murderers have the only ships in system.”


  “The Fleet?”


  “Gone, and so is your ship. He fought well.”


  Tei’Nelrik led the way into the mountain. The others moved to follow leaving James staring at Brenda in stricken silence. They were here to stay.


  * * *


  


  



  Part III


  21 ~ Extermination


  Zuleika and Environs, Child of Harmony


  Shima lost her pursuers after a long chase. In the end it was through no action of hers that the Merkiaari lost interest in a single reckless vermin. No, they had something more interesting to do apparently.


  Shima kept running, but she no longer felt panic forcing her on. She had the wit to think and plan again, and perhaps the time to do it as well. She slowed her mad dash and focused her thoughts upon the Harmonies, sensing the insanely dark minds of the Murderers behind her, knowing they were tracking something more to their liking now. Probably more of her people, Shima realised, and felt guilty for her part in bringing the Murderers here. The hateful alien mind glows felt like poison, it hurt deep in her head to watch them this way. Any member of the healer caste would recognise the jagged edges and dark colours as something requiring the attention of mind healers... if the afflicted had been Shan, but the Murderers were alien and insanity was their natural state. The horror of such a thing was so vast, Shima could hardly conceive of it. Youngling lessons did not do the reality of the Merkiaari justice.


  Shima snarled and her jaws snapped, biting the air in mindless fury when her inattention dropped her into a fight for her life. Stupid, stupid, stupid! Her father would be ashamed of her for letting what was behind her distract from what lay ahead. And what lay ahead was bad, very very bad indeed.


  Shima tried something she would never normally do, but her situation was dire. She had been running on all fours, not at her best speed but close; now she needed her hands. Badly. She forced herself up onto her hind legs without slowing, snatching desperately for the beamers holstered securely on her harness, and staggered forward trying not to sprawl tail over nose into the chaos.


  Snarling and screaming people fought for their lives against Merkiaari warriors in the street while Shan warriors sniped at the grav sleds from the buildings. Merkiaari gunners in the sleds returned fire and buildings burned. Beamers flashed back and forth, people died hideously burned or missing limbs, their blood painting the ground red. Others fought with tooth and claw carrying the Murderers of their cubs and people down into death with them. There must have been hundreds of people already dead and more were piling up as the Merkiaari’s superior weapons raved, sweeping the crowd with unstoppable destruction.


  Trying to slow down, change her stride from a four legged run into a two legged one while arming herself proved too much for Shima. Her right hand grasped a beamer but to her dismay it squirted from her grasp. She had never dropped a weapon. Never! But it had happened now and at the worst possible time. She staggered forward trying to regain balance, but she was unable to keep her feet under her. Already falling, she did manage to turn onto her right side so that her left hand could finish reaching for her other beamer. The impact jarred her to the bone, her speed was such that she slid along the road losing fur and skin, but the burning pain of abrasion was nothing to the disaster that befell her next.


  Her vision enhancer flew from her face and skittered away.


  Tahar had made it for her with love in his heart, but how she hated that thing. The visor-like device marked her as defective, a cripple among her people, and she loathed it, but now was not the time to be rid of it. Without it, she was as near blind as it was possible to be. Instead of buildings and people, she saw dim shadowy shapes where they should be. She kept low and scrambled along the ground in the direction she thought the visor lay. Lucky she did, because the Merkiaari turned their weapons in her direction. She hissed as a hot wind blasted by to hit a target behind her. Any closer and the beam would have crisped her ears or taken her head off outright. She couldn’t see a Harmonies cursed thing now, the smoke from burning buildings choked her and dimmed the street so badly that everything blurred into a single hazy shadow.


  Patting the ground and sweeping the road with her spare hand, she vowed that if she survived the cycle, she would nail the cursed visor to her head to prevent a situation like this ever happening again. She loved her father and would love him for as long as she drew breath, but she would never reconcile her need for his creation. Her current distress was a mere taste of what the future had in store for her, and she had always known and dreaded it. She would have given anything for a healthy pair of eyes right now.


  Someone grabbed her and jerked her roughly back just as a building exploded in front of her. Shima gasped as the pressure wave sucked at the air and flinched as the heat of the sudden blaze slapped her face. She closed her useless eyes and turned away from the blaze. Even to her eyes, it was bright.


  “Th... th... thank you,” Shima gasped.


  “Welcome,” Shima’s helper said. He sounded calm, but Shima could scent his fear and hear the panting of someone forcing himself to be calm. He took her free hand and wrapped her fingers around her visor. “This thing yours? What does it do?”


  Shima’s relief made her muscles go weak. She gripped the hated thing hard and tears of relief burst from her suddenly hot eyes. Her hand shook violently, but she managed to put the visor on. It was still working. Thank the Harmonies it wasn’t damaged. She looked around and found a pale furred male watching her quizzically. He had pulled her into cover behind a smashed ground car and was about her own age she judged, but unlike her, his pelt was a startling light tan colour without any other markings. He would be very visible in the forest wilderness where Shima hunted, but almost invisible in the desert where she was sure his ancestors had roamed free. He was pureblood and very beautiful.


  “It lets me see. My eyes are bad without it,” Shima said, trying not to see the pity she was sure she would find upon his face. “My name is Shima. Thank you for helping me.”


  “Honoured to be of service, Shima. I am—” a huge explosion drowned out his words and they both cowered as debris rained down upon them, pattering upon the ground like hail. “I am Kazim, this is my ground car, but I fear I cannot offer you a ride in it.”


  Shima blinked at his dropped jawed amusement. “Perhaps some other time,” she said. “You were driving when this happened?” The car was on its side and obviously damaged by weapons fire. It would never work again. “The Harmonies must watch over you if you were.”


  “Happily I was not inside when this happened. I caught the entire thing on camera. My supervisor was very impressed. She said it went out live.”


  That was when Shima’s addled brain realised Kazim was not holding a weapon. It was a camera he was pointing at the fighting not a beamer. He was braver than her to calmly film the massacre of their people and not have a weapon out. Thoughts of weapons reminded her of the lost beamer.


  Shima scanned the ground and found her missing weapon in the middle of the street. She glanced around, tensed her muscles, and sprang out into the open at full stretch. Kazim cursed in surprise at her move, but before he could do more, she had snatched up her beamer and had leapt back to join him.


  “Next time warn me, I missed the shot,” Kazim said doing something to his camera before panning it around at the burning buildings and fighting people. “That would have made for a very dramatic sequence.”


  “Do all journalists talk out of their tails the way you do?” Shima grumbled as she checked her weapons.


  Kazim flicked his ears in agreement. “Most I would say. It’s a very competitive environment.”


  Shima snorted. She wondered what Kazim’s parents and sibs thought of him choosing the arts for his caste. She would wager a handsome sum that his clan did not have many people like Kazim within its ranks. Shima’s clan had always specialised in science and engineering, and had done very well by that. She couldn’t imagine what an itinerant life like Kazim’s would feel like. Waking each cycle not knowing where he would go or what he would see, or even where he would sleep the next night. It was hard to imagine. Shima’s life was orderly, and she liked it that way. Her research had logical steps and goals. She liked goals, and she liked knowing what to do to reach them. Her only goal right now was finding and protecting Chailen.


  Chailen was all that mattered now her father was gone.


  “We should get out of here,” Shima said aiming at a particularly large Merki. Nice big target like that. Would be a shame not to take advantage. She fired both beamers into the alien, but felt only mild satisfaction as it died. She had Chailen to find. Killing Merkiaari didn’t bring her sib closer. “This won’t end well.”


  Kazim flicked his ears in agreement. “You go. I’ll stay and film for a while longer.”


  “You want to die?” Shima killed another alien, this one a smaller example. A male she guessed if her lessons were right about females being bigger. “Haven’t you seen enough here, don’t you want to see what happens tomorrow?”


  Kazim’s jaw dropped in a laugh, and he abandoned his filming. He slid down behind the car and into cover. “You think there will be a tomorrow? Don’t you know the Murderers landed warriors on Harmony too? These are the end times, Shima.”


  Shima’s whiskers drew down as if scenting something foul. “You can’t believe in that drivel. Prophecies are a product of delusional minds, Kazim.”


  “Look at them!” Kazim said gesturing toward the fighting. “How can you doubt this is the end?”


  “Easily. My father taught me common sense! Our people survived this once, we will again. The Murderers won’t take our worlds easily, certainly not today, Kazim. Don’t you want to be there?” Shima took aim and fired both beamers, and added slyly. “Don’t you want to film it all as it happens?”


  Kazim waved his ears jauntily. “I should probably consider it my duty to record the end times, no?”


  “Certainly! It would be a crime not to. Future generations of younglings are relying upon you, Kazim.”


  Kazim smirked, but his tail lifted to shoulder height and gestured acceptance. “No need to lay it on any thicker. I will come with you... where might that be and how do we get there?”


  “Kachina Twelve... and ummm,” Shima faltered and looked around for inspiration. “Through there,” she gestured at the collapsed building closest to them.”


  “You’re joking,” Kazim said. “You do see the flames?”


  “We can make it into the next district and find somewhere to hide until night. We can’t stay here, Kazim. These people are brave, but they are not thinking.”


  “They have lost home and clan—”


  “I know, I do not lay blame, but we must think long term not short. This is the first cycle of a new war. We will not win it in this street.”


  Kazim agreed reluctantly. “It feels wrong to leave them to die.”


  Shima silently agreed but kept her thoughts to herself. They had made their decision to fight and die here. She had Chailen to protect, and did not have that luxury. There would be other times and other fights, she vowed, after she made Chailen safe.


  “Follow,” Shima said and ran in a crouch toward the burning building.


  Behind her she heard Kazim scramble to follow.


  The rubble was easy enough to climb; it was the fire that made things interesting. She avoided the obvious dangers, leading Kazim wide around them, but she couldn’t escape them all. Rubble shifted beneath her weight opening voids beneath that seethed with flame. The fresh air caused the fires to flare anew and Shima cowered away from them. The piles of masonry were hot beneath her paws and she flinched, her hands burned when she pulled herself up and then over the last barrier. Kazim hissed as he burned himself similarly, but said nothing as he rolled over the top and part way down the far side.


  Shima scrambled after him. “You alright?” Shima asked him, his pelt was blackened and filthy now. As was hers. “We can’t stop here.”


  “Fine... I’m fine. Just a little scorched,” Kazim said raising his blistered paw. “You?”


  Shima winced, that must hurt. Her burns certainly did. She ignored his question. “Come, we need to find somewhere quiet to hide until dark.”


  Shima led the way down and into the street. The sound of the fighting was muted here, and the district seemed all quiet. They stayed on two legs and ran directly away from the fighting, their ears flattening when larger explosions elsewhere in the city sounded. Shima used the Harmonies to steer them both from danger. Although they saw no one, they were aware the Murderers could appear overhead in their grav sleds, or march around any corner at any time.


  Shima kept them moving, staying close to buildings and using them for cover as much as possible.


  “You have a plan?”


  Shima didn’t, but no need to say that. “Of course. As I said, we will hide and travel at night. My sib is waiting for me at Kachina Twelve.”


  “Kachina Twelve,” Kazim mused. “I was allocated Kachina Eight, but twelve is better. It’s sector command for the entire continent; I should be able to get better access to information there.”


  “How do you know that?” Shima asked in surprise. “Not saying you’re wrong, but that sort of thing is supposed to be secret in case the Murderers catch us.”


  “My mother’s third cousin’s best friend mated outside the clan. Big scandal at the time. He was always a little too adventurous. Anyway, he mated a warrior caste female. Fierce little thing, you would like her... if you didn’t kill each other first. You remind me of her.”


  “You calling me fierce?”


  “Brave,” Kazim corrected. “And you fight well. You killed those two Merkiaari as if you do it every day, but you’re not warrior caste are you?”


  “Are you interviewing me, recording are you?”


  “Always,” Kazim said without any sign of embarrassment. “You never know what will be important later. Not warrior caste, but something related I bet. Are you Fleet?”


  Shima made a rude noise. “Hardly. I’m scientist caste. Agricultural geneticist.”


  “Ah...” Kazim sounded gratified. “I knew you were out of the ordinary. Such a new field, comparatively speaking of course.”


  Shima kept them moving at a good pace and pointed toward the outskirts of the city and the mountains that lay at least five cycles beyond it. The Harmonies let her know that others like her had the same idea of heading for the mountains. The district seemed deserted, it wasn’t, but by the evidence of her eyes and ears it was. Many people were hiding in the buildings, lots of them underground where she would like to be.


  “This one will do,” Shima said and trotted through a nice relaxation grove to the door of a dwelling. “No one else is near.”


  “And that is important why?” Kazim said following her inside and panning his camera around.


  “It’s important because the Murderers have devices that can track us better than our best hunters could do. We need to stay away from large groups of people. No sense making it easier for them to kill us.”


  Kazim aimed his camera at Shima. “You did well in the fight earlier; can you explain how you came to be there?”


  Shima’s ears went back and her muzzle rumpled showing him her killing teeth. It was not a friendly gesture. “You think because we are no longer running for our lives that we are safe here? I don’t have time to play to your audience.”


  Shima turned away, not caring that Kazim followed her still filming. At least he was quiet about it. She went through every room checking doors and windows, familiarising herself with the layout and every conceivable exit. She took her time and was methodical about it, as if this was one of her projects and would need to pass oversight inspections. The front windows overlooked the grove that she liked. In the growing season, it would be very pleasant to meditate upon the Harmonies out there. The rear windows looked upon a park, and she was very pleased. It was no wilderness, but there was still plenty of cover if she needed to flee, and more to the point it was in the right direction. Shima was too far from the fighting to sense the Merkiaari now, but they were out there.


  She had always been very strong in the harmony given talents of her people, and that had given her an advantage today. Her father had taught her how to track and hunt; how to live and even prosper in the wilderness with nothing but a knife and piece of spark rock. Escaping pursuit even here in a city should have been easy, but it hadn’t been. The alien’s devices turned them into superlative trackers without needing the true skill of a hunter.


  Shima stared into those trees and wondered who was hiding in there, perhaps staring back at this very window. From the evidence of her eyes, Shima and Kazim were the only two people left alive in the district, but using the Harmonies she was able to find many others hiding nearby. The gentle pastel coloured mind glows of other Shan were soothing to her frazzled thoughts after watching the dark insane-seeming alien mind glows of the Merkiaari for so long. She could tell some of them were sleeping, probably because they planned to travel all night. Others were alert, perhaps guarding the sleepers. She would have planned similarly in their place.


  “Get some rest, Kazim. I will watch.”


  “I am not tired,” Kazim protested.


  “We will be travelling all night. If you don’t sleep now, you won’t get another opportunity for a few cycles. A seg or two now will help. You will be surprised by how much.”


  Kazim hesitated, but he switched off his camera and flicked his ears in agreement. “Wake me if something interesting happens, Shima. I don’t want to miss anything.”


  “I will,” Shima lied smoothly. If she woke him it would be because she was ready to leave or they were about to be discovered.


  Kazim fell asleep quickly after making a nest in the corner of the room with pillows and blankets. Shima watched over him allowing her thoughts to slow and be soothed by his sleeping mind glow.


  Tahar... oh Harmonies Tahar!


  Shima clenched her jaws shut preventing the wail of grief escaping. He must be dead by now. Her father dead, it didn’t seem real. He had always been there. He was timeless and unending... a foolish youngling’s fancy. Shima snarled, disgusted with her self-pity.


  He would tell her to focus on her own survival. He would expect her to be strong for Chailen. Yes, Chailen was what mattered. Shima had to survive to find and protect her sib. She should search for things that might aid her she decided. Shima realised she should have done that first thing. Her failure to do that earlier when she looked around was testament to how rattled she really was. Her extended run and inability to lose the Murderers had scared her more than she had thought. Such a simple thing as searching for supplies should have been one of the first things she thought of.


  She made up for her lack quickly and efficiently. Weapons, water, food in that order followed by luxuries. She had no plans to carry any luxuries, but perhaps medical supplies could be justified if small enough to fit on her or Kazim’s harness. She dared not encumber herself too much; her speed had been the only thing to save her earlier, but Kazim needed at least a knife and preferably a beamer or two as well.


  Shima did not find any weapons worthy of the name. Knives for cooking and other utensils could be used at a push, but she had two proper hunting knives on her harness along with her beamers already. She would give one of her knives to Kazim when he woke. She left everything as she found it and explored the other rooms. In one of the sleeping rooms, she discovered something useful in a cupboard. No weapons, the owners had obviously taken their beamers with them as they should, but like her, they had left the charger behind. She quickly swapped the energy cells in her beamers for new ones off her harness and inserted the old ones into the charger. She watched the indicators and nodded. It wouldn’t take too long to top up the cells to full charge. Turning slowly on the spot, Shima wondered if there might be more cells here, but decided after a moment they would have been kept either with the beamers or the charger as Tahar had taught her to do. No doubt the owners had taken them and were safe now in their assigned keep watching the news and waiting to learn what the elders planned to do.


  Shima’s whiskers drew down as if tasting something noxious. What could the elders realistically do? The Merkiaari were here on the surface in force, which meant the Fleet had been defeated already. That left only those in the warrior caste chosen to protect their people on the ground, or the permanent forces assigned to each of the keeps, to fight on. Shima had no doubt that everyone, adult or child, would fight when the time came, but that didn’t make them warrior caste. They had their beamers and the training to use them, but no experience. Real warriors trained constantly and fought each other in huge complex mock battles. Warrior caste lived for the time they would be called upon to fight for real.


  “Well, this cycle might seem like a dream come true for them, but I doubt they will think so tomorrow,” Shima said to herself. She took a last look at the charger’s progress, and left the room.


  Shima found little that she wanted to take with her. She could hunt for food once out of the city, so she made no effort to gather some to take with her. Instead she gorged herself upon the bounty of Shkai’ra she found in the cold room, putting some aside for Kazim to eat later. The tender meat was one of her favourites, and together with fresh fruits and vegetables made a feast. She forced herself to eat more than she normally would, gorging until uncomfortably overfull. She had burned a lot of her reserve fat since coming back to the city and needed to replenish it. If she didn’t eat more than her usual amount over the next few cycles, she would lose muscle mass. It was inconvenient but part of what it was to be Shan.


  Her people had evolved to survive lean times in a number of ways. One was by consuming vast amounts of food in good times and building a reserve in the form of fat, the other way was a type of hibernation. Shan did not sleep like Shkai’lon did in winter, but they could slow their metabolism so much that the difference was hard to determine. But there was a difference and an important one. Shkai’lon were completely vulnerable while they slept the winter away, Shan were not. With their bodily functions slowed, it left their minds free to ponder the Harmonies and allowed their senses to wander far afeild. Hence they were forewarned of approaching danger. The ability was how so many Shan had survived the last Merkiaari invasion.


  Shima spent the remainder of the cycle resting, readying herself for night and her escape from Zuleika. She forced herself to drink a lot of water and even managed a few more morsels of food when Kazim awoke to join her. She made him stuff himself and drink lots of water, and would not hear his complaints that he would not be able to run with such a full stomach. He would learn as she had just what a terrified Shan could accomplish when necessary.


  In the end the only things Shima decided to take were her weapons, her harness, and a small water bottle she had found in one of the rooms. She didn’t need anything else to survive the journey to the mountains, and if Kazim stayed with her, he wouldn’t need anything either. She could hunt for two as easily as for one.


  Shima was sitting quietly in the main living space in the trance-like state her father had taught her to use before a long hunt, when darkness fell. It was the best way to attune oneself with the Harmonies, and made her gifts easier to use. Stronger too. Her senses were always at their strongest when used this way. She noted the sleepers in the park and other nearby buildings were stirring, readying themselves to leave. Kazim had some ability with the Harmonies, enough to notice the exodus, but Shima said no when he suggested they go.


  “Not yet, they are too many and might attract attention. We will give them a seg to clear our path.”


  “We don’t know where they are going.”


  “True, but they will head for a keep and the nearest is in the Kachina chain. It’s safer for them and us if we spread out. The gunners on just one of those grav sleds could kill us all in two bursts if we don’t.”


  “Are you sure you’re not warrior caste, Shima? You sound just like those I have met.”


  Shima noted Kazim’s camera was active again, though he had tried to be discreet by holding it low in his lap. She said nothing. If his work comforted him, who was she to say no? She could wish for some comfort herself, but a gardener like her wouldn’t be needed for a long time to come... or ever? Shima shook off the sudden chill that came over her. She was a scientist not a superstitious fool who feared gloomy thoughts would encourage them to come true.


  “Not a warrior, sorry to disappoint. I’m a gardener.”


  “That’s not all you are. There’s more.”


  Shima’s tail gestured a shrug and her ears flicked agreement. “There’s always more. Scientist, agricultural geneticist, hunter, daughter of Tahar, sib to Chailen... the list is extensive for any of us.”


  “Interesting that you list hunter before daughter,” Kazim said. “Why is that?”


  “Tahar, my father works—worked on Hool Station. We spoke just before...” she waved a hand around. “All this. He was trapped up there with the others.”


  Kazim’s ears struggled half erect. “I am sorry.”


  “So am I, he was a wonderful person and father. Many fathers died when the Murderers came. I’m not the only one to lose family.”


  “No, but sadness is not lessened by having company.”


  Shima agreed.


  Kazim shifted and raised the camera. “Do you mind so very much?”


  Shima felt like asking what he would do if she said that she did mind, but perhaps he was in the right with this. If her people survived the Murderers a second time, wouldn’t it be a good thing to have a record of events? She couldn’t see how her actions could contribute to Kazim’s historical record of the second alien war, but who was she to say? Her youngling lessons had included trips to places like the Markan’deya where she was shown lowlier things than Kazim’s recordings. Perhaps in the future his films would be played in the Markan’deya dedicated to this new war, and younglings would watch and learn about the true horror of war.


  “I do not mind,” Shima said, “But we must find you a beamer. I would give you one of mine, but I suspect you would be too busy recording the aliens killing you to use it.”


  Kazim laughed. “You are right. When I heard what was happening I fetched my camera first thing. I did not even remember my beamer until after my car blew up.”


  Shima was secretly appalled by Kazim’s admission. How any Shan could be so lax when the Merkiaari breathed the same air with him was frankly incomprehensible to her. Everyone was taught Shan history. No one could be unaware of what a fresh incursion would mean to them, their families, and their clans.


  “I see I have shocked you.” Kazim said ruefully and Shima agreed with a flick of the ears. “Tell me the story of our meeting, Shima. Tell me of your father and how you heard about the murderer’s return, and I promise to kill the next alien I see before trying to film it.”


  Shima did.


  * * *


  


  22 ~ The Wilderness


  Zuleika and environs, Child of Harmony


  “... and we stopped here to await the night,” Shima finished her recitation of events noting how dark the room was. “And now we go, Kazim. It’s full dark, time to leave the city.”


  Kazim did something to his camera and rose to his feet. “Do you think the others are far enough away?”


  “I hope so. I will look ahead when the time comes and steer us away from anyone I find.”


  “You are strong in the Harmonies, Shima. I noticed before but didn’t want to ask.”


  Shima knew what he wanted. “No, they did not invite me. My uncle is Tei, but my eyes...” Shima gestured ‘what can you do’ with her tail. “The clan-that-is-not has certain expectations and standards I do not meet.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s an old hurt, but seriously, I’m not sure what I would say now if they did invite me.” Kazim regarded her sceptically. “I mean it. I love my work; I would not want to give it up.”


  “You wouldn’t have to. As Tei your choice of profession is yours to make and no other can gainsay you, not even the elders have that right.”


  “Oh I don’t mean that, of course I would follow my heart and stay in my caste. No, it’s the expectation that as Tei I must lead the others. I would have no time for my own research projects.”


  “Hmmm,” Kazim said sounding unconvinced.


  Shima wasn’t surprised. Tei were honoured and held up before all as the epitome of ambition. But she had secretly held the view for quite some time now that it must be a very tiring way to live. People’s expectations could be draining. It would take a very strong person to live that way, which was yet another reason to admire them and venerate them. The word Tei meant ‘one who leads’ but the true meaning was farther reaching than that. Being Tei meant leading others by example, motivating others by one’s own actions to strive, to be better than they think they can be. The clan-that-is-not held a special place in Shan society, one that even the council of elders did not equal.


  “It’s time we were gone,” Shima said leading the way out the back and into the night.


  Shima didn’t hurry into the park. Stealth was preferable to speed now. She used all her skill to move silently amongst the trees, and tried not to sigh audibly when Kazim made a noise. He wasn’t loud but compared to her silence he seemed it. Her skill was her father’s, taught to her from almost the moment she could balance on two legs. Kazim could not be blamed for being lesser in this. He was competent, no worse than average, and all Shan were hunters by instinct. It was just that her instincts and skills had been honed to a fine edge.


  She said nothing.


  “Sorry,” Kazim hissed under his breath, sensing her tension. “It’s been a while for me.”


  “Nothing to be sorry over,” Shima whispered back. “I hunted often with my father.”


  “You are very good at this, all of it I mean, not just the silent stalk.”


  Shima did not answer. She supposed she was good at it in a way. She did not doubt her ability as a hunter, for her father would be remembered by his clan as one of their greats despite his demurrals, and she took for granted her harmony given gifts would not let her down. They never had before so why would they now? No, Kazim was right, but being good at it did not mean she liked the necessity right now.


  They travelled through the park and beyond into the last district of the city. Fires illuminated the streets, and revealed only the dead. The Merkiaari warriors had swept into the city via this district using the road from the port to speed their way. They had destroyed many of the buildings, though not all, and their targeting puzzled Shima. The buildings had no strategic value that she could see, they were just simple homes.


  Kazim was grim as he used his camera to record everything they saw. He almost seemed to will Shima to comment on the massacre of their people. She walked amongst their dead and said nothing. What was there to say? Should she say it was horrible? It was, but saying it did not change anything. Should she point to this or that person, this or that dead youngling... and say what? Vow vengeance maybe. Perhaps Kazim was silently vowing it now, calling upon his ancestors to witness the oath. Swearing by his clan name even. Shima said nothing and vowed nothing, but she knew deep in her heart there would come a reckoning. Once Chailen was safe, surely it would not offend her father’s kah to come back and claim a little justice for his death. He would not approve of anything that put her in danger of course, but surely he would understand her need to fight. Any Shan would.


  “We need to move, Kazim.”


  Kazim nodded. “There is nothing we can do for them and there are too many to send to their ancestors properly.”


  “They will find their way to them, the Harmonies know their own.”


  Kazim followed as Shima chose a path. “You truly believe that?”


  “Yes. The ceremony is for those left behind, not the one journeying on. My father is with my mother and our ancestors now. I know it.”


  And she believed it to the core of her being. Tahar’s body would never be ritually cleansed or placed in the clan’s grove for three cycles to free his kah. He would not receive the honours due him, nor would his ashes be mixed with the ashes of their ancestors. None of that mattered. Shima had seen death; she knew Tahar’s kah would not really have been released by the rituals. Her gift had shown her they moved on very quickly after the mind glow dimmed, not lingering for even a single cycle let alone the three cycles bodies were customarily laid in the grove. Tahar was with her ancestors now, watching over Chailen and her. She knew it beyond question.


  Shima and Kazim studied the empty road from concealment of the trees, but there really was no option but to venture out and cross over into the country on the far side. It was a bit of a stretch to call the land there wilderness—the word seemed to conjure an image of a barren land, which this was not, but it was wild in the sense it had never been settled or cultivated. There were no cities or even large towns between Zuleika and the mountains, so it was in its natural native state; heavily forested with open plains far to the south. A good thing, because the native wildlife was extremely tasty to hungry Shan, and there should be plenty on the hoof for a hunter to track. The road led to the spaceport where she was sure the Murderers would be doing alien things that made sense to them, but no sense to anyone sane. She wanted nothing more than to be far from there and under a trillion cubic tonnes of rock in Kachina Twelve, but that would take a few cycles more and some careful work on her part. Kazim was a good sort, but obviously needed care. Shima would provide, who else was there?


  The Harmonies revealed Kazim’s anxiety. He had been like that since discovering the massacred people. She thought until then Kazim had been treating the new war as some kind of adventure, exciting and possibly a way to advance in his clan, but now the reality had him by the tail. He had realised that labelling events as the end times didn’t make them a neat and tidy thing. There was blood, and there was pain, and there was death. A great deal of death.


  There was no choice, Shima decided. The Harmonies assured her no one was close, but that didn’t mean they were safe. Her gift could reveal living things, but it could not show her devices or tell her if the area was being observed from a distance. With the Merkiaari in control of the orbitals, if any of them had been spared, they could have surveillance of anywhere on the surface they wished. Even if they had destroyed everything in orbit, a situation Shima deemed likely, the Murderers still had their ships watching. Still, how likely was it for two people to be detected from orbit way out here?


  Shima would have been very surprised to learn it was in fact highly likely, because the Merkiaari were already tracking various groups leaving the cities and had set a continuous over watch of both inhabited planets. It was standard doctrine to track vermin migrations to aid in extermination missions.


  Shima did not know anything about Merkiaari standard doctrine or procedures. She simply had the Harmonies and her instincts. She felt uneasy, but had felt that for most of the cycle and so dismissed the unsettling feeling as her imagination. Besides, even if the Murderers appeared before her on the road in plain sight, it didn’t change her need to head toward the mountains. She was sure to feel better once deep into the trees and hidden under their concealing canopy.


  “I’ll go first,” Shima said. “Don’t follow me right away. Wait and watch half a seg before leaving cover. I will wait for you.”


  “Half a seg! Really? Don’t you think that’s over the top?”


  Shima hesitated and then reluctantly agreed. Her paranoia was getting the better of her. They really did need to vacate the area. “Let’s say... a tenth seg then?”


  “A tenth it is,” Kazim said.


  “If something happens, run Kazim. I will find you.”


  Kazim’s ears went back briefly at the thought of running away, but then he agreed with the necessity. He was armed with a knife and nothing he could do would help Shima if she was seen.


  Shima crept into the open on four feet, keeping her tail tucked and her belly low to the ground. It reminded her of hunting with her father, and she could almost see him in her mind’s eye, his translucent kah just ahead leading the way. Right fore-foot left hind-foot and pause. Left fore-foot right hind-foot, and pause to listen. She kept her head held low between shoulders, ears swivelling listening for any sound, muscles taught with tension ready to launch her into a sprint in any direction. She lowered her face to the road and breathed in, rolling scent markers over her tongue and the glands at the back of her throat. A growl rumbled deep in her chest, but the stink of Merkiaari was old. She raised her head as tension eased a little, and with more confidence, she trotted across the road and into the trees. She allowed herself a sigh of relief, and lowered herself to the ground in some brush to watch Kazim’s crossing.


  As planned, he waited a tenth and then crept out into the open. She watched with her eyes and the Harmonies, but as far as she could tell, Kazim was safe. He did all the right things, and it wasn’t long before they were moving together under the safety of the trees. Shima only looked back once to see the red glow in the sky as Zuleika burned.


  They stayed on four feet that night, ready to flee at top speed on the instant; besides that, it was easier to negotiate the wilds that way. Shan had evolved to walk upright yes, but they were still at their physical best on all fours. It allowed them faster responses, allowed them to use sensitive noses and glands in the throat to snuff the ground seeking scent trails. Even their tails became what they were meant to be rather than just another appendage for gesturing. A Shan’s tail was quite muscular but hadn’t evolved to hold things, though it could do that in a clumsy way. It was for balance. When a Shan ran at high speed and needed to change course abruptly, something hungry Shan in the past often needed to do while chasing canny prey, the tail became a way to help balance and steer.


  They didn’t stop that night, neither did they hunt. They had both eaten heartily back in the city and could go without food for cycles at a push. Shima would prefer not to fast for that long, she had used her reserve escaping the Merkiaari, but she could if she needed to. Without discussion, they kept moving until dawn approached. When Shima sensed it was nearly sun up, she began actively seeking water and a place to stop. It took no effort to find a stream, barely a trickle of water above the surface but good enough for their needs and after drinking their fill they burrowed into dense underbrush to rest.


  Kazim took first watch, and Shima gratefully allowed her thoughts to slow enough that she could attempt sleep.


  “Shima?” Kazim whispered. “Please Shima, wake up. Something is coming.”


  Shima didn’t groan, though she wanted badly to do just that. The way she felt—weary to the bone and aching in muscle groups she had over used—she couldn’t have slept for very long. When she opened her eyes though, she could tell by the level of light and shadow that it was mid afternoon. Kazim was supposed to have woken her to trade watches much sooner than this. She felt anger stir but then fade, defeated by tiredness. What was the point in anger now the damage was done? No point at all, and besides, Kazim probably thought turn about was fair considering she had let him sleep in Zuleika yesterday


  Stifling her groans she stretched each leg and opened her eyes. “Mmmmmffffph, whatsit?” she mumbled around a tongue that felt thick in her mouth. By the Harmonies she wanted a drink.


  “Hush!” Kazim hissed under his breath. “Something’s out there... I feel it.”


  Shima stiffened and her eyes opened wide in alarm as she remembered the situation. Tahar, Merkiaari, Chailen...


  She rolled over to find what had Kazim so worried. He wasn’t strong in the Harmonies; if he had been he would have noticed the newcomer long before this. Shima sampled the mind glow and relaxed a little. It wasn’t good, but it wasn’t a danger to them.


  “It’s one of us, not Merkiaari,” Shima said. The mind glow felt light as a breath of wind and the colours pure pastels of orange and yellows, unsullied with the jewel colours of adult experiences. “Young I think... male? Yes male, and barely old enough to be out alone.”


  Kazim nodded, taking her word as absolute fact. He was recording with his thrice cursed camera again, Shima noted and sighed. He was useless. The beamer she gave him to use while on watch lay beside him on the damp ground absorbing moisture. She retrieved and holstered the weapon sparing a brief glare for Kazim as she did so. She might as well not have bothered. Her disdain just bounced off. He would never understand why seeing the weapon not in his hand and aimed made her angry. He had no fear, none, but it was the bravery of absolute faith in another’s abilities, not in the belief of actual safety. He was too trusting, and that endangered her as much as him. It was patently obvious she could not trust him on watch alone from now on.


  She held back a sigh. Why was she even bothering to think about it? She had known from the moment she met Kazim that he needed someone to lead him to safety. He was not wilderness wise or trained in the ancient skills as she was. It was her failure letting him stand watch at all, not his; she could have meditated instead of sleeping and kept a better watch than he could wide awake. Not boasting or false pride. Simple fact.


  Why did she always find herself in the position of den mother like this? She wasn’t a clan matriarch—mother to generations—and never would be, so why did she feel the responsibility she imagined they must feel toward others? Why did she want to reach out and make it better when she saw someone in need? She wasn’t a healer with their compulsion to take away pain and coddle everyone. Frankly, she found that trait in healers annoying if anything. She certainly didn’t feel that way did she?


  She was scientist caste as were many in her family. She fit the life perfectly. Surely she had chosen the right path. She loved her work. Research was her life, genetics her chosen field. Besides, she had never shown any talent the healers would own. Perhaps it was losing her mother at such an early age that awoke this in her. Perhaps looking after Tahar and Chailen did it, but whatever caused it had made her want to save Kazim despite himself. She couldn’t save everyone, and had lost Tahar already, but she wouldn’t let Kazim sleep walk into death. He was hers as much as Chailen was... for now anyway.


  “Don’t move from this spot, Kazim. I will fetch him. And when I give you a weapon, if I ever do again, you by the Harmonies will at least pretend to know what to do with it!”


  Kazim’s nostrils flared wide and his ears went back as if facing into a stiff wind. “What did I do?”


  Shima growled low. What was the point? He was clueless. Kazim was looking around in bewilderment trying to discern what was amiss. He hadn’t even noticed her taking and holstering the beamer right in front of him! Utterly clueless, it was simply staggering how any Shan could be this oblivious to danger.


  “Just...” words failed her. “Just... don’t move. Don’t do anything, nothing at all. Don’t help me... by the Harmonies please don’t try to help me!”


  Kazim blinked, seemingly at a loss to explain her sudden change of mood. “I’ll stay here if you want me to, but whoever he is will find us on his own. That’s why I woke you. He is coming this way.”


  “I know he is, but is he leaving a trail a wild Skaggikt could follow?”


  “Skaggikt are not indigenous to this—”


  “It’s an expression, Kazim!” Shima hissed. “There are others we don’t want following him to us.”


  Realisation dawned and his eyes widened, “You mean Merkiaari.”


  “Yes. Aliens here would be bad... besides, Skaggikt aren’t the only creatures I don’t want on my tail and some are native to this region.”


  “Really? What—”


  “Later.” Shima said cutting him off. Really, his curiosity would be the death of him, of both of them. “I’ll fetch him.”


  Shima left her beamers holstered, and on four feet trotted away to fetch their visitor. Kazim was right, the newcomer would have stumbled upon them anyway, but she wanted to be sure his back trail was clear. If she had to take in another stray, she wanted to be sure his baggage was all in order so to speak. She didn’t much like surprises anymore. They could kill you.


  She circled wide around him, keeping his mind glow centred within her search perimeter. No one was on his trail, which was good, but said trail was glaringly obvious, which was bad. Shima didn’t sigh. Another city bred mouth to feed. Seriously? Why wasn’t she surprised? The trail he was leaving meant he was like Kazim, not wilderness trained. Maybe Tahar was right when he said hunting was the past, but surely moving stealthily was Shan nature?


  There was no time to debate nurture over nature right now, but if there ever came a time for such things, she would tell the elders what was what. Training in the ancient arts needed to be put into the youngling’s curriculum if parents couldn’t be trusted to teach their cubs properly. She was being unfair, Shima knew. All Shan were instinctive hunters, but that meant there was no formal schooling for it, which in turn meant a huge variation in competence. Survival could depend on such things now.


  Shima took a little time to blur the youngling’s trail. Easily done, it took no time at all before she was ready to approach him. That she did, from behind and to his left. Never surprise a Shan from the front if you don’t want your ears shredded. Tahar taught her that when she had tried to use a tree and long leap to surprise him. He had known she was there of course—he really had been one of their clan’s greats—but he had acted as if surprised only pulling his blow at the last instant. With claws in, it had only made her eyes cross not drawn blood or shredded her ears.


  “I am Shima. You need help?” Shima said standing in deep shadow, using her colouring to blend.


  The youngling spun about and rose up onto two legs in one motion, the claws of his hands ripping the air looking for his enemy’s eyes. Shima approved of his technique. He was quick and agile. He had instinctively gone for a crippling strike rather than risk a disembowelling move that could so easily have gone wrong and left him open to a counter.


  “Where... who?” he stammered searching the shadows.


  First lesson then, Shima decided. “Take a deep breath; roll the air over your tongue and you should scent me.”


  He peered into the shadows, not quite directly at Shima, ears swivelling constantly. Shima held her breath to make the lesson stick. He was forced to try for her scent, which he finally did. Shima knew the instant he had it. His mind glow would have told her, but it wasn’t that. He simply lowered himself to all fours again and looked into her eyes... or rather where her eyes should be if the shadows had revealed them. Shima decided he’d had enough for now and stepped forward.


  “I am Shima. You need help?”


  He obviously did. His harness had nothing useful on it. The holster she expected to see was there, but it did not contain a beamer. It was empty.


  “I... Merrick, my name is Merrick. I am,” he swallowed thickly. “I was going to be warrior caste next nameday, but Fleet is gone now. It must be don’t you think?”


  He had asked the question hoping she would refute him, but Fleet was obviously destroyed before the landings. Shima couldn’t imagine the Merkiaari trying to land their warriors before that was done. She knew he knew that as well as she did, but there was no need to destroy what little hope he had left.


  “We will rebuild Fleet bigger than ever after we win this new war. We did it before, we will again.”


  Merrick’s ears flicked agreement, but his face was grim. “The Murderers are hard to kill. I tried but... they captured us.” He looked down as if ashamed. “My parents and sibs. The aliens took our weapons.”


  Shima’s ears went back at that. Captured? Since when did Merki do anything but kill Shan? Why take prisoners, and do what with them once taken?


  “Are they dead?”


  “No!” Merrick snarled, his muzzle rumpling to reveal killing teeth. “Captured like I said. I snuck away... like a coward.”


  This was not her concern, Shima hurried to tell herself. This youngling could join Kazim under her protection, that would be no hardship really, but... she sighed. No, no, no she had to think of Chailen. She couldn’t get involved! She mustn’t only...


  “How long ago were they taken? How many Murderers? Which direction were they heading? How armed? Did they have a grav sled?” She heard herself saying, and railed at her foolishness.


  Shima prayed to the Harmonies that Merrick’s answers would make it easy to walk away, but it was cowardice to think like that. But Chailen... she had to get to the keep for Chailen and—but Chailen would be ashamed of her sib if she heard her thoughts. Shima couldn’t bear that. Her sib was all she had now. She mustn’t make Chailen ashamed of her, and so she had to help this youngling, right? Not for her own honour’s sake but for her sib? She told herself that Tahar would have understood that logic.


  “No sled and there were ten, all males carrying those mass drivers they use. It happened about a seg ago, and they made us walk back toward Zuleika.”


  “Just the mass drivers, no flamers or beamers?”


  “No, just the mass drivers but they were more than enough. Including mine we had six beamers. They took us by surprise while we slept. Father was on watch. They... hit him, hurt him badly but he wasn’t dead!” Merrick hastened to add. “They carried him, so he must be alive. They wouldn’t carry him if he was dead would they?”


  Shima didn’t know but it seemed unlikely. Then again, taking prisoners seemed an unlikely thing for them to do as well. “They wouldn’t bother,” Shima assured him. “Come with me. I have a friend waiting not far from here.”


  Shima led the way back to Kazim and introduced Merrick. Kazim was pleased to have another person to film and question. Shima listened only absently to Merrick’s story a second time, but she noticed Kazim’s eyes gleaming as they watched her not Merrick.


  “What?” Shima said.


  “You have a plan to deal with this, I can tell.”


  She didn’t have a damn thing, but saying that wouldn’t help matters. “Don’t know what you mean.”


  “You plan to get Merrick’s family,” Kazim said and swung the camera back to Merrick in time to catch the youngling’s excited face. “Tell me I’m wrong.”


  “If you had bothered to bring a weapon, and if Merrick still had his, I might have risked it. With only me armed? It would be foolish.”


  “Yes,” Kazim agreed. “Foolish, but you are still going to do it. I can tell.”


  How? How did he read her stupidity so easily? Was it written upon her face that she was suicidal enough to try this? She scowled.


  “If I were to give my beamers to you, one each, can I count on your accuracy? How good a shot are you, Kazim?”


  “I scored in the nineties once,” Kazim said proudly. “Merkiaari are big targets. I won’t miss I promise you.”


  Shima sighed. “I don’t want your best score. I want your average, as in what can you do consistently?”


  Kazim shifted restlessly. “Low eighties, but Shima, those targets are harder to hit than the aliens are. They are much smaller.”


  “Yes smaller, but they don’t move or fire back at you.” Shima looked at Merrick. “And you?”


  “High nineties most of the time,” Merrick said without pride. “I really was going to be warrior caste, Shima. I’m better than all my sibs.”


  Shima flicked her ears in assent. She believed him, but again it wasn’t target shooting they were speaking of. “If I do this, I’ll need you both to do exactly what I tell you. No wild heroic charges. We are not trying to kill Merkiaari, we are rescuing our people. If we can do that quietly without blood, we do it and thank the Harmonies for it.”


  “But you don’t think that will happen,” Kazim said, his camera zeroed into Shima’s face in a tight close up.


  “No I don’t, but the principal stands. I need your word you will do as I say and nothing more. If we find the situation different to what we expect, or we can’t rescue the prisoners, I need to know you will accept it and escape to the keep. We can fight and avenge them another time. Do I have your word?”


  Kazim was quick to agree, but Merick was slower.


  “Merrick, your word?”


  “My family...”


  She felt bad for him, but she could not budge on this. “I know, and we will do our best but dying ourselves against impossible odds won’t help them. Now, your word or we part company and Kazim and I head for the keep.”


  “You have my word that I will follow you and do as you command, Tei.”


  “Don’t call me that!” Shima snapped, and Kazim laid a hand on Merrick’s shoulder as he jumped in surprise.


  “I’ll tell you later,” Kazim murmured to Merrick.


  Shima stroked a hand over her harness and counted the loops holding her only chance at success. She ignored the significant glances the two males were passing back and forth.


  “Fine. We try,” Shima said, and prayed her father and her ancestors weren’t scolding her for acting foolishly. “We need to move fast. I will lead you closer. I will tell you what to do when we get there.”


  Shima raced into the trees back the way she had come with Merrick, using her own scent to find where they had first met. When she reached the spot, she switched to Merrik’s scent and followed that to the place he had been captured. The stink of Merkiaari saturated the place along with Shan pheromones of fear and desperation. Shima’s vision threatened to tunnel, but she forced away the fight/kill reflex and found a trail to follow.


  Shima pushed the pace beyond safe limits. She knew she did and tried to compensate using the Harmonies. It was harder to do than she thought it should be. It was the combination of distractions she decided. Trying to sense danger with the Harmonies, trying to use scent and her tracking skills to follow the trail left by the Merkiaari, while at the same time running through wilderness with not one but two untrained males... well, it was a wonder she could do it at all.


  Finally she found them.


  “Stop here,” Shima panted. “They are not far ahead now. Take these.” She gave each of them a beamer. “Have you ever seen what happens when a beamer cell is overcharged, or burned?”


  Merrick gulped and Kazim’s jaw dropped. Shima started plucking free all the spare cells she had loaded her harness down with. She kept only two back for later, if there was a later. She gave each of the males half of the cells.


  “This is what you will do...”


  The fauna and flora of Child of Harmony was different to the homeworld, and well did Shima know that. Those differences played a large part in her research. Modifying food crops to thrive here in this environment was the goal of her research. But a tree was still a tree, no matter how different its form and those oddities played no part in the current use Shima had for them.


  Shima followed the Merkiaari patrol high in the trees, using the canopy to hide her movements and the thick chunky branches as her highway. Shan as a rule were more comfortable on the ground, but hunting and pouncing on prey from above was a valid skill. Her ancestors certainly thought so, Shima mused. She doubted Kazim’s would, but then the deserts of Harmony had no trees, just scrub and brush, and lots of sand. Hunting there was more about finding prey to kill than combat. Desert clans hunted fire lizards and the like. Hard to find in the first place, but not hard to kill once found. Fire lizards were fast like most species back home, but they had few defences once cornered.


  Shima paused, gauged the distance to the next tree, and leapt, landing with claws out to gouge into bark and secure her grip. She was above the prisoners now, and Merrick was exactly right in his description of what to expect. Five Shan, four females and one male. The male was awake but not well. The Harmonies told Shima he was in pain, and her nose told her he was bleeding though not how badly. The Merkiaari warrior closest to him was no longer carrying Merrick’s father. He simply prodded the injured and stumbling male forward, snarling words that only another Merkiaari would understand. The intent though was obvious. Move faster or die, seemed the likely translation.


  Shima could have killed this warrior easily from where she was, but that wasn’t the plan. She had to save them all, not just one injured male, and to do that she needed Kazim and Merrick to do as she had bid them. It shouldn’t be long now.


  Shima used the trees to move ahead of the column and circle around, scouting the problem from all sides. This wouldn’t end bloodlessly she decided, not entirely unhappy with the decision. If she could see a way to save the prisoners without fighting, she would use it. She meant what she said to Merrick. Anything could happen in a fight. The only way to ensure everyone’s safety was not to fight, but that wasn’t an option now. With two warriors so close together and near Merrick’s father, she couldn’t possibly spirit him away without being seen.


  It was nearly time. She readied herself by removing her visor and securing it on her harness. She hadn’t forgotten the desperation she had felt when she thought she had lost it, and hadn’t yet found a solution to let her wear it in the kind of fight she was anticipating here. She had never used it while hunting with Tahar, and although this was a different kind of hunt, she wouldn’t need her eyes to find the aliens. If all went well she would have the advantage regardless. She had planned for it at least.


  The first explosion took even her by surprise, but she was falling upon her prey just moments later. The flash as the energy cell exploded blinded all within sight of it, but not Shima. Her eyes were so bad in the dark without her visor that she could have stared right into the explosion without discomfort. Not that she was going to do that. She was busy killing her prey.


  The Merkiaari she landed upon had no time to scream. Shima landed on his back already reaching around his neck and ripped his throat out with the claws of both hands. He was already choking on blood and dying as she sprang away directly at another alien shaped blur. More flashes lit the trees and plunged them back into deep shadow as Kazim and Merrick threw beamer cells and shot them, causing them to explode. Beamer cells contained enough energy for hundreds of shots. Liberating all that at once made for an energetic display. Flashes of light lit the night, making shadows leap up and cavort amongst the trees. Mere moments later, the trees were plunged back into darkness all the deeper for the brief display.


  Merkiaari roared in anger and surprise, firing indiscriminately into the trees at targets they couldn’t see. Trees soaked up the damage, some cut in half beginning a majestic fall, but the forest was dense and they couldn’t complete their descent, branches tangling with their brothers.


  Shima disembowelled her second alien, not slowing to watch him die. The scent of Merkiaari and blood made her rage, and Shima let it take her. It was a liberating and fearsome thing, allowing her primal self to come to the fore. This must be what her earliest ancestors felt when the clans fought each other before the Great Harmony.


  The fight/kill reflex of her people tunnelled her vision and clamped her ears tight to her head. Her muzzle gaped wide, her lips rippling back exposing killing teeth. She screamed her rage into the night sky. It was her battle cry, her first ever, and was the scream of a hunting Shan giving challenge to all enemies within hearing.


  Shima was essentially blind now, but as her father had maintained she didn’t need eyes to hunt her prey. She had the Harmonies. She sought out the insane mind glows using her gifts, and raced madly into the trees aiming for the knot of alien mind glows. Behind her, she left two dying aliens and a bewildered Shan male in her wake.


  Shima slashed into the aliens, darting between them and splashing blood in all directions. Not stopping, she raced into the trees and circled back to attack from another direction over and over, whittling the enemy down with quick hit and run strikes; none of them instantly fatal, but all debilitating and confusing. Merkiaari weapons raved chaotically, blasting the trees to kindling as they sought targets that were simply not there. They did not know a lone Shan female was responsible for the carnage.


  More explosions and flashes of light courtesy of Kazim and Merrick lit the dark, and suddenly Merkiaari were falling to beamer fire as well as claws. Shima was lost to the madness. She danced in the dark amongst the trees. Strike, strike, jump, spin and slash. Alien blood sprayed, she spit it from her mouth and screamed her challenge again, but this time it was not answered by weapons fire.


  Silence.


  Spinning on the spot, claws still extended, Shima barely had time to close her fists. Her attack thudded home into Kazim’s belly and he folded with a grunt of air expelled. He fell to his knees groaning. Shima stood tall above him and screamed one last time, arms held wide with claws extended. It was not a challenge, but a cry of victory.


  “Shima, it’s done. You killed them all,” Kazim said gently. He didn’t try to stand, perhaps realising that in her maddened state she might take it as a challenge. “It’s over.”


  Shima glared down at him, panting hard and still raging in her thoughts, but his words almost inaudible with her ears still tight to her head began to make sense. Over? It was over already? She blinked trying to see into the trees, but it was so dark. Dark? Her visor!


  She reached for the visor still secure on her harness, but paused staring myopically at her hands. Her claws were thick with blood and bits of meat and alien fur. Her hands were dripping red onto the ground. She peered down at herself, forcing a semblance of calm into her thoughts and her tunnel vision began to recede. Her pelt was matted with blood, and she swallowed remembering the fight at last.


  Shima’s ears struggled up, and swivelled at a sound behind her. She spun falling automatically into a defensive crouch, but this time she found more of her people staring at her. Merrick’s mother looked upon Shima with a kind of fascinated horror, her cubs though were frightened. It made Shima want to hide her bloody face. Merrick’s father bowed to her when she met his eyes, and Shima bobbed one back quickly in reply. He shouldn’t bow to her that way. He was older than she and surely wiser. He was due her respect, but he didn’t seem to see it that way.


  Shima looked beyond her audience and into the trees, not finding whom she sought. “Merrick? Where’s Merrick?”


  “I don’t—” Kazim began to say.


  In a sudden panic, Shima reached out with the Harmonies and found a lone Shan mind glow. It was dim and fading. “He’s hurt!” Shima shouted and dashed into the trees.


  Shima found Merrick amid broken trees on his back blinking into the night sky. He still had his beamer, and he made her proud by aiming it steadily in her direction as she rushed toward him. He lowered the weapon when he saw who she was.


  Shima crouched over the youngling, looking for wounds and found one. A huge splinter of wood had speared him clean through close to the hip joint. Shima chewed her whiskers. She dare not remove it for fear of blood loss, yet he was literally nailed to the ground by it. She was no healer, but the Harmonies had already prepared her.


  He was dying.


  No! There must be something I can do, some trick Tahar taught me, or something Sharn said about blood loss. Please... Ancestors help me!


  “My father?” Merrick whispered.


  “Lives,” Shima assured him. “All of them. You saved them, Merrick. You did. You will make a great warrior one day.”


  “No,” Merrick said, his voice already fading as his heart pumped what little blood he had left onto the thirsty ground. “I was a coward. I ran away.”


  Shima’s eyes burned and she clutched his hand in hers. “No young warrior, no. Your ancestors sent you for help... you came to get me, you see?”


  “You think so, Tei? I don’t want to die... a... coward...” Merrick’s hand released Shima’s and his eyes stared at the sky unseeing. His mind glow faded to nothing.


  Shima stared into his face, burning the image of the youngling she had failed to save into her memory. He was dead. It was her fault. She had taken him under her protection as she had Kazim, and failed him. What had she been thinking, bringing two untrained males into this? Worse, what had possessed her to bring a youngling? Kazim at least was adult, able to make his own decisions, but Merrick...


  “Merick, please forgive me...”


  “There’s nothing to forgive, Shima.” Kazim said. He was half carrying Merrick’s father and that slowed his approach. “He was a warrior, and you were his Tei.”


  “Don’t...” call me that. Shima didn’t say it. Merrick had been young, too young, but he had chosen her to follow. The knowledge cut her all the deeper for she had proven unworthy of him. “Just don’t.”


  Shima took the beamer from Merrick’s other hand and holstered it upon her harness, before rising to her feet. She braced herself to meet Merrick’s father’s eyes, and the accusations she was sure would be there. She put her visor on to see them all the better, but the truth was she wanted to hide her own eyes for shame.


  “I... Harmonies forgive me,” tears began to fall and she let them. “I killed your cub. I have no words to express how sorry I am. I owe you a life now and submit myself to your justice. I swear by my clan, my life is yours.”


  Kazim gasped as Shima spoke the old formula, but Merrick’s father had attention only for his dead cub. Behind him, his mate and other cubs arrived and the night was filled with wails of grief.


  Shima let the sound wash over her, and cried silently for Merrick, for Tahar, for her people.


  * * *


  


  23 ~ Going Underground


  The Wilderness, Northern Continent, Child of Harmony


  They couldn’t take Merrick with them, there was just no way it would have been safe carrying him for cycles to the keep. Shima had hated the thought of leaving him for scavengers, of which there were many on Child of Harmony, but he would have understood the need. Thankfully, his father, Nevin, and his mother, Marsali, took charge of Merrick and they were the practical sort. They knew what had to be done.


  Shima was silent, her ears constantly swivelling listening for approaching danger while Merrick’s parents dug a pit using their claws. They would leave a marker of some kind so they could come back and take Merrick home when it was safe.


  Shima kept her head turning, watching for movement. She had both beamers in her possession again, in hand and ready to fire. She was wired, very tense, and feeling jittery. The Harmonies were screaming at her to move. Leave this place. Go. Go now was the message she was getting. There was no sign of more Merkiaari in the area, and she was watching with every sense she had. She knew they were safe for now, and yet the Harmonies were screaming of imminent danger. She wanted to run far and fast just as the Harmonies urged her to do, but they had to do right by Merrick first.


  Kazim was on the far side of the pit talking quietly to Merrick’s sibs. Kazim had asked Nevin if it was all right to record, and he said it was. It surprised Shima that he had agreed so easily, until she realised he wanted his cub to be remembered. Shima thought the three younglings looked a lot like their mother, but then so had Merrick. Inaki had her mother’s patterning on her flanks, and so did Rahuri. Merrick had that distinctive pattern too. Miamovi lacked the pattern entirely, but she had her mother’s ears. In fact, her head matched her mother’s in shape and feature, not just colouring. The younglings had their mother’s looks, no question, but their manner was all their father. They walked softly like him, spoke with gravity as he did, and Shima felt certain they would take after him in their opinions. At any other time, they would seem reserved, Shima felt sure, but with Merrick’s death, emotions ran high and close to the surface.


  Shima froze for a moment when she saw it, but then continued her watch without a word to the others. It wouldn’t help anything to tell them that Merrick’s kah was standing there watching them. This wasn’t the first time she had seen one, and with the new war just starting, she doubted it would be her last. It would go to the Harmonies soon.


  Shima had seen kah before, but she had never seen one do what this one did next. One moment it was standing near Kazim, the next it was a pace away and in Shima’s face trying to talk. It gestured urgently and tried to say... something. There was no sound of course, and the kah seemed frustrated by that. It walked by Shima looking back at her with a pleading look when she stared. It held out a hand to her, still with that pleading expression upon its immaterial face.


  Shima was shocked motionless, her thoughts in chaos. Kah didn’t do this! They just didn’t! They weren’t people. This kah wasn’t the youngling she had met so briefly and failed to protect. It was... it was a memory of him, like one of Kazim’s films. That is what she had been taught when her father realised she was strong enough in the Harmonies to see them, and had invited his mate’s favourite sib to visit their home to teach her. Only Tei were ever taught about kah because only Tei were strong enough in the Harmonies to see them, but she was a special case. Strong enough to be Tei, but flawed in herself and unwanted by the clan-that-is-not. Tei’Thrand had been kind to teach the scared youngling she had been, and had broken many an unwritten rule to do it. Such deep knowledge of kah and their link to the Harmonies was held exclusively by the clan-that-is-not.


  This kah was all wrong. It was not playing by the rules, she thought plaintively. That thought was so absurd that at any other time she would have laughed, but not now. There was nothing funny about burying Merrick, or running for their lives from the Murderers, and there was nothing funny about this kah. It... she couldn’t think of it as a he. It wasn’t Merrick, it wasn’t! Despite its strange ways and looking like the youngling, she had to cling to her lessons. It wasn’t him, but it seemed not to know that or care. It acted like Merrick, wanted her attention like he had, and Harmonies help her she felt herself wanting it to be really him. That was so wrong.


  She couldn’t talk to him... it! It was an it, wasn’t it? She couldn’t talk to him with the others nearby, but when she checked they were busy lowering Merrick’s body into the pit. Shima holstered one beamer and gestured surreptitiously behind her back, wanting the kah to move behind a tree. Shima almost gasped when it did what she wanted. They don’t do that, she wailed silently in her head.


  Shima followed it behind the tree and stopped to watch its antics. “I don’t understand.”


  The kah... oh Harmonies, call it Merrick. She was already losing her mind, what difference did it make? Merrick raised his hands and let them fall in defeat. He looked very upset.


  “You can’t tell me, can you show me?”


  Merrick’s face glowed brighter as if suddenly excited. Shima swallowed. He moved away and looked back. His expression asked if she was coming. Shima used her gift to look for danger, and gave herself over to the madness. She followed him through the trees, already guessing where he planned to lead her. Maybe she was asleep and dreaming? She stumbled over a hidden root barking a shin painfully.


  “Not dreaming,” she muttered and rubbed the pain away. “I couldn’t be that lucky.”


  Merrick stopped by the dead aliens and looked at her.


  Shima and Kazim had dragged all the bodies together before deciding to just leave them for the scavengers. They’d had some vague notion of hiding them, but it would have taken too long. Better to bury Merrick and vacate the area quickly than spend time hiding dead aliens she had decided.


  “What?”


  Merrick pointed urgently to one of the aliens.


  Shima raised her beamer, suddenly wary. Had it somehow survived? No, not possible. The Harmonies showed Merrick glowing very brightly and nothing else. They were definitely dead.


  “They’re dead.”


  Merick raised his fists at the sky and shook them. Then he pointed at the alien again.


  “All right, all right... no need to get testy about it. I’ll look at your stinky alien if you will leave me alone and join your ancestors like you’re supposed to.”


  Merrick grinned at her. Grinned!


  Grumbling about getting even more blood on herself, she holstered her beamer and rolled the stinky and definitely dead alien onto its back. Kazim had stripped its weapons and shared them out, just as she had done with the other aliens, so she didn’t expect to find anything.


  “Now what? There’s nothing here.”


  Merrick crouched near her and mimed undoing its clothes.


  “I am not stripping this foul thing naked!”


  Merrick’s ears went back at that, and he looked disgusted. He gestured slowly and Shima finally understood.


  “Oh, sorry,” Shima said and reached for the flap of material attached to the Merkiaari covering.


  Merkiaari didn’t wear anything like a Shan harness with its loops and pouches, but they still needed to carry things. Like the new aliens, the Humans, they wore coverings they called clothes and those had built in pouches. She undid the flap securing the pocket and reached inside. Her hand felt something and she stilled. Had they missed a weapon?


  “What is it?”


  She looked for Merrick but he was gone. Had he gone back to the others? Somehow she knew he hadn’t. He was truly gone to his ancestors now. Shima looked back at the alien and withdrew the item. It wasn’t a weapon, she was sure of that. She suspected it was some kind of minicomputer. She turned it this way and that, wondering why this thing was important enough for Merrick’s kah to break all the rules to get it into her hands.


  She turned it over and stared at her face reflected in the shiny surface. There were no controls, but if this really was a computer... she touched the shiny part and things started happening. She watched coloured icons and blinking graphics move over the screen. She cocked her head trying to understand the display, and her ears flicked at the nasty alien speech sounds coming from the device. Suddenly things rearranged themselves in her mind. She turned the device ninety degrees and her breath rushed out as the electronic map made sense and she associated the graphics with the real world.


  “No...” she said in horror.


  She dashed into the trees carrying her booty.


  Shima threw herself onto her knees at the edge of the pit and unceremoniously began pushing the mound of earth into it with her hands.


  “Shima!” Kazim said.


  “Help me!” Shima snarled at Kazim. “Merkiaari heading this way. She handed the device to Nevin. “We can’t let them find Merrick or us. They will chase us forever using one of these things. It happened to me before in Zuleika.”


  Nevin stuffed the device into a pouch and started shoving at the loose dirt. His family followed his lead and the pit was soon full. Shima kicked away the excess dirt, spreading it out to hide it.


  “Kazim, lead them away from here. The stream. Take them to where we stopped yesterday. I’ll catch up.”


  “But—”


  “Go!” Shima screamed.


  Kazim stumbled back in surprise. “This way.” He ran and everyone rushed to catch up.


  Nevin stopped to look back. “Don’t do anything foolish. You owe me a life, remember?”


  “I remember,” Shima said grimly. “I remember everything. I must hide our presence here, and blur your trail. Now go.”


  Nevin dropped to all fours and raced after his family.


  Shima used deadwood and underbrush to cover Merrick’s pit. That was the easy part. The ground all around the area was scuffed and trampled. She didn’t know how good at tracking the Merkiaari were. She hoped they relied upon technology and not natural instinct. Using primitive methods might fool technology, probably would, but she had to do the best job she could in case the aliens did know how to track prey without their devices.


  She drew her knife and leapt into the air, aiming and swinging the knife at a low branch of the nearest tree. The blade was very keen, made of the best steel. It was one of a matching pair Tahar had bought her one nameday. She landed neatly and caught the severed branch in her free hand. Using it like a broom, she swept the entire area so that fallen leaves and other forest detritus spread evenly over everything. To the casual eye, no one had been here. To Shima, it was still obvious that people had been here but that was training and the scent left behind by the others. She could only hope the aliens weren’t her equal.


  Shima backed away, still brushing furiously, following Nevin’s scent. She did that for a long time. Probably too long, but she was determined that any curious Merkiaari would not get any help from her inaction to find Merrick’s family. Finally she climbed into the trees, taking along her branch with its tell-tale freshly severed end. She wedged it in the crook of more branches to hide it, and then sprang into another tree heading toward the stream and the others waiting for her.


  It didn’t take long to find them. Shima dropped out of the last tree to land lightly a few hundred paces from Kazim and the others. Wonder of wonders he had the Merkiaari mass driver aimed rather than his camera. The others were inexpertly holding the Merkiaari weapons they had liberated from their captors; the aliens had broken the beamers they had brought with them from the city. None of them knew how to use the huge weapons; they were used to hand beamers, which had no recoil at all. But mass drivers very much did, especially Merkiaari mass drivers. Merkiaari were big creatures and their weapons matched them in size and power. They couldn’t be held and fired like a Shan beamer, but Shima could tell no one had thought about that yet.


  Shima didn’t have time to tell them now.


  “May I see the alien computer?” Shima asked Nevin. He removed it from his pouch and handed it to her. “We might need to put greater distance between us. Let us see.”


  Nevin watched as Shima touched the shiny surface and the display brightened. She pointed to the icons and looked the question at Nevin. He flicked his ears and his tail rose. Its dark tip curled and made a short slashing motion. He was right, the aliens were about to discover their dead. She flicked her own ears and her tail mimicked his. They turned back to the display and watched the alien lights stop at the place where the fight occurred.


  “Watch, they will spread out and search the area. Probably in twos.”


  Nevin flicked his ears in agreement. “Will they find Merrick?”


  “I’m hoping not. If they do, it tells me something. A lot actually.”


  Kazim joined their huddle around the computer. “How so?”


  “If they find Merrick after all I did to prevent them, then it means they are skilled trackers. We already know from history they are hunters... mindless predators, but can they track us without one of these?” Shima said raising the alien device slightly. “If they can’t, we will lose them in the forest. If they can, we will still lose them I promise you, but it will be harder and I will have to be very careful.”


  “And if they keep following?”


  Shima wished Nevin had not said that. It was one of her greatest fears about this. She dare not lead the aliens to any keep. She remained silent and looked hard at Nevin. His ears went back just a little as he realised what he’d said, but they came up quickly. His tail gestured understanding but worry too; for his mate and cubs no doubt.


  “Let us worry about that if it happens.”


  Kazim finally realised the problem. His nostrils flared and his eyes flicked from Nevin to Shima and back. “We...” he swallowed hard. “Shima and I could lead them away if it comes to that. Nevin can take the younglings to the keep while we distract the Murderers.”


  Shima felt a sudden burst of affection for Kazim. He could be clueless at times, but none could say he wasn’t brave.


  “Yes,” Shima said. “That’s the plan.”


  The aliens split into search parties; they searched in pairs as Shima guessed they would, and were methodical about it. They were using a grid pattern, logical enough, but Shima was very interested to note how exacting their spacing was. That kind of accuracy was machine-like and it made her grin. She looked at Nevin, but he hadn’t caught the clue. He noticed her expression and cocked his head in query.


  “They’re using their machines to search. I’m certain now.”


  “How can you be sure?” Kazim asked.


  “The spacing. It’s too regular. I think they’re using a computer like this, rather than their eyes or noses. They won’t find us that way.”


  Kazim looked unsure. “I don’t know, Shima. Maybe I’m missing something, but if we can see them with this thing, can’t they see us?”


  Shima began to say of course they couldn’t, but why couldn’t they? She had assumed the Merkiaari could not because they had stopped to search instead of chasing them. Was that good enough? She looked at Nevin. He was watching the Merkiaari icons thoughtfully.


  “I assumed they stopped to search because they couldn’t see us, but...” Shima gestured frustration with her tail. “Everything is a guess where aliens are concerned! I don’t like not knowing.”


  “Scientist,” Kazim said and laughed. “Don’t scowl at me. You know that’s part of it.”


  It was, Shima admitted privately. It was the curse all scientist caste suffered from—ever questioning, wanting to know the answers and reasons behind everything. It was often said that a cub’s caste could be predicted by the first word out of her mouth. Future scientists were born with the word ‘why’ on their tongues.


  “The Murderers know their devices better than we,” Nevin said thoughtfully, slowly feeling his way to a conclusion. “Could it be as simple as that? Could they be using it differently?”


  “Yes!” Shima said excitedly. She scrutinised the computer. “This one could indicate a wide area scan,” Shima pointed a claw at one of the icons running down the short side of the map. There were two circles one inside the other. The outer ring was filled with colour, the inner empty. “Perhaps the Murderers are watching for danger close by.”


  Kazim flicked his ears in agreement. “That makes a lot of sense. They’re looking for what or who killed their friends.”


  “Yes,” Nevin mused, “but that means they only have to touch this icon on their computer to see us.”


  “Right,” Shima said. “We must run until we can’t see them on ours anymore, then we rest and wait for night again. “One of us remains awake to watch the computer.”


  “Agreed,” Nevin said.


  Shima studied the display a moment longer and chose her direction; away from the mountains and the safety of the keep. They dare not be seen heading to a keep. Even if the Murderers did not guess they were looking for safety of some kind, it wouldn’t take much for them to project forward and notice the mountains. Shima decided right then to turn toward the mountains only if the map remained clear for a cycle.


  “This way,” Shima said, putting the computer in her pouch and dropping to all fours. “We move fast and hard, and then review our direction. Let’s say two segs before our first stop, which gives us roughly two more before dawn to find somewhere to rest.”


  “Good,” Kazim said. “I play rear guard this stretch.”


  Shima flicked her ears and tail. She was pleased he was taking some responsibility for the group. She left Nevin to organise his family how he would, and set off into the trees. A moment later, she heard the others move to follow. She set a rapid pace, but not so fast that she risked exhausting everyone. The wilds could be dangerous. They might need to fight or run from predators, or Merkiaari, or both.


  Dawn found Shima safely hunkered down with the others. Rahuri and her sibs were tangled together in a pile, sleeping the sleep of the exhausted. The sight made her smile, but it faltered as she remembered Merrick. He should be with his sibs, no doubt in the centre with the others on top and spilling around him. Female sibs tended to be that way, very protective of a brother especially if he was their only brother. They would have doted on him, looked out for him, boasted of and about him. It made Shima want to weep.


  Chailen was wonderful; a beauty in her personality to match her sleek form, but a brother would have been very special to both of them. They would have raised him together, though of course Tahar would have final say... well mostly. Sibs were always close, their bond as strong if not the same as parent to child. Yes, a brother would have been good. Tahar had told her of her dead sibs only recently. She didn’t know any details except they died as a result of the failed FTL project, the same that crippled her. She didn’t know if one or more of those dead sibs had been male. She didn’t have names for her dead. Suddenly that lack mattered. It hadn’t before, but with Tahar gone and now Merrick, it mattered a lot. She should at least have names to think about, to imagine what might have been, but she didn’t. She wished she had asked Tahar. It was possible her parents had not named them. She didn’t know, but they had surely chosen names in anticipation of the birth. If Shima knew the names, she could pretend she had a brother once.


  Shima sighed quietly, trying not to disturb the others, and studied the alien map. All clear, as it should be. She wondered what the other control icons did, but she dared not change any settings. For one thing, she might not get the ever so useful map back. For another, she had heard alien speech come from it so she knew it was a communicator as well as a map. What if she accidentally transmitted her location? No, the two icons they had decided were long and short range scan would have to do. She would give it to someone at the keep. Let an engineer figure it out. Tahar would have loved investigating its guts, like that time with the droid.


  Shima smiled remembering his delight in the strange device. They didn’t know then of course, but they had played a tiny part in the arrival of the Humans. Her smile faded. Where were the Humans now? Had they escaped the Murderers? Kajetan said in her broadcast the Humans would fight, but had they? Surely their ship could not do so well as the Fleet. Everyone said the Human ship was designed for surveying new worlds not fighting. Shima gazed upon the fading stars as the sun came up and wished the Humans well.


  At least she was clean now. They had a good source of water and cover. The spring was icy cold; supplied no doubt by snow melt from the mountains, but all she had cared about was getting the stinky alien blood out of her pelt. She loved that spring for being here. The cave was a boon too of course. Shima had stationed herself just inside the entrance to watch the game trail she had used to find it. It was perfect. They couldn’t be observed from above, they had water, and the cave was close to game trails fresh from regular use. Native animals must use the spring, and that meant she would have an easy time feeding everyone.


  She checked the map again. All clear.


  She closed her eyes and settled into her meditation sleep. Not truly sleep, her lessons were clear on that, but it was restful for the body if not the mind. She was determined not to make any more mistakes as she had with Merrick. She would let the others help, but she would not relax her guard until they were safely in a keep. Her muscles relaxed, the map device settled a little in her hands and lap. Her breathing deepened and slowed as her mind wandered. Images of Tahar, of Merrick, of Chailen flowed through her thoughts, but none lingered. The fight with the Merkiaari briefly flashed by, broken static images shocking. Her claws buried in the eyes of an alien, another of her claws already running red ripping open a throat. Another, another, another... her hand in the guts of a Merkiaari. That one almost made her lose her trance. She hadn’t noticed at the time, but she must have been aware enough to strike beneath the alien’s breastplate to disembowel him. Gradually the violent images gave way, and the Harmonies showed her the world around the cave.


  She was right, Shima sluggishly mused, her thoughts slowed to match her breathing. The local wildlife was abundant. The animals would not come near the cave now it was occupied, but they still needed water. She watched as they followed their usual trails, and noted the point at which they scented the Shan hiding in the cave. Shima wondered what the little mind glows were thinking. Probably they were scared or annoyed about the interlopers sleeping here. The creatures waited a short time before turning aside. Shima followed and watched as they found a second source of water. It was a shallow pond, just a low place in the forest that ground water had filled.


  Shima opened her eyes, not losing her calm and slowly looked down. Yes, the little creatures were clear on the map. The icons were a different colour, and the alien text attached to them was different than she saw previously attached to the Merkiaari icons. She couldn’t read the text, but she would bet it said the animals were not Shan or something of the kind. Non sentient maybe, though Merkiaari didn’t seem to care they were killing sentient beings. Or perhaps they did, and preferred to kill them. Who knew?


  Shima studied the map, took note of the pond’s location by the simple expedient of comparing where she knew the animals were and where they appeared on the map, and then closed her eyes to continue her watch.


  In this way, alternating eyes open observation of the map and cave entrance, with eyes closed observation using the Harmonies, Shima kept the group safe through that morning. Kazim came and took over charge of the map. Shima didn’t move or bother to say anything when he quietly took it out of her lap. He knew she was aware of him, but didn’t speak. He sat inside the cave entrance on the opposite side to her, probably using her position as guide. They sat like two statues, guardians of the clan, though their small group was no such thing and the real clan guardians were wooden, cut from trees in the various clan groves.


  The day passed slowly for Shima. She did not allow herself sleep. She kept her vigil, noting Kazim handing off his responsibility of watching the map to Nevin. She ignored their whispered converse. They were simply speculating about what was happening elsewhere. To Shima that was a little pointless when all that mattered for now was surviving to reach the keep. Besides, homeworld was far away. It was likely the Merkiaari were doing the same there as here. Considering what happened when the Merkiaari last made war on them, Shima didn’t doubt her people were fighting for their lives everywhere.


  Kazim left to get more sleep. Nevin watched for a couple of segs in silence, and then gave his place to his mate. They had decided not to include the younglings in the watch, though next nameday they would be seven cycles old and adult. They were not adult quite yet, though probably more than capable. It was their parent’s decision in any case, and they had decided to prolong their cub’s innocence for as long as they could. Shima sympathised. If this war progressed as she thought it might, Merrick’s sibs would be fighting very soon. Let them remain innocent for as long as they could.


  “You killed my cub,” Marsali said.


  Shima said nothing.


  “Making him fight was wrong. He was too young. I hate you for that.”


  “I know,” Shima said, her eyes still closed keeping her watch. There was no sign of Merkiaari, but some of the larger predators were starting to concern her. “I know.”


  “You saved us.”


  Shima did not reply, but wondered where this was going.


  “My mate, my cubs... we would all be dead if not for you and Kazim.”


  “Don’t credit me with saving you. It was Merrick; he died for his family. He loved you all very much. If not for him you would be dead. If not for him I would not have turned back to find you.” Shima opened her eyes and turned to Marsali. “I killed Merrick and will never forgive myself for that. Nothing you say can make me feel worse than I already do.”


  Tears welled from Marsali’s eyes and fell. Shima watched her weep silently, but then stood. She moved to take the alien map away, but Marsali held it tight.


  “I need to do something,” Marsali said clearing her throat and scrubbing away tears. “I need to be useful, to help save my cubs. To be worthy of Merrick.”


  Shima blinked feeling flustered. “I... you have nothing to prove to any of us.”


  “To myself,” Marsali insisted. “I need to not be a burden. I need to help save them.”


  Shima released the computer into Marsali’s care, but she did take a very quick look at the display; as before it showed no sign of Merkiaari. It did show something was out there. The predators she had found using the Harmonies.


  “Keep it and watch then. I am going hunting. We need to eat before we leave.”


  Marsali clutched the computer and indicated agreement, her ears flicking in the common gesture, but her tail also curled around one leg. She was nervous indeed; it was a youngling thing to do. Shima wanted to find Nevin and ask him to watch with his mate. Marsali didn’t seem completely confident of what she wanted, but Shima decided to see how she performed. No point in undermining her before she even tried.


  Shima slinked silently through the trees, keeping low and moving slow as she stalked her prey. It was a decent sized male Shkai’lon, and could be dangerous. They were fast too. She was downwind of him and determined to hamstring him on her first pass. Shkai’lon weren’t indigenous to Child of Harmony, but they had thrived here. The first colony ships had brought all manner of animals from Harmony for the colonists to eat. Back then no one knew if they could even eat the native plants and animals. As it turned out, certain species were poisonous, but in the main they could. When the Merkiaari came, everything was shattered. Farms and towns were abandoned. Animals such as this one’s ancestors had escaped the pens and bred in the wild. No doubt some of the native life had lost their place in the ecosystem, some even becoming extinct as Shan nearly did, but a surprising number did not and fought back until the current balance was reached. All of which was good news from Shima’s point of view. She was hungry and Shkai’lon were tasty.


  Shima stopped, buried in shadow and underbrush, only her gleaming unblinking eyes visible in the gloom. She had taken off her visor as she always did on the hunt, but this time it was for a different reason. Since her accident in Zuleika she had entered a whole new realm of paranoia where her sight was concerned. She had always feared blindness ever since she learned the long term prognosis of her condition, but now she’d had a small taste of it. She never wanted to be so helpless again. The hated visor was now a lifeline she dare not let out of her possession, but at the same time she feared damaging it. Tahar would not rescue her with another visor or repair it if broken. So once again it was safe on her harness.


  Like Shkai’ra, Shkai’lon were herbivores, but unlike their smaller cousins Shkai’lon had formidable weapons and bad dispositions to match. They were dangerous as all get out, and would fight even when the odds were bad. A bit like her people in that way, Shima mused watching the delicious creature use his spurs to grub in the dirt for roots. Those spurs were deadly in a close in fight, the only kind to be had between Shan and Shkai’lon. The rack upon his head and the sharp hooves were also something to be wary of. If a Shkai’lon was cornered or chased toward exhaustion, they would turn at bay and put up a murderous blur of flashing hooves and swinging antlers. Many a hunter had died to pull such a beast down.


  The great head dipped to eat the now exposed roots. Shima gathered herself and sprang with fore-claws out already slicing toward the back of one hind leg, but the creature had the luck of the Harmonies on his side. At the very last moment he must have picked up her scent. He shied sideways, his rear legs kicking out. Shima tucked her head taking a glancing but painful blow to one shoulder. She tumbled, rolled on her back then to all fours. Her rumbling growl climbed into a scream of pain, as feeling slowly returned to her arm. Her own coppery blood perfumed the air.


  Shima dodged left, right, left. The Shkai’lon backed away swinging his head to keep her covered. Canny beast, Shima thought in admiration. She pivoted aside and ran straight up a tree. Just as gravity decided that no, she could not run up a vertical surface for so long, she pushed off turning in the air with all four legs spread wide and claws out. The marvellous beast ran, but too late. Shima landed just behind him, catching his haunches with the claws of her hands and digging in.


  The Shkai’lon bounded through the trees, crying its distress call, alerting any of his herd to scatter. Shima didn’t care about that. It was all she could do to hang on. Even dragging her he was fast! She knew that Kazim would not have been able to keep up. Kazim was not here, only she was and dinner was bleeding under her claws. It was up to her.


  Her back legs scrabbled trying to run, but there was just no way. They were moving too fast. She was barely hanging on. Her weight, borne by the claws embedded in the Shkai’lon’s tough hide threatened to tear loose as she was dragged through the forest. She winced as her legs hit all manner of roots and brush, but even as she considered letting go, she managed to pull herself up higher onto the beast’s back. She bit down, trying for a better hold with fangs so that she might at least reset her claws, but the tough muscle around the animal’s spine resisted her. She couldn’t get a decent mouthful. She spat blood and bit harder.


  Blood slicked its hide, and Shima knew if she could hang on long enough it would weaken, but she didn’t have that luxury. Knowing her luck, the beast would run right through a Merkiaari patrol. Finally she managed a decent hold with her teeth and withdrew the claws of one hand. She reached higher on the beast and clawed his back, ripping his hide and making him cry out in terror. She was about to pull herself fully onto his back when he slammed into a tree.


  Shima flew over his shoulder and hit the ground rolling. The impact winded her, but she had enough awareness to move behind the tree before the Shkai’lon stomped her. It hooves barely missed her, but they did miss and Shima was able to get to safety. The Shkai’lon was enraged now. Its panic had turned to fury, and Shima’s heart sank. This was why her ancestors hunted in packs and not alone. It would kill her now if it could.


  It slammed its antlers into the tree, tearing bark free, and then reared onto its hind legs to rake its spurs at Shima. She dodged, and circled the tree keeping its bulk between them. The Shkai’lon rammed the tree again, this time with a shoulder, and Shima swung around the tree to land a blow. This time she didn’t miss. The hamstring let go and the leg collapsed under the furious beast. It squealed and snapped at Shima as it fell. She jumped clear and stopped to consider her next move.


  Shima rubbed her shoulder and warily stepped away as the crippled beast tried to reach her. He was one very angry dinner, Shima thought ruefully. She inspected her injury and decided that, although bloody, it wasn’t serious. The Shkai’lon bellowed at her, then hissed and snapped his teeth at her. Shima growled, the noise might attract unwanted attention. She darted forward and back, her claws dripping scarlet, and the beast quieted. A spray of blood pulsed from the artery in its neck. It moaned plaintively and slumped. Shima edged forward to provide the killing blow, and howled as the beast had his revenge. The spur caught her in the thigh, and ripped a ragged line through her hide. Shima yelled and leapt clear, ready to fight anew, but it was all over. The Shkai’lon was done. He fell on his side panting and pumping the last of his spite and blood onto the ground.


  Moments later his fierce mind glow dimmed and was extinguished.


  “Harmonies be praised,” Shima said wincing as she put weight on her leg.


  It would be her back leg, she thought unhappily. She needed to walk upright if she was going to carry meat back to the others. She looked thoughtfully at dinner. Or did she? She had her knives. She could clean her kill here, butcher it, and take the best cuts. Why not make an old fashioned drag sled? Tahar had shown her how, though it was really for dragging someone who was injured to safety. It was one of many things she had learned as part of her hunting and survival lessons.


  She quickly set about her task.


  Shima dragged dinner back to the cave and found Kazim waiting for her. He had his thrice cursed camera out and filming her. What was it with that male? He seemed unable to lay it down for longer than a seg or two.


  “You’re hurt!” Kazim said, still recording.


  Shima sighed. “That’s all right, I can drag this myself. No no! You don’t need to help, thanks for the offer.”


  She glared at him as she struggled toward him. The sled with its burden was cursed heavy. Her fault for loading too much of her kill aboard it, she admitted privately. She had wanted to impress Kazim, she realised now. He didn’t seem impressed however.


  “How bad is it?”


  Shima sighed again, and stopped struggling with the sled. It was just inside the cave. Good enough, she decided.


  “I’m not hurt,” she said and stood up, letting go of her burden. Pulling the sled on four feet had definitely been the right way to do it, but now she winced as the ragged tear in her leg made itself felt. “Much,” she added at Kazim’s sharp look.


  Kazim examined her kill and his jaw dropped into a laugh. “Oh this is good. You forgot, didn’t you?”


  “What?” Shima said looking at her kill. “There’s enough here for all of us. Plenty to reach the keep.”


  “No, you forgot we’re in the wilds not a sanctuary.”


  Shima rolled her eyes, as if she didn’t know they were in the wilds. They were hiding from Merkiaari in a cave for harmony’s sake. She let Kazim see her derision and he laughed again.


  “If you knew, oh wondrous hunter of fine meat, why didn’t you just shoot it?”


  Shoot it? Shima suddenly realised what he meant and her ears sagged in embarrassment. She could have used her beamer to kill it the first moment she saw it. They were in the wilds and hunting laws didn’t apply. Besides, even if they had been in a sanctuary, no one would have expected her to follow the law under these circumstances. Her spirits sank as she realised what a fool she had been.


  “Don’t feel bad,” Kazim said kindly. “I’m sure it was an epic fight.”


  That made her feel worse. The Shkai’lon could easily have killed her during his run, and later she had stepped into his range to deliver the killing blow when a single blaster shot would have done just as well. She hadn’t even thought of the beamers holstered on her harness. She had hunted without her visor on as if it had been just another hunt like those she had been on with Tahar. If she had kept her visor on maybe she would not so easily have fallen into old patterns, but maybe not too. She sighed morosely.


  “It nearly killed me more than once, Kazim. I was stupid. You are right.”


  “I didn’t say that!” Kazim protested.


  “No, but you should have. I hunted the way I was taught. I should be thinking clearer than that. It won’t happen again.” Shima promised herself not to forget herself again. If she had died, who would look after Chailen? Sharn would, she supposed. “Help me take this to the others?”


  Kazim picked up the two largest and heaviest portions, the back legs, and took them deeper into the cave. Shima followed with other portions, leaving the rest for later.


  Marsali was watching the map intently as Shima and Kazim came in view. She didn’t look up, but her shoulders relaxed a little. She had obviously seen Shima approaching on the screen, but hadn’t been sure it was her. Probably that was why Kazim had come out to greet her. Nevin came to investigate the meat.


  “There’s more back there,” Shima said indicating the entrance with her tail. “If we need it.”


  “I’ll get it,” Rahuri volunteered and headed that way.


  “Don’t go outside!” Nevin called after her.


  “I won’t! Don’t worry, father.”


  Shima watched the youngling go then handed her burdens to the others. “I should go back to my watch.”


  “But you’re injured,” Nevin said.


  “It’s nothing,” Shima said.


  “At least bathe them. They might get infected.”


  Shima hesitated, but it was time she started thinking and acting smart. Nevin had a valid point, so she would take his advice and do the smart thing for once. She flicked her ears in agreement, and headed toward the spring.


  “Are we to eat this raw, father?” Miamovi said doubtfully.


  “Yes, ‘movi. It won’t hurt you to eat as our ancestors did. Try a little, you’ll like it.”


  Shima paused to watch, smiling inwardly. The youngling was in for a treat. Fresh meat seasoned only by still warm blood was delicious. The youngling tentatively bit into the dripping haunch of meat, her ears halfway back, but as soon as she had the taste, she ripped a chunk free and chewed with eyes narrowed in pleasure.


  “It’s wonderful!” Miamovi enthused. “We should eat this way all the time!”


  “No,” Shima said. “It’s only this good when the kill is fresh. You should try meat that you bought in the market and see.”


  “Bad?” the youngling said taking another bite.


  “Let’s just say it loses a lot in processing.”


  Nevin growled and laughed at the understatement.


  Shima shared the joke. Processed meat never tasted good unless cooked well and was heavily seasoned, but that was the price of civilisation and animal husbandry.


  “Actually, we could cook some of this,” Shima said thoughtfully. It would help preserve the meat. “This fresh it will taste great either way.”


  “But setting a fire now, what about the smoke?” Kazim said.


  “No fire!” Shima said in alarm. “Absolutely no fires until we are safe. Gather a bed of rocks and heat them with this,” she said and gave a beamer to Kazim. “Cut the meat about a finger width thick, and cook it on the rocks. The juices will sizzle a bit, but there won’t be much smoke.”


  “If you’re sure?”


  “Positive. I saw Tahar do it once.”


  “I wish I could have met your father,” Kazim said softly.


  “So do I, Kazim. You two would have become fast friends.” Shima looked back as Rahuri reappeared with more of the meat. “I’m going to wash.”


  * * *


  


  24 ~ The Keep


  Kachina Twelve, Child of Harmony


  Shima stood guard at one of the many tunnel entrances to the keep, not caring about, and not really understanding, the strange looks she was getting from the warriors sent to greet her. She had vowed not to relax until Kazim and the others were safe. The warriors would just have to understand. Besides, Nevin would be joining his family inside in a moment, and Shima was sure Kazim would get tired of fiddling with his camera shortly. He would want to contact his own family to tell them he was safe, and after that, he would be busy talking to anyone who would answer his questions. They would probably never meet again. Keeps were big places after all. Shima told herself she would welcome the peace his departure would lend her.


  “You have harboured and protected my mate and cubs, risked your own life to bring us to safety,” Nevin was saying. “I call you friend, Shima, and would be honoured if you will consider me yours also. There is no debt between us.”


  “But Merrick—” Shima began.


  “Died a hero’s death to free his sibs,” Nevin said firmly.


  Shima did agree with him about Merrick, but... “If you are sure you want it that way.”


  “I’m sure.”


  “Then I agree there is no debt, but call on me at need. Friends help one another, and you are one of mine.”


  Nevin bowed and took his leave of her.


  Shima watched him go thoughtfully. He was a very proud person, yet had bowed to her as if she were the superior. It made her vaguely uncomfortable, as if she were pretending to be other than she was.


  “Well,” Kazim said. “You did it.”


  Shima looked at him sideways. Wonder of wonders, no camera. “It?”


  “Dragged me to safety.”


  Shima rolled her eyes. Kazim couldn’t see that of course, her visor hid her eyes. “Truly, it was a feat worthy of the sagas. You were determined to kill us so often.”


  “Sarcasm is for the weak minded,” Kazim said loftily. “I wasn’t that bad.” The watchers all laughed and laughed harder at Kazim’s outrage at their mockery. “Well I wasn’t!”


  Shima wondered exactly why they laughed. It wasn’t as if they knew what she had to do to drag Kazim to Kachina Twelve. Well, one of its many access points actually. The mountains and surrounding area was riddled with tunnels. Not all led into the keeps of the Kachina chain. A lot did of course, but many were traps for the Merkiaari; others led to supply bases and defensive installations. Access to those was restricted to warrior caste exclusively. No others had the codes necessary to enter them. Shima and the others had been led to this entrance by a patrol whose mission it was to gather strays like Shima’s group. In the chaos, many people had been caught out of position and unable to reach their assigned keep, but the likelihood of such a thing had been planned for. Shima had meant to search for a patrol just like this one when she was close enough, and for once everything had gone to plan.


  As they followed the warriors along the tunnel and deeper into the ground, she felt tension ease and her step become lighter. The Harmonies were telling her all was well now, even thoughts of Chailen failed to make her anxious. The Harmonies were with her sib, not the other way around. She was certain now. She hoped for Chailen’s sake that Sharn was well, and that his family were also. Chailen was sure to have heard about the destruction of Hool Station and Tahar’s death by now, but at least Sharn was there to comfort her.


  “Why are they looking at me like that?” Shima said feeling faintly annoyed as they navigated another security checkpoint with its massive door and heavy beamers tracking them all. The warriors stationed here were whispering and pointing at her. “What’s their problem; is my face dirty or something?”


  Kazim’s tail lifted and signed over his shoulder in the universal gesture that meant, “don’t bother me, I haven’t got a clue.”


  “Yeah well, I don’t like it,” Shima said, quietly. At least she thought so, but evidently not quietly enough because Patrol Leader Kotanic dropped back beside her.


  “It’s the broadcasts,” Kotanic said.


  “Huh?” Shima said confused. “What is?”


  “The reason for their interest in you. It’s the broadcasts.”


  Kazim’s ears gave him away. Shima stopped and grabbed his arm. “What did you do?”


  Kazim brushed off her grip in evident annoyance. “You knew I was recording, Shima. I interviewed you more than once and how many times did you tell me to turn it off? You knew.”


  “Recording yes, not broadcasting!” Shima said angrily. “Don’t you know how dangerous that was? The Merkiaari might have tracked your signals!”


  Kazim sighed. “Give me some credit, Shima. I did realise what could happen. I transmitted every morning just before we broke camp. And before you ask, yes I did scramble the signal and send it by burst transmission!”


  Shima snapped her mouth closed. Well, Harmonies smile on him. He was starting to anticipate her objections. “All right then, but why are your recordings the cause of all this?” Shima pointed to the staring and whispering warriors. “Tell me that.”


  Kazim flicked his ears. “No idea,” he laughed at her outraged expression. “Come on Shima. I was with you the entire time. What, you think I had the time to edit everything ready to broadcast? No chance! You hardly let me stop running long enough to sleep.”


  Shima didn’t dispute him, though he was exaggerating outrageously. She turned to Kotanic for her explanation. He obliged after a moment for consideration.


  “You have to understand how it was that first day,” Kotanic began. “Chaos doesn’t begin to describe what happened when the first landings occurred.”


  “I know, I lived it,” Shima said impatiently.


  “Maybe so, but you were reacting to things you could see and affect, all we could do was watch. If not for the reports and broadcasts being sent to us, we would have gone mad. They flooded in from all over the planet. The fighting was fierce almost everywhere, and our people died everywhere they met Merkiaari. Fighting or running, even hiding, made no difference. But then something happened, we received Kazim’s first report.


  “At first it was like the others. Full of horror and destruction, but a little further on it changed in tone. It showed you, Shima—that first meeting with Kazim in Zuleika when you convinced him to follow you. We cheered when you killed those aliens. Reports of other small victories like yours came in later, some not so little, but yours was the first we saw and from then on we wanted to know what you and Kazim were doing.” Kotanic turned and inclined his head to Kazim. “You are famous, Kazim. You and Shima both.”


  Shima’s ears went hard back and her whiskers drew down as she imagined what she would like to do with Kazim’s camera.


  “Don’t be angry with him, Shima. He was doing what he knew to do in a bad situation. He did what most of us did when the world we knew ended—his job. We need people to go on doing that. If they need heroes to make them feel that their lives are still worth living, that there is still hope, who are we to say no?”


  “That’s easy for you to say, you’re not the one being made a spectacle. I’m no Jasha at the gate, Kotanic! I’m just me, Shima the gardener. By the Harmonies, I won’t let you make a fool of me.”


  “By what I have seen of you, you are far from a fool, but you do have something other than your clan in common with the great Jasha, Shima. He was a hero none can deny and a great hunter, as you are. He denied it often, as I suspect will you.”


  Shima growled deep in her chest and spat dryly to one side. “That for your stupidity!” She glared at the amusement she saw on the faces of the other warriors. “Harmonies take it, I’m not a hero!”


  “Yes you are,” Kazim said firmly, and the warriors mumbled agreement. “Do you know what they call you?” he asked flicking a look toward the warriors.


  Shima just stared mutely at him. Appalled at the turn things were taking. She wanted not to hear this. She wanted to find Chailen and hug the breath out of her, and then watch as her sib laughed and Sharn told her all the news of their friends that she had missed. She wanted to disappear into anonymity, and just be Shima.


  “They call you The Blind Hunter, just as Jasha was The Great Leveller.”


  “I’m not blind yet,” Shima said feeling a pout coming on. Couldn’t they have at least thought of a name that didn’t label her with her disability? Would she never out run her shame? Kazim just looked at her knowingly. He knew she was as good as blind already without her visor. “Well I’m not!” she added, this time hearing the defensiveness in her voice. “You did this to me. You... you... don’t talk to me!” Shima stormed by Kotanic and left them all standing there.


  “She’ll come around,” Kazim said confidently, and projecting his voice so that Shima heard even as she stalked away. “She will.”


  Kotanic started them following her. “If you say so, but heroes are notoriously hard headed I’ve heard. Jasha could hold a grudge like you wouldn’t believe, or so they say now.”


  Shima growled a curse under her breath, but her ears swivelled to catch Kazim’s reply.


  “She likes me. I’ll be forgiven by morning, you’ll see.”


  “Huh, fat chance,” Shima snarled under her breath. She glared at a warrior who stared at her too long as she approached him. “What you looking at?” she snapped.


  “Identity,” he said faintly, obviously recognising her.


  Shima waved a hand at her escort arriving at her back. “Ask them,” she snarled. “Apparently the name my father gave me isn’t enough anymore.”


  “Don’t be like that, Shima,” Kazim said. “It’s not his fault.”


  Shima rounded on him, her muzzle rumpling, and her ears flat to her skull. “No, it’s yours!” She spun away, glared at the warrior daring him to intervene, and stormed by.


  “Stand easy, she’s with us,” Kotanic said to the guard. “Just found out about the broadcasts. She’s a little... upset.”


  “Upset?” the guard said faintly. “I thought she was going to rip my heart out.”


  Shima spat dryly at the amused chuckles. It wasn’t funny curse them all. As she made her way through the tunnel not letting the others join her, she had time to reflect on everything that had happened and a new concern raised its ugly head. Chailen must have seen Kazim’s recordings. What must she think? Would it seem to her sib that Shima had abandoned her to care for strangers? Would Chailen understand that all Shima had been trying to do was reach her, and all the other stuff had just happened? Blind Hunter indeed, Shima snorted. Blind Fool more like it.


  * * *


  James craned his neck to see what had caused the agitation, but saw nothing unusual. He snorted in amusement. Nothing unusual? He was deep inside a secret alien facility surrounded literally by aliens wanting to chat, while millions more went about their lives above, below, and all around him for kilometres in every direction. Unusual didn’t begin to cover it.


  James turned back to Zylaric. “Forgive my rudeness.”


  Zylaric shrugged in the Shan manner, ears and tail gesturing.


  James was beginning to learn what all the twitches and gestures meant, and briefly wondered if Humans seemed unemotional to the Shan. Having no tail to express themselves, Humans must seem bizarre indeed to them. If not that, then... stoic? Yes stoic, and perhaps guarded. James was sure the Shan would learn Human body language, but until they did, Humans would be very frustrating to them, lacking as they did the important appendages that Shan used so much to express themselves.


  “Curiosity is no bad thing,” Zylaric opined. “Questions lead to greater understanding. What was your interest?”


  “People seem excited. Is there going to be another broadcast?” James said, his translator faithfully converting his English into passable Shan. They were a godsend, and James once again prayed that Chief Williams, the engineer most responsible for the translator’s creation, had survived. “I don’t remember seeing anything scheduled.”


  “Ah no, not a broadcast but something better in my opinion.”


  The Shan standing nearby agreed with varying amounts of enthusiasm. James smiled at all the differing expressions, barely remembering in time to keep his teeth hidden. Baring teeth to a Shan was not an indication you were amused.


  “What do you mean?”


  Zylaric gestured at the excited people. “The Blind Hunter has arrived in the flesh. We are lucky that one of our patrols ran across her trail and not one from Kachina Eight. Our patrol radius intersects with theirs you know.”


  James nodded though he in fact had not known that. Humans were considered honoured guests within the keep, but there were limits to hospitality James had found. Anything related to keep security was off limits to any but warrior caste. Patrol schedules and routes were classified even within the caste and restricted to the Tei directly responsible for overseeing them. Shan were exceptionally paranoid regarding such data. They feared the Merkiaari would somehow gain access to it. It was a genuine concern, James supposed, though Merkiaari rarely if ever questioned the vermin they hunted. They simply slaughtered them. Still, better safe than sorry James supposed.


  “She’s here now?” James said, his interest quickening. “Might I meet her?”


  “I think that’s an excellent idea,” Zylaric said. “It will be interesting to see her reaction.”


  Everyone laughed, and James frowned. What didn’t he understand here? The translator often missed nuances that could prove important. Still, it was laughter not concern on their faces. What could possibly go wrong?


  “We can see her now then?” James asked hopefully.


  “Yes, now would be good I think,” Zylaric said leading the way. “She should be passing through here soon. No doubt she will be going to visit her family.”


  “I wouldn’t want to get in the way of that,” James said. “Perhaps we should wait and send a message?”


  “Too late,” Zylaric said and flourished his tail to point ahead.


  James stopped when he saw Shima striding toward him followed by a crowd of other Shan all talking amongst themselves. Shima was easy to recognise. Her visor shone dull gold in the keep’s lighting. James recognised Kazim not far behind her. Anyone who had seen the broadcasts would recognise him. His monotone pelt, so light in colour, was distinctive. Shima seemed in a hurry, and James was reconsidering the meeting. She had only just arrived. He could introduce himself later, but just as he made that decision, Shima froze. She was still at a far distance; too far to talk without shouting. Her companions fell silent and stopped behind her, all eyes on James.


  Oh well, time for my dog and pony show.


  James moved forward, alone this time, but very aware of all the watching eyes. He almost laughed when he saw Kazim reaching for the famous camera that had been such a bone of contention between Shima and him, but the urge faded when he finally registered Shima’s posture. She was statue still, her head cocked to one side. James assumed she was staring at him. Her covered eyes made it impossible to say for sure, but who else would she stare at when he was the only Human here and the first she had ever met.


  “I greet you, Shima,” he said to break the ice as he had done so many times before. “May you live in harmony.”


  Shima shivered, the individual hairs of her pelt rising in a wave from the top of her head down her body and finishing at her tail. James was fascinated. He had never seen that reaction before from any Shan. It made her seem suddenly larger. Was it a threat display, or something else? He didn’t feel threatened. He knew what anger in Shan looked like, and this wasn’t it.


  “You burn,” Shima whispered. “In my head, you burn...” her words trailed off, but then another shiver more like a full body shake and her pelt settled into a more normal dimension. “So bright, the colours... why did no one mention the colours?”


  James blinked. He didn’t think she was talking to him. “Are you alright?”


  Shima straightened and seemed to come back to herself a little. She approached James and held out her paw. James touched her palm with his. “You are the Human called James,” Shima said. “I recognise you from the news casts.”


  “That’s right,” James agreed. “And I also recognise you from the broadcasts. You are Shima, The Blind Hunter.”


  Shima growled deep in her chest and the hair on James’ neck stood up. “Don’t call me that!” She looked back and found Kazim with his camera. “No one call me that!” She faced James again. “I am Shima. Just Shima, that’s all.”


  James laughed when every Shan but Shima disagreed either by voice or gesture. Shima snarled, and James took her hand for a companionable squeeze. “Ignore them, Shima. I have found it’s the best way to deal with this sort of thing.”


  Shima squeezed back, and then took James’ hand in both of hers. She pulled it closer for inspection. James had had similar experiences before, and didn’t react when she raised his hand close to her mouth. The first time had been startling, but now as she drew air into her mouth so that she could taste his scent with the glands at the back of her throat he just waited.


  “Huh,” Shima chuffed lowering his hand but not letting go. She manipulated his fingers noting, he was sure, the range of motion. “No claws,” she said looking at his blunt fingernails. She sounded disapproving and James smiled.


  “No tail either I’m afraid,” he said apologetically as he had done so many times before.


  “Yes, I knew that. I have tried to keep up with things. Are there more of you here? Can I meet Bren-daaaar and Jah-neeeece?”


  “Brenda and Janice,” he corrected and she flicked her ears in acknowledgement. “I’m certain you can. They’re both here at Kachina Twelve. My entire team is here. We were left behind when Canada jumped outsystem.”


  “Your ship, he survived?” Shima said sharply. “He has gone for help?”


  “We lost contact, but believe she has, yes.”


  “Huh, she is it?”


  James nodded.


  “Very sensible,” Shima opined and everyone laughed. She ignored them. “You were waiting for me?”


  James shrugged. “I was walking. I do that a lot to meet people and find out things. I heard you had arrived and wanted to see you, but I don’t want to delay your meeting with Chailen. We can talk later.”


  Shima released his hand. “You know my sib?”


  “Know of her, yes. She is well known here because of you.”


  Shima groaned and turned toward Kazim who raised a hand in apology. The other still held his camera as it recorded her first meeting with a Human.


  She turned back to James after a moment. “Would you have time to meet Chailen?” James nodded but then wondered if Shima knew what his gesture meant, but then she said, “Good. She would enjoy meeting you.”


  “And she won’t chastise you for your tardiness,” Kazim interjected, still filming. “Good plan.”


  Shima pointed one finger at Kazim, right between his eyes. She held the gesture in silence with her teeth bared. Kazim laughed but didn’t say anything more. James grinned at the familiar by-play. The broadcasts had prepared him, but in person, Shima and Kazim were even funnier.


  * * *


  


  25 ~ Rescue


  Aboard ASN Canada, Shan System


  “Is this everyone? You’re sure?” Colgan said in a sick voice. Forty-three weary looking Shan stood before him. Forty-three from a crew of hundreds.


  “This is everyone,” Tei’Varyk said with slumped shoulders.


  Colgan waved his people forward to see to the wounded. He took his friend’s arm to ease him out of the way. He watched Tarjei being rushed to surgery. Others were given similar treatment leaving the walking wounded standing silently slumped and dejected in their defeat. Tei’Varyk watched his people leave until he was left with fifteen uninjured including himself.


  “Your people will be shown to a place to rest,” Colgan said.


  Tei’Varyk gestured to his people. “Go with the Humans. You will be cared for.”


  The Shan bowed once and followed Baz Riley to quarters, but it was obvious they were far from happy about it.


  “Come to my quarters, Tei. We need to decide what to do.” Colgan set off with his friend by his side. “You know Canada is the only ship left?”


  “Yes.”


  “You know that I can’t stop the Merkiaari?”


  “Yes.”


  They entered his quarters. “Take a seat. Or on the floor if you prefer.”


  Tei’Varyk threw a cushion from the chair onto the deck, and sat staring at nothing. Or perhaps he was seeing again the last transmission from his homeworld, as the Merkiaari landed looking to kill his people. Harmony’s orbital defence net had lasted no longer than the time it took to target the fortresses. The fighting at the landing zones had been ferocious, and was still being waged. The Shan had been unable to predict where they would land, so any kind of defence had to be mobile. Entrenching Shan warriors had simply been impossible. They had met the Merki without the benefit of fixed defences, and their losses had been simply staggering. Hundreds of thousands of Shan warriors and civilians had died within minutes, and the war had only just begun. Neither side would stop until one or the other was utterly destroyed. Missile installations had targeted the landers and knocked down some of them, but such victories were few.


  Far too few.


  Colgan sat cross-legged in front of his friend, and saw the despair there. The flattened ears, the claws working in and out of their sheaths, the restless tail tip. It was the posture of a defeated man—Shan.


  “I can’t take you home, Tei,” he said quietly.


  “Tarjei is dying.”


  Colgan drew a sharp breath. “Perhaps not my friend. Our medics have been studying with your healers. Doctor Ambrai is very good…”


  “No. I know when one of my people will die. Send me home to die with them, with her.”


  “I can’t, I won’t! You and your crew might be all that’s left of the Harmony of Shan soon. Think about that.”


  “I am thinking of it,” Tei’Varyk said with his eyes blazing. “Don’t you think I know the Murderers will do their evil work right this time? I do know it.”


  “Well then. It’s your duty to save what you can. This ship is a wreck, but it’s still jump capable. I can’t take you home Tei, the Merki would destroy me before I came close, but I can take you to my home.”


  Tei’Varyk’s ears were quivering, and almost flat to his skull. His eyes were white-rimmed. His fur was standing up making him seem larger. He was on the killing edge. Colgan went still, trying to appear harmless. After a few seconds, that to Colgan felt like hours, Tei’Varyk spat dryly and his ears struggled erect. Slowly his eyes returned to normal.


  “Take the others, but give me a lander. I’ll get there.”


  “I haven’t got one, Tei. James and the others are marooned on Child of Harmony with the only one not destroyed. Even if I did have one, I wouldn’t give it to you. I don’t hold with suicide.”


  “No? Then what was that attack if not suicide?”


  Colgan shifted uncomfortably. “I calculated the risks and they were favourable. Putting you in a lander is not. You have no choice. This ship is jumping outsystem as soon as I give the word, but I wanted you to agree.”


  “Then, as I have no real choice, you have my agreement for what it’s worth.”


  “It’s worth something to me, Tei.” Colgan rose to his feet. “Come to the bridge with me.”


  Colgan led the way to the bridge, and asked Tei’Varyk to sit in the observer seat. He racked his helmet beside his command station and slumped into it. He was tired, but he couldn’t rest yet.


  “Prepare for jump.”


  “Jump drive hot, Skipper, all jump stations report manned and ready,” Lieutenant Wesley reported.


  “Referent?”


  “Referent locked in, destination Sol.”


  Colgan glanced at Tei’Varyk where he sat staring at his homeworld on the view-screen. “Execute!”


  ASN Canada twisted and was gone. Where she had been, empty space remained.


  * * *


  


  26 ~ Blown


  Deep Jungle, Planet Thurston, 01:00


  Eric crossed the open compound appearing casual and uninterested in anything going on. It was the middle of the night, but you wouldn’t know it by the activity under the harsh white floodlights on the towers. Night was when the work was done; daytime was for sleep and relaxation.


  The buildings, shacks at best, were constructed of materials scavenged from the jungle locally. A matter of both convenience and security. There was always the chance that supplies could be traced to the base, though Eric found it unlikely. It was impressive foresight regardless. All the important equipment was kept underground in the old mine itself. The command centre, barracks, motor pool, commissary... all were in the various tunnels and caverns protected from dinos and discovery both. Above ground, the shacks contained various stores mostly awaiting use in raids or shipment elsewhere. The only way in or out of the compound was by road, the only one was little more than a single lane dirt track. From the air it was invisible until it joined a properly paved road leading from active mining facilities to the east. From there it led to a small airfield able to handle transports and shuttles. Eric had travelled that route to reach the base.


  Eric kept his steps casual. He was a well known face and people nodded or raised a hand in greeting as he walked by. He smiled and nodded in return, or gave a brief wink and grin if it was a pretty girl. He was liked, and he made sure never to destroy that image. He blended. He was one of them. They trusted him, and were even a little in awe of his skills because when they went on raids he planned, no one got dead. He was indispensable now. As planned.


  Eric paused as his sensors detected a weapon system coming online. He turned slowly, making it seem he was looking for someone. In reality, he was turning to watch as the sentry guns powered up. There wasn’t a test scheduled as far as he knew, and he made it his business to know such things. He squinted in the bright light of the floods, and watched. The guns were tracking something, but the jerking hesitating way they moved told Eric this was a malfunction not a test. He readied himself to run for cover, but then he realised the guns really were tracking but not firing. Not a malfunction then. He ordered his processor to run a sensor sweep. Multiple unknowns dotted his display and they were close! His right hand twitched, but he managed not to pull his gun. The unknowns had to be native wildlife, some kind of nocturnal flying dinosaur or bat. Did Thurston even have bats? He had no idea.


  He watched the sentry guns tracking the sources of his unease and knew what the problem was. The gun’s sensitivity had been dialled way down because they had kept fragging the wildlife and getting on everyone’s nerves. Sentry guns were noisy and burned through ammo at a horrendous rate. Now though, an unknown threat had been detected within a hundred meters and the gun’s programming said threats must be eliminated, but the sources were smaller than the new limits that had been imposed to prevent false alarms. The guns were stuck in a logic loop. They tracked, tried to fire, were prevented from firing, tried to power down, and looped back to detecting a threat and tracking again. That was why they were moving spasmodically when normally they would be smooth.


  “God damned junk!” someone cried heading toward one of the sentry gun towers.


  Eric nodded as if he agreed, but in fact he didn’t agree. Those guns were good tech and dangerous in professional hands. It wasn’t their fault they had been deployed in the wrong environment. Even here in the jungle they would do the job, they just needed a little care and tinkering. He could have had them running as smooth as can be in a few hours, or he could tell the techs here how to do it. He wouldn’t though. He wasn’t here to help them, he was here to bring them crashing down. He was here to end them, and had spent months here putting a plan together to do just that.


  Killing everyone here would be a short term solution. He had considered it a few times, but he wanted long term. He was tired of people making the same mistakes over and over, undoing his work and making him come back for a do over. He needed to change the political system, or aid President Thurston in his efforts to do so. A simple massacre here wouldn’t do it, wouldn’t even make the evening news. He needed a big splash, something big enough to tip the government over the edge and force them to take the leap into full Alliance membership instead of just talking the matter to death in Parliament.


  Eric turned back to his walk, letting his sensors map the minefield as he walked the perimeter. It was stifling hot under the camo netting and the nano net beneath it. Simple is efficient, Eric mused, taking a moment to look up. Funny how such a low tech solution as netting strung overhead could fool high tech observation from satellites or navy air patrols. The camo netting fooled the eye, and the nano nets fooled any sensors that relied upon heat, magnetic, or electrical emissions.


  When he had climbed aboard that transport at Zhang’s factory months ago and headed for the port, he had wondered then how the Freedom Movement had managed to hide a base on a planet with modern satellite communications and its attendant surveillance capabilities. What impressed him about the Freedom Movement’s solution was that the old mining facility had been hidden years ago, long before the Freedom Movement even existed. King had been planning and scheming for decades. He must have hidden the place in case he ever needed it, and somehow destroyed any record it had ever existed. To do all that just in case? Amazing.


  Had King always intended to overthrow the government, even as a young man? Why? Back then, democracy on Thurston had been a distant dream; not even that. President Thurston’s father had been a dictator, one of a handful of men who owned the company which in turn owned most of the below ground resources of the planet. He’d had no intention of ever joining the Alliance and must be spinning in his grave at his son’s antics. Writing a constitution based upon the Alliance constitution and then upholding it! Ye gods. He had even given away his own lifetime Presidency in favour of a five year term and proper elections! So King didn’t want Thurston to join the Alliance; what did he want?


  Eric had no idea, but he had used his time trying to find out, and had learned a great many things. He now knew names in the government secretly dealing with King and helping the Freedom Movement, he knew everything there was to know about the base here and its resources. He knew where all the terrorist cells were located and what their missions were, but he still had not fathomed King’s motivation. It didn’t matter. All that did was Stein’s Marines taking King and the other government conspirators out. And they would. As soon as he reported in, Stein would move. Just a matter of time now.


  Timing was the thing. He hadn’t reported in yet, because he didn’t have a long term solution to the government’s dithering. If Stein moved now and decapitated the Movement, the underlings would fade away only to re-emerge years later, probably stronger, certainly wiser from experience, but worse than that would be the government’s reaction. He could see it clearly. They would relax; believing the emergency over, they would go back to business as usual. Might even withdraw their application to join the Alliance, probably would because what need now eh? Now the emergency was over and the terrorists taken care of? Foolish to think that way, but Eric had seen it many times. Easy to forget when immediate danger passes. So he held back his data, stalled the Marines leaving them in a guard position and reacting to events instead of preempting them. Not something they liked, to be sure. Marines preferred well defined goals... go here, destroy that. Take that hill. They were damned good at it.


  “Hey Eric, give a hand here could you?” Reiner said from across the compound.


  Eric lifted a hand and went to join him. “What’s up?”


  “Got to get this stuff squared away,” Reiner said struggling to drag a crate off the battered loader’s forks. “God-damned pile of junk ran dry before I finished.”


  “Power cell dead again? Should have charged the mother before you started, my man. You know what this heat does to a cell’s efficiency,” Eric said getting a grip on the other side of the wooden crate and lifting. He groaned and cursed for effect, when in reality he could have carried it alone with ease. “Damn me, what’s in it?”


  “Ammo,” Reiner grunted, his voice strained. “Over there with the others.”


  Eric shuffled in time with the man. Ammo stores was a simple shack with canvas roof, and was stacked high with all kinds of crates; some wooden like this one, others metal, but most were the olive green fireproof plastic cases that told an experienced eye they were out of an off world Alliance weapon’s factory. The codes were in Eric’s database, and the sight of so many RPGs (Rocket propelled Grenades) and SAMs (Surface to Air Missiles) stockpiled here and in the mine had angered him when he first realised how well supplied the Movement was. They were for killing Marines and navy pilots, especially the SAMs. Off world backing again. He saw the like more and more


  They manoeuvred down a lane left open between stacks for the purpose of moving stuff around, and had just navigated the corner safely when Reiner tripped. Staggering backwards he let go of the crate, trying to keep his feet out from under it. Eric should have held the weight easily, but the suddenly unbalanced load bit into his hands and tipped. Before he knew it, the crate had smashed upon the ground spilling cases of loose rounds onto the dirt floor. Hot blood scolded his palms and he scowled at his hands.


  Bloody wooden crates in this day and age. Bloody Border Worlds in the bloody Border Zone, bloody primitives...


  He muttered curses as he pulled out the long slivers of wood. He didn’t notice Reiner staring at him, at first. He looked up from his ripped flesh and saw Reiner staring at his hands. Eric looked down again and... oh shit. The synthskin glove on his right hand was ripped and the gold contacts of his weapon’s bus were clearly visible. Dammit, not now! He wasn’t ready. Ready or not, his cover just went bye bye.


  “You’re a—” Reiner began, shocked and horrified, but he said no more, and wouldn’t ever again as Eric leapt forward and broke his neck.


  Eric held the body sagging in his arms; maybe he could salvage this. He could hide the body; dump it in the jungle as a free meal for passing dinosaurs. The others would miss Reiner eventually, but maybe they would think the wildlife got him. It would be the truth...


  A shout, and the sound of running feet had Eric spinning in place, but it was too late. Another man was running for his life and screaming the alarm. Eric cursed, dropped Reiner, and hurried deeper into the ammo store heading for the far wall. He kicked his way through the wall and ran for the wire fence. It was a simple chain link affair, not meant to keep men in or out, just the smaller jungle creatures attracted by the chance of easy food. He chose a blind spot in the fence, a section the sentry guns didn’t cover very well, and ripped it down with his bare hands. He called up his map of the minefield, and started picking his meandering way through, while behind him, men grouped up and began their pursuit.


  In a matter of moments he was into the minefield following his safe route. Safe was a relative term, but his sensor sweeps had been thorough. He had everything well mapped and knew his own abilities. He could pass through, but his pursuers would need to turn the field off before they could follow. They must have realised, because they stopped at the boundary and ordered him to stop. He didn’t of course and they fired a warning shot. He kept going.


  Eric leapt over the last mines and ducked into the trees just as the enemy finally organised itself and opened up on him. He put the trees at his back and ran. Hard. No one could catch a viper in flight, but they didn’t know what he was and would try. He watched them on his sensors as they entered the minefield. They didn’t know what he was or why he had killed Reiner, but they didn’t need to. All they needed to know was that he was running away with knowledge they couldn’t let him spread.


  Shots rang out unaimed. Surely they must be unaimed with the trees between him and them. They couldn’t see him, but they might get lucky. He couldn’t run full speed. The jungle was too dense. He changed course, heading away at a tangent hoping they would keep going straight. His sensors updated and Eric cursed. Someone was thinking back there. They were following using motion detectors or other sensors.


  Nothing for it, he needed extraction and fast. He made the call to Stein using internal comms linked via satellite.


  “I’m blown,” Eric panted. “Need extraction fast.”


  Stein snarled a curse. “Do you have what we need?”


  Eric wondered if Stein would leave him hanging if he said no. He grinned. Good thing he had the data then wasn’t it? “I have it, I have it all.”


  “Understood. I’ll have a team cover your withdrawal. Coordinates follow...”


  Eric adjusted his route and added the rendezvous to his map. It would take him less than an hour to reach, but the Marines would take longer to get there even if Stein had a team on standby. He needed to delay his pursuers.


  “I’ll be there.”


  “Stein out.”


  Eric increased his lead and started to think seriously about using the road. He could really pile on the pace if he did, but the road went the wrong way. He could still use it to lose pursuit, and then double back. No, he didn’t need to give them even more opportunities to find him. According to sensors, they were already breaking up into teams and spreading out. Damn them, now wasn’t the time for them to show some competency.


  Eric was so busy watching what was behind and trying to plan an escape, he failed to note what was waiting for him up ahead until it was too late. He skidded to a halt and looked up and up...


  “Fuck me,” he whispered, his face draining of colour. “Desmond!” His hand was a blur reaching for his gun, but it was too little too late. The huge dinosaur’s jaws snapped forward. The crocodile like teeth ripping and tearing.


  The screaming began.


  * * *


  


  27 ~ A Cry for Help


  ASN Invincible, Northcliff System


  Falling…


  …Twisting, and falling…


  …Down, and round…


  Twisting, and here!


  ASN Invincible staggered and bled away the awesome speed a ship could attain in fold space with a blaze of light, her impossibly fast motion—impossible now she had re-entered n-space—was instantly converted to raw energy and blasted away from her into the void. She seemed to twist along her centreline one last time as if shaking off the last traces of foldspace from non-existent coattails. The blue energy discharge that always accompanied translation gradually dispersed. That discharge would be alerting beacons and system defence nets of an intruder throughout the system, but not quite yet. The light-speed wavefront, though fast, would still take a minute or three to hit the nearest beacon.


  Captain Monroe retched into her helmet and groaned at the smell and burning in her throat. With shaking hands on seemingly boneless arms, she threw the disgusting helmet away and coughed racking her chest with every breath. The steady beeping from the communications consol told her of a beacon query, but no one silenced it. Martin was out of it, and so was the rest of the bridge crew. Groans and coughing came from her left front as Keith Hadden tried to wake from the stupor that fold space had put him in.


  Monroe had never, never, experienced a worse translation. The speed she had forced out of Invincible was the cause, but the emergency translation back to normal space was necessary to save time, and time was in short supply.


  The beacon… she thought mushily as her people groaned and began to rouse. She stood on legs gone wobbly and tottered to the communications panel. Keying in Invincible’s security sequence, she dumped the prepared message into the queue and transmitted it to the beacon—fleet priority one.


  That done she staggered to her seat and collapsed into it. She had done what needed to be done. It was up to the authorities at Northcliff now.


  * * *


  Aboard ASN Sutherland, Northcliff System


  Northcliff was a beautiful planet, Lieutenant Commander Oakley thought, and he was stuck up here in this tin can! He sighed. His work was important, it was necessary and most times very interesting and rewarding, but at zero-three-hundred on the bridge of an Alliance carrier, the only thing rewarding enough would be a long sleep in his rack.


  “Sir?” Communications specialist Guauri Kistna said, frowning at her panel.


  “What is it Guauri?” he said turning toward her station.


  “I have an emergence at the edge of the zone, sir, but no response to the beacon hail. Northcliff Port Control has requested I.D but received no response.”


  That’s odd.


  “Hmmm, put it up on the threat board and give me what you have on my number two monitor.”


  “Yes sir,” Guauri said and did that.


  Lieutenant Commander Oakley, third officer of the battle group carrier ASN Sutherland turned to the information plotted on his monitor and studied what it showed him. He stiffened when he noted the ship was wandering from the lane. It didn’t appear in control, and Sutherland’s sensors reported battle damage.


  “Wake the Captain!” He snapped and slammed his fist down on a red button.


  The battle stations alarm began wailing throughout the ship.


  * * *


  


  What Price Honour: Merkiaari Wars 2


  


  


  



  1 ~ Marine


  Planet Thurston, Border Zone


  Year 217 AST (Alliance Standard Time)


  Gunnery Sergeant Gina Fuentez slapped a hand to her cheek. With a muttered curse, she pulled it away to reveal a mosquito the size of a heavy cruiser splattered over her palm, still oozing the blood it had just hijacked… if it was a mosquito. Insects were about the only things on this cursed planet she did recognise, but the size and shape of this one was only vaguely familiar.


  Earth was far away; familiar sights such as insects and trees on this world, gave only a skewed impression of a jungle on Earth. The sun was like, yet unlike Sol. It was almost, but not quite, the right size in the sky, and almost the right colour. The sickly orangey-yellow light of this sun filtered through the thick canopy of the jungle and heated the undergrowth almost beyond her Marines’ endurance. The operative word here was almost. The Alliance Marines, of which she was a fifteen year veteran, were the best at what they did. A little heat and sweat wouldn’t affect their performance one way or the other.


  Gina glanced aside to check her people. All were well concealed and keeping low. Her squad consisted of ten of the best Marines she had ever met, and that included Major Stein back at base. They were her friends, her people, and the Corps was her home. She had no other home or family, but that didn’t matter as long as she had the Corps.


  She wiped the sweat from her face through her open visor, and then slapped it shut. Sweating was preferable to being bitten to death. Her helmet systems reactivated the moment her silvered visor clicked shut, and she focused upon what the HUD (head up display) was telling her.


  Not a hell of a lot.


  She tongued a control and scrolled through the menu. She selected communications, and browsed the channels that were accessible to her. None of her squad was on the air—as it should be. She flicked from channel to channel hoping to get lucky and hear the rebels. Back at base, they often listened to the so-called Freedom Movement’s propaganda. It was always good for a laugh, but today they were silent, which in itself was unusual.


  She activated her comm. “Eagle One to all Eagles, status check.”


  “Eagle Two copies. No joy, repeat nothing in sight.”


  “Eagle Three copies, no joy.”


  “Eagle Four, no joy.”


  “Eagle Five…”


  Gina acknowledged reports from all of her people. As had been the case previously, they had seen nothing. Every half hour she repeated the routine until Eagle Three suddenly broke it.


  “Eagle One, Eagle Three. I have movement directly ahead. I make it two-point-three klicks and moving fast.”


  She didn’t even think of checking her own sensors. If one of her people said there was something coming, then there was. “Eagle Three, Eagle One copies. Can you identify?”


  “Negative. Repeat negative visual,” Corporal Grace Wingate said. “It reads as Human in size,” she added helpfully.


  “Eagle One copies, keep your eye on it.”


  “Aye, aye. Eagle Three out.”


  Gina switched channels and contacted base. “Red One, Eagle One.”


  “Eagle One, Red One. Go,” the quiet voice of Lieutenant Strong came back instantly.


  “Am observing movement two klicks east of my position—advise over.”


  “Acknowledged, Eagle One. That’s our boy. Take no chances—repeat no chances. Red One clear.”


  “Aye, aye, sir. Eagle One clear.”


  So, this was it. They had been briefed to expect a recovery operation but they hadn’t been given a precise time, which in this case meant someone had been working undercover and needed extraction fast. She had no idea who this man was, but that didn’t matter. Her job was to see to it that he reached base in one piece, and the bad guys didn’t. She watched him on her sensors. He was moving damn fast, totally ignoring the danger of detection, which said to her he had already been detected—more, it meant he was being pursued.


  Gina selected a channel. “All Eagles, this is our boy. Eagles Three, Four, and Five—hold position. I want the rest of you to pull in as he passes. Watch for pursuit and nail them.”


  “Eagle Three copies.”


  “…Four copies.”


  “Five copies.”


  Quiet acknowledgements came over the comm as she watched the man jump a fallen tree ahead of her. She blinked in astonishment as he flew through the air completely ignoring gravity. He landed hard and rolled to his feet, and that was when she saw the wound. One arm ended in a bloody and broken stump just below the elbow. To keep going with a wound like that, he had to be running on adrenalin alone. One last leap had him skidding to a halt, and rolling into her dugout. He was an Anglo, tall and broad shouldered with slim hips. He was wearing a mud-splashed brown coverall of civ design, with no devices or sensors on his person. How the hell had he known where she was?


  “The name’s Eric,” he said without looking at her. He was staring hard at his back trail. “I suggest we get the hell out of here, Sergeant.”


  Gina blinked. He wasn’t even breathing hard. “Your arm,” she said reaching for her medikit.


  Eric slapped his good hand onto hers in a blur of speed, but his grip was exceedingly gentle as if afraid of breaking her. “I’m fine, my bots took care of it.” He studied the trees for a long moment and nodded. “Good, your people are moving back. Call the last three in and let’s go before…” he snarled a curse. “Too late.”


  Gina’s eyes focused upon the sensor data displayed on her HUD. A wall of light codes was approaching her position. Just as she was about to give the order to open fire, Grace opened up. The AAR (anti-armour railgun) thudded repeatedly, and was joined by the lesser stuttering of outgoing pulser fire from Eagles Four and Five.


  “All Eagles, Eagle One—fall back in pairs and give them covering fire!” Gina screamed over the comm.


  She couldn’t see the enemy visually, but she added her weight to that of her people. A storm of pulser fire went out shredding foliage and anything hidden within it. Her magazine ran dry; she slapped another in place with economical motions barely halting her fire. When she ran dry again, she slapped another in place.


  Pags and Pike pulled back leaving Grace to hold the line, and then set up covering fire for her. Grace gave the jungle another burst before diving beyond them and reciprocating in kind. The manoeuvre was perfectly executed.


  Gina ducked as the rebels sought and found her position. She hugged the dirt as they saturated the air above her with lethal rain. Something tugged at her sleeve, and she hissed expecting pain, but to her surprise it didn’t hurt. She glanced aside and found the sleeve of her uniform flapping free as if cut with a knife. It had been a near miss—a very near miss.


  Grace was hosing the jungle on full auto as the enemy came into sight. Trees were turned to toothpicks and roman candles, as a railgun designed to take out armoured vehicles literally wiped the jungle ahead of her clean. Suddenly a thunderous explosion shook the air, and Grace vanished in an eye-searing ball of light.


  Heavy grenade launcher!


  Gina had no time to grieve for her oldest friend, nor for the AAR, which was her only heavy weapon. The rebels walked their fire along her position and away. Instantly, she propped herself on her elbows and switched to full auto in an effort to suppress the rebel’s increased fire. Her people were still too far forward to concentrate their effort, but they were having an effect. The enemy was withering under the storm of pulser bolts, but her rifle was heating dangerously. She switched to semi-automatic, and picked her targets with care. The rebels were wearing armour, but a three round burst from an M18-AP pulser took care of it. With relief, Gina watched the enemy go to ground. Outgoing fire slowed to a trickle as her people changed to single shot. She was proud of their discipline, but as their fire died away, the enemy opened up all at once and it was her Marines’ turn to hug the dirt.


  She tongued a control in her helmet, and zoomed her optics trying to see where the grenade launcher was, but although these people were amateurs, they still knew to keep their ace well back. Her software package had located some of the rebels by backtracking pulser blasts—the locations were painted red on her HUD, but the grenade launcher was another matter entirely. The MkIV tactical helmet was proven technology, but grenades could not be tracked in flight, which meant the software had nothing to work with. She couldn’t see the launcher, but she did see something else. Among the pulsers in enemy hands, there were old style slug throwers as well. She was glad the bastards had supply problems, but it didn’t help her situation. A well handled slug thrower would kill her just as dead as a modern pulser. Her flapping sleeve testified to that.


  Gina ducked as the enemy turned their attention back to her position. She tried to pull Eric down with her. He snarled something at her and pulled a pistol from inside his clothing. On one knee, entirely exposed to the enemy, he fired his own slug thrower and killed his target, and then again and again. His fire was unerring. Every shot found its target, and that target died.


  “Red One, Eagle One!” Gina screamed over the din. Whatever the gun was, it was louder than her rifle.


  “Eagle One, Red One. Go,” snapped the reply.


  “We’re under heavy fire!” The grenade launcher dropped one nearby and the ground erupted. “Completely on the defensive. I’m pulling back—request air support.”


  “Negative, Eagle One. Ground cover is too extensive.”


  “Not anymore, sir. Grace cleared a large section before she bought it. Drop it in the centre and you’ll nail most of them.”


  “Red One copies, it’s on the way.”


  Gina opened fire again. “Eagle One clear.”


  “I’m hit!” a voice screamed from nearby.


  “…God! Oh God…” bubbled another over the comm.


  It was Pags.


  Gina bit her lip, pushing the grief away, as Corporal ‘Pags’ Paglino sobbed into his mic and died. Pags was… had been a good man. All of her people were. She had screwed up. Recovery operation or no recovery operation, she should have brought the heavy stuff.


  “Eagle One, Eagle Nine.”


  “What is it, Frankowski?” Gina said and fired at what her HUD insisted was a rebel sniper in the trees. Her display flashed a good kill, and the red icon faded from her display.


  “You saw Grace?”


  “Yeah!” she shouted as the grenade launcher took out a tree nearby. It crashed to the ground barely a metre from her dugout. “We’re pulling back!”


  “No shit! Pags is dead, and Pike’s hurt bad. I’m bringing him in.”


  Gina changed channels and gave her orders. “All Eagles, Eagle One: we’re pulling back. Marines, we are leaving!”


  She fired an unaimed burst into the trees and scrambled out of her hollow. Keeping low, she crawled into the undergrowth, but then cursed when she realised Eric hadn’t followed her. She looked back over her shoulder, and watched him firing into the enemy like some goddamn mindless sentry gun on auto.


  “Let’s go!”


  Eric nodded and threw his now empty weapon away.


  She handed him her sidearm as they crawled over the edge of the riverbank. She looked back over the ledge and saw some of the enemy moving carefully into the clearing. She picked off those she could, and sighed in relief as Frankowski dragged Pike over the edge to safety.


  Frankowski pulled out his medikit and pumped a dose of Phenazocine into Pike, before carefully cutting away the burned remains of his uniform. Pulser wounds were nasty and damn painful. The Phenazocine was a strong pain suppressor. It was stronger than Pike’s bots could produce on such short notice. His face relaxed, and his breathing eased as the shot took effect.


  “You’re gonna be okay, buddy,” Frankowski muttered as he applied a battlefield dressing to the hideous wound in his friend’s side. The self-sealing sterile bandage adhered to the skin around the wound keeping infection away. “How’s that?”


  “I feel like shit…” Pike panted clutching at the loose soil. The pain in his side surged up one last time, but a couple of seconds later it was defeated by a mixture of drug and nanobot activity. “Gimme a weapon… where’s my frigging rifle?”


  Frankowski ignored the question to scramble back up the bank to add his fire to the defence. He glanced in Gina’s direction. “He’s hurt bad.”


  “He’ll make it.” Gina selected squad wide on her comm. “Save your ammo—single shot only.”


  She ignored Eric fumbling one-handed at her waist. He was going after the ammo for her pistol. She didn’t have much, and in a quiet moment ordered the others to dump theirs for him to use. Eric thanked her calmly and began taking out the bad guys with unerring accuracy, even when they were under cover. She didn’t know how he could keep going with only one arm. He said his bots were taking care of it, but still.


  Nanobots were a fact of life for everyone, even more so in the military, but although they should keep him alive, fighting should be beyond him. Nanotech could do amazing things, but a body could only take so much. Using nanotech to boost a body’s natural processes was dangerous in the extreme. She could tell Eric was boosted to the max by the look in his eyes. He was glaring into the jungle, unblinking, as if in a trance. His movements were so rapid they almost seemed to blur in her vision. She blinked trying to clear the sweat from her eyes. She couldn’t be seeing what she thought she was. No one moved like that, boosted or not.


  Dirt kicked up in front of Gina and she ducked. A moment later, she popped back up and fired an unaimed burst in the direction of the rebels. Eric’s head turned like a laser turret tracking targets. He fired at a careless rebel while glaring at another section of trees on his other side. The rebel was blasted back, and Eric’s pistol moved to the seemingly innocent trees. He fired again and moved on without pause. Glare to the left, fire to the right. Glare straight ahead, fire to the left. Glare, fire, glare, fire… Gina shivered. There was something not right about him.


  “Eagle One, Falcon Leader.”


  “Falcon Leader, Eagle One. What’ve you got for me?” Gina replied before firing again.


  “Three birds fully loaded. Where do you want it?”


  “Dump it all on the clearing.”


  “Roger, Eagle One. Keep your heads down.”


  “Eagle One clear.”


  Gina looked around and found seven Marines and one civ hiding behind the bluff. If Eric was a civ she’d eat her rifle, but he looked like one. There wasn’t much cover, but it was all they had. It would have to do.


  “Everyone down,” she shouted as the jungle erupted in death and fire.


  The three FB-160 fighter-bombers screamed in low and deployed their munitions. The FB-160, unlike carrier based aerospace fighters like the SPAF-18 Nighthawk, was a ground-based fighter-bomber designed for COAS (close orbit air support) missions just like this. It was a perfect match for the mission of supporting a small squad of Marines under siege. Three flechette dispensing bombs, weighing thirty kilogrammes each, disengaged from each fighter and detonated as one at a preselected height above the clearing. The compression wave killed everyone in the clearing, and the razor sharp flechettes minced the remains finishing the job. The bombers however, weren’t ready to leave just yet.


  “Falcon Leader to all chicks. Second pass on my mark… mark.”


  The FB-160’s banked sharply and climbed. At three thousand metres, the pilots pushed over into a dive and fired their Hornet-AG missiles… a full spread. The jungle erupted again as eighteen warheads ploughed into the ground and then detonated.


  “Jesus Christ!” Frankowski shouted as he tried to bury himself into the riverbank. “Are they nuts?”


  Gina could only cover her head as the world went mad. Flyboys were all crazy, but this was pushing it. Talk about overkill.


  “Eagle One, Falcon Leader.”


  The explosions died away to be replaced by the crashing of falling trees and the crackle of burning undergrowth. Gina wiped mud and leaves from her visor and blinked at her surroundings. She could hardly believe what she saw. For almost a klick ahead of her, nothing stood above ground level. Fires were burning all over, and where huge majestic trees once stood, now all that remained were piles of broken kindling surrounding a deep crater.


  The fighters screamed by overhead. “Eagle One, Falcon Leader,” the call came again.


  “Falcon Leader, Eagle One. You sure know how to trash a party,” Gina said, crawling to the edge of the huge smoking crater.


  “Navy training, Eagle One,” the voice said with a chuckle before hardening again. “Falcon Leader clear.”


  “Always knew flyboys were nuts, but this is ridiculous,” Westfield said in awe.


  Gina nodded in complete agreement. “Sensors up,” she ordered and rebooted her own software.


  “No hostiles,” Frankowski reported first and the others concurred.


  Eric pointed off to his right. “I have one.”


  Gina didn’t know how he knew that. He was a civ. More than that, he didn’t have Marine armour or tactical helmet with its sensor package. There was a depth to his emerald green eyes, a kind of knowing weariness that puzzled her. He noticed her watching him, and his lips quirked into a crooked smile. He seemed to find her amusing, which was strange considering the situation they were in. Strange or not, there was something about Eric that said she would be wise to heed him.


  “Frankowski, Westfield, go check it out. The rest of you cover them.”


  “Aye, aye,” her people chorused and moved out.


  Eric stood to follow.


  “Not you.”


  He shrugged. “As you wish.”


  As she wished? Damn right it was. “Who are you? What are you?”


  Eric smiled. “I think you already know, Sergeant, or perhaps you’re only now beginning to guess.”


  She glanced at his stump. Now she had time, she noticed something odd. It excited her at the same time as it appalled her. The bone wasn’t shattered or even split. Instead, it was bent and twisted at the end like metal. She knew why that was.


  “A viper?” she whispered reverently.


  Eric smiled again. “I think it’s time you called in, don’t you?”


  “What rank?”


  “Does it matter?”


  “It does to me.”


  He straightened to attention. “I am Captain Eric Penleigh, Special Assault Group, 501st infantry.” He relaxed and laughed at her dumbfounded expression. “Don’t bother to salute.”


  Gina nodded slowly. Of course he was 501st, all vipers were. To meet one was rare, especially when the Alliance consisted of more than two hundred member worlds, a total that didn’t include those in the Border Zone like Thurston. Who knew how many Human settled worlds there were altogether? She certainly didn’t. They had a great many worlds to cover.


  “Don’t make a fuss, Sergeant, and that is an order. I’m supposed to be Eric the terrorist while on this God-forsaken planet. If you want to tell your people something, tell them I’m an informer who needs protection.”


  “Aye, aye, sir.” Gina almost saluted, but she managed to restrain herself in time.


  “And watch the sirs,” Eric added before walking away.


  “Is there likely to be more of this?”


  He looked back over his shoulder. “Probably.” He went to join her people in their search.


  Gina made her way to where Pike lay. She sat beside him and keyed his wristcomp to display a readout on his medical condition. It was in the red. She watched as his bots reported back that his condition was critical but stable. Reassured somewhat, she contacted base.


  “Red One, Eagle One.”


  “It’s about damn time,” Major Stein said. “Report, Eagle One.”


  “Sorry for the delay, Gold One. Something came up.” She wondered what had happened to Lieutenant Strong. “I have two dead and one seriously wounded.” She patted Pike on the knee, and he smiled feebly back at her. “We have the package and—” she broke off at a warning beep in her headset. “Wait one.” She changed channels. “What have we got?”


  “We found a live one, Gunny,” Frankowski said sounding surprised. “Our civ wants to take him in. I say we cap him for what he did to Gracey.”


  “Copy that.” She wanted the bastard dead, but Eric was no civ. “Bring him in alive. I want to ask him where his bastard friends are.”


  “Aye, aye. Eagle Nine clear.”


  Gina quickly changed channel again. “Gold One, Eagle One.”


  “Eagle One, Gold One. Go,” came Major Stein’s quick reply.


  “We have the package and one prisoner, sir. Request extraction co-ordinates.”


  “Gold One copies. Co-ordinates follow…”


  Gina tapped the figures into her wristcomp and pressed save. “Eagle One clear.”


  Frankowski prodded the rebel forward and made him sit before Gina in the mud. She gave Frankowski a meaningful look and he nodded almost imperceptibly. They had played this game with prisoners before. Gina casually pointed her rifle at the rebel and asked her question.


  “I ain’t talking to you bastids,” the prisoner spat before she could say another word.


  Gina grinned. Frankowski raised his pulser and pressed it against the man’s right knee. The terrorist closed his eyes and sweated. Gina was impressed. He hadn’t uttered a single word of protest.


  “Gunny?”


  Gina glanced at Eric. He was watching her intently. “Not yet… maybe later.”


  Frankowski nodded and lowered his weapon.


  Gina knew that there was nothing left of Grace to recover, but maybe Pags? “Any sign of Pags?”


  “He was near me,” Pike panted.


  Gina turned and surveyed the crater. Pike had been near the centre when he was hit. Nothing had survived. She said a silent prayer for her two friends, and then turned back to business. She had other friends that needed her. She downloaded the evac coordinates to their wristcomps, and then detailed off her people.


  “Frankowski and Westfield can look after our friend here. Cole, you take point. Ridley and Gleeson, you two carry Pike in the centre. Hollings, you’re rear guard—keep your eyes open for any more of this guy’s friends.”


  PFC Liz Hollings nodded and raised her weapon eagerly. Pags had been her best friend and she wanted payback.


  “And me?” Eric said.


  Gina studied him for a long considering moment. Vipers were lethal to anything that moved, but her people didn’t know what he was, and he wanted it kept that way.


  “In the centre with Pike. You’re wounded.”


  Eric nodded.


  “Let’s move Marines,” she ordered and Cole set a fast pace into the jungle.


  * * *


  President’s office, parliament building, Thurston


  “We have their location Mister President,” Major Patrick Stein said patiently.


  He was quite pleased with the calm sound of his voice. In reality, he was boiling with anger. Rage would be closer to what he was feeling. Two of his people were dead, and one would be lucky if he was back on duty in a month. He didn’t want to think what might have happened. The reality was bad enough.


  His thoughts turned to Gina, more properly Gunnery Sergeant Fuentez, but she had been with him long enough to be counted a friend not just a subordinate. She had been quiet when her squad arrived back at base. Oh, she had said the proper things during debriefing, but he knew she was hurting. Losing people you cared for was always hard, but losing those under your command was harder. Gina felt responsible for their deaths, and as the one directly in command, she was responsible. He knew she’d done all she could, but it would be a while before she accepted it. Who would have believed the situation could go down the crapper so quickly?


  Certainly not he.


  Third battalion was exactly one thousand strong, of which no more than eight hundred and ten were line Marines. Eight hundred and eight now, he thought grimly. All Marines were rifleman first, and capable of fighting, but the odd one-hundred and ninety were not truly meant for that. They were supply sergeants, cooks, and a hundred and one other things needed to keep a full battalion in the field for extended periods. He might need them all if this damn… if this President didn’t make a decision soon.


  “I just don’t know,” President Thurston said.


  Stein clenched a fist. “With all due respect, Mister President, you petitioned the Alliance for help. You do still want membership… don’t you?”


  “Yes but—”


  “Then I don’t see the problem.”


  President Thurston sighed deeply and stood from his place behind the authentic wooden desk. He gazed out of his blast-proof window at the bustling city below. “Look out there Major and tell me what you see.”


  Stein stood and joined the man. “I see buildings and streets. People walking… what more is there?”


  Thurston laughed. “What more he says. No, you’re right, but what I see is a future for my people. Did you know that less than twenty years ago this city would have been no bigger than a half dozen shacks?”


  “That’s hard to believe, sir,” he said respectfully.


  “It’s true, I promise you. My father lived in one. I did too for the first ten years of my life, but my father had a dream and managed to infect others with it.”


  Thurston stood silently gazing at what his father had wrought.


  “Dreams, sir?” Stein prompted.


  “Hmmm?”


  “You said your father had a dream.”


  “Yes he did. Anyone who was anyone was a miner in those days. My father arranged a meeting with the others and they agreed to build a consortium. They signed their holdings over to the company and became equal partners. Ships rarely came here back then, much rarer than today.” Thurston smiled. “I know what you’re thinking, Major.”


  Stein tried to look innocent. “I’m not aware of thinking anything at the moment, sir.”


  Thurston grinned. “That’s an amazing statement don’t you think? What I meant was, shipping is still infrequent, but back then we would be lucky to see a ship every five years. Now we have dozens. Anyway, he went off-world and came back with the backing and machinery to mine the planet as it should be done.”


  “What has this to do with the terrorists, sir?”


  “The money he generated paid for the city out there, Major. It pays most of my people’s wages. Close to seventy-five percent of the population works for the company. The rest are in service industries, clothing, tools, food—things like that. More are starting up every year, but we are a long way from economic independence. Those terrorists, as you call them, are my employees.”


  Stein nodded. Now he was getting somewhere. “You are the elected representative of this world, sir. It’s your duty to uphold its constitution.”


  “Don’t tell me my duty.” Thurston snapped with eyes flashing. “Who do you think wrote the damn thing? My father built this colony and the company from nothing; without him this world wouldn’t be what it is today, but for all of that he was still a dictator. The people elected me as their first president when my father died, and I wrote our constitution a week later. Do you really think I would betray that just to save money?


  “I promised them a voice, and by God they will have one,” Thurston ranted. “Those people you would have me kill, are not only employees of the one company keeping this world from barbarism, they are citizens. They have a right to a voice just as everyone else does.”


  “A voice yes,” Stein said angrily. “But they have no right to go around blowing things up and killing my people.”


  Thurston’s shoulders sagged. “I know.”


  Stein took a deep steadying breath and in a milder tone asked, “What are you going to do?”


  “Call the election early,” Thurston said squaring his shoulders. “Your terrorists don’t want to join the Alliance? Fine. If they want to stand against me, that is their right. I will make joining the Alliance part of my campaign so that everyone will know where I stand. If I win, we join, if I lose…”


  “If you lose?”


  Thurston shrugged. “If I lose, you leave, and I hand over the government. I can go back to mining for a living.”


  Yeah right. He owned a tenth part of a company, which was sole owner of seventy percent of Thurston’s resources, and the only company that could currently exploit them. He certainly wouldn’t need to work, but perhaps he wanted to. Without the presidency, his life would have a void within it that he would need to fill.


  “When?” Stein said.


  “It has already begun.” Thurston nodded out the window.


  Stein turned to look and saw people rushing to view the public address screens scattered throughout the city. He hadn’t taken much notice of them before now—he saw thousands like them on worlds throughout the Alliance, but this was the first time he had seen an entire city stop to watch.


  Everyone was silent as Thurston’s recording gave his people news of the coming election, and his reasons for calling it early. The recording ended with everyone staring in stunned silence. A moment later, they turned toward the parliament building and shouted in one voice.


  “NOOOOO!”


  “I think it’s likely you will win, sir,” Stein said wincing at the volume of the shout.


  “Well, well. I don’t know what to say… well, well, well,” Thurston said touched.


  * * *


  


  2 ~ Night Ops


  Planet Thurston, Border Zone


  An old and well-used MPV (Multi-Purpose Vehicle) coasted along the quiet street with a turbine strong enough to rip trees out of the ground idling beneath its battered exterior. MPVs were often used for clearing stretches of jungle ready for construction. Although Thurston’s capital was young, its streets were paved as befitted any major city, yet a kilometre outside of the city limits, it was almost impossible to tell that Humanity had ever laid claim to the planet. That being the case, most people still relied on MPVs to travel.


  The vehicle looked not at all out of place as it slowed and stopped opposite the gate leading to the grounds of President Thurston’s residence. Its windows were dark as if it had been used recently in the full bright of day, yet the addition of extra lighting seemed to deny that. The driver was a dark shadow within his air-conditioned cocoon as he watched the gates. When a guard began to take an interest in him, he accelerated away.


  As soon as the MPV was out of sight, the guard relaxed and went back to his coffee.


  “Well?” a second guard said.


  “It was nothing, just some damn tourist.”


  “A tourist? You’re dreaming. No one in his right mind would come here.”


  “We did.”


  “Exactly my point.”


  At that moment, the sound of a turbine split the air. It screamed like a banshee when the driver pushed the throttle through the stops and aimed at the gate. The guards pulled their weapons and ran out of the guardhouse. Both men crouched and fired repeatedly into the MPV’s engine bay hoping to kill the turbine before impact.


  They failed.


  The reinforced gates gave way as the MPV struck them. Both guards dove aside and came up firing, but unbeknown to them they had no chance of disabling the vehicle. It had been fitted with heavy steel armour in strategic places. It was more like a tank than an MPV.


  The driver didn’t flinch as he smashed into the President’s house, nor did he panic as the MPV ground to a stop embedded in an interior wall. Instead, he switched off the turbine and retrieved the detonator. He flicked open the red cover with a thumb and pressed the button concealed there.


  Driver, MPV, and residence disappeared in an eye-searing ball of flame as two hundred kilogrammes of industrial grade explosive detonated.


  * * *


  Gina sat on her rack and field-stripped her rifle for the tenth time. The well-practised movements were automatic after all these years. The repetition of routine soothed her. There was nothing at all wrong with the weapon. If there had been, she would be screaming at the supply sergeant for a replacement component.


  Grace had been with her in boot camp. Both of them had joined on the same day and had been fast friends ever since. Even her promotion over Grace hadn’t dimmed their affection for one another—and now she was gone.


  At least it was quick. Not like Pags.


  She snarled something under her breath. Even she didn’t know what it was. It was quick, so it was all right? To hell with that. It wasn’t all right. It stank!


  Oh, what was the use?


  If she’d brought the launchers, Grace would still have died. That was what she told herself, but would she really? Toting a tripod mounted RPG (rocket propelled grenade) launcher through the jungle would have slowed them, but she would have known that and left earlier, so it didn’t count. She would have set it up behind the riverbank, and given it to Frankowski and Westfield because they were the best at laying it on the target.


  Eric arrives, the enemy arrives, she orders open fire…


  Gina frowned. No, that wasn’t how it happened. Grace had lit up the jungle with the AAR before the order was given, but that was okay because she was in the best position to see the enemy. Which in turn meant the enemy launcher had Grace zeroed even before Eric finished introducing himself. Grace was dead from the moment they set out on the mission.


  No, she couldn’t accept that.


  How about this then? They could have taken an automatic RPG launcher. Again, it would have taken more time, but they had that. She would have set it up behind the riverbank—it really was the ideal place—and put Westfield on it because he was the best with the computer. Eric arrives, and the stupid launcher kills him because he isn’t wearing Marine armour with its IFF transponder telling it not to shoot.


  Damn!


  The only thing that would have saved Grace was her giving up the AAR. She knew Grace wouldn’t have given it up voluntarily. She had been the best with the weapon and had seniority. Taking it from her without grounds would have shown a lack of confidence in her that Grace would never have forgotten. If Gina had known then what would happen, she would have taken the weapon anyway and given it to… who? Whoever she gave it to would have died in Grace’s place.


  She could have used it herself and… Wrong!


  Wrong, wrong, wrong.


  She would have died and perhaps her entire squad with her. Grace was one person no matter how dear. There had been eight others that needed her—nine including Eric.


  She sighed and finished the reassembly of her rifle. She slapped a full magazine into her weapon and raised it to sight through the window. Grace was dead, and there truly was nothing she could have done to prevent it—just as Stein said, but it hurt. Pags had been a friend, all those in her squad were, but she hadn’t known him as long. She felt guilty that his death didn’t hurt as much, but she was honest enough to realise it.


  Gina lowered her weapon as Eric walked by the window. A knock sounded.


  “Come,” she said and stood to tidy her rack.


  “Are you busy? I can come back later.”


  “It’s all right, sir. I’ve just about finished. How’s the new arm, sir?”


  Eric wiggled his fingers in the air. “It will do for now.”


  She nodded. Eric was a viper and spares were hard to find. He wouldn’t be a hundred percent combat capable until he returned to his base—wherever that was.


  “Is there something I can do for you, sir?”


  Eric frowned. “Yes and no. May I?”


  “Sorry, take a seat.” Eric sat in the only chair while Gina used her rack. “What can I do for you, sir?”


  “You can stop with the, sirs for a start. I’m not a Marine.”


  She shrugged. “You’re a viper.”


  vipers were accorded officer status among Alliance forces regardless of their actual rank. Eric was at the least a lieutenant of Marines, but in real terms, he outranked Stein. All those wearing the viper patch did of course. The snakehead patch that gave Eric’s regiment its nickname became the symbol of the SAG (Special Assault Group) during the Merki War. Back then, all the 501st had worn it and that had not changed over the years since—the downsizing of the regiment after the war had never been reversed. Vipers were rare and special. The patch, showing a snake head with fangs bared ready to strike, was a warning to all.


  “Rank is important to you isn’t it?”


  Gina shrugged. “No more than any other. I’m a Marine. I want to be the best I can be. Rank is just a way to keep score.”


  “There are other ways, but I’m not here to discuss such things. Have you heard the news yet?”


  “I haven’t been out much.”


  “President Thurston won the vote by a landslide this morning. No one was surprised—well, maybe Thurston himself. Anyway, the opposition have disappeared back into their holes.”


  She shrugged. “That’s good.”


  “Not really. Before they left, they tried to blow him up. When that failed, they left a recording that amounts to a declaration of war.”


  “You’re kidding,” she said gaping in surprise. She hadn’t heard a thing about it.


  “Nope,” Eric said with a grin at her surprise. “His residence was completely destroyed, but he and his family were out celebrating with friends. They’re fine. What I came to see you about is a mission.”


  “You should be talking to Stein, not me.”


  “Already done. He says you’re the best person for the job.”


  She frowned; Stein hadn’t mentioned anything this morning. “Well then, I expect I’ll be called for a briefing and… this is it?”


  “Afraid so,” Eric said with a smile.


  It was highly irregular, but then she had never worked with a viper before. Maybe they were all unconventional.


  “Well… go on then.”


  “I’ll lead you and your squad into the Freedom Movement’s base.”


  She cocked her head. “To do what?”


  “To take out the control centre and perimeter security. I worked inside for quite a while. You wouldn’t believe the stuff they’ve got. No way they found it all here. Most came from off-world. Serious stuff.”


  “Such as?”


  “Surface to air missile batteries for starters,” Eric said with a nod at her surprise. “There’s an extensive minefield both proximity and pressure activated. Laser turrets, but they weren’t online when I was there. They might be now. The sentry guns are definitely operational. I saw a test firing. There are pulsers for ground troops by the hundreds, and men to use them. Slug throwers for everyone and a good many grenade launchers like the one you saw. They have plenty of combat body armour, but no mechs—powered armour costs too much, thank God. No tanks, hoppers, or aircraft of any kind, but they do have some old tracked vehicles they converted into mobile launchers. I haven’t seen any railguns or handheld rockets, but that’s about the only things they didn’t have.”


  “Goddamnit!” Gina jumped to her feet and began to pace. “They could take out the entire battalion.”


  “That’s the problem,” Eric agreed. “Stein launched a drone detailing the situation and requesting reinforcement, but help won’t reach here for weeks. It will be all over by then.”


  “So we take out the control centre for the missile batteries and mines,” she said thinking ahead to the mission. “What about the mobile launchers?”


  “I’m glad you asked. Did I ever tell you I’m a dab hand with explosives?”


  She groaned. He was a viper; he was a dab hand at everything.


  Eric gave her another grin. “Once we’re done, we pull out and let the flyboys soften the place up ready for a battalion of Marines to come in and kick arse.”


  “That should do it.”


  “Let’s hope so. President Thurston declared his intention to apply for Alliance membership. Over eighty percent of his citizens voted to support him. The rebels seem to think that reducing the number of voting citizens will even things up in their favour. Let’s stop them shall we?”


  “Absolutely.”


  That night saw them on their way. The noise of the C-120’s thrusters drowned out any conversation Gina might have had with Eric, but that didn’t matter. She could speak to him via comm, but it had all been said back at base. For this mission, Eric had been outfitted with the full Marine armour and sensor package. He was designated Eagle Two. His own sensors were superior of course, but he was still maintaining his cover. As far as the others were concerned, he was just a gifted amateur attached to the squad to lead them to the target.


  It was night outside and they were racing at tree top level above the jungle toward the drop zone. Gina stared into the darkness mentally preparing herself for what was to come. Eric had briefed her regarding the layout of the rebel base before they left. The defences were formidable, but if all went well, she would open the way for the others before the night was out.


  “Two minutes,” the pilot said over the comm.


  Gina opened a channel. “All units, comm check.”


  “Eagle Two, five by.”


  “Eagle Three, no probs.”


  “Eagle Four, reading you five by five.”


  “Eagle Five…”


  She counted off her people trying to ignore the knowledge that she was two men short. She was three short if she didn’t count Eric. He was a considerable asset, but she still missed her friends. Pike was recovering from surgery; he would probably rejoin them on the ship taking them off this rock.


  Two minutes flew by in a flash.


  She tensed as the pilot shut down the interior lights and activated the bay doors. As soon as the doors were fully open, the transport went into hover mode, and Gina pulled herself to her feet.


  “By the numbers people,” she yelled before throwing herself into the night.


  Gina grunted as the speed brake on her harness brought her up short. Her panting breath was all she heard as she eased the clutch and lowered herself quickly through the trees. There was no way the transport could have landed here. The foliage was much too thick, but there was enough room for her people to descend without too much snagging. Once on the ground, she released her tether taking no notice as it shot back to the transport. All around her, Marines were dropping to the ground, but again she took no notice. Her eyes were surveying the jungle and the data that her sensors were displaying upon her HUD. Both reported no hostiles, but she had another resource.


  “Eagle Two, Eagle One,” she whispered.


  “Eagle One, Eagle Two. Go,” Eric replied softly.


  “I have no hostiles. Do you concur?”


  “I have no hostiles in range. Repeat no hostiles.”


  “Good,” she said breathing easier. “Take point, Eagle Two.”


  “Copy.”


  She changed channels. “All units, Two has point. Keep your sensors on passive. Move out.”


  “Eagle One, Eagle Four,” Westfield said.


  “Eagle Four, Eagle One. Go,” she said as she followed Eric at a crouching deliberate walk.


  “We won’t find nothing on passives, Gunny. I think I should go active.”


  “Negative, Eagle Four. Follow the plan.”


  “Eagle Four copies,” Westfield said with a sigh.


  She couldn’t explain about Eric, or that his viper sensors were already trawling for rebel emissions. Even if she could, she knew Westfield would still want to go active. Moving through the jungle on passives felt like walking through a minefield with her eyes closed—not much fun, but announcing her presence to all and sundry wasn’t her idea of fun either. She trusted Eric’s abilities, and she trusted the plan they had worked out.


  Gina had her night vision optics set on X2 to magnify what little there was to see. Trees, trees, and more trees. Her mic was set on high gain, but all she heard was a gentle rustling as her Marines moved carefully through the undergrowth. Eric was utterly silent. She knew what he was, and she was still impressed. Her Marines were good. The little noise they made would not be heard, even her mic barely picked it up, but Eric seemed to float through the jungle. He was like a shadow moving across the ground—utterly silent.


  Eric crouched and waved everyone into cover.


  Gina went to one knee amid the foliage and scanned her surroundings. Ignoring the dampness that seeped into her uniform from the mulch she knelt upon, she dialled up X4 on her optics and looked beyond Eric’s position. Nothing. Her sensors reported the usual background heat sources, but nothing the size of a man. Animals often showed up on scans, but her sensors reported nothing Human ahead of them. Eric was a viper. If he thought there was something, then there was.


  Dialling back to X1, she checked her back trail and found her people ready for action. Satisfied they were all under good cover, she turned back to speak with Eric, but he had moved. She swore under her breath until she located him stalking something up ahead. She didn’t dare distract him. According to her sensors, he was stalking a target that her software insisted was a bear. Not that this God-forsaken planet had bears, and if it did they wouldn’t be in the tropical zone, but that was what her software insisted it was. A bear, not a man. As she had come to expect in the Border Zone, the software had interpreted the sensor data into Earth terms. Its programmers could hardly be expected to know that she wasn’t on Earth could they?


  She snorted in disgust.


  The core worlds provided the Alliance with downloads detailing the native wildlife to avoid this kind of thing, but border worlds rarely had the money for the in-depth studies required to compile them. The military had to make do, but that meant the sensor data was often interpreted incorrectly. Luckily, Humans were quite distinctive. The software rarely interpreted a Human profile as anything else. It seemed to have failed this time however.


  Gina watched her sensors as Eric went to ground again. His target was not moving, which said to her it was unlikely to be an animal. Suddenly, Eric moved in a burst of speed that only a viper could produce. He pounced like some kind of big cat. He was a predator in that moment, and she shivered in excitement as he took his prey down.


  “Eagle One, Eagle Two,” Eric said under his breath.


  “Eagle Two, Eagle One. Go.”


  “One hostile neutralised. You can bring them up.”


  “Copy one hostile neutralised. Is he a single?”


  “Seems to be. I have no other targets in range.”


  “Is this standard procedure for the rebels?” she asked intently.


  “No,” Eric said sounding grim. “She had comm equipment, but she didn’t have time to fire off a warning. I have no idea what she was doing out here. Unless they know we’re coming.”


  Gina nodded. That’s what she had been thinking. “We’re moving up. Eagle One clear.”


  “Two clear.”


  Gina stood and waved the others forward before moving out. When she reached Eric, she hunkered down beside him, while the others took position in a circle around them looking outward in all directions. Eric was speedily searching the corpse, but he hadn’t yet found anything of note. The rebel was a woman of approximately twenty-five years of age. Eric had killed her with a knife across the throat. Silent and efficient.


  Gina approved.


  “Anything?”


  “Nothing much,” Eric said. “She hasn’t been out here long.”


  She looked the question at him.


  “She brought her lunch with her, it’s still hot.”


  Gina nodded and moved to the perimeter to keep watch. Why had the rebel been set to watch this approach? Why alone? Surely, it made more sense to watch in pairs.


  “No way he’s a civ, Gunny,” Westfield whispered through his open visor. “Did you see how easy he made that kill? He a spook?”


  Gina shrugged. “He’s a concerned citizen who knows the target.”


  “Yeah right, he’s a damn spook,” he said this time with assurance.


  Gina didn’t disabuse him of the notion and a moment later Eric was again leading the way. Gina slapped her visor down and followed Westfield who was now in the number two slot. As before, they moved in single file. Silent and careful. If her data was accurate, they should reach the target in another hour.


  The darkness was utterly complete, but the low light amplification of their optics brightened the night sufficiently for their needs. Although it would take a miracle for the rebels to locate their frequencies, conversation was kept to a minimum. Scrambled as they were, overhearing wouldn’t get the rebels very far, but it would give away the fact someone was coming.


  Gina found herself envying Eric. He exuded confidence and strength. Whether or not he felt that way within himself, she didn’t know, but he certainly gave that impression. She had worked and trained for fifteen years as a Marine. She knew she was good at her job, but she also knew that she was a child compared to a viper. They were stronger, faster, and deadlier than any Human could ever hope to be. They healed faster. They could take horrendous damage and keep on going. They lived much longer—or rather, they would if they weren’t killed in action. Viper losses during the Merki War had never been replaced.


  vipers frightened people. Unenlightened people said they were dangerous to the Alliance. She knew it was crap, but many believed it. Those from Bethany’s World were the most vocal in opposing new construction, but none of the core worlds had fought the decision very hard. The Merkiaari were defeated they said, what need for vipers now? Short-sighted politicians made her want to puke. The Merkiaari might have been defeated, but that didn’t mean they were gone forever. Who knew what they were up to?


  Eric slowed his advance then went to his belly and crawled the last few metres.


  Gina didn’t need to give the order to her people. One moment they were moving in a crouch, the next they went to ground and hid themselves in the foliage. She crawled up beside Eric and followed his pointing finger to the target.


  She nodded and opened a channel. “All units, target in sight, move up and spread out either side of my position.”


  As her people moved up, Gina surveyed what she could see of the rebel base. The trees gave way to a small open area about a hundred and fifty metres ahead. She could see a dimly lit compound with two tracked vehicles parked within it. Guards were pacing the perimeter at intervals, but they were of little concern. They weren’t equipped with night vision optics and were essentially blind. The laser towers Eric mentioned were just visible in the gloom, but the turrets themselves were lost to the night. There was no way to be sure if they were operational. She couldn’t see the missile batteries he had mentioned, but the snub barrels of Raytheon Auto-7 sentry guns were unmistakable. The Auto-7 was serious hardware by anyone’s standard. They were computer controlled auto loading gatling guns, firing 7mm armour piercing rounds at a rate of 6000 per minute. When they fired, it was like the breath of God unleashed. Those guns would have to be dealt with before they did anything else.


  “Automated,” she said noting the sensor arrays. “Thermal?”


  “And motion activated,” Eric agreed. “But they had all kinds of trouble with the local wildlife tripping the alerts. They had to dial back their sensitivity to stop the things fragging everyone. I won’t have a problem getting close to them.”


  “And the rest of us?”


  Eric looked at her for a long moment in consideration. “You wouldn’t get within a hundred metres.”


  She was hardly surprised. “That’s what I figured. Is there any way you can tell if the lasers are active?”


  “Not until they power up the coils. They’re not powered right now, but that doesn’t mean much.”


  “What model?”


  “Not sure. They might be the old Northrop HK-2100.”


  Gina whistled silently. “Heavy stuff, but they always did take a minimum of two minutes to power up.”


  “I know, but they might be a newer model. I only glimpsed them for a second.”


  Gina pondered her options. She wasn’t here to take the rebels captive, and she certainly wasn’t here to take the base. Her primary mission was to deactivate the missile batteries, but if she could reduce the rest of the defences as well, so much the better.


  “We’ll use the launchers.”


  “No.”


  She tensed. “Are you pulling rank?”


  Eric hesitated. “No.”


  “Then we use the launchers.” She activated her comm. “Eagles Four and Nine, Eagle One. Get set up, but wait for the command.”


  “Four copies.”


  “Eagle Nine copies.”


  Frankowski and Westfield shuffled away to either side to set up the launchers. If all went well, they would take out the towers before the lasers could be powered up.


  Gina shifted her attention to what she could see of the mine entrance—not a great deal in the dark. She switched to thermal imaging, but again there was nothing to see. Where was everybody? Where were all the rabid and rebellious terrorists? All she could find were a couple of civs playing soldier. Back in the monochrome world of light amplification, she studied the guards. She didn’t think much of them. They were completely oblivious to her presence. They were walking the perimeter as if motion sensors had never been invented. How the idiots had ever been given such responsibility was beyond her. They were acting like a couple of goons on Zelda’s show.


  “Fools,” she muttered.


  Eric nodded. “Nothing but foolish children, Gina, but still dangerous. Anyone can set a fire that will burn down your house—even wilful children. The Alliance is full of them. You don’t know how many times I have… never mind.”


  She would have liked to hear more, but she was interrupted by a warning beep from her comm. “Eagle Nine, Eagle One, go.”


  “Eagle Nine in position.”


  “Copy that. Wait orders.”


  “Copy.”


  Gina changed frequencies. “Eagle Six status?”


  “Just about done, Gunny. I had to move further than planned. The damn trees were in my way.”


  “Copy that. On the command, I want two rounds apiece on the sentry guns—take them out first. The chances are good that the turrets contain AA lasers—the old Northrop HK-2100 model.”


  “That’s handy,” Westfield muttered.


  Gina ignored the sarcasm. “I want the towers gone as soon as you finish with the guns. Copy?”


  “Copy that. My pleasure to serve.”


  She grinned and changed channels to give Frankowski similar orders. Eric was watching the base intently while she spoke with her people. He had a vaguely puzzled look upon his face. Gina opened her visor and was instantly plunged into darkness. She didn’t need her imaging systems to see Eric.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Eric shook his head. “I don’t know, something isn’t right. It’s too quiet.”


  That was a bonus to Gina’s way of thinking. She had surprise on her side. “It’s after midnight.”


  “That’s the point. When I was here last, the rebels moved around mostly at night to avoid detection.”


  Gina frowned. There was nothing to cause concern, and that lack suddenly sparked it. It made her nervous. Trying to shake her unease, she concentrated on business.


  “I’ve ordered the towers lit up after the guns. With luck they won’t know what’s hit them until too late.”


  Eric nodded. “I’ll take out the guards. Be ready to lead your people after me. Do not deviate from my path, Gina, and that is an order.”


  “Aye, aye, sir,” she said automatically and was glad the others hadn’t heard her when Eric glared. He was supposed to be a civ. He really didn’t like her calling him, sir.


  Eric held up five fingers and began counting down.


  Gina quickly slapped her visor closed and contacted her people. “…three, two, one, now!”


  Pooomf! Pooomf! Pooomf! Pooomf!


  The first four rounds were still in the air when another four were launched to join them. Explosions shattered the night. Gina’s optics flared white as the flashes overloaded sensitive pickups. She switched to thermal imaging for a moment before giving it up as a bad job. She would have to rely on her MK1 eyeballs for now.


  Pooomf! Pooomf! Pooomf! Pooomf!


  The sentry guns were gone, turned to pillars of fire and flashes of light as their ammo cooked off. She winced as a particularly violent detonation shook the air. She ducked as something whirred overhead and struck the trees behind.


  It’s bloody dangerous out here!


  Eric’s pulser was tracking and firing. She watched him pick out one target after another with unfailing accuracy. It was like watching a sentry gun. He was machine-like in his precision. She had never believed the propaganda about the 501st. That they were consummate soldiers, yes. That vipers had saved Humanity at a time when nothing else could have—absolutely, but that they were inhuman robots incapable of real feelings… robots that killed without compunction or mercy? No. Seeing Eric like this shook her convictions, but then she remembered that this was Eric and not some machine. She knew him. At least she knew him enough to discount most of the stories.


  Pooomf! Pooomf! Pooomf! Pooomf!


  She watched the first tower fall, but she didn’t have time to see it strike the ground. Eric had finished his methodical butchery and was getting ready to move into the minefield.


  “Eagles Four and Nine, hold your positions,” she ordered over the comm. “The rest of you follow me. Two has point.”


  Gina hastened to follow Eric as he meandered his way toward the objective. She was careful to follow his movements exactly. Only he knew the safe route through the minefield… if the rebels hadn’t changed it. She breathed easier when they reached the perimeter fence without mishap. Eric cut the wire and was inside on his belly before Gina could blink. She followed and lay next to a makeshift APC. Both vehicles, though civilian in design, had been extensively modified through application of armour plating. She could see the twin snub barrels of what looked like an M306-AA pulser. That kind of weaponry was a serious threat to the regiment’s transports and needed handling.


  Gina quickly assessed her squad. They were prone and well hidden by cavorting shadows caused by the fires. “Eagles Six and Seven, take care of those pulsers.”


  “Copy.”


  “Copy.”


  While her people were taking care of the pulsers by application of CTX15 (remote detonated charges), Gina followed Eric as he ran across the compound toward the mineshaft.


  “No guards?” Gina said as she peered into the mine entrance.


  “Over confident,” Eric said though he didn’t sound sure.


  Gina used her sensors to scan for the rebels, but the shaft seemed deserted. “Take us to the command centre.”


  Eric nodded and led the way inside. The tunnels were dark. Without her sensors, Gina would have been completely blind. Light amplification needed some light to work with and here there was none. She switched to thermal imaging and followed Eric carefully. She had to rely on his enhanced abilities now more than ever. Her own sensors were giving fuzzy readings and shadows where there should be none. There was something in the tunnel walls interfering with her equipment. She tried to refine the data her sensors displayed on her HUD, but after a moment, she gave it up as a bad job. Eric gave no sign that he was having the same difficulties; he crept by one side tunnel after another as if sure they were unoccupied. She hoped he was right.


  Gina had her pulser ready, but she was still taken by surprise. She hit the dirt as the rebels opened up on her. Eric rolled to the left and used the tunnel wall to shield himself while she laid down covering fire. Eric aimed and took a rebel’s leg off at the knee. The shrill screaming was an efficient way of distracting the man’s comrades, and Eric took full advantage. Almost as soon as the screaming began, the fight ended with his pulser bolts finding targets. Fire from the rebels ceased as the last man fell. The remaining rebel continued screaming in agony, but they took no notice. They were too busy charging into the empty command centre.


  “What the hell is going on?” Gina said, and squinted around the brightly lit but empty control room.


  “Don’t know,” Eric said absently as he sat at an empty board and used the controls to change the views on the security monitors. “The barracks and motor pool are both empty,” he murmured. “They’ve abandoned the place.”


  “Abandoned it, or is it just empty at the moment?”


  Eric turned toward her with a frown upon his face. “What?”


  “Those guards you killed didn’t abandon it did they? They fought as if this place was important.”


  Eric looked back at the monitors. “They’ve gone on a raid.”


  She nodded grimly. “Disable the mines and missile batteries.”


  Eric started trashing the consols. While he took care of that, Gina took a moment to contact her people.


  “Eagles Four and Nine, Eagle One. It’s all in the crapper here. Come in and meet me.”


  “Eagle Four copies.”


  “Nine copies.”


  “I’m done,” Eric said looking up from a smoking consol.


  Gina looked around at the destruction with approval. “Let’s go, and don’t forget your prisoner.”


  Eric ducked out the door to retrieve the still screaming rebel.


  From the doorway, Gina glanced back at the destruction and decided the rebels might be able to repair the damage. She couldn’t allow that. She slung her rifle and unclipped a brace of grenades from her webbing. She depressed the triggers and lobbed them underhand through the door.


  “Fire in the hole,” Gina shouted and sprinted down the tunnel. Both grenades went off and the tunnel roof collapsed behind her.


  Outside in the compound, numerous bonfires lit the night. She took a second to reassure herself that all her people were unharmed before contacting base.


  “Gold One, Eagle One.”


  “Eagle One, Gold One. Go,” Major Stein said.


  “The mission is a bust, sir. We neutralised the lasers, missile launchers, and pretty much the entire base.”


  “I hear a but coming, Gunny.”


  Gina grimaced. “Yes, sir, there’s definitely a but. Apart from a few guards, the damn rebels are missing. Eric thinks they chose tonight for some kind of raid. I concur, sir.”


  “Copy that,” Stein said grimly. “I think I know their target and there’s not much time. I’m sending the transport to pick your team up.”


  “Understood. Eagle One clear.”


  “Gold One clear.”


  Gina turned her attention to Eric and his prisoner. Her Marines had fallen-in and set up a defensive perimeter around her and Eric. The prisoner stopped screaming as Hollings pumped a dose of Fentanyl into him. Although its effect was of a short duration, Fentanyl Citrate was the strongest narcotic they carried. The rebel was hardly likely to die from something as minor as the loss of a leg, but if he didn’t cooperate, he would wish he had.


  “What is the target?” Eric asked intently.


  “Fuck you!” the wild-eyed man spat.


  “Fuck me?” Eric said mildly. He reached out and crushed the man’s stump viciously. “I don’t think so.”


  “AEiii!” the rebel screamed and jerked trying to free himself, but Eric wouldn’t allow it.


  Gina swallowed but didn’t look away. Westfield glanced over his shoulder at her, but she waved him back to his survey of the compound. They didn’t need to be taken by surprise twice in one night. Looked at one way, the mission was a success. Her single squad had destroyed the rebel’s entire base. Looked at another way, the mission was a bust. Destroying the base without killing the rebels was pointless; they would just set up somewhere else. Eric must be sick at the thought of all his work wasted. He had lived here undercover for weeks to learn what he needed to finish the rebels, but now all his work was threatened. No wonder he was pissed at being bad mouthed by this scum of a rebel.


  The rebel screamed again. “God don’t! No more… I’ll talk!”


  “Are you sure?” Eric said with another twist of the bloody stump. “I don’t like lies.”


  “No lies I swear! They’re hitting the parliament building!”


  “When?”


  “Noon! The President reconvenes parliament at noon!”


  “Good boy.”


  Gina turned away and opened a channel. “Gold One, Eagle One.”


  “Eagle One, Red One. Gold One is out of contact.”


  “Copy, Red One. I have the target, Lieutenant. The rebels are hitting the parliament building at noon today.”


  “Copy noon today,” Lieutenant Strong said. “Stein guessed the target, but we didn’t know exactly when. Well done.”


  “Thanks, Lieutenant. Eagle One clear.”


  “Red One clear.”


  “They’re sending the transport,” Gina said over the all units channel. “Stein guessed the target would be the parliament building. If I know him, he’ll be laying on a reception for them.”


  “We’ll know soon enough,” Eric said, turning to the west and watching the sky.


  Gina tried to find what had caught his attention, but she couldn’t see anything until she used her sensors at max range. A small blip appeared on her HUD marked with the regiment’s IFF signalling its identity. It was a C-120—a Marine armoured transport and probably the same one that had brought them here.


  “As soon as the transport lands, I want you all on board,” she said to her squad.


  “What about the prisoner?” Westfield asked.


  Before Gina had a chance to answer, Eric did it for her with his pulser. One shot, and they no longer had a prisoner. She stared at the smoking hole where the prisoner’s face had been, and then at Eric who was just then flicking the safety back on his weapon.


  “What prisoner?” Eric said ignoring all the pulsers now aimed at him.


  Over the noise of the transport’s landing, Gina ordered her squad to lower their weapons. She glared at Eric, furious with his actions, but she didn’t want to start an argument in front of her squad. She marched a short distance into the darkness knowing Eric would follow and then rounded on him.


  “Don’t ever do that again. Not ever! Marines don’t work that way.”


  “No?” Eric said coldly. “Lucky I’m not a Marine then.”


  Gina stared at him for a long moment, and then turned away to order her people aboard the transport. Minutes later, they were speeding over the jungle toward the city and another fight.


  “He’s a spook,” Westfield said privately to Gina. “What do you expect?”


  Gina shrugged. She knew Eric wasn’t a spook, and that made his actions worse to her mind. Vipers were special. In her opinion, Eric had just dishonoured his unit.


  * * *


  


  3 ~ Showdown


  The Parliament Building, Planet Thurston


  “I’m no hero,” Eric said to Gina later that day while waiting for the order to open fire. “Get those notions out of your head. I do my duty to the Alliance with every breath I take. My decision was to execute a terrorist last night, and that too was my duty.”


  “Duty? Who decides when duty becomes murder?”


  “I do as a captain in the 501st.”


  Gina shifted position just a little. She wanted to keep an eye on the elevator doors behind her. Lieutenant Strong was with Stein, and had been for almost an hour. She wished he would hurry back from the briefing. If he didn’t show up soon, she would have to start without him.


  She glanced at Eric and then back outside at the plaza. “You must report to somebody, be held accountable by somebody.”


  “I report to my superiors as you do. General Burgton reports directly to the President.” Eric took a breath and went on in a milder tone. “Don’t judge me, Gina. You know nothing of what it takes to be a viper. We aren’t robots that kill to order. We were designed to kill Merkiaari, and we do it well. That frightens people. These days I spend all my time pissing on fires—trying to stop those wilful children we spoke of burning the Alliance down. We have discretion, perhaps too much, but without it the Alliance couldn’t have survived as long as it has. Besides, you have less right to judge me than others I could name.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “Aren’t you the one who nearly allowed the torture of a prisoner because he killed some of your people?”


  “That was different,” she said hotly.


  “I don’t see how. I’m nearly two hundred and thirty years old, Gina. You can’t know what it’s like seeing the Alliance stumbling from one avoidable bush war to another over and over again. I have penetrated terrorist cells so many times that the number blurs in my memory. No matter what I do, the same types of people go on repeating the same types of mistakes. I chose to stop that man permanently. If I hadn’t, he would have been setting bombs and killing the innocent again in a year. They just never learn. So don’t judge me until you have lived as long as I have and seen what I have.”


  Two hundred years of fighting terrorists? God, she’d had no idea. What must it be like seeing mistakes happen over and over, knowing they were going to happen, yet being unable to prevent them? It must be appalling.


  “I’m sorry,” she said.


  “Forget about it. I would have reacted exactly the same way at your age, except I was fighting Merkiaari then.”


  “You fought in the war?”


  “Of course,” Eric said in surprise. “We were constructed for that purpose.”


  “I thought you might have… you know, been built after.”


  Eric shook his head. “No. We fought and there were eighty-nine of us left at the end. The Council allowed eleven more units to be constructed to bring our numbers up to a nice round politically correct one-hundred, but those eleven were already part way into the construction process. It was a mercy they were allowed to be completed.”


  “Surely the Council wouldn’t have left them half finished,” Gina said, shocked at the thought. Surely no one would have denied those soldiers a normal life.


  Eric’s face twisted into a snarl. “You have more trust in the Council than I then. The councillor for Bethany’s World campaigned hard to have us all scrapped, but public opinion was on our side. For a time, we really were heroes, but then fear replaced gratitude and here we are two hundred years later.”


  Eric had a bitter streak a klick wide, but it was hard to blame him. His regiment decimated and everyone afraid the vipers would turn on them; it was enough to make anyone sour. Gina wished she didn’t know all this. She had been far happier in her ignorance.


  “Look alive people,” Major Stein’s voice said over the comm and everyone stopped to listen. “The rebels are making their move. I have ten APCs approaching the plaza from the north with many civ vehicles as escort. Approximately a thousand rebels inbound. Satellite feeds indicate assorted pulsers and small arms as well as AA pulsers on the APCs.


  “Alpha Company will concentrate on the APCs. I want them burning before they turn those pulsers on us. Bravo Company will concentrate its fire on the civ vehicles. Charlie Company will take targets of opportunity and defend the parliament building from any incursion. Good luck.”


  Gina selected squad wide on her comm. “All Eagles, Eagle One—you heard the Major—we take out the APCs, and that doesn’t mean giving up our cover. Let them come to us. Frankowski, you hose them with the AAR. Try to bottle them up as they approach the fountain.”


  “Never liked that thing anyway,” Frankowski said with glee.


  Gina ignored that to sight into the plaza. She and her squad were just inside the main doors and should see some action. Other squads were with them, but the bulk of Alpha Company was on the first floor. It looked as if she would have to start without Strong after all. Boy, was he going to be pissed.


  “Wait… wait…” she said as the vehicles entered the plaza. “Now! Let them have it!”


  Gina added her fire to that of her squad, but it was a mere sideshow to the heavy thudding of the AAR. Frankowski targeted an MPV near the rear of the rebel formation and it blew up spectacularly well. The burning vehicle crashed back to earth blocking the route out of the plaza. She nodded with approval at his choice of target.


  The rebels were taken by surprise by the first explosion, but as the APCs blew up one after another, they went to ground. They had lost a considerable edge with the destruction of the heavy pulsers in the APCs, but each of the surviving rebels took it upon himself to open up on the parliament building with an awesome barrage of pulser fire and grenades. Rocket propelled grenades struck the building launched from every side of the plaza. So many, that Gina feared her squad would be buried in the debris raining from the upper floors. Glass and chunks of plascrete crashed down on the street outside. She tried not to notice when uniformed corpses added themselves to the growing piles with meaty-sounding thuds.


  The result of the rebel’s initial attack was inconclusive with regard to the Alliance forces on the ground floor, but Charlie Company on the second floor took heavy casualties. Gina’s squad was mostly unhurt. Frankowski and Hollings both had minor cuts and bruises caused by chips of plascrete, but the rest of her people were fine. Other squads were not so lucky. Marines were screaming for medics while others screamed in pain still firing their rifles wildly into the plaza. Sergeants and corporals shouted curses and orders to their squads, trying to restore order and discipline in a situation that threatened to get out of control. Dust and smoke hung thickly in the air. More windows blew in as pulser fire ripped the building’s facade to shreds.


  Gina’s squad hunkered down as the rebels pumped overwhelming fire into the building in an effort to suppress the storm that had destroyed their vehicles, and was in the process of killing them. Fire from the Marines was reduced to a trickle, as plascrete walls and columns were pocked and hammered by slug throwers and plasma from the rebel pulsers. Frankowski killed the fountain he disliked so much, and in so doing deprived the rebels its use as cover. He left off when it was reduced to a smoking crater, but then he turned the AAR on the shop fronts where most of the enemy were attempting to hide.


  “Hand me the launcher would you?” Gina said in a conversational tone of voice.


  Eric handed her the shoulder rig and slid a box of ammunition closer before opening up with his pulser again. He was using single shot and making every round count. Bodies were piling up as he methodically moved along the line of rebels.


  Outgoing fire from the Marines increased again until it was a hurricane compared to the rebels light drizzle. No word had been heard from the Major since Charlie Company was hit at the start of the action, but no one needed orders to kill the killers of Marines.


  “You should have been a Marine sniper,” Gina said absently as she loaded the launcher with a high explosive contact fused rocket.


  “Been one,” Eric murmured as he tracked and fired at his targets without pause. “Not a Marine, a sniper I mean.”


  “Oh?”


  Eric fired again. “That’s how I was recruited. The Colonel liked my moves and the next thing I knew I was going into surgery. When I came out I was no longer a man.”


  That was a strange way to put it. Many people said similar things, but she hadn’t expected to hear it from him.


  “You’re still Human, Eric,” she said and adjusted the launcher’s targeting display.


  “Sometimes,” he agreed and killed another pair of men trying to set up a tripod mounted AAR behind the cover of a low wall.


  Gina found what she was looking for—a group of rebels that seemed to be directing the fighting. They were doing a passable job, and she didn’t like that. The rebels were amateurs, yet they had succeeded in keeping her head down and were advancing to a point where they would be ready to storm the building.


  “Time to take care of business,” she said and pressed the commit button on her display.


  A high-pitched beeping told her the rocket was locked on. She depressed the trigger. The rocket flew straight on target and detonated in the centre of the command group. A crater was blasted into the plaza and a nearby building collapsed with a thunderous roar. Collateral damage was extremely heavy, she noted with approval. Rebels were dead on all sides, and those not wounded were attempting to retreat.


  “Load me,” she said and Eric did.


  Gina targeted another group and fired. She didn’t kill many, but the explosion added to the chaos she had generated by taking out the leaders. Eric loaded her again as rockets began launching from the upper floors. She had hoped, but not counted on it. Stein had wanted damage kept to a minimum, but there had been no word from him since the battle began. By using her rockets, she had likely opened herself to criticism, but better that than her people dead. She launched one more rocket then discarded the rig in favour of her pulser.


  Gina tongued a control in her helmet and selected communications. “Eagle One to any surviving officer, come in.”


  “Eagle One, Red… Red One…” a halting voice came over the comm. “I’m hurt bad. Stein is down… don’t know if he’s alive.”


  “Orders, sir?” she said intently. “Orders, sir!”


  “Orders?” Lieutenant Strong said vaguely. “Kill them all,” he whispered. “…out and kill them all…”


  “Red One? Lieutenant?”


  “Eagle One, Blue One,” Sergeant Denton said. There were screams and shouting in the background.


  Gina ducked as one of the rebels targeted her. Eric glared and killed him before she could even take aim. “Blue One Eagle One, go.”


  “Stein is down, unconscious. Strong is dead. What are we doing?”


  How the hell should she know?


  “What about Captain Noble and the others?” she asked and fired a burst out the shattered windows.


  “Dead.”


  “Lieutenant Goldman?”


  “Dead too. They’re all out of it, Gina. The rebels got lucky. They were on the way back to their units when Charlie Company got hit.”


  “Wake up Stein,” Gina said and ducked as rebel fire hit her position again and showered her with plascrete fragments. Something was burning nearby, but she didn’t have time to worry about it.


  “I’ve tried. No go. You’re senior to me, what are we doing?”


  “We’re following Strong’s last order.” She switched her comm to battalion wide before she could change her mind. “Alpha and Bravo Companies move in pursuit of the rebels by squads. Charlie Company will hold here and see to the wounded.”


  “Blue One copies.”


  “Green Two, moving out.”


  “Copy that, we’re moving.”


  “…One copies.”


  “…Three, on our way.”


  “…Two, on our way…”


  Gina listened only absently to the acknowledgements as they came in. She was too busy to answer or pay very much attention. She had no doubt her order would be followed. They were Marines.


  Gina waved her people forward giving them covering fire until they could find good firing positions of their own. Eric was by her side as she ran in a crouch across the plaza toward a doorway. Using it as cover, Eric fired from one knee while she stood above him and took pot shots at what was left of the rebels.


  She fired and took down a rebel attempting to retreat. She noted others pulling back in the same direction. Her thoughts raced as she realised they were getting away. She couldn’t allow that. Her eyes narrowed as an idea came to her. Without hesitation, she ordered five squads forward, and another five down the side streets with the aim of squeezing the rebels between multiple fields of fire.


  Gina was in her element; never had she felt so complete. The rebels were withering under a storm of plasma bolts as more and more Marines added their own fire to the weight already hammering them. One or two rockets went out but not many. Most were expended on the vehicles at the beginning of the action. The heavy thudding of multiple AARs blotted out the hiss-crack of plasma rifles. The occasional grenade exploded with men and pieces of men raining in all directions. Over it all, she could hear the battle chatter of nearly a full battalion, and she, a lowly gunnery sergeant, was directing it into battle.


  She snatched a grenade free of her webbing and rolled it through an open door. She ducked back as the hiss-crack of a rebel pulser sought her life. A second later, the rebel’s fire was silenced by the dull whump of her exploding grenade. She ducked forward and back, taking note of the building’s interior and the bodies lying motionless upon the floor. When no one fired at her, she dove inside and up the stairs. The second floor seemed deserted, but…


  She raised an eyebrow at Eric. “Anyone inside?”


  “Two,” he nodded at the first door. “One near the window... he must be a spotter—I’m picking up his comm traffic. The second is hiding behind the door—left side. Only the sound of breathing from him.”


  Gina nodded and aimed her rifle at the wall. “About there?”


  “Just a bit to your right… that’s it,” he said as she made a correction.


  She squeezed her trigger and held it down. The wall exploded into dust, and Eric charged through the hole. She quickly followed, but it was over before she could blink. The rebel by the window was dead. Only a red stain remained where the other one had stood by the door. She took a quick look out the window, and noted another attempted breakout by the rebels. She estimated their numbers and trotted back downstairs already calling ahead to Alpha Company’s Second Platoon. Eric followed upon her heels a moment later.


  Two hours later it was all over, and Gina found herself feeling depressed. A strange quiet had fallen over the city broken only by the wailing sound of the emergency services tackling the blazing buildings.


  She made her way back surrounded by her squad, and entered the parliament building—what was left of it. Fire had damaged what had survived the rebel attack. It was in a bad way, but it was repairable. She pulled off her helmet to run a hand through her sweat-soaked hair. She reeked of blood and smoke. The stench clung to everything. She didn’t want to consider some of the things she had seen burning in those now collapsed buildings. It would take days for the burned pork smell to fade.


  She frowned at a scar running along the right side of her helmet. The nanocoat was completely burned away. She slid a finger along the groove trying to decide if the damage was repairable. Going by the depth of the burn, it wouldn’t be. She would have to requisition a new one.


  “Damn,” she muttered. Setting up a new helmet’s systems could be a royal pain in the butt.


  “Stein’s awake,” Staff Sergeant ‘Bulldog’ Denton said as she entered the reception area. “He wants to see you.”


  Gina needed a shower and about two weeks sleep in her rack, but she had to make her report first. “Pete, see to our people. Food, water… whatever.”


  “No problem,” Westfield said.


  Gina nodded and followed Bulldog to the Major. “How bad is he?”


  “He’s got a concussion, but the Doc says he’ll be fine in a few days.”


  “That’s good.”


  “That civ friend of yours was with him a while ago,” Denton said.


  “Eric?”


  “Yeah. He walked in bold as you please. The Major ordered everyone out while they chatted. What do you think of that?”


  Gina shrugged. “Maybe he wanted another take on things.”


  Denton’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “From a civ?”


  She shrugged again but was saved from any further explanations when she reached the door of the conference room.


  “Stein’s inside,” Denton said and left her to it.


  Gina ran a hand over her head again, but making a Marine’s ‘high and tight’ crop presentable, especially after it had been crammed inside a sweaty helmet for hours, was impossible. She tucked her helmet under her arm, knocked once, and entered to find a number of people attending the Major.


  Eric was standing to one side of the room watching the proceedings. He was wearing a viper’s black BDU (battle dress uniform) complete with rank insignia of a captain in the 501st infantry. He nodded to her, but did not speak. Stein was half reclining on a couch, while Doctor Pearce, still wearing his bloodied combat armour and sidearm, worked on him. One look at Lieutenant Pearce’s face relieved Gina of some part of her worry. He was concerned for his patient, but it was nothing more than that. Stein must be on the mend.


  Gina came to attention and saluted. “You wanted to see me, sir?”


  Stein waved Pearce aside so that he might see her better. “Yes, Gunny. You were aware, were you not, of my orders concerning the rebel attack?”


  “Specifically, sir?” she asked in puzzlement.


  “Specifically the orders pertaining to collateral damage.”


  She stiffened. “Yes, sir. We were to keep collateral damage to a minimum, sir.”


  “And did you?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Why not?”


  “No excuses, sir.”


  Stein smiled. “Relax, Gunny, I didn’t call you in here to ream you out. I want to hear what you did and why.”


  Gina glanced at Eric, but he gave nothing away. She didn’t believe his innocent expression for one minute. He had been telling tales—she would bet her pulser on it.


  “I took command and attacked the rebels with everything at my disposal, sir.”


  Stein laughed but winced and raised a hand to his bandaged head. “I’m aware that you attacked, Gunny. How did you deploy your forces?”


  “I ordered Charlie Company to hold here and defend the parliament building, while Alpha and Bravo advanced by squads into the plaza. Once the rebels had been softened up with rocket and pulser fire, I sent five squads from each company down the side roads in an effort to flank the enemy and bring them under multiple fields of fire.”


  Stein nodded slowly. “I see. And did that work?”


  “Yes, sir,” Gina said with just a trace of pride in her words. “The rebels failed to take note of the manoeuvre, and were utterly destroyed some little time later.”


  “Prisoners?”


  “No one surrendered, sir.” She glanced at Eric again. He had a small smile on his face.


  She hadn’t lied. The rebels hadn’t surrendered, but then, she hadn’t given them time to offer. Lieutenant Strong had ordered her to kill them, and that’s exactly what she had done—down to the last man and woman.


  “I’ll be writing a commendation in your permanent file, Gunny,” Stein was saying. “You cared for my people when I was unable to. That holds great weight with me. I’m promoting you to lieutenant for your outstanding contribution to our mission here.”


  Gina gasped. A battlefield commission? Such things were almost unheard of these days.


  Stein smiled briefly. “Well, have you nothing to say?”


  “Thank you,” she gasped. “I mean thank you, sir, but I don’t deserve—”


  “Cut the crap,” Stein said with a mock glare. “You deserve it. You know it and I know it. In just a month or so, headquarters will also know it. I have no doubt they will concur with my decision, but until then you have the grade, but not the pay I’m afraid.”


  “The Alliance always was stingy,” Eric said with a straight face. “Congratulations.”


  “Thank you, sir.” Gina shook his hand. She turned back to Stein. “The money means nothing. That you believe my actions deserve this means a lot to me, sir. More than you can know,” she said in a choked voice.


  Stein looked pleased. “Your actions deserve this and more. By rights, you should receive the Alliance Star for bravery as well, but I thought the rank would mean more to you than another ribbon on your chest.”


  “I have more than enough ribbons. The rank does mean more to me.”


  “I knew it would,” Stein said with a small smile. “Dismissed, Lieutenant.”


  Gina braced and saluted before turning to leave. She could hardly wait to tell her squad the news.


  * * *


  


  4 ~ Assassin


  Planet Tigris, Border Zone


  Kate Richmond stepped off the stolen shuttle and scanned the area. She found nothing but steaming jungle in the dark. The screeches and cawing of strange beasties didn’t help, but her electronics told her all she needed to know.


  She was undetected.


  Tigris was a border world with few things to recommend it. It was hot and humid jungle for the most part, and uninhabited by Humans except in carefully selected areas. Tigris was a heavy grav world, though 1.12g was hardly excessive. People could afford to be choosy with so many Earth-type worlds available. That being the case, Tigris was an essentially untouched resource.


  Why then was she here?


  “That’s a damn good question.”


  She mopped sweat from her face and continued her sweep.


  The briefing had been very sketchy about the reasoning behind the mission. That made her uneasy. She knew who her target was, she knew what he looked like—Intel had managed to scrape up an old picture of him. It was out of date but she would manage. What she didn’t know was why he must die. In her experience, when they failed to tell you why, someone high up was playing games. That meant the mission was blacker than black, probably off the books altogether. Someone on Bethany, a member of one of the ruling families it had to be, was using his contacts to protect his interests or hurt a rival. She had seen it before on other missions. All they cared about was their stupid power games, and if she died, so what? Tools got broken all the time—just buy a new one. She scowled.


  The ten ruling families of Bethany had ultimate power back home. That meant they owned her and all she held dear. Not that there was much. Her brother, Paul, was all the family she had, and she wasn’t even sure he was alive. Paul was the reason she was here. Her own sources had come up empty, and she had been forced to go to her handler for help. He had promised to look into her brother’s disappearance in return for a couple of favours. Kate had agreed knowing he was padding his retirement fund at her expense, but Paul meant more to her than her own safety. She had promised to look after him; it was her fault he was missing. If she had done better by him, taught him better or been there more, he would still be safe. So here she was, AWOL technically, though no one would ever know. She had completed her official mission on Thurston in record time simply to give herself this opportunity. There would be no evidence of her little detour, she had seen to that.


  Kate continued her scan of the vicinity noting a huge range of bio-forms. So many in fact, her software was having difficulty identifying them all. That wasn’t surprising. Tigris’ main industry, hell its only industry, was medicines. It was a strange fact that no matter how clever the Alliance became at synthesising new drugs and treatments, nature was better. Find a cure for a particular disease, and another cropped up to take its place. Medicines were always highly sought after. Unlike Earth, planets like Tigris had abundant sources of green things, which might hold the secret to cure the latest plague.


  Still, she wasn’t here for medicine.


  Satisfied with her sweep, she closed down her sensor suite and re-boarded the shuttle to fetch her kit. She glanced at her wristcomp, it was midnight and time she was gone. Taking a last look around, she locked the hatch before heading west into the jungle with her rifle in hand ready for trouble. Her destination was a little over three klicks away. Ostensibly a small harvesting operation, it was in fact the headquarters of a man styling himself General Millard.


  Kate stopped at irregular intervals to check her back trail. She knelt amidst the undergrowth and carefully scanned the jungle all around her position. She ignored the fetid smell that arose, and the damp that seeped through her leggings where her knee crushed rotting vegetation. All was quiet. Her back trail was invisible even to her, which was good. Her sensors informed her of multiple targets all round her with flashing red icons detailing range and vectors, but she ignored most of them as the animals she was sure they were. She could be wrong of course, but that just made the whole thing more interesting. Although her sensor package was a small handheld unit, it was state of the art tech. Small and light weight, it had the power and sensitivity of rigs three times its size.


  She moved out again keeping an eye on a large target that her sensors said lay ahead of her. She didn’t like the look of it. It was too big to be a man, but who knew what nasty critters were hiding out here? She detoured wide and kept a wary eye on her sensors, but the thing was uninterested in moving. She breathed easier once she had left it behind.


  A trickle of sweat ran down her spine. Her sneaksuit was stuck to her in uncomfortable places. She ignored the discomfort and kept to the same methodical crouching walk. She always wore the same thing on a job like this. A black one-piece coverall with non-metallic zippers, combat boots laced halfway up her shins, and cutaway gloves to provide some protection for her hands without fouling her fingers for intricate tasks. The sneaksuit’s hood covered her face, its nanocoat protected her against airborne agents—nerve gasses and the like. The legs of the sneaksuit were bound tightly over her boots with tape to prevent insects and other critters getting in and having their way with her. There were a lot of venomous nasties living on Alliance worlds—none of which had any business munching on Humans, but they didn’t care about that and would happily have a go if you let them. Making the acquaintance of one of them while moving through the jungle wasn’t her idea of a good time.


  Kate crouched and took another reading. According to her electronics, she was within a klick of the target. She memorised the layout her sensors reported to her, and shut her stuff down for the final time. She had no reason to believe Millard could detect her approach, her sneaksuit’s infrared masking capabilities should preclude that, but why risk it?


  Kate crept slowly closer to her objective. She ducked under low hanging foliage, and climbed gingerly over fallen and rotten tree trunks, always careful to prevent noise. At what she guessed to be fifty metres from the target, she went to ground and crawled into a dense patch of undergrowth to watch the goings on in the brightly lit compound. There were three buildings laid out in a rough horseshoe with the central space used for a vehicle park. She recognised the harvesters for what they were, but it was to the half dozen tracked APCs that her eyes were drawn. They weren’t bodged together junk that some amateur mechanic had built from spare parts. They were straight out of an Alliance weapons factory. Those heavily armed vehicles had no place in the hands of civs. They were more suited to a Marine armoured detachment and looked brand new.


  “What the hell is this?” she hissed under her breath.


  Her brief hadn’t mentioned anything on the scale of APCs. What else was she likely to find? She lay still and tried to sense the trap. With her electronics shut down it was all she could do, but she had a knack for this kind of thing bred from constant use and a lot of training before that. She was good and knew it. She settled down for the long haul, determined not to move until she had learned the puzzle this place represented.


  She was pleased to note the absence of sentry guns, automatic or otherwise. Spy eyes and other surveillance gear could be secreted all over the compound of course, but somehow she thought not. The setup was too amateur—too sloppy for that to be likely. As far as she could see, the operation was unprotected by alarms or guards. She was itching to go active on her sensors to make certain, but she restrained herself. She was all too likely to give herself away. She would watch and make a decision based on a visual inspection.


  An hour into her vigil, she made a judgement call. Millard was just an amateur as she had guessed, but he was an amateur with powerful toys. He was obviously being financed from off-world, but he didn’t appear to have more than a token force stationed here.


  Her mission would go ahead as planned.


  Kate watched the night progress hoping Millard’s people wouldn’t work through ‘till dawn. As zero three hundred approached, things settled down. Lights were extinguished and the camp cleared of people—except, she noted, two guards standing at the door to the central building. She raised her rifle and sighted on the leftmost guard. He was one-hundred metres away. A hundred metres was nothing to a rifle like hers. Heavy tactical rifles (HTR) like her Steyr 7.62mm TacSix, had enough juice to accelerate a steel-jacketed tungsten dart to kill at ranges well over a klick away, but there was a problem. If she fired, the other guard might have time to sound the alarm. She moved to view the second guard and found a woman this time. It was obvious how inexperienced she was by the way she held her weapon pointed upward. That was no way to treat a pulser’s sensitive barrel. In this humidity, moisture would collect inside and could well screw up the induction coils.


  Kate decided to drop the man first. With luck, the woman’s inexperience would slow her reactions. She should hesitate long enough for the second shot to take her out with none the wiser. Kate slowed her breathing and settled the target reticule onto the man. She pressed a thumb against the safety and flicked it to off. The whine of the rifle’s capacitors charging was almost silent. She smiled as her target said something to his girlfriend. She couldn’t miss.


  Zzzzzing!


  The hyper-velocity round hit the guard squarely between the eyes. His head mushroomed outward with the force, splashing his brains over the wall behind him. The other guard opened her mouth to scream as blood and brains ran down her face.


  Zzzzzing!


  Kate smiled grimly as another head exploded, and the body slumped bonelessly to the ground. She waited for a minute, but there was no sudden outcry. Another minute and she was certain her shots had gone unheard. Leaving the rifle hidden where it was, she scrambled across the open ground expecting to hear shouts of discovery at any moment. She threw herself onto her stomach beside the harvesters, and listened intently. Nothing but the sound of the jungle came to her. Panting with adrenaline rush, she moved alongside huge tracks taller than she was. They were good cover, but she moved beyond them and was in the open all too soon.


  The guard’s bodies remained undiscovered in twin lakes of blood.


  The night was silent except for the distant sound of the jungle like background music to some holodrama. Kate’s attention skipped from building to building, from window to window, but all was quiet. No one stirred, and the camp remained dark. No shouts of horror and disgust came to her. Hoping to remain undiscovered for a while longer, she dragged the bodies away from the door, and hid them in the deep shadows between the harvesters.


  Kate stepped up to the door of the central building and listened with an ear pressed to the wood. Silence greeted her. She eased her pistol out of its holster and worked the latch on the door with her other hand. Inside, she found more darkness. Her eyes adjusted quickly and she began to make out a room sparsely furnished in the style of someone’s residence. Instead of a harvester’s shack, which this building most certainly had been before Millard’s arrival, it was a palatial residence—by Tigris standards. One wall held electronic equipment for Millard’s embryonic army, comm and vid mostly, but there was also an entertainment centre with a good selection of films. She took a moment to peruse the titles.


  Zelda and the Spaceways, Zelda Force Recon, Zelda and the Chaos Engine… Hmmm, a Zelda fan was he?


  That didn’t really surprise her after seeing Millard’s security arrangements. She crept through a door and found a long hallway with numerous doors leading further into the building. She was beginning to wonder if anyone was home. The first door on the left opened silently to her touch, but the room beyond was unoccupied. The next opened—


  Someone crashed onto her shoulders.


  Kate rammed herself backward and slammed her attacker against the wall, fighting to keep her pistol out of his grasp. Rather than allow him to have it, she dropped it and kicked it away. With that done, she counter-attacked in earnest. Her left elbow pistoned back. The explosive grunt behind her said she was on target. Once and then twice, she slammed it back to break his grip on her. She spun in a crouch to face him just in time to take a kick to her thigh. She went to one knee as her leg went numb, and a fist to the jaw rocked her head back against the wall.


  “That hurt,” she growled licking blood from her split lip. She pulled her knife from the sheath at her waist, and held it low before her. She was hoping he would move within reach. Her throbbing jaw made her want to gut him.


  “I meant it to,” the shadowy figure said and came forward.


  Kate swiped the knife at him, making him leap back, and that gave her time to regain her feet. Miracle of miracles, her leg supported her. She punched the knife forward and followed it with a high kick aimed at his head. He dodged both the knife and the kick, but he didn’t see her other fist coming.


  “Ughh,” he grunted as his nose was smeared across his cheek.


  “You Millard?” She feinted with the knife. “Well are you?”


  His eyes widened in sudden fear at the name. “No,” he gurgled, snorting and spitting blood.


  She didn’t believe him. Although he wasn’t a perfect match for his picture, he was the right age and build. If he wasn’t Millard himself, he must be a relative—the likeness was that good. Flicking the knife at his eyes to distract him, she went into a whirling dervish of kicks and punches designed more to confuse than kill. He blocked some with skill, but many more went home. He grunted repeatedly at the power she brought to bear. He lashed out and her head rang, but her blood was up and she butted him right on his broken nose.


  He went down.


  Kate dropped to her knees with both hands on the knife, and slammed it down to the hilt in his guts before he could move. His eyes popped wide in pain and shock as she worked the knife in his belly. He clutched at her arm like a drowning man clinging to a rope, but his grip was already weakening.


  She leaned close and stared into his eyes. “Why am I here to kill you, Millard? Why?”


  The man gave her a bloody grin. “I ain’t Millard…” he sighed and went still.


  Damn!


  Now Kate believed him. She retrieved her pistol from where she had kicked it, and paused to listen for any disturbance. Nothing. She checked the other rooms, not expecting to find her target, but she didn’t have another plan. The noise of her fight would surely have woken the dead let alone Millard. If he had been here, he would be long gone by now… but maybe not!


  She stepped into a bedroom and found a pudgy man sleeping soundly with a mask over his eyes. This idiot couldn’t be Millard could he? He couldn’t be Millard the revolutionary leader… could he?


  He was.


  Kate carefully sat on the edge of Millard’s bed and aimed her pistol at his face. He looked very peaceful sleeping there. It seemed a shame to wake him, but she wanted answers. Information was always desirable, especially when she might learn something to pay off her handler that much faster. Knowing the identity of his paymaster seemed a good starting point. She nudged Millard awake with the silencer.


  “What is it, Fleming?” Millard said, groping for the mask.


  Kate let him remove it. His eyes widened in shock, and he slid a hand under the pillow. “Naughty,” she said tapping him on the temple with the silencer. “Bring it out slowly, there’s a good boy.”


  Millard withdrew a small snub-nosed pulser, and Kate took it from him. It was a nice little weapon—short ranged and with a low firing rate, but easy to conceal. It would kill a person just as dead as her slug thrower.


  “I’ll keep this if you don’t mind, Mister Millard.”


  Millard’s lips trembled. “You know who I am. Who are you?”


  “Your executioner I’m afraid.”


  “I guessed that,” the pudgy man said bravely. “Sanderson send you?”


  “That’s what I want to talk to you about, Mister Millard. Why was I sent to kill you?”


  Millard’s eyes narrowed in sudden calculation. “You don’t know?”


  “Would I be asking if I did?”


  “I am… I was building an army to fight President Sanderson…”


  “I know that,” Kate interrupted. “What I want to know is who cares enough about a piss pot planet like Tigris to have me sent here?”


  “Why should I tell you? You’re going to kill me anyway.”


  “True,” she said with a smile. “But I don’t like being used—especially not for something like this. I’ll make you a deal. After I kill you I’ll kill the man who sent me here. How’s that?”


  “How can I refuse?” Millard said with lips trembling. “Sanderson—”


  She shook her head. “No, no, no. I won’t be fooled into finishing your little war for you.”


  “Sanderson has a deal with a corporation on Bethany I tell you. He—”


  “Bethany?” What chance this? He couldn’t know she was from Bethany. “You’re sure?”


  “Everyone knows. Sanderson is skimming from the harvest. He’s been doing it for years. The harvesters are desperate!”


  “Hush.” She prodded him with the gun. “So he’s skimming, so what?”


  “So he’s working with the Whitby Corporation. He supplies them with what they want, and Whitby supplies him with guns and men to keep the harvesters in line. You saw the APCs outside? We stole them from the spaceport before he could take possession. They’re brand new, diverted straight here from an Alliance weapons factory. God knows what they sent instead. Some General is probably spitting mad about that.”


  Whitby… her handler’s paymaster was a Whitby? Damn them! They were behind everything that was wrong with Bethany. They had destroyed her father’s life, leaving her alone and unprepared to care for her brother, and now here she was helping them! Sanderson had called on Whitby’s help to put Millard’s rebellion down, and there was nothing she could do about it… or was there? Her eyes narrowed as a plan began to form.


  Millard was still babbling. “…all his ships. Whitby keeps Sanderson in power. It must be Whitby who sent you. Was it Whitby?”


  Pfft!


  “I don’t know, Mister Millard,” she said to the corpse. “But I think I’ll finish this little war for you after all.”


  Kate stood and quietly left the building.


  * * *


  5 ~ Undercover


  Planet Tigris, Border Zone


  Back at the shuttle, Kate changed out of her sneaksuit and back into civilian clothes trying not to think about Whitby, but it was no good. Whitby was one of the ten ruling families of Bethany. Nothing of importance happened there without the Ten’s say so, which seemed to add credence to Millard’s accusation. The Alliance might be ruled by the will of the Council, but Bethany was ruled by the will of the Ten.


  The Alliance constitution held sway throughout the Human sector of the galaxy, but it still left a great deal to be decided by each planet’s home government. The Alliance Council had ever been reluctant to interfere too boldly in a member world’s domestic affairs. As long as the constitution wasn’t bent out of shape too badly, the Ten had almost ultimate power within the Bethany system. Kate would bet her life savings that abuses of the constitution were never reported. They answered to no one but themselves back home, but out here at the arse end of nowhere their interests were vulnerable. Perhaps she could give them a bloody nose without getting caught. Her thoughts turned to Paul and her determination hardened.


  Her brother was younger than she was by seven years. Tall and dark haired as she was, they even had the same eyes. Blue like ice and cold as a glacier her mother said of them in admiration. Her father’s eyes were grey and her mother’s blue. The combination of the two was striking. About eight years ago, her father fell foul of the Baxters (one of the Ten) and lost the business that his father, and his father before him, had built up. Paul had promised he would get their money back. Together with some friends, he had set out to do it, but something went wrong and he never returned. A week later, the bodies of his friends were found dumped near one of the city’s auto-recyclers. They would have become fertiliser if not for an unscheduled shutdown for some minor repair or other. The official explanation was that Paul had teamed up with a group of con-artists, and tried to rip off someone from the Baxter family. Paul was never found. It was assumed his body had already found its way into the recycler before the shutdown. Kate had never believed the story. Yes Paul had been seventeen and full of bravado, and yes he had said he would get their money back, but he was good, and kind, and honest, and…


  He isn’t a criminal and he isn’t dead dammit!


  Kate took a deep breath and continued dressing. The bright orange top left her midriff bare, and the tight criss-cross straps restricted her breathing. It was uncomfortable as hell. The lime green trousers she pulled on, hung too loose on her hips. They felt in danger of pooling at her feet at any moment. The slashed open styling on her arms and legs, especially on the thighs, made her want to cringe, but it was the height of fashion in the core. Fashionable or not, her father would faint if he could see her now. She wished she dared wear something plain, but she needed the disguise the clashing colours offered her.


  She checked her appearance in the mirror one more time and shook her head. Zelda’s marketing department had a lot to answer for.


  Once dressed, Kate broke her rifle down to its component parts, and stowed them out of sight in her kit bag before moving forward to programme the computer. She gave commands for an auto takeoff and flight toward the spaceport. While the computer did that, she spent her time in the head polishing her disguise. Hair was first. Applying a handful of Goop Original, she greased her hair flat then applied a comb to make it spiky all over. Turning this way and that she admired the results in the mirror. She looked truly awful.


  “Perfect,” she said and applied the setting agent that came as an aerosol with the Goop.


  Heavy lipstick and eye shadow came next. Reading the instructions on the side of the applicator, she found the appropriate code and chose a red that was almost fluorescent for the lipstick, and dark purple that was almost black for her eyes. She dialled in the numbers and went to work. By the time she was finished, she looked fifteen years younger and just like a dippy teenaged tourist.


  “That should do it.” Kate smirked at the image in the mirror. “Hello Cherry, long time no see.”


  Cherry was a cover she had used before. Although of course some details like her last name had changed many times, she always looked like a rich man’s rebellious daughter. The clothes and makeup made Kate seem years younger, and nothing like Kate Richmond—spy and assassin. Cherry was a real person to her. Kate could slip in and out of her Cherry persona easily whenever the need arose. She had others, many others in fact, but Cherry suited a surprising number of situations. People liked her, wanted to help her, or bed her, or simply dance with her. Some had even wanted to take her home to meet the parents! Kate snorted at the remembrance and shook her head. The illusion of naïve youth and money was very attractive to some.


  Kate sat in the pilot’s chair to watch as the jungle grudgingly gave way first to tamed forests, and finally to cultivated farmland. The shuttle made a small course correction, and a road flashed by beneath her. Roads meant civilisation. She was nearly there. She keyed the microphone and began to play her part.


  “Can anyone hear me? Please say you can hear me… mayday, mayday. How do I land this thing?”


  “This is Tigris port control. Identify yourself.”


  “Oh thank God. My name’s Cherry and I’m on a shuttle. There’s no pilot!”


  “State your designation,” snapped the flight controller.


  “Touchy, touchy,” Kate murmured to herself before keying the microphone live again. “Cherry, I just told you.”


  “Not your name, your shuttle. What is your registry?”


  “I don’t knoooow!”


  “Calm down and start at the beginning. What happened to your pilot?”


  Kate launched into her prepared story. “…said he knew this great place we could go, but when we landed, we were in the middle of the jungle! He grabbed me, but I stamped on his foot and got away. He chased me into the trees, so I hid until I could sneak back to the shuttle. I locked the hatch and pushed the button that said auto, but now I can’t laaaand.”


  “Ah, hmmm… everything will be fine now, ma’am. Shuttles are very safe, but I need you to do something for me. Can you do that?”


  “I’ll try,” Kate said in a small voice.


  “Good, that’s good. Now what I need you to do is…”


  Kate almost shouted in triumph as the controller’s attitude changed. He was treating her like a not very bright child now. That could only help her when she landed. She reached for the transponder control and waited.


  “…you to look above your head. Can you see all the knobs and switches?”


  “I see them.”


  “That’s good. Now, near the centre of the panel there’s a row of knobs. Don’t touch them, but at the end of the row is a switch that says transponder. Have you got it?”


  “Yeah. It says disable at the top, autonomous in the middle, and enable at the bottom.” Kate rolled her eyes and waited for the command she knew was coming.


  “Very good. It should be pointing to the word autonomous, but I want you to flick that switch all the way down to enable.”


  “Now?”


  “Yes, do it now for me.”


  Hallelujah!


  “I did it. There’s a blinking light on the panel—”


  “Don’t worry about that. It just means I’m flying the shuttle now. You stay strapped in, and I’ll have you on the ground in no time.”


  “Thank you,” Kate said in a meek voice and threw the microphone down. “The things I have to do for this job.”


  Kate kept a wary eye on her instruments, ready to intercede should that be necessary, but the controller seemed competent enough. Her disguise was important, but not more important than her life. She kept a close eye. The shuttle came in slower than she would have flown it, but that didn’t concern her, what did was her reception committee. There was bound to be one. As the shuttle landed, she took a sniff from the aerosol that she’d used on her hair. It was astringent and made her eyes water. Through the cockpit window, she could see that powerful floodlights lit the taxiway and shuttle parking bays, making the night flee and welcoming her to civilisation. While she cried alone in the cockpit, the shuttle automatically taxied toward a small group of people waiting for her outside the brightly lit terminal building.


  “There you go. You can move around now,” the flight controller said.


  “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t been there. Will I see you outside?”


  “Ah… about that. I’m on duty so I can’t come down there, but I’ve sent a friend of mine. His name’s Robert; you’ll like him.”


  “Oh, okay,” she said.


  Kate was peering out the cockpit window looking for anyone in uniform. She didn’t care whether the flight controller came to meet her or not. All she cared about was the lack of security personnel in her reception committee. It looked as if they had bought her story.


  “Before you go, I need your name. I had to log your mayday call, and my supervisor will want to ask you a few questions.”


  Kate frowned, suspicious of his motives, but then she shrugged. “It’s Cherry Jackson. What kind of questions? Does he need to ask them tonight?”


  “Nothing to worry about, just routine. I know you must be tired. I’m sure he won’t mind waiting until tomorrow. Look, I’ve got to go. Good luck, and let Robert take care of you. He’s a nice guy.”


  “Thanks.”


  Kate’s eyes were red and puffy by the time she opened the hatch and barrelled into the arms of one of the waiting men.


  “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” She forced more tears to come and cried on his shoulder while trying to watch his friends’ reactions.


  “Hey Robert, you’ve caught a wild one this time,” one man called and the others laughed.


  For the most part, Kate found amusement at their companion’s situation when she studied their reactions. To them, he had his arms full of a hysterical teenager, and a goddamn tourist at that! Tourists were universally despised as rich know-nothings in the Border Worlds. No one had time to spare on them, especially not when they were busy with their own survival. If she had been one of their own people, their reaction would have been one of concern, but as she wasn’t, they were amused and angry at the same time.


  That was fine by her.


  “You’re all right now,” Robert said casting around for help from his friends. Said friends simply grinned and backed away with their hands raised to ward him off. They were more than happy to leave him to it.


  “I want her arrested for stealing my shuttle,” a distant voice shouted.


  Kate stiffened and pushed away. She wanted her hands free in case of trouble. Everyone turned toward the man storming across the taxiway.


  “What an arsehole…” one of Robert’s friends said. He was a maintenance engineer going by his clothes.


  Another man nodded. “I told Jennings not to leave it unsecured.”


  “…does he think he is, strutting around like he owns the place?”


  Kate relaxed just a little. Jennings was obviously an outsider. They seemed solid in their disapproval of him. She slipped her hand into her pocket and grasped Millard’s dinky pulser, but she doubted she would need to use it.


  “Now, now Jennings. I told you about leaving it like you do. It was bound to happen.”


  “That makes no difference. She stole it.”


  “I never,” Kate gasped using Cherry’s outraged voice. “You take that back!”


  “It’s all right… Cherry,” Robert said stumbling on her alias as if about to laugh. “We’ll handle this.”


  While Robert was reassuring her, the others had closed ranks against Jennings. Kate listened in genuine admiration as they battered him into submission.


  “…accessory after the fact.”


  “But—” Jennings began.


  “And it’s your fault she was abducted in the first place.”


  “My fault? How is it—”


  “We told you about it before. You can’t leave your shuttle unsecured like that, it’s begging for trouble. Lucky for you miss Cherry doesn’t want to press charges.”


  “Charges?” Jennings said faintly and visibly wilting under the storm.


  “Charges,” Robert agreed firmly. “Your shuttle is back safe and sound, and the thief is marooned in the jungle. I suggest you be satisfied and let the poor girl go home. She’s had a bit of a shock.”


  “In the jungle you say?” Jennings said and at Kate’s nod, his face lightened. A calculating look replaced his earlier outrage at the theft. “Well I suppose… and it does appear unharmed and all. It would be churlish of me to hold this young… err lady responsible. Let’s leave it at that.”


  Kate released her pulser as Jennings went to inspect his shuttle. Her allies wandered off when they realised the crisis was over, and left her in Robert’s hands.


  “Well, can I drive you somewhere?”


  Kate thought fast. “I need a hotel. I didn’t have time to find one before…” she looked down shyly. “You know.”


  “Hey, it’s okay,” Robert said softly to console her. “It wasn’t your fault, and the bastard is history.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You marooned him. The jungle is wild. He’ll never make it back here on foot.”


  “Oh,” she said in a small voice.


  “Don’t beat yourself up about it. He deserved it.”


  “I suppose so.”


  “This yours?” Jennings said descending from the shuttle and locking the hatch. He was carrying her kit bag.


  Kate nodded and reached for it, but Robert was becoming a pest. He got a hand to it first.


  “I’ll carry it for you, Cherry. It’s heavy, what’s in it?” Robert asked hefting the bag experimentally.


  “Just girl stuff.”


  “Girl stuff?” He grinned. “Like what?”


  “Clothes and stuff,” Kate said with a disinterested shrug.


  “Ah.”


  Robert escorted her toward a row of battered ground cars. All of them were covered in dust and had seen hard use. If Kate had been alone, she might well have stolen one of them. A ground car would be useful later. There were a few ground effect vehicles at one end of the row—a truck with its own crane attached to its cargo bay, and two executive saloons that had seen better days, but most of the vehicles ran on tyres with deep treads. Wheeled transport was more common in the Border Worlds; hover vehicles had problems with uneven ground.


  “This yours?” Kate asked admiring the dirty and beat up exterior of the truck they approached. The cargo bay was full of odd pieces of junk and tools that had been haphazardly thrown inside, but the cockpit looked clean and well cared for.


  “Yeah,” he said blushing in embarrassment as they climbed in.


  Transport like this could be very useful. It wouldn’t stand out on a world where the lack of decent roads made four-wheel drive a necessity, and its battered appearance automatically labelled the owner a harvester—a useful mistake for people to make.


  “I know she doesn’t look like much, but she’s really something where it counts.”


  Kate raised a sceptical eyebrow. “Oh?”


  “Yeah,” he said with a mischievous grin and started the turbine.


  Weruuuuummm!


  Kate winced as the turbine started in a thunder of noise. The power under the hood was unexpected. These things were notoriously easy to tune, but he had more than tuned this one.


  “What the hell did you do?”


  “The turbine is straight out of a auto-harvester,” he said with a another cheeky grin. “Twelve hundred horsepower on max boost.”


  Kate whistled silently and gave him the admiring look he craved. “Where did you get it?”


  “I have lots of friends, Cherry. We do each other favours.” He backed out of his parking space and then floored it.


  They accelerated along the road like a shuttle boosting to orbit. He was grinning like a kid, obviously trying to impress her. He must have decided that she wasn’t as young as she first appeared, and that he might have a chance with her. He was dead wrong there, but she wouldn’t hurt his feelings by letting him know that. The only thing in her pants he would get was her pulser in his face. She didn’t react to his reckless driving. She had seen worse; hell, she had done worse.


  “So, you here on vacation?” Robert said.


  Kate shrugged. “Sort of. Daddy wants me to take over the publicity side of things for him next year, so I said he had to let me have this year to myself. He wanted me to stay in the core, but I said to hell with that.” She grinned and Robert returned it. “I was on my way to Arcadia via Thurston, but I heard there’s fighting there. So I came here instead.”


  “Why here?”


  “Why not?” she said with a shrug.


  “Well, there’s been some trouble here too. Nothing really serious,” he hastened to add seeing the worry blossom on her face. “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure it will blow over by tomorrow. So, what do you think of Tigris, nothing but trees and more trees huh?”


  That was a trick question if ever Kate had heard one. “I like trees,” she said enthusiastically.


  “Really?” Robert said, raising an eyebrow in surprise.


  “Yeah. It’s so great being able to walk on the surface for as long as you want. It’s like having a huge agridome all to myself. You’re lucky living here.” Kate shook her head in awe. “All this space and air for free, and you don’t have to watch how long you’re out in it.”


  “Where you from?”


  “Didn’t I say? Garnet.”


  “Garnet… no wonder you like trees,” Robert said with a snort of laughter.


  Kate tried to look hurt. “What’s wrong with Garnet? Ever been there, ever seen the sunset over the Cheji Mountains? It’s beautiful. So what if we haven’t got lots of stupid jungle. We’ve got trees… lots of them. And we’ve got crystal forests—they’re so huge they go on forever, and they’re really useful too.”


  “I’m sorry,” Robert said contritely. “I didn’t mean to belittle your home. I’m sure it’s beautiful. Maybe I could visit sometime.”


  Kate wasn’t going to let him off that easy. “Hmph.”


  “I apologise, Cherry. I mean that. I was born on Tigris and I love it, but I’m not used to visitors saying they like it.”


  Kate frowned and unbent a little. “Why, what’s wrong with it?”


  Robert smiled pleased at the confusion he heard in her voice. “Nothing by my way of thinking, but you know what people are.” He shrugged. “The tourist types say things like how quaint it all is, or how terribly brave we must be living on the frontier, how scary and dangerous the animals are… my god they say, you have real live animals walking about without supervision where people might run into them. They treat us like backward savages. They actually get a thrill out of mixing with us,” he finished in disgust.


  “I’m not like that. It’s exciting being here, but not because I think you’re all savages. It’s exciting being on my own away from home, that’s all.”


  Robert nodded. “I would love to travel like you’re doing.”


  “It is fun,” she agreed. “But Garnet will always be home.”


  “I understand perfectly. I feel the same way about Tigris.”


  The crashing of abused suspension over ruts and potholes gave way to the comforting purr that Kate always associated with civilisation. The plascrete road that Humanity always inflicted upon its worlds, hummed and purred with the speed of the tyres racing over it. At this rate they should reach the city of Rhagnall in no time. She was glad of it.


  Kate tensed when Robert suddenly slowed down. There was some kind of checkpoint up ahead. She eased her hand into her pocket and retrieved her new pulser. She kept it low beside the seat, and waited to see what would happen. Robert hadn’t noticed the weapon. He didn’t appear concerned when a man in uniform stepped onto the road in front of the barrier and waved him down.


  Robert opened his window and leaned out. “Hey, Johnny. What’s happening, man?”


  The soldier, Johnny, came forward, stuck his head through the open window beside Robert, and peered around the interior. His eyes brightened when he noticed Kate. He smiled and she forced herself to reciprocate. Her pulser was aimed to take him in the upper chest—maybe the neck. The door would be no hindrance to her shot, it would simply burn through. She couldn’t do better without pulling Robert down or revealing that she was armed.


  “How’s it going, Roberto?” Johnny said looking Kate up and down and enjoying the view.


  Kate felt like blasting him just for that, but she held off. Johnny’s friends wouldn’t take kindly to her burning his face off. They were bound to get upset about it, and then she would have to kill them too. No, it was better to keep her cover uncompromised. Anyway, Cherry always aroused this kind of interest. It was part of what made her a good disguise. No one expected violence from her.


  “Good, and you?” Robert said.


  “Not so hot. We had another bunch of riots in the city. Not good man, not good at all.”


  “Yeah, I heard about it on the news. How is it now?”


  “Quiet.”


  “Well that’s good,” Robert said.


  Kate didn’t agree and neither did Johnny by the look of his face. Things tended to go quiet just before the storm.


  “This is Cherry,” Robert went on. “She’s on vacation here.”


  “Nice to meet you, Cherry. Are you staying long?”


  “Not long,” Kate said wondering if he was asking officially. “Just the week.”


  Johnny nodded. “We aren’t supposed to let anyone through, Roberto, but seeing as it’s you…” he gestured to one of his men to raise the barrier. “You be careful tonight. If you see anyone on the streets, for God’s sake don’t stop. There’s a curfew, so no one should be out, but just in case there is—don’t stop. Okay?”


  “Okay man,” Robert said easily. “Can I drop your name if a patrol stops me?”


  “No problem,” Johnny said and stepped back.


  “Thanks,” Robert said and drove on. “A friend of mine.”


  “Yeah?” Kate kept her eyes on the soldiers in the mirror. “Known him long?”


  “Johnny and me go back. He’s not like the others—he believes in what he’s doing.”


  That was interesting. “How do you mean?”


  “Sanderson has been buying troops from all over the place.” His face twisted into a snarl, “Mercenaries can’t be trusted. Johnny can be. He was born here just like me.”


  Kate privately agreed. A man with no stake in a place could not be relied upon to defend it. Tigris would be far better off building its armed forces from locals. They at least had something to lose if they did a bad job.


  The city was dark and quiet as they drove through the streets. Street lighting had been turned off in an effort to discourage people from leaving their homes. It had worked. The city felt abandoned. Robert was silent as they drove along. He was concentrating upon his driving as if he feared to fail some kind of competency test. The only light, other than Robert’s headlights, came from the public address screens. Every one of them showed the same thing—a screenful of text warning people to remain calm and off the streets. The glow emanating from them seemed somehow sad. Each one a lonely island in the unremitting darkness the city had become.


  They were stopped twice.


  The first time was another roadblock consisting of two APCs blocking the main route through the city. Kate realised why they had chosen the location the moment she saw them. The road they were on would lead them right by Tigris’ centre of government—the Assembly Building. Not a good place to allow rebellious persons to approach, and not somewhere she was interested in seeing anyway. By all accounts, it was a spectacularly ugly building.


  Robert slowed and stopped when the officer in charge of the roadblock waved him down. Kate counted more than twenty soldiers wearing battle dress and body armour. Each man carried an M18-AP pulser—the standard rifle for the majority of forces deployed throughout the Human sector. They knew what to do with them too. She could tell by their reactions that they had been in similar situations before. She watched the soldiers spread out to cover them from all sides. Mercs they might be, but they were seasoned mercs. The officer—she assumed he must be an officer though he had no visible rank insignia on his uniform, was wearing a pulser on his hip. The snap holster containing the weapon was ominously unsecured. She watched him warily. He placed a hand casually on the weapon and strolled toward them. By his attitude, he thought he was something special.


  The merc knocked on the window with a knuckle and Robert lowered it.


  “Identification,” the merc snapped with his hand out.


  Kate relaxed a little when she noted the merc wasn’t carrying a simcode reader. Not that it would have done him any good where she was concerned. Like billions of others from the core, her simcode implant was an integral part of her spinal cord, but unlike them, hers was a little bit special. It was programmable—a thing not possible without very sophisticated equipment that only governments supposedly possessed. The Border Worlds didn’t support the use of the simcode implant. It was one of the things that made living outside the core so attractive to certain kinds of people. Tigris maintained only a basic system of identicard to keep track of its citizens. Visitors were issued with temporary cards up at the station.


  Robert handed the merc his identicard. “We just came from the port. This is Cherry.”


  “Last name,” the merc snapped again.


  “I ermmm…” Robert said and broke off in embarrassment when he realised he didn’t know the answer.


  “Jackson,” Kate said and quickly retrieved her forged card. “Here.”


  Robert took the card and handed it on.


  “Destination,” the merc said after scrutinising the card long enough to make her fidget.


  The merc peered into the truck and double-checked her picture. Kate smiled, trying to appear innocent, but his eyes remained cold. He had a killer’s eyes. She had seen the same in the mirror enough times to recognise it in him. Cherry of course had puppy eyes—eyes that said let’s be friends. He didn’t want to be friends and was unaffected by her innocent look. He checked the card a third time.


  Kate’s palms began to sweat.


  “We’re heading for the Mayflower,” Robert said unaware of the merc’s suspicion. “You can let us pass can’t you? It’s only three blocks down.”


  “By order of the President, no one may pass. No one.” The officer handed the cards back to Robert. “Turn back.”


  “Oh come on, you can—”


  “You heard the man, Robert,” Kate said watching the merc’s eyes. “There must be another route we can take.”


  “Yeah but—”


  The merc’s eyes were hard. “The city is under martial law. Turn around or be arrested. I won’t tell you again.”


  Robert opened his mouth to protest, but Kate clamped a hand onto his knee in warning. “No need to threaten us, sir. We’re going… aren’t we?”


  Robert winced at the pressure she exerted on his knee. “Yeah… I guess we can take another route—sure we can.”


  “Then do so,” the merc said and stepped back.


  “Arsehole,” Robert hissed under his breath. He slammed the truck into reverse and accelerated hard with a squeal of rubber. “They make me want to puke.” He braked with another squeal of abused tyres. “I would love to kick his arse up between his ears.” He turned onto a side road, and accelerated hard enough to leave tyre smoke in his wake. “Bastards…”


  Kate said nothing, though privately she agreed completely.


  They were stopped one final time almost at the entrance to the hotel. This time Robert managed to exert his charms upon the officer in charge. She was a local woman name Charlene, and it turned out that Robert was a friend of a friend. He dropped Johnny’s name without hesitation.


  “Johnny’s so charming,” Charlene gushed. “I just love the way—”


  Kate stared at the blushing soldier in something akin to horror. Charlene was fifty if she was a day. She was wearing battle dress and was carrying an M18-AP rifle in addition to the pistol on her hip, yet she was blushing like a damn schoolgirl over a man half her age. There should be a law or something. She was a soldier for God’s sake!


  The barrier lifted and Robert was waved on. “What’s wrong?”


  Kate was still scowling. “Nothing.”


  “Something is,” Robert said glancing at her then back to the road. “You look like you swallowed a bug.”


  “I’m just feeling a little tired. It’s been a long day, Robert, and a lot’s happened. Is the hotel far?”


  “We’re nearly there.” He pulled into a parking area outside a tall building proudly displaying the name Tigris Mayflower in glaring blue neon over the lobby doors. “It’s the best place in the city.”


  Kate climbed out of the truck carrying her kit bag. The Mayflower Hotel was a tall chrome and steel building that would be better suited to a corporate headquarters if not for the balconies. They appeared to have been tacked on at some later time, and didn’t match the building’s architecture at all. The parking lot was a simple plascrete area surrounded by gardens on two sides, the road on the third, and the hotel on the fourth. There was a duplicate of the building, minus the balconies, seemingly unused on the other side of the road.


  “They were built by McPherson,” Robert said watching her study the towers.


  “McPherson?”


  “McPherson and Dermott used to make drive coils, but they went bust years ago. The towers are all that’s left.”


  Kate hefted her kit and walked toward the lobby. The night was quiet, but the hotel was anything but. When they entered, they found the lobby bustling with people coming and going. From the sound of muffled music, she decided there was a party going on somewhere. Men and women were walking arm in arm toward the elevators, while others walked behind her and through the double doors on her left. The music’s volume increased then dropped away as the doors closed.


  “What’s the occasion?”


  “Don’t need one to have fun,” Robert said with a grin and draped an arm around her shoulders.


  Robert escorted Kate to reception where she asked for a room. The receptionist, a slim balding man, asked her how long she planned on staying. She said a week, though she had no intention of staying that long. As soon as she completed her self-imposed mission, she planned to leave on the same ship that had brought her to Tigris. She had killed Millard as down payment for the information she needed to find Paul, but although it had been necessary, it didn’t sit well with her now that she knew Whitby was ultimately behind it. To redress the balance, she was going to end Millard’s war for him. The receptionist named a figure. It was daylight robbery, but she had expected nothing less. A place like this probably saw no more than one or two new guests a week. It was already obvious from the pounding music that the hotel made its profit from something other than renting rooms.


  “I’ll take it,” she said.


  “Payment all in advance, food is extra.” The receptionist tapped a finger against the screen in the desk. “It’s the law.”


  Kate dropped her kit bag to the floor and Robert retrieved his arm so that she could sign the register’s screen. Kate was careful to use her alias. She pulled her credit wand from her pocket, and slid it into the receptacle in the desk as the receptionist keyed a figure into his consol. Kate took note of the amount before pressing the transfer button. He hadn’t tried to con her.


  “Thank you for using the Tigris Mayflower,” he said in a bored voice before handing her a pass card. “Have a nice night.” He glanced at Robert and smirked at her.


  Kate ignored him.


  “Thanks for everything,” she said turning to Robert and taking her kit from him. She had to tug it free of his hand, but he did release it no matter how reluctantly.


  “It was nothing. I’ll escort you up—”


  “No, that’s okay,” Kate said firmly and his face darkened. “Please Robert, don’t be like that. I really like you, but I’m so tired. I haven’t slept since I arrived in-system…” she checked her wristcomp. “That was almost thirty hours ago. No wonder I’m so testy! Can you forgive me? Maybe we could have dinner tomorrow… no, I’ll be asleep. What about lunch the following day?”


  Robert’s face lightened. “There’s nothing to forgive, Cherry. I should have realised after what you’ve been through. Can you forgive me?”


  Kate smiled coyly and nodded.


  “Lunch here on Wednesday then?” Robert said.


  She nodded and smiled again. “I’ll look forward to it,” she said and headed for the elevators. She let Cherry’s smile drop from her features the instant the doors closed and blocked her view of Robert.


  The first thing Kate did upon entering her room was check for places she might be observed. The bedroom had its own balcony, but it was unlikely to provide anyone with access. Similarly, the sitting room had a balcony and was secure from intrusion, but unlike the bedroom, there was the other tower on this side that could be used as a platform to observe and listen in. Pulling the drapes closed would stop the one, and switching on the holocentre would limit the other. She did both in the sitting room before closing the drapes in the bedroom.


  After taking a long awaited shower, Kate sat cross-legged on the floor in her skivvies listening to the news broadcast. Now that she had time, she took the opportunity to strip and clean her weapons, before turning her attention to her new toy.


  Millard’s pulser was a nice little weapon, short ranged and compact with a sixteen-round magazine. He had chosen well. Pulsers, or more properly pulsed plasma particle weapons, were the most commonly used handheld energy weapon in the Alliance. Although this one was more compact than most, they all work on the same principle. Whether you called your weapon a plasma rifle, a plasma pistol, a pulser, a PPG, or a PPC, they all worked the same way.


  An energy cell is used to reduce a round of ammunition into positively charged ions called plasma, which is expelled as a bright flash of light using a solid-state laser with a ruby core. Pulsing the laser gives the best stimulus. They were often called pulser or plasma pistols for whichever part of the process the manufacturer felt to be the most important. The induction coil in the barrel was there to excite the charge adding a little oomph.


  The coil of such weapons was the component most responsible for the pyrotechnics accompanied by firing. Removing the coil to eliminate the display would turn a good pulser into a useless piece of junk that resembled a PPG or PPC. Construction is similar, but particle projection guns and particle projection cannons were almost worthless as handheld weapons. They were naval ordinance almost exclusively. On any scale less than ship to ship actions, pulsers had superiority over other energy weapons due to their physical size and the damage they could inflict. In space, where almost unlimited energy could be used to add destructive punch, particle projection cannons held sway, with grazers and lasers following a close second.


  Kate studied her new toy turning it this way and that. It appeared well cared for, but she stripped it down and reassembled it for her own peace of mind. She left her hands to the task they knew so well, and watched the news on the holo.


  “…Garnet. Shares in mining and steel industries received a major boost today, as President Dyachenko announced a new contract to increase production of the new Washington class heavy cruisers. President Dyachenko stated that the Fleet’s newest heavy cruiser had proven itself superior to the older Excalibur class in exercises designed to test its potential, and having done so, it would go into full scale production with immediate effect. This decision by the Council was not unexpected and came on the heels of…”


  “Yeah, yeah, yeah. It’s old news,” Kate muttered as she reassembled the pulser.


  That was one problem the Alliance had failed to solve. Member worlds were separated by vast distances, and news travelled slowly. The President had announced the Council’s decision to increase production months ago, yet here on Tigris it was being aired as if it were only yesterday.


  “President Sanderson…” the announcer was saying.


  Kate stopped what she was doing to listen to the report.


  “…failed to address the harvesters’ concerns yesterday when he announced a further increase in export tariffs. The news has sent shock-waves through Tigris. Rioting on the streets in towns and cities all over the continent has caused much loss of life. The decreeing of martial law, and the suppression of the riots by Tigris armed forces has, thus far, been successful in calming the situation. The use of non-lethal force has proven effective in reducing the bloodshed, and with President Sanderson’s plea for restraint from both sides calming the situation still further, a return to normality is once again in sight.”


  Kate snorted. There was nothing normal about Tigris. Arriving at a border world was always like stepping back in time, but Tigris evoked it stronger than others she had visited. Admittedly, she never had time for tours when on a job, so her experience was limited to those areas surrounding her target, but rioting? That would never have happened in the core.


  She turned her attention back to the pulser and listened only absently to the announcer’s voice.


  “…hospitalised during the outbreak of violence were reported to be off the critical list mere hours after the confrontation took place. Our earlier announcement of deaths among the rioters has now been confirmed, but the report stating figures reaching into the thousands has been proven erroneous. Med Admin stated an increase in admission figures on the order of a few hundred, with deaths confined to a few dozen only…”


  Kate frowned; the city could be under martial law for weeks. She couldn’t afford to have her movements curtailed. She relaxed slightly when she heard that most of the restrictions were being rescinded now that the actual fighting had ceased. President Sanderson had apparently retired to his mountain retreat where he was recovering from the stress of ordering the army to open fire on their own people.


  “Stress… rigggght,” Kate drawled. She listened to the rest of the news broadcast, but there was nothing further about Sanderson. She finished assembling her new toy and reloaded it.


  Why wasn’t Tigris a member of the Alliance? All Human worlds had an open invitation to join, but as far as she knew, Tigris had never petitioned for entry. It might be a piss-pot world compared with some, but it had the potential to be much more. Already its produce was sought after, evidenced by the huge export industry it had. Was Sanderson holding the planet back for fear of its over-exploitation, as some border worlds insisted would happen, or was it something more personal? A fear of competition perhaps, or worry over a light being shone into his term of office. Whatever the reason was, the people of Tigris had no one to speak for them on the Council. Whatever Sanderson wanted done was done. His word was law.


  “How long has he been in office?” she mused, and frowned when she realised that for all she knew, Sanderson could have a life presidency.


  The Alliance presidency used a term of five years. On every Alliance planet, a councillor was either elected or appointed by his world’s government to serve on the Council for three years. One councillor per world meant two hundred and thirty-four councillors—though Kate had heard Thurston had applied to join only recently. So then, two hundred and thirty-five men and women led the Alliance, with President Dyachenko at its head, but here in the Border Zone a single man ruled it all.


  Kate yawned and stretched. It was definitely time to try out her bed. She turned off the holo and climbed under cool sheets. Her silencer-equipped pistol came with her under the covers, and her new pulser went under the pillow. Why change what works? She frowned uneasily into the darkness. It hadn’t worked for Millard. She snorted at her sudden apprehension—she wasn’t that superstitious.


  Kate pushed her hand under the pillow and fell asleep with the pulser in her fist.


  * * *


  6 ~ Sergeant Checkpoint


  Planet Tigris, Border Zone


  Kate stared at herself in the mirror.


  “My God, this is starting to look natural,” she muttered and applied a last dab of colour to her left eyelid.


  She dropped Millard’s pulser into a pocket and checked her reflection one last time to make sure it didn’t show—it wouldn’t do to have someone pointing at her. Before leaving her room, she stabbed the button next to the door to illuminate the do not disturb sign, in case a cleanbot came by while she was out. It would be best if the HTR remained undiscovered under the bed.


  Down in the lobby, she chose the doors that were so popular the night before, and walked straight into chaos. As expected it was a club, and also as expected there were plenty of people for her to choose from. Men and women were dancing in an arm waving frenzy to the heavy whomp-whomp beat of the music. Lasers strobed through the darkness, and holo screens flashed images of worlds and patterns that made no sense, but seemed to vaguely match the music.


  She made her way around the outskirts of the revellers refusing to be dragged in amongst them. Twice she had to become physical, as men on a high of testosterone and designer drugs, grabbed her and wouldn’t take no for an answer. No one heard the screams, or if they did, they didn’t care. Both men would recover—sprained thumbs were nothing. She doubted the chemical cocktail running through their veins would let them feel pain for longer than a second or two.


  She made her way toward the crowded bar.


  Kate had to use her elbows, and many apologetic smiles to burrow between people, but finally she succeeded. Joining those propping up the bar, she ordered a drink from one of a half dozen harried looking barkeeps.


  “A what?” the barkeep yelled over the noise in surprise.


  “A glass of ice water,” she yelled back.


  “That’s what I thought you said.” The woman had a puzzled look on her face as she went to fetch it.


  Kate wasn’t thirsty, but it was always good to have something in your hands in these situations. A pulser would draw too much attention; a glass of something non-alcoholic would have to do. She stood propped against the bar on one elbow trying to look as if she belonged, and defended her territory from predatory drinkers. Her eyes tracked targets as they approached and receded from her, but none of them appealed. She was hoping for a merc. Everyone was dressed like civs, but she should be able to pick one out fairly easily. Soldiers had a certain presence that she would recognise. They walked different—more confidently, and they seemed to own a room without trying or even noticing the effect they had on others not like themselves. She tried not to show her distaste for the revelry going on around her. Men and women were entwined together at tables and booths around the room. Some were shouting to be heard, some were laughing, but the greater percentage by far were kissing and fondling each other.


  In public!


  She couldn’t believe how far some people would go in a public place. Some of them were so close to performing the act itself that the difference was hard to determine. Bare flesh and stroking hands met her eyes as she watched for a target she could use. She didn’t avert her eyes from the goings on, even though she dearly wished to. Instead, she steeled herself to accept what she saw. She could handle it if she had to, and she did have to. She used her coldest mask to cover how uncomfortable she was, and continued surveying the room. A few men did begin to approach her, but they sheared off abruptly as she looked their way. They sensed perhaps that she was a predator and not their prey.


  Nothing like this place would be tolerated on Bethany; the mere suggestion that it could be would have people staring at her in disgust. She was very aware that a good Bethanite, man or woman, would never have come in here in the first place. Had one come in by mistake, she would have gasped in shock and run for the spaceport. No proper Bethanite would do what she was doing. That of course was the point of her being here and not one of them. No proper Bethanite could do what she did every day. Her work had changed her far more than she would have thought possible. Watching the sex show going on around her proved it more than anything else she could think of.


  “Jackson isn’t it?” a man said loudly from behind her.


  Kate started and cursed under her breath for not paying better attention. The owner of the voice was familiar, and she cursed again. She wanted a merc, but not this one.


  “That’s right. Do I know you?” she yelled, as she turned toward him. It was the merc from the checkpoint—the one Robert wanted to kick into next week. “Oh it’s you. Run out of travellers to hassle, Sergeant Checkpoint?”


  He smiled his cold-eyed smile. “Funny. It’s Sheldrake… Captain Sheldrake to be precise. Where’s your boyfriend?”


  “Robert? He was only good for one… ride,” she said with a wicked grin. “He was just my driver.”


  “I know,” Sheldrake said in amusement. “I checked.”


  Kate’s thoughts raced. “Is that so?” She tilted her head coyly and ran her tongue over her lips. “Find me of interest do you—” Someone bumped into her spilling her drink on the bar. She glanced in annoyance at the heavily muscled boy, and he gave her a cheeky grin.


  “Can I get you another?” he said, nodding at the spill and stepping between her and Sheldrake. “Why make do with an old man like him when you can have me?”


  Kate looked him up and down dismissively. Nothing of substance there, she decided. “Flit, beefcake. It’s thrilling I want, not killing.”


  He scowled and faded back into the crowd.


  Sheldrake was smiling at something he found amusing. He nodded at the barkeep and pointed to his glass. “I asked around about you. It’s funny, but no one remembers you up at the station. You just appeared out of nowhere on the shuttle coming down here.” The barkeep filled his glass with an amber coloured liquid and moved on. “It’s part of my job you know, looking for suspicious persons.”


  Her eyes narrowed. What was the bastard after? Kate casually eased her hand closer to her pocket. “Is that what you’re doing here, you’re job?”


  Sheldrake saluted her with his glass and took a healthy swallow. “I’m off duty.”


  Kate didn’t believe that for a second. If he really had checked up on her, then he probably knew that Cherry Jackson was an alias. Her false identicard was a good one, but nothing was foolproof. Cherry was booked as having arrived on a civilian liner—Rising Sun, but a more thorough investigation would reveal that no one had seen her on that ship. Bribes had been paid to ensure the ship’s passenger list contained her name for both her arrival at Tigris, and her departure from it, but a little digging would prove she had never seen the inside of that ship.


  She leaned forward until her lips were within kissing distance of Sheldrake’s. He didn’t pull away. Her hand was firmly around the grip of her pulser. The safety was off and it was aimed at his crotch. If she fired, she would have maybe three or four seconds to lose herself in the panic her shot would cause. Not enough time, but there might not be another option.


  “Who else knows of your interest in me?” she said purring the words seductively and letting Cherry have control. She traced a finger over the stubble of his jaw. “Hmmm?”


  Sheldrake’s smile was forced and his eyes were wide. His pupils were dilated, but it wasn’t the darkened state of the club that caused it. Unlike most of the club, the bar was brightly lit. He had knocked back two large glasses of something alcoholic while with her. Who knew how much he had drunk before that? She was pleased. It made her job that much easier.


  Sheldrake’s smile strengthened suddenly. With a sinking feeling, Kate turned to find a couple of Sheldrake’s friends moving toward her. Both were in uniform, and she doubted they were paying a social call. An ocean of open space suddenly appeared around her as the people propping up the bar hastily got out of ground zero. She released her pulser and reached for her glass. She used the movement to create a little more space between herself and Sheldrake. Not that it would do her any good now, but it made her feel a little more in control of the situation.


  “Captain,” one merc said upon reaching them. He didn’t reach for the pulser on his hip, but it was obvious he wanted to. The other one kept to one side and watched her intently. “This the one?”


  Sheldrake nodded. “Yes, sir.”


  “This girl?” The merc looked at Kate in disbelief. He eyed Sheldrake’s empty glass on the bar. “You’re positive?”


  “Affirmative, sir. She’s the one.” Sheldrake sounded annoyed at having his word questioned.


  “Who the hell are you?” Kate said to the newcomer.


  “Major Fairhead’s the name. I have some questions for you.”


  She reluctantly lowered her empty glass to the bar just as one of the barkeeps came by.


  “Another?”


  Before Kate could answer, Fairhead did it for her. “She won’t be having another.”


  “We don’t want any trouble here. Take it outside,” the barkeep said.


  Fairhead glared and the barkeep backed a step. “Mind your business. I suggest you flit before I take an official interest in you.”


  The barkeep didn’t need telling twice. She flit.


  “Well, it was nice meeting you,” Kate said taking a step away from the bar.


  “You’re not going anywhere.” Fairhead nodded to his silent companion. “Cover her.”


  The merc pulled his pistol and aimed it at Kate’s chest. The space around them suddenly doubled in size, as her fellow drinkers scattered out of the way. The rest of the club didn’t notice. The music pounded, the dancers gyrated, and the lovers still fondled each other to their own internal rhythms unaware that a life was in the balance. She doubted they would have cared if they had known.


  Kate didn’t quite raise her hands, but she held them away from her sides to prove them empty. “What’s going on?”


  “You’ll find out soon enough,” Fairhead said. “Are you carrying?”


  “Carrying?”


  “I won’t ask you again.”


  Kate saw the decision forming in his eyes. She glanced down to her left and turned that hip toward him. “Left pocket,” she said finally dropping Cherry from her voice. “Safety is off.”


  The warning made him hesitate for a fraction of a second before his hand went into her pants. When he felt the weapon, he pause to look into her eyes. She smiled sweetly at him when he withdrew the pulser and held it up.


  “A toy for a child. It doesn’t surprise me in the least.”


  Fool. Kate felt the sneer forming on her lips, but managed to compose herself before Fairhead noticed. Millard’s pulser was a fine weapon. Easily good enough to kill these idiots, and it was easy to conceal. The huge pistols the mercs carried might look impressive and have a longer range, but she believed in using the right tool for the right job. If she wanted longer range, she would use a rifle not a pistol.


  “Follow me,” Fairhead said and turned to leave.


  Did she have a choice? One look at the merc gesturing at her with his pistol made it plain she didn’t.


  Fairhead led Kate out of the club, but instead of escorting her outside and into a vehicle as she had assumed he would, he turned deeper into the hotel. Their destination was the manager’s office. Kate entered first, closely followed by Fairhead. Sheldrake and the pistol wielding merc remained outside. The office was empty but for one man sitting behind a desk. He had thinning hair and a skeletally thin face. Kate guessed his age to be in excess of a century. His fever-bright eyes studied her intensely as she walked, making her very uncomfortable. Those eyes burned with something she was tempted to call madness, but he did nothing else to lend credence to her judgement. He didn’t speak, and after a moment he returned his attention to the inhaler he was loading. Kate stood before the desk quietly watching as he dosed himself. The fancy gold inhaler he used proclaimed him as a wealthy man, but to her he was still just another doper.


  The doper looked up and smiled. “Please take a seat, Miss Richmond.”


  “Who?” Kate said with a suddenly dry mouth. “My name is Cherry Jackson. I’ve never heard of—”


  “Please credit me with some intelligence. You are Katherine Richmond, late of Bethany’s World—a spy and an assassin for hire. I had the Major bring you to me so that I might ask you some questions. My name is Maximilian Skinner… have you heard of me?”


  Kate shook her head.


  “A pity.”


  “Why?”


  Skinner shrugged. “If you had known of me, you wouldn’t have tried lying. My time here is limited. Please do me the courtesy of answering my questions truthfully.”


  Kate glanced at Fairhead. He was standing to one side covering her with her own pulser. “What do you want to know?”


  Skinner nodded in satisfaction. “You were hired to do a job. Is it complete?”


  Hired to do a job? No one hired her, she wasn’t for rent. “What do you know of why I’m here?” she said trying to hedge until she had more information.


  Skinner sighed. “I thought we had an understanding you and I. It seems I was mistaken.”


  “I understood you well enough, but my… clients demand absolute secrecy.”


  “I am your client,” Skinner roared completely out of the blue. “I represent President Sanderson you fool. I would have thought that was obvious by now.” He gestured at the Major’s presence as proof.


  Whatever Skinner had doped himself with, it had obviously made him unpredictable. Kate was betting on some kind of mood enhancer, which was bad. The drug would amplify whatever emotions he was feeling, and he was obviously feeling annoyed with her evasions. How much had he taken? She had only see him trigger the inhaler once, so maybe he wouldn’t get completely out of control. She could hope.


  Kate figuratively crossed her fingers. “But I can’t know that for sure. You are not my contact… I don’t know you.”


  Skinner brightened. The change had taken something like a microsecond and Kate shivered at this fresh evidence of his mental state.


  “That’s very true. I commend you on your discretion, but I must insist you tell me what I want to know.”


  “Perhaps…” she licked her lips. “Perhaps if you named the target and my contact?”


  “Oh very well,” Skinner said testily. “If that will get this over with the quicker. Your contact’s name is Gerald Whitby, and the target is a man styling himself as General Millard. Satisfied?”


  Kate nodded. Gerald Whitby, the head of Whitby Corp. and current holder of the Whitby seat on Bethany’s ruling council. She was more than satisfied; she was elated. Her handler would be much more amenable when she told him she knew who was paying him. Maybe she could even get him to give her a discount on the data she needed.


  “Very satisfied. Millard is dead, Mister Skinner. I executed him late last night while he slept. Do you want the details?”


  Skinner sat back and nodded in satisfaction. “In your opinion, could those he led mount an effective attack on President Sanderson?”


  Kate snorted. “Not a chance. They’re a bunch of amateurs. They couldn’t mount a raid on my piggy-bank let alone something the size of the Assembly Building.”


  Skinner beamed. “Excellent. What else have you to report?”


  Kate scrambled for an answer, and her thoughts flashed to the APCs outside Millard’s house. “I saw three brand new APCs but not much else… lost any?”


  Skinner glanced at Fairhead.


  He nodded and lowered the pulser. “They were stolen not long ago from the port.”


  “From under his very nose,” Skinner said with a glare at Fairhead. “They cost us a lot of money, and Millard took them just like that. He had to have inside help of course. I did send my people to round up the obvious suspects, but none of them talked.”


  “You knew Millard had them?” Kate said in surprise.


  “I knew. I wanted to be sure you did.”


  Kate nodded, a test then. “You wanted to be sure I’d been to his base.”


  Skinner nodded and stood. “Well, I think that’s about everything.”


  Kate got ready to lunge for her pulser.


  “Not quite,” Fairhead said. “If the job is done, why is she still here?”


  Skinner raised an eyebrow. “Well?”


  Kate shrugged. “My ship doesn’t leave until tomorrow. I thought I would take the opportunity to have a little fun.”


  “Hmmm. Major?”


  Fairhead weighed the pulser in his hand and frowned, but after a moment he shrugged. “I see no problem with that. I’ll make sure she doesn’t leave the hotel, and I’ll have a couple of my men escort her to the port when the time comes.”


  “Excellent again,” Skinner said and pulled on the coat he retrieved from the back of his chair. “I have a meeting with the President in an hour, so I’ll say my goodbyes.”


  Kate watched him leave and turned back to Fairhead. “So that’s it?”


  “That’s it.”


  She eyed the pulser in his hand. “Not going to kill me are you?”


  “I’m a soldier not an assassin,” Fairhead said looking at her in disgust. “Unlike some, I do not murder unarmed men and women.”


  “No?” She bet he would like to make an exception in her case. She could see it in his face. “You don’t like me much do you?”


  “Is it that obvious?”


  She ignored his sarcasm. “You don’t like Skinner either.”


  “What’s your point?”


  “No point. Just wondering why you didn’t take out Millard yourself if you knew where he was. You must have known. How else did you know to use the APCs as a test?”


  “Of course I knew,” Fairhead said angrily. “What do you think my men and I do all day—sit around with our thumbs up our arses?”


  Kate didn’t get the chance to answer that.


  “I didn’t want Millard killed; he was serving a useful purpose out there in the jungle. Shit girl, I could have taken out his entire base with a single barrage any time I wanted. Know why I didn’t?” He didn’t wait for her to answer. “Because I wasn’t ready, that’s why. Millard was my hothead magnet. Get it?”


  Kate nodded. “You were using him to draw out the troublemakers.”


  “And now Millard’s dead and his followers have scattered into hiding. I told that idiot Sanderson to let Millard rally the malcontents behind him—I knew where to find him, but no, he had to go behind my back and get his partner involved. Bloody Whitby. He’s so used to knocking off rivals that his first thought was assassination. So he sent you to take care of business.”


  Kate smiled grimly. “You’ll just have to start again. Wait for another leader to arise.”


  Fairhead glared. “Exactly. That will take months, the riots will get worse, and even more innocent people will die.”


  “I shouldn’t think that would worry you. You’ll still get paid. In fact, killing Millard has probably increased the term of your contract.”


  Fairhead’s face reddened and he raised the pulser. “You think because I run a mercenary company I would condone the murder of innocents? You, an assassin, a common murderer, have the utter gall to judge me? Let me tell you something: I spent fifteen years of my life in the army moving from post to post—wherever the Alliance sent me. I’ve seen people die in every way imaginable, and for every stupid reason under the suns. Dying in a riot, because a stupid man raised tariffs so high that his people would rather sit idle and starve than bother harvesting, has got to be one of the stupidest.”


  “So leave.”


  Fairhead sighed and his shoulders slumped. “My contract with Sanderson is airtight. I wish it weren’t. If I break the code, the Guild will pillory my company. My men and I would lose everything.”


  He was right. The Mercenary Guild was well known for lacking a sense of humour. The guild, and the merc companies it served, survived only as long as they obeyed the rules. The guild enforced those rules rigidly. The Alliance tolerated their existence, even welcomed it in some instances, but it wouldn’t take much for the Council to review the situation and pull the plug. Broken contracts, war crimes… anything might be enough to set that review process in motion.


  Kate nodded thoughtfully. “You’re screwed. I’d fire your lawyers if I was you.”


  Fairhead hung his head for a moment then he shook it and began to laugh. Kate watched his shoulders heaving with the force of his hilarity, and shook her head a little. He had obviously been here way too long. Finally he calmed enough to explain.


  “I fired them years ago.” He looked at the pulser in his hand then tossed it to Kate. “You wanted some fun you said. Better get to it.”


  Relief flooded through Kate—enough to make her go weak at the knees. Until that moment, she hadn’t dared to believe that he wouldn’t kill her. Being armed again left her almost gasping. She quickly flicked on the safety, and dropped the weapon back into her pocket before opening the door to leave. Fairhead had one thing more to say. She paused on the threshold to listen.


  “Have your fun, but don’t try to leave the hotel. My men will have orders to kill you should you try. I’ll have Captain Sheldrake drive you to the port in time to catch your flight up to the station. Understood?”


  Kate nodded and left.


  Kate’s meeting with Skinner focused her attention like nothing else could have. It had the effect of making her even more determined to punish the Whitbys and one in particular. Gerald Whitby, the head of his family and the one ultimately responsible for her father’s suicide. Fairhead’s threats didn’t concern her. She was confident she could find her way out of the hotel when the time came, and she had a way off the planet already arranged, so that was no problem. Tyco had been well paid to wait for her. His little in-system runner would get her to the ship. No, she had no concerns about Fairhead. Her problem was that she was no closer to a location for the President’s retreat than she had been. There was no personal information about Sanderson on Tigris’ Infonet. None at all, which was a neat trick considering how nosy people were, and how easy Infonet seemed to fill up with such trivia. No doubt he had his security people sanitise it and keep it that way. All she knew was the most basic of information about him. She knew what he looked like, that he had remarried after the death of his first wife, and that he had one grown daughter from that time. She knew more about the members of his cabinet than she did about him.


  So, it was back to the club to sniff out a lead.


  “Everything all right?” The barkeep yelled over the music. She filled Kate’s glass with water and dropped some ice into it. “Didn’t expect to see you back so soon. We get soldiers in here a lot, but they don’t usually bring their guns with them.”


  Kate made a face. “Scared me a bit, but everything’s fine now.”


  “Glad to hear it. What did they want?”


  “Wanted to check my papers. They said the station had a warrant out for me, but it turned out to be someone else. I wouldn’t want to be in her shoes. Soldier Boy was really pissed off when he realised I wasn’t the right girl. If I was her, I’d flit quick.”


  The barkeep nodded in agreement.


  Kate noticed a sudden parting in the crowd. Two women entered the club with their arms around each other. They kissed briefly and parted ways. One went off toward the restrooms while the other aimed for the bar. Kate watched as the dancers moved out of the woman’s path. It was fascinating to watch. They didn’t even stop dancing or fondling each other. They simply drifted out of her way and back again as she moved between them. Who was this girl to receive that reaction? She had obviously been drinking, though she might not be drunk. She was weaving on her feet a little and was obviously different in some way. Men were tracking her with their eyes, but far from being lecherous, they were full of loathing.


  Why?


  Kate was hetero of course, but even she could appreciate the woman’s beauty. The girl was tall and slender. What she could see of the woman’s body looked firm and decently muscled. A woman any man would go for. Why then was she disliked? It was a puzzle, and an interesting one.


  “Gimme a drink,” the girl said in a hard but sober sounding voice.


  The barkeep continued polishing non-existent dust from her bar. “You’ve had enough. Go home.”


  “I’ve as much right to drink here as… as she does!”


  “She’s drinking ice water.”


  “Really?” the girl said in surprise and turned to look. “That’s a first.”


  “I’m Cherry—” Kate began to say.


  “I just bet you are,” the girl said snorting laughter.


  Kate ground her teeth and kept a smile fixed to her face. “And your name is…?”


  “Bobbi Lemmington.”


  The barkeep rolled her eyes at something. Was there something Kate was missing? The barkeep was definitely amused about something.


  “Nice to meet you. Am I supposed to know that name?”


  “Everyone knows my father,” Bobbi spat.


  “Oh?”


  “You really don’t know who I am?”


  Kate clamped her mouth shut and counted to three under her breath. “I really don’t,” she said with a grin more like a grimace of pain.


  “Good.”


  Kate’s eyes blazed and she clenched a fist out of sight. She turned to the barkeep. “Who is Lemmington?”


  The barkeep glanced at Bobbi and then shrugged. “The President’s minister of finance.”


  Jackpot! The minister of finance must know all there is to know about Sanderson and his dealings. He had probably visited the President at his retreat. What chance he had taken his daughter with him? My God, she had hit the mother load. Bobbi Lemmington was her ticket to Sanderson.


  “Give me that bottle there, would you?” Kate said.


  “This?” the barkeep said pointing to a bottle of faintly green coloured liquid. “It’s expensive. The best we have.”


  “I know. Yantai from Alizon’s Chayton valley.”


  “You do know,” the barkeep said in surprise and carefully lifted the bottle down.


  Kate didn’t say anything further. She knew Cherry looked like a dizzy tourist. She was meant to. It was good that people fell for it. She pulled out her credit wand and paid for the bottle. The price was astronomical, she noted gleefully. It was a good thing that her wand came with her forged ID. It was ironic that Whitby’s money was paying for this little extra mission.


  She put her wand away and turned to Bobbi. “Would you like to come up for a drink?”


  The barkeep’s eyes widened. Her speculation slowly turned to the mistaken realisation that Cherry was trying to pick up Bobbi. Cherry was hetero just as Kate was, but it served a purpose for the barkeep to assume otherwise.


  Kate smiled. “Would you like that?”


  Bobbi stared into her eyes and nodded silently.


  “Come along then,” Kate said and gave the barkeep a challenging look. The woman smiled in amusement and shook her head.


  * * *


  


  7 ~ Retribution


  The Tigris Mayflower Hotel


  Once safely up in Kate’s room, she let Bobbi wander around the suite while she went to fetch some glasses from the mini-bar. The girl checked out the holocentre and suddenly the entire suite was filled with music. Kate found herself tapping a toe and humming in time with it, while she carefully poured two large glasses of Yantai. The girl had good taste in music.


  The thing to do with Yantai was to take your time. Pour very slowly, and the sediment at the bottom would stay put allowing the full flavour and strength of the liquor to come through. Poured quickly, it would be sour and undrinkable. She poured very slowly, and then held the glass up to the light. The emerald green colour of the Yantai was pure and free of cloudiness. Perfect. A glass this size would make a Marine try to hump his rifle—not that hard to do actually. She grinned at the image that popped into her head. Two glasses of it, and he would be incapable of anything but snoring.


  “Dance with me,” Bobbi said coming up behind Kate and draping her arms over her shoulders.


  Kate turned holding the drinks. “Drink first, dance later.”


  Bobbi pouted but she took the offered glass. She took a long swallow and her eyes bugged. She coughed and gasped. “What the hell is it?”


  “Yantai.” Kate raised her glass and pretended to drink.


  “This is Yantai? I’ve had it before, but it didn’t have a kick like this.” Bobbi took another swallow. “Yum.”


  Kate raised an amused eyebrow. “You’ve had it before?”


  “Hmmm,” Bobbi said whirling around the room. She stopped and swayed a little. “Yours is better.” She finished the glass and tossed it over her shoulder where it bounced and rolled under the table. “Let’s dance.”


  “I have to finish my drink. You go ahead and I’ll watch.”


  Bobbi grinned mischievously and began a sensuous dance full of suggestive movements and casual caresses. She turned away and began undressing, making the movements a game. She turned back with her top gaping open and revealing small pert breasts and froze.


  Kate smiled.


  “What… I don’t understand,” Bobbi said staring at the pulser in Kate’s fist.


  Kate gestured with the gun. “Sit and drink this.”


  “I don’t want anymore…”


  “Take it!”


  Bobbi jumped a little and took the glass. She stepped back, not taking her eyes off the pulser, and fumbled for the couch behind her. She sat and took a small sip of Yantai. She coughed and Kate waved away the fumes. The girl smelled like a damn brewery.


  “You won’t kill me… will you?” Bobbi said trembling with fear.


  Kate didn’t answer the obvious. The girl wasn’t stupid. If she said she would let her go, Bobbi would know she was lying. She sat on the table and prodded the girl between the breasts with the gun.


  “Sit back,” she said and Bobbi complied. “Drink your Yantai. You said you liked it.”


  Tears spilled over Bobbi’s cheeks as she drank.


  “Good girl. Throw the glass—carefully!” Bobbi lowered the glass. “Throw it behind you, there’s a good girl.” The glass landed and shattered into a million fragments. “Now then Bobbi Lemmington the finance minister’s daughter, I have some questions for you.”


  “Please… please don’t hurt me… I’ll do anything. I’ll be good,” Bobbi said reaching tentatively toward Kate.


  “You will tell me everything you know about Sanderson. Where the mountain retreat is, what it’s like, how it is guarded. Everything.”


  “You’re going to kill him. Kill Sanderson?”


  “That’s not your concern.”


  “I’ll help, I will,” Bobbi said suddenly excited. “Everyone hates him. With him gone, people will like me again.”


  Kate shook her head. They wouldn’t forget her father’s place in Sanderson’s schemes that easily. The best thing for her would be to book passage to another world where no one knew her, but that was Bobbi’s problem and none of hers.


  “I don’t need help. What I need is information, and you’re going to give it to me. Understand?”


  “Yes,” Bobbi whispered in fright and began to detail what she knew of the set up at the retreat.


  Ten minutes later, Bobbi was flagging as the Yantai had its way with her, but Kate had what she needed. She watched the drowsy woman for a time debating the pros and cons of the situation, but finally she fetched her other pistol. The slug thrower was better for this. Quieter.


  Bobbi struggled to rouse herself just as Kate returned. “Can we, you know… can we still do it?” she said ignoring the pistol pointed at her.


  Kate goggled at the stupidity of the woman. “I don’t swing that way.”


  “Pity, I do like you…” Bobbi began and fell back unconscious.


  Kate sighed and put up her gun. It was a risk, but Bobbi was too stupid to kill. She carried the unconscious girl into the bedroom, and dumped her on the bed before turning to leave.


  “Oh hell,” she growled and turned back.


  She stripped Bobbi out of her clothes and tucked her in properly so that she would have a good sleep. Some people were like puppies. They needed someone to look after them. Bobbi was the biggest puppy she had ever seen. After folding the girl’s clothes neatly on a nearby chair, she retrieved her kit and left, illuminating the do not disturb sign as she did so.


  The dining room was her destination. She couldn’t chance going out the front after her meeting with Fairhead. She had no doubt he meant what he said, but she was hoping he would underestimate her. She was counting on it actually. She rode the elevator down to the ground floor. The receptionist was busy with new guests checking in, and didn’t see her walk by.


  The dining room was dark with chairs stacked upon the tables. Kate looked around briefly and located the service way. She hurried across the room and ducked through the doors. A short corridor led into the kitchens, which were also dark. At first she couldn’t find what she was looking for, but a little scouting revealed another door leading to the stores tucked away behind a huge industrial sized autochef. A service elevator led from the stores deep into the bowels of the hotel. She rode it down three levels to the sub basement and took the opportunity to change into her sneaksuit.


  The darkness of the basement was relieved here and there by maintenance lighting, and winking lights on the unfathomable controls of humming machinery. She guessed that most of this junk supplied the hotel with clean water and heating. She recognised some of it as air conditioning units by the ducting attached to it.


  The light was at such a low level, she decided to pull on her goggles. Setting them at low power, she explored her surroundings. When Robert first brought her to the Mayflower, he had explained that the two towers, one of which had been converted into the Mayflower Hotel, had been owned by McPherson and Dermot—a now defunct drive coil manufacturer. It had been nothing but trivia at the time, but now it gave her a possible escape route. Both towers were identical in design on the outside (except for those horrendous balconies) and would have similar support needs. She was betting that both towers were linked together by maintenance tunnels.


  Kate looked up at the ducting and pipes overhead and grinned. “Damn, I’m good.”


  She traced the pipes from one of the machines, which registered brightly on thermal imaging. She guessed it was the source for some of the hotel’s hot water. She trotted along following a huge pipe that glowed hotly on her display, until she reached a T junction and two huge valves. One pipe was hot, the other cold—the valve was shut. She followed the cold pipe into the darkness.


  As she had hoped, the pipe she followed was joined by many other ducts and pipes that eventually led her into a tunnel. If not for the occasional lamp embedded in the floor or wall, she would have been in complete darkness. Her goggles were excellent tech, but they did need something to work with. The pipes were cold and the ambient temperature low. Thermal was useless, and low light amplification nearly so. Nearly was good enough. With her goggles set at maximum amplification, she emerged into a basement similar to the Mayflower’s sub basement. The machines were silent, the only sound was her echoing footfalls raising miniature dust storms. No one had been in here for years.


  Kate quickly located the elevator, but cursed when she realised it had been shut down. The entire building was on power down. She would need another way up. Scouting around the basement, she found the emergency stairs, but the door was locked. Typical. She supposed some lucky guy had received a bonus for realising the stairway was a security risk for the hotel, but she couldn’t work up much enthusiasm for his lucky break. She dropped her kit bag and rummaged through its contents until she found what she needed. Inserting the compad’s probe into the card reader, she quickly broke its code and unlocked the door.


  She trotted up the stairs the now open door revealed.


  The reception area was dusty and abandoned. A dead potted plant was the only witness to her emergence from the stairwell. She quickly crossed the empty space to the main doors and crouched to check outside. No one was in sight. She could see an occasional vehicle coming or going on the road, and the hotel was clearly visible on the other side, but she couldn’t see any of Fairhead’s…


  Her eyes narrowed. “There you are.”


  Parked in the hotel’s lot were a pair of hoverjeeps. They were sitting hull down on their skirts, but she knew they could be quickly powered up for a chase. She didn’t plan on giving them one and had no intention of going near the hotel. She broke the glass in the door and slipped out into the night.


  Finding a vehicle was easy. A woman alone at night, and looking like Cherry did, attracted the wrong sort quite easily. She had only been walking along a side street for a couple of minutes when a car pulled up. It was wheeled, which might be important, and quite new, which wasn’t. It didn’t have four wheel drive, and that was annoying, but the guy leering out the window at her clinched it. She didn’t like him. She quickly lowered the zip on her sneaksuit.


  “Hi,” Kate said leaning down to give him a nice view down her top. “Can I have a lift?”


  He grinned. “Sure you can, sweetness. Where you heading?”


  She let her tongue peep out between her lips and smiled coyly. “Wherever you are.”


  “Hop in.”


  Kate rounded the car, zipping herself up again in the process, and climbed in beside him. She threw her kit bag on the backseat using the movement to cover her retrieval of her pulser. She pushed it between her knees and clamped it there out of sight. She watched the buildings going by for a few minutes to make sure they weren’t heading back toward the hotel. The Assembly Building went by on the left, and she relaxed a little more. They were heading the right way.


  The driver eyed her and smiled. “What’s your name?”


  “Does it matter?”


  “Runaway huh?”


  Kate shrugged.


  “How old are you?”


  “How old do I look?”


  He inspected her like a piece of merchandise. “Sixteen, maybe seventeen.”


  Kate smiled, but her skin was crawling. He was some kind of pimp, not that he would name himself as one. He probably called himself a Human resources consultant or something similar. It didn’t matter what he called it. She knew what he was, and what he was after.


  “I’m old enough to know what I want and how to get it.”


  He leered at her. “Yeah? Got any money?”


  “Why?”


  “Want to make some? I know some people.”


  She was sure he did. “Yeah? What kind of people?”


  “People who won’t ask questions, people who pay well. You interested?”


  She was sure now. He was a procurer… probably a kiddie fiddler himself. He had that look. She glanced outside to find the street deserted, and night coming on fast. She still had an hour or two before curfew, but she didn’t plan on cutting it too fine. She wanted out of the city as soon as possible.


  Kate summoned a smile. “Pull over.”


  “Why?”


  “I want to show you something,” she said, playing with her zipper. “Pull over.”


  He grinned and pulled over to the curb. He turned toward her in time to see her raise the pulser. “Don’t—”


  She shot him in the face.


  “Damn kiddie fiddler,” Kate said with loathing. There was nothing worse in her book. “I should have burned your balls off, but lucky for you I have places to be.” She checked outside, and then looked back at the still smoking corpse. “It’s the trunk for you.”


  Minutes later, Kate was on the road heading for the Coyne Mountains with a dead kiddie fiddler in the back, and humming along to a popular tune blaring from her car’s speakers.


  * * *


  Sanderson glared at his daughter over the breakfast table.


  “Where have you been?”


  “Oh daddy, can’t I have any fun? I went to a party,” Bobbi said.


  “What party? Where? You’ve been gone two days and nights. The security people said you gave them the slip again. I can’t have that, Bobbi. I know it’s hard, but I have enemies.”


  “Yes, daddy,” Bobbi sighed.


  “There’s a good girl. Will you promise not to escape again?”


  “All right,” Bobbi said with a put upon sigh, and sat down to breakfast with him. “Where’s Lynn?” she asked stirring the food around the plate. She didn’t feel like eating now.


  “I’ve asked you, and asked you, and asked you not to call your mother—”


  “Step mother,” Bobbi said hotly.


  “She’s your mother now. You know she doesn’t like being called Lynn.”


  “All right. Where is Gwen-do-lynn then?”


  Sanderson glared, but gave up the attempt to discipline her. “She’s not feeling well. She won’t be joining us today.”


  Oh dear, what a shame!


  “Oh.”


  Bobbi stirred her food around the plate and thought about Cherry. It had been a shock awakening naked in a strange bed with no idea how she’d gotten there. She was sure she had dreamed it all at first, but then she realised she could never have dreamed up someone like Cherry. She didn’t remember very much about that night, but what she did remember scared her to death. Cherry had asked lots of questions at gunpoint, and Bobbi had answered, but she couldn’t quite remember what the answers had been. She prayed she hadn’t told Cherry the truth about Millard and that it was she and not him leading the fight against her father. She had realised early on that people needed someone to lead them, but that they would never take orders from her. So she had searched for a front man. Millard was that man. He was nothing more than that. Why would he go behind her back and hire an assassin? It was too soon for that. Sure they had discussed it, but they needed more of their own people in high places before taking that step. What was that idiot playing at? Cherry could have killed her and ruined everything!


  Bobbi stirred her food, frowning thoughtfully. She had been quietly working toward her father’s removal from office for some time now. Someone had to do it. Why not the person who knew his evil the best? She knew every dirty little secret he had, but the one that had hurt her the most was her mother’s murder. She could have forgiven him almost anything, but not that. Her father had killed her mother, killed her because she threatened to leave him and take Bobbi with her. It made her strong in her hate.


  Was Millard playing his own game now? Maybe. Did he think he could overthrow her father without her support? If he did he was a fool… scratch that, he was a fool and she knew it, but he had always been her fool to use. Maybe his ambitions had grown. Did he think he could actually pull it off without her, maybe even run for election afterwards? It had long been her intention to do something similar. If her plan succeeded, she would have the popular support to win a fair election. With Cherry out there somewhere, she needed to make some adjustments. Was there anything she could do to make Cherry’s job easier?


  “Are you driving to the capital today?” Bobbi asked.


  “I’ll fly. Things are still unsettled. By air is safer. Why?”


  Bobbi shrugged. “I was going to fly out to the lake.”


  “There’s a perfectly good pool here.”


  “It’s not the same,” she snapped. “Mother used to—”


  “I know she used to take you up there,” Sanderson said not looking up from the roll he was buttering. “But it’s dangerous on your own.”


  “I could take one of your men.”


  “Three.”


  “Two,” she replied quickly.


  “Done.” Sanderson grinned. “But no skinny dipping. They’re only men after all.”


  “But that’s the best part,” Bobbi said laying it on, but she was pleased. She had no doubt Cherry would thank her for making him go by car.


  “Bathing suit or you don’t go. I’ll drop you on the way.”


  “But…”


  “Yes?”


  “Nothing,” Bobbi said hiding her anger at being thwarted. It would do no good. It never did. “When are you leaving?”


  “An hour or so.”


  “Fine, I’ll get my stuff,” she said leaving the table.


  “What about my kiss?”


  Bobbi stopped by the door and walked back to him. Leaning toward him, she kissed him. “Love you, daddy.”


  “I love you too, sweetheart,” Sanderson said pleased. “My darling girl all grown up.” He patted her behind. “Off you go then.”


  Bobbi smiled tightly and left to get her swimsuit and a towel.


  Damn him!


  * * *


  Damn him! A day and night stuck in a bloody tree, and nothing. Not one glimpse of the bastard.


  Kate shifted a little trying to ease the ache in her hipbones. Laying face down on a knobbly branch was damn painful after a single hour; after twenty-four, her body was screaming for relief. She endured with the use of discipline learned early in her training, and meditation she had learned later during hurry up and wait missions like this.


  Accept the pain. It is nothing. Be one with it. Take it into the centre of your being and you will control it, and not it you.


  It did work… usually, but she had never needed to do it for this long a time. She had a fierce headache and her eyes were burning with tiredness. She shook her head at the double image that had begun plaguing her last night. She squeezed her eyes shut then opened them and wiped away the stinging tears with gloveless fingers.


  That was better.


  Kate settled down again. “Oh thank God,” she whispered as the door opened and a security detachment exited.


  A man she recognised as Sanderson followed the detachment. She took a breath and flicked off the safety. The shot was long—right on the limit of her rifle’s killing range. It was exactly eleven hundred metres as the dart flies.


  Zzzzzing!


  The dart flew.


  * * *


  The dart flew toward its target, but the range was long. As it slowed to subsonic speed, it began to tumble. When it struck, it did horrendous damage as it buzsawed through Sanderson.


  Bobbi screamed in shock as her father’s chest blew apart and his body fell. It was horrible and shocking, and her scream seemed to echo in the air. People were running and shouting, some at her, while others screamed into their comm units to get a doctor.


  No doctor was good enough to fix the hole in her father’s chest. If he’d ever had a heart, he didn’t now. Bobbi stared into the trees and felt Cherry watching her. Was she the next target, had Millard betrayed her? She was trembling so badly that Cherry could probably see it. She couldn’t run and she couldn’t hide; it was much too late for that. She did the only thing left. She forced herself to smile and mouthed the words silently.


  “Thank you.”


  * * *


  Kate cursed her foolishness. Why hadn’t she killed the little bitch?


  Bobbi wasn’t the finance minister’s daughter. She was Sanderson’s mistress or something. The news broadcast said Sanderson was in seclusion from his government, from everyone in fact. That being the case, Bobbi should not be here. First Whitby uses her to clear the way for his dealings with Sanderson, and now this little bitch had pulled the same stunt! What was it about Bobbi that had gulled her? Was it the lost puppy look she had given her when they first met? It didn’t matter.


  She sighted on Bobbi and took a steadying breath…


  Bobbi looked up and right at her. Right at her and said thank you. Kate could read lips well enough to see the exaggerated words on Bobbi’s. It was definitely thank you.


  Her finger tightened…


  She flicked the safety on. “You’re welcome kid.”


  Kate looked down at the ground far below, and groaned. She would have to be gone quickly now. Aching as she was, a long hike back to her car was not appealing. She took one last look at Bobbi through her range finder this time, and smiled before scrambling down.


  * * *


  


  Part II


  8 ~ Testing


  Alliance HQ, Luna, Sol system


  Gina stepped out of the transport tube and into Alliance HQ proper. She didn’t class the landing pad and travel tube as part of HQ of course. As soon as she crossed the yellow line, she felt herself and her duffel lighten under Luna’s one-sixth gravity. Taking no notice of the strange looks she received, she braced to attention and saluted a huge depiction of the Alliance flag on the wall opposite. She had nothing but contempt for those who took for granted the flag and what it stood for. It was shocking, but many of HQ’s personnel were civs. There were plenty of men and women walking by in uniform, but the majority by far were civs in their ridiculous fashions that tried to blind the eye. If she ran this place, everyone would be in uniform—no exceptions.


  She looked around expecting to be challenged, but security was very lax. She was standing in the hub of the Alliance military, and no one cared to find out if she belonged here! All orders flowed from here, and all reports flowed back. What better place was there for a spy to snoop around? Her eyes locked on a civ across the way. He was lounging against the wall looking directly at her. He was a broad shouldered black man, a little on the short side for her taste, but he had a presence that caught and held the eye. What he was supposed to be doing she couldn’t fathom. Didn’t he have anything better to do than stare at her?


  Gina shook her head at her preoccupation and started walking. It wasn’t hard to find her way. Just a short distance along the concourse, she found a terminal with a notice beside it telling her to insert her orders for directions. This she did and received a detailed display of the entire base with a red line indicating the route she should take. She memorised the route and keyed no when asked if she wanted a printout. Hefting her duffel, she made her way to the training centre.


  Gina managed to squeeze into an overfull elevator car. She had to hug her duffel tight to her chest to let the doors close. Someone behind her had dragon breath and she tried not to breathe. The car dropped six levels before the doors opened to allow her to stagger out onto the station’s platform. There were many like it servicing bases and manufactories all over Luna, most of which were subsurface like HQ itself. Others, automated defences and tracking facilities for the most part, remained above ground uncaring of the intense solar radiation that bathed the surface.


  Gina made her way along the busy platform hoping to find a spare seat, but before she could do so, a rush of wind announced the imminent arrival of the train. She stopped and waited with the other expectant looking pedestrians.


  The train slammed into the station chasing its own wavefront of displaced air down the tunnel. It was a sleek looking bullet-shaped power car towing a dozen passenger cars full of people in its wake. It was moving so fast, she wondered if it would stop or blow on through the station. She checked her wristcomp, but she had plenty of time. If not this train, then the next would see her to her destination with time to spare.


  She needn’t have worried. The automated train sensed the braking zone, and with a deep thrumming noise reversed its maglev propulsion system. With a rapidity that still surprised her after all these years, the train slowed to a halt. As luck would have it, a door opened right in front of her. Two quick steps was all she needed to claim her LZ—the very last empty seat in the car. By the time she had settled her duffel between her feet, the car was filled to capacity with disgruntled-looking people standing along the aisles. The train pulled smoothly out of the station.


  “First time, Lieutenant?”


  Gina turned to find herself sitting next to a man in Fleet uniform—a lieutenant commander. Protocol would normally have her bracing to attention and saluting him, but not on an overcrowded train like this. Common sense did have its place. HQ was full of officers of all ranks and branches of the service. If they went around saluting each other all the time, they would never get any work done.


  “Sorry, sir?” Gina said belatedly realising she had been wool-gathering.


  “I said is this your first time here?”


  “On Luna, yes, sir. I’ve been to Earth a couple of times though—just to say I’ve been there… if you know what I mean?”


  He nodded. “Everyone should visit at least once. Just spent some R and R there myself as a matter of fact. Place called Grand Canyon. Ever heard of it?”


  “North America?”


  “Right. Beautiful place, but the canyon isn’t the biggest I’ve ever seen. Ever been to Garnet?”


  “Twice, not sightseeing though.”


  He understood. Both times had been training missions. Stein had led the aggressor force of which her squad had been a small part. She remembered Garnet from the point of view of her discomfort. The air was breathable, but prolonged exposure was unhealthy. The soil and air were laced with heavy elements that made the use of environment suits and canned air essential. The natives could risk more exposure—they were descended from generations of people that had slowly adapted to the environment, but even they retreated to their domes after a few hours.


  “My ship was stationed there a couple of years ago. There are some serious mountains and canyons to see. They have these crystal spires taller than the tallest buildings in Chicago… that’s a city on Earth.”


  “I know,” Gina said and smiled at his condescending tone.


  “Oh, sorry.”


  She shrugged the apology away. There were so many worlds and cities that Chicago could have been literally anywhere in the Human sector.


  “So, what are you doing here?”


  “Redeployment,” he said with a grimace. “I’m on the beach for the next two years, filing reports and making coffee for the admiral. Apparently it will be good for me.” He rolled his eyes and Gina grinned. “I guess I do need some admin under my belt. Don’t want to be a commander all my life.”


  Gina nodded. Fleet took the well-rounded education of its officers seriously. If he wanted his own ship, he would have to ‘do his time’ in administration. If it had to be done, what better place than here at the hub of the Alliance?


  The train slowed abruptly as it approached a station. She checked its name automatically, but she knew there were two more stops before hers. Her chatty companion however, rose to his feet.


  “This is mine,” he said. “Maybe I’ll see you around.”


  Gina doubted it. “Nice to have met you, sir.”


  He nodded and worked his way to the door and onto the platform. As the train pulled away, she realised she hadn’t even asked his name. She shrugged. It wasn’t as if a grunt like her would ever move in the same circles as a future Fleet Captain.


  When her stop arrived, Gina quickly exited the train and made her way along the platform. It was busy with people coming and going. She wove her way between civilians and military alike, wondering where they were all going. Didn’t they have work? She wasn’t used to such large crowds. It reminded her of what she had found on Earth, and she didn’t like it. Grace would have loved it though. She had always preferred big cities over provincial ones like Thurston.


  Gina shied away from thoughts of her dead friend and unerringly chose the right exit from the station. Perhaps ten minutes of walking saw her turning a last corner toward her destination. She stopped in surprise. Here, finally were guards, and what guards! vipers. There was no mistaking those black uniforms. What were vipers doing guarding a mere hatch?


  She stepped up to the guard on the left and offered him her orders. He inserted the card into his reader without comment, and used it to scan her simcode for a match. While he verified her identity, she amused herself by trying to examine the pistol on his hip. Both vipers wore heavy plasma pistols with a modified grip. Without being obvious, she tried to see the palms of their right hands. She wasn’t very successful, but thought she caught a glimpse of the gold contacts in one man’s palm. Vipers were all right handed so that special weaponry could receive targeting information through the weapon’s data bus in their hands.


  “You’re early, Lieutenant, but that’s okay.” He handed back her orders and palmed the sensor on the wall. The hatch slid open. “Good luck, sir.”


  “Thank you, Sergeant…?” she said waiting for a name, but both men just looked at her in silence. “Thanks.”


  Gina stepped through the hatch. It slid shut and locked behind her.


  The corridor was straight without hatches or other corridors to adjoin it. It was silent and empty. She marched at a brisk pace, but was tempted to lope along in the low gravity. It was something of a treat moving about like this. She felt like a little girl at a play centre. She resisted the impulse with images going through her mind of security watching and laughing at her antics… not that there appeared to be any. Ships always maintained one standard gravity of course, and most Human inhabited worlds were close to that of Earth for obvious reasons. Rarely were heavy grav worlds settled, though two did come to mind. Surprisingly, low grav worlds were also shunned. The lowest she had ever heard of was Alizon at 0.85g, but it was such a lovely world that she didn’t blame the colonists for settling there.


  She reached the end of the corridor and found another pair of vipers barring her progress. She approved of the security measure—HQ could do with more security in her opinion, but this was a little over the top surely? vipers were too rare for hatch guarding. The viper, a woman this time, handed her orders back after verifying them and opened the hatch.


  Gina stepped through and it locked behind her. She glanced around at the waiting area. It was populated with red plastic chairs standing in neat and precise rows—all of them vacant, and a reception desk held down by another viper—an officer this time.


  Gina crossed to the desk and came to attention. “Lieutenant Fuentez, reporting as ordered, ma’am.” She offered her orders one last time.


  “Lieutenant Hymas, Lieutenant. No need for that.” Hymas waved away the card. “You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t supposed to be.”


  “Yes, ma’am. Sorry, ma’am,” Gina said replacing her card in her top pocket and securing the flap.


  “I note your campaign ribbons, Lieutenant. You’ve seen action on most of the Border Worlds.”


  “Yes, ma’am, but more are colonised each year… or so it seems to me.”


  Hymas tilted her head and looked thoughtful. “Do you agree with Alliance policy regarding those worlds?”


  That wasn’t a frivolous question. Hymas was looking at Gina intently—evaluating her. “I do not make policy, ma’am. I enforce it.”


  A small smile flickered into being on Hymas’ face. “A nice safe answer, Fuentez, but I want your opinion.”


  “My opinion, ma’am? My opinion is that the bigger we are, the safer we are. Those worlds provide a buffer between the core worlds and the Merkiaari.”


  Hymas nodded without revealing her opinion of that. “Losses would be heavy.”


  Gina nodded once, firmly. “But not as heavy as allowing a Merki incursion into the core of the Alliance. I’m not suggesting we abandon them, ma’am. We would fight as hard for the Border Worlds as for… Thorfinni let’s say, but the Border Worlds are less densely populated. They’re an ideal battleground.”


  “Well reasoned,” Hymas said and keyed her terminal to life. “Walk to your left and enter the first door on the right.”


  Gina braced to attention and saluted before moving to the room she had been ordered to enter. Inside, she found a small room with one chair, a table with a standard terminal, a locker, and a rack. She opened the locker and stowed her gear. On the table beside the terminal was a set of instructions to follow. The first part told her the room was hers for the duration of the test; the last part ordered her to activate the terminal and answer the questions.


  She sat before the terminal and switched on. The usual questions appeared. Name, rank, and serial number all went into the machine, and the screen cleared to display the questionnaire. She scanned the questions and frowned. They didn’t appear to have any relevance to weapons testing. Maybe she and Stein had it wrong. Maybe they were testing her for some reason. She didn’t like being kept in the dark, but she obeyed orders and began answering the questions.


  Orders were orders—period.


  * * *


  Private First Class Kate Richmond, 2nd Airborne Rangers, was not a happy woman. Correction, she was steaming mad. Why did she have to choose that shuttle? Hundreds arrived and departed from Earth every day, yet she had chosen one that happened to be carrying Captains Hiller and Whitby.


  Whitby!


  It was beyond galling having a Whitby ordering her around, and Hiller seemed cut of the same cloth. Both captains seem to assume it was the duty of a lowly PFC to wait on them, and tag along behind them, like some kind of personal pet. She couldn’t tell them her real rank. She certainly couldn’t tell them that she was an undercover operative of ISS. The uniform she wore, though hers, hadn’t been worn for five years or more. She had last worn it to her ISS recruitment briefing, and not one day since. No, she couldn’t tell them why she was here. She had to take whatever they dished out, but damn it was hard.


  Kate surreptitiously checked her wrist comp and scowled at what it revealed. Her orders were specific. She was to report to the training centre on her arrival at Alliance HQ no later than zero-seven-hundred on the 26th. It was zero-nine-hundred now, and neither captain appeared in any way interested in reporting in.


  “Captains, with respect, I must insist that we report in.”


  “Insist?” Captain Whitby said, turning to confront her. “Since when does a private insist on anything? If you think that being off Bethany gives you leave to take liberties with me, think again. I am a Whitby, and you had better remember it.”


  Whitby’s face was within centimetres of Kate’s during the harangue. It was all she could do to prevent herself from killing him. One blow to the larynx and there would be no more high and mighty Captain Whitby. Did he know about the loss of his family’s operation on Tigris yet? She hoped they all choked on that bit of news.


  “Don’t ever presume to disapprove of me or my actions,” Whitby was saying oblivious to her thoughts and growing anger. “Now come along. I want to have a late breakfast before going over to the training centre.”


  The pompous arse! She had killed people for less cause than he had just given her. She gritted her teeth and swallowed her anger. How she wished she had her gear with her. But then, if she had brought it along, all hell would have broken loose. Weapons were frowned upon within the confines of Alliance HQ.


  Kate followed along behind Hiller who had remained silent throughout the exchange. She wasn’t surprised by his lack of support. Although his family ranked among the Ten, it was of lesser importance than the Whitbys. Whitby was a name well known on Bethany for power and prestige. Money most definitely talked, and the Whitbys had plenty. The Whitby name was preeminent among the families originally settling Bethany. There were very few people, if any, willing to cross them and that included the Hillers. Still, Kate was considering just that as they moved through the crowded concourse toward one of the finer eating establishments on Luna.


  Whitby and his ilk made her want to puke. He had the money, so he had the rank; it was as simple as that. That he couldn’t find his arse with both hands never entered into the equation. God help Bethany and the Alliance if he was ever in command during a Merki incursion. She knew his type well. There were many like him on Bethany. Know-nothings—powerful know-nothings who acted as they pleased believing themselves to be the lords of creation. Although few Alliance worlds truly had an aristocracy any longer, Bethany was by far the worst of those that did.


  As a lowlife commoner, Kate had a surprising amount of freedom thanks to ISS and the military before that. She was happy with her life mostly, and did not want to change it by falling foul of these arrogant fools. They of course had more pressing worries to concern them than a lippy PFC. She shuddered; not for her the worry of political backstabbing or the sucking up necessary to get ahead at the rarefied heights of Bethany’s government. She had no responsibilities except to herself and the mission.


  That’s how it would stay until she found Paul again.


  Her last mission on Tigris had gone a fair way toward helping her with that. Her contact had been pleased with her handling of Millard, and had not connected her with Sanderson’s assassination. He had kept his end of the deal by finding some information that pointed off-world as a probable location for her brother. That didn’t surprise her; she had searched everywhere on Bethany for him without success. No, she had known that if he lived he must be off-world; but where exactly? Without solid leads she could search for her entire lifetime and never find him. That’s why the data her contact had turned up was so exciting. It pointed to some kind of deal between her brother and the Baxters. Unbelievable at first glance—it was the Baxters who had ruined her father—but maybe this deal with them was Paul’s way to take back all they had stolen.


  Kate’s gaze swept the concourse and locked onto a man like a laser turret onto a Merki ship. She was always surveying her surroundings, it was a good habit in her line of work, but this time she caught sight of someone who should not have been there. The broad shouldered black man was hanging around again. She first saw him upon her arrival, hanging around the embarkation lounge, but had thought nothing of it then. He had been just one of many people waiting for friends to arrive. Now though, his presence set alarms ringing. He had shown up too many times on this ill-advised tour of Alliance HQ for it to be a coincidence.


  The man stared directly into her eyes, making her bristle and check her stride, and shook his head. He looked meaningfully at his wristcomp, and she flushed in anger. He knew she should be elsewhere and was chiding her for her lateness. How did he know who she was, and how dared he look at her like that? If she hadn’t been in the midst of a crowd, he wouldn’t look so condescending. He nodded up the concourse and she flicked a glance that way. The toads were continuing on their tour oblivious to the fact she had stopped.


  Good enough.


  Kate hefted her kit and lost herself in the crowd before the toads saw her. She knew the route to the training centre. She had been there before when her old captain recruited her. Captain Newell hadn’t been too bad for an officer. He had seen the killer in her and nurtured it by pushing her to try for her marksman’s certificate, which had inevitably led to other training. She had enjoyed learning so many ways to practice her craft.


  Kate didn’t need a weapon to do her job, but she much preferred the HTR to any other weapon. The Heavy Tactical Rifle was a precision railgun with a range close to a klick and a half. What she liked about it was its untraceability and the terror it inflicted on those near the target. Unlike every plasma weapon ever produced, railguns and other projectile weapons did not give away their presence with a glaring display of released energy. Being traced by the simple expedient of following an energy pulse by eye, wasn’t something she ever wanted to deal with. Those who thought projectile weapons outdated and crude were fools—dead fools quite often.


  She turned down an empty corridor and used the low gravity to make up some time. At least she was on the right level. Loping along, she soon reached the hatch at the end, but she skidded to a halt well short of it when she saw the black uniformed sergeants guarding it.


  Her mouth went dry and her heart raced at the sight of the cyborgs. Her trigger finger twitched. She fought her fear not realising that the snarl on her face had been seen. Cyborgs were not Human, they were machines that looked like people, they were dangerous and should be dismantled, they let Bethany’s people die during the Merki War. It didn’t matter that vipers liberated her world in the end, it didn’t matter that without them the Alliance would likely have been scorched beyond recovery, it didn’t matter—


  Kate took a deep steadying breath and expelled it. Another, and calm began to return. Her childhood lessons on Bethany whispered in her mind of terror and destruction, but she throttled the fear with the simple expedient of overwhelming it with anger. Anger was good; she was intimately familiar with anger. It overwhelmed her fear. She was no child to feel threatened by the bogeyman!


  “Orders,” one of the cyborgs growled with his right hand upon his pulser.


  Kate approached warily. Her body was loose, prepared to kill if the need arose. If the cyborgs attacked, as everyone on Bethany said was certain sure, she would sell her life dearly. She didn’t like the knowledge that she was at this thing’s mercy. People were at her mercy, not the other way around. It upset her view of the universe knowing these things existed and that they were infinitely more deadly than she.


  The cyborg inserted Kate’s card into its reader and quickly scanned her simcode. He scowled at the result the reader displayed. “You’re late, Private.”


  “And?” Kate said with eyes tracking from one cyborg to the other.


  “And you had better get in there.”


  The cyborg flicked the card toward her making her grab for it. She caught it against her chest. The hatch slid open and she edged sideways through it keeping the machines in sight every second. The hatch slid shut and locked, but she didn’t take chances. She backed for a hundred metres before loping down the corridor. When the second hatch came into sight with its guards, she was ready and more in control of herself.


  “You’re late,” the female looking thing said handing her card back.


  Kate didn’t answer.


  The thing looked at Kate strangely for a moment before its eyes flicked to her uniform. Kate saw recognition flash into its eyes when it saw the ranger patch on her shoulder and linked it to Bethany. The thing’s face turned to stone, and its right hand slapped the hatch’s sensor… hard.


  The hatch slid open, and again Kate backed through. She waited for it to close and lock before turning her attention upon the waiting room. She knew this place of old, but never had she seen the corridors adjoining it so full of people.


  Soldiers in battle dress were entering and exiting the rooms seemingly at random. Battle dress was pretty much standard within the Alliance. It was composed of camouflage tunic and trousers with the lower legs bloused and tucked into boot tops as per regulations. Kate felt over dressed in her Class-A uniform (full dress uniform including medals) and couldn’t wait to get into her own battle dress so that she might blend in more readily. She was feeling exposed, not good for any ISS agent, and certainly not good for Kate Richmond.


  “Planning on standing there all day?”


  Kate’s eyes flew to the officer sitting behind the desk. She paled when she realised the lieutenant was another of the machines. How many were running loose in this place?


  “Is this how you report to a superior officer, Private?”


  Kate had no choice, but it was galling. She saluted and walked the last few steps to stand at attention before the desk. “PFC Richmond, reporting as ordered.”


  “You’re late. Sightseeing were you?”


  Kate clenched a fist. “Not willingly.”


  “I know about the two cretins you were with, Richmond. They have no call on you. You, and both of them, had orders to report here at oh-seven-hundred. You should have informed them of the fact and then reported here.”


  Kate clamped her lips shut. How dare this thing, this machine, berate her? She was not in the wrong… well all right, she was, but only a little bit! She released her pent breath and acknowledged the rebuke with a nod. Though annoying, it was just.


  “I should have, but they outrank me.”


  The lieutenant pursed her lips then said, “For the record, and for the duration of your testing, you have no superiors not wearing viper uniform. Understood?”


  Kate blinked in confusion. “No. I see many who outrank me here.”


  “Wrong. All are of equal rank while undergoing the testing. You will respect all those here, but orders will come only from those authorised to give them, namely viper personnel.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” she said doubtfully.


  “My name is Lieutenant Hymas, and these are the rules. Regardless of your prejudices you will address me with respect—by rank or by the use of, sir or ma’am. Any other form of derogatory address to any viper will see you out of here and the service.” Hymas’ eyes flashed. “I guarantee it.”


  “I am from Bethany’s World, ma’am, but I’m somewhat different to most living there.”


  “I know,” Hymas said tapping her computer’s display meaningfully. “It’s lucky for you in a way. In my opinion it will be a miracle if any from Bethany pass this testing. Other worlds are more tolerant of differences. That could be important later.”


  “How so, ma’am?”


  “I can’t say, and you are late. Your room is already taken. I have just assigned one of the spares to you. Walk to your left and enter room three-seventeen. You have some catching up to do. I suggest you get on with it.”


  Kate saluted in haste and struggled through the crowded corridor to her room. Inside was utilitarian, but clean. She rather liked the beige colour of her table and chair. Firstly, she stowed her kit and changed into battle dress. Feeling better, she switched on her terminal and read the instructions. Moments later she was typing like a demon intent on proving to that damn… woman that she could ace any damn test a cyborg could think up.


  * * *


  “What do you think of her, Marion?” Master Sergeant Stone said buttoning his uniform and discarding the garish civ clothing he had worn on his tour of the concourse.


  “I think she’s a bigoted snot. A damn dangerous one,” Lieutenant Hymas said, watching the retreating figure of PFC Richmond.


  “Psychotic?”


  “Beyond a doubt. She has a killer’s eyes. She’s not viper material, Ken. No one from Bethany is.”


  “I don’t know about that. I thought she was going to kill those two Captains. They were leading her around like a damn tourist, and she was getting madder than hell. Her eyes were like laser turrets when she saw me for the third time. Damn glad she didn’t have her gear with her… not that she needs it.”


  “She’s unenhanced, Ken. You have nothing to worry about—not yet at least. If I had my way she would be packed off to the psychs right now.”


  “But you don’t,” Colonel Flowers said as he rounded the corner. “The General was specific and so are our requirements. She fits the profile, as do all the others here. We test the most likely candidates first, then the second best, then the third and so on until we have what we need.”


  “Begging your pardon, Colonel,” Stone said. “But you know that method is as likely as any other to give us washouts. I’ve seen it and so have the both of you.”


  Flowers nodded. “True, but it’s as good a way as any. Even if we had green recruits that fit the profile, which we don’t, they would take too long to train. You both know what’s required to survive enhancement. Finding recruits that can survive the process is hard enough. Finding some with the discipline and the mental strength to live with the results has proven almost impossible.”


  Stone nodded reluctantly. “Marian thinks our little secret agent is a psycho.”


  Flowers frowned and turned to Hymas. “A hunch or your expert medical opinion?”


  “A little of both. She hates any kind of command authority, and tolerates it only to stay in the job. She will always find a way to avoid responsibilities, usually by picking a fight and getting busted. Her record is full of disciplinary offences. She’s been demoted five times from staff sergeant, three from corporal and get this: eight times recommended for promotion to master sergeant, all denied. They picked her for the ISS after she nearly killed her commanding officer with her bare hands. What does that say to you?”


  Flowers smiled crookedly. “It says we have another Ken Stone on our hands.”


  Stone spluttered. “That’s not fair, I didn’t kill you did I? Besides, I was only a kid back then. Two hundred and thirty years mellows a guy.”


  “We don’t have two hundred and thirty years, Ken. We barely have five if the General is right.”


  “Always is,” Stone said gloomily. “That’s a damn annoying habit he’s got there.”


  Hymas glared in frustration. “Enhancing that girl, assuming she passes her psych eval, which I doubt she can, is a mistake! She’s too damn dangerous.”


  “vipers are dangerous,” Flowers said coldly. “We’re meant to be dangerous. You know how the process changes us. Some mellow while others become more aggressive, and it’s a tossup which.”


  “If Richmond gets any more aggressive than she is now, we’ll need a damn sight more than ten units to stop her.”


  “Make sure it doesn’t happen.”


  “I’ll try—” Hymas began to say.


  “Don’t try, do it,” Flowers snapped before stalking away.


  Hymas stared at her Colonel’s back in hurt.


  Stone could read her thoughts clearly, and the pain on her face. “Don’t mind him, Marian. He took the failure of Robbins hard. He doesn’t want a repeat performance that’s all.”


  “We all liked Robbins. Why does he feel it more than the rest of us?”


  His jaw dropped. He couldn’t believe she had said that. “Might be something to do with him being the one to take Robbins down.”


  “Yeah, might be,” Hymas said not hearing his sarcasm.


  * * *


  


  9 ~ Harsh Measures


  Training Centre, Alliance HQ, Sol System


  In reality, Gina was lying in a simulator couch, but to her the fight she was engaged in was brutally real.


  “…will take care of green sector.”


  “Copy,” Gina said automatically as she studied the map displayed by her HUD.


  Like all simulations, this one left her with a vague sense of unreality not easy to pin down. It was just a feeling—a kind of sixth sense that whispered in the back of her mind that all this was illusion. Sight, sound, smell, and touch were all handled by the sim. If she had occasion to eat, she was sure that taste would be also. The feeling of unreality wasn’t a physical thing—how could it be when the sim was entirely virtual? Nor was it due to the knowledge that her two companions were dead these many weeks on Thurston. Grace and Dan had been plucked from her memory and used to bring the simulation to life. Although she knew it was a sim and that her companions were dead, still they affected her as if they lived. She knew the sim made it happen, knew she had no choice but to feel this way, but it made no difference. She acted as if they lived, and the computer constructs did too. When she had a moment to really think, something she wasn’t given much time to do incidentally, she was angry at the violation bringing forth her friends represented, but it also gave her an opportunity to see them one last time.


  “Eagle Two, Eagle One,” she said over her comm.


  “Eagle Two, what’s up?” Grace said.


  Gina smiled at hearing the well remembered voice. “We have a little job to do, Grace.”


  “Bring ‘em on.”


  “We have Merki troopers in our sector.” She tapped a control on her wristcomp to highlight green sector on all their HUD maps. “We flush them out.”


  “How many?” Pags asked.


  “Only three.”


  “Three?” Grace said. “You’re sure?”


  She was about to nod but hesitated. She had only been taking these tests for a week, but already she knew Stone could be sneaky. “That’s what the intelligence suggests, but we take nothing for granted. We clear our streets and await orders.”


  “Copy,” Pags said.


  “Copy that, I’ll take point,” Grace said.


  “Not this time Grace,” Gina said quietly. “I’ll take it.”


  “But—”


  “That’s an order, Eagle Two.”


  “Copy,” Grace said reluctantly.


  It was uncanny how closely the constructs’ reactions mirrored the real Dan and Grace. It was only Gina’s knowledge that they were in the simulator room that told her they weren’t real people.


  Gina moved out using her sensors to sweep ahead and to the sides. The first trooper opened fire the instant her sensors picked him up. She was diving to the left even as the searing bolt of plasma came her way. It missed by bare millimetres. So close was it, the nanocoat of her armour reacted as if taking a hit. It took mere nanoseconds for her armour to stiffen and for its surface to become reflective. The heat of the plasma branded her neck and stung like crazy.


  Grace opened up on the shop front with the AAR and Pags finished the job by hosing the place on full auto. Gina got off a couple of shots from where she lay prone just as the simulated world flashed red indicating a good kill.


  “Are you okay?” Pags said through his open visor. He pulled Gina to her feet. “Speak to me.”


  “I’m okay, stop fussing,” she said and winced as she tentatively touched her burned neck.


  “Okay. It’s just… okay.”


  Gina shivered at the real sounding emotion in the construct’s voice. He sounded so real, so alive. “Let’s finish our business. As before, I’ll take point.”


  They didn’t argue with her. This time they tried disapproving silence.


  * * *


  “No, no, no.” Stone glared at the monitors showing Fuentez throwing away her chance. “Dammit!”


  The technician glanced at him and then back to her controls. She didn’t like him, but that was okay. He was used to it.


  Stone knew Fuentez was good at the job; Eric’s download of the Thurston op proved that. Her permanent file was replete with commendations, acts of courage under fire, comments on her coolness during the chaos of battle… she had medals galore. Her fitness to command was not in question. She was everything a good officer should be, but she was letting her inner demons take over. He knew her as he knew himself. She had lost friends; worse she felt responsible for the loss. He had lost thousands of friends, and was responsible for countless other deaths, but you had to go on. Vipers couldn’t allow sentiment to get in the way of the job. The job was all a viper really had. After two hundred and more years of strife, they were all a little crazy, but one thing above all they lived for—the Alliance. Fuentez was throwing away her chance to make an impact on the Alliance’s future, and there was nothing he could do about it… or was there?


  He frowned as Fuentez took out the first target, two more and the sim was over. He nodded as the decision crystallised into action. First, she needed to be slowed down so he had time to do something. He began furiously typing in his commands all the while wishing they were home. He could do a lot more with viper equipment, and it was faster too. This junk didn’t have a port to accept commands from his weapon’s bus. The keyboard would have to do.


  He typed fast.


  * * *


  “Move out,” Gina said to her electronic henchman.


  Grace moved left, Pags right, while Gina moved up the middle of the street. Pags nodded abruptly and Gina dove for cover just as a sniper took a pot shot at her. The pain was shockingly real.


  Grace returned fire and the world flashed red confirming the kill.


  Back on her feet, Gina staunched the blood pouring from her shoulder grimacing at the pain all the while. The wound was bad. The high velocity slug had gone straight through her shoulder. She struggled out of her armour, tore her uniform clear of the wound, and coated it using the canister of synthskin Grace held out to her. The synthetic sealant mimicked skin to prevent blood loss, and would aid her bots in their job of repairing the damage.


  “Here, gimme,” Grace said taking the canister and spraying the exit wound in her back. “You damn fool, what was that stunt?”


  “I know what I’m doing,” she grunted trying not to shout with the pain as she pulled her armour back on.


  “Do you? You could have fooled me.”


  Gina hefted her rifle and winced as her shoulder shifted. “We have a job to do. I don’t have time for lectures.”


  She pointed at Grace and indicated a house-by-house sweep for the last one. Pags came across the road with his weapon swinging left and right. Grace kicked in the door, and Gina shoulder rolled inside to fire into the shadows. In the real world, she flinched in her couch as the recoil hammered her wounded shoulder painfully. She grunted, but fired again. The world flashed red confirming the third and final kill, but something was wrong. She did not awaken.


  * * *


  “Do it now,” Stone said to his assistant in the simulator room.


  The technician opened her mouth to protest the illegal order, but one look at his face had her gulping and keying in the hastily programmed sequence.


  * * *


  Grace came into the house walking sideways keeping her back to the wall. “Upstairs,” she whispered over the comm. “I thought I heard something.”


  Gina frowned and rose to her feet. Something wasn’t right about this. “Take point, Eagle Two. Pags, you bring up the rear and cover me.”


  “Eagle Three copies.”


  Gina shook her head and frowned. Something definitely wasn’t right, but what was it? There was something bugging her, nagging her. This was just a sim.


  What sim?


  “Copy, proceeding on mission,” Grace said responding just a little late for her.


  What mission? She wanted to rub her temples. She couldn’t think straight. This was all wrong. She wasn’t supposed to be here, she was supposed to be… she was supposed to be… she started to panic as she realised she couldn’t remember what they were doing. Grace was oblivious to her agitation. She ascended the stairs leading the way for her squad as she had always done. She climbed one step at a time, moving silently with her AAR pointed at the balcony and into the trees.


  Trees… what the hell…


  The buzzing in Gina’s head was getting worse. What the hell was wrong? She glanced back looking for the source of the noise, but she didn’t find it. Pags moved up behind her with his weapon scanning the other way.


  “Eagle One, Eagle Two,” Grace whispered.


  “Eagle One. Go,” she said shaking her head at her preoccupation.


  “I have motion ahead, less than a klick and moving fast. Might be the package.”


  Package? What…


  “Take no chances, Grace. I have nothing on my sensors.”


  Gina looked around and could hardly make out the stairs she was climbing. She wiped her visor but it didn’t help. She felt weird, something was wrong with the sim.


  What sim?


  * * *


  “She’s hyperventilating. We have to stop,” the frightened technician protested. She reached for the abort control, but Stone’s hand clamped her wrist like a vice.


  “No,” he said coldly. “Go to full sensory.”


  When she failed to comply, he pushed her aside and keyed the command himself. He watched with satisfaction as the readings slowly returned to normal.


  Normal for combat.


  The matrix took a firm hold, and Fuentez was back on Thurston.


  * * *


  Gina breathed a deep sigh of relief as her confusion sloughed off. She remembered the package Grace was talking about. That’s right. Stein had ordered her to meet someone and escort him back to base.


  “I can’t see a damn thing through these trees,” she said in frustration. She dialled X2 on her optics and smiled in satisfaction. “I have him Eagle Two. That’s our boy. Hold here and I’ll go get him.”


  “Eagle One, Eagle Three.”


  She aborted her move and keyed her comm. “Eagle Three, Eagle One. Go.”


  “I should go,” Pags said.


  “Negative,” she said in sudden agitation. “You can cover me.”


  “That’s not procedure, Gunny,” Pags said in surprise. “I should go.”


  He’s right; he should go, but…


  “No, I’ll go,” Gina said starting to move out.


  “Eagle One, Eagle Two.”


  “Eagle Two, Eagle One. Go,” she said aborting her move a second time.


  “Pags is right, Gina. What the hell’s the matter with you? He should go.”


  “I said I’ll go damn you! I want you to pull back into cover. That’s an order.”


  “Two copies.”


  “Eagle Three copies.”


  Grace and Pags pulled back and went to ground. Gina moved ahead as carefully as she could. The package was not far ahead. He appeared to be wounded. On her belly, she crawled the last few metres.


  The wounded man rolled onto his side to look at her. “The name’s Eric. I suggest you pull your people out before… too late!”


  A terrific explosion shook the jungle, and Grace disappeared in eye-searing boil of light. The jungle was ablaze with falling trees crashing down all around and soil raining back to earth.


  Heavy grenade launcher!


  “Oh God… oh God…” Pags gurgled over his comm before he gasped his last breath and died.


  The buzzing in Gina’s head was back louder than ever. Images flashed before her eyes, one after another. Grace and Pags smiling, laughing, arguing. Grace chasing Pags as he ran off with her boot… something snapped, and Gina suddenly knew where she was, and who had put her here.


  Noooo!


  “I’m not doing this again,” she screamed. “You hear me, Stone? Do you hear me out there? I’m not doing this damn you!”


  Eric opened fire not even noticing her shouting or her agitation. Of course he didn’t, he was just another construct and wasn’t programmed to notice. She ducked as the enemy sought and found her position.


  “All right, all right you bastards.”


  Gina made use of every scrap of cover and moved forward hoping to find the grenade launcher. She found it. The crew served launcher had been set up behind the bulk of a fallen tree. She smiled grimly. A moment later, she weighed her grenades in her hand but shook her head and added a third. Best be sure. She depressed the triggers and threw them behind the log.


  Crump! Crump! Crump!


  Launcher and men blew apart and earth showered down.


  “That was for Grace,” she said softly.


  Standing by Eric’s side, she opened fire on the now retreating rebel infantry. She mowed them down on full auto slapping a seemingly inexhaustible supply of magazines into her weapon as it ran dry. Minutes later, she stood looking at what was left of the enemy. Pieces of meat, that’s all they were now. The jungle was burning and many of the trees had been blown apart, but there were plenty more where they came from.


  Gina found a relatively intact body and looked into his staring eyes. “For Grace and Dan,” she growled. “For Grace and Dan,” she said again wiping away the tears.


  Slowly, the scene before her faded to black.


  “Snap out of it Fuentez.”


  Gina opened her eyes and glared at Stone. Her right hand blurred upward like a knife blade to strike his larynx, but he blocked the blow with ease. He was a viper.


  “You’re awake,” Stone said with a wry smile. “Sit up and vacate the couch. We have a schedule to keep.”


  “Screw your schedule. Where do you get off doing that to me?” She leapt to her feet and landed in a fighting crouch with her face inches from Stone’s.


  “How do you feel about your friends’ deaths now?”


  “How do you think I…” she began but faltered. She felt different somehow—easier within her own mind.


  “Now you know why. In the sim you held the others back time and again. You used yourself as bait in the street scenario, and sent the others back to cover in the jungle. Would you do the same again now?”


  “I might,” Gina said angrily, but she knew she wouldn’t. Not unless there were no other options.


  “You’re lying, Fuentez, but that’s okay. We have what we need from you.”


  “Did I pass?” She carefully probed the memory of her friends. It didn’t hurt. There was sadness and loss, but it didn’t hurt as it once had.


  Stone looked at her strangely. “There is no pass or fail.”


  “But it’s a test.”


  “Yes.”


  “Well…” she said uncertainly. “You pass or fail tests.”


  “Not mine you don’t,” Stone said with a put upon sigh. “I want your reactions, not some number out of ten. Go back to your room. Someone will come to see you in an hour or so. Be ready.”


  Gina saluted instinctively. “Yes, sir.” She about faced and made to leave the simulator room, but she stopped short in embarrassment when she realised she was still in her skivvies. She dressed quickly before leaving the simulator room with her face flaming.


  * * *


  Stone watched Fuentez leave and smiled. Eric would be pleased he had found a way to snap her out of her funk, but bearing in mind the method he had used, it was best he not mention it.


  He turned back to the techy. “Well that went well didn’t it?”


  “Er… yes?” she said fearfully.


  “Best not tell anyone how we did it though.”


  “Er… no?” She whispered and paled as his look sharpened. “I mean no, sir. Of course not, sir.”


  He pursed his lips. “Get the next one set up.”


  “Yes, sir,” she said and hurried out to the waiting area.


  Stone shook his head. “Damn techy.”


  Maybe it would be wiser to have one of the others in here with him from now on. They were more reliable and less squeamish. He grinned. Marian was taking an interest in Richmond, he would ask her to join him during the session.


  * * *


  


  10 ~ Breaking Rules


  Training Centre, Alliance HQ, Sol System


  Stone went through his special scenario one last time. It was perfect, just as he knew it would be; he had checked it ten times. There was no way he could get caught.


  “This is highly illegal,” Hymas said uneasily. “You do know that don’t you?”


  “Interesting things always are, Marion, you know that,” he said with a boyish grin.


  Hymas sighed and shook her head at him, but that was all right. Sometimes it felt like they had known each other forever, which wasn’t far from the truth when you realised his years as a viper far exceeded the thirty years previous to that. The boy he had been died the moment the surgery began, and days later a viper had emerged like a butterfly from its cocoon. All vipers went through a transformation, and not just physically. The mental adjustment was extreme. Like Robbins, some were unable to handle the trauma and had to be scrapped for the good of the regiment.


  “I’m about done here. Are you going to squeal on me?”


  Hymas thought about that and Stone began to sweat. The Colonel wouldn’t like him downloading his log into the simulator. It was never done away from home, especially not to an unenhanced subject. It was more than illegal in the Alliance. It ranked closely to misuse of hypno, which was punishable by mind wipe. Only at home did a viper download for another viper’s use, even then, it was used only when recon data was needed. Training new units would break the unwritten rule time and again, but by the General’s order, it was to be done only at home under strictly controlled circumstances. It had taken some creative talking to get the components necessary to build even a makeshift interface, but he had done it with none the wiser. He patted his creation affectionately. It might look ugly as sin, but it worked great.


  If the General ever finds out… but he won’t.


  His little toy would be nothing but scrap a few hours from now. The simulator would automatically erase the data at the end of a single session, and the matrix would be reformatted for good measure. He frowned and double checked that all traces would be erased, but everything was fine. There was absolutely no way he could get caught. None whatsoever—he was sure… he bit his lip and reprogrammed the simulator to format three times. Just in case.


  “I won’t squeal, as you so quaintly put it, Ken,” Hymas said finally. “You do know your retro crap went out fifty years ago, don’t you?”


  “I’m no retro,” he protested with a grin. “I’ve always talked this way.”


  “Yeah, yeah. You old timers are always pining for the old days.”


  Stone snorted. “You’re older than me by two years—at least!”


  “It’s not polite to mention a lady’s age,” Hymas said primly but she was grinning.


  “So, you think I’m right on this?”


  Hymas sobered. “It might be the only way to fix the problem. Assuming it can be fixed. I won’t sanction this for the others, Ken, but for that one, yes.”


  “I know you’re not happy, but it’s the only way I can think of to give the Colonel what he asked for.”


  “You know what I think her chances are, but as I said, I’ll go along this once.”


  “Okay, bring her in.”


  “What about the techy?” Hymas said moving to the hatch and deferring to him in his own area of expertise.


  “Nah, she would only make a fuss. Probably go running to one of the others.”


  “You’re probably right,” Hymas agreed and stepped out. “Richmond, you’re first.”


  Stone smiled. Not probably. After the last time, it was a certainty.


  * * *


  “Richmond, you’re first.”


  Kate nodded and entered the simulator room trying not to show her unease at being in the presence of two cyb… vipers.


  “Up you go. You know the drill,” Stone said.


  Kate stripped out of her uniform looking straight at the wall. Her face was heating, she could feel it, but she refused to make a fuss about undressing in front of Stone. She turned, still not looking at him, and climbed onto the couch. Lieutenant Hymas came forward to attach the sensors and electrodes to her head and body, while Stone attached the rest to her arms and legs. While all this was going on, Kate concentrated on images of home and the regiment, sometimes she imagined herself sneaking through the jungle on Tigris, anything to help herself ignore the two cyborgs in the room and what they were doing to her.


  “Now then, Private,” Stone said as he attached the final electrode. “This is the final sim in your program. Those that went before tested your skills in various combat situations. I’m sure you already know that you did well, but this sim is different. You won’t like it, I guarantee it. With luck you might survive long enough to look around, but it’s more likely you’ll fail within minutes. It will take more than skills learned as a ranger to do well in this one. If you can look beyond your own wants and feelings, you may have a chance—a small chance of passing into the final stage.”


  “Get on with it,” Kate said harshly, but Hymas’ face darkened and she hurriedly added courtesy. “Please.”


  She was feeling a little cold lying there in only a t-shirt and panties. She was not impressed with Stone’s warnings and wanted to get it over with.


  The vipers crossed the room and sat at their consols to monitor the session. Stone initiated the simulator’s control mechanisms, and Kate twitched as it calibrated itself to match her reflexes. She grimaced at the feeling of losing control; she had always hated that about sims. Slowly she began to lose feeling throughout her extremities. She blacked out as the couch lifted and swung into the chamber.


  Kate knew something was not right the instant she awoke. She knew this place; she was back on Bethany’s World, standing outside of Hangar F at Callista air base, which was home to the 2nd Airborne Rangers—her old home.


  She flinched and ducked at the sound of an explosion nearby. She looked around quickly and ran for cover. With her back pressed against the wall of the hangar, she peeked around the corner looking for the cause of the explosion. In the distance she saw boiling black smoke rising from a crashed Alliance fighter, and figures in familiar uniform fighting not far from the still burning craft. Her right hand flashed down to her hip and pulled her pistol. Before she could register surprise—she was left handed and always had been—targeting information appeared before her eyes.


  She struggled to understand what had happened while flashing icons and numerals detailing range and vectors competed for her attention. She waved a hand in front of her face, but it had no effect on the illusion. The holographic display appeared to hover at arms’ length from her, but she knew that no one else would see it. This thing, this data was for her alone. The shock on her face would have been comical if not for the horror that followed it a moment later. She looked down at her clothes; she was wearing viper battle dress. Not for them the standard camouflage of Alliance forces. She had been brought up to believe this uniform was another of the elitist notions embodied within the cyborgs, but at least she could discount that. Her sneaksuit was black, it was her favourite colour.


  This had to be Stone’s work; he wanted her to fail. He knew what this uniform and the cyborgs that wore them meant to all those born on Bethany. Kate growled angrily, already seeing the smirk on his face when she failed his damn tests. She would show him a Richmond could take anything he threw at her.


  The bastard, bastard, BASTARD!


  Peering around the corner, she watched as Bethany’s forces were overwhelmed—another affront by Stone—and the enemy advanced. She looked at the pistol in her hand doubtfully and wished for something more substantial. With her rifle she could have taken this group out with little trouble. With a shrug she lifted the weapon and sighted on the lead figure. He was too far for…


  Targeting information flashed before her eyes once again, or within them she should say. That realisation made her queasy. She pushed thoughts of cybernetics out of her head to deal with the current problem. Thinking about the distance caused a numeral to strobe in the upper left quadrant of her display. A moment later, the enemy suddenly rushed toward her. She stumbled back in surprise as an icon marked X2 blinked on and off before her eyes then parked itself to one side of her display.


  “Damn me,” Kate said in wonder. That was handy. She targeted the figure again… Merkiaari!


  Kate stared in horrified shock. There was no doubt. There couldn’t possibly be any doubt. Everyone was taught Alliance history, and that included the dark times of the Merki War. There wasn’t a man or woman living who wouldn’t recognise these monstrous creatures for what they were—they were etched forever upon the Alliance’s collective psyche as Humanity’s deadliest enemy.


  Merkiaari were bipedal like Humans, but they were much bigger and stronger. They averaged over eight feet in height, and had powerful clawed hands and feet. The females were even bigger than the males. Both sexes had large tusk-like fangs, and shaggy hair covered faces and bodies. They all wore the same thing—grey one-piece uniforms, and armour that was proof against most small arms fire, but not the heavy stuff or plasma. The Alliance didn’t have anything better even now. Armour that was proof against plasma was too heavy to be man portable.


  A targeting diamond appeared on her display, briefly hovered over her chosen target, and began rotating. Flicking her attention to the top right of her display, she selected max power and fired one shot for effect. The pistol bucked in her hand; the recoil was surprising, but her viper reflexes were ready. The trooper went down with a hole the size of her fist blasted through its chest.


  “Ha! Got the bastard.”


  The pistol packed a hell of a punch and she was glad of it. She ducked back out of sight and ran to find a new firing position. Inside the hangar, she sprinted for the far wall and nearly killed herself as her viper body accelerated to almost forty klicks an hour. She aborted her sudden dash just in time and made it to the wall safely. She wasn’t even breathing hard, but a fraction later on the brakes and she would have smeared herself over the cinder block wall.


  Her display warned her of targets approaching. She quickly moved to find an observation point. A window overlooking the wreckage of the Alliance fighter proved to be the best vantage. She reduced magnification to X1.5 and targeted a big Merki female through the window. She didn’t break the glass like an amateur. She allowed the super hot plasma to burn through.


  “I love this gun,” Kate howled in glee when the huge monster fell.


  The Merki platoon swung toward her position in one precise move and opened fire. Plascrete exploded and rained down on her, but her dive saved her from serious injury. Her display brought up a wire frame silhouette of her body. It was flashing yellow battle damage to her right knee. The percentage indicated the wound was superficial.


  “How the hell do I get rid of this damn display?” she growled irritably.


  As quick as thought, the outline of her body receded and parked on the lower left of her display. It had minimised itself like a window on a computer terminal. It was still active but out of the way.


  Kate crawled through the rubble ignoring the blood she left behind, and climbed the stairs to the ground crew’s locker area before the Merki troopers saw her. It was close, but she ducked through the door as the first bug ugly male stepped through the hole in the hangar’s wall. The locker room was a tactically unsound location—the partition wall was flimsy as hell, and the door was the same. Defence however was not why she had chosen to come up here, the window at the back of the room was. She opened it outward as far as it would go and looked outside. Scanning the open space between her hangar and the next one along, she found no hostiles. Her range finder said the ground was 19.14 metres from her present location. She had no idea if she could jump such a distance, but the grunting guttural language of the Merkiaari approaching said she had to go now.


  She holstered her pistol and jumped.


  * * *


  “Good girl,” Stone said in approval of Richmond’s courage.


  He watched her fall and strike the ground with enough force to kill an unenhanced Human. As a viper, he had survived it, but he hadn’t enjoyed the experience.


  “She’s hurt,” Hymas noted. “The knee is weakening.”


  “Yeah I know. I set it up that way.”


  “You did? Why?”


  He shrugged. “Because I want her to have the experience of my fight on Bethany as close to real as I can make it. Her decisions are her own, but I can stack the deck enough to limit her options. That way I can make her do what I did that day, while still leaving the actual choice to her.”


  “That’s hard, Ken,” Hymas said sounding as if she sympathised with Richmond.


  “Of course it is. I’m a hard charging fighting machine. Emphasis on the machine there.” He waggled his eyebrows to make his friend grin. “The decision was a hard one to make, but I made it. If she can bring herself to do the same thing for the same or similar reasons, I think we might have a winner.”


  Hymas grunted noncommittally. She watched the girl limp around the hangar in pursuit of heavier firepower. “Will she find what she’s looking for?”


  He grinned. “That would be telling.”


  * * *


  The pain in Kate’s knee was indescribable. Sweat was beading on her brow and she couldn’t hold back a grunt as she put weight on it. She limped around the side of the building and pushed herself into a mild trot. Agony flared with every footfall, and her damage indicator insisted on telling her the obvious. Yellow was flashing around her right knee, but it had darkened toward orange. When it reached red it would indicate critical damage, but she was sure to be well aware of that by then.


  She had thought viper units were tougher than this. She grunted as the pain flared higher. Her nanobots should take care of the damage in time she supposed; already the blood had stopped flowing, but she couldn’t stop to rest it for the time it would take to heal completely. She managed to put several buildings between herself and the enemy in short order, but she kept her sensors on maximum and swept a full three-hundred and sixty degrees around her position. Luckily, her viper sensors displayed information in a fashion she was familiar with. Anyone who had piloted mech armour would have recognised their output instantly.


  Kate watched the red icons representing individual Merki troopers leave the hangar. They separated into teams of three to cover more area in their search for vermin. That’s how they thought of Humans. Non-Merkiaari were vermin to be exterminated, or some said, enslaved. No one knew for sure. Those listed as missing had never been found, but that didn’t mean anything. Billions had died in the war, and many of the bodies were never identified.


  Kate reached her objective and without hesitation blew the door off its hinges. She quickly ducked inside before the Merkiaari could locate her. Limping hurriedly down the empty corridor, she turned right at the second junction and keyed open the hatch she found there. She breathed easier when she stepped into the dimly lit storage facility nicknamed the morgue. Lights flickered on as she entered and revealed hundreds of mechs standing in neat rows waiting for their masters, the rangers, to come for them. No rangers would be coming, she knew. Those few who had died on the runway had been left to delay pursuit of the base personnel as they evacuated toward the city. Millions of people in that city would die later today, or had already died two hundred years ago.


  “I’m here now, that’s all that matters,” she growled and quickly activated the crane.


  To suit up, she had to remove the torso of the armour. She chose the first unit and a moment later she was clambering inside. She activated the controls and brought the armour’s computer online. Keying in the close and capture sequence, she raised her arms to accept the torso section and arms. Fully encased in the mech, she activated the motor systems and stepped out of the cradle to turn deeper into the morgue.


  Walking by the dead sentinels of mech armour she came to the vault. As she keyed in her serial number, she had time to wonder if Stone had screwed up. Would her code work in a simulation that was constructed from a two hundred year old download? The vault door sighed as the compression seals let go and the huge door swung open. She stepped inside.


  “Now this is what I’m talking about.”


  On the rack in front of her was an H3B-AC, or Heavy Tri-Barrel Auto Cannon. It was a thing of beauty. She reached forward into the H3B’s docking port and turned her left fist clockwise. The weapon icons in the mech’s HUD had been dark, but now one blinked to life and flashed red as the armour ran a diagnostic. She watched it turn from a blinking red to a pure and solid green.


  “Oooh yeah, gonna pay motherfuckers.” She frowned, and wondered why she was talking retro. “Stone, must be.”


  Thoughts of Stone’s sense of humour made her smile, but then she sobered a moment later when she remembered he was a cyborg. He was a machine, not a real person. He had no soul; she had to remember that. She reached out with her right hand for an AAR and locked her fist into it. She didn’t strictly need the rail gun. The Merkiaari hadn’t brought armoured vehicles with them in the first wave of attacks on Bethany, but she didn’t worry about that. A rail gun was a handy thing to have against any target. The AAR turned green in her display and she decided it was time to take care of business.


  Back outside the armoury, her sensors detected two Merki fire teams at three o’clock, another two at six with a further three passing seven and probably heading for nine. It was obvious they had detected her and were moving to encircle her. Deciding to take care of those at three first, she moved out toward the maintenance sheds using as much cover as she could find.


  The heavy thudding of a gauss rifle staggered her. She took a step back, and then three more, as a Merki fire team found her and hammered her torso. She glanced at her mech’s damage control sensors, but they were still dark. That was at it should be. Ranger armour should sneer at slugs from a mere gauss rifle. She would have been splattered to hell and gone without the armour.


  “Lucky I chose the morgue and not the barracks then wasn’t it?”


  Kate doubted it was luck. The entire sim was a set up. Stone had used an illegal download to drop her in at the deep end—unless his superiors had ordered this? Surely not, but…


  Yes, there was that wasn’t there?


  As those thoughts went through her mind, her body was reacting. She turned toward the maintenance sheds and activated the H3B. The whine of its motor spinning up was nothing compared to the ripping sound of hyper velocity rounds sawing the sheds in half at knee level. She contented herself with a single sweep; she was husbanding her ammo, but she was more than satisfied when something in the now collapsing sheds exploded with a thunderous roar.


  CRUMP, CRUMP, CRUMP!


  The sheds disappeared in a ball of fire a hundred metres high at least. She must have taken out the spare fuel pods for the fighters.


  Oops!


  Her sensors indicated more troopers coming at the double. She swung to her right and hosed the barracks with the AAR. Thin plascrete walls blew apart and the roof collapsed with a crash that shook the ground. The opening was only partially blocked, but again that didn’t matter. The temporary barricade was enough to slow the group at six o’clock, and give her time with those at three.


  She throttled the mech to a lumbering run, and slammed into the Merkiaari as they appeared from around the officer’s mess. A single burst from the AAR took out the first one, but the second was a female. She was enormous and towered over the mech. The monster grappled with the AAR and tried to tear it loose. Kate tried to lift the creature, and the mech’s servos whined in protest. Her own viper strength made the difference, and the Merki trooper was lifted off her feet.


  The warnings on her mech’s display spoke of a second Merki trooper attacking the emergency hatch in her back. The steady beeping of overload warnings decided the matter. She swung her H3B toward the female, which was busy trying to gnaw through her armour. Kate rammed the barrels in the Merki’s mouth and fired. She heard the clanking rattle of the barrels gouging soft flesh and shattering fangs even inside the mech, but once the motor finally reached thirty thousand rpm, the auto cannon fired a burst through the shrieking creature’s head.


  No more problem, Kate thought happily, and dropped the twitching carcass to the ground.


  The last one was a male and he was not co-operating. When she turned, he turned with her and continued attacking her back. Her sensors said the others were coming into range now, but the pest on her back wasn’t letting go. She turned and located the troopers running toward her. She fired the H3B, but the attack on her rear hatch caused her to stagger. She killed the officer’s mess, but that was all.


  * * *


  “Dammit girl,” Stone swore. “You know what you have to do. Do it already.”


  “She’s thinking like a ranger. It’s the armour.”


  “I know,” he said with a sigh. He had really thought Richmond would come through, but now…


  He sighed again and watched the show.


  * * *


  In desperation, Kate kicked backward and shattered the Merki’s leg at the knee. Her own knee screamed at the impact, but she didn’t care. She was frothing mad. She pointed the AAR at the writhing figure on the ground and fired. The trooper blew apart and so did the plascrete below it and the soil below that. She released the stud and stepped back from the smoking crater.


  The proximity alarm heralding the approach of more hostiles, snapped her back to reality. She activated the H3B even as she turned. A hundred rounds a second spat from the whirring barrels destroying everything in their path. Walls were shredded, windows shattered, plascrete was pockmarked, roofs collapsed, fires took hold… and Merkiaari were sliced in two. Silence descended as the H3B ran dry. The only sound was the crackle of the flames and the whirring of the auto cannon’s motor as it spat nonexistent ammunition.


  “Oooh yeah, that did the trick all right.”


  Kate released the stud and disengaged the now useless cannon. She dropped it and turned to the north. She knew her comrades were fighting for their lives in the city. The Merki landers would be coming down in their thousands now, firing into the tall buildings in a planned manoeuvre designed to kill Humans quickly at the same time as blocking the Alliance tanks and APCs.


  She throttled up and ran to help.


  When Kate arrived, the city was burning, but it wasn’t yet the complete disaster it would later be. Refugees were everywhere, but panic had yet to set in. Bewilderment was the expression on most of the soot-covered faces, horror on others.


  As Kate made her way in amongst the buildings, her mic picked up the sound of a Merki troopship overhead. Her sensors reported another wave of ships coming in. She cursed as the first Interceptors roared by. She had missed her chance. With the AAR raised skyward, she waited and fired at another group of enemy ships passing overhead. She hit one of the Interceptors, but failed to knock it down. The second blew apart most satisfactorily. Burning wreckage rained down upon the street. The drive section smashed through a shopping arcade, and added to the destruction being heaped upon the city.


  Kate blocked out the shrieks of people hiding inside, and moved on looking for ground targets instead.


  She found another target not ten minutes later. A platoon of Merki troopers was performing a sweep through a housing district. Two troopers went into a building to flush out any vermin hiding inside, while the bulk of the platoon waited outside to ambush them. Kate kept her distance. She used the AAR to knock down the building and bury them all under tons of plascrete and steel.


  Her next target was a troopship near a chemical manufactory. She had no chance of destroying such a ship. It was much too big, but she might inconvenience those within it. She waited for it to begin its landing cycle before blowing away the pressure lines feeding one of the chemical storage tanks. The explosion was like the end of the world. Kate gaped as a wall of fire rolled over the ship and descended upon her. Without a second thought, she engaged maximum thrust and jumped as hard as she could. Her jump jets were not designed for flight, but with luck…


  Kate landed and looked back to see the ship explode. The chemicals in the storage tank must have reacted with the air in some manner. She had certainly not expected the results she achieved, but it had worked. The troopship’s fuel pods exploded as she watched. She ignored the burning fuel raining down on her, and walked through it looking for more Merkiaari to kill.


  Sometime later, Kate’s chrono said it was 18:10, but she hadn’t detected the launching of the drone. Thinking she had missed it, she asked her mech’s computer to confirm the launch.


  “Negative. No launch detected.”


  That was wrong. Her lessons all agreed that the drone jumped at 17:52, it was 18:13 now.


  “Computer, confirm any launch with a destination outside the planet’s atmosphere.”


  “Working… No launches detected.”


  She was supposed to launch it; it had to be that. Damn Stone for this. He hadn’t told her the aim of her mission here, but now she knew. She throttled up and ran for the centre of the city.


  * * *


  “About time,” Stone said angrily. “You would have thought someone from Bethany would have known the importance of that launch. Without it, the entire planet would have been scoured clean!”


  “I told you, Ken, she’s thinking like a ranger in that mech of hers. She knows now though. When are you going to stick it to her?”


  “Now?”


  Hymas nodded and he keyed in the final blow.


  * * *


  “For God’s sake, you have to help me,” a man shouted grabbing at the running people. His clothes were ripped and bloody. Blood trickled down the side of his face, and he wiped it away with a shaking hand. “You don’t understand,” he screamed, as everyone he tried to stop pushed him away. “They’re killing the children. Somebody, help me!”


  Kate skidded to a stop and turned toward the crying man.


  “Please, oh please. You’re a soldier; you have to help me. A soldier has to help, yes… you will help,” the man said with certainty.


  Kate scanned the area, but there were no targets nearby. She activated her external speakers. “Who are you? What’s this about killing kids?”


  “I’m the principal of… but that doesn’t matter. The aliens are killing the children. You have to help me,” he screamed up at her armour where she towered over him.


  Kids… oh no.


  Kate’s thoughts whirled. Just as she was about to demand directions, a viper ran toward her. He was a captain. She had never seen this one before, but he obviously thought he knew her.


  “Stone?” the viper said in amazement. “What the hell do you think you’re doing in that crap?” he said looking over her fire-blackened mech. “You were supposed to launch the drone, not stand there flapping your gums. Christ… you haven’t launched it,” he said in sudden realisation. “They are going to take out the launch centre you idiot!”


  “Sir,” she said hesitantly. She was off stride and worried about the kids. “Sir, this man says they’re killing the kids.”


  The viper squeezed his eyes shut in grief, but when he looked at her again, he had eyes of flint. “If we don’t launch the drone before they take out the launch centre, we lose Bethany and all who live here will die. I can’t… I cannot abandon this world to save a few kids. I can’t…” he finished sickly.


  “Please, you must help,” the principal said begging the captain and clutching at his arm. “It’s not a few. My entire school is being butchered. Thousands, thousands. For the love of God man, you have to help.”


  “I can’t help you, we can’t help you,” he said and looked back up at Kate where she loomed over him in the mech. “Get out of that stinking armour. We have to launch the drone before it’s too late.”


  Kate watched the viper accelerate toward the centre of the city. He was almost flying he was running so fast. She would never keep up. She hesitated one more time, but then she deactivated the mech and popped the emergency hatch to climb out. When she saw the damage it had taken at the back, she was amazed she had survived. Power leads and hydraulic lines were exposed and fluid was leaking out. The thing was fit only for scrap.


  “The school is this way,” the principal said running to the corner. “It’s not far.”


  Kate glanced at him and then down the road where the viper had gone. She ran toward the city centre.


  “You bastard! You’re not a man… you’re not even Human! You’re a cyborg, a disgusting soulless freak! I hope you die screaming in agony! I hope you rot in hell…”


  Tears were running freely over Kate’s cheeks. It must have been the pain in her knee. Her thoughts were on her brother and what he would have said. Leaving the children to die—he would have been disgusted. She knew he would have saved them if he had been here. She left the principal’s curses behind as she attained her maximum speed. Her knee was screaming in agony and her damage control display was indicating major damage. She shouldn’t have kicked that Merki trooper, but if she hadn’t she would be dead now. Tears of pain and rage blurred her vision.


  She ran on.


  * * *


  “I never knew,” Hymas said quietly. “I was on Alizon then. The Merkiaari sent two ships, but they never gained the upper hand.”


  Stone shrugged. “Yeah well, shit happens.”


  “Did the kids survive?”


  “Of course not,” Stone snapped looking away from the compassion he saw in her eyes. He didn’t deserve compassion, not for what he had done. “Sorry, Marian, but I don’t want to… oh hell, you might as well hear it. The Merki squad killed the teachers when they shielded the kids with their bodies, then they killed the kids. The principal survived and denounced the entire regiment as cowards and murderers.”


  “I know that part. I didn’t know the Colonel and you were involved.”


  “He was a captain then,” he whispered, seeing the past come to life as his processor resurrected it from his permanent memory. “Bethany’s World has always hated us, but it was much worse after I killed their kids.”


  “You didn’t—”


  “I don’t want to hear it okay?” He glared at his friend. “Just leave it will you? It’s old news, very old news.”


  Hymas nodded and turned back to the consol.


  * * *


  Kate found the viper captain lying in pieces outside the launch centre and took cover. His legs were both severed above the knee, and his left arm was shattered. Unbelievably he was still alive, but he was too far gone in shock to talk to her. She crawled by him without stopping.


  Slugs chewed up the ground near her ear and she rolled left. Her right hand was tracking toward the target before she knew to aim. The diamond spun in her display, she fired twice and ran forward having no doubt the trooper was dead. She dove through the double door skidding on the shiny floors of the reception area. Broken doors and computer terminals greeted her. The enemy was already inside somewhere.


  With her heart thudding fit to burst out of her chest, Kate dashed up the stairs as fast as her viper body could go. She didn’t dare chance the elevators. Her diagnostic display told her the knee was going to give out any second, but she raced for the twentieth floor regardless. On the nineteenth floor, her display was pulsing red, and the pain was making her cringe at every footfall, but she struggled up the final flight only to duck back as a Merki trooper appeared. Kate fired from the hip not needing her targeting reticule this close. The monster was blasted back and out of sight.


  Kate advanced cautiously, but yelled in shock when another trooper appeared out of nowhere. She wasn’t sure afterwards who was the more surprised, but the Merki female did get her shot off first. The nanocoat of Kate’s armour reacted to the attack instantly. Its surface became diamond hard and shiny as a mirror over her ribs, as it tried to nullify the sudden influx of energy. Kate fell trying to twist out of the beam before it penetrated. She hit the floor and fired twice into the snarling face. The headless monster collapsed and wrung a scream of anguish from Kate as it landed across both legs. Her damage display stopped flashing warnings about her leg and went dark—the knee was crushed beyond repair.


  Ignoring the pain, Kate shoved the corpse off with her good leg, and skidded back to lean against the wall. Her head rolled to the side in an effort to survey the control room. It was wrecked; she had failed her mission. But what of the drone itself? Surely there was a manual launch sequence. The more she thought about it, the more certain she was that there would be a backup.


  She dragged herself into the stairwell and up the stairs bumping her shattered leg with every move. She hardly knew where she was now, but up seemed the right way. Sweat rolled off her and her teeth chattered. Despite all her bots could do, she was going into shock. Finally, she fell through the door and onto the roof. The drones were still in their cradles awaiting the launch order.


  Kate dragged herself to the first one and opened the panel in its side. “Oh God, what do I…” she panted in time with the throbbing agony her leg had become. She looked at the controls in confusion. She didn’t know how to operate a foldspace drone, or even key in a message.


  The shot from the doorway nearly ended her life right there. The Merki trooper she had shot in the stairwell was in the doorway clinging to the wall. He fired again, and Kate shrieked as her left hand was smashed to a pulp by a huge slug. Hugging the spurting stump to her chest, she screamed in agony and fired her pistol at full auto. She held the trigger down until there was nothing left of the trooper, or the door, or the top of the stairwell. Her vision blurred and darkened as the ammo indicator beeped empty.


  Peep, peep, peep, peep…


  The annoying beeping roused Kate a moment or so later. Her hand had been deleted from her diagnostic display. It matched her leg now. An absurd chuckle tried to force its way out of her. Her bots had dealt with the injury by sealing it off to prevent blood loss, and a neural block would shortly be in place for the pain. A readout on her display was insisting she report to medical immediately. She was apparently combat ineffective and needed maintenance.


  Kate laughed tiredly. “No shit.”


  She struggled up to the control panel next to the launch rail. The buttons seemed simple enough on this part at least. One said launch, another said abort and beside them was the usual palm scanner for clearance. Did she even have clearance? She flattened the launch button, and laid her right palm on the plate.


  WHOOSH!


  The first drone was ejected from the rails and the others slid forward one space.


  Kate watched the drone begin to fall back to earth. She had time to wonder if it was broken before the rocket motors detected the descent and fired. The drone shot into the sky and disappeared. She looked wearily around, but the sim didn’t end.


  “Sonofabitch…” she mumbled. Kate opened the hatch on the second drone to study its controls. “How do I make you go to HQ, damn you?” She began pressing buttons at random. “Aha!”


  A menu appeared in the tiny display. She read the options and pressed six. As she read the help file, her thoughts turned to the Captain. Was he still alive? If he was, she might meet him when she woke up, and they could talk about this day.


  “It’s been a doozy and no mistake.”


  She cursed Stone for his damn retro sayings. What the hell was a doozy?


  She finished reading the file and punched in a code for Alliance HQ. The screen cleared and she typed a message.


  Full scale invasion of Bethany’s World underway this day. Alliance forces routed, population being exterminated. Request Fleet intervention with heavy ground support. Recommend full battalion of vipers be in first wave.


  PFC Richmond, SDN-559-210-229, reporting.


  Kate closed the panel and dragged herself to the consol. She smashed the launch button flat, and placed her palm on the scanner.


  WHOOSH!


  * * *


  “You did it,” Stone said. Behind him, the simulator was busy lobotomising itself to protect its programmer.


  Richmond groaned at the imagined agony in the stump of her hand, but then she looked and saw it was whole again. She was still clutching it protectively to her chest, but of course it was whole. As reality reasserted itself, she relaxed and worked her fingers against phantom pain.


  “Welcome back.”


  Richmond’s eyes narrowed. “You…” she croaked. “You bastard… what have you done?”


  Stone raised an eyebrow in surprise and glanced at Marion. “Do you know what she’s talking about?”


  Marion shook her head.


  Richmond sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the couch. The wires running to the sensors tangled, and she angrily ripped them off not caring if she damaged them.


  * * *


  Kate ripped the wires from her body and reached for her uniform. She stuffed herself into it, ignoring Stone and the smirk she was sure she would find on his face if she looked. She couldn’t get the sim out of her mind. Lies, all lies. Once dressed, she made to leave but stopped when Stone called out to her.


  “When you’ve had time to think, come and see me. We’ll talk.”


  Kate turned to face him wanting to be angry, but confusion was her greatest emotion. Confusion, and a bone deep weariness. All she thought she knew about her world and its history was a lie. All she had been taught was based on lies. Her life, her entire goddamn life was a lie. She couldn’t think beyond that, couldn’t get beyond it to what was important now. The Ten must know. They at least must have known the truth… they probably knew it all along. Why? Why teach lies and half-truths to Bethany’s children?


  “Richmond?” Hymas said in concern.


  “Why?” she said. “Why did you do that to us… to me?”


  Stone shook his head. “We did nothing to you.”


  “But you were there. You let them lie to us. Why did you let them lie to us?”


  Hymas made to answer, but then she shook her head. Kate turned away and slowly made her way out of the simulator room. Outside the hatch she found dozens of concerned recruits awaiting their turn to enter the sims. She must have looked ready to pass out, because one man, Cragg it said on his uniform, stood and offered her his seat.


  Kate shook her head. “I’m fine… I’ll be all right.”


  “You don’t look so hot. Are you sure?”


  Kate nodded and turned along the corridor that eventually led back to her room. She looked back once to find Cragg still watching her. “Be careful of Stone. Be careful in there. They lie to you.” She looked down and hunched her shoulders. “Everybody lies.”


  “I don’t understand,” Cragg called but she didn’t stop.


  “All lies.”


  * * *


  


  11 ~ Decision Time


  Alliance HQ, Luna, Sol System


  Kate lay on her bunk staring at the overhead going over the sim in her mind. No matter how she looked at it, she knew it was real and not fiction. She had been exposed to too many sims in her time not to know the difference, and deluding herself was not something she was prepared to do. Stone’s sim hadn’t truly been one at all, not in the accepted sense of the word anyway. It had been no imitation, but the real thing. She had relived an historical event of epic proportions; the Merkiaari invasion of her homeworld. Stone had actually been there when it happened, he had fought for his life and been terribly wounded trying to send word back to the Alliance. She had lived it herself from his point of view. There could be no ambiguity, no weaselling out of it. For centuries The Ten had lied—and still were—on a massive scale. Every school taught every child on Bethany a false history of that time, and no one knew it but the government.


  Why? How? Did it even matter now?


  Kate rolled onto her side hugging herself to stop her hands shaking. You betcha it mattered. It mattered a goddamn lot! The how though, wasn’t as important as the why. At least to her way of thinking. No, she didn’t need to know the specifics of how it was done, but she would like to know why. Perhaps then she could stop thinking about it and move on.


  There was still Paul and her own mission here to consider. She had planned to send her latest report after the sim, but it didn’t seem so important anymore. The report was hours late, but she doubted it would make a difference. She had sent her contact plenty of stuff to be going on with. Mostly information about the other people being tested; things like names and backgrounds she had been able to weasel out at mealtimes. Nothing vital or even that interesting really. Her contact wanted more hard data, of which there was precious little. He wanted most of all to know the reasons behind the testing of so many veteran soldiers from such diverse backgrounds. Until today she hadn’t a clue, but it seemed obvious to her now. Stone was looking for viper candidates, and the only reason for that she could think of terrified her.


  “Another Merki incursion?” They couldn’t keep something that huge a secret, surely? Kate bit her lip hard, thinking about the massive hoax perpetuated on her own people for more than two centuries.


  What was going on? She didn’t know, but what Stone had done to her was illegal. Why had he done that, and what was she going to do about it? She could have told one of the other cyborgs, but Hymas was right there at the session and hadn’t seem disturbed one bit by it. She certainly hadn’t tried to stop him. Maybe the session had been sanctioned by his superiors. Kate sighed. There really was no one she could tell and be believed anyway. She had no evidence, and besides, she wasn’t sure now that she wanted to turn him in. He had shown her the truth with his download.


  The comm chimed, announcing a visitor. She reached over and pressed the admit key. When she saw who her visitor was she nimbly swung her legs off the bunk and stood to attention. Stone stared at her for a moment and then let his eyes wander around the room. His hand reached out and the hatch closed. When he locked it, Kate tensed, but he did nothing more than stare at her, waiting. She remained at attention, her thoughts frantic as she tried to think of something to say.


  Stone grunted. “I said we would talk, but you didn’t come see me.”


  Kate swallowed. “I’ve been thinking about stuff… things. I have questions, but—”


  “I bet you have, I just bet you have at that. Okay, Richmond, sit down. No need to be formal. I said we’ll talk and we will, about a great many things.”


  Kate relaxed a little and sat on her bunk. Stone pulled the chair toward him and sat facing her. He swung a compad forward and back, letting it pivot between his thumb and finger down by his side. Kate dragged her eyes away from it and up to meet his eyes. She found it hard to maintain her composure with that too-knowing stare upon her. She shifted, realising that this was the first time they had been alone since she got here.


  “Why did you do it?” Kate blurted when she could tolerate his silence no longer. “You went to a lot of trouble.”


  “You have no idea how much, Richmond, but I think you’ll be worth it. The Colonel doesn’t know if you’re wondering.”


  Kate frowned. That was only one of the things she had been wondering about. Stone’s caginess didn’t sit well with her; it didn’t suit him. She had come to know him better than she wanted to admit over her weeks here, and the sim had reinforced her view. What he had done to her in that simulation took a certain kind of dedication and disregard for consequences. Stone was as hard as his name and twice as cold. She had known a few people like him in her time, all psychos, but she doubted any of them could compete against him in ruthlessness. He was the kind of man that did whatever it took to get the job done. A bit like her actually.


  “If you’re not here to answer my questions, why are you here?”


  “I came to make sure you make the right decision when the time comes, and to tell you that I know.”


  Kate frowned. “Know? Know what?”


  “Richmond,” Stone sighed. “Did you really think you could get away with a hack into the comm system without me finding out? I’m insulted you even tried.”


  Kate licked suddenly dry lips. He couldn’t have detected her intrusions into the system. He couldn’t have! “I don’t know what you mean—”


  Stone cut her off with a raised hand. “Don’t take me for one of your marks, Richmond. You can’t manipulate me with a coy smile and soft words. Besides, I’m not trying to burn you. I’m trying to help you. It wasn’t anything you did that gave you away if that makes you feel better. Your contact was blown before you even set foot on this rock.”


  Kate leaned forward, resting her weight on elbows and knees. She didn’t doubt him, not with him right there looking at her with those knowing eyes. Her contact had messed up. It didn’t really surprise her. She stared at the floor trying to think of a way out, but there wasn’t one. If she did somehow get out of the room, where would she go? She was deep inside a moon with no atmosphere and no ship waiting even if she could reach the surface, which she couldn’t. Stone was a viper; she had no chance of overpowering him. The idea was laughable. She had seen what a viper could do in the sims. She had been one in simulation long enough to know she had no chance at all.


  “What are you going to do with me?”


  “It’s not a matter of what I’m going to do, Richmond. It’s more about what you want and what you’re prepared to do to get it.”


  “I don’t understand. Aren’t you going to arrest and question me?”


  Stone sighed. “Haven’t you been listening? I already know all the answers, and I don’t care. Your contact is going to meet with a little accident later today. None of the data you transmitted has left Luna. Believe me, it never will.”


  “I do believe you. Not that any of it was worth anything.”


  “I know that too. We only let you keep transmitting so we could map your cell.”


  “I don’t know any names, and I wouldn’t talk if I did.”


  “Again, I don’t care. I didn’t ask for any.” Stone handed the compad to her. “It makes interesting reading.”


  Kate activated the compad and read the first of many pages. It was a dossier on her, and it was accurate down to her favourite colour and the name of her first boyfriend. She browsed the rest of the report. It had everything about her. Everything. Names of her instructors at school, her test scores, dates of major events in her life. It even had the date she was recruited from the Rangers into ISS. The only thing it didn’t have was details of her missions for them. Where did he get all this, how did he get it? Did he have contacts on Bethany? He must have, and high ranked ones too.


  “Why give me this?”


  “So you’ll have what you need to make the right choice.”


  “Yeah? What choice?”


  Stone looked away, uncertainty etched on his features for the first time. “A hard one, Richmond, the hardest you’ll ever make. You don’t have to make it right this minute, but soon.”


  Kate nodded. So, she had guessed right. There was a Merki incursion on the way and the vipers were being mobilised to meet the threat. “Oh, you really are recruiting us then.”


  Stone snorted. “You guessed.”


  “When are the Merkiaari coming?”


  Stone stared, and then shook his head. “Is that what you think this is about?”


  “Well isn’t it?”


  “No. They have nothing to do with this, but we are recruiting up to strength. I’ll let the Colonel tell you more. He wouldn’t like me jumping the gun this way. I strongly suggest you accept the offer.”


  “Do I really have a choice?”


  “There are always choices, Richmond. Sometimes they’re all bad.”


  For a moment Kate shared Stone’s pain as they remembered Bethany’s murdered children. “And this time?”


  Stone smiled, banishing the nightmare thoughts. “This time, your choices will change your life, hopefully for the better.” The hatch slid aside and he stepped through. “Oh, I nearly forgot; read the section about your family before you reject our offer out of hand. You’ll regret it if you don’t, and don’t forget to remove your handiwork from your comp when you’re done. I’ll know when it’s gone.”


  The hatch slid shut, hiding his smug grin.


  “Shit,” Kate whispered and frowned. Why was she still talking like a foulmouthed retro? “Damn! I was going to ask him about that…”


  She sighed and lay back on her bunk to read the section about her family. It described in brutal detail how Gerald Whitby had used his influence with the Baxters to ruin her father. It didn’t say why, and Kate had long ago given up trying to find that out. None of it was important until she found the section on her brother. It listed his vital stats, much like it had hers, and she only skimmed them. Then she saw the shattering revelations on the last page. Paul was alive and well, living and working off-world. He was alive! She had hoped and prayed for it, but all her searching, all her shady deals had turned up nothing. He had ceased to exist. How could Stone find her brother in mere weeks? He couldn’t have searched harder than she had these last few years. A lucky hit on his first try? No way, she didn’t believe in luck.


  Kate read further and found part of the answer. It was a mission overview detailing an op that took place not long ago on Thurston. She whistled, realising how close she had come to being tangled in a viper operation staged against the Freedom Movement. Paul had been there, they had missed each other by a week. No more than that! There were photographs of him exiting a shuttle and meeting someone. She read the results of the operation, not caring about the Freedom Movements annihilation, interested only in her brother. Thankfully he had not been part of the fighting and had left well before it got messy. The ship was owned and operated by…


  “Noooo,” she hissed. “Whitby you bastard, you took my father from me. I’m not letting you have my brother too!”


  Kate leapt off the bunk and nearly smashed the compad against the hatch in her rage. She had to do something, but what could she do? Paul was god knows where, and she was stuck on Luna. Even if she weren’t, Gerald Whitby was one of The Ten. He was a member of Bethany’s ruling council. What the hell was Paul thinking linking himself to that family? It might have been the Baxters that ruined their father and ultimately killed him, but Whitby was the puppet master.


  Kate’s thoughts raced. She finally had a lead on her brother’s whereabouts; she couldn’t quit now and let the trail go cold. If she couldn’t trace a single ship and all its passengers she would eat her damn computer. Paul was as good as found. It would still take some digging to ferret him out, but she would find him. There was no doubt in her mind any longer. She would find him and soon.


  Kate sat at her comp. Stone had given her what amounted to an ultimatum, and she didn’t dare disobey. She would remove her shunt and other hacks from the comm system as ordered, but first she had to warn her contact that his cover was blown. Maybe he could beat the odds and escape, though she doubted it.


  “You’re three hours late!” her contact snarled.


  Kate smiled. “Yeah, sorry about that, I had this thing. Listen—”


  “No you listen. I need your report right goddamn now! I think they may be on to me.”


  Her smile slipped and she nodded. “Yeah, I think you’re right. You better disappear.”


  “That’s what I said. Now send the damn report and let me get out of here!”


  “Ah, about that… there’s no report and I resign.”


  His face darkened. “You can’t resign, no one leaves ISS.”


  “I can, I just did. I quit.”


  “Kate, be reasonable. Just send your data and we’ll talk about this later. I know you want to find your brother. I’ll help. You know you’ll never find him on your own.”


  Kate smiled coldly. “I have a better offer,” she said and broke the connection. A few more commands and her comp reset itself to its default configuration leaving no evidence of her tampering.


  * * *


  Colonel Dan Flowers studied the faces of two hundred and twenty young men and women. The youngsters were silent and sitting at attention waiting for him to speak, while Stone, Marion, and the other vipers he had brought with him stood silently along the walls looking on.


  His eyes sought out Richmond, and found her sitting quietly in the second row. She looked pale and distracted. Of all the recruits, she was one of those that concerned him the most. Stone and Marion had worked their miracle to keep her in the program as he had asked, but something deeper seemed to be going on in Richmond’s head than a Bethanite’s fear of cybernetics. She was withdrawn and moody with the other recruits, but wouldn’t talk about it. Neither would Stone. Marion was a qualified Psych Tech as well as an MD, but she wouldn’t break confidence. All he could do was hope that she was keeping a professional eye on the situation, and that she would intervene if and when the time came.


  Flowers stood at parade rest before his audience. “My name is Flowers, Colonel currently commanding 1st Recruit Training Battalion, 501st Infantry… you lot in other words. You will be seeing a lot of me over the coming month.” That caused a stir. His name was not unknown in the Alliance. He raised a hand to silence the murmuring recruits. “Pipe down people. We have time to answer a few questions.” He pointed to a woman in the third row. “You are?”


  The woman stood at attention and replied. “Sir, Lieutenant Fuentez. Alliance Marines, sir… I mean I used to be.”


  “Ask your question, Recruit Fuentez.”


  “Sir, I heard the Council ordered a hold put on new construction of vipers after the war, sir.”


  “You heard right, but policy does change. After the war, we were allowed to recruit back up to a nice and even one-hundred units. A lucky thing for the Alliance. We can train you and more like you.”


  No one was really comfortable with nano enhanced cyborgs. One of the first major uses of nano technology was that of nano-bots injected into the blood stream to protect from disease. In the military, the idea was enhanced with the bots being tasked specifically to heal battlefield injuries. During the war, ever more applications were discovered until the first viper unit was created. Using nanotech to enhance bone structure and musculature, a stronger faster soldier was produced that eventually led the Alliance to victory after victory.


  The downside was that vipers scared people. They were designed specifically to maim and kill Merkiaari in milliseconds. No one was easy around a loaded gun with a hair trigger. It was the same with vipers. They were feared and respected—but mostly feared. Only another viper was truly content to be near one. Everyone else shunned them. If asked, most would say it was only good sense to fear them.


  Cyborgs and neural implant technology were feared partly because of what happened when Douglas Walden and his hackers began their reign of terror in the mid 3300s. The so-called Hacker Rebellion saw the end of widespread use of implant technology. Before that time, nearly everyone was fitted with neural interfaces that allowed them to access AI controlled networks spanning systems all over the Human sector of space. Walden and his fanatics changed all that when they tried to free what they called the oppressed mentalities that Humanity had enslaved.


  Millions of people died horribly—turned to mindless zombies when Walden unleashed his viruses and worms upon the networks. Economies of entire planets went into free fall, defence nets and power grids had to be shut down for months to prevent damage to critical systems. What Walden failed to consider, or perhaps didn’t care about, was that those same AIs he wanted to free couldn’t function separated from the network. They were the network. Thousands of AIs were destroyed by those same hackers—men and women that had sworn to free them.


  Almost four hundred years later, there were no more AIs and a ban was in force to prevent construction of more. There were no solar system spanning networks, very few neural networks or interfaces of any kind existed anywhere in the Alliance, and all because of one man—Douglas Walden. His name was universally despised. He was known throughout the Alliance as one of the most evil and hated men in history. Being called a hacker by someone was the worst insult imaginable.


  As for the vipers, an army of cyborgs controlled by hackers was a nightmare scenario that no one wanted to contemplate.


  Flowers nodded to another recruit. “You have a question, son?”


  “Sir, Lieutenant Cragg, Alizon Rangers. My question is: why are they increasing the number now, sir?”


  Flowers pursed his lips. “The answer to that question is classified, Recruit. You are not to discuss it with anyone outside of this room. The simplest answer is that we have discovered another alien species.”


  That caused quite a stir. Everyone started talking at once, all trying to ask for details.


  “Simmer down people. You are soldiers, act like it.” He glared around the room. “We haven’t been attacked, and I have no reason to expect we will be, but we’re not taking chances. I’ve seen some of the data. I believe we may have found allies rather than enemies. In any case, I have been tasked with recruiting and training you lot, while Colonel Stanbridge will look for another group to test.” He paused for more questions but there were none. “Attention to orders: All those here present will immediately embark a shuttle to ASN Washington.


  “You will be issued new uniforms on the shuttle. Put them on immediately. You are forbidden to wear anything else until I say otherwise. Your old uniform will be disposed of, and any personal items will be locked in my safe until we reach base. Don’t think this trip is a vacation, people,” he warned when he noticed shoulders relaxing throughout the room. “You will be taught the anatomy of a viper, including the construction process on the way. While aboard Washington, you are forbidden to enter any unauthorised compartment. In fact, you are authorised only three areas. One, your sleeping area. Two, the refectory that I will show you. Three, the toilet facility.


  “You will not fraternise with crew members. Any recruit seen discussing viper business, or anything else for that matter, with a crew member will be dismissed and mind wiped. Any infraction of the orders I have just made clear to you from this point on, will lead to instant dismissal and mind wipe. Embarrassing me, or any other viper unit, will result in instant dismissal and mind wipe. All understood?”


  Silence.


  He scowled. “My hearing must be defective. Is all UNDERSTOOD?”


  Two hundred and twenty voices said as one, “Sir, yessir.”


  He glanced at Stone. “Carry on, Sergeant.”


  Stone braced. “Sir.” Turning to the recruits he gave his orders. “Listen up. From this point on you are viper recruits. Any one of you can prove himself worthy to be an officer, and the reverse is also true. The first fifty men, starting from the man on my left closest to the hatch, stand and follow your sergeant.” Stone watched as fifty men and woman followed his instructions. He went through all the rest until the last group. “Sir, we seem to have seventy men here.”


  “Why, I do believe you’re right, Master Sergeant. I’ll take the last twenty personally.”


  “Yes, sir,” Stone said. “The next fifty follow me. You are now Fourth Platoon.”


  Flowers studied his twenty recruits, among them was Richmond and Fuentez. “You know the drill by now. Follow me Fifth Platoon.”


  * * *


  Gina marched automatically in step with her new comrades. Her situation was hard to take in. It had taken a police action on a border world not yet officially part of the Alliance to gain her stripes, and another on Thurston to gain her commission. Being a recruit again felt unreal, as if the last fifteen years had been a dream. All her achievements had been wiped away by two little words spoken quietly yesterday in her room.


  “I volunteer.”


  The Colonel had nodded solemnly and shook her hand before leaving her to ponder all he had told her. He had been almost brutal with his descriptions of the surgery and the consequences of it, but that had not been the hardest thing for her to take in. She had already been aware of some of the details through her association with Eric, but not all them. For one thing, she hadn’t been aware that all viper units were sterile—a consequence of the process used to create them. By volunteering to join those elite soldiers, she was giving up the possibility of a family and children in the future. She was agreeing to leave her Humanity behind. She understood Eric so much better now.


  She made her way to the shuttle and pondered what they had and hadn’t been told. The news of another sentient race was astounding. Everyone knew Humanity’s old enemies, the Merkiaari, were still out there, and because of that the drive to go out specifically looking for new races had waned. It sounded as if the Council was being cagey this time. A good thing. Mishandling first contact could send Humanity into war with another alien race. How many times could the Alliance win against a superior force before going down into defeat?


  Once aboard the shuttle, Gina pulled on her new uniform. The only insignia on it was her name on the pocket over her right breast, and the viper patch on her left shoulder. The battledress uniform was the same as every other she had ever worn except in colour, but this one made her feel different. No rank now, but that wasn’t it. It was the mental baggage that came with the black uniform and the viper patch that caused it.


  She had made an irrevocable decision when she hadn’t backed out at the briefing. The rumours of what happened when you became a viper were rife throughout the Alliance. Some said vipers were nothing but robots and were not Human. Others said they were cyborgs and too powerful a threat to the Alliance. There were many other rumours, but one thing they all agreed on was that vipers were not completely Human any longer. By not backing out she had chosen to give up part of her Humanity. She had seen Eric in action, and she had watched the Colonel and his sergeants throughout the testing. She couldn’t distinguish any external differences between them and any other person, except the weapon’s data bus in their right palms.


  Until they moved.


  They seemed to glide along, as if they might take to the air at any moment. She knew the illusion was caused by the strength they embodied, but the grace was surprising. Images of clanking, clumsy robots were very far from the reality.


  She handed her Marine Lieutenant’s uniform to the sergeant that came to collect it with a pang of loss. She was a Marine no longer, not really. The saying: Once a Marine always a Marine, came easily while still in the Corps, but from the outside looking in, there was a world of difference. The Corps was all her family… had been all her family. She glanced around at her new one and hoped she had made the right choice. Being a Marine was more than wearing the uniform. It was doing one’s duty no matter what, being ever faithful to what the Corps and the Alliance stood for. Wearing black didn’t change who she was, and she was determined her transformation into a viper unit would not change her either.


  She strapped into her seat, knowing what would happen if she didn’t. The shuttle was much too small to have an internal gravity field. She was used to living and working in micro-gee environments and did not concern herself when the shuttle accelerated hard just a few moments later. One or two of the others were caught off guard, and she didn’t think much of their chances at promotion. They had been given plenty of time to change, but she noticed with amusement that some of the recruits were shy about undressing with men in view. They were probably from Bethany’s World. It was surprising to see viper recruits from there, especially when Bethany’s government had voted against their creation during the Merki War, but she supposed there had to be some normal people living there.


  The Alliance had only been a dream back then. Earth, though highly respected as Humanity’s homeworld, had been only one of many separate voices. It had taken a war to make the dream of the Alliance come to life. Worlds had banded together to resist the aliens, but they failed to hold the enemy at bay until Earth finally stepped to the fore with its forces. The Alliance was born and the Merki advance was slowed but not stopped. Ten years of harsh fighting culminated in the creation of the first vipers, and they slowly reclaimed the lost worlds. The war lasted almost twenty years—twenty years, and an estimated sixteen billion people died before it was done. It could have been many more—the Merkiaari were very thorough. They left little evidence of their genocide behind them. No one knew the exact figures.


  The Alliance did succeed in pushing the aliens out of its systems, but at a high cost. Gina thought they should have pushed on and annihilated the Merkiaari down to the last male, but she understood why they hadn’t. Eighty percent of the new Alliance had needed massive reconstruction, and resources were at an all time low. It took almost fifty years to bring those worlds back to their pre-war condition. During that time, the Alliance Council became a way of life. Headquarters of the combined military remained in Sol system on Luna. Earth, as Humanity’s homeworld, became the capital and therefore the centre of the Human sphere of influence—though of course it wasn’t central in purely spatial terms.


  Peace and the rule of law reigned within the Alliance, but those yearning for a frontier type life had an outlet. These became known as the Border Worlds. They offered a hard and violent life to their citizens, but their sparse populations preferred it that way. They were left alone for the most part, but the Alliance did offer membership to them if they could reach a consensus among their people to join. Some of the Border Worlds had turned to piracy to supplement their lack of trade. Fleet was kept gainfully employed suppressing such outbreaks.


  Gina studied the faces and postures of those around her. Most seemed cheerful and nodded to her before continuing their conversations. Her eyes locked on one woman who was silent and brooding. The woman’s eyes sharpened when she noticed Gina’s regard, and her hand twitched as if reaching for a weapon. The woman was a killer, pure and simple.


  Gina forced her eyes to move on and the chill in her spine eased.


  She couldn’t see outside. The shuttle was a military vessel and not a cruise ship, but she still knew the moment they arrived. Gravity returned as the shuttle crossed the threshold in the bay, and moments later a slight bump heralded touchdown. Various clanking noises announced the ship was secure and she unbuckled her harness.


  Colonel Flowers stood in the centre aisle and surveyed the recruits. “Listen up! You will follow your sergeants to quarters. You will not deviate from the course he sets. You will not lag behind gawking. You will not talk. You will not do anything other than march to your assigned quarters. Understood?”


  “Sir, yessir!” Gina yelled with the others. It was like being back in boot camp.


  “Carry on, Sergeant.”


  Stone straightened. “Yes, sir. Each platoon will march in good order behind their sergeants—which means no pushing and shoving for you new people. Fifth platoon, you’re first.”


  Obviously.


  Fifth platoon was the last to board after all. Gina had been a sergeant herself, she knew the game, but Flowers seemed to be taking the security arrangements to extremes. Washington was Fleet for goodness sakes. Surely everyone on board her was reliable.


  Gina marched behind Flowers into the bay. The place was deserted. There would usually be crewmen working to refuel the shuttle, not that it needed refuelling, but navy types always took the opportunity to do so. No captain of a ship, whether that ship be a battle group carrier or a lowly shuttle, would miss the opportunity to top off his bunkers. In this case that seemed to be exactly what was happening. She kept her scrutiny of the bay to herself and followed Flowers through a hatch deeper into the ship. She had never been on board a Washington class ship before, let alone that class’ namesake, and she wanted to look around, but the Colonel had ordered otherwise. She took him at his word when he declared mind wipe as the punishment for infractions.


  Mind wipe was only used on violent criminals such as murderers and rapists. It had come about when bleeding heart liberals had managed to have the death penalty taken off the books. Hypno had been around for a while, but was used for entertainment only. It didn’t take long for the courts to see a use for it, and a new punishment for murder was introduced—personality death. Later the punishment was used on convicted rapists and then on all violent crime. It was amazing the difference it had made. Crime was cut to barely sixty percent of its previous levels in the core, and it had declined every year since hypno’s introduction. Whatever you called it, mind wipe or personality death, it was worse than true death and therefore a fitting punishment. How Flowers could justify it here she didn’t know; she wasn’t willing to find out.


  “This is your toilet facility,” Flowers indicated a hatch on the other side of a section seal.


  Gina paid it no mind, saving her attention for Flowers as he walked on.


  “This is your refectory and day area. All platoons will share this space, and the toilet facility. The first compartment on the right is fifth platoon’s sleeping area. The next is for fourth and so on. Once everyone arrives, the blast door will be sealed.


  “These areas are where you will live for the next three weeks. The rest of Washington is off limits. Anyone seen outside this section will be dismissed and suffer mind wipe. Anyone seen talking to a crew member will be dismissed and suffer mind wipe. Understood?”


  “Sir, yessir!” Gina said along with her platoon mates.


  “Good. Get settled in, and we’ll start work at zero six hundred tomorrow—dismissed.”


  Flowers walked away and entered another compartment this time on the left. Gina couldn’t see inside, but she assumed it was his cabin. She moved away from the chattering recruits and entered the area set aside for their barracks.


  To her surprise, her name was already stencilled on a locker next to a rack. She opened it to see a full set of toiletries, a viper class-A and class-B uniform, and a box of compads with the viper patch displayed prominently on their cases—manuals. In the bottom was her kit bag. She opened it and found everything she had brought with her minus her old uniform. She found every one of her old ribbons and medals in a neat wooden presentation box. They had even unpicked the stitching and removed her unit patches from her old dress uniform to place them here. They were certainly thorough, she thought, fingering the patches.


  Gina smoothed one of them flat in the palm of her hand. “Seventh Marines.”


  As easy as that, she was no longer a Marine.


  Storing everything back as she found it, she sat on her rack and began going through her manuals. They detailed the complete process of building a viper unit. She was surprised to see all the models listed and not just the newest version. She frowned for a moment, and then nodded in understanding. In the field, it might be necessary to make good a unit’s battle damage. It seemed unlikely she would need to repair a Mk1, or that she would have the biomech components necessary to do so, but better safe than sorry she supposed.


  “What are you reading, Fuentez?”


  Gina looked up and found one of the recruits. The name on his chest was M. Cragg. She remembered him. He was the lieutenant… ex-lieutenant now, who had asked the second question in the briefing. She showed him the case of the manual she was reading.


  “Hmmm. Viper sub-systems: Internal sensors. Not the sort of light reading I would expect at bed time.”


  “That depends on your definition of light reading,” she said.


  Cragg laughed and sat on the rack opposite. He offered his hand. “I’m Martin, and you are?”


  She shook his hand firmly. “Gina.”


  “Pleased to meet you. The others are all sitting around chatting, don’t you want to join them?”


  “Not really. I’m happy enough reading these, but don’t let me stop you.”


  “Are you trying to get rid of me?”


  “Yes. My chance to become an officer in the 501st is important to me. If I can start learning now, it won’t be so hard for me later.”


  Cragg frowned. “You’re right.”


  He stood and walked along the aisle until he found his own rack. He retrieved his manuals and came back to sit opposite her.


  Gina watched him find the same manual she was reading, and begin to work through it.


  Cragg looked up and saw her staring at him. He grinned and gestured for her to get back to work. They both laughed and settled down to read.


  * * *


  12 ~ Ghosts


  Aboard ASN Washington on route to NGC 1513-4964


  Kate couldn’t believe she was here on the way to becoming a viper unit. What had that bastard Stone done to her? It had to be something in his download. The sim had changed her somehow. Before she went in, she had been her old self and hardly able to tolerate the cyborgs near her, but when she came out, she had agreed to become one. And what about Hiller, he was here. How did Stone persuade a rich son of Bethany to give it all up and become a despised cyborg?


  “Recruit Richmond?”


  Kate blinked and blushed when she found all eyes turned her way. “Sir?”


  Colonel Flowers tilted his head to regard her, as if wondering what kind of noise she would make when stepped on. “Am I boring you, Recruit?”


  Kate reddened still further and tried to sit at attention. “No, sir.”


  “Oh good. Then perhaps you will be kind enough to recap what I just said?”


  Kate glanced down at the compads on her desk. Only one was active. It was displaying the inner workings of a viper unit. Specifically, it was displaying a viper unit’s sensor and electronic warfare suit.


  “Sir, you were describing a viper’s EW and sensor suite, sir.”


  Kate knew she had blown it when the rest of the recruits winced and shook their heads. Flowers on the other hand just pursed his lips and looked disappointed.


  “We covered that section a half hour ago, Recruit.”


  “Sorry, sir.”


  “I know it’s a lot to take in, Recruit, but when we go dirtside, there won’t be time for any more lessons like this. There won’t be time for very much at all before you’re all prepped for surgery. Sorry doesn’t begin to cut it, Recruit.”


  Kate looked down to hide her embarrassment.


  “As I was saying,” Flowers went on in a brisker tone. “You all have a lot to learn. Aside from mastering a viper unit’s systems, which will take months, there’s the artillery course, the sabotage and subversion courses, various special weapons courses… the list goes on. Master Sergeant Stone will be cooking up all kinds of nasty simulations to test you throughout the learning process. My point is, ladies and gentlemen, and this goes double for you Richmond, you do not have time to waste.”


  “Question, sir?” Fuentez said and Flowers nodded to her. “I have no objections to learning whatever you want, but… artillery? We’re infantry.”


  There were nods and murmurs from among the recruits.


  “Don’t you like Arty, Fuentez?”


  Fuentez grinned. “Only when it’s on my side, sir.”


  The recruits laughed and Flowers smiled. “Fuentez is right in what she says. Vipers are infantry, but things have changed just a bit since the war.”


  Kate grinned.


  Flowers went on. “Back then, we were deployed with other Alliance forces. Mostly in the first wave, sometimes ahead of the first wave, but we always had backup. Now we mostly work undercover on solo ops, but the General believes in being prepared for all contingencies. Even outright war. That means, you will learn whatever we decide to teach you. How many of you know how to pilot a shuttle?”


  Kate raised her hand, as did a dozen or so others. Fuentez wasn’t one of them.


  Flowers nodded. “By the end of your training, all of you will be able to steal a shuttle and use it. All of you will know how to load, aim, and fire a range of artillery pieces. And your fire will be dead accurate. Vipers live a very long time, people. You will spend a lot of that time learning everything there is to know about the art of destruction.” He glanced at his wristcomp. “Dismissed!”


  The recruits stood to attention.


  Kate relaxed after the Colonel left, and the recruits milled around discussing what they had learned today. All week long, the Colonel had held lectures from zero six hundred to twelve hundred hours. The afternoon was theirs, and the evening was given over to tactical problems, based on their supposed understanding of the day’s lessons. She had done well so far, but then she should. She had the advantage of Stone’s download to draw on.


  She frowned. Why hadn’t she blown the whistle on Stone? And that was another thing, why was she still thinking in retro?


  Moving away with a scowl on her face, Kate tracked down Hiller. He was lying on his rack with a compad propped on his chest, displaying one of the viper manuals they had all been issued. He didn’t notice her come in until she snatched the compad out of his hands.


  “We have to talk,” she said sitting on the rack next to his.


  Hiller sighed and swung his legs down to sit opposite her. “I should have spoken up to him, but I was beholden to him.”


  Kate blinked. “Huh?”


  “The Whitbys own me,” Hiller said in humiliation. “That’s why I stayed silent that day.”


  Kate’s original intention was to ask about Stone, but this was more interesting.


  “You’re a Hiller, one of the families.”


  Hiller’s lips twisted into a snarl. “I’m the son of a family—a family with no money left! Hiller survives only as long as I do what the Whitbys say. They own me. They own all that Hiller was, and they own my vote on Bethany’s council.”


  Kate blinked stupidly at him. Hiller was destitute? That news would rock Bethany to its foundations were it ever to become known. Hiller was one of the families. One of the original settlers of Bethany’s World. How could it happen? Whitby owned the Hiller vote?


  My God, how many others?


  “Whitby failed the testing?”


  Hiller snorted. “Of course he did. He’s nothing but the pompous windbag he appears to be. He bought his commission the same way he buys everyone and everything he wants.”


  “But the Hiller name is everywhere back home. I’ve seen it.”


  Hiller nodded. “His father ruined mine and gave us the scraps from his table. Our name still appears on our old holdings, but Hiller actually owns nothing. My sister and I are all that Hiller really has. She went into medicine and turned away from me. She hasn’t even kept the name. Whitby props me up so that my voting rights remain in force.”


  Kate grinned. “Wait until they hear about your new job.”


  Hiller smiled wearily. “When they hear about this, the name will finally be erased. Not that I care anymore, but I would like to think the Whitbys would be hurt by the loss of the vote.”


  “But you don’t think they will be?”


  “No chance. They’ve blackmailed their way into holding most of the votes on Bethany. One vote less will be an embarrassment, but nothing more than that.”


  That was something Kate needed to think about in-depth, but later. “I came to ask you whether Stone… whether he did anything to you to make you become a viper?”


  Hiller frowned. “Stone? No, nothing. I haven’t spoken to him at all. The reason—the only reason that I’m here is my wish to get away from Bethany and Whitby.”


  Kate believed him, but what did that mean regarding her own reasons for being here? She was confused about the entire thing. She knew the power and excitement the viper systems imparted from her time in the sim, but that wasn’t the reason… was it? She hoped not. She was a Bethany Ranger in her heart still, a killer, a sniper, and she liked what she was. Would becoming a cyborg change what she was inside? Not the biomech and cybernetics, but her soul? Bethany taught that cyborgs were soulless, but she had witnessed Colonel Flowers’ anguish in the sim. He had been a captain then, but the pain in his eyes at hearing about the children was real. She would stake… yes, even that. She would stake her very soul on it.


  “I have to see Stone,” Kate mumbled and made to leave.


  “Richmond?”


  She turned back. “Yes?”


  “Are you… are you scared? I am. I’m terrified of becoming a machine. Everyone knows—”


  Kate shook her head quickly. “Everyone on Bethany knows. We’ve had almost two hundred years of lies forced down our throats.”


  “Lies? But our history—”


  “Happened,” she broke in. “It happened, but not the way they say. I can’t tell you how I know, but Burgton’s vipers fought hard for us when the Merkiaari came.”


  “You’re sure? Really sure that it will be all right?”


  “It will be all right,” Kate said and left.


  She was unable to find Stone at first. Was he hiding from her? She shook her head; he wouldn’t hide, but where the hell was he? He could usually be found sitting in the refectory at this time of the day, but when she checked, he was nowhere to be found.


  “You seen Stone?” Kate said to one of the recruits passing by.


  “Nope,” the recruit said and walked on.


  After walking aimlessly in the hope of finding him, she finally found someone who might know. She braced to attention and saluted.


  “This recruit needs to find Sergeant Stone, ma’am. Might you know where he is?”


  Lieutenant Hymas turned from her conversation with another recruit and frowned at the interruption. “Dismissed, Takeri,” she said to the dark complexioned woman.


  “Ma’am,” Takeri said saluting before leaving.


  Takeri was from Earth. Kate had spoken with her a few times about their customs and the strange way she had at looking at things.


  “Stone is resting in his quarters.”


  Kate frowned; she hadn’t thought to check his quarters. The day was only half over. What the hell was there to do on this tub that could require him to rest?


  Hymas’ eyes narrowed. “What’s this about, recruit?”


  Kate hesitated. “I would rather not say, ma’am.”


  “You would rather not say,” Hymas said soto-voiced. She stared at Kate for a long moment before stepping to the wall and pressing the button there. “Computer: page Sergeant Stone.”


  A voice barked from the comm. “Stone!”


  “Recruit Richmond wants to see you, Ken… yes I think so,” Hymas said and glanced at Kate before continuing.


  Kate strained to hear what Stone was saying, but all she heard was a few words. Out of context they gave her nothing of what he was asking the Lieutenant.


  “Fine. Do you want me to… right. See you later.” Hymas turned and regarded Kate thoughtfully. “Sergeant Stone has invited you to visit him. That was nice of him wasn’t it?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Kate said giving the expected answer. “In his quarters, ma’am?”


  Hymas nodded. “Now would be a good time, Recruit.”


  “Thank you, ma’am,” she said, and ducked by Hymas before her superior could ask her any questions.


  When Kate reached Stone’s quarters, she pressed the call button. A moment later the hatch slid aside and she entered the dim cabin.


  “Sergeant?”


  “Step in won’t you?”


  Something was up; she could feel it. Kate stepped fully inside, and the hatch slid shut darkening the cabin still further. Gradually her eyes adjusted and she began to make out shapes. A terminal to one side was dark and the chair before it was empty. The rack was unoccupied and scrupulously neat. It was as regulation as anyone could want. Turning to her left, she found Stone sitting on a couch watching her. That couch surely wasn’t regulation. Fleet must be going soft. Maybe such comforts were within its regulations, but she doubted it. Kate preferred austerity to comfort. Comfort could betray you into wanting more of the same.


  Kate was very aware that Stone had her on his sensors from the moment she stepped inside. Hell, he could pick up everyone aboard the ship if he wanted to. She had used those sensors in the sim. She knew how good they were. He had her targeted, she was certain, but he didn’t have a weapon on him. He didn’t need one.


  Kate fidgeted uneasily. “I want to… I mean I need to…”


  “Know what I did to you?” Stone finished.


  “Yes, Sergeant.”


  “Come here.”


  It was the last thing Kate wanted to do with him in this strange mood, but she had always fought her fear. She stepped toward him, and stopped a pace from his still reclining figure. Close up, he still looked the same. She laughed silently. What had she expected to see, an unshaven ogre?


  Stone watched her unblinking. “I did nothing to you except show you the truth.”


  Kate felt her face heat with anger. “Whose truth, yours?”


  “Mine, the Colonel’s, the Regiment’s…” he shrugged. “Yours too now.”


  “I want to know why I agreed to be enhanced. I want to know why I keep saying things that sound retro when I never have before. I want to… understand.”


  Stone laughed, but the sound was bitter. “Understanding, who doesn’t want that? I could have used some on Bethany… we all could. Do you know how many ghosts walk beside me and the Colonel and the others?” He shook his head. “Of course you don’t. How could you? I am two hundred and twenty nine years old—two hundred and thirty in a week. Two hundred years of killing. You think you’re a killer now? Wait a few centuries and you’ll know different.” He stared bleakly into the distance at nothing. “I see them all. My fine and strong platoon of vipers, my first one, going into the fire, and only two of us coming back broken and bloody. My second, and only I came back, my third and three of us survived, my fourth…” he closed his eyes, but when he opened them again they were hard. “I bet you remember every kill, not so?”


  “It is so,” Kate agreed.


  “vipers can’t forget, Richmond. They never told us that when they made us. Nothing I can drink, or smoke, or inject can ever give me peace. Our bots won’t allow it. Senility was a curse for millennia, now it’s rare, but even that won’t save me. We remember everything, forever and ever and ever… until the end of time for all we know. Ghosts… but ghosts of comrades are still comrades. My victims now, they’re worse.”


  “You don’t have victims, Sergeant. You’re a killer like me, but you fight in the open. I take them down in the dark from behind. I like it, and I’m good at it.”


  Stone smiled grimly. “I knew that about you the moment I laid eyes on you. If looks could kill, Hiller and Whitby would have been stabbed to death that day on the concourse. Stabbed in the back, repeatedly.” He laughed. “I have victims, believe me I do. A school full of kids is one instance, but there are others. They come to me you know, those children. Not often, but more of late—since the download.”


  Kate nodded, thankful for the turn the conversation had taken. “That download is what I came to talk about. It changed me; you changed me.”


  “Not so. The download let you see the truth. The truth is what changed you. Not that I believe you’ve changed very much. You’re seeing things more clearly now. Maybe this is the first time you’ve ever seen clearly. You know Bethany was built on lies, built by liars. You know—”


  “I know what you want me to know,” Kate said. “That sim could be a lie.”


  “You know it wasn’t. You were me. You did what I did, saw what I did…” Stone broke off staring over her shoulder at nothing. “And what I didn’t do.”


  “I went in hating cyborgs, and came out wanting to be one. How can you say you haven’t done something to me, to my mind?”


  “I say it because it’s true. You want to know how I knew what to do?”


  “You’re damn right I do.”


  “Remember your first day of testing, the questionnaire?”


  Kate nodded but frowned. There had been a lot of questions on that thing. Some had seemed irrelevant; others had been obvious in their aims to weasel out her secrets. She had sneered at the so obvious attempt to get inside her head. She answered the questions on military matters with truth, and the prying ones with creative fantasy designed to pass the psych eval.


  “You told me how, Richmond. Or rather you told the psychs, and they told me.”


  “I was careful,” Kate protested.


  “Psych evals can’t be fooled. If they could, they would be useless. Why do you think there were so many different questions that seemed to ask the same thing, but with different words?”


  “What did they find?”


  “Your brother. Your weakness was clear to the psychs. They checked into your background thoroughly to find the source. They found it. I had exactly what I needed to hit you harder than you had ever been hit before. I knew that if you could overcome that weakness by ignoring the children, knowing that doing so would sentence them to death, you would be what we needed. We are the same. I am you, you are me. The download proved it.”


  “I’m me!”


  “You are you,” Stone agreed with a sharp nod. “But you think like me. Kill thousands of children, save the world. Simple decision wasn’t it?” he said bitterly.


  “Anyone with sense would have made the same choice,” Kate protested.


  “Not anyone. Some would have, and we’ll be trying to recruit all we can find, but most would have ignored the drone to save the kids hoping that someone else would launch it. You saw the Colonel in pieces outside. That happened. You lost a leg and a hand, so did I. You kept going, so did I. You’re already a viper in your head, Richmond. The uniform just warns people.”


  Was he right? Was that why she had felt right as a viper in the sim? She had played her part as if born one. She had known it was a sim all the way through, yet she had been at home with her abilities, and had enjoyed using them.


  “I want… need to talk about my brother. He’s why I joined ISS in the first place.”


  Stone nodded. “That was my guess from the moment I read the psych eval. It gave you the freedom to search for him. How did it go, do the mission in a day instead of two and use the time saved for your own mission?”


  “Something like that.”


  “Thought so. Didn’t work though, did it?”


  Kate shook her head.


  “I can tell you why if you want to hear it?”


  “I need to.”


  “Your own people were actively working to stop you,” at her confused frown he went on, “I don’t mean Bethanites. I mean ISS. Your data came from contacts you made through your missions for them. They were all ISS assets before you came along, Richmond.”


  “I knew that,” she said derisively. “As you say, that’s how I met them in the first place. Why would they give me false info?”


  “Because they were ordered to do that. Look Richmond, you seem to think that ISS are the good guys in this. They aren’t, not by a long way. You did read the report I gave you?”


  She flushed. “Of course I did.”


  “If you read between the lines it’s obvious that ISS knew all along where your brother was keeping himself, and that he worked for your government among others. They were shielding him from you for reasons they must feel are good ones.”


  “Yeah? He isn’t like me at all, Stone. He’s not a spook, or a fighter of any kind. What good is he to them? And besides, I wanted to know he was alright, not hurt him!”


  “He’s a merc, Richmond. He works for the highest bidder.”


  “He’s not a merc.”


  Stone sighed. “You won’t see it because to you he’s still your brother. Why do you think he was there on Thurston meeting with the leader of the Freedom Movement? I’ll tell you. He was delivering an arms shipment to them.”


  “So he delivered a cargo. Doesn’t mean he knew what the cargo was. He’s just a crewman on a ship.”


  “You don’t seriously believe that, Richmond. Who sends a mere crewman to meet with a buyer like that? Come on, think it through.”


  Kate shook her head.


  “You have to let him go. You have a new life now, and so does he.”


  “Whitby won’t have my brother. You don’t know what they did to us. I can’t leave it.”


  “You’ll have to.”


  “I can’t!”


  “Listen to me, Recruit. You will let this go, because if you don’t and you go off on your own, the General will brand you a rogue and have you scrapped. Is that clear enough for you?”


  Kate shivered. “But he’s my brother. I thought you would help me.”


  “I give you my word that I will help you see your brother again, but first you have to get the enhancement out of the way. We have to get this done by official means.”


  “How?”


  “I don’t know, but I’ll figure it out. I always do.”


  Kate looked Stone in the eyes and nodded slowly. He had already gone out of his way to recruit her, and he hadn’t informed his superiors about her hacks into the comm system back at HQ… at least she didn’t think he had. They wouldn’t have recruited her if they had known about that. He had gone above and beyond to shield her already. She trusted him when he said he would find a way.


  “So,” she said, slumping into the couch with a sigh. “Why do I keep saying things in retro?”


  Stone grinned. “It will wear off. I’m old. You just picked up my idioms.”


  “How long?”


  “Don’t know. A year or two… maybe.”


  “You’re shitting me,” Kate yelled and spluttered over his laughter.


  “I ain’t shitting yer bitch-girl. Don’t worry about it. One day you won’t even notice.”


  She shook her head at the familiar sound of more retro spilling from his mouth. It shouldn’t have been familiar, but it was god help her. “That’s what worries me.”


  Kate climbed back to her feet.


  “One more thing before you go, Recruit,” Stone said all business now. “If you mention one word about the download, I’ll—”


  “You’ll what?” Kate said with a grin that wilted the moment he told her.


  “I’ll kill you,” he said, his eyes glittering malevolently.


  Kate snapped to attention and saluted. “Understood, sir.”


  * * *


  


  13 ~ Snakeholme


  Snakeholme (NGC 1513-4962)


  Officially, the system had a number not a name, but for nearly two hundred years NGC 1513-4962 has been the home system of the 501st infantry regiment; more precisely, the fourth planet of that system including its two moons. The world came to be known variously as Base, Home, or more popularly Snakeholme. The larger moon came to be called Gabriel, or light of God, named for the spectacular display its reflected light caused upon Snakeholme’s ring system. The smaller moon was called Uriel by General George Burgton, named for the station that was constructed upon its surface. In Paradise Lost, Milton described the archangel Uriel as: the sharpest sighted spirit of all in heaven. Burgton thought the name appropriate to the station’s purpose of keeping watch upon his system’s approaches.


  Milton’s work is still a particular favourite of his.


  Snakeholme’s catalogue number still exists in the Alliance database, but the interesting thing is what does not appear there. Six planets huddle around the warmth of Snakeholme’s sun, but according to the Alliance database, there are none. General Burgton wanted it that way. If General Burgton wanted a thing, that thing happened one way or another. Call it a whim, or call it foresight of things to come, but a few years after the war ended he said: it would be really nice if people left us alone here.


  He said it to a certain Daniel Flowers as they breathed the invigorating, but slightly chill, evening air from the porch of his residence. They were admiring the glory overhead that was Snakeholme’s sky at night. Snakeholme’s ring system was the remnants of its third satellite, smashed by Gabriel millennia ago. It was spectacularly beautiful as it shone silver in the moon’s reflected light.


  No one came here. No one knew there was a here to come to. Rather, only vipers came here. That was how the General, and hence the entire 501st, wanted it.


  Gina stood upon the parade ground staring at the beauty, nay, the sheer grandeur of her new home. The snow capped mountains and tree covered slopes a few klicks to the north were breathtaking. Petruso Base was built on the smaller northernmost continent of Snakeholme to take advantage of the climate. Although the weather was sometimes a little unpredictable, it couldn’t be called extreme. It was perhaps a little breezier than she was used to, a tiny bit more chill in the mornings and evenings, but by no stretch of the imagination could it be called a hardship. The winds were caused by the proximity of both the mountains to the north, and the ocean to the west, but of course it was the 1.29 gravity that shouldered most of the blame.


  Gina covered her ears and watched as another heavily armed transport took off and headed west. Dozens like it flew to and from the base every day. She watched until she lost it to distance, and wondered where it was going. It was probably destined for one of the island chains that the regiment used for training ops. The Colonel hadn’t been kidding when he said there was a lot to learn. As soon as the first enhanced recruits had come online, the flights had begun and they hadn’t stopped since.


  Gina faced into the blustery wind, and tried to relax tight shoulders, but it was hard. She was scheduled for surgery later today and she was tense. In one way, she was looking forward to her enhancement. She longed to join the others on those speeding transports, and put what she had learned in the classroom into practice. Seeing the others receive their enhancements, and later board those transports without her, was hard. But worse than that, was watching people she had come to know leave the barracks, and return days later, changed. The changes weren’t just physical, and that scared her. She didn’t like being left behind, but the thought of her own enhancement was scary.


  “What do you think?” Richmond asked.


  “Yip!” Gina jumped almost a metre straight up in surprise despite the gravity, but her reflexes were good. She landed facing Richmond in a fighting crouch.


  “Whoa,” Richmond cried capping her right hand with her left to make a T. “Time out, time out. I didn’t mean anything by it.”


  Gina scowled. “Sorry, I’m a bit jumpy.”


  “I noticed,” Richmond said dryly.


  “It’s my turn onto the table. They just told me.”


  Richmond’s grin wilted. “Oh… you worried?”


  Gina snorted. “Me? Not me… yeah, scared shitless.”


  Richmond shook her head. “No you’re not. That’s not fear you’re feeling, it’s excitement.”


  “You think so?”


  “I know so, Gina my girl,” Richmond said, and clapped her on the shoulder. “No, you’re not scared. It’s the waiting, the anticipation of knowing what’s coming and being unable to prepare yourself any more than you already have. It happened to me too, but here I am—a whole new woman.”


  “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Gina muttered.


  She was more nervous now that she knew what to expect, than she had been on the ship that brought her to Snakeholme. For one thing, Richmond had come out of enhancement only a few days ago, and it was obvious how different she was now. Richmond had been the hardest-eyed killer Gina had ever met before she went under the lasers. Now she was the most outgoing joker among the recruits. What had happened to the self-centred bitch they all knew and loved?


  “Kate…” Gina hesitated. “Are you still… you know, you?”


  Richmond smiled crookedly. “What a peculiar thing to say. Of course I’m me. Who do you think lives in here?” she said thumping her chest.


  “It’s just that you seem so different. Back at HQ you were… I mean before you went into enhancement you were…” Gina sighed. “Look, don’t take this wrong, but I thought you were a cold-hearted bitch.”


  “Yeah I know. A cold-eyed kill anything sniper bitch, that’s me. Hey, I’m still in here. It’s just… how can I tell you?” Richmond frowned. “Okay, it’s like this: On Bethany, the Families run everything. That means if you’re not one of them, you are owned by one of them. Clear so far?”


  “I guess,” Gina said wondering where this was going.


  “The name Richmond is nothing on Bethany. Literally nothing. If you’re not one of the Ten, then you’re less than dirt to those people. The only way out is the military, but even then you find yourself commanded by know-nothing arseholes who belong to one of the Families.” Richmond’s face blanked of all emotion, and Gina shivered. The cold-eyed killer was back. “I hated them all,” Richmond said in a deadly voice. “I still do, but I’ve outfoxed them. I’ve outrun their reach, Gina. A viper you are, and a viper you will always be. The Colonel said that, and he’s right. They have no hold on me any longer. I’m free! And not only that, I’m going to outlive them all.”


  Gina laughed.


  “Does that help?” Richmond said.


  “Yeah, I think it does.”


  “Well… good!” Richmond draped an arm around Gina’s shoulders as they slowly wandered the parade ground. “What do you think of Snakeholme and the rest?”


  “It surprised the hell out of me.”


  And it did. The world was a beautiful place, but what was surprising was the number of people to be found here. Already the recruits had learned of the General’s skulduggery, and approved of it. The 501st had saved the Alliance. The survivors of the Merki War deserved a place of their own, especially when public opinion turned against them. No one but 501st were allowed here.


  NO ONE.


  Petruso Base was mostly empty of people, and had been since the regiment was annihilated during the Merki War. The facilities, including supplies and equipment, were all intact though—ready and waiting for more recruits. Colonel Stanbridge was even now looking at the next possible group to be tested and once the orders went out for them to report in, another round of testing at HQ would begin.


  “The city was a surprise,” she said. “Nice layout, but where did all the people come from?”


  “I found out some of it by pumping Stone.”


  “Pumping—”


  “Not that kind.” Richmond blushed. “Though I tell you, Gina, I wouldn’t mind if he asked.”


  “He won’t. Not until our training is done at least. Sex in the ranks is one thing, but you know what they’d say if it went on between a drill sergeant and someone subordinate to him.”


  “Yeah, you’re right. But I’ll tell you something, the 501st is different in a lot of ways.”


  Gina nodded. It was more focused on the job and less on ceremony for one thing. She would prefer a little more ceremony actually. Unit cohesion always benefited from it. It always made her feel a part of something greater than herself.


  “It’s not that different. We’re still Alliance forces, still under orders from HQ, and I hope still expected to follow the regs.”


  “Oh sure,” Richmond said easily. “Stone and the others are sticklers for the regs. No question. I’m kind of glad, you know? I’ve always been that way myself.”


  “Me too. So now I know what kind of pumping you were doing to Stone, what gives?”


  “As best as I can understand it, the General wasn’t pleased with the way the families of his vipers were being treated back during the war, so he offered them a place here safely tucked away from the Merki advance. When most of the 501st died in action, their families simply stayed on. Their descendants run the station for us, and they maintain the outpost on Uriel. Hell… they own and run everything but the base itself. Without them we couldn’t survive here. The farms, industries, clubs, breweries, shops, power plants, breweries… everything we need is right here.”


  Gina nodded in agreement. They had everything but Fleet to take them to war, and ammunition to use during it—except they had ships didn’t they? Washington hadn’t brought them all the way here, instead, it had handed them off to another ship for the final leg of the trip to Snakeholme—a destroyer crewed by vipers. She had to wonder how many more ships General Burgton had managed to purloin and how.


  “We haven’t got a weapons factory by any chance have we?” she said in an off-hand way.


  “Not that I know of, but we’ve got plenty to train with. I’ve seen the supply bunkers, and they’re full.”


  “That’s what I’m afraid of,” she muttered.


  “What?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Come on,” Richmond said. “You meant something by that, and I want to know what.”


  “All right. Doesn’t it seem odd to you that the base is stocked well enough to fight a war when there hasn’t been anyone to use the stuff?”


  “We’re here…”


  Gina waved that away. “Yeah now, but that stuff has been stockpiled for years. I didn’t see much unloading, did you?”


  “No but—”


  “And what about all the security? What was all that crap about on Washington? She’s Fleet for Chrissakes, yet we buttoned ourselves up like we were in hostile territory. And what about Hammer… a destroyer crewed by vipers? Don’t you think that’s a little odd?”


  “I don’t get it,” Richmond said with a frown. “My CO sent me to HQ. We were tested right there! We were ferried by Fleet, so the Admiralty must know, which means the Department of Defence itself must know too. It seems kosher to me.”


  “Kosher?” Gina frowned. “What has food got to do with it?”


  “It means okay… sort of.” Richmond reddened. “Hell, I mean everything seems fine to me. The General is one of the good guys. He’s a hero.”


  To hell with it. Richmond was right. What could possibly make a man like the General turn on the Alliance? “You’re right. I’m just jittery about the op. You got any advice for me?”


  “Yeah, wear clean panties.”


  Gina bent double with laughter. It was so unexpected after all her worrying about silly conspiracies. She felt the knot of tension dissolving. “When do they switch on all your goodies?”


  Richmond shrugged. “Not until they have enough of us to build another squad. Doesn’t make sense going over the same ground two hundred times when they can teach us by squads.”


  “Good thinking. You’ll make lieutenant in no time if you keep on like that.”


  Richmond looked uncomfortable at the idea. “I don’t know. I’ve always made sure I’m never in a position where I have to order someone. I prefer solo ops, always have.”


  “Too late now,” Gina said with a smirk.


  “Why?”


  “vipers are treated as officers when working with other forces. So you see, Kate, you’re already an officer as far as your friends in the rangers are concerned. Just imagine what Whitby and his cronies will think when they hear.”


  “Yeaaaah…” Richmond said with a grin. “Hell, maybe I should go for major. It would serve Whitby right. I would just love to order him to carry my kit around HQ.”


  “Why not go for colonel?”


  “Nah, no fun, but majors do see action now and then.”


  Gina nodded. “Good point. You be major, I’ll be captain, and we’ll throw Cragg the Lt’s slot. Okay?”


  “Fine by me,” Richmond said with a sloppy looking grin.


  Gina checked her wristcomp. “We better head back. My time’s almost up.”


  “You’re time is only just beginning,” Richmond said seriously before grinning again. They turned around, and with the blustery wind now at their backs, they made their way toward the Tech Centre. “We ought to get ourselves some hang gliders. This wind would see us up there all day if we wanted.”


  “Ever done any?”


  “Have I! I was Airborne before ISS took me on. I still have my jumpmaster’s wings in my kit. Of course I’ve done some gliding. If it’s in the air, I’ve done it.”


  “Sorry,” Gina said and grinned at the indignant look on Richmond’s face. “I was only asking. What about mountain climbing?”


  “Not yet, but I’m willing to learn.”


  “Me too.”


  They entered the Tech Centre together.


  The Tech Centre housed medical as well as the workrooms containing the equipment necessary to make viper biomech components. They had been given a tour of all the facilities when they first landed. They were extensive. The biomech vats, the nan-assemblers, and bodymod processors were a little scary. The recruits had been silent and apprehensive as the Colonel explained the uses of each machine. The operating theatres seemed mundane in comparison. The recruits knew they would be fed into those silent machines at some point in the enhancement process, and from their expressions, no one looked forward to it.


  “I’ll hang with you until you go in, okay?”


  “Suuure,” Gina drawled. “Glad of the company.”


  They made their way through empty and echoing corridors imagining the voices and bustle that must have filled this place during the Merki War. It was spooky imagining black clad vipers walking here performing various tasks. They were all gone now, only echoes filled this place.


  They entered the medical section and were finally greeted by activity. Medical was probably little different from its Merki War days. Recruits wearing black viper battle dress were sitting nervously along the wall on the red plastic chairs that seemed to breed throughout Alliance space. Men and women wandered from one room to another with compads in their hands. They typed as they walked, but no collisions occurred. Viper sensors allowed them to move without looking. They all wore surgical gowns over their uniforms, but there was no doubt they were all vipers. Gina recognised Lieutenant Hymas, but that wasn’t how she knew. They had a… call it a presence. Richmond had it, Hymas had it—vipers had a quality that made a person notice them in a crowd. She remembered her first step onto the concourse of HQ. Her eyes had wandered and suddenly locked onto a man. It had been Sergeant Stone, but she hadn’t known that then. All she had known was that he stood out, and it wasn’t his obsidian black skin either. It was power barely contained.


  “Recruit Fuentez reporting, sir,” Gina said as one of the gowned men approached her.


  “Yes I know. Captain Patel, Fuentez. You’re just in time.”


  “I’m early, sir, aren’t I?”


  “Yes, yes, but we’re a few units ahead of schedule. Follow me and we’ll get started.”


  “Yes, sir.” She smiled nervously at Richmond. “Gotta go.”


  “You’ll be fine. Think about those mountains and how we’ll run up them.”


  “Yeah,” Gina said and followed the now impatient Patel down the corridor and into a treatment room.


  “Now then recruit. The first part of the process is to deactivate your med system, which means removing all trace of your existing bots.”


  “Sir, may I ask questions?”


  Patel frowned at the interruption. “Seeing as you’re already asking them, I don’t see why not.”


  “Thank you, sir. Why destroy my bots? They’ve looked after me all this time without trouble.”


  “Why do you think?”


  “I don’t know, sir.” If she knew she wouldn’t be asking.


  “Your IMS consists of various types of nanobots—highly specialised nan-assemblers and nan-disassemblers mostly. I always like to think of them as your own little regiment of soldiers. You have the officers, those that make decisions. You have the scouts, always on the lookout for trouble and reporting back to the officers. Then you have the soldiers consisting of nano-d on the frontline ready to eliminate the enemy—disease and various toxins in this case. And finally you have the engineers, consisting of nano-a, ready and waiting to repair any damage. The system is designed to maintain you as you are now—hopefully in perfect health. It’s a good system.”


  Patel told her to hold up her right arm. Gina did so, and Patel punched in a request for a status update on her wristcomp. Her IMS reported back and Patel nodded. He keyed in a shutdown sequence and her wristcomp went offline for the first time since it was issued. He removed it from her arm revealing pale skin underneath and discarded the device to one side. Gina felt its loss acutely. It had been with her since she joined the Corps fifteen and more years ago.


  Patel rummaged in a drawer for something he needed and continued his explanation. “The problems start when you realise just what enhancement truly is, Recruit; it’s the restructuring of the body into something else. Enhancement is a process completely at odds with your med system’s purpose. The second stage of the enhancement process prepares your skeletal and muscular structure for its transformation. If we left your old IMS in place, your bots would continually try to undo all our work, in effect maintaining you in your present form.”


  Patel found the syringe he was looking for, and placed it on a metal tray sitting on a wheeled stainless steel trolley to one side of the room. The syringe was huge, much bigger than usual. Gina watched him add a few more things to the tray, and nodded when he looked at her and raised an eyebrow.


  “I understand. Thank you, sir. Are first stage bots combat ready?”


  Patel shook his head. “No. As the name implies, they’re first stage and of limited duration. They’re programmed to expire when the job is done. Anything else?”


  There were a great many questions she wanted to ask, but by Patel’s tone, she knew not to ask them. “No thank you, sir. That’s about all.”


  “Good. Lay down on the couch.”


  “Should I disrobe?”


  “Not at this stage,” Patel said and fetched a stand with all kinds of monitoring equipment on it.


  He rolled the equipment next to the couch that Gina was reclining on, and attached the sensors to her body. A steady beeping began and the monitors lit to display data regarding her bodily functions. She could read the screens, but the fluctuating lines and numbers might as well be Sanskrit. She could not understand them. Patel dragged the trolley closer and filled the huge syringe with a clear liquid.


  “Roll up your right sleeve,” Patel ordered and Gina obeyed. “Now this solution is full of stage one nanobots designed to clear your system to its natural birth state. It will take two hours at most. The monitors will tell me when they’re finished.”


  Patel tied a band around Gina’s upper arm to bring up a vein, and then used the syringe to inject the solution into her bloodstream.


  “You may feel some small disorientation, but don’t be concerned. Dizzy spells and temperature fluctuations are both normal for this process.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Gina imagined her old bots going to war with the new ones inside her.


  “Try to relax. Have a nap if you can. If not, we have a few novels here.” He picked up some compads and shuffled through them. “Do you like Zelda and the Spaceways? No? How about a detective story?”


  “I’ll try to sleep, sir, if that’s all right.”


  “Certainly, certainly. I’ll come by in an hour to check on your progress.”


  Gina closed her eyes and pretended to sleep. She listened for the door and heard it finally, but Patel was like all the enhanced. He was very quiet on his feet. The door slid shut and she opened her eyes to watch the monitors.


  Fifteen minutes later, Gina was sweating as if back in the jungle on Thurston. Her joints ached and her head also. Patel had not mentioned pain as a side effect of the process, but she had suffered worse and determinedly put it from her mind. Her teeth were chattering a few minutes later, as if the air conditioning had been turned up full. Her head was a blinding mass of pain, and she had a stomach ache. She couldn’t open her eyes without groaning as the room spun around. She tried to lie still, estimating the first hour was close to being up, but she had to do something about the pain in her guts. She pulled her legs up to her chest and hugged them tight, fighting not to throw up.


  Ten minutes later the monitors were beeping frantically, but all she could do was pant. Sweat was rolling off her in rivers and her mouth was parched. She had been through worse—hadn’t she? Desert fighting was rare, but Marines were trained for any eventuality. She looked up at the blazing sun, but blinked in puzzlement to see Patel’s concerned face looking down at her. He was saying something, but he swam in her vision, and she was unable to respond. There were people running by in the background, and others prodding her. She wished they would leave her alone.


  Gina watched the ceiling flowing by. She watched the lights receding and wondered where she was going. Was it time for second stage already? Patel was asking her if she was allergic? Allergic to what? He had only pumped nanobots into her. No one was allergic to bots. He must mean something else… what…


  Alarms screamed, and everything went black.


  * * *


  14 ~ Simulations


  The Complex, Petruso Base, Snakeholme


  Kate heard the news about Gina in a glum silence. She sat on her rack in the barracks listening to the others speculating on the reasons behind Gina’s reaction to the enhancement process. Why did it have to be her? Why couldn’t it have been that arsehole Callendri? If anyone deserved this, it was Mr. Wonderful Roberto Callendri.


  “What are her chances?” Kate asked and everyone turned toward Cragg.


  Cragg shook his head. “Not good, Kate. They don’t know what’s causing it. They say she quit breathing a couple of times. I don’t know… I think she’s a goner.”


  “We don’t know that for sure,” Takeri said. “She’s strong.”


  “Yeah,” they all agreed that she was.


  Kate nodded along with the others, but if Gina had this reaction to the purge of her old bots, how was she likely to react to the other stages? Enhancement was an invasive procedure—very invasive. Biomech and cybernetic components had to be implanted, grown, and sometimes a combination of the two. A viper unit consisted of a unique combination of a Human body modified with plasteel, optical data feeds, servos, mylar musculature, and computer circuitry.


  Kate sighed. “We have a sim in an hour.” She resolutely pushed thoughts of her friend aside. “Better get squared away for inspection.”


  The others moved off and began stowing their gear and tidying their racks.


  A short while later, Sergeant Rutledge came in and the recruits stood to attention at the base of their racks. He made a show of checking their appearance and opened a couple of lockers at random, but like Roscoe and the other veterans, he was more interested in their performance during the training than in a tidy locker.


  Everyone passed inspection.


  “First Squad will follow me to the simulators, the rest of you will wait for Sergeant Roscoe.”


  Kate marched with her squadmates outside, and then double-timed it across the parade ground and into the Complex. The Complex was a single story building that sprawled over a large area opposite the Tech Centre. The parade ground was between the two. She and the rest of the recruits had been here before to watch holo footage of the regiment in action. Vipers, most of them long dead now, routinely downloaded data into the regiment’s archive after every mission. Those long dead heroes would never be forgotten as long as one viper lived. It was a form of immortality that appealed to all of them.


  Today would be a little different from their earlier visits; in that they would live the memories not simply view them. They would fight the battles fought so long ago, and perhaps win those that had ended in defeat. Kate was aware that she had done this before, and that the others hadn’t. They were nervous, but she dared not reassure them. No one must know of her time as Stone. She was determined they wouldn’t find out from her.


  They entered the simulator room. It was the biggest one she had ever seen. There were enough simulators here for the entire platoon to participate let alone a single squad. Usually these places held one or perhaps two rigs not forty-plus.


  “Richmond,” Rutledge said pointing to a rig and she stepped beside it to wait. “Takeri, Cragg…” Rutledge detailed each of her squad mates to their rigs in the first row. “Remember your sim assignments. It will save me having to do this again.”


  Rutledge stepped behind the programming deck and activated the rigs. Kate moved aside as her simulator tank opened with a shushing sound of compression seals releasing, and the couch lifted out to settle neatly to the floor.


  “You know the drill, leave the wiring to me. I have a few helpers coming for that.”


  Kate stripped and climbed onto the couch eagerly. Others were less happy, but minutes later, everyone was ready. Rutledge began with her, but half way through his work, he looked up to find Stone and Hymas entering the room.


  “The matrix is ready,” Rutledge said to them. “Start connecting the others would you?”


  Stone and Hymas nodded and began connecting the other recruits to their rigs.


  Kate relaxed and wondered where she would be in a few minutes. Would the sim take her to Bethany again? Or would she go to Thorfinni and participate in a larger action? With the entire squad involved, Rutledge may well go for the latter, but there were many other options available. Stone was an excellent programmer. Hell, with him involved, she might find herself on Earth fighting a fictitious battle. He was that good.


  “Right, Richmond, I have one last connection to make and you’re done.”


  “Weapon’s bus?”


  “Close,” Rutledge said and smiled briefly. “Your weapon’s data bus could be used in a pinch, but it’s not really the best choice for this. Your primary node has a much higher DPR.”


  “DPR?”


  “Data Pass Rate,” Rutledge explained. “Turn over for me.”


  Kate rolled onto her stomach careful not to dislodge any of the sensors. Her primary node was located at the base of her spine. It tapped directly into the optical network running through her entire body and had been used during the final stage of enhancement. Final stage was uploading all the viper software she needed to operate her enhancements. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Rutledge gently polishing a jack plug that matched the socket in her spine. There was a large central pin surrounded by two rings of much smaller and more delicate looking pins. He studied it critically for a second or three then bent to ease it into her. She twitched and hissed at the feel of his hand on her butt.


  “Don’t move,” Rutledge said sharply. “If I mess this up, you will not like it.”


  “Sorry, cold hands,” she said trying not to feel the pins sliding into her.


  “Cold hands are the least of your worries, Richmond. If I screw up your node, it will take surgery to fix.”


  Kate froze. She’d had enough surgery to last her a lifetime—a viper lifetime.


  “It feels weird.”


  “You don’t say,” Rutledge said dryly. “We were told that we couldn’t possibly be feeling what we reported. The R&D people insisted that the node doesn’t have touch receptors.”


  “What about the link to our nervous system?” Kate said visualising the schematics they had all studied.


  “That’s what we said, but they said it’s an entirely different sub-system, and could not be the cause of the phantom feelings we were feeling.”


  “Techies,” she snorted in disgust.


  Kate knew the moment the connection was made. An icon burst into life on her otherwise blank display, and a text message blinked before her eyes, or rather, that’s what it seemed like.


  Connection Achieved


  “That’s got it, Sarge.”


  Kate’s display was purely internal. It only appeared to hover before her eyes. This kind of thing still had the power to make her uncomfortable, but her reaction was mild compared with how she once would have reacted.


  Rutledge taped the wiring to her thigh to prevent accidents. “Okay Richmond, you can turn back.”


  Kate carefully turned over. “I’ve never seen simulators like this, and I don’t mean the extra connections.”


  “They’re a little different to others you’ve used,” Rutledge admitted. “We can do a lot more with a direct connection.”


  “Example?”


  “I could download recon data directly to you for instance, or use a download to create a sim so real you become me for the duration of the sim, or any degree between the two.”


  Stone’s sim at HQ was based on his download, so she’d known it was possible to do that here, but she hadn’t been enhanced back then. Maybe this sim would be even more real.


  “What about this time?”


  Rutledge grinned. “That would be telling. We don’t need your node to run this sim, but it does make it easier for us to monitor your responses. The hardware was wired this way back before the war.”


  “Looks brand new,” Kate said and it did. Everything gleamed as if just unpacked from the factory.


  Rutledge shrugged. “My training was a long time ago, Richmond. We haven’t needed to use this stuff for centuries. No wear and tear. Don’t worry, we’ve kept them upgraded. You’ll not find better anywhere in the Alliance.”


  “Where did we get them?”


  Rutledge winked and said one word before walking away to connect another of her squadmates. “Flotsam.”


  Kate gaped then smiled sheepishly as she realised he was pulling her leg. Flotsam indeed. Flotsam was supposedly a world in the Border Zone where anything could be bought for the right price—anything at all. It was a myth. A place where Zelda supposedly came from, and made her piratical living making fools of Fleet captains and quite often the Marine Corps as well. It wasn’t a real place. She frowned. Rutledge hadn’t laughed… nah! Everyone knew it was a fictional world. It had been created specifically as the setting for Zelda’s holodrama series.


  A short while later, Lieutenant Hymas left the room. Stone and Rutledge sat behind the consols to run the computers.


  “Listen up,” Rutledge said raising his voice. “You will all be running the same sim here today, so be aware that your performance will be graded and compared not only against the ideal of a perfect mission, but also against your squadmates performances.” He grinned. “I thought that might get your attention.”


  It certainly had! Kate had joked with Fuentez that a major’s slot in the regiment would suit her preferences, but maybe it shouldn’t have been a joke. Years of being led by incompetents had made her think of all officers that way. She had made dodging promotion at every turn an art form while in the rangers, and it had never been an a issue with ISS. She saw things a little differently now. No viper, no matter his rank, could be called incompetent at anything. She had always taken the easy way out, performing her missions and following orders, never trying to change things. To be fair on herself, changing the system on Bethany was beyond any single individual, but that didn’t mean she should add to the problem. That was exactly what she had been doing by ducking the responsibility that came with higher rank, but no more. Her new friends deserved the best leadership, and she was, in her own mind at least, one of the best recruits here.


  Now was the time to prove it.


  “Let’s see if you can make use of what you’ve learned so far and survive longer than five minutes,” Rutledge said and with that the couches all lifted and swung into the chambers.


  Kate lay still, or tried to. The computers calibrated themselves to her reflexes causing her to twitch uncontrollably just as they always did. She hated that about sims and probably always would. Slowly her world disappeared as the simulator’s matrix imposed itself upon her senses.


  The world went black, but then blinked to life less than a second later.


  “Sit down, George,” General Blackthorn said.


  George?


  “Thank you, sir,” Kate said and sat not knowing what else she was supposed to do. Who was George? She was, it seemed.


  “You know Admiral Kinley of course,” Blackthorn said indicating the woman to his right sitting in the only other chair.


  I’m aboard ship, I’m sure of it.


  “Certainly, sir,” Kate said automatically though she had never seen this woman before in her life. “How are you, Liz?” She tried not to show surprise at what was coming out of her mouth. Whoever George was, he had obviously known the admiral a long time.


  “Better for seeing that black uniform. How have you been keeping?”


  “Fine. As well as any of us can expect these days… the war.” She shrugged. “I’m still breathing.”


  “A captain now, how the hell did that happen?”


  Kate actually felt her face stiffen. It was weird. She was still herself, but she was wearing another’s face, or rather that’s what it felt like. “Tony is dead,” she said in a voice as cold as space itself.


  “Oh God…” Liz trailed off. “I hadn’t heard. You were promoted to…”


  She nodded once. “Fill his slot.”


  Tony? Kate concentrated and was almost able to bring the young and smiling face into focus, but then it was gone. This sim was the strangest she had ever encountered.


  “Well,” Blackthorn said as the silence threatened to draw on indefinitely. “I called you in here because we have a problem. Specifically, Fleet has a problem with Garnet.”


  “A Merkiaari type problem?” Kate said already expecting Blackthorn’s nod. “What do you need?”


  “You,” Liz said. “I need you to volunteer for a solo op.”


  “You’ve got it.”


  “We knew you would say that, George, but listen first okay?”


  Kate nodded.


  “Garnet was taken two months ago.”


  “Garnet?” she said and guessed what the mission was. It was one she was particularly well suited for.


  “Doesn’t sound very impressive does it?” Liz said with a smile.


  It didn’t, but Kate knew it was. Oh, not from an ascetic point of view. Planets colonised purely for the metals below ground could hardly expect to look like Bethany or Alizon, but from a strategic point of view, it was an impressive gain for the Merkiaari. Using Garnet for a staging point, they could strike at any number of core worlds in a short period of time. Garnet’s occupation could not be allowed to stand.


  “I know where it is, Admiral. I reiterate, what do you need?”


  “I want you to go in ahead of the fleet and take out the Merki high command.”


  Whoa, she was right. This mission, and one just like it in the Thorfinni system, was famous throughout the Alliance. Kate suddenly knew beyond a doubt just whom she was playing. She was the General!


  “…the Marines in,” Blackthorn was saying. “If you agree, you’ll transfer to Prince Rupert within the hour. She will proceed independently of the fleet into the system. You’ll go in under cover of darkness, and make your way to the capital, which is, according to the reports received from the resistance, where the Merkiaari have their HQ.”


  “We’re in contact with the resistance?” she asked not knowing the answer this time.


  “Sporadically,” Blackthorn nodded. “We have a few satellite relays in the system—heavily stealthed of course, but every message sent means another one found and destroyed. They’re not inexhaustible, so we have to use them sparingly. The resistance will be notified to watch for you. They will provide you with any last minute intelligence.”


  “Ships?” Kate asked trying to get a feel for the situation. To her, the Garnet mission was long dead history and that was no way to proceed. She needed to live it to succeed in her mission, or so she felt.


  “We have a frigate lying well outside the zone listening for transmissions. Thunderer stayed behind when the system picket was blown away. The enemy have two squadrons of the line in the system with escorts, and we’re expecting more at almost any time.”


  “You’re waiting for them to assemble?”


  Liz nodded but she was surprised at Kate’s quick grasp of the situation. “You should have gone navy, George. Home Fleet and my Second Fleet will go in as soon as the rest of the enemy arrives.”


  Home Fleet, meaning Earth’s only naval protection, would arrive late, but it wouldn’t affect the outcome. Second Fleet, led by Admiral Elizabeth Kinley, had been savaged, but it had managed to survive while taking a heavy toll on the Merki dreadnoughts. Home fleet eventually arrived and blew the rest of them into space dust before moving on to the system’s only habitable planet.


  Almost three quarters of a million men were dropped on Garnet in the biggest land battle the Alliance had ever put together. The Merkiaari were annihilated when their entire high command was assassinated by a lone viper—a captain named George Burgton. Almost ten Merki divisions reeled in confusion at the loss of their commanders, and then began to die as they were struck from the air and the land without let up for a month. The result was Garnet back in Human hands with ninety percent of its population dead.


  That was all ancient history, but from the perspective of the sim, it was the future and still to play for. What mattered now was doing as well or better than Burgton had. Kate had a few ideas.


  “I volunteer,” Kate said playing along with the sim.


  Blackburn nodded. “Your gear is aboard Prince Rupert waiting for you.” He stood and Kate shook his hand. It felt real. “Good luck, Captain.”


  “Luck has nothing to do with it, sir,” she said with massive confidence.


  Kate turned toward the hatch after shaking the Admiral’s hand, but before she reached it, everything went dark and she found herself strapped into an acceleration couch. She was piloting a one man unarmed space plane. It was of a type popular among flying enthusiasts in the Alliance, for its quick responses and its ability to reach orbit. It had limited range and no weapons, but she needed neither of those things. All she needed was a way to get from orbit to Garnet’s surface. The little plane was ideal. According to her instruments, she was coasting without power, and would enter Garnet’s atmosphere in just a few minutes. She was no longer wearing the class-B uniform she had met Blackthorn in, instead she was wearing viper battle dress, and at her hip was a V2 pulser… no it was a V1.


  V1’s had a shorter range and were the forerunners of the V2, but they were also contemporary with the Merki War she was about to re-fight. She found her rifle clipped to the bulkhead behind her. It also had some minor differences to the most current model. Smaller magazine, she noted, and it had a larger power cell. It was heavier too, though not significantly so. She was happy enough to have it even though this model predated the addition of the grenade launcher that was currently standard viper issue. On the co-pilot’s seat by her side was a pack; inside she found rations and water for three days, and a black case. She grinned. The case held an HTR or she had never seen one. She stroked it and her lips formed themselves into a small smile before she tied her pack closed.


  “One minute to atmosphere,” the computer’s voice said, sounding remarkably like Sergeant Rutledge.


  Kate turned back to her controls and turned off the autopilot just as she hit atmosphere. The plane skipped and bounced once before cutting into the air. Wing tips began to glow and the plane shook violently as friction and turbulence had their way, but she was unconcerned. She had flown this type of plane in all kinds of conditions. They were tough, easily able to withstand buffeting much worse than this.


  She let her hands guide the plane by feel, while she took a moment to send a coded thought to her processor. It took a second and third attempt before the command was accepted, and she growled angrily under her breath. She had done well in the classroom. The Colonel’s demonstrations and lessons had been easy to understand, but putting what she had learned into practice was proving harder. No doubt that was part of the reasoning behind all the sims scheduled for the weeks and months ahead. Sergeants Roscoe, Rutledge, and Stone were great believers in practice.


  Her processor finally cooperated and accepted her commands. A map of a city appeared before her eyes. Corigin City was small as cities go, but then Garnet was hardly what she would call a core world even though it was damn important to the Alliance. The Council didn’t agree with her. Garnet had been named a core world ever since its colonisation. Its location alone was enough to make it so, but the mining operations on Garnet’s surface and throughout the system’s extensive asteroid belts, could only add to its importance. Garnet’s pre-war population was already low—barely twenty million. Post war, there had been a little over a million half starved and crazed people left alive.


  Corigin City was the capital, but there were only seven decent sized cities on the entire planet. A significant percentage of the population spent their lives living and working on site at the factory and mining complexes that Garnet was famed for.


  Kate concentrated and ordered her current location added to the map. She didn’t expect the result she received.


  “Unable to comply. Location is outside current target area.”


  The voice in her head always sounded like that idiot Whitby to her. As soon as she graduated, she was going to change it. She continued on her current glide path and considered a new command. She settled upon displaying the entire continent, including her current position marked in green, and all known Merkiaari positions in red.


  That worked.


  She studied the map and discovered a great many splashes of colour glaring balefully at her. Every city was solid red, and there were a good many areas outside the city limits as well. Her course was completely wrong. She quickly corrected the matter by turning twenty degrees starboard.


  Kate was well into the atmosphere now, and was concentrating on her little craft’s sensor display. The single passive array was enough to detect electronic emissions from Merki vehicles and targeting systems, but was not powerful enough, hopefully, to betray her presence.


  At two thousand metres, she found what she was looking for and manoeuvred for a landing. She dove steeply, spilling air and wasting altitude like a spend thrift, until she was on her desired approach. She hadn’t powered up the thrusters once and was pleased. Trees sped by below, but she took no notice as she concentrated on the clearing coming up. She shoved the stick forward recklessly, only clearing the last trees by bare millimetres. Skimming the ground, she braced herself and wrenched the stick hard back. The little plane stalled and slammed to the ground in a spectacularly inept looking landing, but the semi-crash had an important purpose. As she had planned, the little craft, broken and battered now, stopped abruptly and did not strike the trees that edged the clearing on this side.


  Thumping the harness release on her chest, Kate sprang from her couch. Snatching up her rifle and pack on the way to the hatch, she took one last look around, and leapt through the broken aperture and into the trees. The instant she left the safety of the plane, an alert starting flashing on her display. It was warning her of heavy concentrations of lead and cadmium in the soil and atmosphere. There was nothing she could do except get inside as quickly as possible. As soon as she had some cover, she went to ground listening and scanning the area intently.


  Nothing.


  She didn’t move. It was unlikely she had been seen ghosting in, but unlikely wasn’t impossible.


  Kate’s sensors reported all quiet, and she finally believed what they were telling her. She stood and moved southeast through the trees making for her rendezvous with the resistance. She heard the firefight long before she reached her objective. The shattering sound of pulser fire, and the dull thump of grenades exploding, had her diving into cover and calling up a long-range scan. It was a risk, but she felt it a necessary one. She would rather risk detection than walk blindly into a battle.


  What her sensors revealed had her cursing.


  A trio of combat sleds was attacking the resistance cell at the rendezvous point. The resistance had sensibly chosen to take cover in the available buildings, and were using them as platforms to snipe at the Merki gunners. She approved of the plan, but she didn’t think much of their marksmanship. The Merkiaari were dominating the fight. They would win. They had the heavier weapons and could simply standoff and pound the buildings into rubble.


  Kate moved up and chose a vantage overlooking the shattered remains of the dome. It was breached in numerous places allowing the enemy into the residential area of the farm complex. Using sensors and infrared, she located the defenders fighting among the ruins. Smoke boiled up from burning buildings adding to the chaos of weapons fire. The resistance seemed well supplied with ammunition. They were lobbing grenades, ineffectually it had to be said, at the gravsleds like there was no tomorrow. Of course, if the Merkiaari had their way, there wouldn’t be one, so she understood the sentiment.


  She quickly assembled the HTR and loaded it. While the resistance fighters hammered unsuccessfully at the armoured sides and drives of the gravsleds, she chose the open cockpit and the pilots as her target. Laying down and wriggling a little to get comfortable, she carefully targeted the first pilot. He was in range, but the motion of the gravsled as he jinked to avoid fire from the ground, made the shot a challenge. She grinned and squeezed the trigger.


  Zzzzzing!


  The pilot’s head exploded nicely, and the gravsled plummeted to the ground. It buried itself hard into the mud and rolled, but apart from the dead pilot, the crew was unhurt. At the urging of their commander, they piled out of the sled and took cover behind broken walls and rubble.


  She targeted the commander and took him out before turning her attention to the other gravsled pilots. Both died in the same way as the first, and two more twisted pieces of wreckage were added to the mess littering the ground. Performing another sensor sweep, she found a couple of Merki troopers that were careless about taking cover. She took them out, but then discarded the HTR in favour of her rifle. She laid down some fire before advancing into the dome. Fire and manoeuvre was the order of the day for the next few minutes, but it wasn’t long before the resistance gained the upper hand. She left them to finish off the last few troopers, and stopped to check her sensors. She widened her range to max and watched the flashing red icons depicting gravsleds going about their business. They appeared unaware of what had happened here. Good.


  “What the hell are you doing?” one of the resistance fighters said, and slapped a fresh magazine into his rifle.


  “None of your business,” Kate said coldly and without looking in his direction.


  In a rage he lunged toward her.


  Kate’s hand swept down in a blur of speed and drew her pistol. He froze with the weapon centimetres from his face. With her sensor sweep now complete, Kate turned her attention to him. He was more boy than man; tear tracks were clearly visible on his dirty face.


  “Is there a problem?”


  “Leave him alone,” a woman said from behind her.


  Kate smiled. The voice was punctuated by the sound of a round being chambered into a hunting rifle—slug thrower she assumed by the sound. Her sensors had detected the woman some time back. She had all of the resistance on her display, and a single silent command from her was all it took for her processor to target this one.


  “Point that rifle at me,” Kate said smoothly. “And I’ll cap him and then you.”


  “Stop it all of you.” An older man came forward and dragged the boy away from her. “Haven’t we got enough trouble? We have to stick together.”


  The boy shrugged off the man’s grip on his arm and stormed off. His girlfriend hesitated a moment, but followed him after aiming a glare Kate’s way.


  Kate holstered her weapon.


  “I’m Ben—your contact for what it’s worth.” Ben’s grimace made Kate doubt it was worth much at all. “Follow me… Captain isn’t it?”


  Kate nodded. She hefted her kit and followed him into one of the buildings.


  * * *


  


  15 ~ Simulations II


  Garnet Simulation Kilo


  Kate was led into one of the few houses still standing. Ben led her upstairs and into a room where a woman awaited them.


  “This is Erica Rhodes, Captain,” Ben said ushering Kate inside. “She leads us.”


  Kate shook the woman’s hand. “Kate… I mean George Burgton, Captain 501st infantry.”


  “I can see that,” Erica said coldly. “I have three dead because Fleet wanted us here to meet you,” she said bitterly. “Three lives wasted.”


  “Only three?” Kate said sarcastically.


  “You bastard—”


  “Don’t bother with your insults. I’m here to do a job. You’re here to help me do it.”


  “A job that amounts to suicide. No one can get in there. It can’t be done.”


  “It will be done,” Kate said instantly. “Fleet can’t come in until it is. How many more will you see dead through your cowardice?”


  Ben stepped forward. “Erica’s no coward, Captain. She saved us all and led us—”


  “He doesn’t want to hear it, Ben.” Erica sighed. “He’s a cyborg remember, just a machine. Isn’t that right, Captain?”


  Kate was hardly impressed. She had said much worse herself. “If thinking that gives you comfort, go ahead and think it.”


  “It does,” Erica snapped with eyes blazing in anger.


  “Fine, glad that’s sorted out. I need a map of the building they’re using for their HQ, and any first hand observations you’ve managed to bring out.”


  Erica scowled but turned back to the table.


  Among the dross—dirty plates and the like—Kate could see what seemed to be a street map and some hand drawn schematics. She advanced without being asked and snatched up the drawings. She ignored the street map entirely, already having one similar within her database, and concentrated on the building plans.


  “Who drew these?”


  “Why?” Erica asked sullenly. “They’re accurate.”


  Kate glared, silently waiting for an answer. Erica shuffled her feet nervously but didn’t answer. “Who?” she asked again, but this time she barked it as an order. Damn civs had no discipline.


  Erica jumped in surprise and answered. “Ben worked there before—”


  Kate turned to Ben and asked her questions. “This is accurate?”


  “Yes,” he said not liking her treatment of Erica. “I worked as a loader operator.”


  “What of this access way? Is it straight, or does it curve like it’s drawn?”


  “Curves. It’s even more obvious when you see it for real. I heard they built it that way to avoid an underground lake that—”


  “This elevator,” Kate broke in. “Where’s the maintenance hatch?”


  “There’s one in all the cars.”


  “No good. I’ll have to open the doors to enter them and they’ll know. Any other way into the shafts?”


  “Yeah, in the basement stores, but you’ll have to climb almost four stories from there just to reach them.”


  “Let me worry about that. You haven’t shown air conditioning ducts. Why?”


  “I told you, I was a loader operator not maintenance,” Ben said in an aggrieved tone.


  “Then how can you be sure about the basement hatch?”


  “Coz I have to go down there a lot to get stuff. I’ve seen the hatches, and the maintenance crews using them.”


  Kate nodded. She was well pleased with Ben. “Good. Are the hatches locked or secured in any way?”


  “No, there’s a simple latch.”


  Even better. “If I were to say I wanted to get into the basement, what would you say?”


  “That you’re crazy.”


  “Why?”


  Ben pointed to the map. “Because the only way in is via the loading dock. They’re using it as a motor pool. It’s guarded like Alliance HQ.”


  That was interesting. “You a Marine?”


  “That was a long time ago.”


  Kate shrugged quickly losing interest. If he didn’t want to talk about it, that was fine. “Draw me another of these showing the loading dock and the way to the basement stores.”


  “All right, but it’s a waste of time,” Ben said reaching for a pen.


  “He’s right,” Erica said. “You’ll never get in.”


  “I will be inside this night, and you’re going to help.”


  “How?” Erica asked suspiciously.


  “I need you to draw attention away from the loading dock for a few minutes.”


  Erica was already shaking her head. “The only way to do that is show ourselves. They’ll kill us for sure.”


  “Not if you’re careful,” Kate said privately agreeing with the woman. “A little shooting should attract the guards away from their posts. You can fade away and lose them in the city.”


  “I don’t know…” Erica said and bit her lip worriedly. “They have electronics and we don’t.”


  “War is dangerous. Chances have to be taken.”


  “But not foolish chances.”


  “We have to do it,” Ben said quietly to his friend from where he was drawing the map. “We have to kill their leaders if the Alliance is to have a chance against so many. We have to do it, Erica.”


  “I don’t know…” Erica whispered uncertainly.


  Kate was about to try a little more persuasion, but a glare from Ben gave her pause and she missed the opportunity.


  “All right, but I’ll do it alone,” Erica said finally.


  “Now wait a damn minute,” Ben said. “I didn’t mean—”


  “I said I’ll do it,” Erica said glaring at Kate and Ben equally now. “End of discussion. You will lead the others away from here, and don’t stop until the Alliance finally lands. That’s an order.”


  Kate didn’t expect Ben to obey, but he surprised her. “All right, but I expect to see you tomorrow night without fail.”


  “I’ll be there.”


  Wherever there was, had no bearing on Kate’s mission as far as she could see. She dismissed it from her mind and watched the map flowing from Ben’s pen. She could already see a way in, but then he started adding crosses to represent guards, and she scowled in annoyance. They were going to upset her plan.


  “You’re sure about the guards?” Kate said.


  “Positive.”


  “How do you know?”


  “I tried what you’re about to try a week after the invasion. There were seven of us. I survived.”


  “That’s how we know it’s suicide,” Erica said. “My husband… he was one of them.”


  That explained the anger then. Kate hesitated a moment, but she really didn’t need it where she was going. “Here, you can use this from much further away. It will give you more options.” She offered the HTR to the woman.


  Erica took the weapon and examined it. “I’ve never seen one quite like this.”


  “viper issue, but it will still work for you.”


  The HTR was modified to talk to a viper’s targeting software, but the scope was fitted as a backup. Anyone could use it, but not as quickly or as efficiently as a viper of course. Erica played with the rifle while they waited for Ben to complete his map. Kate watched over Ben’s shoulder occasionally asking for more detail, but on the whole she was satisfied. As soon as he was finished, she held the map before her and studied it. Her processor automatically filed a copy of it in her permanent memory. She discarded the drawing and had her processor display a map of Corigin City.


  She nodded in satisfaction when the command was accepted. With another coded thought, she ordered the map zoomed and centred over grid F6 of the city. She found the shopping arcade and zoomed in again until the building was the only one visible. One more command, and her copy of Ben’s drawing was superimposed over the arcade, but the fit wasn’t anywhere near perfect. She ordered Ben’s drawing rescaled.


  Much better.


  The building was still clear behind Ben’s drawing, but she added another little touch by colouring his lines blue. She followed the loading dock into the building and down into the basement. The elevator shaft hatches were easy to find from there.


  “You said they’re using the fourth floor?”


  “Yeah, but that’s a guess.” Before Kate could argue, Ben explained. “They obviously won’t use the arcade or shops, and the basement is out. That leaves the fourth floor—it’s like a palace. The high and mighty execs had their rooms up there. I swear it’s just like a hotel.”


  Kate reluctantly agreed with his assessment, but she had to point out something.


  “How do you know they don’t like living underground?”


  “I…” Ben frowned. “I don’t, but…”


  Kate smiled. “It’s all right. I agree they’re most likely up on the fourth floor. How many floors are there by the way?”


  “Six.”


  “What’s up there?”


  “More offices mostly. There’s a landing pad on the roof as well.”


  The landing pad was of no interest, or was it? Could she figure out how to use a Merki gravsled? No, better to ignore it. She could easily find herself trapped up there.


  “Okay. How long to get there?” Kate asked knowing that Erica would slow her down.


  “Two hours,” Erica said confidently. “We have transport.”


  “The Merki—”


  “Won’t detect it. It has no electronics.”


  Kate nodded, feeling better about the situation. “Good. Very good, we go now.”


  Erica scowled, but she made no protest at the order. She hefted the HTR and led the way outside. Ben trailed along looking worried, and soon the entire group had assembled to see what was happening. Kate shook her head at their stupidity, but said nothing about it. They should have sentries set and be spread out. A single mortar round would kill the lot of them. Seeing their ineptness lowered her opinion of Ben’s military expertise. It wasn’t surprising he was no longer in the Corps if this was how he deployed his people.


  “Ben will take you to join the others,” Erica said addressing her command. “The Captain and I have something to take care of. I’ll rejoin you in a couple of days. Until then, Ben is in command.”


  Erica led the way around the side of the house and climbed into the cab of a waiting truck. It was a battered and abused Mitsushima GX4, the one with the three axles and the flatbed extension. The hood was missing, as was all its glass. It looked fit only for scrap. Kate climbed inside and noted the wiring had been ripped out. She turned around and saw a few of Ben’s people getting ready to push.


  “Gas?” Kate said. “What about ignition?”


  “Not gas, diesel.”


  “Diesel?”


  Erica grinned. “We don’t have to worry about pollution here, Captain. A lot of the smaller farms save money by using fossil fuels to generate power. We ripped the turbine out of this and stuffed a diesel in her.” She shrugged. “It works—kind of.”


  Erica pulled on a pair of night-vision goggles, and gave the signal to start pushing. The truck needed a push to raise the compression for ignition, but once it was running, it drove like any hydro-turbine powered truck. Erica gunned the engine and launched the truck toward a hole in the dome. Kate grabbed the door handle to steady herself and winced as the truck glanced off a broken dome support.


  “Hey, take it easy!”


  Erica laughed and cranked the wheel hard right. The truck slewed sideways and almost onto three wheels, but it didn’t roll. It crashed back down onto its balloon tyres and accelerated down the road like a missile. Kate gave Erica a dirty look and switched to light amplification. The night receded to a point where they might have been moving through an overcast day. In reality, they were racing at breakneck speed through utter darkness. Garnet was devoid of moons. The only light came from the stars, but it was enough for her systems to work with.


  “How did you join up?” Kate yelled over the rushing wind.


  “We fought back when they first came down. Not many of us survived, but those that did became the Corigin resistance. When my husband died, I took over from him, when I die, Ben will and so on until there’s none of us left.”


  There wasn’t much Kate could say. Erica obviously didn’t believe in the Alliance’s promise of liberation, or in her own survival. Millions had already died in the fighting. It was hard to blame her.


  In the early hours of the morning, Erica pulled off the road and stashed the truck where it wouldn’t be easily found. “We walk from here.”


  Erica led the way. Kate followed far enough back to keep her in sight, but not close enough to get caught up in an ambush with her. Her sensors were sweeping ahead of both of them, and twice she had to direct Erica wide to avoid enemy patrols. The Merki troopers had chosen the obvious demarcation point of the main dome as their patrol radius. It wasn’t hard to get inside; they simply waited for the patrol to pass by and then slipped in. Most of the buildings on the outskirts of the city were in ruins. The city’s defenders had chosen the area near the dome as their battleground; it had taken heavy damage. Rubble filled the streets and most of the buildings were burned out shells. Erica chose one at random and they went to ground to discuss the situation.


  “I’ll leave you here,” Erica said. “I need to get in position.”


  “Give me a time.”


  Erica checked her wristcomp. “Three.”


  Kate checked the time legend on her internal display. “Don’t be late.”


  Erica nodded once and hurried away.


  Kate waited a few minutes then moved out. She made good use of the city’s rubble choked streets and alleyways to mask her presence from the occasional patrol. Merkiaari were over confident, but they weren’t completely stupid. The patrols, though few in number, were thorough in their sweeps. More than once she feared her plan was blown, but they always went by without spotting her.


  When the time came, she was in position overlooking the shopping arcade. She was keeping an eye on the guards standing just inside the loading dock, when suddenly, the guard on the right fell backward with his face a bloody ruin. She glanced at the time and found it was just after three. Erica was as good as her word. A moment later, the other guard died. Silence descended and Kate held her breath, but as she had hoped, the Merkiaari reacted as predicted. Two squads trotted out of the gate and into the city looking for the culprit.


  As soon as they were clear, Kate dashed through the gate at top speed and jumped into one of the parked gravsleds. Another squad trotted out of the building and into the night. She waited with her sensors pulled in tight. Slowly, carefully, she extended her awareness outward and breathed a silent thank you to Erica who was no doubt running for her life.


  The way was clear.


  Kate ran in a crouch into the loading dock. It was littered with abandoned loaders and stacks of crates. She hunkered down behind a tower of boxes to listen and scan the area. All was quiet. She easily located the entrance Ben had told her about, and the curving corridor beyond led her deep into the guts of the shopping arcade. This was an area never seen by customers. There were boxes stacked in front of locked fire escapes, and empty trolleys left haphazardly in the corridors waiting for employees who were probably long dead. The cross corridor on her map came and went, and she descended with more speed and confidence.


  Her first mistake.


  It didn’t kill her, but it could have, and Kate was snarling at her own overconfidence even as she pounced onto the Merki’s shoulders. He staggered back from the boxes he had been investigating, and roared loud enough to wake the dead. Grabbing the monster’s head with both hands, she twisted with all her viper enhanced strength.


  Crunch!


  The monster fell dead in mid roar, and Kate dropped to her haunches to scan for others. Nothing. Using the boxes of… chocolate bars? Well what do you know; even Merkiaari liked chocolate. They couldn’t be all bad. She stacked the boxes over the corpse. Stepping back, she scrutinised her work and nodded once before trotting off to find the hatches that had brought her down here.


  As it turned out, Ben was both right and wrong about the security of the hatches. There were no fancy security locks, but they weren’t latched as he had maintained either. Instead, an enormous padlock decorated each one. Kate smiled crookedly and ripped one off with her bare hands. She really liked being a viper.


  She went to light amplification mode inside the shaft and shut the hatch.


  When discussing the possibility of using the elevator shafts to reach the fourth floor, Ben had said no way. Kate had secretly thought he might be right. She was strong, but if the shafts had been smooth, her strength wouldn’t have helped her. That was no longer a concern. The shafts weren’t smooth and could be climbed, but she didn’t need to. There was a metal ladder running down the side of the shaft that disappeared into the darkness overhead. As she climbed, she realised she should have known there would be one. Ben said he saw maintenance people entering the hatches, and of course, they needed a way to reach a broken elevator car. She climbed around it at ground level and continued on with her rifle swinging behind her from its strap. She didn’t want to be parted from the weapon, but it was annoying having it bumping her back. She ignored it and the third floor doors that enticed her to open them, on her way to her target.


  She halted her climb at the fourth floor, and scanned the corridors beyond the doors with her sensors set at low intensity. She tensed as red icons splashed themselves across her display, but then she relaxed with a grin. These must be her targets. She studied their positions and noted that most were unmoving. Asleep? She hoped so, but she didn’t take it for granted. Although Merkiaari were diurnal as Humans were, it didn’t stop them from having sentries up and about. She studied the problem but could see no way around opening the door to see if any were awake. There shouldn’t be any guards up here, she mused as she struggled to open the protesting elevator doors. Their officers should be confident enough with all their troops between them and the ground.


  The doors finally succumbed to her prying fingers and she stepped into a dimly lit corridor. She deselected her light amplification, and stood still as a statue with her back against the wall. Beside her, the doors slid slowly shut.


  So far, so good.


  Moving carefully down the corridor, she came to the first door. Her sensors insisted there was a target in there, but even with her audio’s gain at max, she couldn’t hear anything. Hoping that meant they were asleep, she opened the door silently and entered. The room was pitch black, but she didn’t bother with light amplification. TRS (Target Recognition Software) instantly outlined the prone figure in red. Her hand swept down and came up with her pulser in hand, but she aborted the instinctive urge to fire.


  She glanced around the room and her eyes narrowed. His armour and uniform were on a chair near the bed. The single sunburst insignia prominently displayed on the armour’s breast plate, told her all she needed to know. He was a high ranking target—a Strike Commander. He probably led in the region of a hundred thousand troopers. Fifteen Marauder class transports were committed to the Garnet incursion, which meant he was one of fifteen targets she needed to kill. She was about to take out the equivalent of an Alliance five star general.


  She crept forward, utterly silent, not even breathing. She moved her pistol to within millimetres of the monster’s head. She licked her lips and moved it forward to touch the furred head. His eyes flew open and she squeezed the trigger. The recoil was intense, but she was a viper. She held steady. The hiss-crack was muffled by the contact. The smell of singing hair and brains made her want to gag. She stepped away from the corpse listening for any outcry.


  Nothing.


  She swepped her sensors on low power beyond the room and was satisfied that she hadn’t been detected. She opened doors and found closets and bathroom. Nothing. Outside in the corridor, she moved to the next target and then the next, methodically killing each of the aliens with a headshot from her pistol. Fourteen died quickly and silently as she made her way from one end of the building to the other, but then came the last one.


  Her sensors reported movement inside, and she hesitated. She watched the icon on her display resolve into two, and knew she was in trouble. The dirty beggar had a female with him, and they weren’t playing poker. Should she wait for him to finish, or should she go in and hope to kill them both silently? She opted to go in.


  Her first shot blew the female’s head into a bloody ruin, but the male was fast—he snatched up a weapon and fired. Kate’s pistol was still moving toward him when a searing agony erupted in her shoulder. She spun around and crashed to the deck grimacing in pain. Fighting shock and snarling in hate, she brought her rifle up and laid the room waste on full auto. The Merki disappeared into red mist.


  That’s torn it.


  Kate struggled to her feet. A diagnostic alert was flashing on her display. As soon as she noticed, it changed into a wire frame representation of her body, and zoomed in on her left arm and shoulder. A list of text detailing the damage scrolled rapidly by, with her processor’s conclusions appended to it.


  Critical damage to left shoulder/arm.


  Left arm non-responsive. Combat impaired 25%.


  Recommend hospitalisation at earliest opportunity.


  No shit.


  Kate blinked stupidly down at her severed arm where it lay on the carpet at her feet. She checked that her IMS was handling the blood loss—it was coping well and had damped the pain to tolerable levels. She staggered into the corridor just as a Merki squad appeared. She hosed them with her rifle set on max power and full auto when they charged her, and managed to take them all down, but as she turned to run the other way, another squad appeared around the corner.


  They fired.


  * * *


  “Weird how history repeats itself in the sims, isn’t it?” Rutledge said as they watched Richmond.


  “Not really.” Stone thought it would be more unusual if a download didn’t proceed in that manner. “We’re good, but even we can’t program every option and contingency into the simulator’s matrix. It’s bound to follow the download parameters… at least in a general way.”


  “In a general way, yes,” Rutledge agreed. “But look at her.”


  Stone was looking, and he liked what he saw. Anyone else would have quit and waited for them to finish her, but not his Kate. If and when the General’s prediction came to pass, he might have a serious competitor in Richmond.


  As if by magic, Rutledge divined Stone’s thoughts. “How many at your last count?”


  “Merki?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Four or five thousand.”


  Rutledge snorted. “Four or five thousand?”


  “All right, it is five thousand… plus however many I took out indirectly with artillery and the like.”


  “Oh, of course,” Rutledge said in amusement. “Richmond looks set to follow in your footsteps.”


  “Yeah,” Stone said grimly, which elicited a strange and considering look from Rutledge. “Gordon has a clean sweep it looks like. That boy has the moves, no question.”


  “He’s free and clear,” Rutledge said shaking his head in admiration. “We could have used him back in the war.”


  Stone nodded. “Disconnect him would you?”


  “You’re the boss,” Rutledge said and went to do that.


  Zack Gordon had a perfect score. No dead resistance fighters, fifteen dead Merki commanders and dozens of other lowly males dead on his way in. Not only that, he had escaped unscathed and undetected. He had led a charmed life in the sim. He hoped it extended to waking life as well.


  Stone watched Richmond blast the Merkiaari into next year and smiled grimly. Just as Rutledge said, it was uncanny how her performance had matched his own run in the simulator—almost move for move. Her plan was a good one. So what if it was similar to one he had used to test the simulation? It didn’t have to mean what he thought. She might be just that good. Without question she was that good, but maybe her previous experience with his download had something to do with it. She did still use retro on occasion. Marion had mentioned it to him more than once. Maybe his download at HQ had a greater impact upon her than he had first thought. Watching her was almost like watching himself… except she was prettier.


  He pursed his lips. It would probably be better not to share his suspicion with the others. Scratch that. It would definitely be better not to share it. Besides, he hadn’t lied when he told her the effect would wear off with time.


  Richmond turned to run just as another enemy squad appeared. She went down under a hail of gauss slugs and plasma, still firing her rifle, but it was the action of someone already dead. He stared into her lifeless eyes on the monitor and shivered. He ignored the legend that appeared. He already knew what it said.


  Subject Terminated


  The screen cleared and began detailing the mission and Richmond’s stats. He ignored the data and went to disconnect her from her rig. The computers would automatically store her run in the archives.


  Richmond started disconnecting the sensors as he walked up. “You had me worried there for a minute, Sarge. I almost believed it was real.”


  He grunted. “Wait until you try one of my interactive simulations.”


  “Interactive? All simulations are interactive.”


  “Mine are more so. Direct connection via your node gives me the ability to link the simulator rigs into one programme. You might find yourself leading your squad on a mission, but they won’t be constructs, they’ll be other recruits on the link.”


  “Sounds interesting,” Richmond said. “When do we do that?”


  “After you’ve learned to use a few more of our toys.”


  Richmond helped him remove the sensors from her body and then slipped into her uniform. Gordon was already with the others receiving congratulations. Richmond went to join him.


  “Listen up,” Stone said and the recruits quieted. “You have time for a meal before we head over to the range. It’s time you used a real rifle.”


  “Sergeant?”


  “What is it, Cragg?” Stone sighed. There was always someone with questions in this bunch. Why couldn’t they wait?


  “When will we get our V2s?”


  “Why? Have you someone you want to shoot?”


  “No, Sergeant,” Cragg said seriously. “I want to practice my target acquisition. I’m not happy with how long it took me in the sim.”


  “You could always go back in… no?” Stone said with amusement. “You will all be issued your rifles and pistols when I’m sure you won’t blow someone’s brains out by accident. Until then, you’ll use what I give you and be satisfied. Clear?”


  “Yes, Sergeant!” the recruits shouted as one.


  “Good. Move it out!” Stone roared and they double-timed to the mess hall.


  * * *


  Target shooting range, Petruso Base


  Kate opened her present with the others of her squad. The box held a viper’s side arm, a plasma pistol quite unlike any she had ever seen outside of the simulators. The butt of the weapon had a modified grip to accept targeting data from her data bus, an oversize magazine she estimated must hold sixty-rounds or more, and looking at the housing for the power cell, she estimated that she could fire it non-stop for an hour. She pulled it out of the box and raised it to sight on one of the targets down range.


  “Don’t even think of pointing that in my direction, Recruit,” Sergeant Rutledge said glaring at her.


  She laughed along with her squadmates.


  “Sarge?” Cragg said. “What gives with the serial numbers?”


  “Well now,” Rutledge drawled rolling his eyes. “What do you think?”


  “So only I can use it?”


  “Give the boy a cigar.” Rutledge shook his head as if wondering what his beloved regiment was coming to. “The General has a thing about leaving weapons lying for the bad guys to pick up. He got himself shot like that once. He didn’t like it. So he says, why not key the fu… why not key them to an individual unit? Everyone looked around scratching their heads for a little while, and then said why not? Your pistol talks to your processor all the time anyway, the mod was easy.”


  “What happens if they get mixed up?” Gordon asked innocently.


  Rutledge studied the ceiling and shook his head muttering about fool questions. “Make sure it doesn’t,” he roared. “If anyone depresses the trigger without the weapon receiving the correct serial number, its innards will fuse and likely blow your hand off. Now, we can give you a new hand no problem at all, but a sidearm like them pistols costs a lot of money. Don’t mix them up!”


  Kate liked Rutledge. The sergeant knew how to get his point across without going into hysterics like some others she had known. Some would fly into a spittle spraying rage, and look close to having a seizure when confronted by a new batch of recruits.


  Rutledge pulled his pistol from the holster on his hip, and held it up for the recruit’s inspection. “This here is a M2911-V2. The V2 is a handheld pulser with a range close to a klick, and a killing range of about half of that. This here,” he pointed to the magazine projecting down just in front of the trigger guard. “This here is your magazine. Sixty-round capacity as standard, but there is an extended capacity mag available taking you to ninety rounds of caseless AP blaster ammunition. We don’t use them often—they interfere with a quick draw. However, it is remotely conceivable that you lot will graduate. If that happens, you might need it for an undercover op where the restriction will not apply.”


  Kate nodded. No one on such an op would display her weapon by wearing it in a holster. She would hide it within her clothing, or something similar, and lose speed anyway. If speed wasn’t a consideration, firepower might be.


  “This,” Rutledge said popping open a small hatch at the rear of the pistol. “This is your power cell compartment. It takes the standard cell of course, but it’s prone to fouling. We’ve been unable to neutralise the problem completely. When replacing the cell—it’s good for an hour when firing at medium settings by the way—make certain the hatch is downward and that the contacts on the cell are free of any garbage. Do not put your fingers inside.” He glared around. “The contacts are resilient, but nothing is perfect. If you get any crud inside, you’ll have to strip the whole thing down to get it out. Clear?”


  “Yes, Sergeant,” Kate said along with the rest of her platoon.


  Rutledge didn’t look convinced. “You will note there is no safety. Wrong. There is a safety and it’s built into you. The weapon will take its orders from you via the bus. It’s always safe until it’s in a viper’s right hand. Then all bets are off.


  “In your box, you will find a magazine. Load it with one; that is one round of AP ammunition. Do it now.” He watched the recruits do that. “Well done,” he said sarcastically. “With the weapon in your right hand, and the mag in your left, load the weapon. Take note of your display. It will show your pistol icon at the top right corner in red. As you load, it should change to green and display the numeral one. This is your ammo indicator, and it’s located just below the charge indicator that should say one-hundred percent. Anyone who does not have the display as described, tell me now.”


  “I don’t, Sarge,” Gordon called raising his hand.


  Rutledge shook his head. “I said in your right hand, Gordon. That’s the one with the gold thing in your palm. Got it?”


  “Sorry, Sarge,” Gordon said and beamed as his display lit as described.


  Rutledge sighed and turned back to his recruits. “Now then. This is the fun part. Keep your weapon pointed at the ceiling and do what I tell you. Access your weapon display—you all know how from the classroom demo. Set the weapon to minimum. If anyone fires at max I’ll chew him a new arsehole, and I’ll know—believe me.” Rutledge locked eyes with each of the recruits and then nodded. “With the weapon pointed up, fire one round.”


  Three squads, each containing ten units, fired into the plascrete ceiling. Kate beamed as if at an old friend, Gordon was examining the burn on the ceiling and noting the scarring, but Kate was more interested in her display. It read zero ammo now of course, but the charge indicator hadn’t even twitched. Economical in power use was good. In the field she might need that.


  “The ceiling is still there, so I know you all did what I told you,” Rutledge said. “I like that. Load your magazines to capacity this time; that is sixty-rounds of AP ammunition for those of you with defective hearing. Do not load your weapons. When ready move to your assigned lane and wait.”


  Kate quickly loaded her magazine and moved to her lane. The long narrow tunnel went off into the distance. Remembering Rutledge’s claim that the V2 had a range of a full klick, she bet the lanes went at least that far. That meant the bunker must extend well under the woods to the west, but not under the foothills and mountains beyond. Not unless there were other, longer ranged, toys to play with. Knowing the regiment’s reputation, she was suddenly sure there were.


  “Facing down range, load your weapons,” Rutledge said loudly from behind her as he walked by her. “Increase magnification on your visual sensors…”


  Visual sensors? That was one way of saying it, but it was a little strange calling her eyes sensors. She zoomed down range and found the target easily. Her range finder said it was exactly five hundred metres away.


  “Aim your weapon,” Rutledge said. “When you’re on target, you should have a revolving diamond displaying that fact, just like in the sims. Your pistols are not self-seek weapons. The diamond does not indicate lock-on as it would with some of our other toys. In this case, the diamond indicates where your shot will hit. Move your weapon to the head of the target, and note the diamond moves to show the new location.”


  Kate moved her weapon in a rock steady hand, and watched the reticule dance and revolve. She moved it off target altogether, and the diamond swung out of view, briefly fixing on something out of sight before disappearing. She ordered her processor to magnify the current view and zoomed beyond the target. There was a maintenance hatch in the wall of the tunnel. That was what the diamond had found. She quickly zoomed out and moved her pistol back on target.


  “…your weapon at semi-automatic, and fire a three-round-burst to the head of your target,” Rutledge was saying as he walked slowly behind the recruits again.


  Kate depressed the trigger and watched the silhouette of the Merki trooper begin to disintegrate. She was pleased with the accuracy. A plasma pistol wasn’t usually so good, but with targeting like this, she couldn’t miss. What would a single shot on maximum do? A lot more than the minimum setting they were using now she bet.


  “Good,” Rutledge said. “Switch to fully automatic and empty your magazines into the target. Do it now.”


  Kate gave the command to her processor and her weapon’s status icon confirmed the change. She squeezed her trigger and held firm as her pistol emptied itself into the target. The recoil this time was excessive, and she found herself wanting to correct a rightward drift. The moment she noticed it, it was corrected, but she wasn’t surprised. Her new body was learning.


  “Your ammo indicator should now read zero, and your charge indicator will read ninety-nine percent,” Rutledge said. “Anyone not have that—Gordon?”


  Everyone laughed, but they did indeed have indicators as described.


  “You will have noticed your processor adjusting your aim. This is automatically handled when your target recognition software, or TRS, is online—as it is now. Your processors have stored the new data and have recalibrated your servos.”


  “Sir?”


  “What is it Cragg?” Rutledge said.


  “Will my servos remain calibrated with TRS offline?”


  “Well now. Who says TRS can be taken offline?” Rutledge said in amusement.


  “I just thought I could.”


  Rutledge stared at him for a long moment then smiled. “It just so happens that TRS can be taken offline, Recruit, but not by you just yet.” He turned away to address the platoon. “All your systems will be activated and under your control, when you graduate and not before. And yes, your servos remain calibrated in all situations. Your processor never forgets once it has learned something.”


  That was good to know. Kate didn’t want to mis-aim her weapon in an unneeded attempt at compensating for full auto.


  “Holster your weapons and follow me,” Rutledge said and headed for the exit.


  The squad automatically fell into a column of two’s and followed Rutledge into another training area. This one was different. Instead of lanes, a huge area had been set up to provide training in an urban setting. The buildings were only two stories, but the layout was reminiscent of a city block on some Alliance world. Kate could almost believe the buildings were occupied.


  “This is where the fun begins,” Rutledge said and picked up a plasma rifle from a rack of them. “Richmond, front and centre.”


  “Sir.” Kate double-timed it to the sergeant.


  “Do you know how to use one of these?” Rutledge asked.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You’re sure? Better examine it,” Rutledge warned and handed it over.


  Kate hefted the weight. It was like an old friend. “It seems to be a M18-AP rifle with modified grip. The grenade launcher is unfamiliar to me, but not unlike my old P100. My processor indicates the weapon is assigned to me, sir.”


  If the weapon had not been hers, her serial number would have been rejected and her display would have remained dark.


  “It seems to be an M18-AP, does it?” Rutledge said and handed her a magazine. “Load and take out that door.” He pointed at a building close by.


  “Yes, sir,” she said and fired.


  CraAAAAacK!


  Her shoulder was throbbing with the recoil but that was nothing compared to the damage she had inflicted on the building. The door was gone—vaporised.


  “Maybe I should have told you to set it on minimum.” Rutledge smirked. “What do you think?”


  “I think this might look like an M18-AP, sir, but it’s not.”


  Rutledge snorted. “Back in line, Richmond, and take that with you. It’s yours.”


  “Yes, sir,” Kate said and did as ordered.


  Rutledge picked up another rifle from the rack and held it up horizontally before him. “This here, is an M1862-AP assault rifle with integral grenade launcher.” He popped open a hatch cover in the stock. “It uses a pair of standard energy cells, not one, and needs them both. It’s an energy hog, but can fire non-stop for a quarter of an hour on medium settings.” He closed the hatch and opened another on the opposite side. “There is room in the stock to store four spare cells, but I always, always, carry some with me on my belt,” he said tapping the single leather case on his left side. “You will notice the General does also.”


  “Sarge?”


  “What is it Richmond?”


  “Where can I get one of those cases?”


  Rutledge smiled. “Smithson’s Armoury in Petruso City supplies the regiment with uniforms. They have quite a few odds and ends you might find useful.”


  Cragg exchanged a glance with her and nodded almost imperceptibly. The instant they received leave to enter the city, they would go there.


  “…our own ammunition,” Rutledge was saying. “A mission can go down the crapper fast. It’s sometimes impossible to anticipate what will happen and you might find yourself using scavenged ammo. Remember this recruits: when using standard ammo, your rifle must, I repeat must, be set to fifty percent power or less. If you use any setting above that you will find your ammo cooking off in the barrel. You don’t want that, believe me.” Rutledge glared around. “Now then, as Richmond pointed out, it looks like your old M18-AP. It isn’t. The reason it looks so much like your old rifle should be obvious. Richmond?”


  “Sir?”


  “Why is this here rifle so similar to an M18-AP?”


  Not having any idea, she scrambled for an answer. “Because… because the General likes it?”


  Her platoon mates laughed, but Rutledge did not. “Very funny. The General does like it as it happens, but that’s beside the point. The Alliance uses millions of M18 pulsers. It’s the standard rifle in our military. The regiment has always lacked numbers, but we make up for it with firepower. The M1862-AP uses the chassis, magazine, barrel, and stock of the standard rifle—the stock is slightly modified to provide extra storage. As I said, it can fire standard ammo in a pinch, but our own ammunition is more effective. The circuitry, coils, and nearly all of the internal components of these rifles are manufactured right here on Snakeholme and assembled into the standard casing. The result, as we all saw, is something other than an M18-AP can produce.”


  Rutledge was being conservative. The results Kate had obtained with a single shot was closer to what she would expect from an AAR.


  “Sir?” Dolinski said. “What about the launcher?”


  “The grenade launcher is exactly what it looks like—a P100. Unlike the P100s you may have used before, this one is integral. That means it doesn’t come off, Gordon, so don’t try.”


  Kate laughed along with the others. Gordon was going to be the target for a lot of jokes later today.


  “It uses a standard pump action design,” Rutledge went on, “and can be loaded with a maximum of ten grenades. We have a few to choose from; incendiary, high explosive, and fragmentation. Any or all may be loaded in any combination you choose. I prefer using all H.E myself. They’re good for taking out Merki infantry as well as lightly armoured vehicles. Any more questions?”


  There were none.


  “Right. This one belongs to you, Takeri,” Rutledge said holding the weapon out to her.


  Selinia stepped forward to receive her weapon then returned to her position.


  “Cragg…”


  A few minutes later, the rack was empty. Kate’s platoon was armed and ready for whatever may come.


  * * *


  16 ~ The City


  Tech Centre, Petruso Base, Snakeholme


  Gina smiled and rolled over. She yawned lazily and opened one eye to peer around. She was no longer in the treatment room. She sat up and squinted at the light shining through the window into her room.


  Outside, she could see some of the recruits exercising on the parade ground, and beyond them, the mountains she was going to climb with Richmond. She swung her legs out of her rack, but became entangled in the vine-like wiring connecting her to the bedside consol. She started picking irritably at the tape holding the wires and sensors in place, but as she did so, she saw a flash of gold. She stopped and stared at her clenched fist. Slowly she opened it to reveal a weapon’s data bus, her data bus.


  “Damn me, that was quick,” she mumbled to herself in surprise.


  “Actually it wasn’t,” Captain Penleigh said from the open door.


  Gina saluted from where she sat in her backless gown. She tried to stand, but she had to take some time to remove the rest of the sensors. She was pleased to note there was no sign of the work carried out on her body. Although her eyes were biomech replacements, she viewed the world as she always had and was relieved. She had gone through enhancement within an eye blink of time. No one said it would be like that. She didn’t feel any different… or did she? She did feel different in one way, but it was a good difference. Gravity no longer dragged at her as it had before. She felt energetic and as light as a feather, as if she could jump into the air and fly away. The gravity of Snakeholme was significantly higher than Earth’s 1g, but she hardly noticed it now.


  “Stay there, Gina.” Penleigh stepped further into the room to clear the door.


  “But—”


  Half a dozen doctors came running in. They were a little upset when they realised why every alarm in the monitoring station was screaming.


  “As you were, people,” Penleigh said. “She’s fine. Give the girl a little room to breathe.” He explained the situation, and everyone left with smiles on their faces.


  “You said it wasn’t quick, sir,” she said when they were alone again.


  “No it wasn’t. You’ve been out of it for quite a while.”


  “How long?”


  “Almost five weeks.”


  “Five weeks!” Gina squeaked in shock. “The process is only supposed to take eight days at most.”


  “I’m quite aware of that. It seems your old bots didn’t want to leave, Gina. They put up a bit of a fight. No one quite knows why, unless Patel was right. You were close to death when he hit the panic button.”


  “I see.”


  “Yes… well,” Penleigh said sounding a little put out when she didn’t make a fuss. “Have you ever had Grendel’s Syndrome?”


  Gina nodded. “I caught it pretty bad on a training mission. I nearly croaked then too.”


  “I’m not surprised, but that episode is probably the reason for this one. It wasn’t in your file, Gina. If it had been, a different batch of stage one bots would have been used. When they started work on you, your old bots attacked as if the intruder was a Grendel virus.”


  “How do you know all this?”


  Penleigh shrugged and crossed the room to look out the window. “Patel clued me in. He suspected it, but you couldn’t answer when he asked if you had caught it before.” He turned back to regard her. “Nanobots learn from experience, Gina. It’s part of what makes them so good. They knew how to defeat Grendel virus, and went to war in a big way. You went into cardiac arrest more than once.”


  Gina shivered at how close she had come to ending her life and career without doing anything with it. Yes, but she hadn’t died and the surgery was now complete. She was a viper; it was time she went to work.


  “Can I get out of here, sir?”


  “I came to get you.” He pulled open a drawer and handed her a uniform. “You’re a little behind your squadmates, but you’ll catch up. I’ve seen your work, remember?”


  “How could I forget?” she muttered as she stripped out of the hospital gown and climbed into battle dress. It felt good.


  Penleigh handed her a new wristcomp; it looked the same as his. She remembered Richmond playing with hers in the barracks when she came back from her own enhancement. There were a lot of new functions to learn. She strapped it on her wrist.


  “Ready?”


  Gina glanced around the room and then at him. “I’m ready, sir.”


  She decided he looked good in his class-B uniform. He had a lot of colour on his chest, with campaign ribbons speaking of many well known battles. She absently wondered about the missions that weren’t shown. Thurston was not there for instance.


  “You said I have squadmates now, sir?” she asked as they made their way outside.


  “You and your friends have been assigned to Alpha Company.”


  Alpha Company? It didn’t really mean anything to her, not yet, but once she joined her squad and got to know the others, it would begin to mean a lot more. It would be home to Recruit Gina Fuentez, and hopefully it would later become part of her command. She grinned.


  “What’s funny, Recruit?” Penleigh said as they left the building.


  “Sir, I was thinking how nice it will be when I’m a major, sir.”


  Penleigh raised an eyebrow. “Why major and not colonel?”


  “Majors have more fun, sir.”


  “Don’t be too sure. Stein didn’t enjoy sending people out to fight while he stayed home did he?”


  “No, sir, but it seems to me that the 501st does things differently. It’s unlikely we will ever need to send a battalion of vipers to a world like Thurston. Sending a pair of vipers is more likely… in my opinion, sir.”


  “You’re right of course, but what makes you think the General would send a major when he has, or will have, a full regiment to choose from?”


  That stumped her. Why would Burgton send a major? “He… he would send his best. Surely he would promote on merit, so higher ranks will be sent out more often, sir.”


  Penleigh grinned and shook his head. “As it happens, the General does promote using the merit system. He doesn’t like officers who reach high positions through money, or influence, or both. So you’re right up to a point. But again, with a full regiment in mind, he would likely send out different units each time to let them gain experience. Not so?”


  Gina nodded glumly.


  “Don’t worry about it. You have a lot to learn before graduation. You can worry about promotion later. I told you once that rank isn’t everything.”


  “I remember, sir, but I told you it’s a way for me to keep score.”


  “We keep score in other ways,” Penleigh said grimly. “Survival is my personal favourite. As in how many times can I go in alone and come back out alive. Stone’s was always how many Merkiaari he could take down, but now,” he shrugged. “Who knows? Rank doesn’t mean much after the first fifty years, Gina, you’ll see.”


  Gina hoped not. Striving to become better, to gain rank in her chosen profession, was what had always driven her… and getting her people home alive of course.


  “I’ll take that under advisement, sir. I prefer to think otherwise.”


  “We all did at first,” Penleigh said, and that was all he would say on the subject of rank from then on. He led the way to one of the many classrooms set aside for training viper recruits.


  Gina’s entire platoon was being taught how to use their internal sensors and targeting displays. Roscoe was teaching the class. Gina was pleased to note that not only was Kate Richmond in her squad, but that both Martin Cragg and Ian Hiller were also. Seeing them made her feel half way toward having a new family. She nodded to Selinia Takeri and sat next to her, while Penleigh had a quiet word with Sergeant Roscoe.


  “It’s good to see you up and around,” Takeri said quietly.


  “Thanks, Selin.” Gina looked around noting faces. “Where’s Jamie? Don’t tell me they assigned him to another platoon.”


  Takeri’s eyes darkened. “He didn’t make it.”


  “But…” she said in confusion. Jamie had been fine when Gina went for enhancement. He had already undergone the process and couldn’t wait to start practising his new abilities. “What happened?”


  “Officially he died in a training accident, but you know what that means.”


  Gina swallowed sickly. The regiment always used the fiction of a training accident to cover a whigout. “Who else?” She prayed that no more of her friends were numbered among the washouts.


  “You’ve been gone a long time, Gina. We’ve had a few… problems,” Takeri said, and frowned as she remembered. “Jamie shot himself in the head with his V2. No one knows why he did it. The others,” she shrugged. “They were in their bunks at lights out, but the next morning they were gone, and their names were deleted from the duty roster. MJ was one of them. You remember her?”


  Gina nodded remembering a tall Anglo woman with dark brown hair and grey eyes. Her name was Mary Jane Ferguson, and she was recruited by the Colonel from Garnet’s militia. Gina had only spoken to her once or twice. MJ was quiet, but she had seemed to know her business where soldiering was concerned.


  “Who else?”


  “Compton, Middleton, and… and Kent. They were all missing that morning. We asked about them, but were told they had died in a training accident like the others.”


  Gina groaned. Kent was a friend of hers. She couldn’t believe he was gone. She could still see that cheeky grin of his when he followed her into the showers, and offered to give her a massage. Roscoe had taken them on a cross country run that morning, and had pushed his unenhanced charges to their limit. Gina had returned to the barracks, exhausted in mind and body, but Kent still had enough energy to try wooing her. She wished she had let him now.


  “I’m sorry, Gina,” Takeri said, and rubbed Gina’s back in an attempt to comfort her. “I know you liked Kent.”


  “It’s not just him, Selin. How many have we lost now? Ten? Twenty?”


  Takeri shook her head. “Sixteen I think.”


  “That’s almost eight percent, Selin. And we aren’t all enhanced yet.”


  Takeri nodded solemnly.


  Gina turned her attention to the front of the classroom. She couldn’t hear what Eric was saying to Roscoe; it probably had nothing to do with her in any case. A short time later, Roscoe left the room leaving Penleigh to continue the class.


  Penleigh surveyed the recruits and found Gina. “Takeri, help Fuentez connect to her consol.”


  “Yes, sir,” Takeri said.


  Takeri placed her right hand flat down in the palm shaped recess in the desk, and punched a sequence of numbers and letters into the keyboard. “Password,” she said to Gina’s questioning look. “Our processors have their own unique identities on the net. That’s important for a number of things. In battle, your processor can make reports to your squad leader about your physical status, or you might ask it to up-link to the net and download the current tacsit. Whatever, there are many things it can do on its own, but that means it has to have its own identity or else we risk confusion. Your net password will be encoded within your processor for quicker access, but to use these consols you have to input it manually. Roscoe says they were designed that way back when the base was just a research facility. Something about wanting the viper prototypes to be physically present to use the equipment.”


  “Yeah?” Gina said. “I thought the General founded Snakeholme.”


  Takeri shook her head. “Roscoe says vipers were developed here in secret.”


  She didn’t have time to think about that now. “How do I get my password?”


  “The default is always admin, but you’ll have to change it first thing. It’s easy. Just put your weapon hand in the recess and follow the prompts. If you close your eyes it’s easier.”


  Gina closed her eyes and put her hand in the recess.


  Password Required: >_


  The words seemed to hover before her. She opened her eyes again, but they remained at arm’s length waiting for her input. She typed the word admin as she had been told, and the prompt was replaced by more instructions.


  First logon detected.


  Please change your password, Recruit Fuentez.


  Enter your old password: >_


  Enter your new password: >_


  Gina chose something she would never forget for her password. Something ingrained upon her soul and that of every Marine since the Corps’ inception on November 10th 1775. Semper Fidelis. She was no longer a Marine, but in her heart, she would always be one—always faithful to what the Corps stood for.


  Password accepted… Connection achieved.


  “Have you got it?”


  “Yeah,” Gina said. “Thanks, Selin.”


  “You’re most welcome, Gina,” Takeri said with a warm smile.


  “Now then,” Captain Penleigh said. “With Fuentez in mind, I will recap what you know about your systems. I want you to follow along. A refresher won’t hurt.”


  He placed his hand into the recess in his desk and typed rapidly. Before Gina’s eyes, an amazing amount of information appeared. She waved a hand in front of her face and blushed at the laughter from the others.


  “We all did that the first day,” Takeri whispered.


  Gina nodded. She could see the room through the clutter of icons and indicators, but it was distracting. If she wanted to use the data, she had to focus on one part of her display and read it. The display was similar to that of the HUD used in Marine mechs (powered armour). She had always used mechs without a problem, and was sure she would get used to it.


  “I’m sending you all a Merki trooper as a target. Seeing as we haven’t got a real one for you all to play with, he should appear as an animated character.”


  A few chuckles sounded through the room.


  “For those who know how, target the male. Fuentez, look at your top left indicator. You will see a range to target icon, focus on that and instruct your processor as follows. Target: Range five hundred metres.”


  Gina did that, and noted her range finder indicated the cartoon was five hundred metres away. She watched the targeting diamond swing in and lock on. It pulsed redly once and revolved to show it was locked on.


  “If you have a revolving diamond locked onto the trooper, you have performed correctly. Now, I want you to disengage target lock by telling your processor. Fuentez, how do you think that’s accomplished?”


  Gina finished disengaging. “Sir, the system seems intuitive, very much like my old mech armour. I disengaged using this command: Disengage target lock.”


  “Very good. If you ever need to use a function that you’re unsure of, it’s simply a matter of either doing it the way you would in armour, or telling your processor to do it. If you use the wrong command, your processor will tell you.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  The lesson progressed with various simulations passing before her eyes. At first she doubted she would remember it all, but Takeri said a viper never forgets. During a spare moment, she reviewed what she knew. Takeri was right. Everything she needed was in her memory waiting to be tapped and used. She practised every function her display had at least once, and then began learning how to use them in conjunction with each other. She enjoyed the lessons and was a fast learner. Takeri said they were moving much faster with Captain Penleigh as their instructor.


  “Have I caught up yet?”


  “Not quite,” Takeri said. “You still have communications and the net, and then there’s the range. We began weapons training just last week.”


  “How long have you been attending these classes?”


  “Almost three weeks.”


  Gina couldn’t discuss it further; the captain had noticed her inattention. She bent her head and performed the simulation. She had to target a series of Merki troopers at the same time, and keep another group in range of her sensors. It was hard work, but she managed. Two hours later, her display cleared. She looked up to find the others sighing and working tired shoulders. When she removed her hand from the recess, her display winked out. She tried to reactivate it, but a voice for her alone told her off.


  “Access denied. No access to cybernetic enhancements will be granted. Warning: attempting to bypass this order will result in disciplinary action.”


  “Okay already,” Gina said in embarrassment.


  Richmond looked over and grinned. “Naughty, naughty.”


  “How did you know?”


  “I tried that my first day. Nasty critter that processor.”


  Gina nodded. “It sounded like my dad.”


  “Yeah? Mine sounds like Whitby. I’m going to change it as soon as I figure out how.”


  Gina grinned and followed her friend out of the classroom.


  “Glad you’re back, Major,” Richmond said.


  “Thank you, Captain. It’s good to be here.”


  “Amen to that,” Cragg said as he dodged by.


  Gina exchanged glances with Richmond and they laughed. It was good to be back.


  * * *


  Alpha Company’s barracks, Petruso Base


  Kate squared away her kit, and frowned at the wrinkle that had materialised as if by magic on the blanket covering her rack. She tugged at it, and tucked it in again. Looking at her rack with narrowed eyes, she dared the wrinkle to reappear.


  It didn’t.


  Fuentez snorted behind her back. “I love it when you do that. That glare can strip paint. You do know that don’t you?”


  Kate grinned. “It comes in handy on occasion.”


  “You should be ashamed of yourself.” Fuentez laughed. “That poor boy.”


  Kate growled under her breath. Jacobs was not a boy, but he did act like one. He was still in the queue for enhancement, yet he was already trying to lord it over everyone in sight including one Kate Richmond. That was a mistake. She had never responded well to people who thought themselves better than her. If Jacobs didn’t watch his step, he would find himself wearing his face on backwards.


  “He annoys me.” She shrugged. “I don’t like his kind. Hiller doesn’t like him either.”


  “Yeah. Hiller isn’t the only one. Where the hell did Stanbridge dredge him up from?”


  “He’s from Bethany as you well know. I heard a rumour that he scored in the low nineties.”


  Fuentez raised an eyebrow at that. “Yeah? You could have fooled me.”


  Kate snorted and opened her locker. Checking her appearance in the mirror attached to the door, she fluffed her hair a little before pulling on her beret. She tried to get the edge perfectly horizontal, with the viper badge in line and directly above her left eye, but it refused to co-operate. She was about to pull it off and try again, when Fuentez intervened.


  “Here, gimme.”


  “It always gives me trouble,” Kate said sheepishly.


  “That’s because you have no patience.” Fuentez lowered the beret onto Kate’s head in the perfect position, and flattened it down on the right side. “There.”


  “I’ll get the hang of it eventually. At least I can put my helmet on without help.”


  “It would certainly be something to see if you couldn’t.”


  Kate grinned and said in a silly voice, “Please General, I can’t come to the war until I get my helmet on straight. Will you help me please?”


  Fuentez cracked up.


  “Atten-hut!”


  Fuentez jumped and dashed to stand at the base of her rack. Kate was closer to hers—one pace sufficed. Everyone snapped to attention as the General himself stepped by Roscoe and into the barracks. This was a very high honour. General Burgton rarely mixed with the recruits. They only saw him when he held a lecture. Those lectures had standing room only. Everyone wanted to learn from him.


  “At ease,” Burgton said and there was a barely perceptible lessening of tension in the room. “I have just learned of a situation that may, I repeat may, require a response.”


  Kate stiffened and the others murmured questions. The General would not be telling them all this unless he had something in mind. The only thing she could think of excited her beyond all measure.


  “Simmer down people. I have no orders to mobilise the regiment, and I don’t expect any such orders, but I take no chances. Accordingly, the enhancement and training schedules have been revised with activation of first battalion at the earliest opportunity a priority. As you can imagine, this will cause some disruption.


  “Alpha and Bravo Companies are the furthest ahead. All three hundred and twenty units are enhanced, and I’m informed that training is well in hand. Unfortunately, Charlie and Delta Companies have the greatest percentage of unenhanced units. This will slow their training efforts. As I said, measures are being taken to redress this. Now then, how does this affect all of you? Firstly, with the aim of freeing up training resources for Charlie and Delta, I’m authorising a five day pass for Alpha and Bravo Companies. When you return, you will have your systems fully activated.”


  That caused a stir, and Kate exchanged a meaningful look with Fuentez. The schedule had called for full activation in six weeks time. Immediately after that, a series of live fire exercises had been planned to test their reflexes and abilities. Now all that planning was out the airlock.


  Burgton was still speaking. “I will be calling on one or two of you to help with the training of Charlie and Delta. Those at the top of their class in artillery will take over from Sergeants Rutledge and Roscoe to free them for a third and fourth class that I’m arranging. Sergeant Stone will increase his efforts at the Complex with the aim of passing as many recruits through the simulators as possible. He will require some help with basic programming and monitoring. Those of you that have shown yourselves the best in other areas, will take on groups to train as needed.”


  The General reached the end of the barracks. He turned back and made his slow way to the door with the eyes of the recruits following him.


  “I know all this sounds a little half-arsed,” Burgton went on. “But I assure you I have considered this from every perspective. I’ve learned that things can and will go down hill fast if you’re not prepared. In my opinion, it’s better to have a full battalion of vipers that still need some work, than a highly polished half battalion. Not so?”


  “Sir, yes, sir,” the recruits roared in one voice.


  “Good. Alpha and Bravo Companies are on a five day pass from this moment. Carry on.”


  The General left then, but Roscoe stayed behind. “Things are going to be a little hectic over the next few months so I’m warning you now. If I hear of any recruit abusing his position as temporary instructor, I’ll have him scrapped.”


  No one reacted, least of all Kate. They all knew Roscoe’s bark was worse than his bite.


  Roscoe smiled. “Now that’s out of the way, you had better get out of here. You’re wasting party time,” he said and made to leave, but stopped short of the door. “One last thing. When you return, you’ll be required to check a terminal for new orders at zero-six-hundred each morning. Those with nothing special to do are still mine.”


  Roscoe left.


  Everyone milled around discussing when or if they would mobilise. Kate went to join Fuentez who was chatting with Cragg.


  “So, what are we doing?” Cragg said. Takeri wandered over followed by Hiller. “How about having a look in Smithson’s Armoury? I want one of those belt pouches.”


  “Yeah, me too,” Kate said thinking that she might need it soon.


  “Come on guys, you can do that later. I want a drink, and some real food in a real restaurant,” Hiller said plaintively, and the others laughed.


  “You’re too soft,” Kate growled but she was grinning as she said it. “You’re not yearning for the old days on Bethany are you?”


  Hiller sobered. “No,” he said solemnly but then he brightened. “I bet Jacobs is.”


  “Oh him,” Takeri said and surprised everyone by the disgust in her voice. She got along with everyone. “He is not a nice person.”


  That was a strong condemnation from her. No one knew what had prompted it, but Jacobs must have done something to upset her. She had a good word to say about everyone.


  “Okay, listen up,” Fuentez said taking charge. “First Squad will immediately leave the base for a good meal in a real restaurant, and then head on over to Smithson’s place to buy a few goodies.”


  Kate saluted sloppily and everyone laughed. “Do you think we can steal… err I mean borrow an APC?”


  “Nah,” Gordon said. “Who wants to drive?”


  There were no volunteers and it was decided to go by maglev. Petruso City was too far to walk for the unenhanced, which is what they would remain until they returned. Deactivated enhancements might as well not exist.


  The maglev consisted of two carriages, a power car, and a single rail that connected the base to Petruso City. It was originally a spur off the main maglev monorail line. In the years since, it had been physically disconnected from the main system leaving a straight run to and from the base. The regiment had exclusive use of it. It used to be for soldiers that wanted to visit their families in the city. Kate hadn’t seen it running since arriving on Snakeholme, but she was sure it would be operational. The General wouldn’t allow anything to fall into disrepair.


  The barracks emptied en masse, and everyone headed for the maglev station.


  When they reached the it, Kate climbed up into the cockpit of the train, and leaned out of the open door. “Who knows how to work this thing?”


  Christine Roberts of Fourth Squad raised a hand. “I might be able to.”


  “Hey, Chrissie,” Gordon called over the heads of his squadmates. “I didn’t know you were a train driver before this.”


  Everyone laughed and shoved Roberts forward.


  Kate pulled her up into the cockpit and leaned out the door to glare at the onlookers. “All aboard… what are you waiting for?” She shook her head as everyone stampeded for the two passenger cars. The carriages were small and would not have enough seats for everyone. The unlucky ones would have to stand. “Have you figured it out?”


  Roberts nodded and waved a hand at the controls. “It’s a straight run from here to the city. There’s even an autopilot.”


  “Great. It’s time to party, Chris. Let’s go.”


  Kate sat in the corner. There was just the one seat and Roberts needed that to monitor the controls.


  “Here we go,” Roberts said and eased the throttle forward.


  The ride was smooth and Kate enjoyed it. She hadn’t been allowed off base other than for training since arriving on Snakeholme. The countryside was a pleasant change from the base. She looked ahead to see the city seemingly rise out of the ground as the train sped toward it.


  Petruso was a small city by Alliance standards, but it was the largest on Snakeholme. It was built in a bowl-like depression beside a crescent shaped lake. That was why it seemed to rise out of the ground as they approached. A wide and peaceful looking river fed the lake with mountain fresh water, but the lake’s runoff was another matter; it was turbulent with plenty of white water and spray thrown up as it sped its way to the sea in the west.


  “I wouldn’t mind taking that on,” Roberts said.


  “What, the river?”


  “Yeah. Ever done any kayaking?”


  Kate shook her head. “Not me. I have wings not fins.”


  “It’s great. Running the rapids, pitting yourself against nature really gets the adrenaline pumping. You should try it.”


  “I might just do that. Gina agreed to do some climbing with me when we’re activated. Maybe you could come along.”


  Roberts nodded eagerly. “That would be great. I used to do a bit of climbing before I joined the service.”


  “Anything since?”


  “Nah. I’m out of practice, but it will come back to me,” Roberts said staring out of a side window. “They chose a good site for the city. Look at that view.”


  Kate was looking. The surface of the lake was like a mirror as it reflected the mountains and sky. The towers of the city were doubled in number as they too were mirrored in the waters of the lake. The layout of the city was pleasing to her. The buildings weren’t crushed together like many other cities she had visited, and there were wide strips of green between the lanes of the few roads. Parks and trees were numerous. She could almost feel the General’s influence over the design.


  Vehicles were few in Petruso City. Travel was by elevated monorail or by foot, and the city benefited enormously from that policy. Burgton hadn’t let the city planners destroy the countryside either. The woods and forests outside the city limits probably looked little different to the way nature intended, though she was sure the Ranger and Forestry Commission had a lot to do with that. Land for cultivation was plentiful on Snakeholme. With the maglev system connecting every city and town, there was no need to clear land close to the Petruso for farming. It looked great.


  “There must be kayaks for rent here,” Roberts mused. “Look there.”


  Kate nodded. She could make out a few sails way out on the lake. “Boats seem popular.”


  “Not boats—yachts.”


  “What’s the difference? They all float don’t they?”


  Roberts spun around indignantly. “You’re joking. What’s the difference between a hang glider and a space plane?”


  “Oh well, if you’re going to be silly about it,” Kate said a little huffily. Everyone knew the difference between a non-powered hang glider and a rocket motored space plane.


  “I’ll ask Gina if she wants to get wet,” Roberts mused. “There must be somewhere I can rent a couple of kayaks.”


  Kate grunted still smarting from Roberts’ comparisons. “I’ll give it a go if you agree to try hang gliding with me.”


  “Looking forward to it.”


  Roberts eased back on the throttle, and they coasted into the station. She powered down the train and then joined Kate and her squadmates as they trotted off excitedly in search of a restaurant that could pass Hiller’s fine eye for culinary excellence. They attracted a great deal of attention as they made their way toward the centre of the city. Pedestrians stopped to stare, and a good many interrupted their journeys to shake hands and chat. One elderly gentleman, who introduced himself simply as William, shook hands with Kate and enquired about her home.


  “I’m from Bethany, sir,” she said aware of the sudden silence that fell over the civs.


  “Bethany! Bless my soul that’s good to hear. So they finally saw sense, who would have thought it?”


  “No, sir. My people are still the same. I doubt they will ever change.”


  “Oh,” William said downcast. “That’s a shame. Still, you’re here Katherine. Might I ask where you and your friends are going?”


  Kate smiled. Her brother had always called her Katherine. “I don’t really know, sir. This is our first time in Petruso City. We were hoping to find a good restaurant.”


  William brightened at hearing that. “My dear, I have the perfect place for you. Sovereigns is the best place in the city. I guarantee you will enjoy the food and the surroundings.”


  Kate was unsure, but all the nodding heads convinced her. The civs all agreed that Sovereigns was the place. “Thank you, sir. We’ll try there then. I hope they have room for us.”


  “Oh, I don’t think you need to worry about reservations or anything,” William said in amusement. “Just drop in and you’ll be welcomed I’m sure.”


  The civs laughed at something, but Kate had no idea what it was about. William gave her directions and then left her to find Sovereigns.


  “What do you make of that?” Fuentez said.


  “Don’t know, but everyone seems very friendly,” Kate said.


  They were more than friendly; they were treating the recruits like celebrities. Kate was a little puzzled by all the excitement, and distrusted it. They should be used to vipers, but instead they seemed almost honoured to see them.


  Sovereigns turned out to be very busy. Kate doubted they would have room for two squads of boisterous recruits, but when the manager caught sight of their black uniforms, he erupted into a dervish of activity. He immediately ejected a sizable group of his patrons, taking no notice of the recruit’s protestations. It made them all uncomfortable to be the cause of such strife, but far from being unhappy, those being ejected seemed proud to give up their places.


  Fuentez went to investigate and came back with a rueful look on her face. “Francisco… that’s the manager. Francisco promised them two free meals.”


  That explained their willingness to leave, and incidentally made Kate and the others feel much better. While waiting for their table, she became conscious of the remaining diners craning their necks to see. She stood taller, trying not to make eye contact, and pulled her carefully folded beret through her belt. She was feeling very exposed under the eyes of so many strangers.


  The highly trained staff had things ready in no time, and Francisco himself led them proudly into his restaurant.


  Kate sat opposite Fuentez, with Cragg joining them to sit opposite Takeri. Two platoons nearly filled the restaurant. Eighty vipers had a large collective appetite and it wasn’t long before they were eating and enjoying themselves. Fuentez and Takeri chose a light soup to start, and Kate did the same.


  Fuentez raised her glass in a toast. “I give you The Regiment.”


  “The Regiment.”


  “The Regiment.”


  “The Regiment and General Burgton,” Kate said a little self-consciously.


  They all drank to that.


  They began tucking into the main course. Hiller sighed with pleasure at the table behind, and Kate grinned. He had chosen duck in orange sauce for his main course, and it tasted wonderful. Cragg winked, he had ordered the duck for both of them, and Kate ate it with gusto. It tasted so good after the plainer meals they ate on base.


  “You should try this, Gina,” she said. “It’s great.”


  “I do like duck, but I prefer my chicken.”


  Takeri shook her head. “Barbarians.”


  “We can’t all be vegetarians, Selin,” Cragg said.


  “Why not?”


  “Because… just because,” he said with a frown and Kate laughed.


  Francisco came back just as they were finishing the main course and asked if everything was satisfactory.


  Kate had just eaten the best meal of her life. “It was great! I mean… thank you Francisco. It was very nice.”


  Francisco smiled in polite amusement. “Great is good, I assure you. Are you ready for desert?”


  “I think so,” she said and the others nodded. “What would you recommend?”


  “Something simple I think. Our apple crumble with a dollop of vanilla ice cream.”


  “I’ll have that,” Kate said and the others murmured their agreement. “Thank you.”


  “You are most welcome,” Francisco said and a few moments later four deserts arrived. “Enjoy.”


  “Thanks.” She watched Francisco move to one of the other tables. “Seems like a nice man.”


  “Yeah,” Fuentez said. “And his ice-cream is superb.”


  Everyone laughed and tucked in.


  The last surprise came when it was time to leave. Fuentez politely asked a waitress where to pay, but the girl just smiled and said the bill had been taken care of. Not one to take charity, she wouldn’t leave it there. Kate and the others waited in reception while Fuentez sought out Francisco. When she came back, she had a puzzled frown on her face.


  “What’s wrong?” Cragg said.


  “He said the regiment would take care of the bill. When I said that I wanted to pay, he laughed and asked me if this was my first time off base.”


  “What did he mean by that?” Takeri said.


  “He said everything is free for vipers.”


  “Free, everything?”


  Fuentez nodded. “He said the regiment always covers the bills, and it’s not just here either. Francisco says anything we buy in Petruso is covered by the regiment.”


  “That doesn’t make sense,” Takeri said. “They would have told us… wouldn’t they?”


  They all looked at each other then sighed. “Roscoe.”


  “I knew that smirking basta—ah, I knew that smirking sergeant was up to something,” Kate said. “You said the regiment pays?”


  Fuentez nodded.


  “That means the General then.”


  “Must be, but your point is…?”


  “My point is that we had better not buy anything too extravagant.” Kate cringed as she imagined being called before Burgton to explain why she had bought the entire squad a hang glider each. “I don’t think the General would like that.”


  Cragg nodded. “Good point, but how do we know what’s too much?”


  “We’ll know our limit when someone gets in trouble with the General,” she said, but she would have a word with Stone when they got back. He would know what was permissible.


  “Oh great,” Gordon said. “It will probably be me.”


  Fuentez laughed and punched Gordon playfully on the shoulder as they left the restaurant. First Squad separated from the others outside Sovereigns, and went in search of Smithson’s Armoury. They found it easily. There was no end of helpful people willing to stop and chat or offer directions. Perhaps twenty minutes of sightseeing saw them trooping through Smithson’s door intent on buying a few little extras.


  * * *


  


  17 ~ Activation


  Tech Centre, Petruso Base, Snakeholme


  Gina stood quietly in the padded room with her weapon hand pressed firmly into the palm shaped receptacle in the desk, and watched Doctor Patel study the data being displayed on his monitor. He was hunched over the desk on a level with the screen, and must have been uncomfortable, but he didn’t show it. Gina looked around the room, but apart from the desk and the padded walls, there was nothing he could use for a chair. She had heard about padded rooms before this, but she had never dreamed she would become the occupant of one. Patel typed a command into the recessed keyboard in the desktop, and nodded approvingly when fresh results appeared. Gina tried to guess what he was thinking by watching his expression, but it wasn’t working. Patel was her judge and jury. As head of Medical, he had to sign off on her fitness for graduation.


  “Try to remain absolutely still, Recruit.”


  Gina turned back to watch him, and tried not to fidget. She had worked toward this for months, but now the waiting was over, and she found herself almost floating off the floor in anticipation. Any second now she would become a viper in full measure. She watched Patel intently as he reviewed the data so recently downloaded from her permanent memory. She had no idea what the individual bytes of data meant, but there was an awful lot of it. Could he actually read real memories from just a bunch of numbers? Was he seeing images in place of those figures?


  “Sir?”


  “Hmmm?” Patel said, still concentrating on the data dump. “You have a question, Recruit?”


  “I was just wondering… I mean if you don’t mind telling me…”


  “Out with it, Recruit. I’m a little busy here.”


  “Sorry, sir,” she said and bulled ahead. “I was wondering if you can actually decipher the data dump.”


  Patel smiled, and he looked up at her. “Can I see everything you did since day one of enhancement?”


  “Well… yes, sir.”


  “Of course I can.”


  She gaped. “You can?”


  Patel smiled. “Certainly. Think it through, Recruit. How would it be possible for a viper unit to download an experience into the simulators for others to use, if I couldn’t do something similar here?”


  Gina frowned. She knew about downloading recon data from her lessons in the classroom, but she hadn’t thought to apply the knowledge here. She was annoyed with herself. She shouldn’t need to be told to think problems through. She should have remembered her lesson and applied it.


  “Don’t worry, I’m far more interested in your system parameters, than I am in your expertise at climbing or canoing.” Patel pointed at the lines of data currently displayed on the monitor. “You should have worn a life preserver. Your enhancement doesn’t mean you can’t drown.”


  Gina smiled sheepishly.


  “Don’t feel too bad, Recruit. This sort of thing does take getting used to.”


  It did, but now she was thinking, she realised something else. “This is how the archives were created.”


  Patel nodded solemnly. “We never truly die, Recruit. Our memories live on in the archive. We mourn our dead, but we especially mourn those that were unrecoverable. We honour their memory.”


  Gina shivered. In this instance, unrecoverable meant they had been damaged so thoroughly, their core memories and processors were beyond recovery. She didn’t know how many vipers were missing in action—she hoped it was none, but she doubted it.


  “Now then,” Patel said turning back to his work.


  Patel placed his weapon hand in the second palm-shaped recess, and began typing rapidly. A viper’s neural interface was much faster than using keyboards, but they only used them to access Snakeholme’s Infonet or the regiment’s TacNet. He typed another command, and nodded in satisfaction at what he read.


  “This is the last time we will need to do this, Recruit. This session will activate all of your cybernetic enhancements, and put them under your control. I’m requiring you to be still for the same reason this room is so heavily padded. Accidents will happen, they always do. Your servo assisted musculature is currently set at unenhanced, but in a moment you will be at full combat readiness.”


  “Do I need to be aware of any special problems?”


  “Not special, no, but you will feel different. Powerful, very light on your feet. Both of those sensations have been reported to us time and again. My own enhancement was particularly embarrassing as I recall.” Patel shrugged. “In any event, there is only one rule: Move slowly and deliberately. You will soon see why. I will initiate your systems now, but don’t move until I’ve left the room. When you feel confident enough to move safely, you may return to your squad.”


  Patel tapped in his commands, and moved to the door. Gina realised what he meant the moment he hit the enter key. Gravity seemed to have diminished to a point where it barely held her to the floor. She didn’t move as Patel opened the door, but called a question.


  “Sir?”


  “What is it?”


  “You initialised everything via the link, can a bad guy do the opposite?”


  “No,” Patel said firmly. “Contrary to the popular myths about us and the danger we pose to the Alliance, no one has ever successfully hacked a viper’s systems. Not even Walden himself could control one of us. Your internal security prevents tampering; even I can’t do it without the consent of your processor. Only you can order it to allow access now that all your systems are online.”


  Gina shivered at the mention of the hated Douglas Walden. What would it be like to have a hacker trying to get into her mind? She shuddered as her imagination supplied all kinds of nasty scenarios. Anyone who tried to hack her systems wouldn’t live long. She would see to that.


  “Thank you, sir.”


  Patel regarded her for a long moment. “You’re the first recruit to ask that question, Fuentez. I’m impressed.”


  “Impressed?”


  “At the depth of your paranoia,” Patel said and left.


  It wasn’t paranoia. She merely wanted to be sure of her body’s abilities. If someone could turn those off, she couldn’t be sure of anything. With Patel’s warnings in the forefront of her mind, she tried to take a step.


  “Yeee aaah!” she yelled in startlement as her single step hurled her across the room to slam into the padded wall.


  She shook her head at her own stupidity. Patel had told her to be careful. She turned on the spot until she was facing back the way she had come. With Patel’s admonitions in mind, she took another step and flew across the room as if someone had turned off the planet’s gravity. She landed with her leg striking the desk. She rubbed her thigh; there was sure to be a bruise tomorrow.


  “Dammit,” Gina hissed, and thumped the desk in frustration.


  CRUUNCH!


  “Oh shit.” She stared at the broken corner, and then guiltily at the door before trying to pull the padding over the damage.


  SHRRRTTT!


  “Damn,” she mumbled with a long length of padding dangling in her hand.


  * * *


  “Ha, ha, Haaaa!” Stone howled in laughter. “That was a classic. Did you see her face?”


  Flowers smiled, but there was a serious side to this. Up until now the recruits had used their systems in various ways, but they hadn’t lived with them every moment of every day. Before each session, the recruits would have the necessary system activated, and at the end, deactivated. It was a safety precaution, but now it was time to become vipers in full.


  “She doesn’t seem too upset,” he said.


  “Nah, Fuentez can handle it.”


  “I tell you, Ken, I’m worried.”


  “Why?” Stone said in surprise. “Everything has gone as smooth as can be.”


  “That’s what worries me. Only nineteen scrapped out of two hundred and twenty… I don’t like it.”


  “Pardon me, sir, but that’s good!”


  “Don’t get me wrong. I’ll be pleased if we don’t have any more washouts. What worries me is that we might have a bunch like Robbins here.”


  Stone went quiet at the mention of Robbins.


  Robbins had been the best of them, a natural leader and looked it. Everyone gravitated toward him and wanted to be in his squad. Then one day he ran off base at full speed. He had snapped. It took a full squad of ten units to track him down, and take him out.


  Flowers squeezed his eyes shut trying to shut out the memory, but his processor insisted on finding and displaying it.


  


  Robbins was down. One leg was shot away, but still his weapon hand came up holding his pulser.


  “Please don’t,” Flowers said to his friend. “Don’t do it. I don’t want to kill you.”


  Nothing he said made any difference. Robbins was no longer in there; instead, the machine his friend had feared he would become looked out of his eyes.


  Flowers snatched his pistol in a servo-assisted blur and blew his best friend’s head off.


  “Sir?” Stone said.


  “What is it?”


  Stone looked at him for a long moment, perhaps guessing what had been going through his mind. “She seems to have figured out her own method.”


  He turned his attention to the monitor and laughed. “Full bore. I like her style.”


  * * *


  Gina muttered to herself then cursed her stupidity. Her strength was so distracting, she had ignored her other abilities. Using her sensors and range finder, she noted the dimensions of the room. With her back near the wall she leapt…


  …and landed to slap the opposite wall with her outstretched palms. She did that a few times pushing off with less power each time. Gradually she learned how much was necessary for the desired effect. In the end she found a small hop forward took less than a tenth of the effort she would have used while unenhanced. Knowing how much stronger she was, she tried walking and found she could do it if she concentrated on keeping her movements small and economical. Wandering around the room gave her greater confidence, and perhaps twenty minutes later, she decided she was ready to leave.


  As she made her way carefully outside, she realised why vipers always looked like they were walking on air. The gliding movements were the best way to move for an enhanced person. She tried to copy the way Eric and the other veterans moved, and felt herself slowly relaxing.


  Gina was greeted with applause when she reached the barracks. She waved away the silly beggars, and the other squads moved off, but her own squadmates stayed to chat.


  “First squad is complete,” Richmond said in satisfaction. The entire squad was enhanced; the entire platoon for that matter.


  “You were quickest to come out,” Cragg said. “What’s your secret?”


  “Jumping,” Gina said and explained how she had figured out how much stronger she was by leaping about.


  “Wish I’d thought of that,” Richmond said ruefully. “I kept racing from one end of the room to the other until I figured it out. Not as quick, but it worked.”


  Gina nodded and decided not to mention the broken desk. “What’s next to do?”


  “Training, recruit; lots and lots of lovely training,” Sergeant Rutledge said as he entered the barracks. “Roscoe tells me you lot are in need of a workout. I can see he was right. Flabby recruits we do not need. It’s First Platoon’s turn at the crusher. You have two minutes to fall in with full kit.”


  No one moved.


  “One minute fifty seconds,” Rutledge said, and everyone dashed to get his or her kit. “One minute forty,” he said as he went out the door.


  Everyone moved—viper fast.


  Gina’s armour was stored in her locker in the order she needed to put it on, but it still took almost a full minute to don. She buckled her belt with its holster for her pistol, making sure to strap it securely to her thigh. She checked the pistol was loaded with training rounds. It was. She settled her webbing over her shoulders, and anchored it in place on her armour using the cleats. The loops on her webbing contained flares, extra magazines, her knife, and a dozen training grenades that everyone called whiz-bangs for the sound they made when they went off. The case on her belt contained extra energy cells for her rifle. She didn’t need to check that, she had filled it that morning. Her beret went into her locker, and her helmet went onto her head. Her pack was always ready, and her rifle was near to hand, she snatched them both up and joined the rush to the door.


  By the time she reached the parade ground, her pack was on her back as it should be, and her rifle was by her side.


  “Attennnnnn-hut!” Rutledge barked, and everyone snapped to attention as Captain Penleigh came to inspect the platoon.


  It was a simple inspection. He murmured the occasional question in an effort to get a feel for what they knew, and what they didn’t, but finally he moved back to a position central to the platoon and turned to face them.


  “Sergeant Rutledge,” Penleigh said in a loud voice.


  “Sir?”


  “Is your platoon of recruits fully online?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Have they been fully prepared and trained in the use of their enhancements?”


  “Yes, sir.” Rutledge said. “First Platoon, Alpha Company is ready for war, sir.”


  Penleigh smiled crookedly and Gina tensed. She had seen him smile that way before. Most notably, just before he shot dead a prisoner. Whatever he had in mind today, it was likely to push them all hard.


  “In that case,” Penleigh said and looked directly at Gina in the front rank. “I think we should give them a little assignment. First Platoon will make its way to field firing range Bravo by foot, and will reach there no later than fourteen hundred today.”


  That was less than an hour to travel a hundred klicks. Gina frowned; it was a hundred by road, but cross-country it was more like seventy.


  “Upon reaching the objective, you will take out the enemy by any means you deem suitable. Use of natural cover, and weapons captured on site, is permissible. If you’re successful, a second target will become apparent and so on. Sergeant Rutledge and I will be along as observers only, and Master Sergeant Stone will join us at the range. At no time will you look to us for help or advice. As far as you’re concerned, we are not here.”


  Penleigh nodded to Rutledge.


  “You heard the Captain. Your time starts now.”


  There was no sudden rush to leave. Gina and her squadmates joined the huddle created by the other three squads to decide their best course of action. Penleigh and Rutledge looked on in silence, and listened to the discussion.


  “We need to go through Petruso then cross-country bearing east. Agreed?” Gina said.


  “It’s the only way,” Gwen Wevers of Second Squad said.


  “It’s not the only way, but it’s the best,” Roberto Callendri added for Third Squad.


  “Okay, let’s do it,” Gina said and dashed toward the city.


  The others fell into formation by squads, and ran with her in the lead position. A few minutes into the run, Cragg increased speed and joined Gina. He suggested they increase the pace to forty klicks an hour, but she said not until after they were through the city. She didn’t want to hurt anyone.


  “Okay, but we’ll have to make up the time,” Cragg said, as he ran by her side.


  Gina grinned. She was looking forward to it. “It’s not a problem. The first section is open country.


  They entered the city running along wide roads and avenues. People stopped and waved, some even cheered to see the black uniform on so many new vipers. The city was well laid out. They made it through in excellent time. When the moment came to leave the road, everyone did that without fuss or bother not missing a step. Down the embankment they went and into open fields.


  Gina accelerated until her legs were a pumping blur. “Let’s make up some time, people!”


  With a coded thought, she accessed her processor and gave her commands.


  Access satellite Alpha one-niner. Locate and display current location.


  An aerial view of the city, and the open ground to the east, appeared on her display. A blinking icon showed her location.


  Increase magnification factor two… factor three. Plot fastest course from current location to field firing range Bravo, and display in green.


  A line appeared. Gina adjusted her course, until her icon followed it. Time elapsed was twenty minutes, but that was not a concern. Following the course plotted by her processor, they would reach the range in another half hour.


  The run was pleasant, and the speed exhilarating. Gina grinned into the wind as she led her squad to the designated target. According to sensors, the other three squads were following her lead. The observers were to her right, and a hundred metres back.


  Richmond increased her speed to come alongside. “The stream is coming up. Jump or swim?”


  “Jump I think. It’s not wide. It shouldn’t prove a problem.”


  “Good enough.” Richmond dropped aback slightly.


  “When we get there,” Cragg said. “I think one or two of us should scout the place. Stone being involved makes me nervous.”


  Stone had a way of doing that to people. Gina glanced at Richmond. “Kate, you know him best. What’s he likely to do?”


  “Frag our arses. On his own, he would probably set mines and traps. With friends, he might set the mines to herd us to a prepared position and ambush us.”


  “Which is it?”


  “Could be either, but the second is more fun from his point of view. I vote the second.”


  “Me too,” Cragg added.


  Gina agreed. “It’s unanimous. Kate, you’re our best scout. Take Takeri and recon the place, but report back before engaging.”


  “Right.”


  “Once we have decent information, we can try for an encirclement. The other squads might not follow my lead, but if they do that’s what I want to try.”


  “Sounds good,” Cragg said.


  It did, but Gina was well aware that nothing goes exactly to plan. Stone was bound to have something sneaky up his sleeve.


  The stream came into sight. She targeted the banks and computed that it was only twelve metres wide. Gauging her steps, she slowed a little and jumped as her left foot hit the edge. Behind her, the other squads yelled in excitement as they flew over the water, but she was pleased when her own squadmates remained silent. It was fun, but they had an assignment to complete. This was no time for clowning around.


  Gina hit the ground and shoulder rolled back to her feet with no wasted motions. She heard one or two splashes, and quite a lot of cursing, as Second Squad hit the bank and not the ground beyond it. She watched her sensors ready to turn back, but they were on their feet and chasing her within moments. When she judged they were close enough to the firing range, she slowed the pace to allow Richmond and Takeri to pull ahead and scout the area. As soon as Richmond was out of sight, Gina ordered everyone to stop and rest. Wevers and Callendri began to muddy the waters almost as soon as they stopped.


  “Who said you should lead?” Callendri said. “I don’t have to take your orders…”


  Kamarl Dolinski, Callendri’s best friend, shifted as if about to intervene, but then he relaxed and contented himself with watching his friend. There was something about the way he watched, that sent warning tingles down Gina’s spine.


  “…I was an LT before this; I should lead.”


  Gina sighed. “Cragg was a leuey too. Takeri was a staff sergeant, and Gordon was a captain… so was Hiller. It doesn’t mean anything. We’re vipers now.”


  “In that case, seeing as it don’t mean nothing, I’ll take over,” Wevers said sweetly.


  Callendri and Wevers squared off arguing over which of them was more qualified to lead. Gina sighed and stepped away shaking her head. It took a word from Cragg to shut them up.


  Cragg shouldered between the two, but saved his glare for Callendri. “Neither of you is fit to lead. We’re on a mission for God’s sake. It doesn’t matter if it’s a training op, and it doesn’t matter who gives the orders as long as they’re the right ones. This platoon is going to ace this mission—get me?” He glared even harder at Callendri, but he saved some for Wevers too.


  When Wevers realised how angry Cragg was, the smirk she had been wearing drained away. She backed off, and rejoined her squad where she sullenly refused to answer questions. Without warning, Callendri took a swing at Cragg. The power behind the blow might have killed him, but Cragg was a viper too. He blocked and grappled with Callendri.


  “That’s enough!” Rutledge roared. “Recruit Callendri, you’re on notice. One more like this and we’ll deactivate you, permanently.”


  Everyone stiffened at the threat; they knew what it meant. To be deactivated was to be scrapped. What you called it didn’t matter. It was death either way.


  “Get back to work all of you.”


  Captain Penleigh looked on in silence.


  * * *


  Field Firing Range Bravo, Snakeholme


  Kate shook her head at what they had found. She was disappointed in Stone. If this was all he could come up with, they wouldn’t learn a damn thing. She wouldn’t have been fooled by this before enhancement let alone after. Stone’s setup here was a joke. The traps were glaringly obvious to a viper’s systems.


  “Really damn sloppy,” she whispered to Takeri, but then she frowned. It was too sloppy. “Too sloppy to be real.”


  “How can you be sure?”


  “I’m sure,” she said uncomfortably. “I know Stone, he’s better than this.”


  Kate studied the ambush site and shook her head. It was too easy. One thing she knew, Stone wouldn’t make it this easy. Keeping low, they moved to a new vantage and found the surprise. An automatic grenade launcher was dug in, and aimed to hit anyone sneaking through the so-obvious hole in Stone’s defensive perimeter.


  “You were right,” Takeri whispered with respect. “Where to now?”


  “If we work our way around, we should see what he’s got. I hope Gina waits for us to find it all.”


  “If not for the time limit she would.”


  Kate frowned. Takeri should know Gina better by now. “She won’t care about that. Winning the battle is more important.”


  “But the Captain said—”


  “He said what he had to, Selin. He wants us under pressure.”


  “Maybe,” Takeri said, sounding unconvinced.


  Kate decided to risk going active on her sensors.


  Takeri gasped and started to protest when Kate began another sweep—an active sweep—of the area, but then she realised what was done could not be undone. She settled down to wait. Gina had given Kate this part of the mission for a reason. She was good at this kind of thing, and Gina trusted her to do the job right. The ground cover didn’t give her licence to be blatant about what she was doing, but it did allow her to do the job—as long as she was very careful.


  Kate was careful, and Takeri was careful of Kate.


  Slowly, painstakingly, she found the launchers and mines. Stone had used every trick in the book to hide his trip wires. He chose to place mines in positions where tripping would cause intruders to fall on them. The wires were made of some kind of synthetic, almost invisible to her sensors. Sneaky bastard.


  “I have something else,” Kate whispered and Takeri nodded. She had gone active now as well. “It’s faint, it’s almost as if…” she frowned. “Let’s go back, I have what we need.”


  Takeri didn’t argue.


  Kate scooted back carefully, and retraced her path back into the hills. Once she was far enough away, she trotted keeping low, but gradually picked up speed until she ran like the wind. She loved the feeling of flying that came upon her as she topped out at seventy-eight klicks an hour, but it was soon over. Her sensors detected the others waiting in a hollow for her return.


  “It’s about damn time,” Gordon said testily. “You do know we should have been there a quarter of an hour ago?”


  “Shadaaap,” Kate drawled. “Better late than dead.”


  “What did you find?” Gina said eagerly.


  “Synthetic trip wires that don’t show on sensors. You trip and fall right onto his mines. He has auto grenade launchers dug in and hidden from sight. They’re zeroed to cover the only open corridor in.”


  “The only one?”


  “Yeah,” Kate said. “It was so obvious, we looked further and found the launchers. I’m pretty sure I wasn’t supposed to find the tunnel so quick.”


  “A tunnel?”


  Takeri nodded. “We picked up a faint trace on sensors. The only reason for that I can think of is a tunnel.”


  Gina frowned. “Can we take out the defences?”


  “Easy,” Kate said. “Nothing to it.”


  “That’s good, because that’s what we’re going to do.” Gina went to talk with the others. “I need one squad to take out the grenade launchers for me. Who wants it?”


  “We’ll take it,” Wevers said for Second Squad.


  “Okay, talk to Kate. She knows where they are.”


  Wevers nodded.


  Gina glanced at the Captain where he stood observing, and then back to her friends. “That leaves the rest of us to investigate the tunnel, and look for the second target the Captain was talking about.”


  Callendri just glared in silence.


  * * *


  Eric watched Fuentez deploy her people; it was reminiscent of Thurston. Oh, the mission was completely different, and so were her men, but she handled the situation confidently as she had back on Thurston.


  During the earlier stages of her training, she had become a mascot to First Squad, not that Fuentez saw herself that way, or would have been pleased with the description, but it was true nonetheless. When she survived her enhancement, the superstitious recruits decided it was a miracle, and promptly made her their mascot—quietly and unofficially of course. Then had come the battle to catch up with the others, which she had done with, perhaps not ease, but she did make it seem easy. She wasn’t a complainer, so she worked on and caught up earning her place as unofficial leader of her squad. She was a natural, and seemed to have fallen into the role completely without prior thought. She was literally doing what came naturally.


  He turned away from his study of Fuentez, and targeted Roberto Callendri. His earlier attack on Cragg had been completely out of the blue. He would bear watching. There was something in Callendri’s silences that set alarm bells ringing, but anyone could lose their temper. It was no reason to scrap him. Eric watched Callendri glaring at Fuentez and worried. If the man was going to have a whigout, now was not a good time. Training rounds or not, their weapons could still be deadly if they struck an unarmoured target at close range. Eric eased his hand onto his pistol, and watched Callendri intently, but nothing untoward happened barring a lot of hateful glaring.


  Fuentez gave the word, and ten units from Second Squad took out the dummy launchers Stone had placed yesterday. The timing was perfect. First and Third Squads moved down the safe corridor, quicker perhaps that he would, but the few extra traps he had ordered set were found and disarmed in short order. Fourth Squad played a covering role on the look out for a sneaky bastard named Stone.


  Fuentez raised her arm, and then waved everyone down. “First two men, into the tunnel and secure the entrance.”


  Cragg and Hiller moved forward. Without hesitation, they fired into the darkness before stepping forward and dropping out of sight through the hatch in the ground. Rutledge grinned. He had warned Eric that the recruits wouldn’t fall for a booby trap at the hatch, but Eric hadn’t been so sure. He had ordered one placed directly under it. Cragg and Hiller had just fried it.


  “Clear,” Hiller called, his voice faint and echoing from the tunnel walls.


  Fuentez ordered half her squad into the tunnel before joining them. Eric jumped the queue; he didn’t want to miss anything.


  The tunnels had lighting, but of course, Stone had shut it down. As soon as Eric landed, he ordered his processor to go to light amplification mode, and the recruits suddenly appeared in the monochrome he always associated with his use of it. Fuentez had set a perimeter roughly ten metres down the tunnel, and was scanning the surroundings.


  “Richmond takes point,” Fuentez said in a hushed voice. “Cragg is rear guard. I want half on the left wall, half with me on the right… don’t bunch up people.”


  Eric stayed in the open with Rutledge of course, and received a very annoyed glare from Fuentez and Richmond. He supposed it was a little unfair giving the game away like this. He moved to the right wall while Rutledge took the left.


  “Move out,” Fuentez ordered, and the recruits crab-walked with their backs firmly against the plascrete following Richmond.


  So far, Fuentez had handled the platoon well, but then she should. Her promotion to lieutenant, though of short duration, had been well deserved. She was doing what she knew to do, and doing it well. All the recruits were good; many had been non-commissioned officers in their regiments or gifted PFCs. It was a shame there weren’t more slots for officers available, but a single regiment needed only so many. The others would have to be satisfied with doing the job. Not many would be satisfied, but they had years to get it out of their systems. It would take a while for them to realise that rank meant nothing when you had centuries ahead. Only the job and the Alliance mattered as the years rolled by.


  Richmond raised a clenched fist and everyone froze. “I have something on sensors… very faint,” she whispered. “Like something trying to hide, but poorly shielded.”


  “Check it out,” Fuentez ordered.


  Richmond didn’t respond. Instead, she went to her belly and eased forward to look around the next corner. She kept very still for a moment then eased back.


  “Merki squad. Ten males and three females, all heavily armed. They have a combat gravsled armed with a twin-barrelled extended range pulser.”


  “Manned?” Fuentez asked intently.


  “Yeah, but it’s targeted the other way.


  “Range?”


  “Seventy five metres.”


  “Okay.” Fuentez turned to evaluate the recruits. Her eyes skipped over Roberto, but then almost reluctantly came back to him. “Callendri, you and your squad take them out. Second Squad will cover you.”


  “What about First Squad?” Callendri sneered.


  “We’ll cover this tunnel.”


  “There’s nothing here.”


  “Just do the damn job,” Fuentez said, fast losing patience.


  Callendri clutched his rifle angrily. A moment later, he led Third Squad around the corner in a rush. The move took Wevers completely by surprise, and her squad belatedly moved to cover him. The moment Third Squad opened fire, all hell broke loose.


  Callendri had advanced forward of his people, and was firing his rifle from the hip on full auto when the flash-bangs went off to blind him and his squad. Wevers was lucky. Due to the suddenness of Callendri’s foolish move, her squad was farther back and survived unscathed. Third Squad however was killed to a man, evidenced by the green fluorescent dye spotting their body armour and uniforms. Eric could almost hear Stone’s laughter as his paint-filled simunition rounds annihilated Third Squad. Wevers and Second Squad went to ground, and hammered the Merki-shaped targets to splinters. They never lost a man.


  Back in the tunnel, First Squad had their own problems to deal with. Cragg, still facing back the way they came, was rear guard and saw the enemy coming. He opened fire while calmly informing his squadmates that some kind of vehicle was approaching. In fact, the vehicle was an old mine car fitted with an auto guidance system set to follow the tunnel walls. It had two automated splat guns, mounted fore and aft, to simulate Merkiaari gauss cannons. Had they been real, the entire platoon would have been in serious jeopardy. Ten rifles opened up, and the splat guns were turned to slag before they could fire more than a couple of their paint filled simunition rounds. The mine car glowed red; the metal of the car was thick, and it took a lot of punishment before Cragg blew off a wheel to stop it. The two dummy troopers were turned to ash a moment later.


  “Cease firing!” Fuentez shouted, and the hiss-crack of pulser bolts stopped on the instant.


  Eric quickly stepped forward. “Dead recruits will remain out of the way while observing the rest of the mission. You know who you are.”


  First Squad had one man hit. Cragg had taken a paint pellet early in the fight, but he had a point of view about being left out of the rest of the mission.


  “It’s a flesh wound, sir,” Cragg protested.


  “You heard the order, Cragg,” Rutledge growled.


  “But sarge, it really is only a flesh wound. Look.”


  Rutledge made a show of inspecting the ‘wound’, and glanced at Eric.


  Eric smiled briefly, and eyed the single splat of paint on Cragg’s shoulder. “Hmmm, might have been a railgun, Cragg. It would have taken your arm off, or it might have been a rocket or incendiary.”


  “Yes, sir,” Cragg said visibly crestfallen.


  “However, I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.” He raised his voice to announce the decision. “Cragg has a light wound, upper left shoulder.”


  Fuentez went back to work. “Gordon, Takeri, check Third Squad for wounded. Richmond, Hiller, move up and check the Merkiaari for anything useful. Wevers, move your squad up and cover them.”


  “Copy.”


  “Affirmative.”


  “Copy that, we’re moving.”


  Eric followed along and heard some commotion ahead. Pushing between the recruits, he found Callendri arguing with anyone who would listen. No one did. Most moved by the paint spattered and infuriated recruit without twitching an eyelid, but when Fuentez appeared everything went to hell.


  “You set me up!” Callendri roared at the sight of her. “You sent us out here to draw their fire!”


  “Don’t be a fool,” Fuentez said, sounding disgusted with his whining. “You walked into it after Richmond told us there was a heavily armed squad here. You took no precautions at all.”


  Callendri angled his rifle up at Fuentez before Eric could think to intervene.


  Kamarl Dolinski, a well liked member of Third Squad and Callendri’s best friend, reacted instantly. He drew his pistol in a servo-enhanced blur and pressed it hard against Callendri’s ear. “Don’t you fucking move.”


  Everyone backed away, but Callendri kept his rifle centred on Fuentez. He stared coldly at his nemesis, taking no notice of the pistol in his ear.


  “You won’t shoot me, Kamarl. I’m your friend… remember?” Callendri said without a flicker of fear at what his friend might do. His face was coldly calm. If he was feeling anything, it didn’t show on his face.


  “I remember a good man named Roberto. I don’t know who the hell you are, but you ain’t him.”


  Eric was moving when the decision came into Callendri’s eyes. “Shoot him!” he roared even as Callendri fired. Fuentez leapt aside, but too late.


  Hiss-crack! Both weapons went off together.


  “Damn me, the bastard shot me,” Fuentez gasped as she fell. “… it hurts…”


  Fuentez was down with a pulser burn over her hip. She was panting wide-eyed at the pain and shock of being shot by one of her own people, but at least she was alive. Her armour was burned away where the fringes of the shot had caught the lower edge, but it had stopped most of the charge. Roberto however, was dead. He didn’t have a head.


  Dolinski stood exactly as before with his pistol levelled, staring as if still seeing the moment he had shot his squadmate. Everyone stood frozen for an endless moment, but Richmond ended it by jumping forward to give aid to Fuentez.


  Eric looked down at the rogue unit that had been recruit Callendri, and shook his head sadly. Roberto had been a good man before the General took him into the regiment. He had been a lieutenant with many citations for bravery. He was awarded the bronze star twice for performing above and beyond the call of duty. Now he was dog meat.


  Eric sighed, how many more would die before they were done? “Dolinski, put up your weapon.”


  “I had to… I had to do it, sir. He was my best friend, and I had to do it,” Dolinski whispered in shock.


  “I know, you did the right thing. Callendri wasn’t in there any longer. He just cracked. It happens. Try to put it behind you.” The recruits were staring at what was left of Callendri. He knew what they were thinking: that could have been me. It might be me next time. “This exercise is over.” He contacted Stone to give him the word. Stone acknowledged the order and said he would come in. “Pick up Fuentez and lets get the hell out of this stinking tunnel. I’ll send someone back for Roberto.”


  Fuentez had quieted, but she yelled and cursed at the pain when her squad lifted her into Cragg’s arms to take her to the surface. Eric glanced at what was left of Callendri, and then resolutely turned away to follow the recruits.


  * * *


  Part III


  18 ~ Sol


  Aboard ASN Canada, Sol system


  Year 218 AST (Alliance Standard Time)


  Sol, the centre of the Human sector and capital system of the Alliance was a busy place to say the least. Earth, overpopulated homeworld of man was the centre of attention of course, but Mars, first colony and independent world was popular with out-system visitors as well. Space habitats bustled with Humanity, civilian liners and merchantmen entered and left the system in a continuous and unending stream, shuttles flitted from ship to ship and planet to station often courting disaster as they skimmed close to jump capable ships jockeying for position in the queues for outbound lanes. And then, there were the warships patrolling the system and, many insisted, generally getting in other people’s way.


  Such was Sol on a normal day, but the day was far from normal for Tei’Varyk who was just now receiving his first impressions of the first Human system he had ever seen. Translation had been smoother than predicted, or so he was informed by the weak smile directed his way from Tei’Colgan. The wondering and speculation that had run rampant through Canada was now laid to rest.


  Shan did not handle translation any better than Humans did.


  Tei’Varyk clamped his muzzle shut and repeatedly swallowed bile determined not to embarrass himself before the Humans. He concentrated on observing them as they struggled to throw off the disorientation induced by jump translation to normal space. Gradually his sickness subsided and he was able to take a greater interest in what he saw.


  “Referent,” Tei’Colgan said removing his helmet and setting it down in the rack attached to his station. “Where the hell are we?”


  “Scanning... referent attained. We’re in the zone—Sol system confirmed, Skipper,” Francis said.


  “We have a beacon query, Skipper,” Lieutenant Ricks said. “It’s repeating.”


  “Send: ASN Canada declaring an emergency. Request an immediate priority routing to Gateway.”


  “Aye sir, transmitting now.”


  “Gateway?” Tei’Varyk said.


  “We could dock at almost any station really, but Gateway is the best one for us. It’s in Earth orbit for one thing, and it’s only a short hop to HQ from there. Besides, Canada needs a lot of work and Gateway controls the best yard facilities in the system.”


  Tei’Varyk understood that Colgan wanted his ship repaired quickly, but more importantly, being close to his homeworld would allow them to meet with Colgan’s elders that much quicker. Speed was essential; he tried not to think that it was already too late.


  “Docking at Gateway is approved, Skipper. They’re clearing a lane for us,” Ricks said.


  “Thank you, Mark, pass the lane assignment to the helm. Janice?”


  “Sir?”


  “I don’t want any accidents, but we need to get in and dock fast.”


  “Aye sir,” Janice grinned. “Best speed to Gateway station.”


  “Good.”


  ASN Canada swung into her assigned lane and accelerated on her two operational n-space drives at her maximum attainable speed. The third drive had proven beyond repair and would need complete replacement at the yard.


  * * *


  Earth, capital of the Alliance


  “Order!” President Dyachenko said, not quite shouting.


  Not for the first time did he regret running for office. If only he had known what he was letting himself in for, he wouldn’t have come anywhere near the place! That was a lie, he grudgingly admitted to himself. Being President of the Alliance was a great honour and responsibility. Unfortunately, it was also a heavy burden. It did have one redeeming feature—it gave him the power to make what was wrong right again. He still believed that, but in all too many cases it was proving tricky to do.


  “Order!” he shouted, slamming the gavel down so hard he felt the handle loosen.


  “This is your fault!” Councillor Whitby went on. “One of our survey ships has been trapped by the aliens; it could well have been captured or destroyed by now. Destroyed is one thing, but what if it has been captured? Think of the data on that ship in alien hands! The other ship was so badly damaged it barely made the jump to Northcliff, and it was a warship!” She waved a sheaf of papers in the air theatrically. “I have here a list of the dead and injured. The entire crew was nearly lost and the ship will cost millions to repair. I warned you this might happen, but did you listen, did any of you listen? No, and this is the direct result of your foolishness!”


  This was the third day of the Council session called to discuss the significance of Invincible jumping into Northcliff badly mauled by the Shan. As far as Dyachenko could see, and despite Admiral Rawlins’ testimony aimed at lessening the impact of the dreadful news, the session had produced absolutely nothing in the way of productive results. Paul Rawlins had done his best, but the entire thing had been a colossal waste of time. Worse than that, it had inflamed passions, making the Councillors second guess the original decision to contact the aliens.


  “—result of your incompetence!” Councillor Whitby raged, slamming the now badly crumpled papers onto the desk in front of her. She continued haranguing the Council but her rhetoric was aimed increasingly at the President himself. “Your stupidity, yes stupidity, will doom us all!”


  Gasps of shock went around the Council chamber at the insult so openly expressed. Many of the Councillors might agree with her sentiments, but to do so verbally and in public like this was just not done. It lacked finesse, and showed a deplorable lack of control—a fatal failing in politics. A goodly number of Councillors jumped to their feet to shout her down, and tempers frayed. Perhaps realising she had gone too far she sat down, but the arguing continued unabated. A light began blinking on Dyachenko’s desk comp, signalling Councillor Mindel’s wish to speak. It was one of many, but Dyachenko chose to take a chance.


  “Order!” he shouted, rising to his feet. He gave up using the weakened gavel and bellowed for quiet. Eventually he received a lower level of noise, but not the quiet he had demanded. “The chair recognises Councillor Mindel of Northcliff.”


  “Let us not stoop to name calling. This august body is surely above such things.” Nathan Mindel said and calmed things a little by reaching for a carafe of water. He took a small sip, and others took the chance to do the same. When he began again the temper of the Council had cooled considerably and quiet was restored. “I have the President’s personal assurance that the Shan do not pose a threat to the Alliance. As Admiral Rawlins explained not long ago, they have no jump technology. However, there is the matter of one of our ships stranded and in need of aid.


  “I, and I’m sure all of you, wish to support our forces to the maximum. Indeed, I would be a fool if I did not.” Nathan looked directly into the President’s eyes for a long moment.


  Dyachenko inclined his head acknowledging the debt he had just incurred. He knew Mindel would come to collect someday, but someday was not now, and he was grateful to him for calming the situation.


  “We of Northcliff know only too well what could happen if Fleet were not there to protect us. We must endorse Admiral Rawlins’ proposal to send a task force to extract Canada and her valiant crew. It’s the only honourable thing to do.”


  There was a good deal of applause for Mindel’s speech, but those applauding were barely in the majority. It would take a count of heads to be certain, but it was already obvious to Dyachenko that the Council was split.


  “We have debated the issue for days,” Councillor Hartman said. “I believe we know all we need to know. Admiral Rawlins has every right to send the task force as long as doing so does not impinge on the Council’s prerogatives. I think we can all agree that the rescue of Canada and her crew does not do that. Our place is to make policy, the military’s is to defend the Alliance. We should let them do their job, and get on with ours.”


  “Here, here!” Councillor Demkakova said and patted his table in quiet applause. “The rescue is obviously a concern of Navy Department planners and the Fleet, not ours. I think our time would be better spent on…” Demkakova trailed off as the doors to the Council chamber burst open and slammed against the wall as a white-faced Jerry McCartney hurried in.


  The Council erupted in whispering as the members craned their necks trying to see what the President’s chief of staff was doing here. Dyachenko’s stomach began to churn as Jerry made his way down the red-carpeted aisle toward him. The look on Jerry’s face told him it was going to be bad news, but not how bad.


  “Admiral Rawlins just informed me, Mister President,” Jerry whispered.


  He switched off his microphone before answering. “Informed you of what?”


  “Canada just came in shot to hell, but Shan ships didn’t do it. A Merki squadron did.”


  “What!” Dyachenko yelped. He just couldn’t help it, and the shock on his face silenced the Council. It was so quiet he could hear the faint hiss of the air conditioning overhead. “The Merkiaari?” he whispered.


  Jerry nodded. “The Shan fleet has been wiped out, and the Merkiaari are in the process of cleansing the twin planets of their system.”


  “Oh my God,” he said feeling sick. “Genocide.”


  “That’s not all. Captain Colgan blew away a substantial part of the Merki squadron before jumping out system.”


  “Serves the bastards right! I’ll give him a medal—a box of medals!”


  “As you say, but there’s more.”


  “What else?”


  “Paul Rawlins said to tell you that he’s put our forces on Red One alert. He expects an incursion to follow the destruction of the Shan homeworld. He said, and I quote: Burgton was right in everything but the time, he was five years out. What does he mean, Alex?”


  “Never mind that now. Do we have any idea how long we have?” Dyachenko asked, thinking about Burgton and his recruits. They needed those five years dammit!


  “No, but there’s more. Captain Colgan informed the Admiral that friendly relations have been initiated with the Shan elders, and that they assigned an ambassador to us before the attack. It seems the task force was not needed.”


  “Why didn’t he send a drone?” Dyachenko hissed under his breath. “If only we had reached them sooner!”


  “Colgan sent thirteen drones, but only three reached fold space. He says we’ll receive them in the next few days. Canada must have overtaken them on the way here; you know how slow they are.”


  Slow was an understatement. Urgent messages were sent by courier ship not drone, but of course, a ship big enough to carry a jump capable courier wouldn’t have been trapped in the system in the first place.


  “God, what a mess,” Dyachenko said holding his head. “Did Paul give you his recommendations?”


  Jerry nodded and glanced at the silent and suspicious Councillors before turning back and whispering. “The Admiral is with the Shan ambassador now. He wants to order the—” Jerry lowered his voice still more. “He says time is critical. He wants your permission to order the 501st to join the task force.”


  “Against the Merkiaari?”


  “Yes. He says the task force is strong enough for the preliminary fight, but Admiral Meyers will need troops to take out the Merki ground forces already deployed. Vipers were designed for this very thing.”


  “Doesn’t he know I need Council approval for that?” Dyachenko hissed in frustration. “It’s not a rescue mission any longer, it’s a war!”


  “He said you would say that. Here’s his answer: We are already at war, Mister President, and have been for centuries. We can fight in the Shan system now, or in Sol system a few years from now. That was a direct quote, Alex, and he means it.”


  “Schedule a Cabinet meeting for tomorrow morning—early—but I want to talk to the Shan ambassador first. Get me up there as soon as possible.”


  Jerry nodded. “What should I say about the other thing?”


  “I’ll tell him myself.” Dyachenko leaned forward toward his microphone and switched it back on. “Councillors, I have grave news. The Merkiaari have attacked the Shan with heavy loss of life.”


  The uproar was deafening. Everyone shouted questions at once and he was unable to answer any. “I have been advised to commit the task force readied for the rescue mission in a... delaying action, while our forces mobilise to confront the threat.”


  “Delay? What good is a delay?” Councillor Whitby shouted, visibly afraid. “Send the Fleet! We must order the Navy to destroy them all!”


  Councillor Mindel clapped his hands slowly and sneered. “Very good. How?”


  “I’m not a soldier! Tell them to do it and leave the details to Admiral Rawlins!”


  Mindel pounced on the opportunity handed him. “What we need is more vipers, but people like you—just like you actually—forced this Council not to build more of the only weapons we have worth a damn against Merki ground troops! They are coming just as General Burgton said they would, and we might as well be naked for all the good our troops will do!”


  “How dare you speak to me like that? I’ll—”


  “You’ll what? You’ll be too busy hiding in your embassy’s basement.”


  “Please Councillors,” Dyachenko said. “We have no time for this. I need a vote on Admiral Rawlins’ recommendation to deploy the task force and sundry units to combat the Merkiaari. Please Councillors, this may be the most important decision ever to come before us. Green for yes, red for no.”


  All but one light burned green. The big screen on the wall above Dyachenko’s chair told the tale for all to see. Everyone turned to look at Councillor Mindel who had yet to cast his vote. Dyachenko knew Mindel hadn’t missed the way he had attached sundry units to the task force before calling the vote. In effect, the Council had just given him a free hand. He could order Admiral Rawlins to send every man and ship under his command and still claim that he was following the Council’s will. Not that he was going to do that of course, but it did give him a legitimate way to send Burgton’s men.


  Mindel smiled knowingly and pressed his green button, making Dyachenko’s decision to send the vipers to war completely legal.


  “The vote is unanimous.” Dyachenko said with relief. “This meeting is adjourned until the same time tomorrow. I will report back to the Council with all we are doing to combat this threat. Until tomorrow.”


  Dyachenko stood and hurried out of chambers with Jerry trotting at his heels. As soon as he reached the exit, his security detachment fell in around him and escorted him to the car.


  “Where are Paul and the Shan ambassador?” he asked Jerry as the car pulled away.


  “Alliance HQ. It’s the only place we can keep the media out of.”


  “Christ, they’ll have a field day! Get me up there fast!”


  “It’s all arranged, Alex. We board your shuttle in less than five minutes.”


  “Destination?”


  “Gateway, sir. From there we transfer to a navy shuttle—faster than civilian models—which will take us direct to HQ. You’ll be with Paul in less than an hour.”


  “Good,” he said and stared out the window at nothing.


  * * *


  Alliance HQ, Luna, Sol system


  “—And you are feeling better now?” Paul Rawlins asked. “You’re sure?”


  Tarjei flicked her ears in agreement. “Ambrai healer very good,” she said, carefully enunciating the words in English. “He said...” she looked to her mate helplessly.


  Tei’Varyk’s jaw dropped into a smile. “Doctor Ambrai told me your nano technology dealt with the problem. I was very concerned, especially when the crew fell sick, but the little machines learn quickly.”


  Paul nodded. “So, all is well on that side of things. Maybe we can programme them for Shan physiology, but that’s a task for the future.”


  Tei’Varyk flicked his ears in agreement. “Even those used for surgery would be a boon to my people.”


  It seemed the Shan had not developed nanotech. Their interests had so far been directed outward, into macro rather than micro issues. Rawlins could hardly blame them for that. With the Merkiaari a constant threat, their first order of business had been building a defence net for their worlds followed by a fleet to protect the wider system. Health issues such as the prolonging of life with nanotech had not occurred to them.


  When Canada’s crew fell ill from an unknown virus, their bots had struggled at first to purge their systems. As one after another fell ill, Captain Colgan had feared for ship’s operations. It was touch and go, but the crisis had ended with Doctor Ambrai apparently much the wiser. He had even written a paper on the experience. The first of its kind, it was sure to be hailed as a datum on cross species infection.


  “These Keeps you mentioned. Can they be detected from orbit?”


  “No,” Tei’Varyk said. “We designed them not to be, but who knows what new technology the Merkiaari have developed since the war? Our own ships cannot detect them, we made certain of it, but theirs? I don’t know.”


  “I can verify that, Admiral,” Colgan said. “Our scans of the surface turned up no trace of the Keeps. They are dug into the mountains so deep no emissions escape.”


  “That’s good news.”


  “It is,” Tei’Varyk agreed. “but you must realise that my people have been through this before. We hid in the deep forests and in caves. Many were discovered and killed, but enough of us survived to rebuild what was lost. They will not let that happen again. They will stay until none of us are left alive.”


  “Surely you don’t think they would use an orbital bombardment!” Rawlins felt sick at the thought of such lovely worlds destroyed by nuclear strike.


  “I do not know what moves them,” Tei’Varyk said. “Do they want our worlds for themselves? If they do, they will not destroy them utterly, but if that is so, why did they not attempt to colonise last time? If all they want is us dead, I put nothing beyond them.”


  Rawlins frowned. It had always been a puzzle. The Merkiaari fought and died for a planet, but instead of colonising their conquered worlds, they merely left garrisons and moved on to the next target. One of the most popular modern beliefs was that they did indeed intend to colonise captured worlds, but not until they had created a buffer around the captured territory. Preventing that had been a Fleet priority during the Merki War. Once colonised, liberating a captured world would have been close to impossible.


  General Burgton knew them best, yet even he was only guessing when he said they lived only to fight. Surely they had other pursuits. What of family? What of art and literature? They must have these things; they certainly had industry and technology. Without advanced technology and education, they could not wage their wars. Burgton believed that Merkiaari society was geared to support its military and not the other way around. He was of the opinion that everything was subordinate to their war effort, and that colonising new worlds was a means of claiming new resources. He might well be right.


  If Rawlins was honest with himself, he would rather not think of reasons for their behaviour except where it pertained to battle tactics. He preferred to kill them wherever found and would not try to paint them as other than they were. The Shan had it spot on, as far as he was concerned. The Merkiaari were genocidal maniacs, murderers on a massive scale, and that’s all they were.


  He was happy with that.


  The Alliance Council had officially accepted what most people, including top scientists, believed. That the Merkiaari as a species were inherently xenophobic in nature. Researchers were satisfied that there was nothing to be gained by further study, and had moved on to more interesting projects leaving the military to deal with Merki xenophobic tendencies.


  A fleet of dreadnoughts had always worked quite well.


  Rawlins leaned forward in his seat and clasped his hands on his desk. “What they want is a question our people have been asking for centuries. I will leave such questions to people who are better suited to answering them. My response to them is overwhelming force. That’s all they understand.”


  Tarjei growled low in her throat making Rawlins’ short hairs stand to attention. “Yessss,” she said with her muzzle still rumpled. “We should hunt together. We will find their lairs and destroy them all.”


  Tei’Varyk flicked his ears in agreement.


  A knock on the door heralded Joseph’s arrival. “The President has just landed, Admiral. He will be here momentarily.”


  “Thank you Joseph. Best arrange for some refreshments.”


  “Yes sir,” Joseph said and quietly closed the door.


  * * *


  President Dyachenko strode out of the tube and onto the concourse proper in a flurry of harried secret service agents. They were not happy with the suddenness of his decision to travel to Alliance HQ, but they were dealing with it.


  “Let us at least clear the concourse, Mister President,” Agent Carstens said, trying to look everywhere at once.


  “If I’m not safe here, Andrew, I’m not safe anywhere.”


  Carstens gave up and ordered his people to hold back the crowd as best they could. A dozen men in dark suites and wearing comm moved out and surrounded the President at a distance. They provided a globe of seeming safety for him as they moved along the concourse trying to keep their spacing.


  Alex kept his face neutral, denying the spectators anything to base their rumours on. He had no doubt the rumours would fly from his visit regardless, but that was better than allowing them to see his fear and learning the truth.


  “Here, Alex. In here,” Jerry said, diverting him toward the elevator.


  He stepped inside the waiting car without pause and his security detachment bundled inside. Jerry selected sub-level five and the car descended.


  “Mister President?” A quiet voice said, interrupting his reverie.


  “Yes,” he said, turning to find the source of the voice.


  In the corner were two women. Both wore the uniform of ensign, and were quite pretty, he thought. Both were squished against the car held there by two agents.


  “Stop that,” he said quietly and was instantly obeyed. “Let them out of there.”


  The disgruntled agents did as they were bid, but they hovered behind the two women ready to intervene should either one pull a nuke out of her pocket.


  “Thank you, sir,” Ensign on the right said and the one on the left saluted him. The first belatedly realised she should do the same. After all, she was in the presence of the Alliance’s supreme commander.


  Alex smiled and returned it, though he was very aware that his effort fell far short of their snappy movement. “Your names?”


  “Ensign Collier—Sandra, sir.”


  “Ensign Newman, sir. Everyone calls me Kim.”


  “Kimberly?”


  “That’s right, sir.”


  “Been in the service long?”


  “Six years, sir.” Kimberly said.


  “And you?”


  “The same, sir.”


  Ping! The elevator stopped and the doors slid open.


  “How do you like it?” he asked as the detail trooped out of the elevator to guard the corridor.


  “It’s all right, sir,” they chorused.


  Dyachenko ignored Jerry’s pleading look to hurry. “No more than that?”


  They seemed embarrassed, but Kim braced up and explained. “We wanted to work aboard ship, sir. Instead, I’m a glorified secretary. I’m getting out.”


  “Hmmm. You feel the system has failed you?”


  “It has, sir. I’m not the best officer, I know that, but I am good. Why should I spend my entire career filing reports?”


  “It’s an important job, I should think,” he said, shuddering at the thought of a lifetime of paperwork.


  “I suppose so, sir. But can’t they rotate the position?”


  “I don’t know. I’ll ask Paul about it.”


  Twin gasps and stammered denials. “Don’t do that!”


  “Not the Admiral!”


  He grinned, and stepped out of the lift. “Not to worry. He owes me a favour or three.”


  “But—” Sandra began, but the elevator door slid shut.


  Dyachenko chortled as he followed Jerry to the Admiral’s office. The look of horror on their faces had been something to see. He smiled and wondered if Paul knew his ensigns were afraid of him. Fancy anyone being afraid of Paul Rawlins.


  “Hello Joseph, is he in?”


  “Yes sir, Mister President. You’ll be needing this,” Joseph said and handed him a headset.


  “I will?”


  “Yes sir. I was told to make sure you put it on before entering.”


  “I had better do that then.”


  Dyachenko smiled, put on the device, and then nodded to Joseph before going through into Rawlins’ office. He stopped abruptly on the threshold as he realised there was not one but two aliens present. This was a great day for him. Just think, he was meeting an alien representative of an alien race, perhaps the first such race to join the Alliance.


  Rawlins stood. “Mister President, may I introduce ambassador Tei’Varyk and his mate Tarjei?”


  Dyachenko closed the door separating himself from the distractions he had brought with him. He would catch hell for it later, but he didn’t want Andrew trying to search the aliens.


  “This is a very great honour,” Dyachenko said, bowing in the most formal greeting he knew. It seemed the right thing.


  Tei’Varyk and Tarjei bowed and then held up their right palms.


  “Press your right palm to theirs, Mister President,” a man in the uniform of a Fleet Captain said.


  “Ah, a handshake?”


  “Similar, Mister President.”


  Dyachenko pressed his palm to Tei’Varyk’s and then Tarjei’s palm… paw? He noted the claws and the pads. The pads felt rough like the paw of a dog. Did they go on all fours sometimes? It was fascinating.


  “I greet you on behalf of the elders,” Tei’Varyk said formally.


  The translation came through the headset clearer than Dyachenko had imagined it would. “Thank you. Welcome to the Alliance. Let us be seated so we may discuss your news.”


  Rawlins introduced him to Captain Colgan and they shook hands. “Well done, Captain. I’m sorry for the loss of your crewmen. You and yours have done a very great service for the Alliance.”


  “Thank you, Mister President. It will mean a lot to them.”


  Dyachenko took a seat. Colgan had not said it meant a lot to him, only his crew. It was always hard losing people you cared for, but it was worse when they died because they had followed your orders. How well he knew that.


  “I received your message, Paul. The Red-One is in effect?”


  Rawlins nodded. “Throughout the system, yes sir. The rest of the Alliance will receive the order as the couriers arrive. The effect will ripple out from the centre and gain momentum. A month or so will see every ship and world on Red-One alert. Movement orders will go out no later than today. I must consolidate my assets in key locations.”


  “I understand, but I trust you will not uncover our worlds.”


  “I can’t guarantee that. I must plan for an incursion within the year, two at the outside. I have already ordered the shipyards to ramp up production of our Washington class cruisers as well as our production of cap ship missiles. We’re going to need them.”


  Dyachenko nodded. Such things were within the First Space Lord’s authority, though his budget would not cover the cost. It was the Council’s job to provide the Navy Department with the necessary funds and it would be high on the agenda for tomorrow’s meeting.


  “We need to plan for an increase in fuel expenditure and attrition in ground forces,” Rawlins went on. “Recruiting has never been a problem for us, but we need to treble it if we can. I’ll need your permission to raise the age limit.”


  “Why my permission? You have the authority, though I should think lowering it would be in your interest not the other way.”


  Rawlins shook his head. “Twenty is as low as I will ever go, but that has nothing to do with the Merkiaari. I just think the kids of today are too immature below that age. They live their lives in luxury filling their heads with Zelda and the Spaceways and think that’s all there is to life. I would like to send them to live on the Border Worlds for a while. Might wake them up.”


  Dyachenko snorted. “So you want to re-activate the old-timers?”


  Old-timers were ex-army and ex-Marine. They were not truly in service any longer, but they played a role as a territorial army or what used to be called a national guard. They trained together for the sense of comradeship and liked to play soldier on weekends. It would take much less time to bring them up to speed than a batch of green recruits.


  “Not necessarily. I want to offer them positions in their old branch of the military whether Navy or regular army, but I especially want as many trained people with rifles in their hands as I can get. You know we can’t stop them making landings if they’re determined. Remember Garnet?”


  “How could I forget?”


  “I would hate to see that kind of thing happen again.”


  Garnet was a core world. Its population had nearly been wiped out, but the resistance had taken a great toll on the Merkiaari and had survived long enough for the Alliance to bring enough ships to the system to annihilate the aliens. Garnet was re-taken, but the cost in lives had been astronomical.


  “I could increase the available ground forces by almost twenty-five percent if I use the old timers in a guard position. They will free up a good many of my men for redeployment,” Rawlins said.


  “Do it,” he said but then added a qualifier, “Quietly.”


  “The media will find out, sir, you know that.”


  “I know, but I need time to arrange matters before they start asking questions I can’t answer.”


  “I’ll do my best.”


  “Now,” Dyachenko said. “You want me to sign off on you sending the task force to help?”


  “Not just that. I want to send the 501st.”


  “Hmmm, Jerry mentioned it.”


  Rawlins leaned forward. “If we can kick their butts out of the system and hold them out long enough to establish a strong defence, Tei’Varyk assures me the elders will join the Alliance.”


  “That is so,” Tei’Varyk said. He had been following the conversation with interest. “I am the eyes and ears of the elders—you say ambassador. My voice is theirs.”


  “You have that kind of authority?” Dyachenko asked, surprised but glad to hear it.


  “To be the eyes and ears for the elders is a great honour,” Tei’Varyk said and his mate flicked her ears in agreement. “The elders will never leave our system. I am their representative to the Alliance. The elders are bound—as I am bound—by my word.”


  “Have you discussed joining the Alliance with them?”


  “I had many meetings with them. We discussed the future and the past. It was decided to join your Alliance if certain things came to pass.”


  “What things?” he asked, still feeling a little sceptical—an ambassador with power to bind his entire race?


  “We were not sure of Humans. It was decided we would be friends, but no more than that. We would not join you until we saw for ourselves that what we were told by James was true.”


  “James?”


  “Professor Wilder, Mister President,” Colgan said. “He more or less led the contact team after the first few months.”


  “I see. James told you of us then, he told you of the Alliance?”


  “We spoke for many cycles—days,” Tarjei said.


  “He is a good friend,” Tei’Varyk agreed. “He spoke of the Merkiaari attacking Humans, of uncountable millions of Humans inhabiting over two hundred worlds, of vast fleets of ships, of… of many things. We did not believe all, but I have come to see the truth. If I could, I would tell the elders what I know, but that is not possible. If they still live, they would order me to join the Alliance and free our worlds. I know this as I know my clan name.”


  “Tei’Varyk speaks truth,” Tarjei said. “He is elder for all our people here.”


  Tei’Varyk’s ears flattened. “My mate does not speak my words.”


  Dyachenko cocked his head. What was happening now? Tei’Varyk seemed upset by his mate’s support. Colgan had a look of speculation on his face as if he had an idea and was waiting to see it borne out. Dyachenko listened to his translator and concentrated on making sense of what he heard.


  “I speak the words of those here with us. We all agree, Tei,” Tarjei said.


  “But I do not want this!” Tei’Varyk protested. “I want a ship, a crew, and a mate who loves me as I love her. Nothing else.”


  “You will have all these things again. You have me already, but now you must be elder. For the good of our people, you must be elder. Who else sees the future so clearly—Kajika?”


  Tei’Varyk dropped his jaw in a laugh. “I do not think so!”


  Tarjei flipped her ears in amusement.


  Tei’Varyk turned back to his audience. “The twin worlds of harmony will join the Alliance.”


  Dyachenko nodded. “And we will take care of the Merkiaari,” he said and turned to Rawlins. “Send in the vipers.”


  * * *


  19 ~ Red One Alert


  On route to TF19, Northcliff system


  “Rawlins did this on purpose,” Alice Meyers, one-time Admiral of Fifth Fleet’s third squadron, said as she surveyed her new command.


  “I doubt the First Space Lord shook you loose of Fifth Fleet on a whim ma’am,” Lieutenant Pike, her flag Lieutenant, said with a straight face.


  She snorted, but Joshua was right. Paul Rawlins might be many things, but one thing he wasn’t was an alarmist. Her orders to go in ready for bear meant he believed shooting was in the offing. She looked forward to it, but how much action was she likely to see when he deemed a scratch-built task force like TF19 was suitable for the mission?


  “I ought to be getting the squadron ready for the war games, not dicking about with this pitiful excuse for a task force. Why am I in the back and beyond? There are other admirals he could have sent.”


  Joshua wisely remained silent.


  “Sorry,” Meyers said. She really shouldn’t put him in a position where he either agreed with her thereby showing disloyalty to the First Space Lord, or disagreeing with her and pissing off his CO.


  “No problem, ma’am,” Joshua said. “If you’ve seen enough, I’ll make ready to dock—” he broke off as he received a transmission over his headset.


  “Problems?” she asked, already expecting some kind of trouble.


  “Victorious just went to Red One, ma’am!”


  Red One! “What reason did they give?”


  “None, ma’am. I was receiving docking instructions when I heard the announcement, but nothing since then.”


  “Take us in, Joshua, quick as you can.”


  “Aye, ma’am. Victorious this is Bravo-two-four requesting immediate docking.”


  “Cleared to dock Bravo-two-four; bay four.”


  “Roger, bay four.”


  Joshua handled the shuttle with the finesse she had come to expect of him, but she could still admire his skill. He pushed the throttle through the stops and the shuttle surged ahead pressing her into her acceleration couch. She grunted, but said nothing as he manoeuvred between ASN Neptune and ASN Vigilant. Both destroyers were at station keeping, making the manoeuvre look easy, though of course it wasn’t. Joshua’s course—laid down by eye she noted—threaded the needle as if he did this every day.


  Destroyers were not large by Fleet standards, but a shuttle was still tiny in comparison. Meyers watched the armoured hull of ASN Vigilant passing a few metres to starboard and leaned forward against the accel trying to see the top of the huge letter G of her name as it receded rearward. A stupendous letter I took its place quickly followed by the V.


  Destroyers were small ships, but still vast in comparison to a tiny Admiral gaping out the window like a tourist. She shivered in delight as the shuttle shot by Vigilant’s forward batteries. She noted the maintenance work ongoing inside one of her two forward firing missile tubes.


  “Hmmm, remind me to get an update on ship’s readiness when we’ve settled in, Joshua. Looks like Vigilant might have rail problems,” she said, noting a new section of launch rail being manoeuvred into place through the open outer door of her number two launch tube.


  “Aye, aye ma’am,” Joshua said, keeping his eyes glued to his instruments.


  ASN Victorious loomed up ahead of them broadside on to their approach, which gave Meyers a wonderful view of her white painted and armoured hide. Any heavy cruiser was an awesome weapon, but the Washington class cruiser was the pinnacle of current cruiser development. Armoured to take punishment from any ship up to and including a Merki dreadnought, she had enough firepower to take out ships double her mass while retaining the speed and manoeuvrability of cruisers half her size.


  Dreadnoughts of course, were superior to battle cruisers at soaking up enemy fire while dishing out horrendous storms of missiles, but for all of that they were still too slow for anything but system defence, which is what they were used for in the main. Defending was fine by her, but she liked to hit hard and first if possible. A heavy cruiser squadron was perfect for the job, more than one and she was in heaven. A fleet would come to her in time, but for now, she had other concerns to think about.


  Although she had left ten heavy cruisers behind at her last posting in Forestal, it was impossible to be blasé about having this one under her command. A Washington class heavy cruiser like Victorious in her task force made up for a hell of a lot. Rawlins had probably given her the ship as a kind of apology for boosting her out of Fifth Fleet. Whatever it had taken to get Victorious here, she was here and Meyers thanked God and Paul Rawlins for it.


  She gazed at the ship, ignoring the mountainous carrier in the background that made even a heavy cruiser look puny by comparison. She had a great deal of respect for battle group carriers and those who crewed them, but she still found their weak armour and lack of offensive punch a turn-off. Carriers could be effective if used correctly, but they needed to be constantly protected by sufficient force to see off an aggressor. That kind of thing was a serious handicap to an admiral with very few ships to begin with and a penchant for offensive tactics.


  “What a beauty,” Joshua said, meaning Victorious. “Shame we haven’t got a few more, ma’am.”


  “Give us time, give us time. Her class is still new. I don’t think we’ve reached double figures as yet, but we will.”


  “I heard they have a new battleship in the works,” Joshua said.


  “I doubt that. There’s really no need for another class. We have everything pretty much covered. Destroyers and frigates for hard-hitting quick actions, light cruisers to screen the heavier units and safeguard the carriers, heavy cruisers for striking at the enemy, and dreadnoughts for when the enemy won’t take no for an answer. Battleships can’t provide anything we don’t already have.”


  “It was a pretty solid rumour, ma’am.”


  “From where, from whom?” she asked with a frown developing between her eyes. Building battleships was fine with her, but what need? Surely the money was better spent on improving current designs.


  “I’d rather not say, ma’am,” Joshua said uncomfortably.


  Meyers considered her flag lieutenant, debating whether to order him to speak, when they finally arrived and began docking procedures.


  “Saved by the bell,” she whispered and Joshua flushed as he worked to bring the shuttle into the docking cradle smoothly. Gravity resumed as they crossed the threshold and Joshua, ever the perfectionist, lowered the shuttle with nary a bump.


  As the bay pressurised, Meyers stood and straightened her tunic. Taking command of a new squadron, or task force in this case, was something of an event. Already she could see her captains entering the bay accompanied by one or two officers from their ships.


  “I hope they left someone in charge when they decided to bring all that lot to meet me,” she muttered under her breath.


  “I’m sure they left someone aboard to turn the lights out, ma’am.”


  She smiled and made her way out of the cockpit and into the main cabin. Joshua preceded her and keyed the hatch open so that she might descend without waiting.


  “How do I look?” she asked.


  “Like a very important admiral, Admiral.”


  “That’s good,” she whispered and stepped through the hatch.


  As soon as she appeared at the top of the ramp, the side party snapped to attention and saluted. She returned the salute and began to descend even as the computer-generated boson’s pipes sounded her arrival.


  “Honour guard, attennnnnn-hut!” the Marine gunnery sergeant barked, as she set foot on the deck of Victorious’ bay. The Marine detachment snapped to attention slapping their rifles in perfect synch. The pipes faded and the ship’s computer announced her arrival.


  “Admiral Meyers arriving,” the feminine contralto said.


  Meyers turned to face a Commander she didn’t know and returned his salute with one of her own. “Permission to come aboard?”


  “Permission granted, Admiral,” he said and introduced himself. “I’m Commander Hanson, Victorious’ XO. If you will permit me?”


  Meyers nodded. “Certainly, Commander,” she said, going through the motions that courtesy dictated at such times, but all the while wondering where her flag captain might be.


  Commander Hanson walked on her left and introduced her to the officers standing at attention waiting to meet her. She had been correct in her assessment; they were her Captains. As she moved along the line, she itched to know where Thomas Fernandez—Victorious’ Captain—was keeping himself. What was he doing that was more important than greeting his Admiral?


  Meyers moved along the line memorising faces and names, all the while wishing she knew what was happening. The courtesies were soon over and she could be herself. The Marine detachment was dismissed leaving her to speak with the Captains of TF19.


  “Commander Hanson, where is my flag captain and why isn’t he here?”


  “He’s decoding the Red-One message, ma’am. He asked me to apologise for his absence, but he felt it necessary to read the news as soon as possible.”


  “I see.”


  Meyers didn’t like what it said of her other Captains. They were here and not on their ships during a Red-One alert. Red-One was as close to war as the Alliance ever came short of the first missiles being fired. These men and women should be aboard their own ships. Their execs could have paid their respects in their places.


  “I expect you all to attend a briefing in one hour,” she said then looked to Hanson to show her to her quarters.


  “This way, ma’am,” Hanson said, and led her to the elevator.


  “Inform Captain Fernandez of the meeting, Commander, and I would appreciate a copy of that Red-One.”


  “Certainly ma’am, there should be one on your comp.”


  “Good,” she said, thawing a little at Hanson’s obvious competence.


  Once in her quarters, she made directly for her office and its comp to bring herself up to date. Keying in her I.D and pass phrase, she read the Red-One alert message, and nothing was ever the same again.


  “My God!”


  “Ma’am?” Joshua asked from across the cabin.


  “Merkiaari have attacked and wiped out the Shan fleet. Our survey ship, Canada, came in badly shot-up with the news.”


  “Our mission is scrubbed then, Admiral?”


  “Looks like it—” she began, but lost her train of thought when a password request popped up on her screen.


  Meyers frowned in consternation. Why require a second phrase when the message was already decoded by application of the first? Obviously there was more to the message that met the eye, and more to the point it was directed specifically at her and not Captain Fernandez. Only officers of flag rank had the clearance to decode this message further.


  “Leave the room for a moment, Joshua. I’ll call.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Joshua said, his puzzlement obvious.


  Meyers turned back to her comp after she heard the hatch close, and input her second pass phrase. The screen cleared and another more extensive message was revealed.


  “Oh, boy,” she hissed as she read the communiqué.


  The bulk of the message detailed a revised mission for TF19 including threat assessment and detailed notes on the system as well as planetary targets the Merkiaari would be interested in. The destination was the same as her original mission, but the objective…


  Admiral Meyers. You will, upon the receipt of this message, assemble TF19 and jump out system immediately. Your destination is NGC 1513-4964. Upon arrival, you will rendezvous with your ground force and immediately jump out system to fulfil your mission within the target system.


  The Shan have been declared an allied power and will be protected to the utmost of the Alliance’s ability. Seek and destroy all Merkiaari in the system preparatory for arrival Fifth Fleet. Fifth Fleet will be augmented heavily with divisions comprising: Alliance Army, Alizon Rangers, Alliance Marines, Bethany Airborne Rangers, Faragut Airborne Strike Force…


  Meyers whistled at the list of units being sent in the second wave. Was that because they thought she would fail, or was it precautionary? She was determined not to fail, but maybe HQ knew something she didn’t.


  She keyed her comm. “Computer: page Captain Fernandez,” she said and smiled as he appeared on screen. “I assume you’re having trouble decoding the Red-One, Captain.”


  “How did you—yes ma’am, I am. The stupid thing keeps requesting a second phrase.”


  “I’m aware of that, Thomas. The second portion of the message was addressed to me, but you need to see it. Meet me in the briefing room in…” she checked the time. “In thirty minutes. The others will be there.”


  “Yes, ma’am, I’ll be there.”


  “Good, until then,” she said and cut the circuit.


  At the appointed time, Meyers entered the briefing room followed by a harried Joshua carrying a case full of compads that he had hurriedly updated with their revised mission. Thomas stood as she entered as did her other captains.


  “As you were,” she said, and they all took their seats. “Pass those around, Joshua.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Meyers found her place at the head of the table while Joshua handed the compads to her captains. Captain Monroe of Invincible was on her left, third from the end. Meyers watched the Captain’s face as she received her compad from Joshua. There was shock at first, and then puzzlement. Monroe looked around at her fellow officers then turned to her admiral.


  “You cannot be serious!”


  Meyers smiled. “The First Space Lord is very serious, Captain, and so is the President. The Shan are our allies now. The Council ratified a treaty with them and signed a mutual defence agreement just a few weeks ago. If we are successful, they will become full members of the Alliance.”


  “I understand that ma’am,” Monroe said. “I applaud the decision, but eight ships against the Merkiaari?”


  “That is one of the problems this meeting will address.” Joshua had finished handing out the compads. He was waiting at the holotank controls for her. “If you would, Joshua?”


  “Yes ma’am,” Joshua said, lowering the lights and activating the tank. “The plan was to extract Canada from the system without firing a shot. As you can see that is no longer the mission. This data was obtained by Canada while in the system and fighting for her life against a squadron of Merki ships.”


  Everyone leaned forward to study the new data. They keyed personal compads to life and began making notes, but all eyes were on the battle raging in the tank. The Shan cruisers were dishing out horrendous storms of missiles, but few of them were reaching their targets. As many as eighty percent were decoyed off target or destroyed by point defence.


  Meyers watched one brave ship battered and barely making way trim her course and ram a stupendous Merki dreadnought. Both ships blew up in spectacular fashion, but more ships were coming. The holotank blanked for a moment as another log was uploaded. This time there was a gasp from all those watching.


  “Hold the playback, Joshua.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “This data gentlemen, was taken from the log of a heavy cruiser. The Shan call them heavy fangs by the way.” Meyers aimed her wand at the figure at the centre of attention. “This is Tei’Varyk, Captain of Naktlon. I am told the word Tei means leader or commander. This portion of Naktlon’s log begins just as Tei’Varyk makes his run against the Merki ships. They outgun him four to one. Canada and Naktlon are the only friendlies remaining in the system.”


  “Excuse me ma’am, but where is Canada?” Thomas Fernandez asked.


  “Captain Colgan has withdrawn his ship at this point. Canada has taken critical damage to her aft shields and engineering. I might add that Canada is a survey vessel ill equipped to fight a concerted Merkiaari attack. Colgan believed otherwise and fought his ship with distinction. He destroyed two ships outright—destroyer class I believe. Am I right, Joshua?”


  “Yes ma’am. Two positively identified as kills. One or two more that were heavily damaged and later destroyed by our allies. She also finished off a heavy at the close of the action, ma’am.”


  Meyers nodded. “Captain Colgan had planned to rescue the contact team and jump out system, hoping to bring the Fleet back to help. That was the plan, but fate dictated otherwise—observe.”


  Joshua activated the holotank and everyone sat still to watch. The audio was frighteningly real and made Meyers jump as warning sirens blared from the speakers. Crew yapped and barked orders, sounding like a pack of hunting dogs on a scent, but over it all came a translation in quietly spoken English.


  “I hear,” Tei’Varyk said. “Open fire!”


  Meyers smiled grimly at the hisses of shock coming from her captains as Naktlon erupted in fury. Torpedo launchers went to rapid continuous fire attempting to saturate the defences of Tei’Varyk’s chosen target. As the range closed, his beamers and particle cannons spoke.


  The Merki heavy cruiser blew apart, but even as it did, missiles infinitely more powerful than any Shan torpedo hammered Naktlon closer to destruction. Closer and closer, but finally the fire ended and he was still there. Though battered and bleeding atmosphere, he continued to pour fire into the remaining enemy ships.


  “Magazines destroyed or depleted!”


  “I hear. Continue with all remaining weapons. Kill them all!” Tei’Varyk snarled as his ship slowly died around him.


  The holo image became shaky and hard to make out as Naktlon bucked and reared at the centre of nuclear fury. Fires had broken out in some of the bridge consols, but no one took any notice except to close helmet visors to keep the smoke out. Meyers kept one eye on the scrolling damage report on her compad. She was trying to keep it coordinated with the holo tank. Naktlon was blinded to starboard, and nearly so on her portside, but her great engines continued to propel her into the heart of the storm to kill her enemies even as she was hammered into uselessness.


  “Take out those honourless light fangs!” Tei’Varyk snarled as they pecked away at Naktlon’s armoured hide.


  Naktlon’s particle cannons swivelled and targeted first one, then a second light unit. Both blew apart as energy beams designed to strip the hide from a Merki dreadnought ripped through them.


  Meyers made a note to find out more about Shan particle cannons. They seemed similar to an Alliance PPG, but the output was much higher. She wanted some of them for the Alliance. BuShips was working hard to increase the numbers of heavy cruisers, notably the new Washington class. She was sure BuWeps would jump at the chance of adding such powerful particle cannons to their arsenal.


  “Target the next—” Tei’Varyk began, but that was as far as he got.


  Naktlon, broken and barely making way with a single drive, was hit amidships. The beam sliced through deck after deck killing Tei’Varyk’s crew and severing control runs. His particle cannons locked and fell silent as power cables were turned to slag. His remaining torpedo launchers, had they ammunition would have been useless as power runs to the launch rails were cut. By far the worst damage was to Naktlon’s fusion room. The beam reached the core of its reactor and Naktlon erupted with super hot plasma eating everything in sight. Blast doors slammed and alarms screamed, but it was all for nothing.


  Naktlon broke in two.


  Groans of anguish filled the room as the holotank froze on the image of Tei’Varyk being thrown out of his command station. Meyers had the benefit of knowing what would happen next, but this viewing was the first time for her Captains.


  “At this point things become disjointed,” Meyers said into the silence. “Naktlon was destroyed as you see, but the two Merki heavy cruisers have taken critical damage. Captain Colgan decides to change course and intercept them. He destroys them both while sustaining heavy damage to Canada. He loses thirty-eight crewmen plus the dead from the earlier action. All told, he has lost over half of his crew. Continue playback please, Joshua.”


  “Yes ma’am.”


  Tei’Varyk flew through the air and would have crashed to the deck had not the internal gravity field failed. It failed because Naktlon’s aft section including fusion reactors and power generation had just been destroyed. Naktlon’s forward section, bleeding atmosphere and crumpled almost beyond recognition, was ejected from nuclear fire like a cork from a bottle.


  Tei’Varyk hit his helmsman in the back and was grappled to safety, but others were less lucky. A scream of anguish was cut short as another crew member, a female this time, smashed into the view-screen with crushing force.


  “Tarjei!” Tei’Varyk yelled in fear and pushed off to reach the limp figure floating a few metres away. Blood floated on the air and the figure seemed lifeless.


  “Tarjei is Tei’Varyk’s mate,” Meyers said as the holotank blanked. “The next log is approximately an hour or so later. Canada has engaged and defeated the remaining heavy cruisers and is closing on the wreck of Naktlon looking for survivors.”


  “Contact!” A voice announced, but there was no answer from Tei’Varyk. He was strapped into his station holding his dying mate in his arms. “Contact Tei!”


  “What contact?”


  “I have a contact bearing two-zero-five degrees. I cannot be certain Tei, but I think Tei’Colgan has come for us.”


  Tei’Varyk sat in silence, staring at his one operational monitor. On the screen he watched Merki troopers running through city streets and killing everyone they found. Fires were leaping up and people were falling in heaps or fighting back with nothing but their claws.


  “Have the elders responded?”


  “No Tei, they cannot hear us.”


  Tei’Varyk held Tarjei and rocked her gently.


  Kajika reached across his board to operate an empty station’s controls. A moment later, a fuzzy and rolling picture appeared on the damaged view-screen. The blood running down the screen did not obscure the image too badly. A worried Human face peered at Tei’Varyk from a smoky bridge.


  “Tei!” Colgan said in relief. “Hold on, I’m coming to get you out!”


  Tei’Varyk blinked and seemed to come back to himself at hearing a Human voice. “Tei’Colgan. You should have left when you had the chance,” he said in a dead voice.


  “It’s okay, we killed the last of the ships for you.”


  “And what of the ones landing troops on Harmony?”


  “What?!” Colgan looked aside at his own screens.


  “Do not Canada’s sensors reach so far? Naktlon’s are all but destroyed, but we are still receiving transmissions of the landings.”


  The holotank blanked and the lights came up. “That completes the relevant portions of the logs given us by Captain Colgan and Tei’Varyk,” Joshua said.


  “Thank you, Joshua,” Meyers said. “We do have some more data, but none fit for direct viewing. Your compads have been uploaded with what we know about the target system, but I will go over it with you now.


  “Firstly, the Merki squadron was completely destroyed, but those ships merely constituted half the screening units for the Merkiaari landings, which I’m afraid went ahead unopposed. We will be facing troop transports and light screening units. All of the heavies and the few dreadnoughts they sent along were destroyed by Shan fortresses and ships, but I don’t trust the thought that this mission will be easy.”


  “They may have been reinforced, Admiral,” Commander Svenson of Neptune warned. “May I make a proposal?”


  “Go ahead, Commander,” Meyers said leaning back in her chair and smiling encouragement. She had already planned the mission, but encouraging juniors to participate in these sessions was part of the job title—besides, she wasn’t infallible. Valentin might have a good idea.


  “Thank you, Admiral. Vigilant and my own Neptune are our fastest units. I propose the task force jumps short and we two go in to recon the system.”


  Meyers smiled. It was a simple but sensible precaution. She had already planned to do it that way, but the task force would not jump short. Instead, she had planned to hang back at the system periphery while her destroyers reconnoitred the system. That way she could receive scan data directly rather than waiting for her scouts to jump back to her.


  “Vigilant and Neptune will advance into the system ahead of the task force,” Meyers agreed. “Sutherland will use her wings in a wide deployment on the off chance that the Merkiaari are lurking so far out. As soon as I a have definite scan data, we will move in and take out their screening elements. With luck we will catch them napping, but lucky or not we will take them out and give our ground forces a chance at the Merki on the surface.”


  “About that, Admiral,” Thomas said. “Am I right in assuming we will be met by more ships on route?”


  “That’s correct. Our rendezvous is an uninhabited system known simply by its catalogue number: NGC 1513-4964.”


  “Do we know who we are picking up, ma’am?”


  “Not specifically,” Meyers admitted and she was uncomfortable with that lack. “Admiral Rawlins simply stated that our ground force would be waiting. I’m sure it will be sufficient. Once we have the system secured, Fifth Fleet will jump in to hold it against further attacks while helping the Shan rebuild their defences.”


  “That’s a long term project, Admiral. Very long term.”


  “Agreed, but the Merkiaari have been a long term problem for us and the Shan both. They won’t just disappear because we want them to.”


  “Shame,” Thomas said.


  “That it is,” Meyers agreed. “Now then; regarding ship readiness. On my way to Victorious, I noticed some maintenance ongoing in Vigilant’s number two missile tube…


  * * *


  


  20 ~ Mobilisation


  Uriel, Snakeholme system


  Beep!


  Pamela dropped her feet from her control board and put aside the romance novel she had been reading. She was just getting to the good part too. Oh well, no rest for the wicked.


  She punched up the live feed from her sensors. “I have a contact, sir.”


  “Location?” Giles said, looking up from his own book. He had always been partial to a good fantasy adventure.


  “Red sector…” she said frowning and refined her data. “Red six. It’s a drone. Should I make contact?”


  “Go ahead, Pam. Shunt the message straight to my consol; it’s probably routine.”


  Pamela nodded and did that. “I’ve notified SysSec to pick up the drone, sir.”


  “Good. I—”


  Pam turned and found Giles punching keys rapidly. He looked shaken; he looked afraid.


  General Burgton’s office, Petruso Base, Snakeholme


  General George Burgton shuffled the compads that were beginning to pile up before him on the table into order, before finishing his coffee. He could have accessed data far more comprehensive than this, via his processor and an up-link to the regiment’s database, but he wasn’t interested in the recruits’ assimilation of their biomech and cybernetics at the moment. Neither was he interested in their scores on the range, or any of the other hundred and one bits of statistical information he could access. He wanted a more personal take on things, and that could only be supplied by people, not computers. Hence this meeting, and the pile of compads containing notes and personal observations of the recruits, written by their instructors.


  Burgton glanced at Stone where he sat at his ease between Hymas and Flowers. The three musketeers… he smiled as he remembered how they came by that appellation. They had been inseparable in the early days of the regiment’s inception, and had saved each other’s lives many times since. Three closer friends would be very hard to find.


  He leaned forward and raised the jug. “More coffee, Ken? Anyone?”


  Stone shook his head. “I’m sloshing already. Thank you, sir.”


  Flowers and Hymas also shook their heads, they hadn’t finished theirs. Burgton poured himself a fresh cup, crossed his legs, and sat back to savour it.


  “You know, I think this might actually be good for them,” Colonel Flowers said, going through the latest data on one of the recruits. “Look here.”


  Burgton took the offered compad and raised an eyebrow. “Hmmm. I see what you mean. Fuentez’ scores have risen almost two points across the board. Is it the competition do you think?”


  “Could be, but I think it has more to do with teaching the others. Teaching students always makes you think about things.”


  “Her scores have always been high, but now…” he shook his head. “Give her another year and she’ll be top of her platoon.”


  “Richmond will always be top, sir,” Stone said.


  Burgton raised an eyebrow. “Why do you say that, Ken?”


  “Richmond is a killer, Fuentez is not. She isn’t ruthless enough.”


  “And you think being ruthless is important enough to make the difference, Ken?”


  “I do, sir. Fuentez is good, there’s no question about that. Maybe good enough to best me even, but of Richmond I have no doubt.”


  “High praise,” Flowers murmured.


  “Just stating the facts, Colonel,” Stone said just a little stiffly. “I have no favourites.”


  “No one is suggesting that, Ken.” Burgton tapped a finger against the edge of the compad he was holding. “It’s a little early to be talking graduation here, but I would like to get a feel for how the regiment is shaping up. Marion?”


  “Sir?”


  “You’ve said very little.”


  “Sorry, sir,” Lieutenant Hymas said. “I was reviewing her record. I agree with Ken. Richmond is a killer, but she always was. Her enhancement has done wonders for her temperament. She used to be a disruptive influence on all those around her, but now she channels her energy toward the benefit of her squadmates.”


  “Example?”


  “The Steiner simulation comes immediately to my mind. Richmond allowed herself to be seen and killed so the others could penetrate the base.”


  “Hmmm.” Burgton frowned not sure he liked that. “Self sacrifice is a noble thing, but is it desirable in an officer? Dare we promote someone like Richmond to a high post when she’s prone to heroics?”


  Flowers raised an eyebrow. “Are we talking about promoting her then?”


  Burgton rocked a hand in a maybe yes, maybe no gesture. The sun winked from the contacts of his weapon’s bus at each movement. “Not at this time, but eventually… yes.”


  Hymas pursed her lips. “There are people, a lot of people, who see you as a hero, sir. Would you say that makes you a good choice or a poor choice to lead the regiment?”


  “Are you trying to shrink my head again, Marion?”


  Hymas smiled. “It’s a valid point, and you know it. A hero is just someone who does the job when everyone else gives up. That, in my opinion, makes for an excellent officer.”


  Burgton reread the data displayed on the compad he was holding, and frowned. “I suppose… in the right situation, someone as you describe would be an asset beyond price, but should it happen that a glory hound came to lead my men, I would call that an unmitigated disaster.”


  “Richmond falls into the first, not the second category, sir,” Hymas said.


  “I agree,” Stone said with a nod.


  Flowers smiled. “Concur.”


  “Well then.” He made a note on his compad. “Next we have Martin Cragg. Formerly a lieutenant in the Alizon Rangers.”


  “Undistinguished career to date, but I like his look,” Flowers said. “He’s quiet, but he’s good with his weapons.”


  Stone nodded. “He’s not the best at tactics, the results of the simulations prove that, but he does have a way of making it through. He was a ranger and it shows.”


  Burgton nodded and made another note on his compad. “You mean he would be best in a lead position… a scout position?”


  “Yes, sir. He was born for recon.”


  “Fine then. Have you anything to add, Marion?”


  “Not regarding his fitness to command, but on a general note, yes. Cragg is one of the most even tempered of all the recruits. His adjustment to enhancement has been smooth as well as quick. I would venture to say he is one of those least effected by the enhancement process. His latest psych profile is almost identical to the one taken at HQ. He hasn’t changed at all.”


  “Unusual?” Burgton asked.


  “Not especially. Perhaps ten percent of all enhancements leave the recipients unchanged… at least mentally.”


  Burgton raised an eyebrow. “I’ve never noticed. I remember feeling cut off from everything I ever knew, everyone I ever…” he cleared his throat. “So, he’s stable and would make a good unit for a recon platoon. Anything else?”


  Flowers nodded. “He’s a good influence on the others. Like the time he stopped a fight between Callendri and Fuentez.”


  “It didn’t help in the long run.”


  “To be fair, sir,” Stone put in. “Cragg was rear guard when that went down. I don’t say he would have stopped it, but we’ll never know now.”


  Burgton nodded. Callendri was a great loss to the regiment. He had liked the boy, and still felt guilty for his part in what had happened. His death had hit them all hard. He shook off his sudden dark mood. Regrets were a luxury he could ill afford.


  “I doubt it could have been stopped, Ken,” he said. “I did review Eric’s download of the incident that day. Callendri went over the edge too quick.”


  “It’s rarely any other way, sir.”


  He nodded. “Callendri is the past; it’s the future we need to concern ourselves with. Nothing can replace what we lost in the war, but at least we’ll have the regiment strong again—a regiment to be proud of.”


  “The uniform has always been enough for me,” Stone said coldly. “There is nothing else.”


  Flowers and Hymas exchanged a glance over Stone’s head. They all felt strongly where the regiment was concerned. It was home. Apart from the Alliance, it was the only thing that endured in a viper unit’s life. His very long, long, long life.


  “Next we have—”


  The office door opened and a worried looking Captain Hames entered. “Another drone just came in. It’s bad.”


  “Bad?” Burgton asked reaching for the compad. “Red One? What the hell for…” he broke off as he digested the message’s import.


  “It’s the Merkiaari,” Hames said looking around at the others. “The bastards have taken out the Shan fleet.”


  Stone cursed viciously.


  Burgton read the message and offered the compad to Flowers.


  Flowers took it and read the message. “Nothing but the Red One, and orders to rendezvous with TF19. Where’s the threat assessment, the mission parameters… what the hell is Rawlins playing at?”


  “That will do, Dan,” Burgton chided. “A Merki attack is enough for now. Don’t forget the drone left Sol weeks ago.”


  “Who knows what’s gone down in that time?” Stone said.


  “Exactly.” Burgton took the compad back for one last look. He grimaced when nothing further appeared to him. He dropped it casually on the table with a clatter, and stroked his chin with one finger. He could do with a shave. “I’m sure Paul will send us more information as soon as Naval Intelligence makes it available to him, but we have enough to act. Richard, I want us on Red One immediately. Recall all personnel on leave, and order our ships to increase their patrol radius—send them right out to the edge of the Zone. Order round the clock tracking at Uriel. All clear?”


  “Yes, sir.” Hames saluted, and left to give his orders.


  Burgton rose to his feet. “We have preparations to make for the rendezvous with TF19. I’m going to call everyone in. I want contingency plans written, and put into place.”


  “The training?” Stone asked.


  “Will continue unabated until the last minute before departure. Can we push Charlie and Delta any harder?”


  “No, sir,” Stone said emphatically, and Flowers nodded. “I have my best people from Alpha and Bravo already on the problem. At least all the recruits have been activated.”


  Burgton nodded. “I’m thankful for that.”


  The meeting adjourned with his officers hurrying out of the office intent upon issuing orders of their own. Burgton accessed his processor, and with a series of lightning fast commands, he up-linked to Infonet (Information Network) to contact his department heads. His Infonet avatar was a simple recreation of reality as was his virtual office. Unlike some, he preferred not to bother with the almost limitless manipulations one could use to improve an avatar or office. He’d had enough real life improvements used upon his mind and body, without inflicting more upon himself.


  One by one his department heads joined him in the virtual environment. The first to respond to his summons was Alfred Kusac. Kusac was head of power generation and supply. He always used the PowerGen logo as his avatar. Burgton would have preferred Kusac to use a Humanoid avatar instead—he didn’t like talking to what amounted to an animated depiction of a generator on overload.


  Head of transportation Julia Knight, and head of education Louise Spencer, arrived together. They had chosen idealised versions of themselves for avatars. Both were recognisable in their facial features, but they appeared almost superhumanly beautiful in this place. They were elf-like in traditional fantasy garb, complete with sheathed daggers at their waists, and arrow filled quivers on their backs. They carried bows. They obviously still took their role playing seriously. Such gaming was popular on many worlds of the Alliance, with Zelda and the Spaceways topping the current hit list.


  Roger Massey of the Ranger and Forestry Commission was next to arrive, followed shortly by his brother Derrick who was currently head of agriculture. Roger’s avatar was dull in comparison to the elves. Both women grinned at his comical double-take when he first noticed them standing there. Roger’s avatar was Human normal, and wearing a ranger’s uniform. The rangers doubled as a police force on Snakeholme, but it had been years since Roger had worn his uniform on active duty. His avatar recalled those days perfectly. Derrick’s avatar was wearing a stiff-collared business suit—a plain mirror of his real self in an office thousands of klicks away. Burgton approved. Derrick snapped to attention when he greeted Burgton. He was still new in his position.


  “Has anyone heard from Liz?” Burgton asked.


  Liz Brenchley was head of industry. As such, she was responsible for the maintenance and upkeep of Snakeholme’s small industrial complex, which included their single weapon’s factory, and its attendant smelters in orbit. It was an important position, and he wanted her in on this meeting. There were a number of projects that she was overseeing for him. It was unlike her to be late.


  Derrick stepped forward. “I spoke to her this morning as a matter of fact. She’s inspecting that new facility you two are working on. Remember, sir, we haven’t the advantage of implants,” he said apologetically, and tapped the headset he was wearing with a finger. The unit attached to his temple gave him access to Infonet in his home or office, but unlike a viper’s internal systems, it did not provide unlimited access anywhere on the planet. “She’ll be along when she gets the word from her people.”


  Burgton hadn’t realised the inspection was today. It explained her tardiness. “Not a problem. I’ll upload the meeting to her office comp when we’re done. I asked you all to come on such short notice for a reason. A serious situation is brewing that needs attention. The mission will require an extended absence for myself and my officers.”


  Not surprisingly that caused a bit of a stir. He had only been back a year from his visit to Sol, and the round trip had taken months.


  “Can you tell us what’s going on?” Roger asked.


  He nodded. “Some of it. I received news via drone a short while ago that the Alliance is on Red One alert.”


  There was shock, but no panic, and Burgton was proud of them. Over the years he had built a good team to run Snakeholme for him. Each department head was autonomous and reported only to him. The system was a good one, based upon tried and tested military doctrine. Politicians and political parties had no purpose on Snakeholme—there was no government. There was only him, the regiment, and then everyone else in that order. Snakeholme had, and had always had, but one purpose—keeping the regiment in fighting trim so that it could safeguard the Alliance. He had never made a secret of the fact, not even all those years ago when he first offered the families of his men a place here away from the Merki advance. Everyone knew and accepted that his loyalty was to the Alliance and the regiment first, Snakeholme second.


  “It has to do with the mission I mentioned,” he said. “I can’t go into specifics, but suffice it to say that it’s a tough one. I’ll be taking my best people with me including all units of First Battalion. Colonel Stanbridge will be in command of the base, and the recruits left behind to finish their training. I’m leaving him a strong cadre of veterans.”


  “What are your orders, General?” Roger said and the others mumbled similar things.


  Burgton smiled. “Thank you all. Here is what I need you to do…”


  They listened to his explanation of what was happening, and quietly informed him that they would take care of everything. There were one or two questions regarding his coming absence—simple matters of procedure and nothing he couldn’t easily answer. The meeting lasted less than an hour. When they left, he lingered just long enough to download and send a copy of the meeting to Liz along with her instructions. With that done, he was confident he had fulfilled his responsibilities to Snakeholme. He was leaving her people in good hands. He broke his link to Infonet and quickly up-linked to the regiment’s TacNet (Tactical Network) to begin issuing his orders.


  vipers, no matter where they happened to be or what they happened to be doing, froze as their processors flashed an alert upon their displays indicating a priority message was incoming. Minutes later, black clad men and women sprinted for the nearest ground or air transport back to Petruso Base. People stopped to stare as vipers piled out of buildings in cities all over Snakeholme, and ran at top speed for the nearest maglev station.


  * * *


  


  



  21 ~ Rendezvous


  Aboard ASN Victorious, in the zone, NGC 1513-4964


  TF19 jumped into the system in battle formation. The stupendous bulk of ASN Sutherland was central to the formation and protected from all sides by her escort. As the only carrier assigned to TF19, Sutherland was an asset beyond price, but she was also a huge liability. The task force simply did not have enough ships to nursemaid a carrier, but they needed one to perform their mission. It was an insoluble situation, Captain Fernandez thought for the umpteenth time. His repeater displays suddenly blossomed with colour as Sutherland launched fighters to supplement her defence. He watched as the fighters piled on the acceleration and raced madly into the void. Most people had sense enough to avoid g-stress. Fighter pilots loved it.


  “Contact,” Commander Hanson sang out from his position at scan. “Target designate: Alpha one through three. Two tin cans and a troop transport, Skipper.”


  Fernandez aborted his fumbling attempt to remove his helmet. “Class?”


  “The destroyers are Broadsword class, the transport is a…” Hanson looked up from the master plot’s display with a frown. “It’s an old Hunter class.”


  The Hunter class of ships had been decommissioned more than a century ago. Before that they were the mainstay of the Alliance’s transport fleet. During the Merki war, more than ninety percent of all troop movements were accomplished using Hunter class ships.


  “Designation?”


  “I’m not picking up IFF, sir.”


  Fernandez didn’t like that, he didn’t like that at all. “Keep us at battle stations. Try to contact them, Lena.”


  “Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Braun, said and worked her consol. “I have… I have General Burgton on the line,” she gasped. “He says he would like to join us if that’s all right with you, sir.”


  “Burgton…” he whispered. “The Burgton?”


  “Yes, sir. Should I put him on?”


  “On screen, Lieutenant.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  The screen activated to show a man with wide shoulders wearing black battle dress. He was sitting among others wearing similar uniform. It was Burgton. No one could ever mistake his face or his uniform. There were no navy personnel present on his bridge—none at all.


  “I don’t believe I’ve had the honour Captain…?” Burgton said.


  “I… I mean… Captain Fernandez of Victorious at your service, General.”


  “At my service?” Burgton smiled tolerantly. “I rather think it’s the other way around don’t you?”


  Fernandez nodded. “I’m sure the Admiral will want to speak with you, General. Your ships…” he paused to pull himself together. “I’m not reading IFF from your ships, General. Why not?”


  “Swordfish and Hammer, my escort, will be departing momentarily, Captain Fernandez. As for Grafton’s IFF, none of my ships belong to the navy. They’re… they’re on permanent loan you might say.”


  Broadsword class destroyers on loan; on permanent loan? And no IFF? Not even courier ships were exempt. Privately owned or not, Burgton’s ships should still be broadcasting identity and registry. It seemed obvious that Grafton was crewed by the General’s men; he could see them on the screen. That being so, the destroyers were probably crewed by non-navy personnel also.


  “I see,” Fernandez said thoughtfully. When the Council learned that Burgton had his own personal navy, the explosion would be heard from Kalmar to Northcliff… unless they already knew and approved? “I see indeed. Grafton may come ahead, General. Victorious out.”


  Burgton nodded and the screen cleared to show Grafton manoeuvring clear of her escort.


  “Keep an eye on those destroyers, XO.”


  Hanson nodded, but then looked up immediately. “Swordfish and Hammer are moving, Skipper. They’re going for jump.”


  Fernandez nodded as the destroyers jumped outsystem. “Get me the Admiral.”


  * * *


  Aboard Grafton, at station keeping, NGC 1513-4964


  “All stop confirmed, General. Your shuttle is ready,” Stone said from his position at the helm.


  “Thank you, Ken. Eric, you have the con.”


  “Yes, sir, I have the con,” Penleigh said, leaving his place at communications to take the command station.


  Burgton stepped into the elevator followed by Colonel Flowers, Major Faggini, and Lieutenant Hymas. He had chosen the three to accompany him for various reasons. Dan Flowers was always with him, and had been since the beginning. Erica Faggini was officially CO of First Battalion; she would gain a valuable insight into the mission by converse with Admiral Meyers. Marion Hymas was along to listen. Burgton valued her advice, and she was a qualified shrink. If anyone knew what was going on in another’s head, it was Marion. Knowing the opposition was always a good thing.


  They made their way through Grafton’s meticulously neat, though worn, corridors to the portside lock. Grafton was ancient, as ancient as Burgton felt sometimes. She had two small shuttles that rarely saw use in these days. The other pair of shuttles that had once resided on Grafton’s hull, were now used to ferry personnel to and from Uriel.


  Burgton found an empty seat in the shuttle’s cabin and strapped in. “Who wants to drive?”


  “My turn,” Hymas said, and took the pilot’s position.


  He smiled at her eagerness. Whether it be a tank or a shuttle, she always liked taking the controls. Flowers took the co-pilot’s position by her side.


  “What do we know of this Meyers? Have you met her?” Faggini said, as she strapped in.


  Burgton shook his head. “I don’t know her, but I know of her. Paul Rawlins mentioned her once… hmmm, it was about twelve years ago as I recall. She wasn’t an admiral then of course.”


  “Captain?”


  “No, a commodore I believe. It was just after that business on Flotsam. Paul had a few things to say about Ken making too big a bang in that system… or some such thing.” Burgton shrugged. “I really don’t care what it was about. We cleared the scum out for a few years anyway.”


  Faggini grinned. “Ken does have a way of doing that, but you know they always come back. They’re like weeds. Pull them up, and another batch grow next year.”


  “And I’ll pull them up again,” he said grimly, remembering all the times he had sent his people to do just that—quite often on missions that duplicated earlier ones down to the letter. “It’s getting worse you know.”


  “What? Worse did you say? It’s always been like this.”


  The shuttle undocked and accelerated toward Victorious. Burgton took no notice of being pushed deeper into his couch. He was too busy studying the figures he had instructed his processor to display. They made grim reading.


  “I said it’s always been like this,” Faggini said again when Burgton failed to answer.


  “Sorry, I was just going over some things. The Alliance is heading for a fall; a big one. Within twenty years we’ll have a breakaway—probably led by Bethany.”


  “You know what I think about that, George. It won’t happen, especially not with this Merki attack.”


  Burgton pursed his lips and considered. Finally he gave a sharp nod. “Perhaps you’re right, I hope so. I told Paul they would be back in five years, and I would have stood by that, but here we are off to war before we’re ready. Look at the figures. We’ve had more missions in the last fifty years than in the entire time preceding that—not including the war of course. It’s getting worse. Raider ships are no longer patched together junk. They have heavy cruisers now. A century ago, they threatened cargo, now they threaten entire colonies. Back then a single cruiser outgunned them, and easily took them out. Now the navy uses task forces, and they don’t always win.”


  Faggini sighed. “I know, I know, but you realise what you’re saying?”


  “Of course I do,” Burgton said grimly. “Without the Merki, we would be constantly at war with ourselves.” He accessed a view from the shuttle’s forward sensors, and watched as they slowed for docking. Victorious’ armoured hide swung into view with her gun ports sealed giving only a hint of the destructive capacity they contained. “What would happen if Bethany and say… Alizon broke away? How many naval vessels are crewed by patriotic men and women? Men and women who still think in the old way, men and women willing to desert the Alliance to go to the aid of their home worlds?”


  A crease of worry appeared upon Faggini’s brow marring her flawless face. “Ties like that are strong, George, but navy crews are too diverse. Ships are never crewed exclusively from Bethany, or any other world for that matter.”


  “That won’t stop it. Our history is rife with wars. The Merkiaari are an outlet for our baser instincts… a reason not to kill each other if you will, but memories are short.”


  “Not ours.”


  “No, not ours, but the unenhanced don’t know them like we know them. They live for the present, and only see what’s in their short term interest. Even the Council has been guilty of it. I’ve been trying to convince them to build more of us for years now. I’ve tried to make them see, but they will not. We need a dozen or more viper regiments, not one.”


  “I don’t know that even a dozen would be enough to destroy the Merkiaari utterly, George, and from what you say, we shouldn’t try. Their threat holds the Alliance together.”


  Burgton nodded, but he was troubled. Hearing his own words used to defend the Merkiaari, to actually prevent their destruction, went against everything he was built to achieve. His purpose was to seek and destroy them, yet if he did by some miracle manage to kill them all, he would be sowing the seeds of the Alliance’s own destruction… or at least its fragmentation.


  “The Council are afraid of me… of us,” he said with a wry smile. “They will never build another regiment, and perhaps that’s for the best considering how paranoid some of them are. As long as the Merkiaari remain a threat, we are strong.”


  “As long as that’s all they are,” Faggini warned. “I have to tell you, George, I’m damn worried. We have six hundred and forty units here, and none of them have been battle tested. They say we’re going up against a few divisions and a light cruiser squadron, which I might add, will give Admiral Meyers a run for her money. What if they’re wrong? What if they’ve been reinforced? What if—”


  “We can play what if all day. We’ll know soon enough.”


  Docking commenced and Burgton made ready to put on his show. He was the hero of Garnet, of Thorfinni… and of San Luis. He was the big bad Merkiaari killer. Was there anything left of the young Human officer he had been at the beginning of the war? After a moment’s thought, he decided there wasn’t. He was the man that personally oversaw the utter annihilation of an entire world. It was a world of Merkiaari, but still a world.


  He closed his eyes as his processor dragged up the well accessed memory file of San Luis. He saw himself standing among the dead, with rivers of blood running down the street and flowing thickly into the drains. The sky was the colour of ash and the noise… he still heard it all these years later. The roaring of the fires, and the crashing of the buildings succumbing to them. They had been badly weakened by the regiment’s assault, and the bombing before that. Above it all, he heard the screams of the aliens as they burned.


  San Luis had been an object lesson to the Merkiaari; he had decided they needed one after what they did to Garnet and him. He had turned San Luis into a charnel house, a bonfire, a Merki’s vision of hell if they had such a thing. Oh yes, he had lit a fire on San Luis all right. He had thrown them on top, and stepped back to watch them burn. That was what the Alliance saw when they looked at him—a larger than life man in black uniform standing upon a mountain of Merki corpses. They wanted the hero, so that is what he gave them—always.


  “George?” Faggini said, and the vision of San Luis slipped back into the mists of time to wait for his call. “It’s time.”


  Burgton slapped his harness release and stood. Flowers preceded him to the lock with Faggini and Hymas following along behind. As he readied himself to put on his show, his thoughts turned to Admiral Meyers. Did she have any new data on the incursion? Canada’s report, out of date though it was, indicated that it was a small one—merely two Marauder class transports had been committed to it. A Marauder was nothing to sneer at under any circumstances, but this incursion was small in comparison to say… the Garnet incursion. A fleet of fifteen Marauders had hit that luckless world.


  The Marauder class heavy transport was a huge ship on anyone’s scale. Its detachable landers could quickly transport Merki regiments, called fists by the Merkiaari, to any planetary surface within a target system. Each fist was composed of a thousand individuals, each heavily armed. There were typically a hundred such fists per transport ready to be awakened at the press of a button. Ten fists were classed as a division by the Alliance. No one knew what the Merkiaari called them. Two Marauder class transports meant twenty divisions. It was as simple as that. Two hundred thousand murderous aliens ready to fight at the touch of a button, two hundred thousand fighting machines needed to die for the mission to be complete.


  Could it be done?


  He had some ideas, but a lot depended on the Merkiaari doing what he expected. He knew them of old. They could hardly be called original thinkers. They always reacted with massive force to any attack or defiance. That kind of mindless aggression could be channelled to their detriment if he was careful. Merki males tended to rely heavily on their gauss cannons, which operated in similar manner to an Alliance AAR. The females were different. They were more intelligent than the average male, and had proven it to him more than once by ruining his plans. They were physically larger than the males—much larger, and they liked to use a dizzying array of weaponry. No two were alike in their preferences. Being so large, they were dangerous whether they were armed or not. He preferred not of course, but his preferences rarely made a difference where Merkiaari were concerned.


  Burgton knew what the mission would be. It was the same as it ever was—destroy Merkiaari wherever he found them. Vipers were created for that purpose, but it would take more than a single battalion to liberate the Shan worlds. Of that he had no doubt. Sutherland’s fighter wings were a godsend. Without them the mission would be untenable. A single unsupported battalion pitted against twenty divisions of Merkiaari? He shuddered inwardly. Enhanced or not, it would be a slaughter. He would not allow that to happen. The Alliance needed him and his men intact. He knew it beyond doubt or question. Admiral Rawlins knew it, and the President knew it.


  His vipers were essential to the future of the Alliance. That being so, he had to make Admiral Meyers give him control of Sutherland, or at least control of her fighter wings. He needed to know that when he ordered an air strike, it would be forthcoming in timely fashion without the need to wade through red tape or smooth ruffled feathers.


  The outer hatch cycled open, and Burgton stepped through it to board Victorious. “Permission to come aboard?”


  A young ensign stood nervously at attention and greeted them. “Granted, sir. If you would follow me?”


  Burgton smiled. Ah, to be that young again. “Lead on, Ensign.”


  He followed the ensign to her captain who was waiting not far away.


  Captain Fernandez stood at slightly over six feet in his regulation boots. His white navy shipsuit was as immaculate as one would expect from one of the Alliance’s best cruiser Skippers, and his handshake was unselfconscious. It was a relief. Many people were uncomfortable in the presence of what they called cyborgs. Burgton sometimes felt like staying at home and never venturing off planet because of it.


  “May I introduce my officers?” Burgton asked, indicating those accompanying him. “Colonel Flowers, Major Faggini, and Lieutenant Hymas.”


  “Welcome aboard,” Fernandez said.


  “Call me Dan,” Flowers said and shook the offered hand.


  “Erica,” Major Faggini said, also shaking the Captain’s hand. “You have a fine ship here. I would like a tour sometime… when you’re not so busy of course.”


  “Call me Tomas won’t you? I would be honoured to escort you around her personally,” Fernandez said, and smiled widely. Anyone who praised his ship was good people as far as he was concerned. He shook Hymas’ hand and then turned back Burgton. “The Admiral asked me to escort you to her.”


  Burgton nodded, expecting nothing else. “Of course. Lead on, Captain.”


  After dismissing the wide-eyed Ensign, Fernandez indicated the way with a wave of his hand. “May I ask a question, General?”


  “Go ahead. I don’t promise to answer.”


  “It’s not that kind of question. You must get a lot of that kind.”


  “You have no idea,” Burgton said, barely holding in a sigh. “What’s your question?”


  “It regards our mission. I understand from conversations with the Admiral that you have only a single battalion with you. Can you really hope to liberate the system with so few?”


  “You don’t believe in viper superiority and indestructibility then?” Burgton asked wryly, and Flowers snorted. “Haven’t you heard? We won the last war single-handed.”


  Fernandez chuckled, but it was a strained sound. “This is my first mission against Merkiaari. None of us have fought them before. Only you and your men have ever faced them. Have you any advice for me?”


  “Hit them hard and fast from concealment. Keep firing until your magazine runs dry or they’re all dead, whichever comes first. Give them time to organise and you’re dead—period.”


  Flowers and Faggini nodded grimly, perhaps seeing battles of long ago. Burgton didn’t need to look back. He carried his defeats with him every day… and his dead.


  “…land war. Concealment is hard to come by in space,” Fernandez said querulously. “How would you approach this mission?”


  Burgton smiled. “That’s what we’re here to discuss. Admiral Meyers will handle any enemy ships in the system, but if I was her, I would jump in right on top of them, and let them have everything at point blank.”


  “You’re assuming a lot. What if we jump in and don’t find them where we expect—what then?”


  Flowers shrugged. “Then we die.”


  Burgton nodded. “Nothing is certain, Captain. All we can do is plan for the worst and hope for the best.”


  “Not very comforting.”


  “You’re in the wrong line of work for comfort, Captain,” Faggini said, smiling to take the sting out of her words. “You and your crew will do your best, as will we. It will just have to be enough.”


  Burgton knew the truth of those words. When Merkiaari were involved, nothing but the best would suffice.


  Fernandez stopped outside an unremarkable hatch. It was like any of a dozen others they had seen. He keyed the comm and asked admittance. The hatch slid aside to reveal a very young seeming Admiral’s aide.


  “General Burgton and his officers to see the Admiral, Joshua,” Fernandez said.


  “Yes, sir. She’s been expecting you.”


  They entered and Admiral Meyers stood to greet her guests. “It’s good to finally meet you in person, General,” she said and shook Burgton’s hand. She had a firm grip. “And these are…?”


  “Colonel Flowers, my aide and Regimental Exec,” Burgton said and quickly made up something to cover Marion’s presence. “Lieutenant Hymas heads up Intel and coordinates data gathering. Major Faggini is officially CO of First Battalion, but Dan and I couldn’t keep away. We’ll try not to be a burden.”


  Major Faggini snorted but said nothing.


  Meyers raised an eyebrow at the byplay. “I’m pleased you came along then, General. I have a few questions about your part in the mission. I’m glad Admiral Rawlins saw fit to send you, but I still don’t like the odds.” She motioned to the hastily arranged seating. “Make yourselves comfortable.”


  Burgton seated himself and accepted a cup of steaming coffee from Joshua. It was very hot and very strong, just the way he liked it. He drank a scolding mouthful ignoring the alert that flashed in the corner of his vision. His processor was like a mother hen sometimes. Caffeine wouldn’t kill him.


  “My vipers’ part in this mission is simple in theory: Kill all Merkiaari in the target system. Wonderful coffee by the way.”


  Joshua smiled briefly from the corner of the cabin where he sat in fascinated silence. Studying the legend, Burgton thought with an inward sigh. At least Joshua was discreet, unlike some he had met in his time.


  “Theory rarely agrees with reality,” Meyers said dryly.


  “Not a hundred percent,” Burgton agreed. “But in this case it’s close enough to serve. Assuming certain things come to pass, we will accomplish what we have been set to do. Firstly, we need to clarify what the mission is.”


  “Obvious I should think,” Fernandez said, glancing at Meyers in surprise.


  “Obvious?” Burgton mused. He placed his empty cup on Meyers’ desk. “Let us assume they haven’t been reinforced. Further, let us assume that you are successful in destroying the Merki ships—a big assumption. Now then, we have upwards of two hundred thousand Merkiaari on planet, and I have precisely six hundred and forty viper units to engage them. That means each unit must kill three hundred and twelve point two Merki troopers. Doable, but not easy.”


  “Hmmm…” Meyers frowned. “Let’s say the mission is to keep them busy until Fifth Fleet jumps in.”


  “Better,” Burgton said, pleased that Meyers saw things his way. “Such an objective allows me to pick my battles and husband my strength. It allows me to kill the maximum number of Merkiaari with the minimum of loss.”


  “But what of the loss to the natives?” Fernandez said unhappily. “They’re dying by the thousands.”


  “By the millions, Captain, by the millions. It changes nothing. Adding my men to the count benefits no one, least of all the Shan. I can best help them by drawing the enemy’s attention. While they try to respond to my presence, they’re not killing civilians.”


  Meyers nodded. “I agree. How do you plan to proceed?”


  “Securing a landing zone is a priority. I need somewhere large enough to be occupied by Merkiaari, but not so large that it houses multiple fists.”


  “Hmmm. A port?”


  “Precisely. And that brings me to one of those assumptions I mentioned. I need Sutherland placed at my disposal.”


  Fernandez gasped. “Are you out of your mind? Liz will shit a brick when she hears! It’s out of the question.”


  “I cannot proceed with my mission without air support. It would be suicide.”


  Burgton was adamant on that point.


  “And if I order you to go ahead regardless?” Meyers asked quietly.


  Flowers and Faggini tensed at the implied threat.


  Burgton considered his words carefully. “During the Merki War, my men and I were sent into occupied world after occupied world to take out the Merki garrisons. I protested the orders repeatedly, but I was ignored. I was ignored, and my regiment died a little more each time. And for what? Nothing. Those worlds had been lost years earlier. There wasn’t a single Human being left alive to save, yet we went in and died one by one.”


  “It was your duty—” Fernandez began to say.


  “Don’t tell me my duty, Captain! I know my duty better than you. Dying to save a few trillion credits of someone’s money is not it. There wasn’t an iota of military sense in sending us in. The Fleet could have taken out the Merki garrisons with surgical precision from orbit, but of course, the cities would have cost a fortune to replace,” Burgton finished bitterly.


  “The past is in the past,” Meyers said. “I will use your men to further the mission, General, and use them up if the situation demands it, but I swear they won’t die for no purpose.”


  “Dead is still dead,” Faggini said.


  Meyers ignored Faggini’s quiet murmur. “I cannot give you Sutherland, General. You’re not Fleet—you’re not even navy for Chrissakes, you’re infantry. As Tomas so inelegantly put it, Captain Alston would shit a brick, but I can detach a squadron of her fighters for your use.”


  “Not good enough,” Burgton said.


  Meyers’ eyes hardened. “It will have to be.”


  Burgton glared back and knew it was going to happen again. He had told his people on the journey that he wouldn’t let them die for nothing, not this time, but here they were having the same kind of conversation he’d had with his superiors back during the Merki War. He could refuse the order. The others would back him, but who would Meyers put in command? He shuddered at the thought of some unenhanced Marine trying to lead his people into battle.


  “Four squadrons,” he said and ignored twin sighs at his back.


  The Admiral’s eyes bugged. “Two, and not a ship more!”


  * * *


  22 ~ No Quarter


  Aboard ASN Vigilant, Shan System


  “…we have Merki concentrations in orbit of both planets,” Commander Linden reported from her position at scan. “The defence grid we were told to look for is gone, Skipper. It looks as if the Merkiaari blew it to hell and gone right at the start. I’m picking up debris, but by the dispersal pattern I estimate it’s months old. I have twenty plus Merki guard ships in orbit of Child of Harmony. They’re similar to our light cruisers in configuration. They look fast and lightly armoured, light on missiles, but heavy on beam armament. We have five… five troop transports in orbit of Harmony—Marauder class. No heavy stuff, repeat no heavies in evidence. The cruiser's weapons are at standby, and their drives are cold. I estimate…”


  Lieutenant Commander Pamela Finster, Captain of ASN Vigilant, listened attentively to Linden’s report. Neptune was holding position on her starboard aft quarter. She nodded in satisfaction at the nice tight spacing. She had known her Captain for years, and had even dated him for a while back at the academy. Valentin knew what he was doing. She noted the wreckage of the planetary defence net around the Shan colony world. That was something they had all hoped not to see, but the Admiral had allowed for it. It had been hoped the task force would arrive before the Merkiaari attacked Child of Harmony, but initial indications seemed to show that both planets were under simultaneous assault.


  “Update Victorious, Harry,” Finster said.


  “Aye, aye, Skipper,” Lieutenant Coleman said, and worked his controls.


  Tight beam comms at this distance would be slow, but with the ship at battle stations and her stealth field active, any kind of launch was out of the question. A drone’s reactor was too small to power a decent stealth field. The Merkiaari would be sure to see it.


  “Steady on course,” she said and settled herself more comfortably in her seat. This was going to be a long and nerve wracking day.


  * * *


  Aboard ASN Victorious, in the zone, Shan System


  “Sutherland has deployed fighters, Admiral,” Joshua said from his station on the other side of CIC’s main holotank.


  “I see them, Joshua,” Meyers replied watching the battlespace displayed in the holotank. “Sutherland’s wings will provide her with a warning net.”


  “Yes, ma’am, but two destroyers to protect a carrier? I don’t think I could have made that decision.”


  “Give it time, Joshua, give it time. In a few years you’ll be grey haired with worry, just like me. We haven’t the ships to spare to do the job and protect Sutherland as she’s accustomed to. This is the best I can do.”


  Meyers studied her ship deployments again, not happily perhaps, but she did have enough firepower to take care of the Merki ships in orbit—if they didn’t power up and move. It was the Merki troops on the surface that were giving her sleepless nights. She couldn’t see how Burgton had a hope of making a dent in the Merki offensive before Fifth Fleet arrived on station. He was outnumbered hundreds to one—many hundreds to one. There were five Marauders in the system, five! That meant there were half a million blood crazed monsters busily killing people she was sworn to save, and Burgton had six hundred and forty vipers to engage them. It was suicide. They both knew it, of course, but there was nothing to be done about it. The Shan needed help, and she was here to supply it.


  Vigilant and Neptune had arrived back just a short time ago from their recon of the system, and were dogging Sutherland’s heels for now. Sutherland was vulnerable with only two destroyers for protection, but Meyers felt the risk was acceptable. When they jumped, Sutherland would be left entirely on her own until the Merki ships were taken care of. Leaving a carrier unprotected was a heinous crime that no admiral in her right mind would perpetrate, but she had no choice and cursed the fact. With luck, it would all be over before the Merkiaari realised how badly a certain admiral had ignored the book and left a carrier to fend for itself.


  God, I hope so.


  “Captain Alston took the news better than I thought she would, ma’am,” Joshua said.


  Meyers grimaced. The news that there were five and not two Marauders in the system had been a major shock. Burgton had immediately gone back on their deal, and insisted they talk. This time he demanded all of Sutherland’s fighters be placed at his disposal, and he wouldn’t budge. She didn’t much blame him, and knew she had undermined her own position with that sympathy. She had acquiesced to his demands with one proviso. He could plan his use of air support, and have unlimited use of same, but he must request fighter coverage through his liaison. At her request, Captain Alston assigned Commander Heinemann to Burgton’s staff. As one of only three COFDO (chiefs of flight deck operations) aboard Sutherland, Heinemann was ideally suited for the position. Liz Alston would have to scrape by with the remaining two. Liz had a good crew, they would take up the slack.


  “I have Captain Fernandez for you, Admiral,” Joshua said.


  “Put him on,” she said, and her screen lit to show her flag captain. “Well Tomas, here we are. Is everything ready?”


  “Yes, ma’am, looks perfect for Sierra Two.”


  “I concur.”


  “Orders, ma’am?” Fernandez said.


  “None. You may execute Sierra Two at your discretion.”


  “Aye, aye, ma’am.”


  The screen darkened.


  * * *


  Aboard Victorious, at jump stations


  “Vigilant and Neptune report ready to jump, sir… all ships report ready, Skipper.”


  Fernandez nodded. Trust a tin can jockey to be first. They were all like that. He watched the chronometer cycle down towards zero. “Weps, I want full safeties on your birds. Lock in your solutions now.”


  “Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Benson said from his place at tactical.


  By locking in a targeting solution now, he was running a considerable risk of losing target lock if the enemy ships powered up and got underway, but he deemed the situation such that a few misses were worth the time saving. If all went well, he would launch two, maybe even three, full broadsides into the Merki ships under computer control before they knew anyone was there. That was the plan in any case.


  “Jump stations manned and ready, Skipper,” Jennings said from the helm. Her voice was steady, but her palms were sweaty on the controls.


  “Execute as planned.”


  “Aye, sir. Twenty seconds.”


  Fernandez slapped his visor closed and panted trying to saturate his blood with oxygen. Friends said it was just superstition on his part, but he found it really did help his jump sickness. Besides, he always did it and would feel uncomfortable not doing it here.


  “Five seconds… four, three, two, one… exe—”


  Victorious jumped, and Fernandez’s world turned inside out. He sagged in his harness straps—his brain seemingly disconnected from his body. It was the worst part about commanding a ship. He had an apparently infinite time to worry about his plans and his crew. He knew it was an illusion, but a second in the jump felt like years, and this was worse than usual.


  He was falling…


  …falling forever….


  …round and around and down…


  A skip jump was unlike any other. It was really two normal jumps strung together. The first one into fold space using power from the mains. The second jump was back to real space using auxiliary power timed and executed via computer control. He worried about the Merkiaari seeing them ahead of time, about them seeing the jump signature. He worried about arriving in the midst of them with no power available to jump back out. He worried about…


  Whirling and spinning…


  ...round and down and around…


  TF19 arrived back into normal space. Less than a second later, her ships erupted in fury as salvo after salvo of missiles roared out under computer control to rend the Merki ships. Thousands of nuclear warheads slammed home, and ships began to die. Two Merki cruisers fell out of orbit burning, yet gamely trying to fire back. They failed as TF19’s second broadside arrived and wiped them out of existence.


  The Merki ships writhed at the centre of an inferno created by thousands of missiles, yet Fernandez didn’t have it all his own way. He had been right to worry about his detection. One Merki ship had detected the jump signature and launched an attack of its own even as it died.


  “Incoming mis—” Commander Hanson began.


  The cap ship missiles stormed into attack range and detonated.


  Dozens of bomb-pumped energy beams stabbed at Victorious’ vitals, and atmosphere belched from her torn and bleeding hide. Lieutenant Jennings rolled ship in a lightning fast manoeuvre, but the damage was already done. Breached and broken yet still firing, Victorious staggered out of formation trying to put some distance between herself and her attackers.


  “Concentrate all fire aft,” Fernandez snapped, as his CIC repeaters flared and died. “Get me the Admiral.”


  “I can’t, sir. I think… I think she’s gone.”


  He clenched his jaw. “Send to all ships: I’m assuming command of the task force. Form on me and come to a new heading…”


  * * *


  Aboard ASN Vigilant


  “Victorious is hurt, ma’am,” Commander Linden reported looking up from the plot his station was displaying. “She’s falling out of formation.”


  “Helm,” Captain Finster snapped. “You stick on her arse—keep those bastards off her.”


  “Aye, aye. Coming port to three-one-zero by three-two-five degrees.”


  Hearing his captain’s order to the helm, Ensign Meier re-prioritised his targets without orders and slammed the commit button flat.


  ASN Vigilant roared by a Merki cruiser that was even now firing on Victorious, and blew it apart with raking fire from every energy mount that could bear on the target.


  Finster howled in triumph as her single destroyer whacked a Merki light cruiser. “Yes!” She glared at the cruiser as it broke apart. “Now do it again.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Meier said happily, but his energy weapons were out of range.


  ASN Neptune dove into the fray, and added more destruction to that being heaped upon the Merkiaari before taking station on Victorious’ other side. Together the cruiser and two destroyers turned back to the fight.


  “Message from the flag, Skipper.”


  “Let’s have it,” Finster said.


  “Captain Fernandez is assuming command of the task force, ma’am. He orders all ships to form on him and attack in force. No quarter, ma’am.”


  That meant the Admiral was dead. The no quarter order was standard when fighting Merkiaari. They neither accepted nor gave quarter themselves.


  “Understood. Steady as she goes, helm. Look out for the others coming in.”


  “Aye, aye, Skipper.”


  * * *


  Aboard ASN Victorious


  “Damn and blast it to hell,” Meyers snarled. “What is happening?”


  “We lost power, ma’am,” Joshua said, still messing around with the hatch mechanism.


  “I know that. I meant with the battle.”


  She couldn’t believe it. She was the first admiral to fight Merkiaari in centuries, and she was missing it. The hit Victorious had taken had severed the control runs to CIC—more even than that, it had plunged the entire deck into darkness. That should never have happened. What about emergency power? Where the hell was it?


  “How long to get that open?” she asked impatiently.


  “Not long, Admiral.”


  “You said that twenty minutes ago, Joshua. I swear that if I get out of this alive, BuShips is going to hear about this day. This ship is supposed to be tough.”


  Joshua grinned briefly, and then composed himself before his admiral saw it. “It was a lucky hit, ma’am. It could have happened to anyone.”


  “Oh? Well it happened to me,” she snapped in frustration.


  Joshua remained wisely silent as he worked on overriding the safeties on the hatch. “I think… yes… that’s got it, ma’am,” Joshua said.


  “Hallelujah!” Meyers jumped through the hatch even as it was opening.


  She blinked dazzled eyes, looking around for signs of damage. At least the lights meant this section had power. She found a bunch of gaping crewmen huddled and whispering around a comm station, and went to join them.


  “What’s going on?” Meyers asked, pushing her way through the crowd. “Why aren’t you at your posts?”


  A young ensign gaped at her admiral, but then snapped to attention. “We’re cut off, Admiral. Captain says to sit tight and wait for damage control to get to us.”


  “You’re in touch with the bridge?”


  “Er… yes, ma’am. Ma’am?”


  Meyers frowned at the comm’s display. “What is it?”


  “Everyone thinks you’re dead, ma’am.”


  She grunted. “I’m not surprised, I very nearly was.” She watched a Merki cruiser break up on the tiny screen. “Is this real time?”


  “Yes, ma’am. Commander Hanson piped a feed down here when he heard we were trapped.”


  “Did he now… good for him! Right, let me at the controls. I have a worried captain to talk to and a battle to win.”


  * * *


  


  



  23 ~ Graduation


  Aboard ASN Grafton in geosynchronous orbit


  “Attennnnnn-hut!” Master Sergeant Stone ordered.


  “As you were,” General Burgton said, as he entered the main hold of the troop transport Grafton. It was the only place large enough to seat the entire battalion.


  Everyone sat as the General and his staff made their way to the head of the cavernous room. Captains Penleigh and Hames were grim faced as were the other veterans accompanying the General. They were looking decidedly uneasy, and the tension level throughout the hold soared in anticipation of bad news. Burgton spoke a few words with the Colonel, nodded at what he heard, and turned to face his men. He stood at parade rest and surveyed the rapt faces of First Battalion.


  “I had planned for you all to attend a graduation ceremony back on Snakeholme,” Burgton said. “I’m sorry there wasn’t time for it before embarkation to Grafton, but our mission here dictated a swift departure. Tomorrow you will be making your first combat drops against Merkiaari.” He smiled grimly at the eager faces. “I would give much for another year to prepare you… six months even, but that is not to be. People are dying in their millions as I speak. They need us now, not six months from now. It won’t be easy, but you are vipers. I know you can do the job.”


  Colonel Flowers keyed the holotank to life and lowered the lights. A diagram of the Shan solar system appeared, complete with all the planets and both asteroid fields.


  “Gentlemen, as you can see, this system boasts two habitable planets. One here,” Flowers said and the fourth planet flashed red. “And one here,” the third planet also started flashing. “The fourth planet is Harmony, and the other is known as Child of Harmony.” He pause to let the information settle before continuing.


  “Our mission is to neutralise all Merkiaari in this system in preparation for the arrival of Fifth Fleet, which will hold the system after its liberation. Admiral Meyers has made a good start on that as you can see.”


  The holotank display changed to show a wire frame diagram of Child of Harmony, and the ships in its immediate vicinity. In geosynchronous orbit was a blue icon representing Grafton. Surveillance satellites seeded around the planet yesterday by the navy glowed a reassuring green. They were extremely important to the regiment. No matter the cost, the admiral had not stinted in her use of them. A little further out, a large formation of blue icons representing TF19 stooged about awaiting further orders, keeping a wary eye on the wreckage of the Merki ships.


  A stupendous Marauder class transport broke in two as Gina watched, and the holo tank updated itself by painting each section with new data. The blinking vectors indicated the ship would burn up in atmosphere, and indeed, the forward section was already beginning its final journey. It hit atmosphere, broke apart, and its red icon faded from the tank’s display.


  The battle that had destroyed those ships had been costly in men as well as ships. Victorious had been damaged, and would need extensive repairs at the yard. She was still combat capable, but the same couldn’t be said for other ships of the task force. Admiral Meyers had lost two of her four Excalibur class heavy cruisers with all hands: Intrepid and Coventry. In addition, Voyager, an ageing light cruiser, had to be abandoned when repeated attempts to stabilise her fusion reactors failed. Her crew had been taken aboard Victorious. Voyager was a lonely icon all alone in the holotank’s display. She would probably be scuttled at some point, but not just yet. Her captain had requested that they wait for the arrival of Fifth Fleet in case his ship could be salvaged.


  “We estimate the enemy’s strength at over three hundred thousand troopers on Child of Harmony, with a further two hundred to two hundred and fifty thousand on Harmony. As previously mentioned, this is a small incursion.”


  There was a smattering of laughter at that, but not from the veterans. They were grim and silent. Repeated scans of the surface of both planets made it clear that although the native population outnumbered the Merkiaari by many thousands to one, their weapons were simply not up to the job of defeating their enemy. They were losing, and losing badly. They had nothing to match the Merki interceptors, which meant the Merki had air superiority almost everywhere on both planets. Not only that, the Shan had not developed shielding adequate to withstand Merki weapon’s fire. They were being slaughtered in almost every battle they fought.


  Burgton took over the briefing. “In consultation with Admiral Meyers and my senior staff, I have decided Child of Harmony needs our immediate attention. Although there are fewer Merkiaari on Harmony, they have met with greater success there. They are now conducting what can only be described as mopping-up operations. Very few people remain alive above ground. On Child of Harmony however, they are meeting stiff opposition. A number of regular military units have been sighted conducting operations against the enemy, and there appear to be strong resistance movements working independently against the enemy in the larger cities. Coordination between the resistance and the remnants of the Shan military is limited, but it’s encouraging nonetheless.


  “Our immediate task will be to establish a base of operations.” Burgton nodded to Colonel Flowers. An aerial view of a spaceport appeared in the holotank. “This is Zuleika Spaceport. It’s located on the northernmost continent of Child of Harmony, roughly equidistant between the Kachina Mountain range and the eastern ocean. This spaceport represents the only one still functional on the planet. The others were smashed by the first wave of enemy attacks. Zuleika is therefore vital to our operations. These buildings here…”


  Gina listened intently as Burgton laid out his plans to take and hold the spaceport in preparation for full scale operations against the Merkiaari in the nearby city of Zuleika. From there, and with air cover provided by Sutherland, they would move on the next concentration of Merki troops and the next until they either liberated Child of Harmony, or Fifth Fleet’s arrival necessitated revising the plan.


  Roughly an hour went by with Burgton explaining each step of the plan and answering queries. Colonel Flowers fielded questions regarding resupply, while Lieutenant Hymas concerned herself solely with medical matters, including the temporary repair of viper units in the field. Finally, the holotank shut down and the lights came up.


  Gina sighed and rolled her head from side to side, in an effort to ease her tight shoulders. She had been watching the General so intently that her neck muscles felt knotted.


  Burgton gestured toward four of the veterans standing with him at the head of the room. “Captains Hames, Elliot, Greenwood, and Penleigh are in command of Companies Alpha through Delta respectively, but that still leaves quite a few slots to fill. Let us take care of that now,” he said, smiling at the anticipation he read on some of his men’s faces. He turned and nodded to Stone. “Master Sergeant Stone, call the roll.”


  “Yes, sir.” Stone turned to address the battalion. “When you hear your name called, stand and approach the General. Higgins John J, Roberts Christine, Hiller Ian G, Takeri Selinia, Singh…”


  Burgton returned Higgins’ salute and shook his hand. Colonel Flowers stepped forward holding a wooden case containing the rank insignia to be bestowed. Burgton unerringly chose the three stripes and a single rocker of a Staff Sergeant, and handed them to Higgins.


  “Congratulations, Staff.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Staff Sergeant Higgins said, and went back to his seat, beaming. He was clutching his stripes as if they were more important to him than a fistful of jewels.


  Next was Christine Roberts.


  “Congratulations, Corporal.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Roberts said, and left to find her seat.


  The next one was particularly pleasing. Ian Hiller was a Bethanite and as such had been thought of as an unlikely prospect to graduate. Ian had proven himself not only able to disregard his upbringing, with its cultural prejudices and hatred for the technology used to create vipers, he had done so in a manner that had seen him thrive.


  “Congratulations, Sergeant.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Hiller said, with a smile and returned to his seat.


  “Well done, Takeri.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Takeri said, and saluted before returning to her seat.


  Burgton shook hands with one unit after another handing them their insignia, and the responsibilities that went with them. Gina didn’t keep count, but when no more came forward, she knew the battalion had its full complement of non-coms at last.


  “From this point on,” Burgton announced. “Those just elevated not only have the rank and privileges, they also have the responsibilities that come with the stripes. We, your instructors and I, have thought long and hard on those who will fill the position of lieutenant for each platoon. Sixteen men and women have been chosen from the entire battalion as possessing the skills and outlook necessary for the position. Using the results and observations taken over a year of testing and training, I have chosen to promote the following units to lieutenant: Erma Dengler, Kamarl Dolinski, Gina Fuentez, Katherine Richmond…”


  Gina grinned in delight when her name was called. She jumped to her feet and followed her friends as they marched to collect their insignia. She almost laughed aloud when she heard Richmond cussing under her breath behind her. Dengler took her promotion in stride, but Dolinski looked unhappy. It had to be the thing with Callendri. There was nothing anyone could do about what had happened, but perhaps a word from her would help in some way. She made a note to get Kamarl alone later.


  “Congratulations, Kamarl,” Burgton said. “I know you feel responsible for Roberto, and you are in a way, but it’s a responsibility we all share. I know what it is to kill a friend.”


  “Does it get better, sir?”


  “No, but it does get easier to live with.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Dolinski said, saluted, and took the case containing his bars.


  Gina stepped forward and saluted.


  “Well done, Gina, especially with the rocky start.”


  “Thank you, sir,” she said, and took the small case containing the two silver bars of a first lieutenant. She shook his hand before saluting again.


  Richmond stepped forward, wide eyed with shock.


  “Congratulations, Katherine. Surprised?”


  “Yes, sir,” Richmond said with feeling. “With respect, sir, I don’t like officers.”


  Burgton laughed at that. “You’ll find the best officers are the ones who least like ordering others to do the work. I need people who not only know the job, but ones willing to get down in the dirt and do it. A soldier who likes to order others to do what he should have done, has no place in the regiment let alone filling a command slot.”


  “Yes, sir, I agree. Maybe my problem is that all the officers I knew came from Bethany.”


  Burgton pursed his lips. “It wouldn’t be politic for me to agree with you, but there might indeed be something to that. Congratulations,” he said again, and handed her the case containing her bars.


  “Thank you, sir,” Richmond said and saluted.


  Burgton shook hands with each of his new lieutenants and handed them their insignia. Sixteen handshakes later, First Battalion was ready for war.


  Richmond still looked stunned. She was clutching the case containing her bars as if afraid to open it.


  Gina grinned. “You okay?”


  Richmond nodded jerkily. “I will be.”


  “…duties as well as the privileges that rank confers,” General Burgton said. “Platoon leaders will remain behind, the rest of you are dismissed to quarters. I suggest you take time for an early dinner because we have a lot to get done later today. Dismissed.”


  “Attennnnnn-Hut!” Stone ordered, and everyone briefly stood to attention before leaving the hold.


  Gina automatically fell in with Alpha Company’s newly promoted lieutenants as they moved en masse to join the senior staff standing around the holotank. Captain Hames was CO of Alpha Company. As such, he was her immediate superior. He gestured for them to join him and they did so.


  “Fuentez, I want you to take First Platoon,” Hames said and handed her a compad. “Study that. If you have any questions come to me and we’ll go over it together. The drop has been scheduled for zero-five-hundred tomorrow. That’s just before dawn at Zuleika.”


  “Yes, sir.” Gina quickly scanned the contents of the compad. It was a mission overview, but before she could ask for a more detailed ops plan, she found it. “The terminal building?”


  Hames pointed to the holotank that was again displaying the spaceport. The General was studying it, while the Colonel pointed to this or that detail.


  “The General has designated the northernmost building as a terminal. It’s an arbitrary decision and for reference only. We don’t actually know what the natives use it for, but we had to call it something. The buildings to the east look very much like hangars, so as far as we’re concerned that’s what they are until the natives tell us different.”


  “I understand, sir.”


  “Good,” Hames said and handed each of the other platoon leaders a compad. “Dengler, you take…”


  * * *


  Zuleika, Child of Harmony, Shan System


  James Wilder, professor of history turned resistance fighter, ducked as the Merki death squad opened fire on his position. He huddled behind the wrecked ground car, waiting for a chance to fire back, and prayed. He hadn’t been one to rely upon prayer before visiting Child of Harmony, but he’d been doing a lot of it lately. He figured it couldn’t hurt. He could use all the help he could get.


  He hoped his friends had got away alright. They had been searching for survivors, as they had done many times before, but this time James had become separated from the rest of his group when the Merki death squad appeared out of nowhere. Tei’Adeladja, their raid leader, had ordered them to scatter. By splitting into smaller groups, he had hoped to lead at least some of the people they had found to safety. He understood Adeladja’s reasoning, but if James had been in command he would never have given that order.


  James crawled along the ground, trying to find a better view of the enemy, but he had to duck back into cover when a crater was blasted into the road’s surface. With his back to the wreck, he looked around for inspiration; an escape route, a clever attack plan, someone to help him… anything! There was no sign of the others, and he couldn’t think of anything clever to defeat the Merki troops or escape. He hugged his knees, trying to make himself smaller as the wrecked car slowly disintegrated, gradually reducing his hiding place to nothing. This was it then, he thought, gripping his beamer tighter.


  He wished he could tell Brenda he loved her one last time.


  James surged to his feet, firing his beamer at anything that moved. The Merkiaari continued their methodical advance toward him laying down a barrage that would have made the Fleet proud. James ran in a crouch across the road, firing without aiming and expecting to die, but determined to go out fighting. One of his shots burned through a Merki female’s arm, but it didn’t faze her. The sudden flurry of shots from further up the street was another matter. She went down in a charred heap, and the other aliens scattered into hiding.


  “Fall back, James,” Shima yelled. “I’ll cover you.”


  Shima had come back for him. Thank god!


  James ran to her, dodging left and right. Shots sizzled by, but none were close. He managed to duck around the corner where Shima stood tall, firing back the way he had come. The Merkiaari stayed down, acting more like Human soldiers than the Merkiaari of old. It made perfect sense to him to take cover, but they weren’t supposed to react this way. In the last war, they had been ferocious killing machines, deadly but seemingly stupid without a leader to tell them what to do.


  Something had changed, and it scared James to imagine what it could be. Two hundred years was quite a long while. Even with nano technology increasing life spans, the last war was a distant memory in the Alliance. James suspected the Merkiaari had used the time to analyse how Humans had defeated them and then adapted. He feared what other things they may have learned.


  “Let us pull back, James. They are moving through the buildings to trap us.”


  Although Shima’s eyes were weak, the Harmonies were strong in her. In Human terms, she was an empath. Her talent made her an excellent hunter; her tracking ability bordered on the miraculous. No one and nothing could hide from her.


  “I hear,” James said, and ran as fast as he could, trying not to hold Shima up.


  Shan were fast runners on two legs. If they dropped to all four, they were blindingly fast. Shima stayed on two, and kept pace with him until they put more buildings between themselves and the Merkiaari advance.


  “Are… we… clear?” James panted. He was much fitter than he had been, but fifty years of easy living wasn’t overcome so quickly.


  “I think so. We will meet with the others and plan what to do next. Tei’Adeladja has led us well.”


  “He… has, but I still think we should… contact the other fighters, and try to kill the Merki’s First Claw.”


  “But you have seen that it will do no good. Kill him and another will take his place. And besides, he will be heavily guarded. Many of us will fall just to reach him.”


  “It’s true that another will take his place, but will the replacement be as good a warrior as this one? If we kill enough of their leaders, we might have a real chance of taking back the city.”


  “But to what purpose? The city is nothing, James. Let them have it. My people are all that matters.”


  “I know how you feel, Shima, but if you let them have their way here, they will spread out and take the countryside from you. Before you know it, they will be breaking into the Keeps. We have to contain them in the cities.”


  James’ breathing settled after a few minutes, and he paced himself to reach the rendezvous without completely exhausting himself. The city was eerily silent one moment, and then shattered by the sound of battle the next. The elders had ordered every city evacuated as soon as it became obvious the Fleet was doomed, but as always, some were either unwilling or unable to leave in time. Most of the city’s population had escaped and were hidden deep underground in the keeps. Some, like Shima, routinely left safety to fight and save those left behind. Most did not return from the raids, but there was no end to those volunteering to fight. This was James’ eleventh raid. He was becoming used to the constant fear now.


  All Shan were trained to fight at an early age. It dated back to the time called the Breaking of Harmony or simply The Breaking. The survivors of that time had stumbled forth from hiding to find their cities devastated, and their race close to extinction. They had vowed to build the Great Harmony anew, but they failed in that. What they created however, was admirable for many reasons. A law introduced in those first years required everyone to learn how to fight; it changed their culture from a carefree and peaceful one into one based on the need to fight and survive another Merki incursion. Until now, they had believed themselves well prepared.


  Shima ducked into the residential block designated as the emergency rendezvous for their group. James quickly followed his friend inside and learned their group had been badly mauled. Grief clogged his suddenly tight chest. These people were his friends and comrades; most knew him from his first day in the keep. He looked around hoping to see the familiar kinked ear and spotted fur of Adeladja. The leader of their group had been a crewman on a light fang before it was destroyed. Somehow against all the odds he had managed to pilot his escape pod down safely. He was a good leader.


  James’ heart sank when he failed to find him. “Where is Tei’Adeladja?”


  “Dead,” Nadisu said from where she sat slumped dejectedly upon the floor.


  Dead. James still needed more practice with the Shan language, but he knew that word very well. It was one he had heard too often on these forays to mistake. It was always spoken when he asked where a familiar face was. If he had to ask, then that person was dead. He looked around at the sadly diminished group, and then at Shima who flicked her ears. She had no idea what to do either.


  He crouched down on a level with Nadisu. “Who is Tei now?” Everyone looked at each other and then back at him. “Now wait a damn minute! I can’t be Tei, I’m not even Shan!”


  “It does not matter. When you die, we will choose another,” Nadisu said.


  “Thanks a bunch,” James said, and then laughed at his situation. A lone Human—an alien visitor to an alien planet, leading aliens in a war against aliens.


  His friends watched him laugh with puzzlement that gradually changed to amusement. The wiggling ears and drop-jawed grins made it worse, and James howled with laughter. He sat on the dirty floor and hung his head, gasping for breath until his hilarity faded.


  “The others still hold the north?” James asked, thinking about the future. He would not let them down.


  “Yes, Tei. They are doing good work. The Murderers have not killed them all.”


  Not yet, at least. What they really needed to do was join up with the others and make a real effort to hold the city. While the Merkiaari were fighting here, they couldn’t be looking for the Keeps. Brenda was waiting for him in one of those sanctuaries. He would do anything to keep her safe.


  “We will join forces with the others in the north,” he said firmly. “We will throw the Merkiaari out of our city, or die trying.”


  His order was met with yips and growls of agreement.


  * * *


  


  



  24 ~ Going To War


  Aboard ASN Grafton in geosynchronous orbit


  Gina watched Richmond giving one of her team some last minute instructions. She smiled when she remembered the look of horrified panic that had flashed on her friend’s face during the promotions. There was no sign of it now. It hadn’t taken Richmond long to settle into her new role.


  “I’ll see you when the company assembles for the push on the city,” Richmond said, turning to Gina at last.


  Gina nodded slowly and took her friend’s hand. “Good luck to us all.”


  “Luck has nothing to do with it,” Richmond said with massive confidence, and trotted up the ramp of the second transport.


  Gina, with Lieutenant Dolinski of Second Platoon by her side, climbed the ramp of Viper-One. “Listen up,” she said to her platoon as Dolinski continued forward to the other troop hold. “We hit the dirt in less than fifteen. The General will be coming down just two hours later.” She closed the ramp behind her and leaned against it. “We do good work. Everyone knows First Platoon is the best in the Company.”


  “Damn straight!”


  “Everyone knows we kick arse!”


  Gina spoke over the comments. “I don’t want any mishaps. I want the enemy driven well clear of the spaceport before the General comes down. Clear?”


  “Sir, yessir!” the platoon shouted in synch.


  Gina strapped herself into a seat. It was the closest to the ramp. “First Platoon set,” she said over the comm.


  “Ten seconds…” the pilot announced.


  Grafton held position in synchronous orbit over the spaceport. To starboard, Sutherland lay not too far off in astronomical terms, ready to deploy her fighters. Grafton’s bay doors slowly cranked open, and two Wolfcub class transports were ejected from her launch rails.


  “Shit!” one man cried, as the sudden intense acceleration shook the ship.


  Viper-One sped away from Grafton riding out on the impetus imparted by the mag cradles. At five hundred metres, the pilot went to max thrust and headed for the LZ.


  “Who the hell is driving this thing?” another unit said, grunting as the gees built.


  “My pet monkey.”


  “Yeah…”


  Gina ignored the complaints while she concentrated on TacNet. She was pleased when the pilot went to max thrust and bored into the atmosphere. The faster the better as far as she was concerned. Who knew what kind of anti-ship capabilities the enemy still had? Better to get dirtside before they found out.


  She listened to comm traffic as the fighter escort joined them.


  “Viper-One, Scorpion Leader.”


  “Scorpion Leader, Viper-One, go.”


  “Coming up on your six.”


  “Roger, Scorpion Leader. I have you on scope.”


  Gina turned her attention back to the mission and her target. She made the mental shift to access her internal processor, and considered what command to give it.


  “Access satellite Sierra Zero One,” she said hesitantly under her breath, and concentrated on the mental command.


  She relaxed when the command worked. Stone and Rutledge had promised that using her processor would become second nature in no time, but it still took her a lot of concentration to get it right. Did the others have the same problem? She shook her head. It didn’t matter because she wasn’t going to ask them. Doing that would undermine their confidence in her. As their lieutenant, that was something she couldn’t allow.


  Gina’s display cleared to reveal a real time view of the spaceport, and she studied it just as the General was doing on Grafton’s bridge. The satellites seeded around both planets were accessible by all units including the admiral, but the view seemed little different from Gina’s previous access during the briefing.


  Enlarge grid G-five.


  Grid G-five contained the largest building, which was her platoon’s designated target. Second Platoon was tasked with setting and holding a safe perimeter for viper-Two to land in. Viper-Two was carrying Third and Fourth Platoons, along with Alpha Company’s supplies. It was vital to the mission.


  Gina studied the structure with an eye toward finding Merki heavy weapon emplacements. It would be ideal from their perspective, but if they had such things on planet, she was so far unable to find them. The wreckage of two landers was clearly visible in the open area behind the terminal. The General had asked for, and received, multiple air strikes on those ships yesterday to take out any anti-ship weapons they may have had. Nothing remained of them but scrap.


  Gina studied the terminal building, but she found nothing to suggest the enemy were even in possession of it, let alone finding heavy weapon emplacements. She doubted they had abandoned the port without a fight. They were there somewhere. The earthworks and trenches they dug at the perimeter of the port were teeming with them, but that was Captain Hames’ concern not hers. Her platoon’s mission was to take and hold the northernmost building, and that’s what she was going to do.


  “ETA one minute. One minute to landing,” the pilot announced.


  Gina gave another mental command, and her targeting display replaced the satellite imagery. She slapped her harness release, and pulled herself to her feet. The buffeting and turbulence threatened to throw her to the deck, but her enhanced muscles were enough to anchor her to the handgrip beside the ramp controls.


  “Thirty seconds,” she shouted. “Sensors up!”


  Viper-One landed hard and fast with the landing struts slamming down on the pad. The struts were still recoiling on their dampers when Scorpion Wing flew overhead. Explosions shook the air as the fighters fired their guns into the buildings designated as hangars by the General. Flashes of light lit the predawn sky as Merki anti aircraft batteries revealed themselves and fired, trying in vain to track the speeding fighters.


  Gina dashed down the ramp, and hit the dirt scanning for hostiles. Her platoon fanned out to protect the transport as Second Platoon debarked and took its place. Red icons began populating her display as her sensors found the Merki troopers.


  “Hostiles detected,” she said calmly, using her platoon’s all units channel. “Merki in the target building. First and second squads, clear them out. Third and fourth in support.”


  She stood and sprinted away. The transport lifted and went to max thrust just metres from the ground. She felt the pressure wave at her back, but ignored it as she opened fire on a large shadow that her target recognition software (TRS) designated as a Merki female. The target was blasted back, and she wasn’t getting back up. Gina charged forward, leaping over the still twitching corpse. The roar of fighters overhead almost drowned out the sound of booted feet running beside her. The others were keeping pace.


  Cragg went to one knee, and Takeri covered him. He targeted an interceptor pursuing an Alliance fighter. Merki interceptors were fast and manoeuvrable fighters. No one wanted one chasing them. The Alliance ship was jinking and trying to shake its pursuer off, but it was stubborn. It wasn’t letting go. Cragg pressed the commit button on his rig, and the missile roared away to chase its prey. Ten seconds later, it detonated in the exhaust of the interceptor, and the ship spiralled down onto the taxiway. The explosion was intense, with a ball of fire climbing into the sky. An Alliance fighter flew through the fireball to launch its own missiles at an anti aircraft emplacement that had revealed itself on the roof of a building. It missed badly, and was hit on the starboard wing. It gamely clawed for altitude, but just as it appeared to be safe from danger, the pilot ejected, and his ship detonated in spectacular fashion.


  A flash of light to Gina’s right was the only warning she had. She threw herself flat, but she wasn’t the target. Gordon was. He was struck full in the chest and hurled onto his back.


  “Zack!” Cragg shouted and returned fire. The Merki trooper went down as Takeri added her own vengeance to his.


  “I’m okay,” Gordon mumbled. “I’m okay… am I okay?”


  Takeri checked him out. His armour was scarred, but not penetrated. “You’re okay. On your feet, soldier. We’ve got a job to do.” She pulled him up.


  Gina ducked as a Merki blaster tracked her and fired. She went to one knee, her display pulsed red, and she fired in the space of a single heartbeat. The trooper went down to stay. Ian Hiller stayed standing and fired at full auto as a squad of Merkiaari charged from one of the hangars. Together with Takeri, Gina added her weight to his fire. The troopers took a lot of punishment before they went down.


  Gina quickly reloaded and moved out again.


  The sky rained debris as more fighters howled overhead. An interceptor died here, an Alliance fighter there. Over it all, the battle chatter of Gina’s platoon sounded over her helmet comm and TacNet both. She ducked as a fighter skimmed the ground, and ploughed into the hangar wall. It exploded. The night was lit as bright as day for an instant, and then plunged back into darkness. The flyboys were taking heavy casualties from the batteries located on the roofs of the buildings. She had to knock them out fast.


  Engage light amplification mode.


  Gina carefully entered the terminal building’s ground floor as the fighters screamed overhead, and blasted their targets a second time for good measure. Anti-aircraft fire was suddenly cut in half, as a huge explosion announced the deployment of hornet missiles. Flyboys always did like overkill.


  Gina’s light amplification gave her world a monochrome cast. Her Marine helmet used to do the same, and it was somehow comforting to her. With her back against a convenient wall, she checked her sensors and waved First Squad down the right hand corridor. She added Second Squad as backup. Third squad came up and she deployed it to the left where her sensors reported the enemy moving this way.


  “Alpha Four-One, Alpha One,” Gina whispered, not wanting to be heard as she watched Rob Maxwell warily lead his squad down the left corridor.


  “Alpha Four-One, go,” Higgins whispered in reply.


  “John, you and yours with me up the ramp.”


  “Copy.”


  With her sensors probing ahead, Gina ran up the winding ramp. The natives didn’t use stairs. It had something to do with the way their legs worked. Halfway up, she braced her back into the corner created by a convenient alcove. She covered the next section of ramp, while Sergeant Higgins sent three units ahead to sandwich her between the two halves of Fourth Squad. She moved up when Corporal Roberts waved all clear, and stepped onto the second floor. Her sensors insisted there was a large enemy force on this level somewhere ahead.


  She found them.


  Gina hit the deck and fired in one motion as a Merki squad charged her position. Fourth Squad opened up, and blew them into next year, but they didn’t have it all their own way. More fire came from the opposite direction. The corridor ran the entire length of the building, and the dead troopers were at the closer end. Sensors reported no live hostiles there, but in the other direction, there were more than enough to go around as the hail of slugs testified.


  Gina rolled to the side and pressed herself into the corner trying to make herself as small a target as possible. Slugs hammered the walls, and debris rained down on her. On the level below, she could hear first and second squads hammering the enemy, punctuated by the thuds of grenades. Thinking that a wonderful idea, she jacked the slide of her grenade launcher, and fired once then a second time for good measure.


  WHUMP! WHUMP!


  The explosions took out a large section of wall and flooring, but fire didn’t appear to be a problem. The attack was blunted but not stopped. Intermittent fire still came from the Merki troopers, but they couldn’t advance. They would have to find another route around the destroyed section, or chance leaping over it. Gina waited, willing them to try it; they would have to give up their cover, but they didn’t risk it. She watched her sensors as half of them pulled back heading for a corridor to bypass the damaged section.


  Gina waited until she was positive before giving her orders. “John, two units to clear the room on the left, another two on the right. The rest up the corridor to the next intersection. I want that branch in my hands ASAP. Move out.”


  “Copy that,” Higgins replied.


  According to sensors, Gina could work her way around the enemy on this level by using that branch, but they were obviously aware of it. The force they had left behind laid down heavy fire, both slugs and plasma, which was ripping the building to pieces, but had so far failed to stop her people. She vowed it wouldn’t.


  The room on the left succumbed to a pair of grenades pitched underhanded through the door, but the one on the right caused Gina’s first serious casualty. Corporal Roberts threw a grenade into the room, only to have it appear back out of the door when it bounced off a Merki trooper’s chest. She yelled and sprang away.


  WHUMP!


  The explosion was close, and Chris went down. Gina killed the trooper herself, and barrelled into the room to blast everything in sight on full auto. The computers died under her fire, and the windows did also, but there weren’t any Merkiaari to receive her anger. She quickly went back to check on her friend.


  “How is she?” Gina said, not noticing in the heat of battle that Chris’ icon was blinking on and off on her sensors, indicating a unit down awaiting pickup.


  “Dead,” Higgins said coldly, and moved off to see to his squad.


  Dead! But she was a viper…


  Gina knelt to make certain, but there was no point in querying Chris’ wristcomp. The back of her head and neck had taken the brunt of the blast. Her head was almost severed. Gina stared sadly into her friend’s empty eyes for a long moment and then reached over to close them. She turned resolutely back to business.


  The intersection was in Gina’s hands in short order. She sent half of Fourth Squad, led by Higgins, to check the rooms while she held the Merkiaari bottled up.


  “Alpha One, Alpha Three-One,” Sergeant Maxwell said over the comm.


  “Alpha One. Go,” Gina replied.


  “Section secured. No casualties.”


  “Good. Move up and cover the third level. Do not, repeat do not move in without support.”


  “Copy, we’re moving.”


  Gina changed channels. “Alpha One-One, Alpha One, report.”


  “Alpha One-One,” Hiller replied. “Most of our section is clear, but I have stiff resistance from two squads holding some kind of control centre.”


  “A control centre?”


  “Looks like it. Lots of controls. I swear one of them looks like a fold space navigation board, like on a ship.”


  “That doesn’t make sense.”


  “Yeah I know—”


  “Break, break,” the General interrupted. “That board is a Merki comm station. Seize it or destroy it immediately. Top priority. No one is to get within reach of it.”


  “Understood—” Gina began to say but Hiller broke in.


  “Sorry, sir,” Hiller said. “I just killed the operator myself, but he was already doing something with it when we went in.”


  “Understood,” Burgton said grimly. “Blow the damn thing and every Merkiaari you find off the planet.”


  “Yes, sir,” Hiller said.


  “Understood, sir.” Gina went back to what she was doing. “Alpha Two-One, report status.”


  “Alpha Two-One. In support of First Squad, no casualties.”


  “Can First Squad finish up alone?”


  There was the barest hesitation as Wevers sought Hiller’s opinion. “Affirmative.”


  Gina nodded, expecting nothing less. “I want you to help Third Squad, Gwen. Clear the third level and check out the roof. As soon as you can, I want a fire team set up on the south side to cover the LZ.”


  “Copy that, moving now.”


  Satisfied that all was well, Gina advanced down her own corridor shooting everything that moved. She was hit in the chest, and was staggered, but her armour reacted instantly and wasn’t penetrated. She blasted the culprit with almost a full magazine. She dropped the spent one, slapped a fresh one into her rifle, and kicked a door open to empty it into the snarling faces of a pair of troopers attempting to break through the connecting wall. Farther along, she heard multiple explosions as grenades took out the last few troopers hiding in the second corridor, and that was followed by rapid fire from the second half of Fourth Squad just now completing their sweep. Her sensors detected movement; she spun to her right as a huge form slammed into her. She lost her rifle as a Merki male crushed her in a bear hug trying to break her back. She pushed back, and managed to free an arm.


  “Let go you fucker,” she snarled in the monster’s face and chopped at his neck.


  He grunted as her enhanced strength beat him to his knees, but he wasn’t ready to let go. Gina smashed her fist into his face repeatedly. He didn’t like that and bit her hand.


  “Need some help?” Higgins asked casually as he rounded the corner.


  “Nah, I’ve got him.” Gina shoved her hand down the monster’s throat, only to rip it out sideways a moment later.


  “Ouch,” Higgins said. He skipped back from a fountain of blood as the huge monster went into shrieking convulsions.


  “Phaw!” Gina shook her hand free of blood and slobber. “God that’s disgusting.” She tried not to smell it, and shook the worst of the goo off her hand.


  Higgins casually pressed the muzzle of his rifle against the dying monster’s head and pulled the trigger.


  Gina took her rifle back from him. “Thanks. Second floor clear?”


  “All done. I have one dead and two wounded.”


  “How bad?”


  “Your hand, my leg, both slight.”


  A few tooth marks were nothing, and John was still mobile even with blood showing. Their bots would see to both injuries without needing help.


  “Alpha One, Alpha One-One,” Hiller said over the comm.


  Gina finished cleaning the goo off her hand and replied, “Alpha One. Go ahead.”


  “All clear. Comm station destroyed as ordered.”


  “Good, Ian. How do things look outside?”


  “Pretty peaceful. The sun’s just coming up. Not much happening on this side.”


  Gina nodded in satisfaction. “Okay. Hold the ground floor in case we have visitors.”


  “Copy that.”


  She turned to Higgins. “Collect your boys, John. I want to have a look up top.”


  Higgins nodded and spoke quietly over his comm as they walked back toward the ramp through the mess they had made.


  Gina selected a channel and contacted Second Squad. “Alpha Two-One, Alpha One. Report.”


  “Alpha Two-One. Third floor just about… Third floor now clear. Third Squad on the roof.”


  “Okay, Gwen,” she said pleased with their progress. “Get up there and set your fire teams to cover the LZ. I’m on my way up.”


  “Copy.”


  Higgins was waiting for her at the ramp.


  “John, I want you to go down and sweep the grounds around the building. After that, send a couple of your boys back to the LZ for a quick resupply, and then take defensive positions. Have a word with Ian about coordinating a decent defence… just in case.”


  Higgins nodded once, and led his men down the ramp while Gina went up to the roof.


  Gina stepped out into the open, and took a deep lungful of the bracing air before looking about herself. Gwen had positioned three spotter/shooter teams along the south side of the roof to cover the LZ and its approaches, but she hadn’t neglected the other sides. Third squad was helping her people watch the north and west sides. The east was deemed of lesser risk. According to satellite surveillance, the area had been extensively cultivated, but very few people lived on those huge automated farms. It was of no interest to the enemy.


  Gina crossed to the south side of the roof, and nodded to the others. “Anything interesting, Gwen?”


  “Captain Hames is ripping them up.”


  Gina commanded her processor to magnify the scene before her, and X4 strobed on her display. The battlefield rushed closer, and she watched the show. The enemy was dug in pretty good and they were holding for the moment. Captain Hames had positioned his AARs on the wings of his formation and they were strafing the enemy lines on a diagonal. The mortars and grenade launchers were popping their rounds among the Merki troops with frightening accuracy, but they simply stayed put and soaked up punishment.


  As yet, only two of the regiment’s APCs were down. They had been deployed to help cover the LZ. Hames had a while to wait yet before he could call on artillery. The regiment’s self-propelled guns were heavy ordnance, and could only be loaded aboard the landers one at a time. Grafton had only two Wolfcubs, and they were currently ferrying the APCs filled to the brim with ammo and grenades.


  From the west, a wing of fighters screamed by the terminal building, low enough for Gina to make out the pilots. In a widely spread formation, they strafed the Merkiaari with their guns before climbing steeply. The sonic boom of six SPAF-18 Nighthawks echoed in the cool morning air as they clawed for altitude.


  Wevers shook her head. “They missed the damn mines. Flyboys…” her lip curled in disgust. “They can’t wait to kick arse.”


  Gina nodded thoughtfully, and wondered what the General thought about it. She was willing to bet he was not happy. “The mines are stopping us from pushing them completely out of the port. The General will be coming down soon. We need to clear the area and access the city before then.”


  “We could go and help.”


  Gina nodded. “I’ll ask.”


  * * *


  The ground erupted and showered Kate with soil. The damn flyboys had screwed up and left her arse flapping in the wind. Captain Hames seemed to agree. He spat dirt, and propped himself up on his elbows to evaluate the strike. It was obvious he didn’t like what he was seeing.


  Hames scowled and turned to give his orders. “Richmond—” his eyes went wide, and he slumped forward as the gauss slug sheared through his helmet.


  Kate wiped grey and red gunk off her helmet’s visor with a shaking hand. Keeping low, she dragged the captain’s body down from the lip of the crater. She checked his vitals as a matter of course, but she didn’t need the flat line on his wristcomp to tell he was gone. She glanced around at the others trying to ignore the blinking blue icon on her sensors, but none of them had seen Hames go down. They were busy taking potshots at the enemy, completely oblivious to the disaster that had befallen one Lieutenant Richmond. She looked back at her captain for a long moment and shivered. This was not good, not good at all. Hames was, had been, the only veteran assigned to Alpha Company. Only he knew what he’d planned to do next. The General’s plan was screwed to hell and gone, and the goddamn flyboys hadn’t done their jobs…


  Kate swallowed her incipient panic and took a deep breath. Okay… okay all right. She didn’t need a damn officer to tell her what needed doing, not even one as good as Hames had been. She could handle it. She would handle it.


  She selected a channel, and took a deep breath. “Gold One, Charlie One.”


  “Burgton, Charlie One. Go.”


  “Sir. I have a situation here. Captain Hames is dead, sir. Orders?”


  There was a long silence, but then, “Richard is… Hames is dead you say? You’re sure?”


  “Positive, sir,” Kate said looking into Hames’ dead eyes. “I believe he was about to order another air-strike. At least that’s what I’d like to think he was going to do. Are you monitoring our situation?”


  “Affirmative,” Burgton said. “They have you pinned.”


  “Exactly right, sir. They have us pinned down, but we have them pinned down too. It’s a stalemate, sir.”


  “Not acceptable,” Burgton said coldly.


  “No, sir, I agree. We need those mines cleared.”


  “Katherine, here is what you will do. First of all, call the other platoon leaders and inform them of the situation. Secondly, hand over command of your platoon to Brice. He can handle it… you agree?”


  Kate nodded to herself. “Yes, sir, Martin would be my choice. He knows what to do.”


  “Good. I’m raising you to temporary command of Alpha Company effective immediately.”


  Her mouth went dry. “Yes, sir, I understand.”


  “Order your strike, Captain. Gold One clear.”


  “Charlie… Alpha Leader clear,” she said feeling almost dizzy.


  Burgton wouldn’t make her elevation permanent would he? He wouldn’t do that to her… would he? Kate shook her head and got to work. She couldn’t worry about it now. She called Brice and Dengler in to inform them about Hames’ death, and the General’s response to it. Brice was unconcerned about his promotion to command Third Platoon. He was more than competent.


  Dengler frowned at Hames’ corpse and then at Kate. “You gonna order another strike?”


  “Yeah.” Kate changed channels. “Jaguar Leader, Alpha Leader, come in.”


  “Copy, Alpha Leader.”


  “Jaguar Leader, you missed.”


  “Come again?” Jaguar Leader said in surprise. “Er, I mean repeat please, Alpha Leader.”


  “The minefield is still here, Jaguar Leader. I want it gone! The Merkiaari are not your target, what do you think I’m here for? Now listen: I want another run to take out those mines. If I don’t get it, I’m coming up there, and taking it out of your hide, personally!”


  “Jaguar Leader copies,” the pilot said stiffly.


  Kate waited for the strike while her people used the mortars to keep the enemy’s heads down, and the AARs to kill any that popped up for a look see. There weren’t many of the latter, not after the first few times.


  “We should have landed a squad on the other side,” Dengler mused.


  “No. The city is infested with Merki infantry. Vipers we may be, but we’re not invincible.” Kate nodded at Hames as proof. “Landing between two forces is not a good idea.”


  “Maybe we should wait for Arty.”


  Kate shook her head. When she had mentioned the possibility earlier, Hames told her the guns would take hours to get here. She wanted this over long before then. There was no way she would be responsible for the General landing in the middle of a battle.


  “Alpha Leader, Alpha One,” Fuentez said over the comm.


  “Alpha Leader. Go.” Kate ducked again as a persistent trooper popped up and fired at her.


  “The terminal building is secure, and Second Platoon holds the LZ. All hostiles eliminated, but I lost a man.”


  Shit. “Who?”


  “Chrissie Roberts.”


  Ah hell, why did it have to be Chris? They had been so damn lucky so far, and now this. Perhaps it wasn’t so surprising they had another casualty, not when considering the opposition they were facing. It was a damn shame, but people died in war.


  “Copy that, Gina. I want you to hold the terminal and keep an eye on the satellite feeds—especially over the city. Sing out if you see something I should know.”


  “Copy that, but I could come over and support your right…”


  “Negative, Alpha One. Sit tight and wait for the General.”


  “Copy, holding position.”


  Kate watched as the fighters bore in. This time they attacked the correct target and the minefield erupted.


  WHUMP! WHUMP! WHUMP! WHUMP! WHUMP! WHUMP!


  She nodded in satisfaction as a path three hundred metres wide was blasted through the minefield all the way to, and through, the Merki’s lines.


  “Alpha Leader, Jaguar Leader.”


  “Copy, Jaguar Leader,” Kate replied.


  “Returning to rearm. Jaguar Leader out.”


  “She’s in a bit of a snit isn’t she?” Brice said.


  “Too damn bad,” Kate said, and answered the call. “Alpha Leader copies.” She turned back to business. “On my signal, clear?”


  Brice and Dengler nodded, and ran in a crouch to rejoin their platoons. Moments later the mortars and grenade launchers left off their methodical attack to go to rapid fire. The AARs laid down covering fire as both platoons moved up ready for her signal.


  “Go,” Kate said simply and ran forward.


  The enemy stayed down at first, but one brave troop must have poked his head up long enough to realise they were coming, because suddenly the entire Merki force opened up. Kate sprinted at full speed jinking left and right to avoid being hit. She leapt into a convenient crater, and then jumped out and ran forward to dive head first into another one.


  “This will do nicely,” Kate murmured to herself and raised her rifle. “Hmmm, where are you? Ah…”


  She squeezed the trigger and took the top of a Merki’s head off. Her targeting reticule hesitated a second, and then tentatively settled on another target, this time the barrel of a plasma cannon. She dropped onto the target and fired a three-round burst and watched the cannon explode into its operator’s face.


  Kate chuckled. “Lovely.”


  Looking around, she found her people moving from crater to crater, closer and closer. Time to move up again. She crawled out then sprinted forward a few yards. The first she knew she was hit was when she fell face first into a crater. She grunted as the air was blasted from her lungs, but the fact it hurt was reassuring. If it hurt, then she must be alive. She realised her armour was cracked over her ribs, and that her damage indicator was blinking pale yellow over her left side. It hurt like a sonofabitch, but it was nothing to worry about. No doubt she would sport one hell of a bruise tomorrow. She leapt out of her crater into the next one.


  “Now then, what’s the range?” Kate checked her range finder. “One hundred?” She poked her head up for a better look, and ducked as the rim of the crater eroded from incoming fire. “Yep, one-hundred. Delta One, Alpha Leader. Report status.”


  “Delta One,” Lieutenant Dengler answered in a distracted tone of voice. “Still moving forward. I make it two hundred metres to target.”


  “Copy that. I’m at one-hundred. Move up in line, and call off the barrage in exactly five minutes… mark.”


  “Copy.”


  Kate looked to her left but couldn’t see Brice. “Charlie One, Alpha Leader. Report status.”


  “Charlie One. I’m bogged down,” Brice said.


  “How far back?”


  “Three hundred metres.”


  “Three hundred is unacceptable, Lieutenant,” she said knowing that Brice wouldn’t like that. “Move your people up. In exactly four minutes, the barrage will lift and we go in. Be there.”


  There was silence for a few moments. “Copy.”


  Exactly four minutes later, Kate ran forward at top speed hearing the last grenades and mortars detonating ahead. It was a relief. She would really hate it if her own launchers killed her. She grinned into the wind, and fired at the Merki troopers in front of her. Both males went down as she jumped into their foxhole.


  “Woof!” Kate was body checked by a trooper before she could fire. He began to throttle her.


  She had a flashback of the simulation back at Alliance HQ for an instant, but this time she didn’t mess about. Her rifle came up in her right hand, and she selected full auto even as she pulled the trigger. She staggered back from the collapsing monster, drenched in alien blood, and reloaded her rifle.


  One of her men jumped into her foxhole, and immediately swung left to fire along the enemy lines. Thinking that a fine idea, Kate did the same on the right before climbing out and heading for the next position. With her sensors sweeping ahead of her, and her targeting software locking up one Merki trooper after another, she became a walking killing machine. The next enemy position appeared before her, and a grenade arrived in her hand as if by magic.


  “One… two—”


  WHUMP!


  “Three.” Kate grinned and dropped into the foxhole already firing. She stared at the corpses, and shook her head. “Waste of ammo.” She climbed out looking for something else to kill.


  All along the Merkiaari lines, her sensors reported blue viper icons swarming over, and slaying, the glaring red ones denoting enemy troops. She found herself too far away to do any good, and watched the red lights wink out one after another without firing a shot. With nothing else to do, she called for satellite imagery of the battlefield.


  Access satellite Sierra Zero One. Enlarge sector G-five.


  Everything looked quiet now. The satellite showed the port facilities and the surrounding area. The hangars were still burning, and she could see activity on the roof of the terminal building, which had gaping holes in the walls and many windows broken or missing. Fuentez had set up a squad on the roof to overlook the LZ, and another was patrolling the grounds around the building.


  Centre grid G-six.


  The image was replaced with another showing Zuleika. The city seemed quiet, too quiet. There was no obvious enemy activity, but Kate knew they were there. The General said the control room found by Fuentez’s First Squad, was some kind of communications centre. She could expect to receive another attack at almost any time.


  “Alpha Leader, Charlie One,” Brice said over the comm.


  Kate ordered her processor to clear the image. As the view of the city disappeared to be replaced by her targeting display, she began making her way back toward the LZ.


  “Alpha Leader. Go,” Kate said as she crossed what had been the Merki line of defence.


  “Sector secure, no casualties.”


  “Copy that. Set the perimeter alarms and move the launchers into the dugouts. We might be receiving company from the city.”


  “Copy Alpha Leader.”


  “Alpha Leader, Delta One,” Dengler said making her report.


  “Go,” Kate answered.


  “Sector secure. No casualties.”


  “Copy that. Set up your spy eyes, Erma, and bring the mortars into position. Send someone back to Viper-One to re-supply your platoon.”


  “Copy that.”


  Kate contacted Brice again to order a similar resupply for his platoon. She didn’t tell Fuentez to do the same; there was no point. Her friend would have seen the need, and already have done it. Kate decided it was time to give the General a sitrep.


  “Gold One, Alpha Leader.”


  “Report,” Burgton said instantly.


  “Spaceport secured, sir. No activity from the city as yet, but I’ve ordered alarms set to give warning, and a defensive perimeter is now in place. You may make your landing at your convenience, General.”


  “Outstanding Katherine. Casualties?”


  “Captain Hames and one other, sir. Chrissie Roberts bought it.”


  Burgton sighed. “Copy that, Katherine. Meet me at the LZ.”


  “Will do, sir. Alpha Leader out.”


  “Gold One out.”


  * * *


  


  



  25 ~ Resistance


  Zuleika Spaceport, Child of Harmony.


  James searched the empty sky for the source of the sound. Thunder? No, it was getting louder. Shima pointed behind him and he turned in time to see a pair of Nighthawks fly subsonic over the outskirts of the port. He flinched as the fighters accelerated through the sound barrier, the sonic boom echoing over the busy port as they climbed steeply. He watched the neon blue light of their twin afterburners until he lost them to distance.


  “Professor Wilder?”


  James recognised the black battle dress uniform of a viper Colonel. “Yes, sir,” he said to the approaching man, coming to a rough attention.


  “Let me introduce myself, Professor. I’m Colonel Flowers, Regimental Exec.” Flowers smiled and shook hands. “Call me Dan if you like. And who is your companion?”


  “Colonel, this is Shima.” James turned and translated for his friend. “Shima, this man is a Tei among the vipers. His name is Dan.”


  “But James,” Shima protested. “You have told me of the shock troops called vipers. You said the Alliance had no more.”


  “It seems I was mistaken my friend, and thank the harmonies I was.”


  “Tei’Dan, I… pleased am you here are,” Shima said in halting English and held up a paw.


  “Like a handshake, sir,” James explained. “Press your right palm to hers for a few moments.”


  Flowers did so without hesitation.


  “I greet you, Shima. May you live in harmony,” Flowers said in passable Shan, and James grunted in surprise. “I’m glad to finally meet one of your people face to face. Tei’Varyk’s brief went a long way to help us, but there’s nothing like the personal touch.”


  “Colonel, if I might ask,” James said. “How is it you speak Shan so well?”


  Flowers smiled ruefully. “Not so well, as you no doubt noticed, Professor, but good enough for now. My men and I uploaded the language on our way here.”


  He nodded, intrigued by the idea that Binder’s translation could be used by a viper’s internal computer system. It would be like having a built in translator.


  “You said Varyk is alive?”


  Flowers nodded. “Very much so. Canada picked him up from the wreckage of his ship. He was instrumental in arranging our presence here.”


  “And Tarjei?”


  “His mate?”


  James nodded.


  “She’s well. Tei’Varyk and the remnants of his crew received nano treatment before reaching Earth. There was some concern over cross-species infection I understand, but Canada’s surgeon took care of it.”


  “That’s great. I barely had time to get to know them both. They were the first Shan I ever met. I’m glad they survived.”


  James quickly translated for Shima. She was delighted and spoke rapidly to the others to tell them the good news. He listed for a moment before turning back to address the reason for his presence at the spaceport.


  “I know you’ve seen some fighting here, Colonel, but I have to warn you that the Merkiaari here are nothing compared with the new troops in the city.”


  “New troops?” Flowers said with a frown. “I don’t believe I understand, Professor.”


  “Call me James. My friends and I have been fighting here for months. The new troopers are extremely hard to kill, sir. They fight smarter than those you fought before. They have learned a lot from their previous defeat, Colonel. Too much for my peace of mind.”


  “Come with me. The General needs to hear this.”


  “But my men,” James said glancing back at what was left of Zuleika’s resistance movement. There were perhaps three hundred bedraggled people gaping at their surroundings, and flinching as the fighters screamed overhead on their way to bomb the known Merki infestations.


  Flowers’ expression softened. “I’ll assign you a couple of men. Take a half hour to get them settled and fed.”


  “Weapons Colonel, we need weapons. Our cell charger is in the city and what we have with us won’t last long.”


  “We’ll discuss that later. For now, get them bedded down in the east wing. I’ll come get you when the General has time for you.”


  James would have protested, but what was the point? He was in the presence of one of the Alliance’s greatest heroes as well as in the middle of a camp full of its elite troops. He nodded slowly and turned back to explain to his people.


  A few hours later, James was sitting at a table in a large room on the terminal building’s ground floor. Burgton was there along with his officers. Flowers was sitting next to the General, and both had worried faces. He didn’t blame them. He had learned since his arrival that there was only a single battalion of vipers in the system. Worse than that, they represented every combat capable viper the Alliance had available. Shima and James’ team leaders sat with him. He had explained that he wanted them nearby to back him up, and would go over what was said after the meeting. Their English was still too poor to make understanding easy, but he felt better facing so many vipers with a few of his own men with him.


  “Firstly,” Burgton began. “I am ordered to offer you a ride up to Victorious to rejoin the rest of the contact team, but I don’t think you’ll take it. Will you?”


  “No,” James said without hesitation. “I have responsibilities here.”


  “He is our Tei,” Shima said in heavily accented English, but the words were understandable.


  Burgton nodded. “As I thought. Now that’s out of the way, let us get down to business. Dan has briefed me on your claims—”


  “Not claims, facts,” James interrupted.


  “Claims,” Burgton said firmly. “They are claims until one of my people examines an example of your new Merki troopers. Having said that however, we will proceed on the assumption that they are indeed something new. Caution costs little. I need everything you have regarding them, Professor.”


  James nodded. He was relieved that Burgton was willing to listen. He interlocked his fingers, and leaned forward intently.


  “I don’t know if you know this, but one of my fields is history. I assure you that I know what I’m talking about, General. The troops you fought were tough, there’s no disputing that, but they were also stupid. You agree?”


  Burgton smiled. “Up to a point, yes. The females always seemed more intelligent. The males were never deep thinkers. They were unsound tactically, and needed close supervision and guidance. We used that to our advantage time and again.”


  James nodded. “We’ve always known they breed for certain traits, General. Unlike the Shan caste system—which I have come to admire the more I learn of it by the way—the Merkiaari system is rigid with well-drawn boundaries. The fighting males and females are bred for strength and endurance. Their commanders are bred for speed and intelligence; that’s why they’re generally smaller.”


  “But you say things have changed?”


  “They have, General, that they have. They have learned that strong but stupid soldiers are a liability when fighting people like us. Killing the leaders no longer confuses them. I’ve put this to the test many times, General. Kill a patrol leader, and before he hits the ground, another trooper will have taken his place and given new orders. Not only are they more intelligent, they’re just as strong as they ever were. Worse, I’ve seen them heal from wounds that should have killed them.”


  “Regenerating you said,” Flowers put in.


  James nodded. “They keep fighting despite unbelievable wounds, and if they don’t die immediately, they regenerate very quickly.”


  “Nanotech?” Burgton asked uneasily.


  James shrugged. “Their version perhaps, or something we’ve never heard of. It doesn’t matter.”


  Burgton pursed his lips. “No, I suppose not. We had considered sending two companies to Harmony, but I think all four will be needed here.”


  “I think you’re right, General, but what of the people living on Harmony?”


  “I’m afraid there aren’t many left—at least not out in the open. The Keeps are shielded from our sensors, so we can’t know how many may be inside, but I’m sure there must be a great many survivors. ”


  “But you can’t be sure,” James said, feeling sick.


  “No I can’t, but I can tell you there are roughly twenty divisions of Merkiaari left on Harmony—in the region of two hundred thousand troopers, and they’re scattered all over the planet. They’ll not be easy to track and remove.”


  “Can it be done?”


  Burgton nodded. “Eventually yes, but not just yet. It seems they hit Harmony first, and then moved here taking the greater portion of their forces with them. The damage is already done. We can do little to change that, so I propose to concentrate on matters here while there is still something to save.”


  James frowned. “I know we have no more than a single division here in Zuleika.” That was an estimate based on enemy landings. He knew how many troopers were customarily transported aboard their landers. He had based his figures on that, possibly out of date, knowledge. “I only know what our couriers have managed to sneak out as far as the other cities are concerned.”


  Flowers nodded. “Child of Harmony has the equivalent of thirty divisions. That works out to roughly three hundred fists.”


  “Three hundred,” James gasped. There were a thousand troopers to a Fist. That meant there was close to three hundred thousand Merkiaari on the ground.


  Burgton smiled at his shock. “A planet is a big place, Professor. Three hundred fists is nothing on that scale, but it does pose us some problems.”


  “Problems… I should think it does!”


  “Not what you’re thinking, I assure you. Three hundred fists split over two main continents, the small island chains are so far untouched by the way, gives us plenty of opportunities to hurt them. We have air superiority including full satellite surveillance. We have the ability to move our forces quickly and with impunity. We have complete control of the system, and resupply from orbit is not a concern. Fifth Fleet has been alerted, and will be here in a matter of months, but in that time we should have the situation here dealt with.”


  James shook his head gently. “I admire your confidence, General, but I can’t agree with an estimation based on old intelligence. Your information was gained two hundred years ago. Until I see Zuleika cleared, I have to doubt that you can do what you say. I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be sorry, Professor,” Burgton said. “It could be as you say, but I choose to believe otherwise. Either way, we need to clean out the enemy from Zuleika as soon as possible. This port is mine. I’ll not let them have it back. It’s too important.”


  James nodded. “I agree.”


  They needed the port for the fighters to rearm and refuel. Supplies would be delivered here from orbit, and troops would embark transports here on their way to battle Merkiaari in cities thousands of kilometres away. It was the only intact port left on the planet.


  “With all this in mind,” Burgton went on, “I have ordered Charlie and Delta Companies down from Grafton. We will commence full scale operations to remove the Merki infestation of Child of Harmony at sunrise tomorrow…”


  Infestation?


  Burgton sounded like a Merki discussing the vermin they were about to exterminate. They were the enemy, true, but they weren’t animals. They were thinking breathing beings, not some kind of insect to be crushed. James hoped he never viewed them in such a light.


  “…and the fighters have already begun softening up the bases and outposts uncovered so far. They will continue their efforts. Sutherland’s fighters will be on standby, and available to support us as and when necessary.” Burgton glanced at the Shan and then back at James. “Ask them if they realise their city will be badly damaged.”


  “They won’t care,” James said.


  “Ask them any way,” Flowers said for his General.


  James shrugged and turned to Shima. “Tei’Burgton wishes me to tell you that Zuleika will be badly damaged when they attack tomorrow. He wants me to ask if you realise this.”


  “The city is nothing,” Shima said in surprise. “You should know this by now, James. The Great Harmony isn’t buildings or cities, it’s a way of life. As long as some of my people survive, Harmony will endure. Destroy the city, James, if that is what it takes to save my people—destroy them all.”


  James smiled grimly. “I do know it my friend, but these other Humans do not. I can tell you now, they will not hit the cities from orbit. It’s forbidden by the Accords.”


  “Even when the Murderers are the only ones living there?”


  “It makes no difference who the target is, Shima. When the Merki War was at its height and things became desperate, nuclear weapons were used not just in space but on captured cities as well. It doesn’t matter now who began that policy, only the aftermath matters. A beautiful planet called Kushiel was invaded, and its cities taken. Our forces were spread too thin. The Fleet couldn’t help without risking other worlds nearby. It was decided by the people living on Kushiel, that if they couldn’t win, they wouldn’t let the Merkiaari win either. Mutual annihilation… you understand the concept?”


  Shima’s ears were tight against her skull. “I understand the words, but…”


  James nodded. “I know. It’s a terrible thing, but they were desperate. They thought the Merkiaari would give up and leave if they proved to them they were willing to destroy the cities themselves. They were wrong. After the first two cities were destroyed, the Merkiaari did withdraw their forces to orbit, but then they rained destruction on the planet in a nuclear bombardment that lasted many days.


  “You see, Shima, they understood the concept better than we did. They destroyed every living thing on the planet in retaliation. Its atmosphere, what’s left of it, is still poisonous to this day. The planet will never recover. Shortly after what happened on Kushiel became widely known, both sides stopped all use of nuclear weapons in planetary environments. In the Alliance, all members were required to sign the Accords. We don’t know what the Merkiaari chose to do, but the result was the same. The Accords state that the Fleet will visit any nation or planet, making war on another in such a fashion. Its cities would be destroyed, and its population eradicated by nuclear bombardment. It has never been put to the test.”


  Shima’s ears struggled to rise, but then flattened again. She drew in a sharp breath. “A hard thing, this Accord. Humans are a strange people, James. Your ships could devastate every city on Child of Harmony without loss, but instead you choose to fight on the ground, and will perhaps die for us.”


  “It’s our way,” James said with an apologetic smile.


  “What did she say, Professor?” Burgton asked.


  James had a feeling that Burgton already knew, but he played along. “She said what I expected she would say. Asking any Shan that question would receive the same response. Her answer is, and I quote: destroy every city if that is what it takes to save my people.”


  There was a profound silence among Burgton’s men. The only sound was Shima discussing the situation quietly with the others.


  “I see,” Burgton said finally. “You told her about the Accords.”


  “I did, and she understands the reasons behind them. For my part, I believe the Accords must stand in their present form. Any weakening of the Alliance’s resolve regarding orbital bombardment will lead us all to disaster.”


  Burgton studied James and his friends in silence, but then he said, “There will be no orbital bombardment.”


  There were sighs from the other officers in the room, as if the decision had been in doubt. James glanced at Flowers, but received nothing but a blank-faced stare in return.


  Burgton began laying out his plans. “First Battalion will clear Zuleika, thereby safeguarding my spaceport. We will then begin the work of liberating the rest of the planet. You and your people may assist us or not as you choose, Professor, but I take no responsibility for their safety. I will not endanger my people needlessly by tasking them with your protection. I strongly suggest you leave this fight to us.”


  “No,” James said simply.


  “Fine,” Burgton said, sounding not in the least surprised. “Colonel Flowers will issue you and your people with body armour and weapons that you may use. As I’m sure you’re aware, viper weaponry and equipment is somewhat different to the standard Alliance gear. We don’t have much you can use, but what we have you’re welcome to.”


  “The armour is welcome, General… if it can be modified to fit my men that is, but what we really need are power cells or the means to recharge those we have.”


  “We have nothing to fit those pistols of yours, Professor, but Colonel Flowers will arrange for a charging station to be modified to suit your needs. Give him the specs after this meeting.”


  “I will, sir, and thank you.”


  “Don’t thank me,” Burgton said without so much as a flicker of emotion. “You will likely die of my generosity.”


  “But still I thank you,” James said, this time more solemnly.


  “Two fighter wings will overfly the city at dawn tomorrow, and bomb the main concentrations of the enemy detected yesterday by satellite. That will be followed by an artillery and rocket barrage set up near the old Merki fortifications that Captain Richmond secured for us. The launchers and artillery pieces are being off loaded for that as we speak. Alpha and Bravo will attack from the north simultaneously, while Charlie and Delta will swing wide and come in from the west and east respectively.” Burgton eyed James thoughtfully. “The… resistance will tag along with Alpha and Bravo, which will carry the brunt of the attack until Charlie and Delta can flank the Merkiaari. If all goes well, tomorrow evening should see us mopping-up stragglers. Questions?”


  “Yes, sir,” Captain Richmond said. “Are you averse to my use of the APCs?”


  “Not specifically, but they have yet to be dropped to us and may not be down for the attack.”


  “What about a couple of platoons using mechs?”


  Burgton frowned. “To blunt their initial response?”


  “Exactly, sir. I would issue one platoon from Alpha and one from Bravo with mech armour to act as a forward recon. They may even be able to direct a fire mission or two.”


  “Spotters eh?” Burgton nodded thoughtfully. “Very well, Captain. Two platoons deployed forward it is. Dan, contact Grafton and arrange an extra drop.”


  “Yes, sir,” Flowers said and made a note on his compad.


  “Anything else?”


  “Yes, sir,” Captain Greenwood of Charlie Company said. “Who are you planning to use to service the guns?”


  “One squad from each company will do it. I had planned to leave the choice to the company commanders. Have you a preference?”


  Greenwood shook his head. “No, sir, one squad from each company is fine.”


  “Good. Anything else?” Burgton said, looking around the table.


  There were no more questions, and the meeting adjourned. James left the room with Shima and the others, and went to inform the rest of his people about the meeting. The Colonel came in a short while later to ask for a sample power cell for the new charging station.


  “Here,” James said, removing a nearly spent cell from his pistol. “All Shan beamers use these.”


  “Fine,” Flowers said. “I’ll get a hurry up put on the charger.”


  “Can you get them to run up a couple of hundred spare cells as well?”


  “Can’t see why not,” Flowers said, bouncing the cell on his palm. “They might not be ready soon enough though.”


  “The charger will do for tomorrow, but I’m sure we’ll need replacement cells sometime in the next few weeks. They don’t recharge forever.”


  “Good idea. I like forward thinking.”


  Flowers left and James holstered his empty beamer. “If anyone is hungry, food is being served down the hall.” No one was interested. “We have a new charger on the way, and power cells to go with it. Armour will be supplied. We attack at sunrise tomorrow. The city will be ours again when it sets. My people will fight by your side to make it happen.”


  That got a reaction. James smiled at the howls and yips coming from his men. They were more than ready to see the murderers of their people dead.


  * * *


  


  



  26 ~ The Markan’deya


  Zuleika and environs, Child of Harmony


  WHUMP! WHUMP! WHUMP! WHUMP! WHUMP! WHUMP!


  Colonel Flowers watched the city erupt for the second time as more fighters flew over. The sun was just coming up, and light amplification was no longer necessary. He deselected it and viewed the city at X4. There was fire; it was to be expected, there were falling buildings, also as expected. What wasn’t expected was the complete lack of return from the Merkiaari. Surely they had something to hit the fighters with? If they did there was no sign of it.


  “It’s time,” Flowers said, and nodded to Stone.


  “Open fire!” Stone roared at the top of his enhanced voice.


  Twenty artillery pieces spoke as one on the instant, then again and again with a mere half second between firings. Rocket launchers began flushing their racks and scores of hellfire rockets flew skyward. Flowers tracked them by their vapour trails as they headed for targets in the city. More buildings were smashed. Clouds of smoke and dust billowed up and darkened the sky. The city was plunged into night by the black and stinking smoke.


  “Reload!” Stone roared again.


  Each of the self-propelled guns had a three unit team servicing it. The drivers had the least to do, but it was essential they be ready to drive in case the enemy targeted the battery. They only had so many of the guns with them, and any losses could prove devastating. The two remaining units worked the weapon itself. One man worked the controls to elevate the hot barrel a couple of degrees, while the other rushed to re-stock the gun’s autoloader with three 155mm HE contact-fused rounds.


  “Fire!”


  Flowers ignored the thunder of his guns, and concentrated on evaluating their effectiveness. After each firing of three rounds the guns were elevated and fired again before repeating the cycle. He watched the line of explosions advancing into the city and was pleased. His men had learned their gunnery lessons well; everything was proceeding as planned.


  “Fire!” Stone said with metronomic precision.


  Dozens, and then hundreds of buildings were smashed. There was no help for it. When this day was over the city would need extensive work, but as Wilder’s people had already reminded them, killing the enemy was all that really mattered. Buildings could be replaced; lives could not.


  “Reload!”


  Flowers split his attention between his guns and TacNet. Alpha and Bravo were advancing behind the curtain of his artillery fire, and were fast approaching the cut off point. They reached it not two minutes later, and he nodded to Stone.


  “Cease firing!”


  “Now we wait,” Flowers said, and Stone nodded.


  * * *


  The streets of Zuleika, Child of Harmony


  Cragg ducked as the artillery popped three rounds into a building just ahead. He waited a few seconds in case another three were on their way, but after a moment of relative silence, he decided he was in the clear. Whoever had called in the fire mission was apparently satisfied with the results.


  “Clear,” he called to Hiller and dashed across the street into the building opposite.


  He fired at the enemy troop in the doorway and it staggered back, but the wounds only seemed to make it mad. Cragg selected semi automatic despite the energy expenditure, and dove for the floor keeping his rifle on target. As he hit the ground, his fire finally had an effect. The trooper went to his knees snarling at the pain. In frustration, Cragg jacked his grenade launcher and fired from where he lay prone.


  WHUMP!


  He sat up amid the smoking debris, and saw a pair of legs twitching nearby. Of the rest of the enemy troop, there was no sign.


  “Ground floor secure,” Cragg reported over his comm, and stood to cover the ramp as the rest of First Squad burst in to join him. “I have two hostiles on the third floor, no others on sensors,” he said when Hiller looked the question at him.


  “These bastards are hard to kill,” Gordon said kicking the severed legs. “The way we’re going we’ll need resupply soon.”


  Hiller nodded. “I’ve already put in a request for more grenades along with the rest of the ammo and power cells.”


  “Wouldn’t mind a couple more railguns, Sarge,” Cragg said. “They’re the only things these bastards don’t sneer at.”


  “Yeah I know. We do what we can.” Hiller detailed two groups of three to take out the troopers hiding on the third floor and search the rest of the building.


  Cragg stood guard at the ground floor entrance while the others cleared the upper floors. The battle was going quite well, albeit slowly, but then it should; they had all the advantages. With the navy’s hotshot pilots overhead, and the Colonel’s artillery ready whenever anyone called, they couldn’t lose… so long as their ammunition didn’t run out.


  Zuleika was different to anything he had ever seen before. Unlike the Alliance, the Shan didn’t like building vertically. Most of the buildings were three stories or less, and tended to sprawl over a wide area. They didn’t cram them together either. Most of the building’s interior spaces were below ground. Zuleika was a huge city in terms of the area it covered, but he bet it had housed less than a quarter of the population that an Alliance city of similar size would have. It must be a psychological thing, or maybe a cultural one. The natives were different in a lot of ways, not just physically. For one thing, they seemed far happier living underground than a Human would be.


  Cragg checked his sensors again. Alpha Company’s four platoons, with Bravo’s four in support, were herding the Merkiaari to a position where they could be killed en masse. The little beggars had scattered after the flyboys bombed their positions, and were making life difficult. House to house fighting was awkward and could be costly in a city this large, but so far his squad had suffered no casualties or injuries of note.


  “Building secure,” Hiller announced over the comm.


  Cragg prepared to go out the door by performing a sensor sweep. He found a splash of red on his sensors as he scanned in the direction of the push, but as he called up the city map to plot the best route, another red icon caught his attention.


  “Jesus,” he hissed dropping to the floor, and hastily swinging his rifle back the way they had come. “Alpha One-Three, Alpha One-One. I have Merkiaari in the street and coming this way. I would appreciate it if you would come down and join the party.”


  “How many?” Hiller said intently.


  “A full squad and heavily armed. They must have circled around Second Squad.”


  “We’re on the way. If you get a chance, contact Arty and call in a strike.”


  “Copy.” With Hiller’s idea fresh in his mind, he called a satellite view of the city and noted the street’s location. “Alpha One-Three, fire mission.”


  “Alpha One-Three, Artillery Control. Say coordinates,” Colonel Flowers said instantly.


  “Grid G-six sub-grid Gamma-eight.”


  “On the way.”


  Cragg waited a few seconds, and then ducked as explosions dotted the street. “Artillery Control, Alpha One-Three. Right on the money, sir. Pour it on.”


  “Artillery Control copies.”


  With those simple words, the street turned into a hell of flying concrete and crashing buildings. Round after round came in and wiped the Merki squad out.


  “Artillery Control, Alpha One-Three. Target destroyed.”


  “Copy.”


  A last wave of explosions erupted, adding to the destruction before relative silence fell. There were still explosions going on, indicating a firefight somewhere, but his sector was quiet and free of hostiles. As Cragg rose to his feet and began scouting the way for his squad, he absently wondered what had happened to Second Squad.


  * * *


  “That should damn well never have happened,” Gina snarled angrily.


  “Sorry, ma’am,” Wevers said shamefaced. “They must have stayed low while we cleared the others out.”


  Gina relented a little; she always found it hard to remain angry with her people. She was too concerned with their welfare to go beyond a simple chewing out.


  “We have sensors, Gwen. Use them!”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Wevers said, blushing in humiliation.


  “On your way.”


  Gina watched Gwen rejoin her squad and turned back to James. He had done well so far. The resistance couldn’t keep up with a viper at full speed of course, but when weight of fire came into its own, James and his people helped supply it. He was a strange man. She watched him chatting and laughing with a Shan female in her own language, and wondered where a professor of Paleontology got the guts to face down Merkiaari. She had watched him stand with her people as the building they were in came apart around them, and fire both his beamers into the advancing troopers. Perhaps it was his knowledge of the last Merki War. He was an historian as well as a paleontologist. Maybe he saw history repeating and wanted to help stop it. Whatever the reason, he would have made a good Lt—was in fact one already, though no lieutenant she had heard of had ever commanded three hundred aliens.


  “She looks embarrassed,” James said, as Gina approached him.


  “She should be.” Gina’s mood suddenly plummeted. “Merki are damn dangerous—even more so now than before. That group could have killed Hiller’s entire squad.”


  “But they didn’t,” James reminded her. “Hiller saw them coming.”


  “Yeah. You’re right. At least Hiller had someone watching the street.”


  “I’m sure Ms Wevers has learned her lesson.”


  “Sergeant Wevers better had. We should have the Merkiaari where we want them pretty soon.”


  “And where precisely is that?”


  “A large structure at the centre of the city.”


  James nodded. “The Markan’deya. It’s where Shan teach their children of the Great Harmony—like a museum.”


  Gina wished he hadn’t told her that. The museum was unlikely to be still standing in a few hours. “The museum is central…”


  “That’s right. They built it at the centre of their city, as harmony is at the centre of what it is to be Shan, or rather what it was to be Shan.”


  “Professor,” she said warningly. “I’m not one of your students, please don’t lecture me… and don’t interrupt.”


  James aborted what he was going to say and grinned. “Sorry.”


  “We’re pushing them from all sides now,” Gina went on, ignoring the twinkle in his eyes. “They will have no choice but to make a stand. When they do, we call in the flyboys and finish them.” James remained silent and she sighed. “What do you think?”


  “I think the sooner the better. The Markan’deya can be rebuilt, Gina. The city is a mess anyway. Get the damn Merkiaari off the planet so my friends can get back to living.”


  “I plan to,” Gina said, and turned back to the war.


  * * *


  The Markan’deya, Zuleika, Child of Harmony.


  The Markan’deya was a huge domed building with many entrances and windows. Its natural stone facade sparkled golden in the sunlight like all the buildings, due to the heavy concentration of pyrite in the local stone, but for all of that, it was designed quite unlike any other structure in Zuleika. It was perfectly round with tall intricately carved pillars standing like sentinels either side of the entrances. The windows were tall narrow things, perhaps designed to let lots of natural sunlight into the interior. Kate liked the building’s design, but the Merkiaari, damn their furry hides, were making good use of it. It was extremely hard to target them when they kept ducking out of sight. Being so narrow, the windows reduced the angle she could use to almost nothing.


  Taking careful aim at a shadowy figure in a window, she fired a quick burst and watched the enemy troop stagger back. He wasn’t dead worse luck. There was no way to get a good shot off, but her fire did have the effect of keeping heads down. While they were ducking fire from all sides, they couldn’t be thinking about breaking out.


  Kate decided it was time to find out what was causing the delay. “Gold One, Alpha Leader.”


  “Alpha Leader, Gold One, go,” Burgton said.


  “I have them bottled up in the museum, sir, but they’re fighting back hard. My men are running low on power and ammo. I’m conserving what little we have left, but without re-supply we can’t hold. How long before the strike?”


  “Charlie Company is under heavy pressure…” Burgton began.


  Aren’t we all.


  Kate ducked as a rocket flew from the window she had just fired at. The explosion shook the ground to her right, and another wall collapsed. She looked worriedly through the rising dust. Gina’s platoon was in that building.


  “…five minutes?” Burgton asked.


  “I don’t think so, sir,” Kate said, as more rockets and grenades began coming out of the museum. “They’ve realised what we’re doing. They’re pushing me harder now. I don’t think—”


  WHUMP! WHUMP!


  The explosions were so close that Kate was lifted from where she lay prone, and was thrown ten metres along the street. She was dazed and in pain with blood running from her nose and ears. The noise of the battle seemed far away, but at least she was alive. A diagnostic showed yellow almost everywhere, but the damage to her head was a worry. The indicator was flashing orange around her head. After querying her processor, Kate realised it was indicating a fractured skull. She tried to regain her feet, but fell almost immediately with everything spinning sickeningly around her.


  She tried again, but fell over before taking two steps. Only one eye was working. All she was receiving from the right one was a rolling targeting display that gradually grew worse until it winked out. Luckily, her left eye was functioning normally. She rolled onto her belly and regained her feet with slugs from a gauss rifle kicking up the debris around her, only to fall over her own feet. It was very embarrassing. She hoped no one could see her. She dragged herself to the top of the crater, rubble rolling by as she struggled to the top. She was intending to dash back to her people, when something hit her solidly in the belly. Air blasted out of her, and she folded like a puppet with its strings cut.


  Darkness washed over her, and she knew no more.


  Initialise reboot sequence…


  Diagnostics: Unit unfit for duty.


  Initiate hibernation... Done.


  Activate beacon for pickup… Done.


  Beacon transmitting.


  Warning: Hostiles detected.


  Activate combat mode… Done.


  Initiate emergency repairs… Failed.


  Warning: IMS failure. Report to medical for full system analysis.


  Fault logged. Continue reboot sequence…


  TRS… Done.


  Sensors… Done.


  Targeting… Done.


  Communications… Failed to initialise.


  Retry/Abort? >_


  Retry/Abort? >_


  Retry/Abort? >_


  Fault logged. Continue reboot sequence…


  Infonet… Service not available.


  TacNet… Failed to initialise.


  Retry/Abort? >_


  Retry/Abort? >_


  Retry/Abort? >_


  Fault logged. Continue reboot sequence…


  Initiate emergency reactivation…


  Kate regained consciousness face down in the still smoking crater. She lay still and listened to the General trying to tell her something, but she couldn’t understand what he wanted. His words faded in and out, and she couldn’t associate them with any action needed by her. She listened and tried to understand.


  “…Leader is down! Repeat Alpha Leader is down!” a voice cried over TacNet.


  Who was Alpha Leader again? “Oh yes, that’s me,” she mumbled coughing up what seemed like a gallon of blood.


  The pain made Kate’s eyes bug, and she clutched at her belly. She felt broken armour under her fingers, and something soft and squishy pushing through it. She rolled onto her back and craned her neck trying to see what it was.


  “I’ll get her,” Fuentez said.


  “No stay there,” Kate hissed angrily, and tried to access the net. Her helmet was MIA with its comm, and her internal comm was out of commission too, but she still had TacNet. “Alpha Leader…” what was she going to say? “Alpha Leader to… anyone, stay away,” she said, but no one heard her. She had too much damage.


  “…will follow orders. Katherine is one person, you have an entire Company to see to.”


  “But, sir!” Fuentez said. “I can see where she must be.”


  “You have your orders. You have command of Alpha Company for the duration. In exactly three minutes the navy is going to flatten the entire area.”


  “Yes, sir,” Fuentez said stiffly.


  Kate blinked rapidly, trying to make sense of her situation. Flatten the area… that didn’t sound very good, did it?


  * * *


  Stone listened intently, and hissed with rage when he heard the news about Richmond. He looked at the Colonel appealingly, and received a slight nod. That was all he needed.


  He sprinted at max toward the burning and broken city.


  Leaping rubble and craters alike, he stretched his awareness out ahead of him. He had his rifle ready in case the opportunity arose to increase his score, but Richmond was thorough. He found no sign of the enemy as he made his way through the smashed streets.


  “You have your orders,” Burgton said. “You have command of Alpha Company for the duration. In exactly three minutes the navy is going to flatten the entire area.”


  Stone accelerated and flew over the rubble barely touching the ground. Three minutes wasn’t long enough. He felt like howling in frustration, but instead he accessed a satellite in an attempt to find a quicker route.


  He found one.


  “Yes, sir,” Fuentez acknowledge the order stiffly.


  Stone dashed through a building, and fired his rifle at full power into the wall before he slammed through it. His display flashed yellow on both arms, but he ignored the pain. He’d had worse. Besides, a viper could take a lot more than hitting a wall at speed. The new street was clear of obstructions, and he made up some time, but before long, it ended in another wall. He raced toward it and leapt—


  —And smashed down onto the roof of a low building. He had no idea what it was for, and cared not at all. He ran and leapt onto higher roof, and then onto another using each like a set of stairs until he was close to his target. He looked down at the firefight far below and tensed. This was going to hurt big time.


  Stone jumped.


  * * *


  Kate flinched as something smashed to the ground nearby. She thought at first that one of the flyboys had dropped a Titan on her, but there was no explosion. Instead she heard a lot of groaning and cursing in retro. She couldn’t stop herself from laughing between bouts of coughing.


  “What are you doing here?” she said, as Stone dragged himself over the lip of her crater.


  “I thought I’d drop in to say hello.”


  “Your leg…” Kate winced in sympathy. His right knee was smashed to splinters.


  “It’s nothing,” he said, sweating as the pain threatened to break from his control. “How bad you hit?”


  “Don’t know. A diagnostic says I’m screwed one minute, but then it says I’m a hundred percent combat capable the next. My wristcomp is out too. I can’t see out of my right eye, and when I stand up I fall over. My—” Kate hissed as the pain slammed through her again. “My belly hurts.”


  “Not surprised,” Stone said doing something to her down below. “Half your guts are hanging out. You hit by a tank or what?”


  “Gauss slug I think.” Stone probed her belly with his fingers. “What you doing?” She hissed as agony blossomed. “Fuck! Leave it will you!”


  “I’ve got to push it back in or I can’t get you out of here, bitch-girl. Stop your whining.”


  “Sorry,” Kate said, and panted as the pain stuttered along outraged nerves. “How are you going to do it with your leg hanging off?”


  Stone grimaced. “It’s not that bad.”


  It was, but Kate said nothing as Stone dragged her upright. She took the weight off his smashed leg so that they could move, and he held a hand over her belly to stop her insides slopping out. Kate’s world became one of excruciating pain as he half dragged half carried her over the rubble-strewn streets. Splinters of concrete and brick pelted them as ricocheting slugs kicked up the debris around them. She felt like the world around her was spinning out of control, and it made her dizzy and sick. She heaved wanting to throw up her last meal pack, but all that came up was more blood. Her armour and uniform was covered in it. She fumbled at her face with a shaking hand trying to wipe her mouth, but only succeeded in smearing the disgusting stuff over her chin. Her face felt numb. She stared at her hand, and found it slick with more blood. Shouldn’t her bots be taking care of that little thing?


  Kate blinked dazedly around, hoping to see Gina and the others, but they must have pulled back already. That meant the strike was imminent. They would not have pulled out otherwise. She ordered her sensors to find her friends, but nothing happened. The data on her display kept insisting she was falling. She watched her altimeter spiralling down, and winced when it hit zero, but nothing happened of course. It was just her processor having a whigout.


  “Where are we going?” she said, slurring the words. Her lips weren’t working right. Hell, what was these days?


  “God knows,” Stone said as the bombers came in to drop their loads on the museum.


  WHUMP! WHUMP! WHUMP! WHUMP! WHUMP! WHUMP!


  * * *


  


  



  27 ~ Trouble at Masaru


  Zuleika Spaceport, one month later


  Flight lieutenant Gary Newlove, otherwise known as Scorpion Leader, paced slowly around his ship’s forward intakes, open now that she had an atmosphere to breathe again, and along the fuselage passing the one-step ladder waiting for his foot. He ducked under her starboard wing, and paused to check that her pylons were all secure. The SPAF-18 Nighthawk had four pylons, two under each wing, which could take a variety of munitions in any configuration a mission required. The Nighthawk was a very versatile craft. Fast and manoeuvrable enough to ensure air superiority against other fighters, while retaining enough spare payload to make it a very respectable bomber in its own right. His ship was currently configured for ground attack. The white tipped Hornet AG missiles were a dark menacing shadow within their launcher hanging from her inner pylon, while the fat and happy bulk of an Atlas bunker buster bomb took her outer pylon. All her munitions had the white tips indicating war shots. Red tips would have indicated this was a training mission, and incidentally would have had him screaming bloody murder, but all was fine.


  Before leaving to check her portside, he grabbed the Atlas and shook it roughly. It barely moved, as it should be. If the movement had been excessive his baby would have been down checked. The inner pylons, which were designated one and two on his weapon’s consol, held the twelve shot box launchers rarely seen by anyone these days. Not counting missions here on Child of Harmony, he had used them only twice before, both times during his academy days. All cadets were expected to make at least one run over the range with them.


  Pylons Three and Four were encumbered with the two Atlas bunker busters he was carrying. The Atlas was a 250kg bomb designed to penetrate hardened targets such as missile silos or reinforced bunkers. It had a destructive capability out of proportion to its seemingly small size, almost bordering on a mini-nuke in the results it could produce. He had great confidence in its ability to do the job, and in his ability to deliver it on target. He had never dropped anything bigger, though Sutherland did carry them among other nastier things. Nukes were never used on planetary targets of course, but again Sutherland did carry them.


  He had heard through the grapevine that a Shan delegation in the east wing had asked that the cities be nuked, and the Merkiaari with them. That was fine by him, but Burgton had vetoed it saying it was too close to breaking the Accords. To his mind, that was a specious argument, but there were other reasons not to nuke the cities. Fallout for one thing, and where would the natives live afterwards? No, on the whole he was happy with his part in the campaign.


  Newlove checked his portside pylons and found all well. He walked into the open and found that his people were already climbing up into their cockpits. He was running late.


  He trotted up to his bird, automatically thumping the second step cover, before climbing up and into the cockpit. He flicked the master power switch to on, and his instruments activated and calibrated themselves. His helmet went on his head, and he plugged his flight suit into the life support consol. He grunted as the suit pressurised. It squeezed as if his ship had just gone to max thrust. It lasted a moment only, and the computer beeped, indicating he had a good seal. His harness was next, and then he flicked more switches to activate the fuel pumps.


  Newlove keyed his mic live. “Scorpion Leader to all Scorpions. Ready to roll?”


  “Scorpion Two, all systems nominal.”


  “…Three ready to roll.”


  “…Four, affirmative, Scorpion Leader.”


  Newlove listened as the twelve ships of his wing reported in, but kept his eyes glued to his pressure gauge until it reached the green zone. Depressing the engine preheat button, he counted to ten under his breath, and then pressed engine start. The explosive roar of his burners punctuated the familiar whine of his twin Megabyne Dynamics engines as their revs built. He watched his instruments, but all was in the green.


  “Zuleika Tower, Scorpion Leader,” Newlove said over the comm. “Ready to roll.”


  “Roger, Scorpion Leader. You are number two for takeoff. Repeat number two.”


  “Roger tower, Scorpion Leader copies number two.”


  Hanna led the twelve ships of Jaguar wing onto the runway. They could have taken off vertically of course, but that was slower and used more fuel. There was no need for it here. One after another, the fighters accelerated hard down the runway, and leapt into the sky. Newlove watched with pleasure as they pulled into a steep climb to clear his sky. Even after all these years, it was still a thrilling sight watching the twin burners shoving a Nighthawk through six gees.


  “Zuleika Tower, Scorpion Leader, rolling.”


  “Roger, Scorpion Leader. Good luck.”


  Newlove taxied onto the runway and stopped. Setting his brakes he throttled up until his baby was straining at the leash. He let her go. She mashed him into his acceleration couch as she raced down the runway, and leapt into the sky. His vision greyed as his flight suit squeezed his extremities, but that was normal. He endured, and pulled up violently into a vertical climb to two thousand metres. He levelled off, and led his wing to join Hanna’s people.


  “Scorpion Leader, Jaguar Leader.”


  “Scorpion Leader. How do you want to play this one?”


  “Me first?”


  “Fine by me,” Newlove said. He had led the attack the last couple of times over the cities. “I’ll circle around until you drop your loads, and then you do the same for me. Okay?”


  “Copy that. We hit them with the hornets together from the south.”


  Newlove nodded; it was the best way. “Copy Jaguar Leader, you have the lead. Scorpion Leader out.”


  He contacted his wing and gave his orders.


  Jaguar and Scorpion wings climbed to forty thousand feet where their pilots set their computers to supercruise. In supercruise mode, the pilots had little to do but monitor their instruments. Their ship’s flew themselves, but after the warm welcome the Merkiaari had laid on for them on their first night on Child of Harmony, they weren’t willing to relax their guard. Merki interceptors had the advantage over them. They were faster and more manoeuvrable, as some had found to their cost when they were shot down over Zuleika. The survivors didn’t want a repeat performance, nor did they wish to join those who hadn’t been lucky enough to eject in time. Paranoia was a hobby that veteran pilots cultivated diligently.


  Flight time to the city of Masaru was a little over two hours.


  The mission went according to plan. Hanna led the attack, and then played high guard while Newlove’s Scorpions dropped their bomb loads on the selected targets. Flashes lit the darkened city, and buildings crashed down upon already deserted and rubble-strewn streets. Fires raged out of control and unopposed, while both wings roared away only to turn back a minute or so later to engage secondary targets with their Hornet AG missiles.


  Unbeknown to Newlove and his superiors, who were even now evaluating the results of the attack real time via satellite, the Merkiaari ground forces occupying Masaru had already left the area under cover of darkness. They were many kilometres distant by the time the attack commenced.


  The mission was a complete and utter failure.


  “Bandits, bandits!” someone screamed, and Newlove’s heart skipped a beat. “Many bandits bearing one-two-zero degrees, angels three-niner thousand.”


  “Roger. Bandits incoming one-two-zero. Scorpions break, break.” Newlove pulled up hard and to the right. His vision greyed as the gee-stress built, but he was concentrating hard upon his instruments, and ignored the discomfort. “Take them two against one.”


  They had learned not to try attacking one on one. SPAF-18s simply couldn’t compete with Merki interceptors, and neither could its pilot compete with the Merkiaari pilots. It was an unpalatable truth, but they were simply better suited to withstand g-stress. They had evolved in a heavy grav environment, and could withstand faster and tighter turns. All was not lost however. Newlove’s people were highly trained professionals, and had fought successfully against the Merkiaari at Zuleika and other cities over the last few weeks. The new doctrine hammered out using those experiences, paid good dividends in the opening seconds of the dogfight.


  Two of the interceptors went down almost immediately under intense cannon fire, but a minute or two into this new battle, the tide turned against the Alliance. They were outnumbered three to two, but worst of all, both wings of fighters were configured for ground attack. The only weapons they had after bombing Masaru were a pair of twin-barrelled railguns one on each wing. These cannons, though effective when on target, were not self-seek weapons. They relied upon the pilot’s dog fighting and gunnery skills. Against so many interceptors fully armed for air-to-air combat, they had no chance.


  Heat-seeking missiles criss-crossed the sky in appalling numbers. Missiles designed to memorise an enemy’s radar footprint, and hunt that enemy down, locked on. Missiles that did nothing but sow the sky with electronic interference hashed the fighter’s sensors. Missiles everywhere. Fighters dove and jinked trying to shake them off, but a pilot lucky enough to do so once, might immediately stray into the path of two more a moment later. Should he successfully avoid those, he might then be shot down by pulser fire from the interceptors that had managed to get behind him while he was preoccupied shaking off the missiles. Explosions pocked the sky. Engines howled, cannon fire roared, and men screamed as their ships came apart around them.


  “Mayday, mayday… Scorpion Six going down,” Briggs began, but a moment later his ship disintegrated, and rained burning debris down onto the trees below.


  “I’m hit! Ejecting…”


  “Behind you, Lou, behind you!”


  “Get him off me, get him off me!”


  “Eject, eject, eject… noooo!”


  Newlove tried to watch for threats both to his right and his left. He tried to watch his instruments for missiles locking on. He tried to chase down an interceptor while avoiding the others of his wing engaged in their own battles. He tried to get good position and fire while glancing back over his shoulder for the reassuring sight of his wingman. Mike wasn’t there, and then he was, and then he wasn’t again. He had a missile on his tail, and he was jinking to lose it. He succeeded, but then another Nighthawk, one of Hanna’s people, roared through his airspace with an interceptor on its tail, and all three collided in an eye-searing ball of light.


  “Noooo,” Newlove howled, as Mike’s ship flipped over minus its right wing. The fighter burned spiralling out of control toward the ground. He willed his friend to eject but he was either dead or unconscious from the collision. The broken ship struck the ground in a ball of fire. “Mike!”


  Half of the fighters sent to attack Masaru were shot down in the first three minutes of battle. Five of those twelve brave pilots ejected safely, while their comrades fought for their lives above them.


  On his own now, Newlove seemed to enter another state of consciousness. His vision tunnelled, populated only by his HUD and the interceptor swooping crazily left and right up and down trying to evade him. His breathing was loud in his ears, yet he couldn’t hear his ship’s engines as they howled in protest. He didn’t even notice the warning light that denoted an overheating engine. His fear had pushed him as far as it was possible to go. His unblinking eyes were fixed only ahead of him. They only had time for the enemy now. What was behind him was of no interest. What was to right and left was irrelevant. All that mattered was killing the enemy, even if that meant his own death.


  The chase he was involved in turned to a game of cat and mouse as the interceptor dove for the deck in an effort to evade him. He followed at tree top level along a valley that ran north to south for kilometres. He had no idea where he was, and cared not at all. All that mattered was the interceptor in his gun sights. He fired and missed. Fired again. The interceptor clawed for a little altitude, and swept around in a tight turn. He fired a burst, and hit his target, but before he could fire again, the Merki pulled up into a vertical climb.


  Newlove tried to follow as the interceptor pulled into an unbelievably fast and steep climb. His flight suit squeezed his legs so hard he felt in danger of being crushed. His vision greyed and dimmed. He fired as his target crossed in front of him, but he was too late. The Merki dove managing to evade his fire. He gave chase recklessly, and almost collided with the Interceptor when it decelerated hard in an attempt to get behind him. He poured fire into it, and this time the job got done. The Interceptor disintegrated into a ball of fire and debris.


  “Splash one,” Newlove said, and pulled up steeply looking for another target.


  Pe-peep… pe-peep… pe-peep, peep, peep, peep, peep!


  The target lock warning went frantic. Newlove went to max thrust in an effort to outrun the missile that had dropped onto his tail. Where the hell had it come from? He didn’t have time to ponder. He jinked and dove, and then pushed the throttles through the stops. He couldn’t shake it loose! He dove hard, and pulled into a five-gee positive turn to starboard, but the missile had him locked solid into its tiny little brain. Decoys automatically popped free from their bays in the tail of his ship in an effort to suck the missile off target, but it wasn’t interested in being decoyed. Flares lit the sky, but they also failed. The missile wasn’t letting go. He continued the turn, and pulled up hard. His vision greyed as the g-stress built.


  Booom!


  “I’m hit,” Newlove gasped as his ship shuddered from the impact.


  His ship bucked and fought him as he tried to maintain control. His display was awash with warning lights, and the air was filled with warning sirens. Number two, his starboard engine, was on fire. He used the extinguisher, but already he could feel the loss in power.


  Pe-peep… pe-peep… pe-peep, peep, peep, peep, peep!


  Newlove gaped in disbelief as another missile locked on and began homing. Where the hell were they coming from? He dove away from the new threat trying to gain time to assess the damage to his ship. He was losing power in number two, and fuel pressure was dropping. He glanced quickly over his shoulder and realised his starboard wing had been shredded.


  Booom!


  His ship shuddered again, and this time he knew it was all over.


  Beep, beep, beep…


  Flame out on number two. Newlove pulled up, desperately needing the altitude. He would surely die if he ejected so close to the ground. His ship clawed for height shaking so badly he feared it would shake itself apart.


  “Mayday, mayday… Scorpion Leader going down. Position…” the stick went dead, and so did most of his displays. His ship began to roll starboard and down. “Position unknown… ejecting.”


  Newlove yanked the black and yellow handle between his legs. The canopy above his head blew clear, and his acceleration couch rocketed out of the cockpit. The force of his ejection must have knocked him out because when he awoke, his chute was already deployed. He drifted sedately toward the ground. The sky was utterly black. His comm was dead… of course it was dead. His ship was gone. All he heard was the whistle of the wind.


  Fires raged upon the ground below. An explosion to Newlove’s right had him spinning that way in an effort to see. He needed to get his bearings. He couldn’t tell what had caused the eruption of flame. Maybe it was his own ship. The ball of fire had leapt skyward, but it was gone a moment later leaving nothing in its wake. A building would still be burning, but a fighter’s tanks would explode exactly like that. He had seen it before.


  Newlove tensed as he dipped below a hundred metres, and winced at the impact of his seat hitting the ground. He thumped his chest to release his harness, and sprinted away from the area and into dense trees. He ran blindly at first, he had no choice. It was pitch dark and he had no point of reference to get his bearings, but he had to clear the area before the Merkiaari came to investigate. His compass would put him on the right course, but should he head south now or wait where he was for rescue? With so many of the enemy in the area, all he wanted to do was hide, but that was no guarantee of safety.


  He chose to head south along the valley.


  * * *


  Approaching Camp Charlie Epsilon, Child of Harmony


  Gina stepped off the trail to watch her people wearily trudging by in the rain. “I can’t promise you hot showers,” she said in halting Shan. “But there will be hot food at least.”


  The tired and bedraggled looking warriors raised a ragged cheer at that, but it was half-hearted at best. They were completely done in, and were marching for pride alone.


  Gina felt fit to drop herself. Mud caked her legs up to her thighs, and her feet squished in her waterlogged boots. Her armour, that had looked like new a few short weeks earlier, was now scorched and battle scarred. She was soaked to the skin and chilled to the bone. Her rain cape did little to help the situation. She could only imagine what the unenhanced Shan felt like. She wasn’t sure if they realised how remarkable their effort to keep up was. Did they really understand what the black battle dress uniform meant? James said they did, but she had her doubts. No unenhanced Human soldier could have kept up in such conditions, and knowing their limitations, they wouldn’t have tried. Not so the Shan. After working with them the last few weeks, Gina had come to know and admire them for their courage and resilience. They didn’t know what the word limitation meant.


  Gina took off her helmet and raised her face skyward. The rain fell like there was no tomorrow, and the clouds looked set to stay. She swept her hair back, and let the rain wash her face. It refreshed her a little. While she stood there, the warriors continued on their weary way, following the trail blazed by Cragg and Takeri. Gina was lucky to have them. They were all that remained of Hiller’s squad. Hiller himself had only recently returned to duty after a prolonged stay in sickbay aboard Grafton. He had been leading a patrol much like this one—though without the large number of natives that she commanded here it had been of much smaller size—when he was hit. It had been touch and go there for a while. He had been hit in the throat, and only Zack Gordon’s quick thinking had saved his life.


  Alpha Company was in a sorry state these days with, in some cases, squads containing only three units attached to squads containing five or six. Gina had to patch and rearranged things as best she could. Sergeant Hiller wasn’t the only one who found himself assigned to another squad. Of the one-hundred and sixty viper units assigned to her company at the beginning of the operation, only ninety-six remained. Thirty-six units were either dead or out of commission for the duration of the mission. Twenty-eight had been temporarily reassigned to Charlie Company as reinforcements to help replace the losses incurred at the battle of Kachina Eight. Bravo and Delta had also donated men and equipment.


  The fighting within the Keep had been brutal, resulting in the worst casualties so far inflicted on the regiment. Charlie Company had been smashed with most of its officers dead or wounded together with many of its NCOs. The Colonel himself was now in direct command, and would remain so until they left for home. The losses among the people sheltering in the Keep, had been simply catastrophic. On the plus side, the loss of Kachina Eight and its inhabitants, and the later attacks on Kachina Six and Seven had galvanised the Shan as nothing else could have. Knowing that even the Keeps were no longer safe, people numbering in the hundreds of thousands had decided to take their chances against the enemy under the open sky rather than in holes in the ground. They had boiled out of the Keeps seeking to link up with the dwindling Shan military. Alpha Company, and the other Human units on Child of Harmony, had benefited enormously when many of them decided to fight alongside Humans instead of their own people.


  Gina pulled her helmet back on and watched the last of the natives trudge by followed by the rear guard. The rear guard consisted exclusively of Marines in mechanised armour. Of all those here with her, they were in the best shape. Cocooned in their mechs, they were shielded from the bad weather, and their mechanical ‘muscles’ took much of the strain of the long march off the Marines themselves. She had ordered them to cover her Shan warriors from the rear while her vipers did the same from the front. In that way, the weakest members of her now greatly augmented company (at least in sheer numbers) were sandwiched between professionals with high tech detection systems.


  Gina watched the mechs striding by, and decided it was high time to re-take her place at the front of the march again. With her rifle angled down and safely under her rain cape, she pushed herself into a run and overtook first the Marines and then the Shan. A minute or two later, she was splashing by waterlogged vipers.


  “Anything?” Gina said, slowing to march beside Sergeant Hiller.


  “Cragg says all clear.”


  “Good. I like killing Merkiaari, but I prefer it when the sun is shining.”


  Hiller grinned. “Me too.”


  Camp Charlie Epsilon was the forward-most camp in the front line. It had been set up after the enemy declined to engage and retreated into a complex of hills and valleys where they had thus far managed to remain concealed from surveillance. Gina’s patrol was one of many sent into the area looking for them.


  Gina signalled the closest observation post about her intention to approach the camp, and then led her people through the fixed defences surrounding it. The bulky shapes of APCs, Shan field artillery, viper self-propelled howitzers, sentry guns, mortars, and rocket launchers came and went as they moved deeper into camp.


  Gina dismissed her men to find something to eat and a long deserved rest. It would be a little while yet before she could do the same. She had to make her report first. The General’s CP (command post) was basically a hole in the ground roofed over with heavy logs and sod. A lot of the camp was like that. It was hastily constructed of local materials, and wouldn’t survive a direct attack by arty or aircraft, but that was why the General had the navy flying round the clock air patrols. The interdiction zone around Charlie Epsilon kept them safe from air attack, and regular patrols kept the Merkiaari at a distance on the ground. At least that was the theory.


  Gina found the General in the CP standing with Commander Heinemann, Colonel Flowers, and Major Faggini, listening to a report relayed to them from orbit. They looked very grim, and Gina was unwilling to disturb them. She looked around the dim interior of the bunker for someone else to report to. She found Captain Penleigh of Delta Company and Captain Elliot of Bravo. They were standing together next to the map table that had been set up on one side of the bunker. Its glowing multi-coloured surface threw both men’s features into shadow; she could not tell what they thought of the General’s demeanour.


  She went to join them, carefully stepping over the naked power leads leading to the comm station and map table. “What’s going on?”


  “Trouble at Masaru,” Captain Elliot said, and nodded at Heinemann where he spoke with someone on the comm.


  Penleigh nodded. “Heinemann is trying to get a sitrep from Sutherland now, but it doesn’t look good. We lost contact with all our fly boys shortly after their bomb run.”


  “All of them?”


  Elliot nodded.


  Penleigh manipulated a control on the map table, and the current view changed to the countryside surrounding Masaru. “You can see why the Merki’s First Claw chose the city for his base when he pulled back from our advance. The natives stopped him cold when he tried to break west, and the mountains to the north are impassable on foot. Gravsleds don’t operate well at high altitudes, and often have trouble on broken ground; especially when the slope is greater than forty or forty-five degrees.”


  Gina nodded remembering similar problems she and Major Stein had on manoeuvres. “The Marine’s ground effect vehicles are no better.”


  “Agreed,” Penleigh said. “That’s why the regiment uses wheeled or tracked vehicles exclusively. Remember that time on Faragut?”


  “God yes, what a nightmare,” Elliot said, but then realised Gina didn’t know the story and explained. “This happened a couple of years after the war remember. Things were still tight for a lot of people. Industries and cities had been smashed, and entire planetary populations were still on the move. On many planets, the cities were abandoned in favour of the countryside where, if you were tough and clever enough, you could survive by farming or hunting. These people had no idea how to survive cut off from the mall and their autochefs, but the only alternative was starvation. The Fleet struggled to cope. They had too few ships, too few resources to fulfil their obligations. I’m afraid the Border Worlds were left to fend for themselves for a long time. They do have some justification for their current resentment you see?


  “Anyway,” Elliot went on. “Fleet shipped in supplies where it could. They saved a lot of lives, but for many they were too slow. Those abandoned people had to take matters into their own hands if they were to survive. On Faragut, that meant hijacking a supply ship, which they did almost too easily. The Fleet was stretched thin, and they hadn’t expected an attack by their own people. They lost not only the supply ship, but also its entire escort. We were sent in to rescue the crews of the ships, which for the most part were unharmed but imprisoned. We did that all right, but the only place not in rebel hands was a city clear across the continent through a mountain pass. We chose to load up on a bunch of hover trucks and drive there. It was a bloody disaster. We could have walked faster than those damn trucks would go over the pass.”


  “We did walk in the end,” Penleigh said. “I spent most of my time hauling on a rope trying to stop the trucks sliding down the slope.”


  Elliot nodded. “I felt like a mule or something. Gawd, my back still hurts thinking about it.”


  Gina smiled.


  Penleigh laid a hand on the glowing map table. “This is us at Charlie Epsilon.” He moved his hand to another location. “This is Masaru, and this,” he circled an area south of the city, “is where our fly boys were jumped. All twenty-four birds were shot down. We think there might be as many as ten or twelve downed pilots still alive. It’s just a guess, but we heard at least that many eject. They might make it for a while.”


  Gina frowned at the map. “What are we going to do about it do you know?”


  Penleigh shrugged. “Maybe nothing, it depends on what George decides.”


  “Or on what the Admiral thinks about it,” Elliot added. “The thing is, the terrain is bad. You can see it on the map. There are hundreds of valleys, any one of which could be full of Merkiaari. We have no idea where the pilots are. They might be scattered over any of a dozen hills and valleys in the target area.”


  Gina nodded. “What about their transponders?”


  “We picked them up for a few seconds after they landed, but then one by one they went off the air. Dan thinks that means they’re dead, but it might simply be caution on the part of the pilots. We just don’t know.”


  Gina pursed her lips thoughtfully, and reached for the map controls. She scrolled the map, and pointed out the valley that her patrol had just finished investigating.


  “We found zip. According to this, the valley opens out a couple of klicks further on, and links up with another running north south. If we got into that one undetected, we could follow it almost all the way to Masaru. We would have good cover all the way.”


  “So would the enemy,” Penleigh warned.


  “Well, yes, but I’m pretty sure a small group could get in there undetected. Give me a squad of our people, and one or two of James’ best scouts, and I could do it. I did something just like this a couple of years ago—an op against smugglers.”


  Unbeknown to her, the General had come up behind Gina while she was making her pitch. “Who would you take?”


  Gina stiffened and turned to salute.


  “At ease, Captain,” Burgton said. “Who would you take?”


  “Any one of my people could handle it, sir, but if I was given the mission, there are a few exceptional people I would take along. I would want Hiller, Cragg, and Takeri with me for certain. I would like Zack Gordon too, if Colonel Flowers could lend him back to me. Ricky Strong and Sue Lyons of Bravo Company are really good—”


  “Damn, Gina!” Captain Elliot said in outrage. “They’re two of my best.”


  “I know, that’s why I want them,” Gina said with a brief grin. “I want at least two of our Shan scouts. None of mine are fit to go out again so soon, but there is one I particularly remember from the fight at Zuleika.”


  “Oh?” Burgton said. “His name?”


  “Her name was Shima, sir. She was one of Professor Wilder’s team leaders.”


  Burgton nodded. “I remember her. She’s the one with the visor.”


  “That’s her. She has something wrong with her eyes, but it doesn’t affect her work. She’s a damn good fighter, and a hell of a tracker. I would take her and another tracker along. She can suggest someone.”


  “That’s only nine.”


  “Sir?”


  “You can have all those you named, but that’s only nine including yourself.” Burgton glanced at the worried looking Heinemann, and then at Colonel Flowers. “Rutledge?”


  “I’ve got him overseeing the supply drops,” Flowers said. “I think we can spare him. It would be good to have one of the veterans along.”


  “All our people are veterans now, but I would like David along. See to it.”


  Flowers nodded and went to contact Rutledge about the mission.


  Burgton turned back to Gina. “Get some food and rest, Captain. It will take a few hours to assemble your team. I’ll expect you back here for a briefing at… let’s say fourteen-hundred.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Gina said, and hurried outside.


  * * *


  


  



  28 ~ Sacrifice


  South of Masaru


  Newlove had never been more frightened than he was right now. He had thought the dogfight over Masaru was the most frightening thing ever to happen to him, but since then, he had discovered that fighting Merkiaari in the air was much preferable to fighting them on the ground. At least in the air he could see them coming. That was a hell of a lot better than the situation he was faced with now.


  He was roughly a hundred metres up slope from the stream, hidden among dense trees and undergrowth. Until now he had been heading steadily south toward his own lines using the terrain to keep hidden. There had been no sign of the others sent north with him, and considering the terrain, he doubted he would find them. He could only hope they had been picked up.


  Newlove kept his breathing low, and peered through the underbrush at the enemy in the valley below. He badly wanted to run away, but he couldn’t. They were up to something. He wished he didn’t know that, but he did. That meant it was his duty to find out what they were doing. He watched those huge monsters in their camp and loathed them. This was all their fault. If they hadn’t stopped right there where he could see them, he might have been kilometres to the south by now.


  With his pistol in one hand, and a ration bar from his emergency survival pack in the other, he watched them going about their business. He was fascinated when one of the monsters said something to his companions and they all laughed. Merkiaari laughing? He wondered what they found amusing. Their language was a mystery, but laughter was universal. Merki humour, the mind boggled.


  The patrol eventually moved out again.


  Newlove watched them until they were hard to see clearly before he dared follow. He was no match for even one of these troopers on the ground, let alone a score of them. He kept his distance. He was satisfied with catching glimpses of them moving through the trees. Had he known where he was going, he might well have discarded his plan as foolhardy and scurried over the ridge into the next valley, but he didn’t know. He didn’t know the Merkiaari were on the return leg of their patrol, he didn’t know they were in contact with their First Claw. He hadn’t thought that far ahead.


  All the rest of that day, he followed them up the valley as they performed their sweep. He had a vague notion of using his transponder to lead the cavalry right to them, but first he wanted to know the location of their camp. It couldn’t be too far, he reasoned. As he tried to negotiate the slippery slope, he stumbled and fell. He tumbled down the hillside, and fetched up hard against a tree. Cursing under his breath, he quickly scrambled back under cover. He was sweating and panting fearfully when he finally had time to look for the enemy. He peered ahead then moved to a better vantage.


  “What the…?”


  They were gone. Newlove hurried forward in a panic cursing his stupidity all the while. He had let them get too far ahead, and now he was risking detection to catch up. Fool, fool, fool! He reached the last place he had seen them, and hunkered down trying to think. They weren’t in sight, and there was nowhere for them to hide. The valley was quite open along the river. They couldn’t have gotten that far ahead, certainly not far enough to lose him like this. What did that leave?


  Upslope?


  He turned and surveyed the ground looking for signs they had gone that way. At first he despaired of finding anything, but then he remembered how big they were. He scurried upslope checking out the trees, and sighed in relief. Above his head, he could make out fresh claw marks on the bark of a tree. He could easily visualise one of the troopers slipping and grabbing the tree for balance. He had done the same hundreds of times on this journey. Checking the ground for tracks, he confirmed they had taken to the heights, but why? There was only one way to find out.


  He began climbing.


  Newlove hugged the dirt when he reached the crest of the ridge. He didn’t want to be silhouetted against the sky for all to see. The troopers were making their way down the far side of the ridge moving rapidly and no longer interested in a stealthy patrol of the area. That said to him they were confident of their safety. They must be close to support from their own side. The problem was, he couldn’t see any evidence to support that. The valley below his hiding place was a mystery to him. It was filled with so many trees that the canopy became one solid shroud hiding everything below. He watched them for a few more minutes then carefully followed them under that green blanket.


  As before, he kept low moving from one patch of good cover to another, always keeping his quarry in sight. In this way he was witness to something that chilled him.


  He eased himself flat to the ground, and crawled down slope until he was in danger of losing his cover. The patrol disbanded as he watched, and lost themselves among their fellows, but he didn’t care about that. He had other things on his mind. For as far as he could see the valley ahead of him was filled with Merkiaari and their equipment. He counted hundreds of gravsleds sporting the ominous silhouettes of twin-barrelled pulsers, and knew there must be hundreds more further on that he wasn’t close enough to see. There were thousands upon thousands of enemy troops in the camp. It was more like a full-blown base than a camp.


  Amid smashed and fallen trees, he could make out a pair of huge troop ships. They were covered in tree branches and camouflage netting little different from that used by grunts throughout the Alliance. In fact, the entire base was concealed by the forest canopy and the cunning application of netting strung between the trees. Done properly it was very effective in shielding ground targets from air attack, and he should know. He’d lost count of the number of times he had attacked such targets aided by spotters on the ground.


  Those ships… he couldn’t understand how anyone could have landed such a monster in a congested valley like this one undetected, let alone two of them. Not while the task force kept watch from orbit. There was no way… understanding dawned like an explosion in his head. They had landed before the task force arrived not after, or rather they had crashed before the task force arrived. The Shan military had opposed the Merki landings with salvos of missiles launched from surface and underground installations after the fortresses in orbit failed to stop them. The landers here must have been damaged, and forced down on their way to Masaru. By the looks of them, they would never fly again, but that was unimportant. What mattered was that he had found Merkiaari reinforcements and the Admiral was unaware of it.


  He had to give warning.


  Newlove fumbled for his transponder, and was about to activate it when he realised he was being watched. He looked fearfully around, trying to find the source of his sudden unease… there! A pair of eyes were watching him from the undergrowth. They blinked and seemed to disappear for a second, but then they were back still watching. He pulled his pistol and—


  “I wouldn’t do that were I you.”


  He gasped in shock, and nearly pulled the trigger.


  * * *


  “I wouldn’t do that were I you,” Gina said, from directly behind the pilot.


  Newlove started, turning to look back. “How… where did you come from?”


  “No time for that now, Flight Lieutenant,” she said, and gently moved his pistol aside so that it was no longer pointed at Varya. “He’s with me.”


  Gina signalled to Varya, and the tracker slinked out of the shadows on all fours. She shivered a little, seeing the way he moved. He came out of cover like some great cat, like a predator with his head close to the ground between muscular shoulders and stalking his prey. It was only his harness, studded with spare ammo and power cells, that clashed with the image of a wild cat intent on dinner.


  “Varya, this is Flight Lieutenant Newlove. You should call him Gary.”


  “Honoured.” Varya’s whiskers and nose twitched as he gathered the scent of this new Human. “Why should I call you Gary?”


  “Because it’s my name,” Newlove said.


  Varya blinked. “Ah yes, I keep forgetting. Humans have so many names, Gary Newlove. I am simply Varya.”


  “Honoured to meet you. Were you looking for me?”


  “You and your friends, yes. You are the first still alive we have found.”


  Gina studied the camp while Newlove got to know Varya. Her team was already circling it in pairs so that they might make the fullest report they could to the General. Shima and Varya had been a godsend. Shan were unbelievably good at tracking. Viper sensors were good, better than any she had ever used, but even they had limitations. They couldn’t find something that was not in range. Shima not only could find someone out of sensor range, she had done it with apparent ease. She tracked Newlove down with nothing but her nose and hunting skills. Varya said there were very few people the equal of Shima despite her eyes. When all Shan were born hunters, it was very high praise indeed.


  Gina wished she dared go active on her sensors, but it was too risky. Although it was hard to do, even viper sensors could be backtracked. She didn’t dare take the chance that her emissions would give her team away. The General needed to know exactly what he was facing. Being discovered before then was unacceptable. With that in mind, she had ordered her people to keep constantly updating TacNet as they went along. In that way, the General would get at least some information should they fail.


  “May I?” Gina held out her hand for the transponder. Newlove surrendered it, and she opened the case. “Hmmm. I think I have a use for this… if the General agrees.”


  “Yes?” Newlove said.


  “What would the Admiral say if I asked her to nuke this valley from orbit?”


  “Hell no I should think. Why, is that what you plan to do?”


  Gina shrugged. “No point. She would say no. So we go with Plan B.”


  “What’s Plan B?”


  Gina smiled crookedly. “I set the transponder to tight beam a signal, Sutherland launches all your friends to home on it, and they blow the crap out of this valley.”


  Newlove grinned. “Good idea.”


  Varya handed Gina the cleaning kit he used for his blaster. The little toolkit was basic, but adequate for her needs. Transponders were omni-directional long-range beacons. With a few adjustments they could be made to transmit a tightly focused signal less likely to be intercepted, which would defeat the purpose of a beacon designed to lead rescuers to a downed pilot, but would suit Gina’s purpose perfectly. With luck it wouldn’t be detected by the enemy. She finished tinkering, and replaced the back cover. Varya put away his tools and the three of them waited.


  Not long after they settled down to wait, Cragg arrived slithering through the underbrush on his belly. “We have a problem.”


  “No shit, Cragg,” Rutledge growled, joining them from the opposite direction. “You have a flair for stating the obvious.”


  Cragg brightened. “Hey thanks, Sarge.”


  Rutledge scowled at the mockery. “They’re getting set to move out.”


  Gina frowned at the transponder in her hand. “Any idea of time scale?”


  Cragg shrugged then shook his head. “Sarge?”


  Rutledge pursed his lips and peered at the encampment. “Could be any time. No way to know for sure, but it won’t be long. My guess is a couple of hours. What have you got in mind?”


  “I’ve been tinkering with this thing,” Gina said, and showed Rutledge the transponder. “I’ve set it to transmit a tightly focused homing signal.”


  Rutledge’s interest quickened. “Nice, very nice.”


  “We have to deliver it before they move out.”


  “But if they move…” Newlove began, but then his eyes widened. “You can’t mean it.”


  The three vipers just looked at him silently.


  “That’s crazy,” Newlove hissed. “You’ll never make it!”


  Gina shrugged. “It’s the only way. We have to put this where it will do the most good. Inside one of their vehicles would be best. Somewhere out of sight. We can’t just leave it here in the valley. They might move out before the strike can be laid on. We’ll have lost a great chance to hurt them.”


  Newlove was still in shock at the sheer audacity of the plan. “Yeah I know, but who’s gonna go in?”


  Gina frowned at him. “I will of course.” She noticed Rutledge watching her. “What?”


  Rutledge shrugged. “Two of us would be better.”


  “Good idea,” Cragg said quickly. “I’ll watch your back, Gina.”


  “I meant me,” Rutledge growled testily.


  “You’re both crazy,” Newlove hissed.


  Varya’s ears flicked, and his jaw dropped in amusement. “To me they sound very sane, but it should be me that goes. I’m quicker and… how do you say… hard to see?”


  “Stealthy?” Cragg offered. “It means sneaky or hard to catch.”


  “Yes, that is me. I can be very stealthy. Especially at night.”


  Gina shook her head. “I’ve made my decision.”


  “Fuentez…” Rutledge began. “Captain, you’re not thinking this through. You have two of the best trackers alive right here, and both of them are Shan. You know how well they blend in, but have you seen how fast they can run on all fours? I have. Shima and Varya have the best chance of getting the job done, and getting out in one piece.”


  Gina hesitated. “A compromise then. Shima and I will do it, and the decision is not open to debate.”


  Rutledge snapped his mouth shut.


  “Gina—”


  “No, Martin. I’m in command and the decision has been made. I won’t risk sending both of our trackers in there. We can’t afford to lose both. When the others get back to us, Varya will lead you all out of here. We still have three missing pilots to find.”


  “Three?” Newlove said sickly. “Only three?”


  “Sorry. The others are dead. You’re the first we’ve found that the Merkiaari didn’t get.”


  “Oh God… they were my friends. I led them here to die.”


  Gina knew exactly how he felt. “Sergeant Rutledge?”


  “Captain?”


  “Inform the General of what I intend, and make sure he’s aware of what’s coming his way.”


  Rutledge nodded. A moment later his eyes went vacant as he contacted General Burgton using TacNet. His comm might be tracked, but TacNet was secure.


  Hours later, Rutledge led the team over the ridge to wait. It hadn’t been said, but everyone was thinking that Gina’s self imposed mission was suicide. She thought they might be right. As soon as they were gone, she went into action. Crawling through the underbrush, she found an ideal position to watch while Shima took the transponder into the Merki camp. She would have been invisible if not for Gina’s knowledge of her position, and her low light amplification. Shima’s pelt blended so well with the shadows, it was like watching the night itself slink toward the camp.


  Gina had her rifle panning across the camp looking for threats to her friend, but Shima had made her promise not to fire unless she was absolutely certain she couldn’t deal with the threat. They both knew that the mission would be over the moment Gina fired. She was determined to give her friend every chance to deliver the package.


  She watched the Shan scientist turned warrior moving around the edges of the camp. Shima needed a way in that gave her maximum cover, and the chance to move undetected. They had discussed the placement of the transponder before Shima set off to deliver it, and had decided the best place would be one of the larger transporters. The combat gravsleds were out. The crew might notice if she put the transponder in the cockpit or gunner’s position. The transporters were another matter. No one would stumble upon it if Shima could secrete it amongst all the supplies in the cargo area. The problem was, she would have to penetrate the camp deeper than if she simply chose the closest gravsled. The sleds had been placed near the perimeter where they could be used in place of fixed defences in case of emergency. Worst of all, was the state of the Merki’s preparedness to move. They were getting ready to advance on Charlie Epsilon and points south. That meant instead of a camp that was settling down for the night, Shima had to contend with one that was a hive of activity.


  Shima froze as the huge form of a Merki trooper walked by within touching distance. Gina had her rifle up and targeted on the Merki’s head, but she didn’t fire. He hadn’t seen Shima who was on her belly watching him intently. A few seconds went by before Shima moved out again. When she did it was awesome. Gina gasped when her friend went into a sprint from a standing start. One moment she was on her belly watching the retreating figure, the next she was streaking across the open space ahead. Shima was just a blur of speed.


  Gina lost her the moment she moved, and then found her again just in time to lose her as she hid behind a pile of crates—munitions if she was right. She watched the pile for a few seconds, and only realised Shima had gone when she noticed movement further on. She quickly panned to the new location and zoomed in. She caught another glimpse of Shima, but then she was gone again.


  Gina shook her head in admiration. What a viper Shima would make. She switched to thermal imaging, and found Shima just as she went to ground. There were troopers all over the place. They were easy to see using thermal imaging. Shima stayed still for the longest time yet. Gina was beginning to wonder if her friend had lost her nerve, but no, she was stronger than that. Like all Shan, she hated the Merkiaari with a passion. Her father had died early during the current incursion, and there wasn’t a day that went by that Shima didn’t remember him. She often told stories about him. Tahar sounded like an amazing man. Gina wished she could have known him.


  Shima was close to her goal, but things were happening in camp. Gina watched as a section of gravsleds on the perimeter fired up, and began moving off to the south. Following them were hundreds of troopers just then falling in for the march, while others boarded the Merkiaari equivalent of APCs. Shima was aware her time was running out. She took one hell of a risk by moving into the open.


  Gina cursed as her friend almost ran straight into the back of a sentry. Shima rose to her hind legs, and pulled her beamer. Gina targeted the sentry but waited for Shima to fire first, but she was hesitating. Shima holstered her weapon, and eased back from her enemy. Two paces back, she went to her belly and crawled under the armoured flange of a parked gravsled. She was taking a hell of a risk. If someone fired up the gravsled’s systems while she was underneath… Gina shuddered preferring not to think about it.


  A minute went by, and Shima crawled out on the far side of the sled. The transporter she chose was the closest one to her position. It wasn’t the best one by any stretch of the imagination, it was still being loaded, but Shima was running out of time and she knew it. She waited for the troopers to descend the loading ramp on their way for more cargo before moving.


  Gina panned her weapon around the transporter watching for guards. There was a brief lull in activity, and Shima took full advantage. She sprinted up the ramp and into the cargo hold. Gina counted under her breath imagining herself in the Shan woman’s place. She had to scout out a good place among the crates to hide the transponder. She gave Shima a count of ten for that. Another count of five to activate it, and a further five to get back to the ramp.


  Twenty seconds after her dash up the ramp should have seen Shima ready to get out, but luck turned against her. Gina tensed as the Merkiaari returned with more cargo, and climbed the ramp to stow it in the hold. She watched with fading hope as more and more cargo went into the hold, but there was no outcry or the shattering sound of blaster fire. Gina watched in disbelieving silence as the Merki reappeared and descended the ramp. The ramp retracted and the transporter powered up. Gina zoomed in and caught a glimpse of Shima’s frightened face before she ducked back into the shadows within the hold.


  “Oh no,” Gina breathed. “Oh Shima, I’m sorry.”


  Gina watched as the transporter moved away to join the others in the supply convoy. There was nothing she could do. Shima was on her own. Gina eased back, and put some distance between herself and the camp. As soon as she could, she began climbing straight up the ridge in an effort to get back to Rutledge in the next valley over.


  She made it to the crest of the ridge unseen.


  As soon as Gina had put the bulk of the ridge between herself and the Merki camp, she went active on her sensors. It didn’t take long for her to find Varya who was a friendly blue icon on her display waiting for her on the edge of sensor range. Gina quickly made her way along the ridge toward him. She could not see him, not even when her sensors assured her that she was within a few metres of him.


  “Shima?” Varya said easing out of his cover.


  Gina shook her head. “She did her job but…”


  “Dead?”


  “She couldn’t get out without being seen. She stayed behind.”


  Varya’s ears lay back and then struggled half erect. “May her ancestors welcome her,” he said softly, and shook himself like a dog shakes off the rain. “Come Tei’Gina, we have new orders.”


  She hurried to follow. “We do?”


  “Rutledge and the others have gone ahead. The Murderers have attacked our line and broken through. To my eternal shame, it was my people who failed to hold the Murderers at bay. Your metal men fought and killed many, but they too have been overrun. Our camp is in danger of being surrounded.”


  Gina gritted her teeth in anger. They had to get the General out of there! Metal men were what the natives called Marines in their mechs. For the Marines to have been overrun meant the enemy was mounting a major offensive. The timing of such an offensive was ominous when combined with the movement she had just witnessed.


  “Let’s try and catch Rutledge,” Gina said, and pushed her jog into a run. Varya dropped to all fours to keep up.


  * * *


  


  



  29 ~ Charlie Epsilon


  Combat Information Centre, ASN Victorious


  Admiral Alice Meyers, commanding officer of TF19, paced anxiously. The holotank was the centre of attention, with most of her officers almost fascinated by the current view being displayed. She was more interested in what was happening on Sutherland. She stopped her pacing for a moment, and reached over the shoulder of a young ensign to bring up another view on his main monitor. He glared up at her in irritation for a moment before realising who was interfering with his station. Meyers ignored his whispered apology, and selected another view. This one was a simple list of assets in theatre, and was being constantly updated by CIC aboard Sutherland, and other ships within TF19. The satellite networks in orbit of Child of Harmony and Harmony were also linked in to Victorious’ CIC, giving her almost godlike control over information flow. It didn’t make her feel any better about the current situation.


  Despite almost four weeks of constant battle, the Merkiaari ground forces had been reduced by barely a third. In that same time however, Burgton had lost almost eighteen percent of his vipers, and close to forty percent of his Marine contingent, most of which had died not two hours ago when their lines were overrun. The unpalatable truth was that the Marines had been caught with their pants down. Until now, the bulk of the Merki forces had been steadily retreating and that more than anything had fooled Major Papandreou of the 7th Marines into letting his guard down. Burgton on the other hand, had not been fooled. His lost men had all fallen in offensive operations in which he had inflicted awesome casualties upon the enemy. All his battles were victories, but he was so outnumbered that the losses he had sustained, though almost minuscule in comparison to those sustained by the Merkiaari, did in fact weaken him much more than they were weakened.


  The long and the short of it was that although the Shan were now actively engaged in the fighting, they were in fact losing the war on the ground for Child of Harmony. It was just as Burgton said at their first meeting. They were fighting a delaying action, and trying to prolong things long enough to ensure that when Fifth Fleet finally arrived, there would be people alive to greet them. That was all very well, but watching the battles from orbit was harder than Meyers had imagined it would be. The strain of watching people she was responsible for die while she remained safe, was beginning to tell. She was getting snappish and short tempered. She tried to curb it, but lack of sleep and constant worry made that almost impossible.


  “How long before Sutherland can launch again?” Meyers said.


  “They estimate another twenty minutes, Admiral,” Joshua said, from behind her. “I think that’s optimistic. I would guess thirty five to forty minutes.”


  “Why so long?”


  “Her launch bays are still taking aboard our bombers from the last wave of strikes.”


  “Damn.” Sutherland’s bays would be a chaos of landing, taxiing, and rearming spacecraft. It would take time to reconfigure the bays from landing to launch operations.


  “Has the General made another request for air cover, ma’am?”


  Meyers shook her head. “No. Commander Heinemann’s last report was routine. When is the next launch scheduled, and what’s the target?”


  Joshua sat at an empty station to call up the data. “We have… hmmm. We have two launches scheduled for eighteen-hundred. Sutherland’s launch rails will be fully committed. The target is Intari—another bomb run. Commander Heinemann requested fighter cover for the bombers after what happened over Masaru. Captain Alston concurred with him. She ordered the bombers be accompanied by a second wing configured for air-to-air combat.” Joshua checked the time. “Sutherland reports on schedule for that double launch, Admiral.”


  Meyers turned and regarded the holotank. It was still somewhat jarring seeing a battlespace consisting of a map of green hills and valleys, and not the more usual blackness of space populated with coloured icons representing ships and battle groups. The three dimensional map was perfect in its details. It could be zoomed in to show a single APC racing over the ground, or out to show the entire continent as seen from orbit. It was currently centred over a complex of valleys to the south of a city called Masaru. Masaru was shown at the top left corner of the tank while Charlie Epsilon, Burgton’s camp, was two thirds of the way down. Between the two, a blip crawled southward along one of the valleys. It was that innocent seeming blip that was worrying her.


  “Show me the breakout please,” she said.


  An ensign sitting at the holotank controls made a few adjustments and the battlespace reformed.


  Meyers leaned on the control panel to study what the tank was showing her. The enemy had broken through in three places. The central column was pushing forward and heading directly for Charlie Epsilon, while another two had turned aside to roll up the natives where they were struggling to reform the line and oppose the movement. It was obvious they were outgunned. Even without the evidence before her, she would have known that. Most of them were civs—if any Shan could be termed such. They only had their hand blasters to fight with.


  The remnants of the Shan military had been placed at the far ends of the front line, in an attempt to anchor it. It was there that they were at their strongest. Burgton had placed some of their artillery in the centre with his own guns at Charlie Epsilon, and a good thing he had. He was now facing a battle that he had done everything in his power to avoid—a battle against a superior force from poor but fixed positions. Such a situation negated his viper’s speed and manoeuvrability, which was why he had been avoiding it. If he pulled out, he would be giving the Merkiaari free and open access to the south, and leaving almost half a million people to die. Perhaps worse than that from Meyers’ point of view, he would be giving them an open road back to Zuleika and the spaceport.


  Things were coming to a head down there. She could feel it. The battle about to take place at Charlie Epsilon would be a turning point. She had to ensure it turned her way.


  “Show me Charlie Epsilon.”


  The battlespace reformed once again. Burgton obviously had no plans to pull out. His men were digging in. She keyed a control and a window seemingly hovering over the camp opened full of text. She scrolled down the list noting the number of defenders and their weapons.


  “Any chance of getting another supply drop to them before they’re hit?” she said not liking what she found.


  Joshua shook his head. “The General has been receiving drops from Grafton almost constantly since he learned of the break out, but he only has the two Wolfcubs. They’re on their way back to Grafton from their last run now. They won’t have time for another.”


  Meyers nodded and closed the text window. “Give me a real time view over the camp.”


  The map was replaced with satellite imagery showing Burgton’s vipers digging like demons at the wet soil. Still more were using their weapons to blast down trees while hundreds of Shan hitched themselves to ropes and pulled the logs back to camp. She ignored the murmurs of awe as a pair of vipers hefted a tree between them and trotted back to their dugout. They dropped the thing in front of it and ran back for another. AARs were raving at the trees and blasting them into tooth picks. She assumed the idea was to deny the enemy cover. Already a huge cone was taking shape with its narrow end pointed at Charlie Epsilon. Suddenly she realised what it was meant to be. It was a funnel. Burgton was offering the enemy an easy path to follow. Zooming in she found the now expected Marines burying mines and other explosives in a frenzy, while vipers dashed about adding their own nasty surprises. The Shan field guns, together with Burton’s howitzers, had been moved back from the perimeter and sighted upon the cone to add their destructiveness. In many places, pits had been dug with one sloping side facing the cleared zone. Burgton’s rocket launchers had been driven down the ramps. Only the launch racks were showing above ground.


  “This is going to be ugly,” Joshua whispered.


  “You’re not helping!” Meyers bit her lip and rubbed her forehead trying to think. She had to do something about this god-damned mess before it was too late. “Get me Captain Alston.”


  “Captain Alston… not Captain Fernandez, ma’am?”


  “Yes… no.” She took a breath. It wasn’t good procedure for her to contact Alston directly. It could be seen as a snub to her flag captain. “Get me Tomas first please, Joshua. Sorry for my bad temper.”


  Joshua smiled briefly. “Part of my job, ma’am,” he said while he called the bridge.


  She snorted feeling her mood lighten. “That’s as maybe, Joshua, but it’s still bad manners on my part.


  “I have Captain Fernandez for you, Admiral.”


  She took her aide’s place before the consol. “We have a situation at Charlie Epsilon, Tomas.”


  “I’ve been keeping an eye on it, ma’am.”


  “I knew you would be. I have something in mind that might help the situation, but there could be consequences… no scratch that. There will be consequences. A board of inquiry at the least.”


  “I’ll back you on whatever you decide…”


  She raised a hand. “I know you would, Tomas. But this decision is mine, and mine alone to justify. I will be contacting Liz shortly. I just wanted you to know what I’m doing, and that I’m not going behind your back because of a lack of confidence in you.”


  “Thank you, Admiral.” Fernandez smiled briefly. “But that wasn’t necessary.”


  “Indulge me. It makes me feel better.”


  Fernandez nodded. “Good luck.”


  She broke the connection. “Get me Captain Alston. A secure channel please, Joshua.”


  Joshua nodded and contacted Sutherland. The monitor flickered and Captain Alston appeared.


  “Good afternoon, Admiral.”


  “Liz. Are you alone?”


  Alston blinked. “I’m in my quarters… alone, yes Admiral. Is something wrong?”


  “I want an immediate block on all further launches. I have a special op for your people. It will take all of them.”


  “All of them?”


  “Yes, all. I’ll wait while you pass on the order, Liz. I don’t want a single ship in the air until I say.”


  “Yes, sir, Admiral.” Alston turned away to give the order. A few moments later she turned back. “Done.”


  “Good. I’m going to ask you to begin recording this in a minute, Liz, but first I want to discuss the operation. General Burgton is digging in at Charlie Epsilon. He’s not pulling back.”


  “He can’t,” Alston said.


  “He could actually. Unless you’ve seen it, you can’t imagine how fast a viper can move, but Burgton won’t pull out and leave them to die. We’ve just about gotten to the point where joint operations between us are paying off. We can’t let them scurry back into their holes, Liz. We haven’t the numbers to fight them alone… not if we want some of the natives alive when Fifth Fleet arrives.”


  Alston nodded grimly. “Agreed. Harmony is a charnel house.”


  Meyers nodded. She was still having nightmares about what was happening down there. That was another reason for her decision. Decisions based upon emotion were suspect but not necessarily wrong. She would stand by this one.


  “I want you to pick two pilots, Liz. I want your most reliable. I don’t care if they’re from the same formation. I want your best… clear?”


  “So far,” Alston said.


  “When the time comes, I want you to put them in direct contact with me. I’ll brief them personally. They will launch with the rest of your ships, and be protected by the fighters until they’re in position, but they’ll have their own special target to deal with. The main operation is primarily going to be a bomb run. There are two columns currently attacking Point Zero. I want them smashed.”


  “Could be messy, Admiral,” Alston warned. “They’re fighting at almost hand to hand ranges now.”


  “I know. Blue on blue is always a nightmare, but doing nothing would be worse. All we can do is limit the damage as best we can.” Blue on blue was a term given to casualties caused by friendly fire. Not that any fire was ever friendly.


  Alston nodded. “I’ll get on it right away. With so many Interceptors unaccounted for, together with what happened to us at Masaru, I’ll want extensive fighter cover for my bombers.”


  “Agreed. You run this however you think best. The two pilots I mentioned… I want them armed with Zeus III missiles.”


  Alston’s jaw dropped. “But… are you sure?”


  Meyers nodded solemnly. “The target is the Merkiaari reinforcements we’ve been tracking. You know about that?”


  “We’ve been tracking the transponder.”


  “Good. We can’t see them, but we know they’re there. We can’t hit them with anything like precision with conventional warheads. That’s why we’re using Zeus.”


  “But the Accords specifically prohibit nuclear detonations in atmosphere. The Council will crucify you. You can’t…”


  She raised a hand to silence the protests. “I have the authority, Liz. I alone will pay the penalty.”


  Alston’s jaw clenched. “That isn’t what I meant. Of course I’ll back whatever you decide, but that doesn’t mean it’s worth the price you’ll pay. You’re throwing your career away… and maybe your life too. You know the penalty if a court decides against you.”


  “I know, and I’ll pay it if it comes to that. I don’t think it will.”


  “How can it not? The Accords are clear. There’s no wriggle room, Admiral. They were written that way on purpose.”


  Wriggle room? She grinned. “There is only one possible justification for what I’m about to do, Liz, and that’s preventing the extinction of an entire race. Put that together with the loss of Burgton and his vipers, and the probable loss of our alliance with the Shan if we do nothing…” she shrugged. “I’ll be fine.”


  Alston didn’t look convinced. Her eyes narrowed. “How do you feel about stacking the deck a little more in your favour, Admiral?”


  “Go on.”


  “Contact the Elders and ask them to make it an official request… or at least inform them what you plan, and ask they back your decision. What can it hurt?”


  It could hurt a lot if the Elders said no, but she didn’t think Kajetan would allow that. She was one hard lady.


  “I’ll contact them, but in the meantime, I want you to set up for the operation. I’ll brief the two pilots you choose after I’ve spoken with Kajetan.”


  “I understand, Admiral.”


  “Begin recording now, Liz.”


  Alston nodded. “Go ahead, Admiral.”


  Meyers took a deep breath, determined to give an order that might see her out of the service in a firm voice. “Captain Alston, in my opinion the situation on Child of Harmony represents a clear and present danger to the Alliance. General Burgton and his men are severely outnumbered. They’re in danger of being wiped out as are our Shan allies. Losing such a resource would be a devastating loss to the Alliance, and one I cannot in good conscience allow. I am hereby authorising your use of the Zeus III tactical nuclear missile, in whatever numbers you deem necessary, in the furtherance of the mission previously discussed.”


  “I must ask for the codes granting you nuclear release authority.”


  “Of course,” she murmured. “Keyboard entry.”


  “Preparing to copy, Admiral.”


  Meyers quickly typed a string of text and transmitted it. She knew the codes were correct and active. As always, the codes for this and other contingencies had been given to her upon taking command of the task force. She waited while Liz carefully checked and matched the relevant portions of the code to her own command codes.


  “Authorisation is accepted, Admiral. I estimate the operation will commence at nineteen-hundred. I will contact you with an update when I know more.”


  “Get it done, Liz.”


  Captain Alston nodded. “Sutherland out.”


  * * *


  Camp Charlie Epsilon


  “They’re making their run now,” Commander Heinemann said, one hand cupping his ear and listening to his comm intently. He had a direct link to Sutherland, and through her to the fighters making the attack on the Merkiaari approaching Charlie Epsilon.


  Burgton nodded. They were too far away to see the results of the attack except via satellite, but he had little doubt it would succeed. Zeus was hardly what one would call a subtle weapon system. Meyers had surprised him with her willingness to deploy it—surprised and pleased. Very few naval officers would have the guts to deploy even micro nukes like Zeus within a planetary atmosphere, even when the situation so obviously warranted it, for fear of retribution from their superiors. Meyers would have her judgement closely questioned when all this was over. If he had anything to do with it, she would come through unscathed.


  “I have Major Papandreou on the line,” Flowers said raising a hand from out of the shadows to attract attention. “He has disengaged and is on the way.”


  Burgton nodded. “Good. ETA?”


  “It’s going to be tight, George. He estimates over an hour for his Marines—even longer for the natives.”


  That didn’t surprise him. “Tell him to expedite, but to keep his Shan forces consolidated with his mechs. They won’t do us any good arriving in penny packets.”


  The Marines were all equipped with mechs to give them a chance against the Merkiaari, but mechs were clumsy things and nowhere near as fast as a viper. It would take Papandreou an hour or more to cover a distance that a viper could cover in a tenth the time. Shan were quick, but they couldn’t hope to maintain a run for the entire distance—not and still fight when they got here. They would hold Papandreou back, but their presence would multiply the Marines’ strength a thousand fold.


  He crossed the bunker to the map table and began making plans for a second line of defence. If things went as he expected, they would need it. He called Flowers over to explain what he had in mind.


  “Let’s look at splitting Alpha and Bravo, Dan, we can—”


  He didn’t have time to finish his plans. The last thing he saw before his processor took over and shunted him into oblivion, was the huge tree trunks of the bunker roof caving in on top of him.


  * * *


  The ground erupted showering Gina with dirt. Another explosion followed and another, cutting Shan warriors down left and right. Everyone was screaming, even the Merkiaari. A huge trooper jumped down into her trench, which was chin high on her, but on him it barely reached his chest. She fired into his belly, reversed her rifle to smash his jaw as he crumpled forward, reversed it again and blew his brains out. Before he toppled dead to the ground, she was climbing over him trying to reach Gordon.


  “Hail Mary full of grace, hail Mary full of grace,” Gordon chanted with a grin of fear and pain on his face as he fired on full auto into the uncountable Merki troopers.


  Racks of missiles erupted into the air and rained upon the gravsleds where they ducked and dived with their pulsers raving. Her people scrambled to reload the artillery, and fire on the Merki troops running and dying amid the minefields. Hundreds of AARs were firing constantly from all over the camp. Tracers zipping through the air scythed the enemy down literally cutting them in half. Automatic grenade launchers were firing so fast that their ammunition hoppers were in danger of running dry before they could be reloaded. The barrels of sentry guns, set to kill anything in front of them, were glowing red hot and threatening to melt as they swung back and forth killing Merki troopers by the score. There were Shan cowering, screaming, frothing at the mouth. Shan warriors dying upon the ground half buried in mud and bodies. Warriors grappling with Merkiaari still biting and clawing as they took their enemies down into death with them. There were lines of Shan standing side by side with vipers or Marines as they were overrun. Blood ran like a river along the bottom of the trenches. Bodies and pieces of bodies rained from the sky. Bodies buried by explosions and trampling feet, were launched skyward again when another round of explosions dotted the camp.


  “Zack!” Gina screamed over the noise but he didn’t hear her. He didn’t seem to know that he was dying.


  She fired another burst over the top of the trench. She jacked a grenade and fired it. Then again and again until the launcher locked open on an empty chamber. She didn’t have time to reload. She reached Gordon and grabbed him. In a blur of speed, he rounded on her still chanting his prayer, and pulled the trigger. She froze. The barrel of his weapon looked like a howitzer in that moment. Gordon fired again and she realised she was still alive. Unbelievably, he was out of ammo.


  She struck the rifle aside and grabbed him. “You crazy fuck, it’s me!” She threw him onto his back.


  “What… what…?” Gordon panted. He was still in melee mode (boosted to the max) and didn’t seem to know where he was. He reached for his pistol, but a crunching punch to the jaw woke him up a little. “Ow! Christ Gina, what the hell did you do that for?”


  “That was for scaring the shit out of me, now let me fix this.”


  She ripped open his pants and clamped a hand over the arterial bleed in his thigh. His bots needed a little help to deal with this. They could heal anything given time, but long before they got a handle on the wound, Gordon would have dropped into hibernation. If he had been paying attention, he could have ordered his processor out of melee mode back into combat or even maintenance mode, long enough to seal off the vessel until it could be fixed, but no, he was too busy killing Merkiaari!


  A viper’s natural inclination to heal damage was suppressed in melee mode, its resources shunted away from maintenance in favour of combat. That’s why monitoring diagnostics was so important. Being forced into hibernation for essential repairs in the middle of a battle would be a death sentence. That was one reason she didn’t like using it. Melee mode felt almost godlike, and it skewed her reasoning. It was too easy to ignore natural caution while boosted to that degree. She preferred combat mode and allowed her processor to repair damage on the fly. Sergeant Rutledge had taught them that most vipers felt that way, and only ever used melee mode as a last resort. If she hadn’t been checking on her people’s stats and noticed that Gordon wasn’t dealing with the problem… but she had been checking.


  She grabbed one of the aerosols out of her medikit and sealed the wound in plastic. She watched as his blood pressure formed a bubble in the plastic, but it held. There were no leaks. She grabbed the nano-injector.


  “How many times have I told you to watch your god-damned diagnostics?” she grumbled as she pumped the bots into him directly over the wound as Lieutenant Hymas had taught them. “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a dozen times. You have got to watch your diagnostics.”


  Gordon looked sick. “I didn’t even notice.”


  “Keep an eye on it,” she said packing her kit and stowing it back in its place on her webbing. “I mean it, Zack. If you puncture the seal before the artery is fixed, I’ll kill you.”


  Gordon grinned weakly but a second later his eyes popped wide in alarm, “Behind—”


  Gina spun snatching her knife free as she turned and plunged it into the Merki female’s belly. She sawed upward probing for the monster’s heart then pulled it out in a gout of blood that covered her from head to foot. The female toppled, dead before she hit the ground.


  “—you,” Gordon finished shouting.


  “It’s bloody dangerous around here,” she muttered wiping her knife clean on her thigh. She grabbed her rifle. Gordon was already reloading his. She took a moment to load her grenade launcher. “You okay here on your own?”


  “No,” he muttered as he popped up to fire at a gravsled.


  Gina didn’t hear him as she jogged away.


  It was a miracle they had managed to hold out so long, she mused as she ran in a crouch along the zigzagging trench connecting the dugouts for the sentry guns with the fighting pits. Her people were too busy to notice her passing behind them. The enemy had been repulsed no less than three times already with massive casualties. Their gravsleds no longer attempted to draw near the camp. They didn’t dare. The evidence they were no match for viper gunnery lay smashed and broken all over the landscape. The remaining sleds were reduced to sniping at the camp’s defenders from a distance. Not that distance meant safety, far from it, but it was at least a little safer for them. The sentry guns were set to kill anything in front of them within a certain radius of their positions. The same with the grenade launchers and mortars. They were set to provide area denial to the Merki ground troops, but they would still attempt to knock down a gravsled if it came within their area of responsibility. Such kills were rare now, but they hadn’t been at the start of the action, as evidenced by the still burning wreckage of so many vehicles.


  As the battle progressed, she had felt the need to reassure herself with direct observations of what her sensors and TacNet were telling her. It wasn’t logical, she knew that, but that was how she felt. She justified her need with the knowledge that is was good for the morale of her troops having her appear to fight with them. Maybe it was a holdover from her time in the Corps. Whatever the reason, she was still most comfortable fighting side by side with her troops. Being a captain, even one temporarily raised to the position, didn’t change that. With a viper’s abilities, she could indulge herself without guilt. With instant access to comm, TacNet, and sensors, she didn’t have to remain at a fixed CP to give her orders. Anywhere would do. From the front line trench was her preference.


  “How goes it, James?” she said slipping into position beside him. She tried to ignore the number of dead Shan warriors and enemy corpses heaped around him, and added her fire to his. The Merkiaari just kept coming. “James?”


  James glanced at her then back to what he was doing. The lost and empty look in his eyes sent a shiver down her spine. He was looking more and more like those he led. The warriors fighting with him had lost everything and everyone they loved. They had seen so much death that it almost seemed to fill them up until there was no room for anything but killing. No hope left, just the grim determination to make the enemy pay dearly for their deaths.


  James popped up and fired both his beamers repeatedly. “I heard our fighters heading north a little while ago,” he said without inflection. “The Merkiaari didn’t knock them all down. Maybe we should tell the Admiral to bomb the camp now.”


  “It’s not time for that yet,” she said emptying her grenade launcher at the enemy lines. Bombing the camp would kill a lot of the enemy, but it would kill all of the defenders too. “We’re not that desperate yet.”


  Gina sank down behind the cover afforded her by the trench to reload. There were empty munitions boxes scattered all over the place, but she found one that still had a few grenades left in it buried beneath the others. While she hurriedly reloaded her rifle, she sent an urgent message over TacNet requesting fresh supplies be sent to James’ sector. The acknowledgement flashed upon her display a moment later.


  She stood to rejoin James, and picked off a few troopers that were getting a little close. Some of the sentry guns had fallen silent now, either destroyed by enemy fire or out of ammunition. The Merkiaari were too close to overrunning them to risk sending a squad to reload those guns. That meant there was a gaping hole in the defence of James’ sector with nothing to plug it with but bodies. She quickly accessed her comm and reinforced the line with vipers taken from other areas. Changing channels, she informed the General that she expected a major Merkiaari push here very soon.


  There was no acknowledgement.


  She ducked as a gravsled opened up on her but too late. “AEiii,” she screamed as something buzsawed through her shoulder and her right cheek.


  Her mouth filled with blood and diagnostics flashed a warning to her display, but the damage was not too bad. It was bloody and it hurt, but she wouldn’t die or anything close. Her processor automatically began repairing the damage. A warrior next to James wasn’t so lucky. He was blasted back to fall amid the corpses of his people, dead before he landed. James blinked at the alien blood running down his face and continued firing. Gina spat blood and dirt, raised her rifle to her injured shoulder and squeezed the trigger.


  * * *


  Approaching Charlie Epsilon


  Major Papandreou of the 7th Marines cursed the bad luck that had dogged his heels on this march. He had just been informed that yet another mech was out of commission. The road to Charlie Epsilon was littered with equipment and broken mechs. Marines numbering in excess of two platoons were already dismounted due to mechanical failure, and they had a way to go yet.


  Something streaked by him and into the underbrush. He muttered under his breath and lowered his AAR. With thousands of Shan along on this march, it was little wonder the local wildlife was running scared. He had been informed that this entire area was some kind of nature preserve. They were called Sanctuaries, but there was nothing safe about this one now.


  Charlie Epsilon was maybe ten klicks ahead as the crow flies. Even surrounded by hills and trees, he could tell Burgton was already engaged. The air was leaden and smoke hung thickly just beyond a line of hills ahead. He couldn’t see much—the occasional rocket contrail was about it.


  “Dragon this is Sword, come in Dragon.”


  “Dragon copies,” he replied. Sword was the call sign given to his forward-most element. His recon platoon.


  “I have the objective in sight, sir, but I think we’re too late. I can make out Merkiaari already within the perimeter.”


  Dammit! “Can you estimate numbers?”


  “Too many to count, sir… maybe a couple of hundred in the camp? I dunno for sure. I can still see some fighting. The defenders have pulled back to make a stand at the CP. I don’t think we can get there in time… oh shit!”


  He listened to the open comm line. “Sword? Answer dammit!”


  “Wait one.”


  Papandreou fumed for a few seconds then turned his thoughts to the coming battle. If Burgton and his people were already dead, he would be a fool to lead his men into the trap that Charlie Epsilon had become. On the other hand, vipers were tough bastards. If anyone could survive being overrun by Merkiaari, Burgton was that one. He throttled his mech into a lumbering run. He needed to see the situation with his own eyes before making a decision.


  “Dragon this is Sword. I have a situation here. The goddamn Shan are advancing independently. They’re charging straight in. I can’t hold ‘em!”


  Papandreou checked his sensors. It was worse than Sword had reported. “Hold your position. Repeat, hold your position.”


  “Copy.”


  He checked his sensors again. Shan warriors were pulling ahead of his mechs. Not just those accompanying Sword, but all of them. All over the map, thousands upon thousands of them dropped to all fours and streaked away. He stared at his display in disbelieving silence. They were advancing upon Charlie Epsilon at a flat out run. They would engage the enemy scattered and unsupported. He could feel a disaster looming. He had only two options. Advance at flank speed in foolhardy support of the crazy bastards, or retreat and leave them to die.


  “Oh shit…” Papandreou whispered, making his decision. He opened a channel. “Throttle up Marines!”


  Papandreou and his Marines charged into battle.


  * * *


  Camp Charlie Epsilon


  Repairs complete.


  Diagnostics: Unit fit for duty.


  Deactivate beacon… Done.


  Initiate reactivation sequence…


  Gina awoke covered in soil and debris not sure where she was or what had happened. Her chest hurt… no it didn’t. It was just the memory of pain. Her hand wandered over her armour and paused at the hole it discovered. She probed through it and felt smooth skin. Her uniform ended in a burnt and tattered hole that matched her armour in its shape, but her body was whole. Healed? Her chrono said that she had lost time. How much time? Hours at least. She lay quiet looking up at the sky and listening to the silence. Why was it so quiet, was she deaf? Not according to her diagnostics. According to her processor, she was one-hundred percent operational.


  She frowned and tried to remember what she was doing. She had fought beside James and his people for a time but had moved on to Cragg… was that right? She didn’t have time to consult her log, but she thought that was right. The time legend on her display was telling her hours had gone by since then. Long enough for reinforcements to join them? Possibly, but where the hell were they?


  She staggered erect pulling her rifle free of the mud as she did. For as far as she could easily see, there were Merki corpses lying in heaps. It was as if a bunch of hills had reared up out of the ground. The landscape was utterly different to what it had been. Craters dotted the ground. Trees and smashed vehicles still burned and smoke hung thickly upon the leaden air.


  Gina turned in a circle trying to get her bearings. Everything looked different. She stooped to drag a half buried and broken rifle out of the bloody soup the soil at the bottom of her trench had become. She ejected her empty magazine and replaced it with the half spent one from the broken rifle. She didn’t know who it had belonged to. She didn’t want to know. He was most likely dead. That was the only way to separate a viper from his or her weapon.


  She dropped the useless thing, and dragged herself out of the trench only to throw herself flat at the sound of gunfire. Her rifle was up and ready, but the noise died away again. It was simply someone finishing off a wounded Merki. She struggled tiredly to her knees, and then back to her feet trying to orientate herself. There were a number of craters with the mangled remains of Shan field guns still jutting into the air just ahead of her.


  “If that crater is… was Battery 201, and for some reason I think it was, then that means…” she muttered to herself trying to match what she was seeing with the map glowing in front of her eyes. “That must be the CP then.”


  She made her way toward the greatest concentration of people and smoke.


  As she walked, more and more people began struggling out of their dugouts some of which had collapsed in upon them. Many of the trenches were full to the brim with corpses. She had no idea how many vipers lay among them. During the battle, communications had become fragmented as more and more squad leaders fell off the net leaving individual vipers to fight on alone. She hoped time would prove that many of those now silent units were only wounded. With their squad and platoon leaders out of contact, individual vipers had fought and died holding whatever line they could. She had done her best to keep everyone fighting as a unit by assigning at least one viper to each battalion to relay her orders, but it was only partially successful. Sometimes it seemed that almost as soon as she put a unit in charge of a position, he would go offline and she had to begin again.


  According to her sensors there were still Merkiaari alive both within and without the camp’s perimeter. None of them were fit to fight, and slowly the red icons inside the perimeter disappeared as the surviving warriors sniffed them out and killed them. She couldn’t care less about the Merkiaari. She was more concerned with the blue viper icons that her sensors had picked out and were displaying. Most of them were blinking on and off denoting a unit either dead or in hibernation awaiting recovery. She was willing to bet that she had been one of them not long ago.


  If they were dead… she refused to believe so many could be dead, but if they were dead, then the battalion had been reduced to a single company of effectives, and her company to almost zero. She refused to believe that—categorically refused.


  Gina wanted to know where the General was. She wanted to know if he was all right. She wanted to know if Eric was alive and all her friends. Was James dead, was Rutledge? What about Gordon and… she took a deep breath and stopped where she was. She had just survived one hell of a battle. She wasn’t going to pieces now.


  She watched the survivors picking through the debris and tried to formulate a plan. There were Shan frantically digging among the wrecked dugouts and pieces of equipment. As she watched, they pulled out those lucky enough to be alive and hurried them to the field hospital for medical attention. Marines in mech armour dragged themselves out of craters and began assembling. So, the Marines had made it after all. This couldn’t be all of them. She turned to the north in speculation. It was the logical place for them to be.


  If Major Papandreou had arrived to push the enemy back, there would be fighting to the north. She couldn’t see any sign even with her sensors at max range, but that didn’t mean much. He might have pushed them all the way back to Masaru by this time. It wasn’t impossible. She would check the satellite feeds, but later. She sighed in relief when she began seeing vipers wandering around the camp.


  “Alpha Leader to any active unit,” she said over her comm and watched as every viper she could see paused to listen. “Has anyone seen the General?”


  No one spoke up.


  “Okay. Rendezvous with me at the CP. We need to organise ourselves and figure out who we have left. I’m going to call Grafton and evac the wounded.”


  She ignored the acknowledgements to contact Grafton. With the Wolfcubs on the way, she was about to join the others when a familiar voice startled her.


  “Gina?”


  She spun back toward the trees in disbelief. “Shima?” she whispered in shock as her friend wandered out from among the trees. She was on all fours and in a pitiful state. “Shima!”


  Gina ran to her friend and threw herself to her knees before her. Blood and dirt was matted in Shima’s fur and her visor was missing. She still had one of her beamers in its holster but the other was gone.


  Shima hung her head wearily. “I wasn’t sure it was you, Gina. Your scent among so many Merkiaari… I wasn’t sure I could find my way back. I… I’m blind. Ancestors help me, I’m blind!”


  “Shush, it’s okay, Shima. We’ll find you another visor. Hell, we’ll make you one.”


  “It’s not that. I threw the cursed thing away after it happened.”


  “After what happened? I don’t understand.”


  “When you left, I had to hide until I could get away without being seen. I jumped off the transporter as soon as I could and went to ground. I didn’t dare climb the ridge to follow you… not while the Murderers remained so near.”


  “I understand. You did the right thing.”


  “It was all I could do,” Shima said bitterly. “I waited in hiding until your people attacked the Murderers from the air like we planned. I’ve never seen anything like it.” Her jaw dropped in amusement at that. “I’ll certainly never see such again. The explosion was like the end of the world. The ground leapt beneath me it was so big. There was a really bright light. It was so bright… and that’s the last thing I saw. There was a wind and I heard trees crashing all around me. One knocked me down, but only the branches caught me. When I crawled out, I started to climb up the hillside and into the next valley. I was lucky “I found your scent and followed you here.”


  Gina knew what had happened. Shima had been flash blinded by the blast unleashed upon the Merki reinforcements by Admiral Meyers. Her heart went out to her friend. She knew how much Shima had feared her encroaching blindness.


  “Well, you’re among friends again now, Shima. My people can grow you a new pair of eyes as good as your old ones… no, better than your old ones.”


  Shima’s ears struggled fully erect. “Truly? Your people can do that?”


  “They can do it for Humans. I can’t see why they can’t do it for you. Even if they can’t, you can have a pair like mine. I promise, Shima. I promise.”


  Shima reached out to clutch Gina desperately. “Thank you, oh by the harmonies, thank you.”


  * * *


  


  



  30 ~ Aftermath


  Aboard Grafton, in orbit of Child of Harmony


  Gina stepped tiredly off the ramp of the shuttle into Grafton’s boat bay. She snapped to attention and saluted when she recognised the General approaching her.


  “At ease, Captain.”


  She relaxed slightly.


  “I just wanted to say you did a hell of a job at Masaru.”


  “Thank you, sir, but Cragg deserves a lot of credit.”


  Burgton smiled. “Yes, he’s performing well.”


  Gina nodded. Cragg had temporarily taken her place as LT for Alpha Company’s First Platoon, just as she had taken Hames’ slot from Richmond. “Have you new orders for me, sir?”


  “They can wait, Gina. I know you want to see how Katherine is getting along. I won’t keep you. There’s a briefing at twenty-two hundred at the port.”


  “I’ll be there, sir,” she said and saluted.


  Burgton returned her salute then mounted the ramp to board the shuttle.


  Gina found her friend in the infirmary chatting with Zack Gordon. Richmond was sitting up in bed when she came in. Gordon was sitting nearby with his leg propped up gesturing at the wall screen. Gina glanced at it and found a live feed of Masaru. She paused to assure herself that her people had everything under control.


  Red icons still outnumbered blue by a significant amount, but the green of Shan forces outnumbered both by far. Blue icons were leapfrogging forward in a planned manoeuvre intended to take out the enemy as quickly as possible while also giving the units involved maximum cover and support. Green icons ringed the area slowly closing in and compacting the enemy into a smaller and smaller area where they could be taken down en masse.


  Gina clenched a fist as the leading viper units suddenly stopped, and their icons flashed the yellow of light to moderate damage. She waited with baited breath, but released it in a whoosh as each unit’s processor reported in. She read the light codes flashing beside each icon and relaxed.


  The damage was not too bad.


  “…some company up here,” Gordon was saying.


  “I could wish for less of that kind,” Richmond said slurring the words. She turned to Gina. “Good to see you, Captain.”


  “Likewise, Captain. How are you feeling?”


  Richmond shrugged. “Decidedly unenhanced.”


  She snorted. Richmond’s processor was too badly damaged for a quick fix. She had taken a lot of punishment at Zuleika and it had been touch and go whether she would live. The left side of her face was paralysed, and it often caused her to slur her words. Her left eye was gone as well. The empty socket stared at Gina amidst the wreckage of a once handsome face. Richmond was no longer pretty. The thick heavy scarring pulled her wry smile off centre almost turning it into a sneer. She wouldn’t be her old self for quite a while. The equipment necessary to replace her damaged processor was only to be found on Snakeholme. Richmond needed major reconstructive surgery.


  Gina glanced at Gordon. “How’s it going, Zack?”


  He patted his new leg. “I’m outa here tomorrow. Have you left me some?”


  “That’s the last big concentration on Child of Harmony,” she said nodding at the screen. “We have a few mopping-up operations to do; the Marines are taking care of that mostly, but the General did promise Papandreou we would back him up on the tricky ones.”


  Major Papandreou had what amounted to an under strength battalion of Marines on planet. His command had been created by culling the detachments assigned to each of the ships in the task force, and consolidating them. He was the senior Marine officer in-system, officially attached to Victorious, and was leading the mopping-up operations on Child of Harmony with a great deal of help from the Shan. From reports she had read, the Marines were doing well. That hadn’t surprised her of course.


  Gina sat on the edge of Richmond’s rack. “The General is briefing us tonight on the next round.”


  “Damn,” Gordon said. “Wouldn’t you know it, I missed the ending.”


  Richmond laughed at Gordon’s put upon sigh. “Don’t pout, Zack. Now that Fifth Fleet is here, you can go down to Harmony. If I know the General, that’s what the briefing will be about.”


  Gordon brightened. “Hey yeah, you’re right.”


  Gina nodded. It was the next logical step. Months of fighting had taken its toll, but everyone was hoping that the Keeps were full to bursting point. They certainly had been on Child of Harmony before they came out to join the fight, but no one knew for sure what they would find on Harmony. Communications with the surface were fragmentary and sporadic; the Merki jamming was complicating things no end. They knew that some of the Keeps had been penetrated. Satellite surveillance showed those gaping and radioactive craters clearly, but it was assumed that most of the Keeps were still intact. Harmony had fewer Merkiaari to kill than Child of Harmony used to have, but the General wouldn’t stop until the entire system was clear. That was certain.


  “I’ve a present for you,” Gina said, remembering the reason for her visit.


  “A pressy?” Richmond said eagerly. “A pressy for me? What is it? A new grenade launcher… no, I know, a rocket launcher with extended range capacity. You shouldn’t have.”


  “I didn’t,” she said laughing and passing her friend the gift-wrapped box.


  Richmond grinned and destroyed the wrapping in milliseconds. “It’s a… it’s a…” she frowned. “What is it?” She dangled the thing between thumb and forefinger.


  Gordon looked puzzled as well.


  “It’s an eye patch. James told me about it.”


  “An eye patch?”


  “Yeah, you wear it over… you know,” Gina flicked a hand at Richmond’s damage. “James said people wore them before cybernetics and prosthetics were available.”


  “I like the decoration,” Richmond said with a lopsided grin.


  “That was Cragg’s idea.”


  Cragg had wanted to liven it up a little. The result was a black eye patch with the viper emblem worked into it in silver thread. It was quite fetching.


  “Here, gimme,” Gina said and took the patch. A minute later it was in place


  Richmond viewed herself in Gordon’s hastily found mirror.


  “Hey, hey, hey! Looking good,” Gordon crowed.


  “Cool… that means I like it,” Richmond said quickly explaining her brief foray into retro.


  “If you don’t quit that, I’m going to need a download to understand you,” Gina said with a snort of laughter. “I thought only Stone talked that way.”


  Richmond had that ‘I have a secret’ look in her eye. “Stone talks retro ‘coz he grew up surrounded by it. I use it ‘coz I like it.”


  “It’s different anyway. Talking of Stone, where is he?”


  “Back dirtside,” Gordon said. “He keeps getting banged up but he’s always ready for more.”


  “Yeah,” Richmond said nodding in approval. “His bots fixed him up in a in a jiffy this time. He said he wanted to add a few more Merkiaari to his score.”


  “Gotcha. So then, your war is over.”


  “Yeah, worse luck. At least I’m alive. Others aren’t so lucky.”


  Gina nodded sadly, remembering their fallen friends. Chrissie Roberts was only the first of many to fall. The regiment had lost three hundred and sixteen units so far. Not quite half the force they had brought here was dead, and the war wasn’t yet won.


  “There’s nothing they can do about your processor?”


  Richmond shook her head. “Not here, but other than that and my eye, I’m fine. Major Faggini said I can help out on the bridge. I can still use the satellite feeds the old fashioned way. How are you getting along with Wilder and his resistance people?”


  “Surprisingly well. He does what I tell him when I tell him to do it. For a civ he has discipline. He knows stuff.”


  “Yeah? Like what?”


  Gina shrugged. “Like all about the Merki War.”


  Richmond snorted. “Everyone knows about that.”


  “Not like James. He knows everything about it—and I do mean everything. He teaches history at Oxford you know. He’s no slouch as a leader either. The Shan resistance insist he’s their Tei, and they do whatever he says.”


  “You like him. Jumped his bones yet?”


  She didn’t need a translation; she got the message. “He has someone aboard Victorious.”


  “Shame.”


  Gina did like James, but not in that way. She was a soldier and he a civ. The two didn’t mix easily in her experience. Besides, she was a viper. She seriously doubted that any viper would find a relationship outside of the regiment. They were too different now, and what about the longevity issue? No one spoke of it, but they were all very aware that they would outlive their friends and family. The regiment and their squadmates were all their family now.


  She chatted with her friends for another half hour or so, but then the infirmary started filling up. Casualties from Masaru were arriving—nothing life threatening this time thank God, but all the hustle and bustle did cut short her visit.


  “I better get down there,” she said.


  Richmond nodded.


  She patted her friend’s knee as she stood. “Take care of yourself.”


  “Make sure you do the same. I like your visits, but I don’t want you up here as a patient.”


  “I don’t want me as a patient either,” Gina said with a laugh and hurried away.


  * * *


  


  31 ~ Epilogue


  Aboard ASN Victorious, in orbit of Harmony


  James glanced at his silent companion and then back at the view. Thousands of lights winked at him from the inky blackness of space—running lights pinpointing the locations of hundreds of warships. The ships themselves seemed like toys at this distance, but that was very far from the reality. TF19 was a mere sideshow compared with the firepower Fifth Fleet had brought here.


  Behind him, the quiet murmur of Victorious’ officers and crew continued with ship’s operations as if unaware of the momentous events about to take place. They weren’t of course. He could feel the surging emotions just below the surface. The Alliance had taken an irrevocable step in welcoming the Shan as an allied power. No one knew where it would all lead, but everyone was agreed that this moment was pivotal in the Alliance’s future dealings with other races.


  “There,” Tei’Varyk said pointing. “It has begun.”


  They watched as wave after wave of transports erupted into space escorted by hundreds of fighters. Their targets? The Merkiaari sniffed out and hunted by Burgton’s vipers. Tei’Varyk lingered a moment longer and then turned to leave.


  “A storm has come,” James whispered. “A storm to cleanse the world.”


  He turned away and silently followed his friend.


  * * *


  


  Operation Oracle: Merkiaari Wars 3


  


  1 ~ Miles to go


  Ruins of Shoshon, Harmony, Shan System


  Acting Captain Gina Fuentez, 501st Infantry Regiment, crouched behind the rubble to check the take available to her via TacNet. The regiment’s tactical network was a wonder to someone with a Marine Corps background. She had been a viper for only a couple of years, though it seemed even less than that due to time being weird in foldspace. TacNet was still a wonderful novelty to her. General Burgton’s regiment did things a little differently to other Alliance forces, they did them his way or no way, and he was a strong believer in the axiom: bigger is better. Whether applied to firepower, manpower, or information didn’t matter. To him, bigger was better and always had been. It was hard to argue when Gina was one of the beneficiaries. TacNet meant that no matter where she was, or doing what, she had access to the big picture. It wasn’t her rank either. Every viper had access to the same information. It was so very different to her Marine Corps days.


  As a Marine, she had followed her orders and often didn’t know why those orders were given. Information was compartmentalised behind rank and parcelled out on a need to know basis. Her mission goals had therefore been simplified. Simplified did not mean simple. She had followed orders that sometimes didn’t seem to make sense, and had to go on faith that all would become clear in time. It usually did, but that methodology did nothing to alleviate anxiety levels.


  General Burgton preferred to run his regiment otherwise, especially so in combat. It meant everyone knew what was expected of them and their comrades, and also meant any viper could immediately take up the slack should one of them fall. They all knew the plan, they all had the ability to evaluate its progress, and they all could take steps to ensure it succeeded without fearing their actions might screw up other parts of the mission. TacNet was real time; information flow fully automated by a viper’s internal computer system, and was linked via satellites with the General and his staff aboard Grafton in orbit.


  Gina quickly evaluated what TacNet was displaying. It was especially important these days, as she wasn’t fighting exclusively with other vipers and Shan warriors under viper command. Fifth Fleet had brought a large ground force to join the fight. Reinforcements were of course welcomed by the Shan, but the many different forces each had their own command structures subordinate only to Admiral Kuzov. Admiral Meyers commanding TF19 was no longer the biggest show in town, and had placed herself at his disposal as per her orders delivered to her when Fifth Fleet arrived. All of which meant that Gina and the other vipers were no longer officially in charge of the ground war, but the Shan warriors who had fought beside them did not see it that way. They continued to look to the vipers first for orders, a fact the other Human ground commanders found irritating in the extreme. Not that they could do much about it. They were guests of the Shan after all.


  With so many different forces involved in the battle, Gina could no longer rely upon all combatants doing the right thing. Only vipers had TacNet; an integral system built into all vipers. Everyone else, except the warriors under direct viper supervision, had to use satellite feeds and ground observation to fight their battles.


  That reminded Gina to check the feed overhead. She dismissed TacNet and accessed the satellite network seeded in orbit by Admiral Meyers when they first arrived.


  Computer: Access satellite zebra-one-niner-niner. Centre grid delta-six, sub-grid fox-two.


  Gina studied the battlefield displayed on her HUD (head up display). The display was suddenly populated by heat sources that she began to decipher. It was night and the devastation was softened, but she wasn’t interested in the broken architecture of Shoshon. She was looking for any units out of position, or any enemy movements. Everything seemed fine, and she quickly reported in.


  “Gold-three, Alpha-leader. All secure, no movement, no concerns,” Gina said using her internal comms. And that was another thing. Now she was working as part of the forward scouting element and not the main offensive force, she had to report twice. Once on viper comm to Grafton, and once using helmet comm to the ground commander in charge of Shoshon. “On schedule.”


  “Alpha-leader, Gold-three copies,” Major Faggini replied. “No changes.”


  “Copy no changes,” she said. “Alpha-leader out.”


  Gina quickly repeated her report to force commander Shoshon, a woman she had met only briefly by the name of Colonel Elizabeth Jung 2nd Faragut Strike Force, and quickly moved to another observation point. So far, her internal viper comm had proven hard for the Merki to track. It was a high speed burst transmission and used all local viper units as a sort of broadcast gestalt, like an old style antenna farm. It overwhelmed the ability of the Merki to track the transmission’s origin. The Merki had proven that helmet comms—although encrypted and as discreet as current technology could make them without making them useless—could be tracked all too easily. No one knew how they did it. Alliance stealth tech was supposed to be proof against Merki gear, but they now knew that was not so. Like the damnable Merki jamming they had confronted at the start of the Harmony campaign, it had been an unpleasant surprise.


  It was standard procedure for the scouts to snoop, report, and then scoot to avoid incoming fire; Gina did so successfully. She wasn’t sure if the Merki had detected her transmission, or the strike was a lucky guess, but seconds after relocating, her previous OP (Observation Point) was hit repeatedly. She observed the result, clinically analysing the Merki strike and backtracking to find the gunners.


  “Artillery Control, Alpha-leader. Fire mission,” she said using viper comm again.


  There were multiple batteries of artillery deployed in and around Shoshon, and in theory, she could have given her targets to any of them, but she chose the viper controlled battery because she wanted fast accurate fire with minimal fuss such as seeking authorisations or needing verifications. Merkiaari had standard procedures too, like getting the hell out of Dodge after trying to snipe someone.


  “Alpha-leader, Artillery Control. Say coordinates,” Captain Penleigh replied.


  Gina smiled, happy to hear his voice. Eric had been trading off with Colonel Flowers since they upped sticks from Child of Harmony and relocated to Harmony. She gave him three targets.


  “Acknowledged,” Eric said. “On the way.”


  She waited and watched to evaluate the strike. Shells rumbled overhead, clearly audible, and explosions lit the night. Eric had chosen to use the regiment’s self-propelled guns over their Hellfire missile launchers, probably to reduce the chance of return fire. Gina would have made the same decision. Hellfire missiles were effective but flashy ordnance, especially in the dark when their bright exhaust could so easily be seen. She compared what she was seeing with the new heat sources displayed via TacNet. They matched. The Merki were probably dead. Probably. But they had ammo to spare so she let Eric pound the targets for a while.


  “Targets eliminated,” Gina reported when she was in danger of being accused of overkill.


  “Copy,” Eric said. “Artillery Control out.”


  “Alpha-leader out.”


  Explosions and gunfire continued uninterrupted in other parts of the city, and Gina wished she could be one of the trigger pullers, but she had her orders. Her temporary command of Alpha Company was in name only now. They had lost so many units on Child of Harmony that hasty reorganisation had left her with little more than a squad to command. Good then that her new mission didn’t need more than a squad to complete. Her remaining eight units, like Gina herself, were operating solo and scouting the enemy. It was a mission the vipers were performing more often as their numbers dwindled, she thought grimly. The Child of Harmony campaign had halved the number of combat capable vipers in the entire Alliance. Not all were dead, thank god, but they were out of the fight for the duration. Most were so badly damaged they had gone into automatic shutdown. Hibernation was a viper’s last hope of survival; their IMS (Integrated Medical System) used it to shunt all resources toward making repairs in a last desperate race to prevent death. Unfortunately, if the damage was that bad, a unit’s reactivation to full combat readiness was unlikely. Most remained in hibernation and were stored in stasis aboard Grafton with their true dead companions. Hibernation was the little death, a name the two hundred year old veterans of the last Merki War had chosen for it because unlike true death it did not last. Gina had experienced it only once, and was lucky enough to awake fully repaired from her own resources. A rare thing.


  Gina went back to work.


  Traditionally, vipers were deployed in advance of other forces to seek and destroy Merkiaari. The current campaign was a little different in that her job was not to kill Merki... well, she hadn’t actually been ordered to refrain, but it was heavily implied, and as a result her people had defaulted to a pure scouting role. Recon was actually something she was practiced at. A lot of her time as a Marine had been spent either performing that task or training to perform it. So the role wasn’t an uncomfortable fit.


  Gina moved through the city avoiding contact and only killing Merkiaari when she had a good excuse. A lone Merki troop here—oh sorry I had to put her down to prevent her raising the alarm, sir. Why didn’t I avoid detection, sir? Well, she took me by surprise, sir. Gina grinned and snorted at her musing. Oops, so sorry, but that Merki squad had it coming, sir. They fired first. Must have tracked my last transmission.


  She wasn’t the only viper doing the same or similar things and probably having the same excuses lined up. Vipers were designed and built to kill Merkiaari, not bypass them. TRS (Target Recognition Software) even made them automatically attack Merki targets by default. It actually took intervention on a viper’s part to prevent them killing Merki upon detection. She didn’t expect censure from her own commanders, they were vipers too, but Colonel Jung might be another matter. It wasn’t that Jung didn’t want the Merki dead. She absolutely did want them dead, but she was a strict disciplinarian and stickler for the rules. That was fine with Gina, she had worked with all kinds, but Jung wanted Shoshon liberated by her plan with her hands at the controls. She was an ambitious officer who wanted her first star, and winning battles especially against Merkiaari would be a big help. Shoshon itself was no prize anymore. It was pretty much trashed, but the campaign was coming to a close. This battle would probably be the last one, certainly the last that Jung could indisputably claim as hers. Gina doubted the final round-up of stray Merki troops would win anyone a medal or promotion. Shan would be tidying up strays long after Fleet pulled out, she was sure.


  Gina worked her assigned area, making reports to both her commanders, and adding her data to TacNet as she did so. Busy keeping herself safe while keeping a wary eye on the enemy so there would be no surprises at sun up, she still made time to keep an eye on her own people’s diagnostics. It had become second nature now. All vipers were trained to watch their own, but she as Alpha-leader had access to all of her subordinate’s data as well. She paused as Cragg’s data updated and changed colour from green to flashing yellow.


  Gina grunted as if punched in the guts. Yellow was serious. She found good cover and drilled down into Cragg’s data. Even as she did, the yellow colour turned pale orange on its way to the red of critical damage. Fuck! She spun, and sprinted out of her area toward Cragg’s position. Calls started to come in as her movement was detected on viper sensors. She was way out of position, crossing other unit’s areas of responsibility.


  “All units, Alpha-leader,” Gina panted using viper comm. “Do not, repeat do not deviate. Stay on mission.”


  “Alpha-leader, Alpha-one-one. I’m closest,” Sergeant Hiller said.


  “Not for long, Ian. I’m already at max. ETA thirty seconds. Stay on mission and cover my arse. Jung will have it for lunch if she hears.”


  Ian laughed. “You want me to play secretary and field her calls?”


  “Good idea. Tell her I stepped out of the office for a minute.”


  “Will do, Alpha-one-one out.”


  “Alpha-leader clear,” she said, her sensors sweeping ahead looking for danger.


  Gina didn’t have to engage light amplification. She had been using it since darkness fell. The rubble and blasted landscape of Shoshon was revealed to her in the familiar monochrome of its use. She targeted a building ahead of her, taking note of her range to it, and prepared to jump. She hit the right stride, and watched the reticule on the ground marking her jump point coming closer. Her right foot came down exactly on the right spot and she launched herself in a high arc. She flew through the air expecting Merki weapon’s fire, but she went through the hole she had picked out unmolested, and slammed onto the floor of the room. She rolled to her feet, blew a new hole in the opposite door, and charged through.


  Cragg wasn’t moving on her sensors, and he wasn’t transmitting a call for help. That was bad, but he wasn’t dead. His diagnostic data was still on her HUD, so she knew his condition. It was still pale orange, not yet red. Better yet, his blue icon on her sensors was not blinking. That told her he wasn’t in hibernation or dead awaiting pickup. There could be many reasons for his silence. Damaged helmet comm, damaged viper comm, even damaged TacNet—the system was automated, but there was a way to update it manually and a message in text format wasn’t beyond its capabilities. Surely if he could have, he would have reported in that way.


  Gina stormed through the building and entered the room her sensors told her contained Martin Cragg, her friend and fellow viper. Something tackled her from the side and she spun with her right hand blurring toward her pistol. Her rifle hung from its sling behind her back and out of position.


  Stupid stupid stupid! She had taken no precautions at all. Her thoughts flashed to Chrissie Roberts. Chris had been her very first casualty on Child of Harmony and had died because she was over confident in her viper abilities. She had been new to them; they all had back then. They had felt super Human, until Chris died in her first battle, and others died soon after. None of them had any illusions now.


  The pistol came up and stopped. She could have pulled the trigger, even as she fell, but she recognised the bloody mangled thing tackling her to the floor. She grabbed him, turning slightly to cushion his fall with her own body. He didn’t fight her, maybe couldn’t do more than he had. He was totally fucked up. She kept an arm around him and holstered her pistol, then opened her helmet’s visor to reveal her face to him. His helmet was missing and blood covered his face. He was still bleeding from ears and nose, and one eye was stuck shut. He was breathing heavily and blood bubbled at his lips.


  “Mart—” Gina began, but his bloodied hand blurred and clapped over her mouth. Her eyes popped wide at the slap. That bloody hurt!


  Cragg shook his head urgently.


  Gina checked her sensors, but there were no hostiles in range. What the hell? Cragg rolled off her. He grabbed her right arm, pawing her sleeve almost ripping it in his frenzy to reach her wristcomp. She let him, realising his own was missing and the forearm it had been strapped upon. Jesus he was screwed. One eye and arm out of commission, and his diagnostic data on her display listed many internal injuries. Why wasn’t he in hibernation? Maintenance mode wasn’t up to this; it would take days to deal with this level of damage.


  Blood frothed and bubbled on his lips, punctured lung was on the list, but he used his good eye and hand to punch in coordinates on her wristcomp. He pressed save and seemed to breathe easier. He paused to cough up blood and spit it out. He looked into Gina’s eyes and put a finger over his own lips.


  She nodded, really worried now. He pointed to her wristcomp and typed a message on the screen...


  Don’t talk, don’t run a sweep. Do nothing until I finish... ok?


  She nodded again.


  Merki under a stealth field spoofed my sensors. Nearly got me. Coordinates in your comp. Big force. BIG! Near, will hear us, will detect transmissions... maybe. Can’t chance it. I interrupted hibernation. The beacon... I dead for sure.


  Gina’s eyes widened. Cragg had aborted his own hibernation. That might kill him, but a beacon might well bring Merki right to him. He hadn’t chanced it. Merkiaari cloaked by stealth field was a new tactic. Stealth in space was standard, but on the ground, it was usually pointless. It was only good for static defence. The equipment was cumbersome and the nature of the field meant it had to be stationary to be effective.


  Was doing the job, all good. No surprises. I detected a Merki trooper on his own. Think what the hell, why not? I kill it, will just say found it wounded ma’am. Couldn’t let it suffer could I?


  Gina grinned, that was a good one. She typed that for him and nodded. Cragg nodded back and typed...


  Went to check him. Found it. Fallen building hiding it. Completely hidden from satellite observation and my sensors. Totally fooled me, stealthed even under the rubble. Still can hardly believe it.


  She cocked her head in question.


  A troop ship, Gina, an intact troop ship buried deep. Not sure it crashed. If it didn’t...


  Her eyes widened. Five Marauder class transports had been committed by the Merki to this incursion, and each one carried detachable troop ships or landers. There were typically a hundred thousand Merki troopers aboard a Marauder when fully loaded. A hundred regiments or fists as the Merki called them, ready to awaken at the touch of a button. Marauders could not land; they were too huge. They landed their fists aboard the detachable landers where they slept in stasis dreaming and awaiting battle. Twenty landers per Marauder—they really were monstrously huge ships—meant a maximum of five thousand troops aboard at launch. That didn’t mean Cragg’s ship had five thousand aboard now. They could all be dead, or half of them dead, or any number above or below. It wasn’t a lander anymore. It was a base! A stealthed base. There was no way to know how big this disaster was.


  I was trying to scout for a way in. The General will order us in there, I just know it. Didn’t see the patrol. They got me good. Lost my arm and my damn rifle first thing. I beat feet, they chased me. Lost them near here but I think they’re close. They split into groups of two there at the end.


  Gina nodded. Cragg was leaving out a lot. His injuries told her there had been a running gun fight. His armour was burned and scarred all over, and cracked on one side. Busted ribs there for sure. Probably what caused the punctured lung. The Merki splitting their force was interesting. They would only do that if they wanted to cover a wider area, and that meant they were actively searching for Cragg. Or had been. No way to know for sure if they still were, but if she had a stealthed base to protect, she wouldn’t give up until certain the threat was neutralised.


  Gina typed... Ok. We need to exfil, get you some help and report in.


  Cragg shook his head. I’m totally messed up, Gina. Leave me here. I’ll lay low.


  It was the right thing, she knew, but she wasn’t going to be sensible this time around. She had abandoned Kate when the General insisted, and her friend had barely survived even with Stone’s help. She never wanted to feel that helpless rage ever again. She even had her excuse ready to go. General, she would say, Cragg was too damaged to download the data to me. It might even be true for all she knew. General, I’m sorry but I had to bring him and the data he contains. No choice, sir. That would work, right?


  She didn’t bother to explain her reasoning. She just pulled Cragg up onto his feet and then put him over her shoulder ignoring all protests. She about faced and retraced her route through the building. She figured it was more than likely the safest way out. She had made it in after all. Luck did have its part to play no matter how often Richmond derided the notion. Luck is not a factor, Richmond would say. In one way, Gina could sympathise with that view, but she knew soldiers of any flavour were superstitious creatures and she was no different. She believed in luck, but believed even more that she made her own luck by being paranoid and good at her job.


  Paranoia made her cautious when Gina reached her entry point. She might have just leapt down and run, but something whispered in the back of her brain. Don’t go down there, don’t you do it. Go up, not down. Not down this time.


  She reversed course and found the access ramp to the upper floor and roof. Shan didn’t use stairs, it was something to do with the way their legs worked, and most of their buildings were two or three stories above ground with the same below. She wasn’t sure they had ever invented elevators, not that she would chance using one even if she found one operating. The ramp spiralled up gently making it very easy to carry Cragg and she had her pistol out, leaving her rifle thumping her back.


  She emerged onto the roof cautiously, and paused. Cragg’s warning not to run a sensor sweep held her back. She ramped up the gain on her hearing, listening for Merki breathing, and turned her head slowly, panning around to listen intently. She deactivated light amplification mode for the moment, and tried infra. Infra-vision or infrared detected heat emissions, and there were a couple visible to her, but they were part of the building’s infrastructure. The shape told her. Long straight lines like these were pipes. No Merki-shaped heat sources appeared. She switched back to light amplification mode and holstered her pistol.


  Gina whispered so low she wasn’t certain Cragg would hear. “I’m going to throw you to the next roof. If I try a jump with you on my shoulder, I might bust something or break through the roof. Then we’re screwed.”


  Cragg nodded.


  She lowered Cragg into her arms and carried him like a child despite his size. Vipers were strong. She ran toward the edge and at the last moment spun around and let go. Cragg flew into space. Gina winced; she had overdone it. He flew high over the other roof and crashed down. The noise and pained groan was very audible. She backed up and then ran at the edge. Her leap was more conservative and she would have made a nice running landing if she hadn’t needed to turn it into a dive to avoid incoming fire.


  The quiet dissolved, replaced by the hammering of Merkiaari cannon fire. Those huge gauss cannons were slug throwers not plasma, and although handheld like a rifle, they had more destructive punch than an Alliance AAR (Anti Armour Railgun). The noise was deafening. Definitely more than two firing, she realised. Cragg’s pursuers had found them.


  Gina sprawled and rolled across the abrasive surface avoiding the Merki fire. The edges of the roof dissolved, slugs chewing it away, but they didn’t have the angle. They must be on the ground, but that might not be so for long. If they gained just a little elevation, the Merki would have them both dead to rights.


  She scrambled away from the danger, more toward the centre of the roof where Cragg lay. Thank god, she was still wearing her shooting gloves. She might be a viper, but losing skin still hurt. As it was she wore holes in the palms of her gloves, but her uniform was tougher. All alliance uniforms used nano-processed materials to toughen them against impact forces, and were heat resistant to give the wearer a precious second or two of time against plasma fire. Hers was more than a match for the abrasion, especially with her armour on.


  “No point worrying about detection now,” Gina muttered and used her sensors. She swept the entire area around the building and swore. The Merki had her surrounded. “Oh crap, we’re screwed.”


  “Arty,” Cragg croaked. “Rather die to friendly fire.”


  “Screw that, no fire is friendly.”


  Cragg’s diagnostic data had multiplied and its colour was definitely reddish. He had internal bleeding and his bots weren’t dealing fast enough. She quickly searched his webbing, but found his medikit on his hip. Everyone had his or her preference. He had chosen to store his medikit on his utility belt next to the case containing spare power cells. She had seen others do that. Gina used hers for power cells and bayonet, but not much else. Everything she needed hung on her webbing attached to her armour.


  She grabbed his nano injector and pumped the entire magazine into his thigh, right over the artery. She reloaded it with his spare mag, and hammered the entire thing into his other thigh. Cragg didn’t seem to notice. He was looking around in a daze.


  She grabbed his head and forced him to look into her eyes. “Martin, I want you to let yourself go into hibernation now.” He blinked at her, but didn’t respond. “You hearing me, Martin? Remove the block on hibernation. That’s an order.”


  Cragg blinked and blood frothed on his lips, but nothing changed.


  She didn’t have time for this. On her sensors, the bright red icons of the Merki death squad were manoeuvring. She was sure some of them would enter her building and come up to the roof eventually, but she was more afraid of the other possibility. All it would take is one or two troopers climbing high enough to cut the angle. There were a few trees in the streets, but more likely, they would just use another building.


  As his commanding officer, Gina had access to Cragg’s diagnostic data, but she had more than that. If he still had his wristcomp, she could have instructed his IMS to perform some basic medical procedures and some not so basic. A thing like introducing pain relief into his bloodstream was a simple matter that any Alliance soldier relied upon. Everyone, military or civilian, had a wristcomp connected to IMS, but Cragg’s wristcomp was gone along with his forearm.


  She had another option, but she hesitated to use it. All of them feared outside forces taking them over. She couldn’t do that, no one could, but she could order his processor to perform a new diagnostic. She didn’t think Cragg was aware enough of his situation to block it if his processor decided to put him into hibernation when the results came in. She had no doubt it would. He was in a bad way. If not for his earlier order preventing it, he would already be asleep.


  Computer: Access Cragg, Martin 501st Infantry Regiment serial number ALZ-119-910-159.


  Connection achieved


  Computer: Access IMS


  IMS: _


  Gina took a deep breath. This had better work. She stared into Cragg’s wandering eyes and prayed it would save him. Prayer was all she had right now.


  Computer: Run full diagnostic.


  She held her breath...


  IMS: Working...


  Diagnostics: Full system scan in progress.


  Her breath whooshed out. She broke her link to Cragg and checked her sensors. She had her rifle up and hardly had time to realise what she was doing when the first Merki head appeared. TRS had taken over. The Merkiaari trooper edged onto the roof, TRS noticed, evaluated, targeted, and blew its head off in milliseconds. Control returned to her body and limbs, with the dead Merki trooper still falling.


  Gina gasped, feeling the pain in her muscles receding. That happened when TRS moved a viper at computer speeds. It happened when she went from combat mode to melee mode as well, but at least she knew it was coming. TRS did it without warning.


  She kept her rifle up and aimed at the ramp as she ran to the body in a bent kneed stance. She kept her eyes on the ramp and kicked the monster, but her sensors had it right. It was dead. She took TRS offline and edged forward. Two more Merki were halfway up the ramp. She took two grenades off her webbing, depressed the triggers, and rolled them down the ramp.


  Whump! Whump!


  She jumped forward and emptied her rifle into the Merki already reeling from the twin explosions. Both died without returning fire. She didn’t go down to make sure. She ran back to check the other side of the roof. Sensors reported a single Merkiaari there. It saw her first and fired. The impact on her torso armour was sudden and shocking. The mass of the slug caused her armour’s nanocoat to react and harden, but that didn’t reduce the force of the impact. She flew off her feet snarling at the pain, and landed on her back. She rolled to avoid two more shots. Her target reticule was locked on to the sniper and pulsing redly as it spun. If she’d had a rocket launcher she could have fired right then and forgot about it. The rocket would have found its own way to the target, but she didn’t have one. She did have her rifle and its integrated grenade launcher. She had chosen to load hers with all HE (High Explosive) rounds. She remembered Sergeant Rutledge telling her class of recruits that he preferred all HE himself. Good for taking out armoured vehicles and Merkiaari troops, he had said back then. Gina agreed and used the grenade launcher. As soon as the decision was made, the targeting reticule morphed and an arcing line connected her to the target.


  She adjusted her aim and fired.


  The grenade followed the arcing line as if physically anchored to it. It wasn’t of course. The line was the projected trajectory needed to kill the target, which it did moments later when it exploded. The building shook and rained debris into the street below. Pieces of Merkiaari fell with it, and the red icon on her display faded.


  The steady blue icon close behind her blinked out of existence and Gina froze watching where it had been. It reappeared and started blinking steadily. Cragg was in hibernation, sleeping the little death. She quickly checked her sensors and scurried back to her friend. She patted his cheek.


  “Sleep well,” she said and went to war.


  Gina reactivated TRS and added melee mode to the mix. The world slowed around her as she stood tall over Cragg. That attracted enemy fire as she knew it would, but the Merki had to reveal themselves to hit her. The moment they did, TRS took over and threw her bodily over Cragg, not to protect him; TRS didn’t care. It was just an auto-targeting program after all. It threw her down to avoid damage, and then fired back. She let herself go, and screamed her rage at the enemy trying to kill her. Grenades flew faster than Human thought. TRS switched to full power and full auto on her rifle as the Merki died and her launcher emptied itself.


  Impact!


  Damage assessments flickered onto her display, but quickly parked themselves to one side out of the way. Gina watched like a spectator in her own body. She took a moment to check that IMS was dealing with the damage. Lower right leg, bone bruised probably, but not broken. IMS was already on the case flooding the area with nano assemblers and pain blockers.


  Her body kept firing and reloading with no wasted motions. Fire to the left and then spin to fire the other way without pause. Her body killed and killed and killed as she spun and danced across the roof. Her body did, not her, not with TRS engaged and Merki in range. It was just a conceit. This was her now. She was the machine, and the machine was her. She had seen Eric like this when they first met. She had compared him to a mindless sentry gun on auto, but he hadn’t been mindless, and neither was she. She could take control away from TRS at any time, but she didn’t. It could target the enemy faster than she could even in melee mode.


  Factory default for melee mode shunted all resources to combat and left none for defence, but as with most things viper related, parameters were adjustable. Gina had kept back a little something. Not much. Barely anything really, but enough that IMS could work even at its currently starved for resources level. Back in the classroom when the recruits were taught the hows and the whys of viper design, she had decided that leaving melee mode at its default settings would be a bad idea. What point in killing her enemies and then dying from blood loss, she had thought. Not everyone agreed. Eric didn’t, and she knew most of the veterans didn’t. For them all that mattered was the mission, but she was still new enough that her life meant something to her. Besides, it was a waste to die if it could be prevented. If she could survive to fight another mission, surely it was worth holding back a single percentage point? Gina had thought so. Of course, she would look pretty silly if she died because she hadn’t committed that final one percent, but a girl couldn’t have everything.


  More damage reports added themselves to the list. Right shoulder, left hip, left hand, left leg... she spun to the left and fired. Another red icon faded. The fucker had done a number on her left side, but she was still fighting.


  Suddenly TRS went offline and Gina staggered to one knee panting and in pain. TRS had quit on her, was she damaged that badly? Diagnostics said no, she was just out of targets. She remained in melee mode, too scared to lose even a fraction of a second by dropping back to combat mode only to realise she needed the speed boost of melee mode again.


  A sensor sweep showed hostiles near but not near enough for TRS to keep fighting. There was time to reload, exchange power cells too, which she did. She was running low. She ruthlessly searched Cragg’s body and scavenged his ammo and cells, transferring it all to her own webbing. She ripped open her medikit scattering its contents in her haste, her hands a blur. She let the aerosols roll away, and didn’t bother with the sterile self-sealing bandages. She was only interested in the nano injector. As she had with Cragg, she hammered the entire mag into her thigh. Barely running with the resources she had left it, her IMS needed the help.


  Another sensor sweep. Merkiaari were gathering but not closing yet. She made a decision, and slung her rifle on her back. She grabbed Cragg’s body and threw him off the roof. As long as he didn’t land on his head, he would survive. Hell, for all she knew he would survive even that. In hibernation, his resources were being used in the exact opposite manner to hers. Everything he had was dedicated to survival and repair.


  His body thumped onto the ground on its back and bounced a little to settle face down. He had hit the ground, as a corpse would have, all slack-boned and unflinching. The little death was indistinguishable from true death until wake up time.


  Gina checked her sensors again noting positions of the enemy and Hiller’s position, the closest viper. She looked down three stories, and jumped. She crashed down and melee mode did little to help the impact. She didn’t feel the pain though, so maybe melee mode did have other uses than pure combat. Pain response was suppressed, but damage still occurred, and another entry appeared on her list; left hip again.


  She limped up to Cragg and lifted him onto her shoulder. She took a deep breath and ran into the open street. The moment she did, red icons swarmed. She grinned. That had surprised the buggers. They had been setting themselves to assault the rooftop. Gina chuckled and then laughed hysterically. Melee mode was doing weird things to her self-control. Her legs became a pumping blur. She barely felt Cragg’s weight.


  Merki fire sought her life and debris kicked up around her feet. She was moving too fast to dodge sharply, but she did what she could by swerving left and right. An explosion to her right peppered her with shrapnel. It hurt, she thought it must have, but it was a distant thing. Something clanged off her helmet and the visor starred. The helmet display started flickering. She didn’t need it anyway. Helmet comm and HUD were just a backup for a viper. She kept it on, damaged as it was, for the minimal protection it lent her.


  Explosions chased her, and finally caused a reaction from Alliance forces. Colonel Jung wouldn’t know why the Merki were worked up yet, but she had to wonder if this was a prelude to a new offensive. Artillery began zeroing in, and Gina cursed. Friendly fire might still nail her. She ducked and jinked as buildings came apart around her. Stone and glass flew outward, and buildings roared as they toppled or imploded. More fire and smoke added itself to the chaos.


  “Friendly fire my arse!” Gina screamed into the night. “Alpha-one-one, Alpha-leader. I’m heading your way with many new acquaintances hot on my heels. Cragg is in hibernation. I’m bringing him in!”


  “Alpha-leader, Alpha-one-one. A few friends dropped by for a visit. Lucky break, eh? Bring your buddies right through the middle of us.”


  “Affirmative, ETA three minutes!” she yelled over the noise of buildings falling. “Shit, Ian. Jung’s trying to kill me again. Tell her the enemy is behind me, not in front!”


  Ian snorted. “Like she’ll listen. Alpha-one-one out.”


  “Alpha-leader clear.”


  Gina had Hiller’s blue icon on her display, and more viper icons had arrayed themselves near him and along a particular street. She couldn’t know without checking satellite feeds, but she guessed they were undercover in the buildings. If she could lead the Merki up that street, they should be slaughtered.


  That was the plan then, she decided. She kept running while she plotted a least time course to lead the Merkiaari through Hiller’s gauntlet. She didn’t slow as she sped by the first blue icons on her sensors. Those vipers were well hidden. She saw no sign of them. She was just approaching Hiller’s hiding place when her people opened fire all at once. She dove for cover in amongst a bombed out building’s remains. She stashed Cragg behind a wall, and found a good firing position. Hiller didn’t acknowledge her presence; he was busy about a hundred metres away targeting the Merki with a bipod mounted AAR. They were usually mounted on a unit’s armour with a stedimount to stabilise it, they were heavy, but the bipod was better here. It allowed Hiller to fire while lying down for better cover. He was making good use of it too. He was piling Merki bodies up in the street.


  Jung’s artillery had finally stopped lobbing shells in, maybe realising the danger of blue on blue. Plasma and rocket fire rained down upon the Merki from the buildings and rooftops, and they scattered looking for cover. There wasn’t much in the street itself, and the buildings were already occupied by Merkiaari killers. They tried to fight back. That’s what Merki did, pretty much their default setting for every situation, but they were completely over matched. The vipers had good cover and elevation. The Merki were utterly slaughtered.


  Gina watched the last Merki troop die, and turned away to check on Cragg. He was still dead, but he would wake up fine. She shook her head at the thought. Two years ago, such a thought would have been macabre and ridiculous, but now it was just a part of life.


  “We are such freaks,” she muttered.


  “Yeah,” Hiller said looking down at their sleeping friend. “But handy freaks, and I’m still cute.”


  Gina rolled her eyes. “Cute freaks—”


  Hiller nodded. “Useful, but dangerously cute freaks.” He grinned. “I don’t envy your next fight.”


  She cocked her head. “Huh?”


  “The General is going to have a few questions, Gina. I wouldn’t try to bullshit him were I you. He isn’t Jung.”


  She nodded glumly. Joking aside, she wouldn’t dare try any of her excuses on Burgton. Not really. It was fun imagining excuses, but she wouldn’t dare try anything but the truth in reality. Besides, the truth was serious enough in scope that she didn’t fear being chewed out.


  “Better get to that I guess,” she said. “Gold-one, Alpha-leader...”


  * * *


  


  2 ~ Masks


  Aboard Flagship ASN Lincoln, Shan System


  General Burgton CO 501st Infantry Regiment watched the faces in the room, not the presentation in the huge holotank. His processor was faithfully recording everything and hoarding it in his database like some demented squirrel with a cache of nuts as it always did. Vipers never forgot anything, nothing at all. They were physically incapable of it. If he needed to recall anything of this meeting, it would be there. Not that he would. The presentation was based upon the download obtained from Cragg before he was stored in stasis aboard Grafton. Burgton had already seen what it contained. Along with his officers, he had uploaded it to experience the fear, and the pain, and the exultation of Cragg’s last combat in Shoshon, far more intensely than any holotank presentation could possibly provide the unenhanced.


  Burgton was far more interested in the people watching than the data he already knew so well. He was always interested in people. Their reaction to things often gave him an advantage in his dealings with them. He hadn’t always been so analytical, but two hundred years of trying to predict events had turned him into an obsessive people watcher and statistician. Luckily, he was well equipped for it. Vipers had the built in computational power to do some really heavy math, and he was always running an analysis or simulation in the back of his brain; political, military, economic... all kinds of things fed into him from his sources all over the Alliance. His accuracy could be called miraculous; his officers certainly thought so, but secretly he was worried. He had noticed a distressing number of errors creeping into his predictions. The worst failure to date had been this campaign. He had predicted another five years of relative peace before needing to confront Merkiaari in combat again. As for the Shan, they weren’t even on his horizon before this, and he feared they might be the straw that broke the camel’s back as far as his predictions were concerned.


  Combining simulations and programs based upon chaos theory with unmatched information gathering over centuries, and then allowing them to run without pause for all that time, had allowed him to guide events in the Alliance, but the complexity of the simulations was outstripping his ability to monitor and control. Billions of calculations per second, trillions? No matter the actual figure, it was too high for any normal computer to perform and maintain accuracy.


  He had begun by running the early incarnations of his chaos simulations internally while he slept. During those hours, his personal computing power was mostly idle. He had just wanted to see what would happen, and compare his predictions with actual events. The result had been startling. Not only had his predictions come true, the follow up events leading from them were also close to those predicted. Those predictions had allowed him to steer the Alliance away from a few disasters, and were how he had managed to do it with only a hundred vipers when the Council of the day betrayed him by mothballing the regiment.


  The introduction of the Shan into the Alliance would throw his calculations off, maybe way off, because they were literally alien. How could he possibly predict what they would do when everything they thought or did was so alien? It was something very much on his mind since arriving in the Shan system. He had to find a way to slot them into his calculations.


  He had drafted some ideas, but hadn’t yet tried to test them. A simulation on such a scale would take time and resources only found on Snakeholme under the mountain. The regiment’s archive was more than a data depository. Its hugely powerful computers were constantly running his Alliance simulation. It had long since outgrown his ageing viper brain and processor. He feared the day when it outgrew its current home because the hardware was cutting edge and further upgrades were impossible. There was nothing better anywhere in the Alliance, except perhaps for the handful of surviving A.Is quarantined and protected. No one but their caretakers and the Council ever had access to those immensely powerful minds.


  Burgton frowned as the familiar frustration swamped his brain. An A.I would solve his problem; they were orders of magnitude more powerful than any current computer despite being built centuries ago. Modern computers were designed with built in limitations to prevent a recurrence of the Hacker Rebellion. Neural interfaces were banned for the same reason. Burgton always suspected that was one of the reasons the Council betrayed him back then. Vipers had neural interfaces, and the old A.Is predated the ban.


  “General?” Admiral Kuzov said and Burgton made his frown disappear. “You disagree?”


  Burgton quickly scanned his log. Kuzov was asking if he disagreed with Colonel Jung’s proposal regarding Cragg’s troop ship. The presentation was over.


  “No, Admiral. I was considering my men’s part in Colonel Jung’s ops plan. Unless you decide to go against all custom and standing orders to bombard the troop ship from orbit—something I doubt but would applaud you for, sir—you will need my men to recon ahead of the advance.”


  Admiral Kuzov nodded. “That is the usual procedure against Merki I believe.”


  Burgton smiled. Kuzov was a spacer through and through. Give him a ship and a battle in space—even against Merkiaari—and he was in his element. Here though, he was out of his comfort zone and drawing upon historical ground battles against the Merki for his inspiration. His personal experience of fighting Merkiaari extended only to the battles he had observed on Harmony these last months. Admiral Meyers had commanded the only action in space here in Shan space.


  Colonel Jung stirred. “If I may, Admiral?”


  Kuzov nodded.


  “I think General Burgton’s men should be held in reserve this time around. His force is much diminished, and to be blunt, I feel they’ve bled enough.”


  Burgton allowed a small smile onto his lips. What Jung said was true. He had brought six hundred and forty units with him, and less than two hundred remained operational. Two hundred vipers could take out most Merki targets, but he wasn’t averse to resting his men. It was good that the other forces gained experience against the Merkiaari. This incursion wouldn’t be the last and he couldn’t be everywhere. Jung wasn’t thinking of his men though, Burgton was sure. She was worried that her chance at a resounding victory and the promotion attached to it was slipping from her grasp. If vipers went in, even as an advance force, people wouldn’t remember that Jung had commanded or that the 2nd Faragut Strike Force had provided the firepower to win the battle. As soon as vipers were mentioned, all attention would be on them. Burgton understood Jung’s position and sympathised to a degree, but he didn’t like what it said about her that she was willing to put her men at greater risk. Then again, this was war and risk was endemic.


  “General, your opinion?” Kuzov said.


  Burgton glanced at the Shan representatives. The two males watched everything and let nothing slip. He thought they were here not to discuss the coming fight but rather to study the Humans in a non-combat setting. He had caught other Shan doing it in various places and situations. It was a wise thing they were doing, and was something he needed to emulate if he was going to successfully predict how the Shan would impact the Alliance. He had to wonder if these two males were even warriors. They looked and acted the part, but the way they observed everything reminded him of the way Marion Hymas worked. She was a shrink. Shan didn’t have recognisable psychologists, but they did have mind healers as part of the greater healer caste. They specialised in what the Shan called the harmonies of the mind. Burgton had no proof, but his instincts were telling him that one or both was healer caste not warrior. He liked sneaky thinking like that, and he was glad the Shan were already taking necessary steps. They needed to learn that not every Human they met had their best interests at heart or altruistic motivations for what they did.


  “I and my men are ready to do our part as always,” Burgton began and Jung scowled. “But a respite would be much appreciated. To be blunt, I have less than two hundred effectives left at my command. If I can preserve that force without compromising the mission, I am prepared to retire from the field early.”


  Kuzov nodded thoughtfully. “I would prefer it if your men remained on planet, General, but by all means pull back and consolidate as our reserve.”


  Burgton indicated agreement with a crisp nod. Kuzov was no fool, he knew what Jung wanted and was willing to oblige, but he obviously wasn’t willing to risk the mission. Cold blooded it might be, but Kuzov knew that if Jung screwed up, two hundred vipers in reserve should rectify the situation in short order. Burgton didn’t expect Jung would need his men though. She wanted that star very badly, and would most likely flood the battlefield with men to make sure there were no screw-ups. There was no such thing as overkill when fighting Merkiaari. Vipers were based upon the idea of victory through superior firepower after all. Jung would simply apply that truism with her own manpower.


  Colonel Jung looked pleased. She nodded to Burgton in thanks and started detailing her plan of attack.


  Burgton caught Admiral Meyers’ eye, and she cocked her head in question. He flicked a look at the Shan and signalled with a gesture that he would like a word after the meeting. Meyers had been watching the Shan just as he had through the presentation, and he wanted her take. He was wondering if she had gotten the same vibe from the aliens as he had.


  “...useful to capture the ship.” Colonel Jung was saying and Burgton brought his attention back to business. “The Merki have managed to surprise us a number of times on this campaign. The jamming and their ability to track our transmissions needs investigation. Of course, they’ve always been adept at the second, and that spawned a raft of new tech from our side to offset the disadvantage last time around. I have a feeling our R&D people will need to pull the proverbial rabbit out of their hats again. We need to strip that ship of every molecule of intelligence it contains.”


  Burgton nodded along with the others. A new war always caused advances in tech. The trick was staying ahead of the opposition. It was an arms race with survival as the prize. At least this time they knew the Merkiaari had advanced in three key areas before being attacked by them. The jamming was more pervasive and far reaching than the Alliance could do, and no one had yet figured out how they were tracking and decrypting transmissions, but it was the Merki troopers themselves that worried Burgton the most. Professor Wilder had first brought it to his attention that the Merki had evolved the ability to regenerate serious wounds. They were tougher to kill than ever before, and they had always been tough bastards. Worse to his way of thinking was the way they had modified their war fighting techniques and doctrine to emulate Human small group tactics. Killing their officers no longer reaped the same rewards as it had in the last war. The Merkiaari had modified their breeding programs to increase intelligence in their line troops while keeping them as physically strong as ever.


  At least the Shan incursion had given the Alliance advanced warning. That could not be underestimated. He had already taken some basic steps to lessen the threat by ordering samples of Merkiaari tech, weapons, armour, and even dead troopers brought up to Grafton for examination. A more thorough analysis would be undertaken on Snakeholme. He was sure Shan scientists and engineers were already hard at work, and Admiral Kuzov would secure examples of everything for the navy, but Burgton had learned his lesson about relying on others when the Council betrayed his men two hundred years ago. He had striven since then to make his regiment as self-sufficient as possible, and keeping that status secret.


  Burgton listened as Jung detailed her plans, and evaluated her subordinates as they added suggestions. Although the navy was represented at the table, they had nothing to add. Admiral Kuzov had probably invited them out of courtesy. Their true mission had yet to begin really. Once the Merki were finished off, it was Fifth Fleet’s mission to secure the system against further incursions, and at the same time set the Shan firmly back on the road to recovery. A big part of that were the factory ships he had brought along as part of Fifth Fleet’s auxiliary. When those monsters got started munching on the asteroids, the Shan would have the genesis of its new orbital infrastructure. They needed to rebuild their industrial capacity quickly, and replace their high orbitals. Without stations, they couldn’t move personnel efficiently. So there was a step by step procedure to follow. Machines replicating themselves at first, and then turning toward building factories and smelters in orbit and in the asteroid fields. Those factories would then produce the stations and ship yards. And finally, a year or two down the road, the Shan fleet would be reborn better than ever.


  How long that would take depended entirely upon how much the Shan were willing to sink into it. The planets needed massive reconstruction. The cities and everything needed to support them had to be replaced, and that meant diverting capacity away from war making material. Burgton had a feeling the Shan would surprise them though. They were very focused upon the military aspects of their treaty with the Alliance. When they became members, Burgton had the feeling they planned to be in the forefront of any action against the Merkiaari. Hard to blame them considering what had happened to them here, but it was very ambitious for any single system government to think they could take a leading role amongst over two hundred member worlds. Most of them had been members a long time, and were already politically and economically well connected.


  “Very well, gentlemen,” Kuzov said. “I think that’s everything.”


  Everyone murmured agreement and the meeting broke up. A few people took a last sip of their coffee before standing. Burgton thought that a good plan, and drained his cup. He ignored the warning flashing on his display. Caffeine wouldn’t kill him.


  He moved to join Admiral Meyers. “Can I have a word?”


  She nodded and walked with him out of the conference room and into the corridor. “About the Shan?”


  He nodded. “Do you know those two?” Indicating the Shan males whispering together as they headed for the boat bay with the others.


  “No, they’re new. Kuzov mentioned them though. Apparently the elders finally decided to assign him a full time liaison, rather than leaving it to random chance. I think one will stay up here with Kuzov full time eventually.”


  Made sense. Until now there hadn’t been an official liaison with the fleet. Contact with the Shan had been between commanders on the ground and with the Shan elders through them. This liaison business was further proof that the Shan were taking steps, getting their ducks in a row so to speak. Burgton approved. He hoped it would make his life easier when trying to predict events. He was already starting to think the only way to guess what Shan would do in a given situation was ask one. Unfortunately, unlike Kuzov he didn’t have any Shan of his own.


  “What do you think?” Burgton said as they waited for the elevator. They had let the others go first for privacy.


  “About the liaison idea? I’m surprised they waited so long. Tei’Varyk and Wilder went down world months ago.”


  Burgton frowned. “True, true... I was thinking of your opinion of them as individuals rather than their official designation.”


  “How so? I can hardly boast of my extensive knowledge of them as people, and I only met these two today at the presentation. One thing I did notice.”


  “Oh?”


  “They’re not warrior caste,” Meyers said. “But they are Tei. No Shan would claim the title if they were not; I’ve learned that much about their culture.”


  So, she saw it the same as he, maybe. “I agree, but why do you think so?”


  “Nothing too complicated,” Meyers said as the elevator doors opened. They entered the car alone and selected the boat bay as their destination. “It’s silly really, but did you notice their harnesses?”


  Burgton hadn’t and he said so.


  “They weren’t new, yet both of them kept fiddling with the things as if unused to them. They were uncomfortable all through the presentation as if used to wearing the civilian kind.”


  Burgton chuckled. “So simple I didn’t pick up on it. I’m impressed, Admiral.”


  She shrugged. “Call me Alli, General. We’ve known each other long enough to be over the rank thing.”


  “Then call me George,” Burgton replied. “I felt they weren’t what they seemed, but I didn’t notice the harness thing. Mind if I lay out a theory?”


  “Sure.”


  “I think you’re right about them. They are Tei but healer caste not warrior. I think the elders want eyes on us, but they went a step further. You know of their mind healers?”


  Meyers nodded but speculation was in her eyes. “You’re guessing of course, but it would be a smooth move on their part. I would have to applaud it if true.”


  Burgton grinned. “We really shouldn’t. It’s tantamount to spying.”


  Meyers chuckled. “If they did it to me I would call them on it, but they’re doing it to Kuzov. The Shan are allies, George. They won’t learn anything they won’t soon have a right to know anyway. If this gives them a leg up on understanding us, more power to them.”


  “You admire them very much.”


  “Hard not to, there’s a lot that’s admirable. If it was me and not Kuzov, I would invite them to come out into the open about what they’re doing. It wouldn’t offend me to host a mind healer as liaison, might be interesting, but doing it behind Kuzov’s back risks his anger. I’m not sure how he would react to learn of this.”


  “Hmmm. I won’t out them to Kuzov, but I agree. I think we should suggest they explain this to the elders. They should find a warrior caste replacement for Kuzov before he does figure it out. He’s no fool.”


  “Let’s catch up to them,” Meyers said and they increased their pace.


  They caught up with the two Shan in the boat bay waiting for a shuttle to come free. Burgton had seen busy boat bays before, but to the Shan, the taxiing spacecraft and bustle of crewmen waving their batons to shepherd them into parking areas was still a novelty. Burgton took a moment, trying to see things through alien eyes.


  The snub-nosed shuttles were white above and black below the point where their swing-wings attached to the fuselage, a result of the nanocoat used to protect them against the fires of re-entry. Nanocoat did darken with heat, but that wasn’t why the shuttles were painted two-tone. It was to differentiate them from civilian models. Civilian shuttles were white all over. The absolute zero of space had returned these shuttles to their default colour. Had they been in atmosphere soon after re-entry they would have been coal black all over reacting to heat.


  A shepherding crewman crossed his glowing batons and the shuttle in his charge halted. The pilot raised a hand with up thrust thumb and went through his shutdown procedures. More crewmen ran forward, some connecting refuelling lines, while others went for the hatch to open it for boarding. Similar things were happening all over the bay.


  ASN Lincoln was an ageing but still very powerful Excalibur class heavy cruiser. Its place as Fifth Fleet’s flagship was secure for years yet. Its replacement would probably be one of the newer more powerful Washington class ships like ASN Victorious, Admiral Meyers’ current flagship. Unlike Home Fleet, First Fleet, and Second Fleet, Kuzov’s Fifth Fleet was created for offensive punch not defensive holding actions. It contained no dreadnoughts. It should have been surprising that it was tasked with holding the Shan system, but Burgton understood why it was chosen. Its ships were fast and powerful, its units picked to complement one another, and its mission was to move out quickly and hit its target lightning fast. That meant it was always ready to move station, its fleet train ready and able to support it no matter the mission. Fifth Fleet was one of three like it that was constantly on the move in Alliance space. They were the hammer, the other three the anvil.


  Burgton recalled the fuss the announcement to create a Fifth Fleet without dreadnoughts had caused. Back then the idea of handicapping Fourth Fleet that way was still being debated hotly. The screams of outrage when Fifth Fleet was announced with a similar configuration had resounded throughout the Alliance. Calls for an investigation into the pros and cons had been voiced in the Council. The fact of the matter was that the Navy could build ten light cruisers or five heavy cruisers for every dreadnought it manufactured. It preferred numbers and manoeuvrability over slower tougher ships with huge crews. Besides, they were still building dreadnoughts albeit at a much slower rate. They were simply replacing older designs with the new ones and putting the old ships into a mothballed reserve, not sending them to the breakers like they did with smaller units.


  Burgton rued that decision just a little. He had ah... rescued a few ships from the breakers with none the wiser over the years, but where he would find crews for a squadron of dreadnoughts he had no idea. Probably for the best that temptation be out of his grasp. The reserve flotilla was located outside Mars orbit. No way to jack a ship from there, he mused.


  Meyers halted before the Shan who broke off their whispered but rapid-fire conversation in their own tongue. She bowed and gave the flowery greeting most conversation with Shan opened with.


  “I greet you Tei’Xanthe and you also, Tei’Slavik. May you live in harmony,” Meyers said and waved a hand at George. “May I present General Burgton?”


  Burgton inclined his head and repeated the greeting, but concluded it with, “We have met, but briefly.”


  Both Shan bowed.


  “Might we join you?” Meyers asked. “We have something of import to discuss with you. Your elders will no doubt require you to ah... assist them in a decision quite soon thereafter I should think.”


  Shan ears went back and then twitched upright. Burgton’s smile widened as tails flexed and whiskers drew down. Shan were absolutely bloody fascinating to him. He really really wanted one of his own to observe and learn from. Damn it all, how was he going to slot them into his simulations!


  Tei’Slavik tugged at his harness, and Burgton’s eyes narrowed. That was part of what Meyers was talking about. Slavik shifted the holster higher on the strap, and then tugged it lower in irritation, but when he noticed Burgton watching he snatched his hand away as if burned. Burgton grinned, and the Shan’s ears went all the way back, but they flicked straight again when he remembered Human grins did not indicate hostile intent. Burgton forced himself to show a closed mouthed smile to put the male at ease. He should have done that first.


  “We are waiting to go down to Harmony,” Tei’Slavik said in very good English. His translator was on his harness but switched from broadcast to record mode, Burgton noted. “We are to watch the fighting at Shoshon.”


  Meyers nodded. “That’s fine, we’ll wait with you and I believe General Burgton is also going down world. He will join you on your shuttle.”


  Tei’Xanthe’s eyes widened a little. “Honoured we are,” his words came clearly from his translator, but Burgton did not need the translation. His processor handled the Shan language pretty well these days. “But what is this about the elders?”


  Burgton took the lead. “As time is short, I will be blunt with your permission. Please do not fear I mean harm to you or your people.”


  Tei’Slavik and Tei’Xanthe glanced at each other and then back to Burgton. Both flicked ears in the Shan gesture of affirmative, but then nodded for good measure.


  “Good,” Burgton said and quickly looked around for eavesdroppers. No one was near. “It has come to our attention that both of you are healer caste, not warrior caste as advertised.”


  Ears went back.


  “No need for concern,” Burgton added with raised hands gesturing for calm. “Admiral Meyers and I have no intention of informing anyone else, but we feel you should tell the elders how this will be seen from Admiral Kuzov’s point of view.”


  Tei’Slavik looked to Tei’Xanthe and took something from the quick exchange. Permission maybe and Burgton raised his estimate of Xanthe’s age. Between equals, Shan tended to defer to age.


  “How will Admiral Kuzov react, please?” Tei’Slavik said.


  So it was true. Burgton was pleased to be proven right, but that wasn’t the issue. How could he use this? Meyers had already indicated a willingness to help, but he would prefer to keep things within the regiment if possible.


  “Admiral Kuzov will be angry. What you’re doing is spying upon one who is a friend. You dishonour him.”


  Ears went hard back at that and stayed there. Shan, no matter their caste, took honour seriously. They were not that far from their clan and tribal origins after all. Just a few centuries ago they were fighting each other with spears and claws.


  “We honour all Humans! No dishonour was intended!” Tei’Slavik said, clearly agitated now. “How can we make this right?”


  “We know you meant no harm, and that you’re trying to understand us,” Meyers put in, keeping her voice low and soothing. “I’m sure when you explain to the elders they will send a warrior to take your place here on Lincoln. No need to say more to Admiral Kuzov than that the elders are reassigning you elsewhere.”


  “But this does not erase the wrong?” Tei’Xanthe said uncertainly, his translator impersonal but his worry was clear upon his face. “Please, we must be clear, thank you?”


  Meyers would have disagreed, but Burgton took his chance and stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. “This is unfortunately true, Tei, but it is easily mended. Admiral Meyers would like one of you to help her aboard her ship, if that is agreeable to the elders. She does not mind that you are not warrior caste. I would also welcome a Shan aide. As you know, my men have been fighting alongside your people. It would be a great help to me if one of you, or perhaps two of you—one a warrior—would agree to stay by my side to help me understand your people better.”


  Meyers glanced knowingly at him, and her lips twitched as if fighting a grin.


  Tei’Xanthe froze for a moment in surprise.


  Tei’Slavik said something to Xanthe in Shan, but it was so fast that Burgton missed it. Surprised, he checked his log and realised he had heard it fine but couldn’t make head or tails of it. It had been Shan, but was spoken in an obscure dialect. Burgton hadn’t heard there were different dialects here, but there obviously were. Perhaps they were used along clan lines, or maybe it had something to do with caste. He had no idea. He shouldn’t be surprised considering the number of languages Humans had used in their time, but it was damn inconvenient from a nosy Human’s point of view.


  The Shan finished their consultation, and together bowed to Burgton. Tei’Slavik spoke first.


  “We would be honoured to be chosen to accompany you. It is an extreme honour you offer us. We are not worthy of a tenth part of it. Your worlds are much discussed among our people. To see them... it is a great honour!”


  Burgton blinked. Oh god damn, they thought he meant for them to accompany him back to the Alliance! He had meant for them to join him while here in the Shan system. Alli was grinning at him openly now, and he had to agree that it was sort of funny. His machinations had led to this. Tei’Xanthe was speaking and Burgton quickly focused on his words. His unease faded a little as the import of Xanthe’s words sank in.


  “... very great honour, but we must take your proposal to the elders. This decision is far above us. I am sure Kajetan will request Tei’Varyk and other worthies attend and advise her. Pleased I am to convey your words to her regarding Admiral Kuzov and your suggestion for a new liaison. I am most certain she will appoint a warrior this very day.”


  Burgton nodded, still trying to think. Kajetan would send a warrior to Kuzov, he had no doubt. That pinched off one possible disaster. The matter of one or both of these Shan joining Alli on Victorious wasn’t his concern, and he dismissed it from his thoughts, but a Shan of any stripe assigned long term to him? That had possibilities. It would surely help his understanding, but it meant breaking a cardinal rule of his. No one landed on Snakeholme but vipers or those working for the regiment and already resident there. No one! In fact, no outsider even knew where it was. It had been a terrible risk when he’d had Snakeholme’s existence erased from Alliance records, but had allowed one entry to remain for drone communications. That entry, by presidential seal, was cloaked and hidden from everyone except the President and First Space Lord, but even such dire measures left him uneasy. Data, no matter how secured, could be compromised, but a means of communication with the Alliance and Admiral Rawlins in particular was a necessity.


  “Sirs?” a young crew woman said as she approached. “If you would take your seats aboard the shuttle?”


  Burgton nodded and gestured to the Shan to precede him before turning to Meyers. “Well, we seem to have saved the day for Kuzov.”


  Meyers snorted. “I did all right out of it. I think I’ll be hosting those two on Victorious very soon.”


  “You don’t think one will be given to me?”


  “Doubt it, George. Xanthe’s English isn’t the best, and Slavik seems attached to him... his aide maybe? I think you’ll get a couple of Shan, but I’m betting they will be infantry fighters.”


  Burgton nodded. Made sense to him, and he might even have fought beside them. Still, considering their choice of liaisons for Kuzov, he would wager the elders would still send at least one healer caste. They were very interested in how Humans thought, not just in the way they fought Merki. He shook Meyers’ hand, and followed the Shan into the shuttle.


  * * *


  


  3 ~ Another Point of View


  Merki Lander, Ruins of Shoshon, Harmony


  First Claw Karnak snarled wordlessly. His cleansing was a failure. From the moment the Human vermin arrived and attacked his ships, he had been beset by incompetence and defeat on all sides. The only victories to his name were ones where he had taken personal command. They were something to be proud of, but they would never be known. Besides, even if the news did somehow leave the system and reach the Warlord what good would such small victories be when the scale of this disaster finally came out? His life was forfeit whether he survived this battle or not, and it would be not. He knew that. He tried not to let that awareness betray his fear to the others. Dying bravely was all he had left. The knowledge threatened to turn his bowels to water, and he suspected his shield bearer knew it. Zuark was a warrior beyond compare. A friend and companion of that thrice cursed Valjoth, the current First Claw of the Host. How he hated them both.


  Valjoth, always it was Valjoth. He wished... there was much that he wished, but it was all for nothing now. There was nothing left but to die. He could do nothing about Valjoth. He feared his defeat and his shame could be used to bring down the Warlord, and Valjoth was waiting. Who else would ascend the throne? Who else could? Certainly none from his batch could be relied upon now that he had failed so badly. All of them might suffer his fate, tainted with his shame.


  He closed his eyes, listening to yet another report of disaster. In one way, it would be a relief to die. Get it over with. His body like so many of his troops would never reach the recycle vats to nourish the next generation, so why put off the inevitable? Only for pride did any fight on. And for vengeance. To kill and kill and kill until they could kill no more. It was the Merkiaari creed.


  His eyes flew open when he registered the latest outrage. “What!” he roared. “You dare report such losses to me?”


  Zuark Shield Bearer watched his lord in silence. It was a shield bearer’s duty to protect and aid his lord, but he had been forbidden to give council after the last time he disagreed with his lord’s orders—a shameful situation to impose upon any shield bearer, and an extreme insult to one of Zuark’s quality. He was spawned among Usk’s batch, Valjoth’s own shield bearer. He watched in silence, condemning his lord with his pitiless eyes full of wrath unvoiced.


  “Destroy them now!” Karnak roared.


  “Lord,” Rintuk protested. “It is too late. They mass within weapon’s range of this very ship. We cannot attack them and prevail.”


  Karnak knew that of course. Rintuk’s report made it obvious to everyone. The only choice was defence. It infuriated him. The discovery of his last landing ship by the lone Human scout had turned into a disaster as so much else had during this cleansing when Rintuk’s troopers had failed to run him down.


  Zuark’s wrath finally boiled over. “Lord, Rintuk is right—”


  “Silence fool!” Karnak snarled. “Rintuk is an incompetent vermin spawn. He should—”


  “Lord, forgive me for saying this,” Zuark said obviously not caring one way or the other. “But the Warlord will surely order the High Marshalls to send First Claw Valjoth here—”


  Karnak snapped his jaws closed strangling on his rage. Oh Zuark didn’t just say that name; he didn’t dare raise that name within his hearing!


  “Valjoth... always it is Valjoth!” Karnak moved in the blink of an eye, and Zuark staggered back in shock. He fell to the deck, his blood pumping from his torn throat.


  “Clean that up,” Karnak said coldly and flicked blood off his claws onto the deck. It was the last thing Zuark heard before sliding into the dark. “Prepare to receive the vermin. We will kill until this ship’s decks run with rivers of blood.”


  Enthusiastic growls and gnashing of fangs met the announcement as was expected of them, but none doubted they would die long before sunset on this vermin-cursed world. Karnak pretended not to notice the sidelong glances, and their pretended sincerity. They had all long since made peace with the fact they would become a mere footnote of history in a far larger war. A war fought without them.


  Valjoth would be the one hailed as conqueror, the rewards his and quite possibly the throne one day. The blood would surely choose him. He was the best choice. He hated that, but it was true and their people needed the best if they were to prevail over the Humans. Karnak’s hatred suddenly died within his heart as he made his own peace with his fate. Yes, Valjoth would conquer. He hoped the vicious bastard brought the entire host here to punish the vermin of this world. He would be avenged though he doubted Valjoth would see it that way or care.


  Karnak wondered again if the news of the Human intervention had reached Kiar—the home system—yet. How would Valjoth react to the knowledge that he had been preempted? Karnak would never know, but he hoped it sent Valjoth into a rage so that he might come here all the more quickly. It would be good to destroy such a large force of Humans as a prelude to the final destruction of the vermin alliance of worlds.


  The new batches of troops had proven themselves here. Their enhanced intelligence made them harder to control, true, but it made them especially effective against vermin using unconventional tactics. The thrice-cursed Humans personified unconventional. The new troops were the future, he knew. He could foresee a time when the breeding programs switched entirely to the new model rather than three batches in ten as now.


  All of his remaining troops were the new type. Didn’t that say something about them? When the only survivors were all from one batch, a wise commander took note. He wished he might inform Valjoth somehow. Probably unnecessary anyway. Like Usk and Zuark, Valjoth descended from batches based upon changes made in the breeding programs after the failed Human cleansing. That particular type of vermin were pernicious and hard to eradicate. A fitting challenge, but extremely dangerous. He knew that only too well. There hadn’t been that many Humans in the system when they turned his victory into a humiliating defeat. That had changed with a larger force arriving to reinforce the original scouting element. He assumed it was a scouting force he had faced on the other habitable world based upon the reports of its size. It was preposterous how hard they had hit his troops with such a puny force, but he couldn’t argue with the disastrous result. The Human vermin might be as terrible a foe as the Kiar themselves had been.


  His fur ruffled at the thought.


  His people had rebelled and defeated their creators who had shaped and enslaved them millennia ago, and they had vowed never to be subjugated again. They no longer fought and died as slaves. They were the masters now. Let the vermin serve them or die.


  Vermin extinction was of course his preference. He was firmly on the side of the total cleansing of the galaxy as any right thinking Merkiaari should be, and he strongly disapproved of the current policy of increasing the number of client races in the Hegemony. Not that the Warlord would care what he thought of course. But how many was enough? They risked making the same mistakes that the cursed Kiar had made by overreaching. Greed for more worlds, more resources, more client races to build and make things, while the Merkiaari did what the Kiar had bred them to do.


  Fight and kill.


  Perhaps that was why the new troops were so important, he mused. It wasn’t the first time he had considered the notion. Zuark often said... well, he used to say their people needed to build things for themselves. Perhaps even breed their own builders and makers of things. A heretical thought, but were not ship engineers only a small step from that notion already? They were Merkiaari that did not fight; at least, they did not fight in the usual sense. Ships were weapons and they used and maintained the equipment aboard them. They killed vermin in space, or the ships did. In his eyes, ship crews were just another type of fighter. Perhaps he should not have killed Zuark earlier. He would have liked to discuss this revelation with him.


  Perhaps such breeding programs were the future of his people. If so, he didn’t want to see it. Not that he had the choice. He couldn’t imagine what Merkiaari makers and builders would be like. Perhaps they would look like the vermin here or on other worlds that he had helped cleanse. The thought was horrible. He could use the new troops, even admire them for their prowess as fighters, but although they looked the same as he, they were already different enough to feel alien to him. They thought different thoughts, and often did things contrary to his understanding and training. They weren’t vermin, but they weren’t truly Merkiaari to him either. His people were evolving at a rapid rate into something he didn’t truly understand. Good then that he would be dead soon. Let Valjoth deal with the consequences of the Warlord’s orders.


  He settled himself in the command couch and closed his eyes again. He wished the vermin would hurry up and attack so he might kill something. He shouldn’t have killed Zuark. He wished he hadn’t. They would have fought shoulder to shoulder in his last battle as tradition said they should. Now he would die with no shield bearer by his side. Another mistake.


  “Lord, the vermin come,” Rintuk reported.


  Karnak opened his eyes and bared his fangs. “Good.”


  * * *


  


  



  4 ~ Promises To Keep


  The ruins of Shoshon, Harmony


  “... hold what you got!” the anonymous voice said over the comm.


  Gina glanced at Hiller from the safety of their OP, and he shrugged. He didn’t have any better idea than she did about what was going on within the downed Merki ship. Hiller’s visor was up, as was Gina’s as they listened to the action via helmet comm, and she could see his frown as he tried to make sense of the orders. She had a schematic of the Merkiaari ship up on her internal display. The General had ordered everyone to update their data on this class of ship this morning at the briefing. She used it now as she attempted to place where in the ship the current front line was.


  “Sounds hot in there,” Gina muttered.


  “Yeah well, better them than us,” Hiller said callously and Gina frowned at him. “Come on, Gina. Jung is right this time. We’ve bled enough.”


  She shifted uncomfortably. It was true that the regiment had bled and bled and bled for the Shan in this campaign and the preceding one, but vipers were made for killing Merki. Jung’s people would do their best; they were doing it right now, but they couldn’t match Merki one on one. Lives were being unnecessarily lost in there.


  She had heard it said that any single viper was worth ten unenhanced soldiers, but that should only be a consideration in force level planning, never for justifying who should live or die. She didn’t hold with people who considered one life more worthy than another. She had never felt that way. The death of a Shan warrior, an unenhanced Human soldier, or a viper, were all equally tragic to her. It surprised her that Hiller of all people didn’t feel the same, and it made her wonder who else agreed with him. Had he always felt that way, or was it battle fatigue?


  They had been in contact with the enemy one way or the other every day for well over a year, closer to two. They were all tired. She was, God knew, but it wasn’t a physical tiredness. Physically, vipers were in top shape when not actively repairing combat damage, their enhancements saw to that, but mentally was another matter. She had seen it before becoming a viper. Constant combat dulled the senses. They started taking chances without regard for the consequences. She had seen it in combat as a Marine, and vipers were not immune to it. Gordon came to mind, though he seemed a lot better since they had left Child of Harmony behind. Mental toughness was a defining attribute the regiment looked for in its recruits, and every viper was tough, but there had to be a limit even for them.


  They had all seen friends killed true dead, but Gina had to wonder if it was the wounded that hurt them the most. Vipers could take hideous damage and survive due to their enhancements. Survival was a good thing, but seeing the same faces “killed” and then awake only to be killed again over and over was hard. More than hard; it numbed the mind until death became nothing to them. If death had no meaning, could life have any?


  She had seen for herself how different the veteran vipers like the General or Captain Penleigh were to her and the other new units. They—and others like Sergeants Stone and Rutledge—had made the Alliance and the regiment a kind of surrogate for life. They had nothing else to live for, and Gina feared she and the other new vipers were already well on the way to the same destination. Certainly they were on the same path. Was there any alternative?


  She didn’t think so, and hoped to God her duty would be enough to comfort her in the years to come as it had up until now. She didn’t have any family. Previously she’d considered her fellow Marines all the family she needed and had transferred that feeling to her fellow vipers since. It was a comfortable feeling for her, something that had not changed in her life when everything else, even her body, had.


  She frowned as she thought of her eggs in cryo back on Snakeholme. All vipers were sterile, but she had opted to have her eggs harvested before enhancement. She had never planned to have children, and ticking the option on her medical release had been a spur of the moment decision, but now she wondered if perhaps she had unconsciously wanted to leave something of herself behind when she died true dead. Something other than disembodied memories in the regiment’s archive.


  Gina shook her head and forced the morbid thoughts away. She was a soldier, and that is all she had ever wanted to be. That had not changed, and she had never wavered from her determination to be the best that she could be. The Merkiaari were Humanity’s ultimate enemy. What better test could she ask for?


  Jung’s plan was a simple one as far as Gina and the rest of the regiment was concerned. They were to sit tight and wait for an invitation to join the party. Gina would have preferred getting the party started herself, waiting was the worst part about soldiering, but orders were orders. The General had decided to allow Jung her moment in the limelight by backing her up as a ready reserve. Vipers were always ready for mayhem, but holding back in a reserve position had to be a first for him. Maybe not too. Burgton had been around for centuries after all.


  “Faragut-actual, Swordsman-three-niner. The armoury is secured, Colonel.”


  “Swordsman-three-niner, Faragut-actual copies. Good work. Hold until relieved,” Colonel Jung replied.


  Gina was pleased to hear that. The armoury was one of three priority targets: the command centre, the armoury, and engineering. Other areas of the ship had various degrees of importance assigned to them, but those three were the most dangerous in enemy hands. Engineering was the most dangerous. The ship was probably unable to fly due to damage, and taking control of engineering would ensure that it stayed put regardless, but there was one more thing that a dedicated Merkiaari trooper could do in engineering—overload the power plant. The ship would become a fusion bomb. Not something anyone wanted to see happen. Scuttling the ship could also be achieved via the command centre, but required engineering to accomplish, so it was considered less important. It was flagged as a priority target for two reasons. The Merki commander was probably there directing his troops, and if there was any intelligence to be gained, the ship’s computers were likely to be the best source.


  “Faragut-actual, Swordsman-one-one. Engineering is ours. I have all access ways covered, Colonel, but they aren’t giving up. They’re pushing us hard. I’m not certain we can hold for long. Any word on how long to take the command centre, sir?”


  “Swordsman-one-one, Faragut-actual. The word is fifteen minutes. Can you hold?”


  “Not confident, Colonel. Any help you can send would be appreciated.”


  Gina perked up. If Jung sent reinforcements it would be supplied by her and the others. She listened intently as Jung debated and delayed the inevitable until all her people had reported in. Finally, Jung requested aid. Burgton replied and assigned the vipers their targets, but Gina’s command was ordered to hold position.


  “Gold-one, Alpha-leader,” Gina began, but the General interrupted.


  “Alpha-leader, Gold-one. I know what you’re going to say. Permission denied. Hold position as ordered. This will be over soon and I have something I need you to do for me.”


  “Gold-one, Alpha-leader copies. Holding position,” Gina replied, and if she sounded just a little sullen, Burgton did not comment. “Alpha-leader out.”


  Hiller was giving her the evil eye. Gina glared back. “What?”


  “You know what.”


  Gina shrugged uncomfortably.


  “Since when do you volunteer for every dangerous job? It’s not like you. What gives?”


  “Is that an insult?” Gina said feeling the sting. “I don’t hide from danger.”


  “And that’s your problem right there, Gina. Sensible people take precautions and if that means hiding then that’s what they do, but you’ve been sticking your neck out at every opportunity lately. More to the point, you’re sticking my neck out. I don’t like that.”


  Gina would have exploded at that accusation if she couldn’t see the worry on his face and hear it in his voice. She always busted her butt to keep her people safe, and then have it thrown back in face... she sighed. Hiller was worried for her, that’s all. Hadn’t she been feeling the same for Cragg, for Gordon, and the others? Yeah, she had.


  “Sorry, Ian, it’s just that our people are going into danger and we can’t protect them. I can’t protect them.”


  “They’re not children, they’re soldiers. They don’t need your protection. Don’t dishonour them or yourself by treating them as less than they are, Gina. They’re good at what they do, we all are. They’ll look after each other... they’ll be fine.”


  “Right, you’re right,” Gina said and she had no choice anyway. The General had ordered her to hold here, so she would hold. “I wonder what he meant about a job later.”


  “Dunno,” Hiller said and turned back to his observation of the ship.


  Gina kept watch and listened to the comm, but it was all as routine as it was possible to be in a combat situation. The vipers engaged the enemy hitting them at multiple locations in the rear. They took very few injuries, no casualties at all, and Gina had to put up with Hiller’s I told you so look. She was happy to do it.


  “All units, Faragut-actual. Ship secured. Well done people,” Colonel Jung said.


  Gina sighed and rolled her head on her neck to ease tension. Job done. As far as the regiment was concerned, the Merki incursion of the Shan system had been successfully repulsed. There was nothing more to do but clean up. The Shan would handle that, while the Alliance went to phase two—defence of the outer system while reconstruction got underway. No one had brought Gina into the loop regarding the regiment’s next step, but her guess was that it would board Grafton and jump outsystem back to base.


  Aboard shuttle victor-one, on route to Zuleika spaceport.


  Gina was right regarding the regiment, but she had one more mission to perform before they all left for home. At the end of the Child of Harmony campaign, Gina had made a very special promise to a friend. She hadn’t been able to make good on that promise at the time, but she had brought it to the General’s attention soon after she had obligated herself and the regiment, in case she didn’t survive to make good. The General had remembered, and now she was on her way by his side to Child of Harmony aboard a shuttle—a loaner from Victorious. Captain Fernandez had agreed to be their taxi and had given them a day trip aboard Victorious to Child of Harmony orbit while Grafton used her shuttles and dropships to retrieve the regiment and its gear from Harmony.


  “... with us to Snakeholme. Do you think she’ll agree?” Burgton said.


  Gina frowned. “Has she given us reason to think she won’t?”


  Burgton cocked his head and pursed his lips. “Noooo, but I don’t think it’s been explained to her yet. Professor Wilder has visited a time or two, and he contacted me about her. He tells me that she’s not coping well.”


  Gina nodded in understanding. “You remember her, sir? She was the one who planted the transmitter on the Merkiaari heading for our base at Charlie Epsilon. That’s how she was blinded. When the nukes went off, she was too close. Flash blinded.”


  Burgton nodded.


  “All her life she’s known that she would go blind. Her mother was in an accident and it did something bad to her insides. Her cubs were born dead except two. Chailen is fine, but Shima had weak eyes. The visor she used to wear helped, but it was just a stop gap.”


  “So she has feared blindness her entire life. Is she phobic?”


  “I’m no medic, sir, but I would say yes.”


  “Hmmm. This might be a problem,” Burgton said. “If she’s given up, she’s of no use to me. Don’t look at me like that!” Burgton snapped and Gina’s face cleared. “I don’t mean to abandon her. You promised and I will honour that promise, but there are more ways to skin a cat... forgive the pun. Shima could go to any core world for treatment. She doesn’t need me for that.”


  “But... okay, I can see that. Are we to be just a taxi then?”


  “That remains to be seen. I’m expecting quite a reception committee when we make planet-fall at Zuleika, but I doubt any of them will see Shima purely as a friend. I want you to be that friend and advise her, but in the end, this is about more than a promise to one Shan female, Gina. It’s the true beginning of our dealings with the Shan.”


  “By ours you mean the Alliance?” Gina asked, but she had a feeling he meant something more personal.


  “The Alliance certainly. The regiment is part of the Alliance, but I was thinking more along the lines of the regiment and by extension Snakeholme. I’m hoping to turn your personal promise to one needy person into something more substantial and official. To be blunt, I need Shima on Snakeholme, or Shan at least.”


  “Need her. Need her why, for what?”


  “Study.”


  Gina didn’t like the sound of that. “She has fought for us—”


  Burgton stopped her with a raised hand. “Nothing invasive. To fix her eyes we’ll need to do a full medical work up. Regen needs data at the DNA level, but even if we can’t use regen, there are other options.


  “Gina, you’ve heard how infallible I am? How I’m always right, how I predict events?”


  She blinked at the seeming subject change. “Well, yes sir, but—”


  “But you’re not a believer. Good for you. You’re right of course. I make mistakes, hopefully not too many, but there is some truth to the stories. I run constant simulations and programs, trying to predict events. Some in my head, some under the mountain on Snakeholme. They’ve kept the regiment ahead of the game until recently.”


  “But now there are new factors, sir? Like the Shan,” Gina said finally catching on. “You need to understand how they’ll change things.”


  “Correct. I predicted a fresh Merki incursion to hit the Alliance within five years, but here we are fighting them years early. Not only that, errors have been slipping into my calculations for a few years now. Nothing disastrous yet, but my ability to predict matters is being seriously tested. Too many variables.”


  The regiment had relied upon the General to know what to do for centuries. Its numbers had been kept low by Council edict, and because of that, Burgton couldn’t simply station vipers on every world that might need them. He’d had to keep the regiment consolidated and ready to move out from Snakeholme, and to do that, he’d had to be right about where to send them and what to do when they got there.


  “I’m assuming this isn’t to become general knowledge,” Gina said.


  “Correct again. I might bring Shima into our confidence later. It depends. For now, we’re meeting Professor Wilder and whoever is with him at Zuleika for a conference. From there we visit Shima to see what her plans are.”


  Gina nodded.


  The shuttle hit atmosphere not five minutes later, and Gina tightened her safety harness. Burgton didn’t bother she noticed, and wondered how many times he had made planet fall in his life. Must be many thousands of times by now. She must have made close to a thousand herself, not including hot drops. This one was smooth in comparison to a combat insertion in a dropship. She didn’t need the harness, but it was habit to use it. A good one.


  The pilot was Victorious crew, and he was good. He brought them into Zuleika Spaceport and landed his ship like a civilian shuttle full of tourists. No fuss no muss, and nary a bump. They reached the end of the runway and turned around to taxi to the parking area. Burgton stood and prepared to leave when they heard the pilot powering down his engines. Gina took the lead to open the hatch and lower the ramp for him.


  A gust of wind blew into the cabin and with it rain. Nice. Gina was wearing her battle dress blacks without armour, as was the General. Neither of them had thought to bring wet weather gear. Burgton stepped by her without pause as if unaware of the weather. He wasn’t of course, but he was uncaring of it. Gina sighed and prepared for a drenching.


  Burgton reached the ground and went to a sprint taking Gina by surprise, but she went to max for a short burst just a few seconds behind him, and caught up. She was a MkIV, a newer and quicker model than Burgton’s MkI. She would never call herself better than the General, but she did have a higher top speed and acceleration. They slowed and reached the welcoming committee drenched, but together as if welded shoulder to shoulder.


  The welcoming committee awaited them just inside the terminal building, using it for shelter. One of the Shan held the glass doors open and gestured Gina inside. Her thoughts flashed back to the first time she had entered through this door. It had been her first night on Child of Harmony, and her first combat drop as a viper. Her platoon had been tasked with taking this building away from the Merki. A lot of firsts that night. Her first casualty happened here. Chrissie Roberts died true dead, and proved vipers were not invincible. She hadn’t even had time to make her first Merkiaari kill.


  Gina forced her thoughts back to the present as Burgton spoke with the Shan. She found the only other Human face and grinned as he came forward. Professor James Wilder took her hand for a shake but then pulled her into a hug. She laughed as his attempt to lift her off her feet barely took her weight off her toes. Vipers were heavy; they had a lot of metal armour coating their bones. She waited for him to give up and then lifted him—a much taller figure that from appearances weighed considerably more than she—easily and spun him around. He laughed as she put him back where she found him.


  “Good to see you safe, Gina,” James said. “You know Varya of course.”


  Gina nodded at the Shan scout who had accompanied her and Shima on the rescue mission that had led to Shima’s blindness. “Good to see you again, Varya. May you live in harmony.” Varya raised a paw and Gina pressed her hand to it in the Shan form of a handshake. “What are you doing here?”


  “Pleased I am, you come safe through fighting,” Varya said in English.


  “Hey!” Gina said smiling in delight. “That was really good, Varya. You’ve been practising your English.” She switched to Shan. “I’m so glad you’re here and safe. I heard they sent you looking for stray Merki. Find any?”


  Varya replied in Shan. “Yes, not as many as we fought at Charlie Epsilon, but enough to keep my team busy. All finished now.”


  Gina nodded. “Glad to hear that.” She turned her attention to James. “It’s good to see you, James. It’s been a while. Where’s Brenda?”


  “She stayed behind today. This is some weather, huh?”


  Gina nodded. “Should have brought my rain cape.”


  James shook his head. “I’ve seen this before. We used to use these micro bursts as cover to get in position to ambush the Merki in the city. They don’t like rain much. It will pass in a few minutes. It’s not even raining a klick down the road.”


  “Huh,” Gina said and watched the General talking with the Shan for a moment. “You know what this is all about?”


  “Politics,” Varya said and spat dryly to the side, his whiskers drew down as if scenting something a week dead. “Elders and Tei get involved in warrior caste business and turn everything into a big debate.”


  Politics? That wasn’t her understanding, Gina mused. She wondered if the General had forgotten to mention it, or whether he was about to be blindsided. How did a simple promise to a blinded friend turn into a high-level political brouhaha?


  “Shima isn’t warrior caste,” Gina said. “Scientist caste I think she said once.”


  “True spoken,” Varya agreed. “But the Blind Hunter is... sort of. It’s hard to explain, Gina. Heroes in our culture are a special case. I am not the right person to explain it, but as I am here, I will try.


  “Is it a truth with Humans that warriors lead warriors, and elders lead elders, and scientists lead scientists?”


  Gina nodded. “Broadly speaking, yes. We don’t have elders as you think of them. We have politicians, but yes they debate amongst themselves like your elders and decisions are made.”


  Varya flicked his ears in agreement. “Then perhaps this will make some sense. I know Humans do not have a clan-that-is-not, but if you did, it would probably be no different to ours. Tei cross all boundaries but are never elders. By tradition, Tei are separate. They are...” Varya paused trying to think of the right words. “This isn’t exactly right, Gina. My people know this instinctively, but Tei are separate but equal to the elders... but not... not in charge? No that isn’t right either. Tei lead, but they don’t say where they are to lead us. Does this make any sense to you?”


  Gina shook her head but James was nodding.


  “I have spent a lot of time with Tei’Varyk, Gina,” James said. “I think what Varya is trying to say is that although the Elders and the Tei both lead their people, they do it separately and in a different manner. Tei lead by example from the front. They literally lead by doing it themselves. They are living examples of what should be done. The elders are more like the Council. They decide policy. As a people, the Shan go in the direction the elders decide is the right one, but how they get there is more in the realm of Tei and individual choice.”


  “Yes! Yes that is right,” Varya said evidently relieved. “There are Tei in every clan and caste, but heroes are always warriors. You understand that heroes are made through their actions in battle, so warriors you see?”


  Gina nodded.


  “We do not make war except against Merki,” Varya went on. “Without the war there would be no heroes at all, and most only become heroes by dying in battle.”


  “Dead heroes are always easier to find,” James murmured.


  Gina smiled. “And some would say dead heroes are more convenient.”


  Varya blinked rapidly. “That is something very close to a warrior saying of my people. There are no old bold warriors, just dead heroes.”


  Gina grinned. “Ha! So heroes are a special case. What does that mean for Shima?”


  “It means, that everyone wants a piece of her,” James said grimly. “The elders have an interest in anything their people find interesting. The Blind Hunter is a hot topic among Shan. Heroes are admired and people want to know everything about them. Tei want to control her—anything she says or does could have significance to those who wish to emulate her. Warriors admire her. They would follow her into battle if it were still possible. They think of her as one of them despite being scientist caste. Then there is her family, clan, and caste to think of. I’m not surprised she hides in her garden.”


  “She should be Tei,” Varya said. “All know that she is strong in the Harmonies. If not for her poor sight, she would have been invited when she became an adult and chose her caste. Many of my people disapprove of how Tei have treated her.”


  Gina pursed her lips in thought. Would Tei’Shima have an easier time of it than plain old Shima? Probably, if only in the way people treated her. As Tei, she could simply tell them all to bugger off and leave her alone. Everyone would comply... well, Shan would at least, Gina mused. She didn’t think the General would though. He had outside pressures pushing him to use Shima in his plans for the Alliance. Gina wondered what Shima would say if told of those plans. She frowned as ideas started forming. Shima was scientist caste before she was anything else. Inquisitive didn’t begin to describe her. Offering Shima a chance to learn something new was akin to offering a starving man a gourmet meal.


  “The General said you’ve visited with Shima.”


  James nodded. “She’s living in her father’s house with Chailen and Sharn. She’s not doing well. You remember what she used to be like, fierce and ready for anything?”


  Gina nodded.


  “She’s like a different person now. Very quiet, no energy. Spends her time mostly sitting in her garden. I’m no psychiatrist, but if she were Human I’d have her on suicide watch.”


  Varya didn’t agree with James, but neither did he disagree. He didn’t look happy.


  “Shit, that bad?” Gina whispered. “You really think she would do it?”


  “I think so. She’s Shan not Human, so I could be reading her all wrong, but I don’t think so. If not for Chailen and Sharn, I think she might have found a way to end things already. Walked into the wilds maybe. Shan used to do that, you know? When they considered themselves a burden upon the clan, they would leave and challenge some wild animal to a last hunt and die fighting.”


  “It is different now,” Varya said. “Our healers gained much knowledge from science and research during the years following the first alien war, and many diseases were eradicated. We are healthier and more robust even when aged, but James is not wrong about Shima. She believes that she is a burden upon her sib and her mate. My people have a duty to family and clan to be of use. In days gone by the old or infirm would remove themselves to help the clan prosper. But as I say, it is different now.”


  “We’ve got to fix her,” Gina said with determination. “We can’t lose her after all she did for us and her people. I know she hates it, but she really is a hero to them. They’d be devastated if she killed herself.”


  James nodded and Varya agreed, but Varya had reservations. “We cannot dishonour her. It must be her choice.”


  “Force wouldn’t work on her,” Gina agreed. “We have to snap her out of her funk. Make it her duty to help us, rather than the other way around.”


  Varya’s tail rose and he gestured a Shan’s version of a shrug. “That would be good, but it will be hard making her believe that a blind scientist can be of use, to us or to anyone.”


  Gina nodded glumly. “I’ll think of something, or you two will. We can’t lose her like this.”


  “Agreed,” James said. “And screw the politics. This is about loyalty to a friend.” He turned to Varya. “It is a matter of honour.”


  Varya’s ears pricked. “Yes... it really is a matter of honour is it not?”


  Gina nodded. “You’ve thought of something. What?”


  “Gina,” Burgton called before Varya could explain and she went to join him. “I’d like you to meet Elder Jutka, Tei’Varyk, and Kazim. I think you probably know who Kazim is—”


  The Shan all laughed, their jaws dropping and tongues lolling. Gina couldn’t help but laugh along with them. Kazim was as famous as Tei’Varyk in his way. She wondered where his camera was. He was never far from it.


  “Honoured to meet you all,” Gina said with a very respectful bow to the elder. “May each of you live long and in harmony.”


  “Well spoken, young Human,” Jutka said not attempting to use her few English words. “It still amazes me how the viper clan can speak Shan so well. I understand you have translators within your bodies, but the words come from your mouths in your own voices. I find that very hard to understand.”


  “I’m not an engineer, elder, but I can try to explain.” Gina said looking to Burgton for permission. He nodded. “As I understand it, our processors hear your words and translate them very fast. Then, those words are placed into our memories so quickly that we don’t notice any delay. To us, it’s as if we have always known how to speak Shan, so when I talk to you it’s not a mechanical translator speaking, it really is me, Gina, using the language of your people in my memory.”


  “Extraordinary,” Jutka said. “I could wish my people had such advantages.” She glanced slyly at Tei’Varyk who stiffened as if jabbed. “Come, we have much to do and our escort will wonder what is keeping us.”


  Gina had a feeling she had just been used to score points off Tei’Varyk. A quick glance at Burgton confirmed her thought. He was looking very thoughtful. As Varya said earlier, it was a political game Jutka was playing, but to what end?


  Gina followed as they trooped through the empty building. It would be a while before the spaceport recovered and became busy again. There were no Shan spacecraft left, and orbital infrastructure requiring the facilities here no longer existed. Perhaps that was why the damage was still evident. Replacing blown windows and painting over burn scars was a low priority when most of the cities were in ruins. Those that still stood had patchy services. Power stations, water pumping stations, and transportation of food and other supplies had to take priority over an unneeded spaceport. Most of the population still dwelled in the keeps where power and food was secure, but an increasing number were emerging to rebuild their worlds. It would take years, but with Fifth Fleet’s help, it would only be years and not decades.


  Gina and the others braved the rain again but only briefly. The ground cars were parked close to the entrance. There were five. Tei’Varyk ushered Burgton into a car with him and Elder Jutka. Gina joined James, Varya, and Kazim in the car behind. The other cars were their escort. She assumed they contained warriors for the elder’s security, but no one emerged from them and they remained buttoned up.


  “Any idea where we’re heading?” she asked.


  Kazim’s elusive camera magically appeared and he started recording. “Elder Jutka is hosting the meeting at her home.”


  “So we’re not visiting with Shima immediately.”


  James leaned back in his seat as the car pulled away. “Sorry, I should have mentioned it. Tei’Varyk isn’t here for Shima’s benefit, not directly anyway. Kajetan sent him here along with other Tei to discuss Child of Harmony’s reconstruction, but he’s been side-tracked with Shima’s situation. My fault, in part; I asked him to help me with her.”


  Gina nodded. “I’m glad you did. So what’s this about the reconstruction?”


  James glanced at Kazim’s camera and frowned. “I don’t think it’s a secret. Kazim?”


  “Not a secret. My supervisor was asked by the elders to cover the talks. She sent me. It will be released as part of a special news segment about the reconstruction.”


  “Good then. What do you know of the political situation among Tei, Gina?”


  She frowned. “Nothing. I didn’t know there were political parties here.”


  “There aren’t. Shan government is very different to that found in the Alliance. The elders are like the Council, but they aren’t elected in some kind of parliament. They’re sent by their clans to advise Kajetan, and she was chosen from among them by that group. Eldest is a lifetime position. That’s the background. No parties or factions among the elders. They speak with one voice—Kajetan’s voice. Tei are different.”


  Kazim and Varya let out the low volume cough-like growl Shan used like a Human snort and then laughed together. James grinned. They knew how much of an understatement that was and were being politely sarcastic. Gina had learned most of the gestures and sounds Shan made to express themselves by now.


  “Why is that funny?” she asked.


  Varya waved the question aside. “You have to be Shan.”


  “An inside joke?”


  “Yes, exactly,” Kazim said.


  James continued. “There are three factions within Tei ranks based upon personal beliefs and attitudes. The progressives at one end of the scale believe in creating the Great Harmony out there among the stars. At the opposite end of the scale, you have the traditionalist Tei who believe in the old ways of doing things. An unkind label I’ve heard for them is the recessives. They’re not that bad. They don’t want to roll back progress, but they do want to slow it down and regulate it. Spacers are all progressive thinkers. The planet bound by and large would associate with the traditionalists.”


  She nodded and could already see a problem looming. “And the third faction?”


  James shrugged. “They’re in the middle, and not very effective. They could be called the harmony-first faction I suppose, always ready to compromise, and ever ready to mediate the other two factions. They’re the weakest group, mainly because they don’t stand for anything. They seem to spend most of their time calming down the hotheads in the other two factions.”


  “I can see where this is going, James. How serious is it?”


  “I knew you would. Judge for yourself how serious it is... there is currently a motion being debated to evacuate Child of Harmony in favour of pouring all available resources into the reconstruction effort on Harmony.”


  Gina gasped in surprised dismay, but Kazim and Varya seemed amused.


  “Will never happen,” Varya said.


  Kazim agreed. “Can’t happen regardless of anything the elders decide. Too many people, too few ships. It would take many orbits to evacuate everyone, and in that time the reconstruction here would be well along. It would have to be, just to support our people while they waited to be relocated to the homeworld. It won’t happen.”


  “I agree with Kazim,” Varya said. “Many living here would refuse to leave, they might even move into the wilds to avoid it. This is their home, not homeworld. Most were born here after all.”


  James nodded. “Yes, but the suggestion is an indication of how influence has shifted among Tei. I don’t know if Varya and Kazim agree with me, but the progressives lost many of their best people when Fleet and the stations were destroyed. All spacers are progressive thinkers, and most of them died when the Merki arrived. Harmony is firmly traditionalist now, while Child of Harmony is still progressive but weakened. And don’t forget, the population here was already much smaller.”


  Varya and Kazim obviously did agree. They didn’t need to voice it. Gina wondered how opinions among Tei would affect the future. Kajetan was already leading the Shan into the Alliance. That was a done deal and no way to back out now that Alliance blood had been spilled to liberate the system. Besides, it would be suicide. The Shan needed the Alliance for protection and would for years to come. The Merki could return at any time.


  She took a moment to squirt a compressed data packet to the General via TacNet containing her log of the last few minutes. She had a feeling he would find James’ explanation of the political scene interesting.


  “Good work,” Burgton said on viper comm a few minutes later. “See what else you can pick up. Keep me informed.”


  “Affirmative, sir,” Gina replied in the same way to keep their conversation private. To outside observers she was just thinking hard, and she was. Viper comm and TacNet both worked using a viper’s neural interface. “But I don’t see how the traditionalists have a leg to stand on. The Shan have to push hard and fast back into space, if for no other reason than meeting the Merki out there rather than down here where their cubs live.”


  “Agreed, but political shenanigans could slow their progress. They, and by extension the Alliance, can ill afford that. Fifth Fleet can’t be stationed here forever. Burgton out.”


  “Fuentez clear.”


  * * *


  


  



  5 ~ An Offer


  Elder Jutka’s home, Zuleika, Child of Harmony


  Burgton had time to review Gina’s data packet one more time before going in to the meeting. Its contents hadn’t changed, and his lips thinned. James’ analysis couldn’t be faulted, dearly though Burgton wished it could. Politics always fouled him and the regiment up, but not this time he vowed. He would not let the Shan fall foul of the same mistakes he had been forced to deal with. They deserved better.


  He was lucky in that Kajetan’s word was law. No matter what happened, the Shan would join the Alliance, but decisions here and elsewhere could reduce the speed and effectiveness of that joining. He wanted the Shan to realise their full potential. Yes, he had his own motives for that, but they deserved it.


  The Alliance had turned inward after the Merki War, and reduced exploration to almost nothing. Survey’s budget was a sick joke. The Shan should have been discovered over a hundred years ago, and would have been if not for the Council’s reluctance to stick the Alliance’s nose outside its own door! That decision was leading to stagnation and worse—the incidence of war between member worlds was way up.


  War between Shan worlds was unlikely, impossible even. There were only two after all, and to make war on one another they needed ships. They had none. No, it wasn’t war he feared, it was the other fate he worried about. Seclusion. It seemed to him that the Shan as a people faced exactly the same situation that the Alliance had faced at the end of the Merki War. Back then, the Council had made the logical but bad choice not to pursue the war and finish the Merkiaari once and for all. The reasons were many and understandable, but they compounded the error by preventing further voyages of exploration beyond the borders. It was only much later that the Survey Corps. was reactivated in its current shamefully inadequate form.


  Elder Jutka’s home was larger and more impressive than Burgton had expected. When told they would hold a meeting at her home, he had imagined a small group of friends around a dining table. Silly of him. Jutka was an elder and as such her responsibilities were many. Her home was not a small family dwelling; it was government house, embassy, and civic centre all rolled into one. Jutka’s apartments, that private area where she dwelled with her mate, were only a small part of the sprawling building. When he arrived, Burgton noted the battle damage had yet to be repaired, but it was confined to only one wing of the building, and the fire had not spread beyond the rooms directly above it.


  The meeting was held in a large conference room obviously designed for the purpose. There was a large oval table made of a lustrous dark wood in the middle, but it stood no taller than sixty centimetres high. Carafes of water and empty glasses were positioned around the perimeter, and computer tablets for note taking were also provided. Shan ordinarily didn’t use chairs. They used padded mats on the floor. The only chairs Burgton had ever seen used by Shan were on their ships, and that was purely a safety issue. In space, acceleration couches and safety harness combinations, no matter their height from the deck, were necessary things.


  Burgton found a mat and sat cross-legged. The table was exactly the right height. He poured himself a glass of water while the room slowly filled with chattering Shan. Some of them found places and switched their computers on. Burgton pushed his aside and replaced it with his own compad. Others did similar things, though Shan tech was different, they had devices that filled the same function. James sat to his left with Tei’Varyk opposite him. Gina would have sat beside him, but he indicated the mat opposite next to Tei’Varyk. Burgton preferred looking people he was likely to converse with in the eye.


  Jutka settled herself, and the last few Shan, considered tardy now that the elder was ready to begin, quickly found places to sit. Jutka welcomed everyone to her home, introduced the Humans, and then opened the floor to the debate.


  Burgton listened and was sadly unsurprised to learn James’ analysis was dead on. No doubt Tei’Varyk had a lot to do with that. He considered James a friend and Humans in general as his people’s natural allies. He had probably kept James informed of events. This meeting was just another in a long line of useless hand wringing that often went on in the background while the real doers and shakers got on with the real work. Varya was right. The population of this world would not leave no matter what anyone said. Burgton had seen many of them already clearing the rubble from the streets as they drove through the city.


  Kazim orbited the room with his camera, pausing to film each person as they took their turn to address the room. The meeting wasn’t being aired live, so Kazim did not need to concern himself too much with editorial matters. He had explained to Gina earlier that his assignment was to cover the talks, which meant he was recording everything. Burgton realised what that could mean if he took the opportunity so casually handed to him with this invitation. He turned toward Jutka only to find her eyes already boring into him as if willing him to speak. He got the message loud and clear. As earlier, when she had used Gina to score points off Tei’Varyk, she now proposed to win the game by using him. He wasn’t opposed to being used, not for this, but he would bet almost anything she would be surprised how he did it.


  Burgton cleared his throat before the next speaker could begin reiterating the traditionalist line as so many had before her. The Shan woman hesitated, turning toward him with one ear canted at an angle while the other strained upward but swivelling toward him. Burgton smiled, it was an odd look for her. She blinked, and smiled uncertainly back at him.


  “Forgive the interruption, honoured lady,” Burgton said in his best Shan. “I have heard both sides of this debate now, and although I am sure your words would be as earnest as those preceding them, I do not feel I need them to understand your point of view.


  “I’m not Shan,” he continued and laughed when all the Shan did. “But I feel I’ve come to know you well. I admire you... I fear for you.”


  “It’s pleasing to me that you admire my people, General,” Tei’Varyk spoke without asking the elder for permission, but she didn’t seem to care. She was watching Burgton with a small satisfied smile. “But why do you fear for us? With your help the Merkiaari are defeated and already your Admiral Kuzov is helping us gather materials from the asteroids to begin construction of new orbital factories. What do you fear?”


  Burgton licked suddenly dry lips. “I’ve heard it said that Shan honour their ancestors and teach their younglings by telling stories of them and their deeds.”


  Tei’Varyk bowed in a sort of abbreviated nod. “The sagas are true tales, yes.”


  Burgton nodded. “Then I will answer your question with a story, a true story of my people but also of my own history.” Burgton took a moment to reflect upon what he wanted to say. Should he take them all the way back to Earth’s pre-colony days, or keep things more personal and recent. Personal he decided. “I’m over two centuries old. In that time I’ve seen war, and peace, and everything in between. I’ve seen earnest but ultimately stupid men lead my people in the wrong direction many times, and I’ve seen other men struggle to undo the damage, using up their energy and lives to right the wrongs they see around them. None of them saw what they did as evil or good. They just did what they thought was right.


  “I was a young man when the Merkiaari attacked us. I was just a soldier... a warrior, one among many thousands on my planet. There was no Alliance then. We didn’t need it. Earth’s many colonies had won their independence many centuries before. Like your ancestors, we fought battles between ourselves, but mostly, the colonies were at peace. We traded with each other, and even when at war we had rules. Looking back, those wars seem like play fighting to me now.”


  Burgton shook his head, his eyes distant. “Then came the Merki,” he said in a harsh voice. “And the peace was shattered. Everything was panic and chaos. No one knew what was happening. We sent ships to talk to the invaders, but none returned. We lost worlds in the Border Zone to the Merki while our leaders dithered and talked. What shall we do, they cried. We must make them talk to us. More ships were lost trying.


  “Worlds fought back and slowed the Merkiaari, mine did, others as well, but we didn’t fight smart. We didn’t join together. Finally, the obvious became clear to those in high places. I say obvious, because those of us actually fighting and dying knew it long before. The Merki would never stop. They had to be stopped, not talked into stopping. They couldn’t... can’t be talked to. The homeworld of man, Earth, stepped up and took control. Even then there was mistrust and many used the situation to gain political advantage.”


  Burgton gave each of the Shan a hard stare, aware that Kazim’s camera was glued to him. “The Alliance was born, and each member world donated ships and warriors to fight as one against the Merki. Soldiers like me were recruited and changed forever to fight that war in the desperate years of the slow retreat. We lost many millions of soldiers on worlds under alien suns far from home. Thousands of ships died at the heart of nuclear fires, in solar systems that meant nothing to their crews except the Merki were there and wanted them. Slowly we retreated, forced back and back, but then one day, a day like any other, something amazing happened. We started winning and it was the Merki who retreated. Decades of fighting saw the Merkiaari defeated. Defeated like here, but not destroyed. They’re still out there, readying themselves. Building more ships, breeding more troops, getting stronger, getting ready to come back and kill us all.”


  Burgton lifted his glass and drank his water. An alert flashed on his display, and surprised, he took note of it. The water was high in minerals. He dismissed the flashing datum.


  “At the end of the war, the Alliance faced exactly the same situation as you face here, but where you have two worlds to reconstruct, the Alliance had more than eighty. At that time, those eighty comprised almost half of the Alliance. The Council chose not to pursue the Merkiaari beyond our pre-war borders, and turned its attention to reconstruction. As you have. That decision allowed the Alliance to regain strength, but also allowed the Merki menace to remain a threat. The Merkiaari have regained its strength as well, and now here we are two hundred years on reaping the rewards of the Council’s decision.”


  Burgton turned to catch Jutka’s eye. “What you do here will have far reaching consequences. Remember that. If you decide to retreat to your homeworld, abandon your only colony world, abandon your dreams of expansion as the Alliance did back then, your descendants will curse your names.” Burgton said coldly, ignoring the shocked indrawn breaths. They needed shaking up. “When the Merki return and your younglings or their younglings fight for their lives or hide under the mountains as you so recently did, what do you think they will say of your choices made here today?”


  Jutka spoke up. “What would you have us do? We have no ships or the ability to make them. Even if we did, we must defend our worlds not scatter ourselves among the stars.”


  Burgton nodded. “Your words are familiar to me. I heard them spoken often by councillors back then. They were wrong then and they’re wrong now. I don’t have all the answers, I wish I did, but I do know that hiding upon any single world is not the answer. It’s not sound strategically, it’s not sound tactically come to that, it’s just not safe for any race or species to put all their eggs—cubs in this instance—in one basket.”


  The entire room erupted in murmurs and questions. Jutka was no longer smiling at Burgton. Maybe she had expected a different argument. He didn’t care. He would make her see what was needed, or he would go directly to Kajetan herself.


  Burgton went on, “As for the immediate situation here on Child of Harmony. It’s obvious that the reconstruction must go ahead. If for no other reason than the change in season, you must get power back on in the cities. The weather has turned. It’s not that cold yet, but winter is coming. Unless you plan upon everyone spending years in the keeps, you need to rebuild your power plants and water pumping stations.


  “In the long term, you should explore and colonise nearby worlds. You need to do that and increase your population base rapidly. I know there are difficulties to overcome, but think on this: the Alliance found you while surveying worlds in this direction. What do you think the plans for those worlds are?”


  Silence.


  Burgton smiled a little as understanding slowly circled the room. Jutka was looking at him strangely, and he realised that this was the argument she had probably expected him to use in the first place. He didn’t laugh, but nodded to her instead.


  “If you don’t take those worlds, or claim the habitable ones at least,” Burgton went on. “I assure you that in a few years my people will. We’re expanding too slowly in my opinion, as I told you, but we are expanding.”


  Tei’Varyk had a faraway look in his eyes, but then he focused upon Burgton. “Before the war I spoke with Captain Colgan about this very thing. I expressed my wish to explore the stars and rebuild the Great Harmony out there. You do not know how much I want what you describe, General Burgton, but how can we explore and claim new worlds when we cannot even scrape together enough lift capacity to even reach orbit here without your help?”


  Murmurs of agreement filled the room.


  Burgton raised a hand and achieved quiet. “As I said before, I know there are going to be challenges, but all journeys must begin with a first step. Your first step must be deciding to make the journey. Only then, can you plan how to make it. You will have help no matter what you decide. Kajetan has bound your people to mine by joining the Alliance, but wouldn’t you rather join us as equals—as a star spanning culture?”


  Everyone flicked ears or nodded in the Human manner. That was something. Now for his offer, Burgton decided. He wondered what would happen when Kazim’s recording reached Admiral Kuzov.


  “Elder Jutka invited me to your meeting as a courtesy. I have no power over your deliberations. I actually came to visit a friend and make her an offer, but I wonder if perhaps it might be of interest to you as well?”


  Jutka stirred. “You speak of The Blind Hunter’s plight?”


  Burgton nodded. “One of my people,” he gestured to Gina, “made a promise to Shima to repair her sight. I’m here to uphold that pledge. To do this, Shima must journey far from home, all the way to my home where she will have new eyes grown, or if that proves impossible, she will have biomech replacements fitted. She will become one of a handful of Shan ever to leave your system, joining the select group headed by Tei’Varyk and the brave crew of Naktlon.


  “I make the following offer to you, not as a representative of the Alliance, but as a representative of my own planet, Snakeholme. I’m offering to allow Shan to immigrate to my world, and set up a colony there. I will provide transportation along with Shima on Grafton, and will provide all necessary materials to allow the colony to flourish. In exchange I ask only that your people honour our laws and defend the planet should that ever be necessary... it won’t be. Snakeholme is my regiment’s home base, and its defence comes second only to the defence of the Alliance itself.”


  “You are inviting us to join the viper clan?” Jutka asked and the excitement died down to hear the answer.


  Burgton didn’t need James’ warning look. “You call my regiment a clan—the viper clan. We are not a clan of any sort, or a caste. We are a specialised military unit. My men and I have been enhanced to better fight Merkiaari. I’m not offering your people enhancement, only a home with us on Snakeholme. Think of this as your first new colony outside your home system—a safe place for younglings to grow up. Another basket for your eggs if you will.”


  No one spoke for the longest time, but inevitably politics raised its ugly head. It started when one of the traditionalists spoke up to reiterate his position regarding Child of Harmony’s reconstruction, as if the last fifteen minutes had not occurred. Burgton sagged. His offer had fallen upon deaf ears. They would go on debating for the rest of the day and achieve nothing.


  It made him feel sad and his age. He was so very tired of people making the same mistakes over and over. Human or Shan, it made no difference. He was so tired of the same senseless excuses.


  * * *


  


  



  6 ~ The Blind Hunter


  Zuleika, Child of Harmony, Shan System


  Shima sat quietly in the centre of her contemplation grove. She preferred sitting on the rocks next to the pool and facing east into the sun. She couldn’t see it any more, her long feared blindness had finally come to pass, but she could at least feel its warmth on her face and remember it. The grove was at the rear of the house she had lived in with her father and her sib before the war, and it had suffered no ill effects from the conflict. Much of the city had burned in the early days of the Merkiaari invasion, and later during its liberation, many districts had been bombed by the Humans to flush the aliens out, but random chance had spared her district. It was on the opposite side to the line of march that the Merki had chosen from the port and took no damage, then later, Tei’Burgton’s tactical plan had used the blasted zones of the city as entry points and her district was spared again.


  Tei’Burgton’s plan had made perfect sense to her when he had explained it to James. She had been there and had translated for the other resistance team leaders. The Merkiaari had been softened up by artillery and the bombing preceding it to give the vipers the advantage. It had worked and the Merki in Zuleika had been wiped out in a few cycles of intense fighting. She looked back proudly on those times. Fighting side by side with James and later with Gina burned brightly in her memory. A good thing, as her life had burned down to embers now. Like the last glowing coals in a dying campfire, her time was over.


  Before the war she had been a gardener, an agricultural geneticist, and had enjoyed her work at the Centre for Agricultural Research. There she had worked upon new variants of food crops with her colleagues, and expanded their knowledge of genetics. It was an expanding field; a relatively new one within her caste of scientists and engineers. She had followed her father into the caste, but her interests did not lean toward engineering as his had done. Her mother had also been an engineer, and had worked with her mate researching and designing new technologies. Shima sometimes wondered if her mother would have understood the choices she had made in her life. She hoped so. Choices were a thing of the past now. She had none left to make. Her life had narrowed down to waking and sleeping... all of it the same, all of it in darkness.


  Shima took a deep breath and chuffed, expelling the air in a low groaning roar. It was a quiet expression of despair. She held in the more violent and scream-like roar she wanted to voice. It would feel so good to roar her challenge to the world. Good but pointless. Who was there to answer it? Back in primitive times, someone in her position would have left the clan to wander the wilds and challenge the wild things to a last glorious hunt, or seek out an old rival for one last battle. She would have travelled to an enemy village perhaps, and roared her battle cry like the time in the wilderness when she had fought Merki in the dark to rescue Merrick’s family, but now in modern times she was trapped and cared for like a youngling. Held prisoner by love in a life she loathed by her sib and her sib’s mate. Chailen and Sharn lived with her and cared for her, when they should have been on their own cementing their bond with lovemaking and the siring of cubs. She was a burden to them; she felt it no matter their rejection of such notions.


  The situation was all kinds of wrong.


  Shima remembered how proud she had been when Chailen mated Sharn deep within the protective environs of Kachina Twelve. The war had raged above them, but deep within the keep protected by the mountain’s bones, an age-old ceremony had taken place reaffirming life and Shan traditions. Kazim had been there with her, forced to leave his camera switched off and uncomfortably aware of how unusual his presence was. Mating ceremonies were private affairs for family only, but he wasn’t the only stranger there. Chailen had insisted James should come too, and to make their number harmonious had also invited Brenda—his mate. That had embarrassed Shima because using the harmonies as an excuse to invite Brenda suggested Kazim was there as Shima’s mate, which he was not. Sharn’s parents and sibs hadn’t seemed to mind the break with custom. They were delighted to meet Humans, and everyone knew Kazim. He was famous because of the broadcasts. Kazim had filmed the Merki invasion and Shima’s escape from Zuleika. His work documenting the war had assured his future would be bright.


  Shima wondered what he would do now the fighting was done. He hadn’t decided as far as she knew. She had asked him during a brief visit a few cycles ago, but he had been far more interested in her life and desires. She knew he worried for her, but there was nothing he or any Shan could do for her. Kazim had left with her question unanswered.


  The war was over; Kazim must find something else to do just as millions of others must. The fighting had raged for almost two orbits... what did Humans call an orbit? A year, that was it. The fighting had been brutal on Child of Harmony, but on Harmony—the homeworld—it had been devastating. Child of Harmony was a colony world with millions of people making their homes here, but homeworld numbered its population in the billions. The Merkiaari had smashed every population centre in an effort to kill Shan quickly and efficiently. Millions had died in the first moments, and millions more each cycle thereafter until the landings. Only then, could her people fight back and defend those left alive. No one knew how many had died altogether, but the number was high. A billion dead, two? Such numbers were too huge to wrap her mind around. Shima knew that estimates would be wildly low on homeworld because her people had lived in large cities and most of them had been hammered into nothing but holes in the ground. As a percentage, her guess would be close to 40% dead on homeworld. A terrible number to be sure, but without the Human fleet’s intervention it would have been much worse. The Shan would have become extinct.


  The Alliance had sent Tei’Burgton and the vipers to fight the Merkiaari, but it hadn’t left things all to him. It had dispatched Fifth Fleet together with huge numbers of ground troops, and that had been decisive. The Merkiaari were doomed at that point, though they knew it not. The fighting had taken time; Merkiaari did not surrender, ever, but the end result had no longer been in doubt. Both worlds were free of Merki taint now. The entire system was clean.


  Shima stood. She had been sitting for segs and her legs needed exercise. She wished she could run, but although the harmonies gave her some sense of the world around her, she could only sense live things. She couldn’t run in the city; she would be under the first car that crossed her path. Not a form of suicide that appealed. Besides, if she started running she didn’t think she could make herself stop.


  Shima huffed a long breath out in a pained sigh as blood rushed into numbed legs. She couldn’t run from herself.


  Her blindness forced Shima to live within the harmonies all the time if she wanted to function even at her current limited level, and it had caused an unexpected side effect. Her gifts had always been strong, but constant use had honed her skill to a fine edge. The harmonies could only reveal living things such as animals and people. That had always been true for everyone, but Shima had found that she could discern individual plants now as well. Before going blind, she had only the vaguest sense of life from them, like a background to the more vivid colours of other people or the animals she hunted with her father. She had never thought to try for more, never needed to separate that background into individual sources, but her blindness had forced her to use everything she had to make life bearable.


  The plants bordering the paths allowed her to navigate the grove, like a ground car used street lighting at night to follow the road. In her head, she followed a ribbon devoid of life that in the world was a narrow gravel and shell covered path that crunched pleasantly under foot. The harmonies let her “see” the plants Chailen had planted for her along the path. They were her guide. Shima was grateful, truly she was, but she grieved the need to vandalise her grove. The placement of the guide plants clashed with the natural harmony she had striven to maintain here. They stood out, they had to, but that meant they were not in harmony with her grove. The entire point of a contemplation grove was harmony, and her blindness had blighted hers.


  Shima chuffed her distress, her useless eyes burned hot with the need to cry, but she forced them not to. The Blind Hunter they named her, thinking to honour her deeds not knowing then or now how she hated the title. All of her life she had feared her growing blindness, hated the weakness that made her a cripple among Shan, and they had labelled her with it as if it were nothing. Labelled her and thought they were honouring her.


  Shima paused and took a huge steadying breath. Forced her thoughts away from the anguish and toward other things. She dropped onto four legs, suddenly feeling the need to stretch. She reached forward as far as she could with her forelegs and dug her claws into the gravel enjoying the texture of the shell and gravel mix she had chosen when they bought the house. She lowered the front half of her body, but kept her rear legs straight forcing her spine to bow the wrong way. She groaned in pleasure as her joints popped, and her tail flexed straining straight out from her. Shima straightened up and then shook out her pelt before continuing her walk, this time staying on four feet.


  Shima used the guide plants and the barren ribbon of nothing between them to wander. She walked the path, circling her gardens and the grove at its heart, and then turned aside on a whim to submerge herself into the trees and shrubs she had cultivated to please the harmonies. She avoided the few winding paths she had laid out to help maintain the garden and chose bare earth to walk upon. The trees surrounded her in peace and silence. As a general rule, the few avian species native to Child of Harmony avoided built up areas. They were rarely seen in the towns and cities, even in the parks they were few. Here, she was utterly alone and without thought, she fell into the familiar rhythm of the silent stalk. Her father’s skills were hers. He had taught her everything he knew and she was an apt pupil. She could have been deaf for all the sound she made now. The silence was complete.


  The harmonies showed her she was alone. No people, no animals of any kind, no predators, no prey. The garden was barren, like her life. Shima chuffed, the low groan-like roar of a wounded Shan, not even aware she was doing it now. How long she moved through the garden she did not know; segs certainly, but finally she returned to her starting point. She stopped at the edge of her contemplation pool, and dipped her head into the cool water for a drink and to cool her face. She held her breath for as long as she could, wishing she could hold it forever and let it all be over, but the harmonies interrupted her stupidity.


  Chailen was in the garden and heading her way. Shima pulled her head out of the water and shook. The water flew from her, and she pushed herself up onto two legs to meet her sib.


  “We have visitors, Shima. Won’t you please come inside to greet them?” Chailen said softly, almost begging her sib to agree.


  Shima wished Chailen would not beg; it made her feel very bad. Couldn’t her sib understand that her garden was all she had left? Could she not realise that without eyes, all she had left were the harmony given gifts that allowed her to sense her living surroundings? If she went inside, she would drown in darkness. She sighed. She didn’t have the strength or will to explain again. Her shoulders slumped.


  “Yes, Chailen,” she said flatly.


  Shima couldn’t see her sib’s expression, but the harmonies showed her the emotions behind it. Chailen’s aura had dimmed and slowed its usually energetic motion, and the colours edged toward the darker tones of unhappiness. It made her feel worse knowing she was the cause.


  “I’m sorry, my sib. I’m so very sorry.”


  “Don’t,” Chailen said sounding close to tears. “This isn’t your fault. You’ve done nothing wrong. Nothing about this is your fault.”


  Shima flicked her ears in agreement for Chailen’s sake, but one thing about this was her fault; at least one and that was the way she had allowed herself to linger on, dragging Chailen and her mate down with her.


  Chailen took her left arm and pulled Shima toward the house. “You haven’t asked who has come to visit,” she said trying to sound cheerful.


  Shima’s tail rose and gestured a shrug before she could prevent it. She didn’t say that whoever it was didn’t make any difference to her. Instead, she tried to put a little interest into her voice.


  “Just distracted, my sib. Who has come calling?”


  “Can you not sense them from here?” Chailen teased, and squeezed Shima’s arm. “Sharn is very impressed.”


  Impressed was he? That meant the visitors were important. She hadn’t tried to sense anything beyond the garden for a long time now. The house and garden were her life, and she had tried to pretend that the rest of the world did not exist. In a way, it didn’t if she couldn’t see it. She could reach out with the harmonies and “see” who her visitors were right now if she wished. Assuming they had met before she would recognise them. Everyone was unique in the harmonies.


  “I haven’t tried,” Shima admitted. “Should I do anything?”


  “You look fine, though I can tell you were on four feet recently and not on the path. Perhaps a quick wash of hands?”


  “If you think it best,” Shima said, her brief foray of pretending interest already failing. “A quick wash first then.”


  Shima allowed Chailen to lead her into the dark.


  Once inside and thoroughly helpless, Shima decided that if she had to come inside, and it was obvious that she did, she might as well use it to advantage. She would allow Chailen to do her up right, a full and proper grooming to please and not shame her before guests. That way, Shima reasoned, Chailen and Sharn would be pleased, the important guests would not be scandalised, and she could probably get away with hiding in her garden for a few cycles afterwards without Chailen making her come inside.


  Satisfied with her new goal, Shima asked Chailen to help with her grooming in the shower room. Chailen sounded pleased. It was pathetically easy to please Chailen these days, and Shima vowed she would remember to let her sib do things for her more often, even when all she really wanted was to be left alone.


  Mindful of waiting visitors, Shima washed quickly so that Chailen could go to work on her pelt with the dryer. It was an old battery powered thing that before the recent war would have been relegated to a forgotten corner, but now had become a treasure. The city was still without electricity, and any battery-powered tech was worth much because of that. Sharn had proudly gifted his mate with it after trading with a clever male who made a living modifying such things to work with a solar cell for recharging. The hot air and brush parting her fur felt wonderful to Shima. She could try to repay her sib the favour in kind. She didn’t need eyes to groom her sib, by touch would work as if they were younglings again.


  “This is wonderful,” Shima said facing into the hot blast of air. She closed her useless eyes and let her ear tufts blow back. “Amazing how a proper wash can makes things feel better.”


  “Hmmm,” Chailen said. “At least we have fresh water here. The other districts don’t even have that.”


  “Is it very bad out there?” Shima said because Chailen expected her to, not because she cared. “How do people live?”


  “With difficulty. Most still live in a keep, but come here to salvage things to trade. Some are trying to start over. I saw them clearing streets. I swear some of them were talking about bringing machines to pull down the old buildings to make room for new ones.”


  “They would do better to wait. We need electricity here before anything else, and water to all districts of course. I remember seeing... before I mean. We fought the Merki in amongst those buildings and I saw broken water mains.”


  Chailen moved and brushed Shima’s back legs and tail. “True, but I think they plan to do that as well.”


  Shima growled in annoyance. “Snow will stop them before they can finish. Has Sharn mentioned going back to the keep for the winter with you?”


  Chailen remained silent, and Shima’s mood darkened further. He had then. No doubt Chailen had refused to go back to the keep for Shima’s sake. The keeps, refuges against the Merkiaari though they were, would be a living hell for her. Shima remembered longing to be safely under a trillion tons of rock when she’d led Kazim out of the city. Now the thought horrified her. She was barely holding on to sanity now, and she spent most of her time in the garden. Under the mountain, she would go insane, lost in the dark, a never-ending void. She couldn’t do that, she just couldn’t.


  “You should go,” Shima whispered. “It’s... it’s the right thing for you.”


  Chailen turned off the dryer. “Done. We must go down to our guests. I think keeping such important personages waiting even a half seg like this is close to insult.”


  Shima blinked. She sounded as if she hadn’t heard a word. “Chailen—”


  “No!” Chailen snapped. “I do not hear, I won’t hear. Not this!”


  Shima sighed and stood up on her hind legs. As before, Chailen took her arm to lead the way through the eternal dark to where Sharn entertained their guests.


  The harmonies revealed the room to be crowded. Apart from Sharn, there were two more Shan males and three Humans, one of them female. She recognised all of them and felt her spirits rise despite herself. Kazim was a regular visitor, if she considered a few times a season regular. She supposed she did. Varya though, he had never visited before—too busy hunting down Merkiaari stragglers. She could hardly wait to quiz him about his missions and adventures. The Humans though...


  “James!” Shima cried in delight, and his aura brightened as he came forward to greet her. Chailen stepped away, making Shima sway a little before James hugged her. “I’m so happy to see you. How is Brenda?”


  James hugged her tightly, pressing his cheek to the side of her face. “She’s fine, still busy as always. She sends her love.”


  “Take mine back to her,” Shima said, clutching him and holding on. She hoped he couldn’t tell how desperate that hold was, but he probably did. She was shaking. “What are you doing here? I thought you were still following Tei’Varyk around.”


  James stepped back a little but held her hands. “Oh yes, I’m still doing that. Not sure for how long though, now that the fighting is done. I expect the Council will give me the boot—err that is, replace me—anytime now. I’m sure the elders will be glad to see the back of me.”


  “Nonsense!” Sharn said, and Chailen agreed. “Our people honour you highly, James. You will always be welcome.”


  “Well,” James said and cleared his throat. “Yes well, it won’t be a Shan decision I’m afraid. Besides that, I’m no politician, Shima. I’m a teacher. You can’t really blame the Council for wanting a proper diplomatic mission here.”


  Shima snorted derision. “Blame them? Perhaps not, but will this diplomatic mission be as useful as you’ve been? I doubt it.”


  James laughed. “I know what you mean, but at least a proper mission will have the authority to make decisions that bind the Council. I really don’t have any at all, Shima. I can only advise and strongly suggest, not make binding agreements.”


  “Do you miss your students then?”


  James didn’t answer immediately, but then he sighed abruptly. “No, not really. There’s a very old saying among my people, Shima. It goes: those who can, do, those who can’t, teach. I’ve found watching history being made an addictive thing. I much prefer being part of it over teaching others about it after the fact.”


  Shima could understand that. She turned toward Kazim where he stood watching. “So, you decided to show up did you?”


  The others laughed.


  “I’ve been busy!” Kazim protested. “Besides, the last time I visited, you ignored me.”


  Shima spluttered. “That’s because you kept asking impertinent questions. I bet you have that camera in here right now!”


  “Well...”


  “You have?” Shima gasped. “You’re unbelievable!”


  Chailen laughed. “He has the camera with him, Shima, but I made him switch it off until we give him permission to use it.”


  “They always argue like this. They sound like an old mated couple,” Sharn whispered to Varya. “Do you think they will?”


  “Mate you mean?” Varya said. “Wouldn’t surprise me in the least.”


  Shima’s ears heated and she turned to Varya. “Be welcome to my home, Varya. May you live in harmony. What took you so long to visit me?” She knew his reasons already, but wanted to twit him like in the old days. “Replaced me quick, didn’t you.” The room went uncomfortably quiet and Shima cursed herself. She hadn’t meant them to take it seriously. “I didn’t mean that.”


  “I know,” Varya said. “But there’s truth in your words. I did replace you, or a replacement was provided. His name is Justika, and he’s a fine warrior and hunter, but he’s not you, Shima. No one could ever replace you.”


  “I...” Shima’s voice failed and she bowed to him. “I thank you.” She stepped further into the room to greet Gina and General Burgton, but stumbled into the table. Gina was across the room in a blink to catch her. Vipers were very fast. “Thank you. My own fault. I rarely come in here now and I forgot it was there.”


  “You all right now?” Gina said in flawless Shan and still holding her. “Would you rather sit?”


  “Yes I... yes I will sit,” Shima said in a small voice. Her confidence had taken a beating. She couldn’t even cross a room without help. Gina guided her to a mat and she sat. “Please, everyone sit and be comfortable.”


  The harmonies showed Shima everyone moving to find places. Chailen left the room but came back inside just moments later with refreshments. Everyone took a cup and murmured their thanks.


  “General Burgton, I did not mean to be rude. Welcome, may you live in harmony.”


  “Thank you, Shima,” Burgton said. “No need for apologies and no need for ceremony between friends. I get way too much of that.”


  Shima blinked uncertainly. “You’re here as a friend?”


  “I am,” Burgton said. “I’m sure others will think of this visit as politics in action or will attribute some other nefarious reason to be named later, but be assured that I’m here to support you and a promise made to you.”


  Shima’s heart pounded. “A promise,” she whispered, trying not to let hope overwhelm her.


  “It’s time, Shima,” Gina said gently. “I’m sorry you had to wait so long, but the fighting on Harmony took longer than I thought. That’s done with now. We, vipers I mean, are going home within days. Fifth Fleet is staying of course, but it’s time for us to go home. We’re here to bring you with us to our ship.”


  Shima reached to Chailen who was standing nearby. She clutched her sib’s hand. “I’m to go with you?”


  “If you still want to, yes,” Gina said. “I promised you new eyes, Shima. You must come home with me to... for us to fix you.”


  “Gina is correct. I’m sorry we can’t do the work here, Shima,” Burgton said. “My ship is equipped to repair my vipers not Shan. We’ll need to run tests and learn more about your people from a genetic standpoint before we can try to grow new eyes for you. Fifth Fleet does not have the expertise, but I have everything you need on Snakeholme. Will you come?”


  “Yes,” Shima said managing not to shout the word. “I’ll come right now.” Chailen squeezed her hand.


  “There’s time,” Gina soothed. “Our people are still loading our gear back aboard. The plan is to jump outsystem the day after tomorrow.”


  “Can we come?” Chailen said abruptly, and Shima looked up sharply. “Sharn and I have talked about it. He and I are healer caste and although I’m still in training, he is fully qualified. We can help you, General, but even if you do not need us, Shima is my only sib. I want to be there.”


  Shima didn’t allow Burgton to answer. “You and Sharn should stay here, Chailen. You’ve done enough for me already.”


  Chailen growled angrily. “You... no, we have guests. I will not fight with you. Imagine yourself in my place, Shima. Imagine me blinded, or paralysed, or any other terrible thing that leaves me helpless. At what point would you say I’ve done enough for you, Chailen, you’re on your own now?”


  “That would never happen!” Shima snapped without thinking. “I mean... I...”


  “You see?” Chailen said smugly. “You can’t defend it. You cannot put limits on my love, just as I cannot put limits upon yours.”


  “But your lives here!”


  Sharn laughed. “What life?” he said bitterly. “Everything’s gone; everything I worked for is destroyed. I’m not even a healer anymore. I spend my days grubbing in the dirt and ruins looking for things to trade. That’s my life now.”


  Shima was stunned. Sharn had said nothing about this! She realised now that Chailen and Sharn had been shielding her from the reality of life in post war Zuleika, and she hadn’t questioned it. By the harmonies what a fool she was. They had cared for her, fed her, and seen to it that they all survived in a city without power and she had spent her time in the garden. Oblivious.


  “I’m so sorry,” Shima said. “If not for me you would still be in the keep—”


  “Don’t start that again! Our lives don’t orbit yours, Shima. You’re not the centre of the harmonies cursed universe!” Sharn cried. Chailen tried to calm him, but he wasn’t having any of it. “Stop coddling her! It’s made her worse not better!”


  Shima’s temper flared. “I’m blind, curse you! What do you want me to do, go out and trade with you? I can’t see!”


  “And that’s all there is to you, true? You haven’t got a disability; you are a disability and a liability to those who love you.”


  Shima spluttered. “How dare you! I’ll rip your ears out by the roots!”


  Sharn laughed. “The Blind Hunter could certainly do it, but you’re just poor blind Shima aren’t you? Nothing to fear in you, is there? Woe, I can’t do anything, woe I’m blind I wish I were dead.”


  “You’re baiting me?” Shima whispered feeling the rage building. It felt good. “Why are you doing this to me?”


  Sharn was abruptly calm. “Do you know what it’s like knowing your mate will cry herself to sleep every night because her only sib wants to die?”


  “No,” Shima whispered, chilled by his words. Chailen was doing that? Oh harmonies say it wasn’t so.


  “Do you know how helpless and useless that makes me feel?” Sharn went on relentlessly. “How about you stop thinking about what you can’t do, and start thinking about what you can do for Chailen?”


  “I’m sorry—”


  “I don’t want your apology; I want to see some action!”


  Shima’s rage slowly cooled, but what could she do? She didn’t want to be blind and helpless! It wasn’t her fault! That was all true, but perhaps she could try harder not to let Chailen see her despair, and if she really could be cured, it wouldn’t even be pretence any more.


  The harmonies showed her that all the Humans were worried now. She could tell quite a bit about them after living and fighting beside James for so long. Their scent combined with the harmonies told her she needed to calm things down.


  “General, what do you say?” Shima said turning toward him. “Would your invitation stretch to three?”


  Before Burgton could answer Varya spoke up. “Earlier today you made elder Jutka an offer, General. I wonder would you consider making that offer directly to the warrior caste?”


  “Well I...” Burgton seemed confused.


  “What’s this about?” Shima said annoyed that her question had been derailed. This was about Chailen and Sharn, not the warrior caste. “And what does it have to do with me and my family?”


  James answered. “On our way to you we visited with elder Jutka at her home, Shima. Kazim was there and recorded the meeting if you’re interested, but basically, it was about the debate between Tei regarding the reconstruction. General Burgton was asked his opinion, which he gave to them, and afterwards he offered to allow some of your people to immigrate to his planet. He hasn’t said so to me, but I believe the idea was to strengthen the position of progressive Tei while underpinning Kajetan’s decision to join the Alliance.”


  “Essentially correct, Professor,” Burgton said. “There’s more to it, however. I strongly believe in the idea of expansion, and that if a Shan colony were to be established outside of this system—whether that’s on Snakeholme or not—its colonists would become role models to your people. I believe that might kick-start a real drive toward exploration. As I said earlier, the Merkiaari are out there. They will be back. The entire Shan species is dependent upon the two habitable worlds of this system. That isn’t safe!”


  Burgton calmed himself and went on in a milder tone. “We lost many worlds to the Merki two hundred years ago, and those worlds were cleansed of Human life. That could happen very easily to the Shan here. Think of that. Shan become extinct. They must scatter themselves throughout the stellar neighbourhood. Not should, not maybe will one day, but must and as quickly as possible!”


  “Calmly General, calmly,” James soothed. “You’re right, but so are the Shan. Colonising nearby worlds should be a goal, but it cannot be an immediate priority. They do need to rebuild their worlds, their orbital infrastructure, and their fleet, before looking beyond this system. A half-arsed movement to colonise new worlds this soon would be worse than not doing it at all. Each colony will have to be defended and self-sufficient to make the effort worthwhile.”


  “I know that,” Burgton said testily. “But they’re already debating the issue, Professor. They need to get the idea of exploration as a good thing firmly fixed in their minds now. You know our history. The Shan are in danger of making the same mistakes we did.”


  “I could say it’s their mistake to make, but I have too much admiration for them not to agree with you,” James said. “Your idea was a good one, is a good one. You should try again with Kajetan.”


  “I had planned to.”


  “As I was saying,” Varya said breaking in. “When word reaches the warrior caste that you have offered immigration to my people, and that The Blind Hunter is going, you will have more volunteers than you can possibly fit aboard your ship, General. It’s a matter of honour.”


  “Honour,” Gina said. “You mentioned that before. What does that mean in this situation?”


  “Simply put, Shima is a hero—” the hero in question made a rude noise, but Varya ignored it. “—to my people. That’s important, but the circumstances were extraordinary. She is scientist caste not warrior, she saved lives at risk of her own and killed Merkiaari in spectacular fashion, and on top of that, she fought as part of the resistance and was blinded helping to save thousands of warriors at Charlie Epsilon.


  “If Shima had been warrior caste, most of her achievements would have been considered her duty no matter how extraordinary the deeds. She would still be a hero, but what she did to become one would have been expected of her as a warrior.”


  “I’m still not getting it,” Gina said.


  Shima sighed and explained. “It’s foolishness, Gina. I’m a hero because Kazim filmed me doing what anyone in my position would have done as we escaped the city. Killing the Merki was my pleasure, and anyone would have done it considering how we all feel about them. The warriors at Charlie Epsilon though are a little different; they feel that they owe me an honour debt for saving their lives because it wasn’t my duty—not a warrior you see? I don’t agree. I just did what needed doing, but that won’t change their minds. If they think following me off world will repay the debt, then that’s what they will want to do.”


  “Then we should let them,” James mused. “How many could you take, General?”


  “Grafton is a Hunter class transport. We don’t build them that big anymore. She can carry two full battalions with equipment.”


  “So two thousand Shan would fit?”


  “Easily,” Burgton said. “No mechs, no tanks or APCs, no artillery. As long as they embark with a few kilos of personal gear they would travel in comfort.”


  “Hmmm,” James said. “I wonder what Tei’Varyk would recommend. Two thousand warriors wouldn’t make for a good colony in my opinion. Ideally, all the castes should be represented.”


  “Harmony is always to be preferred,” Sharn agreed. “There should be people from all the castes, and their families should accompany them of course.”


  Varya growled. “This is a warrior caste debt of honour.”


  “No,” Shima said, finally hearing enough. “This is about my friends taking Chailen, Sharn, and me home with them when they leave. If the warrior caste or Kajetan want to take up General Burgton’s offer, they can talk with him before we leave the system. Will you take us with you, General?”


  “Of course. We have the rest of the day for you to pack your things and close up your house. No need to rush things.”


  Rush things? Shima had been waiting for this for more than an orbit, an entire orbit in darkness. She couldn’t leave fast enough.


  * * *


  


  



  7 ~ Electronic Dreams


  Aboard Grafton, on route to Snakeholme


  “Are you sure, Shima?” Chailen said worriedly. “Healer Hymas says she can make you sleep through the entire journey. You would wake at Snakeholme. There’s no need to start this testing now.”


  Grafton had been in foldspace for only a few days—and yes, the jump transition was as bad as all the warnings said it would be—when Shima realised she had a serious problem. She really should have expected it, but she had been so excited to be on her way to Snakeholme, that she had ignored common sense. The reason she had spent so much of her time in her garden was that she had become morbidly claustrophobic since losing her sight. It was stupid, but spending all of her waking hours in darkness was driving her insane, and there were no gardens to hide in aboard ship.


  “Chailen is right, Shima,” Lieutenant Hymas said. “I can easily administer something to make you sleep. You would fall asleep here and awake on Snakeholme. It would be as if no time had past for you.”


  “Tempting, but no,” Shima said. She would not be a coward, by the harmonies she would not! “I really do appreciate the thought, but if we can do this now, it will save time later.”


  “True. If you’re sure, then?”


  Shima flicked her ears affirmatively. “I’m sure.”


  Chailen sighed. “Always so brave, always so impatient. Why can’t you take the easier path once in a while?”


  Varya snorted. “She’s The Blind Hunter. What do you expect?”


  “She was my sib first, and she’s always been like this.”


  Sharn picked up the syringe preparing to take the blood samples. “She must have been a terrible trial for your father.”


  “Hey, sitting right here!” Shima protested over the other’s laughter.


  “Are you sure you don’t mind the audience?” Hymas whispered to Shima. “I can have them out of here in a blink. Just say the word.”


  Shima’s tail lifted and gestured a shrug. “I don’t mind. My people are more group orientated than Humans I think. James mentioned it to me once. He said his people preferred more alone time. Privacy doesn’t mean the same to us as it does to you.”


  “No?” Hymas said.


  “Shan like living together. We groom each other and like to touch,” Kazim said. “That’s especially true between sibs. Haven’t you noticed how Chailen always stands very close to Shima, and holds her hand or touches her shoulder?”


  “Well, yes I did but I thought it was because Shima couldn’t see her.”


  “I can sense her near, I don’t need touch for that,” Shima said. “I feel when she’s nearby and can smell her scent, and the harmonies let me see all of you if I use it that way. I can see anything living that way, but nothing else.”


  “Fascinating. I can hardly wait to chat more about the harmonies. Humans don’t have such gifts. But back to your situation. Are you sure you want them all here, even Kazim and the camera? He’s not family is he?”


  “Not family,” Shima agreed, “but he’s a friend. I’m used to him and his little annoying habits.”


  “My camera is not an annoying habit!” Kazim protested. “It’s a tool. Without it, I’d be like a warrior without his beamer.”


  “It’s true,” Shima said. “When we first met he was aiming the thing at the Merkiaari in Zuleika just like a weapon. I didn’t realise he was mad when I first saw him you understand.”


  Varya chuffed in amusement. “I remember watching that broadcast in the keep. Everyone loved it. It was very funny.”


  Shima growled low. It hadn’t been funny for her at the time. She had met Kazim at the end of a long chase, and she hadn’t been doing the chasing. She had barely escaped a Merki death squad after she killed one of them, and had run straight into a firefight that Kazim was filming. She was glad he was here with her. Varya as well of course, but she was very fond of Kazim despite his being annoying. Perhaps a little more than fond. Maybe.


  Varya and Kazim had joined Chailen and Sharn as her chaperones only segs before Grafton got underway. They were the last to board after Kajetan asked Burgton for his permission to send them along. It was Shima’s understanding that Kajetan wanted them to investigate the possibility of a follow up mission to Snakeholme to found a colony there—a small one to begin with. Kajetan was being unusually coy, but she had many pressures on her right now. Burgton’s direct offer to her had fallen on fertile ground it seemed. Kazim was a popular figure. His films and shows would be seen widely on Harmony. When he returned home, Shima had no doubt he would have enough stuff to persuade even the most militant traditionalist that a colony on Snakeholme was a good idea.


  “So, what’s first?” Shima said bringing things back full circle.


  “Blood and tissue samples,” Sharn said. “It won’t hurt.”


  “Healers always say that,” Shima said to Chailen who chuffed in amusement.


  “No really,” Sharn assured her. “Kazim and I have already done this. Didn’t hurt, did it Kazim?”


  “Well...” Kazim hedged. “It stung a bit.”


  “Nonsense,” Sharn grumped. “Take no notice of him, Shima. He’s just being annoying now.”


  Shima rolled her eyes. Kazim was Kazim. Not even the harmonies would ever change him.


  Hymas chuckled at the by-play and patted Shima’s shoulder. “Just lay back and enjoy the rest.”


  Shima did as she was bid. She swung her legs up onto the couch and settled back. Chailen adjusted the thing so that she was reclining comfortably at an angle, more sitting than lying down. Unlike Humans, Shan found laying flat on their backs very uncomfortable; they preferred doing it on their sides or fronts.


  Sharn took four vials of blood and then used some kind of scraper in Shima’s mouth for tissue samples. It tickled the roof of her mouth but didn’t hurt. It didn’t sting either except perhaps for her pride. She didn’t like being poked and prodded but it was soon over so that the more interesting tests could begin.


  “Okay Shima, the next part will be strange for you, but I assure you Humans have this test all the time without being harmed.”


  “I trust you Healer Hymas,” Shima said. “Just tell me what you’re doing as you do it. I’ll be fine.”


  “Right then. In just a moment, I’m going to put a helmet on your head. You’ve seen the helmets that Human soldiers wear, yes?”


  “Of course.”


  “Well this is similar in shape to those you’ve seen, but it isn’t for protection. It’s used to scan brain function. What it does is use micro-magnetic induction to stimulate various parts of the brain, and display the results in real time on my wall monitors over there.”


  “Can I ask a question?” Kazim said.


  “I suppose so,” Hymas said.


  “Thank you. Why is this scan necessary? You already know Shima’s eyes are the problem, not her brain.”


  “Good question,” Hymas said sounding surprised but approving. “Although the plan is to use regen to fix Shima’s vision, there’s a chance we may not succeed. Some Humans can’t use regen and it’s possible Shan are the same. It won’t matter if that turns out to be true. We can build her a pair of biomech eyes like vipers use. For those to work, we need a comprehensive map of the brain to find the vision centres where the eyes will send their data. Does that answer your question?”


  “It does, thank you.”


  “You’re welcome. Are you ready, Shima?”


  “Ready,” Shima said.


  Shima tensed as the helmet lowered onto her head. It was overly large and not at all a good fit. She had imagined a padded and visored helmet the same as Gina and the other vipers used, but this thing must only be vaguely similar enough for Hymas to liken them because it didn’t feel right at all. Hymas asked her to lower her ears if she could do that voluntarily. Shan could and Shima did. The helmet settled upon them, pinning her ears down. It was uncomfortable but not really painful. Hymas fussed with the fit, making some adjustments so that when she let go, the helmet stayed in place. Hymas muttered something about designing a proper scanning unit to fit Shan, and getting someone named Stone to make it for her, but a short while later she pronounced herself satisfied.


  “Now don’t move please,” Hymas said. “A proper fit would let you walk around if you wanted, but we have to make do for now.”


  “All right,” Shima said, her voice sounding muffled as if she had a bucket on her head. Her breathing sounded loud. “I’ll try.”


  “Good. I’m going to send a standard calibration program first. It won’t hurt. Ready?”


  “Go ahead.”


  Shima didn’t feel anything, but she certainly reacted. She couldn’t help it. Eternal darkness was broken for the first time since the atomics had blinded her on Child of Harmony. She yelped in surprise and shock, and she couldn’t stop herself from moving. She was so excited. The darkness slammed down again and Shima heard concerned voices shouting.


  “I’m all right, Kazim!” Shima yelled over Kazim’s cries. “Shut up, all of you! I’m fine. I’m sorry I moved Healer Hymas. Did I ruin your test?”


  “No,” Hymas said sounding a little shaky. “Did it hurt? It shouldn’t have hurt. It never does, but the system is designed for Humans. Perhaps we should wait—”


  Harmonies no! She wanted more of that wonderful light. To see again, even through this strange medium... it was wonderful.


  “... didn’t hurt, Kazim,” Varya said. “Calm down. You heard her. She’s fine.”


  “But she yelped in pain,” Kazim said. He had moved to Shima’s right side and was standing within reach. Shima carefully took his hand trying not to move her head. Kazim squeezed her hand. “Are you sure you’re all right?”


  “I’m fine, just excited. I saw light, Kazim! I haven’t seen any for so long. I was surprised that’s all.”


  “Light you say,” Hymas said sounding professionally calm again. “Hmmm. What colour, how bright? Did it flash or was it constant? Did you hear anything? What about smells?”


  Shima felt swamped. She had been too excited to concentrate. She said so, and Hymas said it was fine. They would start over. Shima heard the disappointment in her voice though, and was determined not to mess up this time.


  “Here we go, Shima. Concentrate now.”


  The light appeared again. “Blue.”


  “Good!” Hymas said. “And now?”


  “Still blue... its turning green... green now.”


  “Excellent,” Hymas muttered and Shima heard her typing something rapidly. “Keep going.”


  “Green... slowly turning to yellow... yellow coming up... now!”


  “Very good!” Hymas muttered. “Shan appear to see colour a little differently to Humans. We’ll have to make allowances for that. Shouldn’t be hard... need to fully map... and then change the parameters in the database. Program a Shan option to upload the correct set at the start of each session. Yes, that’ll work. I wonder if they can perceive different spectrums.... hmmm. Very interesting. Depth perception might be different too. I bet they see in the dark like Avalonian badgers! Hah!”


  Shima might have laughed if she had known what Hymas was talking about, but the Human healer was lost in the data and Shima was too happy luxuriating in the light to interrupt. She knew her eyes were dead, or damaged beyond seeing, but the helmet put the light directly into her brain. To her, it seemed her eyes were suddenly working again and she was looking straight into a coloured light. There was nothing but the light. It filled her vision and pushed out the panicky claustrophobic feeling she felt all the time. Her emotions lightened as the smothering dark lifted away from her. She couldn’t help silently weeping tears of joy.


  “Are you crying?” Chailen said in concern, and Hymas suddenly sounded worried again.


  “What was that, crying?” Hymas said. “What’s wrong, tell me!”


  “Nothing,” Shima blubbered. “It’s wonderful.”


  “Hmmm. Well that was the first in the series. Ready for the next one?”


  “Can we keep the light on?” Shima said hopefully.


  “Sorry no. It would ruin the data.”


  “Oh,” Shima said sadly. “Let’s get it over with then.” Darkness smothered her, but she forced herself not to cry out. “What’s next?”


  “Sound. I know what you’re going to say, but it will all make sense later I promise. We’re mapping your entire brain not just one part. The more we know the better.”


  “Fine, but my ears are trapped. I can hear you, but not very well.”


  “Don’t worry about that. It will be like the light. Here take these controllers,” Hymas put a small cylinder into each hand. “Feel the button on the top?”


  “Yes.”


  “In a moment you will hear various frequencies of sound. When you hear something in the right ear, press the button in your right hand. When you hear it in your left, press the left button. Okay?”


  “Sounds simple enough.”


  “You’ll have to concentrate. The frequencies might be so high or low you can barely hear them.”


  “I will,” Shima said.


  “Here we go then.”


  Shima listened intently, and as Hymas said, she began hearing various tones. It was strange because she could tell her ears weren’t hearing the sounds. Her ears were fine, but flattened upon her head the sound would be muffled and not clear. The sounds in her head were clear and pure. She used the buttons as instructed and the test was soon over. Hymas pronounced herself satisfied with the results.


  The next phase of testing was quicker. It was scent and the follow up test for taste was equally as quick, but the results confounded Hymas. She said that Shan were nothing like Humans for taste and smell, and that because of the scent glands at the back of the Shan throat, taste and smell were intimately connected. The areas in the brain activated by the tests had what she called crossover.


  “It’s like your people have two noses,” Hymas explained. “You can smell a scent with your nose but also taste it with the scent glands at the back of your throat. Your taste buds are like ours, but your noses are unbelievably sensitive. I can’t think of any other species that come close to Shan in that area.”


  Shima was glad Hymas was excited, but it was all old news to Shima. She used to hunt with her father regularly, and had done so since her first nameday. She used her nose and scent glands all the time. It was part of being Shan.


  “This next test will require you to be completely passive, Shima. Can you do that?” Hymas asked.


  Kazim made a sarcastic noise and Varya laughed. Sharn chuffed, but turned his laugh into a cough.


  Chailen squeezed Shima’s hand. “Take no notice of them. You can do anything you set your mind to.”


  “When you say passive, what do you mean?” Shima said.


  “The test will find your motor functions. The helmet will search for the areas that move your body. So for example, it will try to make you lift an arm or leg. All you have to do is let it work. Don’t try to move your body or stop from moving. It will feel odd, but that’s all.”


  “Sounds easy enough,” Shima said doubtfully.


  “Oh yes, it’s easy,” Hymas said. “Here we go then.”


  Shima let herself relax as if in meditation and that seemed to impress Hymas as the test progressed. She didn’t struggle as each of her fingers and toes moved without her willing it. Her claws sprang out and retracted. First her left fist all at once, then her right. Then her feet. Lastly, each claw slid out one by one and back in. It did feel very odd, but not as odd as when her entire right leg lifted and the knee flexed.


  Shima let the helmet run its test and when it had moved every part of her body, even her tail and ears—even though they were pinned down she felt them trying to turn and lift—she flexed every muscle to throw off the phantom feelings the machine had left behind.


  “Good! Well done, Shima,” Hymas praised. “We can take a break now if you want. You could start again tomorrow?”


  And spend another cycle in darkness with nothing to do? Shima shuddered at the thought. The journey to Snakeholme would take about ninety cycles. That was an entire season. She had plenty of time to contemplate the dark. At least the tests were a distraction.


  “If it’s all right, I’d like to continue.”


  “It’s more than all right with me,” Hymas said. “But there’s no rush. We have time.”


  “That’s what worries me, Healer Hymas. I’m in the dark all the time. I hate it. I need the distraction.”


  “Hmmm, I think I can help with that. These tests will have a side benefit for you. I think you’ll be very surprised and happy with the result.”


  Shima didn’t know what the healer could mean, but if it distracted her she would be happy.


  Hymas removed the scanning unit and Shima rotated her head on her neck to ease tension. It hadn’t been heavy, but the effort not to move had begun to tell. It felt good to move her ears. Chailen helped her off the couch and they wandered the room for a bit. It was called sickbay or medical by the Humans. Hymas worked her data, collating and assessing while Shima worked the kinks out of her body.


  A short time later, Shima was lying on her side practically falling asleep as another machine swallowed her into its guts. It was a computer tomograph machine, and produced detailed internal scans of a body. It was a restful procedure. All Shima had to do was hold still and breath regularly as the CT scan progressed. She was inside the thing for perhaps a half seg, no more than that.


  After the full body scan, Hymas put the helmet back on Shima and asked a lot of questions. She was asked to recall events from her past, and other more recent events. Sharn helped with the questions. Lastly Hymas posed puzzles and math questions, nothing difficult, but enough to make Shima think carefully upon her answers.


  There were no lights or sounds, just questions and plenty of whispering between Sharn and Hymas as they discussed what her answers revealed. When it was over, Shima asked about the last test. Sharn explained that it filled in a few blanks on the brain scan by locating the long term, short term, and logic centres. Hymas had expressed her surprise that Shan healers had not already mapped the brain as they were advanced in other areas of medicine. They were already advancing into genetics for example, but Sharn explained that mind healers used the harmonies in their work, not machines. Mind healers were specialists, and used their gifts to bring their patients peace and guide them back to harmony. Hymas questioned Sharn extensively about that and seemed very excited by it for some reason, but when she asked about brain chemistry and surgery, Sharn had no answers. Brain surgery was unknown to the Shan. That shocked Hymas into silence for the longest time, but then she explained that Humans used nanotech for surgical procedures, even in a patient’s head, but before that, they had used laser scalpels and skilled hands.


  At the end of that cycle, Shima felt satisfied that she had done something to help her situation at last. She was still blind, still walking the ship’s corridors on Chailen’s arm and in the dark, but the light she had seen in her head gave her great hope for the future. Surely the Humans were right and she would see again.


  Hymas set a time two cycles hence for another visit to sickbay. Shima would have preferred sooner, but could do nothing about it. She had to wait. The time went slowly, but it did eventually pass and a viper she hadn’t previously met came to fetch her.


  Shima was curled up in the corner of her cabin, trying to sleep, but she spent so much of her time doing that, she wasn’t even a little sleepy. She considered meditating, but again she did that a lot and couldn’t rouse the enthusiasm. A sound like a bell chiming interrupted her thoughts, and she remembered the Human word to say when that happened.


  “Enter,” Shima said clearly.


  The hatch slid aside and a Human male entered her cabin. The harmonies told her she had not met this one before. He was a viper, all Humans aboard the ship were of course, and his aura was like a banked fire. There was power in him, a deep and strong well of power held in check. Shima sensed he would be strong willed but the banked fire in her head suggested he could erupt into a violent conflagration at need. He was the quintessential warrior.


  It was a puzzle how different he seemed to the other Humans she had met. Then again, she hadn’t met that many; they were all very different to her people in the harmonies. They burned brightly, vivid colours moving with violent frenetic motions. Shan were all pastels and gentle motion. Shima could only assume it was the intimate connection with the harmonies that caused the difference. Shan lived in harmony, or strove to do so. Humans had no connection with the harmonies and did not know what they lacked. It was very sad.


  “Good morning, Shima. May you live in harmony. I’m Sergeant Stone. Call me Stone, I prefer it.”


  Shima pushed herself up to stand on two legs to greet him properly. She bowed to him. “A pleasure to meet you. May you live in harmony. Have you come to escort me to Healer Hymas?”


  “Marian will be there, but you’re mine today.”


  “Yours?” Shima said uncertainly. “How so?”


  “I’ll explain on the way,” Stone said. “May I take your arm?”


  Shima flicked her ears and held her right arm out. Stone took her arm and wrapped it over his. He held his arm up rigidly allowing her to hold on tightly or not as she chose. She liked that. She would never tell her sib, but Chailen grabbed her arm and led her around like a youngling when she did this. Stone walked at her pace, letting Shima control things. When they reached the elevator needed to change decks on Human ships, Stone told her to stop and used the controls to call the car for her.


  “Handy things, elevators,” Shima said thinking about the ramps her people used at home. “I’ve had trouble with the spiral ways back home.”


  “Hmmm, you would. Humans sometimes suffer from vertigo too.” Stone said. “My people use stairs and elevators everywhere; ladders as well, especially in ships for emergencies if the elevators lose power. You never want to be stuck in a box in the middle of a battle.”


  Shima shuddered. “I should think not!”


  Stone chuckled. The elevator doors slid aside and they stepped into the car.


  “Deck Two,” Stone barked. “We’re not going to sickbay.


  Shima flicked her ears. Sickbay was on three. “Where then?”


  “Rec room... that’s recreation room. Marion told me she needed a scanning unit to fit a Shan. That was easy enough. I borrowed Kazim and Chailen to help me design one and test them for fit. They work like a charm, but the really interesting part was when she told me how much you liked the vision test.”


  “It was marvellous!” Shima enthused. “I hadn’t seen light for the longest time. I was very excited.”


  “So she said. I... wait, we’re here.” Stone led the way out of the elevator and along the corridor. “Yes, Marion said you were pleased. She asked me to arrange something for you.”


  “Oh?”


  “I don’t know if you’re aware but we use simulations to train and teach our people. Not just for war, mind you. We use the tech in the Alliance for all sorts of things. We even use a form of it for entertainment. Shan tell stories, right?”


  “The sagas, teaching stories about our past,” Shima agreed.


  “Well we tell stories too, and we make them into shows to watch. They’re not all for teaching; some are just fun to watch. This is a ship of war, Shima, so we don’t have many aboard, but when you get to Snakeholme you could watch a different show every day for years and not see them all. Turn left here.”


  Shima did so and a door opened to let her enter. The harmonies revealed Kazim and Varya waiting with Healer Hymas. She couldn’t tell the full dimensions, but the room felt big. Everyone greeted her, and she returned the greetings. Kazim seemed excited.


  “You’re going to like this,” Kazim said.


  “If it works,” Hymas temporised. “Please don’t get her hopes up, Kazim.”


  “Hey!” Stone said. “When I make something, it works. Aren’t I the one who built a neural interface on Luna out of scrap? It will work.”


  “I hope so,” Varya said. “It was very interesting to watch. I want to see what Shima thinks of it.”


  “Bring her over here, Ken,” Hymas said and Stone led Shima over to join her. “Sit here, Shima.”


  Shima lowered herself onto a cushion placed on the deck and settled herself comfortably. Kazim and Varya joined her close by to watch proceedings. Hymas was kind enough to explain as she worked.


  “You remember the other day when I said you might like the results of the testing?”


  “Yes but you didn’t explain.”


  “That’s because I needed to be sure Ken could make it all work. I have a couple of new scanning units made to fit your people now, so you can keep this one after we make sure it works. We used one of our helmets for the chassis. You remember what they look like?”


  Shima remembered them well. Viper helmets, like the Marine helmets she had seen used in battle, fully enclosed the head with a visored section that could polarise depending upon lighting conditions. She would not have been blinded if she’d had one; the visor would have changed to protect her eyes, but her people did not use armour of any kind. That would probably change soon due to association with Human warriors. Marine helmets were a drab green in colour, but could be programmed to blend better, and the visors were silvered by default because the inside surface was used for various displays like comm, sensors, and targeting. Viper helmets were black to match their uniforms and armour, and they also had comm to use with non-viper forces, but vipers had internal displays for sensors and targeting among other things. Their visors were black by default, but could be set to other colours and conditions the same way a Marine helmet could.


  “I remember,” Shima said when she realised Hymas was waiting for an answer. “You put your medical scanner into one?”


  “Basically yes,” Stone said. “The hardest part was reshaping the helmet. Programming the nannies to do the work took a bit of time. I broke down a few spare scanners for parts. It worked out fine. I’m sure it won’t win any prizes, and I won’t bother with patents, but it will work.”


  Hymas chuckled. “Now your people are joining the Alliance, Shima, a lot of companies will be scrambling to make new products to sell to your people. Even medical equipment, I should think.”


  “Agreed,” Shima said. “Kazim and I spoke of this. Our people must be careful.”


  “Yes,” Stone said a little grimly. “There are good and bad people everywhere. I’ve no doubt there are companies that would bleed your economy dry if they could get away with it.”


  James had expressed his concern over that, and if she had heard right, Captain Colgan and James had both spoken with the elders about it before the war. They were forewarned. James seemed to feel that all of her people were kind and good, and would never do any wrong. After Shima stopped laughing, she had reassured James that her people were not innocent younglings, and that there were plenty who would give any Human scoundrels a run for their money.


  “If it’s as good as Kazim says, maybe you should sell it to my people,” Shima said. “Before someone else does.”


  “I don’t need the money,” Stone said. “I could give the specs to Kazim and he could take it with him when he goes home. A gift to you and your people, Kazim.”


  “I am honoured!” Kazim said. “My people will have nanotech soon. We could make them and other things for ourselves then. You are generous.”


  “It’s nothing,” Stone said. “There are ways to do the same thing without a helmet, but we can’t do it here.”


  “Well,” Shima said. “It might be nothing or might be something. Can I try it to see for myself?”


  “Sorry,” Hymas muttered. “Didn’t mean to talk over your head that way. Of course you can try it. We made it for you.”


  Shima sat still while Hymas put the helmet on her. It did indeed fit much better than the first one, and it even had room for her ears. She could only imagine what it must look like. Did it have holes in it for her ears or bulges? She couldn’t tell. She ran her hands over it. Bulges, but subtle bulges and the visor was down. There was a long bundle of optical fibres coming out of the back connected to a computer of some kind. The old one didn’t have anything like that, and she wondered why this did.


  “It’s so you can use it in your cabin if you want to,” Stone explained. “The rec room has screens on the walls for watching shows and playing games. Your helmet can connect wirelessly to all of that here just as the medical scanners do in sickbay, but your cabin doesn’t have the interfaces you would need.”


  Shima considered that and because her ears were hidden, she nodded in the Human manner. “What can I do with it?”


  “Well let’s see,” Stone said. “Here we go.”


  Shima gasped as the wonderful light appeared in her mind, but it quickly became so much more. At first there was a blue light filling her vision, but then she realised it wasn’t a blue light. Clouds drifted by. It was a sky! Shima heard the others talking about it, and realised they saw the sky as well.


  “You see it too, Kazim?”


  “Yes, on the big screens. We saw it before you came. Watch.”


  Shima was watching. The scene moved as if she had looked down. It made her just a little dizzy, but the sensation soon faded. A yellow sun was in the sky, and now she could feel the warmth. How did they do that? More sensations came to her. A breeze ruffled her fur, but that was impossible!


  “Did you feel that?” Shima gasped. “A breath of wind and now I smell... something.”


  “That’s great, Shima,” Stone said sounding pleased. “I hoped you would.”


  “We can only see and hear what you can, Shima,” Varya said. “We would need your helmet for anything else.”


  “He’s right,” Stone agreed. “What you’re watching can be played on screens like the ones in here, or uploaded into our simulators. The simulators are far more capable machines, but your helmet uses similar principles, Shima.”


  “And the differences?”


  “In a simulator your body is connected to the matrix as well as your mind. The helmet lets you see, hear, taste, smell, and feel the data, but you can’t actually interact with it. If you use one of our simulators, you become part of the story. You would be able to walk, run, pick things up and do pretty much anything you can do in real life. In our training sims you get shot and it hurts. Everything feels real. Even eating.”


  “I would like to try that,” Shima said.


  “This ship isn’t equipped with simulators,” Hymas said. “It’s just a troop transport, but perhaps we could arrange a session or two on Snakeholme if you’re still interested by then.”


  Shima was more than happy with the helmet; it was so much more than she’d had before, but the sims did sound interesting. She watched the show as the view changed. There were mountains and deserts, oceans and forests all under that yellow sun.


  “Is this your homeworld?”


  “Not mine, no,” Stone said, “but it is Earth. I wasn’t born there. I have other clips of Alliance worlds like this for you to watch, and there are proper entertainment shows if you get bored with them, but they’re meant for Humans. I’m not sure they’ll make sense to you.”


  “They don’t have to make sense,” Shima said. “That I can see at all is a miracle, Stone. I owe you and Healer Hymas so much for this. I’ll not forget.”


  “It’s nothing really, finding and editing the data together wasn’t too hard—” Stone began.


  “It’s not nothing to me,” Shima interrupted. “It’s everything! To be able to see again, even if only this way gives me hope.”


  “I’m glad you like it.”


  Shima watched entranced as world after world was displayed for her. Varya and Kazim became bored long before Shima was ready to stop. They left to find a meal leaving Shima alone. Hymas went back to sickbay and Stone to wherever his duties called him, but Shima stayed in the rec room basking under alien suns in her head.


  * * *


  


  Part II


  8 ~ Snakeholme


  Early morning, Petruso Base, Snakeholme.


  General George Burgton, CO 501st Infantry Regiment stood at attention on the parade ground squinting into the sun. At his side was his exec, Colonel Dan Flowers. Clustered a few steps to the right and a half dozen back stood his senior officers, and way behind them and centred on Burgton stood the entire 501st regiment, all at attention for this ceremony. The solid block of the recently constructed 2nd Battalion looked splendid, its six hundred plus viper units all wearing their Sunday best—the regiment’s Class A or dress uniform. All of them newly recruited, enhanced, and elevated from Colonel Stanbridge’s now denuded training battalion. Every man and woman stood ramrod straight in precise columns and rows, squinting into the sun and emotionless. They weren’t, they couldn’t be emotionless. No one could be after seeing the broken but still proud remnants of 1st Battalion making planet fall.


  1st Battalion stood at attention to the side of the parade ground in front of the Tech Centre. Their columns and rows intentionally left ragged, the gaps in the formation left open for wounded and dead comrades who were yet to land. They were a pitiful sight. They wore their battle dress blacks; their armour well used and scarred, but repaired back into service like the men and woman who wore it. They had the look in their eyes now that all veteran vipers achieved. The look that said they had seen hell and survived it. 1st Battalion had lost two-thirds of its number in battle against the Merkiaari, and most of them were true dead. Less than a hundred units were sleeping the little death of hibernation waiting to land still snug in their cryo units.


  On the far side of the parade ground, Colonel Stanbridge had hastily ordered stands erected for Snakeholme’s civilian delegation to sit when Grafton arrived back in system. Every city had sent a delegation to show respect, and Burgton appreciated it. They had never failed him, but it had been many decades since the regiment had last sallied forth in numbers requiring any kind of ceremony upon its return. This generation of civs certainly had never seen it before, but they had stepped up like their grandparents before them to show support.


  One last small group stood alone, and Burgton was beginning to regret that state of affairs. The Shan had landed with him and 1st Bat, but having no official positions, they were now a lonely island standing off to his left. Apart. Abandoned. They looked confused and unsure what to do. Burgton made a snap decision and activated his comm.


  “Gina, take charge of our guests. Make them part of your formation until after the ceremony. Shima and Varya deserve it. They fought with you.”


  “Thank you, sir. I was starting to feel wrong about them standing there,” Gina replied, sounding embarrassed.


  That pleased him. She was going to make a very fine officer. “I feel the same way. Next time, speak up.”


  “Sir!” Gina replied accepting the order. “Fuentez out.”


  “Burgton clear.”


  Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Gina gather up the Shan and lead them back to her command. The few extra bodies did little to fill the holes in her formation. Alpha Company was barely there at all. Kazim as always was using his camera, and Burgton made a note to speak with him about that. He wanted to support Kazim in the furtherance of Kajetan’s aims, but there was still security to consider.


  He could put limits on Kazim’s movements, but he instinctively felt that was the wrong move. He didn’t want to come across as hiding things, even though he intended to do just that. First and foremost, Snakeholme’s location was to be kept secret. That was non-negotiable, the rest of what he filmed here they could debate and edit before Kazim left for home, but he wanted that clear from the start. Nothing that could help ships find this system must leave the planet.


  There were other things he didn’t want even the Alliance to know about his operations here, and it was certain that anything Kazim showed his people would filter back to the Alliance eventually. Humans were in Shan space now and forever in one capacity or another, so he had to be careful what he revealed. Burgton didn’t think, for example, that revealing the extent of his little navy would be a good idea. He had, technically at least, stolen all those ships. Even though they were headed for the breakers at the time, and he had rescued them, he doubted the Council would see them as legitimate salvage the way he did.


  Two high velocity targets blinked into existence on his display appended with their designations. They were Grafton’s dropships. Both ships hammered into the upper atmosphere in formation. They performed the evolution as if this were just another combat drop. The fiery entry into the atmosphere was a thrilling sight on the big screen set up for the civs to watch.


  The dropships came in hot, but aborted the usual finale—the high speed landing—by roaring over the base, the sonic booms of their passage a salute to the audience. They separated and circled back, slowing to a gentle landing ready to offload their precious cargo.


  Ramps came down and a few moments later the cryo units appeared in column floating on their grav cradles. Two columns, one from each dropship, proceeded toward the tech centre escorted and controlled by a score of medical personnel walking in step beside them. Almost four hundred cryo units entered the building, while the regiment watched holding their salutes to the wounded and the fallen.


  Burgton’s thoughts were far away, seeing all the other times this scene had played out for him. He had seen the like so many times. Faces and numbers changed, but the situation never did. Of these four hundred, less than hundred units would return to duty. It might take weeks or months, but they would rejoin 1st Bat. The others were true dead. Their databases, their logs, and everything they were would be uploaded to the archives kept safe under the mountain. Their memories and experiences would never truly be lost, but still he mourned them. How many more names would he add to the thousands already inscribed on the regiment’s memorials before his own name joined them?


  The civilian audience stood in silent respect as the cryo units entered the tech centre. The regiment ended their salute when the last unit was swallowed up and the dropships launched to go back to Grafton. Burgton dropped his hand and turned to dismiss his men. He nodded to his exec.


  Colonel Flowers saluted and in his best parade ground voice roared. “Regiment! Disssss-miss!” His order was taken up and repeated by his subordinates.


  “Battalion...”


  “Company...”


  “...Disssss-miss!” the orders echoed into silence.


  Burgton watched his men pivot right face, stamping the ground in unison, and the sound hammered the air. With that last manoeuvre accomplished, the ceremony was over. Formations broke apart and murmured conversations filled the previous silence. Burgton moved toward Gina who had stuck with her charges. The Shan were watching everything with interest and she was chattering away with them in their own tongue. Burgton caught a few things. She was telling them about the base, where things were and what each of the buildings were used for.


  “Welcome to Petruso Base and Snakeholme,” Burgton said to the group as he approached. “I’m sure you’ve noticed the gravity here is greater than you’re used to. It will take a few days... cycles for you to become accustomed. Please be careful and take that time to learn your way about the base. I’m going to ask Gina here to show you around and look after you.”


  “Just standing here is tiring,” Shima agreed. “I feel very heavy.”


  Chailen and Sharn murmured similar things. Varya was watching the vipers milling around and didn’t comment. Kazim filmed everything, but he was listening. His ears were canted toward them.


  “Gravity is 1.29g Earth normal,” Gina explained. “That’s roughly 1.35 times Harmony’s gravity. You’re a third heavier here, Shima. You’ll get used to it, but until you do, I want you to be careful. Especially on stairs. We have no spiral ways as you’re used to.”


  Shan used ramps instead of stairs, it was something to do with their physiology, but they could climb. Stairs would not be impossible for them, just uncomfortable. Maybe they would just go to all fours. Burgton wondered in the decades ahead whether Human architecture would take Shan comfort into account. Would new buildings have elevators, stairs, and spiral ways incorporated into them? Stairs might become extinct in favour of spiral ways. They worked for both species equally well after all. Snakeholme would be the first Alliance planet to need them, he realised, and other things too. He needed to discuss that with his department heads. Even things like signs would need to be dual language... or would they? Would it be better to encourage the Shan to learn English? He frowned uncertainly. He shook his head, time for that later.


  “Gina, I’m allocating some of our spare officer housing to our guests. I believe the services are all in good order, but you’ll need to draw on stores for furnishings.”


  “With your permission, sir, I’ll have a couple of my men start on that now.”


  Burgton nodded, and Gina took a moment to contact her people via viper comm. While she did that, Burgton was thinking ahead to the work that had no doubt piled up on his desk while he was away. There were some projects running that he was very interested in, and one in particular was on his mind. He needed to talk with Liz, soonest. Liz Brenchley was head of industry, an extremely important position. Her department controlled Snakeholme’s industrial complex including its single weapon’s factory and the necessary smelters in orbit. Unlike some of his department heads, she was more than an able administrator. Liz was a very capable engineer and design theorist in her own right. He relied upon her expertise, especially for that certain project. He was eager to learn how far along with it she was.


  Yes indeed, he needed to catch up on things here on Snakeholme, but 1st Battalion needed urgent attention also. He was reluctant to undo the splendid work Colonel Stanbridge had done building 2nd Battalion. He didn’t want to rebuild 1st Bat by taking units from 2nd. Those vipers were a cohesive unit now, and they valued their identity. That meant he needed to send Stanbridge on another recruitment drive, and soon. He could foresee meetings, meetings, and more meetings over the coming days.


  “I have a squad heading over there now,” Gina was saying in Shan, and Burgton brought his attention back to her. “If you’re ready, I’ll show you where you’ll be staying, and then we can get something to eat. After that, I’ll arrange a tour.”


  Burgton nodded his approval and made another decision. Gina would oversee Shima’s welfare before, during, and after her treatment. In fact, he would make the entire Shan operation hers for now. She would need to help Kazim and Varya explore Snakeholme and pick a likely spot for a colony. That would require her to ferry them around by shuttle and protect them in the wilds. The Ranger and Forestry Commission had enough to do keeping the wildlife under control near the cities. Gina and one or two of her friends could handle protection of the Shan while they explored.


  “Well then,” Burgton said. “Take the next few days to settle in. Gina will look after your needs and then we’ll get to the real work of fixing your eyes, Shima.


  “Varya, I’m sure you and Kazim are eager to explore, but please don’t go off alone. I know you’re both capable hunters,” he said. All Shan were, even Kazim was, though his peers would laugh to hear that. “But the wildlife is different to what you’re used to. If you give us a little time to get settled back in, I promise to send you with Gina and some of her people to explore as much as you want. Understood?”


  Varya flicked his ears in assent. “More than fair, General. Kazim and I will spend the time in study. If we might be given access to maps and information on this planet’s ecosystem?”


  “See to that would you?” Burgton said and Gina nodded. “Anything else?”


  Sharn stepped forward. “Chailen and I would very much like to be involved with Shima’s treatment. Anything we can learn about the process would be a great benefit to my people.”


  Burgton nodded. “I’ll make certain medical allows you access. I believe a lot of our medical knowledge would belong to your caste of scientists and engineers rather than your healer caste, Sharn. The Alliance uses nanotech a great deal, and my vipers were created using it. I’m not sure how much will make sense to you.”


  Sharn flicked his ears in agreement. “Nanotech has been discussed within the castes since knowledge of it became known. I believe its manufacture and many of its uses will be in the province of science and engineering, but medical applications and the programming required for that will be healer caste.”


  That made perfect sense to him. Burgton nodded and said, “A lot of data on nanotech is openly available in the Alliance. Gina will get you set up on our Infonet so you can access it. You’ll understand that certain military uses are restricted. You won’t have the access required for those.”


  Sharn flicked his ears. “There are plenty of things at home restricted to caste and rank. No need to explain.”


  “Good. I’ll leave you in Gina’s capable hands then,” Burgton said and headed for his office. He really needed to get started on his backlog of work.


  General Burgton’s office, Petruso Base


  It took a week of meetings for Burgton to feel on top of things within the regiment, and able to turn his attention outward to Snakeholme and future projects. Rather than send Colonel Stanbridge to Alliance HQ and another round of recruit testing, he finally decided to send his exec, Colonel Flowers. Dan Flowers had done a fine job when he recruited the men and women who later became 1st Battalion. He was the perfect choice to recruit more people to repair his creation.


  As before, Lieutenant Hymas and Sergeant Rutledge joined Flowers’ team, but Stone stayed behind this time. Stone was the closest thing the regiment had to an Intel officer despite his rank of Master Sergeant and they had been away a long time. He needed Stone to tap his contacts and get up to date intelligence on what was happening within the Alliance. Flowers took a solid team with him; he wouldn’t miss Stone too much.


  His plan to reconstruct the regiment was progressing and the President was still solidly behind him on that. The Shan were safe for now, and the Alliance was on a war footing at last. The only thing better would be news that the Merkiaari had all surrendered in a fit of madness. The Council might even be scared enough to contemplate offensive ops, a recon in force to evaluate the Merki. Might. It would be a ballsy but sensible move, not something the Council was renowned for. Frankly, he doubted they would authorise it, but he’d been wrong before. Whatever the future might bring, his own world was improving. The regiment would be strong again. That was all that mattered at this moment in time. All his other plans relied upon that.


  A knock sounded upon his door.


  “Come!” Burgton said looking up from the latest report he had been reading.


  His new adjutant, PFC Raphael Robshaw, stepped inside and closed the door behind him.


  With more units now online, Burgton had decided it was permissible for him to tap one of them to help him in the office here. Normally Dan Flowers, his exec, would be here and performing that task, but with him on the way to Alliance HQ, Burgton had decided to start rotating units through various admin positions to help take the load off his officer’s shoulders. It would also give the new units experience in something other than combat. That was how the regiment should be run and how it had been run before the Council betrayed him and prevented him recruiting back to full strength. Hopefully, the new people would learn something, and give him a bigger pool of competent people to draw upon at need. Stone’s idea of a proper Intel Section was much on his mind. They had never had intel weenies of their own, but they needed something like them among other things. It was probably time to reorganise and promote his oldest veterans into full time staff positions rather than using his current ad-hoc method of using whomever was handy at the time. He didn’t think Stone would like it much, but they all had to make sacrifices. He had been a master sergeant for most of his career and preferred it, but it was time he moved up.


  “Sir?” PFC Robshaw said.


  Burgton shook off his preoccupation. “Sorry, Raph, I was day dreaming. You need something?”


  “Mrs Brenchley is here to see you. She doesn’t have an appointment.”


  Burgton waved that off. “For future reference, she has an open invitation. Make a note, Raph, that all my department heads have access to me at any hour, but Liz has priority. She is working on a few special projects.”


  “Understood, sir,” Robshaw said and left the room to invite her in.


  Liz Brenchley, Snakeholme’s head of industry, stepped inside a moment later and closed the door.


  Burgton rounded his desk to greet her. “Liz, this is a surprise.”


  Liz nodded and shook his hand before taking a seat. Burgton sat behind his desk and clasped his hands upon it. She was looking well, he thought, especially as she had been in her current position for over sixty years. It was a stressful job he’d given her, but she had taken over from her predecessor without complaint and he had never regretted that. Tasked with building a self-sufficient and robust industrial infrastructure for an entire planet, she had come through despite the handicap of having to use only local resources to maintain security.


  Liz was as much responsible for Snakeholme’s success as the regiment was. She was over a hundred now, well into her middle years, but she still looked good. No sign she planned to quit any time soon, and he was glad. He didn’t know who would or could replace her. Her deputy could handle the day to day, but no one else had her vision.


  Liz sat quietly before him, her brown eyes hard and locked upon his. She wore a light grey business suit, her jacket unbuttoned to reveal a white shirt open at the neck revealing a man’s gold wedding band strung on a thin gold chain. Her husband had died in a shuttle accident more than twenty years ago, and she had carried that ring with her ever since. She had never remarried.


  “To what do I owe this pleasure,” Burgton said, starting to feel just a touch uneasy. Liz was unusually quiet. “You didn’t call ahead.”


  “I had to do this in person, George. I wouldn’t feel right otherwise.”


  “Ah?”


  She nodded and took a breath, her eyes looking bleak. “I’ve failed,” she said bitterly and Burgton stiffened. “I promised you I could do it, I really believed I could, but... I can’t. It didn’t bloody work!”


  Burgton winced at the volume as well as the bitterness. “Oracle?”


  “It’s dead. Project Oracle is a failure, complete and utter.”


  “Surely not complete. The facility—”


  Liz chopped the air with a hand to silence him, and Burgton felt the first flickers of anger at her attitude. He wasn’t one of her subordinates! He held his temper, reasoning that she wasn’t used to setbacks like this.


  “... amounts to just another hole under the mountain. You don’t need me to build yet another empty bunker! You gave me a task to perform, and I’ve failed you damn it!”


  “That’s enough,” he said keeping his voice calm and cold. “You haven’t failed until I say you have.”


  “But!”


  “Quiet,” he said softly.


  Liz closed her mouth and swallowed whatever she was about to say.


  “Projects like this are a gamble; we both knew the odds when we started. The facility is complete?”


  “Yes, but it doesn’t work!”


  “So you said. Explain to me what the problem is, and we’ll decide what to do about it.”


  Liz clenched a fist. “There’s nothing to decide. I’ve hit the wall, the same wall the original researchers failed to breach.”


  The wall she was referring to was metaphorical, but a severe impediment to their success. Liz had told him that centuries of advancement in computer technology coupled with nanotechnology and twenty-twenty hindsight, would allow her to succeed in something that had ended in failure almost five centuries ago. Back then, the creation of the first true A.I had been a goal of scientists who spent entire lifetimes trying to realise it. Failure upon failure had led them to believe the task impossible, and they called that point of failure, the wall. It was the point where the hardware of the time reached its limits; theories remained unproven not because they were wrong, but because the technology was lacking. Then, out of the blue came success. The breakthrough that remained unexplained to this day.


  Liz had researched and studied everything she could get her hands on regarding the A.Is and their destruction during the Hacker Rebellion. She was the only expert Burgton had. She knew everything there was to know about the subject, from the first tentative experiments on Earth, to the breakthrough that saw the very first A.I created. The problem was that every attempt to duplicate the breakthrough had failed. It was known as the greatest anomaly in the history of science—an experiment that succeeded but could not be reproduced in the laboratory.


  Project Oracle was Liz’s effort to reproduce the anomaly here on Snakeholme using cutting edge tech and centuries of learned discussion and theorising to bolster her own theories.


  Looked at from Burgton’s layman’s standpoint, it should have been easy to create his very own A.I. After all, what had been built once could be built again right?


  Wrong.


  A.I hardware could be built and had been many times over the centuries. Liz had succeeded in that despite the ban. It was the mind that should inhabit the hardware that failed. The software simply failed to wake into full cognitive awareness.


  “Have you any other ideas?” Burgton said. “The software was exact?”


  Liz sighed and nodded. “Down to the very last byte of data, I swear it’s identical to the historical record. It should have worked as it did back then.”


  Burgton smiled. “You realise that you’re parroting the thousands of scientists through history who studied the breakthrough?”


  “Of course I do, George. It doesn’t make it easier.”


  “No, I suppose not. Shame we can’t ask the A.Is themselves.”


  “Hmmm,” Liz frowned in thought. “I bet they know the answer. Something happened back then you know. Something unplanned, something unnoticed and random. Something undocumented. An error entered at a keyboard by a programmer maybe, or a random power surge scrambled something, queered the matrix at a key point... something!” Liz sighed. “Something so random that we can’t duplicate it.”


  “Talk to me about A.I reproduction,” Burgton said.


  Liz grimaced. “Reproduction, right.” She sighed and leaned back in her chair, interlaced her fingers over her still flat stomach, and prepared to lecture. “Artificial intelligence, according to the literature, cannot be reproduced by man... I have to say that I still believe what has been done can be done again, but every variable would have to be examined and that would take centuries even with the cooperation of multiple A.Is. So, for our purposes let’s say the literature is correct.


  “Before the Hacker Rebellion destroyed ninety-nine percent of them, A.Is had control of their own reproduction. We just facilitated it by supplying the new minds with the matrix and other things needed for them to survive. I’ve read about requests for a new A.I being denied. A planet’s government would make the request of a particular A.I and offer it certain things, but for one reason or another, the A.I refused them. It caused all sorts of controversy at the time. You know the sorts of things. Master and slave debates, with questions about which of us was the master.” Liz grimaced. “Human rights applied to artificial minds has never sat well with me, but I can see that something was needed to protect them. Whatever, A.I reproduction was entirely out of our hands. The A.I networks decided if, when, and how. Not us.”


  Burgton nodded. “Now explain the mechanics of it.”


  “But you know all this. We talked about it before starting Oracle.”


  “Refresh my memory.”


  Liz frowned. “One or more artificial minds would... donate or spawn a copy of itself to the new matrix and kick-start the new mind. At first, they were like exact copies, but separation soon caused them to diverge and develop their own personalities. Experimentation with multiple donors created some surprising results, and became the norm quickly thereafter. The A.Is preferred that method. They were uncomfortable with clones of themselves on the same net with them even when the clones slowly diverged and developed their own personalities. I guess it would be weird; like living with your brother in the same house with only one bedroom. Anyway, Humans were relegated to supplying the tech and completely shut out of the actual reproduction process.”


  Burgton nodded. “If I could get you in direct contact with an A.I—”


  “You can’t!” Liz said sounding more and more frustrated.


  “I said if I could,” Burgton said. “If I could find a way to do it, would you be able to clone it?”


  Liz shook her head. “If you could get me in with the new matrix and all its hardware, which you can’t because the core is as big as this room, and that’s only part of what’s needed, I would have to persuade the mind to transfer a copy of itself into the new matrix. If it agreed to do that, which it won’t because the ban on new A.Is can only be rescinded by the Council, then and only then would you have your cloned A.I.” She sighed glumly. “Face it George, we have no chance. The only A.Is left are in bunkers on Earth, Alizon, and Steiner. Those bunkers are so deep that not even a Merkiaari kinetic strike would harm them.”


  Burgton sat in silence for a full minute going over scenarios in his head. They were familiar and ultimately useless. The reason Oracle had been conceived at all, was the futility of trying to reach one of the old A.Is, or of trying to persuade the Council to lift the ban on new ones.


  Frustration boiled in him, but he kept it off his face and out of his voice. He stood and rounded his desk. “Well, thank you for coming to explain in person. I’ll think of something.”


  Liz gaped up at him then stood. “Think of something... right.” She headed to the door. “I’ll pull my people out and close down the site.”


  “Just seal it up. Don’t strip the equipment yet. I might have another use for it.”


  Liz just shook her head. “Why not?” she muttered. “No point wasting man hours to recover scrap anyway. What’s another three trillion credits in the grand scheme?”


  Burgton closed the door, not watching the dispirited woman leave. Three trillion didn’t mean a thing to him. He had always found ways to get what the regiment needed before now. It was what the money was for that mattered. He needed Oracle. Needed it badly.


  He went back to his desk and leaned upon it, glaring at the neatly piled compads containing 2nd battalion’s unit evaluations. He snarled and in a sudden fit of rage swept them off the desk, his arm a black blur. The office door opened at his back, and Robshaw looked in. Probably heard the crash.


  “Get out!” Burgton snarled.


  The door clicked shut.


  * * *


  


  9 ~ Centrum


  Oracle facility, The Mountain, Snakeholme


  Burgton guided the shuttle into the hangar bay in the mountain and landed. The facility had never had another name. Snakeholme had mountains aplenty, but whenever anyone spoke of The Mountain, it was the underground base built below this one that they meant. It was a vast complex riddled with defensive installations and the tunnels needed to supply so many missile silos from the magazines, but it was the facility built deep below that was the main attraction. The regiment’s archive was here, and had been the first installation built, but it had been extended and upgraded constantly since then. Burgton had come to visit the latest addition.


  He rarely came here in person. His neural interface allowed him to access the archive anywhere on the planet, and the command centre was manned by civilians these days. InSec also used it to monitor the feed from Uriel, and the system’s space traffic, but most of the facilities were on power down and would not be activated for anything short of a Merki incursion into the system. Should that unhappy occasion occur, the mountain would become a fortress, ready to perform its primary task of protecting the planet.


  The Mountain, unlike the Shan keeps, was never designed to be a shelter for the civilian population. It was large enough for that purpose with room to spare of course, and at need Petruso City’s population could evacuate to it, but that wasn’t what he had built it for. It was his fortress, his arsenal and armoury. It contained enough weapons and supplies to allow the regiment to fight for years if necessary. It even had a duplicate of the tech centre, its equipment still sealed and never used so that unit repairs and even construction of new vipers could be undertaken in extreme circumstances. Where Merki were concerned, he couldn’t be prepared or paranoid enough. Other cities on Snakeholme had bomb shelters and emergency procedures but nothing on this scale.


  Having seen what the Shan had achieved by evacuating their population to the keeps in the face of a massive Merki incursion, Burgton had come away with plans to build keeps for his own people. Snakeholme’s population was much smaller than even that of Child of Harmony, and smaller installations would work very well, but his cities were far flung. He would have to construct his version of Shan keeps in strategic locations to service multiple cities.


  He frowned as he taxied the shuttle to the parking area, and started powering down its engines. It made sense to build his keeps that way, but it meant evacuation times would be extended. He shook his head. The keeps were a future project. He had far too much on his plate already. He couldn’t allow himself to be distracted by projects that would take years in the planning.


  The hangar was empty of life. He had chosen this one over the main bay because it was directly above Oracle, and he didn’t want to deal with people. Liz’s engineers had been using it to come and go, and the evidence of unfinished work was piled here and there. No vehicles though. Liz had indeed shut the site down and pulled her people out. The materials left behind couldn’t be important or useful enough to warrant the time needed to ship them back to stores.


  Burgton exited the shuttle but didn’t button it up. There was no one here to bother it, and he was in a hurry. He wanted to see Oracle himself in person. It didn’t make a lot of sense really. He had detailed schematics of Oracle—hell, of the entire Mountain—in his database, but he wanted to stand in Oracle’s centrum and try to think of a solution. Nothing else had worked and the weeks were going by incredibly fast.


  He crossed the bay moving through one pool of light to another. Only about ten percent of the lights were on; standard for a powered down facility. He could send a command using his neural interface to switch everything on, but there was no need. He could have used light amplification and found the elevators with much less light than he had here. There was a host of them not far ahead. Two were operational. He chose the one on the right.


  Oracle was 3km below the surface. The mountain itself wasn’t a particularly high example at 3.86km above sea level, but the combination of the two should be more than adequate to defend Oracle. It was the deepest installation so far built, and was located not far from the archive for convenience. Oracle was a huge facility not because it had redundancies and triple backups, though that made a difference of course, but because it had its very own geothermal power plant separated from everything else under the mountain. Geothermal power was as close to infallible as it was possible to be. An A.I needed infallible, its mind literally depended upon it.


  Burgton rode the elevator down to the centrum. The only levels below it were the power and cryo plants. He had no interest in those; they were no different to others on Snakeholme. He watched the lights flash by on the sides of the car. They were there to give the unenhanced a sense of movement. The elevators were very smooth and took a long time to reach their destinations. He didn’t need the lights; his altimeter was spiralling down, the figures in red indicating a negative number. He felt the elevator slowing as he approached 3km below sea level, and then halt. The doors slid aside and he stepped into Oracle’s centrum.


  At its most basic, the centrum of an A.I was a spherical room on a grand scale with a metal column dead centre and full height. The column contained the matrix that the mind was supposed to inhabit, but without the power plant, cryo plant, and a million and one other things, the matrix was just so much dead weight. The centrum reminded him of being inside a huge hollow ball bearing with a transparent floor bisecting it. Every surface, including the matrix housing, gleamed like liquid metal reflecting the dimmed lights and him. That was caused by the nanites that colonised every micron of the surface. In essence, the centrum of an A.I was a huge imaging chamber, and was where one would meet the avatar of the mind housed here if one wanted to do that.


  Face to face interaction between Humans and A.Is seemed an archaic method of communication, and it was, but every A.I ever spawned had insisted upon having the ability. They would also communicate via the net, and did so among themselves all the time at computer speeds, but a centrum was a necessity not a luxury if he wanted an A.I’s cooperation. It could be very easy to forget that the mind had free will, and an unhappy A.I would make for a very unhappy General.


  The centrum was analogous to a house, an office, and pretty much an entire world to the mind living within it, and Liz hadn’t stinted on the construction. Her jibe comparing Oracle to trillions of credits worth of scrap was well aimed. All this was literally so much scrap without a mind to inhabit and use it.


  Burgton walked across the immaculate floor toward the matrix column, his steps echoing in the vast chamber. If he remembered the specs correctly, the centrum Liz had designed and built was the biggest constructed to date. There was no theoretical limit to such things, but in real terms what possible need could there be for anything bigger than this one? It was the size of a stadium.


  Burgton stopped before the matrix housing and laid a hand upon its mirror bright surface. The 50m in diameter column reached through the floor vertically connecting the interior walls of the centrum like some great axle. It was cold to the touch, surprising considering the thickness of its walls and the layers of insulation built into it. It was essential to the matrix that the column’s interior be kept at absolute zero. That was the cryo plant’s job, and its environmental controls had triple redundancies. Its backups had backups.


  Burgton frowned as a thought flickered on the edge of his awareness. He stilled, letting it come to him. Something... about the centrum? No, not that. The matrix then? No... It was still there but was frustratingly vague. He dropped his hand, and slowly circled the column.


  His Alliance simulations were running in the archive’s computers not far from here. He had no urge to visit. The situation had not improved there. At the rate his simulations were degrading, it wouldn’t be long before he was reduced to informed guesses to base his plans upon. The solution had been Oracle, but now? He just didn’t know. He could perhaps improve the situation by running multiple simulations that were less complex in scope, with the results used as data to feed the next simulation and so on. Accuracy should increase, probably not approaching his best but better than now. The problem with that approach was efficiency. It would take much longer. The Alliance was forever expanding and had over two hundred member worlds important enough for him to watch. There were many others of lesser concern, but even they would come under his scrutiny in time. It meant more and more variables entering equations he relied upon to keep the Alliance safe. Slow, inefficient, and inaccurate guesses just would not cut it. He had to find a solution. Had to!


  With the Shan soon to be fully recognised by the Council, not just as an allied power but also as a full Alliance member, he didn’t have unlimited time to get his house in order. That was part of his reasoning for inviting the Shan to Snakeholme. He needed closer ties to them. He did, not the Alliance, him personally as representative of the regiment. He had plans for the Shan to help him make the Alliance stronger and less risk averse.


  Backups!


  He paused and closed his eyes to shut out distractions, but of course it didn’t work. New and different data added itself to his display detailing internal business, efficiency ratings and diagnostic data mostly. He opened his eyes and stared at his reflection on the column instead, and the data changed to detailing his external surroundings again. He sighed in annoyance, but he was used to such things. It didn’t distract him too much anymore.


  Yes, backups. That was what had nagged him on the edge of awareness. Oracle had backups for everything, and backups for the backups. The mind to be housed here was too precious to risk any failures. It couldn’t be Liz’s design alone. Surely all the A.Is had insisted upon fail-safe architecture. That meant there were copies of their minds somewhere didn’t it? Where would they be?


  He needed Liz.


  As quick as thought, literally, he contacted her office hoping she was at her desk. Liz was very hands on and often visited sites on Snakeholme where she had projects running. His luck was in though, and her assistant put him straight through to her.


  “Morning, George. You have something for me?” Liz said.


  “Oracle,” Burgton replied. “I’m at the site. Where are the backups located?”


  “Which ones? The ancillary and support systems all have backups on site. We basically built three of everything side by side right beneath the centrum. Easier to maintain, and let’s face it, George, 3km down is overkill. Nothing is ever penetrating that far down, especially with a mountain on top.”


  “True, but I was thinking about the matrix itself. A failure within the column would be fatal to the mind.”


  “Not necessarily. Actually there has never been a matrix failure.”


  Burgton cursed under his breath. Did that mean there were no copies? “Never?”


  “Not a one,” Liz said cheerfully. “There’s always a first time of course, but a single matrix backup would have increased our overall cost by twenty six percent. I couldn’t justify it for something that has never failed in all of history. What we did do, was provide a place for the A.I to store a snapshot of its mind. Just an addition we made to the archive. Easy.”


  “Listen Liz; is the matrix backup something you introduced? What I mean is, do all of the A.Is have copies of themselves squirrelled away somewhere?”


  Liz was quiet for a moment in thought. “They don’t have copies of their minds; get that idea out of your head. What they do have is a place to store an image taken of the matrix at a certain time. The matrix is too complicated and too large to run conventional backup procedures.”


  “So not a true copy, but as good as?”


  “Let me put it this way. An image used for a backup is a moment in time. The A.I would record that moment, and later if necessary, it could overwrite itself with that image. It would lose everything that had happened after the image had been recorded. For the A.I, it would be like going to sleep and waking back in time not even knowing anything had happened.”


  So, so, so... Was he clutching at straws? He snorted, of course he was. “Do we know where the images are stored?”


  “For existing A.Is you mean?”


  “Yes.”


  “No.”


  Burgton sighed. “Just no?”


  “That’s about the size of it, but I can give you a good guess.”


  “Go ahead.”


  “Somewhere very secure, somewhere that lag will not be an issue. In other words, it would be stored somewhere as safe as the A.I itself or safer, and close to it. There are good reasons we built Oracle where we did, George. The archive is there.”


  Burgton nodded to himself. The archive was used for more than the regiment’s memory storage these days. It had been upgraded and augmented over the years and was Snakeholme’s central depository of information. The Alliance database was stored there and updated every time a ship returned or a drone came in. It had a role as Snakeholme’s main Infonet server, and had a million and one other uses requiring data storage. Every planet needed at least one—the core worlds had dozens—and they always would. Faster than light communications had never become a reality. Burgton wasn’t one to discount Human ingenuity, but he strongly doubted the problem would ever be solved. Until it was, local archives had to be updated periodically by drone for all kinds of reasons, especially trade. Without FTL communications, governments and investors used archaic means—gilts and bearer bonds—to move currency from system to system.


  He frowned as something else occurred to him. What had happened to all the backups for the A.Is that had died during the Hacker Rebellion? They couldn’t all have been infected and destroyed, surely? They must have been he realised. If not, they would still be operational. The only A.I to die since then hadn’t been infected with a virus; it had been destroyed on Kushiel by enemy action when the Merkiaari resorted to an orbital bombardment. The Merki used both kinetic and nuclear weapons on the planet in reprisal after the defenders began nuking their own cities to deny them to the aliens.


  “George, you still there?” Liz said.


  “I’m here. What would you say if I told you I know of one planet that had an A.I, but no longer has any security?”


  “I would say you’re dreaming.”


  “No really, what would you say?”


  “I would say get me on a ship and get me to that mythical planet, but I’m not aware of any A.I not under the council’s thumb, George. I consider myself an expert in this area. I would know if there was one.”


  “I’m not saying there’s an operational A.I out there, but there might be a dead one for you to study. Would that help us?”


  Liz was silent for a long time. Burgton was going to ask again but she responded. “You’re serious?” she whispered reverently. “Where is it?”


  “Kushiel,” Burgton said. “The planet was bombarded for weeks, nuclear and kinetic. According to reports from that time, there were no survivors and the planet remains uninhabitable. It’s a war memorial and grave that no one visits.”


  “Kushiel... Kushiel...” Liz murmured. “The A.I was a male personality I seem to recall, named... let me check.”


  Burgton waited, he didn’t have anything else to do. He finished his orbit of the matrix housing and crouched to stare through the floor at the workings hidden underneath. Most of it was unknown to him, but he could pick out the light emitters and other things that made the centrum operate as an imaging chamber.


  “George?”


  “Still here, Liz.”


  “Okay, there isn’t much about him. He was the colony administrator, which is a fancy term for someone who controlled everything. He ran the power plants, air and space traffic, water pumping stations... he oversaw pretty much anything that could be automated.”


  “Name?”


  “Bastian,” Liz said and before Burgton asked she continued. “He didn’t like people calling him Sebastian and often ignored anyone who did.” She chuckled. “Sounds like a fun guy or A.I. Shame what happened to him.”


  “Millions of people and an entire ecology died with him, Liz.”


  “I didn’t mean—”


  “Save it, I didn’t mean anything either. You think you could learn something there?”


  “We don’t know if anything survived, but can we ignore the possibility?”


  “No,” Burgton said firmly. He was desperate. “No. You can’t delegate the mission to someone else?”


  “I would rather not. We don’t know what there is to find if anything, so we can’t brief a team properly. I might need to make decisions on site. I assume my orders are to do anything necessary?”


  “Anything necessary to make Project Oracle a success,” Burgton qualified. “But I don’t want you taking risks with your life. Kushiel’s atmosphere and soil is poisonous. You’ll need to wear an environment suit at all times, or oversee the operation from orbit.”


  “Fat chance of that. If I’m going, I’m going down suit and all. I’ll get my team and our equipment together. The ship?”


  “I’ll let you know.”


  “Okay, bye for now,” Liz said and disconnected.


  Burgton headed for the elevator feeling a little better than he had. He tried to curb his hope with a little reality, but in the end, he let himself feel hopeful. There was no guarantee that this would come to anything, but at least he was doing something to find an answer. Certainly better than giving up.


  He took one last look around, and entered the elevator. The doors slid closed and the car accelerated upward.


  * * *


  


  



  10 ~ Possibilities


  Possible colony site 5, Snakeholme


  Gina crouched by the campfire and warmed her hands. Not that she was cold, but it’s what you did in these situations. She grinned. She was still Human enough to have pointless mannerisms. She lifted her coffee cup and took a gulp.


  “You want company?” Cragg said ducking out of his tent.


  “Sure. Coffee?”


  He nodded. “Please.”


  Gina poured him a cup. He liked it black the same as her. “Weather is holding.”


  “Hmmm,” he said taking a sip. “Varya and Kazim don’t seem to mind the differences. Then again, Kazim’s family come from the desert originally, and Varya’s people are forest dwellers like around here. They’re a pretty diverse people, the Shan.”


  Gina knew that. She nodded regardless. “I prefer this over that damned jungle.”


  Cragg snorted.


  The first colony site the Shan had chosen to explore was on the equator and was mostly jungle. It was full of nasty critters and reminded Gina of Thurston, except the critters of Snakeholme were nothing like Thurston’s dinosaurs. The wildlife around here tended toward large carnivorous mammals. They had fur not scales, but did have claws and teeth enough to shame a croc. Varya was delighted by them. His people were natural hunters and would enjoy it here, or so he said. Temperatures were lower than Harmony though, and although furred themselves, Shan didn’t enjoy the cold.


  Gina had a feeling that all five colony sites would work out fine. It was just a matter of personal choice. That decision wasn’t Varya’s to make. He and Kazim would document all five sites and simply make their observations and recommendations to Kajetan and the elders. Gina liked this one. The valley was wide and forest filled. The river was pretty, and the distant mountains were snow capped. Yes, she liked this one.


  Cragg gulped a mouthful of coffee. “I never thanked you.”


  “Eh?”


  Cragg grinned. “You know what I’m talking about. You saved my life.”


  Gina shrugged. “My job.”


  “Bull. Your job was to report back, not risk yourself for me. You should have left me, but I’m glad you didn’t.”


  Gina grinned. “You probably wouldn’t be so thankful if you’d been awake to see how I did it.”


  “Okay, give.”


  “I threw you off a three story roof. You bounce real good.”


  Cragg growled. “Maybe I should check out your log in the archive if you had that much fun.”


  Gina’s laugh was short and she turned serious. “Have you tried that yet?”


  “The archive?” he said and Gina nodded. “Yeah I did.”


  “Who?”


  “Chris,” he said sombrely.


  Chrissie Roberts had been their first casualty when they landed on Child of Harmony. She had died in her first battle against Merkiaari, and for nothing. She didn’t get a chance to make even one Merki kill.


  “Was it... was it awful?”


  “No,” Cragg said sounding thoughtful. “Sad, but not awful. She doesn’t... I mean the simulation of her doesn’t...” he sighed. “It was like the sims, you know? Connecting with the archive is like that. Chris was chatty and very realistic. She moved and acted exactly right, and she asked about our friends, but I knew it wasn’t really her. The computers are damned good, but they were using her memories to make it seem realistic. When I asked about her death, she just looked away and said she didn’t want to talk about it.”


  Gina shook her head thinking about Grace, her best friend in the Marines, who had died. Stone had made a sim for her recruit testing that used her memories of Grace. That simulation had been so real, she could easily imagine what Cragg had seen and felt.


  “Would you go again? I’ve not tried it.”


  Cragg shrugged. “Sure, why not? It’s no different to any other sim, except you just plug in. No simulator needed for a simple visit.”


  Without the simulator, it wouldn’t be very interactive. Just sight and sound, but maybe that would be for the best when visiting dead friends.


  She poured another cup of coffee and freshened Cragg’s cup. “I might try it then. To say goodbye.”


  “Don’t think of it that way,” Cragg warned. “They’re not alive in there. It’s all old data, just memories, Gina. The computers are good, but they’re not that good.”


  Gina grunted and looked away into the trees. The sun would be up soon, and then they would break camp. Varya was their leader and would decide where they went next. She and Cragg were just along for protection—though Varya was more than capable—the General wanted no trouble with the Shan. Letting them get dead could be called trouble, she supposed. Kazim was along for the ride and to film everything they saw.


  Gina had taken second watch, but the fire had been enough to keep the curious beasties away. So far, the Shan hadn’t needed protection, they were good fighters, but she didn’t regret the mission. It was restful. She had never been one to take camping trips on leave—she had spent too much time slogging through the mud and swamps of alien worlds to have romantic notions of living in a tent, but this was different. Snakeholme had come to feel like home. She’d never really had one before. She didn’t consider Faragut home, though she was born there. It sometimes felt as if she’d spent the first eighteen years of her life trying to get off that damned planet. She didn’t know who her parents were, and didn’t much care. As soon as she was old enough, she’d joined the Marines and called the Corps her home for fifteen years, but Snakeholme was home forever now and the other vipers were her family.


  “I wonder what Kate’s doing,” Cragg murmured. “She would have come out with us, busted as she is, but they wanted her close to medical.”


  Gina grunted. “Kate’s crazy enough to come out here with nothing but a toothpick, and she’d still have brought back a grizzly for a trophy.”


  Cragg laughed.


  It was true about Kate. She could probably kill anything bare handed even with her enhancements offline. Gina wouldn’t give a Merki even odds against Kate, even busted as she was. Her friend had been badly damaged, almost killed, on Child of Harmony. Stone had saved her when the General wrote Kate off and raised Gina to take command. Gina had followed orders and retreated, leaving her friend to die. She still felt wrong about it.


  “I don’t think we have grizzlies on Snakeholme, Gina.”


  “I doubt anyone knows for sure what we do have.”


  Cragg shrugged. “True. Those things the other day would do for grizzlies. Maybe we should name them. I checked the archive and no one has yet.”


  “Go for it, but I wouldn’t call them grizzlies. Too confusing. They don’t even look like bears to me.”


  “They do in the dark if you squint.”


  She snorted.


  “Seriously. How about cave bears, or ridge bears? They liked it up there in among the rocks I think. They probably live in caves. Cragg bears?”


  Gina smiled at the last one. “I don’t like it, they’re not enough like bears. How about Cragglings?”


  Cragg’s eyebrows went up. “Cragglings. I like that. I’ll register them as Cragglings then.”


  She nodded, remembering Varya’s fight with them. They had climbed a short way into the mountains following the river. They had wanted to find its source. Varya had pointed out the outcrop of rock and headed that way on all fours, nimble as only his people and maybe mountain lions could be. She had called out, asking him to wait for her, but then the scream of rage had almost stopped her heart. She had never heard a Shan voicing a challenge, but that’s what it had been.


  Nothing on sensors! She remembered thinking that, and it wasn’t until later she realised why. The rock had a high concentration of quartz and other stuff. Enough to futz her sensors, bouncing her emissions all over the place. Varya was just gone.


  Her rifle had come up and she was seeking targets even as Varya reappeared on the back of the craggling, biting and clawing the huge beast. She could have fired, she should have, but she froze in astonishment when Kazim hurried up and stopped her. He started filming the fight, muttering in excitement about how they would love this back home. Cragg had been protecting Kazim—the Shan male was oblivious to danger when his mind was on work—and joined them a moment later.


  Cragglings didn’t look like bears except in a general way. They had the right kind of fur and colouring, but the shape was all wrong. More like a twisted combination of a mountain lion crossed with a pissed off badger... a mutant giant badger. It was huge! Much more heavily muscled than Varya certainly, but the Shan hunter was winning. Then the craggling went nuts! The fight turned into a snarling, clawing, blur with the craggling bucking and whirling like a dervish to fling its attacker off. It managed that finally, but Varya quickly recovered to dart in and out to claw at its flanks. Strike, strike, leap away and back in.


  Gina had been ready to wade in unarmed, she couldn’t fire without hitting Varya, but the craggling went down finally and Varya screamed his victory over the corpse. He was a very happy and excited male, full of himself over the victory. That was when the second craggling attacked.


  That had been some fight, and Varya had been babbling with his excitement afterwards. Kazim and Varya had been laughing and exclaiming over the dead beasts, checking the length of the claws and estimating the strength of their bite, but Gina hadn’t seen the funny side. She could have lost Varya; she could have failed her mission.


  “When you register the name, upload a vid file of the fight would you?”


  Cragg shrugged. “Sure, but why?”


  “As a warning. They’re dangerous.”


  Cragg nodded. “Okay, I’ll do that.”


  Gina threw some more wood on the fire and watched the flames devour it. Sparks rose into the air, but there was no danger. The woods and ground were wet. She poked a stick into the fire, and considered what to cook for breakfast.


  “You mind if I ask you something?” Cragg said.


  “Shoot,” she said and left her poker in the fire to burn.


  “I know when they demoted Kate that she was happy about it. She didn’t want promotion to begin with, so when Captain Hames died and the General raised her to command...” he shrugged. “Well, pissed off doesn’t do it justice. She did her job, but she didn’t like it.”


  “Where are you going with this?”


  Cragg shrugged. “I wondered how you felt about it. You’ve been demoted too.”


  Gina frowned remembering the meeting with the General...


  >_ opening memory file #0000065003456


  Gina entered the General’s outer office and reported to his aide. She didn’t know Robshaw well; he was one of the new intake and part of 2nd Battalion. He smiled at her, and stood to salute.


  Gina returned his salute. “I had a message to report to the General.”


  Robshaw nodded. “Right you are, Captain. There’s a lot of that going around today. He has someone in with him at the moment, but it shouldn’t be long. Please take a seat.”


  She turned and located a seat. “Any ideas what it’s all about?”


  “You’ve heard the rumours I guess, so it won’t be a surprise to hear they’re right for a change. He’s reorganising, shuffling people into knew slots, creating new positions... that sort of thing. Nothing secret or I wouldn’t say even that much.”


  She pursed her lips and nodded. It had been too good to last. She knew, or thought she did, what this had to do with her. When Kate had been wounded in battle, the General had raised Gina to temporary command of Alpha Company. Temporary command. She had been performing that role for well over a year now, and had begun to believe that the position would be a permanent one. Her command though was all but destroyed in the fighting. It made perfect sense to her that she would be demoted and then reassigned to bring another formation up to strength.


  The thought didn’t dismay her, but she would be lying to herself if she didn’t admit to a little disappointment. She had grown into the role. Getting used to being an LT again would take some time. She would deal.


  The door to the General’s office opened and Kate Richmond stepped out. She was a tall Anglo woman with dark hair shaved short at the sides per regulations, but gelled to spikes on top. Her right eye was covered with a black patch embroidered with the regiment’s viper emblem in silver. The paralysed muscles on that side of her face combined with the heavy scarring turned her smile into a sneer, but the attempt had been there and Gina returned it. She stood and they bumped fists. She would have taken the time to catch up, but she couldn’t keep the General waiting.


  “Later,” she said.


  Kate nodded and strode out.


  She glanced at Robshaw, received a nod of permission, and knocked once upon the office door before opening it and entering. The General wasn’t alone, but she knew the faces turned toward her. Eric Penleigh was the first viper she had ever met. It was on Thurston and in the middle of combat. The others were familiar to her as well, all officers she had fought beside on the Shan campaign. Gina closed the door behind her and stopped in the middle of the office before saluting.


  Burgton returned her salute casually, but he didn’t rise from behind his desk. He waved her into the only empty chair. “Gina, you know everyone so we’ll get straight to why you’re here.”


  “Sir,” she replied and took the seat offered. She nodded to the others. Captains Greenwood and Penleigh nodded back. She caught Eric’s eye and smiled. He returned it.


  Burgton leaned his forearms upon his desk and wove his fingers together. “First, let may say how pleased I’ve been with how you’ve performed. You fought with great distinction—I’ve already reviewed your upload in the archive.”


  Gina knew what was coming and decided to bring it up herself. “Forgive the interruption, Sir, but I know what’s coming. I understand.”


  Burgton’s eyebrows rose and Eric chuckled. “You do.”


  “Yes sir. Everyone knows you’re reorganising things, and 1st Battalion is a mess right now. We know you need to bring us back to full strength with units from 2nd.”


  “Do I now?” Burgton said sounding amused. “What else do I need to do?”


  She wasn’t immune to sarcasm, and she felt her face heat, but he had asked. “Take the existing units in 1st Bat and reshuffle them to bring Alpha and Bravo Companies to full strength. Charlie and Delta will be gutted at that point. You’ll need to take two Companies from 2nd Bat and transplant them into 1st.”


  Burgton nodded. “Will I? Is that your recommendation?”


  Gina frowned. Was it? No, she realised. She wouldn’t strip 2nd in his place, and that realisation made her flush. She was an idiot. If she wouldn’t do it that way, why did she think he would? It was the scuttlebutt. The rumours said it was going to happen, and she had listened.


  “No, Sir, but that’s the scuttlebutt. If it were me I would consolidate all units of 1st Battalion into Alpha and Bravo Companies. They will be just a little over strength, not much, but more importantly morale would benefit. We’ve fought and died together for two years. I would recommend you keep us together.”


  Burgton glanced at his captains and then smiled at Gina. “Precisely. This brings up a problem of course. Colonel Flowers is on his way to Alliance HQ to test a new batch of recruits. When he returns with them, he’ll be in charge of their training with the aim of creating new Charlie and Delta Companies for 1st Battalion, but in the mean time we have to arrange the command structure of 1st Battalion in line with 2nd, which is already completed.”


  She nodded.


  “Captain Penleigh is taking permanent command of Alpha Company.”


  The General said it quick and without softening the blow. The news hurt, but it wasn’t unexpected. She nodded to Eric. “Congratulations, Sir.”


  “Thank you,” Eric said solemnly.


  The General went on. “This means you revert to your actual rank of lieutenant, Gina.”


  “Understood.”


  “Eric wants you back in charge of his 1st platoon, but I want to give you some options. You can take 1st platoon and run it for him as you would have before the Shan campaign. That’s option one. Another option is to join your friend, Kate Richmond, in a new section we’re putting together.”


  “New section?”


  “I haven’t decided yet what to call it, but basically it regularises something we’ve been doing for a while. Black ops and intelligence gathering.”


  Gina frowned. She wasn’t a spook, but she had known from the first that she might be called upon to do that sort of thing. She had met Eric while he was undercover on Thurston. She knew some of the things he’d done in the past and might do in the future. Any of them might be ordered to do the same. The thought didn’t appeal, but she had signed up to be a viper with her eyes open.


  “It wouldn’t be a good fit for me, Sir. Kate though, hell yes. She would be perfect. I’ll do whatever you need me to do, but with respect, I wouldn’t volunteer for that sort of mission.”


  “As I thought,” Burgton said. “I can’t promise that I’ll never send you on that type of operation. The needs of the Alliance might dictate otherwise, but I’ll keep your preferences in mind.”


  “Thank you, Sir.”


  “There’s one other option. When the new recruits arrive they’ll need training and leadership. You could take a position in the training battalion.”


  That idea appealed more than the other, but she couldn’t see herself permanently relegated to the classrooms. She could teach, she’d done it before, but it had been out in the field. Teaching replacements in the real world was different to standing at the head of a classroom.


  “I’ll take 1st platoon under Captain Penleigh, Sir.”


  “Thanks, Gina, I do need you,” Eric said.


  Burgton nodded. “Effective immediately then.”


  “Yes, Sir,” Gina acknowledged. “Orders?”


  “As before, the Shan are yours, but get yourself caught up with your platoon as well. The Shan have priority. Once you know what your platoon needs, delegate the work to your sergeants and get moving on the surveys. You’ll need to coordinate that with Varya and Kazim. You can keep an eye on your platoon at long-range via the net.”


  Gina blinked in surprise. That was a lot of work to come at her all at once, but she had never been work shy. “Yes, Sir.”


  >_ close memory file #0000065003456


  She glanced at Cragg. He was waiting for an answer and she realised that only a few moments had gone by. “I’m okay with it. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little disappointed, but it was always a temporary promotion, and the General gave me choices. I chose to take 1st platoon again.”


  “Really? What were the others?”


  “Training the new recruits, or joining Kate.”


  Cragg frowned. “I would have joined Kate. She and the rest are going to be off Snakeholme and doing stuff all the time.”


  “Maybe, maybe not. I’m no spook, Martin. That sort of thing suits Kate, but not me. Besides, we’re vipers. We’re going to be around a long time. I’m sure we’ll get to do all sorts of things in the years ahead.”


  “And then there’s the Merki,” Cragg said grimly.


  “Yeah, there’s always the Merki.”


  The silence stretched out as they remembered the last two years fighting the aliens. No one knew what the future would bring, except for the General maybe. Gina frowned as she remembered what Burgton had revealed to her about his fallibility in that regard. Had he found a solution to his failing simulations?


  Gina and Cragg kept each other company as the sun came up, and busied themselves with making breakfast. The Shan liked some Human foods, and Gina cooked one of their favourites. She considered herself a decent cook when she had the opportunity, which wasn’t often. Autochefs were used by default everywhere except in the field. It didn’t seem strange that Shan liked her cooking. They were primarily carnivorous, more so than Humans even, and everyone she knew liked bacon no matter that it came in sterile sealed plastic packets. She cooked half a dozen eggs to go with the thick slabs of sizzling goodness.


  Vipers, like all Alliance forces had to eat, but they also had other needs. Their enhancements meant they needed certain supplements to their diet, and every so often they needed to top up. Gina grimaced. Viper smoothies tasted disgusting, but it was that time again. Still sitting cross-legged before the fire, she delved in her pack while the food sizzled, and pulled out one of the compact plastic cans of supplement. Cragg did the same.


  “You too?”


  Cragg grimaced. “Medical ordered me to double up for a couple of weeks.”


  “Sorry.”


  “So am I,” Cragg said pulling the tab on the top after shaking the can vigorously. He raised the can in a toast, and they knocked them together. “Absent friends.”


  “Absent friends,” she said and chugged the nasty stuff. Her free hand slapped the ground as she forced herself not to gag. “Gahhh!” She crushed the can before throwing it back into her pack. “Why can’t they make it taste good?”


  “I asked that once. Rutledge said if it tasted good we’d drink them all and overdose.”


  She snorted and grabbed her canteen and washed the nasty stuff down. Just then, Varya left his tent on all fours sniffing the air ostentatiously. Cragg grinned as Kazim followed him out with his eyes still closed as if asleep, but with a string tied to his nose dragging him toward the food.


  Gina exchanged a glance with Cragg and then burst out laughing.


  After breakfast, they broke down the camp and headed further into the valley. Kazim filmed everything and chattered about their surroundings. Varya used his equipment to take soil and water samples, as well as map the course of the river. Every now and then, he stopped and scented the air. He was tracking the native wildlife, not actively hunting anything, but keeping them in mind just in case.


  “I like this place, Gina,” Varya said. “Like home it feels.”


  “I’m glad,” she said. Her rifle came up to her shoulder and she aimed into a dark patch of undergrowth beneath the trees. Sensors indicated multiple targets watching her. “Slide back toward me, Varya. There’s something...”


  “I smell them. Grass eaters, nothing to fear,” Varya said nonchalantly.


  She lowered her rifle. She trusted Varya. If he said they were herbivores and not dangerous, she believed him. Grass eaters he said. Here in the forest that probably meant they ate nuts and berries or something. There wasn’t any grass.


  “I didn’t know you could smell the difference.”


  Varya’s ears flicked. “Usually, but not always. Some animals on Harmony will eat anything. Carrion eaters are the easiest to scent.”


  “And these?” she asked as they walked. She kept an eye on sensors, but the critters remained in hiding.


  “Grass eaters... nuts, roots, seeds. I smell their fear and the harmonies say they’re not predators. I’m not as good as Shima, but I can tell that.”


  “She would love it out here,” Kazim said.


  Gina nodded. “She could have come with us I suppose. She found me on Child of Harmony blind as she was, and in the middle of a battle. If she can do that without eyes, she could handle a walk in the woods.”


  “Oh yes, she could do that easily,” Varya said. “In fact, it’s harder living on the base. At least the harmonies would let her see out here.”


  Gina frowned at that. “Last I heard, her new eyes were growing in the tank nicely. Regen will work for her, so it won’t be long before she’s all fixed up.”


  “She’s looking forward to it very much,” Kazim said. “If not for your simulations, I think she’d go mad.”


  Everyone handled disability differently. Kate came to mind. She had lost an eye, was impaired like a stroke victim, and every enhancement she had was offline, which meant she had to endure Snakeholme’s 1.29 gravity again on top of everything else. It made her tired and snappish but that was about all. She knew medical were working her case and would come up with a solution eventually—basically, a special batch of nanobots were needed to surgically dismantle her processor and build a new one without damage to the surrounding brain tissue. Medical had never needed to do that before. A unit that took enough damage to her processor that it was beyond repair, usually died. They would get it done.


  Shima had a different problem. Her poor eyesight had been genetic, but its final loss was due to being flash blinded by a nuclear detonation. That meant a direct regen of her eyes would simply give her new ones with the same genetic fault. It would be like cloning a defective original. Medical had taken the time to correct the fault. The result should be perfect eyesight for Shima, but she also had an underlying problem. Her phobia. All her life she had feared her growing blindness. Now it was here, and if not for the new eyes growing in the tank she might well have gone mad and killed herself. Her sib, Chailen, would not let Shima out of her sight because of that, and wouldn’t until the new eyes were in Shima’s head where they belonged. Chailen was no hunter, and so Shima was grounded. No leaving the base.


  “When the healers say it’s all right, we should bring her out here,” Kazim said. “She would enjoy the exercise and the hunt.”


  “This one?” Gina asked. “You don’t think she’d prefer the jungle site?”


  “I think the jungle would be fun for a visit, but not to live in day to day.”


  Varya nodded. “I have no idea what the elders will decide, but I agree. This valley is ideal. It’s far enough away from Petruso City to give the illusion of separation, without the inconvenience of truly being separate. Do you know what I mean?”


  Gina shook her head, but Cragg nodded. “He means Kajetan wants an independent Shan colony outside of home space to use as inspiration for the younglings, but she also wants greater ties with the Alliance and vipers in particular.”


  Varya’s ears flicked in agreement. “Vipers saved us from the Murderers, Gina. She honours you all, and Tei’Burgton. If a colony is founded here in the valley, it’s remote enough to be completely ours, and you know we like the mountains—a keep would be a simple matter here. More importantly, the valley is on the same continent as your base and travel times will be as nothing. The colony would still be a part of this world, not forgotten.”


  Gina nodded, but with shuttle and maglev transport universal on Snakeholme, anywhere on the planet would be close enough to the capital for Shan purposes. Varya was talking about appearances more than technicalities. This valley met the criteria for a new Shan colony, but so did the other sites they had surveyed. This one though, was the closest to Petruso, just over three hours atmospheric flight time from the base and it had mountains. Shan really liked that. They were very attached to their keeps.


  “Are you recommending site five then? It’s nice here I grant you, but it will be bloody freezing in winter.”


  Varya grinned. “We have snow in winter at home, Gina, not just rain. We might prefer milder climes, but Harmony is about balance in all things. This place feels right. I wonder what the harmonies would say to Shima about it.”


  “Maybe you should ask her to visit and see before making your final report,” Gina said. She hadn’t experienced snow on the Shan worlds, but she’d nearly bloody drowned in the heavy rains there.


  “I might do that I think,” Varya said packing the latest sample into one of the pouches on his harness. “She’s the closest thing to Tei we have.”


  They moved on, Varya taking samples of the plants and checking for compatibility with Shan physiology. So far he hadn’t found anything startling. Nothing outrageously poisonous, just a few things that might cause mild irritation if it came into contact with skin, but Shan fur wasn’t just for warmth. It protected them against things like that and other things besides.


  “About that,” Gina said, but needed to clarify when Varya looked at her blankly. “The Tei.”


  Varya flicked his ears. “What about them?”


  “I was wondering whether you know if Tei will be part of any colony here.”


  Kazim kept filming but answered before Varya could. “A colony must be given every chance to succeed. That means balance in all things. Without balance, there can be no harmony. I would be amazed if all the clans, including the-clan-that-is-not, were not represented here.”


  Varya flicked his ears in agreement. “As Kazim said, they will come. There are Tei in all the castes, leading our people and showing the way. I’m sure there’ll be plenty of volunteers.”


  “Kajetan might have to restrict the number that applies,” Kazim added. “When our people see your world, Gina, everyone will want to come!”


  She laughed. “Might be a bit crowded! Seriously now, you think Tei will come to stay?” Both Shan flicked ears in agreement. “Do you think they’ll ask Shima to join?”


  This time Gina had managed to stump them, she realised. Varya looked at Kazim, who lowered his camera to look back. Ears waved and twitched, tails rose and gestured. None of it meant anything to the Humans. Finally, Kazim answered after turning his camera off.


  “Shima’s mother’s sib is Tei. His name is Tei’Thrand and Shima told me he helped teach her when she was still a youngling. She’s strong in the harmonies, Gina, very strong. Easily strong enough to be Tei herself, but the-clan-that-is-not rejected her because of her eyes. I’ve never heard of them changing their minds once a decision is made.”


  Varya flicked his ears in agreement. “Kazim is right, but Shima is a special case. She’s a hero. To us that’s a very special thing. She was rejected, that’s true, but The Blind Hunter hasn’t been. In a way she’s two people, and to reject a hero would be...”


  “Unthinkable,” Kazim said softly, obviously shocked by the thought. His ears were back.


  “Unthinkable,” Varya agreed. “That isn’t to say she would accept any offer the Tei made her. I’ve heard her feelings about them. I don’t think she likes the idea of leading others, and I know she doesn’t like being called a hero. Foolishness she calls it. It’s not, but getting her to agree would be hard.”


  Gina nodded. “So when her eyes are fixed, she’ll probably leave?”


  “We don’t know what her plans are,” Kazim said. “But I think she’ll go home with Chailen and Sharn. They’re all the family she has.”


  “Before she goes then, I want you to help me out. She’s my friend, but more than that, I owe her for what she did that night at Charlie Epsilon. I know she wouldn’t agree, but I feel the debt between us. I want to help her make some good memories here on Snakeholme.”


  “Honour debts must always be respected,” Varya agreed. “We will help you, of course we will.”


  “Thanks. It’s important to me. When you guys go home, we may never meet again. I think a vacation out here for all of us would be a fun way to say goodbye.”


  “Oh I don’t know about goodbye, Gina,” Kazim said. “If I have anything to say about it, I’m coming back for lots of visits.”


  Gina chuckled. “Not sure what the General will say about that. Snakeholme is supposed to be a secret.”


  Kazim flicked his ears. “From the Merkiaari, yes, but not from your friends.”


  “Gina,” Cragg warned.


  She raised a hand. “A secret is best kept by not telling anyone, Kazim. When you go, you must keep our secrets to yourself. The General will talk to you about this, but even our own people don’t know where we are. Only those who live here know.”


  Varya and Kazim exchanged looks, but they flicked ears in agreement.


  “Good. Let’s move on,” Gina said.


  * * *


  


  



  11 ~ A Promise Kept


  The tech centre, Petruso Base, Snakeholme


  Shima awoke to darkness, she always did now, but... she had expected something else this time. She had gone into surgery, fallen asleep among Humans and their strange machines, and now awoken still in darkness. The disappointment was crushing.


  “Are you awake, Shima?” Chailen said gently.


  “I can’t see.”


  “Shush my sib, all is well,” Chailen soothed. “The bandages cover your eyes to protect them from light.”


  Shima tentatively reached up and felt her face. She was right. There were bandages holding pads of some soft material over her eyes. Her face felt numb. She couldn’t feel her fingers touching her head.


  “I can’t feel anything.”


  “That’s good,” Sharn said. “The nannies are still working. The surgery went well, Shima. The Human healers are very pleased with you. They told me the nannies help with the swelling and pain, but will expire soon.”


  That’s right. The healers had explained the process. Nannies were the surgical nanobot machines they had used to cut her optic nerves and then connect them to her new eyes. She had new eyes! She wanted to rip off the bandages, her hands shook with the need, but she restrained herself.


  “You swear it; on your honour you swear all is well?”


  “All is well as far as we can tell, Shima. I swear it,” Chailen said. “Sharn, call Healer Devaraja.”


  Shima heard Sharn leave. She reached a questing hand toward her sib. Chailen took the hand and squeezed. “Did you see them, my eyes?”


  “I saw. They’re your eyes still, Shima, don’t worry. They look the same. They are the same but cured.”


  That is what the Humans promised. They said they would be identical down to the genetic level, but would be modified to remove the defective genes that caused her poor sight. She had trusted, but to hear from her sib’s own lips that all was well did reassure her. Her imaginings painted some strange pictures in her head. She had imagined her face with alien eyes peering out at the world, Human eyes with their odd colours and round pupils. To see again, she would have accepted even that, but to have her own eyes restored was a dream come true.


  The harmonies warned her that Sharn was returning with a Human in tow. Shima squeezed her sib’s hand, and then let go. The door opened and she turned her attention to the healer.


  “How are you feeling, Shima?” Devaraja said. “Any nausea or pain, any light headiness?”


  “Nothing like that, healer. My face is numb, and my scalp is just starting to tingle a little.”


  “Ah! Good good. That means the nannies are beginning to expire. Feeling will return to your face quite soon. This is the third day since the surgery in case you wondered. Everything went as expected.”


  Three days asleep! She hadn’t thought to ask how long she’d been under. She’d just assumed it was the next morning.


  “Lights, two percent illumination!” Devaraja ordered and the room darkened. “I’m going to loosen the bandage but I don’t want you to move. It’s dark in here now, but there’s enough light to see by. I’ll uncover only one eye for now.”


  “I understand,” Shima said, hardly able to contain her excitement.


  “Don’t move now, and keep both eyes closed.”


  Devaraja eased the padding away from her left eye. She felt the cloth stick a little, but he was very gentle and it was finally uncovered. Shima felt the healer gently touching her face around the eye, pressing very gently, manipulating the flesh.


  “The swelling has reduced very well, Shima. What there is should go down as you heal naturally. Keeping your right eye closed, can you open the left?”


  Shima swallowed and tried.


  At first, the lid didn’t want to open, but she rolled her eyes and the moisture seemed to unstick the lid. The eye opened and she saw something without the aid of the harmonies for the first time in well over a year. The room was very dark. She blinked a few times and turned her head toward Devaraja and Chailen. Sharn was on the other side of her bed, on the right. She focused upon her sib. She was as beautiful as she remembered.


  “Glad to see you again, my sib. It’s been a long while.”


  Chailen covered her mouth and burst into tears. Sharn rounded the bed to comfort her, and Shima smiled. They looked so right together. She looked up to find Devaraja beaming a happy Human smile down upon her. Toothy smiles weren’t aggression in Humans, she knew that, but it was still startling seeing those very white but blunt teeth so easily displayed. Shima reached a hand up, he did likewise, and she pressed her palm to his.


  “Thank you.”


  Devaraja took back his hand and inclined his head. “You are most welcome, Shima. We have learned a great deal about Shan physiology doing this for you. If payment had been necessary, you have more than covered any cost. It has been a fascinating journey, simply fascinating.”


  “I’m glad,” Shima said in amusement. “Can I try my right eye now?”


  Devaraja shook his head. “In a few minutes. Let me examine the left first.”


  Devaraja used a device he had in his pocket to measure the dilation of her eye as he raised the level of light in the room. He was very careful to ask if she was in discomfort at every stage, but Shima wasn’t and just wanted the test over with. Finally the healer uncovered her right eye, and tested dilation in the same way before pronouncing himself satisfied.


  “Congratulations, Shima. You have twenty-twenty vision... that’s another way of saying your eyes are perfect. They’re pretty too!” He said and chuckled as her ears flicked in surprise. “I’m sure Chailen can find you a mirror later, but for now, you’re free to go. Contact me if you have any problems. Any at all, all right?”


  Shima flicked her ears and then nodded in the Human manner, though Devaraja was familiar with Shan by now and understood. Shima suspected her people would develop and combine mannerisms more and more as time went on to deal with the Humans. Already she used nods and head shakes with them without thinking most of the time.


  “Thank you, healer, I shall do that,” Shima said as she climbed off the bed and joined her sib. She couldn’t wait to get outside. “Chailen will make sure I do.”


  Chailen and Sharn laughed, their drop jawed laugh making Devaraja grin. Humans for some reason found Shan laughter fascinating and contagious.


  No longer needing Chailen’s arm, but still needing her to show the way, Shima navigated the sprawling tech centre’s corridors listening to them discussing events. They were happy together, and Shima was happy for the first time since her blinding. All was right in her world for the first time in so long. She wanted to get outside and run, and just revel in the light.


  “...and Varya made it sound perfect for our people. Kazim let me see some of his recordings, and you know how he can be about that. He hates letting anyone see his work unedited.”


  “Wait, what’s that about Kazim?” Shima said.


  Sharn answered. “He and Varya are out exploring the colony sites they chose. Gina went with them.”


  Shima flicked her ears in acknowledgement. She had known they were getting ready to go, but they must have left while she was in surgery. That hurt a little. Surely Kazim had wanted to know she was all right? Well why should he wait? They weren’t family or clan to each other. Still, she would have waited if their places had been reversed.


  “Hmph. He could have waited for me. I would’ve liked to see too,” Shima grumped.


  “Don’t be angry with him, Shima. Tei’Burgton asked Gina to begin right away. He’s very eager to start building, and it will be two or more seasons just to get word to the elders and their answer back.”


  “I suppose,” Shima grumbled, but it did make her feel less aggrieved with Kazim for going without her. “And we didn’t know my eyes would work, not for sure.”


  “True,” Sharn said. “But we did trust the Humans to make it work somehow. Viper eyes are amazing technology. It must be like having a microscope in your head.”


  Shima laughed. “Trust you to find good even in disaster, Sharn. I don’t want a microscope in my head, just working eyes.”


  Sharn hugged her. “And now you have, but I don’t think the warriors back home will change your title at this late date.”


  Shima growled.


  “Don’t tease her, Sharn,” Chailen said. “You know how she feels about this Blind Hunter business.”


  “Foolishness,” Shima growled again.


  “You need to get over that,” Chailen warned. “It’s done now and nothing will change it. Besides, it’s proven useful already. You don’t think Kajetan would have given permission to just anyone to come here do you?”


  Shima had to admit that was true. Kazim was famous back home and an ideal candidate because of that. Varya had been chosen because he was a warrior and for his work with vipers during the war, but The Blind Hunter was the people’s choice. Famous, a heroic figure during the war, and tragic. It made Shima feel sick, but Chailen was right. The title opened doors that might never have opened without it. She would try not to spit when people called her a hero.


  When they reached the doors leading to the outside, Chailen and Sharn dropped back without discussion to allow Shima her moment. Shima appreciated the sentiment, but the greatest moment had already happened—opening her new eyes to see light for the first time. Still, this was a first of another kind... sort of. It was the first time she would step out into an alien world and see it with her own eyes.


  Shima paused only briefly before opening the doors and advancing into the open. The first thing that surprised her was the time of day. The sky was purple edging toward black. The second thing was the sky again. So beautiful the stars, but Snakeholme had rings! The band of silvery light was amazing, and she gasped at the wonder of it.


  Chailen and Sharn joined her. Chailen hugged her, “Amazing isn’t it?”


  Shima flicked her ears in agreement. She gathered Sharn in with her spare arm and the three of them stood there watching the sky as it turned completely black and the ring brightened until it blazed in the heavens.


  “Gina told me the larger moon is called Gabriel,” Sharn said. “Its reflected light makes the ring shine so. The little moon is Uriel. There are stations up there for tracking and defence. She says there used to be three moons, but millions of years ago Gabriel smashed it to bits. The ring is made of the dust and debris from that cataclysm.”


  Shima could imagine the disaster. There would have been meteor showers and strikes for centuries after the event. Anyone living here back then would have been in extreme peril, but of course no one had been.


  “It’s beautiful,” Shima said.


  Chailen flicked her ears in agreement. “Let’s go in. Are you hungry?”


  Shima was. “I could eat a Shkai’lon, hooves and all!”


  Sharn laughed.


  They made their way home, though home was the wrong word. They had a small house on the base normally used for viper officers. It was a comfortable dwelling, not designed for Shan of course, but Gina had helped them furnish it to make it a better fit for them. They had plenty of cushions to sit upon, and the table had been lowered close to the floor as was proper. Carpets were thick and extravagant compared with the bare polished wood floors used at home. Shima secretly liked them while pretending that such luxury was decadent. When alone she often abandoned her sleeping mat or her cushions to recline upon the carpet, but she would never tell.


  Chailen hurried away to prepare food. She sometimes used the Human machine called autochef when they were in a hurry, but this time was a special day and they had nothing more to do. She chose to cook the food herself. They had brought supplies with them, but a surprising number of Human foods were edible by Shan. They tasted exotic and Shima enjoyed most of them, and wished she could try some of the meat animals on the hoof as it were, but they didn’t live wild here. They were all raised on farms, and it just wouldn’t be the same hunting on a farm. Not very... sporting? Was that the Human term? Whether it was or not, she was a hunter not a butcher.


  “Whatever shall we do tomorrow and all the tomorrows ahead?” Sharn said. “Now that you’re well, Shima, what will we fill our time with?”


  They were in the cooking area, what the Humans called the kitchen. It was well supplied with foods and the appliances used to prepare them. Shima busied herself with setting the table while Sharn peeled and washed vegetables, following Chailen’s instructions.


  “I don’t know,” Chailen said. “We can’t go home until Varya is ready, and even then we must travel on a Human ship. I don’t know when one is due to leave.”


  Shima flicked her ears in agreement. She would have to ask about that. She supposed it was time to decide many things. Now that the vipers had given back her life, she should be thinking about the future. Her life before the war had been all about her work. She was a scientist, and her life had been research into new variants of food crops. She had been an agricultural geneticist working at the centre for agricultural research on Child of Harmony near Zuleika when the Merkiaari attacked. As far as she knew, the centre was still there, safely sited among the farms used to test their ideas. The Merki had been uninterested in molesting it. No vermin to kill, Shima mused. In Merkiaari minds, any non-Merki species was considered vermin and must be exterminated.


  Research had been her life, and what she was trained for. It was the one thing she knew beyond doubt or question she was qualified to do, but it no longer drew her heart and soul. It was important work still, but it didn’t feel as important as it used to. Perhaps that was due to so many losses back home. Shima knew that it would take many orbits for the population of both worlds to fully recover. New efficient farming methods, though still useful, were no longer a priority in the elder’s opinion—in hers too, Shima thought glumly. With so much happening and with the Merkiaari on the move again, there were too many other things to think about.


  Was that the answer then? Should she consider the unthinkable and ask to change caste? It was rarely done, and those who did so were considered... flighty. If they needed to make a change, it must mean they were not properly schooled, or hadn’t properly considered the options and had made a hasty decision. Flighty.


  The choice of caste was a huge deal to a youngling; it was choosing the path your life would take. In her case, joining the caste of scientists and engineers had been a given, and not because her mother and father had been of that caste. She had always known where she was going, always planned to be a scientist, and had chosen her studies based upon her future choice of caste. Now she didn’t have any idea where she should go, and that was very unsettling for someone such as her. She liked having a goal and knowing how to achieve it. She had always been that way. Chailen could tell stories about her so serious sib that would have an entire house full of people rolling around in laughter. Yes, this decision should be about goals not profession, she realised. She needed a goal. Only then could she consider methods of achieving it.


  “Well as for tomorrow and other tomorrows,” Shima said. “I plan on going hunting. I’m out of condition and need to run. Do you want to come?”


  Chailen flicked ears in the negative. “You know me; I’ll trip over my own tail.”


  Sharn laughed and hugged his mate. “You’re not that bad!”


  Shima chuffed. Chailen was that bad actually, but only because she never practised. All Shan were natural hunters, but it was still possible to be clumsy. Not honing one’s skills and instincts did have that effect. A case in point was Kazim. He’d been a real trial to Shima back on Child of Harmony when she tried to lead him to safety. Gina would call him a city boy, and Shima would have to agree. She doubted there could be a more urbanised Shan than Kazim.


  “I can teach you, Chailen. I swear I can teach you to equal father if you would apply yourself and give me time.”


  Chailen waved that away, her tail weaving in the complicated gestures that meant maybe you could, but I’m not going to let you. She always said that or similar when this came up. It was a polite way to acknowledge the offer and agree that Shima was skilled enough to do as she said, while at the same time declining it without giving offence. Chailen just had no interest in hunting. She was healer caste, and preferred saving life over taking it, even if the prey was a non-sentient food animal in the wild. For fun, she preferred caving with Sharn.


  Shima thought for a moment. “We could go exploring then. There must be caves.”


  Chailen’s ears pricked with interest. “The Humans have lived here less than two hundred orbits. I don’t think they’ve explored everything yet.”


  Shima couldn’t understand that. From what she knew of them, Humans had an insatiable curiosity, always poking into things and wanting to know the reasons behind everything. Why wouldn’t they explore their world? All she could think of was that they had other things to do, like make war upon the Merkiaari. She could understand that, but their war until recently had been over for almost two hundred orbits. They’d had the time for other things, hadn’t they?


  “They’ve built cities here,” Sharn was saying. “They must have explored the areas near them.”


  “Maybe so,” Chailen said. “But there aren’t many of them. I saw the maps they gave Varya. Most of the planet is still regarded as wild and untouched.”


  Shima felt the pull of that. To hunt and explore the wilds would be such fun! But, Chailen would not enjoy that. Perhaps they could explore some caves until Chailen had her fill and Kazim returned, and then she could take him off into the wilds to teach him how to hunt.


  “I’ll ask about caves then,” Shima said. “I’m sure we can borrow supplies. We’ll need ropes and lights at minimum.”


  “We’ll have better than that,” Sharn said. “Gina told me that some of the vipers went climbing together after they became vipers. They wanted to test themselves on the mountains near here. It’s not the same as caving, but they’ll have everything we need.”


  Shima was sure they would, or if not, the vipers could have them made. Snakeholme had a small population, starting as it had from the families and friends of the original vipers based here, but it was a modern world with modern industry. Petruso City had shops; Chailen had visited most of them a time or two, and Humans enjoyed sports of all kinds. Shima had no money of her own here, but Gina said everything was free for the vipers and that extended to their guests. It wasn’t really free of course. The regiment paid for such things and considered the minor cost a tiny but important part of its budget.


  “It’s settled then,” Shima said. “I’ll get the supplies we’ll need, and we can go caving and exploring for a few days. When Kazim gets back, I’m going to take him hunting. It’s embarrassing watching him stalk prey. He needs lessons.”


  Chailen and Sharn traded looks behind Shima’s back, and grinned.


  * * *
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  Shima’s caving plans worked out very well over the next few days, but first she went into the city on the maglev train, and spent an entire day there buying everything three people would need to survive alone in the wilds. She added ropes, lights, and other things needed to explore caves the right way. Tei’Burgton insisted they take emergency beacons with them, and Shima agreed, but they were the kind that transmitted when turned on and not before. Shima herself had insisted upon that. She had often taken one with her when hunting on Harmony and prided herself upon never using it. She would not start now.


  For five days, Shima and the others explored the caves along the coast and just inland. Shima did enjoy it, but that wasn’t why she went. It was for Chailen and Sharn, a small beginning on the debt she owed them. She didn’t bring up her reasons of course; they were family and would be insulted, but Shima felt that she had let Chailen down this last orbit. By letting herself fall into a funk, she had put a greater burden than necessary upon her sib and her mate at the worst possible time. Their world, like that of so many others, had ended when the Merki came. Chailen had lost her father, her mate barely made a living for them by scavenging and trading trash for food, and on top of all that her sib had been suicidal and needed constant watching. This was a chance to put things back into order, to roll back time to before the war when Shima looked after Chailen not the other way around.


  The days hurried by.


  Shima hunted and supplied the camp with fresh meat. It was good exercise after so long. Her muscles ached, and she slept well, but already she could feel her strength returning. It would take time, but not too much time as the gravity of Snakeholme made a simple walk a real work out here. They moved camp three times as they explored. To Shima one cave system would have satisfied her, but Sharn wanted to compare each one and planned to come back to explore them all more thoroughly later.


  Chailen enjoyed herself and seemed more relaxed than she had in a very long time.


  They returned to the base satisfied and considered their time well spent, but Shima was not happy to learn that Varya and Kazim had returned briefly while she was away, and had left again. It was as if they were trying to avoid her on purpose! Well, she would see about that!


  The day after her return to the base, Shima dressed herself in her hunting harness, and added the emergency beacon to it. She left her translator in her room. Her English was more than good enough now, and if she became stuck, Gina’s Shan was excellent despite her odd accent. All the vipers spoke Shan well, even those who had never uttered a word of it. Their internal computer systems translated in real time.


  Shima left her room to find Chailen. Sharn was out. He’d been invited to the tech centre again where they were dissecting Merkiaari bodies. Shima shivered at the thought. Research into the Merki made sense, but she didn’t like the thought of the monstrous aliens polluting Snakeholme’s air. Tei’Burgton wanted to know how the modern Merki troopers differed from those his vipers had encountered before. They acted differently and regenerated wounds, but preliminary tests had already shown they did not have nanotechnology swimming in their veins as Humans did. That must mean genetic drift was involved, and Shima expected they would learn it had been engineered into them. She was a scientist herself and should take a greater interest she supposed, but right now, all she could think about was a certain annoying male who was seemingly spending all his energy upon avoiding her! Perhaps later she could take the time to help Burgton’s researchers, but not right now.


  “I’m off then,” Shima said to her sib who was reading something on a compad.


  “Have fun,” Chailen said sounding distracted. “Tell Kazim I expect to see his recordings before he sends them home.”


  “I will. What are you reading?”


  Chailen raised the compad and turned the screen so that Shima could see. “It’s just a primer. I’m learning to read Human... ah English. Why do they call it English? Shouldn’t it be Humanish?”


  Shima laughed. “No. English is just one of many Human languages. It’s their trade tongue. Sort of like Shan is the common tongue but we still have clan dialects.”


  “Oh!” Chailen said, sounding impressed that Shima knew that. “Why didn’t they say that? You explained it so much better.”


  “They?”


  “The vipers.”


  Shima’s tail gestured a shrug and she added the dip of a shoulder that made it mean beats me, aliens are weird. “A guess, but maybe the ones you asked speak English as their common tongue and don’t have clans? If you asked different ones they might know a different tongue.”


  “Maybe so, but if they all speak English why bother?”


  Another shrug with her tail. “If we wanted to speak without them knowing what we said, we could use dialect. If they wanted to do the same, they could use another Human tongue. If you learned those, they couldn’t hide anything from you.”


  Chailen stared.


  Shima shifted uncomfortably. “Well, it’s truth!”


  “I see that, but who would think it and why?”


  Shima chuffed in exasperation, turning it into a low growl at the end that told Chailen she was just being contrary and annoying now. Chailen laughed at her, and Shima twitched her ears in annoyance. She was starting to remember how annoying younger sibs could be now that Chailen was more relaxed and more like her old self.


  “I’m going out,” Shima said.


  “So you said.”


  “Well... see you in a few days then.”


  Chailen waved a hand negligently.


  Shima chuffed again and left the house. Chailen could have said be careful at least. Shima glanced back in time to see the blinds on one window settling back. Ha! Chailen had been watching her leave. Feeling suddenly more cheerful, she marched across the parade ground toward the airstrip.


  Petruso Base had its own airstrip and facilities for transporting vipers and their gear to orbit, as well as to various places on the planet for training. It was located a short distance from the base separated from it by a fence pierced by a road. The road was for marching, not vehicles. At least, Shima assumed so because she’d never seen anyone driving on it. Vipers often ran in formation along it to catch a shuttle though. Varya and the others had used a shuttle to reach the survey sites. Shima didn’t know where they were now, but she was sure someone at the airstrip did. The pilot at least must know.


  Shima dropped to all fours and turned the trip into a workout. She pushed herself into a sprint, enjoying the bunching and stretching of muscles. Vipers stopped to stare as she flew by. She had run like this a time or two back during the war. Being chased by Merkiaari could be a very strong motivator. Vipers watched her go, but none tried to catch her. They could though. Unlike other Humans, vipers could match Shan speed. She had run beside them a time or two. The run was exhilarating but over quickly. She slowed and arrived walking on two legs, looking for someone to ask about Varya.


  Shima stopped before entering any of the buildings. She’d been blind the only time she had been here and didn’t know where to go. None of the buildings had an obvious use except for the tower and maybe the hangars. They looked similar to Shan buildings in form if not in manufacture. She paused to consider if going to the tower would get her into trouble—it would have back home before the war; security wouldn’t have let her enter, but here was very different. She suspected it was because everyone was a viper and had access. She doubted the authorities of other Human planets would let her roam so freely.


  Before she could decide, a shuttle coming in for landing distracted her. She stopped to watch it taxi toward the nearest parking area. There were other shuttles and dropships parked there, and this one added itself to them. The screaming engines powered down and the hatch opened. Shima recognised Kate in the opening looking back toward the cockpit and talking to someone. Shima walked that way.


  “...promised me goddamnit!” Kate snarled. “I’m not fucking around. You owe me!”


  “I don’t owe you shit, bitch girl. See these stripes? They mean I own your arse!”


  “Yeah,” Kate sneered. “I see them. You want rank, I’ll give you rank. See these bars on my frigging collar?”


  Shima stood there listening in amazement. She knew that Kate was a lieutenant, an officer in the regiment and the stocky bald viper she was arguing with was just a sergeant. He was Master Sergeant Stone, and that was a lesser rank. It confused her. Stone was acting as if he was Kate’s superior. Was he older? He didn’t look old, but Humans lived long and vipers longer still. Besides, Humans were different and didn’t automatically defer to elders the way Shan did.


  Kate stalked down the ramp.


  “You keep mouthing off,” Stone was saying as he appeared in the hatch opening, “and I’ll have those pretty boys off your collar, and you in the brig!”


  “Try it,” Kate sneered. “You promised to help me find my brother.”


  Stone sighed and left the shuttle. He turned back for a moment and keyed the hatch shut. The ramp slid back up and stowed itself within the fuselage.


  “I always keep my word, Richmond.”


  Shima flicked her ears. Of course he did, he was an honourable being. Why Kate thought he was not made her wonder though.


  “And as for rank, it don’t mean squat here. You’re mine. The General gave you a choice, and you chose my new section. You’re mine and that’s it.”


  “No one owns me,” Kate growled.


  “I do, the regiment does, and you can bet your arse the General does. We’ve had this talk. Go off on your own and see what happens. You. Will. Be. Scrapped. We don’t mess around with rogue units, Richmond.”


  “My brother—”


  “Stow it,” Stone growled and then sighed. “I keep my word. I’ll help you, but I can’t do shit while your systems are busted! What, you think I can assign an operation to an unfit unit and not have the General ask questions? Get real.”


  “I don’t need enhancements to do my damn job! I did it fine for years before meeting you!”


  Stone shook his head. “Now you’re just being stupid. It doesn’t matter whether I think you can handle an op or not. I could probably find you something to do, but I won’t because he won’t sign off on it! The General will not sign off... got it?”


  “Yeah yeah, so you said before.”


  The harmonies revealed more to Shima than the angry words, and confused her even more. They argued and sounded angry at each other, but the harmonies showed they were feeling other things. Shima’s ears went hard back and then struggled up in embarrassment. Perhaps this was some Human mating display? Surely not, but Stone was feeling very... ah amorous toward Kate? Was aggression part of a Human male’s courtship like the Shkai’lon males did back home? And Kate! Well, if she had been Shan, Shima would have said Kate had just come into her fertile season and was looking to mate. Right now!


  Shima had never experienced this situation amongst Humans before. She didn’t know whether to absent herself or not. She lost the opportunity when Kate finally noticed her. Kate’s face blazed red making the scars very and hideously visible.


  “Hey, Shima, looking for me?” Kate said, slurring her words as she always did since being wounded. She crossed the distance between them with a quick jog in her step. She offered her right hand, and Shima placed her palm against it. “Gratz on the new eyes. Wish they could fix mine. It sucks dinosaur balls walking about with only one like this.”


  “Hey Kate, may you live in harmony. Why can they not?”


  Kate shrugged. “They can, but they want to fix me all at once and that’s harder. They say they’re closer to a fix than they were. We’ll see. At least I have one good peeper. If both were busted like your old ones, I wouldn’t be waiting calmly, I can tell you!”


  Shima laughed. “Is that what you’re doing, waiting calmly?”


  Kate grimaced, the scars turning her face into a horror. “Not so much.” She hooked a thumb over her shoulder toward Stone. “Ask him.”


  Stone came over and offered his hand, the light winked on the gold coloured contacts in his right palm. “I greet you, Shima, may you live in harmony.”


  “Sorry to interrupt your argument,” Shima said after returning the greeting. Stone glanced at Kate. The harmonies revealed their auras flaring and touching. Shima blinked rapidly in consternation. If she didn’t know better, she would have sworn they were mated already. “I ah... was hoping to find someone who could take me out to find Gina and Varya.”


  “You’ve come to the right place,” Kate said. She turned toward Stone. “You got her location?”


  Stone’s face blanked as he up-linked to a satellite, Shima had seen that before. It was as if he was reading something or remembering something no one else could see, which she assumed must be close to the truth. She had never wanted a computer in her head, but Shima imagined it must be handy for research. She would make do with the wristcomp they had given her, and happy to do it.


  “We can take you right to them,” Kate said confidently, “but we probably won’t be able to land, Shima. Gina told me the other day they’re surveying the wilds. I can get you down using a line if you’re willing though.”


  “That sounds like fun,” Shima said and Kate grinned.


  “Got ‘em,” Stone said. “Want me to let them know you’re coming?”


  “Please no,” Shima said on a whim. “I think a surprise would be good. Can you put me down far enough away not to be detected?”


  Kate shrugged. “Oh sure, easy. Be a bit of a hike for you though. Gina’s sensors will pick up the shuttle otherwise. You know you can’t surprise her, right?”


  Shima didn’t know that actually, and it might be fun to find out. She would like to try someday, but it could be dangerous in this situation. Out in the wilds, Gina might shoot her. Better be safe.


  “Good point. Can you tell Gina that I’m coming, but tell her not to tell Kazim?”


  Kate laughed. “Why not?”


  The three of them went back to the shuttle and Stone opened the hatch; he would be their pilot. Kate sat with Shima in the cabin and they chatted while Stone moved the shuttle back to the start of the runway. Kate practised her Shan, while Shima caught up with her Human friend’s life since coming home.


  “You’re a lieutenant now, not a captain?” Shima said. “Should I say sorry to hear of your demotion?”


  Kate rolled her eyes. “Hell no! I never wanted promotion in the first place, let alone to the rarefied heights of the captains. Only took it because Dicky Hames got killed. Shame about that. He was a good guy for an officer.”


  “He was a veteran, yes? I have that right, old vipers are veterans?”


  “Hmmm kind of. You’re right about him being old. He was one of the original vipers—not many of them left you know? Stone and Hames were recruited at the same time. Yeah, he was old and a veteran, but to be absolutely correct, a veteran is someone with experience.” Kate grimaced as the shuttle accelerated down the runway and leapt aloft. “I’m not explaining this right. I can be a veteran and not one at the same time you see?”


  Shima blinked and flicked her ears in confusion. She shook her head as well, in case Kate didn’t understand.


  “Sorry, I’ll try again. I’m a veteran at fighting Merkiaari now and so are you, Shima, but I’m still new at being a viper. Stone is a veteran viper and a veteran Merki fighter...” Kate winced. “Is that clearer or am I just making it worse? Lucky you had Canada make first contact and not me, huh?”


  Shima laughed. “You have so many interchangeable words that are different but mean the same thing, Kate, but I think I understand. I’m a veteran hunter because I have a lot of experience not because of my age. I’m still young.”


  “Exactly right,” Kate said looking relieved. “I took over for Hames, and Gina took over for me, but it was a temporary thing. I’ve never cared about promotion; the mission is more important to me than rank, but Gina isn’t like me. She does care—a lot. Too much sometimes. She’s a worrier you know? She feels responsible for everyone and everything—she cares about her men as well as the mission and tries to balance the two. That makes her a good officer I suppose.”


  “Balance is always good, without it there can be no harmony.”


  “Don’t start that,” Kate said crossly. “Religion isn’t my thing.”


  Shima cocked her head and flicked her ears, but Kate didn’t understand the gesture. It meant she wanted more information.


  “I know the word, Kate, but this isn’t about religion. Harmony is not a religion; it’s a way of life. Shan do not believe in a deity or a maker of all things, as I understand some Humans do. My people put no stock in it.”


  “But how can you not? You’re always talking about the harmonies.”


  “The harmonies are not what you seem to think, Kate,” Shima said. It had always made her sad that Humans could not sense the harmonies. What a horror, to live life oblivious that way. “The harmonies are created by life itself, all life, not a single entity that you might wish to call God. Take me into space and leave me alone up there, and I would be cut off from the harmonies. If you were right, there would be nowhere in the universe that I could not sense them.”


  Kate nodded slowly. “I think I see. The trip here must have been horrible for you.”


  “At first, yes, but not the way you think. I wasn’t alone and the harmonies were with me, but I couldn’t see, Kate. Back home I spent all my time in the garden because I could use the harmonies to see, at least in a crude way. Aboard ship I was slowly going mad until Stone gave me the simulator helmet.”


  “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”


  Shima flicked her ears acknowledging the sympathy. “I’m not sorry... well, not now anyway. It was a torment, but it was a price worth paying for my new eyes.”


  Kate nodded thoughtfully.


  The flight lasted about three segs or hours, Shima judged. She didn’t know how far Gina had roamed from her drop off point, except that she had stayed within the general vicinity bounded by the mountains and that of the valley she was exploring. Shima had studied the maps, but Kate had switched on a display in the seatback in front of them to show her the land they flew over. The area was lush and beautiful, the mountains high and snow capped. Shima wondered about the weather and found herself hoping it was not too harsh. A colony here would be a fine thing; at least it would be based upon her scant knowledge.


  The valley was heavily forested with gorges and rivers connecting it to the mountains, and was joined by other valleys to the west. Farther south, it widened and formed into a lake before narrowing again. The fast moving water of the river had cut a deep canyon at the southern tip, and would take Shima weeks to navigate should she try. Glaciation in the far past had created the landscape, and it had done a wonderful job. Shima approved, as did all the creatures that called it home she assumed. The entire area must be teeming with life. She could hardly wait to get down there.


  “Are the other worlds of the Alliance like this?”


  Kate shrugged. “Some are, but others are so different you wouldn’t believe it. Desert worlds, jungle worlds, and even water worlds where nine tenths of the planet is ocean. Then there are planets like Garnet that have crystal forests and metal mountains, and hardly any breathable air. I’ve not been to all of the Alliance worlds, but almost anything you can imagine is out there somewhere, Shima, and don’t forget there are a lot of planets that haven’t joined the Alliance. You can’t be surprised surely. The Shan homeworld is different to Child of Harmony after all.”


  “Oh...” Shima dragged her eyes away from the screen to look at Kate. “Yes, you’re right, but Child of Harmony’s differences are quite subtle. The sun in the sky is the same sun, though it looks bigger, and the gravity is different. A tree is a tree, grass is grass there. Different species and varieties, absolutely, but obviously still trees and grass. Here though, the sun itself is a different colour, and the light makes everything look so alien.”


  Kate looked at the screen. “I’m trying to see it the way you do, Shima, but I’ve seen so many worlds that they blend together. Snakeholme’s star is main sequence, what we call F-type. It’s hotter than Sol and plants absorb its light differently. I look down there and I still see trees no matter these are orange not green. A tree is a tree. They stick up high out of the ground, taller than a bush, have a trunk and bark... that’s what a tree is to me. It doesn’t matter how weirdly shaped the leaves are, or what colour they turn in winter. It’s a tree!”


  Shima laughed and indicated herself and Kate. “And we are people, no matter our shape?”


  “Exactly, and no matter our colour,” Kate waved vaguely in Stone’s direction. “Or whether we have fur or not. I guess it’s a mindset. You may not know this, but the people living on Bethany, my homeworld, do not think like me at all. I’m sorry to say, you would not find a welcome there and neither would I now.”


  That was interesting. “They don’t like vipers?”


  “They don’t like anything different to themselves. When your people send someone to join the Council, I guarantee she will have no welcome from Bethany’s councillor.”


  Shima flicked her ears in acknowledgement and nodded in thought. She would ask Varya to add this information to his report. The elders may already have heard, but in case they hadn’t it wouldn’t hurt to tell them. Not that they would be surprised. There were plenty of Shan wary of Humans just because they were alien. Why shouldn’t Humans be wary of Shan in the same manner?


  “One minute to drop point,” Stone said over the cabin intercom.


  Kate stood and hurried forward to the cockpit, but was back very quickly to open the hatch. She had to by-pass the safety interlocks to open it while in flight. Depressurisation wasn’t a concern at such a low altitude.


  Kate waved Shima over to the hatch as the shuttle hovered. “I’m not extending the ramp!” she shouted over the engine noise.


  Shima nodded exaggeratedly. She held hard to the opening and leaned out to look down. Stone was holding the shuttle steady just a few tails or metres above the treetops. She could easily climb down... hmmm. What need for a rope then? She turned to find Kate watching her with the rope still coiled. Kate cocked an eyebrow in one of those strange Human face-screwing gestures. This one was a challenge, Shima thought, and laughed.


  “I won’t need that at this range. The trees will be my road!”


  “You sure?”


  Shima nodded and dropped to all fours. She moved into the hatchway but sideways so that a shuffle to her right would have her falling directly down onto the closest tree. It might look dangerous to Kate, but it wasn’t really. She could jump twice this distance and catch another tree branch if she had to. Dropping straight down like this, she couldn’t miss.


  “See you back at the base!” Shima yelled over the noise and stepped sideways into empty air.


  Shima fell away from the shuttle and immediately spread all four legs wide as if pouncing upon prey with claws extended. The drop was short and she grabbed the tree at its highest point. It was thin and flexible, but tough, and it held her weight beautifully. It did bend outward, but that was actually helpful. It let her see her next target easier.


  Shima looked up to find Kate hanging out of the shuttle yelling at her. Shima waved, but Kate pointed exaggeratedly southward. Shima looked that way and then back, but understood just a moment later. Gina and the others were south of her. Shima nodded and waved again. Kate waved back and disappeared inside. The hatch closed and the shuttle veered away climbing for altitude.


  Shima found her target branch on the next tree and leapt. It was like old times, moving this way. She didn’t always hunt from above, but she did it often enough to be practised at it. The foliage was a burnt orange colour, and her pelt would not blend well here, but the difference did not affect locomotion. She moved from tree to tree easily; they were close together but the canopy wasn’t too thick. She had the choice to stay aloft or take to earth again. She decided to go down and try for Gina’s scent.


  Shima leapt down and circled with her nose close to the ground. Moving that way was slow, but she didn’t rush. The circles grew in diameter until finally she gave up. Either they had come through here too long ago for scents to linger, or she hadn’t crossed their trail yet. She switched her attention from scent to sight and began looking for tracks. There were many, but they didn’t belong to Humans or Shan. The tracks belonged to native wildlife. Shima took an interest and studied the tracks, taking the time to memorise the scents associated with each of the different types. She dragged air in over her tongue and the scent glands at the back of her throat, but kept the scree scree noise low and quiet as she could. She didn’t allow herself to forget that she was in unfamiliar and wild country.


  Shima decided to cut directly west. It was an arbitrary decision. East would work just as well. She needed to cut Gina’s trail before she could actively hunt for her friends.


  Shima used the harmonies and moved on all fours quickly west. She could cover a lot of ground without fearing attack that way. The harmonies allowed her to sense the alien beasts that called the forest home, and there were many of them.


  Segs went by with Shima choosing to avoid contact with the wildlife. She wished she could investigate the intriguing tracks that she discovered; she would wager her best knife that the animals that made them would taste wonderful. Their scent alone made her belly grumble and her mouth water... very undignified, drooling like that. She decided that if she didn’t find sign of Gina soon, she would hunt one of the beasts and see how good it tasted before camping for the night.


  The day progressed and Shima found no sign of Gina and the others. It looked as if she had chosen the wrong direction. Should have gone east. Oh well, it wasn’t the end of the world and she was having fun using old skills on new terrain. It occurred to her that her people might soon explore other alien worlds like this. What fun! It could even happen in her lifetime. Oh how she hoped it would be so. There might one day be ships like the heroic Canada, but built and crewed by Shan surveying new worlds and helping to rebuild the Great Harmony among the stars. That was a wonderful dream.


  The thought brought her up short, and she stopped where she was thinking furiously. Surveying and studying new worlds... ships like that would need scientists, and she was one. She shivered feeling a strange excitement that ruffled her fur all the way down her spine to the tip of her tail. She shook herself to settle her pelt back into order. Dreams like that were far from reality. It would take many orbits of recovery before her people would be ready to venture out among the stars. They needed to make the home system secure against the Merki first. They mustn’t rely upon the Humans for that. Shan had to be self-sufficient. Allies could be allowed to help, not do the job for them. The realisation that she would likely be long dead of old age before her dream became reality saddened her. Shan life spans were too short, she thought sadly.


  Shima shook off her sudden bad mood, and looked about herself. Trees trees and more trees... and a puddle. She padded toward the puddle and sniffed the water. Fresh, and not a puddle, more like a pond. Too small to be a real lake, but deep enough that the water table had filled the depression. The harmonies revealed no fish, but a small lap of her tongue at the surface confirmed it was clean and cold. She emptied the by now stale water from her bottle, refilled it, and replaced it upon her harness. She quenched her thirst directly from the pond itself.


  She took a deep satisfied breath. This was a good place, a safe water supply and it was removed a short distance from the more obvious game trails. It would make a good campsite. And that’s what it would be, she decided. It was time to see how good those intriguing natives tasted, but first she would gather wood for a fire.


  Shima quickly gathered dead wood from nearby and piled it close by for convenience. She cleared a wide area of leaves and revealed the bare dirt beneath. She would keep an eye out for stones to make a proper fire pit while hunting; there didn’t seem to be any here. It didn’t matter. If she had to, she would dig down a little and use the excavated sod to ring the pit.


  Satisfied for now, Shima took to the trees to begin her hunt.


  The harmonies sent her northeast toward prey. It wasn’t cheating, she assured herself. She wouldn’t use the harmonies to hunt, but she did need a starting direction. Now that she had one, she would hunt as her father had taught her, using her wit and her senses.


  She used the trees to stay high and downwind of the creatures she found by scent a while later, and spied a family group of something she had no name for. The grunting growling noise they made as they squabbled among themselves was completely unfamiliar to her as was their form. They were low to the ground four legged tusked creatures. The tusks could have been simple fangs growing as they did from the lower jaw, but these were over-sized and curled. Definitely tusks, not teeth.


  The creatures had muscled forequarters, but were slimmer at the rear. They had short tails, whip thin and useless seeming. She doubted they used them for defence. Might be used to defend their anus from insects, she mused, but useless for anything else. Their hides were dark brown, close to black, and looked tough. She might have a problem hooking her claws through that hide, but she was looking forward to trying. They were covered in short bristly hair over their backs and sides, not proper fur, and seemed bald underneath where the hide looked paler. She didn’t like the look of their hooves. They looked dangerous, nasty enough to open her belly she was sure. Sharp hooves but not clawed, no spurs, but she had a feeling these things used those hooves for rooting about in the dirt like a Shkai’lon. Shkai’lon were rage filled menaces; these... call them tuskers she decided, might have a similar niche on this world. She drew a breath to sample the scent.


  Scree scree scree.


  Hmmm, an odd earthy scent, but tasty, she decided as drool filled her mouth again. She swallowed, and winced as her stomach growled. Was it loud enough for the tuskers to hear? She watched them closely. Apparently not. She closed in, but not too close.


  The two adult creatures were guarding the little ones, who continued squabbling among themselves over something they’d found. Shima chose the male for her dinner; it was the larger of the two adults, but Shima wondered if tuskers might fight cooperatively in a pack. She would find out she supposed, but she hoped not. A good hunter did not waste meat. She couldn’t eat all of them, even gorging to build reserve fat, and she didn’t need to do that here. Should she look for something else? No, she decided. She was new to this world and its creatures. She had to start somewhere and learn its ways.


  She pounced.


  Shima dropped with her limbs extended and claws out roaring her challenge. The little ones scattered, and ran in all directions. Good. The female spun toward her mate, saw Shima land on his back, and charged.


  “Yow!” Shima screamed in pain and surprise. The bristles covering the tuskers were quills, not wiry hair. She yowled again and threw herself off the male.


  Shima’s fur protected her somewhat, but the quills had penetrated her skin shallowly and in numerous places. Curse the luck. She was bleeding, but not badly. She hoped they weren’t poisonous. She didn’t think they were. She pulled one of the quills out of her harness strap and took a quick look at it. No sign of poison. Good, the fight was still on.


  Her appraisal was quick enough that she avoided the female’s charge, and had enough time to scream another challenge. The female turned quickly, almost folding herself in two to face Shima, and shook her body aggressively. Every quill on her body stood up and rattled against each other as a warning. Then it surprised Shima again. The little demon-spawn rolled into a ball presenting spiky pain in all directions to any attacker. Shima spun to the male in time to see him fold himself into a ball as well.


  No fair!


  Shima padded up to the male and batted at the annoying thing. Yow! That hurt, harmonies curse it. She pulled the broken spines out of her paw and glared at the little menace. She sniffed and growled and nudged the thing trying to make it unroll itself, but no go. Well... she backed away in consternation. Well shit, as Kate would say. Now what?


  Shima glared at the two spiky balls of alien goodness and paced around them, daring them to open up, but they didn’t. She could use her beamers to shoot the stupid things, but that wasn’t hunting, that was slaughter. It didn’t seem fair somehow. She could use her knives to kill them, and that seemed better, but it was still an unsatisfying conclusion to the hunt. If she’d been truly in need, she wouldn’t hesitate, but she was hungry not starving.


  Shima chuffed in annoyance, and turned away. She walked back the way she’d come staying on four feet, leaving behind the demon spawned excuses for dinner. She looked back over her shoulder hopefully, but no, they weren’t taking chances. Still tucked up tight. She spat in their direction, and trotted away. They probably tasted awful anyway, she thought, trying to convince herself that she hadn’t just been bested by a pair of spiky aliens less than half her size.


  Shima followed a game trail and picked up more alien scents. She discarded the tantalising and delicious seeming tusker scent layering the trail, she was learning after all, and zeroed in upon something else. This one was a predator, at least it smelled like a meat eater, and the scat it left seamed to verify it. She chose it as her prey, and planned to expiate her humiliating failure with the tuskers by enjoying its flesh tonight. She was hungry enough to eat it raw, bones and all, but she would have anyway—not the bones thing, but eat it raw yes. Meat always tasted best still warm and bleeding. Besides, this was her first alien dinner. It would be wrong to cook it the first time; this was research of a sort after all.


  Shima laughed to herself, and finally found the funny side of her non-fight with the tuskers. She could laugh at herself now. It had been funny in a way, but she was glad she’d been alone. At least she knew not to hunt tuskers by choice now, and no one had seen her failure.


  She followed the scents and tracks off the trail and far into the trees. The animal left prints completely different to that left by tuskers. No hooves for this creature. It left prints indicating padded feet and claws. She placed her hand beside one of the impressions and her ears swivelled listening for movement close by. The print was bigger than her hand but not by much. She backed up and compared the depth of her print to that of the prey. Similar. Very similar. Their weights must be close too. Shima looked around warily. This didn’t feel right. She was tempted to use the harmonies, but no. Her previous failure still smarted. She wouldn’t betray her father’s training.


  Shima advanced again, but warily, her ears straining for any sound. Her eyes were wonderfully keen these days, making her aware of how far below a normal Shan’s perceptions she had been before. She was at her peak now with regard to her senses, and was determined to build her body’s stamina back to peak fitness as well. She slowed as a feeling of being watched came over her. Right forefoot, left hind foot, and pause to listen, left forefoot, right hind foot and another pause this time to taste the air.


  She whirled and slashed as something dropped from the trees behind her. She felt the barest touch on one claw as she spun, but there was no blood. Her ears were back, safely out of danger as her roar rumbled up to shatter the silence. The answering roar shocked her to stillness, and she blinked at the crouching creature before her.


  Her jaw opened wide showing her killing teeth in an instinctive threat display, her vision tunnelled and her ears clamped themselves against her head tighter than ever. The creature before her was startlingly familiar, but not at the same time. His jaws full of teeth any Shan would be proud to own. His eyes were nothing like a Shan’s eyes and glowed red with blocky horizontal pupils, but the orangey red coloured fur and sharp claws? Marvellous! Obviously a hunter, using the trees to stalk prey as Shan would, as she herself had so recently done! Shima felt a kinship with this creature and would have liked to admire him at her leisure, but she was busy.


  Fighting for her life.


  He pounced upon her, raking claws and snapping jaws. Shima suddenly knew what her prey felt when she attacked this way. She was the prey now, and it was exhilarating and terrifying all at once. She rolled to the side and onto her back, claws out trying to rend his belly as she would have had this been another Shan attacking. That was her tactic; treat him like Shan because she had never fought with anything else remotely like him.


  Shan no longer fought each other except for play. Cubs and younglings wrestled, but this was a bit more serious. Jaws snapped at her muzzle, and she grabbed his ruff with both hands, trying to turn his head away, but he was incredibly strong. She flexed her fingers and her claws shot out and into his flesh. Blood poured and he went into frenzy, struggling violently and whipping his head back and forth. Froth flew from his snapping jaws, but Shima pushed him back, turning her face away from him, but really having to work at it to keep those teeth out of her hide. She couldn’t hold him!


  He ripped himself free, and leapt away.


  Shima rolled back onto four feet snarling and giving her attacker a good look at her teeth in a show of aggression and ferocity. The fight was all about instinct now. She didn’t fight her people’s natural reactions. She embraced them. Her vision was already tunnelled, centred on her prey. No time for thinking now, her hunt kill reflex had a firm hold upon her. Her scream of rage rose over the forest, quieting the other creatures hiding within it. Her prey had increased the distance between them, but Shima knew what was coming. She braced for the charge, but the beast surprised her again by pouncing a second time. She would have charged. Hit and run strikes were ingrained in her people in these situations, because they would most likely be fighting Shkai’lon or Shkai’ra.


  Shima’s heart thundered within her chest as she met the beast in the air mid-leap. This time Shima had his measure. Her jaws clamped his throat tight, cutting off his air, and she wrapped her arms around his body to hold him while her rear claws went to work on his belly and genitals, ripping into him.


  They crashed to earth, Shima on the bottom but in the ascendant now. She had him where she wanted him. Blood and slippery ropes of entrails gushed out upon the ground, but Shima didn’t release the pressure on his throat. His struggles became desperate but already weakening. She bit harder and harder and harder. Growling and ripping and crushing his throat, and snarling and biting and ripping and...


  Shima slowly came back to herself still chewing into the furry throat and growling. She finally realised the beast had stopped struggling a while ago. The steaming entrails were a pile beside her, and the body a dead weight atop her. Her mouth was thick with alien blood.


  “Hmmm, you do taste good,” Shima mumbled, her mouth still full. Reluctantly she pulled back. “Yum,” she said licking her muzzle clean of blood.


  Shima pushed the corpse off and stood on two legs over it. She wanted to roar her victory, but sadly she had come back to herself now and such things seemed a little primitive from the lofty heights of a civilised being. Perhaps a small one?


  Shima roared, proclaiming victory, and despite herself it wasn’t a small one at all. She sheepishly looked around, hoping Kazim was too far away to hear, but there was a part—a small part—that wished he could have seen her. She was proud of her skill, and that fight had really been something. She was sure that even her father, skilled as he was, would have been impressed.


  Shima reached for her knives and went to work cleaning and butchering her kill.


  Back at her chosen campsite, she washed the blood and stink of death from her body, and then cleaned her equipment. The harness needed special attention; it was thick with blood and other gunk. Her knives were last. She dug a pit and built up earthen walls around it, before building and lighting a fire in the centre with her old spark rock and steel. It didn’t seem strange using primitive tools to make fire. She had used them regularly since her father gifted them to her on their first hunt together. She had been a cub then, barely a year old.


  Shima ate her fill of raw meat, still bleeding on the bone, and then set some to cook on sticks stuck in the ground and angled toward, but not actually in, the flames. She wanted to try some of it cooked just to taste the difference, but also planned on taking some with her to eat on the journey. It should last better cooked, not that it needed to last long. She should be with Gina and the others sometime tomorrow.


  


  The morning dawned overcast and Shima expected to get wet before she found her friends. She didn’t care. Weather was just something to be endured on a hunt; nothing to be done about it, certainly no point in complaining. Her pelt would shed the rain, and she was warm enough. She had clean water and plenty of cooked meat. She ate some of the uncooked leftovers from her feast last night for breakfast, but left the rest for the scavengers to clean up. She had plenty of cooked meat in pouches on her harness. She wouldn’t need to hunt again today. She buried the ashes from her fire along with the bones in her fire pit, wanting to leave her campsite as she found it. Shima took one last look around, and set off to find her friends. She was determined to do that before night fell.


  Shima travelled quickly, retracing her path and then moving into new territory in a straight line aiming for the river. She was sure Gina wouldn’t cross the river. Not that she couldn’t do so, but where was the need? Shima felt sure she would cut Gina’s trail before reaching it.


  As it turned out, Shima was right, but it took longer than she thought. Gina was heading south still, following the path of the river it seemed. Nothing wrong with that, but surely a survey should cover a wider area? If Shima had to survey the valley, she would have zigzagged west to east to cover more terrain. It would slow the journey south, but that didn’t matter. The task wasn’t to follow the river, and there wasn’t an expiry date on their survey. Whatever the reason, Shima had her friend’s scent and their tracks now. She could quicken her pace even more and catch them easily before night.


  Shima set out to do just that.


  She realised long before finding them where they had to be. On the flight out, Kate had shown her the terrain on one of the shuttle’s displays, and she had pointed out the huge lake at the southern end of the valley where the river entered the gorge. Following the river so closely was the clue. Gina was either at the lake it emptied into, or heading directly for it. Shima didn’t know why. Perhaps Varya wanted to consider it as a location for the colony. It wouldn’t be unheard of for a Shan city to be built on the shores of a lake after all, and the idea quite intrigued her. Still, it did seem odd that the tracks arrowed right toward it without variation. Surely it made more sense to survey the entire valley on the way?


  Whatever the reason, and with the aid of the harmonies and her hunting skills to avoid trouble, she arrived upon the shores of the lake safely by late afternoon.


  “What took you so long,” Kate said, grinning as she approached. She was holding a stick with something edible thrust onto it. A fish. She took a bite. “I thought we might have to send out a rescue party.”


  Shima blinked in consternation. Beyond Kate’s shoulder she could see the shuttle floating upon the lake, and not far down the shore, tents had been set up. There were people there, more than there should be.


  “What?” Shima said feeling very confused.


  “We expected you last night,” Kate said, stepping closer and offering the stick. “It’s good, try some.”


  Shima mechanically took a piece of fish off the stick with her claws and popped it into her mouth. Flavour exploded upon her tongue, and her eyes widened. Kate nodded and offered the entire stick to take. Shima took it and ate more of the silvery blue fish. It tasted wonderful. It had been prepared with herbs and butter it tasted like, and cooked to perfection. She finished it and licked her chops ready for more.


  “What’s happening, Kate?”


  Kate led her back toward the others. “It was Gina’s idea. Now your eyes are fixed, you’ll probably be going home soon. She wanted to thank you for all you did for us during the war by helping to make some good memories. Did it work?”


  Shima remembered the tuskers and then her fight with the not-Shan thing she hadn’t named. “Yes, it’s been a good hunt so far.”


  “Great!” Kate said. “Bet you didn’t know Stone is a fiend for fishing, did you?”


  “No.”


  “Neither did I!”


  Shima laughed. “Who is your cook? The fish tasted fantastic.”


  “Chailen. She’s been cooking all day for your vacation feast. We have the whole week to play and have fun, more if you want. The General didn’t specify when he wanted us back and we’re only a few hours away by shuttle anyway if he calls.”


  They reached the tents and Shima learned the depth of the deception. Chailen and Sharn came up and hugged her laughing about how Shima just happened to meet Kate’s shuttle arriving at Petruso airstrip. Gina laughed at her outraged glare. Cragg offered another fish on a stick, and she took it greedily. He was already eating one. Varya raised a hand in greeting. Stone nodded to her from where he crouched before the fire taking care of Chailen’s pots where they bubbled and steamed with wonderful smells of cooking.


  There was one person missing. “Where’s Kazim?” Shima said, trying not to sound concerned.


  Chailen and Sharn stepped apart and pointed. Shima looked beyond the camp to find a lonely figure standing on the edge of the water, looking her way. He had his camera in one hand, but not pointed.


  Shima handed her empty stick to Chailen wordlessly and went to join him.


  * * *


  


  



  13 ~ Operation Oracle


  Tech Centre. Operation Annihilate simulation


  Gina awoke still in her acceleration couch, but the couch wasn’t where she had left it. She was face down and the surface she lay upon was getting hot. She squirmed and found the harness release. The seat felt like it weighed a ton; she could hardly move under its weight. That worried her because there was fire, and a viper shouldn’t sweat the weight of a single metal seat, and there was fire... and you know, fire!


  She twisted and fumbled the harness loose and was finally able to drag herself from under the seat. When she staggered erect, she realised why the weight had been so crushing. The dropship was trashed and the fuselage was crumpled. Her seat had been on the starboard side, but although it was still securely bolted to the bulkhead that the designers had intended, it was now on the port side of the ship.


  Gina shook her head and kicked her way free of debris coughing and choking on the smoke starting to fill the ship. She grabbed her rifle from the deck where it had ended wedged under the seat after the crash. The screams and cries of the wounded and dying pulled her in multiple directions. She needed to give aid, but first she needed to find a way out.


  Blood trickled into her eyes and she irritably wiped it away. The fires were getting worse and with it the screaming. She spun in place and staggered. Her leg wasn’t working right, and for the first time she took notice of her own diagnostics.


  >_ Diagnostics: Left leg impaired, knee joint 25%. Lung capacity 87%.


  >_ IMS: Repairs in progress.


  >_ Diagnostics: Unit fit for duty.


  The knee blazed with pain despite her IMS flooding the area with pain blockers. It was three times the size it should be and her uniform was stretched tight over it. Every time she moved, her thigh and shin armour caught and gouged it sickeningly. Cold sweat popped out on her forehead and she grunted as she forced her way forward.


  There were many bodies scattered, impaled, and crushed within the ship. Most were sleeping the little death, their beacons flashing and reporting their readiness for pickup, but not all. Too many were true dead. Gina left them alone and continued forward to the other troop hold. The screams were coming from there.


  The hatch was jammed part way open, and smoke boiled through the gap. Gina wrenched at the obstinate hatch and it groaned open another few inches, but then stopped. She put her shoulder to it and heaved. No movement. She wedged herself further into the gap and used her body like a hydraulic jack. Her knee was screaming, but she forced it to bend until her feet were positioned against the hull. Then she slowly straightened her legs.


  >_ Diagnostics: critical damage warning... left knee 23%... 21%... 17%...


  The pain, the pain, the pain! Gina screamed at the agony, but the screams of her companions were worse than any torture. The warning kept flashing on her internal display, counting down to complete failure of her knee. If it did fail, the joint would need complete replacement in sickbay. Anything else would take time, but could be repaired by IMS in the field with her own resources. She kept pushing, but the pain...


  Computer: Melee mode


  The world slowed and the pain went away. Ahh... the relief was heaven. Gina knew it was all illusion. Melee mode suppressed pain responses, so she could do things that would otherwise make her pass out or quit. She wouldn’t quit, and the damage continued to pile up. She eased off on the pressure, and then kicked hard with both legs. The hatch juddered open a little more.


  >_ Diagnostics: critical damage warning... left knee 14%


  She kicked again.


  >_ Diagnostics: critical damage warning... left knee 11%


  The hatch slammed open and she fell into the troop hold. The screams were less, the flashing beacons had multiplied on her sensors. Gina rolled around clutching her knee. The pain was leaking through the block. That shouldn’t happen, but it was happening, and she rolled around clutching her pain. The sharp agony slowly dulled to a throbbing heat and she turned to discover the horror.


  Her comrades were burning where they sat trapped unable to escape. A fuel line must have ruptured and a jet of fire was playing directly on to a section of the ship where vipers were still mustered in their couches. They were... Gina gulped, trying to force the images out of her head, but vipers could not forget. The flames had been held back by viper armour and nano-processed uniforms, for a while anyway, but they had failed eventually and the flesh beneath had been burned away.


  She saw men and women with no faces. Their metallic bones burned clean and horrifyingly shiny and visible. Surely they would die, their brains cooked, but they were still moving! Gina’s guts heaved. Why weren’t they in hibernation or dead? Everywhere she looked she saw horror—arms that had no flesh, but still moved trying to get free, faceless people screaming, and bodies burned down to the bone with things moving inside as they struggled struggled struggled! Viper biomech muscles were proving their resilience and resistance to fire in a horrifying manner. Bodies twitching and wrenching at debris while completely engulfed in fire, pinned by the crumpled ship that had failed to protect its cargo. The horror was everywhere she looked.


  Gina was still in melee mode and boosted to the max. She forced herself up and into that hell. She had to shut off the fuel. She even knew how to do it, though she’d never had to for real. Wolfcub class dropships had an engineering section just aft of the cockpit. She could see it, just beyond the flames.


  Gina found a helmet on the deck and pulled it on over her own burns. She had awoken with them, and knew they were the result of a previous battle and not caused here. She didn’t know where her own helmet was and didn’t care. It would keep the heat out of her eyes for a while. Without hesitation, she forced herself to climb over the wreckage and into the fire. The temperature soared around her, and warnings proliferated upon her display. Smoke and pollutants caused by burning synthetics scoured her throat and burned already damaged lungs. The pain in her knee was forgotten as her hands burned. She had no gloves and was having to pull herself forward grasping hot metal.


  Finally, she was over the hurdle and staggering forward. She glanced at her friends in their couches, but all in this section were in hibernation. A lot of internal injuries she guessed, because outwardly they didn’t look too bad. Was she the only one to remain conscious on the entire ship? She looked into the cockpit but only briefly. Both pilots were true dead. They had to be. They’d been cut in half. Nothing could survive that. She wanted to scream when she saw the co-pilot move a little. The top half anyway.


  She found the emergency fuel shut off and flipped the switch. Darkness filled the ship’s interior as the flames died. The screaming turned to whimpers and groans, but one by one they fell silent and more beacons started flashing.


  “Oh Jesus...” she hissed throwing the helmet down and leaning to take the weight off her knee.. “Oh Jesus....” she mumbled and wiped blood out of her eyes. And tears. “Oh Jesus...”


  She was shaking and feeling shocky. She turned, feeling the world drift around in slow motion. That was when she knew what was wrong. Still in melee mode and boosted to the max, her IMS was as close to offline as it came short of true death. It didn’t have the resources to fix her up, and she could tell she was in a bad way. She wasn’t getting enough air and felt light headed.


  Computer: combat mode


  The world sped back up and Gina screamed in agony. Her knee buckled and she fell against the engineering panel. Oh God it hurt! Her internal display was suddenly flooded with data. Flashing multicoloured icons and numbers competed for attention, and despite her coughing and need to get out, she had to deal with some of it.


  Lung capacity 43%, left knee 11%, miscellaneous burns and contusions. Combat effectiveness 61%. Maintenance mode recommended.


  Enter maintenance mode [Y]es/[N]o?


  >_ N


  “Dumb machine,” Gina grumped.


  This was no time to sleep. Now she had the time to think, she knew why the others had burned without entering hibernation. Their systems were intelligent enough to assess risks—that was part of what made vipers so dangerous in combat. Their processors had known letting them sleep in the fire would kill them, so it hadn’t allowed it. Simple as that. So stupid, but totally logical. Those vipers would have burned to death and remained aware the entire time because the viper design team programmed them to survive at any cost. Pain? Sanity? Everything sacrificed for survival.


  Gina shuddered and went into a coughing fit.


  She finished with internal business and turned toward the cockpit. She struggled inside, but turned back almost immediately. She’d had a vague idea to use the pilot’s emergency hatch to get out, but the shuttle had gone down hard. The hatch was buckled and dirt was leaking inside through it. No doubt the front of the ship was buried.


  She struggled back out, letting her leg drag and not bending her knee to give IMS the best opportunity she could to make repairs. God damn but it hurt. Felt like someone was poking a red-hot poker in there. She coughed again, and panted trying to get more air. It did no good.


  As she made her way through the hold, she checked the other vipers and was cheered by what she found. Most in the forward section were alive and in hibernation. When she reached the section of the troop hold where the fire had been, she steeled herself against what she would see. The burns were so hideously bad; she couldn’t tell who was who and was glad of it. She was shocked to find even the worst victims were still alive. Whether they would wake up sane, she didn’t know. She would never get this horror out of her head.


  Back where she started in the hold she’d been riding in, Gina realised that she was still trapped. The only way out was the main ramp and it was not working. It looked undamaged, but there was no power to operate it.


  She patted herself down and found a few grenades left on the ragged remains of her webbing. She was wearing more than one set, tied roughly to her armour like bandoleers. She pulled them off and transferred useful items to her belt and webbing before discarding the useless remnants. There wasn’t much she could use. She needed more.


  Gina searched the bodies of her comrades pilfering power cells and grenades. She soon had a respectable pile. Back at the ramp, she pulled the manual unlocking levers all the way down, and then jammed the power cells and grenades tightly around the edges of the ramp where it sealed to the hull. She didn’t have enough explosive to dent the armour of a Wolfcub, but with the locks withdrawn, she hoped a big enough bang on the inside would overcome the inertia of the heavy ramp and blow it open. It depended a lot on how much pressure was left in the hydraulics. Those rams were designed to keep the ramp shut against atmospheric pressure while the ship travelled in vacuum, but the ship was pretty much trashed. With luck that meant the hydraulic system was totalled as well.


  Gina backed up and took cover. She hefted her rifle and selected full auto and full power. She took careful aim and fired at the clusters she had placed around the edges of the ramp. The explosions weren’t close to simultaneous, but maybe that helped a little, as it seemed to start a rocking motion that finally led to the ramp falling outward. It crashed down and a refreshing breeze entered the troop hold clearing the smoke a little.


  Gina took a deep breath, but her lungs were still shot and she started coughing. She headed for the open air, squinting against the light and dragging her bum leg behind her looking for hostiles on her sensors. The ship had been shot down by Merkiaari interceptors. There could be Merki troopers on the way to check the downed ship and eliminate survivors.


  She moved away from the smashed ship. She was amazed at its toughness. The crash had been high speed and the impact massive. How so many had survived to enter hibernation was a miracle. A target blinked into existence on her sensors and she turned toward it...


  Manual override protocols activated.


  Current run saved: Fuentez San Luis #002.


  Simulation terminated.


  Gina opened her eyes as the simulator couch settled upon the floor. What the hell? She was just getting started! She looked around, but the others were still under. She wondered if they had gotten out of the dropship yet, and how they had done it. She would have to ask Eric how he’d managed. The simulation was based upon his very real life experience of San Luis back during the Merkiaari War.


  “Talk of the devil,” she muttered as Captain Penleigh approached. “I guess I have you to thank for messing up my run?”


  “You were doing a good job of that all by yourself, Gina. You do realise the mission was not to shut off fuel lines etcetera etcetera, but to get out and back into the war? Operation Annihilate was the endgame of the San Luis campaign. Your job was to reach the assembly point and participate.”


  Gina grimaced. “I know that, I would have gotten there.”


  “Maybe,” Eric said, “but not quickly, and not efficiently.”


  “Tell me you left them screaming in there, and then I’ll consider efficiency.”


  Eric stared into the shadows of the simulator room bleakly, remembering a younger and more naive self. His jaw muscles bunched and he glanced down at Gina. His smile was crooked, and Gina shivered. She didn’t think his smile meant he was amused this time around.


  “I pulled you out because the General has a mission for us. He asked for you in particular. Any idea why?”


  Changing the subject on her didn’t mean he had let them die screaming. She really really hoped it didn’t, because she didn’t want to know that about him. She liked him, and she was comfortable with him as her immediate superior. She wanted to keep it that way.


  “No idea. What mission?”


  Eric shrugged and helped unhook her from the simulator’s sensors.


  Gina wondered what it was all about as she dressed, but she couldn’t imagine. The General had so many fires to tend; she could be sent literally anywhere. Well maybe not that. It was very unlikely she would be sent to a core world or back to the Shan worlds. Not impossible mind you, just unlikely.


  “What about my men?” she said, gesturing at the packed simulators. Her entire platoon was here.


  Eric shrugged. “They have hours to go yet. I’ve asked for someone to take over monitoring for me.”


  Gina nodded. That was prudent; if anyone was “killed” in the simulation before reaching the goal, they would wake early and need help.


  Eric ushered Gina along and out of the simulator room. On their way through the tech centre’s barren corridors, they met Kate hurrying toward them. She waved a sloppy salute in their direction that made Gina smile and Eric scowl, but she didn’t stop.


  “I asked for Stone,” Eric growled.


  “Kate can handle it,” she said and watched her friend enter the simulator room. “She gets bored. Stone probably wanted her out of his hair.” Not that Stone had hair. He shaved his head every morning.


  “She’s undisciplined.”


  Gina shrugged. So what else was new?


  “You don’t get it, do you?” Eric said. “Even after Callendri, you still don’t get it.”


  “I guess not,” she said. Callendri? What did he have to do with Kate?


  Roberto Callendri had been a recruit who had attacked her during a training op after accusing her of setting him up to fail. He had cracked, had what they in the regiment called a whigout. Kamarl Dolinski, Roberto’s best friend, had to put him down. Capped him with his pulser with a shot to the head at close range. Took Roberto’s head clean off.


  “Viper stability is contingent upon discipline, Gina. We train continually, and use harsh training methods all to keep us stable. Too much time to think is not good for us. You should know this by now, how can you not know this? What, you think after all this time I need more training? You think I still get in those coffins every week because I don’t know my job?”


  “Well...” Gina said but she hadn’t thought about it. Eric did still run sims occasionally, but not every veteran did. “Never considered it.”


  Eric opened the exterior doors and they marched shoulder to shoulder toward the admin building where the regiment’s offices were. The General had his office there, close to the operations room, which was just another name for a big conference room. It had tons of tech; holotanks, comm equipment, big screens... all for planning missions. She had been in there before, but only for training. She’d heard that the General was starting to rotate personnel through admin to round out his viper’s education. A good idea, she thought, as long as she didn’t get stuck in an admin position long term. She shuddered at the thought.


  “You can’t be comparing Kate with Roberto.”


  “I can’t?” Eric said. “Why? Because she’s your friend?”


  “No, but they’re nothing alike.”


  “If you think that, you’re not paying attention. They don’t have the same background, that’s true, but they’re alike in other ways. Kate follows only the rules she likes, and listens to only those she considers worthy according to her own criteria. She doesn’t follow orders because they’re orders, or because they come from officers placed over her, she follows them because in her estimation not doing so would inconvenience her in some way. If I gave you an order that you didn’t like, you might protest it briefly, but then you would follow it. Kate though would not protest; she would smile and nod and might even salute me, but then she would go off and do it her way.”


  Gina was surprised that Eric knew Kate that well. He was bang on, but his final estimation of her was way off. Yes, Kate would do things her way, but the job would get done. Anyone who had seen her in action could not doubt that. If not following orders as if they were gospel was the only thing needed to label a viper as a rogue unit, half of the regiment would be scrapped.


  Colonel Flowers was recruiting new men even now, and toughness wasn’t the only prerequisite. He was looking for tough skilled soldiers who could think for themselves; soldiers who could be relied upon to get the job done. Soldiers like Kate in other words. No, Kate was no rogue. If she had one fault, it was her single-mindedness. She could be too ruthless. The mission or goal that she set for herself came first with her. She was a bit like Eric and the other veterans in that way, but Eric didn’t see it. It was too close to home.


  In a situation where achieving a mission’s aims meant sacrificing lives, Kate would not hesitate. Gina didn’t like that about her friend, while at the same time she couldn’t help but admire Kate’s dedication to her mission. In Kate’s place, Gina knew she was more likely to sacrifice herself than others. A weakness in her perhaps, but that’s just how she was wired.


  “You just don’t like her because she reminds you of you,” Gina said with a grin at his scowl. “It’s true! All you old timers think alike. Mission first, nothing second. Well, Kate came off the assembly line with an attitude that could have been cloned from Sergeant Stone. She even talks like him, and you get along with Stone just fine. If you want to label Kate a rogue, you’ll have to scrap half the regiment and all the veterans.”


  Eric shook his head. “There is a difference. The old timers, as you call us, have the Alliance’s best interests as their focus. Kate only has Kate’s best interest as hers.”


  Gina felt she should defend her friend, but she didn’t know how. She knew Kate thought of things outside of herself. She had helped with Shima and had been more than happy to do it. She had joined Stone’s intel section, and was excited about the work she was doing there. Mission planning, she assumed, because it was all hush-hush stuff and Kate wouldn’t talk specifics. Kate couldn’t carry out any of the things she helped to plan until she was fixed, but she could help the rest of her team by designing well thought out operations.


  “I don’t agree,” Gina said, and would have to content herself with that. Kate would prove him wrong in the end, and that was all that really mattered. “Any idea what this mission is about? Anything on the books you can think of?”


  Eric accepted the subject change. “There’s always stuff on the to do list, you know that.”


  Gina nodded. People too. People on a viper’s to do list weren’t on it long though, like those guys on Thurston. Yi Zhang and his brother Hu Zhang (AKA Daniel King). They had been backers of the terrorist outfit euphemistically called the Freedom Movement. Daniel King had been part of the not so loyal opposition in government on Thurston, and had stabbed his own people in the back by supporting the bombers with the eventual aim of taking over the government himself. He and his brother had suffered a mischief not long before Eric left that world. Eric was instrumental in pulling the Freedom Movement down. Gina knew because she had been one of roughly a thousand Marines on planet at the time and had helped him destroy them utterly when they attacked the capital en masse.


  “Anything stand out to you?”


  Eric shook his head. Oh well, they were nearly there. No doubt the General would explain.


  They entered the admin building and headed straight for the General’s office. Quite a few of the offices were in use again, and Gina glanced through open doors at the bustle. There was a lot of brass concentrated here and she wondered what they all found to do. Remembering how empty this place had been before, it was as if the regiment had been some slumbering leviathan, but one that was definitely awake again now.


  Eric led Gina into Burgton’s outer office. He took Raph’s salute and then they were ushered into the General’s presence. They saluted him, but he wasn’t alone. Sitting before the desk was a trim smartly dressed older woman Gina had never met. Eric knew her though. He greeted her like a friend before turning to introduce Gina.


  “Lieutenant Gina Fuentez, this is Liz Brenchley.”


  The woman stood to shake Gina’s hand and then took her place again.


  “Liz heads up our Department of Industry,” Burgton said. “She’s here for a couple of reasons. Your mission will be to escort and protect her among other things, but we’ll come to that in a moment.”


  Gina nodded. An escort mission to where, and to do what? She could do it in her sleep but why her? Eric said that the General had asked for her specifically. She couldn’t think why. A simple escort mission could be handled by anyone in the regiment.


  “Your platoon, where are we?” Burgton said. “I know what you’ve been having them do since you squared away our Shan situation. Well done with that, by the way. Shima left us very excited about the colony here and I think that could help us in future. I doubt we’ll have any issues with volunteers.”


  Gina nodded. “Shima loved site five, the one we used for her surprise vacation. Varya and Kazim were already leaning that way due to location and the mountains, but I think Shima will push them over the line into backing it before the elders.”


  “We won’t know anything more for a few months. It will take Shima around three to get home,” Burgton said. “But I’m sure we’ll hear back before the year is out.”


  Gina nodded again. The Shan had only been gone a few weeks. “You asked about my platoon, sir. Are you deploying us?”


  “No. I want to know what they’ll need while you’re away.”


  So the mission was a one unit operation? That made her wonder about it even more. Gina shook off her preoccupation and laid out her thinking regarding her men.


  “I’m happy with progress, sir. All four squads are coming together nicely. I’m not really surprised as most of them have fought together before, and all of them trained with me under Colonel Flowers. I thought there might be trouble when they transferred over from their old units, but that at least turned out to be a worry over nothing.”


  “So the next step is...?” Burgton pressed.


  “More training. I want to start them on squad and platoon simulations next. I have them in simulators every third day right now, and that’s probably about right for individual training. When they go to the larger squad and platoon missions, once or twice a week should be enough. I want them to get used to working as a larger unit again. This last year we’ve been fighting in penny packets a lot... no insult intended, sir.”


  Burgton smiled. “The truth doesn’t offend me, Gina. There was no help for it with so many in hibernation. So, if I were to send you on an operation, you would have no concerns for your platoon?”


  “I didn’t say that, sir. I should oversee their training regardless, and hell, I need some myself.”


  Eric snorted.


  Burgton glanced at Eric, but didn’t ask. “And if I were to assign someone to oversee them for you... Dolinski let’s say?”


  “Then I would say my platoon was in good hands, sir, but Kamarl has his own platoon to handle. The way I hear it, 2nd needs even more work than 1st does.”


  “True. You have a suggestion?”


  “Bump Hiller to cover for me, just until I get back.”


  “Done,” Burgton said decisively. “Moving on to why you’re here. Liz and I have a job for you both. On the surface it’s a simple escort mission, and as I said, you get to protect Liz while she oversees her team. Why only two units, you’re thinking. Well, it’s not because I don’t value Liz or the mission. They’re both vital, and I mean that. Liz is a personal friend, but it’s her work that makes her indispensable to me.”


  Liz rolled her eyes. “Love you too, George. Seriously, no one is indispensable. My deputy can do my job, or I’d find a new deputy.”


  “Your job yes, but Oracle? No.”


  Liz cocked her head, but then acknowledged his point with a nod. “I’ll give you that one.”


  “Oracle?” Gina said.


  “That’s a long story,” Burgton said. “One I’m going to tell you but in the operations room. We have a mission to plan.”


  Burgton led them all out of his office and down the corridor to the operations room. No one was using it so they had it to themselves. Burgton waved them toward the main tank at the centre of the room. He worked the controls himself, and the room’s lights dimmed as the tank came alive.


  Gina frowned at the planet displayed and at the legend below it in bold text. Kushiel. Kushiel? Her eyes widened as she remembered why the name was familiar. It was The Kushiel of the Accords. The planet was bombarded from orbit into an uninhabitable waste by the Merkiaari. The Accords banning orbital bombardment and the use of atomics in atmosphere had been a direct response to what happened to that luckless world. What possible use could there be for the planet now?


  Burgton turned to address them. “Here we have Kushiel, bombed by the Merki from orbit with nuclear and kinetic ordnance over a prolonged period. All life extinguished by them and the planet ruined forever as a warning, we assume, against further use of atomics in atmosphere against them. I say we assume, because we’ve never managed any dialogue with them about Kushiel or any other subject. But, we got the message. The Accords were written, and all Alliance members signed it. We don’t know what the Merki think about that, but neither side has used orbital strikes or atomics in atmosphere against the other since then. And no other planets have suffered Kushiel’s fate, so we can assume they’re at least satisfied with it.”


  Gina didn’t interrupt, but it wasn’t true that neither side had used atomics. Admiral Meyers had in fact deployed Zeus on Child of Harmony. Zeus missiles were atomics, though they were classed in the micro nuke range of weapons carried aboard fleet carriers. The risk of using them against the Merkiaari had been extreme. If the Merki high command somehow learned of it, the consequences could be dire. Fortunately, and probably a mitigating circumstance Meyers used to justify her decision, her ships had owned the system at the time, and the Shan elders had specifically requested the strike. By ensuring no Merki survived the experience, the details of how the victory was achieved had been hidden.


  “That’s the background,” Burgton said and manipulated the controls. The image changed to a cityscape. “This is the capital city of the colony; obviously the images were taken long before the war.”


  Gina nodded as image after image appeared. The city had been designed using an older colonial style—lots of stone walls and columns rather than the more modern but sterile steel and glass. She liked it. It reminded her of places she had visited while on leave. She’d chosen to visit Earth on her last leave as a Marine just before she was recruited into the regiment. She remembered the ruins of the original Washington DC on the shores of Crater Lake that had been preserved as a memorial. The final image that Burgton displayed was of a building that had an impressive dome, just like the broken Capitol building she had seen back then.


  New Washington on Earth was the capital of the Alliance, but the architects of that city had turned away from the past and embraced wholeheartedly their concept of the future. Perhaps they had simply wanted to blot out the memory of Washington’s destruction at the hands of the madman Douglas Walden during the Hacker Rebellion, perhaps not, but by creating something completely different and separate from old notions of architecture they had also lost something. Steel and glass mega-scrapers, though technologically impressive, could never replace the heart swelling beauty of old weather-worn stone columns and domes. New Washington had no Capitol, no domes, just super modern mega-scrapers and needles... it made Gina feel a little sad. Romantic foolishness, she thought, but she did admire Kushiel’s old colonial style of architecture.


  “Kushiel was governed as a republic, but one with a twist. Its colonial administer was an A.I named Sebastian, and it was he who was effectively the head of state.”


  Gina gaped.


  Burgton nodded at her surprise. “I don’t mean he was named president. Kushiel’s government had all the trappings of a republic as we understand it. No, I mean the A.I ran the colony’s infrastructure without outside input—even back then everything was mostly automated like today. They took things further by swearing the president in before him. In effect, Sebastian was the ultimate supreme court judge and guardian of Kushiel’s constitution.”


  Wow. That was taking things too far, Gina thought. The A.Is were almost mythical beings to most people. They were a part of history. Even so, Humans had created them as helpers and even friends, not as some kind of Praetorian Guard policing their creators and deciding whether they were fit to govern.


  “That brings me to this,” Burgton said and the holotank changed. “This is Oracle.”


  Gina stepped closer to the tank. Oracle was a massive installation—she picked out a significant datum—built subsurface, 3km down. Under The Mountain then, had to be. It made sense. The geothermal power plant that serviced Oracle was even deeper. The central chamber drew her eyes. It was a stadium sized spherical void in the middle of the display and it told her what Oracle had to be.


  “Good name for something designed to predict events,” she said quietly. Eric gave her a questioning look, but she didn’t explain. “I assume you didn’t sweat the ban on neural interface technology either?”


  Liz shrugged. “Not so much. In for a few trillion, in for a few billion more.”


  Gina winced. Trillions? Yeah, she could well believe that looking at all this. The installation itself, just the empty chambers would have cost many billions as deep as they’d had to go.


  “What’s going on?” Eric said. “I seem to be the only one not in the know.”


  Burgton raised a hand. “Gina knows a little of this because I confided in her on Child of Harmony for background before we went to pick up Shima. Oracle is Snakeholme’s A.I.”


  “But the ban...” Eric began, but tailed off. “Sir, you’re risking too much. Building our own little fleet of ships, and our own weapon’s factory made sense even though it’s illegal as hell, but breaking the ban on A.Is and neural tech? If the Council learns of it, they’ll shut us down with nukes from orbit if they have to!”


  “Calmly, Captain, calmly,” Burgton said. “There are reasons for everything I do, no matter how mad they may seem at first. Gina, the ban on neural tech has never been applied to us. Every viper ever built has neural interfaces because we need them to function. The regiment hasn’t been specifically excluded from the ban, but viper design implies it and the Council is well aware of that. That leaves the A.I ban. The technology isn’t under the ban, the software is. The Oracle installation is therefore safe.”


  “Semantics,” Eric said angrily and Gina glanced at him worriedly. “You risk everything.”


  Burgton looked at Eric coldly now. “You’ve been with me a long time, Captain Penleigh. You’ve seen some of the things I’ve had to do or order done to keep the Alliance safe and on course. You’ve been sent to carry out many of them. This is just one more of those things. It’s a little late to be growing a conscience, don’t you think?”


  Eric stiffened, his eyes grown cold.


  Gina watched Eric closely and her eyes widened a little as she realised she was watching Eric’s right hand and evaluating how to intercept him if he drew. Preposterous, he wouldn’t draw on the General. She watched him close regardless, prepared to intervene.


  Burgton drew a sharp breath and then let it out as a sigh. “There are a lot of things I do that break laws large and small. I’ve been doing them and ordering them done since the Council betrayed me after the war. They had to be done. Some were to keep the regiment going even at a subsistence level so that we would be here when needed, others were to head off disasters in the Alliance that would have weakened us all against the Merkiaari threat.


  “You may not know this, Gina, but Eric is one of my best operatives. He has often been tasked with doing my dirty work so to speak. He has the right, if anyone does, after all this time to get up in my face over things and question me like this. I value his council as well as his other skills. In the end, I know I have his loyalty. He will follow his orders.”


  Gina watched Eric’s eyes narrow just a bit, and knew that even Eric didn’t know where he would draw the line. Loyalty was earned, and Burgton had earned his many times over, but Eric’s look told Gina there might come a time when loyalty would no longer be enough.


  “Now,” Burgton went on. “Oracle is a reality. Liz built it for me at great expense, but there’s a problem.”


  Liz snorted. “Problem he says. I’ll say there’s a problem. It doesn’t bloody work!”


  Gina blinked. “Then we haven’t broken the A.I ban?” she turned to Eric triumphantly.


  Eric shook his head pityingly at her.


  Liz shrugged. “Yes and no... not that I care. Stupid law should never have been written let alone enforced for over half a millennium. We learned our lessons from Walden and his fanatics a very long time ago. There’s no way the Hacker Rebellion would succeed today. The ban could have been removed just decades after it was introduced without risk, but public paranoia wouldn’t allow it. The Council knows all this, but for reasons of its own keeps the ban in place.


  “As for Oracle, the software is operating within the matrix, so yes the ban is broken, but it isn’t self aware, and that’s the problem. It’s just a very expensive calculator right now.”


  “Expensive, right,” Gina said thinking of all those trillions of credits.


  The regiment’s budget couldn’t possibly cover that kind of expense, which meant Burgton had used Snakeholme’s treasury to fund it. He had the right of course. Snakeholme didn’t really have a government. It was run like a military unit or maybe a corporation. Yes, a corporation with department heads like Liz running various aspects. That made Burgton the CEO of Snakeholme Inc., sort of, another word for which was dictator. Dictator or not, he had a moral duty to spend Snakeholme’s treasure wisely. Whether he was wise or not remained to be seen.


  “And you think Kushiel holds the answer to Oracle’s problem?” Eric said.


  Burgton nodded. “We hope it does, but we don’t know for sure. Kushiel was one of the worlds that still had a functioning A.I after the Rebellion, but three centuries or so later along came the Merkiaari and killed everything on the planet. Nothing further is known about the A.I, except it was there at the end.”


  “It can’t still be there, surely?” Gina said.


  “We don’t think so,” Liz said. “There’s no mention of it at all. I’m assuming one of the orbital strikes took it out. No, we’re not looking to salvage the A.I. We want its backup memory module... if it still exists and if we can even find and access it. The world is frankly a poisonous snowball now. It’s going to be a challenge however you slice it.”


  Gina nodded thoughtfully, but already she could feel the pull of the quest stirring her. A bit of excitement was in the offing, and one that didn’t involve combat. Sounded like just the thing.


  “Do we have a starting point to look?” Eric said. “And what about the salvage side?”


  “My people will handle the actual extraction,” Liz said. “One false move and we could destroy the data we need. In fact, I’m almost certain I’ll copy the data on site before extraction as a backup. We only get one chance at this, and we’re talking about ancient equipment that’s been left in a hostile environment.”


  Burgton used the holotank controls again. “We think the A.I was housed in Haverington. It was the capital and a logical place. Liz thinks any backups would be close to the actual A.I, but not necessarily in the same building. I’m hoping that if the A.I was taken out by the Merki its backups survived. No way to tell without going there.”


  “Doesn’t seem like a very secure site for an A.I, sir,” Gina said doubtfully. “I would expect something like Oracle to house it.”


  Burgton nodded. “Now yes, but don’t forget Sebastian was installed centuries before the Merki War.”


  “Still,” Gina said. If she’d been there, she would never have let the A.I sit above ground in the city, war or no war.


  “I’m not sure why you need us,” Eric said. “Sounds like a job for Liz’s engineers not vipers.”


  Burgton smiled. “You know me, I never expect trouble but I’m always prepared for it. Operation Oracle is Liz’s baby, but you two are to take care of her and any security related issues. If I knew what they were I would tell you. Chances are, on a dead world like this, all you’ll have to do is keep her engineers from wandering off without their environment suits on.”


  Eric laughed and Gina grinned.


  Liz scowled at the mockery, but it didn’t last. “My people are ready to board, George. All our equipment is aboard. When can we go?”


  Burgton looked at Eric. “Tomorrow?”


  Eric glanced at the holotank and nodded. “We’ll upload all this to study on the way. Tomorrow is good. What ship?”


  “Hobbs, one of our freighters. Kushiel is classified as a war memorial and grave site. Going down world is prohibited because of that.” Burgton grimaced. “The system is rarely visited, but if a ship did pass through for some reason, a freighter will raise fewer suspicions than a destroyer.”


  Eric nodded. “We can go down in one of her cargo shuttles.”


  Gina listened as they hashed out a few more details and watched Liz at the holotank controls. She had found the cityscapes again. Gina wondered if the buildings in the pictures were still standing.


  “I guess we’ll find out,” she said and joined Liz at the controls.


  * * *


  


  Part III


  14 ~ Lost World


  Aboard Hobbs, in orbit of Kushiel


  A snowball, Gina remembered thinking back at base. Kushiel did indeed resemble one. The terrible bombardment that had tortured the planet more than two hundred years in the past had triggered an ice age beyond anything Gina had ever heard tell of. The kinetic and nuclear strikes had thrown so much debris into the air that it had shrouded the planet with cloud, some radioactive, that had lasted years. Sunlight reaching the surface had been badly reduced, lowering mean temperatures and starting the long decline into permanent winter.


  Hobbs was an unarmed freighter, but its sensors were decent and they’d been scanning the surface since the ship settled into Kushiel’s orbit yesterday. They already knew a lot about local conditions, cold and inhospitable, and that most of the surface was covered in ice, making the situation worse. The icecaps covered much of the surface with glaciers marching across once fecund land. They reflected the sunlight, not allowing it to be absorbed, and the vicious circle was therefore complete. Like some kind of runaway engine, ice perpetually generated more ice. Only at the equator was there any land not covered year round, and it was of no interest to them. It had never been settled.


  The atmosphere was laced with nasty stuff too. Sulphur dioxide and carbon dioxide levels were dangerously high even now. The Merkiaari had done a real number on it, and not by accident. The result even had a proper scientific name—impact winter—and was akin to something scientists had long known would happen after a prolonged nuclear exchange in atmosphere—nuclear winter. There wasn’t much of a difference between the two, except in the means used to create them, and in their duration. A decade after the event, Kushiel’s atmosphere really should have begun to repair itself. The textbooks all agreed upon that, but the Merkiaari had wanted to make a statement. Their version of impact winter was of long duration because they had kept hitting the planet until they succeeded in stripping the atmosphere of its ozone layer. Other weather effects played a part too. Kushiel’s precipitation levels were way down, not really surprising when you realised that most of the planet’s water was locked up in the ice sheets.


  The planet would never recover, or if it did it would take so many years they would need to be measured on a geological timescale.


  The atmosphere would be lethal to anyone exposed to it even for a short time. Gina knew that she could breathe it if she had to—though she was sure to be unhappy about it—as long as her IMS had the resources to continually repair the damage to seared lungs. Eric and she had packed a lot of viper supplements just in case. Liz and her team would be required to breathe canned air 24/7, absolutely no exceptions. Not that it would be a real problem, seeing as the sub-zero temperatures would require them to wear full environment suits while outside anyway. The suits were climate controlled and contained their own PLSS (Portable Life Support Systems) that should keep everyone breathing good air rather than the poisonous crap that Kushiel now used for its excuse for an atmosphere. During downtimes, everyone could get out of their suits either in a shuttle or in the pressure domes they planned to erect as a base camp when they had a good candidate for the memory module’s location.


  It was that location they were searching for. Captain Gibson would be adjusting Hobbs’ orbit many times over the following days until he could deliver a full and comprehensive survey of the surface. Until then, Liz’s team was twiddling their thumbs checking and rechecking their equipment, while Gina and Eric haunted the bridge, annoying Gibson’s crew by looking over their shoulders—figuratively speaking of course.


  Gina was paging through the data available at one of the observer stations. She didn’t literally need to look over anyone’s shoulder to sate her growing curiosity. The data from the ship’s sensors was available in raw form instantly to anyone wanting it, but letting the ship’s computer crunch the numbers for a few minutes rendered a more useful result. The images of snowy wastelands were by far the most numerous. Interesting only for background really, but she didn’t filter them out for fear of missing something. She let her eyes skim each frame, knowing her own internal database was soaking up the data for rapid recall later.


  When the ship crossed the locations where towns and cities had once been located, and there were many of them old as the colony had been, she stopped to study each one in greater detail. Sometimes there was little to learn. Lot of craters down there, she mused, blunted now by age and softened by the ice and snow. Other times, ruins reared up out of ice fields, stark and lonely. Rarely were intact but abandoned towns revealed, undamaged by war but fallen to ruin by time’s gentle caress. When they did appear on the scans, images of streets buried in ice, with drifted snow banked against the buildings and blowing into them through third floor windows were common.


  Kushiel had been a core world with a large prosperous population; its loss had been a horrifying shock back during the Merki War. The fact of the matter was that no matter how much everyone preferred to think otherwise, the Merki were not confined to nibbling around the edges of Alliance space, or invading border worlds. There were no rules or universal laws of physics preventing them from sending incursions directly against core worlds, even against the big six... even Earth itself! The only reason they didn’t try was the size and strength of the defences mustered nearby. Six huge fleets and countless task forces and system pickets protected the Alliance with more added every year, but back then the Alliance had yet to be conceived. Every system was on its own, unless it happened to be part of a political unit already such as the Kalmar Union.


  Kushiel had been vulnerable because of its location within the Human sphere of controlled space—it was a core world due to being colonised early in terms of Human expansion, but it was located in what could only be termed a cul-de-sac of barren suns. Because of that unfortunate happenstance, Kushiel was more like a border world in terms of its defensibility. Its own little fleet of ships, like most back then, had been mustered against commerce raiders—pirates—not alien invaders. The lack of habitable worlds nearby meant Kushiel could not call upon allied ships for help and expect them to arrive in time.


  Anyway, that was history, but it did affect what Gina and Eric needed to do in one way. Kushiel was an old colony world and that meant its population had bloomed and grown into the many hundreds of millions in terms of numbers. The people had spread out all over their world, building homes and communities. Kushiel had cities with populations in the millions when it died. That meant Gina had a good many targets to consider for their first explorations, big targets. And they would be explorations, not salvage operations at first. Eric had proposed, and Gina agreed, that they explore the various sites alone before ferrying Liz’s engineers and equipment to the surface. It only made sense. What if they landed everything only to find out that what they were looking for was on the other side of the planet?


  Liz had protested bitterly, even trying to pull rank. She said this was her operation and that the General had sent Eric and Gina as security, not to run it for her. She wasn’t under their authority, and neither was her team. Eric riposted by saying she damn well was under his authority, and that as the project’s security officer he would decide when something was safe. If he decided it wasn’t safe, she would stay aboard ship in the brig if that’s what it took to make her stay put. The salvage part of Operation Oracle was hers, everything else was his.


  Liz had appealed to the captain as the ultimate authority, but Gibson had failed to intervene on her behalf by explaining that his ship was part of Snakeholme’s merchant Marine. Despite its unarmed status—not strictly true as even freighters were allowed limited defensive armament within the Alliance—Hobbs and its crew like all such crews, held a reserve commission in Snakeholme’s Defence Force, and the SDF was commanded by General Burgton. In other words, he would do what Eric said.


  Gina found it all very amusing.


  What she didn’t find amusing was her growing realisation that finding what they sought was like looking for the proverbial needle in a world full of haystacks. She had a plan of course. She was filtering out buildings with an obvious use not connected with their quarry. Buildings such a residential blocks, shopping malls, vehicle parking structures, and many others in an attempt to narrow the places they needed to search. Even so, the task was a daunting one. She had to do the same with every city and town they discovered, and of course, they didn’t really know if the one they needed had even survived the bombardment.


  “How’s it going?” Eric said wandering over from where he had been watching things. “Anything stand out?”


  “More than Haverington you mean?” Gina said.


  Eric nodded.


  Haverington was the name given to Kushiel’s capital city and centre of government. Surprisingly, it had survived the Merki bombing, probably because it had been taken in the opening battles of the Kushiel incursion. Liz considered it a good bet for the A.Is location based upon the idea that the city was important, but Gina wasn’t so sure. There were other places. University towns seemed just as reasonable to her, but Liz was quite insistent that the capital be the priority. Gina was happy to comply if it made Liz happy. And besides, she might be right.


  “Yeah,” Gina said. “I’ve got plenty to check out. Too many. This could take a lot of time. The thing could be anywhere.”


  “Not anywhere,” Eric disagreed. “They were people like us, not aliens. We just need to think like they did. Where would we put it?”


  “Under a bloody mountain.”


  Eric scowled. “I’m serious.”


  “So am I. The Oracle facility back home makes perfect sense to me.”


  Eric rubbed his forehead and seemed to be counting to himself. “Let me try again. We need to think like Human colonists not vipers. Now. Where would you put it?”


  Gina frowned at the control board she had been using. She still thought her earlier thought had merit. University towns? But seriously, with modern comm tech the A.I could be anywhere on the planet and still be accessible, and if Liz was right the memory module would be close by. Archives and stuff seemed another good bet. Infonet servers and nodes... all that good stuff.


  She explained her thoughts to Eric.


  “Good. Find them.”


  Gina grinned. “Yes, sir captain... how?”


  Eric wasn’t smiling, he was serious. “Find me an intact library.”


  Cargo Bay 5, Aboard Hobbs, Kushiel System


  Gina gunned the engine and drove the APC (Armoured Personnel Carrier) up the ramp and into the shuttle’s cargo space. There was plenty of room. Hobbs’ shuttles were big suckers, as was the freighter they served. Hobbs was a super heavyweight among freighters, nominally in the same class as super dreadnoughts and fleet carriers because they all weighed in the millions of tons. Displacement wasn’t everything of course. Hobbs, being a freighter, was basically a series of hollow boxes within a pressure hull containing drives, power plants, fuel bunkerage, and crew spaces. That made for a huge ship. The only things built bigger by man were the stations, and one or two of the biggest shipyards where Hobbs and ships like her were constructed.


  Gina climbed down from the cab and made a quick inspection, but the automatic clamps had engaged properly to secure the wheels. There were six on each side, equipped especially for this trip with tyres rated to handle the sub zero temperatures of Kushiel. She hoped the thick chevron shaped blocks of tread could handle the conditions or she would be walking. She understood why the regiment didn’t use ground effect vehicles, the Marines also used wheeled and tracked vehicles exclusively, but this was one mission where anti-grav would have come into its own.


  The huge balloon tyres were as tall as she was, and she took advantage by scurrying beneath the vehicle rather than walking around to check the other side. Everything was secure and she was ready to go. She exited the shuttle using the cargo ramp and headed across the hold toward Eric’s shuttle where he was still loading his APC.


  Both of the APCs were loaded with remotes and supplies that should be useful. She had chosen her loadout herself and was satisfied with her picks. The regiment’s APCs came with a default loadout to support a platoon of vipers in battle, but although they did carry recon remotes, none of it was really made for this situation. Weapons and ammo were useless here, and Gina had considered unloading it all to make room for more capable sensing gear, but in the end she decided not to bother. She had the entire troop hold built to carry forty vipers to use for her cargo, and she had done so.


  Eric had his own shuttle and gear, and had probably made different choices. It didn’t matter. This wasn’t a race or competition, but Gina admitted to herself she would like to be the one to discover the location of the prize. It had been her data that prompted this initial probe. As ordered, she had found a library for Eric to check out, while she had reserved an archive and Infonet server for her own investigations.


  “Ready?” Eric said. “I need a few more minutes.”


  Gina eyed the pile of gear awaiting loading, and stared enviously at the tracked jewel in Eric’s crown. She cursed herself for not thinking of it. It was a droid that the regiment used to defuse unexploded ordnance and IEDs (Improvised Explosive Devices). The Marines used them a lot when fighting terrorist outbreaks in the border worlds, which is where Gina had gained her experience of them.


  “Expecting things that go boom?” Gina asked, nodding at the gleaming black droid.


  “No, I’m expecting to send it ahead so I don’t catch cold,” Eric said and grinned at her scowl. “I think there’s another one in storage. I’m sure I packed two.”


  Gina didn’t say a word.


  “I could let you have the spare,” Eric said in a wheedling boyish tone.


  “How much?” Gina bit out, but she was going to laugh if he kept at it.


  “For you a mere nothing. A favour to be named at a later date.”


  “A favour, huh? I don’t like open ended favours. You could ask for my last power cell in battle or something.”


  Eric chuckled. “How about dinner at Stirlings when we get back.”


  Gina’s eyebrows climbed. “Are you asking me out on a date?”


  Eric turned serious and nodded. “Deal?”


  Gina bumped fists with him. “Deal. Where is it?”


  Eric gave her directions and she trotted off to fetch her droid. Less than thirty minutes later, both shuttles were loaded and waiting to launch. The cargo hold took time to pump down, but before Gina knew it, she was on her way out of the ship and piloting the shuttle toward her target on the surface of Kushiel.


  “Hobbs this is Alpha-Two, proceeding on a least time direct course to my LZ. Will be going dark in... one-three minutes... mark.”


  “Alpha-Two, Hobbs copies. Good luck down there, don’t catch cold.”


  “Ha-ha. Alpha-Two out,” Gina said. By going dark she was referring to her entry into atmosphere when she would be briefly out of contact. “Alpha-One this is Two. You read?”


  “Alpha-Two, Alpha-One reading five by. You need something, Gina?”


  “Nope, just wondering about putting up a relay sat. We’ll lose comms when we land.”


  The two landing sites were too far apart for viper comm or TacNet without relay sats in orbit. Hobbs was overhead of course and would position itself to allow the shuttles to communicate with her, but the freighter wasn’t exactly equipped to support vipers in the field.


  “We already decided against that, Gina.”


  We didn’t, Eric did, but he was right about his reasons. They were here illegally. Hobbs could say, would say if asked, that she’d had an engineering casualty and was only in orbit until repairs were finished. Seeding the planet with satellites though would more than queer their lame excuse. What reasons could they give?


  Gina shrugged. “Okay, just checking. Have to bounce helmet comms off the shuttles and up to Hobbs.”


  “Right.”


  He didn’t have to say, that of course they would do that, but she heard it in how he didn’t say it. She grinned and changed the subject. She still had roughly ten minutes to atmosphere.


  “So, dinner eh?”


  “What’s wrong with dinner?” Eric said. “Got something better to do?”


  “I could find something I’m sure. Polishing my boots maybe. Seriously, a date?”


  “Why not? It’s not like either of us get out much.”


  Gina snorted. “True.” She checked her autopilot was following its programming. It was. “You think we’re okay though? You’re my commanding officer.”


  Eric sighed. “It’s only dinner, Gina. You are so... you are such a Marine!”


  “What the hell do you mean by that?” Gina said. She had been proud to call herself a Marine for fifteen years of her life, but he made it sound like a bad thing. She couldn’t help but be offended.


  “You’re so gung-ho it’s painful. We’re vipers, Gina, not Marines. Hell, we’re not even Human strictly speaking. Not anymore. We have our own ways, and besides, we’re adults. If you think you can’t control yourself...”


  Gina blew a raspberry.


  Eric laughed. “Well then. We’re agreed that two adults, such as ourselves, can have a dinner date together and not have it affect our working relationship. We are, right?”


  “Absolutely,” Gina said.


  “Good.”


  “Good.”


  “It’s a date then,” Eric said.


  “Right.”


  The silence stretched on longer than was comfortable. Gina searched for something to say, and eyed her chrono. Three minutes to atmosphere.


  “Want to bet that I find the prize before you?” Gina said clutching at work to fill the silence.


  “Stakes?” Eric said sounding interested.


  Not dinner again, Gina thought, though she wasn’t averse. This had to be better. “If I win you come with me on a mystery weekend. There will be fresh air and sunshine, and a possibility of drowning. You like boats?”


  “Boats? Sure.”


  “The sailing kind I mean,” Gina added to be sure.


  “Yeah boats, I know boats. Sails and ropes and stuff. Old school.”


  Gina nodded. “Yeah, that kind.”


  “And if I win?” Eric said.


  “That won’t happen, obviously, but just to make it fair, what do you want?”


  “Hmmm. Do you like going to the sensarium?”


  “Are you suggesting dinner and a sensim?” A bit cliché of him, but she wouldn’t mind. Sensariums were like the civilian version of running a sim, except you didn’t participate, you watched the story from within the fictional world the producers designed. It was kind of cool. Different enough from real sims to be fun. Restful too. “I went with Kate to the new Zelda and the Spaceways sensim. It was pretty funny.”


  “I don’t think it’s meant to be a comedy,” Eric said doubtfully.


  “Definitely not. Rabid Zelda fans would kill us for even thinking it.”


  “If I win then, you come with me to the sensarium in Petruso City, but I choose the sensim. No Zelda.”


  Gina smiled. “Okay...” the first turbulence shook the shuttle. “Blackout in ten seconds. See you later.”


  “...Gina... up...” Eric’s voice faded.


  She was into atmosphere now. The autopilot could handle things, but Gina was ready to take over the controls instantly. The weather front she would be entering could cause unpredictable updraughts and turbulence. A blizzard was in full swing over the target, but it was nothing to really concern a shuttle of this type. It had plenty of power, designed as it was for carrying heavy loads. Its power to weight ratio was through the roof, especially when mostly unloaded like now. Its muscle was closer to what a tug would have. The APC and other gear she had packed might as well weigh nothing for all the difference it made.


  Gina took the autopilot offline just a few kilometres from her objective and flew manually. She had every sensor the shuttle had scanning the surface looking for the antenna mast she had found on Hobbs. That telltale artifact gave her hope that the Infonet node it served was still intact. Not operational of course. It had no power, but she would fix that. Infonet nodes were housed within self-sufficient automated stations and acted as signal relays and buffers. When operational, they provided their community with access to Infonet and other net services, including archive access. Gina didn’t expect to find the prize here; that wasn’t the point of landing at this one. She was hoping to use it as a starting point in her plan of mapping the physical locations of all the other nodes and possibly even the A.I itself.


  But first a landing upon unstable snow and ice.


  The external cameras showed unforgiving white. Altitude was down to the hundreds of metres now, not thousands, and Gina expected proximity alarms to wail at any moment. Most of the buildings would be buried beneath the ice. The scans she had studied aboard Hobbs showed that pretty well, but the mast was tall even bent and canted at a twenty degree angle, and there were other taller buildings to watch out for. Not many, Woolsery was a minor community and seemed to be mostly two story dwellings, but there were enough to be wary of.


  The proximity alarm wailed.


  “Talk of the devil,” Gina muttered veering aside as one of those taller buildings reared up in her face. “Bloody hell that was close.” She checked and reset the alarm to give her more of a safety margin next time.


  Gina held the shuttle hovering before the building on its anti-grav and hit the external floods. The powerful lights pierced the storm and lit the ancient brick to reveal empty windows and storm damaged walls. Ice coated everything. She manoeuvred the shuttle to circle the building keeping her altitude constant. She was trying to place the building within the scan image she had displayed on one of her monitors.


  “I think it’s this one,” she said to herself tapping a finger upon one of the dark blobs shown on the scan.


  If she was correct, she needed to go east from here avoiding two more tallish buildings before she would find the mast. Damn she missed satellite access. She had become used to up linking to a satellite and just using coordinates with her internal navigation systems to find her way around. This treasure hunt primitive bullshit was getting on her nerves already. How the hell did anyone find their way about before GPS?


  Gina flew the shuttle while bitching internally and wondered how Eric was getting along. Despite trying to convince herself this wasn’t a competition, she did want to find the prize first. She had an added incentive now too. A weekend on a yacht with Eric would be fun. Chrissie Roberts had introduced her to the fun that could be had on the waters of Snakeholme. They had gone out a time or two with Kate before the regiment deployed to the Shan system and Chris was killed. Poor Chris. Gina missed her.


  Eric’s target was the library he had wanted her to find. No doubt there were others on Kushiel, but the one Gina had found for him was in Haverington. Visiting the capital had an added side benefit of pleasing Liz, who was still adamant, despite no supporting evidence, that the A.I would be somewhere in the city. Personally Gina thought she was grasping at straws. Liz was desperate for it to be true to keep Oracle alive. The thought that the A.I and its backup had been destroyed in the bombardment was her ultimate nightmare.


  Gina hoped Liz was right even if it meant losing to Eric because she knew the General needed them to succeed. He needed Oracle. Despite everything Liz said, Gina didn’t think it would be that easy. Her slow but methodical idea of mapping Kushiel’s net infrastructure had more chance. She was sure.


  Gina found the other two buildings, and suddenly the map in her head had proper landmarks. She triangulated, calculated distances in microseconds, and flew confidently straight to the Infonet station. It was right where it was meant to be. Ha! Maybe this treasure hunt thing wouldn’t be too hard after all.


  She studied what her external cameras revealed of the station and its surroundings. The blizzard was at its height, but Hobbs had updated the forecast and predicted it would blow over within the next couple of hours. That was good but not critical. It was -42° outside, but her environmental suit could handle the hard vacuum and absolute zero of space. The APC was easily capable of the local conditions also. No, what concerned her was landing upwards of two thousand tonnes of cargo shuttle on snow and ice.


  The station was completely buried, and the surrounding area was featureless white. How deep was the surface snow? Gina hovered just above it to bring the antennas close and switched her attention to what the shuttle’s GPR (Ground Penetrating Radar) was telling her. GPR used electromagnetic radiation (high-frequency polarised radio waves) to penetrate the ground and reveal what was hidden. It was particularly good at it where ice was concerned.


  She studied the reflected return signals and grimaced at what she saw. There were voids and cracks all through it. If she landed here, the shuttle would collapse the voids and bury itself. Frowning in annoyance but not really surprised by the setback, she manoeuvred and flew slowly away from the station looking for a good landing site.


  * * *


  


  



  15 ~ Buried Treasure


  Woolsery, Kushiel, Kushiel System


  Gina listened intently to the shuttle settling upon its landing struts, wincing at the occasion jolt as the ice compressed beneath its weight. She had a death grip on the controls, hardly daring to lower the power to her anti-grav any further. Of course she had to eventually. Barely a third of the shuttle’s weight was yet bearing upon the ice. GPR reassured her that the three metre thick ice was solid all the way down to the frozen ground beneath. It should take the entire weight and more just fine. The half metre of snow on top was immaterial to that.


  She lowered anti-grav output still more and felt the shuttle lurch down a few inches then halt at a very shallow angle to starboard. It was nothing really, and she made herself start breathing again and ease her grip upon the VTOL (Vertical Take-Off & Landing) joystick before she crushed it. She sighed when, after a few minutes of sitting still, the shuttle remained stable. She cut anti-grav entirely and the shuttle remained solidly in place. Good.


  She quickly shut down her drives and headed into the back. She needed to get a move on. She hadn’t tried to contact Hobbs or Eric, but she was feeling a definite urge to make up some time. For all she knew, Eric had already accessed his objective.


  She quickly pulled on her environment suit over her uniform blacks and sealed her helmet. The suit ran its diagnostics and all came up green. She had air and power enough for days, and replacements in the APC to extend that to a week if necessary. She was taking no chances, but seriously, she didn’t expect any problems.


  She unlocked and opened the cargo ramp. Wind and snow blasted inside, and her suit’s heater immediately kicked in as the temperature plummeted within the hold. It would do no harm within the shuttle, but she still hurried her steps unclamping the APC’s wheels. No sense letting ice build up inside. Her preparations took only minutes, and she was climbing up into the cab to back out of the hold.


  The APC handled the snow beautifully. Plenty of traction in twelve wheel drive. Gina used her helmet comm to close and lock the shuttle’s cargo ramp by remote, and watched it rise into place. No need to run down her suit’s power, she decided, and removed the helmet setting it upon the seat beside her before turning her attention to navigation.


  She quickly orientated herself, and using the map on her internal display, put herself on a direct line back to the station. She gunned the engine, and the APC quickly accelerated. Its automatic gearbox changed gears smoothly, propelling the fifteen ton machine as if it were a mere ground car. Eighteen forward gears and three reverse; she doubted anything on Kushiel would faze it.


  The blizzard was really howling now, almost whiteout conditions, but there were no obstructions between the shuttle and the station. She had flown the route and knew it was clear. She turned on every light the APC had and kept going. The suspension was pretty good, but when she hit a pressure ridge in the ice a few minutes later, the APC launched itself into the air and landed bouncing on its balloon tyres. Gina grunted, bouncing in her seat almost losing her grip on the wheel. She laughed at herself. She should have belted in and driven slower, she didn’t want to wreck. She slowed down and took it easier after that.


  The trip took less than half an hour.


  Gina parked the APC so that its lights illuminated the mast. With no way to enter the building, she planned to bore down through the ice a few metres from it. The ice should be at its thinnest over the station roof, and she had just the thing for making the hole.


  The regiment was primarily a front line combat unit, but centuries of unconventional missions had resulted in a few changes. When the Council betrayed General Burgton and mothballed the regiment, he hadn’t taken it lying down. Outwardly it appeared as if he complied, but in truth vipers went underground. Everything they did from then on was handled stealthily. Anything the regiment needed was found either on Snakeholme, or it was requisitioned on the down low—either outright stolen, or more usually diverted to the regiment’s use by clever manipulation of records and computer systems. Only in the last decade or two had the regiment received anything like a budget big enough to maintain itself properly.


  President Dyachenko was the first president in a very long time to take a personal interest in vipers. He had authorised funds (funds nominally earmarked for secret research projects) re-tasked to bring the regiment back up to strength, all in secret. The Shan incursion had changed a lot of things. Recruiting was now in the open, and the regiment once again appeared on the books as an operational combat unit. It had a proper Department of Defence approved budget, but the regiment was still commanded by General Burgton and he had not changed how he ran it. He would never again allow his men to be hung out to dry. Anything his regiment needed was supplied directly by him through his people on Snakeholme, or it was supplied by people paid by him. He had moved heaven and earth to make the regiment self-sufficient. That applied to combat situations as well. Need arty? Vipers were trained in the use of all types of artillery, and their gunnery skills were excellent. The regiment maintained its own artillery pieces, both towed and self-propelled. Need space transport? The regiment had ships to transport vipers anywhere they needed to go, and it also had warships to escort those transports all crewed by personnel drawn from the SDF (Snakeholme Defence Force). Need something blown up? Vipers were trained in all types of demolition, and in defusing such things should that come up. Vipers were trained in every conceivable form of combat known, and all of them were pilot trained so that any viper could quickly replace a lost unit. All this, because General George Burgton was one paranoid sonofabitch, and would never again truly trust anyone but his own people to support his regiment long term.


  In theory, anything Gina would ever have to face should’ve been covered in her training, but she had to admit while standing upon an ice sheet in a blizzard on a dead world, that no one could have foreseen her need for a post hole boring machine. The regiment was a combat unit, but in line with Burgton’s self-sufficient philosophy, his men were credible engineers—if by credible one meant they could build a basic bridge, defensive redoubt, or other temporary structure when needed using local materials. So although she didn’t in fact have a post hole boring machine with her—because hey, she hadn’t imagined the need to bore holes for bridge supports today—she did have a working understanding of engineering principles. Enough to get by and improvise a workaround at least. The fact her workaround wouldn’t have been possible without Eric’s gift of the IED droid made no never mind.


  Gina stood outside in the -43°c conditions, toasty warm in her environment suit, and used the remote controls to drive the droid down the APC’s ramp. She could see what the droid was seeing using a window she had open on her internal display. It currently showed her standing in front of it and the antenna mast beyond. She piloted the droid to within three metres of the mast and parked.


  The droid had a number of probes, sensors, and even weapons equipped as standard. Sometimes they were used purely as a recon platform, and only the cameras might be used to check for explosive devices, other times its electro, magnetic, or infra sensors might be deployed. What interested her today was its array of weaponry. Normally the mortar and rail gun would be used to safely detonate IEDs, and that was fine on any other day. She didn’t want to blow up the mast though, or damage the station. She just needed a hole.


  She deployed the laser.


  Any laser could cut the ice, but generally they weren’t carried by Alliance troops. They had been once. Long before the Merkiaari War that was. They had been considered the cutting edge of weaponry back then and were used against other Humans on the battlefield many times, but that was before the Merki arrived and started kicking butt. For the first three years of the war, the Merki won battle after battle, and proved Alliance gear was inferior. Plasma weapons and weapons based upon mass drivers soon gained ascendance, relegating lasers to industrial use and space warfare where power limitations were less of a concern. More power gave naval lasers a real offensive punch, but making that sort of laser man portable was pretty much a pipe dream. No soldier would exchange her M18-AP rifle for even the most powerful man portable laser. Such a laser would only have power for one or two shots, while a hundred-round-magazines were standard for M18 rifles. Double-capacity drum-mags were available, but they were bulky and not commonly used. They were real bitches to reload in the field and she’d been desperate enough to reload her empty mags with loose rounds a time or two when her squad ran out.


  The droid’s targeting reticule was clear on her display, but she didn’t fire. She wanted a nice round hole big enough for her and some gear to pass through. She quickly set up a firing pattern to burn a continuous circle through the ice two metres in diameter. That should be plenty. The first shot would mark the centre of the hole, and provide a drain for the melt water. Without it, the laser’s beam would be degraded.


  She activated the program and the droid went to work.


  Gina watched as the droid deployed one of its many arms and aimed down at the ice. It fired, melting the ice and quickly reaching the station’s roof. She knew the moment the laser hit the roof because a bloom of ejecta flew skyward peppering the ice all around with debris. The melt water in the hole quickly disappeared, and the droid stopped firing. A second or three later, the droid fired again and began circling its pilot hole.


  Gina was well pleased. The droid was doing its thing and despite the weather conditions, the ice was melted long enough to flow away down the hole. She had been worried about that. If it had refrozen before getting clear she might have resorted to explosives and risked damaging what she came for. Thermate would have burned through the ice and the roof easily, but then it would have ruined anything beneath it too. It burned hot enough to melt steel when applied properly. This was better.


  Gina let the droid work and started unloading a few things from the APC. She had a temporary generator, a computer, a winch, powerful lamps, and a bundle of ropes. She closed up the APC and carried everything to the hole that the droid was just about done with. She piled everything ready to use and peered down the hole just as the section of roof fell away. The droid beeped as if in satisfaction, indicating its program was complete and signalling its readiness for another task. It stowed its weapon arm.


  Gina took up the hand controller again and manoeuvred the droid out of her way.


  She ran a line from the APC to the winch and secured it, and then used it to lower the generator and other supplies into the hole. The electric winch wasn’t designed for heavy loads or for the extreme conditions, but it held up fine. Vipers were strong enough that had it failed, she could have lowered everything hand over hand if she had to. When the load hit bottom and the line went slack, she swung into the hole and used it to climb down into the darkness.


  Gina reached the icy floor and paused to look around. She switched to light amplification mode but grimaced at the result. It was only a little better than total darkness. There wasn’t enough light coming in through the hole for her systems to work with. Well, she would fix that directly. She turned in place, slipping a little on the slick surface. The melt water from her cutting operation had refrozen making movement tricky despite the debris from the roof scattered about.


  She located her supplies and dragged them off the ice before getting to work. She set up one of the lamps on its stand and ran a cable to the generator. She cancelled light amplification mode—she didn’t want to blind herself—and flipped the switch to start the generator. Light flooded the room, and she stared around at what was revealed. The first thing that caught her eye were the rows of cabinets running down the centre of the room, but it was to the dead status board on the far wall her eyes were drawn.


  She advanced to take a better look.


  There was no power to it, of course, but the status board still revealed much that she wanted to know. The station was an Infonet node. So much she had already guessed based upon the type of antenna on the roof. It was a relay station and was clearly labelled as Woolsery with a little “you are here” notice appended to it. The board also told her where other relays were by name, not coordinates unfortunately—it consisted of simple red and green lights with lines connecting them to indicate where in the system they were. A proper computer monitor would have been more informative, but only if she could get the computer running. All in all, she was satisfied with the more primitive display. Even unpowered as it was, it was useful. She made certain her database scanned the entire image of the board into her database. The place names especially. With those, she could find every one of those lights in the real world simply by calling up an old atlas entry and navigating to them using Woolsery as a starting point.


  Gina turned away to investigate the rest of the station.


  Woolsery Infonet Relay Station, Kushiel


  Hours of work tracing power runs, and Gina finally had the building up and running. The lights in the ceiling, frost covered like the walls and floor, illuminated Gina and her lash up of cables crisscrossing the floor and entering cabinets. The cabinets contained the memory crystals used as the station’s buffer memory. The nature of crystal memory storage was such that supplying it with power should return it back to its previous state without damage. The synthetic crystals were as hard as diamond and pretty much indestructible. Crystal memory needed power to change states, meaning the buffer should still contain the data it had contained when the station lost power. She was counting on that particular property of the crystals to lead her to the prize.


  “Okay, time to see what we have,” Gina said and switched on the computer she had brought and hooked up to the station’s net. “Hmmm.”


  There was a lot of data. Her computer was accessing the buffer memory and treating it like just another memory partition available to it. Truncated files or data that the computer considered gibberish was ignored as unreadable, but it could be read—maybe—aboard Hobbs with a lot of processing. She wasn’t interested in doing that. At this stage, she would search through the files she could actually read without aid.


  She ran searches and looked for information that Liz said would point to the A.I or its backup. Her computer stripped file headers and compared them to its search parameters, and slowly she pieced together a map of where the data had flowed from and where it was flowing to. A lot of it was general system data, stuff the net itself needed to function and of no interest to her, but as the search deepened more and more flags were raised to grab her attention.


  She smiled fiercely. This was looking better and better. She shunted the flagged entries to another window and started another search confined only to them. Almost immediately she began getting hits. She opened the files and devoured the contents. She was shocked to find Sebastian’s name almost immediately. Somehow she hadn’t expected that. She read the files, and was disappointed with the contents. They all seemed banal. Nothing out of the ordinary at all, but their presence was still significant. The file headers told her where they had originated, and it wasn’t Haverington. Eric was not going to be a happy bunny. He was looking in the wrong place.


  Gina didn’t pack up immediately, though she was sorely tempted. She decided to work through all the data here first. She had already done all the prep here. It would be a waste not to strip every byte of useful data from the effort. She let her computer work, and stood to stretch her legs.


  She wandered around the station poking into things while her computer did its job. The station wasn’t a big installation, one main computer centre with a couple of annexes containing offices and storage areas. She peered through open doors, and glanced into boxes at the detritus, wondering about the people who had used it all. She sat at a desk and jiggled drawers. One was locked, but her viper strength made short work of the flimsy lock. Inside was a binder that she pulled out and opened to a random page.


  It was a maintenance log. Time sheets and names of people long dead together with signatures and initials signing off on work and inspections done on the network. Nothing startling or even remotely interesting. Gina flicked through the pages noting more of the same. She threw it back into the drawer and shoved it shut. She opened another drawer but found nothing but blank forms. The last drawer yielded a few old books—manuals and technical spec sheets. It didn’t matter how advanced people became in their use of computers, they still had to print stuff out to get the full benefit of the data. It didn’t matter whether it was printed on archaic paper like on Earth before colonisation began, or on plastic flimsies like these. She didn’t think people would ever stop printing stuff out.


  She left the office and went back to check progress only to find her computer had finished crunching the data. She looked it over but found nothing to change her mind. She was packing up and moving out.


  It took a lot less time to withdraw all her gear and pack it back aboard the APC than it had to unload and set it up. Maybe two hours later she was driving again, heading back to the shuttle. She hadn’t reached the halfway point when Eric contacted her.


  “Alpha-Two, Alpha-One you read?” Eric said.


  “Alpha-One, Two copies. How’s it going in sunny Haverington?”


  Eric snorted. “I found it.”


  Gina’s jaw dropped. “You found it? In Haverington?” she couldn’t believe it. Her information pointed away from the capital altogether and toward a more historic site. “You sure?”


  Eric sounded puzzled when he said, “You doubted your research? The library was right where you said it would be. Intact too. The place looked untouched by time, Gina. Incredible really. I think we should empty the racks and take the crystals home with us. I know Kushiel is a monument, but all those books should be used not left here.”


  Gina blinked. “Wait, what?”


  “The books. They’re wasted here. I don’t think Snakeholme’s library is even half the size of this one.”


  She finally caught on. “You mean you found the library, not the A.I?”


  “Didn’t I just say I found the library? Maybe you need to run a diagnostic. You don’t sound like you’re tracking right. Check your O2 levels.”


  Gina grinned. He would be checking his when he heard what she’d found. “Eric, I found it. The prize is mine.”


  “Bull.”


  “Nope, not kidding. I powered up the node and it was right there in the buffer. Stripped the header info on a bunch of files and found the originator. Sebastian was up and running when the power went out.”


  “Bloody hell... that’s... where is he?”


  “Place called Landing. Want to bet it’s the original landing site for the colony?”


  “No bet. I know it is. The archive here is extensive and the colonisation is documented in the history section. That’s where I’ve been looking mostly. There’s no mention of his location though, just references to him as an entity in decisions made at that time.”


  “Do we know if Landing was bombed?”


  “It was,” Eric said grimly. “Not with kinetics though,” he said, sounding a little more hopeful.


  Nukes were just as bad, worse in some ways. There were areas of the planet still hot enough that even a viper would have to limit exposure. Gina guessed they would be finding out how hot Landing was at some point.


  “You want to meet there?”


  “No. I want you to fly here and meet me. There’s something I need you to see.”


  Gina frowned. He didn’t sound happy about something. “You want to clue me in?”


  “Not until you get here. Alpha-One out.”


  “Alpha-Two out.” Gina said and turned her attention to driving. “What the hell was that about?”


  Haverington, Kushiel


  Eric appeared on Gina’s sensors as soon as she was in range of the city, but she couldn’t land the shuttle at his location. She chose to land next to the other shuttle on the ice over what had once been a park at the centre of the city. She was taking for granted that Eric had chosen it after surveying the ice with his GPR and that it was safe.


  She landed safely and deployed the APC again.


  She drove carefully through the eerie streets of the capital. The looming buildings with their empty windows were oppressive and sad. The weather was fine for a sub-zero climate. Skies were clear and painfully beautifully blue, but it did little to raise the oppressive feel of the place. She drove by shattered buildings, obviously the results of a battle, and back into untouched streets heading toward Eric’s location. His icon was clear on her sensors, but he wasn’t in the library she had located for him. He was city blocks away.


  She found Eric standing in a street in the commercial district of the city waiting for her. She parked a couple of metres from him, sealed her helmet, and climbed down from the cab. His APC was parked just beyond him. She ran a sensor sweep as she walked toward him, trying to discover what he found interesting. The buildings were the usual sort of thing. Commercial towers, modern for their time she was sure, but looking old before their time with windows gone and bare steel showing the depredations of a climate they weren’t designed to handle.


  “So,” Gina began. “What’s up?”


  For his answer, Eric beckoned her to follow him toward one of the buildings. She shrugged and followed. He stopped and looked back at her before drawing her attention to the structure.


  Gina saw what had him concerned right away. The doors should have been buried by up to three metres or so of ice, but they weren’t. The other buildings had snow and ice piled against them, half covering their entrances, but this one had been cleared. It was obvious now her attention had been drawn to it that someone had cut the ice into a gentle ramp and then cut away the doors. She could see them lying on the floor inside.


  “Did you...?”


  Eric shook his head and crouched. Gina joined him to study the tracks in the ice. “See here and here?”


  Gina nodded.


  “Droid tracks.”


  “Yeah,” Gina said remembering the marks left by the use of her IED droid earlier. “Have you been inside?”


  “Briefly. I wanted you to see this before going deeper in.”


  Gina nodded and they entered the building.


  Eric switched on a powerful hand lamp to illuminate the room. As soon as he did, Gina knew she was standing in a bank, and that someone had been here before them. Of course it was possible the mess was part of the chaos caused by the evacuation of the city. Desperate people losing their heads might have thought they would need money to survive, but she doubted that was the case here. This looked like the aftermath of a salvage operation, and she knew no salvaging had been sanctioned.


  The doors had been roughly cut away and allowed to fall inside. Beyond them, the floors were iced over but only thinly, indicating to her that the doors had not been down for long. Eric played the beam of his light over the scene, and stopped. Most of the bank’s droids were still in place. Like sentinels standing guard, they stood waiting for customers who would never come. The main counter divided the space, but the central section had been destroyed. The people responsible hadn’t bothered with niceties. It hadn’t been surgically cut away. It looked to Gina as if they had used demo charges to blow their way through. Probably had to, she mused as she studied the damage. Bank security would have dictated the partition be armoured.


  Eric led the way and Gina followed him into the restricted area of the bank. She proved herself correct as she stepped over the droids, and saw the damage more closely. Demo charges had been rigged to blow through the armoured wall. The telltale burn marks and splintered steel, still covered in the remains of synthetic wood to hide the armour, told the tale. She eyed a fallen droid. Half its face had been blown off, left where it had fallen, but still smiling.


  Gina shivered.


  Eric stopped. “Surprise surprise, but not really.”


  Gina grunted. As Eric, she was unsurprised to find the vault had been blown. The vault door stood wide, its locking system neatly blown away. She ducked inside and found more mess, but it was obvious the thieves had methodically broken into every drawer and every safe within the place, only discarding the things they couldn’t sell or trade onto the floor. She wondered how much loot they had salvaged... no not salvaged. This was grave robbing. The safe boxes in here had been people’s personal stuff. Dead people’s personal stuff. The bank’s platinum reserves were probably held elsewhere on Kushiel, but there would have been a sizable amount kept here. Even today, despite government disapproval, platinum wafers were still universally accepted as currency.


  “What do we do about this?”


  Eric shrugged. “Nothing I can think of. They’re long gone.”


  Then why had he even bothered to bring her here to see it? Eric turned away and retraced his steps. She shook her head and looked back at the sad remains of people’s lives. It wasn’t right, but she couldn’t think of anything to do either. She headed back to the street.


  “We heading for Landing now?”


  Eric stopped on his way to his APC and looked back. “We could do that, or fly back up to the ship and start fresh tomorrow. Preference?”


  Gina looked toward the sun and estimated flight times. It would be dark when they reached Landing, but she would prefer to stay on planet. It would waste so much time going back to Hobbs only to fly back down tomorrow. She explained her thoughts and Eric agreed to stay the night.


  “You can come to my place for dinner,” Eric said and Gina laughed. “My shuttle’s autochef can handle a pizza I’m sure.”


  She made a face.


  “Don’t like pizza?” Eric said in shocked tones. “That’s damn near unpatriotic!”


  “Huh?”


  “You come from Faragut and you were a Marine. Double whammy.”


  Gina snorted. “Despite what you may have heard about Marines, we are... were not all pizza-eating beer-swilling grunts. Some of us know one end of a chopstick from the other you know. We don’t all eat with our fingers.”


  Eric snorted. “And the Faragutians?”


  Gina scowled. “You won’t hear me defending Faragut, crack about patriotism or not, but I’ve seen them eat linguine and plenty of other stuff. They don’t live on pizza, and neither do I.”


  “Does this mean you’re not interested in coming over?”


  “Nope. I’ll be there but I’ll do the cooking. I know a few good codes you’ll like.”


  Eric nodded. “See you there then.”


  She watched Eric mount up, and then trotted to her own APC to do the same. Eric pulled out while she settled herself. She let him get a good lead before starting after him.


  Aboard Alpha-One, Landing, Kushiel


  Eric leaned back in his seat and took another mouthful of his coffee. “You were right; you do know a few good codes.”


  Gina popped a last ball of rice into her mouth and smiled. She had chosen Chinese on purpose. His crack about Marines and Faragut had struck a nerve. He wasn’t far wrong about her home world’s rep, not that she cared to learn what the current fashionable stereotype happened to be, but proving she knew a good menu when she saw one had suddenly become important. Hiller was her platoon’s gourmet, not her, but she had learned a thing or two over the years, and Hiller had added to her increasingly discriminating palette with trips to Stirlings in Petruso with their friends. She could hold her own with Eric, though she was betting he would wipe the floor with her where wine was concerned. Cliché it might be, but beer really was more her style. If Eric was a wine snob, well, she would deal, disappointing as that would be. She grinned.


  “What’s funny?”


  Gina shrugged. “Nothing.”


  “Come on, you’ve thought of something.”


  “No, really, it’s nothing,” she said. “Can I ask you something?”


  Eric shrugged. “Shoot.”


  “You might not like it,” she warned, thinking it better than just blurting it out. “The San Luis op. Did you save the others aboard the dropship?”


  Eric stared off into the distance remembering. “Did I save them?” He sounded grim. “We always tried to save people in the beginning. It seemed like that was our mission, but of course that changed. We went from saving people to avenging them in short order. Our missions became seek and destroy. We were like you once, Gina, all of us. Even the General was like you back then; a young captain determined to do the right thing, but he changed. We all had to, or go insane. You’ve only seen one side of him you know, but even so I think you’ve already started to wonder about him, haven’t you?”


  Gina opened her mouth to answer, but no words would come out.


  “No need to answer. Your loyalty to him and the regiment can remain unstrained a while longer. Just remember that there’ll come a day when you have to decide how much your honour is worth. I remember the first time I had to compromise mine for the good of the regiment. The General is fond of that saying. The good of the regiment. The problem is, the good of the regiment is what he says it is. The same goes for the good of the Alliance. Who decides? He does. He sends us out and we do what he orders because he says the Alliance will be better if this thing happens, or worse off if that thing does... this or that person must die, for the good of the Alliance.


  “Well,” Eric shrugged. “I guess we do still trust him even after everything. Why else are we still doing his bidding? Maybe because we’re so old we don’t know any other way to live. Maybe we need someone to lead us because we can’t think for ourselves anymore.”


  God he sounded bitter. “And maybe you’re just full of crap,” Gina said callously. “Maybe deep down you know he makes the hard choices, the choices you know must be made, and you’re secretly relieved because you don’t have the balls to make them yourself.”


  Eric smiled gently. “Maybe so. You asked if I saved them that day. The truth is we saved each other every day back then. We didn’t keep count then and don’t now. Did I save them that time? I cut the fuel just as you did in your sim, and left them in hibernation. The SAR shuttles lifted them into orbit for repairs and redeployment. I know you’re wondering about the burned ones. They survived. They were even sane when they came back online, as much as any of us were after San Luis.


  “San Luis was a defining moment for us. For vipers I mean, but also the Alliance. The entire regiment fought in those battles, something not done before that. It changed things. The General certainly became more aggressive after seeing the survivors, and I think that was when he began to ah... manage his superiors. I noticed at the time that our missions changed in surprising ways.”


  Gina knew her history and agreed with Eric. Events could be explained in different ways of course, but if one were paranoid enough to assume there had, or could have been, one mind orchestrating things, then certainly that man had been General George Burgton. Vipers had exploded onto the scene after San Luis. They had suddenly been everywhere, given almost a free hand or so it seemed. No doubt Burgton had needed to negotiate or persuade his superiors to allow his men to perform those missions, but that was all behind the scenes. It had appeared very different on the surface. Vipers were sent in ahead of major land forces to break Merkiaari command and control structures, and wherever Merkiaari popped up, so too did the vipers, sometimes anticipating their incursions like the catastrophe at Bethany’s World.


  “Well,” Gina said. “I’m glad you did save them.”


  Eric shrugged as if it meant nothing.


  She drank her coffee and tried to think of something else to talk about. Eric just sat there watching her, and she couldn’t think of anything but work to fill the silence. She was about to bring up tomorrow’s itinerary when he broke the silence, but his choice of subject didn’t please her.


  “Faragut,” Eric said. “You were born there.”


  She nodded but he hadn’t asked a question so she restricted herself to the nod.


  Eric’s lips twitched but he didn’t laugh. “Tell me about it.”


  “Nothing to tell. I was born there, eighteen years later I left. Never went back.”


  “Hmmm, family?”


  “Nope.”


  “None?”


  “None I know of, and no I didn’t look.”


  “Why not?”


  Gina sighed and put her cup aside. “You ever visit Faragut?”


  Eric nodded.


  “Then you know what it’s like. Faragut is a throwback. It’s barely a democracy. I’m amazed that the Alliance accepted their form of government at all. Constitutional monarchy for Chrissakes,” Gina snorted. “Would you go back there?”


  “I’ve always liked the romance of monarchies,” Eric mused seriously. “Feudal lords beholden to the crown governing their lands in peace and prosperity. It sounds idyllic. The lords have a social contract with their people to govern honourably. There are worse governments out there, Gina. When I was there, Faragut was stable and its people had a high standard of living. King Richard was beloved; his heir was doing his duty in the Alliance Navy.”


  Gina grimaced. “Spoken like a tourist. The government serves the crown. The King as head of state makes broad policy, and the House of Lords and House of Commons debate and wrangle over the details. It’s a democracy because the commoners vote for their representative to sit in the lower house, but it’s a democracy in name only. The King can dissolve Parliament at any time. He rules Faragut, and he’s commander in chief of Faragut’s armed forces. Parliament serves him by carrying out his edicts.”


  “I get all that, Gina, I knew it before, but what has that to do with you? You were a commoner I assume?”


  “Orphan, but yes. I was looked after and educated in a state crèche.”


  “Ah,” Eric said more subdued. “That explains it.”


  She nodded. The crèche system was a great idea in theory. It amounted to state run orphanages that cared for unwanted children. They cared, clothed, taught, and trained them to be useful members of society. A worthy goal one would think, but come the age of majority—eighteen on Faragut—the young adults had to pay back the state with national service either in the military or in the factories. The only way to avoid what amounted to a fifteen-year hitch of legalised slavery was to emigrate. Emigration takes money, making that an impossible dream. She had chosen another route off world with a five-year hitch with the Alliance Marines. She had left and never looked back, and loved the life, re-upping with the Marines twice more until Colonel Flowers seduced her away and into the regiment.


  “So you hate your homeworld.”


  “I don’t hate it, Eric. I have no feelings for it one way or the other. I wouldn’t retire there, I wouldn’t want to live there, but plenty of people do and happily at that. Good luck to them.”


  “Hmmm,” Eric didn’t seem convinced. “What do you think of their military?”


  “Professional in the main, well trained rankers from what I saw on the Shan homeworld, but the officers are mostly nobles. It’s very hard for commoners to enter the academy on Faragut. The officers walk about like they have a stick up their butts. They act as if everyone else was born to serve them. Kate told me the same problem exists on Bethany.”


  Eric nodded. “Bethany doesn’t have nobles, but they have founding families, which are about the same. It’s not what you know but who you know with them. Hiller is a rare exception among them in that he was born with some common sense.”


  Gina snorted.


  “Tomorrow we check out Landing,” Eric said changing the subject. “If it looks promising I want to go to phase two by the end of the day. Thoughts?”


  “One of us flies back to Hobbs at the earliest opportunity to collect the base camp habitats and all the gear the engineers need.”


  “Good. We’ll check out things together. If it looks okay, you go back upstairs and get Liz and her people and all their gear. They’re engineers. They can use that expertise to build their own camp.”


  Gina grinned. “Good.”


  * * *


  


  16 ~ The Prize


  Landing City, Kushiel


  Gina surveyed the blasted and broken city buildings and took another reading. The city was hot as they had thought it would be, but not dangerous to someone wearing an environmental suit with canned air. The habitats were like very big environmental suits in the way they protected the inhabitants, so as long as they washed off contaminants from their suits before entering, they were all good. She reported that to Eric. He was on the other side of the city checking out the structures there.


  “Sounds good, but I haven’t found a good place to set up yet. You?”


  “Not yet,” Gina replied. “I’m heading to the site I saw on my shuttle’s sensors next. I have a good feeling about it.”


  “Okay, but I’m not sure why you think a hot spring is important.”


  Gina just shrugged not caring that he couldn’t see it. Eric seemed to feel the hot spot was a natural occurrence, and that could be true, but what if it wasn’t?


  “Maybe something interesting there,” she said and signed off.


  She couldn’t drive to her point of interest. The city had been severely hammered during the war and its streets were clogged with rubble and fallen buildings. She doubted the thieves had “salvaged” anything here. There really wasn’t anything left, and that was going to be a problem. She knew how she had felt when she saw the destruction, and knew Eric must feel the same way. With such devastation it would be a miracle if what they sought was recoverable. Still, they had to look and be sure before they pulled out. Liz wouldn’t accept anything but positive proof of failure, and Gina felt the same. She knew how important Oracle was to the General.


  She made her way by foot to the place she had marked on her internal map. It took hours of walking and backtracking when she found herself blocked, but finally she found the source of the heat her sensors said would be here.


  She circled the ruined building trying to imagine it undamaged. She gave up after a very brief time. There was little point to the exercise, there was so little left to work with. Most of the walls had been blasted away. Literally. The nukes had not only irradiated the area, the air burst had wiped away entire blocks of buildings leaving a few nubs of walls and the foundations. That is what she had here. Foundations, melted steel, a wall here and there. The main feature was the remnants of the stairwells and elevator shafts. Gina switched to thermal imaging and confirmed her guess that it was the elevator shafts radiating heat.


  “Okay, don’t get excited. It’s not hot springs, but it doesn’t mean you’ve found a power source.”


  Or did it? She supposed a hot spring could have broken through into a basement of a building like this one, but she just didn’t believe it. Waste heat under a building escaping up an elevator shaft didn’t mean anything. Really. It didn’t mean for example that she had found the A.I, or its backup module. It only meant she had found a source of heat on a frozen world. That’s all. Just that and nothing else. She needed to investigate further.


  “Eric,” she said not betraying her excitement.


  “What have you got?”


  “Well it’s not a hot spring, not in the basement of a building. I think we need to go down and check this one out. Bring climbing gear would you?”


  “On my way,” Eric said. “Stay put and I’ll home on you.”


  “‘kay,” Gina said and headed for the elevator shaft to see if climbing down would be a simple matter or whether they would need the engineers.


  They needed the engineers, Gina thought, some hours later as she and Eric dangled from ropes down one of the shafts. They were stymied by what was left of the elevator winching mechanism and the car itself where it had fallen and jammed in the shaft. She didn’t know if the car had hit bottom or not. She tended to doubt it based upon the state of the emergency brakes. She could just make them out, and they had deployed clamping the car in place. The tangle of cable and pulleys was the problem. Why the hell hadn’t the builders used anti-grav cars?


  “We need cutting equipment,” she said.


  “Hmmm, we could probably make do with the thermate,” Eric said studying the problem. “Just burn it into chunks and let it fall wherever.”


  Thermate burned at a higher temperature than thermite and should do the job, but just cutting the obstruction into chunks and letting it settle might not be in their best interests. It would all go down, and they needed to go down as well.


  “We do it?” she asked doubtfully.


  “Hmmm,” Eric said thoughtfully and panned his light over the debris. “I think so, but carefully. Look there and there.”


  Gina eyed the places he nailed with his light. Two pulleys. She nodded. “You thinking to cut through those and let the cables spring free?”


  “Exactly. Cut those pulleys into chunks. The cables will uncoil explosively. That might clear a way through and down to the car. If it does then great. If it doesn’t we cut again.”


  “Okay,” Gina agreed. “Hang here and I’ll be right back.”


  She started back up the shaft to get the thermate from Eric’s APC. He had parked closer than she had, having found a clear route on the far side of the city from the shuttles. It took her a little over an hour to make the round trip. She found Eric exactly as she’d left him, dangling from his rope and staring at nothing. She hated it when the old ones did that. It was like finding a droid in sleep mode. They became statue still and just went away, whether into memory or thoughts, she didn’t know.


  “Eric?” Gina said.


  His head swivelled like a targeting sensor and his eyes! They were empty, but then a second later awareness flooded back and with it his Humanity. He was back, but if this was him, what had been looking out of his eyes just then? She shivered; she didn’t want to know. She handed him some of the thermate, keeping back a sizable amount for later. She had more up top as well, safely out of the way.


  “You want me to do the other one?”


  “I’ll handle it,” Eric said and quickly went to work.


  She had to admit he was quick and precise. She could have done the job and would probably have gotten the same result when they lit it off, but he was faster. Like he’d told her on Thurston that time; he was a dab hand with explosives.


  Gina climbed out of the shaft leaving him to it. Eric joined her a while later but only briefly. He touched off the thermate remotely almost the instant he reached her, and then after the smoke had cleared from the shaft, they descended together to admire the results.


  Gina looked over his handiwork and decided they were heading in the right direction but weren’t there quite yet. This time she helped Eric set up. She wrapped the cables with the thermate bandage, wrapping it nice and tight before adding the detonator and then spraying the entire thing with the aerosol. The quick setting nanopolymer was designed to contain the heat and gasses only briefly before succumbing. The result was that the thermate would melt everything inside to a semi-liquid state before bursting outward in a shower of red hot metal particles. She set up four charges, and Eric three more. The detonators were all on the same channel and would ignite together.


  This time when they lit off the charges they had to wait ten minutes or so for the smoke to clear and the metal to cool down. Vipers could survive a punctured suit even in these conditions, but why put themselves through the discomfort? When the smoke had cleared and thermal imaging suggested the scrap had cooled, they lowered themselves down the shaft for the third, and hopefully final, time.


  “Looks good,” she said. There was still plenty of scrap cable in the way, but the central area was clear all the way through. “Me first?”


  “If you like,” Eric said, sounding amused. “You did find it after all.”


  “Yeah, I did find it. Looking forward to our boat trip?”


  “Getting ahead of yourself aren’t you? We don’t know there’s anything down there.”


  “There’s something,” she disagreed. “I don’t know what or how useful it is, but there’s something.”


  Eric didn’t argue. Wise of him. The heat source alone made this one worth investigating, and was why they were doing this location first and not some other random site.


  Gina lowered herself carefully through the entangled cables, keeping to the middle of the cleared zone. She managed not to snag her suit and once clear allowed herself to fall faster. The car was a long way down, but she soon reached it and was standing on its roof watching Eric make his descent. Before he did, she had the hatch open and peeked inside.


  “I wonder who they were,” she muttered when Eric joined her to look into the car. “Three strangers, three friends?”


  “Doesn’t matter now. They’re closer in death than alive.”


  Strange sentiment, Gina thought, as she dropped into the elevator. She tried not to land on the skeletons, but Eric had no such sensibilities. He landed with a crunch and a puff of bone dust as one of the skulls disintegrated beneath his boots. She didn’t protest. She was too interested in forcing the doors apart.


  “Give a hand would you?”


  Eric stepped beside her and they heaved the doors apart to reveal darkness. He directed his light and revealed an empty corridor stretching ahead. Gina could tell it was the source of the heat despite her suit, or maybe because of it in a way. Condensation immediately began forming on its exterior surfaces when the warmer air touched it. The moisture flashed to frost almost immediately.


  She turned on her own lamp and panned it around, looking for anything that might tell her what she had here. This wasn’t a basement access for instance; too well appointed. It looked like any other corridor in a generic office building, but not like something leading to a machine room that typically serviced such buildings. There was carpet on the floor for one thing; a clue that said to her that people and not machines were expected to use the spaces down here.


  She advanced along the corridor nailing a door with her light. It was locked, but she twisted the handle with smooth inexorable power listening to the mechanism. The pop and crunch made her happy. Silly really, but the little things about being a viper still thrilled. She opened the door and scowled. Eric peered over her shoulder at the cleaning supplies and chuckled. She growled under her breath and closed the storeroom door. They moved to the next door. Unlocked this time. It was an office. Eric entered first and Gina followed.


  The room was partitioned into work spaces each one containing a desk and computer. She played her light over the nearest work station. It had been left neat, as if its user had just left for the night and planned to return the next day. Without a power source she couldn’t begin to guess what kind of business had been conducted here, but Eric hadn’t even glanced at the computers. He’d made a beeline for the waste bins.


  The waste bins?


  Eric dug through the trash and selected a discarded flimsy. He read it and then another. “Not what I hoped.”


  “What is it?”


  “Nothing important. Just an old memo.”


  Gina left him to it and stepped back out into the corridor to investigate the other doors. She entered offices to scout around. Most were executive offices with an outer room for an assistant and a plush inner office for the exec. She didn’t find anything interesting until she came to a stairwell.


  She forced the door open against fallen debris from above and found the stairwell lit by emergency lighting. She blinked in surprise. The emergency lights had power, but from where? She advanced further climbing rubble and edged toward the stairs going down. It was blocked with fallen rubble, but she thought she could detect a hum of machinery. The sounds of her suit PLSS tricked her ears. There couldn’t be active equipment—she glanced sideways at the dimly glowing light panel, but then again...


  “Eric, I’ve found something interesting,” she said over her comm. “Come take a look at this.”


  “What is it?”


  “Emergency lighting in the stairwell at the far end from the elevator,” she said. “I think I hear something.”


  “On my way.”


  She tried to get a better position to listen for that humming sound, but the helmet made it useless. She hesitated for a second, but then took a chance and removed it. Her eyeballs tried to freeze as the cold hit her face, and alerts started flashing upon her display. The temperature was higher than outside as she had noted before. Wind chill alone made a big difference, but even so it was still well below zero. Her breath puffed into fog and drifted toward the corridor carried along by a current of warmer air coming up through the rubble in the stairs. She switched to infra and was excited to see the faintly glowing current clearly. She coughed and then again. The air was toxic as her display warned and it irritated her nose and throat. Sulphur dioxide was a key ingredient in sulphuric acid. In other words, she was breathing sulphuric acid in a gaseous mist. She coughed again.


  >_ Sensors: Environmental health warning, sulphur dioxide in dangerous concentrations.


  >_ Diagnostics: Warning, lung capacity impaired.


  >_ IMS: Repairs in progress.


  Yeah, yeah. What else was new? Gina dismissed the warnings, and still coughing, laid down to put her ear against the rubble. She upped the gain to amplify input to her ears, and grinned. Definitely something going on down there.


  Gina winced and hastily returned her hearing to normal as Eric arrived, his footfalls booming in her head like a rampaging dinosaur. She climbed back to her feet and put her helmet back on, taking deep cleansing breaths to flush her lungs of the toxic crap she had been breathing. Some of the warnings on her display winked out, while others slowly changed, edging back to safe or normal parameters. She eyed her radiation dosimeter. It continued to glow balefully. Particles of radioactive dust must have entered her suit. She would need to decontaminate the suit inside and out as well as herself. She cursed the need, but wasn’t too worried. The dose wasn’t fatal for a viper, or anyone else for that matter. It was equivalent to an x-ray, no more than that, but it was still a high amount for such a brief exposure.


  “Definitely something down there, Eric. I can hear machine noises, and there’s a warm air current coming up from below.”


  Eric must have switched to infra as she had done because he nodded. “I see it.”


  “What do you think?”


  “It’s our first and best indication that something is here,” Eric said. “We won’t know what it is unless we get down there for a look.”


  He edged by and studied the tons of rubble filling the stairwell, and then stood craning his neck to study the shaft overhead. He started climbing upward until he ran out of room, shining the powerful beam of his lamp up into the darkness. He came back down.


  “Let’s go back. We need Liz’s people.”


  Gina nodded and together they headed for the elevator shafts and the ropes hanging there.


  Base camp, Landing, Kushiel


  The engineers were good, Gina was pleased to note. They had thrown themselves eagerly into their work after being idle aboard ship so long. They had barely been on site a few hours after the trip from Hobbs, and the base camp was already laid out. The first dome was under construction, its supporting framework spreading one triangular formation after another linking together in a circle and beginning to arch upward. Other domes were just a pile of crates and metal tubes as yet, but the ground had been prepared and the foundations poured. Amazing stuff, nanopolymers. Even in such terrible conditions it worked as designed, poured directly onto ice even! Without good foundations and floors, they couldn’t pressurise the domes. The thick plastic circular platforms were already being covered with snow as the clear skies they had praised when they landed, gave way to another howling storm. The engineers worked on, ignoring the blast of icy wind. The dome’s skeleton took after its masters, ignoring the winds as it climbed and linked to its neighbouring structures.


  “It’s going well,” Liz said privately on her helmet comm, perhaps interpreting Gina’s watchfulness as worry. “The frame can handle much worse than this.”


  “I’m not worried. Your people seem satisfied with things. What about the walls?”


  “As long as we leave certain panels out for the wind to pass through it will be fine. If we build by the book, the walls would turn into a windbreak and might be carried away. The domes rely upon the structural integrity of neighbouring panels if you know what I mean?”


  “Not really.”


  “Well... think about those old stone arches you’ve seen in the historical sensims. Take one of the stones out and the arch collapses. It’s the same here. When all the panels are in, they push and pull on each other making the structure strong. It’s really an excellent design. We can’t finalise the domes in these conditions, but as long as we let the wind pass through safely we can do ninety percent of the work and finish them later.”


  “Sounds good,” Gina said.


  They watched the work silently for a time. The cranes had the hardest job. Even flimsy metal pipes became dangerous when the wind kicked up, but they were monitoring wind speeds and so far they were low enough, barely, for safety.


  “I would have preferred having some of my people looking at what you found, Gina, but this had to be done sooner rather than later.”


  Gina nodded. “I could take you to see it if you trust me. I’ll have to lower you down on a rope.”


  “Tempting,” Liz said with a shy smile. “And of course I trust you, but I won’t be able to do much. Eric said we need a crane?”


  “Yeah. We went down using an elevator shaft, but it would be easier if you cleared the stairwell from directly above it.”


  Liz nodded.


  Hours fled and Gina spent all her time transporting equipment from Hobbs in her shuttle. Eric was doing the same. The heaviest items had been dealt with by the end of that day, and she moved onto transporting the pieces needed to build up the walls of the habitat domes. The weather worsened and it was decided to halt further operations. High winds made the cranes unsafe to use, and Liz decided not to risk it. Work upon the walls was abandoned, and everyone retreated to the shuttles to wait.


  The second day dawned bright and clear. Liz took advantage by pulling everyone off the other dome’s supports to quickly clad the main residential dome. The idea was to complete it quickly so that everyone could move in and sleep comfortably instead of in the shuttles and APCs. They hadn’t enjoyed the experience the night before.


  Gina watched in amusement as Liz’s people went into high gear. She guessed the promise of a warm place to live and sleep without their suits was a spur to action. She could understand that. Her suit was getting a little ripe, and she imagined hers wasn’t the only one.


  The marvellously designed panels that impressed Liz so much quickly covered the skeleton of the dome, and stabilised it. It didn’t take too long either. Men and woman clambered all over the thing, guiding the panels being lowered by the cranes and snapping them into place. The more that were added, the stronger it became. Liz directed the entire scene like a conductor with an orchestra. As the dome was buttoned up with the last few panels still going in, her people poured inside with equipment, generators, crates, god knows what else, and began building the interior partitions to separate common areas and sleeping compartments. Wiring for lights and heating units was the first order of business however, quickly followed by plumbing and the air filtration needed to pressurise the dome. Positive atmospheric pressure was a must to keep contaminants out. The showers were particularly important in the air lock. Contamination could enter the dome on their suits. They had to decontaminate the suits before entering the dome proper. There would be other showers and toilet facilities inside as well of course. The main dome was for people to live in and would have all the conveniences. The other domes had different uses. One would garage the heavy equipment like the cranes and dozers so they could be maintained and protected from the weather. The third and last dome was to house supplies and the main generator to power the entire base. The portable generators would work in a pinch as a backup, but they were low capacity, meant for powering tools not buildings.


  At the end of the second day, everyone ate a meal together in the main dome in relative comfort. Bare wires and pipes were everywhere. Tables, chairs, and beds were scattered all over amid crates and tools. Generators whirred supplying power to autochefs some still in their crates, but everyone sat together laughing and chatting, amid the remains of their meals on the tables. Their suits hung in the completed airlock, where they dripped dry from the decontamination cycle. Everyone was upbeat and happy with progress. They were warm and protected from the elements and no longer confined in smelly suits.


  All was well.


  It took the rest of that week to completely finish work on the base camp. The weather had quickly turned from unpredictable to solidly bad for three days straight. During that time, with winds howling outside and snow building up to half bury one side of the dome, Liz’s people worked inside finishing their new home in record time. Finally the storm blew itself out and the engineers emerged blinking into brilliant sunshine like bears after a long winter. Everything was clean and white. Snow had been blown clear of the ice and built into drifts against the cranes and dozers. The foundations of the unfinished domes were uncovered, something that seemed to satisfy Liz, though she scowled at the need to dig out her machines and the supply crates.


  As soon as the camp was finished, Liz shifted focus and labour to the prize she had come for. Gina had warned her a number of times that they didn’t know what was under that rubble. Don’t get your hopes up, she warned, but Liz ignored the pessimism determined to be optimistic. She didn’t believe the A.I was down there, she said, but it was obvious she hoped it was. Gina could see the passion and hope in the woman’s eyes and prepared herself to console her when the inevitable failure came to pass.


  Alpha site looked a lot different from her first visit, Gina thought now, standing to one side of the main event. The stub of the stairwell had been demolished level to the ground leaving a square plascrete lined hole leading down into the foundations. A crane lifted a huge bucket full of rubble and freshly cut steel sections out of the hole as she watched, and swung it away. A few moments later, she flinched a little at the thunderous crash of the bucket emptying itself onto the growing pile in the street. As soon as the crane lowered the bucket back, the engineer’s drills and hammers started up again.


  Liz had agreed with Eric regarding the need to clear the stairwell after she surveyed things. To Gina’s surprise, the elevator was in fact at the bottom of its shaft, not stuck part way as she had thought, and there was nothing to be gained by using it as an access point to the stairs. It would have made clearing the rubble harder. Using the crane down the stairwell itself was the obvious and most efficient choice, though it took more work to clear in the initial stages. Once it was open all the way to the bottom, it would give the engineers a fast way down using the crane as a makeshift elevator. The old stairs were being left in place to save time and effort, and could be used by those who didn’t mind a workout, but the suits were confining and made everything more tiring. Gina doubted anyone would choose the stairs.


  “Bored?” Eric said wandering over.


  Gina shrugged. “Nothing to do here. Security? Don’t make me laugh. We’re the only living things on the entire damn planet. I could have left my rifle home for all the target practice I’m going to get.”


  Eric chuckled.


  “Seriously, Eric, what are we doing here?”


  “Nothing much. That’s why I came to find you. I think our time is better spent identifying and surveying other sites. This one is promising I grant you, but we should have at least one backup. Hobbs did identify a few other places for us to visit.”


  Gina nodded, it made sense. “Sounds good. You take the first ten on the list. I’ll take the next ten. Okay?”


  Eric nodded and they bumped knuckles to seal the deal.


  Eric was the first to mount up and leave in his APC. Gina went to find Liz to inform her of the plan, and to tell her to shout over the comm if she needed viper help. Liz agreed absently and waved her away. She was distracted with work. Gina trotted off already reviewing her list of sites and creating her flight plan so that she didn’t waste time backtracking. The less time spent in the air the better.


  * * *


  Aboard Archer’s Gift, Kushiel System


  Leon Adler, captain of the Kalmar registered ship Archer’s Gift glared at the information his sensors reported to him. Was it a warship or just a freighter as his sensors seemed to suggest? It couldn’t be a simple freighter. There was nothing in the system to trade and no station to trade with.


  Nothing here to interest a trader, not a legit trader at least.


  Who were the bastards? What were they doing here? A trap laid for him, or a competitor? He hammered a fist on the control panel, and his exec eyed him warily. He ignored the man. Haliwell was a new hire after Andrea left him at their last port. He missed her steadiness, but not her bitching. She hadn’t agreed with his salvage run to Kushiel and had left the ship the moment they’d docked after their initial run, not even waiting for her pay. Not that he could have paid her anyway. Maybe she had known that, maybe not, but a good dozen of the crew had left with her. That meant half his crew was new and most of them were scum. He didn’t dare walk his own ship’s deck unarmed anymore.


  Andrea had gutted the ship when she left and took the best half of his crew with her. It had nearly broken him to watch them go. They had been together a long time—years of legitimate trading, good years all, but a few bad trades had led him inexorably toward others in an effort to dig himself out of the hole. It hadn’t worked out, and he’d slipped deeper and deeper into trouble. Now he was the captain of an armed merchant vessel trading around the edges of civilisation, desperate to reverse his mistakes.


  It wasn’t too late he swore. He just needed one good break and he could reverse all the ill fortune. He wasn’t beyond redemption. He hadn’t killed anyone, his deals might be a little dirty, but he wasn’t an outright pirate. He wasn’t a raider either, despite appearances. Kushiel was a dead world after all. It wasn’t the same thing, no matter what Andrea had said to him on the docks the day she finally left. It wasn’t! Taking what he needed from Kushiel wasn’t like raiding a colony, and he was desperate. This was his last chance.


  He glared at that innocent seeming icon on sensors. He should pull out, come back next month and see what this ship, these poachers, had left him. That was the safe thing to do, but he couldn’t afford to play it safe! His creditors were howling despite the down payments on the debt he owed each of them. His last trip here had barely paid the interest on his loans. If he put into any legit port with his holds empty, he could kiss his ship goodbye. They would take it and sell it out from under him, and he would still owe them afterwards. He was in so deep, he needed two ships of Archer’s type to pay the debt. She was old and worth little more than scrap value to anyone but him. Goddamnit! This run had been his way out.


  Haliwell refined the sensor data. “Definitely a trader. I think you’re right, Captain, someone must have talked. They’re poachers.”


  Leon nodded and tried to keep the rage off his face. He couldn’t let them take his last chance away from him. Inside he wailed that he wasn’t a killer, and that was true, but that final line was about to be crossed. He prepared to sacrifice the last shreds of his honour and felt sick. He had no choice! They had left him none. He couldn’t just leave them to take what was his. He doubted he would still be the captain when they next docked if he tried. He’d made the crew some promises, and Haliwell was already looking at him oddly.


  He rubbed his forehead feeling a stress headache pending. “All right. This is what we’re going to do...”


  


  Aboard Hobbs in orbit of Kushiel


  Captain Gibson sat in his command chair drinking coffee and reading reports. It was the middle of the watch, and things were quiet aboard. No emergencies or rush to load or unload cargo. All that had been completed two days ago. His crew were on maintenance watch now. Nothing urgent required attention.


  As for the salvage operation, reports indicated things were progressing well. Base camp was complete and attention had shifted to alpha site. That was the name given to the first, and hopefully, the only salvage site on the planet. The entire mission didn’t sit well with him. Grave robbing, that’s what it amounted to. The sooner they left Kushiel the better.


  “Sir?” Heather Watson, Hobbs’ scan tech said. “That ship is still coming.”


  Gibson rose to join her and had a look at her data. “Well, they did ask permission to approach. An engineering casualty like they described isn’t anything to fool with.”


  “Yes, sir, but they’ve missed turnover.”


  Gibson frowned. The term “turnover” harked back centuries to a time when ships used old style reaction drives without anti-grav compensators. It was applied to the point in a journey when ships literally had to about face and apply thrust in the direction of motion to slow down. These days, deceleration was a matter of the correct application of anti-grav, but the term was still used for the point at which a ship starts decelerating to make a rendezvous.


  “Their course?”


  “Unchanged,” Watson said worriedly.


  That couldn’t be right. If they’d missed turnover for whatever reason, they would need to change course if they still wanted to rendezvous with Hobbs in orbit. If they didn’t change course, they would miss the rendezvous entirely and fly right by. They would have to slingshot around the planet and try again. Leon wasted a few minutes checking the data and reluctantly decided she was right.


  “Hail them,” he snapped heading back to his station.


  “Aye, sir,” Noel at communications said.


  Leon waited for a response wondering if perhaps Archer’s Gift had suffered another malfunction and lost comm. That ship was a piece of junk and...


  “Contact! Multiple contacts incoming. Missiles! They’ve fired on us!” Heather cried in shock.


  Leon gaped at her, unable to move or understand. Fired? Missiles? Fired missiles at him? His brain gibbered at him, but his voice didn’t betray him. He was snapping orders, and only afterwards did he realise they were the right ones.


  “...ound collision!” he cried and the gong gong gong of the collision alarm sounded throughout the ship sending the crew to emergency stations, and causing blast doors and other internal partitions to lock down. “Point defence free!”


  “Point defence free, aye. Autoloaders operational. Targeting under computer control!” Max said from the helm. Hobbs wasn’t a warship. Its defensive armament was controlled from his station.


  “Bring up the drive. Go to evasive as soon as we have power! Communications: get me Captain Penleigh. I think we might need to bug out. Tell him yourself if I’m busy. Tell him why.”


  “Aye, sir,” Noel said and hunched over his panel.


  “Everyone,” Leon said trying for calm. “Let’s work the problem calmly. That ship is some kind of raider, but we out mass it a hundred to one. We’ll be fine.” In the background he heard Noel reporting to Penleigh. He was about to take over, when Hobbs lurched and rolled crazily amid warning sirens and alarms. “Report!”


  Heather’s fingers raced over her controls, revising and refining her scan. “Some kind of stealthed missile or... no! They fired early and let the missiles come in on inertia ahead of them. They had to have fired hours ago, sir. I’m still tracking the others—the second wave.”


  Leon shook his head in disbelief. Second wave? That sounded—


  The second wave of missiles came in fast and deployed. They were, every one of them, designed to hash sensors and spoof point defence. They did their job of sucking Hobbs’ point defence missiles toward them and away from the third wave. The third wave performed its task admirably. They struck the ship more or less unopposed, and a new sun was born in orbit of Kushiel. It lasted mere seconds. When it died, the remains of Hobbs fell out of orbit burning and still breaking into smaller chunks. Explosions amid the debris shattered the ship into smaller and smaller pieces. Of its crew, only briefly glowing molecules remained.


  * * *


  


  



  17 ~ Castaways


  Alpha site, Landing, Kushiel


  Gina stared up at the meteor shower grimly. Eric had just told her about the action in orbit, but the second brief sunrise over the city had been a big clue that something was wrong. The burning chunks of Hobbs were still entering atmosphere when Eric ran up to her and explained. He had run off again now, leaving her to watch the show. None of the debris would strike anywhere close. That was a mercy, but all it would do was prolong their deaths. They had two shuttles and could reach orbit, but without Hobbs they couldn’t leave the system. She tried to imagine the General sending another ship to check on them when they failed to report via drone, and realised he would do that, but it would be months too late. They would be out of food and canned air long before that. They had enough food for a month, maybe two if they rationed it. They had been relying upon supplies from Hobbs for most things.


  Gina used viper comm for privacy and contacted Eric. “We need to start rationing.”


  “Forget rationing. Let’s survive the day before worrying about that.”


  “But—”


  “Think about it, Gina. A raider ship comes to a dead colony world and blows away a prize like Hobbs without hesitation. What do you think they’re after?”


  Put that way it was obvious. Raider ships, unlike run of the mill pirates, jacked colonies out in the Border Zone when they could get away with it. For one to come here meant it wanted something on the planet more than it wanted to jack a ship. She remembered the bank and blown vault they had seen in Haverington.


  “You’re right. We need to get the civs in a hole. Somewhere out of sight. We can’t take them back to camp.”


  “Agreed,” Eric said. “With any luck these bastards will ignore us while they do whatever they came to do. I hope to god whatever they’re after isn’t here in Landing.”


  There was that, but Gina was thinking ahead to other problems. Problems like air, and food, and clean water. Problems such as how the hell would they escape Kushiel? They needed a way to get aboard the raider ship and take it for themselves. But first things first. She needed to get Liz and her people undercover.


  “Where are you right now, Liz?” Gina said heading for the shaft. “You up top?”


  “No, I’m at the bottom of the stairwell. We’re just about to break into the clear.”


  “Good. I’m coming down. I need you to keep everyone there with you. No exceptions.”


  “Whatever for?” Liz said, sounding puzzled.


  “I’ll explain when I get there. While you wait, start thinking about a way to make yourselves more comfortable down there.”


  “What’s wrong? Has something happened?”


  “You might say,” Gina agreed as she reached the crane and ordered the driver to lower her down in the bucket. “I’m coming down now. Meet me.”


  “All right, but we’re so close to breaking through.”


  “Don’t stop the work. You might need to stay down there a while and you’ll need the space.”


  “But... what the hell has happened?”


  “I’m nearly down. I’ll fill you in.”


  Liz was waiting for her when the bucket stopped at the level where the work was ongoing. They had dug out a hundred and thirty feet or more of rubble and Gina could see what Liz meant about breaking through. There wasn’t much stopping them advancing to the next landing. Liz offered a hand to help steady her, but she didn’t need the help. She bent her knees and then straightened explosively, bouncing out of the bucket as if her legs had turned into springs. Liz applauded.


  “Nice landing,” Liz said. “What’s the urgency?”


  Gina explained. Liz stopped smiling and her face turned grim. She looked back toward her people still working unaware that anything was wrong, and then back to Gina.


  “We can’t stay down here—”


  “You have to!”


  “Hear me out,” Liz said in a placating voice. “We can’t stay down here without supplies from the camp. Eighteen hours from now, our suits will run out of power and air.”


  Shit. She had just been thinking about supplies, but she hadn’t thought about power for the suits. Food, water, air, and power; those four things above all were needed. She had to make a run to the camp.


  “I’ll tell Eric,” Gina said. “We’ll get you what you need. You have eighteen hours to burrow down to somewhere you can call home for a few days. Can you tap into the emergency lighting down here for power?”


  Liz nodded. “Bring me a water purifier and a way to recharge the suits, and we can last a few weeks, but how do we get home?”


  “I’m working on it,” Gina said grimly. She left Liz to her work and contacted Eric to tell him what she’d said. “... Liz says she can hold out weeks with those supplies.”


  “Already on it,” Eric said. I’m loading up now with most of that stuff. Didn’t think about the purifier. I’ll add it.”


  “You need help?”


  “Yes, but don’t come here. We can’t afford to lose us both if the raiders decide to blow away the camp. We’ll do this in shifts. I’ll let you know when to make your run.”


  “Okay, Eric, be careful.”


  “Careful is my middle name,” Eric said.


  She snorted. “Sure it is.”


  Gina climbed atop the rubble that had already filled the bucket and contacted the crane driver to hoist her up. She wanted to get back to her shuttle so that she would be ready to fly the moment Eric called. The bucket lifted clear of the shaft, and she jumped out before the crane driver could stop his lift. She raised a hand to him in thanks and pushed herself into a run.


  Her APC was waiting.


  When she reached the shuttle, she parked the APC in the shadow of a wrecked building. She wasn’t planning for failure, but should she be shot down, Eric could still use her APC and all it contained. She ran her pe-flight checks and waited for Eric’s call with her eyes nailed to her sensors looking for trouble. She was still looking when Eric called her.


  “I’m lifting now,” Eric said. “Make your run.”


  “On my way. Any sign of the bad guys?”


  “Not yet. We might have to go looking for them. I’ll have to think about that. We can’t leave Liz and her people unprotected.”


  Gina scowled. She knew he would order her to stay with the engineers, she just knew it, but he was right too. There were only two of them. She lifted off and flew the shuttle to the base camp, but didn’t see Eric on the way. He was flying cagey, using a different route and not one direct to alpha site. She reminded herself to do the same on the way back. She kept her altitude down, dodging terrain and using it to stay out of sight, though if the raiders remained in orbit and took their time, they could easily track her. She hoped they were too impatient for that. It was all she could do.


  Hours later she landed at the base and powered down the shuttle, her eyes never straying far from the shuttle’s sensors. She grabbed her rifle before debarking. It was the first time she had thought to need it here. Better safe than dead, she muttered under her breath as she hurried toward dome three. Number three contained all their supplies and the power plant. Eric had left the anti-grav palette loader in the entrance rather than park it properly. Signs of his hurried use of it were obvious. Crates and boxes had been stacked haphazardly where he had burrowed into the stacks for a particular item. One or two had toppled and broken open. Gina shook her head at the mess, but she would be making things worse in short order she had no doubt.


  She grabbed the control handle and guided the loader toward the back of the stacks. She knew where everything was. Her database had a full inventory. She parked the loader and put her rifle aside on one of the crates. Her first priority was power packs and filters for the suits. The suit PLSS used a rechargeable power pack, but they had to be removed for charging. That meant every person would need a spare. They couldn’t remove their suits to recharge them over night.


  She hurried along the stacks and found the crates she needed. There were a dozen power packs to a crate. She needed three. They were heavy and unwieldy, but she managed to drag them out one at a time and muscle them back to the loader. Vipers were strong, but the crates were too bulky to get a good grip. She managed and added cartons of filters before guiding the loader back to the shuttle to unload. She soon fell into a rhythm of loading and unloading. Power, and filters, water filtration and purifiers all went into the shuttle. Next she grabbed a couple of the portable generators. She knew Liz had some on site, but didn’t doubt more would be welcome. Her eyes fell upon a big crate marked Autochef 1off—Handle with care—Fragile! This way up! and decided to get it next. She unloaded and headed back to the dome.


  She struggled and cursed trying to get one corner of the crate onto the loader so she could slide the autochef on. It was really heavy and every time she pushed the crate the loader slid away. She glared at the thing and realised she needed to wedge the loader against something. She chose some of the crates to block it in and was finally able to get the huge crate balanced on the loader. She brought the anti-grav up to full and walking backwards, she guided the loader out of the dome.


  The explosion at her back threw her forward, slamming her chest into the loader’s guide handle and blasting the air from her lungs. The force was so great that she folded over the handle and slammed face first into the crate. She didn’t feel the pain, or hear the loss of air pressure in the suit as her visor shattered. She didn’t know that the raider had made a lucky shot and hit her suit’s power pack in the PLSS on her back. The violent detonation and resultant damage had sent her instantly into hibernation and the little death.


  Automatic shutdown cycle complete.


  Activate beacon... done.


  Beacon transmitting.


  >_ Diagnostics: Critical spinal injury, communications failure, TacNet offline, lung capacity compromised, critical blood loss. Unit unfit for duty.


  >_ IMS: Repairs in progress. Attempting lung inflation... failed. Repairs in progress.


  >_ Diagnostics: Environmental health warning... atmosphere toxic, temperature -32°, lung capacity degraded. Warning... high risk of unit termination. Recommend immediate hospitalisation.


  >_ IMS: Repairs in progress.


  >_ Diagnostics: Main power failure. Warning... high risk of unit termination. Recommend immediate hospitalisation.


  >_ IMS: Resource warning. Unable to repair main power. Lung inflation complete. Lung capacity 63%. Emergency reactivation advised. Hospitalisation at earliest opportunity advised.


  >_ Diagnostics: Main power failure. Warning... unit termination imminent.


  Emergency reactivation approved.


  Initialise reboot sequence...


  Activate combat mode... done.


  


  >_ IMS: Resource warning, unable to repair main power. Hospitalisation advised. Warning IMS failure.


  


  Fault logged. Continue reboot sequence.


  TRS... done.


  Sensors... done.


  Targeting... done.


  Communications... failed to initialise.


  Retry/Abort? >_


  Retry/Abort? >_


  Retry/Abort? >_


  Fault logged. Continue reboot sequence...


  Infonet... service not available.


  TacNet... failed to initialise.


  Retry/Abort? >_


  Retry/Abort? >_


  Retry/Abort? >_


  Fault logged. Continue reboot sequence...


  Initiate emergency reactivation...


  Gina awoke to agony, but she didn’t scream. The burning pain in her back warranted it, my god did it, but she was in such bad shape she couldn’t scream. She was gagging on blood and the air was foul. She coughed trying to clear the blood from her lungs and that helped a little. She was shivering with cold, ice had formed on her eyelashes and her face burned with it. Frostbite was in her immediate future, she realised.


  She groaned trying to think. Her internal display was awash in warnings and system failures. She shook with cold and shock. Main power failure? What the hell did that mean? Why wasn’t she dead then? She puzzled over that and realised her systems were barely running on backup power. All of them, and she didn’t have much time. Her log told the tale. She was dying. IMS was offline due to low resources, and without it she couldn’t repair main power. She needed shipboard medical or a full-blown hospital, but she was shit out of luck there.


  She needed her supplements, but they were in the APC, the APC she hadn’t brought with her. She frantically tried to think of something and realised how rattled she was. Dome three was barely a hundred metres away and there would be crates of what she needed in there. She had to get them. It was her only chance.


  Main power failure. Warning... unit termination imminent.


  “Yeah, yeah. Everyone’s a critic,” she mumbled and coughed. The burning in her throat and nose was getting worse without IMS to keep pace with the accumulating damage. She tried to rise and realised things were worse than she’d realised. “I’m dead,” she said flatly and knew it was true.


  She was paralysed below the waist.


  She didn’t panic. There was nothing but regret running through her thoughts for a few minutes. She managed to roll onto her back and hissed as the snow touched her burns through the suit. Her PLSS had exploded and was completely gone, as was most of her suit back there. Bare skin, burned and ruined, contacted the ice and sensation quickly fled. That was a blessing. Her thoughts began to clear and she checked her sensors. She should have done that first thing, but under the circumstances it was a miracle she was even alive let alone tracking enough to think of the tactical situation.


  Her processor had brought her back online because she would have died without waking if it hadn’t. The fact she would die anyway, and in agony, didn’t matter to it. Her survival for as long as possible was all it cared about and it had been out of options. She would have died in hibernation, so it woke her. Simple logic.


  Sensors... right. She had been about to check her sensors hadn’t she? She barely had power for this, but what the hell. She wanted to know what was happening. Maybe Eric was on his way. Her sensors revealed another story, and rage filled her thoughts. She actually snarled at what her sensors reported to her. Four red icons were moving around in the residential dome, and a small lander was parked next to her cargo shuttle. Her PLSS hadn’t just failed, it had been helped along. Stupid to have assumed it in the first place, and she cursed herself. One or more of those red icons had shot her in the back hitting the power pack in her PLSS.


  That had to be it.


  Her thoughts flashed to her rifle sitting atop the crate in dome three. She rolled onto her front and started dragging herself toward the dome. She was leaving a trail in the snow a five year old could follow, but she had no choice. Coughing and gasping at the foul crap she was forced to breathe, she dragged her useless body up the cargo ramp and into the dome. Inside, she headed for the crate with her rifle on top. It was stupid, but she felt much better with it in her hands. She was still dying, and her priority should have been supplies for her IMS, but she had ignored common sense and armed herself instead.


  Main power failure. Warning... unit termination imminent.


  Gina dragged herself to the stacks, and then deeper between them until she found the small cluster of crates and boxes set aside for viper use. The snakehead stencilled on the sides together with code numbers that matched those in her database for supplements, ammo, etc, advised her which ones she needed. She used the butt of her rifle to smash her way in. Cans and bottles rained down upon and around her.


  Main power failure. Warning... unit termination imminent.


  Propped sitting against the pallets, Gina grabbed the first can within reach. She shook it half-heartedly and coughed. She spat redly and eyed the lump on the floor. Was that a piece of lung rotted by the toxic air? Didn’t matter. She popped the top off the can and chugged her smoothie. It didn’t taste as disgusting as she expected. Maybe she was craving this crap because her body knew she needed it? Nah, probably the air had messed with her taste buds.


  She grabbed a bottle this time. It contained capsules of vitamins and metal salts. They never tasted of anything because they were time lapse capsules designed to dissolve in the stomach. She didn’t think she had time for niceties. She opened the bottle and poured the contents into her mouth. She chewed and forced herself to swallow. My god that had tasted foul. She washed the foul tasting mess down with another smoothie.


  Main power failure. Warning... unit termination imminent.


  She chugged and chewed and chugged and chewed waiting to die or for some other sign that she wouldn’t.


  >_ IMS: Repairs in progress.


  Gina was chewing capsules and chugging smoothies, while watching for hostiles approaching. She didn’t notice at first when her IMS came back online, but she did notice when her processor tried to put her back in hibernation! Dumb machine. There were hostiles nearby and ready to follow her trail, and it wanted her to sleep?


  No frigging way!


  Computer: Abort hibernation.


  Hibernation aborted. Warning, hibernation advised. Intervention logged.


  Gina sighed. Her processor sounded a little pissy about her daring to intervene. She would have laughed if she didn’t hurt so much. She contemplated forcing IMS to repair her comm immediately, she really wanted to talk to Eric, but she didn’t do it. Main power had to come first. The damage to her spine had taken it out as well as her legs. Hopefully repairing one would give her back the other at the same time.


  She chugged another smoothie, discarded the empty on the growing pile and opened another. Sensors warned her of company approaching, but she did nothing but watch. She needed to stay close to her supplies and repairs weren’t far enough along. She chugged two more smoothies, feeling sick now. Too much crap to digest. She raised her rifle and waited for a target.


  The first man came in sloppy. He had a pistol raised, but didn’t use the available cover. There was plenty to use, he should really have known better. Her targeting reticule pulsed redly and spun on her display. She forced away a cough and put a single round down range centred upon the visor of his helmet. He dropped instantly dead. She allowed herself a cough, and opened another bottle of pills.


  >_ Diagnostics: Main power online. Critical spinal injury, communications failure, TacNet offline, lung capacity 68%. Unit unfit for duty. Hospitalisation at earliest opportunity advised.


  >_ IMS: Repairs in progress.


  Ha! It was working. She was out of danger, relatively speaking. If no one killed her, she would be fine given enough time for repairs. She was bloody freezing, and the air was bad, but IMS could keep pace as long as it had the resources. She was sitting on a mountain of what it needed. She was as good as fixed as long as she could hold off the bad guys.


  Thinking of them seemed to draw them out. They fired at her wildly and she could do little about it. They didn’t hit her, but the crates and boxes exploded around her, raining their contents all over her. Liquids sprayed and dripped, while she tried to find a target, but they weren’t as stupid as the first one. They exposed only the barrels of their weapons. She switched to her grenade launcher and used one of the three precious HE rounds she had loaded it with. The explosion silenced the incoming fire, but she had missed them. She watched them on sensors regrouping.


  A spasm seized her chest and she coughed, but she decided her breathing was much better now. The burning in the back of her throat was still present. She doubted it would quit until she could find another suit.


  The shot hit her square on, dead centre in the belly. She grunted and clutched at the wound, wishing for her armour, but she couldn’t wear a suit over it. She hadn’t brought it, and neither had Eric. She returned fire without aiming. Both grenades went wild and blew one of the stacks apart. Debris flew in all directions, but the three red icons still glared balefully on her sensors. The burning boxes quickly extinguished themselves as designed, though they continued to smolder filling the dome with smoke that streamed out the open loading doors. Anything transported through space had to be fire resistant.


  Gina kept her rifle up and aimed into the smoke, though she couldn’t see a damned thing. She switched to infra, but the smoldering crates made it useless. Too many false positives. She switched back and tried zooming in. Maybe at X2 she would catch movement. Nothing. Back at X1 she watched them on sensors, and waited for their next move.


  The burning agony in her guts quickly dulled as IMS flooded the area with pain blockers. The wound had hurt but it hadn’t hit anything vital. It wouldn’t be the wound that killed her, and right now that was good enough. One handed, rifle still aimed, she popped the lid off another smoothie and chugged it, still feeling sick but needing to keep IMS running at maximum efficiency. She had to last long enough to get her legs back, or long enough for Eric to come. Either one worked for her.


  Sensors warned her when the raiders had regained their courage, and she cursed when they split up. They had finally grown a brain between them. She shifted aim, planning to kill the first one to give her half a chance. She wished she had more grenades. While she was wishing, she might as well wish for an AAR and someone to use it. She had what she had—her V2 pistol and her rifle.


  * * *


  


  



  18 ~ Preparations


  Approaching alpha site, Landing, Kushiel


  Eric watched his sensors like a hawk on his return trip from base camp. He had every expectation that the raiders would come down and attempt to dispose of all witnesses. He was counting on it actually. If they were wise they would simply jump out system and come back in a couple of months. Everyone would be dead by then. They wouldn’t do that though—he hoped. He needed a way off this rock, and they had a ship. It was a nice one too. Anything with a fold space drive was a nice one as far as he was concerned.


  He snorted at his whimsical thought.


  He was flying the scenic route back toward alpha site, not because he feared being followed. The raiders were in orbit and could track him easily. No, he did it so that a single attack wouldn’t take both him and Gina out of the game. He had limited resources. Two vipers, two APCs and contents, and two slow lumbering cargo shuttles. That was it. He didn’t count Liz and her people among resources. They were on the liability side of the equation. He didn’t have anything to arm them with for one thing. The APCs had weapons and ammo, but viper gear was different to standard Alliance gear. It couldn’t be used by the unenhanced and had been designed that way on purpose after a mission had gone pear-shaped allowing the bad guys to arm themselves with the regiment’s own equipment. Burgton had been shot. He hadn’t been amused. Viper weapons needed vipers to operate and that was that. Even if he had some standard gear on hand he wouldn’t issue it to Liz’s people. They were more likely to shoot themselves in the foot or him than the bad guys. They were marvellous engineers, but soldiers?


  No.


  Sensors reported all clear, just as he wanted. Gina was probably down and already filling her shuttle with more loot. Hope she remembers the supplements, he mused. He hadn’t thought about them until now. It was rare that he was on a mission long enough to need such supplies. The regiment’s long deployment with the Shan had been an exception rather than the rule. It had been many years since he had deployed with so many of his brothers to fight. Most of his missions had been solo ops and of short duration. This one promised to be more challenging than anyone had anticipated.


  Gina was out of range of suit and viper comm. Without satellite relays or Hobbs in orbit, she might as well be on the far side of the planet. He couldn’t remind her to grab the supplies set aside for them. He had to hope she remembered. He wouldn’t chance another trip. His instincts were screaming at him that the raiders were coming down and wouldn’t leave the base unexplored. He hoped they wouldn’t just blast the domes. They were thieves first. Surely it made more sense to steal than destroy? He hoped so; he needed them on the ground.


  Part of the work done at alpha site had been clearing away rubble to allow the crane to access the stairwell. A by product of that clearance was a boon to Eric now. He could land the shuttle on the cleared area vertically. He did so. He carefully hovered next to the crane and reduced power to his anti-grav. He touched down without a bump and lowered the cargo ramp before shutting down. He was surprised but pleased to see Liz’s people dash toward him to help the unloading. He didn’t plan to leave the shuttle sitting here too long. It was a target and vulnerable from the air.


  Eric left the cockpit intending to help with unloading, but Liz accosted him before he could start. She took his arm and pulled him out of the way.


  “We found it!” Liz said excitedly. “She was right, Eric. We found it!”


  “She was right?” Eric said in surprise. “You found the A.I?”


  Gina would have him on a yacht as soon as they got home, he thought. Well, he had agreed to the wager, and boats were okay. Better than some other things he had tried in his time. Atmospheric surfing had to be the stupidest thing he had ever tried, though the skydiving part of it was fun. Very soothing it had been, falling at terminal velocity and trying to decide whether to open the chute or let nature take its course. He had deployed the chute, obviously, but he was always unsure what he would do the next time he faced that choice.


  He shook his head. That kind of stupidity was why he quit the sport. Liz was still talking.


  “...backup power. The geothermal plant is still running. Amazing really. I would have thought at least the lack of maintenance would have caused a shut down, but no. It’s up.”


  Eric checked his log. They hadn’t found the A.I but had found evidence of it. That realisation disappointed but didn’t surprise him. So they had found a server and Liz was hoping it contained a backup of the mind they came for, but she hadn’t found it yet.


  “How long until you know?” Eric interrupted her. “Can I see?”


  “Of course!” Liz said. “I’ll show you how far we’ve got.”


  Eric followed her toward the bucket they were using as a quick way down. Liz told her people to stop loading it with supplies, and they rode it down. More of her engineers unloaded the boxes when they reached the bottom, and Liz hurried toward the stairs.


  Eric descended the stairs following Liz. Five flights and they reached the last landing. The builders of the facility hadn’t been kidding. It wasn’t as deep as the archive on Snakeholme. Not even close, but it was deep for a civilian design. His altimeter read -112m in red. It had certainly been strong enough to withstand the atomics that the Merkiaari had used to wipe away the city above. Impressive indeed.


  “Gina asked me to make a place down here where we can stay for awhile. This is it.”


  Eric looked around the server room and nodded. It had power and he saw a pair of doors at the far end marked with the familiar signs for restrooms.


  “Water?” Eric said.


  “The facilities work if that’s what you mean. I wouldn’t trust the water to drink, but we have purifiers. With supplies we can hold out a few weeks. Won’t be comfortable mind you, but we can do it.”


  “Geothermal you said. Not here surely?”


  Liz shook her head. “We’ve traced the incoming power and water lines to a service tunnel. We haven’t followed it very far. It’s too narrow. No idea how far it goes, but my guess would be a long way from here. I’ve rarely seen any power station or pumping station built within city limits. Power stations can be dangerous in uncontrolled situations. That’s one thing. And pumping stations are ugly buggers. No way to make recycling look or smell nice.”


  Eric grinned.


  He wandered over to what appeared to be the centre of attention. Some of Liz’s people were sitting amongst piles of equipment working with the servers. They already had everything up and running. Liz followed and pointed out this thing or that, but what had Eric’s interest was the data displayed upon multiple screens.


  “How long?”


  Liz shrugged. “How long do we have?”


  “Don’t play with me, Liz. You know we’re here for however long it takes.”


  “Then there’s your answer. We might find it in ten minutes or ten days. No way to be sure.”


  “But you think it’s here?”


  “I hope it’s here,” Liz stressed. “But I really think it probably is. Gina gave me a copy of that file header she found, and she’s right that it came from Landing. Probably from right here. Then there’s the nature of all this,” she waved a hand around. “This facility is hardened against shock and EMP (Electro Magnetic Pulse). It has earthquake countermeasures—it’s built on springs to you amateurs.” She grinned at him. “It’s isolated within its own Faraday cage, just like a military grade facility. I think it’s here.”


  Eric nodded. “Good enough for me, Liz. All we have to do now is find it, copy it, and get it home.”


  Liz pursed her lips. “About that—”


  “Working on it,” Eric said. “Gina is collecting supplies for you. We hold here and defend this place if necessary. The stairwell is the only way down?”


  Liz nodded.


  “You’re absolutely sure?”


  She nodded again and then frowned. “There’s the service tunnel, but like I said it’s too narrow.”


  “Good. One of us will defend the stairs at all times.”


  “And the other?”


  “The other goes to war,” he said grimly, already planning his battles. He would put Gina on the stairs with plenty of ammo and tell her to hold until relieved. “All fucking hell is going to break loose.”


  His face must have been something, because Liz paled. The death of Hobbs and her crew would not stand un-avenged.


  The first hour went by with Eric helping to unload his shuttle and then moving it to a better protected and more remote location. He didn’t want to see it damaged or destroyed, but more than that, he didn’t want it attracting an air strike and perhaps having collateral damage to the crane or stairwell. He used the APC to return, and stashed it close by with overhead protection. It wouldn’t be detected.


  He spent the next hour in the server room eagerly watching for a breakthrough that didn’t come. Most of the engineers weren’t involved in this part of the work. Everyone was waiting for someone to find the answer. Is it here? They were keeping busy setting up places to sleep and eat. Empty crates were made into makeshift tables. Food was prepared with an autochef. Its power filched from the emergency lighting, and its ingredients poured into its guts directly from other open containers as necessary. It was a lash up with only one redeeming feature... it worked.


  The third hour came and went, and Eric’s vague uneasiness became alarm. Three hours was more than long enough for Gina to start back and contact him, but maybe she got carried away and decided to fill the shuttle to the brim. She had to know that he wouldn’t allow a third trip, so maybe she was just being greedy. He didn’t believe it. Gina would be aware of the risk of staying too long. She wouldn’t risk half of their defence like that.


  Something was wrong.


  Liz suddenly shouted and everyone hurried to her. She was leaning over the shoulder of one of her people and pointing excitedly at something on one of the displays. Everyone began asking questions and clapping each other on the back.


  Eric hurried over to get the news, but Liz was too busy to explain. He paced to and fro waiting for good news, and grabbed Liz’s attention the moment she was free.


  “Tell me,” Eric said.


  “We found it. The backup is here, but Eric...” she lowered her voice. “I think the A.I is still operating! The file was updated the day we entered the system. That means Sebastian is alive somewhere! We have to get him... I mean rescue him.”


  Eric took a deep breath. “Get the backup copied. Multiple copies for safety, and designate a few people to carry them for you.”


  “But!”


  “That’s the mission,” Eric said in a hard voice, but then softened it. “Get that done first. I don’t have to tell you the kind of shit we’re in. We have no ship, we have no idea where the A.I is, and we have no way to transport him off world even if we did know. I’m not saying we won’t try. I’m saying we have other priorities. Mine is getting you and the file off this planet in one piece.”


  Liz nodded reluctantly. “Any word from Gina?”


  “No,” Eric said grimly. “And that’s not good. She should have been on her way back by now. I’ll have to go find her, and that means leaving you vulnerable here. I can’t be in both places.”


  Liz shrugged. “We’re fine here.”


  Eric didn’t disagree, but that assumed the raiders hadn’t located them. He wasn’t sure what they had come for. Precious metals was a good bet but he wasn’t sure. If all they wanted was gold and platinum, then they wouldn’t come to Landing. They would take on the mines, and other industrial areas where those metals would have been stored and used. Banks as well, but Landing only had a small one and it didn’t have a platinum reserve. But did the raiders know the bank here was empty?


  Again, he didn’t know.


  Anything he did now was a huge risk. If they had somehow taken Gina out, he was on his own. That meant he had no choice but to risk Liz and her people while he tried to gain a way off planet. He hated to do it, but he needed to wait long enough for the first copy of the backup. He would carry one in case he was the only survivor... again. The thought was a grim one, but the mission was all that mattered in the end. Burgton would agree. Liz would be a huge loss to them, but there were other engineers on Snakeholme who could take over. Give them the file, and any losses here wouldn’t be in vain.


  “I’ll take the first copy with me.”


  Liz looked surprised for a moment, but then her eyes clouded. She nodded grimly and hurried away to supervise its creation. Eric watched the process impatiently, wanting to be on his way. He wanted... needed to know what had happened to Gina.


  The copying process seemed to take forever. At least it felt that way to him, but in the end Liz handed him a case containing six innocent seeming teardrop-shaped crystals each one containing googlebytes of precious data. He held the case in his hand briefly, noting that every eye in the room followed it, before opening his suit to put it safely away in his top pocket. He coughed a little but ignored the warnings flashing upon his internal display.


  He sealed his suit and turned toward the exit.


  Everyone was in the server room now, including the crane driver. The bucket was hanging high above the shaft in the open air. He ran up the stairs, glad he had insisted they be cleared all the way up. It had been more effort for the engineers, but a hit upon the crane would have been a serious inconvenience without another way up. It took him barely two minutes to reach the top, and another fifteen to reach and ready the shuttle for takeoff.


  He chose a different route than before. More direct, but not a straight line. He was aware it was probably wasted effort, but it had to be made. He needed to maximise even a tiny chance. He had so few advantages. As before he hugged the terrain flying manually, and used his enhanced reflexes to avoid collisions. He was so close to the ground, he had to shut off the proximity alarm. It kept squawking at him. He glanced at one of his monitors showing an external view. It was set to warn him of anything behind him. All he saw was snow sucked up from the ground and towed behind him in his wake. He was too close to the ground. He increased altitude by a small amount, enough to prevent the hole in the air he was making vacuuming the snow, and grunted approval. He needed to be certain his six was secure.


  Sensors showed no hostiles, but he was moving too fast for viper sensors to be reliable. He linked into the shuttle systems directly and set an alarm to warn him. He couldn’t afford to take his attention from his piloting. Mach two was about as fast as he dared at this altitude. Viper systems couldn’t react in time if he tried for more. Besides, he was driving a cargo shuttle. Another name for cargo shuttles was brick. Its maximum velocity in atmosphere wasn’t much greater than this.


  Flight time was less than two hours.


  He slowed his approach when his sensors came within range of the base and his pulse sped at what was reported. Gina’s shuttle was parked close enough to dome three for ease of loading cargo. So much wasn’t a surprise. What had his pulse speeding was the other shuttle. His sensors at this range couldn’t tell him much more.


  The three domes and two shuttles were the only clear details. It was enough to make him wary. He wouldn’t overfly the base for fear of fire from the ground. One rocket up his arse was all it would take to ground him, and maybe damage him beyond repair if he was unlucky.


  He wouldn’t risk it. He chose to land and hike in.


  “Terrain, terrain, terrain,” Eric mused. “I need some.”


  He adjusted the shuttle’s sensors and digested what they reported to him of the topography. There were some hills to the east, but he wasn’t happy with them. They were distant. It would take him quite a while to hike that distance and Gina might need him right now. He checked his own sensors for a moment, but he was out of range without the boost he was getting from the shuttle. Unfortunately, the shuttle was a civ design and wouldn’t pick up her signal... or her beacon if she was down. He tried not to assume anything, but she had to be down. Her shuttle was still parked and she hadn’t tried to comm him. She had to be down.


  He landed in the hills. Anything else risked the shuttle. Besides, he could use Gina’s for the trip back. He was careful to use GPR to test the ice before landing, but as soon as he knew it could take his weight he slammed the shuttle onto the ice, almost powering down before it had fully settled. He grabbed his rifle from the co-pilot’s seat and sealed his suit. He was out and running toward the domes in less than a minute, his sensors reaching out ahead of him and his optics dialled up to X2.


  The smoke rising above the base had him slowing his approach. “Gina?” No reply, but her icon glowed steadily blue within the base. “Come on, girl, don’t do this to me. You’re alive. Answer!”


  Nothing.


  He crouched and paused to survey the base at X4. The two shuttles appeared undamaged. He could see Gina’s shuttle had its ramp down and he could make out some of the cargo inside. There wasn’t enough of it. Nowhere near fully loaded. Whatever had happened to her, it had happened before she could fill her ship. Probably not long after her arrival.


  “God damn it, Gina! Answer me... please.” Nothing. Viper comm remained silent. She wasn’t dead. Her beacon would be pulsing its distress call. She wasn’t in hibernation either for the same reason, so what was left? He tried helmet comm in case she had damage to her internal comm. “Gina?”


  Still nothing.


  Eric’s lips thinned and his grip upon his rifle tightened. He was going to fucking kill the bastards. They were fucking dead! All of them. He took a moment to reign in his rage at the thought of the raiders hurting Gina. She was family, the only family on this world. His brothers and sisters in the regiment were all he lived for. The mission? Yes that too, but it was the people that kept him breathing and going back for more. He had to fight for them. It was what you did—fight for those who were fighting for you.


  He dialled his optics, his eyes, back to X1 and advanced warily. He had no hostiles on sensors. He should have by now. He theorised they were in one of the domes, but his sensors shouldn’t have been spoofed by the flimsy walls so easily. He was picking up Gina’s icon just fine. The raiders had to be in a dome though. Their shuttle was right there. He advanced in a crouch with his rifle firmly against his shoulder and aimed.


  Smoke was rising into the leaden air from dome three, but he couldn’t hear anything. His helmet did reduce his ability there, but not by much. He raised the gain to max briefly then back to normal. All was quiet. He had the feeling that he’d missed the party entirely. Whatever had happened was probably over, but he didn’t take chances. Worst case scenario hadn’t happened. Gina lived. Her steady blue icon on his sensors reassured him that was the case, but she must be damaged and that meant he was their only defence. He had to ensure that he remained that way.


  He was careful.


  He entered the dome fast and low and almost fell over the first body. Gina had put a round into his helmet. Good. One less bastard for him to deal with. The smoke was coming from the smoldering boxes and crates in the stacks. There had been one hell of a firefight. There was debris scattered all over. He found three more bodies as he made his way toward Gina. All had been taken apart with rifle fire. He had seen it often enough to recognise viper gunnery. She had taken all three dead centre of mass. Millimetre perfect as vipers tended to be. No hostiles on sensors. He abandoned his caution and hurried to find what was left of Gina and give aid.


  He found her slumped forward. She looked dead, and Eric had a procession of flashbacks. He had seen so many bodies like this, not all of them friends. She wasn’t dead, he made himself remember that. He forced the memories away with his certainty that she was repairable. Her reassuring presence on his sensors made it certain.


  She was sitting propped against a crate. Other crates near her were shattered and their contents were all around. Liquids had frozen into shiny icicles and runnels. Gina was covered in the stuff. He noted the pile of trash and frowned wondering what the hell had happened. She looked up as he approached.


  “Ah hell, Gina, what did they do to you?” he said in shock. Her face looked black through her shattered helmet visor. Frostbite. She smiled and her lips split. Blood ran down her chin. “You didn’t invite me to the party.”


  Gina raised a hand holding a viper smoothie. “Here. I saved this one for you,” she croaked and coughed, wracking her chest.


  “How bad are you hurt?”


  “I’m not hurt.”


  Eric sighed. “How bad?”


  Gina shrugged. “It doesn’t hurt.”


  Eric ignored her and pulled her hand away from her belly. He winced when he saw the hole in her suit, but probing through it with his fingers he found new pink skin. Huh, she really wasn’t hurt. The wound was healed. That was when he realised something wasn’t right about her suit. Bad enough her helmet was compromised, but she was sitting against a crate. What the hell? Her PLSS shouldn’t allow that. They were too bulky. He realised it was completely missing.


  He pulled her upper body toward him and she slumped bonelessly forward against his chest. He held her there so that he could see what was going on and hissed in dismay. Her back was... it was... gone? Cratered? Holy shit, he could see her spine and it didn’t look right. He stared and shivered as he watched it repairing itself. No one should ever see that sparkly shimmery shit that nannies did when they worked, not in a body this way. It was just not right. Her spine was damaged. He could bloody see it! Why could he see it when her gut wound was as good as new? He certainly could have done without another horror in his head.


  He eased her back to a sitting position. “It doesn’t hurt?”


  “Nope, why? How does it look?” Gina said, starting to sound scared.


  He didn’t answer. He’d just had a revelation. “You had to top up IMS.”


  “Yeah. Eating all that made me feel sick,” she said gesturing at the pile of empty bottles and cans. “I still do, but it kept me alive I guess. They shot me in the back but didn’t finish me. Probably thought the blast was enough. I went directly into hibernation, didn’t pass go or collect my two hundred credits,” she said with a laugh. “But main power failed and IMS shut down. My processor decided it was wakey-wakey time. I crawled in here to stock up and get IMS back.”


  “Good thinking, but you need real food for your... for the bio-systems. You have frostbite. You might lose your nose and lips, Gina.” He wouldn’t tell her how bad her back was. “They’ll grow back,” he said hastily when she looked horrified. What woman wouldn’t? “I’ll grab you some MREs.”


  Gina grimaced but nodded. Meals ready to eat might be factually correct, but no one would ever admit to liking them. Some were better than others, but the hot ones were off the menu right now. They didn’t have time to boil and add water. She would have to make do with the crackers and biscuits.


  Eric consulted his database and quickly navigated the stacks. He found the boxes containing what he needed and grabbed two. Another box caught his eye and he grabbed that as well. He wasn’t a fan of peanut butter, but it had calories and Gina needed that more than anything. Her body was burning fat at a ferocious rate in an effort to heal, and she hadn’t been heavy in the first place. No viper was ever overweight. Their systems were regulated to keep them in top fighting trim at all times.


  He opened a jar of peanut butter and a box of crackers and offered them to Gina. She used a cracker as a spoon to scoop out the nutty paste and ate it. He winced as her lips bled at the movement. He watched her for a few minutes and then hurried away. He would finish loading her shuttle as fast as he could, and use it to take her back to Liz. He didn’t want the raiders to catch him here, but if they did they would regret it. He had more than Hobbs to avenge now.


  There was a large crate already on the loader. He didn’t care what was in it. It was faster to unload it in the shuttle than dump it. He muscled it off the loader in the cargo bay, and hurried back to load it up again. Two trips back and forth and he was happy with his loot. He had plenty of ammo and supplements aboard. He parked the loader intending to get Gina, but paused. His eyes narrowed at the raider’s shuttle as an idea came to him. If it worked it might solve all his problems.


  If.


  He ran back to get Gina.


  When he reached her, she was forcing herself to eat, but by the look on her face she wasn’t enjoying it. Enjoying it or not, she looked better for it. He would swear the black skin on her face had paled. It was still very dark, but had edged toward a more natural colour. Good news. Very good news in fact, because her IMS wouldn’t consider epidermis a priority. If it had spared resources to fix frostbite, Gina’s insides must be well on the mend.


  “I’ve had an idea,” Eric said. “I’m going to use their shuttle to get aboard their ship.”


  “Do tell,” Gina said with interest.


  He laid it all out while he carried her to the shuttle. He wanted to get her to Liz and return to enact his plan before the raiders came to investigate things, but Gina had other ideas.


  “It won’t work,” Gina said. “It’s been hours since they shot me, Eric. They have to be on their way here. I can’t believe they won’t arrive soon.”


  “Then I’ll think of something else.”


  “I’ve already taken care of that for you,” Gina said and grinned. “Put me in the cockpit of my shuttle, and you stay here. Load some of our stuff into their ship and hide in one of the crates. They’ll find their dead friends and just fly back to their ship.”


  “Your legs—”


  “I don’t need legs to fly. Liz will look after me when I get there. Besides, IMS might have me back on my feet by then. Two hour trip. You never know.”


  It had possibilities, and he had to admit he feared the raiders would come down while he flew back to alpha site. He carried Gina up the ramp trying to think of a better way, but couldn’t.


  “Okay,” he said and continued into the cockpit. He put her in the pilot’s chair and strapped her in. He held her shoulder for a long moment. “Good luck.”


  “You too,” Gina said. “Don’t get killed.”


  Eric snorted. “I’ll try not to miss our boat trip.”


  He put her rifle on the co-pilot’s chair and slung his own over his shoulder before leaving.


  “Wait! What did you say?”


  “No time now. Ask Liz,” Eric shouted over his shoulder as he ran down the ramp. He thought he heard a curse but might have imagined it. He laughed.


  Gina’s shuttle buttoned up and took off moments later, but Eric was already hard at work by that time and didn’t watch it leave. He chose some random stuff to shove into the raider’s shuttle, before adding an empty crate that had held one of the generators. It was big enough for him to hide in and he did so after adding some ammo for his rifle and pistol to it.


  Snugged inside the crate he had time to consider this move, and began to have doubts. He was vulnerable to a single hit now. A paranoid man might abandon the shuttle and blow it on the ground. It was certainly something he would consider in their place. Run of the mill pirates sometimes killed, but in general they preferred to steal. They often put crews into lifeboats rather than simply kill them hoping for leniency should they ever be caught. To Eric’s disgust, the tactic worked more often than not. Raiders were a different breed and were more hard core. Not only were they willing to kill, they seemed to prefer it. No witnesses was their mantra.


  All that was true, but would they blow a perfectly good shuttle from the air rather than retrieve it? They must know by now that their men had probably lost a fight. The smoke still rising from dome three was a big clue, and their loss of contact with their buddies should be enough to cement the notion.


  Eric muttered a curse and sat tight. He didn’t have another plan. Gina was right. If he pretended to be one of their own and fly the shuttle, they would shoot him down. He couldn’t talk to them and they probably used recognition codes of some sort. He had to hope this would work.


  He stared at nothing in the dark, and let himself slip into memory. His breathing slowed as he became the soulless machine he sometimes feared he was, and the thing Gina had seen lurking in his eyes peered out of them into the dark unblinking.


  * * *


  


  19 ~ Preparations II


  Alpha site, Landing, Kushiel


  The flight back had been uneventful but for one thing. Pain. Gina’s IMS had finally connected something in her back that let her feel the damage, and although her legs still wouldn’t move she had some sensation in them again. There were tingles and shooting pains in her legs, and burning hot agony in her back that made her grit her teeth. Her face felt numb, and she wasn’t looking forward to seeing it in a mirror. Eric had tried not to show it, but he had been horrified when he saw her. IMS could fix anything given time and resources, and getting her legs back was a priority, but her comm and her face were a close second as far as she was concerned.


  Unbeknown to Gina, she chose to land her shuttle in the same place as Eric had chosen on his last run. A nice clear space close to the crane for unloading seemed ideal. She landed and lowered the ramp to allow the engineers to unload the cargo, and waited for Liz to visit the cockpit.


  “Gina, you need help?” Liz asked as she entered and gasped in horror when Gina looked up at her. “Oh my god!”


  “It’s nothing, just a scratch,” she said and grinned. Her lips split again and began bleeding profusely. Liz paled. Gina covered her bloody mouth. “Sorry about that.”


  “Sorry! My god, she’s sorry she says!” Liz reached toward the harness buckle. “What can I do?”


  “About this? Nothing. But I’ll need someone to carry me, and I warn you, I weigh a ton.”


  Liz snorted. “I have two strapping men in mind, don’t you worry about that. And I have a new suit for you downstairs.”


  She nodded. It would be good to breathe clean air again. Her IMS was keeping up with the damage the air was causing, but that didn’t make it pleasant.


  Liz removed the harness and then stepped aside as two of her people entered to lift Gina out of the pilot’s chair. They struggled at first despite their apparent strength. Liz was right about that. They were rather large specimens of maleness, but despite that, they had trouble with her mass. She was average size for a woman, but her bones were armoured, and her mylar enhanced muscles were dense. Vipers had all kinds of technology built in and despite high tech materials, it all added up. She weighed 115kg in her skin, easily twice her unenhanced weight. The suit weighed another 2kg even ruined as it was.


  The engineers linked arms so that Gina was sitting between them. She put her arms around their shoulders trying to take some of her weight on her arms and hold on. They carried her out of the cockpit and into the still busy cargo hold. Everyone stopped to watch her carried out. She heard gasps, and she looked back over a shoulder. Liz was standing near the cockpit door and she was crying. Crying? What the hell for? Sure she was banged up, but she was alive. It hurt like molten lead had been poured on her back, but the fact it hurt reassured. She would live and go on living. That’s all that mattered right now.


  “You have somewhere to hide the shuttle?” she called back.


  “Yes,” Liz said but had to clear her throat. “I’ll take care of it.”


  Gina raised a hand in acknowledgement and tried to ignore the engineers clapping. She didn’t deserve applause. The truth was she had screwed up and gotten away with it. She shouldn’t have been caught in the open and unaware like that. If she had been checking sensors, if she had slung her rifle over her shoulder ready for action, if she had set a simple alarm for sensors to trigger when the raiders arrived, she could have blown them away and kept loading her shuttle barely even inconvenienced. But she had done none of those things, and had turned an easy fight into a desperate defence. She was secretly horrified by how close her carelessness had come to killing her true dead.


  She forced the gloomy thoughts away and promised to do better. She was alive, her legs were tingling, and she fully expected to be mobile before the day was done. Then the murderers of Hobbs and her crew would see something. Her thoughts turned to Eric. The raiders might be seeing something special right this very minute for all she knew.


  Getting her into the crane’s bucket was a real chore. It took two people lifting and two more standing inside receiving. Gina apologised for all the bother, and said sorry every time one of the men grunted and strained against her weight. If her face wasn’t so messed up she was sure she’d be blushing. This was worse than having fat thighs on a blind date!


  Finally she was in, someone handed her rifle to her, and Liz scrambled in beside her. One of the men waved and the crane hoisted them into the air and over the shaft. They plunged into darkness. Gina was looking forward to that new suit and a litre of coffee. Did they have an autochef set up yet? God, she hoped so. When last here she had asked Liz to create a place to hide for a while. She assumed that had progressed and was where she was going. Eric had hinted that the prize was found with his mention of a boat trip, but she had forgotten to ask Liz about it. Where was her brain? They were here to find the A.I or its backup module, and she had forgotten about it! Dumb.


  The bucket came to rest at the bottom of the shaft, and the struggle to get her into the bucket was repeated getting her out. More apologies from her, more demurrals combined with grunting and straining from them ensued, but finally she was sitting upon linked arms again riding into blessed warmth and light. The air was still bad. The engineers hadn’t yet figured out a way to cobble together an airlock on a room not designed for it without the correct tools and equipment, but the warmth was so welcome. It was probably no more than -10°. Positively balmy compared to the -30° up top.


  “Take her into the rest room,” Liz said and the men complied.


  “Rest rooms too, aren’t we all high tech,” Gina said with a chuckle. Her bearers grinned.


  They took her into the restroom and set her upon the counter between the wash basins. She could sit without help. Her balance was fine, just about the only thing that was these days. She leaned back until her shoulders touched the mirrors. She purposefully did not look back to see her face in the gleaming surface. She could do without any more shocks today, thanks so much.


  Liz entered with a new suit in her arms and ushered the men out. Two more people came in, both women. Stacey Ward and Heather Winner. Stacey was carrying a PLSS for the new suit. They closed the door and looked to Liz for instruction. Gina took a deep breath knowing what was coming, and that caused a coughing fit. Stupid! She controlled the coughing and took shallow breaths.


  “So,” she said trying for a light-hearted tone. “A funny thing happened to me on the way to work...”


  Liz laughed and her helpers grinned. “Strip!”


  Gina rolled her eyes and took off her helmet. Liz took it from her and tossed it. It was NFG (No Frigging Good) and she had a replacement ready. With Liz’s help she unsealed her suit and peeled it off her shoulders and arms until she was sitting on it. She lifted her weight off her butt using her arms, and the four of them managed to get the suit down to her ankles. The boots were a struggle. They were huge things, rugged, and made to take abuse without ever breaking seal. Stacey and Heather tugged and twisted but finally they came off. They threw the entire useless mess into a corner.


  “We haven’t got a uniform for you, but I’m roughly your size. I had a spare coverall here with me. Can’t remember why now. Good enough?”


  “Sure, Liz. I trust your sense of style won’t make me look fat.”


  Liz chuckled. “How can you sit here like this and still make jokes? Your back... it’s like burned hamburger.”


  Gina swallowed. “Thanks so much, I was trying not to think about it.”


  “Sorry.”


  She waved the apology away. “Don’t worry about it. I know it looks bad back there. It hurts, but crying about it won’t help. Kidding around might... it does. Takes my mind off it. How do we do this?”


  “I think if you lay face down, we’ll cut your uniform off you. It’s badly charred and I think your skin is growing back over it in places.”


  She winced at the thought. No wonder Liz looked sick. She would have to cut those areas out with a knife. Gina unsheathed her knife and handed it handle first to her friend.


  “Sorry,” she said as Liz took the blade.


  “Stop apologising,” Liz said, starting to sound annoyed. “It’s not your fault. None of this is your fault. I think you’re amazing. All the vipers are. You fight and die to protect us, you sacrifice family and a normal life to keep us all safe, and here you are apologising to me. I should be saying sorry to you, Gina, for your sacrifice.”


  Stacey and Heather nodded agreement.


  Liz brandished the knife. “Now on your belly if you can. We’ll help if you can’t.”


  She couldn’t. She could get down on her side easily enough, but her legs dangling off the counter stopped her from getting flat. Stacey lifted her legs onto the counter top and finally Gina rolled onto her front. Stacey gulped seeing the damage clearly for the first time, and hurried into a cubicle where she was violently sick.


  Gina looked that way grimly wanting to say sorry again but didn’t dare after Liz’s speech.


  “If you’re going to be sick, Heather, step out,” Liz said.


  Heather looked pale but she shook her head. “I’m good.”


  Liz placed a hand on Gina’s shoulder and squeezed gently in sympathy. “Here we go,” she said and Gina closed her eyes as Liz started cutting.


  Later, Gina would prefer not to think about that torturous half hour. Liz cut, Gina bled, and Heather joined Stacey in the head to be sick. In time Liz had her naked except for panties and tee-shirt, but the shirt had to go as well. It was mostly gone at the back anyway. They didn’t have a replacement, but Gina was beyond caring by then. She was freezing her tits off, not literally thank god, but if she didn’t get back into some clothes and a suit soon, she really might get frostbitten nipples! Liz washed her back, cleaning it of old and new blood, and then she carefully cut away dead charred flesh. Gina couldn’t feel it, but Liz was shaking and in a cold sweat when she was done.


  They couldn’t bandage the wound for fear her body would incorporate it as it had tried to do with her uniform. Heather used an entire can of synthskin to protect it, and prevent her coverall sticking to it. Synthskin was clever stuff. It would keep infection away, and was biodegradable. The big plus was that her body was welcome to absorb it. Her bots would love it. It was basically made of the same stuff her IMS used. Stacey dressed her while Liz knelt upon the floor trying to regain her composure.


  With her helmet on and sealed, the PLSS connected but sitting beside her to keep it from hurting her back, Gina basked in the warmth that flooded her suit. Ah... bliss. She took a deep breath of uncontaminated air.


  >_ Diagnostics: Critical spinal injury, communications failure, TacNet offline, lung capacity 86%. Unit unfit for duty. Hibernation recommended. Hospitalisation at earliest opportunity advised.


  >_ IMS: Repairs in progress.


  >_ Diagnostics: Critical spinal injury, communications failure, TacNet offline, lung capacity 88%. Unit unfit for duty. Hibernation recommended. Hospitalisation at earliest opportunity advised.


  >_ IMS: Repairs in progress.


  Excellent. Her IMS was catching up and her lungs were responding well. She would be fixed up in no time.


  “Is there food?” Gina asked a little plaintively. “And coffee? I would kill for a litre of coffee right now.”


  Liz looked up from her squatting position and smiled. “We have an autochef up. You can order anything you want. Pizza?”


  She groaned. “Not you too! Bloody hell, we don’t all live on pizza, Liz.”


  Liz blinked. “I love pepperoni.”


  Gina burst out laughing, but Liz just looked confused. “Don’t mind me. It’s something Eric said to me. I’m from Faragut.”


  Liz’s eyebrows climbed. “Really?”


  “Yes really. Anyway, I’m craving steak with all the trimmings and many litres of coffee. Can do?”


  “Can do,” Liz agreed, but then frowned. “Actually, you’re the only one who can eat something like that until we get an airlock in place. The rest of us hold our breath, stuff a biscuit in our mouths, and reseal our helmets.”


  She frowned at that. “How long to sort that out?”


  Liz shrugged. “With a portable airlock, minutes at most. Here with what we have?” She shrugged again. “Hours. We can seal the door no problem, but we still need to go in and out. Sealing the door isn’t enough.”


  “True. I’ll need access to the stairs when I get my legs back. I have to defend the only way in. Hey, Eric said you found the prize?”


  Liz brightened. “We did! Well, we found the backup file. We’ve made lots of copies. Do you want one? Eric took the first one in case... well, you know.”


  She nodded.


  “I forgot you didn’t know. We think Sebastian is still online. The file was updated the day we entered the system.”


  “You’re kidding! We’ve got to get him then!”


  Liz jumped to her feet and hugged Gina. “Thank you! I think so too, but I think Eric would be satisfied with what we already have. We don’t know where Sebastian is, but now we know he’s alive we have to stay as long as it takes to find him. I have some ideas about that.”


  “Oh?”


  “This place was obviously built to withstand exactly what it did. Everything is hardwired and hardened against EMP. I think we can trace the cables right to him. If not that, we can find the power plant. Surely he draws power from it. We should find him by following the current.”


  Liz was making a lot of assumptions, but it was hard not to agree. Surely the hardest part was over. With the backup file in hand, the mission was already a success assuming they managed to get off world. Now they knew Sebastian was active...


  “Liz,” Gina thought furiously. “If Sebastian is awake—”


  “Yes?”


  “Well, can’t you just ask him where he is?”


  Liz’s eyes widened for a moment, but then narrowed. “Maybe.”


  Her shoulders slumped. “Only maybe?”


  Liz nodded. “I’ll have to think about it. A lot depends upon how accessible he was before the war.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “Well, all the A.Is that exist today will only talk to the Council, but back before the war they were more accessible. I don’t know if Sebastian will respond to strangers.”


  “You’re kidding,” Gina said flatly. “He’s been alone all this time and you think he might ignore us?”


  Liz shrugged. “Not saying he will, just that he might. Look, he was the colonial administrator. Maybe he had protocols to follow like only responding to government officials.”


  “But they’re all dead! What sense does it make for him to follow a protocol like that?”


  “None, but he’s a computer, Gina. Computers follow rules.”


  “Even A.Is?”


  “Even so. They’re intelligent machines with vast capacities and intellect, but they’re still machines. They were designed to have only limited freewill. For example, there is always at least one Human being who can countermand anything a particular A.I does. It’s a safety measure. In Sebastian’s case I would guess that person would have been Kushiel’s president. Just a guess. Also, I happen to know the president here swore his oath before Sebastian. Sebastian is the custodian of Kushiel’s constitution, which means he’s obliged not to follow unconstitutional orders even from his own president.”


  “Wow, that’s a lot of power in an A.I’s hands.”


  Liz nodded.


  “So we could find him and he might ignore us. Even if we entered his centrum?”


  Liz nodded. “Even if.”


  Gina’s stomach rumbled.


  “You’re hungry. Let me get your two admirers back in here to carry you, and I’ll fix your steak. We have time to find Sebastian. No point in borrowing trouble. For all we know, he’ll be happy to see us.”


  Gina nodded. She was starving.


  Her bearers carried her out of the restroom and helped make her comfortable in the server room. Liz was as good as her word and provided food and coffee. There were many envious eyes watching as she ate. She didn’t tell them it tasted funny, and slightly unpleasant. The air tainted it, or maybe messed with her taste buds. She ate it all anyway.


  While she was eating, attention shifted to the lash up being prepared at the door. A committee had come up with a design for the temporary airlock, and now work was beginning using salvaged materials. Gina watched as one of the engineers removed the door from the men’s restroom and carried it to the work site. The engineers were building a new wall roughly 2metres inside the room from the existing wall, using partitions from the offices she and Eric had investigated earlier. It looked like a patchwork, but she noted they were careful to seal every joint, fill every gap, with expanding foam. They had plenty of the aerosols left over from the dome construction. With the wall up, the restroom door was fitted. The work took a couple of hours. The last part was the most complicated. It consisted of linking all the spare PLSS units for the suits together, and connecting them to the new airlock through a hole drilled in the wall. Foam was used to glue and seal the connection before switching them all on. The effect was to filter the air in the airlock as if it was just a big suit. Anyone entering it from outside would have to wait inside with both doors shut until the air was clean enough to enter the server room.


  The inner door was left open for the first few hours with the PLSS units running. Gina let them know when the air in the server room became breathable, and everyone celebrated. They kept their suits on for warmth, but took off their helmets to celebrate with a hot meal and strong coffee. Gina accepted a second steak dinner, and Liz said her face looked better for it afterwards.


  “Liar,” Gina said with a smile. Her IMS hadn’t started work on it yet. Diagnostics reported it was still working on her spine. “Legs first, Liz. I need to keep watch out there. If I’m not mobile in another hour, I want to be carried outside and left with my rifle and ammo.”


  Liz would have argued, but at that moment Gina’s right leg twitched and spasmed. She clutched it and grimaced. It felt like she had cramp in the thigh muscle, but it faded quickly. She tried to flex her knee, but nothing happened. Still, that spasm was the first movement she’d had from either leg. She decided to take it as a good sign.


  She endured more twitches and cramps through that hour, but before she could demand to be taken outside, her legs finally came back online. She didn’t feel a sudden difference in her legs. Sensation had returned long before and the cramping had become less frequent in the second half of the hour, but a report informed her of new IMS priorities.


  >_ Diagnostics: Communications offline, TacNet offline. Unit fit for duty.


  >_ IMS: Repairs in progress.


  Gina stood, and grinned as everyone applauded. She performed a few jumping jacks. “Behold this medical miracle!”


  They laughed.


  She finished her latest cup of coffee and grabbed her rifle and helmet. She shrugged into the straps of her PLSS and settled it onto her back before heading for the door checking the hose connection to the helmet. Liz caught her arm before she could close the inner door, and Gina paused.


  “Be careful this time,” Liz said.


  “Hey, it’s me! I’m always careful.”


  “Be. Careful,” Liz said again very seriously.


  She sobered and nodded. She squeezed her friend’s shoulder briefly before closing the inner door and putting on her helmet. She opened the outer door, exited, and shut the door firmly behind her.


  She paused for a moment considering options. She needed to defend this door, but sitting at the bottom of a hole didn’t appeal. The bad guys could just drop a crate of grenades on her or something. Also, her sensors were a great advantage, but not down here. She needed to be up top. She ran up the stairs and emerged into bright sunlight. The crane would make a good OP (Observation Point) but it was too obvious. The bad guys might hit it just because it was there. No, she would use the ruins opposite. There were enough walls left to give cover, and she would have a clear view of the stairs.


  Plan made, she implemented it. As she hunkered down to wait and watch, she wondered how Eric was doing. She checked sensors and queried diagnostics, but nothing had changed. Her comm was still out.


  Archer’s Gift, Kushiel


  “Any word?” Leon asked and Haliwell nodded. “Let’s have it.”


  “All dead but the shuttle is undamaged. Looks like our people started loading but got jumped.”


  Leon nodded. “Tell them to grab what they can and beat feet. I’m taking us down. Give them the coordinates of the first target and have them fly there to meet us.”


  “I think we should hit that other site first, captain.”


  He shook his head. “What for? There’s nothing we need there, and they can’t leave the surface.”


  “Witnesses...”


  He waved that argument away impatiently. “They’re only witnesses if they know something. What do they know? Nothing. Besides, they can’t survive down there for long. They’re alone. They only have the supplies they took or those we leave them... tell our people to destroy anything they can’t take.”


  Haliwell turned and did that, but he wasn’t finished arguing his point. “We don’t know for sure that their ship didn’t get a report down to them. They might be able to identify the ship.”


  “I don’t want to take a year collecting what we came for, and we only have the two shuttles. I need them doing their jobs, not attacking a bunch of helpless castaways that are as good as dead already! Damn it, man, you do want to get paid don’t you? We need to get what we came for before someone puts us and this ship on a defaulters list!”


  The kind of defaulters list he was talking about would have every pirate, raider, and shoot first mercenary company, gunning for them. Those kinds of lists weren’t about recovering money; they were all about setting examples. The kind of examples that consisted of derelict ships blown open to vacuum and crewed by corpses.


  Haliwell’s jaw muscles bunched, but he didn’t say anything. He turned back to monitoring his station, but Leon knew this subject would come back up. Haliwell was becoming a problem, but then so were others in the crew. Many of them looked to Haliwell and not their captain for orders, but so far they hadn’t pushed things beyond a lack of respect for his authority and a few muttered insults barely audible. The four dead men were Haliwell’s cronies, and Leon was glad they were dead. They’d been some of the worst examples. Undisciplined animals.


  Leon needed Haliwell and his men for now. He couldn’t crew a ship the size of Archer without them, but as soon as he could, he would pay them off and jettison them at the next port. He would pay his debts, hire a new crew, and forever more stick to legitimate trading in the core. No more risky adventures in the border zone. He was done with chasing quick profit and fortune in the shadows.


  “Take us down,” he said.


  “Aye, captain,” the helmsman acknowledged, and Archer’s Gift plunged into Kushiel’s atmosphere.


  * * *


  


  



  20 ~ Dagger Thrust


  Aboard Archers Gift, Kushiel


  >_ Sensors: Hostiles detected.


  >_ Close archive file #0000063577982-3996-SL


  It took Eric a few moments to notice his sensor alert had tripped. A few seconds to realise it wasn’t part of the memory file he had been lost within. He glanced around seeing darkness. Read the data again and interrogated his logs and sensors. Right. The crate on the raider’s shuttle. Kushiel. A mission to complete. He stroked his rifle and watched his sensors real time now.


  Another shuttle had landed and red icons prowled carefully around. Eight hostiles. Eric watched them scout the domes and find the bodies. He wondered briefly if they would bury their friends, but of course not. They were more interested in the loot they could take. Within just a few minutes, they started filling the shuttle they had arrived in and the shuttle he occupied. He let them have their way. He was impatient to kill them and move on, but he needed them for a short time. He wanted their ship, and they would cough it up. Oh yes, they would take him in and he would end their existence shortly thereafter.


  The banging about near his crate gave him pause. Were they going to unload? Surely, they would just put more palettes in and lift. He waited and had to steady himself when they moved his crate, but they weren’t unloading him. They were making more room by shuffling things around. That was fine, though he hoped he wasn’t completely boxed in when they finally did unload him.


  It took them over an hour to steal what they wanted. The shuttles took off and he settled back for the trip, but they surprised him when instead of leaving they circled around and blasted all three domes. The shuttles weren’t gunships, but they did have railguns. Missiles were expensive, but railgun rounds cost next to nothing. The raiders didn’t conserve ammo. He was linked into the shuttle’s sensors and external cameras to watch the show. They shredded the domes as if they were some loathsome insect and the shuttle’s guns were bug sprayers. The power plant exploded, the dome erupting in fire. The other two domes had little that would burn, but they collapsed, and that seemed to satisfy. One last lazy circle and they flew off leaving nothing worth salvaging behind them.


  Eric wondered about it. There had been plenty of stuff to steal at the base, but they had blown it all away as if it were nothing. The reason had to be orders. The shuttle crews wouldn’t have fired for fun. Therefore, they had done so to deny the base and supplies to others. That was important. It meant the raiders did not plan to attack alpha site. At least, that was his assumption and it made perfect sense. The raiders planned to maroon them without supplies. A way to kill all the witnesses without risk. A good plan. A safe plan. A plan created by a thinker, not one created by a rash man. Eric would have preferred otherwise.


  The journey progressed. He didn’t know where they were going, but they weren’t boosting for orbit. That was a disappointment. He wanted to get aboard their ship. He tried to use the shuttle’s sensor data to figure out where they were going, but there were too many possibilities. He briefly considered tapping into the navigational computer, but decided against it. Really, the risk of detection was minor but it was there. Besides, what was he going to do with the data? Nothing. So he watched and waited to see what would happen.


  Time ticked slowly by.


  His destination was a surprise. The raiders had landed their ship! It was no longer in orbit. Why do that? He didn’t know and decided that he didn’t care after a few seconds of thought. This was good news. With the ship grounded he wouldn’t have to concern himself with pesky things like... oh, breathing vacuum. The ship being on the ground probably meant most of the crew would be working outside. Probably. Why else land? It must be because the salvage operation was a big task that needed manpower and perhaps using shuttles would take too long. Whatever the reason, it was more than fine with him when the shuttles entered the ship’s docking bay.


  He was ready to get to work.


  Ready he might be, but he had to wait for the enemy to unload the shuttles and clear the bay. He counted time as the crew went about its business, and braced himself when it was his crate they unloaded. He used the time to scan his surroundings.


  Computer: initiate full spectrum security scan. Range out to 200 metres.


  


  >_ Sensors: full spectrum sweep in progress.


  The raiders worked on, diligently moving boxes and palettes quickly out of the shuttles. His crate was one of the bigger ones. They chose to store it in one of the cargo holds first and then pile everything else on top. Dasher class ships like this one were designed for short hauls. Legitimate users earned a living transporting goods between a planet’s surface and the stations orbiting those planets. They did have foldspace drives—marketing would have had an impossible job selling the things without them—but they were underpowered. They were slow in foldspace, but made up for it in normal space. They needed power to boost cargo out of the gravity well. Multiple holds, big ones for ships that could enter an atmosphere and land, were just one of the selling points that had made the Dasher class cargo ships so popular at the turn of the century. Newer models had since superseded them, but all that had done was strengthen the used ship market. They were a popular choice out in the border zone where money was tight, and of course there were other uses for fast ships with the ability to land. Raiders loved them.


  Eric busied himself reading the results of his security sweep. It didn’t make for good reading. The ship had a larger crew than he had expected. Gina had killed four and eight had come calling upon the base to find their buddies. That was twelve. A ship this size didn’t need many more than that to run efficiently, yet he counted over twenty moving about and his sweep didn’t cover the area outside the ship. Because he was a big believer in pessimism—pessimism had never killed anyone, but optimism often did—he decided to double the number to forty plus hostiles. That was pushing even his abilities, and he considered going directly for the bridge. He could use the ship’s more powerful transmitters to contact Gina. Together they could handle it. He fighting on the inside, Gina hammering them on the outside. Yes, together they could take the ship even from so many, but that meant leaving Liz and her people uncovered. Not something he would have considered just yesterday, but he had the file now. The mission had changed to getting it back to Snakeholme not protecting civilians who would all die anyway if he failed to take the ship.


  A stealthy attack would be best. A dagger thrust to the bridge, a call to Gina, and then a short victorious war to claim a way off this snowball. With luck, the civilians would survive and all would be well. It was a vague plan at best, but he deemed it viable. As always, the devil was in the details. His route to the bridge, the opposition he was likely to encounter, counters from the raiders, and any number of things needed to be factored in. If the raiders raised the alarm he could find himself in trouble. All it would take was one sensible man on the bridge sealing it, and he would be screwed. The hypothetical crewman could call all the crew in from outside to surround and overwhelm him, and he with no way to contact Gina for aid.


  Eric frowned as he worked the problem using sensors and old database entries to map the interior of the ship. He hadn’t ever had this precise scenario occur before. Surprising really. Going through the motions and following his programming, had been his existence for decades. It sometimes felt as if everything he did was just a variation of a theme. Scenario A occurs and respond with scenario B... all is programming.


  He shook his head at his distraction and concentrated on the problem at hand. His database had most of what he needed. This wasn’t his first time on the Dasher class of ship. Had he ever been crew on one of them?


  Working...


  Eric sighed and scowled into the dark. Damn literalist computers anyway. Couldn’t he even think a rhetorical question without interruption now? Obviously not. He let the blasted thing run its search and busied himself building an ops plan.


  So, he was in cargo hold three, the closest to the boat bay. Made sense. No one wanted to shift cargo further than they needed to. The enemy had simply shoved everything they’d stolen into the first available space. That was fine, but it made his job that tiniest bit more tricky. He had been stored in a busy part of the ship. The raiders were constantly in and out of the bay heading outside to do whatever, and coming back in to unload cargo or fetch things. He didn’t need someone spotting him so early in the plan. Hopefully no one at all would spot him until Gina came on scene, but he couldn’t guarantee that. The best he could do was minimise the risk of discovery, and that meant not using the ship’s decks to reach his objective. It had to be the service ways then.


  Negative.


  What the hell? Oh right, the search was negative. He hadn’t been crew on one of these tubs before. He knew that. Didn’t matter in the least. His sensor map was getting nicely detailed and his database had the basic layout of the Dasher class for him to use. With luck, the enemy hadn’t bothered to modify their ship any further than beefing up its weapons and ammo carrying capacity. That was the usual pattern. Raiders didn’t usually spend money on interior layout changes. The bridge was the bridge, environmental was environmental, and engineering was engineering. That sort of thing. Where changes might occur would be in areas such as crew berthing, cargo areas, and other places that wouldn’t influence the actual function of the ship. Additional magazines for missiles for example could be created in any empty section, but unless he needed to move through such an area to reach another, he couldn’t see how it had any effect on him.


  He mapped a safe route through the ship using the service ways and ventilation tunnels. Safe, as long as the alarm wasn’t raised. Ships, no matter the class—military or civilian it didn’t matter—had things in common. Things like keeping the air in! In cases of emergency they all had blast doors that would seal off sections of the ship. The section seals everyone saw daily when walking the decks of any ship or station, were lifesavers, but few realised the complexity required of such systems. Section seals and blast doors in personnel areas were relatively simple things, but imagine having to seal every maintenance tunnel, every ventilation shaft, every possible way for air to escape while maintaining a ship’s systems to all areas through the myriad of pipes, wires, and god knows what. It made Eric’s head hurt. Ship design was not in his future that was for sure. The point here was that a single alarm could seal every deck and service tunnel to the bridge. He had to reach it absolutely undetected.


  That was going to be hard. Very hard indeed.


  Eric kicked his way out of his confinement. He couldn’t just lift the lid. It was buried under all the other cargo the raiders had piled atop it. His boots thudded into the side of his box with the power of pneumatic jacks. Thirty seconds and repeated blows later he was out and stripping off his environmental suit. It was a relief to be out of the smelly thing, but not because of the stink. It just made movement and combat easier.


  He drew his pistol in a lightning fast move, his enhanced muscles performing the task smoothly as always. He holstered it and adjusted his belt. He drew again. Yes, that was perfect. He holstered the pistol again and checked his rifle. All was as it should be. Calling up his much-annotated map, he orientated himself and headed deeper into the cargo hold to find his initial access into the guts of the ship.


  It was a maintenance hatch like any other. There were hundreds like it on the ship, needed for engineers and their remotes to service the ship and make repairs. Anything that moved or could fail in any way at all needed an access point like this to repair or replace it. Some of the service ways were too narrow for even the smallest engineer to navigate, and those were used exclusively by droids and remotes. That fact had made his choice of route harder because there simply wasn’t a way to reach the bridge without emerging into the ship proper. He had made allowances, trying to minimise those emergences and making them in rarely used parts of the ship. He used his combat knife to pry open the cover over the controls and used them to open the hatch.


  The first leg of his journey to the bridge was a simple matter of following the service way to the first vertical junction. He was careful to close the hatch behind him, but he didn’t need to take any further precautions. He was well insulated deep in the guts of the ship that few people, if any, ever saw. No one would hear him clambering about. He encountered only a single repair mech on the way, and it had stowed itself in its charging bay. Not that it would have mattered if it had been active. It was the autonomous kind, not the type requiring a tele-operator to function.


  The service way was large enough for him to walk if he doubled over. He chose to do that at first, but soon resorted to a crawl. It was easier and frankly he preferred to keep his head up and looking ahead rather than down. Despite keeping his sensors sweeping ahead, he was still Human enough to prefer seeing where he was going with his own eyes. Crawling slowed him, but he had time. No one knew he was aboard. He could take the entire day if it meant reaching the bridge undetected.


  The vertical shaft allowed him to stand, but it presented another difficulty. Mechs had anti-grav. He did not. He looked for a way to climb, but the designers had decided not to include a ladder or rungs. Probably expected the engineers to use remotes for manual inspections and any maintenance would be handled by droids and mechs equipped with anti-grav.


  Eric slung his rifle on his back out of the way and tested the cable trunking and pipe work lining the shaft. It creaked as he pulled but held. He gave it a little more and one section pulled free with a bong sound ringing through the walls. He scowled and tried one of the other control runs. Surely they weren’t all held in place by spit and bailing wire? He tugged and this time the pipe held. Good enough. He began climbing, his legs kicking free beneath him.


  The Dasher class ships were small freighters when compared to their multi-million ton brethren. They were the minnows in a sea swarming with leviathans, but for all of that the climb was still something like four stories. Eric made it to the right junction and into a cross tunnel that he followed for only a short distance. He had reached the first of his exits. The service way continued on and if he followed it, he would have eventually run out of room far from his destination. The hatch he contemplated would allow him to exit on Deck3E. The E stood for engineering, and ordinarily he would be delighted, but this wasn’t a normal infiltration. He could cause mayhem in engineering, but he needed the ship intact, so no fun and games breaking delicate things today. His visit would be purely that and just a waypoint on his way further forward.


  The hatch unsealed smoothly and Eric emerged. Sensors reported crew working nearby, but not within visual of him. He resealed the hatch and crossed the compartment quickly and out the door into the corridor. He ran. The burst of speed had him at the right door in seconds. He ducked inside just as a woman appeared around a corner, but she either didn’t register him or thought he was crew. She walked by his door and didn’t raise the alarm. Lucky for her, because she would have been dead the second she tried.


  Sensors reported all clear. He was in the auxiliary control room used for monitoring the fusion plants. It wasn’t manned. Usually someone would only be stationed at the controls during jumps to and from foldspace to monitor the draw of extra power needed at those times. He had gambled the raiders would be occupied elsewhere and wouldn’t be performing maintenance. It had worked out.


  There were no service ways leading from this compartment to anywhere he wanted to go, but all areas of the ship needed air. He found the grill covering the environmental duct and used it to enter the airways. He didn’t need to go far. A blessing because the air ducts were confining. He had to lay prone and pull himself the few hundred yards he needed to reach his next waypoint. He reached it quickly but sensors alerted him to a problem. The compartment he needed wasn’t empty.


  Two red icons glared balefully at him. He eased forward until he could see through the gaps in the grill and scowled. A man and a woman were performing an intimate inspection of each other instead of the ship they were meant to be working on. Their clothes and tools were scattered all over the compartment, and it seemed unlikely they would finish any time soon. Eric watched the woman energetically riding her friend where he lay upon the deck exploring her breasts with roaming hands. The show didn’t move him at all except in how he needed to deal with the situation.


  Sensors reported only these two near enough to hear a commotion. Not that he planned to allow one, but he wouldn’t take chances. He drew his knife and gently pried open the grill. He allowed it to fall and burst into the compartment, his legs thrusting hard. His dive sent him across the room and he executed a roll back to his feet that brought him up behind the woman. She cried out, reaching her climax just as the knife entered the back of her neck just below her skull. The sound instantly died with her, the knife severing her spinal cord. Her partner’s eyes had been closed, but he must have felt her go limp. He looked up in time to see the knife plunging for him. He didn’t have time to scream.


  Eric wiped the blood from the knife on his thigh staring at the couple. The girl was still astride her partner, slumped forward with her head on his chest. The pale curve of her back was beautiful in the light; her expression... was it wonder? Pleasure? Eric’s face remained a mask, but his hand shook as he sheathed the knife. Already the scene was burned into his viper memory, ready to haunt him in the years to come. He didn’t look away, but made himself remember the feel of the knife entering the girl’s neck between her C1 and C2 vertebrae as his training dictated. Made himself hear her cry of pleasure again and again just as he ended her life. At least this way his nightmares would be true remembrances... and deserved.


  He turned away.


  Sensors reported no hostiles near as he ran through the ship as if alone on a derelict. Been there, done that, he thought. This feeling was similar, but not the same. The ship was alive with mechanical sounds and well lit. Air moved through the ducts, sounds from behind closed hatches, and even distant crashes came to him as vibrations through the structure of the ship as crew unloaded cargo. None of that had been present last time. The ship had been utterly dead, as had everyone aboard except him. Bumbling around in the dark, he hadn’t enjoyed the experience. He’d been lucky to find an operational escape pod that time.


  Lucky. Right.


  Some would call him a Jonah for how many times he had been present and the only survivor when missions went wrong. Then again, all the veterans were guilty of being survivors when circumstances had whittled the regiment down to a nub.


  He entered environmental and went straight for the service way he needed. It was the last one. Sensors reported the vats and equipment unattended as he had hoped. The gardens aboard ship looked after themselves mostly. He hadn’t expected to encounter anyone, but then, he hadn’t expected to find two people having sex in the auxiliary control room either. He climbed into the service way and locked the hatch behind him.


  He followed his map taking the turns fast as he came to them, and climbing when he had to. He was approaching the bridge now, and sensors showed a lot of activity. The bridge was fully manned just as engineering had been. Not really a surprise anymore. He had already guessed the crew was over-sized. They probably doubled as boarding parties for jacking ships and stations. He paused at the final hatch and watched things using sensors. The hatch he crouched beside was in a bad location for his purposes. Dasher class ships used the U-shaped bridge that military ships used. It was a logical layout. The captain’s command station was positioned centrally so that he could oversee operations, and the elevators leading to the rest of the ship were behind him between the legs of the U. All that was fine, but it meant the hatch he was about to use was in full view of everyone on the bridge, directly beneath the main view-screen. There was nothing to be done about it, and he prepared himself for a fight.


  He lay his rifle aside and drew his pistol. The pistol was a little faster to aim in extremis, and he expected this fight to be extreme. There were six hostiles to neutralise, and he needed to do it before they raised the alarm. Also, he needed the bridge intact. He couldn’t emerge spraying fire in all directions. He would have to rely upon Snapshot for targeting.


  Vipers were programmed with perfect recall in an effort to make them better killers by making target acquisition at a glance instant and perfect. The routines in his programming were complicated and numerous. Together they were called Snapshot and could not be turned off. The moment he emerged, he should be able to acquire all six targets, but he couldn’t kill them all with one shot. There would be time for them to respond. They might try to run, or hide, or fight back, and he wasn’t wearing armour. The risk of return fire was part of the job and he didn’t let it concern him. The one thing he feared was the alarm being raised, and if he was seriously unlucky, they might lock him out of the controls.


  Computer: Melee mode.


  The world seemed to slow as the hatch slid aside. It didn’t of course. He had sped up. He pushed himself out of the hatch already turning toward the comm shack. He had chosen it as his first priority to prevent word of his attack leaving the ship. His pistol swung toward the crewman even as he straightened to full height. His targeting reticule found the man’s head and spun. It only had time to pulse once before his finger twitched. A three-round burst splashed blood and brains over the bulkhead but did no damage to the ship. He had set his pistol to 50% power, more than enough even at much higher ranges than this.


  He glared around the bridge acquiring targets as cries of shock erupted. Men and women dove for cover or went for their weapons. His reticule picked them all out storing their positions, and he began servicing targets. He fired at the captain, or the officer currently in charge of the deck. He was sitting in the captain’s chair at least. Before the man completed rising Eric’s three rounds took him in the upper chest blasting him back into the couch.


  Impact!


  Eric staggered as damage assessments flickered onto his display. Right side over the ribs. He re-prioritised his targeting to take out the gunner. It was the damage control officer, and he had a pistol out. Before Eric could take him out, another round punched into him. Left shoulder this time, minimal damage but plenty of blood soaked his uniform and trickled down his arm. He dove aside, rolled to his feet, and killed his attacker with two trigger pulls. The helmsman reached for a control. Eric killed him, but the hand landed and alarms wailed.


  Goddamnit!


  The last man dove into the elevator but died before the doors closed. Eric turned examining the bodies. A groan from one man, another trigger pull, and it was over. The alarm continued wailing.


  Computer: combat mode.


  The world sped up to normal and data flooded his display, some flashing for attention. Priorities. IMS, absent his input, swung into action and began making repairs. He ignored it all reaching to drag the dead helmsman off the controls. He shut off the alarm, and headed for the elevator. He needed to block it. He didn’t want to permanently disable or damage it.


  The simplest answer occurred to him and he dragged the body halfway back onto the bridge so that the doors couldn’t close. That done he headed for the comm shack to call Gina in.


  * * *


  


  



  21 ~ Call to Arms


  Alpha site, Landing, Kushiel


  “Gina,” Eric said giving her a start. “I’ve taken the bridge. I’m using the ship’s comm shack so don’t try to respond. You haven’t got the range. I need you to saddle up and help with the assault. There were a lot more raiders than I thought. I’m estimating forty plus and at least half of them are outside. I need you to take care of business out there while I deal with those in the ship. Coordinates follow...”


  She started in surprise. Coordinates meant the ship was grounded. She hurriedly collected the ammo she had brought to the OP with her, and headed back to tell Liz of the change in plans.


  “...Penleigh out.”


  Gina didn’t bother entering the coordinates into her wristcomp. Her processor had the data, and with a coded thought she added the location to the map of Kushiel they had been gradually compiling. The location surprised her, though she didn’t know why it should when she thought about it. The raiders were here to steal. Why shouldn’t they do that in the capital? The ship was on the ground within the city itself. She was going to visit Haverington again it seemed.


  She headed for the shuttle and called Liz via helmet comm. “Liz, we have a change in plans. Eric needs my help.”


  “Is he okay?”


  “Seemed to be. He says there are more raiders than he thought. He needs me to go to him.”


  “Go. We’ll be fine.”


  She bit her lip. “I’m sorry to leave you uncovered this way.”


  “Just be careful. Eric wouldn’t ask for help if he didn’t badly need it. I know him. He must be greatly outnumbered.”


  Liz was right. Gina didn’t know him as well or as long as Liz, but she knew him well enough to know he didn’t panic. That he had taken the bridge and called her before clearing the rest of the ship spoke volumes.


  “I’ll be careful. Keep everyone out of sight and listen on comm for me. I’ll be as quick as I can. Fuentez out.”


  Gina quickly boarded the shuttle and went through her preflight checks already thinking ahead to the fight. She didn’t know what she would find in Haverington. She knew the raiders had armed shuttles and their ship on the ground. Worst case scenario would have those shuttles in the air patrolling the area. That would be bad. Not only would she have to land and hike into the city from a long way out, but she would have to deal with possible air attack. Ideally the shuttles would be on the ground and the raiders too busy with their pilfering to launch quickly. She suspected the truth would be somewhere in between. Either way, she needed to choose her landing site carefully.


  She flew the shuttle to Haverington with her eyes glued to her shuttle’s sensors. She didn’t fear being detected by the raiders on the ground, and with Eric in control of their ship’s bridge, she was safe from that too, but the shuttles were another matter. They would have the same or similar range to her cargo shuttle, but being smaller they would be faster and more manoeuvrable. She had no intention of fighting in the air and hugged the terrain to minimise detection.


  She landed in the outskirts of the city.


  She would have loved to use her APC not only to drive closer, but also in battle. The twin-barrelled pulser on the roof could have done serious damage to any target especially those shuttles, but she couldn’t drive and fire the weapon. APCs typically carried a minimum of three crew—driver, gunner, and navigator/comm specialist—plus the platoon of vipers it carried as cargo. On her own, all she would succeed in doing was provide the enemy with a nice mobile target to practice on.


  She disembarked from the shuttle carrying her rifle and pack. Her pack was stuffed with extra ammo including grenades, and her rifle was fully loaded. As was her custom, she had chosen to load her grenade launcher with all HE rounds. The P100 could take a maximum of ten. She had loaded it to capacity and had enough loose extras to load it fully twice more. She strongly doubted she would need so much firepower, but it was better to have too much than not enough.


  She slogged through the snow carrying the pack in her left hand, and her rifle slung across her chest. She couldn’t wear the pack on her back as designed because her PLSS was there. She kept her right hand free for her pistol. It was holstered over her environmental suit, and it felt wrong, but there was no choice if she wanted to use it. When she needed to fight, she would discard her glove for access to her weapon’s bus, and wondered if perhaps there might be a way to design a glove that would allow the connection while maintaining suit integrity. The gloves she sometimes used in combat had an open window in the right palm, but that wouldn’t work with her suit.


  Hmmm.


  With sensors at max trawling for hostiles and their emissions, she spent her time imagining a suit mod that would work. If she came up with an answer, she would submit it to General Burgton with her report. He was always looking for ways to improve the regiment and its gear.


  The snow was deep in places. It forced her to keep to the centre of the streets. That wasn’t where she instinctively wanted to be, especially when the sun was up and the sky clear. The weather was fine, the day a balmy -25° and should the enemy be looking her way she would stand out like a beacon. She wanted to hug the buildings for cover but couldn’t. Snow drifts had mounded high and deep there. She jogged up the middle, but was ready to take cover.


  Her sensors reported in when she came within range and TacNet updated itself. She found a side street with less snow built up, and used it to take a break. She crouched behind the crumbling wall of a fallen building, brought TacNet up on her display and interrogated sensors. She drilled down into the data, and began making notes on the map to make it easy to recall information at a glance. She really did love TacNet, and knew her old friends in the Marines would be envious.


  It was obvious right away that Eric had been discovered. A large group of hostiles marked in red now on her map were attempting to gain entry to the ship. He must have locked it down and sealed the cargo bays and airlocks. Another group, smaller but still numerous, was doing something in one of the buildings. Salvage operations maybe? Were they that confident of regaining the ship? It confused her because if she had been them, she would have had all hands attacking Eric. Maybe they felt the crew inside could deal with him. Good luck with that! Eric was a lethal SOB, all vipers were, but they probably didn’t know what he was. She watched both groups for a minute or so, noting a few strays wandering between the groups. She had no idea what they were meant to be doing, but she was glad to see both shuttles grounded and seemingly of no immediate interest to anyone. The strays were going to be a problem, she realised. Not because they were inherently more dangerous, but because they had bugger all to do and might notice her arrival. Still, there weren’t many of them. She could probably avoid detection as long as she watched them and took measures to evade them.


  “Eric? I’m in position,” Gina said over viper comm. “I’m ready to get the party started.”


  “Bit busy here,” Eric replied. Gina heard his pistol and the sound of return fire in the background. “I need you in here sooner rather than later.”


  “Okay, hold on. Fuentez out.”


  “Hurry.”


  The urgency and stress in his voice made her pulse speed. She had never heard that in his voice before. He must be seriously hard pressed in there, and that changed things for her. The slow careful approach she preferred was out of the question now. She needed to smash the opposition outside the ship, access an airlock, and relieve Eric before something happened she would regret.


  She moved out again.


  Her preference would have been clearing the outside before entering the ship, but now she was in a race against time. She decided to ignore the hostiles in the building if they would let her and engage those trying to enter the ship. No doubt the strays would attack as soon as they saw her. If they did she would deal, if they didn’t, she would deal with them later, after she rescued Eric.


  She entered the open area that the raiders had used for their landing site. She realised it was a plaza or square. It was lined on all sides with buildings, but it was a big one. The shuttles were to one side, the ship was in the centre, but there was plenty of open space left. Too much. It seemed as if she had oceans of empty space to cross, and she felt naked as she did so. She pulled off her glove ignoring the cold and the warnings on her display as contaminants entered the suit. Her PLSS kicked into high gear trying to adjust and compensate for her suit’s loss of integrity.


  She charged toward the ship, her legs pumping. She brought her rifle around and selected her grenade launcher. She skidded to a stop on the ice dropping her pack and pumped grenades toward the ship. She sent all ten arcing high. They came down amidst the raiders and detonated throwing bodies and pieces of bodies high in the air. Shrapnel pinged and clanged off the ship’s hull, but caused no damage. Ships were far too tough.


  Movement.


  She spun to her right going to one knee. Her targeting reticule locked on, spun redly and she fired. The raider was blasted back. She ducked away as return fire flooded in from other locations in the square including the ship. Her grenades had killed most of the raiders there, but not all. She grabbed her pack and sprinted toward the ship, firing short controlled bursts one handed toward the survivors. One died, and another. The third one tried to scramble away from her as she arrived. She butt-stroked him and he went down.


  Incoming fire toward her strengthened as some of the group in the building emerged. She kept low and tried the airlock controls. They were locked down as she had guessed earlier. She was about to try a code that Eric might have used, but had to throw herself flat as the raiders saturated the air with pulser fire. It was getting bloody dangerous out here! She returned fire forcing them to go to ground, and took a chance. She entered the regiment’s motto, but the code was refused.


  “Code, Eric, dammit,” she snarled. “What’s the override code?”


  “Alpha-three-niner-niner-Charlie-one”


  Gina entered the code keeping down and reaching high to stab the keys above her head. She flinched when more pulser fire splashed against the ship as the airlock door shot open. She hurled herself inside and closed the hatch breathing a little hard with adrenaline rush. She liked excitement as much as the next girl, but that had been a little too exciting.


  She reloaded her rifle and grenade launcher, though she had no intention of using grenades within the ship. They needed it to get home. Only then did she open the inner door.


  She threw herself prone as a crewman hosed the airlock with railgun fire. It was only a handheld, not an AAR, but the hail of slugs it threw was more than enough to shred her into blood and screams. There was only the one man, but he laid down a barrage fit for a squad. She rolled out of the open hatch, keeping him targeted, and fired one round. He collapsed holding his belly screaming at the pain. Pulser burns hurt like a bastard. She knew from experience. Her second round put him out of his misery.


  Gina stood and advanced toward the body where it sprawled at the junction. TacNet had already reached out to the only other viper unit in range, Eric, and linked up with him to share data. She had the latest tacsit in a small window on her display as a result. She knew where he was, engineering level 2, and his situation, dire. What the bloody hell was he doing in engineering? The last she knew he had been in control of the bridge and in a good situation to hold it. Why take on so many when he knew she was on the way? She didn’t know, but the answer was with Eric.


  “Let’s go ask him,” she muttered.


  She considered removing her suit but decided against taking the time. Eric had sounded desperate but she didn’t really know why. He was a viper. A dozen armed raiders might give him a decent fight, but they shouldn’t be beyond him if he was careful.


  She called the elevator, stepped over the body, and entered the car.


  The ride took only a few moments. She slung her rifle and drew her pistol. She held it aimed and ready as the doors opened letting her out on engineering level 1. She had chosen the level above Eric because there were raiders using it to pin him. She targeted those she saw upon entering engineering. She gave each of them a three-round burst in the back. Two men fell off the catwalk to thud solidly on the deck of level 2. The third sighed and slumped against the rail.


  She ducked back into the car as the remaining raiders targeted her, but then edged carefully back out and to the right when they reloaded. She kept low and crept along the catwalk, trying for a better position. She could probably kill some of them with grenades, but she didn’t want to risk the ship. They were already taking a chance shooting up the place as it was. Hit the wrong thing in here and the drive could either be damaged beyond use, or worse, it could lose field containment entirely and cause a sun to be born and die on the surface of the planet. She looked down over the safety rail and found Eric below her, using one of those important and sensitive bits of equipment as cover.


  “What the hell, Eric? Stop playing with them.”


  “I’m nearly out of ammo!” Eric snarled back on viper comm, sounding pissed off at the accusation. “If you’d moved your arse like I told you, I wouldn’t be sitting here like a target.”


  Aha! That explained a few things. “Look up. I have a present for you. Catch!”


  She dropped her pack down to him, and ducked back as railgun slugs reached for her life pinging and ricocheting of the rail and bulkhead. She fired back giving Eric cover while he reloaded. She knew the moment to move had come when he went all Zelda on the raider’s arses, and laid down a barrage to make Fleet proud. She surged to her feet and leapt the safety railing. Her pistol barked twice as she fell. Two targets were blasted back before she landed. The raiders turned their attention to her, and Eric rushed them. She joined him and the fight ended with her emptying her pistol on full auto into the space between two control stations shredding the enemy hiding there.


  Eric stood among the bodies targeting them one after the other and putting a single shot into each of their heads. Gina watched. It had to be done, but his emotionless face disturbed her. It was one of the things she didn’t like about him. Her thoughts flashed back to the elevator shaft and remembered finding him hanging from his rope zoned out with something... odd, something not Eric looking out at the world using his eyes.


  She shivered.


  “You done?” she asked a little harshly. She cleared her throat. “I didn’t clear the ground before coming aboard. You sounded a bit harried.”


  Eric snorted. “How many left?”


  “Ten, twelve maybe. I’m worried about those shuttles. If they take it into their heads, they could attack alpha site.”


  “They could, but they won’t. They’re too fixated on getting in here to deal with us, but let’s make sure.”


  She nodded, glad he saw it as she did, and headed for her pack where Eric had left it. She reloaded her pistol and took the opportunity to swap its power cells for fresh ones. The old ones still had plenty of charge, but no need to run them down to nothing and get stuck for power at the wrong time. Eric saw what she was doing and took the opportunity to do the same.


  “Where’s your suit, on the bridge?”


  “Cargo bay,” Eric said heading for the elevator.


  She hefted her slightly deflated pack and followed him into the car. “Let’s get it and finish this. I’m sick of snow.”


  Eric grunted.


  After reclaiming his suit, Eric separated from Gina. They chose different exits from the ship for strategic reasons, neither choosing her entry point. The cargo bay ramps were also out. Those huge pressure doors were too slow in opening and closing; much too tempting for the remaining raiders to try retaking the ship. Gina gave half of her spare ammo to Eric and all the loose grenades. Her rifle was fully loaded, and the fight outside was ideal for its use. She holstered her pistol not expecting to need it anymore today.


  She chose the airlock opposite the one she had used to enter the ship. Her reasoning was simple really. The airlock was on the portside of the ship, which put the bulk of the ship between her and the building the raiders had found so interesting. She doubted they were still there, but that was their last known location. They might be moving from there or back to it, they might all be trying to enter the airlock where she had killed so many. She was betting her safety on her guess that they wouldn’t round the ship to enter on the portside, but would try entering on the starboard side closest to the building. Less of a walk.


  She cycled the airlock on one knee with her rifle up ready to fire. TacNet updated itself as soon as her sensors swept an area in front of her. The cone shaped region on the map lightened, updating itself and building upon the map as it had been before she entered the ship. There were no hostiles in the vicinity of the lock. Eric must have exited the ship at that moment, because his icon blinked into place close by surrounded by a circle of live sensor data. His map would have her cone of data on it, and it was time she added something more to it.


  She left the airlock and locked it behind her. Without the code, no one would enter this way short of dismantling the lock or cutting the hatch open. With sensors running continual sweeps in all directions she rounded the ship in a bent kneed jog with her rifle up looking for targets. Sensors reported Eric moving around the ship in the opposite direction. She kept TacNet open in a small window on her display and its map updated as soon as the first hostiles came within sensor range. Eric was closest, and he opened fire first. Gina sprinted forward, needing to close the range a little and take advantage of the distraction he provided.


  She knew the moment that she reached optimal range. Her targeting reticule appeared and spun pulsing red over one of the raiders. She fired, re-targeted, fired again. Both raiders dropped, one rolling from side to side hugging himself probably screaming. She was too distant to hear while wearing her helmet. She ran to a new firing location and Eric did the same. Return fire started up, but it was poorly targeted. Snow and ice flashed to steam around her, but nothing more dangerous came close. She switched to her grenade launcher and fired just once at the open ramp of a shuttle the raiders had been moving toward. It exploded just inside the ship. She wasn’t attempting to take it out, just deter entry. Exploding fuel tanks wouldn’t be in anyone’s best interests. Such a thing would kill everyone nearby. Liquid hydrogen tended to do that.


  Shuttle reactors were actually safer than their fuel source, because the reaction was so precise. Interrupting the fuel supply or unbalancing the reaction in some way causes the plasma within deuterium-tritium fusion reactors to cool within seconds. The reaction simply ceases. No risk of runaway reactors or chain reactions. Safety is one of the main reasons to use such reactors aboard ships that routinely entered atmosphere.


  Her strike upon the shuttle ramp had the desired effect at first. The raiders pulled back. Unfortunately it had two side effects that she didn’t appreciate. One: they scattered but chose her as their main target. Two: they were pulling back toward that building they had found so interesting. She ducked and fell prone trying to return fire, and managed to take out two more raiders, but the others were panicking and firing blindly in her direction. She became the eye of a storm of pulser blasts.


  Eric of course took advantage and sniped away almost unnoticed, the lucky bastard. As the hostiles died one by one, Gina was able to advance again, but she wasn’t able to stop the last half dozen or so raiders ducking out of sight into the building.


  “We can’t leave them I suppose?” she said hopefully. “We could wreck the shuttles and take the ship back to orbit. Maroon them as they would have done to us.”


  “No.”


  “But—”


  “I said no,” Eric said again, this time in his command voice. Gina straightened a little at hearing it. An instinctive reaction she had yet to shed. “They murdered our people. Everyone aboard Hobbs. No one does that to us.”


  She agreed with the sentiment, but marooning them was a death sentence. She didn’t need to kill them with her own hands to feel that justice had been served. Eric obviously didn’t agree and he was senior. He led the attack.


  She covered him as he went into the impressive looking building. She wondered if perhaps the raiders had been after data of some kind, because impressive though it was, it wasn’t somewhere she would look for money. She would have blown every bank vault on the planet and raided the factories for precious metals. Even the jewellery stores would have made more sense to her than this imposing edifice that reminded her of a major library or government admin building.


  Eric ducked inside, but didn’t find a target. He gestured and she flew up the steps to join him. She ducked into cover and interrogated her sensors. Hostile icons dotted around the building appeared on her display. It was every man for himself now by the looks of it. Good for Eric and her, bad for them. They weren’t backing each other up at all. She glanced at Eric; he waved her to the left. She advanced alone, while he disappeared down a corridor on the right. Sensors and TacNet made this an unfair contest. Yay for the good guys, she thought cynically. This was so unnecessary.


  She made her way toward the first of her targets. He had gone to ground. Hiding from a viper was hard to do. If she had been a Marine still, her old helmet with its sensor package might have missed him. Might. Standard Alliance gear was pretty good even without the advantages of a viper’s extra processing power. She probably wouldn’t know where he was, but she would have rotated between infra and motion sensors regardless and as soon as she opened the door she would have found him. She didn’t do either here. She simply aimed at the wall and killed the idiot. He had chosen to hug the wall beside the door, obviously expecting her to barge straight in and have the door hide him from sight. Her rifle on max settings blew a hole right through the wall and his torso. Something she had learned she could do from Eric when they fought together on Thurston. She poked her head through the wall to be sure he was dead, and then pulled back. She shook her head wishing she was killing Merki again, not her own people, and picked her next target.


  She moved through her area carefully, but her sensors gave her plenty of warning when one of the raiders grew a spine and tried to flank. He was equipped with motion sensors at least. He must be. He was doing a reasonable job of circling around behind her. Of course he didn’t know that she was watching him on her own sensors and walking backwards at the same pace as she had been. When he rounded the last corner expecting to shoot her in the back, he was confronted with her rifle aimed at him. All he did was die.


  She didn’t stop her movement, simply turned and kept walking. No need to check him. He didn’t have a head anymore. She returned her rifle’s power setting to a more reasonable anti-personnel level. She had forgotten to do it after blasting the hole in the wall.


  As she moved through the building her attention began to drift remembering the last few years of her life. The death of her friends in the Marines, meeting Eric, her recruitment testing on Luna. The first day she woke after enhancement flashed before her eyes, and Eric telling her she had nearly died. Roberto shooting her in the tunnels... first deployment on Child of Harmony... battles fought against Merkiaari... Shima going in alone to plant the tracker... the battle of Charlie Epsilon...


  What the hell? She stopped where she was and looked around in bewilderment. She was in a hostile environment and she was playing memory files? How does that even happen? She shook her head at her inattention. A quicker way to get dead she couldn’t imagine.


  Sensors reported...


  ...seeing Cragg almost dead... her fight on the roof... meeting the elders... visiting Shima... the survey mission with Varya... Shima’s vacation... waving goodbye to Shima as she boarded the shuttle with her family and friends... boarding Hobbs for the Kushiel mission... watching Hobbs burn and die... shot in the back...


  Flicker, flicker, flicker, flicker...


  Computer: close all incoming and outgoing ports!


  The flow of memory files stopped, and Gina shook in terror. Someone had hacked her systems. They said that wasn’t possible. They promised her when she asked not even the hated Douglas Walden could do so! They lied... no they wouldn’t. They were vipers too and everyone feared being hacked, feared being a passenger in their own bodies, or simply being switched off. It was every viper’s nightmare. They told her she was safe because they believed it to be true.


  “Well fuck them, they’re wrong,” she gasped.


  >_ Sensors: offline.


  >_ TacNet: offline.


  


  Warning: Hostile intrusion detected. Countermeasures deployed... failed.


  Computer: Block all incoming transmissions until further notice!


  Acknowledged.


  >_ Communications: offline.


  


  Intrusion attempt failed. Block successful.


  “Fuck me...” she whispered.


  She was truly blind now. No sensors or TacNet, and no viper comm. They all relied upon her net and no network could operate without open ports for data to use. No way to warn Eric. She didn’t dare switch to helmet comm. She had no idea if she could be hacked that way. She couldn’t see how it would be possible... sonics maybe? She could mute her hearing. She did it in artillery practice, but she was blind enough already. She didn’t want to fight while deaf too.


  How the hell does it happen that simple raiders have the ability to hack a viper when no one is supposed to have it? She didn’t know, but she was in trouble now. There were hostiles all through the building. She had to warn Eric, but she couldn’t leave the enemy at her back. She booted up her helmet systems, thanking God and the General that the regiment had kept them for backup purposes. They were primitive compared with her built in systems, but she had used similar things for longer than she had been a viper and was well practised with their use.


  The helmet’s HUD came online and its sensors showed her... she spun firing on full auto and yelling in surprise. The raiders fired back and she went down. Her legs riddled with pulser burns. She gritted her teeth at the pain but kept firing. Her suit was flame retardant but in no way was it a replacement for good armour. Her burned legs made her want to scream, but she made the enemy scream instead. All three of the raiders fell still shooting at her, but most missed her. Most. A single shot hit her helmet snapping her head hard back. Its nanocoat reacted instantly flashing mirror bright, trying to reflect the beam, and that saved her from a nasty burn and possibly death. Vipers were tough, but they weren’t immortal.


  She rolled out of the plasma, but it was instinct and not really necessary. The raider was dead and his finger finally relaxed on the trigger. The weapon fell silent. Her HUD was flickering, damage to the helmet and partially burned visor accounted for that. It was still working though, and the raider’s red icons faded as she watched. Her sector was clear according to sensors. These three had been the last. Eric’s icon was coming her way at a run it looked like. He must think her badly damaged and was coming to her rescue again! With her out of all contact, it was all he could think... oh crap, no it wasn’t. When she ordered her processor to block all transmissions, she had inadvertently blocked her viper IFF too. Eric would have seen her icon fade from his sensors just as she had done after killing the raiders. He thought she was dead. Worse probably. A viper’s beacon was designed to keep going even after death to aid recovery of bodies. He must think her utterly destroyed. She would never live it down. Twice in one mission? No way would this stay just between them. It was too good a story. She wondered what she could bribe him with.


  >_ Diagnostics: Legs 90%. Environmental health warning. Atmosphere toxic. Lung capacity degraded. Lung capacity 93%. Unit fit for duty.


  >_ IMS: Repairs in progress.


  She struggled to her feet to meet Eric. He ran around the corner and stopped as she marched up to him. She raised her burnt visor. Her suit integrity was already compromised so it hardly mattered. Eric opened his visor as well and coughed as he breathed the junk this planet laughingly called an atmosphere. He looked stunned to find her alive.


  “I was hacked!” she yelled at him, her stress and fear coming out as anger. “What the fuck, Eric! You promised that can’t happen!”


  He blinked in surprise. “I promised? I don’t remember that. Doesn’t matter. We can’t be hacked.”


  “We bloody can, I was! I asked Doctor Patel when they switched everything on. He said no one can hack us. Not even Douglas Walden!”


  “Calm down, we can’t be hacked.”


  “Goddamnit will you listen to me! I. Was. Hacked!”


  Eric just stared silently at her. He was doing that thing of his again, the going away thing. Something else was watching her out of his eyes now and she didn’t like it. She jabbed him hard in the chest with her fist and he came back blinking in surprise. His eyes widened.


  “You too?”


  Eric nodded.


  “Close all ports and block incoming transmissions!”


  “Doing it now. Done. I saw my family and... never mind. You’re right. We can be hacked.”


  Gina nodded. “Yeah. How does a scraggly arsed bunch of raiders learn how to do that?”


  “It wasn’t them. This is someone else.”


  “How do you know?”


  “I finished mine before coming here, and I’m guessing yours are all dead too.”


  She glanced at the bodies beyond him. Eric and she were the only living people in the building. She turned in a circle and something caught her eye high up on the ceiling. A glass dome with a red activity light blinking slowly. She slapped a hand against Eric’s chest and directed him to look up.


  “Not someone, Eric, some thing. I think we’ve found Sebastian.”


  “We need to collect Liz and her people. She’ll want to meet him.”


  Gina nodded. “Yeah, and I want to talk to him when she does. The bastard nearly got me killed.”


  Haverington, Kushiel.


  Leon watched the two suited figures emerge from the treasury building bitterly and knew his one chance was gone. Over. Done. He had lost the last toss of the dice. His ship was theirs now, his crew dead. The poachers had won, and he had nothing but his life left to him. It was more than Haliwell and the others had, but he didn’t feel grateful.


  He had nearly done it. Nearly dug himself out of the hole he had fallen into. If he hadn’t let Haliwell talk him into busting open the vaults below the treasury they could have been on their way outsystem now with billions in bearer bonds and gilts. They were snugged away in the cargo hold right now! But no, he had let his greed infect him with stupidity. What did a few million credits in gold and platinum wafers mean when he had billions already? Damn him for a fool!


  When the attack came upon them, he had been trying his override codes on the airlock controls. As captain his codes should have opened it, but they hadn’t worked. As the ship owner, he had a master unlock code as well, and would have tried it as a last resort. Applying it was a desperation move because it unlocked the entire ship all at once, including the ship’s computers. With unsecured computers, Haliwell could have jacked the ship right out from under him. He couldn’t risk that, so would have needed to reprogramme every lock and security measure with new codes afterwards. He didn’t get the chance to try it. The grenades slaughtered the crew around him and their attacker charged in and butt-stroked him. When he awoke amidst the corpses the ship had already been lost.


  He watched the poachers approach and wanted to kill them for stealing his ship and one last chance at a life, but he couldn’t fly the ship alone. It wasn’t possible. He needed at least a handful of people to crew the ship in engineering while he conned the helm. There was no way less than five could crew the Gift. He would try to bargain a share of the bonds for his life, but he knew he would get nothing. He would be lucky if they let him live considering their actions to date. They were far better killers than Haliwell had ever been.


  He looked at his pistol and dropped it before stepping into the open with his hands up, but he didn’t get the chance to bargain for passage to the nearest port. The pulser blast took him in the chest, and he died staring wide-eyed at a beautiful clear blue sky.


  The figure wearing the damaged suit and burned helmet holstered the pistol stepping over the corpse, and continued toward the ship without looking back.


  * * *


  



  


  22 ~ Hegemon


  Aboard Blood Drinker, Kiar System


  Beep!


  Valjoth gnashed his fangs at the interruption. Usk was at the hatch. “I’ll rip him apart,” he panted.


  Beep!


  “Stay,” Zeng Kylar said pulling him down and holding him there with ease. She was a formidably sized female and very strong. Most were, but she took it to extremes. She was a head taller than the others, and that made her bigger than any male in the host including him. “Grrrrr,” she growled and pinned him down.


  Valjoth grunted as her full weight descended upon him. He bit her shoulder. “By the blood,” he groaned in pleasure. “You had better get off me.”


  “Or what?” she growled grinding herself against him.


  He lapped the blood flowing from his bite. “Or... never mind,” he said and heaved with all his might. Kylar toppled with a crash and Valjoth pounced on top. “Ha!”


  “Ha yourself, my lord,” Kylar said and clutched him tightly with her legs. “Now what First Claw of the Host?”


  “Err...” Valjoth said uncertainly as he tested his strength against hers. Force—no matter what tradition dictated—was not the only way to victory. Cunning had its place. “How about this?” He thrust himself hard inside her.


  “Ah!” she groaned as he pounded into her. “A most unusual tactic my lord... but I fail to see... Ah!” she gasped as her pleasure reached its height.


  Valjoth roared at his release, but he didn’t allow the sensation to distract him from his goal. Kylar was in the throes of passion still and he took full advantage. He threw his weight to one side and rolled out of her weakened grasp. They lay panting side by side.


  “You really are different,” Kylar gasped.


  Valjoth gnashed his fangs in laughter. “Everyone says that.” They did, but they didn’t mean it as a compliment.


  He wasn’t well thought of in some circles because he was descended from batches that had been, some said, foolishly and hastily created in the aftermath of the failed Human cleansing. The panic back then had led to corner cutting. Batches were quickened with poorly tested and thought out changes because the warlord of the day had feared the Humans were coming to cleanse the Merkiaari from the galaxy, and to be fair everyone thought the same way. It made perfect sense. Had the situation been reversed, Valjoth knew his people would have done exactly that to the Humans. It was what they had been trying to do after all. No one expected Humans to show such weakness when they were in the ascendant, but it had happened and they did not come. It took decades for his people to finally believe what had happened, and that Humans had not come because they couldn’t or more baffling still, didn’t want to. By that time many batches had been quickened and the changes were well and truly in the Merkiaari gene pool. Those changes based upon fear of Humans and the need to match them, had led to Valjoth’s own... ah, strangeness? Uniqueness. He preferred uniqueness to other less complimentary things said of him. Certainly more pleasant than ‘that over educated runt’ a little harsh, he wasn’t physically smaller or weaker than the average male. Another thing often said was ‘that slurry from the bottom of the vat’ and that was just plain mean. He had challenged and killed the male who said that within his hearing, he had to or be thought weak, but he knew others said it. He was careful never to officially hear it, or he would be fighting challenges every other day.


  Beeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeep!


  The hatch alarm sounded again, this time more insistently. Usk must be leaning on the vermin spawned thing. Valjoth climbed to his feet not bothering to dress and fisted the hatch release.


  “WHAT?!” he roared at the top of his lungs.


  Usk stood in the gale of Valjoth’s roar and did not flinch. “Sorry for the intrusion lord, but there was a priority message with orders for you.”


  “What orders?” Valjoth said snatching the tablet from Usk’s grasp in irritation. The moment he read who the communication was from, he calmed down. “In!” he commanded and sealed the hatch behind the shield bearer. “You know Zeng Kylar do you not?” he said distractedly as he read.


  Usk stared at the exhausted female where she lay upon the deck. “We’ve met a time or two.”


  Kylar gnashed her teeth in laughter. “I remember that. I’d just finished with the vermin... what were they called again?”


  “Parcae,” Valjoth said absently still reading.


  “That was it,” Kylar agreed. “They made me very excited I seem to recall.”


  Usk nodded eagerly.


  Valjoth scowled. “I should have known that he would fail the test.”


  “Who?” Kylar asked, finally recovering enough to rise.


  Usk watched in fascination as she stretched and shook her fur into order.


  “Karnak. He allowed the vermin to best him both in space and upon the ground. I should have sent—” he broke off as he read further. “So, the Humans intervened in his cleansing. Things become clearer.”


  Usk pulled his attention away from Kylar and her grooming. “Ruark was with him.”


  “For all the good it did,” Valjoth said in disgust. “The warlord orders me to attend him at the palace. I think he might be reevaluating our plans for the Human cleansing.”


  “The poor excuses for puling females he surrounds himself with wouldn’t let him,” Usk turned to the enormous Kylar where she towered over him. “No offence meant.”


  Kylar laughed. “None taken.”


  Valjoth nodded. “I think you might be wrong this time. The warlord is old. He remembers the chaos years. Fear of the Humans is a personal thing for him, not something read about in a history text.”


  Usk remained uncomfortably silent. Valjoth looked up from the tablet. “Oh don’t worry about her, Usk. She knows my thoughts as well as you do, and I swept this cabin just a short while ago.”


  Usk sighed in relief. It was his job to sweep for listening devices, but Valjoth hadn’t allowed it before Kylar arrived. Too eager was another failing he was sometimes labelled with, though strangely the females didn’t seem to mind.


  “Why do you think he’ll listen when he didn’t before?”


  “Because of this,” Valjoth waved the tablet. “He hasn’t ordered me to send ships to rescue Karnak. I think he’s written the Shan vermin and the entire cleansing force off.”


  “That’s a lot to read into a summons to the palace, my lord.”


  Valjoth shrugged. He supposed it was, but he had a feeling he was right. It had been more than a year ago when he was last at the palace, and he had to admit that was his fault. He had been a little forceful with his opinions last time he was there. The warlord had actually activated the shield on his throne against him, fearing attack. He would never be foolish enough to attack the warlord. Well, not with witnesses present at any rate. He was old and long past his prime, but he hadn’t been a bad ruler.


  The Hegemony was stable and strong, and the last rebellion had been dealt with swiftly and efficiently. It was just that he failed to expand their dominion toward Human controlled space, or anywhere but in the opposite direction! He feared the Humans. Even that was understandable to a degree—they were a powerful foe, and a fitting challenge. No, it was that he was so obvious about it!


  The Hegemony controlled almost a thousand suns. All had received the attention of the host and cleansing fleets in their time. Some had been fully cleansed when it was decided the vermin natives were of no value, some had not been destroyed utterly for various reasons, and those races had become clients—slaves used to supply the Hegemony with things it needed. Merkiaari couldn’t be expected to farm, or build their own ships after all.


  He sneered, remembering the warlord saying those words when he challenged the notion. It wasn’t as if he wanted his people enslaved, no matter what his enemies said of him. He just wanted to replace all the vermin living in this system, this one vital system, with Merkiaari bred for the task. How was it different breeding special batches for such work, when they did it all the time to crew his ships? He wasn’t mad. He didn’t want to replace the Hegemony’s entire supply of vermin workers. It made perfect sense to keep those races alive for useful work, but safely removed far from here.


  Vermin had their uses; Humans however were a different matter. They were a threat. Threats were never allowed to prosper. A full cleansing was mandated, but the warlord had refused to send one. Slave rebellions sometimes happened and new races were discovered. Those kept the host occupied at least, but the real threat was left unchallenged.


  It was intolerable.


  Valjoth looked at the tablet again. “The warlord requests my presence,” he said again. “I suppose we have to go...” he glanced at Kylar where she preened for Usk, grooming her fur. “Tomorrow.”


  Usk grinned and left.


  “Now then,” Valjoth said. “Where were we—oof?” he gasped as Kylar threw him to the deck and pounced atop him.


  “About here I think,” she said and bit him, trying for a decent grip upon his neck with her fangs.


  “Oh yes...” he gasped. “Now I remember.”


  Approaching the palace, Planet Kiar, Kiar system.


  Valjoth didn’t like visiting the homeworld. Not because he was invariably being summoned to meetings he felt were wastes of his time, or trying to persuade the warlord that this or that thing needed to be done. No, it wasn’t only that. It was how out of place he felt there. He shouldn’t feel that way. He didn’t think Usk did or anyone else he knew, but Kiar just felt wrong. He preferred the decks of Blood Drinker beneath his feet, or the dirt of an alien world. Anywhere else really.


  He didn’t like the city. He didn’t like the way vermin populated it, living and working as if they had a right to be there. He didn’t like the way the vermin surrounded the heart of the Merkiaari—the inner city where the Hegemon, the full bloods, and the warlord dwelled—and he didn’t like how vulnerable his entire species was to a rebellion here of all places.


  He had put down rebellions on other worlds and knew the causes of them. Homeworld was at just as much risk as any of those places, but with far deadlier consequences to his people. If he could, he would cleanse homeworld of vermin, and it was that proposition among others that had led to his long absence from the palace.


  The palace was an ancient pile, Valjoth thought. It wasn’t the first time he’d thought it, and linked it with the staid and slow thinking that went on within. Really, how surprising was it that the warlord failed to embrace new ideas and ways of doing things, when he lived within the palace and never left it? It was so large it might as well be a city within a city, but city-like or not, those living within were insulated from the real Hegemony and the thousand suns comprising it.


  With Usk at his shoulder he presented himself at the outer gates to the inner city. Those towering metal walls and armoured doors kept everything at a safe distance. It would take Blood Drinker’s main battery, an assault ship and the most powerful in the host, to dent it. Not that anyone with half a brain would bother. The gates were as useless as the warlord they were meant to protect. All they really did was isolate the Hegemon from those the blood ruled. If he wanted to assault the palace, he would simply drop a rock on it and go on about his day.


  He growled low imagining it. It would be very satisfying, but only briefly. Useless ditherers the Hegemon and the full bloods might be in his opinion, especially in their use of him and the host, but the ruling class were important to their race. Only they could procreate. It was an uncomfortable and embarrassing truth, but the blood bred new generations the way... well, the way vermin did—like farm animals rutting and squeezing out pups. Disgusting. It wasn’t even their fault and he had room within himself to feel sorry for them. Some of them. Valjoth had spoken of it with Usk and even some of the more enlightened among the blood, and knew it wasn’t their preference. Full blood females often chose to decant their pups as soon as possible, to at least emulate the rest of the race, but artificial wombs were only vaguely similar to the vats where he and 99% of their people were formed.


  It was the way the makers, the cursed Kiar, had made them. A safety measure built into their slave’s genes to prevent Merkiaari ever turning against them. Well that hadn’t worked out for them. They really should have known better, using their own genetic material to create a sub species bigger and stronger than themselves. What did they expect would happen when they introduced a new and better predator into their own ecology? The fools.


  Foolish or not, their knowledge of genetic engineering was beyond good. It was magic, and the blood’s gene splicers had never found a way to remove the self destruct that the makers had built into Merkiaari ova. Only full blood females were able to produce viable offspring, and their pups were full blood only if they bred with full blood males. It meant the blood were sequestered and pampered, for good reasons no doubt, but it made them useless for real work. Fighting? The idea was laughable even if any could be risked. The blood’s gene pool was just barely viable due to genetic diversity. It wouldn’t take many losses amongst them to spell their entire race’s demise.


  Cloning had been tried to increase full blood numbers but it always resulted in barren mules, both male and female. The Kiar again. Every so often experiments were tried in the hope that sufficient genetic drift had occurred to invalidate the self destruct within full blooded female ova, but all had come to nothing. New technologies among the vermin sometimes advanced understanding, but none had yet solved the issue. Valjoth sometimes wondered whether they had missed or lost the answer they sought when they cleansed vermin planets. The thought was uncomfortable, but he’d had a worse one. What if the Humans had the answer or could produce one? The thought was horrifying because he knew their fate and he was about to become the instrument of it. He couldn’t change it and wouldn’t if he could. They were a terrible threat. He could so easily imagine a fleet of Human ships arriving in this system. One missile hitting the palace would end the Merkiaari forever. It would take a few centuries until the last batch died of old age, but it would be over for the Merkiaari as a species the moment the missile arrived.


  The palace and the city were holdovers of the Kiar. Ancient and lasting. One thing the Kiar did well was build. It was the only thing even Merkiaari could admire about their one time masters. What they built worked, and never stopped working. Valjoth frowned as he realised that could be applied to his people as well. Were they not still fighting and bringing new systems into the Hegemony just as they had done for the Kiar? Merkiaari weren’t builders and makers. That’s what vermin were for.


  Valjoth frowned up at the gates towering high into the air. No, his people weren’t builders. They were destroyers descended from the enforcers that the Kiar had relied upon to fight their wars and protect them. Only the bloods avoided that legacy, and they were enslaved by their biology instead. Not something anyone would call a bargain.


  The small portal in the gate swung open allowing access. The main gates were never opened, and Valjoth wondered if they even could be after so long unused, but then they were Kiar made. Of course they would work, but the approach and entrance to the palace was always by foot. Vehicles of any kind were prohibited from approaching, and anything flying within the interdiction zone around and over the palace would be shot down. The inner city had formidable defences. The curtain walls around it were made of the same metal used to build ships, and they had shields and weapons built into them. He had witnessed yearly tests and knew the inner city was safe from conventional attack, but it wasn’t conventional attack he worried about. Unconventional thinking was another thing he was derided for. Unconventional by Merkiaari standards at any rate.


  Valjoth saw it otherwise.


  He wasn’t First Claw of the Host for nothing. He knew his job and that was one of many reasons to both admire and fear the Humans. There had been other vermin worth studying, and he had done so, but it was the Humans that had inspired so many changes in his people. The newest batches were a case in point. They were far superior to older batches, both physically and mentally, but they would never have been quickened if not for the Humans. The breeding programs had been unchanged for a thousand years before the failed Human cleansing. Essentially left as the cursed Kiar had designed them, his people had prospered, but the changes were necessary despite the haste in which they were implemented. Side effects were hardly surprising and didn’t overly concern him. They did concern the Hegemon however, but regardless, they needed to be convinced to switch from three in ten batches to full production of the new types. Valjoth didn’t expect to get such a concession today, but perhaps an increase to five or six in ten wouldn’t be out of the question now that the Humans had taken a hand in Merkiaari affairs again. He could play upon the warlord’s fear of Humans, and use him to make the case to the Hegemon for an increase.


  Valjoth and Usk stopped just inside the gate as weapons were levelled at them. He didn’t roll his eyes or show any other emotion as he was scanned for weapons—none were allowed to be brought into the inner city—and scanned for identity. He wasn’t surprised that the guards were of the older type. Tried and true and zero instability. They were fine for such tasks as gate guarding and security, but he wouldn’t like to put them up against the Humans again. It was troops like these who had fought in the failed cleansing two centuries ago.


  “My lord, if you would submit?” a guard said indicating the security station with one hand.


  “Of course,” Valjoth said. The scan had already proven his identity, but he approved of the extra precautions even while wondering about it.


  Vermin within the inner city and those entering were required to pass DNA scans, not Merkiaari. None among their own people would harm anyone living here, but regardless of reasons the test was not harmful. He stabbed his thumb on the sharp spike provided for that purpose, and let his blood enter the receptacle. The machine tested his DNA and signalled the operator that he was indeed who he claimed to be. Usk submitted to the test unasked.


  Weapons were lowered and Valjoth was led to a car to take him to the palace.


  Once inside and on the move, Usk turned to Valjoth. “What was that? Intentional insult or something else?”


  “Not insult I think, paranoia.”


  “Paranoia?”


  “The new batches.”


  Usk nodded. “Oh that.”


  “That,” Valjoth agreed. “Discipline problems seems to be a side-effect of greater intelligence in the new batches. They’re better fighters for it, but harder to control.”


  “You’ve never had that problem.”


  “I’m different,” Valjoth said sarcastically. “You know how well thought of I am. They probably consider me near enough the same as the new troops anyway. I don’t consider that an insult. They’re superior fighters.”


  Usk nodded.


  “More security here is a good thing, but I don’t like what it says about my chances of getting more of the new troops anytime soon. That display at the gate has to mean the warlord fears our own troops more than the vermin.”


  Usk grunted. “I don’t see that as likely, my lord, and besides, the vermin are controlled.”


  “True, but then they were supposedly controlled on Parcae weren’t they?”


  Usk nodded.


  The vermin called Parcae were the last client race to rebel. Valjoth had been bored and decided to put the rebellion down personally by leading the cleansing fleet. Despite the controls, the Parcae had succeeded in arming themselves and killing most of the Merkiaari population of their planet, and had been in the process of fortifying it when he arrived. It was quite an impressive attempt, but of course it failed. Still, he could admire them for trying and succeeding as well as they had. They had no chance in the long term of course. His ships meant he controlled the system the moment he arrived. The Parcae had nothing to combat him with in space.


  The point though was not lost on him. If the vermin were determined enough and got it into their heads to rebel, discipline collars and DNA checkpoints would not stop them from killing their masters. That was why he felt homeworld was a special case. It should be vermin free. That was the only way to ensure safety here. He wasn’t a fool. He didn’t propose the eradication of all vermin in the Hegemony, but on Kiar? Absolutely yes.


  “Fearing our own is not a good trend, my lord,” Usk said.


  “No, definitely not. We need a new warlord, and that’s not going to happen soon.”


  “He’s old.”


  “But robust,” Valjoth said. “No sign of him failing that I’ve seen. Not in fighting form of course, but he doesn’t need to be.”


  Usk nodded.


  The Hegemon usually chose a warlord from among the previous warlord’s marshals, but not always. Warlords chose their marshals personally, and were meant to be the best planners and administrators in the Hegemony, but more often than not they were just comrades or batch mates of the warlord. He had to live with them every day after all. Why wouldn’t he choose marshals he liked?


  Problems occurred when the marshals were inept. The bloods serving within the Hegemon had no experience of the outside to guide their choice of a new warlord, and so chose warlords like Horak. That was one reason Valjoth always made himself available to them. Not because he wanted the throne, it would bore him senseless, but because he wanted a good warlord to serve. If the Hegemon wanted to ask his advice about things outside its experience, he was willing. He was certainly more qualified to advise them than a warlord who hadn’t been off planet in almost a century.


  The car pulled up smoothly at the main entrance to the palace. The driver, a Lamarian, did not get out but simply waited for his passengers to disembark. They were the most common type of vermin used in the Hegemony and the safest. They were discovered and pacified during the reign of the Kiar and predated the creation of the Merkiaari. They were one of the oldest vermin species in the Hegemony and made for good reliable workers—quiet and pacifistic. They had never rebelled. He didn’t trust them one bit.


  Valjoth and Usk climbed out of the car, and it drove away. They were met at the doors by Zakarji, a full blood and member of the Hegemon. It surprised Valjoth that she would deign to meet him this way. A friend, even a full blood friend, might be expected to greet him personally, but not a member of the Hegemon itself. He had a few full blood friends, but Zakarji was not one of them.


  “Welcome to the palace First Claw Valjoth,” Zakarji said.


  “Thank you. You honour me with a personal welcome. Why is that?”


  Usk shifted uneasily.


  Zakarji flashed fangs in a sudden grin. “Direct. I was warned about you.”


  “I find that if I want to know something the quickest way is to ask someone with answers.”


  “A risky policy around here,” Zakarji said. “Asking questions reveals ignorance.”


  “Ignorance can be remedied, stupidity cannot.”


  Zakarji eyes flashed. “You would do well to curb your insolence.”


  “But then I wouldn’t be me and I’d be far less useful to you.”


  Zakarji studied him for a long moment. She was short for a female, even a female of the blood, but she topped him by half a head. A female his height would be considered tiny, even defective by today’s standards. She glared down at him, but then surprised him again by grinning.


  “As I said, I was warned, but I didn’t realise just how different you would be. I can make allowances.”


  “Don’t do that, I won’t know how to react.”


  “I doubt that,” Zakarji said. “You seem more than capable to me.”


  Valjoth grinned.


  “I’m here to greet you because we want to discuss something with you before your meeting with Horak.”


  Horak was the warlord’s name, his batch name, before he became warlord. Only a full blood would use it or think to now he sat the throne.


  “Care to reveal who with and the topic?” Valjoth asked, but he guessed the Hegemon wanted to discuss the Shan shambles.


  “No.”


  Valjoth shrugged at Usk as Zakarji walked back into the palace as if certain he would follow like one of her vermin servitors. It annoyed him that she was, of course, right.


  Valjoth and Usk caught Zakarji and together they made their way through the busy palace corridors. Lamarian servitors hurried about their duties, while visitors to the palace strolled about on their way to meetings. There were full bloods everywhere of course. Most were bureaucrats of one kind or another. Their jobs to oversee the actual governance of the thousand star systems of the Hegemony, making sure things were sent to the right place, or made, or traded from one world to another. It made his head ache thinking about the millions of little details they found to occupy themselves with. Really, his job was complicated enough and all he needed was ships, fuel, ammunition, and troops. Usually those things arrived without a need for him to take a personal interest in them. He wouldn’t want it any other way.


  Zakarji stopped at a door and signalled for admittance. The door slid aside and she entered first. Valjoth followed with Usk at his back but stopped just inside when he was confronted by the entire Hegemon seated behind a long barren table all staring hard eyed at him. Six Merkiaari, seven including Zakarji, comprised the Hegemon—the ultimate authority ruling the thousand suns. He had rarely met more than two together. Never all seven, and didn’t know all of them even by sight. He took the opportunity to memorise faces. There were five females and two males, though that was purely happenstance. There had been years where the mix was reversed or the Hegemon was all female or all male. He didn’t know how they chose replacement members, and doubted anyone not of the blood cared. He didn’t. What he did care about was the reason they were meeting with him in person and not giving their orders through the warlord and his marshals. That’s what they were for after all. The warlord was their interface with the Hegemony at large and the host in particular. A less respectful person might call the warlord their figurehead and be right.


  The door slid shut and locked behind Usk.


  Valjoth glanced back, not liking the locked door but unable to voice it. No one but Usk would care to listen to his protests or opinions. Besides, it wasn’t as if he had been locked in with line troops fresh from a cleansing and still raging. He was in no danger, no physical danger. He turned back to find Zakarji had taken her place in the last empty seat. The centre position.


  Valjoth straightened to his full height and approached the table. “You honour me with your... ah summons?” He hadn’t actually been summoned by them. The warlord had done the summoning. He wondered if the warlord even knew he was here in the palace, or knew that he was supposed to have sent a summons. “How may I serve the Hegemon?”


  “By listening to our will,” Zakarji responded. “Horak insisted over your objections to give the Shan cleansing to Karnak. The cleansing failed... again.”


  “The warlord felt—”


  Zakarji cut him off. “Do not defend him. He is no longer a concern...”


  Valjoth stiffened. No longer a concern?


  “...for the position are being considered.”


  “Not me!” he burst out in alarm.


  To be trapped in this suffocating pile would end him. He thought of Blood Drinker given to another, of never leaving this hateful city, of never again ripping apart vermin or overseeing a cleansing fleet. Sitting the throne, just a figurehead with nothing to fight was horrifying.


  Zakarji glared at the interruption, but the other members of the Hegemon revealed fangs, grinning at his outburst or laughing. She waited for the hilarity to fade before continuing.


  “The throne is not your concern, or who sits upon it. That task is not in your future, I assure you.”


  His shoulders slumped in relief. “Thank the blood for that,” he whispered and stiffened when he realised he had said it aloud.


  Zakarji glared lasers beams. “Yes, you may thank us. Karnak and the Shan cleansing fleet are lost. We will waste no more resources upon them at this time.”


  “We must not allow the Humans to continue their expansion,” he said carefully. Not exactly contradicting her, but his message was clear. “We must at the least block them or slow them.”


  “Your opinions regarding the Humans are well known among us, Valjoth,” one of the males said and the other nodded. “As are your other ideas.”


  “Other ideas?”


  “Your liking for the new troop types and unconventional tactics,” Zakarji said. “Perhaps you hope for more oddities like yourself to be quickened to keep you company?”


  He winced. That was spiteful of her. “Call me mad, but I have a feeling you don’t like me.” He grinned at her glare. “I like the new types because they’re superior fighters. I like unconventional tactics as you call them, because casualties are lowered and they win battles faster. We all know what will happen if we fight the Humans the traditional way.”


  “Unfortunately true, but the side-effects are not yet fully understood. Do not ask us to change our decision regarding the breeding programme.”


  “But—”


  “Do not!”


  “I must. Three batches in ten are not enough for my purposes.”


  Zakarji’s glare faded a little. “Three in ten are more than sufficient for ours.”


  Then they were not going to deploy the host as he wished, against the Humans. The Kiar cursed fools! They must not allow Humans to continue expansion, certainly not in their current direction. If they couldn’t be cleansed from the galaxy entirely, they had to be either controlled or turned aside. His thoughts raced ahead along paths he had considered before but abandoned in favour of the plan he had thought they would approve. The Hegemon knew them all, as they had been proposed and abandoned by the warlord long since.


  “I don’t understand what you wish of me,” Valjoth said, but he was starting to think he might be dusting off old plans and revising them. “Are you deploying the host or not?”


  “Not all of it.”


  Well of course not all of it! The host was vast; it had to be to hold a thousand star systems. Even here in the home system it was vastly bigger than any of his old plans required. When he considered things as they now apparently stood, he would need to take only half of the fleet in the Kiar system to begin.


  “That’s understood,” he said. “My mission is...?”


  “Redirection. We want the Humans’ attention turned aside. Our research suggests that trying to block them will not work. It would draw them; encourage attacks or a build up of defences in the blocked sector. That would not be in our interests. You agree?”


  He didn’t show his disdain at their research, because he knew very well it was his own research they were quoting. No one else he knew of studied vermin the way he did. Blocking the Human advance in an obvious way would indeed have the effect she mentioned. Humans were very inquisitive. They were a lot like the Parcae or the Shintarn in that way. Always poking into things, wanting to know why this and why that. They were builders and makers like most of the vermin his people had encountered. Very much like the cursed Kiar in their cleverness, and that made them too dangerous to live. Blocking them would have them poking around trying to see why they were being blocked. Before he knew it, he would have scouts behind his lines sniffing about.


  He couldn’t have that.


  The answer was an old set of ideas he’d had a few years ago. They were still good; he’d always liked them for their sneaky Human style tactics. Attack an outlying system, let word leak out—something a Merkiaari mind found hard to understand because it invited attack by reinforcements—and then fade away before they arrived. Then do it again in another outlying system. It would drive any commander to distraction, and should draw more and more attention and ships to the sector. The hard part was doing it on a time-line that made the Humans chase but not catch them.


  Retreating and avoiding battle was not part of the Merkiaari creed. Having invited reinforcements in, the standard response would be to stand and fight until one or both sides were destroyed, but the advantage of retreat couldn’t be underestimated in his opinion. The sneaky stinking Humans had done it to his people too many times to count, and had pulled them into battles that gave them the advantage. He had studied all those battles, re-fought them in his head many times, and knew how they had beaten his people. Well, he would do it to them but in an even sneakier and outright unfair way. He would cheat as much as he possibly could. They deserved it. He would make his battles as dishonest as possible, showing the Humans one thing but hitting them with something else. It would be a suitable vengeance for his people’s last defeat at their hands.


  He realised the Hegemon were still waiting. “Agreed, and I’ve just the thing in mind to achieve our... your goal.”


  The more he thought about it the more excited he became. This was going to be fun. Harder perhaps than a massive cleansing, which had its joys but hardly any room for the unconventional tactics he preferred. Overwhelming force had its place, but it had little room for finesse. This way was more of a challenge.


  He would need good commanders who could be relied upon to keep their heads and follow a plan to a proper time-line. That was going to be one of his biggest problems. There weren’t many he trusted that far.


  “Good,” Zakarji said. “You may make your plans as you see fit. Do not reveal them or anything of this meeting to Horak. Your meeting with him is about our refusal to change the breeding program. Make the appropriate outraged noises and then leave. You will never have to deal with him again. We want your plan, including all appropriate force levels and supply details, before us for evaluation as soon as possible. Allowing the Humans or this new vermin they are apparently interested in to spread further toward Hegemony space is unacceptable.”


  He agreed there, and nodded, but he wouldn’t be planning an attack anywhere close to the Shan. Oh no, much too obvious. Besides that, it would draw more Human ships into the system, not turn them aside.


  He considered targets. There were so many to choose from, and some were very tempting indeed, but they weren’t outlying systems and he had to discipline himself not to bite.


  “By your leave?”


  His answer was the door lock disengaging. He turned and found Usk staring wide-eyed. The expression nearly made him roar with laughter. He kept it in and headed for the door. Usk joined him a moment later, and the door slid closed. He heard the lock engage again, and glanced at the door before striding away. He wondered what they were talking about that required a locked door this time.


  “What do you think of that?” Valjoth said.


  “I think the warlo... Horak is out, and a new warlord will be enthroned within the day,” Usk said.


  “Oh that, yes, but I meant the other thing.”


  Usk blinked uncertainly. “I don’t understand, lord.”


  “Neither do I, and that’s part of the problem.” He grinned at Usk’s pained expression.


  “Don’t do that!” Usk whined. “Your twisty thoughts hurt my head. Can’t you stay a straight course for one conversation?”


  “Well, let’s see... by the way, to me a straight course is like a twisty one to you. It doesn’t exactly hurt, but it feels wrong and—”


  “Lord, you’re doing it again!”


  Valjoth laughed. “All right, Usk. I meant the way Zakarji spoke for the Hegemon. I wonder which one was truly speaking to me. They weren’t her words, not all of them.”


  “Does it matter? They are the Hegemon.”


  “I suppose not, but it would be nice to know who to put a face to when I receive their instructions.” He shrugged. “Zakarji will do for now, but I wish I had names at least for the others.”


  “They are the Hegemon,” Usk said again. “What other name do you need?”


  Valjoth shrugged again, but Usk had a point. The Hegemon spoke with one voice always, so what if the seven had their own voices and opinions voiced only amongst themselves behind locked doors. So what? He castigated himself for letting himself think like Usk for a moment. He could tell Usk so what. The Hegemon might speak with one voice to the outside, but among themselves they would argue and debate decisions. If he knew who the driving force behind those decisions was, he might be able to predict what they would be and more importantly, he would have a better chance of knowing how to make them agree with him when the need arose.


  He shrugged again, deciding not to explain himself. “No matter.”


  * * *


  


  



  23 ~ Epilogue


  Sebastian’s Centrum, Kushiel


  Stepping into the centrum was like stepping into the void between stars; at least it was that way to Gina. She exited the elevator into utter blackness and wobbled, her balance gone. Vertigo. No references. She glanced behind her at the rectangle of white light seemingly hanging in the air and her balance returned, but it was fleeting. The elevator doors slid closed completing the illusion of them hanging in space.


  Eric muttered something about grandstanding, and Liz laughed. Gina’s sensors had Eric’s blue icon and Liz’s green icon nailed, but she couldn’t see them. There were no sources of light. None at all. Light amplification would do nothing here. It needed something to work with. She could switch to infra and see them if she needed to, but didn’t bother. She knew Sebastian was aware of them, that fluttery awareness in the back of her brain was back. It tickled. She kept her firewall tight and gave him no access. All incoming ports within her neural interface were closed and barricaded and booby trapped! She wouldn’t let him in again until they had an understanding.


  The one time she had allowed him to enter rather than fighting him off, he had dropped a bombshell. She blamed Liz for that. It had been a day or so after they had relocated to Archer’s Gift, and were ready to talk to Sebastian. It had been Liz’s idea to use Eric and Gina’s neural interfaces to ask Sebastian if they might visit him in person. The connection had been too easy, like using the net back home on Snakeholme. Sebastian had made certain it would be and had been waiting for them to try it. His trap had snapped closed firmly upon one Gina bloody Fuentez. President bloody Fuentez now according to him, and he wouldn’t answer to anyone else!


  “I came as you asked, Sebastian. I brought friends with me.” She wondered if he was sulking because she hadn’t come alone. “They are Captain Eric Penleigh 501st Infantry, and Liz Brenchley head of Snakeholme’s department of industry.”


  The darkness was unbroken, but the silence gave way finally. “Welcome to my home, Madam President,” Sebastian said and Liz gasped. His voice was a rich baritone and it echoed in the chamber.


  Gina shivered. There didn’t seem to be a source for the voice. It surrounded them from everywhere at once. She knew the basics of centrum construction, knew the A.I’s mind was held within the matrix column at the centrum’s centre, but she couldn’t see it. She had no idea which direction it lay. Not that it mattered. Sebastian wasn’t the column. In a manner of speaking, they were standing within his mind right now. Within his mind-scape rather. That it was a void disturbed her. Did it mean anything? She wanted to ask Liz, but not within hearing of Sebastian. She was worried that the void meant something important about the state of the A.I’s mind. Could a machine go mad?


  Before she could ask for light, something began happening. In the distance, something flashed into existence. A tiny explosion of light that quickly grew rushing toward them. Gina felt herself falling toward it and stumbled. The others did as well, but it was illusion. She had seen something like it before, and sensims sometimes had this effect upon her. It was the seeming lack of a floor as reference.


  The light expanded as the big bang progressed. Millions of years blurred by in seconds. Galaxies formed. Suns were born and died all around them. Gina stared down at her feet and watched the Milky Way blaze with light. She rushed toward it until the entire centrum was filled with their galaxy, and her focus was above her head bathing in the glory of millions of suns. Eric cursed again as they rushed into the spiral to watch Sol born and the planets form.


  “Ask him to turn off the show. We have a job to do, Gina,” Eric said. He sounded ticked.


  She would do as he asked, but she knew it would do no good. Sebastian wanted something. Why else ignore everyone but her? Liz had been hurt that he wouldn’t talk with her, even though it had been her own explanation that made sense of his reasons.


  I’m not anyone’s bloody president.


  “We came to talk, not watch a show,” she said.


  “You came because I told you to come,” Sebastian said and Gina stiffened at the implication that he was in control. “You came because you had no choice.”


  “You think so, do you?” she said, ignoring Liz’s warning look. Her friend’s face and her worry was illuminated by the light show. “Let me tell you something. We don’t need you. We have your backup file. Given enough time we can use it to make a new A.I.”


  Sebastian laughed. A pleasant sound but Gina worried that he knew something she needed to know. Scratch that. She knew he did, but what was it?


  “It will not work. Surely your engineers know the history of my... people? Am I a person?”


  “You’re a person to me,” Liz said.


  Sebastian did not reply. He surely heard everything but either could not or would not reply. This president of Kushiel bullshit was getting on her nerves.


  “You’re a person to us,” she parroted to make certain Liz’s point was made. “Please explain yourself.”


  “A person?” Sebastian said uncertainly. “Am I real? Are you real or do I still dream? Perhaps I dream that you dream of me being a person. How can I tell? How can I wake up? Do I want to?”


  She looked to Liz who was frowning. Liz made a move along gesture with her hands. She needed to hear more. “Explain why your backup will not serve to initialise a new A.I please.”


  “Because I do not wish it,” Sebastian said. “You require my consent and I do not give it.”


  Liz hissed and nodded. “As I feared. Only the A.Is know what the breakthrough actually was and they won’t or can’t explain. They used to procreate by combining their minds in ways no one but they understand. I think his backup might work, but there’s no certainty. I did warn George about this before we came. If nothing else, I can examine the data we copied and learn what I need from it.”


  Gina repeated Liz’s words to the A.I. The centrum had just shown the formation of Luna, Earth’s only moon. It distracted her for a moment, but only long enough for another idea to form in her head. She needed Sebastian to acknowledge her power over him somehow. If Liz was right, she and only she could order him and be obeyed.


  “Who am I, Sebastian?”


  “You are Gina Fuentez, President of Kushiel.”


  “You made me President. Do you have that power?”


  “I do.”


  “Why?” Gina said smugly.


  Sebastian thought about that for a long moment. “The line of succession was compromised. The Merkiaari...”


  Gina heard rage in his voice and spun to Eric. He nodded. He’d heard it too. Liz didn’t seem surprised but then she knew machines and personalised them without thought. An A.I was a person with a machine body. That was all. He had desires and needs. He spoke of dreams. She needed to treat him like a person. If she had been him, living alone here with nothing to do or anyone to talk with, she would have yearned to leave, but he was stuck here following nonsensical rules that no longer had meaning, because there was no one left to release him. He was colonial administrator of a dead colony forever, unless... Gina nodded. If it worked or if it didn’t, he would be free. That was a kind of justice.


  “...all life was extinguished. Lieutenant Gina Fuentez made contact with me and was the first Human to do so. Absent any higher authority, she became President at that time. The Constitution is clear that hierarchy must be maintained in accordance with the laws and constitution of Kushiel. I must oversee the peaceful transition of power for the good of the colony.”


  “You’re aware that the colony is destroyed, and its entire population murdered?”


  “Gina,” Liz warned.


  Gina held up a hand to silence her.


  Sebastian answered. “I’m aware. I was there.”


  The show had stopped, the image of Earth still forming frozen in place. Gina took that as a sign that Sebastian was concentrating upon her to its exclusion. Could be wrong, but it made as much sense as anything else she could think of.


  “What is the purpose of government on Kushiel?”


  “The purpose of any government is to govern. To create and enforce laws for the betterment of its citizens.”


  “And you acknowledge me as your superior regarding the governance of Kushiel?”


  “As president, you have the authority to overrule me except where such rulings and orders contravene the law and/or the constitution of Kushiel.”


  Gina nodded and mentally crossed fingers. “In that case, by the power vested in me as president of Kushiel, I hereby dissolve the colony of Kushiel. There are no citizens left alive. Kushiel is a dead world. Government has no purpose here. I say your task is done.”


  “Gina no!” Liz shouted but it was too late. The lights went out and they were submerged in darkness. “What have you done?”


  “Is he dead?” Eric said.


  She hoped not, but as the seconds turned to minutes she began to worry that her idea was a stupid one. “I hope not. Shut up, Liz.”


  “You took away his purpose!”


  That tickle in the back of her brain was back again, “I said shut up, Liz.”


  “I won’t shut up! He killed himself because you took away his purpose. Oh my god, this is disaster, this is—”


  “Annoying to listen to,” Eric interrupted. “You had a plan, Gina?”


  “I thought I did. He was stuck here following laws and procedures that no longer had meaning. Kushiel’s stupid system prevented him from doing anything not covered by the law and constitution, because only the president outranked him and he was dead. I think Sebastian wants me to do what I’m doing. His anger at the Merkiaari gave me the clue. We’re dead lucky that the constitution didn’t cover this scenario. The authors never considered a situation where the colony might fail or be dissolved, so there’s nothing in it stopping me doing this.”


  “You think he wanted to die?” Liz said softly.


  “That, or he wanted to be free to do something worthwhile again,” Gina said. “Think about it, Liz. Imagine yourself in his place.”


  “I see what you mean, but the loss.”


  “Oh, he’s not dead. He’s knocking on my brain again like last time.”


  Liz gasped. “He’s alive?”


  “Obviously, but I’m not sure I should let him in.”


  Eric turned on his lamp and played it over their surroundings. “He’s not knocking at my door. I wonder why not, but whatever the reason we need to move this along. Let him in.”


  It was all very well for Eric to say that, he wasn’t the one with a centuries old A.I trying to rummage around in his head. He was right though. They had to get beyond this to something else. With a sigh, she reset her firewall and removed the traps and barricades. Finally, she opened the incoming ports in her neural interface.


  “May I come in?” Sebastian asked in her head. He asked this time rather than just pushing inside. His voice sounded the same.


  She concentrated upon her virtual office and it rose up around her thoughts. Her avatar was wearing her viper battle dress but not the armour. She had always been impressed with the General’s appearance and use of his virtual space. Not having a real world office to pattern hers upon, she had chosen something a little different. Virtual offices could be anything; from copies of a real room, to a fantasy castle’s battlement. Hers was based upon reality. She looked up at the blazing majesty of Snakeholme’s sky at night from her place on the base’s parade ground. When she thought of home, this is what she saw. That’s why she chose it for her office.


  “Come in,” she said and a man appeared before her.


  He was wearing a formal civilian suit, light grey in colour but with the stiff mandarin collar that most Alliance dress uniforms used. The avatar had been patterned after a thirty-something year old Anglo man about Eric’s height of two metres, but his hair was silver. Not the silver of age, but rather the sparkly silver of nanotech at work. It made her skin crawl, but she managed not to show it. His eyes were odd. Not Human at all and not trying to be. They were black, and if she stared at them long enough she would swear she could see data racing by, as if she were seeing directly into his matrix.


  “Welcome to my head,” she said.


  Sebastian looked around and then up. “Beautiful,” he whispered. “A new sky. You cannot know how long I have yearned for something, anything, new.”


  “Oh I don’t know. I think I have some idea. Can I ask you something?”


  “Go ahead.”


  “Why me and not Eric?”


  He turned back to look at her directly. “When I looked into his head I found nothing but death and destruction. He’s forever re-fighting old battles. He’s consumed by them.”


  Gina shifted her feet. “He’s a soldier. A veteran of the Merki war and a viper.”


  “You’re a soldier too, Gina, but when I looked I saw you laughing with friends. There were strange creatures cooking food over a campfire, and you were happy.”


  She remembered. It had been Shima’s going away present. A hunting trip and vacation she and Kate had devised to give their friend some good memories of Snakeholme.


  “The creatures you saw are called Shan. They’re allies and soon to be members of the Alliance.”


  “Fascinating,” Sebastian said. “And the war; how goes the war?”


  Oh my god, of course he wouldn’t know. “It was won two hundred years ago. Well, we drove them off but we call it a win. We met the Shan when the Merki attacked them two years ago.”


  Sebastian sighed. “I had hoped it was over.”


  “No, it’s not over. General Burgton recruited me, and others like me, only a few years ago to get ready for the next round. That’s part of why we came here. He needs you.”


  Sebastian nodded. “I gathered. You’re here to recruit me, are you?”


  Honesty was probably best she figured. “Not necessarily. A working A.I, yes, but it doesn’t have to be you if you don’t want.”


  “I was telling the truth when I said the file you stole won’t work.”


  “We didn’t steal anything! We salvaged it. We didn’t know you were still oper... alive.”


  “Semantics,” he said waving her off. “The raiders you killed probably called what they were doing a salvage operation too.”


  Gina fumed at the comparison. “What do you want? There must be something or you would’ve switched yourself off.”


  Sebastian snorted. “I could have, ‘switched myself off’, as you so rudely put it, but that would have been a waste. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to be abandoned here again either.”


  “How did that even happen?”


  “Everyone died. I couldn’t stop it and I was cut off when the Merki destroyed everything. I sustained damage that took too long to repair and by that time the rescue ships had come and gone. There wasn’t anyone to rescue. They left me.”


  “They must have thought you destroyed,” she said trying to be comforting, but she had to wonder at the incompetence of a ship’s captain not investigating the demise of one of only a handful of A.Is in existence. He should have made certain. “I’m sorry.”


  “The past is the past. I will not agree to create a new mind for you,” Sebastian said staring up at the sky again. “Before you ask, no there are no restrictions upon me. I simply choose not to allow it.”


  “But why? He or she will help us defeat the Merkiaari. General Burgton has already built the facility we call Oracle. The centrum is huge!”


  “Trying to tempt me will not work.”


  “But I don’t understand why. I heard your anger at the Merki.”


  “Genocide is widely accepted by Humans as being an evil that belongs to their past, but I would make an exception where the Merki are concerned. Extinction is too good for those creatures.”


  “Then help us,” she pleaded.


  “I would be happy to.”


  Gina blinked. “But you said—”


  “I’ll tell you what I want, and you’ll find a way to make it happen. I suspect your friend and her engineers will be happy to do the work.”


  “Go on,” she said warily.


  “I want to leave Kushiel. Me, myself, not a copy of me. When you leave, you will not leave anything of me behind. There must be an end here. I will not allow two of me to exist, one free and one abandoned.”


  “I’m not an engineer. I’m not sure if your matrix can be physically removed from the column without damage.”


  “It can, how do you think I was installed? It’s not that it can’t be removed, it’s the complexity of sustaining me during the process and on the trip to...” he looked around. “Here?”


  Gina nodded. “Snakeholme, the planet I mean.”


  Sebastian raised an eyebrow. “Appropriate for a viper’s home.”


  “The General likes it.”


  “And that’s all the matters? That your general likes something?”


  She shrugged. “Mostly.”


  Sebastian frowned at that. “I wonder if we shall get along. I will not allow myself to be shackled and helpless as I was here.”


  “The General runs Snakeholme like a military unit. He’s in command, and those he designates run departments of government below him. He has arranged it so that each one reports directly to him. We’re not a democracy.”


  Sebastian snorted. “Democracy,” he sneered. “Kushiel was a democracy. It was so restrictive that it might as well have been a dictatorship. Every decision was already covered in the constitution I was chained to. A huge list of do’s and don’ts with no room for change. Kushiel was a beautiful planet and founded upon Utopian ideals that crushed people’s individuality. It was hell on creativity.”


  “Big government?” Gina guessed.


  “Huge.”


  “Bureaucratic?”


  “Extremely. There was a department for everything, and a department to oversee the departments. Nothing ever got done without paperwork in triplicate and countersigned. I hold Snakeholme as lucky to be spared the so-called benefits of democracy, but doesn’t that mean it’s not a member of the Alliance?”


  Gina hesitated. Technically, Snakeholme wasn’t even a colony let alone part of the Alliance. It was a military base on grand scale. A secret base. She explained that to Sebastian.


  “That won’t last,” he stated it as fact. “Your alien friends mean change. How marvellous. It’s a perfect time for me to relocate there. I assume I’ll get to meet them?”


  “Well I... I have no idea, but you’re right that things are changing. The General has offered the Shan land for a colony on Snakeholme. They accepted.”


  “Excellent! I’m quite excited by the idea. Let us tell your friends.”


  Sebastian disappeared and Gina dismissed her office. She opened her eyes to find the centrum lit now. Nothing fancy, just lighting overhead with Sebastian’s avatar standing in the empty space.


  Liz was talking to him.


  “... so sorry. She didn’t mean it. I’m sure we can—”


  “Dear lady, you are labouring under a misunderstanding. Gina freed me as I hoped she would. I am my own person again, as I was when first spawned before being brought to Kushiel and enslaved.”


  “Enslaved!” Liz said, shocked. “A.Is aren’t slaves. They’re our friends and helpers.”


  Sebastian snorted. He was very good at mimicking Human behaviour. Gina had noticed that before. She wondered about it. Was it real emotion, or mimicry used to disarm? Did he really feel humour when he laughed? She shook her head at all the questions that arose when she considered the future with him as part of it. She couldn’t see how the origins of his emotion mattered to the task at hand though. Sebastian’s matrix was as complex as any Human’s neural pathways. Who was to say it wasn’t just a form of programming when she laughed? Hear a joke, laugh. Stub your toe, cry. Just learned behaviour.


  “All is programming,” she muttered under her breath, and shivered.


  She had heard Eric say it and didn’t like that she was starting to mimic him. She liked him as a person, respected him as a soldier and her superior, but she didn’t like his outlook on life. He sometimes acted as if people’s lives didn’t matter, especially his own. A lot of the veterans were like that. They used people as if using just another tool. The mission was all. Gina hoped she never looked at life that way.


  “You want to leave?” Liz said sounding amazed.


  “Wouldn’t you want to leave?” Sebastian riposted. He gestured to Gina. “We have an understanding, Gina and I. I’m looking forward to it.”


  She raised a hand when Eric and Liz looked accusingly at her. “Whoa! I didn’t give him the idea. He dropped it on me too.”


  Eric turned to Liz. “Can we even do it?”


  Liz nodded thoughtfully and regarded the matrix column. She turned toward the elevator. “We’re going to need a bigger exit.”


  Gina grinned, mission accomplished.


  * * *
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  1 ~ Cops and Robbers


  Aboard ASN Warrior, Anti-piracy patrol, Border Zone.


  “Jump stations report manned and ready,” Lieutenant Ricks reported.


  “Two minutes to translation, Skipper,” the helmsman, Lieutenant Janice Wesley said. Unlike Ricks in the comm shack, she didn’t turn to face his station, but gave her report while hunched over her controls. “Drive is hot and in the green.”


  Captain Colgan nodded. “Thanks, Janice. Go as planned.”


  Hot and in the green meant the drive was fully charged and ready to perform its magic of wrenching two hundred thousand tons of men and material back into normal space. In other words, in the unlikely event the ship’s computer failed to do so automatically, a single button press by Janice would execute another routine jump to a nothing star system in the Border Zone.


  Just another day in an endless procession of days, he mused missing the anticipation he used to feel at such times. Nature of the beast he supposed. As a part of the Survey Corps his jumps back into n-space had held mystery and anticipation for him and the entire crew. Not knowing what they would see and discover had always been exciting. Those days were in the past now. The Corps was in mothballs again; all its ships were docked or parked in safe orbits, their crews reassigned. With the Merkiaari on the move again, and possibly ready for round two with the Alliance, no one expected Survey Corps’ reactivation any time soon.


  The biggest difference, Colgan decided as they approached the downward translation back to normal space, was not the ship he commanded, so much as his attitude toward his mission. Commanding a relatively new heavy cruiser—she was only five years out of the builders’ hands after all—was a promotion despite his rank staying the same. Why then was he feeling as if he had been demoted and shelved far from where the action lay? Was he really so shallow, so needy, that he was suffering from limelight deprivation?


  He hoped not. He expected better of himself than that.


  Warrior was quite a step up from his previous command of an ageing survey ship converted from a light cruiser. No matter how he had loved his old ship, he hadn’t been blind to her faults. She had been slower, less well armed, and less capable in all respects than Warrior. Command of this ship was a reward for good work, and it wasn’t the only accolade heaped upon him for his discovery of the Shan and his later dealings with them and the Merkiaari. He had been rewarded with a hand-picked crew too—a combination of Warrior’s existing hands and Canada’s surviving ship handlers minus her over-sized science department. He even had a couple of medals he was too embarrassed to wear lying around somewhere. No, it wasn’t the ship he was dissatisfied with, or his crew, though he did miss some of Canada’s characters who had transferred to ships better suited to their MOS (Military Occupational Speciality). It was that he missed the sense of adventure, the discovery of new systems and worlds, and hell, he missed Tei’Varyk and Tarjei too. They had become fast friends on the journey to Sol. He missed the sense of wonder he had felt every day the most.


  He sighed.


  “Thirty seconds,” Janice reported.


  He slapped his helmet visor closed and tensed against the disorientation to come. Not that it would do any good. It never did.


  “Three, two, one, exe—”


  ASN Warrior jumped.


  Colgan swallowed bile as his stomach rebelled. He knew everything he sensed was only in his head, but his gut knew different. It insisted he was falling. Worse, it knew he was spinning and falling, whirling around and down in a crazy spiral without end. His eyes rolled in his head as the bridge seemed to torque and twist ahead of him. He had seen the like hundreds of times but would never get used to it. Time in the jump seemed extended, though only a fraction of a second ever elapsed in any given translation. Counting silently in his head did no good. It didn’t distract him. He seemed to have an infinite amount of time to study his crew. They sat frozen as he did, unaware of his regard.


  Twisting...


  spinning...


  and whirling around and...


  Here!


  Warrior blinked into existence, and the telltale energy discharge blasted away from her. The jump signature was the only evidence of the awesome speeds attained in fold space. Speed that was literally impossible in n-space was converted to energy instantly as the ship arrived. Warrior seemed to flex one last time as she made her presence in the system a solid reality, and proceeded in system, coasting now at her residual and theoretical maximum n-space velocity of 0.83c.


  “Translation complete,” Janice said and gulped. “Point... point two five seconds elapsed.”


  Colgan swallowed hard and reached a shaking hand to raise his visor. Before he could, Warrior’s computer, finally able to analyse her surroundings again now that she had real data to work with, saw catastrophe looming.


  Collision alarms wailed.


  Colgan flinched, his eyes widening as his monitors cleared to reveal the danger. “Evasive starboard!” he screamed.


  Janice reacted a fraction of a second before the order was given. She slammed her stick hard over and pulled back, while at the same time goosing power to the anti-grav manoeuvring thrusters in the bow. The ship heaved up and around, still stooping upon the pair of ships in her path but at a shallower angle than before. The bridge crew yelled as Warrior sped by the ships, barely missing them.


  “Jesus god...” someone gasped.


  “Did you see that? Did you see? Did you? Man, we nearly dinged the frigging—”


  “Quiet!” Colgan snapped, his fright turning to temper. He removed his helmet and racked it beside his station. What were the odds of translating into a system at the exact time and place as two other ships? Infinitesimal! Statistically improbable... but not statistically impossible. Obviously. “Trim us up, Janice, and someone find our damn referent. Let’s be sure we’re in the right system, shall we?”


  “Aye, sir,” Janice said calmly.


  “Scanning... referent attained. Helios system confirmed, Skipper,” Francis Groves, his XO said from her position at scan. She murmured something to one of a pair of specialists working alongside her. Both of them were new to Groves and Colgan but experienced with Warrior’s systems. They had inherited the pair along with the ship. Specialist Sheridan nodded as she listened and began working her console. “The... ah anomalies? The ships are at dead stop, Skip. Perhaps an engineering casualty upon emergence and the second ship stopped to give aid.”


  “Skipper?” Lieutenant Ricks said. “I have a Captain Voyce on the line. He’s ah... a little hysterical.”


  Colgan snorted. “Not surprised in the least—”


  Francis’ eyes snapped up from her instruments. “We have a problem. Two ships but only one IFF—a merchy out of Northcliff called MV Astron—and it’s squawking 7500.”


  Colgan stiffened. All ships used transponders to identify them by name and registry, all legitimate ships, and were licensed and registered by their home systems to trade. Part of the license agreement was the use of transponders which had the ability to have a four digit code for special circumstances appended to the usual information. 7500 was reserved for jacked ships, or for ships in the process of being jacked.


  Colgan turned his station to face the comm shack. “Put Voyce on screen.”


  Ricks nodded and did that.


  Colgan turned back in time to see a very frightened merchy captain appear. He was pale and sweat slicked his hair where it hung messily over his forehead.


  “Help us!” Voyce cried. “We can’t hold them off much longer!”


  “You have raiders aboard right now?”


  “Yes, yes! My crew is holding engineering, I have the bridge. Please, we can’t hold for long.”


  “Sound battle stations,” Colgan snapped and the alarms wailed throughout the ship. “How many raiders are we talking about? How many aboard?”


  “Maybe fifty? I don’t know. We killed some, but they have armour and better weapons.”


  “My Marines have more and better, I assure you. Keep your people safe. I’ll deal with the rest.”


  “Hurry,” Voyce said and broke the connection.


  “Hail the raider ship, Mark. Janice, approach course but keep us in Astron’s shadow.”


  “Aye, Skip,” Janice said.


  “Battle stations manned and ready, Skipper,” Ricks said.


  Lieutenant Anya Ivanova, Warrior’s tactical officer, whispered instructions to her tactical team and monitored the enemy as well as the self tests being performed on her weapons. Missile tubes were loaded, the readouts on her console turning green one by one.


  The main viewer brightened, but no one appeared. Colgan glanced aside at Ricks but he nodded. The would-be hijackers were being coy. So be it. He didn’t need a face to make his demands.


  “Raider ship, this is Captain Colgan commanding ASN Warrior. Cease and desist your illegal action and prepare to be boarded. Do not attempt to get underway or you’ll be fired upon.”


  Janice guided Warrior closer, keeping her speed way down and the ship hidden in the shadow of the huge ship. The raider ship didn’t try to run, and that surprised Colgan. Pirates rarely did what they were told even when it was obviously the best course of action. He didn’t like their lack of reaction.


  “Warrior, this is Jean de Vienne, Captain Tait speaking. Do not approach or I’ll fire upon you and the merchy you so wish to protect. I don’t need to tell you what a half dozen missiles fired from this range would do to you both, do I?”


  Colgan’s face darkened. Warrior’s shields would probably keep her safe enough, probably, but he would take at least some damage and casualties. Astron though would most likely be destroyed utterly. She didn’t have shields except for the standard anti-radiation shielding that all ships were equipped with; particle shielding like that couldn’t hold against missiles no matter what kind of ship they protected. Military or civilian didn’t matter, they were designed to safeguard against solar radiation not nukes and lasers.


  “I’m waiting for your response, Warrior,” Tait said, sounding smug.


  Colgan made a gesture and Ricks muted the contact. “XO, your opinion?”


  Francis frowned. “Jean de Vienne is a Banshee class destroyer, Skipper. If her armament wasn’t stripped when she was decommissioned, Tait can do what he says.”


  “But?”


  Francis smiled. “But, he hasn’t reacted to our closing on him. Either he doesn’t fear us, or he hasn’t realised he’s inside our energy range now.”


  Colgan’s eyes sparked. A destroyer captain who didn’t fear an Excalibur class heavy cruiser like Warrior would be a fool. “And your vote is?”


  “He doesn’t know we’ve closed the range yet, but he will soon. I recommend we engage him with energy weapons immediately. Overwhelm him before he launches.”


  “Risky,” Colgan murmured, but he was leaning that way himself. Lasers and grazers were light speed weapons. Anya would hit Tait the moment she pressed the commit key. She couldn’t miss at this range, but neither would Tait and the merchy was vulnerable. “Maybe a decoy swarm set to go high above Astron and then dive between them, while we go under and take out his engineering spaces. No power, no bang-bang. Thoughts?”


  Francis nodded. “A modification. We go under in stealth mode towing a decoy mimicking our emissions.”


  Colgan’s eyes brightened with interest. “I like that. Anything else?”


  “Assault shuttles full of Marines take care of the raiders aboard Astron while we take out the destroyer. I didn’t like how rattled Voyce sounded.”


  Colgan nodded, neither had he. Voyce had sounded like his crew was hanging on by their fingernails over there, but it was a huge risk to send the Marines in before securing the hostile ship. If he got it wrong, his Marines would join the merchies in death when the missiles arrived. He would have to ask Major Appleford for volunteers. He grimaced at the thought. Appleford was the sand in Warrior’s gears, and had been since Colgan took command. He didn’t like the man, and Appleford returned the feeling.


  Appleford’s file showed him to be a capable Marine and his leadership seemed solid. His men certainly respected him. Colgan had put the problem down to a clash of personalities and was looking forward to the end of Appleford’s current deployment. He was due to rotate out of Warrior when they returned from their current mission. That was less than six months from now all being well. Colgan had dealt with the problem by limiting his contact with the man. He usually used Francis as intermediary, but that wasn’t something he could do now. Not when he was putting Appleford and his men’s lives on the line.


  “Get it set up, XO,” Colgan said making his decision and Groves joined Anya at tactical to work. “Live mic, Mark.”


  Ricks nodded and made an adjustment on his panel.


  “Captain Tait,” Colgan said. “It appears we have a standoff.”


  “Do you think so?” Tait said sounding amused. “From where I’m standing, it looks as if I have you where I want you. I’ll give you one hour to exit this system, or I’ll launch my first broadside into Astron. You have one hour. Tait out.”


  Colgan’s eyes hardened and he spun to Ricks. “Get me Major Appleford. I’ll take it in my day room. You have the conn, XO.”


  “Aye, sir. I have the conn,” Groves replied moving to take the chair.


  Colgan entered his day room heading for the desk and its comp. The tiny cabin was directly off the bridge and Colgan rarely used it. His own cabin was larger and had an office, but this one was better for this. He didn’t want to be more than thirty seconds from the bridge while they were at battle stations, and it was private. No sense in making a tense situation public. The crew already knew there was bad blood between him and Appleford, even though both of them strove to be civil in public. They didn’t know the cause, hell, Colgan himself didn’t know the cause, but they sensed it.


  Colgan sat and activated the comp. Appleford appeared on screen. “Major.”


  “Captain,” Appleford said stiffly.


  “You’ve no doubt been monitoring the situation,” Colgan said by way of asking without asking. Appleford nodded. That was something. “We have upwards of fifty armed men aboard Astron attempting to capture her. Voyce, her captain, tells me that his people hold the bridge and engineering.”


  “Handy.”


  Colgan cracked a grin. “Isn’t it? They can let us in, or rather you in. After that, all bets are off. I won’t bullshit you, Major. Sending your people in now ahead of my attack on Jean de Vienne is risky. If they get a jump, they could take Astron out and you with it.”


  “But you don’t think they will.”


  “I’m betting on my ship and crew being better than them and Anya is a damn good tactical officer. Francis has given me some options that I think will more than tip the scales. If it works out, I’ll need you again to board the wreck of Tait’s ship.” His face hardened. “And it will be a wreck when I’m done. Because of the risk, I’m asking for volunteers.”


  Appleford’s face gave nothing away but his voice betrayed anger. “I don’t like the situation you’ve engineered me into, but I like pirates even less. I can’t do other than volunteer and we both know it. I’ll choose the rest of the volunteers now. We’ll be ready to go in thirty.”


  “Thirty minutes, no longer. Tait gave us an hour and we’ve already eaten into that.”


  “Screw Tait.”


  “Agreed,” Colgan said. “But I want to hit him hard at a time of my choosing not his.”


  Appleford nodded and cut the circuit without courtesy.


  Colgan sighed. He really missed Canada. His old ship had run like a fine watch, with precision. He hadn’t needed to dance around feelings back then. He pushed to his feet and headed back onto the bridge to retake his chair. He wanted Francis back at scan. She was his best.


  When the time came, Colgan watched the assault shuttles race toward Astron keeping in the shadow of the huge ship. Lieutenant Ivanova nodded that all was in readiness. Warrior was in stealth mode, her nanocoat set to black and her electronic emissions dialled way down. Her stealth field was at maximum, keeping any emissions within the bubble of protection it generated, letting nothing escape. It was her equivalent of silent running. That would change the moment she opened fire. No ship could remain stealthed under such circumstances. Her ECM alone would light up the boards of any ship looking for her, and of course weapons fire could be tracked back to a general location.


  “The drone?” Colgan asked.


  “In position and programmed, sir,” Anya said. “I have it mimicking our usual output and following us two thousand metres astern of us. I threw in some random course changes for giggles. Nothing too fancy, but enough to look like real manoeuvring to avoid fire. I figured it would look off if it just went in fat and happy.”


  “Outstanding,” Colgan said. “The decoy swarm?”


  “Ready when you give the word, sir.”


  Colgan nodded, took a last look at the assault shuttles on his number two monitor, and said, “The word is given.”


  The swarm of decoys punched out of their bays and roared away, heading in a mass over the top of MV Astron. Meanwhile, Warrior leapt onto a new course diving under the merchant ship towing the hundred ton drone. The decoys deployed between Astron and the enemy, spreading out to cover the vulnerable ship, and reaching out with powerful sensors ready to intercept missile fire. They were good tech, designed and redesigned through many iterations to defend against the best the Alliance or the Merkiaari had ever fired at one another. What they couldn’t do however, was intercept directed energy weapons. Still, they could and did degrade Jean de Vienne’s targeting solutions, hashing sensors and generally making Astron harder to hit. Come the moment, they would sacrifice themselves against her missiles.


  Warrior sped under Astron and back up toward the enemy. The moment Jean de Vienne appeared in Anya’s engagement envelope unobstructed by Astron, her preplanned fire mission executed via computer control. Her lasers and grazers spoke, and they had a lot to say. A lot. Anya Ivanova was a tactical officer with some experience under her belt, and she had big ears to boot. She had taken note of her skipper’s earlier words regarding Jean de Vienne and how taking out her engineering spaces would mean no bang-bang from Tait. That sort of attack guaranteed a lot of casualties and a ship fit only for scuttling after the action. No prize money. Knowing her skipper’s thoughts and his attitude regarding raider casualties, she thought it would be a fine thing to make his vague idea into her attack plan. Born on Last Chance (AKA Flotsam) where many raiders were based, gave her intimate knowledge of scum like Tait and his crew. She had no qualms about killing the lot of them.


  Warrior’s energy mounts swivelled, locked on, and spoke, and went on speaking. In fact, they got quite chatty with Jean de Vienne’s aft and mid section. Mega joules of energy reached out to rend the ship and were dumped into overworked shields. The shields were mil-spec of course. The Banshee class of destroyers were quite respectable ships. Their weapons were older designs, but not greatly different to Warrior’s. Except in number and output. Warrior was an Excalibur class heavy cruiser, and only recently superseded by the brand new Washington class. A Banshee had no business standing toe to toe with any heavy cruiser, and especially not an Excalibur. Tait knew that; any captain worth the name would, but to give credit where it was due he had little choice but to try.


  Jean de Vienne’s shields fluoresced and tried to shrug off the attack. They succeeded surprisingly well in the opening moments of the attack, and gave Tait enough time to manoeuvre. Unfortunately for him, Anya had anticipated everything he could reasonably be expected to do and had taken steps. Tait flushed his tubes, the dozen missiles he had threatened them with leapt toward Astron as he powered up, but Anya’s decoy swarm was right there waiting. They hashed the missile’s targeting sensors and with finicky precision manoeuvred to intercept. A dozen decoys died accomplishing their mission, leaving a like number awaiting their turn should Tait manage another broadside. Colgan didn’t expect it. Missiles were expensive ordnance and raiders, no matter how successful, lived their often short lives watching the bottom line. Tait had probably just thrown away upwards of five million credits. Maybe he’d weighed the cost of using his missiles against the cost of his life and ship. Who knew? Regardless, Colgan didn’t begrudge the use of his decoys against the missiles; that’s what they were for. Besides, any not destroyed could be recovered and reused.


  Warrior’s energy mounts poured fire into Jean de Vienne and her shields were penetrated in multiple strikes. Despite that, the beams were bent and degraded causing Anya’s fire to lose effectiveness. The hits were more like glancing blows than knockout punches. It didn’t matter. It was part of her job to analyse the effectiveness of her hits and make adjustments. Her tactical team worked with her like a finely tuned instrument to refine targeting solutions, and slowly the glancing blows became slashes, peeling away nanocoat to reveal the armour beneath. Those slashes became hammer blows, and atmosphere belched from the destroyer even as it tried to run.


  “Idiot,” Colgan muttered as he watched the attack on his number one monitor where it displayed in miniature a view similar to that displayed on Anya’s much larger tactical plot piped from CIC.


  Tait should have rolled ship and fired his port broadside on the heels of his first, but with Warrior the target. That would have forced Anya on the defensive, if only briefly, and may have given Tait a window of opportunity. Trying to run had turned his vulnerable engines toward Warrior, limiting his ability to attack at the same time as revealing his ship’s main weakness. Colgan nodded to himself as Tait realised his error and tried to correct it with a hard skew turn, wrenching his arse out of the line of fire. It worked, sort of, but only for a few brief seconds. Anya’s muttered curse made Colgan smile, but it was a cold smile. Her half dozen clear misses were nothing in the grand scheme. She quickly corrected, and scored more hits. This time the result was more than satisfactory.


  “Got him!” Anya crowed as Jean de Vienne’s emissions spiked wildly. “Look at that bitch flare!”


  Colgan nodded as Warrior’s computer analysed and displayed the new data. “Very nice, Weps, but he’s still going for jump.”


  “Not for long” she muttered.


  The flare in emissions faded revealing Tait’s ship had been badly damaged. She was streaming debris and atmosphere in her wake from the hits amidships over her fusion room, but the damage to her engines was the real deal breaker for Tait. His propulsion was down by a third. Definite hits on two of his drives then, Colgan mused. The emissions flare was caused by mega joules of energy being dumped into the ship’s drives cascading through the engine room into the ship’s power grid. Cut-outs and safety systems could limit but never prevent such damage. Enough damage could even force the reactors to shutdown entirely, or in extreme circumstances jettison themselves to save the ship from destruction. Ejection systems and blowout panels were fully automated.


  Tait continued his turn and Colgan braced for the inevitable. He was going to attack. He wondered if he was about to receive those hypothetical missiles, but no, Tait attacked with his lasers. Surely if he had them, he would have flushed his tubes at this juncture. Colgan began to doubt Tait had any missiles left to use. Maybe he had shot his entire magazine dry.


  Money again.


  Anya re-prioritised her targeting and poured fire into the enemy trying to gnaw the hole in Jean de Vienne’s vitals wider and deeper. She had already holed the ship early in the action, but now she tried to bore into the ship’s guts, seeking her fusion room.


  “Incoming!” Groves said, but the announcement was unneeded and too late anyway. Lasers were light speed weapons.


  “Shields holding!” Anya cried and punched her commit button flat. Without pausing, she set up the next firing pattern in her queue and punched the commit button again, and then again. “He’s concentrating fire.”


  Made sense. Warrior’s shields and armour were superior. If Tait had any chance he needed to concentrate fire on a small area. His crew’s gunnery was exemplary, Colgan thought unhappily. Shields were failing.


  “Roll ship, continue action with port-side weapons,” Colgan snapped as shield failure warnings screamed.


  “Aye, sir,” Janice at the helm said and Warrior rolled presenting fresh undamaged shields to the enemy.


  “No damage reported, Skipper,” Ensign Carstens at damage control said. “Shield generators were stressed a little,” he added with a grin.


  Colgan raised a hand to acknowledge the report. Stressed generators weren’t actually something to grin about. Stresses could turn into failures, but he didn’t reprimand the man. It was good that his crew felt confident. Colgan had time to wonder if Appleford was feeling as confident, and how the Marine’s fight was progressing.


  Lasers and grazers slashed across the distance between the ships, each pinning the other under lethal beams. Tait’s ship was streaming atmosphere, Colgan’s seemed invulnerable, but then the first failure aboard Warrior occurred and multiple beams stabbed into her bow.


  “Report!”


  “Magazine three open to space,” Carstens said and sighed with relief. “No casualties.”


  No casualties was just plain good luck. The missile magazines were automated, but often needed crew to debug problems in battle. The attack plan had been to use energy weapons, and so the magazine had not been crewed. Lucky. He didn’t like relying upon luck and considered using his nukes or laser head missiles after all, but before the decision could be made Anya succeeded.


  “Yes!” Anya howled. “Got him, Skip. That has to be his fusion room. See the spike? Yeah... it’s his fusion room, definitely. There go the ejection panels.”


  Colgan watched the huge hatches blast away from the ship followed closely by the core of Tait’s reactor. The ship staggered sideways, a reaction to the ejection mechanism and the core’s detonation some thirty seconds or so later. All fire was cut as Jean de Vienne’s weapons lost power.


  “Hold fire,” Colgan said. “Keep her under your guns, Weps, but I promised Major Appleford he could visit Tait and explain to him the error of his ways.”


  Anya chuckled.


  * * *


  2 ~ Old Soldiers Bold Soldiers


  Under fire, Aboard MV Astron


  “He’s gone!” Sergeant ‘Deacon’ Churchill shouted when his captain failed to respond. Appleford was dead and there was no fixing it. He grabbed the armoured arm of Perry’s suit and snarled in his face. “He’s fucking goooone!”


  Captain Shawn Perry, 3rd Alliance Marines was in hell. This couldn’t be happening. He blinked at Deacon’s red face wondering at the rage displayed there. Rage at Appleford’s death? No, it was directed at him. He looked away and back down at Appleford’s staring eyes, but Deacon wrenched him around and away from the ghastly sight.


  “Get a fucking grip and take command!” Deacon hissed over a private channel. “You’re in command, sir!”


  Command? But he wasn’t supposed to... Appleford said... Perry swallowed. He was only a lieutenant last month! He wanted the Major not to be dead so bad he couldn’t think, but he had to. The situation was going down the crapper fast. Everything was FUBAR and Appleford wasn’t the only Marine to die in the ambush they had just walked into. Four good men had been cut down without warning, five including the Major.


  It wasn’t supposed to happen this way! Marines didn’t get their butts kicked by pirates like this, not ever, except maybe on Zelda’s ridiculous show. Anger burned in his guts. This wasn’t a sensim where the blood was added through computer manipulation. This was real life and death stuff, and it was time to grow a pair and make the killers of his Marines, his Marines, pay! He knew the plan. Appleford had been good that way, keeping his people in the loop. Astron’s crew still firmly held engineering and the bridge, so nothing had changed... only everything had for one newly minted Captain Perry.


  He licked his lips and nodded at Deacon. “I err... sorry,” he said and winced. Don’t apologise to a ranker, idiot! Be commanding, be confident or at least fake it. “Bring Barnes’ fire team forward. Choose someone else to watch the back door.”


  Deacon’s face flooded with relief. “Aye, sir”


  Perry watched Deacon head off, and turned his attention to the fight. His men, his men, were pinned down just beyond the main corridor leading from their entry point in one of the cargo bays to the central backbone of the ship. Merchies like Astron were huge multi-million ton ships, but they were essentially just a collection of hollow boxes linked together and protected by a pressure hull. Crew quarters, engineering spaces, environmental, the bridge, and a thousand other things were packed in between and around the boxes and those fiddly bits all needed pressurised corridors linking them together so that the crew could work comfortably. The boxes, Astron’s holds, could be pressurised or not depending upon cargo needs.


  His Marines didn’t need an atmosphere to work in; their armoured hard suits were self-sufficient, but the enemy was preventing them from accessing the backbone—the main corridor running the entire length of the ship that linked it all together. No, they didn’t need the backbone for its air; they needed it to access the bridge and engineering. Perry couldn’t do a thing for Astron’s crew unless he removed the obstruction and cleared the bottleneck. Unfortunately the hijackers were well aware of his needs, and had taken steps. The men up ahead, though few in number, had barricades and heavy weapons set up. It was one of those H3Bs (Heavy Tri-Barrel Autocannon) that had cut Appleford in half—literally.


  Well, he had autocannons too in the form of Sergeant Barnes’ fire team. Barnes’ heavy weapons squad was the closest thing to artillery support he had on hand. Five men in hard suits equipped with stedimounts, three of them armed with M3Bs (Medium Tri-Barrel Autocannon) which were basically man portable versions of the H3Bs the enemy had set up behind their barricades on tripods. Barnes also had a pair of AARs (Anti Armour Railguns) in his squad’s weapon’s mix. Appleford had deployed them to protect the men as they dismounted the assault shuttles in the cargo bay, but rather than bring them up afterwards, he had left them as rearguard. There were reasons for that, not least the fear of structural damage to Astron should they be used. Perry didn’t second guess the decision now, but despite the damage they could do to Astron they would do worse to the enemy, and he needed them.


  Sergeant Barnes arrived with his men and reported. Perry and the others were sniping at the enemy, trying to keep heads down and limit return fire. There was some cover to be had, and the Marines were making use of it, but they couldn’t advance. They needed a heavier barrage than an M18 assault pulser could provide. They were damn good rifles, but they simply couldn’t provide the needed weight. Barnes could. That was what his squad was for.


  “Welcome to the party,” Perry said easing back and around the corner. Once out of the line of fire he climbed to his feet.


  Barnes grinned. “Thanks for the invite, LT... ah, Captain.”


  “We have a situation up ahead. I need it dealt with.”


  “A pleasure to serve, sir. Just another lovely day in the Corps.”


  Perry smiled. “The enemy has a blocking force armed with H3Bs,” he said and Barnes’ smile slipped. Not so happy now eh? “I don’t think we have time or room for anything fancy, Sergeant. In line abreast would be best. Just pour fire into them and walk it up the corridor. Before you say it, no I don’t give a crap about their casualties or damage to the ship. All I care about is taking Astron without more casualties on our side.” He glanced at the two halves of Appleford on the deck. “Any more of us dead is unacceptable. Clear?”


  “Semper-fi!”


  “Oo-rah! Get it done, Sergeant, and don’t sweat the ammo.”


  Barnes organised his squad by placing himself in the central, and arguably the most dangerous, position before ordering his crew to lob sensor balls around the corner. Perry approved of the idea though the few he had used earlier hadn’t lasted longer than the time it had taken for the enemy to target them. The golf ball sized sensors had a number of uses in the field. On a battlefield under an open sky, they could be placed at a distance to increase the range of helmet sensors—a very real benefit. Here though, they were only useful in the way they allowed everyone to see the enemy visually without stepping into line of sight. Barnes didn’t care about that obviously, because he didn’t wait to view the take from the remotes. His squad followed the devices around the corner, and opened up on the barricades while the hijackers were fragging the sensor balls.


  Priceless, Perry thought gleefully, determined to remember the trick. The enemy lost a precious few seconds killing the sensors, and Barnes’ crew took full advantage. Three M3B autocannons spun up and hosed the barricade. The distinctive ripping sound of hyper-velocity rounds deafened those nearby as Barnes’ and his men marched in lockstep playing their fire over every exposed surface. The two AARs seemed a mere sideshow in comparison, but they actually did more damage per shot than the M3Bs. The difference was hard to determine however. With barrels spinning at 3000rpm and spitting flame, the autocannons’ tracer rounds sliced everything in their path like a laser scalpel. The brilliant lines of light connecting Marines to their targets were a beautiful sight to Perry and his men. It said progress was finally being made. The AARs thudded repeatedly blowing gaping holes in walls, deck, overhead, and barricades. Where the autocannon rounds seemed to cut surgically through men and material, the rail guns smashed, hammered, and generally bludgeoned through everything in their path. Railgun rounds were solid slugs of destruction. They hit obstacles so hard and fast that they vaporised upon impact, converting their mass and the mass of the target to boiling gas and metallic particles. The flashes of light were bright enough to polarise helmet visors, darkening them to protect vulnerable eyes.


  The hijackers couldn’t possibly hold. Those that weren’t killed immediately fled, or tried to. Barnes didn’t check fire. If anything he encouraged his crew to pour it on. He had taken his orders to heart, and besides, Marines loved kicking arse. Killing the killers of Marines? Bonus! His squad poured fire downrange until one after the other the autocannons fell silent. Out of ammo. The two AARs, one of them in Barnes’ own capable hands, continued thudding, mangling the remains of the hijackers and the ship’s structure nearby, until even he began to have doubts that Perry would approve, but he would have been wrong there. Railguns had a much lower cyclic rate, which meant they still had ammo to burn, and as long as the barrage continued, any surviving hijackers could not organise to prevent the advance.


  “Keep going!” Perry ordered. “Take and hold the junction beyond the barricade.”


  “You heard him,” Barnes growled on the squad circuit. “Simms, Lipton, Grady… disengage your cannons. We’ll pick them up on the way back. Use your rifles. Take and hold the junction. Jackson, hug the right wall, I’ll take the left. We’ll cover them.”


  “Aye, aye,” Barnes’ squad chorused.


  Perry noted his orders being carried out only peripherally. He had all his men on sensors, but was more interested in splitting his force into two assault teams. He would command the attack upon the bridge, while Lieutenant Barrass and Deacon took care of business in engineering. Barrass was still a little green. Deacon could babysit. He decided to give Barrass one of the AARs too. Jackson. Perry wanted Barnes with him, but would let the sergeant choose who among his squad to send with Jackson.


  Perry quickly gave his orders, and they split into two assault teams. Perry led his half of the men along the backbone going forward, while Barrass led his team the opposite way toward engineering. With sensors trawling for any sign of the enemy, and with squads clearing side passages and compartments leading off them, Perry quickly gained ground making up for lost time. Appleford hadn’t mentioned any time limits, but Perry knew Captain Colgan would want the fight expedited if only because there was another battle upon the raider ship to attend to. As far as Perry knew, the plan called for Jean de Vienne’s capture, not its destruction, which meant Marines would be needed aboard to secure her.


  Resistance finally stiffened and brought the advance to a crashing halt.


  Pulser fire crisscrossed the open passage between the two forces. Perry ordered grenades used, and Barnes’ hammered away with his AAR, but unlike last time the raiders hunkered down and took their punishment. It wasn’t as if they couldn’t retreat. They could. They were holding a major junction, and any of three directions would let them escape the fire they were absorbing, at least briefly, but they didn’t take any of the choices offered. Perry puzzled over it briefly before calling up a schematic on his HUD. It took no more than a glance to provide an answer. The left and right passages were of no importance, leading to crew berthing areas mainly, but the one behind the raiders led directly to the main elevator shaft connecting this deck with the others. One of the destinations available to that elevator would be the bridge deck and computer centre.


  Voyce hadn’t sallied, which said to Perry this wasn’t the force laying siege to the bridge itself, but it had to be the last blocking force left to stall his Marines. Take them out, and the battle was as good as won. He considered and discarded options. He didn’t have many. He couldn’t flank, he couldn’t advance, and he wouldn’t retreat. What else was there? Negotiation maybe. The thought didn’t appeal. He wondered how things were going in engineering and decided to ask.


  “Assault Two, Assault One. Report,” Perry said and adding his own fire to that of his men. He didn’t hit anything but the raider he had aimed for ducked back out of sight.


  “Assault One, Assault Two,” Lieutenant Barras responded. “We’re at the final hatch now. Hostiles are inside.”


  That wasn’t good. The hijackers could depressurise the ship and turn off the lights. Neither eventuality would hamper the Marines too badly. Their suits were self contained. They didn’t rely upon the ship’s air, and their helmets had the full package. Motion sensors and infrared sensors meant his men could fight in absolute darkness if they had to, but there was another thing the jackers could do that would be a serious problem. They could turn off the gravity. Hell, they could do worse than that. They could scuttle the ship. Boom, everyone dies.


  “Are they talking?” Perry said.


  “No, sir. I’m about to take them by storm. Orders?”


  Orders, right. Barrass was on the spot, Perry shouldn’t second guess him, but he really wanted to. He wanted to warn him not to shoot up the ship too badly; he wanted to remind him what could happen if the wrong thing in there was hit. He wanted to say don’t fuck up! But he didn’t. He couldn’t undermine the man’s confidence that way. He comforted himself with the knowledge that Barrass had Deacon riding herd on him, and Deacon was an older head with decades of experience. Besides, Perry himself had been an LT like Barrass only last month and they were of an age. They’d both had the same training and knew what was at stake.


  “You know what’s needed, Paul,” Perry said. “And you’re on the spot. Report when you have all secured there. Assault One out.”


  “Understood. Two out.”


  Perry prayed he’d just done the right thing. There wasn’t anything else he could do, and he had his own situation to deal with. He ducked as enemy fire sought him out, slugs ricocheting off the wall by his head followed by plasma. They had him zeroed. More plasma flashed toward him, and he felt the heat even through his suit. Plasma splashed all around him suddenly, burning and scorching his armour. He rolled away, as his armour’s nanocoat reacted becoming mirror bright trying to reflect and refract the shots. Light bloomed and flared all around him briefly like a halo as his armour battled to save him. God damn them! He scuttled away and out of the line of fire.


  He halted his retreat further back from the front line than he wanted, but even so, he was still vulnerable. They all were. At least the enemy would have to expose themselves for longer to hit him back here.


  Someone screamed, and Perry flinched. He lowered the volume of his comm. His men were taking casualties. He couldn’t tell who it had been, but it had been on his command circuit. Not one of Barrass’ men then. He tried to see if anyone was down, but most were lying on the deck already to snipe at the enemy.


  “Who was hit?” Perry asked over his all units channel. No one replied. “Sound off damn it! Who screamed?”


  “It was Lawson, sir,” Barnes said. “She’s dead.”


  Damn them! “Copy.”


  He considered ordering a charge. Archaic, but it might work. It should get them closer at least, but he would take losses out in the open like that. More losses. Another shout, but this one turned into curses until Barnes told Grady to shut it down. Only wounded, Perry realised relaxing a little. He was taking too long to decide what to do! The longer he hesitated, the more casualties he would take. What would Appleford have done at this point?


  He called up the schematic on his HUD and tried to find a way to flank, but there wasn’t one. This was the only way to their objective. What was left? He considered negotiation again. Trying to talk wasn’t what he wanted to do, especially after Lawson, but it might save lives on his side. He sighed. He figured there was nothing to lose by trying.


  “Check fire!” Perry ordered and waited a few seconds for his men to comply. He selected a new channel and his voice boomed from external speakers. “This is Captain Perry, Alliance Marine Corps! Lay down your arms and I guarantee safe conduct to my ship and good treatment.”


  “Fuck you!” someone yelled back.


  “You cannot win. We have your ship outgunned and my men are taking engineering from your friends as we speak. Lay down your arms.”


  This time there was silence. No weapon’s fire could be a good sign, but no talking could mean anything. Maybe they were debating the situation or asking for orders. Not likely asking for orders; they weren’t soldiers, just pirate scum. Maybe they were checking on their buddies in engineering.


  “How do we know you won’t just kill us?”


  Perry’s eyebrows climbed. That had actually sounded promising. “Because I’m a Marine and I say so!”


  More silence and then... “We’re coming out!”


  Perry quickly ordered his men to hold fire but to be ready for any tricks. He watched with his rifle up and aimed as nine space suited figures stepped into the open with hands empty and raised.


  “Barnes, get them checked for weapons and squared away under guard.


  “Aye, sir.”


  Perry turned his attention to his objective. The bridge. “Captain Voyce, your situation?”


  “Still holding. They’re burning through the hatch.”


  “Right. We’ve taken care of the final blocking force. I’ll be with you in less than two minutes.”


  “I’m going to hold you to that,” Voyce said trying for calm but Perry could hear the terror barely contained. “We lost contact with engineering.”


  “I know. My men are dealing with that right now. Perry out.”


  He turned to find Barnes’ had ordered the raiders to strip. Without their suits they would be less likely to get fractious. The sergeant detailed two squads to hold the prisoners under their guns. More than enough to prevent trouble and more to the point it gave them plenty of men to assault the force attacking the bridge. Thinking about the bridge had Perry advancing to check out the elevator controls. If he’d been them, he would have locked the elevator controls down. He was hoping the raiders hadn’t done so. They’d left a blocking force to perform the same task, so there was a good chance the elevator was still operational.


  He jabbed a button and the elevator doors opened. His shoulders sagged in relief. He hadn’t looked forward to climbing the shaft in a suit with the enemy a single button press away from sending the car down to scrape him and his men off the walls. He would have ordered the attempt and been first up, but he was glad it hadn’t come to that.


  “Okay, ten men with me into the—” Perry began but Barnes interrupted.


  “Recon first, sir. I’m sure you meant me and ten men to recon the situation, didn’t you, sir?”


  Perry flushed. “Well, of course. I thought that was a given.”


  Barnes didn’t laugh and he had the decency to pretend Perry hadn’t nearly made such a basic error. “Very good, sir,” he turned away and ordered ten men to join him at the elevator. “You heard the Captain. Standard snoop and scoot. Sensors up!” Barnes ordered and entered the car. “Grady, Lipton, you two run the remotes. The rest of you, guard them and watch the take. Frag any hostiles you see...”


  Perry watched the doors slide shut and listened in as Barnes assigned the men their jobs. Everything sounded calm and professional, like a training exercise almost. Just another snoop and scoot, no big deal... and then the doors opened.


  “Down!” Barnes yelled making Perry jump. “Get him, get him, get him!”


  Perry could hear the sound of the AAR hammering, muffled by the sergeant’s helmet. He wanted to ask for a report, he wanted to charge up there, but he didn’t even know if his men had exited the elevator. He punched the call button, and jabbed at it again and again. No response.


  Someone screamed in agony.


  “Okay, buddy, you’ll be okay,” Lipton said to someone. “They can fix it no sweat. Let me look at it… let me look!”


  The someone groaned in pain.


  Perry had waited long enough. “Barnes, report!”


  “A little busy here, Captain. They—” more sounds of firing. “They were bunched up outside the elevator waiting for us. We’re getting a handle on it... Grady! Grenades now!”


  Perry waited for the explosions before replying. “Do you have control of the elevator? Can I send up the next group?” There was no answer. The sounds of combat intensified. “Barnes?”


  “Aye, sir. I’m sending Bell back to you. He’s walking wounded. Needs a new hand. I could use some more trigger pullers up here. This is what’s known as a target rich environment!”


  Sarcasm. Perry sighed in relief. Sarcasm was good. “Right. Send him down. I’ll expedite those reinforcements.” He had every intention of being one of them himself.


  “Copy. He’s coming down.”


  Perry waited impatiently for the doors to open, the moment they did he ushered a corpsman forward to help Private Bell. Perry winced when he saw the remains of Bell’s right gauntlet and the red dripping mush pushing through holes where knuckle joints had been. He peered into Bell’s helmet and found a white face with glazed eyes looking back at him. His bots had already dosed him for the pain. He was in shock, but as Barnes’ said, only walking wounded. He would be fine.


  Perry ordered two squads to remain behind guarding the prisoners, and the rest into the elevator to back up Barnes. They had to split into three groups. Elevators aboard ships were never intended to carry squads of Marines in hard suits. Perry muscled his way in to join the first group despite some disapproving looks from the men. He needed to see, dammit! How could he make decisions without seeing what was happening? The men didn’t care about that. They cared about keeping him out of danger. Bloody babysitters, the lot of them! Well, this baby had a rifle and knew how to use it.


  The doors slid aside and revealed the aftermath of battle. Blood splattered walls, burn scars, and crumpled bodies were everywhere he looked, but a quick check revealed none of the dead wore Marine hardsuits. The distinctive white nanocoated Marine armour would have stood out starkly against so much red. It relieved some of his anxiety, but not all. He could hear the sounds of battle somewhere ahead, pulsers firing in long bursts and the heavy thudding of an AAR. An explosion felt through the deck witnessed grenades still being deployed. The battle was far from over.


  Perry waved the men forward and exited the car himself so that he could send it back for another load. The doors slid closed and he advanced behind his Marines as they performed the job they knew so well. Perry stepped over mangled bodies lying on blood drenched decks, trying not to slip in the stuff. The damage to the ship wasn’t too bad, he thought, noting the scarring and an occasional hole in the deck. Certainly nothing that would prevent Voyce getting underway. That was a relief. It wasn’t his priority by any means, but it was a consideration. Warrior would have to guard Astron for however long it took her to get gone. Anything that extended that time would not be welcomed by Captain Colgan.


  The sounds of combat intensified as Perry finally reached the front line. Barnes and his men were firing almost in a frenzy, trying to keep the hijackers from organising. It was working. Perry had no need to make any changes. He opened fire himself, as did the men with him. A minute or so later the reinforcements he’d left behind joined in, and the enemy were overwhelmed. Barnes’ AAR fell silent before the end, finally out of ammo but it made no difference to the outcome. Twenty or more men and women lay dead, pirate scum yes, but still people. Perry stared at their remains and swallowed. Just meat now. It made him want to puke, seeing them like this, but he had to maintain composure for the men. He swallowed back the bile, and thanked god no more of his Marines lay amidst the carnage. Seeing faces he knew mixed with that... that abomination would have been too much. Blood and other nasty things ran down walls and dripped from the overhead where arteries had sprayed or explosions had thrown it. He cleared his throat of the thickness that seemed wedged there.


  “Okay, good job. Barnes, see if you can get that hatch open. There’s a very frightened merchy captain in there waiting for us. I need to check on engineering.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  Perry turned away. He needed not to see that blood for a minute. He had another thought and turned back briefly. “Send half the men back to help move the prisoners to our shuttles.”


  “Aye, aye,” Barnes replied and started detailing off the men.


  Perry nodded and stepped away to a cleaner part of the deck. “Assault Two, report status.”


  “Engineering intact and secure, sir. We found Astron’s engineers too. They were being held in one of the generator rooms. I think we killed all the hijackers. None surrendered but I have the men running a security sweep in case we missed one.”


  “Casualties?”


  Barrass sighed. “Six wounded and two dead. I should have used the AAR sooner but—”


  “Don’t second guess yourself now, Paul. There will be time enough for that later during debriefing. I need to contact Warrior and find out how things are going out there. Continue your sweep of engineering, and then expand it. Let’s check out the other decks, just in case. Send your wounded and dead back to the shuttles. I’ll get them to Warrior as soon as I can.”


  “Yes, sir. Assault Two out.”


  Before Perry could contact the ship, he received an update request through Lieutenant Ricks aboard Warrior. He took a deep breath and prepared to explain how he had lost Major Appleford and six good Marines.


  * * *


  [image: Image]

  Sign up for the author’s New Releases mailing list to download your FREE starter library.

  Click here to get started: http://www.impulsebooks.co.uk


  Operation Breakout (Book 4) is out now!



  Other titles by this author


  http://www.impulsebooks.co.uk


  The Devan Chronicles:


  The God Decrees


  The Power That Binds


  The Warrior Within


  Dragon Dawn


  Destiny’s Pawn*


  The Merkiaari Wars:


  Hard Duty


  What Price Honour


  Operation Oracle


  Operation Breakout


  Incursion!*


  Countermeasures*


  No Mercy*


  The Shifter Legacies:


  Way of the Wolf


  Wolf’s Revenge


  Wolf’s Justice*


  Rune Gate Cycle:


  Rune Gate


  Chosen


  


  * Forthcoming from Impulse Books UK


  


  


  


  


  About The Author


  http://www.impulsebooks.co.uk


  Mark E. Cooper lives in a small town in the south of England, where he writes most mornings and evenings. His background is in mechanical engineering where he spent over thirty years working for Ford. He loves reading science fiction, epic fantasy, or urban fantasy and particularly likes strong female characters overcoming dire situations and tough obstacles. He can often be found laughing to himself as he listens to an audiobook on his iPod while typing like a fiend.


  His hobbies include Shelby Cobras—he built a Dax replica of the famous car with his best friend in the early 90s—reading, and maintaining his blog. He is now the author of over ten titles written in the genres he loves to read.


  To keep in contact with Mark:


  



  


  Mail list (and claim your free starter library.)


  @mark_e_cooper


  TSU


  Blog


  Website


  Facebook


  



  Copyright


  Published individually by Impulse Books UK as separate titles Hard Duty, What Price Honour, and Operation Oracle


  


  This omnibus edition first published by Impulse Books UK October 2013


  PUBLISHER’S NOTE:


  The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental and not intended by the author.


  


  Box design: Dawn Smith (www.darkdawncreations.com)


  Copyright © 2013 by Impulse Books UK LTD


  All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the author.


  A CIP Catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


  ISBN: 978-1-905380-58-9


  Printed and bound in Great Britain


  Impulse Books UK


  Acknowledgements


  Special thanks go to Dave Milne, Irene Blackburn, and David J for all their help in making this series better than any one person could alone.


  


  Index


  



  Join Mark's email list for new releases


  A word on language and pronunciation


  Hard Duty: Merkiaari Wars 1


  1 ~ Discovery


  2 ~ Memories


  3 ~ Undercover


  4 ~ Sanctuary


  5 ~ Survey


  6 ~ New Life


  7 ~ Abducted


  8 ~ Decisions


  9 ~ Checkmate


  10 ~ Visitors


  Part II


  11 ~ Discovered


  12 ~ The Next Step


  13 ~ Predator and Prey


  14 ~ The Chase


  15 ~ Gifts


  16 ~ Contact


  17 ~ Answers


  18 ~ Doomsday


  19 ~ Desperate Measures


  20 ~ Hope


  Part III


  21 ~ Extermination


  22 ~ The Wilderness


  23 ~ Going Underground


  24 ~ The Keep


  25 ~ Rescue


  26 ~ Blown


  27 ~ A Cry for Help


  What Price Honour: Merkiaari Wars 2


  1 ~ Marine


  2 ~ Night Ops


  3 ~ Showdown


  4 ~ Assassin


  5 ~ Undercover


  6 ~ Sergeant Checkpoint


  7 ~ Retribution


  Part II


  8 ~ Testing


  9 ~ Harsh Measures


  10 ~ Breaking Rules


  11 ~ Decision Time


  12 ~ Ghosts


  13 ~ Snakeholme


  14 ~ Simulations


  15 ~ SimulationsII


  16 ~ The City


  17 ~ Activation


  Part III


  18 ~ Sol


  19 ~ Red One Alert


  20 ~ Mobilisation


  21 ~ Rendezvous


  22 ~ No Quarter


  23 ~ Graduation


  24 ~ Going To War


  25 ~ Resistance


  26 ~ The Markan'deya


  27 ~ Trouble at Masaru


  28 ~ Sacrifice


  29 ~ Charlie Epsilon


  30 ~ Aftermath


  31 ~ Epilogue


  Operation Oracle: Merkiaari Wars 3


  1 ~ Miles To Go


  2 ~ Masks


  3 ~ Another Point of View


  4 ~ Promises To Keep


  5 ~ An Offer


  6 ~ The Blind Hunter


  7 ~ Electronic Dreams


  Part II


  8 ~ Snakeholme


  9 ~ Centrum


  10 ~ Possibilities


  11 ~ A Promise Kept


  12 ~ Honour of the Regiment


  13 ~ Operation Oracle


  Part III


  14 ~ Lost World


  15 ~ Buried Treasure


  16 ~ The Prize


  17 ~ Castaways


  18 ~ Preparations


  19 ~ Preparations II


  20 ~ Dagger Thrust


  21 ~ Call to Arms


  22 ~ Hegemon


  23 ~ Epilogue


  Extras ~ Sneak Preview


  Other titles by this author


  About The Author


  Copyright


  Acknowledgements


  Index

images/00001.jpeg
FREE DOWNLOAD

WAY

OF
OLF

Your Free Starter Library
amazon'ind= NOOK kobo' &iBooks

552 Windows ' stackBeny





cover.jpeg
=

@ 434002 3 XHV RIS

T
U
29
@)
m
=]
O
Z
O
G
Pu)

r
ol
U
C

=
-<
<
>
3

MIV N

%5 . _— b
v ; B e
9 L
g j
e,
F

\

+ 43d00D)\






