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  For Quinn, who is kind, which is the best way to be.
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  CHAPTER 1


  FAREWELLS


  The sky above the cemetery is blue, and sunlight is streaming through the red and orange leaves on the trees. Autumn was always her favorite season, so it seems right and fitting that her funeral is today, joining her forever to the place and time she loved most. It’s the middle of October, and we had our first frost a week ago. Even though the sun is out, it doesn’t have the power anymore to temper the chill of the morning, and I am glad for my civilian jacket and its high-tech layers of thermal insulation. We stand by the grave and listen to the priest deliver the eulogy. When he says the words of the final prayer, I mouth them with him, even though I don’t believe them anymore. But she did, and they gave her comfort when she was in bad places in her life, so I go along because this is for her and not for me.


  When the priest has finished the ceremony, it’s time to say good-bye for good, even though I know the woman we are laying to rest is already gone, reduced to a scoop of ashes in a little stainless steel capsule. We look on as the priest puts the capsule into the cylindrical tube where it will remain for as long as the next of kin have ledger balances to pay for the yearly maintenance fee. Even a proper grave is a ’burber luxury. In the Public Residence Clusters, you get a capsule only if there are relatives who file the request with the death certificate. Even then, the ashes are disposed of and the capsule recycled after a year to make space for someone else. Out here in Liberty Falls, remembrance has no time limit as long as someone pays the bill every year.


  This is the measure of a life, I think. A tube in the ground to hold her capsule, and a little polymer plaque to mark the spot, ten centimeters high and twenty wide. It’s a tiny piece of real estate, but it will be hers until I am no longer around, and I know she wouldn’t care about what happens to her ashes when nobody is left to remember who she was. But for now, it’s there, stark white with golden letters, and the little patch of ground it marks is more than most people with her background get to call their own, in death or before.


  PHOEBE GRAYSON, it simply says. OCTOBER 3, 2067–OCTOBER 13, 2120.


  My mother died just ten days after her fifty-third birthday. She never got to beat the average, not even the modest one for a welfare citizen. Out in the ’burbs, the average life expectancy is almost a hundred. In the PRCs, it’s sixty-seven. We’ve managed to colonize planets a hundred light-years away, using starships that harness the energy of their own miniature suns, but we haven’t managed to eradicate cancer because nobody prioritizes funding to fight a disease that mostly afflicts the population of the PRCs.


  I take some comfort in knowing that Mom would have died half a decade earlier if she hadn’t been out here in Liberty Falls, and that she got to spend that extra time in clean air with access to middle-class health care. She lived most of her life on someone else’s terms, but the last ten years were hers alone. I’m glad she got to spend them in a place like this. Next to me, Halley leans her head against my shoulder, and I wrap an arm around her and pull her closer, drawing comfort from her presence. A dozen people have gathered this morning to say their farewells.


  Chief Kopka is here, along with a handful of friends Mom made in her last decade. I accept their condolences and thank them for coming.


  “You still have a place down here when you’re on leave,” the chief says. “Nothing changes, as far as I am concerned.”


  “Thank you,” I say. “For everything you did for her.”


  “She earned her keep,” the chief replies. “Several times over. Don’t ever think I just took her in as a charity case. She never wanted to have anything handed to her again.”


  “I still owe you. For taking her on in the first place. Letting me get her out of the PRC.”


  “You don’t owe me anything,” Chief Kopka says. “Not a damn thing. None of us down here can pay back what we owe you. I know a lot of these ’burbers make the proper mouth noises when they see someone in a Commonwealth Defense Corps uniform these days. But they don’t know what it’s like. I damn well do. So I don’t want to hear about what you think you owe. All right?”


  “All right,” I say. “But let me be grateful anyway. In her stead.”
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  “How are you feeling?” Halley asks when the other funeral guests have left, and we are the only two people standing in front of the burial plot. I think about my reply for a moment.


  “Diminished,” I say. “I got most of the grief out the night she died. Now I just feel smaller. Like my world has shrunk down to only you and me.”


  Halley rests her head on my shoulder. We look at the rows and rows of nameplates on the ground, each of them marking two hundred square centimeters. Once upon a time, Earth had enough empty space for people to bury their dead as they were, whole bodies in wooden coffins. But this is the twenty-second century, the world has a hundred billion people living on it, and cremation is mandatory even in a middle-class place out in the mountains. The cemetery is divided into rows of little plots, each holding fifty burial capsules in the area where they would have buried a single person a hundred years ago.


  Mom’s space is almost dead center in the middle of the plot, a temporary last entry in the rows of names. Half the plot is still empty, and I know it will be a while before they fill it up—a few months, maybe a year. Out here, people live longer lives, and the town is almost insignificantly tiny compared to a PRC. In death, she will have neighbors all around her again, just like when she lived in the welfare unit. But the sky overhead will be blue more often, and there are live trees just a few dozen meters away, their leaves rustling in the cool October wind.


  Halley kneels down in front of the rows of names. She runs her hand over Mom’s nameplate, tracing the letters with her fingertips.


  “I’ll miss her,” she says. “I was family to her. Sorry my parents couldn’t be the same to you. I’ll never forgive them for that.”


  “Don’t worry about it. I don’t.”


  Halley slowly shakes her head. “Your mother didn’t have anything. Didn’t come from anywhere special. Didn’t know anyone important. She would have been a nobody to them. But she was nice to me from the moment we first met. And they have the gall to think of themselves as better.”


  “Don’t get angry over that. Not today,” I say.


  Halley stands up again and sticks her hands into the side pockets of her thermal vest. “I’ve never stopped being angry over that, Andrew,” she says. “My world shrank down to just you and me the last time we walked out of their house.”


  She lets out a slow breath, then kisses me on the cheek. “You’re right. This isn’t the time. Sorry.”


  I’d said my last good-bye in person, right before Mom died, when she could still see and hear me through the fog of pain meds. It seems pointless to repeat the sentiment to a grave marker and a cylinder full of ashes. Whoever she was in life is gone now, the molecules that made up her body dispersed in the atmosphere and returned to the cosmos, to be reused in the constant cycle of life. Her consciousness is gone, and there’s nothing in that little stainless tube that can hear or understand me. But it would feel callous to walk away without a final gesture, so I kneel in front of the plot and duplicate what Halley did, running my hand over the nameplate, feeling the edges of the engraved letters with my thumb.


  “See you among the stars,” I say. “I love you.”
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  The cemetery is on the outskirts of town, three kilometers from the chief’s place. Halley and I walk back instead of summoning a ride. We’ve both served mostly on spaceships for the last twelve years, and we take advantage of our unlimited access to fresh air and long walks whenever we are on leave down here.


  “I’m glad she got to have a few years in peace,” I say when we approach the transit station on our way back into town. “Without the threat of the Lankies hanging over her head every day.”


  “Four years of peace,” Halley says. “If you don’t count the stragglers we keep killing on Mars.”


  “On my last rotation, I saw three Lankies,” I say. “In six months. In the beginning, we saw more than that in a single patrol. Used to be we’d come back to the barn with the missile launcher empty and nothing left in the drop ship’s ammo cassettes. Now we go weeks without firing a shot.”


  “That’s good, though. Means we’ve wiped most of them out.”


  “Maybe. Or they’ve learned to avoid us. Those tunnels go deep.”


  “Not a single Lanky ship in the solar system in four years,” Halley says. “I want to believe we got almost all of them. And that the few who are left are hiding in terror.”


  “I hope they feel fear,” I reply. “But I’ve never seen one hesitate or run away.”


  We’re crossing the green in front of the transit station, and the grass is covered with red and brown leaves from the surrounding trees. Unbidden, a memory bubbles up in my brain—my mother and I, walking this same path eight years ago, just a short while after I had gotten her out of the PRC with the chief’s help. There had been snow on the ground back then, and she had marveled at the clean and unspoiled layer of white on the grass. I thought I had come to terms with her death by now, but the memory makes the grief surge in my chest, gripping my heart and twisting it firmly. In a few weeks, we’ll have the first snowfall of the season in the mountains, and she will not be here to see it.


  I walk over to one of the nearby trees and touch the trunk to feel the rough bark under my palm just like she did when she first saw this place. It’s a luxury that the middle-class people out here take for granted, but the welfare rats in the PRC can live their entire lives without once being able to touch a living tree. Halley pauses a few steps behind me and watches as I run my hand over the trunk.


  “The chief said that nothing changes,” I say. “But I’m not sure that’s true.”


  “You don’t want to come back here anymore now that she’s gone?” Halley asks.


  I turn to look at her. All around us, Liberty Falls is going about its comfortable ’burber business, oblivious of the sudden rift in my personal universe.


  “I don’t know. I mean, I like it here. We’ve been coming down here on leave for years. But I don’t know if I can keep going back to the chief’s place. Everything there is going to remind me of her.”


  I walk toward Halley and listen to the sound of the leaves crunching under the soles of my boots, something that nobody ever hears on a starship or in the middle of a welfare city.


  “And I know that the chief won’t mind if we keep using his place for free. But I feel like we’d overstay our welcome if we did. He doesn’t owe us shelter and food until we retire. Even if it’s only a few weeks every year.”


  Halley blinks into the midday sun and shrugs.


  “So what’s next? Do we find a new place? Or do we spend every leave from now on in some shitty RecFac? Because I have no interest in going down to San Antonio and hanging out with my folks.”


  “I don’t know,” I repeat. “I just feel out of balance right now. Ask me again when our next leave comes up.”


  “We don’t have to decide anything. Not anytime soon. Especially not today,” Halley says.


  We walk down Main Street and toward Chief Kopka’s restaurant, where we spend our time on leave in the little upstairs guest apartment the chief keeps available for us. With our civilian clothes, we no longer stick out on the street among the ’burbers. After four years without a Lanky ship in the solar system, we no longer have to be in uniform when we’re off duty, and we don’t have to carry weapons and light armor with us. At first, the feeling of going unarmed was so disconcerting that I carried my contraband M17 pistol under my civilian clothes for a while, but at some point in the last year or two, I started to leave it behind in my locker. It shouldn’t feel strange to be able to walk around without a weapon, but I’m still not used to it, not after so many years of constant life on the edge of annihilation.


  “Four days of family leave, and two of them are eaten up by travel,” Halley says. “How very generous of the Corps.”


  “We’re just lucky we weren’t on deployment,” I reply. “Takes the better part of a week to get home from Mars.”


  “When are you going back to Podhead University?” she asks.


  “Transport to Keflavík leaves at 2030 tomorrow from Falmouth. I figure I can take the train down at 1600 and be there with time to spare. What about you?”


  Halley waves her hand dismissively.


  “I can hop on a ride at Burlington anytime between now and tomorrow evening. The squadron isn’t due for deployment for another six months. It’s all just training and maintenance right now. I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to having a full pilot roster and all the drop ships I need.”


  “I know what you mean. I request new gear, I get it right away. It’s weird.”


  “We’re turning into a peacetime military,” Halley says. “Not that I’m complaining. Haven’t had to write a next-of-kin letter in a good while.”


  I still have a hard time thinking of ourselves as senior officers, as people who have to write official condolence letters. When we joined the military, the majors and lieutenant colonels were old to our eyes. Now we both wear the oak leaves of field-grade officers. For a short while, I managed to catch up to my wife in rank when they promoted me to major last year, but then Halley made lieutenant colonel and got her own drop-ship squadron. In the old Corps, it took at least sixteen years of service to become a light colonel, but the senior officer shortage and her exceptional service record meant that she got fast-tracked into the rank after only twelve years. At her current trajectory, she’ll probably be a full colonel in another five years and a general in ten. True to form, she’s not excited about that prospect because it will take her out of the cockpit for good.


  “That leaves us with a little more than a day,” Halley says. “What do you want to do?”


  I think about her question. When we are on leave, we usually eat at the chief’s place and spend time in our little guest apartment, but tonight it wouldn’t feel right to carry on with that routine as if nothing had changed.


  “Let’s go out,” I tell her.


  “Out where? You got a place in mind?”


  “Out of town. Away from people. We can pack one of the flexible shelters and take some food along. Go out into the mountains somewhere. Maybe that trail across the river we hiked last spring. The nights aren’t that cold yet.”


  “Just you and me and the squirrels,” Halley says. “Let’s do it. Let’s freeze our butts off and eat cold sandwiches under the stars. We’ll be cooped up in a spaceship again soon enough.”


  She takes my hand and gives it a firm squeeze. My grief is still raw, and I know that I will be mourning for a long time, but as we walk down the street in the autumn sunshine side by side, the world that had felt askew this morning has righted itself again just a little.


  CHAPTER 2


  BETWEEN WORLDS


  I don’t ever delude myself into thinking that Liberty Falls is the real world. Reality is what I can see out of the window of my train compartment as the maglev glides east at three hundred kilometers per hour, slicing through neighborhoods that get denser and more cluttered the closer the train gets to the Greater Boston metroplex. This is the real world, welfare clusters with residence towers that reach half a kilometer into the sky, tens of thousands of little apartment boxes stacked on top of each other to get as many people into as small a footprint as possible. This was our life before I joined the Corps and got Mom out of the PRC.


  But even that world has gotten measurably better in the last few years. The improvements are small but visible. The trains are cleaner and better maintained, and the neighborhoods we pass have fewer dilapidated and burned-out blocks among them. There aren’t as many security locks in the transit stations, and I don’t see a quarter of the police presence that used to be out before the PRCs caught fire and the Lankies showed up in orbit one day. Whatever we were before the Lanky war started, the threat we survived has served to realign priorities in the North American Commonwealth. For the first time in my life, I’m feeling that the majority of us are pulling on the same end of the rope for a change. The cities are still no paradise, but at least they’re no longer the front lobby of hell.


  I’m in uniform again, as required by the regulations for travel from and to a duty station. On our stop at Boston’s South Station, the compartment fills up to the last seat, and a young man takes the spot right across from me. He nods respectfully, and I return the gesture before looking out of the window again. The uniform gets more attention now than it did before, when soldiers were mere curiosities, relics of an abstract profession that did unknowable things out in the colonies between the stars. After the Lanky incursion, everyone knows what we do and why we are here.


  “Are you in the Fleet, sir?” he finally asks after glancing at my uniform for a few minutes without wanting to be obvious about it.


  “Yes, I am,” I reply.


  “Oh, I thought you were. I’ve just never seen anyone with a red beret like yours.”


  I look at the scarlet beret that’s tucked underneath the epaulette on my left shoulder.


  “You won’t see too many of those,” I say. “It’s a combat controller beret. There are maybe a hundred and fifty in the whole Fleet.”


  “What do you do? I mean, if you don’t mind my asking. Unless it’s a secret.”


  “Combat controllers land on enemy planets with the advance force. We call down air support and mark targets for the strike fighters, that sort of thing.”


  “Have you been in battle?” the kid asks. I can tell he’s practically humming with barely suppressed interest. I look at him and try to figure out his origin and social status. His teeth are white and straight, and he is dressed well, so he’s a ’burber out on the town. He looks like he’s about eighteen or nineteen, well fed and healthy.


  “I have,” I say. “I’ve been doing this for twelve years. Since the start of the Lanky war. I think I was around for all the big fights.”


  “Like Mars?” he asks.


  “I was there. Not a fun time, though. None of them were.”


  “I can imagine,” he says.


  Like hell you can, kid, I think.


  “What . . . what’s it like? Out there, I mean. Fighting those things.”


  I look at his earnest face, and suddenly I feel very old, even though I probably only have fifteen years on this kid. Whenever I talk to well-meaning civilians about the things that go on in war, it feels like I am communicating through a translator that never quite gets the words right. How do I tell him what it feels like to stand on the surface of another planet and see a group of twenty-meter creatures approaching your firing line, and how the weapon in your hand suddenly feels pointless and feeble? How do I wrap in words what goes through your head when you have to descend into a pitch-black tunnel to flush out monsters that can crush you into bloody paste with the swing of an arm? I may only have a decade and a half on him, but the things I’ve seen and done in that time are so alien to his own life experience that it’s almost like we are separate species at this point. He lacks a frame of reference to put the things I could tell him into a context that would make sense.


  “It’s scary,” I tell him instead, even though the word is entirely inadequate. But it’s a word that he expects, an emotion that he can parse, so he nods knowingly.


  “I put in an application with the recruiting station,” he says. “I want to be on a starship. Be a weapons tech or something. But my friend says they’ll put you in whatever job they think you’re best for. He says I’ll probably end up in the infantry because they always need people there. That I should just withdraw the paperwork while I can.”


  “The grunt life is hard on people. Even if it’s just four years.”


  We ride in silence for a while. My stop is the next one on the line, so when the system announces that we’re approaching Falmouth station, I get up to gather my bag and head for the door at the end of the train car.


  “Any words of advice?” the kid says when I open the door of our compartment. “I mean, in case they accept me.”


  I know that as a Commonwealth Defense Corps officer, I should be supportive of willing new recruits, encourage them to join up and fill the ranks, present a positive image of the service. I am proud of all I have done while wearing this uniform, and I am not ashamed of the Corps in the least. But I can’t bring myself to serve up some rah-rah bullshit to this fresh-faced kid, who doesn’t know what it’s like to have to wake up with nightmares about monstrous things in deep, dark places almost every night. He doesn’t know what he’s volunteering to take on, the years of cumulative trauma that will fracture his body and mind, and he doesn’t know that he’ll never be able to put himself together quite right no matter how hard he tries.


  “Listen to your friend,” I say. “He sounds like a very smart guy.”
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  My transport is a regular supply flight to Keflavík. I sit in the back in one of the sling seats along the side of the hull, sharing the cargo hold with ten other CDC troopers and several tons of supply pallets strapped to the floor. The cargo bird is cramped and noisy, but I’ve been a grunt for so long that I can snatch a nap anywhere and anytime, so I prop my head against the ballistic lining of the hull and drift off for most of the three-hour flight.


  I wake up when we start our descent. Unlike a military spacefaring drop ship, the atmospheric craft have windows in the cargo hold, and the early-morning sun over the ocean is painting the sky outside in diffused shades of purple and orange.


  Even after four months here, the view from above hasn’t gotten old. It’s a clear morning over Iceland, and the rocky coastline appears below us like the shore of a distant colony moon. Joint Base Keflavík has become a busy spot in the last few years. Our flight is one of several inbound craft, all lined up like pearls on a string in the airspace above the shore, position lights blinking. A few dozen kilometers to the northeast, the skyline of Reykjavík stands outlined against the mountains. At just under a million people, the city holds three-quarters of the Icelandic population, but it’s still a very quaint place compared to the metroplexes of the NAC or the big continental European cities. Iceland is mostly volcanic rock and ice, which makes it the closest thing we have on Earth to the environment of the typical upstart colony out in space, and it’s situated in the North Atlantic, halfway between the NAC and the Euros. All of those factors combined make it the ideal spot for the new International Special Tactics School, where I’ve been a part of the NAC special operations team that’s teaching our allies how to fight off-world.


  The school is so new that the logistics and transport chain is still a provisional patchwork. The complex is located on the other end of the island, but the drop ships can’t land there directly because the base is small and has no facilities for heavy transports yet. That means I have to disembark at Keflavík base, check in with the military transfer desk, and catch one of the old tilt-rotor craft they use for ferrying people around locally. By the time the sergeant at the transfer desk has found me an outbound flight and sent me on my way to the ISTS, I’ve spent more time on the ground in Keflavík than I did on the flight from Falmouth. When the ancient, noisy tilt-rotor airplane finally descends onto the short gravel runway at the ISTS base, my back hurts from sitting in uncomfortable sling seats for hours, and I am glad to step out of the bone shaker and onto the Icelandic soil.


  If Liberty Falls isn’t the real world, Iceland isn’t exactly it, either. Almost everyone here lives in Reykjavík and a handful of smaller cities by the coast, and there are some towns and villages dotting the landscape. But most of the island is gravel and glaciers, uncluttered by people or settlements. The ISTS base is a cluster of low-slung prefabricated buildings halfway down the coastline of a narrow fjord, intentionally built with modular colonial architecture and ringed by only the barest minimum of security measures. The closest town is a fishing village at the end of the fjord, ten kilometers to the west of the base, but there’s nothing but gravel and puffins in between, and no reason for anyone to even venture close. The only reminder that we are still among civilians on Earth is the occasional fishing boat making its way down the fjord toward the ocean or back home to the pier. It’s every bit as unnatural an environment to me as the relaxed tranquility of Liberty Falls. Most people never get to live in a place this empty and unspoiled.


  I make my way from the landing strip to the main building cluster. The gravel under my feet crunches with every step, and the air is cold and clean. Soon we will see the first snow of the season, and then this place will look a lot like New Svalbard for a few months.


  It’s lunchtime, and as I cross the base, I have to return salutes from soldiers who are passing me on the way to the chow hall. The ISTS trains soldiers from allied nations in the ways of special space warfare, and the uniforms here are a diverse mix of various digital camouflage patterns: German, British, French, Norwegian, Dutch, Italian. Of the twenty-nine Eurocorps countries, only half a dozen have militaries big enough for Spaceborne Infantry operations. It will take another half decade until the Euros have the gear and the training to operate their own independent off-world combat units. Until then, we show them the ropes and integrate them into our joint NAC operations. But the biggest contribution the Euros are making isn’t their man power, it’s their money. It let us rebuild our fleet and staff our ranks after being on the ropes against the Lankies for so long. It’s a good trade, and I am happy to help bring the Euros up to speed on the finer points of fighting in space in exchange for having new gear and a full personnel roster.


  “Good afternoon, sir,” the corporal on duty says when I walk into the company office.


  “Good afternoon, Corporal Keene. Where’s the company sergeant?”


  “Master Sergeant Leach is out on the range with the rest of the training flight, sir.”


  “Range day, huh? What are they shooting?”


  Corporal Keene checks the duty roster on the screen in front of him. “Uh, rifles and sidearms, sir.”


  “Is that the only thing on the schedule today?” I ask.


  “Yes, sir. The master sergeant scheduled a ten-klick hump in armor this morning. I’m pretty sure he’s planning on having everyone march back from the range when they’re done. He didn’t pass down a request for vehicles except for the medical mule at the range.”


  I nod and check my in-box for hard-copy missives. There’s a small stack waiting for me, and I pull everything out and organize the stack on the countertop.


  “Coffee, sir?” Corporal Keene asks as I walk off toward my office.


  “Affirmative,” I say. “Unless it’s Fleet swill.”


  “No, sir. It’s the Italian stuff. From real beans.”


  “Then most definitely affirmative,” I reply. “No creamer, just black.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  I walk into my office and put the stack of hard-copy printouts down on the desk. With every promotion, my offices have grown more spacious, and the base on Iceland is more plushly appointed than any of the NAC bases on the continent. The room is almost as large as the welfare apartment I shared with my mother in the Boston PRC, and the furniture is high-quality resin laminate from Scandinavia, stark white and functional. From my window, I can see the shoreline and the fjord beyond. Overhead, the departing tilt-rotor transport disrupts the tranquil scene momentarily as it takes off from the landing strip and ascends into the cloudy sky with the sharp drone of turboprop engines at full throttle. I watch it disappear in the low cloud ceiling and listen to the sound it trails until the droning hum fades away.


  Corporal Keene walks into my office and puts a coffee mug down on my desk next to the stack of papers.


  “Thank you, Corporal,” I say. He nods and turns to get back to the company office. His Fleet fatigues are starched and pressed, and the sleeves are rolled very precisely and without a visible crease or wrinkle. The last time I rolled sleeves to that level of precision, I was in Basic Training, and it took a good five minutes per sleeve. It’s a point of pride among special operations soldiers to show off just how far above the cut they are, and the extra effort of rolling a perfectly crisp sleeve seems to have come back into fashion among the younger, untested troops. For the second time today, I feel very old.


  I take a sip of my coffee. It’s dark and rich, with the kind of intense flavor you can only get by roasting actual coffee beans and grinding them up into powder. Before the Euros joined their resources to ours out of necessity, the Fleet rarely had the means to spend on real coffee for the rank and file. Since then, the quality of the food has increased every year, and now the chow in the international bases and ships is even better than it was in the boot-camp mess hall when I joined up twelve years ago, back when the availability of real food was a major recruiting incentive to PRC kids brought up on soy and cheap carbohydrates.


  The status screen on the wall across from my desk shows the current duty schedule and the disposition and medical status of every instructor and trainee in the company. The school has five different training companies, each specialized in a particular aspect of spaceborne special operations. My company is the combat controller and forward observer school where the Euros learn how to call down orbital strikes and close air support against Lankies. All my instructors are senior sergeants or company-grade officers with golden drop badges and combat experience. As the years since Mars have gone by, it has become more difficult to find suitable teachers. The senior NCOs have started to take retirement, and many of the officers who commanded platoons and companies in battle have been promoted into staff officer slots and pulled out of the field.


  I study the board while I drink my coffee. Most of the status cells are green. Only a few red data fields indicate an unavailable instructor or sick or injured student.


  This is my life now. I am a staff officer, and until I retire, I am almost certainly destined to fly a desk and look at personnel strengths and assignments. I’ll be holding a cup of coffee far more often than a rifle or a pistol. This is what Halley and I pictured as our ideal permanent careers when we got through Basic Training—a few years of excitement and danger, and then an easy life in a shore-duty billet until retirement.


  But when you’ve been in the podhead business for so many years, sometimes you just want to break a sweat and pull a trigger.


  “Corporal Keene,” I call through the open door into the adjoining company office.


  The front desk corporal appears in the doorway a moment later. “Sir?”


  “Did the armory sergeant go up to the range with the flight this morning?”


  “Yes, sir. He did. But he left Corporal Lopez in charge of the armory.”


  I put my half-finished coffee down on the desk and get out of my chair.


  “Good. Because I think I’m going to check out my rifle and join the rest of the company at the range. If anyone comes looking for me, let them know that I’ll be out in the field for the day.”


  “Aye, sir,” Corporal Keene replies. “Do you need me to have the vehicle pool send over a mule to drive you up there?”


  “Negative,” I say. “I’ve been sitting on my ass long enough these last few days. I’m going to get into my armor and run up there on foot. It’s only ten klicks.”


  “Yes, sir,” Corporal Keene says with just a hint of surprise on his face. Few troops choose to run twenty K in armor unless they are under orders or they have comrades to impress, no matter how tightly they roll the sleeves of their fatigues. But this afternoon, I want to move my legs and smell some caseless propellant, just as a reminder that I’m still a soldier and not a glorified personnel clerk. The data fields will be waiting for me when I get back from the range.


  CHAPTER 3


  SWEAT AND BULLETS


  The path from the base to the live-fire range is a winding trail that hugs the topographic lines of the surrounding hills and mountains. The range is ten kilometers to the southwest, nestled in a valley with a steep hill as a solid backstop. We routinely use the range as a convenient halfway point for speed marches, and the trail is well defined after a year and a half of platoons and companies in battle armor treading it several times a week.


  Unlike the PACS exoskeletons, regular battle armor doesn’t have a performance-boosting power assist. To save battery energy, the little servos in the armor only compensate for the added weight of the gear. I still have to do all the marching and running myself, and the hillsides here on the east coast of Iceland are steeper than they look from a distance. Five kilometers into my speed march, I am aching and sweaty, but I find that I enjoy the honest exertion. I’m all by myself, working my way along the flank of a hill, the ocean a steel-gray expanse to my left, sea blending with the gray skies far in the distance. The wind is cold and clean and strong enough to buffet me on occasion, even as I am weighed down with twenty kilos of armor and a seven-kilo rifle.


  It feels odd to be out here all alone. It’s so quiet and empty that it seems like I have the whole planet to myself for a while. The last time I went to a church was with my mother when I was in my early teens, before she gave up on trying to drag me along. Sometimes we just briefly stopped by, outside of service hours, because Mom wanted to light a candle for someone or duck in for a quick prayer. Even to a bored kid, there was an undeniable majestic gravitas to the huge, empty cathedral and its silent stone-vaulted ceiling. This landscape feels a lot like that cathedral did, with the dome of the storm-gray sky above my head and the silence that almost seems to have a weight of its own. Seabirds are soaring in the breeze coming from the ocean, and out on the water, the wind is whipping the tops of the waves into white froth. Mom sometimes argued that everyone worships in some way. I always disputed that notion when she was alive, but as I make my way across the hills and valleys here on this unspoiled island, I realize that maybe I had missed her point all along, and it gives me a pang of regret to know that I’ll never be able to tell her she was right after all. I feel a sense of restoration and inner peace when I am out here by myself or hiking in the Vermont mountains with Halley. If Mom got the same feeling in a church, then this is my own version of that, a place where I can be reflective, in awe at the knowledge that I’m in the presence of something greater than myself, something enduring and universal. Maybe we all really do attend church in our own way, whether we believe in gods or not.
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  I can hear the gunfire on the range long before I round the last hill. The staccato thunderclaps of supersonic muzzle reports echo back from the surrounding mountains. The propellant in the new rifles has a peculiar sound, a hoarse cough rather than a sharp boom. From what I have heard, the R&D teams calibrated the new caseless ammo to be low in flash and report, to minimize the sensor disruptions when it’s fired in underground environments.


  I walk down the hill and onto the range, past the flags that mark a live-fire environment. My company NCO, Master Sergeant Leach, is standing behind the firing line with his arms folded, observing the proceedings. The range has half a dozen live-fire pits. Each of them has a Eurocorps student and an NAC instructor in it, and more Eurocorps troops are lined up in the safe zone behind each pit, waiting for their turns.


  I stay behind the safety line until the course of fire has ended. When the pits change students, Master Sergeant Leach turns around to shout instructions at those in line, then walks back to where I am standing.


  “Good afternoon, sir,” he says. “I didn’t know you were going to join us.”


  “I didn’t know either until I got in, two hours ago,” I reply. “Wasn’t in the mood for sitting on my ass. Not after that ride from Keflavík.”


  “Understood, sir. I see you brought your boomstick.”


  “Don’t tell me you were just about to call a cold range and pack it up. I’d hate to have dragged this thing all the way out here for nothing.”


  “No, sir. We still have an hour left to go.”


  “How are they doing?” I say with a nod at the waiting lines of trainees. Master Sergeant Leach follows my gaze.


  “They’re quite all right. I mean, it’s clear that some of the Euro countries spend more time at the range than others. But the baseline is pretty good. The Germans and the Brits especially. They’d still get their clocks cleaned by an SI line company, though. Never mind a podhead team.”


  We watch as the students in the pits get their weapons ready under the watchful eyes of their instructors. All the Eurocorps trainees are noncommissioned officers with lots of special operations training, and the lowest-ranking ones are still at least corporals with two years of service. But when I look down the line at the trainees who are waiting with their helmets under their arms, they all look impossibly young to me, and I voice the thought to the master sergeant.


  “Tell me about it,” he says. “Buncha fucking kids. They got good training, mind. But none of them have combat experience. The most senior ones? They joined the year after Mars.”


  “Shit,” I say, and the sergeant grins without humor.


  The wind coming from the sea carries the smell of the ocean water, unadulterated by the pollution of a city, a scent so clean and inoffensive that I’d have a hard time describing it to a PRC kid who has never lived in unspoiled air. Overhead, a few seabirds are circling in the breeze, seemingly unperturbed by the ruckus of the gunshots.


  “How many years have you been in, Leach? Eleven?”


  “Twelve,” he says.


  “No shit. Same as me? You went to Basic in ’08?”


  Leach nods. “San Diego.”


  “I went to Orem,” I say. “January ’08.”


  “Then you have three months on me, sir.”


  “I’m shocked they haven’t made you an officer, too. Damn few of the pre-war crowd left.”


  “Oh, they tried,” Master Sergeant Leach says. “Several times. But I wasn’t dumb enough to let them. No offense, Major.”


  “None taken. And you’re smarter than I was. Those stars, they come with all kinds of baggage. Plenty of days I wish I’d remained an NCO.”


  “Some of us have to do it,” Leach says. “And I’m glad when it’s someone who knows the business. But I’m still happy it’s you and not me.”


  He nods at the rifle that’s slung across my chest.


  “You want me to slot you into the firing line, sir? We brought plenty of ammo along.”


  “Well,” I say. “I didn’t bring that for decoration, I guess.”
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  I fill my magazine pouches at the ammo station and step into my assigned firing pit. The new weapon I am carrying is something I wish we had been issued just before Mars, because it’s a game-changing piece of hardware. Over the years, the weapons R&D teams back home came up with the M-80, then the M-90, and finally the M-95, each with an increase in caliber to maximize the amount of explosive gas in the projectiles. Then our people and the Eurocorps weapon designers compared notes and figured out what worked, and what could be made to work even better. The result is the rifle I am now charging with its first ten-round disposable ammunition cassette. It’s the JMB, the Joint Modular Battle Rifle, which spent about ten minutes in active service before it received its nickname: Jumbo. For the first time, the spacefaring services of the NAC and the Eurocorps carry the same gun and use the same kind of ammunition, greatly simplifying logistics and training.


  Jumbo is a mean piece of hardware, and all the troops love it. Where the old M-95 basically fired giant hypodermic needles filled with explosive gas, the JMB shoots a very fast high-density armor-piercing projectile that has an explosive charge behind it. The new rounds are half the size of the old ones. Now we carry twice the rounds into combat we could take along for the M-95, and the new rifles can fire both single shots and automatic bursts. To keep the recoil from knocking troops on their asses, the engineers built in a dampening system that runs on hydraulic buffer tubes and—from what I can tell—a whole lot of Black Forest magic. To an infantry grunt, it feels like having a personal autocannon.


  “Ready on the firing line,” the range safety officer announces when I’ve loaded the rifle and indicated my readiness. Up ahead, the range is a thousand-meter expanse of loosely packed soil, seeded with concealed targets that will appear according to the program the RSO has loaded into the system.


  The first target pops up eight hundred meters ahead and begins moving toward me at typical Lanky walking speed. With the helmet-mounted sight, it’s not a big challenge to put rounds on target. It’s sized to approximate a Lanky’s torso, ten meters by three, but at this range even a silhouette of that size isn’t very large. The rifle is paired to my armor’s targeting computer, using the ballistic information from the aiming laser and combining it with the data from the environment—temperature, air pressure, windspeed. I place the aiming reticle over the middle of the target and select single-fire mode. Then I squeeze the trigger.


  The rifle barks its hoarse muzzle blast and sends a ten-millimeter slug streaking downrange at twelve hundred meters per second. The shot hits the Lanky target near the middle of its mass. I quickly send two more rounds after the first. Every time a round hits, I can see the puff of the explosive charge as it turns a ten-millimeter hole into a head-sized one. The target drops from sight, the computer satisfied that the cumulative hits have done the job.


  Three more targets appear halfway down the range at three hundred meters. They pop up one after the other, with a two-second delay between them, and advance toward me. I put two rounds into each, using the same sequence in which they appeared, left to right. The Jumbo chugs out the contents of its magazine, boom-boom-boom, and the Lanky targets drop one by one. The last one wobbles a bit, as if the final round to hit it merely glanced off the top. My ammo counter shows one round left in the weapon, and I adjust my aim and fire it right into the center of the remaining target. It drops with a satisfying clang that I can hear all the way back to the firing line after a second and a half. Then the three targets are all in the dirt, and I eject the empty ammo cassette and replace it with a full one from my ammo pouch.


  For the next few minutes, the computer serves up a variety of targets at different distances. Some advance toward me, some move in an oblique line, others stand still or move away. With the targeting computer and the magnification of my helmet-mounted sight, I don’t miss a single one. The armor doesn’t have automatic aiming servos like the PACS suits do, so the weapon can’t fully aim itself, but the corrective booster servos in my arm-joint links adjust my aim a little with every shot; this compensates for my small movements and those of the weapon under recoil. I use up my second magazine, then my third, putting Lanky targets into the dust one by one.


  When I insert my last full cassette, my helmet display flickers and turns itself off. The reticle projection in front of my right eye winks out of existence.


  “Simulated suit malfunction,” the RSO says into my ear over the range safety comms channel. “Switch to iron sights and engage manually.”


  The Jumbo doesn’t have its own sighting optics because it uses the sensors in the shooter’s battle armor for targeting. If the armor fails, the only way to aim the rifle is with a set of backup sights on the top receiver. I push the lever that releases the sights, and they pop up out of their storage position with a snap. Then I bring the gun up to my shoulder to aim through the sights, like a rifleman from the pre-electronics age.


  The next target appears at five hundred meters. Without the corrective aim of the optical sight projection, I have to account for the distance myself, but the caseless ten-millimeter rounds are so fast that the heavy armor-piercing explosive projectiles don’t drop very much even at this range. I put the tip of the trapezoid front sight in the center of the Lanky target and squeeze the trigger twice. One hits low and barely clips the bottom of the target, but the other smacks into the top half of the polymer silhouette and sends it crashing down into the dirt. Then two more targets pop up, much closer than the last. One is a hundred meters out and rapidly advancing. The other is less than thirty meters away, and its size makes it look like it’s right on top of me. I suppress a momentary surge of instinctive panic and flick the rifle’s selector switch to burst-fire mode. The closer target is the bigger threat, and I hammer it with a three-round burst that tears bits and pieces off the gel-filled polymer silhouette. It seems to teeter on the edge of falling down, so I follow it up with another three-round burst, aimed high near the head to give the silhouette the added momentum it needs to fall over. When it drops, there’s a cloud of dust that momentarily obscures my field of vision. I bring the rifle to the left a little, take a bead on the advancing Lanky silhouette that is now less than thirty meters away, and fire the last three rounds in one rapid burst. Even in fully automatic fire, the Jumbo barely moves. It’s intoxicating to be able to dish out this much kinetic energy and explosive power without the punishment from the savage recoil the old M-series anti-Lanky rifles inflicted when fired with live ammunition. The simulator ranges with their holographic targets are useful for staying in practice in the confined space of a warship, and it’s certainly safer and more economical to shoot virtual rounds at holograms. But nothing beats the sensation of sending live ammo downrange and punching big holes into actual things.


  When the course of fire ends, my helmet display comes back to life and tallies up my score. With my fifty rounds, I have killed seventeen Lankies, scoring a 91 percent effective hit rate. On the battlefield, a single soldier mowing down seventeen Lankies with nothing but a rifle and a basic combat load of ammo would get so buried in medals that they’d never again be able to put on a dress-uniform blouse without the help of two strong attendants and a forklift. This isn’t real life, of course, but it’s still enormously confidence building to know that even our personal weapons are now powerful enough to reliably let a single trooper stop a rush from multiple Lankies.


  “Not terrible,” Master Sergeant Leach says when I step back behind the safety line and show the RSO the open action of my rifle to let him verify its unloaded status.


  “That gun makes it easy,” I say. “Where was this stuff when we were hand-cranking rounds into the chambers one by one?”


  “The tech is nice. But it won’t keep them from shitting their pants and fumbling their reloads the first time there’s half a dozen pissed-off Lankies rushing their position.”


  Behind Sergeant Leach, some of the trainees have watched my performance, and I can tell by their nods and low conversations that I haven’t made a total fool out of myself in the firing pit.


  “If you were trying to show off, it’s working,” the sergeant says.


  “Hardly,” I say. “They’re just glad the Old Man still remembers which end of the rifle the bullets come out of.”
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  I watch the rest of the range exercise with Sergeant Leach as the afternoon wears on. One after another, the trainees collect their allotted live ammo and take their turns in the firing pits. The RSO keeps changing up courses of fire for every round. Whenever he chooses a scenario where the Lanky targets pop up almost right in front of the pits, I get a strange, uncomfortable feeling in my stomach. The targets are only rough silhouettes of Lanky torsos, but the polymer they use for the outer layer looks disturbingly like real Lanky skin, and at short range, the effect triggers some of my dormant battle stress. I’ve seen too many Lankies at close range, and every time I have, people died in horrific and violent ways right beside me. I read in a book once that the howling of wolves is a racial memory to us, that it used to cause fear and discomfort in ancient humans even if they had never seen a wolf before. Wolves have been all but extinct on Earth for decades, and the sound of their howling isn’t disturbing to me. But I know that from now until I die, the sight of that eggshell-colored Lanky skin will be my personal specter, the memory that keeps me close to the campfire at night.


  When we are done at the range, I join the company for their speed march back to the base, voluntarily tacking two hours and a lot of sweat onto my workday. We did these sorts of marches all the time back in every podhead school I’ve attended over the years. A march goes quicker when the reward of a hot meal and a long shower is waiting at the end of the hump, and it gives extra motivation and dopamine on the way back. We march along the path that snakes through the majestic barren landscape, and I listen as the master sergeant makes the section leaders call out cadence and sing marching songs in their respective languages. The singing and laughter echoes from the hills and down the valleys as we make our way back to base, and it’s the most enjoyable thing I have done in weeks. It feels strange to admit it to myself, but despite all the bullshit that comes with life in the service, all the chunks the war has taken out of my soul over the years, I have missed this feeling of belonging and purpose. As the trainees sweat and huff and banter on the trail back down to the little cluster of ISTS buildings that’s huddled on the shore of the fjord like a little island of light in the late-afternoon dusk, I realize that it may be the only reason why I am still wearing the uniform.


  CHAPTER 4


  A FLY-BY OFFER


  Of all the duty stations I’ve ever had, Iceland is hands down the best, at least as far as conventional soldier metrics go. I only break a sweat when I choose to do so. The chow on the base is excellent, the landscape is breathtaking, and the MilNet connection is superfast, with enough bandwidth to do video calls with Halley anytime I want. The commanding officer of the school is a lieutenant colonel I know back from my busy podhead days in the Fleet, and he runs his shop without superfluous bullshit. We are in the middle of the North Atlantic, far removed from the rest of Special Operations Command and the rest of the Corps establishment, so we don’t have to waste much time on putting on appearances for the high-level brass or the civilian oversight committees. As far as billets go, it’s the cushiest one imaginable for someone of my rank and job specialty.


  I know that I don’t have a right to feel any discontent. There are plenty of my friends and comrades resting in the soil of far-off colonies or scattered in space who never got the chance to make it this far. And I know that I’ve expended enough sweat and blood over the years for this privilege. But deep down, I feel a sense of unease, as if the universe is setting me up, that it’s raising my comfort level and expectations just so I can fall so much harder whenever everything gets yanked out from underneath me again. So I try to treat the billet as the temporary reprieve I suspect it to be. I run five kilometers every morning, and sometimes in the evening as well. I make it a point to join the company for as much of the hard stuff out in the field as I can get away with. And with typical grunt paranoia, I wait for the other shoe to drop, just so it can’t take me by surprise.
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  I keep my office door open most of the time, so nobody has to knock when they want to come in. Naturally, they all do it anyway, rapping their knuckles on the doorframe instead of the door. I look up when I hear the company sergeant’s typical double-tap pattern.


  “Sir, we’re going to get a visit from command. I just got word from Norfolk.”


  I look at the calendar next to the personnel roster on the wall. Four uneventful months have passed since my mother’s funeral.


  “What does the brass want here in the middle of freaking February? Graduation’s still a month and a half off.”


  “That’s above my pay grade, sir. I’m just conveying the happy news.”


  I sit back in my chair and look at the world outside. It has been snowing since midnight, and the flurries are obscuring my view of the fjord. From the patterns of the swirls that are whipping the ground, I’m guessing the winds to be at twenty knots. The outside temperature display shows three degrees below zero, cold but not unseasonable. Iceland is surprisingly temperate in the winter, sitting as it does in the middle of the Gulf Stream currents.


  “Did they say who it is?”


  “It’s SOCOM Actual, sir,” Leach replies.


  “Terrific,” I say. “When is he coming in?”


  The master sergeant checks his watch.


  “In thirty-seven minutes, sir. The bird is already on the way. They only let me know once his transfer flight from the continent was already on the ground in Keflavík.”


  “A surprise visit,” I say. “In this sort of weather. They’ll have a fun time on the final approach. I wonder what he wants out here.”


  Master Sergeant Leach shrugs.


  “Like I said, sir. That’s above my pay grade.”


  I check the schedule and see that the combat controller trainees are in the Dunker, an underwater vehicle-escape simulator set up in a deep indoor pool. It takes a lot of time to configure the machinery and get everyone into the safety gear that’s needed for the exercise, and there are always two medics in scuba gear present in case a trainee loses their shit while hanging upside down in the fake drop-ship hull and has to be extracted to keep from drowning. Calling them all back in for a dog-and-pony presentation for the CO of the NACDC Special Operations Command would mess up the training session and throw the schedule into disarray.


  “If they didn’t send any instructions along, we’re going to go ahead with business as usual,” I say. “They want the red carpet, they’ll need to give us more than thirty minutes’ advance warning.”


  “I don’t think the general is much of a red-carpet type anyway,” Master Sergeant Leach says.


  “You got that right,” I reply, and a cloud descends on my mood when I think about the man who’s about to grace us with his compact and sour-faced presence. I get out of my chair and walk over to the door, where my cold-weather coat is hanging on a hook.


  “Well,” I say. “Let me go and greet our special visitor. I’ll wait for him out by the landing pad.”
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  The tilt-rotor craft descends out of the swirling snow and settles onto the landing pad in a fresh gust of frigid air that stings my face with a hundred little needles. I’m out on the apron of the little airfield by myself, because I know that the man I am meeting doesn’t give the slightest shit about pomp and circumstance.


  Brigadier General Khaled Masoud is a stocky, muscular man with a haggard face that makes him look ten years older than I know him to be. He steps off the tail ramp of the tilt-rotor bird in just his fatigues, without a winter coat. The floppy side of his SEAL beret is drawn so low over the side of his forehead that it almost covers his right eye. He has grown a short beard since the last time I saw him, and his close-cropped stubble is streaked with gray. He walks over to me and returns my salute, then shakes my hand.


  “Major Grayson,” he says, his voice raised over the sound of the nearby engines. “Good to see you again.”


  I merely nod instead of voicing the same sentiment in return because it would be a lie. After Leonidas, where I lost a quarter of my company due to Masoud’s deception of the garrison, I had vowed to frag the little bastard the first time the opportunity arose. Over time, my feelings have mellowed, but not very much. I am not willing to serve a life sentence for the satisfaction anymore, but I still avoid him whenever I can, and I won’t feel any sadness at the news of his death once that day comes. To me, he is the embodiment of both the very best and worst of our profession—exceptional at his job, but willing to burn down entire planets to see it through, with ethics relegated to the notion of a luxury for gentler times.


  “Let’s get out of this weather,” I say, unwilling to ask him why he’s here and why he didn’t bother to give notice. I know that he’ll tell me soon enough. “My office or the mess?”


  “Let’s do the mess,” General Masoud says, to my mild surprise. “I hear the chow here is great. I want to put it to the test.”


  “Aye, sir,” I reply. “This way.”
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  Whatever brought the general to this island halfway between continents, he doesn’t seem to be in a hurry to share it, and I am in no hurry to find out. We get our food and claim a table in the officers’ mess, a small and comfortably appointed room with floor-to-ceiling windows that would offer a great view of the fjord in the distance if we weren’t in the middle of a snow squall right now.


  It’s three in the afternoon, and we have the whole mess to ourselves because the handful of other officers at the base are all in their offices or leading training sessions right now. The room is quiet except for the occasional clanking of dishes and silverware from the kitchen on the other side of the food counter. My own meal consists of meat loaf and mashed potatoes. The meat is vat grown, but it’s real, not some flavored soy imitation. Right now, this sort of food is still reserved for the well to do and the people the government considers the most deserving. I know that we only get it as a perk, to keep morale and retention rates high. But I’ve stopped letting that knowledge spoil my enjoyment.


  “No shark,” General Masoud says as we begin our meal.


  “Sir?” I ask.


  “That Icelandic specialty,” he replies. “Basking shark. There wasn’t any at the chow buffet. I was hoping they’d have some.”


  “You don’t want to try that for lunch,” I say. “That’s more of a dare. They ferment it for a few months to get rid of all the toxins. They don’t serve it in the chow hall because of the smell. And nobody but the locals would eat it anyway.”


  “Pity,” he says. “I wanted to take them up on the dare.”


  “If you really want some, you can get it at the civvie terminal at Keflavík. There are stores that sell it. But I have to warn you. It smells like a gym sock that’s been soaked in old piss for a month. If you get any, don’t open it on the transport home, or the crew chief will throw you out of the back of his ship.”


  General Masoud takes a bite of the food on his plate. It’s a roasted potato and sausage dish, with onions and peppers and lots of real cheese. He nods with approval and picks up another bite with his fork. “We are an amazing species, when you think about it. We’re able to survive in environments that would kill off other species in a single generation. All because we’re able to turn anything into food. Even poisonous shark meat. Of course, the Lankies are even better at life than we are. Amazing adaptive skills. Their home world must be a scary fucking place.”


  “I hope we never find out,” I reply. “As much as I want to pay them a visit. With a two-hundred-megaton planet buster as a host gift.”


  “Sooner or later, we will have to find out, Major Grayson. We kicked them off our turf here in the solar system. But one day they’ll try again. Here or in whatever colony systems we still have left. Make no mistake. This isn’t over until one of us wipes out the other.”


  “Billions of planets in our galaxy,” I say. “Infinite space in the universe. And we fight each other to the death over a fucking grain of sand on a beach.”


  General Masoud shrugs. “Find a way to make them see it like that, and we can all retire. Recycle those warships, dismantle the nukes. Until then, we have to be ruthless. Because they don’t saddle themselves with these moral questions. Notice how they’ve never tried to communicate with us, either?”


  “We haven’t figured out a way to talk to them. But I’m pretty sure we got the message across that we don’t want to be food,” I say.


  “Maybe it’ll stick. Or maybe whatever is making them seek out our planets for themselves is bigger than their fear of our missiles. Maybe they figure the risk is worth it.”


  “Could be they have no choice,” I say. “But to be frank with you, I don’t care why they do what they do.”


  “If you want to really beat an enemy, you have to care. You have to know what drives them. What makes them tick. Their greatest desires, their biggest fears. So you can kick them where it hurts the most. Kick them until they are down, and then keep kicking. Until the threat is gone for good.”


  I take a bite of meat loaf and chew the food slowly, deliberately, a skill I had to learn once I left the PRCs. I haven’t had anything made of soy in a long time, and if I can help it, I never want to eat that stuff again. To me, flavored soy will always be the taste of welfare rations and wartime deprivation.


  “You’ve come a long way since the first time we met. You were a sergeant. Then you made lieutenant for Arcadia,” Masoud says. “Then captain. And now you’re a staff officer.”


  “You’ve gone up the ranks as well since then,” I say.


  He looks at the gold-wreathed single star on his shoulder epaulette with something like mild disdain.


  “I hate seeing gold up there,” he says. “That wasn’t ever a goal for me. General officers don’t get to do pod drops. They don’t get to move the levers on the field. They just get to push icons around on a hologram. But there are more staff and general slots open than people to fill them. The officer corps took a beating in the years before Mars.”


  Masoud looks at the insignia on my epaulettes, the same but in silver thread, and smiles. “But I don’t need to tell you that, do I?”


  “I thought I was safe,” I say. “Limited-duty officer. Restricted to my occupational specialty. And then they just quietly removed the limit and ordered me to staff school.”


  “Combat vets have the edge in the new promotion points system,” Masoud replies. “And that’s a good thing. Most of the junior officers in the Fleet have never seen battle. The special tactics platoons all have veterans at the helm from company level up. But the SI, that’s another story. Half the line companies have fresh captains who were still in the academy during Mars. I hear the new junior officers are standing in line to volunteer for garrison duty at Outpost Campbell. Just so they can maybe take shots at a Lanky and get a combat badge.”


  “All the peacetime rank-jockey bullshit all over again,” I say.


  General Masoud shrugs once more. “It’s what it is. And we’re stuck with those wreaths on our shoulder boards, whether we want them or not.”


  He shakes his head and takes another bite of his potato-and-sausage scramble. Then he looks at me appraisingly.


  “Unless I have you all figured wrong. I mean, it’s an easier life now. Especially at our rank.”


  He gestures with his fork to indicate the empty mess and the loaded trays at the buffet counter. “Good food. Hot water on demand. Liberty in the evenings and on the weekends. Regular leaves. Seeing sky overhead instead of deck plating. What kind of fool would rather be in armor and freezing their ass off out on a colony planet somewhere?”


  “Only the rarest sort of imbecile,” I reply. “Someone who hasn’t learned his lesson yet.”


  The general looks at me with a neutral expression for a few moments. Then he allows himself one of his tiny smiles.


  “I’ll not fault you for being content with what you have now. God knows you’ve done a lot for the Corps. If anyone has earned the right to some easy duty, it’s the SOCOM vets who have bled for this peace. That’s why I am stopping by here with an offer, not an order.”


  “An offer,” I repeat. “From you.”


  “Not from me personally. From the head of SOCOM. Your branch’s commanding officer.”


  I put down my fork. On the other side of the window next to us, the snow is blowing sideways across the landscape. It’s cold outside, at least by Earth’s standards. On New Svalbard, a day like this would be considered mild and almost balmy.


  “I figured you didn’t come all the way out here just to sample the potato hash,” I say.


  “Oh, I didn’t make this trip just to talk to you. I am on my way to some joint-service dog-and-pony show in Britain. This was just a convenient hop. A chance to check in with you. And offer you a shot at an assignment that just came open.”


  My initial impulse is to tell him that I am not interested in anything he has to offer. There will be an ice-sculpture contest in hell before I ever trust this man again, not after he used my infantry company as bait to distract an entire planetary garrison. I am just about to open my mouth to tell him that. Then I take a few slow and deliberate breaths until the urge passes. I don’t want to show any sort of weakness in front of General Masoud, and being unable to control anger is as much a weakness as an inability to control fear.


  “A combat deployment,” I guess. “And you need just the right person for it. I’ve heard that one before.”


  “It’s a field deployment,” Masoud says. “I don’t know if there will be combat involved. I have a special tactics team about to go on deployment without a commanding officer. Their CO just got medevaced off the ship with a major health issue. He’ll be out for at least a month. And I can’t send out a company with a section commander in charge of the whole shop. That’s too much lifting for a lieutenant.”


  “A regimental STT?” I ask, and Masoud nods.


  “STT 500. Attached to the Fifth SI Regiment. They’re on the Washington right now. Getting ready for a deterrence patrol. I need someone to take over for Major Mackenzie. Someone who knows their ass from a hole in the ground.”


  “I can’t be the only qualified O-4 in the cupboard,” I say.


  “You’re not. I have several other people I can order to take the slot. But you’re more experienced than either by half. STT 500 is a varsity team. I want them to go into action with a varsity commander. Not a burned-out lifer trying to ride out the few years until retirement.”


  Major Masoud looks around in the mess.


  “And you’re the only one on my list who can hand over their shop and hit the ground running with the 500 without fucking up an ops cycle. You have what—a month left in this training flight?”


  “A month and a half,” I say.


  “I can order one of the HQ staff officers from Norfolk or San Diego to serve out the rest of this cycle for you. Hell, I have half a dozen light-duty people in Norfolk alone that I’m tired of finding make-work assignments for. None can take command of a line company right now. But all of them can keep your seat warm here at the ISTS.”


  “So I’m the best for the job. And coincidentally the only one who’s easily replaceable right now.”


  “You are the easiest to replace, that is true. But you’re also the best for the job. Don’t doubt that.”


  I want to tell the general that if he said snow is white, I’d feel the urge to go outside and check for myself. But he’s still the head of the SOCOM branch, and it’s entirely within his powers to make my life difficult for the rest of my service days. It’s not smart to irritate someone who can make me take inventory of air filters and undershirts on Fleet Base Titan until I retire.


  “But this is an offer. Not an order,” I say.


  “That’s correct. You are the most qualified. But you also have more deployments than anyone else on my short list. That’s why I am offering it to you instead of just sending movement orders through MilNet. If you would rather not stick your neck out, you have earned that right. We don’t know what’s going to happen in six months, or a year from now. The Lankies may show up again and spoil the peace. This may be the last quiet posting you’ll get for a while.”


  He looks around again with a mildly disdainful expression, as if the thought of a quiet posting were offensive to him, and takes another bite of his food.


  “Of course, the reverse may also be true,” he continues. “With everyone fighting over combat command to pad the personnel file. Especially the captains who want to step up to major. It’s a big jump from O-3 to O-4. Every ribbon counts in that competition. Could be you won’t get another shot at a line company for a good while. Maybe you’ll get another school assignment after this one. And anywhere else would be a downgrade from this luxury resort.”


  The little bastard is blackmailing me, I think.


  There’s no doubt in my mind that he has the last say in the staffing decisions for the STTs on deployment. The point system is good for promotions, but the command of a company-sized special tactics team is a badge that only the SOCOM leadership can award. He doesn’t say it out loud, and the implication is subtle, but I refuse to believe that it’s unintentional. If I turn down the job, he’ll make sure I won’t get another, and I’ll be looking at a succession of rear-echelon and instructor assignments every twelve months until he gets bored of fucking with me.


  “Let me think about it,” I say. “Just for a day or two.”


  General Masoud puts his silverware on his plate and wipes his mouth with a napkin. Then he flashes his barely there smile again.


  “I figured you would be jumping at the chance. STT 500 is probably the best team in the entire Fleet. If I made that offer to any other major in SOCOM, they’d offer to arm-wrestle a Lanky for it.”


  “My wife’s the squadron commander of ATS-13. They’re training at Goose Bay right now for their deployment in two months. I want to check with her before I commit myself to blowing off our joint leaves for the next year. I like being married. I want to remain married.”


  “That’s perfectly understandable,” Masoud says, with an expression that tells me he doesn’t understand it at all.


  “Are you staying on base for the night?” I ask.


  He shakes his head. “I told the twirly-bird crew to refuel and keep their ship on standby for the hop back to Keflavík. I need to make Faslane by the end of the day. But I’ll be busy with other stuff for the next seventy-two hours. I don’t have to put a name into those movement orders until Monday morning. But I’ll need your go/no-go by 1800 hours on Sunday. Understood?”


  “Copy that, sir.”


  We finish our food and put our trays on the counter for the mess orderly to police. At the door, General Masoud puts his beret back on his head, yanks down the right side over his eye, and flattens the wool against his skull with the palm of his hand. Then he nods at the mess hall behind us.


  “This is the sort of place that dulls our edge. Makes us soft. Gives us too much time to worry.”


  He opens the door to step outside, and the blast of cold air that blows into the entryway carries thick snowflakes that settle on our uniforms. General Masoud doesn’t even flinch.


  “I know you, Major Grayson. You enjoy the perks here. But you think about how it feels to be back on the sharp tip of the spear. Because deep down inside, you miss the war.”


  The low-grade irritation I always feel in Masoud’s presence turns into anger in my chest.


  “That’s one hell of an assumption.”


  “But I know it’s the truth. Because I miss it,” he says. “And I know you’ll deny it with your last breath, but we are very much alike, you and I.”


  He walks out into the driving snow before I have to stifle an insubordinate reply.


  CHAPTER 5


  A FISHHOOK IN THE STEAK


  In the morning, the combat controller and forward observer trainees have comms gear instruction. I stop by and watch for a little while as my sergeants familiarize the Eurocorps soldiers with some more of our signals and communications equipment. Even after four years, the battlefield integration of units between the NACDC and the Eurocorps isn’t seamless yet. We have spent half a century on weapons and tactics development in sharply diverging directions. The Euros have mostly been keeping the peace on their continent and safeguarding against Sino-Russian Alliance expansion, so they were geared to fight land wars on Earth. The Corps has been out on the colonies in a resource contest with the SRA among the stars for decades, so we were set up to fight small-scale colonial actions in other star systems. When the Lankies arrived, everyone had to radically change their R&D approach, but we were already proficient in space combat. The Eurocorps had to start their effort almost from scratch. But for a nation bloc that only started training space infantry less than half a decade ago, they’re doing quite well already.


  I don’t linger in the classes to observe for long because it makes the instructors twitchy. When the boss is in the room, the teachers can’t help but think that I’m there to evaluate them in some way, and I can always tell that it throws off the flow of their lecture. So I make myself scarce again, satisfied that my experienced SOCOM sergeants have things well in hand whether I am hovering over their shoulders or not. When I check my chrono after leaving the classroom building, it’s only the middle of the morning. The snow squalls have lifted in the night, so with nothing better to do right now, I head back to my quarters to change into exercise clothes and go for a run.


  Over the years, I have found that my brain works best when I give my body a mindless physical task that can be accomplished entirely on autopilot, in an environment where I don’t have to pay much attention to my surroundings or get bombarded by external stimuli. Running out here in Iceland fits all those parameters better than anything else. As I make my way from the base up the trail that leads through the hills, I don’t have to consciously think about anything, and there’s nothing in my field of view but snow-frosted mountains and the vast lead-colored expanse of the North Atlantic off in the distance to my left.


  I don’t want to leave Iceland just yet. It’s a serenely beautiful place, and I’m as far away from people as anyone can get in this hemisphere without pitching a tent on what’s left of the ice shelf on Greenland. With all that good food and the light duty, it’s easy to forget that there’s a whole universe out there beyond the gray winter clouds. And with four years of no run-ins with the Lankies, it’s easy to pretend that they’re not still out there among the stars. Maybe they are scared of us now. Maybe they’ve learned to avoid us like a woodlands creature has incorporated the fear of fire into its instincts. It’s possible that we bought the Earth some lasting peace—for a century, or a millennium, or even an eternity. Maybe they’ll leave us alone for good, now that we have taught them to fear our nukes and our Orion missiles. With every month I spend here, the memory of their incursion grows a little more distant.


  But as I pant and huff my way across the austere landscape of the eastern coast of Iceland, I suspect that all of those maybes are wishful thinking, not sober reflection. I’ve learned that as a species, we are exceptionally and universally good at rationalization, at accepting facts that support our biases, and explaining away or ignoring the ones that contradict them. And I know that much of my anger at General Masoud’s unexpected visit comes from the fact that he told me things I did not want to hear in the moment.


  A thousand years of peace, I think as I look at the sky. A few seabirds are hovering in the breeze above the coast, flapping their wings every few seconds to maintain station in the headwinds coming in from the ocean.


  Or maybe they’ll show up in the solar system again next week, with more seed ships than we have Orions to throw at them. We have regrouped and worked out new tactics. Who’s to say they can’t do the same?


  I try to think about what would happen if we got an incursion alert right now. Our contingency plan still calls for all personnel to report to the nearest Corps facility to stand by for emergency deployment. I’d probably get moved to a podhead detachment on a Fleet unit somewhere, to get ready for surface action against the invasion spearheads, just like we have been practicing for half a decade now. But it would be a purely reactive action. I’d be suiting up in armor, yanked from a desk job into battle preparations without warning, tossed into a line unit with unfamiliar troops, people I’ve never trained or deployed with. And I realize that I am not prepared for war, even though I’ve kept my marksmanship skills honed and my body in fighting shape. I’m not prepared for war because I’ve let myself pretend that the fight is as good as over, that a desk job and three meals a day from a chow hall buffet are going to be my normal state for the rest of my days in uniform.


  When I finish my run and trot back through the main gate of the ISTS base, I am angrier than I was when I left—not because Masoud was wrong, but because I have to concede the possibility that he wasn’t.
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  “If he is offering it, there’s a fishhook in that steak somewhere,” Halley says when I have finished telling her about General Masoud’s visit. We’re talking on a high-bandwidth video link via MilNet. It’s evening, and we’re both in our respective quarters. She’s in Goose Bay, the Fleet’s big training base in Labrador, where drop ship and Shrike crews practice low-level flight over unpopulated areas.


  “Oh, I know there’s a catch somewhere,” I say. “But if he knows the deployment plan, he’s not sharing it.”


  “‘Deterrence patrol’ could mean anything. Could be taking up garrison orbit around Mars for three months.”


  “Could be going out to Arcadia with a task force. Or making the loop past Saturn’s orbit. With some FleetEx at Titan thrown in halfway through.”


  “You don’t think he has anything cooking on the side, do you? Like he did back when we went into Leonidas?” Halley asks.


  I shake my head. “This isn’t going to be a SOCOM mission. They wouldn’t give him a whole Avenger task force. Whatever this is, it’s got to be a Fleet thing. Not some off-the-books cloak-and-dagger shit.”


  “I would agree with you. But this is Masoud we’re talking about here,” Halley says. “Remember Leonidas?”


  “I remember,” I say, and I know that Halley won’t ever need reminders, either. She almost died in the battle we fought at the end, when we had the renegade president of the NAC cornered in his underground bunker. The truth is that our entire team would have died that day if Masoud hadn’t sprung his trap and strong-armed an entire planetary garrison into surrendering to an SI company and an understrength SEAL team. He was smart and ruthless, and he got the job done with a minimal amount of casualties. The assets he reclaimed from the renegades were instrumental in fighting the Lankies to a draw on Mars. Without his audacious plan, we wouldn’t have been able to kick them out of the solar system. But I know without a doubt that if I had lost Halley that day, I would have killed him on the spot when he stepped off the drop ship with his SEAL team after the garrison surrendered.


  “How do you feel about going on another deployment?” Halley asks.


  “I’m fine with it,” I say. “In all honesty? I’ve had three shore-duty assignments in a row. Chances are better than ever the next one would have been a combat billet anyway. And it’s a deterrence patrol. We’ll be dashing to some colony, or maybe one of the Jovian moons. Figure we’ll do a live-fire FleetEx or two, put on a show for the colonials. It’ll be good to get out into the field again.”


  “And if you don’t take the slot, Masoud will write you off as a burnout,” Halley says.


  “I don’t give a shit what he thinks of me. I just don’t want to spend the next few years in charge of a SOCOM ammo dump somewhere in the outer system.”


  Halley chews on her lower lip for a moment as she considers the scenario.


  “Well,” she says. “I’m going on deployment in two months anyway. I can’t ask you to stay home and play it safe if I’m not. And if we both do a combat tour at the same time, at least we’ll be eligible for extended leave after. We can sync up our schedules.”


  “I’m glad you don’t think I’m out of my mind for going,” I say.


  “That would make me such a hypocrite, Andrew. When I am just itching to get back onto a carrier deck myself.”


  She shakes her head with a smile. “I can’t believe we are actually looking forward to this shit again. The Corps has messed with our heads more than I thought.”


  “If there’s fighting to be done, I’d rather be up there in armor than down here holding a coffee mug. And if there’s no fight, then it doesn’t matter anyway. Then I’ll just be doing a training cruise with live ammo.”


  With the thorny business of the impending deployment out of the way, I feel a sense of relief that General Masoud didn’t manage to put a ding into my relationship with Halley, that there won’t be seeds of discontent that will have a chance to blossom into arguments or bad feelings weeks and months down the road. Now that Mom is gone, the two most important things in my life are my marriage and the Corps, but if I had to sacrifice one to save the other, I would not hesitate for a moment to leave the military and hang up the uniform for good.


  “How soon will you have to head out?” Halley asks at the conclusion of our nightly bedtime banter.


  “Masoud said I have to give him word by Sunday evening,” I say. “I expect I’ll have movement orders by Monday morning. He doesn’t wait around.”


  “You might as well start packing your shipboard bag, then.”


  “We won’t have a chance to get together before I leave,” I say.


  “We’ve been there before,” Halley replies. “Many times. I don’t have to like it. But it’s the life we chose, right?”


  “I’m sure I’ll be in-system for a while. Even if it’s a colony run. Takes a few days just to get to the node for Arcadia. I’ll check in once I get to the ship and settled in.”


  “Go, then. Have fun sweating with the other podheads. And make sure you get back in one piece. I’ll see you in six months. And then we’re taking a few weeks off.”


  “Count on it,” I reply. “I love you. Remember to keep the number of landings equal to the number of takeoffs.”


  “That’s the general idea,” she says. “Good night. I love you, too.”
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  The two-line message to General Masoud only takes thirty seconds to write, but my finger hovers over the “SEND” field for a good while as I pace the room. Halley is on board with the plan, and she’ll be on deployment herself in eight weeks. This should be an easy call at this point, and I don’t know why I am hesitating. Maybe it’s the knowledge that Masoud has never sought me out with an assignment that did not have invisible strings attached to it somewhere.


  Leonidas was seven years ago, I think.


  We had the Lankies on our doorstep, and the renegades were on the run with our best gear. Now everyone is pulling on the same rope again, and there hasn’t been a seed ship in the solar system in over half a decade. There’s nobody left to deter with that patrol.


  I send the message off to SOCOM command and put the personal data pad back onto the table. Then I take off my uniform and step into the shower for a quick pre-bedtime rinse.


  When I am finished ten minutes later, the PDP’s notification light blinks with the pulsing red of a new priority message. I pick it up and activate the screen to find that Masoud’s reply consists of a standard transfer order, sent via the SOCOM administrative system. It’s as clinical and impersonal as a reply can get, only a few terse entries in the relevant data fields.


  ASSIGNED UNIT—SPECIAL TACTICS TEAM 500. DUTY STATION—CVB-63 NACS WASHINGTON. REPORT TO NEW PDS BY—1800H ZULU, MON 19 FEB 2120.


  I click my tongue and toss the PDP back onto the table, where it lands with a dull clatter.


  “You’re fucking welcome,” I say.


  CHAPTER 6


  WASHINGTON


  I’ve seen Avenger-class ships close-up dozens of times, but somehow the sight never gets old to me. They are enormous, the better part of a kilometer in length, but they have a sleek appearance that belies their size and weight, all organic curves and flowing shapes. When the Fleet only fought other humans, warships were painted in flat black and gray, to make them less obvious against the background of interplanetary space. The Avengers are all painted in titanium white, and the hull markings are fluorescent orange, in blatant defiance of the old low-observance protocol. But these are new weapons, designed to fight new enemies, and the tactics had to change radically. Our foe is sensitive to active radiation, so the new gear is built around optical tracking and comms, which requires a high-visibility paint scheme to let the optical sensors pick up friendly ships more easily.


  NACS Washington sits in her docking slip like an image from a defense contractor brochure, human warfighting prowess distilled into half a million tons of titanium and carbon composites. On the other side of the T-shaped docking outrigger, a space control cruiser is tied to the station with dozens of service lines and gangways, utterly dwarfed by its immense neighbor. We have three Avengers in the Fleet, and three more are under construction. The SRA has three as well, and there are six more distributed between our various Alliance nations. A dozen battlecarriers are now the thin white line between us and the Lankies, but the line is getting a little thicker every year. By the middle of the decade, there will be twice as many Avengers in service.


  The shuttle makes its way to its own docking port at the inner ring of the station, and the pilot has to make a slow pass alongside Washington, so I get another opportunity to study the hull from stern to nose from just a few hundred meters away. The Avengers are too large to dock at Gateway or Independence stations, so the Fleet expanded the new battlecarrier base at Daedalus, on the far side of the moon. Now it’s almost the size of Gateway, and the Fleet has steadily shifted its operations to the new station, leaving the old and capacity-strained Gateway to the orbital defense ships and the nascent combat fleets of the allied nations. It’s a bit of a pain to get to the new base because it requires a transit from Earth to Luna and then another ride around the moon on a separate ship, but I rather enjoy the scenery every time I get to do that run. Something primal stirs in my chest whenever we come around Earth’s moon and see the station and the gigantic battlecarriers rising above the lunar horizon in front of the shuttle. Fleet Base Daedalus has no civilian ships docked, and no cargo or passenger traffic to clutter up the approaches.


  “Passengers, prepare for arrival and gravity ops at Daedalus,” the flight deck announces as we approach our docking clamp. I double-check my harness and return my attention to the viewport next to my seat, where the angle of our approach gives me a good view at the forward ventral gun batteries on the hull of Washington, rows of armored turrets with triple rail-gun barrels for orbital bombardment and close-range ship-to-ship barrage fire.


  I’m the ranking officer on the shuttle, so I get to leave the passenger deck first, a small but welcome privilege of my new seniority. When the green light comes on and the crew chief opens the hatch to the docking collar, I get out of my seat and gather my personal bag from the cargo bin. Then I return the crew chief’s respectful nod and step through the hatch and onto Daedalus.


  The new Fleet base is fully geared for military use, not an ounce of weight wasted on accommodating civilian and commercial operations. Everything is new and shiny. The deck liner under my feet is spotless, without the centerline rut that’s evident on the decks of ships and stations that have seen the foot traffic of decades in active service. The corridors are well lit and wide enough for heavy equipment transfer between capital ships. There are clear direction markings on the bulkheads, and the paint isn’t all faded and scuffed like on Gateway. It’s been a long-running joke in the Fleet that we would come back to base one day and find that Gateway had finally de-orbited and crashed into the Pacific while we were on patrol. Now that Daedalus is a fully operational Fleet base, we may finally be able to decommission the eighty-year-old station and recycle it for scrap. But knowing the military, they’ll keep using it until it falls apart completely.


  I make my way to the main concourse of the station and look for the transfer desk, where a team of young corporals and sergeants are checking assignments and directing personnel.


  “Good morning, sir,” one of the desk sergeants says when I step up to his station. “Do you have your movement orders?”


  I pull up my transfer order and let the sergeant scan it.


  “Washington,” he says. “The big dog. She’s on the Alpha ring, docking gate Alpha 5. You want to follow the red marker all the way. Or you can let your PDP do a handshake with a PTU, and it’ll get you there automatically.”


  “PTU?” I ask.


  He nods at a nearby equipment corral, where at least a dozen two-wheeled gyro boards are lined up in a neat row.


  “Personal transport units,” he says.


  “You didn’t have those the last time I came through here.”


  “We got the PTUs last year, sir,” he says.


  Has it been over a year since I’ve been on a capital ship? I think and do the mental math. My internal calendar confirms the fact—I’ve been on two consecutive school assignments on Earth, so it has been fourteen months since I set foot onto a spaceship of any size. As I look at the little wheeled boards, a young enlisted Fleet member walks up to the rack, waves his PDP over the control panel of one of the units, and waits until it backs itself out of the rack and into the concourse. Then he steps onto the gyro board, and it takes off with a soft electric hum, carrying its passenger down the concourse at a brisk walking speed.


  “Are we all too lazy to walk now?” I say as I watch with slight bewilderment.


  “It’s a big station, sir. It takes twenty or thirty minutes just to cross to the other side and into the Bravo ring from here. And the PTUs are more efficient. No traffic jams, no getting lost.”


  “Well, I guess that is an advantage,” I say, remembering the frequent slow foot traffic on Gateway when three or four big warships were docked at the same time. It’s a pleasant surprise to see that someone put thought into making the operations here more efficient and easier on the troops, but it’s still a little jarring to see this nonessential technology. Five years ago, the Corps didn’t have the money for convenience devices like these.


  “I’ll walk,” I say. “Alpha is close by, right?”


  “Yes, sir. Five minutes down the red line.”


  “Thank you, Sergeant.”


  He nods, and I shoulder my bag and walk off. I want to believe that he thinks I am too tough to let myself get ferried to my gate by a cute little automatic skateboard, and maybe he doesn’t suspect I don’t want to make an ass of myself by face-planting in the middle of the corridor in front of a bunch of junior enlisted troops.
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  Space is always at a premium on a warship, but the Avengers are roomier than any other ship class in the Fleet. The SOCOM detachment has its own deck section on the periphery of Grunt Country, where the ship’s Spaceborne Infantry detachment is quartered. Each Avenger has an entire regiment of SI allocated to it, eight companies in total. Over nine hundred troops and thirty-two combat exoskeletons make up the surface combat power of the battlecarrier, supported by two strike-fighter and two drop-ship squadrons. Most of those troops are enlisted, who are stacked eight to a berth, and noncommissioned officers, who are paired up in theirs. But even with the stacking by squad, it takes a lot of deck space to house almost a thousand grunts and their battle gear, and Grunt Country takes up a big cluster of deck sections near the ship’s hangar.


  The SOCOM section is the farthest from the hangar. I make my way through the center of the ship in one of the three wide fore-and-aft passageways, which is busy with troops and Fleet personnel going about their pre-deployment business. There’s no obligation to salute aboard an NACDC warship, but I get respectful nods and greetings from troops as I head to my assigned berth. The Fleet sailors I pass are all in the shipboard uniform they introduced a few years back, the one the troops nicknamed “blueberries” almost right away because of its teal-and-blue hue. I am in my Class A uniform, which is custom for reporting to a new duty station, and I can’t wait to report to the CO and then change into the far more comfortable shipboard dress myself.


  As a staff officer, I no longer have to rely on luck to score a private single berth. Staff officers get those as a matter of routine, and on Avengers, even the junior-grade officers have their own because the ship is optimized for crew comfort on long deployments. My berth has been coded to my DNA profile already, and I unlock it and step inside. The cabin looks and smells like it has never been occupied. I stow my gear and report in with the ship’s MilNet system via the terminal on my new desk. Everything on this ship is new, including the terminal, which logs me on in the blink of an eye.


  Before I leave the cabin again, I check my appearance in the stainless steel mirror next to the door. My Class A smock is in good shape, freshly cleaned and pressed. My professional résumé is pinned above the left breast pocket in the form of awards, four rows of ribbons with the shiny combat-drop badge in gold neatly centered on top. Back when I was in Basic, twelve years and what seems like a lifetime ago, only the old-timers had more than one or two rows of ribbons. As I take a closer look at my face to make sure my shave from this morning doesn’t need a refresher, I notice the wrinkles in the corners of my eyes and the sporadic gray hairs that started to appear recently, and it occurs to me that if I don’t have old-timer status already, I am definitely well on my way.
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  “Major Grayson. Do come in.”


  The master and commander of NACS Washington, Colonel Drake, acknowledges my greeting and nods toward the spot in front of his desk. I’m in the commanding officer’s ready cabin, which is located right off the busy combat information center. Behind me, the door closes automatically and shuts out all the noise from the CIC.


  Colonel Drake gets out of his chair and extends his hand across the desk. He is trim and fit, and taller than me by at least five centimeters. His hair is reddish blond and as unruly as the standard short Fleet haircut will allow.


  “I’ve been told they had found someone to take over the STT from Major Mackenzie. Truth be told, I wasn’t optimistic we’d have the slot staffed in time for deployment.”


  “I was two tours into a training billet on Iceland,” I say. “Guess they figured I’ve sat on my ass long enough.”


  “But have you?” Colonel Drake says with a smile. “Iceland’s a cushy posting, from what I hear.”


  “I came up from the enlisted ranks. When they pinned the stars on me, they lied to me and said I’d be a junior-grade officer for the rest of my days. I’m a podhead at heart. Not an administrator.”


  From the way the wrinkles in the corners of his pale-blue eyes deepen briefly, I can tell that I gave the right answer, or at least an acceptable one. Colonel Drake nods and sits back down in his chair. I put my hands behind my back and stand at parade rest. Some commanders run their ship without formal bullshit, some run it so tightly that the crew walks on their toes at all times. Until I have this one figured out, I figure it’s best to err on the side of excessive formality. The special tactics team is integrated with the SI regiment, but it’s still under Fleet command, so the colonel is not only the commander of the battlecarrier but also my direct superior.


  “Well, welcome to Washington. You’ve served on an Avenger before in the same job, so I’m sure you know your way around. This one has a few improvements, but that’s mostly just systems stuff. Layout’s exactly the same.”


  The colonel has a pleasantly melodic accent I can’t quite place. His diction is very precise, and he uses no filler words to interrupt the rhythm of his sentences.


  “Too bad you had to change horses for the STT team right before heading out,” I say. “I know it messes with team cohesion. But I’ll do what I can to hit the ground running.”


  “I’m glad to hear it. You should have an easy job. Your predecessor cherry-picked the section leaders and most of the enlisted personnel. They’ve been training for this deployment for the last six months.”


  “Can you share where we’re going yet?” I ask, and the colonel shakes his head.


  “I would if I knew. Command hasn’t seen fit to tell us anything other than our departure date and time. But we will know more in thirty-six hours. You have some time to get settled in.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Colonel Drake taps a field on his comms screen.


  “XO, could you come to the ready cabin, please?”


  “Aye, sir,” a female voice replies.


  A few moments later, the door signal sounds, and I turn toward it as it opens with a faint pneumatic hiss.


  The woman who walks into the ready room is tall and lean. She has dark-brown hair that’s pulled back into a ponytail, and the back and sides are trimmed very short. Something about the curve of her jawline and the dark-brown color of her eyes reminds me of someone else, but I can’t quite figure it out just yet. She looks at me and gives me an appraising once-over.


  “Lieutenant Colonel Campbell, this is Major Grayson. He’s the new STT boss. Major Grayson, this is my XO, Sophie Campbell.”


  Lieutenant Colonel Campbell offers her hand, and we shake. Her grip is firm and purposeful.


  “Welcome to the ship, Major,” she says. “Glad you could join us on short notice.”


  She doesn’t smile when she offers her welcome, and something about the tone of her statement makes it sound just a little bit sarcastic. I choose to ignore the minor barb and smile noncommittally in return.


  “XO, please log the major’s arrival and show him around the CIC before he heads down to Grunt Country to meet the team,” Colonel Drake says. “Good to have you aboard, Major. Carry on.”


  I follow the XO back out into the CIC. She leads me over to the command pit and stops in front of the holotable, which shows the space around the ship and the Fleet base. A handful of contacts are in various approach and departure patterns, diligently tracked by the ship’s integrated defense system.


  “The skipper says you’ve been on an Avenger before,” she says.


  “I was on Ottawa on her first deployment.”


  “The colony evacuation at New Svalbard,” she says, and I nod.


  “That was bad news,” she says. “Ship did well, though.”


  “We splashed three seed ships,” I say. “But they had already landed in force, so there was nothing more we could do other than to get the civvies off.”


  “I read the after-action reports. What a waste.”


  “It was either nuke the place or surrender it to them.”


  “I’m not saying it was the wrong decision,” she says. “But it was a waste.”


  Now that I know her name, I have figured out why she looks vaguely familiar.


  “Are you related to Colonel Campbell?” I ask. “The skipper of the Indianapolis?”


  “He was my father,” she says.


  “I served with him on Indy,” I say. “He was the best commander I’ve ever seen.”


  “So I hear,” she says. “Everyone who served with him says the same thing. You’re familiar with the special tactics station here in the CIC, right?”


  She points to one of the stations that surround the command pit. I walk over and take a closer look. Everything is set up the way it was on Ottawa, when I took turns at the STT station with my senior NCO and the platoon leaders.


  “Yes, I am,” I say. “Haven’t been in that chair in a little while. But it’s all familiar ground.”


  “You have full access to the CIC, so do what you have to do to get yourself up to speed. Any questions or concerns?”


  I didn’t exactly expect a parade at my arrival, but the XO’s frosty and brusque manner seems a little out of place even for an executive officer, the traditional heavy hat on a warship. I don’t know what I’ve done to piss off the ship’s second-in-command right out of the starting gate, but I don’t want to show my irritation until I have figured out whether her low-level ire is justified, or whether she’s just a natural asshole.


  “No questions or concerns at this time, ma’am,” I say.


  “Then don’t let me keep you, Major. I will see you at the command staff meeting at 0800 in the morning.”


  “Aye, ma’am.”


  I take the hint and turn to leave the CIC. Whatever chip is lodged on the XO’s shoulder, this isn’t the time or place to address it. But the whole interaction has served to make me feel a little uneasy as I head down the passageway and off toward the SOCOM berths. For the first time since I agreed to the transfer, I feel myself wishing for an undo button to put me back onto Iceland, with four days on the clock until my weekend liberty with Halley.


  CHAPTER 7


  SETTLING IN


  On a smaller warship, the cabin of a unit’s commanding officer also has to serve as their workspace. The Avengers are so large that each unit all the way down to company level gets a proper office just like they do on a shore installation.


  When I walk into the office of STT 500, there’s just one person behind the counter, someone with a high-and-tight military regulation haircut that is peppered with gray. He is typing on the input field of a terminal, and his back is turned toward the door. When he hears me entering, he turns, and I see first sergeant insignia on his shoulders.


  “Good morning, sir,” he says.


  “Good morning, First Sergeant,” I reply. As we size each other up, I can tell he’s scanning my uniform credentials, which are more revealing than his because I am in my ribbon-adorned Class A uniform, and he is wearing Fleet fatigues. But from what I can see on that camouflage smock, it’s more than enough to get the picture. He is wearing the golden trident of a SEAL, the Fleet’s space-air-land commandos and the cream of the SOCOM branch, and a golden pod drop badge underneath.


  “I’m the new CO,” I say. “Major Grayson. Here to take over for Major Mackenzie.”


  “Yes, sir. First Sergeant Gallegos. I’m the company SNCO. Welcome to STT 500.”


  He gestures toward the door behind him.


  “My office is behind the company office, and yours is behind mine, sir. Just like on a shore base. But a lot smaller.”


  “At least we have offices,” I say. “This is a palace compared to a cruiser or an assault carrier.”


  “First time on an Avenger, sir?”


  “Negative. I was the CO for the STT on Ottawa’s shakedown cruise.”


  “Then this will be familiar ground to you,” he says. “All the Mark I Avengers have the same layout.”


  He looks at my combat controller badge and the coral-red beret under my left shoulder board.


  “Captain Burns is your CCT section lead. He’ll be glad to finally have a combat controller at the helm.”


  “What was Major Mackenzie’s MOS?” I ask.


  “Uh, he’s a SEAL, sir.”


  The regulations specify that the commander of a special tactics team has to be a SOCOM-qualified officer from one of the three Fleet occupations that make up the SOCOM branch: combat controller, Spaceborne Rescue, or SEAL. Naturally, each occupation thinks of itself as the best of the lot, and almost everyone prefers to have a boss who comes from the same specialty. Captain Burns, the leader of the combat controller section, will undoubtedly be happy to have a fellow red hat as a superior, but I know that my company sergeant is probably less than happy to trade in his SEAL commanding officer for a combat controller. The interservice rivalries are fractal, and the lower down the organizational chain they go, the more intense they seem to get.


  “I usually trust my section leaders to run their own business. I may get a little more hands-on with the CCT section because that’s my trade. But I’m not a micromanager.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  “What kind of shape are we in, First Sergeant?” I ask.


  “It’s a solid team, sir. A lot of the junior NCOs aren’t seasoned yet. Some of the squad leaders are a little green. We have a few fresh lieutenants who just got their tridents this year. But all the senior sergeants are combat vets. So are all the section leaders.”


  “I want to meet them. See if you can schedule a sit-down and find a room at some point today.”


  “You want an all-officer meeting, or just the section leaders, sir?” First Sergeant Gallegos asks.


  I think about my answer briefly.


  “Just the section leaders for now. I’ll meet the rest in due course. No point yanking everyone away from their tasks.”


  “Aye, sir. I’ll slot in a meeting and send you the data. When would you like to do the change of command ceremony? We’ll have to do that on the flight deck because Grunt Country doesn’t have a space that can hold the whole company. And I’ll have to let the commander know ahead of time.”


  I grimace and shake my head.


  “You know what, First Sergeant? I don’t really care for pomp and ritual. And the troops have better things to do than stand around on the flight deck and watch me play with a flag. Make an entry in the company log that I assumed command of the CCT at”—I check my chrono—“1300 hours Zulu today. And send out a message to that effect on the all-company list. That should take care of the formalities.”


  “Aye, sir.” First Sergeant Gallegos’s little smile tells me that he approves of my abbreviated protocol.


  “I’ll be back in a little while to get set up in the new office. But first I want to get out of the travel uniform and into cammies.”


  “Copy that, sir. Place’ll be here when you get back.”


  I nod and walk out of the office to head to my cabin. When I became an officer, it took me a long while to get used to being addressed as “sir.” It still feels strange to hear that deferential term coming out of the mouth of a senior SEAL sergeant who is a good five years older than me, and who has been in the Corps for at least as long as I have. I do some math and realize that if I had stayed in the noncommissioned officer career track, I would be a master sergeant or first sergeant myself now, especially considering the accelerated promotion schedule the Corps adopted out of necessity over the last five years. It’s easy enough to refill the ranks of young enlisted and junior noncoms. A newly minted corporal has at most two years of training behind him. But the senior noncoms, the ones who are the backbone of the military, take a very long time to train and develop, and they are difficult to replace. For probably the fiftieth time since I accepted Masoud’s offer of an officer slot, I feel a tinge of regret over my decision to let them promote me out of the noncommissioned ranks. But I have no way of un-ringing that particular bell other than to resign my commission and leave the service altogether.


  Back in my cabin, I change out of my Class A uniform and hang it up neatly. Then I choose my most comfortable and worn-in set of Fleet cammies. The regular Fleet personnel are wearing the blueberries, but SOCOM personnel are allowed their camouflage field uniforms to set them apart from the rank and file, emphasize their special operations status, and foster esprit de corps. Technically speaking, it’s against regulations, but not even the most uptight and by-the-book Fleet commanders will dare to countermand the tradition. It’s a small privilege, hard earned through grueling training and sky-high casualty rates in combat, but it’s an important morale booster, and taking it away would provoke unreasonable levels of discontent among the podheads. Special operations soldiers are the most resilient and mentally flexible combat troops in the Fleet, but they get their cammies in a bunch about the strangest things if they feel their sense of tradition is violated. When the Corps switched to army-style ranks across the board in the course of unifying the branches ten years ago, it took the SEALS a while to stop using their navy ranks among each other in defiance of the sacrilegious new conventions. People who readily launched onto Lanky-occupied worlds in fragile bio-pods and spent weeks on hostile planets in extremely stressful conditions found it almost intolerable to be called “sergeant” instead of “petty officer.”


  When I am dressed, I check myself in the mirror. The cammies I am wearing are clean and without a wrinkle or loose thread. They have the perfect grade of saltiness, that hard-won quality of a set of utility cammies when they are worn and faded enough to mark a seasoned grunt, but not so much that they run afoul of regulations. But something still doesn’t look right about my appearance.


  I take off my camouflage blouse and spread it out on my bunk. Then I spend an extra ten minutes rolling up the sleeves into crisp and smooth bands of pale blouse liner, good enough to pass muster of the most uptight drill instructor. Whatever else my new troops will think of me, it won’t be that I am too old or lazy to sport a perfect sleeve roll.
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  The four officers waiting for me in the briefing room get out of their chairs when I step through the door, and I immediately wave them off.


  “As you were,” I say.


  They sink back into their seats. There are several empty chairs around the big table that takes up most of the room, and I sit down next to my new section leaders. The Force Recon captain is immediately obvious in his SI camouflage. The other three are wearing the same Fleet pattern I do, and I can only place them when they turn toward me and make the main qualification badges on their uniforms visible.


  “Good afternoon, sir,” the SEAL captain says. His name tape says “HARPER,” and he’s a squat and muscular man with a jawline that makes him look like a heavyweight prizefighter. The other officers in the room add their own version of the greeting.


  “Good afternoon,” I say. “If it’s that late already. It’ll take me a week to get used to shipboard watch cycles again, I’m afraid.”


  “I’m not even adjusted yet, and we’ve been on this boat for a week and a half,” Captain Harper says.


  I pull my PDP out of the leg pocket of my cammies and place it on the table in front of me.


  “I won’t take up much of your afternoon,” I say. “I’m Major Andrew Grayson, the new CO of STT 500. General Masoud asked me to fill in for Major Mackenzie. I know it’s a pain in the ass when you have to get used to a new boss in the middle of a deployment, so I’ll try to grease the process as much as I can.”


  “We’re still in pre-deployment prep,” the Force Recon captain says. “It’s all just stowing kit and getting used to the new digs.”


  “Anyone get wind of where we’re going yet?”


  All four captains shake their heads.


  “No, sir. Command’s holding their cards close to their chests on this one,” Captain Harper replies. “Not so much as a whiff. If you discount the speculations they trade on the hangar deck, that is. You know how it goes.”


  “The Enlisted Underground,” I say. “The only faster-than-light comms network in the Corps. Spreads bullshit at blinding speed.”


  The other officers chuckle.


  “So we have no idea yet where we are going. Or what we are doing once we get there,” I say.


  “That’s about the long and short of it, sir,” the combat controller lead, Captain Burns, says with a smile. I know his face from somewhere, probably a combat deployment over Mars a few years back, but I’ve never had him as a teammate or subordinate, and I have no idea whether he remembers running into me. All four of these officers are a little younger than I am, and slightly less experienced. The time in service for a captain is ten years, and promotion to major is all but certain at that point for seasoned podhead officers because of the constant scarcity of highly qualified personnel. The men sitting at the table with me were young lieutenants when I was a captain, and now they command platoon-sized special operations teams, just like I did when Masoud made the Fleet pin officer stars onto my epaulettes seven years ago.


  “Let’s hope for a training milk run. But let’s prepare for combat. Let me ask you this, gentlemen. If we had a surprise pod drop on the menu next week, how would you feel about the readiness of your sections? And no need to blow smoke up my ass. I don’t care about starched uniforms or spit-shined boots. I care about skills and attitudes. We’ve had a long stretch of peace, if you don’t count garrison duty bullshit on Mars. You know, where the company-grade officers stand in line for twelve weeks of platoon command so they can claim combat awards. No hard surfaces left for us podheads to hone our edge.”


  From their subtly shifting expressions, I know that I’ve picked the right tone and theme for my little pep talk—emphasizing our commonalities and setting us apart from the regular infantry and the support branches.


  “Honest assessment,” I continue. “Are we ready for battle? Let’s hear it. SEAL section?”


  “We’re in good shape,” Captain Harper says. “I have two second lieutenants that still have the sap coming out of their ears. But they’re eager to get in the game. And all my squad leaders know their business. I’ve assigned the most experienced ones to the squads with the new officers. To keep them between the guard rails.”


  “Same here,” Captain Taylor, the spaceborne rescue leader, adds. “We’ve made it common practice in the STT to assign the section SNCOs to the squads with the greenest second lieutenants.”


  “I heartily endorse that practice,” I say. “No better backseat driver than a grizzled master sergeant. I can’t count the times my SNCO saved me from myself when I had my first platoon. They should issue one to each new second lieutenant as soon as they get that star.”


  “Force recon is a go as well,” the SI captain says. His name is Lawson, and he looks like a recruiting-poster model: handsome, whippet lean, and with hair buzzed to the minimum length the clippers will allow. “Same story. I’ve got a few more new corporals than I’d like, but the squad leaders and the command element are solid. We’ll get it done, whatever it is.”


  “You’ve all served on Mars, right?” I ask. Every officer in the room nods.


  “Who here was on the ground for Invictus?” I add. Invictus was the name of the operation that culminated in the Second Battle of Mars, when Earth’s combined space-capable forces tried to retake the planet from the Lankies seven years ago. Only Captain Harper, the SEAL, and Captain Burns, the combat controller, raise their hands.


  “Then you know what these things are like,” I say to them. “When we don’t have them bottled up underground. When we are in the minority. If we spend the next six months doing practice assaults on Titan, it won’t break my heart. But don’t plan for that. Plan for them to dunk us into a bucket of angry hornets. You know what the fight will be like if we drop onto a colony. One where they’ve had years to prepare the battlefield.”


  I pause for emphasis and look at their serious expressions. For the moment, my misgivings about being called “sir” by officers close to my own age are gone. Half of the captains in this room and all the junior officers in the STT either joined the service after the invasion of Mars, or they were still in officer school when it happened. Whatever experience they have with fighting Lankies, it’s in the atypical environment of post-invasion Mars, where we have suppressed the remaining Lankies and cowed them into retreating deep underground.


  None of them have ever had to hold the line with a squad or a platoon that had a dozen Lankies bearing down on them in the open, with no air support forthcoming and no PACS to shore up the flanks and lay down heavy fire. It’s a terror nobody can really convey in a classroom, or in anecdotes told in a bar after hours. Every veteran of Mars I know doesn’t like to talk about the battle with people who weren’t there. The lack of a common reference point upon which to hang the emotional ballast makes it feel like trying to communicate in different languages. There’s a sharp delineation among us between the Before and the After, between those who dropped into battle on Mars and those who didn’t, and I know it’s not going to go away until the last of the survivors have left active duty.
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  We spend the next thirty minutes going through the administrative minutiae of a command team meeting—status reports on the individual sections, personnel concerns, coordination of team training, and half a dozen other bullet points. I don’t know the other team leaders yet, so I am relegated to listening and observing the interactions of my section leads. But they know that this isn’t about loading me up with information, that it’s mostly about us getting a feel for each other.


  “Thank you, gentlemen,” I say when the captains have concluded their turns. “I’ll drop by each section separately in the next day or two. I’ll want to look at the training schedules and introduce myself to the squad leaders as well. If you have any needs or wants for your sections, bring your concerns to me. Now’s the time to make sure all the gears are turning freely. Once we leave the dock, it’s down to whatever we brought along. I strongly encourage you to take one last look at your section rosters. You know your people. This is your final opportunity to tweak the lineup if you have any reservations. Be sure that you’re happy with what you have when we head out.”


  I get out of my chair, and the section leaders follow suit.


  “One more thing,” I say. “The STT is directly subordinate to the ship’s CO. The next step up from my office is the commander’s ready cabin. That’s the place you need to go if you ever have any misgivings or complaints about your new company commander. But everything else ends at my desk. I want to keep our internal SOCOM business our own. Command has given the STT a long leash. Let’s not give them a reason to take the slack out of it.”


  “Aye, sir,” Captain Harper says, and Taylor and Lawson echo the statement.


  “Copy that, sir,” Captain Burns says.


  Burns, Taylor, and Lawson file out of the room. From the way he’s lagging behind, I can tell that Captain Harper wants to have a quick word in private.


  “Anything else on your mind, Captain?” I ask when the other three have left.


  Harper turns toward me and straightens out his camouflage tunic, then brushes some nonexistent lint from the flap of his chest pocket.


  “You probably don’t remember my face,” he says. “But I was on the team that went to Leonidas with you. Seven years ago, when you were in charge of the infantry platoon.”


  I look at his face again. Something about it triggers a vague recollection in my brain, but I wouldn’t have been able to pinpoint it to a specific time or place if he hadn’t told me.


  “You were on Masoud’s team,” I say.


  Captain Harper nods.


  “I was a young second lieutenant. Second combat deployment. We were the ones who stuck nuclear demolition charges on the terraformers. Spent a week sneaking around in the shadows while you were raising all kinds of hell on Arcadia.”


  “We didn’t raise hell. We poked the hornet’s nest with a stick. And then we spent most of the week running away. One platoon, with a whole garrison regiment on our asses.”


  “I read the after-action report,” Harper says. “And the award citations.”


  “Lots of posthumous awards,” I reply. “That’s not really one of my favorite memories. Any particular reason why you’re bringing that up?”


  He shifts his stance a little.


  “Look, I know there was some bad blood between you and Masoud after Arcadia.”


  “You could say that,” I say.


  “It wasn’t right of him to do what he did. We all knew you grunts were coming along to keep the garrison busy. I didn’t find out until later that he didn’t tell you in advance. We all volunteer to stick our heads out every day. Nobody likes getting volunteered.”


  “I’m not sure I believe that the whole SEAL team was in the dark about that,” I reply, trying to keep my rapidly increasing irritation out of my voice.


  Captain Harper shrugs.


  “What you believe is not up to me, sir. I can only tell you what happened.”


  “Again—why are you bringing it up now?”


  “I wanted to put all the cards on the table before we head out,” he says. “In case you want to ask for another SEAL section lead. I didn’t want you to find out a few days from now when you read through the deployment history in my personnel file.”


  I study the captain’s earnest face and try to discern his sincerity. With my own anger tingeing my judgment, I know that I can’t make that call on the spot. But in the absence of other evidence, I decide to give him the benefit of the doubt for now. Arcadia was seven years ago, and he was just a young lieutenant fresh out of training. There’s nothing to be gained in the moment from blaming him for Masoud’s actions.


  Still, it’s not an easy absolution.


  “There’s still bad blood,” I tell Harper. “But it’s between me and the general. Not between me and the SEALs. Or you in particular. I appreciate your forthrightness.”


  “Thank you, sir. I’m glad there are no hard feelings.”


  “Of course not,” I say.


  But as the SEAL captain walks out of the room and leaves me alone with my thoughts, I find that I’m not so sure about that after all.


  CHAPTER 8


  KEEPING UP WITH THE KIDS


  The top of the platform is two meters above my head, and the wall in front of me is too smooth to climb. I flex my legs and feel the fiber strands of my armor’s power liner contract along with my muscles. A vertical jump like that would have been impossible for me to do even at the peak of my physical fitness back in Combat Controller School. But with the Mark V HEBA suit, I leap off the flight deck’s rough nonslip surface and get high enough for a handhold on the first try. I hook my fingers over the edge of the platform and pull myself up. The HEBA suit weighs over thirty kilos, but the power assist from the armor liner makes the load feel inconsequential. I swing my leg over the edge and haul my bulk on top of the obstacle-course platform, where I allow myself a little pause to catch my breath and take a brief look around.


  We are a week out of Daedalus, and I still don’t know where we are going or what our task will be. In the absence of a concrete mission for which to prepare, we spend our days with maintenance and training. Today, we have set up an obstacle course with lightweight, collapsible modules. The course forms a loop on the deck that’s a hundred meters on its long sides, but we’re still only taking up a small portion of Washington’s cavernous flight deck. The periphery is lined with the biggest assembly of military spacecraft I have ever seen in one place. The Avenger-class battlecarriers have a full space wing allotted to them—two attack squadrons, two drop-ship squadrons, and three support squadrons. All in all, there are over a hundred attack birds and drop ships parked all around us, painted in the latest high-visibility pattern, in the bright white-and-orange color scheme of the Avengers. Exercising with all these state-of-the-art war machines beats the hell out of running on the road at a base somewhere. It makes me feel like I’m in the middle of a recruiting vid.


  Two hundred years of camouflage conventions thrown out of the airlock, I think. If we ever go up against the Sino-Russians again, we’re going to be repainting a lot of gear.


  The next obstacle is a single steel bar that bridges a ten-meter gap to another platform. There are no form requirements for the course other than “finish it and don’t fall on your face,” and I can tackle the problem any way I choose. The power assist of the suit gives my muscles a lot of extra boost, but I don’t quite trust it to give me the power for a ten-meter jump, and I don’t want to bust my ass on the deck below while half the STT troops are watching. Instead, I run across the gap on top of the bar. The power assist doesn’t just amplify my muscles, it also helps me keep my balance even with thirty kilos of armor wrapped around me. The fiber strands of the armor liner are made of a new flexible wire that contracts when it is electrified, and the tech wizards of the military R&D department have found a way to work it into a material that functions like an external layer of very strong muscles. Turning on the assist drains the power cell of the armor faster, but it provides a ridiculous performance boost that never fails to be intoxicating. The bug suit already gives me a near-omniscient view of my surroundings on the battlefield, and now the new power liner lets me run faster and jump higher than ever before.


  The other end of the platform has another two-meter drop. I jump down and let the armor cushion the impact. The next section is a twenty-meter run of knee-high tunnel that has to be navigated while crawling. I dive to the deck and make my way through the dark tube on elbows and knees. Ever since my near-death experience in the Lanky tunnels on Greenland, I’ve had a phobia of dark and confined spaces, so I rush through this obstacle as quickly as I can to reach the light at the end of it.


  The course is pretty grueling, even for a SOCOM troop in power-assisted battle armor. Every obstacle is designed to require the use of a different group of muscles. By the time I’ve reached the end, I’ve run, dodged, climbed, jumped, and crawled through two hundred fifty meters of increasingly demanding structures, and every part of my body aches with fatigue. But it feels good to sweat in earnest again, and the backdrop of armed spacecraft serves as a motivator, a welcome reminder that I am training for a fight again instead of a yearly physical fitness evaluation for my personnel file.


  “Not bad,” First Sergeant Gallegos says when I take off my helmet and walk over to the spot where he is keeping score.


  “Let’s see,” I say, and he holds up his PDP so I can look at the screen with the results. When I see the numbers, I flinch a little. Of all the STT troops who have run the course so far, my time places me solidly toward the bottom of the middle.


  “Good God. Who’s Sergeant Khan? I’m a minute and a half slower.”


  “Khan’s in the Spaceborne Rescue section. Third Squad. He’s a freak of nature. I swear he could outrun a Lanky even without power assist.”


  “I can’t keep up with these kids anymore, Gallegos. Not even with a juiced bug suit.”


  “Neither can I, sir,” the first sergeant says. “It’s a young man’s game. But you’re still forty-five seconds above the cutoff. I’d say you have a few years still.”


  “Thank you. I’m glad I know my expiration date now.”
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  I watch as the rest of the STT troopers make their way around the obstacle course. They’re all young and fit, highly trained soldiers in their physical prime. As always in joint units made up from different specialties, there’s a good-natured competition going on between the sections. The ones who are finished with the course take turns motivating the others with cheers and shouted encouragements. All around the obstacle course, maintenance crew and deck hands are watching the SOCOM soldiers tearing through the exercises. These kids are the new generation of special operations troops, trained and raised to the trident or the scarlet beret after the desperate rear-guard battles we had to fight in the first five years of the war. But they’re every bit as fast and strong as First Sergeant Gallegos and I ever were, and maybe more so. The food has improved greatly again, and the new tactics we bled to develop on the battlefield are now part of the classroom curriculum in Combat Controller School and SEAL training. The military is no longer underfed, stretched to the breaking point, or forced to fight unwinnable battles with unsuitable weapons. Every bit of the world’s military spending and R&D in the last half decade has gone toward the effort against the Lankies, and these men and women are part of the return on that massive investment.


  “That’s the whole lot,” Gallegos says when the last STT soldiers have made it around the concourse. “We’re going to leave the obstacle course up until 1700. One of the SI companies asked to use it. They’ve volunteered to do the takedown and stowing for us after they’re done.”


  “Fine with me. As long as the jarheads don’t break our stuff. You know those SI grunts.”


  Gallegos nods with a mock expression of parental sternness.


  “Lock ’em in a room with two anvils, and in ten minutes they’ll have lost one and broken the other,” he says.


  I leave the first sergeant to his business and wander off onto the middle of the flight deck while the STT troopers gather to head back to their quarters for post-exercise showers. It’s soothing to be in the center of so much new firepower, even if it’s a reminder that I’m on a warship that’s headed into harm’s way. But it no longer feels like we are at a breaking point, and that the end of the world is just one lost battle away.


  I walk along the long rows of drop ships, dozens of advanced Dragonfly-F models and a handful of Blackflies, our special operations birds. The ones we used to infiltrate the Arcadia colony were painted in a flat black that seemed to absorb the light. These new Blackflies are no longer black at all. Instead, they are wearing the same white-and-orange paint as the Dragonflies and Super Shrikes next to them. Visual stealth was good against other humans, but Lankies don’t have eyes. Even the camouflage patterns on our field uniforms are pointless now, but we keep them because they make us feel more soldierly than walking around in high-visibility colors.


  There’s an open section on the deck between the drop-ship parking spots and the Super Shrike attack craft. It’s maybe fifty meters square and marked off with a red-and-white line. Several civilian techs are busy with gear that’s unfamiliar to me. One of them is standing next to a row of knee-high devices that look like enormous twenty-sided dice. A diagnostics cable is laid out on the deck, with connectors leading to each device. They make me think of mines, but I dismiss the thought immediately because there are no ordnance flags on them, and I know that neither our ammo handlers nor the civilian techs would handle live munitions or explosives without warning labels. I walk over to the tech who is holding a hand terminal that’s plugged into the end of the diagnostics line.


  “What on earth are those things?” I ask.


  The tech turns to look at me. She wears her long brown hair tied up in a ponytail, a very uncommon sight on a warship, where almost all the female troops keep their hair short enough to fit under a helmet. The name tag on her overalls says “FISHER, C.”


  “They haven’t really settled on an official letter salad for the designation,” she says. “But they’re drones. The R&D techs call them ‘Wonderballs.’”


  “Wonderballs,” I repeat. “What’s so wondrous about them? If it’s not a secret, I mean.”


  I take a closer look at the nearest device. The surface is faceted, and every one of the facets has a variety of sensor windows set into it.


  “It’s basically a ball of high-powered optical sensors,” she says. “Plus laser-based comms gear. All wrapped around a power cell and tied into a central processing core. It’s for the new early-warning network, Arachne. But don’t ask me what that stands for. We haven’t come up with a cool backronym yet.”


  “How new is that? It’s the first time I’ve heard about it.”


  “Well,” Technician Fisher says. “This will be the first field deployment, actually.”


  She points her stylus at the row of drones.


  “The ship carries a few hundred of these. They come in packs of twelve, launched with a deployment drone. We float them out a few hundred thousand kilometers, and they’ll auto-deploy into formation. Extends our bubble of awareness by a factor of twenty.”


  “I thought seed ships were too hard to spot for mobile early-warning systems,” I say.


  “These don’t spot Lanky seed ships. Well, not exactly.”


  She smiles when she sees my puzzled expression.


  “We beat our heads against that wall for a while. Then we finally figured out that if we can’t see what’s there, we can program these to see what isn’t there. Like the light from a star that blinks out when a seed ship passes in front of it. Or the light from another Wonderball.”


  “An optical trip wire,” I say, and she nods.


  “These have twenty optical lens clusters pointing in every direction. No need to turn it a certain way because all orientations are right. And the neural core does all the thinking. Every Wonderball is linked to every other one. And when one of them sees that a light is going out where it shouldn’t, all the others know it, too, at the speed of light.”


  “Not bad,” I say. “Not bad at all.”


  “And the best part? It’s all without active radiation. There’s a low-power comms laser that sends telemetry back to us, but that’s it. The power cell and all the neural networking inside is EM shielded. The Lankies may notice one if they fly past and they’re close enough to bump it with their hull. Other than that, it’s just inert space debris.”


  “Clever,” I say. “Let’s hope they work as advertised. It would be nice if we could see a seed ship coming from a long way out.”


  “They’ll work,” Technician Fisher says with conviction. “I’ve been busy with the software and hardware integration for a year and a half now. You’ll be able to spot seed ships for the Orions from a few hundred thousand kilometers out.”


  “If we deploy them along the right vector,” I say, and she shrugs.


  “I don’t work on the tactics. Just on the nuts and bolts, and the computer code.”


  Something about her pleasant, earnest face and her small frame in bulky shipboard overalls triggers a vague recollection in my brain.


  “Have we met?” I ask. “You look familiar. Have you been on a deployment with the Fleet before?”


  She hesitates for a moment and then nods slowly.


  “I was on the PACS field test team on Ottawa. Four years ago.”


  Now that she has put a missing piece into the puzzle, my brain rushes to supply the rest.


  “That’s right. You were one of the exo jockeys,” I say with a smile. “You guys saved our asses down on New Svalbard. Without the PACS support, they would have overrun us.”


  “It was just supposed to be a field test,” she replies. “Never thought I’d be in the back of a drop ship on the way into battle. With live ordnance on the rails. But there was nobody else around who was trained.”


  “Yeah, the Lankies had their own timetable. None of us thought it’d be anything more than a training cruise.”


  “I never want to be that close to any of those things again,” she says. “I tried to tell myself it was just a day at the range. But that didn’t work so well once I was on the ground.”


  I recognize the haunted expression that flits across her face as she recalls the memory, and I guess that her nightmares probably look a lot like mine. The civilian contractors volunteered to be dropped onto the battlefield when we were holding New Longyearbyen against what seemed like hundreds of Lankies, in the middle of a blinding snowstorm that neutralized our long-range weapons and our air support. They shored up our flanks with the PACS and stemmed the tide long enough for us to get all the colonists off the moon, but the battle was like a knife fight in a frozen meat locker. I can’t imagine the terror they must have felt to be going into battle without military training or mental preparation. It was against every regulation in the book, but it let us turn a certain defeat into a draw, and the brave R&D techs saved many hundreds of lives that day.


  “Andrew Grayson,” I say and offer my hand. “I’m in charge of the special tactics team on this ship. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you and those PACS. And don’t take this as a come-on, but I’d love to buy you a drink or two at the RecFac sometime.”


  The small and fleeting smile she gives me in reply looks like she’s not quite sure whether I am serious or making fun of her. Then she accepts the handshake.


  “I’m Callista Fisher. I’m the lead tech for the R&D team,” she says. “I don’t really drink. But I appreciate the offer. It’s good to know that we made a difference.”


  “I felt bad that we had to leave all the exos behind. After all your efforts.”


  “We didn’t have the time or space to load them up,” she says. “I barely made the last drop ship. I think the Lankies were maybe a hundred meters behind us when we took off and left the place. But I built that machine. Drove it almost every day for over a year. It wasn’t great to see it sitting there on the airfield when the tail ramp went up.”


  “Like an abandoned puppy,” I say.


  She waves her hand in a dismissive gesture. “Just a machine, right? We got to build new ones. They’re just things.”


  “We get attached to things,” I say. “Especially when they’ve served to save our lives. You wouldn’t believe how much I love my bug suit.”


  Technician Fisher flashes that unsure smile again, as if she’s still trying to figure out if I am genuine. Then the terminal in her hands lets out a series of low beeps, and she seems almost relieved to be able to pay attention to it.


  “I don’t usually drink,” she says. “Only when things go really sideways. The only time I’ve ever really gotten drunk was when we got back in from the New Svalbard evac. The infantry guys said it would help with the shaking knees.”


  She taps a few things on her terminal’s screen and furrows her brows.


  “And right now I need to get back to figuring out why Wonderball eighty-three here is still stuck in a boot loop even after two hard resets of the processing core. But I may take you up on your offer at some point. Might be nice to try a drink for recreation instead of stress relief.”


  “Look me up if you do,” I reply. “Those of us who were at New Svalbard made a pledge that none of the PACS drivers from that day will ever have to buy their own booze again if one of us is around.”


  “I will,” she says. “I just hope it won’t be because things have gone sideways again. I feel like I’ve fulfilled my lifetime quota for unexpected close combat.”


  Overhead, a 1MC announcement starts blaring.


  “All command-level officers, report to the flag briefing room at 1730 Zulu. I repeat, all command-level officers report to the flag briefing room at 1730 Zulu.”


  I check my chrono. A command-level meeting can only be called by the skipper. Whatever the subject of the briefing, it’s important enough to hold it on short notice. Right now it’s 1633, which means I barely have time to turn in my armor and get a shower.


  As I make my way to the forward bulkhead at a trot, I look back at Technician Fisher, who is focused on her hand terminal again. She’s probably around my age, but somehow she looks too young in her bulky overalls among all the war material on the deck.


  Let’s hope it’s just a bullshit briefing, I think, even though I know that no skipper with any sense calls those on short notice. I suspect that we’re about to find out what task the Fleet has thought up for us, and I’ve been in the service for too long to hope for a milk run to a training range. Any podhead with more than six months in the Fleet who’s still an optimist is either naive or a complete moron.


  CHAPTER 9


  MARCHING ORDERS


  “Glad you could join us, Major,” the XO says when I walk into the flag briefing room. All the other command officers are already assembled. I check my chrono to see that I am thirty-eight seconds late. I could point out that I am the only member of the command quintet who had to turn in a set of combat armor and shower before the short-notice briefing, but I take a seat without commenting on Lieutenant Colonel Campbell’s little dig.


  Everyone in the briefing room outranks me. Three of them are colonels—the ship’s CO, Colonel Drake; the commander of the air and space group, Colonel Pace; and the commanding officer of the SI regiment, Colonel Rigney. The next one down the rank ladder is Lieutenant Colonel Campbell, the executive officer of the carrier. As a major, I am on the low end of the totem pole here. But as the leader of the special tactics team, I am not subordinate to either the CAG or the Spaceborne Infantry. The STT is attached to the SI regiment during combat ops, but it remains in the Fleet command structure, so my direct superior is the ship’s commander. I look at Colonel Drake to see if he shares his XO’s mood, but he merely nods at me and returns his attention to the PDP in his right hand. I try to divine the nature of the briefing from the expression on his face. He seems focused and somber, which is not an encouraging sign.


  Here we go, I think.


  “All right, listen up,” Colonel Drake says. He looks around at everyone and leans forward in his chair, then folds his hands on the tabletop in front of him. “We finally have our marching orders, and they are . . . interesting.”


  “Uh-oh,” Colonel Pace says in a wry tone. He’s tall for a pilot and almost unreasonably good-looking, flashing perfect ’burber teeth in a boyish smile.


  “I’m sure you’re about to give us your definition of interesting,” Colonel Rigney says. He’s the only other person in the room wearing camouflage fatigues, a stern-faced grunt with a severe-looking gray regulation buzzcut.


  “There’s a lot to unpack,” Colonel Drake replies. He activates the holographic projector in the middle of the briefing table and links his PDP to it. Then he brings up a star chart that depicts a slice of the inner solar system.


  “All right, let’s start with the setup. We are not heading for Mars, but you’ve all figured that out already. We are on the way to an assembly point outside of the asteroid belt. Once we get there, we will wait for the rest of our entourage for this mission. We are going to form a joint task force with ACS Johannesburg and her battle group. That’s CVB-67, the African Commonwealth’s shiny new Mark II Avenger.”


  Colonel Pace lets out a low whistle. “A two-Avenger task force. That’s not going to be a training run, is it?”


  “Only in the context of letting Jo’burg and her crew get some deployment experience under our experienced tutelage,” Colonel Drake says. “Our combat systems will be fully integrated. This will be the first time one of the allied Avengers deploys into combat with us. They’ve done a turn above Mars since their commissioning, so they’ve fired war shots before. But this is going to be their first out-of-system deployment. So we’ll be their backup, and they’ll be ours.”


  “I’m not sure how I feel about having to teach the ropes to a green carrier crew,” the XO says. “Colonial deployments could mean Lanky contact. That’s a pretty unforgiving learning environment.”


  “They have to start pulling their weight at some point,” Colonel Drake replies. “And the Fleet wants to make sure they have the most experienced Avenger crew from our side along for the ride. Truth be told, I suspect we’ll be doing the heavy lifting if it comes down to that.”


  “So where are we going, boss?” the CAG asks.


  Colonel Drake looks around the table in silence for effect. Then he brings up another hologram and shunts it next to the first one until they slowly rotate side by side for everyone to see. It’s a star chart I don’t recognize immediately. When I finally recall the configuration of the system, I feel a surge of anxiety welling up inside my chest.


  “We’re going to Capella A,” Colonel Drake says. “Back to the place where it all started with the Lankies, twelve years ago.”


  There’s some murmuring from the other officers in the room.


  “We’re teaming up with an inexperienced task force,” I say. “To go into a hot system that the Lankies have held for over a decade.”


  “That’s what the Fleet wants us to do,” Colonel Drake says amiably. “You were there at Capella A, weren’t you? Back in ’08 when we made first contact?”


  I nod. “I was on Versailles. We pulled up into Willoughby orbit and ran right into a Lanky minefield. Lost a third of the crew right there. And a bunch more on the surface. We had no idea what we were facing.”


  “But now we do,” Colonel Drake says. “We have the experience and the gear. And we’re not going to roll into Capella with a blindfold on. It’s going to be a reconnaissance in force. With limited objectives in-system.”


  “A hit-and-run raid.” Colonel Rigney leans back in his chair and folds his arms across his broad chest. “Are we going to engage in ground action?”


  “That depends on what we see when we get there. But I think it’s pretty safe to say that we won’t be asked to reoccupy a colony the enemy has fortified for twelve years. Not even with a full regiment. If we do anything on the ground, it will be limited to targets of opportunity. We’re not set up for holding territory in a hostile system. The plan is to stick our heads in, kick some asses if they present themselves for an easy kicking, then get the hell back out.”


  “They could have a hundred seed ships in that system by now. Could be we don’t get a chance to get the hell back out once we transition in,” I say.


  “Like I said, we aren’t going to go in with a blindfold on,” Colonel Drake replies. “The Fleet has allocated a lot of recon assets to this mission. The stealth corvettes are going to precede us and map out the opposition before we commit the task force.”


  “Any idea why we’re doing this now, sir? We haven’t had a tussle with the Lankies in four years. That may change if we start going out and poking beehives,” I say.


  “We’re still at war with those things, Major,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says. “We can’t just hole up in the systems we have left and hope they’ll leave us alone. We have to press our advantage now. Before they figure out how to counter the Orions and the Avengers. Because if that happens, we won’t be able to cook up something new.”


  “It’s a risk,” Colonel Drake says. “We’ll be committing a sixth of Earth’s operational Avenger force. If we don’t make it back out, and the Lankies decide to come back for a second helping, the rest may not be enough to stem the tide. Especially since the Mark IIIs are still on their shakedown cruises and Ottawa is going in for her first overhaul in a few weeks.”


  “You podheads are usually more gung ho about locking horns with the enemy,” the CAG says to me. “I’m surprised to see the SOCOM guy trying to be the voice of caution.”


  I look around the room to see that everyone at the table is looking at me and waiting for my reaction. A few minutes ago, the knowledge that I am the junior officer in the room might have intimidated me into acquiescence. But now that I know where we are going, I don’t have any reservation about giving voice to my experience, even if it means I may be stepping on the toes of the assembled colonels.


  “I know that strategic deployments aren’t exactly my field of specialty,” I say. “And I’m not a xenobiologist. But I’ve been fighting these things on the ground since the day we ran into the minefield around Willoughby. And the only thing anyone knows for sure about them is that we don’t know much about them at all. Every single time we’ve faced them in a large-scale battle, they’ve managed to surprise us and blow our plans to hell.”


  Colonel Drake nods.


  “Your concerns are justified, Major. But trust me when I tell you that I have absolutely no interest in biting off more than I can chew. We have our mission parameters. But we decide the execution every step of the way. If it looks like we’re in over our heads, we are heading for the back door.”


  He looks at the other officers in the room.


  “If any of you have misgivings at any point, I want you to bring them up to me right away. I don’t intend to run this operation from the top down. You are all in charge of your own shops. Any command decision that’s not an on-the-spot call, we sit down and make sure that Fleet, SI, and SOCOM are on the same page. If you see that we are about to do something stupid, don’t hold back your opinion. I have specialist department leaders for a reason. The Fleet gave us the mission, but they’re leaving the ‘how’ up to us.”


  The commander changes the holographic display to a side-by-side star chart of the solar system and Capella A.


  “We’re going in with two carriers and their combined battle groups,” he says. “That’s a lot of firepower. More than we’ve ever thrown at the Lankies. But that doesn’t mean we have to use all that ordnance. We are sneaking into one of their neighborhoods, and I intend to tread as softly as I can.”


  “If sneaking is the objective, we can send one or two stealth corvettes and get just as much intel,” Colonel Pace says. “Maybe more, because they won’t see the stealth ships. We show up in their backyard with two battle groups, they may not go about their daily routines. They’ll just throw everything they have at us.”


  “Did Fleet Command tell you what they hope to get in return for risking two Avengers?” I ask.


  “We can do the recon with the stealth corvettes, that’s true. But they won’t be able to do anything other than sneak and peek. If they come across any targets of opportunity or immediate threats, they’ll have to make the run back home and call for reinforcements,” Colonel Drake says. He magnifies the chart of the Capella A system. Willoughby, officially charted as Capella Ac, is making its orbit around the parent star, but unlike the smaller map projection next to it, the Capella chart offers no up-to-date tactical information. It’s as empty as an instructional hologram in astronomy class.


  “Four years since our last major contact,” Drake continues. “Command wants to see what they are doing out there, why they haven’t made any more excursions into human-controlled space. Did they pack up and run? Are we going to walk into an empty system? Or are they biding their time and assembling a few hundred seed ships for the next invasion wave? Four years may be nothing to them. Like taking a quick breather in between rounds.”


  He pokes his finger at the planet we called Willoughby, once home to a settler colony of ten thousand people, and occupied Lanky territory since the year I joined the Corps.


  “We need to get a feel for their posture,” Colonel Drake says. “And command wants us to take their pulse right there, where it all started for us. In the place they’ve had under their control the longest. If their stance is defensive or avoidant, the stealth corvettes will do the job just fine. But we’re taking in the two Avengers in case they’re not defensive or avoidant. If we have a sudden need for big guns, we don’t want to have to send for them from out-of-system and hope for a timely delivery.”


  He looks at me and nods.


  “You are right, Major. We don’t know much about these things at all. But we know they’re still out there. And if we want to be prepared for the next time they come into the solar system in force, we have to find out more about them. Otherwise we’ll just keep being reactive, adjust our tactics to theirs, hope we’ll always come up with a last-minute fix when things get tight. It’s time to turn the tables, let them react to us for a change. That’s what the Fleet hopes to get in return for risking two Avengers.”


  “I am not disputing the logic,” I say. “Or the need for the mission.”


  “I’m sure Fleet Command will be relieved to hear that,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says with a smile that’s dry enough for me to see dust coming off it.


  “We’ve come a long way in twelve years,” I continue. “And we know the Avengers can hold their own. I’m just saying that we need to have as many emergency exits as possible when we stick our necks out into their turf.”


  “You worry about the SOCOM mission,” the XO says. “We will take care of the tactical aspects of the task force deployment. I know we lack your experience in direct ground combat, but we’ll try not to blunder into a trap at full throttle.”


  “No need for turf wars,” Colonel Drake admonishes. “I asked for input, after all. Let’s not tear into each other over voicing reservations. We’re all pulling on the same rope. If we screw up, we’ll all end up dead. Let’s keep that in mind.”


  “Yes, sir.” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell stops her staring contest and looks at the projection in the middle of the table. “What is the timeline for this little field trip?”


  Colonel Drake adds the icons for the combined battle groups to the plot and moves them toward the intersection of the two sector maps.


  “We will rendezvous with the Jo’burg battle group in thirty-three hours, then proceed to the outbound Capella A transit point and commence last-minute replenishment operations. It’s a three-day ride from the rendezvous point. We’ll be in Lanky space in five days. How long we stay there will depend on what we find once we transition in.”


  He shunts the battle group icons over into the empty sector map for Capella A.


  “We’ll build in plenty of emergency exits,” he continues with a glance at me. “We are sending in the recon ships first. Once we get the all clear, the battle group follows. Washington and Johannesburg will stay in mutually supporting positions close to the transition point and deploy a recon network before we venture deeper into the system. If anything comes our way that we can’t handle with two Avengers, we turn around and transit back out of that system as quickly as we can spool up the Alcubierre drives. No heroics, no unnecessary risks. We have nothing to gain from losing even a single ship in that place.”


  The colonel magnifies the projection and lets it rotate slowly between us to show the sector maps from all angles.


  “Those are the parameters. Prep your departments accordingly. Give me a go/no-go by 1800 hours tomorrow. If there’s anything you need, anything that concerns you, bring it to me. Oh, and the deployment destination is classified from this command level down until we come out of Alcubierre on the far side. Command wants us to keep this one quiet. Quieter than usual, I mean.”


  “Gosh, I wonder why,” Colonel Pace says.


  “To give them time to tweak the message if they end up losing two whole battle groups,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell replies.


  “If we go in and kick ass, it’ll be a morale booster. If they kick ours, it may cause a worldwide panic,” Colonel Drake says. “But it’s harder to keep a lid on this if everyone knows where we went. Keep OPSEC tight on this. We don’t want a thousand people broadcasting our mission objective back home. It’ll be on the Networks before we even hit the Alcubierre chute.”


  “A discreet mission,” Colonel Campbell says, wry amusement on her face. “With a sixth of the Fleet.”


  “That is our script. And we will play our parts.” Colonel Drake freezes the map projection and gets out of his chair.


  “Readiness reports by 1800 tomorrow,” he repeats. “Brief your section leaders but remember the OPSEC restrictions. I know it’s a pain in the ass, but those are the orders from above.”


  “That’s going to really put water onto the rumor mill,” Colonel Rigney says. “By the time the platoon leaders brief the grunts, we’ll have two dozen wild-ass theories floating around.”


  “Like I said, that’s the script we were given. Now let’s make sure we won’t bomb the play. Dismissed,” Colonel Drake says.
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  “XO, can I have a word?”


  Lieutenant Colonel Campbell turns back toward me while the other officers are filing out of the briefing room after Colonel Drake.


  “What’s on your mind, Major?”


  I wait with my reply until the room is empty except for the two of us.


  “You’ve been snippy with me ever since I reported in. Have I done anything to offend you? Because I know we have never met before I joined this ship. And I know the XO isn’t supposed to be all warm and sweet because you’re the enforcer for the commander. But I’m getting a little tired of taking heat from you without knowing why.”


  She studies me for a moment with narrowed eyes.


  “Snippy,” she repeats. “You think I am snippy with you.”


  “I do.”


  Lieutenant Colonel Campbell shakes her head and smiles without the slightest trace of good humor.


  “I don’t think that’s a discussion you want to have with me right now, Major.”


  “Try me. Just between the two of us. I know it has to be personal. Because I haven’t been on this ship long enough for you to get an accurate assessment of my skills.”


  “Just between the two of us,” she says. “All right. Since you insist.”


  She folds her arms in front of her chest.


  “You annoy the shit out of me, if you must know. Just between the two of us.”


  “Any particular reason?” I ask.


  She nods at the rank insignia on my shoulders.


  “You’re an upstart, Major. I looked at your file when they assigned you to this ship. I know you’ve done well in the field. But you act like a noncom in an officer costume. Because that’s what you are.”


  “You’re saying my rank is not legit?”


  “I’m not saying it isn’t legit,” she says. “SOCOM pinned the stars on you. Then they saw fit to add the wreath. They can promote whomever they want. God knows they didn’t have much to pick from when we were on the ropes.”


  She nods at her own rank insignia, the stylized geometric version they use on the teal-and-blue Fleet uniform, one horizontal bar with two round pips stacked above it.


  “I only made lieutenant colonel two years ago. When you were serving with my father eight years ago, you were a staff sergeant. I was a captain. They promoted me to major a few months after he smashed his ship against that Lanky. Bumped me up in the promotion list, like they were giving me a consolation prize because of my dead father.”


  There’s anger in her face now, but I know somehow that it doesn’t really have anything to do with me, so I resist the impulse to extend my own barbs in response. Instead, I let the XO continue without comment.


  “I made major after ten years,” she says. “Made lieutenant colonel at the minimum time in grade, after sixteen years in the Fleet. Meanwhile, you went from staff sergeant to major in eight years.”


  “I had the minimum required time in grade,” I say. “Even on a peacetime schedule.”


  “That’s bullshit. On a peacetime schedule, you wouldn’t even have qualified for lieutenant. And you sure as hell wouldn’t be a major right now because you were just on a limited-duty officer billet to begin with.”


  “You’re saying you doubt my qualifications?”


  “Oh, I don’t doubt that you’re a good podhead. You’ve got the medals to show for it. But you aren’t a field-grade officer. I don’t care what the insignia on your shoulders say. You’re in charge of a company. The only reason you’re able to sit at the command table with us is the fact that the SOCOM company is directly subordinate to the skipper. But everyone else in the room is three command levels above you. Pace has a carrier wing under him. Seven squadrons, a hundred and twenty spacecraft. Rigney is in charge of an SI regiment. A thousand grunts. The skipper has this carrier and everything on it. Forty-eight nukes, twelve Orions. Two and a half thousand personnel. And you? You’re responsible for sixty-eight people.”


  She nods at the table between us.


  “And you sit here with the rest of us and second-guess the deployment orders from Fleet Command. Like you’re qualified to judge that. You’re a grunt in command of a glorified half-strength company. You have a spot at the big table as a courtesy. Don’t think for a second your opinion carries the same weight as everyone else’s.”


  I’m a little taken aback by the amount of vitriol coming from the XO, and I wrestle with my initial reflex to give in to my anger and go on the offensive in return. There’s nothing good that can come from a slap fight with the ship’s second-in-command. For a few moments, there’s a thick silence between us as I gather my thoughts for a response to this unexpected outburst of hostility.


  “Tell you what,” I say. “If you can convince General Masoud to bust me back to sergeant first class, you’ll have my eternal gratitude. Please ask him to have me relieved. I’ll gladly go back to leading squads.”


  Campbell shakes her head. “It was difficult enough to get them to send a replacement for Mac on short notice. I’m afraid we’re stuck with you. For better or worse.”


  “Then I’d ask that you save your criticism for the first time I screw up on the job,” I say. “Give me the benefit of the doubt. Assume that I know my ass from a hole in the ground. You may want to consider that Masoud roped me into the officer ranks because he thought I was qualified. Or maybe because he hates me, too. Because I’ve done nothing but shovel shit since I got the job.”


  The XO smiles and shakes her head.


  “I don’t hate you, Major Grayson,” she says. “I don’t know you well enough for that yet. And I do hope you prove me wrong.”


  She turns around and walks toward the door. At the threshold, she pauses and turns her head toward me again.


  “You may want to consider something, too. Maybe General Masoud is right, and you are more than qualified for your job. And maybe you’re well outside of your lane right now. Both of those can be true at the same time, you know.”


  She walks out of the room, and I listen as her footsteps trail down the passageway, still rattled by her criticism.


  CHAPTER 10


  JUMPING OFF


  “Now hear this: Replenishment personnel, stand by for transfer operations. NACS Littleton is now coming alongside to port. I repeat, stand by for transfer operations on port stations.”


  I am at the TacOps station in the CIC, which gives me a ringside seat to watch our pre-Alcubierre replenishment operation. Littleton is one of the Fleet’s large supply ships, fifty thousand tons of mass at a standard g, but she is utterly dwarfed by the bulk of Washington, which is ten times as heavy and five times as long. Just a few years ago, two ships joining up in space for transfer operations had to be maneuvered into place manually, but the new integrated management systems have turned the procedure into a fully automated event. Five minutes after Littleton has matched speed and course with us, the projection of the docking status board hovering above the plot table shows green lights in every field.


  “Littleton, we are green across the board for transfer ops. I show hard seals on collars one through six,” the XO says into her headset.


  “Washington, our board is green as well. Hard seal confirmed. We are commencing transfer ops.”


  “Affirmative, Littleton,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says and taps the side of her headset to terminate her comms link.


  “All right,” she says. “We are topping off. Comms, hit the jukebox.”


  “Aye, ma’am,” the lieutenant at the comms station says. A few moments later, classical music comes out of the sound projectors on every deck. It’s tradition in the Fleet to play music during replenishment ops, but the choice of tunes is up to the commander, and Colonel Drake seems to be a fan of Vivaldi and Bach.


  We are a few hours away from the transit point for the Alcubierre chute into the Capella A system, and I am more nervous than I can recall being since the windup to the Second Battle of Mars seven years ago. Even the stupendous amount of firepower all around us doesn’t fully quell my anxiety. We are in the middle of a small fleet of warships: two battlecarriers and their respective battle groups, almost twenty ships in total. The plot is dotted with icons for friendly ships: four space control cruisers, four frigates, several scout corvettes, and two supply ships, all surrounding the two carriers at the center of the display like a cloud of satellites orbiting a binary star cluster. None of the ships in the combined task force are older than ten years. The battle group assembled in this space right now is vastly more powerful than the entire combined fleet of Earth just ten years ago, and it only represents a sixth of the new fleet. But I’ve been in battle against Lanky seed ships before, and I have seen just how quickly those friendly ship icons on the plot can wink out of existence one by one.


  On my console screen, the external feed from the optical sensors gives me a seamless view of the space around Washington. Just a few kilometers away, ACS Johannesburg hangs seemingly motionless in the blackness of deep space, aligned in the same attitude and heading as we are so that the two carriers are in parallel formation. Jo’burg is a Mark II Avenger, slightly more advanced than Washington, but I’d be hard-pressed to tell them apart without their different paint schemes and hull markings. It’s comforting to see another Avenger alongside, dozens of missile silos and a double particle-cannon mount wrapped in half a million tons of steel and titanium alloy, armor that renders her almost invulnerable to the kinetic penetrators of Lanky seed ships. Each Avenger is armed with forty-eight nuclear missiles and a dozen Orion kinetic energy missiles, and just one of these ships could bomb Earth back into the Pleistocene. The only way we could develop and field warships with that much destructive potential was to spread them around among all the contributing alliances of Earth. The NAC and the SRA have three each, and six more are crewed and financed by the smaller power blocs: the African Commonwealth, the South American Union, the Euros, the South Pacific Alliance, and Korea and Japan. It’s a carefully calibrated balance of power, made necessary by the inherent tendency of our species to abuse strength. Our biggest challenge isn’t going to be defeating the Lankies, but resisting the temptation to use all this new firepower against each other when the outside threat is gone.


  I’ve checked all my systems dozens of times in the past week, but I go through the routine again as I watch the replenishment ballet. The TacOps station is tied into every tactical subsystem on the ship, and the technology infusion from the Koreans and the Euros has boosted our neural network capabilities tenfold since I last served in this chair. Every request I send is executed immediately, no matter how mundane the query, using seemingly unlimited bandwidth. My team is fully staffed with qualified people; we have all the equipment we need, and every ship in the task force has full magazines and supply racks. We’re on a warship designed to hunt and kill Lankies, proven in its ability to stand toe-to-toe with them in space and on the ground. I should feel optimistic about the mission. But as I look around the CIC and watch everyone go through their own routines, I wonder if all this new technology is making us more confident than we ought to be. Maybe the half decade since the last big battle has served to blunt the memory of our fear. Or maybe it’s our way of facing that fear and conquering it—to put an end to our collective nightmares. Maybe we need reassurance that the monsters in the dark aren’t inevitable forces of nature, that they can be dragged into the light and killed.


  As I finish my tasks and shut down my display screens, I glance over to the command pit and see that Lieutenant Colonel Campbell is watching me from across the CIC. When she realizes that I’ve noticed, she averts her gaze and walks over to the helm station. Now that I know who her father was, I can’t fail to spot the resemblance every time I see her. She’s tall and lean like he was, and she inherited some of his features, like the shape of his nose and the line of her jaw and cheekbones. Colonel Campbell died eight years ago when he sacrificed himself and NACS Indianapolis to stop the Lanky seed ship that had broken through Earth’s last-ditch defenses, and his picture is on memorial display in a lot of Fleet facilities. Even her body language and command presence remind me of her father, and I wonder whether she adopted them consciously or naturally.


  “Cincinnati and Nashville are reporting they’re ready for their scouting run,” the comms officer reports, and Lieutenant Colonel Campbell turns back toward the holotable.


  “Very well. Give them the green light to depart the formation and wish them Godspeed,” she says. “If all goes well, we’ll see Cincy in twenty-one hours.”


  “Aye, ma’am,” the comms officer replies.


  He relays the XO’s directions to the two scout ships. A few moments later, their plot icons move out of the static formation of the battle group and accelerate away toward the Alcubierre point. I request a visual from the ship’s exterior sensor feed, and the neural network replies instantly, showing me high-definition imagery of both stealth corvettes as they break rank and streak off toward the transit node. While most of the Fleet’s ships have switched to the new high-visibility paint scheme, the stealth ships are still coated in nonreflective flat black that seems to soak up light photons, and I am once again amazed by how difficult it is to see them against the background of space even through the high-powered optics of Washington’s sensor arrays.


  “Scouting element is away,” the XO announces. “Clock’s ticking. Give me a mission timer, please.”


  On the forward bulkhead, a timer projection appears, then begins to count down from 21:00:00. The stealth corvettes will be at the Alcubierre point in two hours, where they will start their six-hour run into the Capella system. If all goes well, Nashville will remain on station right on the other side of the Alcubierre chute in Capella. Cincinnati will reappear in the solar system in twenty-one hours with up-to-date reconnaissance data, at which point the task force will be in position for the main advance.


  “Twenty-one hours to stock up on beans and bullets,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says. “And then the war is back on.”


  Some of the officers in the CIC voice their cheerful agreement. None of the ones who sound positive about the XO’s proclamation look like they’re old enough to have been in the service when we took on the Lankies on Mars. I know for sure that none of them were there the last time we set foot in the Capella system, because I was there, twelve years and a hundred thousand lives ago, back when we were still thinking of ourselves as the undisputed masters of the galaxy.


  Be very careful what you wish for, I think. Out there, things can go sideways in a hurry. Even in a shiny new ship.


  I know they think they’re prepared, because I did back when I was in their shoes. And I know they have no idea, because I didn’t, either.


  [image: fleuron]


  After my watch, when I am back in my cabin, I check the current comms delay to Earth. We are well outside the asteroid belt, and the light-speed comms need forty-seven minutes to travel home. When Halley and I both serve on Earth or Luna, we have to contend with a delay of a second at most, which means that all our comms in the last two years have been face-to-face talks, but that’s not an option when you have to wait three-quarters of an hour for a reply to your statements. On deep-space deployments, we send video messages instead, if we are allowed the bandwidth, and text missives if we aren’t. Washington has an abundance of bandwidth, so I start up my terminal to send a video to Halley before we transition out of system. But when I see the green ready light next to the optical sensor, I don’t quite know what to tell my wife in the moment, so I put the terminal on standby again to gather my thoughts.


  Twelve years of good-byes. I should know all the different ways to say this by now, I think. We’ve done sappiness, snark, dark humor, flippancy, and a dozen other moods. But there’s never an easy way to have this last talk before a combat deployment. No matter which mood we choose, or how many of them we manage to cycle through in a single conversation, it’s always unnatural to have to think about the possibility that it’s going to be the last time we see and talk to each other.


  “Here we go,” I say into the sensor when I’ve finally collected myself.


  “We’re about to jump off. The task force is under information blackout, so I can’t tell you where we’re headed. You know the Fleet bullshit. But it’s not a training milk run.


  “It’s all stuff we’ve both done before, so don’t worry too much. I’ll get on comms again as soon as I can. In the meantime, I want you to know that your ass still looks good in a flight suit, and that I’ll be your left-seater anytime. Even if I hate the view from up front. And if I get unlucky somehow, you know the drill. I’ll see you in the hills above town at night when it’s cold and the sky is clear.”


  Whenever we have information blackouts, I have to be careful which words I choose so the automatic censoring algorithms don’t intervene and garble my message or delete it entirely. But after twelve years together, Halley and I have our own common history and vocabulary to send each other clues about what’s happening without having to spell everything out. Capella A was our first deployment together, right after I managed to get myself assigned to her ship, the ill-fated Versailles. We both still remember vividly what happened on that mission—our close escape from the disabled frigate in the spare drop ship, with me in the cockpit next to her for the white-knuckle ride down to the surface. I’ve only ridden in the cockpit with her twice, and I know she’ll understand the reference. If I don’t return, she will at least know where I went, even if the Fleet decides to keep a top-secret lid on the mission forever.


  I smile into the sensor for a moment and end the message.


  We have made it a habit to only say “I love you” in person, never in a vid chat or text message. If one of us buys it while we’re apart, we want our last expression of that sentiment to be a memory of a face-to-face conversation, complete with the weight of the other’s presence, not a line in a text or a half second of a recording that can be replayed endlessly to refresh the grief with every passing year. And when the skies above Liberty Falls are clear, Halley has line of sight to half the galaxy at night. I know that if I die in the Capella system, it will be forty-two years before the photons from the event reach the naked eye of anyone on the northern hemisphere of Earth. But the thought is comforting to us, and we’ve decided that in the absence of a cemetery to visit, we’ll treat the visible night sky as grave markers for each other if it comes to that.


  I’ve been in the service for twelve years. I’ve done hundreds of combat missions and out-of-system deployments, and my job has me steeped in the most testosterone-soaked part of the military, where everyone is highly skilled and capable, trained to be physically tough and mentally resilient. But in all this time, I’ve never managed to shake the awful, unwelcome little pang of despair and loneliness I feel whenever I send off that last communication right before a combat deployment.


  CHAPTER 11


  BAG WORK


  “New contact, bearing two by positive fourteen; distance fifty thousand,” the tactical officer calls out. “Checking IFF. Contact is friendly, sir. Cincinnati just transitioned back out of Alcubierre.”


  “Very well,” Colonel Drake says. “They’re a little early.”


  On the forward bulkhead, the mission timer still has thirty-one minutes left on its countdown. The icon that just appeared on the plot hologram fifty thousand kilometers in front of the task group turns from a yellow question mark to a blue lozenge shape. After a few moments, the IFF system does its handshake with the new arrival and displays a name and hull number next to the blue icon: “OCS-2 CINCINNATI.” The stealth corvette makes a ninety-degree turn, away from the Alcubierre point, and lights its engines to clear the transition spot in space in a standard traffic avoidance maneuver, just in case someone else comes through the chute unexpectedly.


  “Cincinnati, this is Washington. Welcome home. Glad to see you all in one piece. When you’re ready, contact Littleton for pattern entry instructions to commence refueling ops,” the comms officer says.


  “Washington, Cincinnati. Confirm handoff to Littleton for refueling ops. The tactical upload is commencing. The coast is clear on the other side. No enemy contact, and nothing is stirring for at least five light-minutes into the system.”


  “Glad to hear it, Cincinnati,” Colonel Drake replies. “Now top off your tanks and take a breather because you’ll have to get ready to do it again.”


  “Affirmative. Cincinnati out.”


  “At least we won’t be jumping into a knife fight,” the skipper says. “Maybe they’ve packed up and left.”


  “Wouldn’t hurt my feelings any,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says. “Although it would be a terrible waste to bring all this firepower across forty light-years and then not use it.”


  “Let’s go through the tactical upload from Cincy before we roll in like we own the neighborhood again,” Drake replies. “I want to take some time to look over the recon data while we head for the node. In the meantime, let’s get this procession on the way. Two-minute transition intervals, carriers first, cruisers next, then the tin cans. Let the supply ships bring up the rear. Regroup on the far end in deep-space formation, then resupply again. Whatever we find in that system, I want to have everyone topped off before we head in.”


  “Aye, sir,” the XO replies. “Comms, give the green light to the battle group for acceleration. All ahead at one gravity, follow the carriers in two-minute intervals. Fifty-three minutes to the transition point.”


  “Aye, ma’am,” the comms officer says and starts relaying the instructions to the rest of the combined battle group. A few moments later, the situational orb on the plot table stirs into movement as Washington and Johannesburg burn their main engines and accelerate toward the transition point at one standard Earth gravity. The artificial gravity system compensates for the acceleration so efficiently that my inner ear never even feels the movement, even though we just went from coasting in space to moving forward at almost ten meters per second squared.


  One by one, the other ships of the battle group line up behind the two carriers, one taking up position in the queue every two minutes, until the fleet is strung out in space in a long line of warships that stretches thousands of kilometers. The most dangerous part of the transition will be the exit from the Alcubierre chute in the Capella system—if the Lankies manage to ambush the first ships, the rest will find themselves in the middle of a battle once they emerge because there’s no way to wave them off while they’re in Alcubierre. But the second most dangerous part will be the traffic caused by almost twenty warships emerging into the same spot in space in two-minute intervals. A cruiser rear-ending a carrier at hundreds of meters per second can cause every bit as much destruction as a broadside from a Lanky seed ship. We have navigation procedures just for that purpose—the ships of the battle group will take sharp turns in alternating directions once they come out on the far end—but the Fleet hasn’t had a chance to execute large-scale transitions in a while, and this is the largest Alcubierre deployment I’ve ever seen. It would be terribly anticlimactic to die in a multi-ship pileup while exiting a transit node. But astrogation and helm are not under my control, and I wouldn’t be much good at the job even if they were, so I’ll have to trust in the skills and the training of the young lieutenants and NCOs who crew those stations right now.


  “All departments are reporting ready for transition, sir,” the XO tells Colonel Drake. He nods and drums his fingers lightly on the armrest of his command chair. If he is anxious or nervous about our impending forty-two-light-year sprint into Lanky-controlled space, it’s not showing in his demeanor. Back when I joined the Fleet, the commander of a warship was the Old Man, and all of them were old from the perspective of a twenty-one-year-old kid from the PRCs who thought he would be young and fit forever. But now that I am in my midthirties, Colonel Drake doesn’t look that much older. He has maybe fifteen years on me, and his trim frame and handsome looks make him seem younger than he is. Our generation is now in command positions, and to all the lieutenants and enlisted on the ship, we’re the Old Guys now. It feels strange to think of myself as a leader and mentor, because part of me still feels like that young kid who stepped off the bus and onto those yellow footsteps at NACRD Orem on the first day of boot camp.


  “All right,” Colonel Drake says. “Put me on the 1MC, please.”


  “You are on the 1MC, sir,” the comms officer says.


  “All hands, this is the commander. We are about to make the Alcubierre hop into our target system. I can’t tell you our destination until we’ve completed the transition. But I can tell you that this will not be a training mission. If you hear a Combat Stations alert from here on out, it won’t be a drill. You all know your jobs. Time to put your training to the test. That is all. Commander out.”


  He signals to the comms officer to end the connection. Then he gets up from his chair and walks over to the holotable, where he leans in to study the procession of warships heading for the Alcubierre node.


  “Well,” he says. “If this one goes badly, it won’t be for a lack of firepower. Warm up the Alcubierre drive. Pass the word to the battle group to transition in sequence. Let’s go pick ourselves a fight.”
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  I’ve been on shore and in-system duty long enough to have almost forgotten just how much I dislike Alcubierre travel, that peculiar feeling of low-level ache that seems to pull on every bone in the body at the same time like growing pains, that slightly metallic taste in the mouth, and the way everything I touch with my bare hands feels like it’s charged with low levels of electricity. Over the years, I’ve learned that focusing on the weird sensations only makes the trip more unpleasant, and that the best way to ride it out is to find some vigorous physical activity that occupies the body and takes the mind off the odd sensory dissonance.


  When we transition into Alcubierre for our six-hour dash, I leave the CIC and head down to my quarters to change into exercise gear. Then I make my way to the officer gym that’s set up next to the racetrack around the nuclear missile silos.


  NACS Washington is brand-new, and so is her workout equipment. The officer gym is well stocked with the latest in strength and cardio machinery. But I am not a fan of the weight stations or the rowing machines because I don’t like repetitive workouts. Instead, I either run around the track or work on the heavy boxing bag, depending on my mood for the day.


  Today, I want to punch something, but when I put on my wraps and bag gloves and walk into the gym, the heavy bag is already in use. Lieutenant Colonel Campbell has beaten me down to the facility, and she is working the bag methodically, with a quick rotation of jabs, crosses, and body punches. She has her back turned to me, and there’s a dark sweat stain on her workout shirt already. We’re alone for now, and there’s plenty more I could be doing while she’s taking up the bag, but I don’t want to undo my wraps and take off the gloves again just to do a few sets of pull-ups or bench presses. Instead, I walk over to one of the wall mirrors and start shadowboxing, shuffling stances and exhaling loudly with each flurry of punches to make the XO aware that someone else may want to get some bag work in.


  After a while, I work through my combinations slowly to check my form while I watch Lieutenant Colonel Campbell in the mirror to observe her skills. She is giving the heavy bag a mauling with her hard-hitting crosses and hooks, and the bag is jingling loudly with each blow as it jumps at the end of its chain attachment under the barrage. Now that she’s just in her formfitting workout shirt, I can tell that the XO has quite a bit of muscle on her tall frame—not the flashy bulk from lots of lifting, but the lean and defined kind that comes from throwing lots of punches at heavy things for years. Campbell has her long hair tied back into a loose ponytail that bounces with every set of blows she lays into the bag. It’s a large bag, forty or fifty kilos at least, but she hits it hard enough that she has to interrupt her combos and reposition herself every few seconds because her force is making the bag swing out of her reach.


  I walk over to the bag stand and grab the bag with both arms as it swings toward me. Then I plant my feet and cup the bottom of the bag with my gloves to hold it in position for the XO, a common courtesy for another boxer wanting to do more efficient bag work without having to chase the bag around.


  She pauses for a moment as I position myself, then she continues her combination of punches. Her jabs are light, but every time she hauls off with a right cross or a hook, she puts all her weight into the strike, and the force travels all the way through the bag and makes me widen my stance and lower my center of gravity to avoid getting knocked back. Lieutenant Colonel Campbell is quick, strong, and sure-footed, and she keeps up her guard perfectly even as she is getting winded. After a while of gauging her technique and taking the full force of her hits, I conclude that I only have a few centimeters of reach and maybe twenty kilos of weight on her, and if we went at it in the ring, she’d be a pretty tough opponent.


  I hold the bag for her, expecting her to get tired out quickly by the relentless pace of her punches. But I keep an eye on the time readout on the bulkhead, and she keeps up her intensive tempo for five minutes, shuffling stances in between her attack flurries, breathing hard but never dropping her arms from their guard position whenever she isn’t striking the bag. Finally, she steps back a little, bends over with her gloves on her knees, and lets her breath slow down for a few moments.


  “Your turn,” she says.


  I take up the challenge and move in front of the bag while she replicates my assist position, still breathing hard, her face shiny with sweat and her workout shirt soaked.


  Anything worth doing is worth overdoing, I think, and check the tightness of my gloves’ wrist straps. Then I lift my hands into guard position and start my own bag workout.


  It doesn’t take long for me to fall into my usual rhythm of combinations. I hadn’t intended to go all-out this afternoon, but the XO set the bar high with her own workout, and after my dressing-down by her after the briefing, I don’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing that she worked up more of a sweat than I did. So I do my best to return the favor and try to knock her back with the punches I am driving into the bag, probing jabs followed by hard right crosses that make the bag’s attachment chain chime brightly in the otherwise silent gym. I focus on my breathing and synchronize it with my punches, exhaling to empty my lungs every time I drive home one of my strikes.


  Lieutenant Colonel Campbell widens her own stance and leans into the bag, but I can tell that she’s barely holding on to the weight as I drive a successively heavier series of combinations into the bag, again and again. Before she can lose her footing, I back off a little and switch to quick jabs, satisfied that I managed to move her a few centimeters. It feels good to let off a little bit of steam in a sanctioned way after getting chewed out by the XO. It’s a long-standing tradition that rank doesn’t count during martial arts practice, and I don’t have to give deference to her insignia or her status while we are both wearing gloves and engaging in a voluntary contest out here in the gym.


  My five minutes at the bag seems like two hours. I make myself stay on the offense for the same length of time as she did, but my arms feel like pudding and my lungs are burning long before my time runs out. I know that the fatigue is showing on my face and in the increasing slowness of my movements just like it did with her, but I don’t want to show any weakness in front of the XO. When the counter ticks over the five-minute mark, I put in another fifteen seconds for good measure and then lower my gloves, standing hunched over to catch my breath.


  “Thanks for the spotting,” Campbell says. “You punch hard. But you drop your arms too much in between combinations. Especially when you get tired. Watch out if you decide to go looking for sparring partners down in Grunt Country. Lots of young and strong SI corporals who’d be happy to put a podhead officer on his ass in front of everyone.”


  “I know my limits,” I say in between panting breaths.


  She smiles curtly and undoes her bag gloves, then pulls them off her hands with her teeth. There’s a towel on a workout bench nearby, and she walks over to it to pick it up and wipe her face. Then she nods at me and walks out of the gym without another word, leaving me to catch my breath and slow down my heart rate to normal again.


  Now that I am alone in the gym, I have my pick of equipment without having to wait a turn or spot for someone first, but the burst of intense, violent focus has used up my stamina reserves and turned my muscles into aching jelly. The exercise has served its purpose, however—I can’t feel the Alcubierre discomfort anymore underneath the fatigue, and for a little while, I wasn’t thinking about the fact that we are moving a tenth of a light-year farther away from Earth and Halley with every passing minute.


  CHAPTER 12


  CAPELLA, REVISITED


  “General quarters, general quarters. All hands, man your combat stations. Set material condition Zebra throughout the ship. This is not a drill.”


  I’ve been drawing looks from some of the new lieutenants in the CIC ever since I walked in wearing my bug suit. Now I complete the ensemble by putting on my helmet and sealing it to the collar flange. Everyone else in the CIC is wearing standard Fleet vacsuits over their regular uniforms, but SOCOM personnel and SI troops put on their battle armor for general quarters. If something goes wrong and we have to take to the pods, there will be no time to change into armor, and a grunt without battle armor is useless in space or on the ground. When I turn on my helmet and activate the heads-up display, I know that I must look alien and intimidating to the new Fleet officers. The bug suit is shiny and black like an insect carapace when the polychromatic camouflage is turned off, and the helmet has no face shield or visor because those are unnecessary weak spots, useless in the hypercapnic atmospheres of Lanky-occupied moons and planets where they would fog up almost instantly in the warm, carbon-dioxide-rich air.


  Big, imperialist insect, I think as I settle back in my chair and buckle into my seat harness, and a smile crosses my face when the voice in my head has a strong Russian accent. I haven’t seen my friend Dmitry since we fought together on Mars, but we’ve exchanged messages over the last few years, and I know that he’s the SRA equivalent of a sergeant major now, the highest rung he can climb on the noncommissioned officer ladder. Like Master Sergeant Leach back at the training base in Iceland, Dmitry thinks I am a complete idiot for letting the Corps promote me into the officer ranks, and I stopped disagreeing a long time ago.


  “Transitioning out of Alcubierre in T-minus five,” the XO says from her seat next to the command chair, where Colonel Drake is observing the proceedings.


  The situational display above the plot table is empty except for the icon for Washington in the center because sensors and radar don’t work in the superluminal space-time bubble of an active Alcubierre drive, and the distances involved would be too vast for the ship’s sensors anyway. If all the other ships of the task force followed their orders and transitioned in the right intervals, we have fifteen craft traveling in the chute behind us, one every two-tenths of a light-year, strung out in a very long line that would take years to cover at subluminal speeds outside of Alcubierre. But there’s no way to verify their presence until they start to emerge from the chute after us in a few minutes. Alcubierre travel is like driving in a straight line in the middle of the night with the headlights off and the windows darkened and hitting the brakes at exactly the right fraction of a millisecond to come to a stop at the intended destination.


  “All departments report ready for action, sir,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says.


  “Very well,” Colonel Drake replies. “Once we are in-system, ping Nashville and make sure the neighborhood is still clear. Low-power tight beam. Other than that, full EMCON on the comms and main sensors. I don’t want anything else broadcasting outside of the hull.”


  “Cincinnati said there’s nothing stirring within five light-minutes of the node,” the XO says. “I wonder why the Lankies aren’t keeping an eye on the back door. They have got to know where it is by now.”


  “They’ve had the system to themselves for almost twelve years,” Colonel Drake says. “Maybe they get complacent just like humans.”


  Lieutenant Colonel Campbell shoots me a glance as if she expects me to challenge the commander’s ad hoc hypothesis. I take advantage of the opaque nature of my bug suit helmet and pretend that I am not noticing her pointed look in my direction. The chip on her shoulder is still firmly lodged there even after our training session together. I don’t know why she dislikes me, but I suspect that her issues go beyond the fact that I spoke out of turn in the command staff meeting.


  I watch the mission clock tick down to the transition, one second at a time, minute by long minute. Coming out of Alcubierre is always a relief because the unpleasant sensations of superluminal travel go away, and it’s always a source of anxiety at the same time because of the chance for an ambush or a collision as we emerge from the far end of the transit chute. The chance of instant death is small, but it exists, and I usually close my eyes and think of Halley when we exit from Alcubierre.


  “Ten seconds until transition,” the lieutenant at the helm announces on the 1MC. “Seven. Six. Five . . .”


  When the countdown ends and we come out of Alcubierre, it feels like the world that has been slightly out of calibration for the last six hours shifts back into its proper phase. I sit in my chair with my eyes closed, savoring the feeling of mild discomfort leaving my body.


  “Alcubierre transition complete,” the helmsman says. “All systems in the green. Executing exit turn to portside, ninety degrees by positive forty-five, ahead one-quarter gravity.”


  “Astrogation, confirm our position, please,” Colonel Drake says.


  “Aye, sir. Stand by for astrogation fix.”


  The astrogation officer brings up his console and activates data fields. A few moments later, the situational orb in the center of the command pit has a new star chart overlay, and the celestial bodies in the sector flash on one by one as the positioning system gets a fix on our surroundings.


  “We are on the far end of the Alcubierre chute in the Capella A system, sir. Right where we are supposed to be.”


  “Signal Nashville and check in,” Colonel Drake says. “And open the 1MC for me.”


  “You’re on the 1MC, sir,” the comms officer says. All around me, the CIC personnel resume their activities as we all let out a collective breath of relief.


  “All hands, this is the commander. We have completed our transition. Welcome to the Capella system. We are the first Fleet task force to enter this sector in twelve years. As you go about your duties, never lose sight of the fact that we are now on the enemy’s turf. This is hostile space. Do not get complacent. We are far from home, and if we get ourselves into a tangle, backup will be a very long way off, too far away to make a difference. Stay sharp and remain focused. And if you hear a general quarters alert, move to your combat stations like your lives depend on it, because they will. Commander out.”


  “Tight-beam signal from Nashville, sir.”


  “Put it on the overhead,” Colonel Drake orders.


  “Aye, sir.”


  “Washington, Nashville,” the voice from the scout corvette says. “Welcome to Capella. The neighborhood is quiet. Stand by to receive current recon data upload.”


  “Nashville, Washington Actual,” Colonel Drake replies. “We are ready for your upload.”


  On the plot, a blue icon appears thirty thousand kilometers in front of us. A second or two later, a label appears that marks the new contact as “OCS-9 NASHVILLE.” Our stealth ship is coasting slowly through space without burning her drive. With her light-absorbing black paint and her lack of active emissions, she is silent and invisible even to the passive sensors of the carrier. Only the active data link makes Nashville’s position on the plot unambiguous for now, and I know that as soon as the signal ends, the stealth corvette will disappear from the plot again.


  “New contact, bearing two hundred by zero. Contact is friendly. Johannesburg is through the chute, sir,” the tactical officer says.


  “Signal them to double their clearance for follow-up traffic. We have a lot more hardware coming up from behind.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  On the plot, Johannesburg’s icon appears behind our portside stern and immediately makes a turn to starboard, mirroring our own maneuver to the other side of the transit node until the two carriers are facing in opposite directions, opening up the space between them to make room for the armada that is about to appear in that spot one by one for the next thirty minutes.


  I shift my attention back to the console screen at my station and tap into the optical feed, then I cycle through the views until I’ve found the system suns. Capella A is a binary system, but the two stars at its center orbit each other so closely that they look like a single star most of the time. I last saw the pale-yellow light of this binary star twelve years ago, when I was serving on NACS Versailles on my first spaceborne deployment, with Halley on the same ship as a junior drop-ship pilot. The thought of Halley makes me feel a pang of something like homesickness, but it’s not exactly the yearning for a place. We escaped death and beat the odds together here, with almost no experience and a lot of dumb luck. It was the cornerstone of our relationship and everything that followed, though—our eventual marriage and our long campaign against the Lankies. Being here without her doesn’t feel quite right. This is the place where we became an us. Returning here by myself feels like I am about to overwrite that memory with new ones. Masoud couldn’t have known the history of our relationship before Arcadia, but I resent him for this anyway. I’m certain I would have turned down the job if I had known where it would take me, back here where my life really began. If I die here, Halley will be alone, and the last twelve years will be undone, and now that my mother is gone, my wife’s memories will be the only evidence of my existence.


  Always a hook in the steak, I think, remembering Halley’s comment on Masoud’s offer. But then I dismiss the thought of another setup on the general’s part. The rational section of my brain realizes that Masoud isn’t prescient, that he had no way of knowing the details of the mission or our destination ahead of time. And I took the assignment of my own free will, accepting that it would most likely lead somewhere dangerous. Whatever happens here in the Capella system, Masoud won’t be around, and I resolve to banish the general from my thoughts until we get back. This time, the fate of the SOCOM team is all up to me.


  [image: fleuron]


  An hour and a half after our transition, the battle group is back in combat formation on the Capella side of the Alcubierre chute, and we are headed away from the node at a slow and careful pace. In front of us, Washington’s recon drones are rushing ahead into the system, little flashlights illuminating a path for us in the vast darkness. My anxiety has lessened a little, but I still watch the plot display out of the corner of my eye as we advance, expecting to see the signal-orange icon of a confirmed Lanky contact pop up at any moment. They didn’t lie in wait and ambush us at the transition point to take our fleet out one by one, so the most dangerous part of this phase is over. But I know that doesn’t mean the Lankies didn’t notice our ingress into their territory and send out half a dozen seed ships to intercept our battle group.


  “The recon drones have covered half the distance to Willoughby,” the tactical officer says from her console. “No contacts reported so far.”


  “We’re still calling it Willoughby, are we?” The XO steps up to the plot table and leans forward to examine the deployment pattern. “I think it reverted to Capella Ac when they scraped the last of us off the rocks down there.”


  “It’ll be Willoughby again someday,” Colonel Drake says. “Just not this week. Not with what we brought. But we can knock down the odds a little for when that day comes.”


  When that day comes, I think. We’re still prying Lankies out of the ground on Mars, seven years after beating them on the surface. When they have taken over a planet or a moon, they cling to it with a ferocity and determination that we can’t match. And Willoughby—Capella Ac—was a bit of a backwater colony before the Lankies claimed it, with nothing special to distinguish it that would bump it to the top of a priority list for invasion. What we’re doing now really is like poking a hornet’s nest with a stick to see how many of them remain, even if it’s a really big stick. That day, if it ever does come, will be too far in the future for me or Halley to see, and the certainty of that knowledge is a profound comfort. We will be the generation that stopped the tide. Pushing it back will be the task of another. There are too many of them and too few of us out among the stars for it to go any other way, no matter how many new weapons we have built in the last seven years.


  In our solar system, on our own turf, the battle group seemed stupendously powerful. Sixteen state-of-the-art warships, armed with the latest weapons, more destructive power than we’ve ever put into space together at the same time. Kinetic energy missiles, particle cannons, nuclear warheads, automatic rail guns, enough potential energy to throw Earth itself into a long and lethal winter. But now that we’re on the other side of the Alcubierre chute, with the sea of darkness cloaking the unknown all around us, our formation doesn’t seem nearly as formidable as it did above Daedalus a few weeks ago. Just a few thousand humans, probing their way through the void in fragile titanium hulls, having to carry all their air and food and water along with them as they go. The situational display is zoomed out to the maximum awareness scale of the passive sensors, light-minutes of space, and the little cluster of ship icons at the center of it looks very lonely in the middle of so much unfriendly emptiness.


  I hope we’re enough, I think. For whatever it is they sent us to do out here.


  CHAPTER 13


  INTERCEPT


  Six hours after we arrive in the Capella system, I see my first Lanky seed ship in four years.


  It’s almost a relief when the bright orange lozenge shape of a confirmed enemy ship appears on the plot, where it somehow becomes more significant than all the other symbols, as if the Capella system just shifted its center of gravity to it. Until this moment, the primitive part of my brain has done its best to convince me that the Lankies have found a way to avoid the passive sensors from our drones and scout ships, that we have been advancing into a cloud of seed ships without noticing them. The orange icon on the tactical display is proof to the contrary. But that same part of my brain has been primed for years to associate the signal color with mortal danger, and it reacts with the same reflexive fear that prehistoric humans would have felt at the sound of a pack of wolves howling in the darkness beyond the light of the campfire.


  “Contact,” the tactical officer, Captain Steadman, calls out in a voice that is unreasonably calm to my ears. “Enemy seed ship, bearing three-five-five by positive zero-one-one, range eight million, five hundred fifty thousand. Nashville is confirming the drone data, sir.”


  “Twenty-five light-seconds out,” Colonel Drake says. “I was hoping for a little more range on our eyeballs. But I’ll take it. Better than having one pop up inside of minimum missile range.”


  On the plot, the blue orb representing the former colony planet Willoughby has appeared just inside our sphere of awareness, and the orange icon is right in front of it, the bright color enhanced and emphasized by the blue background.


  “Tactical, we have our first customer of the day,” Colonel Drake says. He gets out of his chair and walks up to the plot table. The XO follows suit. I stay right where I am because I have no useful input on the ship’s tactical disposition, and because I am quite content to remain hooked up to my chair’s service umbilical. We’ve been at general quarters for hours, but my bug suit has kept me perfectly comfortable with its built-in cooling. The vacsuits of the rest of the CIC crew only have rudimentary comfort features, and I can tell by the sheen on the faces all around me that it’s much rougher to spend six hours in a vacsuit than in HEBA armor.


  “Designate target Lima-1,” Captain Steadman says. “Target velocity is two hundred fifty meters per second. That’s pretty much the rotational speed of Capella Ac. Looks like they’re in geostationary orbit right above the planetary equator.”


  “One seed ship,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says in wonder. “If that’s all they have in-system, this will be a short fight.”


  “I’ll never be one to complain about favorable odds,” Colonel Drake replies. “But let’s not charge in with our guns blazing just yet. Tactical, get me a firing solution on Lima-1. Comms, let Nashville know to sit tight and wait out the planetary rotation. I don’t want us to show up in orbit and find there were six more of them hiding on the other side of that rock. Do we have enough juice left in the drones to spotlight the far side?”


  “Affirmative, sir.”


  “Then send them around and save us some time. Send the recon data to the rest of the battle group, and inform Johannesburg that we intend to engage the enemy as soon as we have the full picture from the drones.”


  “We’re not going to give them the honor of the first shot?” the XO asks. “They’re probably itching to be the first allied ship with a confirmed kill.”


  “It’s been four years since we launched a war shot at a Lanky ship. And this will be the first time we use one of the Orion Vs. I’m not too keen on putting that responsibility on a green crew. They’ll get their chance soon enough, I think.”


  I bring up the optical feed relayed by the scout ship that is holding station five million kilometers ahead of us with its sensors trained on Capella Ac. When I was here with Halley on the frigate Versailles twelve years ago, I didn’t have much time for sightseeing, but I remember that the planet looked different. Back then, the view was Earthlike except for the shapes of the continents. But there was lots of blue and green, patches and swirls of clouds in the atmosphere, sunlight reflecting off the surface of the oceans. Now the whole planet is shrouded in clouds, without a single gap in the cover to give me a glimpse at the surface below.


  The Lankies like their worlds warm and high in carbon dioxide, and whatever they use to terraform the colony planets they steal from us can flip the atmosphere to their preference in mere months. Willoughby has been theirs for over a decade, plenty of time to turn the place into whatever they consider their ideal habitat. I remember the mortally wounded Versailles, shot full of holes by Lanky penetrators, already on a trajectory that would lead her down into the atmosphere and turn her into a fiery comet when Halley and I dropped out of her hangar with the spare drop ship, the last people to leave the ship before it disintegrated. I wonder if any of the major wreckage pieces made it down to the surface, and whether they sit there still, overgrown and corroded in the warm, humid air. There were scores of human dead down there as well, but I’m sure that there won’t be any bodies left after all this time. We don’t fully understand what the Lankies do with human remains, but we do know they collect them and carry them off. The scientific consensus seems to be that they need the proteins as building materials for the seed ships, but the most common opinion in the Fleet is that they eat the corpses, and the gruesome theory naturally has more staying power than the clinical one.


  The seed ship is a streamlined black cigar shape in front of the planet’s cloud cover. I feel a chill trickling down my spine when I look at the familiar outline, bumps and ridges on an irregular surface that is so black it seems to swallow the sunlight. It plods on along its orbit, seemingly motionless as it rotates in sync with the planet below, oblivious of the virtual bull’s-eye our tactical officer has drawn on it already.


  I wonder how many protein chains in that hull used to be my crewmates, I think with a little shudder. But I was only on Versailles for a few weeks, and after all this time, I find that I can’t recall a single name other than that of Colonel Campbell, who was the XO of the ship and went on to command Indianapolis. I still remember some of the faces, however—random crew members of Versailles, caught by surprise by the sudden decompression of their compartments and asphyxiated, corpses with terrified expressions floating in the semidarkness of the ship’s passageways. They died without seeing what had killed them, the last humans in history who would know nothing of Lankies.


  “We have a firing solution on Lima-1, sir,” Captain Steadman says. “Orion time on target is twenty-nine minutes, forty-two seconds.”


  “Keep them locked in and update the solution as we get closer. I want to be able to launch our birds at any time. Weapons, warm up Orion missiles in tubes one and two.”


  “Warming up Orion tubes one and two, aye,” the weapons officer replies. “Launch prep initiated.”


  The new Orion V missiles are half the size of the old Orions we used above Mars, so each Avenger can carry twice as many. But they’re still enormous ship-sized missiles that have more mass than a corvette, so even an Avenger only has eight Orions, tucked away in two rows of ventral launch silos. Between Washington and Johannesburg, the battle group can engage sixteen seed ships at long range. Not every Orion we’ve ever launched in anger has scored a hit, but those that did have a 100 percent kill rate. Even if a quarter of our shots miss, we can blot a dozen seed ships out of space with the rest, and we’ve never faced off against that many, not even when we went up against the fleet they had around Mars. With two Avengers aiming their Orions at it right now, the solitary seed ship in orbit around Capella Ac is living on borrowed time, and it will die as quickly as my shipmates did above the same planet twelve years ago when Versailles ran into a Lanky minefield. The thought of this impending karmic symmetry fills me with grim satisfaction.


  For the next thirty minutes, we continue our course toward the former colony planet. The distance readout next to the seed ship’s blaze-orange icon counts down with every passing second. There’s no maximum range for the Orions—they will burn out their nuclear charges and then coast ballistically once they’ve stopped accelerating—but there’s a line on the plot marking the minimum range, the point in space where a launch would be too close to the target for the kinetic warhead to build up enough energy for a certain kill. It’s still a long way from reaching the orange seed ship icon, but it draws closer to it every minute. The Avengers have a very long spear and a very short sword to back it up, and nothing at all to cover the range in between.


  “New contact, bearing three-five-eight by positive two,” the tactical officer announces. “Distance seven million, two hundred thirty-nine thousand. Designate Lima-2. Another seed ship just popped up on the equatorial horizon. Same bearing and speed as the first one.”


  “Looks like Jo’burg will get a shot at glory after all,” Colonel Drake says. “Hand off the target data to them and ask them to lock on with their Orions for a simultaneous time-on-target launch.”


  “Aye, sir,” the tactical officer says and turns toward his console to contact his counterpart on Johannesburg.


  The second Lanky seed ship emerges on the left side of the planet just above the horizon and makes its way around the equator line, following the course of the first seed ship. Against the vast backdrop of the world, it looks tiny and forlorn even at maximum magnification. I bring up a window with the live image from the other ship and move the outlines next to each other on my screen. The second ship is noticeably different from the first—shorter by maybe five hundred meters, with a more streamlined and even hull shape. However the Lankies manage to put these things together, standardization does not seem to be on their list of priorities.


  “Give me a time to target for the Orions, please,” the commander says.


  “Time to target is twenty-four minutes, eleven seconds, sir. Johannesburg has locked on to Lima-2 and is tracking the target. They are reporting ready for launch.”


  Our recon drones continue their patrol arc, expanding our sphere of awareness with every passing minute. When the plot expands beyond Capella Ac and starts to show the space on the far side of the planet, I almost expect to see a cluster of two or twenty orange icons, a hidden fleet of seed ships ready to spring their trap and converge on us. But when the drones complete their sweep, the only orange markers on the plot are the two seed ships we have already spotted.


  “The drones have eyeballs on the dark side,” Captain Steadman says. “Nashville confirms that we only have two bogeys above the planet.”


  “Hand off terminal guidance to Nashville and open the launch door on tube one.”


  “Uplink confirmed. Opening launch door on tube one. Tube one is ready to launch, sir.”


  Colonel Drake looks around the CIC, where everyone seems to be holding their collective breaths.


  “This is where we commit,” he says. “Weapons, fire on my mark. In three. Two. One. Fire.”


  Lieutenant Lawrence, the weapons officer, flips the manual cover off the launch button for Orion silo number one and presses down firmly. A second later, a slight vibration goes through Washington’s hull as the one-thousand-ton Orion V missile leaves its launch tube, propelled by a chemical booster rocket. I watch the feed from the starboard sensors to see Johannesburg disgorge her own Orion from its ventral launch tube. Both missiles streak away from the formation in a wide arc. When they are a few thousand kilometers from the battle group, their guidance systems nudge them onto new courses, and I watch their trajectories on the plot curve toward the Lanky seed ships.


  “Booster engines shutting off. Nuclear ignition in three . . . two . . . one,” the weapons officer narrates.


  On the plot, the little blue V shapes representing the Orion missiles leap ahead as if someone accelerated reality by a factor of ten. Some five thousand kilometers away from the battle group, the two missiles just started their nuclear propulsion systems, expelling atomic charges and igniting them behind the ablative pusher plates at their rears, one explosion every second. It’s a crude and brutal approach to propelling a missile, but it’s by far the fastest method to accelerate an object, and no other way comes even close. If we had people on the Orions, the hundreds of gravities of acceleration would overwhelm even the best artificial gravity compensators in a few milliseconds and turn the crew into a fine organic mush. But the warheads on the tips of the missiles are inert blocks of super-dense materials—depleted uranium and tungsten—crude-looking cylinders that nobody bothered to even shape into penetrating points like our rifle bullets. Whatever the Orions hit at the end of their acceleration run must absorb insane amounts of kinetic energy in a few nanoseconds, and not even seed ships are tough enough to withstand that sort of blow.


  “Missiles are on the way,” Captain Steadman says. “Time to target is now twenty-two minutes, thirty-one seconds.”


  On my screen, I still have an active overlay that shows the seed ships side by side. They’re creeping along their orbital paths quietly and steadily, unaware of the warheads accelerating toward them at hundreds of gravities per second and working up apocalyptic levels of kinetic energy. If one of the missiles fails to hit its designated target, it will slice through the atmosphere of Capella Ac in mere seconds and slam into the ground with a force many times greater than all the nuclear warheads in the task force combined. We never fire Orions at seed ships when the backstop is a planet with humans on it. But Capella Ac has been Lanky soil for a long time now, and any lives we wipe out on the surface with a missed shot would only be a bonus.


  Twenty-two minutes feel almost indeterminable when they are spent watching two little V-shaped icons crawling across the holographic orb of a tactical situation display. The missiles streak along at fractional light speed after using all their nuclear propellant charges, but it still takes a while to cross seven million kilometers of space, and as much as I would like, I can’t will them along any faster. After clashing with the Lankies so many times, I fully expect some unforeseen twist that will put us on our heels once again. Any minute, the target ships will alter course and throw off our aim, or more seed ships will appear nearby seemingly out of nowhere and send our battle group running back to the Alcubierre node in full flight.


  “Orions are tracking true,” the tactical officer says when the missiles have reached the last phase of their intercept. “Nashville is switching the birds to autonomous terminal guidance. Velocity is one point one three percent of light speed.”


  “Don’t nobody look out of the window over there and flinch,” the XO mutters. Every set of eyeballs in the CIC is glued to the tactical display now.


  “Thirty seconds to impact on Lima-1 and 2,” Lieutenant Lawrence calls out.


  “Put the target image on the forward bulkhead, maximum magnification,” Colonel Drake says. A few moments later, the same image as on my terminal appears on the bulkhead, two long-distance visual feeds from Nashville’s sensors tiled next to each other. The seed ships are still making their way along their orbital track, sinister shapes contrasted against the cloud cover of the atmosphere.


  The two blue icons rush toward the orange ones, increasing the gap between the missiles at the last moment to home in on their respective targets thousands of kilometers apart. The first seed ship is a few minutes away from disappearing behind the equatorial horizon. The other is a quarter of a planetary circumference behind, perfectly presented in the middle of the cloud-covered sphere like the bull’s-eye in the center of a practice target.


  “Ten seconds,” Lieutenant Lawrence says.


  On the plot, the blue Vs are close enough to the orange lozenges that I can’t see any separation between them from my vantage point at the TacOps station. The time readout next to them races down toward zero. I shift my attention to the visual feeds projected onto the forward CIC bulkhead.


  The Orion missiles are much too fast to show up in the image. Both seed ships disappear in brilliant flashes of light at the same instant. The fireballs are so intensely bright that they wash out the center of the sensor feed momentarily. Nashville zooms out a few factors of magnification until the frames show the entire planetary hemisphere. Two small suns are blooming in the spots where the Lanky seed ships were making their way around the planet just a few seconds ago.


  “Kaboom,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says softly, deep satisfaction in her voice. Her comment is drowned out by the claps and low cheers that erupt in the CIC. I stifle my own relieved cheer and pump my fist at the fireworks display on the screen instead. Whenever we engage the Lankies, I expect them to pull a new trick out of their sleeves because they have done it before more than a few times. It’s a relief to see that our tactics still work even after four years, that our enemy hasn’t adjusted to our new weapons yet.


  “Splash two,” Lieutenant Lawrence shouts into the commotion. “Intercept on Lima-1 and Lima-2.”


  “Good shot,” Colonel Drake says. “Quiet down, everyone. Hold the parade until we have a post-strike assessment from Nashville.”


  We watch the fireworks on the visual feed for a few moments. The fireballs expand and start to dissipate, losing a little of their intense luminescence with every second. If there’s anything left of the seed ships, it’s too small for Nashville’s optics to pick up. Each seed ship just had the kinetic energy of a one-thousand-ton warhead traveling at 1 percent of light speed dumped into it, more than a gigaton released in a fraction of a second. Our species already had an amazing ability to devise ways to kill things, but the threat from the Lankies has pushed our destructive capabilities into a whole new dimension. I wish they could communicate with us, if only to make them appreciate the fact that their attempts to conquer our space has made us far more formidable foes than we were just a decade ago.


  Should have finished us off when you had us on the ropes, I think. Now this won’t end until one of us wipes out the other. We’re just wired that way.


  “Nashville confirms successful intercepts on both targets,” Lieutenant Steadman reports from the tactical station. “Textbook broadside hits, no visible wreckage observed.”


  “Very well,” Colonel Drake replies. “Send our congratulations to Johannesburg and inform them they can now paint a kill mark on the hull. Well done, everyone. Now let’s get into orbit and see what the new management has done to the place since they kicked us out.”


  I’m not used to streaks of good fortune when it comes to dealing with Lankies, but it seems that the day still has some luck in store for us. When we approach Capella Ac a few hours later, the two space control cruisers take point to clear a way through the usual Lanky minefield for our initial scouting run. But when the cruisers have finished their optical survey of the space above the hemisphere, there are far fewer orange mine markers on the tactical display than I had expected. When we started our invasion of Mars, there was a cloud of Lanky proximity mines around the planet, and the Hammerhead cruisers in all the battle groups had to expend all their ammunition to blast gaps into the minefield for the drop ships. The minefield around Capella Ac is more than just patchy in comparison. After two hours of survey, the combined sensor data from both cruisers shows just a few dozen mines in the vicinity, with hundreds of kilometers of empty space between them.


  “Guessing they weren’t expecting visitors anymore after all these years,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says when the cruisers have finished their data upload.


  “That’s fine with me. We won’t have to use up half our rail-gun magazines just to get a good look at the surface.”


  “Something else, sir,” Lieutenant Steadman says. “Nashville says that the mines seem to be inert. They flew one of the recon drones past a few of them, and there was no reaction.”


  “Really.” Colonel Drake frowns at the plot, where the observed mines form a very sparse net above the hemisphere. Mapping and clearing mines is one of the main jobs of the Hammerhead cruisers. Their optical sensor suites map each mine and calculate its trajectory for the next few hours. The plot is crisscrossed with dotted orange lines.


  “This is too easy,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell observes. “If they guard all their colonies like that, we can have them all back by next year.”


  “We haven’t looked at the surface yet. Shooting seed ships out of orbit is just step one. It won’t get us a square meter of ground down there,” Colonel Drake says. He walks back to his chair and sits down, then takes off the helmet of his vacsuit.


  “Tell the cruisers to clear whatever mines they see. I don’t want those things to come close to the battle group, inert or not. Maybe they’re just on standby and slow to wake up. I don’t want to get too used to easy.”


  The colonel looks over to me and nods.


  “Major Grayson, prepare to get a team assembled for a possible field trip. We’re sending out recon flights as soon as the cruisers knock down those mines. Command meeting in the flag briefing room at 1400 hours.”


  “Aye, sir,” I say and disconnect the service line that tethers me to my station. I still have a sense of unease, as if we’re setting ourselves up for an elaborate trap. But right now I am glad for something else to do than look at a hologram and a set of display screens, even if it means preparing for a drop onto a planet that’s most likely lousy with Lanky settlements. I never look forward to battle—no sane grunt ever does—but I had almost forgotten just how invigorating the feeling of anticipating a fight can be. The sense of tension and heightened perception that comes with an impending combat drop makes me feel more alive than anything else. It feels like my entire purpose is focused to a single razor-sharp point in place and time, with no place for uncertainty or ambiguity.


  Maybe that little bastard Masoud was right, I think as I leave the CIC and head down to SOCOM Country to put the STT on alert. Maybe I’m the fucking idiot he thinks I am, and I did miss the war after all.


  CHAPTER 14


  PLANNING A FIELD TRIP


  This time, I make sure to be in the flag briefing room ten minutes early just so I don’t give the XO another reason to dislike me. In another life, back before I learned to put the satisfaction of my ego further down in the stack of my priorities, I would have enjoyed taking up the gauntlet. Now it’s just a minor irritant, not important enough to justify the expense of energy or brain bandwidth.


  “So far, so good,” Colonel Drake says when we’re all assembled. “We’re still here, and there are two fewer seed ships in the galaxy since we arrived. If I were superstitious, I’d say it’s a good omen for the remainder of the mission.”


  He turns on the viewscreen on the briefing room bulkhead, which changes to show a slice of the tactical plot, all sixteen ships of the task force in loose orbital formation, a fifty-kilometer chain of warships of all sizes. If we had any colonists left alive on Willoughby, they’d probably be ecstatic to see the fleet that just showed up in orbit. But we’re over a decade too late for a rescue mission, so I am genuinely curious to learn why the Fleet was willing to risk two Avengers to pay the place a visit.


  “Situation,” Colonel Drake says. In the harsh light of the briefing room fixtures, I can see that he has faint freckles on the bridge of his nose and his cheekbones, a rarity among capital ship commanders who spend most of their time inside sealed metal hulls. His shipboard uniform is tailored to fit his frame, and it’s obvious that he’s very trim and slender, which is also uncommon among officers of his rank and occupation.


  “The task force is in orbit around a Lanky-occupied colony, Capella Ac, formerly known as Willoughby. We neutralized the enemy orbital garrison six hours ago with Orions, and our cruiser escorts have removed all mines in the neighborhood.”


  “Mission,” the colonel continues. “Our orders are to conduct a reconnaissance in force, and that’s what we will do until we encounter unfavorable odds. Battlespace Control Squadron Fifty-Five and Strike Fighter Squadrons Fifty-One and Fifty-Two have been conducting recon flights of the surface for the last five hours.”


  The colonel switches the display to show a series of low-altitude shots of the surface. The Willoughby I remember was mostly barren mountains and gravel fields, as unfriendly and forbidding as most barely terraformed worlds, years away from being temperate enough to support agriculture. The imagery on the bulkhead screen shows rolling hills overgrown with green-and-blue foliage, an explosion of color that looks nothing like the memory of the place in my head.


  “That’s Willoughby now?” I ask.


  “Affirmative,” Colonel Drake says. “This was taken just three hours ago by one of the birds from BCS-55. The weather down there is a bit of a party. Ceilings at a thousand feet, with fifty-knot gusts. It’ll take a while to get the full picture from that low altitude. We’re going to focus around the area of the colony capital instead of trying to map out the whole planet. We’re still keeping EMCON just in case there are more seed ships somewhere out there in the system. So radar mapping is out of the question for the moment. High-altitude reconnaissance will be limited to thermal imaging. We don’t want to light up an electromagnetic bonfire and draw the bugs to our front porch. Even if we can zap them now.”


  “Any sign of our tall friends yet?” Colonel Rigney asks.


  Colonel Pace, the commander of the space wing, shakes his head.


  “None yet. Two of the recon flights passed over what looked like Lanky settlements, but they didn’t see movement on the ground.”


  “That doesn’t mean they aren’t around,” I say. Even though I am not looking at the XO, I can feel her gaze trying to bore into the side of my head. “As soon as we have boots on the ground, they’ll come out of their holes. Just like they did on Mars.”


  “On the plus side, the visibility under the cloud ceiling isn’t total shit,” Colonel Pace says. “The grunts will have line of sight for half a kilometer or more. And if we have eyes on the ground, we can still vector in air support. The Shrikes can drop blind from inside the soup as long as there’s someone on the deck to designate targets.”


  “What’s our objective here?” Colonel Rigney asks. “If we’re putting boots down, I mean. Are we drawing them out to see how hard they will bite on the bait?”


  Colonel Drake shakes his head.


  “The seed ships were easy. But I don’t want to lose sight of the fact that we are way out on a ledge here. I don’t want to stick out more than we can pull back in a hurry. Just in case the door slams shut on us, and we need to make a fast exit. There’s nothing to be gained from a few hundred dead Lankies on the ground. Not if there are still a few thousand underground. And especially not if it costs us a bunch of casualties and half our ground-attack ordnance.”


  “If we put the regiment on the ground, we’re committed,” Colonel Rigney says.


  “Exactly,” the commander replies. “Say we land the whole SI complement, plus the STT. All the chips on the table. We lure out the Lankies and start mowing them down with exoskeletons and close air support. And they throw everything at us. Like on Mars,” he adds with a glance in my direction.


  “We’d have another fighting withdrawal,” Colonel Rigney says. “A tactical stalemate. And we’d pay in lives and material.”


  “And get nothing in return,” the XO says. “Fact is, we’ll have nothing to show for it even if we wipe them out on the ground. We can hold the planet with a thousand grunts. For a while, anyway. But to what end?”


  “We came to do a recon run,” Colonel Drake says. “Not to plant the flag again and reclaim the whole colony. Just because it was easier than expected to get into orbit doesn’t mean we need to bite off more than we’re ordered to chew on this one.”


  At least he’s not a glory hound, I think with some relief. Over the years, I’ve known enough officers who would have seized the chance to go above and beyond, to plant the NAC flag down there and liberally invest the lives of enlisted troops in an attempt to get into the history books.


  “But I’d hate to have come all this way without something for the intel division to sink their teeth into,” the commander continues. “Let’s make it worth their while. And ours.”


  He turns to the bulkhead display and moves the aerial recon images to one side, then brings up a map and enlarges it to fill most of the screen.


  “This was never a bustling colony,” he says. “The Lankies got here before it could really get off the ground. Not quite two thousand colonists. Just a terraforming network and one major settlement—Willoughby City. For a very flexible definition of ‘city,’ of course.”


  He makes his point by centering the map on the settlement and zooming in to magnify the view. The colony capital is smaller than some military bases I’ve seen. It has maybe a hundred buildings, all lined up on a neat road grid that surrounds a central administration complex. I know that the map doesn’t reflect the current realities on the surface because there’s a terraforming station just a kilometer away from the settlement, and I know that the Lankies destroy those first whenever they take over one of our colony planets. There’s still no firm consensus whether they just hate the electromagnetic radiation the fusion plants emit, or they understand the function of the terraformers—that those large buildings make the atmosphere more suitable for us and less so for them, and that the settlements need the power from those fusion reactors to survive. Either way, I have no doubt that the terraformer on the map has been a shattered ruin for over a decade now, stomped into rubble by the Lankies shortly after they landed.


  The commander brings up another aerial image and puts it next to the map. The computer rotates it and zooms in until the scale of the image matches that of the map exactly. It’s recognizably the same town because the Lankies left most of the buildings alone, but even from a thousand feet up, the deterioration is obvious. I saw this place once from the same vantage point, when Halley did a slow pass over the complex after our dash from the terraforming station to see why Willoughby City wasn’t responding to radio calls. Back then, the streets were strewn with dead colonists, killed by Lanky gas pods like vermin in a basement. The memory is still clear in my brain despite the time that has passed since then, and I feel a very unwelcome sense of déjà vu.


  “That’s a lot of green,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says. “Should it be this overgrown already? I thought the colony wasn’t yet set up for agriculture.”


  “When I saw it last, they barely had grass between those buildings,” I say.


  “No, it shouldn’t be this overgrown,” Colonel Drake replies. “Not from the bit of stuff the colony had growing in their greenhouses. This is whatever the Lankies bring with them when they set up shop.”


  The colony buildings are the standard modular concrete domes, but there’s so much green on them now that they look like they’ve been intentionally camouflaged by a very thorough unit of combat engineers. I remember the mosslike growth I’ve observed on Lanky-occupied worlds, but I’ve never seen this much of it in one spot. It looks like a hundred years have passed since humans last walked around down there. This looks like the network shows my mother liked to watch with me when I was little, science shows about what the world would look like if humans all disappeared and let nature take over. There are no corpses on the roads and walkways between the buildings, just a carpet of green coming up through the perforated concrete slabs of the prefabricated street sections.


  This is how they all ended up, I think. Every settlement on every colony planet we’ve lost to these things. Like the aftermath of a natural disaster.


  “The colony administration building is still standing,” Colonel Drake continues. “It’s a standard Class IV hardened shelter. Reinforced concrete walls one meter thick. If they went into security lockdown, that building was sealed from the inside the moment they noticed they were under attack. As you can see, the Lankies either left it alone or they couldn’t crack the place open. There’s a potential treasure trove of data in the basement, and I want us to go down there and secure it for the intel division back home.”


  “The data storage modules for the neural network,” I say.


  Colonel Drake looks at me and nods with a smile.


  “Very good, Major.”


  “I was a neural network admin before I became a podhead,” I say. “And I once spent a few weeks in the ops center of a Class IV.”


  “Very good. Then you can take point on the retrieval mission,” the commander says. “I want you to put a team together to go down there and see if the data storage facility is still intact.”


  “The Lankies knocked out the power to that place almost right away,” Colonel Rigney says. “Is there anything on those memory modules that’s worth a few hundred SI lives?”


  Colonel Drake shakes his head.


  “I don’t want to send a few hundred SI troops down there. We’ve cleared the planetary orbit, but we could get jumped by more Lankies at any time. If we have to make a quick exit, it will be much easier to pick up an STT platoon than to airlift an entire infantry battalion plus heavy gear out of there.”


  “A platoon isn’t going to be able to hold much ground if the resident Lankies start popping out of the ground in numbers,” Colonel Rigney replies. “Podheads or not. I’d want at least a heavy weapons company down there with PACS.”


  “The skipper has a point,” I say.


  “I would have figured you’d rather have some heavy guns on overwatch while we’re rooting around above the Lankies’ heads,” Colonel Rigney says.


  “More guns are always better guns, Colonel. No argument there. But we had that scenario at New Svalbard, four years ago. A whole regiment on the ground, plus PACS. And when the Lankies started to roll up our line, we barely got everyone out in time. We needed the SI regiment to hold off the Lankies while we got the civvies on the drop ships. But this time we don’t have to hold the line if things get tight. We can have a pair of drop ships on standby in low orbit. We take in a few STT squads, we can be out again in a few minutes,” I say.


  Colonel Rigney shrugs. “Don’t get me wrong. It won’t hurt my feelings if I don’t get to send my people down there to get bloody. And I am sure you know what you are doing. But that’s a long wait for backup if you find yourself needing us after all.”


  “Is there anything on those storage modules that’s worth even setting foot in that place?” Colonel Pace asks. “Something we can’t gain from just letting the recon birds map the whole place from top to bottom?”


  “The neural network would have been tied into all the sensors on the planet,” I say. “Every terraformer, every satellite. Every surveillance sensor. The network forensics people could dissect the entire event from start to finish. It’s like the colony wrote a real-time diary of its own death.”


  “Well, that’s a bit morbid,” the XO says. “But I can see the value. I don’t think we’ve ever had a firsthand account of a Lanky invasion.”


  “Even if there’s no military value to that data, we lost almost two thousand colonists here,” Colonel Drake says. “Four hundred eighty-nine families. I checked the files. We can’t bring their bodies home. Not anymore. But we may be able to retrace their steps. Take back whatever last messages or images they left before they got wiped out without warning. If there’s a chance we can recover any of that, I’d say it’s worth the risk so we don’t go back home and tell their relatives that we went forty-two light-years to this cemetery just to take a few pictures.”


  There’s a moment of silence in the room.


  “I’m for it,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says. “But I’m not the one who will be sticking out my neck down there. If we go through with this, the podheads will have most of the risk.”


  She looks at me expectantly. “What do you say, Major? This may be a quick in and out, and everyone pats you on the shoulder. Or you have boots on the ground, and ten minutes later, you are in over your heads.”


  I look from her to the map imagery on the bulkhead display and shrug.


  “That’s pretty much our job description,” I say. “But I’m not going to lie. Five hundred meters of line of sight isn’t much. By the time we see them coming, they’ll be almost on top of us. And then we’ll be back at square one because we’ll need a whole space wing’s worth of close air support to extract a handful of podheads.”


  “We can do a little better than that,” Colonel Pace says. “BCS-55 has a bunch of the new seismic mines in inventory now. With the target area being as small as it is, we won’t even need to deploy a lot of them. Two dozen, maybe, and we can triangulate incoming Lankies. It’s not accurate enough for close-air-support runs, but we’ll know if something is headed your way. Even if it’s underground.”


  “How much early warning are we talking about?” I ask.


  “Depends on how much of a hurry they’re in. But I’d say at least ten minutes. They’ll be able to give you a rough vector.”


  “If they work as advertised,” Colonel Rigney says. “Last I heard, that was still experimental gear.”


  “So were the PACS four years ago,” I say. “Anything’s better than flying blind. Ten minutes ought to be enough to call down our ride and get the hell out before the neighborhood watch shows up.”


  I look around at the faces of the colonels at the table. “I’m comfortable with those parameters if everyone else is fine with it. I conclude with the XO that the potential payoff is worth the risk.”


  “Very well,” Colonel Drake says. “In that case, the mission is a go. Colonel Pace will have BCS-55 send down the recon birds to place the seismic gear. Major Grayson, assemble your team and designate a backup for the standby drop ship in case we have to come and get you. We will coordinate the mission from the CIC and give the STT team the green light for deployment as soon as we’ve dropped the sensors dirtside. All departments, report mission readiness by 2200.”


  “Aye, sir,” I reply. The other officers at the table murmur their assent as well. Colonel Drake shuts off the bulkhead screen and gets out of his chair.


  “I know it may be a bit of a letdown,” he says. “Twelve years later, and the best we can do right now is a smash-and-grab burglary. But I don’t want to commit us to a fight we can’t win. We have more to lose out here than they do.”


  “If we get my team back up here with the data modules and no casualties, I’d file that one under ‘win,’” I say.


  CHAPTER 15


  RIDE-ALONG


  Half an hour after the briefing, I am back in my quarters and rinsing off in the shower when my comms panel trills its incoming message alert. I step out of the tiny bathroom of my cabin and walk the three steps to my desk, where the terminal base flashes a soft, pulsating red light.


  “Major Grayson,” I say when I accept the comm.


  “Major, this is the CO,” Colonel Drake’s voice says. “Could you report to my ready cabin when you get a minute?”


  “Of course, sir. I’ll be right up.”


  I slip into fresh camouflage uniform trousers and spend a minute rolling the sleeves of the blouse before putting it on. When I check my appearance in the mirror, I notice that I have a few strands of gray hair now, made obvious by the harsh and unflattering light of the mirror’s LED fixture.


  “Fabulous,” I mutter, and grab one of the little silver strands to yank it out. It comes away clean, and I look at it for a moment as it curls between my fingers.


  At least I got old enough to start getting gray, I think. Then I flick the strand of hair into the garbage receptacle on the wall next to my desk and turn to walk out of my quarters.
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  “Major Grayson, reporting as ordered,” I say when I step into the commander’s ready cabin. He’s standing at his desk, bent over the display screen he has tilted into an almost horizontal position, and he’s typing something into a data field with both hands.


  “Step up, Major,” he says over his shoulder. “Have a seat. And you don’t need to formally report in every time you come in here. You’re part of the command staff.”


  “It’s still your ship, sir,” I say, and step closer to the table without getting too curious about the contents of the commander’s screen. He finishes typing and turns off the screen with a flick of his hand.


  “The XO seems to think I was an NCO for too long,” I continue. “Old habits and all that.”


  “I’ve always found that the mustangs make better officers than the academy wonders,” Colonel Drake says. “They know both sides of the trade. It’s easy to lose the bigger picture if you’re only used to looking from one angle.”


  “I got boosted up from limited duty, sir. I was never supposed to even make major.”


  “No such thing as limited duty anymore, I’m afraid.”


  The colonel sits down, and I follow suit only when he’s settled behind his desk.


  “I have a task for you that concerns the upcoming STT mission,” he says. “Are you still sure you want to put boots in the dirt personally?”


  “Wouldn’t feel right if I didn’t, sir. And as you’ve already pointed out, I know the layout of the place better than any of my section leads do. I won’t have to spend much time getting my bearings.”


  “What’s your team setup?”


  “Like you said, sir, it’s going to be a smash and grab. I’m taking the SEAL section, plus one of the Spaceborne Rescue squad leaders. If we end up needing combat control, I’ll be there for that. Eighteen troopers, no heavy gear, in and out in one drop ship.”


  Colonel Drake nods. “That makes sense to me. But I’m a cap ship jockey, not a podhead. Whatever you need to get the job done, you know to ask for it.”


  “What’s the task you have for me, sir?” I ask.


  “You’ll have to keep a seat open on the drop ship down,” the CO says. “We have a science detachment from the research division along for the ride. Their xenobiologist has requested to come along for the mission. She wants to take a look around on the surface, maybe bring back samples of whatever it is that’s growing all over the old colony now. This may be the only chance we get to put boots on the ground, and the science mission wants in on it.”


  “You want me to take a civilian along on an STT mission?” I ask.


  “Technically, the research-division scientists are all officers in the Corps,” Colonel Drake replies. “But they’re officers in the way that Fleet dentists are officers. They do the shake-and-bake officer course you’ve been through for your LDO promotion. But once they’re in their jobs, they don’t have much to do with the regular military business.”


  “I don’t know if that’s a smart idea,” I say. “If things go wrong, we may end up shooting our way out of there and back to the drop ship. If she’s off picking flowers somewhere, we may not be able to wait for her. Does she know that this could end badly?”


  “She does. But she wants to come anyway. She was quite adamant about it.”


  “You make it sound like I have an option,” I say.


  “The STT is your shop,” Colonel Drake says. “I’m in charge of the ship and the overall mission. But I leave the department heads to their own business. Ultimately, you’re the one who can make that judgment call. I can tell you that the science division would be very happy with us if we let them gather some firsthand data. But I won’t order you to bring one of them along. That is your decision alone. If you think it’s too risky, they’ll have to get over their disappointment.”


  I consider the request for a few moments. Whenever I have a strong initial gut feeling to a proposal, I’ve learned to take a few slow breaths and refrain from a knee-jerk reaction.


  “We all came a long way for this,” I say. “And as you said, it may be the only chance we get to go down to the surface. I’m not wild about the idea. But I suppose she can come along. As long as she knows that she has to follow our lead and take direction. The science people saved us at New Svalbard. I figure we owe them a favor or three.”


  Colonel Drake nods. “I’m sure they’ll be glad to hear that you see it that way, Major. I’ll let the science people know that the ride-along is a go.”


  “Can I give her the green light in person, sir? I want to go and talk to her to make sure she understands everything she’s signing up for.”


  “Sure,” the commander says. “Like I said, it’s your show. She’s down in the main medlab. Ask for Dr. Vandenberg.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  I get up and almost do a formal heel turn before I remember the commander’s earlier admonition about excessive formality. Colonel Drake seems to notice because there’s a faint smile notched in the corners of his mouth when he nods to dismiss me.


  “Oh, and Major?” he says when I am at the door.


  “Yes, sir?” I turn around.


  “If you do give her the green light, I would appreciate it if you would keep her very close when you get down to the surface. You know those science types. They know a lot about their field, but they don’t think like soldiers. Even if they are commissioned officers.”


  “I’ll do my best to bring her back to the ship without a dent, sir,” I say.
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  The woman sitting in a back corner of the ship’s medical lab doesn’t look like the stereotypical image of a research-division scientist in my head, and she doesn’t look like the typical Fleet officer, either. She’s wearing overalls that are in the same color scheme as the ship we’re on—white with orange trim. Her back is turned toward the aisle between the rows of work nooks, and I see that she’s wearing her hair in a short blonde braid that reaches just past the collar of her overalls. She has her feet propped up on the desk of her work nook, and she’s flicking through a bunch of data screens in front of her. I rap my knuckles on the partition to get her attention.


  “Dr. Vandenberg?” I ask.


  She takes her feet off her desk and swivels her chair around.


  “I’m Major Grayson,” I say. “The special tactics team lead. Your chaperone for the upcoming field trip. The skipper told me that you’re asking for a ride-along.”


  “Hello,” she says, and gets out of her chair. “Be careful with the ‘doctor’ around here, or people start asking me to look at their ailments.”


  She holds out her hand, and I shake it.


  “Elin Vandenberg. Just Elin is fine. Or Captain Vandenberg, if you absolutely must,” she says.


  We smile and size each other up for a few heartbeats. She has the lean build of someone who does a lot of cardio exercise. There are fine wrinkles in the corners of her blue eyes, and her teeth have the slight unevenness that’s the hallmark of an upbringing in the PRC, where the public dentistry focuses on basic function instead of cosmetics.


  “Andrew Grayson,” I say. “Just Andrew is fine. Don’t call me ‘major’ too much, or people start looking to me for guidance.”


  She chuckles at the joke and tucks her hands into the back pockets of her overalls. Then she nods at the office space behind her.


  “Welcome to Lanky Labs,” she says. “I’d offer you a seat, but I’m not actually set up for visitors. The bio division doesn’t get their own space. We have to share the medlab, so they tuck us all the way in the back.”


  “How many people are in the bio division?” I ask.


  Elin raises her index finger and shrugs.


  “It’s not a permanent billing. I kind of blackmailed my boss into getting me on this ship on short notice. I figured I’d maybe get a shot at Mars. The other biologists on my team are going to lose their shit when they find out what they’ve missed.”


  “First Alcubierre trip?”


  She shakes her head. “I’ve been to Arcadia a few times with the xenobotanists. Never been to a Lanky colony. This is like Christmas and Commonwealth Day all rolled into one.”


  “You may have come a long way for a short stroll. We may not be on the surface for very long. It’s not a friendly neighborhood. I don’t want you to be disappointed if you don’t get to collect a lot of samples or set up any science gear. It may not be worth the risk.”


  “I’ll come along even if it’s just for a thirty-second stroll down there,” she says. “I’ve been doing this for ten years, ever since I got out of college. And I’ve only ever had lab samples to work on. Stuff that other people brought back. These things are supposed to be my field of expertise, and I’ve never been in their own habitat. Feels like I ought to take the chance if it’s in front of me.”


  “We may get a little more time than just thirty seconds,” I reply. “It’s a recovery mission. We’ll land in Willoughby City and get the data storage units out of the basement in the admin center. It may not be the most pleasant environment. Last time I was here, I saw hundreds of dead settlers in the streets. If any of them died in the admin center, the Lankies didn’t collect those bodies. It’ll be like a tomb in there.”


  “I’m not squeamish,” Elin says.


  “Neither am I. But I still have bad dreams every other night.”


  “Emotional candor. I’m not used to that from grunts. But if you’re trying to scare me off with that, it’s not going to work,” she says with a little smile.


  I do a bit of quick math in my head and guess that she’s about my age if she has a doctorate and ten years of experience in the field. But somehow, she looks like I have a decade on her, despite the little wrinkles in the corners of her eyes. Frontline grunts age faster than their peers because the job is a physical and mental grinder, and not even long stretches of shore duty are enough to halt that clock or reverse it. Dr. Vandenberg looks fit and toned, but there’s a kind of softness about her that’s unmistakably civilian, and the braided hair only emphasizes the effect. Few of the women who serve on a warship keep their hair long because it gets in the way of the helmets that grunts, deckhands, and pilots frequently have to wear.


  “The SEALs are really good at what they do,” I say. “And we will have an entire drop-ship wing in support if we need to leave in a hurry. But I won’t tell you that you have no reason to be anxious. This is a Lanky planet now. It’ll be the most dangerous place you’ll ever set foot.”


  “I’ve been in some pretty bad neighborhoods,” she says.


  “A PRC has nothing on this,” I reply. “Trust me. Lots of tough kids from the PRCs in the infantry. And they all shit their pants when they see their first Lanky stomping toward them on the field. It’s not an experience you can get from a simulator.”


  “I appreciate the warnings,” Elin says. “But I still want to come along. I’ll have to trust you and the grunts to keep me out of trouble. I’ll deal with the emotional fallout later if it comes to that. But I’d always regret it if I chickened out after coming all this way.”


  I try to think of another argument to put in front of her to dissuade her, but I can tell by the way her jawline has set that she has made up her mind. I shrug and shake my head.


  “I gave you the fine print. And you’re a grown-up professional. If I can’t scare you off, you have my go-ahead to come along.”


  She does a little fist pump and exhales for effect.


  “Thank you. I’ll be a good passenger. And you may find it weird or insane, but part of me hopes that I’ll get to see a live Lanky down there.”


  “Hope that you don’t get your wish,” I say. “And I want you no further than twenty meters from me at all times. And when I tell you to make a run for the drop ship, you drop everything and run.”


  Elin smirks.


  “I run marathons,” she says. “And I used to run track in college. If we have to make a dash for the drop ship, I can guarantee you that I’ll be the first one up the ramp. I’m curious, Major. But I am not a moron.”


  CHAPTER 16


  ONE HELL OF A WAY TO MAKE


  A LIVING


  There’s a ritual to combat drops, and it’s always the same.


  You put your armor on and call out every action as you do—“latch breastplate top left, latch breastplate bottom left, lock left pauldron rear, attach left pauldron front”—because it reduces errors when the action is brought to the conscious mind instead of letting the hands do their thing on autopilot. You button up, let someone else triple-check your seals, and triple-check theirs for them. Then you pick up your weapon and ammunition, fill your magazine pouches, and let the rifle do its calibration handshake with your armor’s computer. Everything has a rhythm to it, and the never-changing routine of the act puts the mind into battle mode. But the final step of the ritual is the walk to the drop ship, and that’s when my brain truly focuses itself on that single point in time and space. For me, it’s the visual and aural change—walking across the cavernous, perpetually busy hangar toward the waiting tail ramp of the drop ship, and stepping into a confined space that turns almost dead quiet when the ramp goes up and seals itself against the hull.


  We’re in a Dragonfly today because we don’t need the capabilities of the far more valuable Blackflies. The cargo deck can hold forty troopers in full kit, or sixty if they squeeze in tightly. The team going down to the surface is only eighteen people strong, and we have a lot of seats to spare on this drop. The crew chief has us close to the forward bulkhead in two rows along the sides of the hull. On the floor between our seat rows, the cargo kit attachments are flush with the floor and tucked out of the way, unnecessary because we’re not taking freight or heavy gear with us. Sixteen SEALs, the Fleet’s elite space-air-land commandos, sit in their jump seats, weapons in their holding brackets between the backrests, all strapped in already when I walk up the ramp with Dr. Elin Vandenberg in tow. The SEALs and I are all in bug suits, and the xenobiologist is sticking out in her hostile environment kit, a white engineering vacsuit without any armor or military hardware.


  “I’ll keep the passenger next to me,” I tell the crew chief who comes over to help us with strapping in, and he nods. It throws off the symmetry of the seating arrangement, but Elin weighs half of what any of the SEALs do in their armor, and I want her close by in case we need to unbuckle quickly in an emergency. Combat drops in the back of a drop ship are an unnerving affair even when you’ve done them a thousand times. For civilians or shore-based personnel like Dr. Vandenberg, they’re probably ten times as stressful. Drop ships have no windows for reference, so the passengers in the back have to do the whole flight blindly, and that circumstance combined with the knowledge that danger is waiting at the end of the ride gives the brain all kinds of opportunities to indulge in speculation. When you have no idea what is going on outside of the hull, every noise becomes a system failure, and every bump becomes an imminent crash in your mind. It’s my least favorite part of any mission because I have no control over what happens until we are on the ground.


  “You good?” I ask the xenobiologist over helmet-to-helmet comms when the crew chief has strapped her in and tightened her harness.


  She gives me a thumbs-up and a gamely smile, but I can tell by the shade of her face behind her transparent visor that she’s probably having second thoughts already about committing to this ride-along.


  “Have you done a drop before?” I ask to keep her mind a little busy with something other than interpreting strange noises and sensations.


  “Ferry flights,” she says. “Down to Arcadia. And the atmospheric birds in training, years ago. But never a drop into a hot landing zone.”


  “Do four more after this one, and you qualify for combat drop wings,” I say.


  “How many have you done?”


  “Including atmospheric patrols on Mars where I didn’t leave the ship? About six hundred or so. Only counting the ones where we had skids on the ground, probably three fifty.”


  “Good god,” Elin says. “You’ve done this six hundred times?”


  “Give or take a few.”


  “That is one hell of a way to make a living.”


  “I can’t really disagree there,” I say.


  A slight vibration goes through the ship, and Elin looks around to figure out the source.


  “Docking clamp,” I say. “Latches on to the receptacle on the top.”


  “Rapier Three-One is in the clamp and ready for launch. Payload team leader, give me a go/no-go for launch,” the drop ship’s pilot sends from the flight deck.


  “Last chance to get off this elevator,” I say to Dr. Vandenberg. She just shakes her head, her mouth a thin horizontal line behind the thick polyplast of her face shield.


  “Three-One, payload team leader. We are go for launch back here,” I send to the flight deck, and I give a thumbs-up to the crew chief sitting by the bulkhead next to the flight deck passageway. He returns the gesture and speaks into his own helmet headset. A few moments later, another rumbling vibration goes through the hull, and I feel the familiar sensation of the drop ship leaving the flight deck surface as the docking clamp hoists it up for transfer to the drop hatch.


  “Dagger team, Dagger Actual. Give me a comms check, please,” I send to the SEALs. “Sound off.”


  “Dagger One-Niner, check.”


  “Dagger One-One, check.”


  “Dagger One-Two . . .”


  One by one, the SEAL team members send their acknowledgments. The radio check is a time-honored tradition from the days of flaky signals and fragile wireless equipment. I would know instantly if any of my team members dropped out of the comms link because my suit’s computer would alert me right away, but the sound-off is a part of the combat drop ritual as well, so nobody ever skips it for expediency. It’s a nerve balm of sorts, but by this point I suspect that it has also seeped into the realm of superstition where the troops would think it bad luck to deviate from the routine. We can travel between star systems and harness the power of the sun in our spaceships, but we’re still worried about pissing off the fates if we skip the proper supplications.


  The new docking arms on Washington’s flight deck are remarkably smooth and efficient, much easier on passengers than the abrupt and jerky ones on the old assault carriers, but I can still tell from experience when we’re about to lock into the drop hatch. A few moments after the familiar sinking feeling in my stomach sets in, the drop ship stops with a little shudder of the hull, and I know that we are now down “in the pit,” with nothing between us and empty space except for the armored outer hatch door.


  “This is the worst part,” I say to Dr. Vandenberg. “When we drop, there’s a second or two of free fall until we leave the artificial gravity field. It can be a little weird if you’re not used to it. But it’s over before you know it.”


  “Thanks for the warning,” Elin says. She closes her eyes and puts her head back against the headrest of her seat.


  Some pilots give a courtesy warning before they hit the release button for the clamp. Others don’t bother to keep the passengers in the loop about procedure, and our pilot today is one of those. Every time the clamp releases and I feel the drop, I can’t help but think of an execution scaffold, the floor dropping underneath the condemned without a warning. For a second and a half, sixty tons of armored war machine are in free fall as we drop out of the belly of the carrier and into the darkness of space. Then the feeling in the pit of my stomach dissipates. The engines of the drop ship go from idle to full thrust, and we are on our way to the surface of the Lanky planet formerly known as the human colony Willoughby.
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  “Why don’t we have armor for this sort of thing?” Elin asks against the rumbling of the hull as the drop ship slices through the atmosphere. I’m glad for her that she can’t see the light show I know is taking place on the other side of the titanium skin, where the superheated plasma from the friction of our descent is making us look like a shooting star.


  “We do have armor,” I say and tap on the hard shell of my bug suit’s breastplate. “Won’t keep a Lanky from squishing me, though. There isn’t anything you can wrap around a trooper to be Lanky-proof.”


  “I mean armored vehicles,” she says. “It’s weird that we’d come all this way in these sophisticated machines and then just send a bunch of people with rifles to do the work. It seems like it would be good to have wheels for driving away quickly. And a big gun on top for shooting all the stuff you can’t drive away from.”


  “Mules,” I say. “The SI has them. They weigh twenty tons, and you can fit only one into a drop ship. And the places we go, most of the time we have to disembark anyway and do the job on foot. The mules can’t go into Lanky holes or up steep rocky inclines. They need lots of fuel and power cells. And you need an entire drop-ship wing to transport enough mules for a single company. You can get four times as many grunts on the ground without the armor. And if we need more mobility, we already have drop ships. Those cover way more ground anyway. The new PACS are better than anything on wheels. For what we do, anyway. But those take up space, too. Four per drop ship, versus forty troopers.”


  “I see,” she says. “You’ve probably figured out by now that infantry combat is not my department.”


  The drop ship gets jolted roughly, and Elin grabs the side of her jump seat briefly.


  “This is like the worst roller coaster ride ever,” she says. “I hate roller coasters, by the way.”


  “Didn’t they give you combat training with that commission?” I say to keep the conversation going and distract her from the bouncy ride.


  “I haven’t fired a rifle since Basic Training,” she says. “We qualify with sidearms once a year. Fifty rounds. I don’t know why they even bother. It’s not like a Lanky would even feel those.”


  “Last-ditch defiance. It’s basically a magazine full of fuck-yous,” I say, and she laughs.


  “Ten minutes to drop zone,” the pilot sends from the flight deck. “It’s going to be choppy all the way down, so don’t nobody get up to go to the bathroom.”


  “Copy ten minutes to LZ,” I send back. Then I switch to my all-platoon channel to address the SEAL team.


  “Ten minutes to go-time,” I say. “Final gear checks and briefing now, people.”


  I bring up a tactical map of the target area on my helmet’s heads-up display and send it to the entire team.


  “Deployment as discussed in the initial briefing,” I say. “We put down on this plaza a hundred meters north of the admin center. Proceed south on the main boulevard until we reach the building. Dagger Two and Dagger Four will take up overwatch positions on the northeast and southwest corners.”


  I mark up the map as I go through the steps we rehearsed in the pre-mission briefing. Everyone knows their jobs and places, but this, too, is part of the ritual, and it serves to focus everyone on what’s about to happen.


  “Dagger One and Dagger Three will breach the admin building at the main entrance vestibules. The access panels run off solar, so they should still have juice to let us punch in the master code. If the panels are dead, we’ll breach with shaped charges. We make entry, and I’ll take Dagger One down to the network operations center. Secure the data modules, exfil, return to the pickup point, and call down the ship for dustoff. Any questions?”


  “Rules of engagement for the overwatch squads,” Lieutenant Philips says. He’s the leader of Third Squad, designated Dagger Two for this mission. “If we have company showing up halfway through, how close do we let them get before we light them up?”


  “We’ll play it by ear,” I reply. “Depends on the line of sight we have once we are on the ground. If they’re headed your way and you can drop them, it’s up to you. If they’re too close or too many, we retreat to the admin center and let close air support take care of it.”


  The team members all send back their acknowledgments. I check the vitals overview on my screen for the fiftieth time on this descent. Comms green, weapons green, biometrics green. I have a team of the best special operations troops in the Corps, and they’re all ready to be let off the leash for a little bit.


  “Hand signals for comms whenever possible,” I caution. “Keep our EM noise to the bare minimum. And no explosives if we can go in soft at all. No need to stir the neighborhood more than necessary.”


  Another round of acknowledgment marks shows up on my screen next to the list of team member names.


  “One last word to the wise,” I say. “For all those who haven’t been up against these things on the ground yet. They move like they’re half-asleep, but they’re much faster than they look. Don’t get tunnel vision, or you’re in deep shit before you know it. Do not go out of your way to put rounds on target just because you have one in your sights. We get nothing out of killing a few Lankies. There will still be hundreds or thousands of them. Not even a dozen dead ones are worth trading a single one of us.”


  The ship gets buffeted again, hard enough to feel like we’re shifting sideways in the air by a meter or two. Outside, it’s noisy now because we have air on the other side of the hull, and I can hear rain lashing the titanium-alloy skin of the Dragonfly. Next to me, Elin Vandenberg looks like she is trying to disappear in the depths of her vacuum suit.


  In the atmosphere nearby, a thunderclap goes off like a proximity-fused artillery shell. The ship lurches, then rights itself. On most descents, I like to tap into the eternal sensor feeds to see what’s ahead of us. This time, I elect to remain blissfully unaware. Until the skids of the Dragonfly hit the dirt, our fate is entirely in the pilot’s hands, and there’s nothing I can do from the cargo compartment even if I see trouble coming our way.


  Going out to tap-dance on a ledge in the middle of a storm again, I think. Outside, thunder rolls once more, as if to underline my thoughts.
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  “Thirty seconds to drop zone,” the flight deck announces. “Advise against unbuckling before the green light. Lots of wind shear down here.”


  “Copy that,” I say. “We’ll stay put until the skids are down.”


  I look over the two rows of SEALs, all appearing identical in their bug suits except for the rank and name markers on the chest plates.


  “Thirty seconds to go-time. Dagger team, lock and load.”


  The SEALs in the hold all take their weapons out of the transport mounts and insert magazines, then they place the rifles upright between their feet. Dr. Vandenberg watches me as I follow suit.


  “We’re staying strapped in until we land because of the weather,” I tell her. “When the ramp goes down, I’ll be the first one out. You’ll be right with me. Remember what I said about staying within twenty meters. I don’t want to have to look for you down there if things go to shit.”


  She gives me a tight-lipped nod.


  A combat descent is always a wild ride, but this one is wilder than most. The ship seems to slide and pitch along every axis as we come in over the landing zone. By the time I feel the impact of the skids with the ground, I am looking forward to getting off the drop ship more than I fear whatever is on the other side of that tail ramp.


  The light above the ramp switches from red to green. A second later, the ramp starts to lower itself. As soon as there’s a gap in the hull, a gust of wind blows into the cargo hold, bringing droplets of rain with it. I hit the quick-release button on my harness and reach over to do the same for Elin Vandenberg.


  “Dagger team, on your feet,” I shout.


  The ramp hits the ground, and I pick up my rifle and lead the way. Behind me, the SEALs line up in two rows as they file out. As we come down the ramp, they jump off the sides and assume their guard positions.


  The weather outside is a mess. The steel-gray clouds hang low in the sky, and the rain is driving across my field of view in horizontal bands that whip against the sides of the colony buildings in sight.


  “Five hundred meters’ line of sight, my ass,” I mutter. The ground beneath my feet is concrete, but it’s slick with water and whatever plant life has attached itself to the man-made material and pushed up through the cracks and gaps over the years. My armored boots splash into ankle-deep puddles as I step off the ramp and onto the surface of Willoughby.


  At my back, the last of the SEALs hop off the ramp, and they rush off to the sides to assume their overwatch guard positions, rifles at the ready. I signal the crew chief that the ramp is clear, and he slaps the switch for the ramp control. A moment later, the pitch of the drop ship’s engines increases, and the Dragonfly hauls itself off the ground again. I watch as it disappears into the clouds above, which doesn’t take very long. It really looks like I could stand on the roof of the admin center and jump up to reach the bottom of the cloud ceiling.


  My helmet display comes alive with vision enhancements and environmental data readouts, and the image of my surroundings gets brighter and more defined. Willoughby was a cool planet when we settled humans here, with daytime temperatures no higher than ten or fifteen degrees Celsius. Right now, the air outside is thirty-two degrees, and the humidity reading from my helmet sensors is at 100 percent. In just twelve years, the Lankies have managed to turn the planet into a tropical hothouse, something that would take our terraforming units at least a century to achieve with a world of this size.


  On the tactical screen overlay, I can see the drop ship overhead, clawing its way into the stormy sky to reach an altitude where it can stay reasonably close without getting pounded by the low-level winds that buffeted the hell out of us in the landing phase of our descent. One by one, the icons for the members of Dagger team pop up on my screen as their suits establish a low-power TacLink connection with mine. I signal to the section leaders, point down the road toward the admin center, and pump my fist once to signal the advance.


  The colony looks like something from a post-apocalyptic drama show on the Networks. The concrete structures are so weathered that it’s hard to believe we only lost this place twelve years ago. The housing domes are dark with dirt and mold, and the surfaces are pockmarked with wear as if they’ve suffered a hundred years of erosion. There are shaggy patches of overgrowth sticking to almost every surface in sight. I walk over to the closest building, aware of Dr. Vandenberg following on my heels. There’s a large patch of the strange growth on the wall next to one of the doors. It looks like moss, but with much thicker strands and more complex patterns than the stuff on Earth. I shine my helmet light on it, and the color subtly shifts, adding a slight blue tone to the green as the cone of light passes over the patch. Elin reaches out and puts her hand on the moss, then runs her fingers through it like it’s the fur of an interesting animal.


  “Have you seen this before?” I ask, and she shakes her head.


  “Well, sort of,” she says. “From samples in the lab. Stuff they scraped off the rocks on Lanky worlds. But this is on a whole new scale. You don’t need a magnifying glass to see this.”


  “Let’s move on,” I say. “You can collect samples when we’re done.”


  She nods and pulls her hand away from the growth on the wall, then she looks at her glove as if she’s checking to see whether it left any residue.


  We’re going to spend half the day in the decontamination chambers once we’re back on the ship, I think.


  The roads are standard prefabricated slabs of concrete latticework, with octagonal holes in regular intervals to reduce weight and allow for drainage. In almost every gap in the concrete, plant life has come up in strands and vines, some standing ankle high. In many spots, the plants pushing up from below have cracked the concrete strands between the holes into pieces. In another ten years, all these structures will be swallowed by whatever it is the Lankies brought with them either on purpose or by accident.


  Not all the buildings in the settlement survived the Lanky invasion unscathed. As we make our way down the street toward the admin building, we see some housing units that have been reduced to rubble, with only some jagged remnants of outer wall remaining, crushed by something large with a lot of weight and force. A hundred meters down the road from the drop-off spot, some pavement slats have been crumpled and squeezed upward at a thirty-degree angle. As we get closer and start to walk around the obstacle, we can see that whatever broke the thick concrete layer of the road surface left an indentation in the soil that’s half a meter deep. The hole is filled with water almost to the brim, and patches of the weird mosslike plant life are floating on the surface, swirling in the ripples whipped up by the wind. I can tell that Elin is trying to take in everything at once with her helmet’s sensors. She rushes over to the water-filled crater and kneels down in front of it to get the sensors and the light of her helmet as close to the surface as she can. I tap her on the shoulder as I pass her, and she gets up with a reluctant expression on her face.


  “When we’re done,” I remind her.


  Ahead, the admin building looms out of the rain, vast and gray. The Class IV structures are three-story bunkers with thick walls, designed to serve as emergency shelter for the colony during an attack or a natural calamity. They were built before the Lankies, so the calamities they had in mind were brief colonial tussles between NAC and SRA marines or periods of exceptionally harsh weather. Even though they were not built to keep Lankies out, they do a good job of it because the walls are reinforced ferroconcrete that’s over a meter thick at the weakest points. Even Lankies can’t crack a Class IV, but as we get close to this particular one, we can see that it wasn’t for a lack of trying. The building is shaped like a loaf of bread, sloped sides and a domed top to distribute outside loads, and the flanks of the structure are scored with dozens of long furrows that look like the world’s largest cat raked its claws down the sides. Some spots have big chunks of concrete torn out of them, and the steel reinforcement bars are jutting out of the holes, twisted and rusty. But none of the dents were deep enough to make it through the outer concrete walls and breach the building, even if it didn’t do the residents any good in the long run.


  When we reach the end of the road that leads to the little plaza in front of the building, I signal the squad leaders. Lieutenant Philips takes Dagger Two’s four troopers to the northeast corner, where they turn and assume their overwatch positions. Lieutenant Dean and his Dagger Four element dash across the plaza and disappear around the far corner to settle in out of sight at the southwest corner.


  “Dagger Four in position,” Lieutenant Philips reports in a few moments later.


  “The clock is ticking,” I say on the platoon channel. “Dagger Three, move in and check the front door. Dagger One, bring up the rear with me.”


  We make our way across the little plaza, jumping over half-meter cracks in the concrete that are teeming with alien plant life. The main entrance to the complex is tucked away in a concrete vestibule, and something tried to get to the door with so much vigor that the retaining walls of the vestibule are now knee-high rubble in front of the doors.


  “The access panels are dead,” one of the Dagger Three troopers reports. “They must have knocked out the solar panels for the backup power bank.”


  “Can we run a bypass with external power to juice up the system?” I ask.


  “Negative, sir. No way to tap into the circuit without cracking open the walls.”


  “I guess we’re doing it the hard way then,” I say and look around. I don’t really want to set off explosions in this graveyard-quiet place and make the ground shake, but if the power cells for the electronic door locks are dead, there’s no way to override the mechanism with the master code.


  “Master key, aye,” Lieutenant Evans acknowledges. “Rees, Smith, get over here and stick some boom on the locks.”
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  We have the schematics for the Class IV shelter doors in our data banks, so the SEALs know exactly where to place the shaped charges to defeat the locking mechanism with the fewest explosives necessary. But it’s still a complex operation that requires more care than punching a numeric code into an access panel. By the time the demolition experts are done with their work, I feel like I have spent an hour on the rubble pile in front of the vestibule, even though only five minutes have passed in real time. The rain is coming in with unrelenting intensity, whipping across the plaza and seemingly changing directions every few moments as the winds shift.


  “Master key is ready to go,” Staff Sergeant Rees finally announces.


  We move off to the side and crouch in the shadow of the building, out of the blast cone of the charges.


  “Light it up, Rees,” I say.


  “Lighting up, aye. Fire in the hole.”


  The charges go off with a boom that makes the rubble in front of the vestibule bounce. They’re relatively small packages of high explosive, but they still make a racket, and it’s only amplified by the funnel-like nature of the concrete vestibule that directs the sound outward and to the west. The crack from the detonation rolls across the plaza and reverberates back from the nearby buildings and alleys. We still don’t know if Lankies rely at all on sound or vibration to find their way around and locate us, but the charges we just sent off generated plenty of both, and I feel a renewed sense of urgency to see the mission through as quickly as possible.


  On my tactical display, Rapier Three-One, our battle taxi, is in a slow turn to port at the edge of my map scale, ten kilometers away and twenty thousand feet above the ground, a little too distant for comfort. If the Lankies rush us in the rain, the drop ship won’t be down on the deck quickly enough to make a difference. The seismic mines placed by the battlespace control squadron a few hours earlier are now our only early-warning system that can see farther than our eyeballs, and I am about to wager four squads of SEALs that those mines work as advertised.


  “Door’s open,” Lieutenant Evans says.


  “Copy that. Dagger One, Dagger Three, breach formation. Let’s go, let’s go,” I send.


  I make my way to the front of the building again and climb the rubble pile by the doors. When I reach the top, I can see one-half of the double doors jammed at an angle but still mostly in place, the other blown out of the frame just enough to leave a little gap between the door halves that’s wider at the bottom than at the top.


  “Mind your step,” I tell Dr. Vandenberg as she climbs up the rubble pile behind me, but she’s unencumbered by armor or weaponry and considerably more fleet-footed than I am in my battle rattle.


  The SEALs file through the gap in the door one by one in front of us. When both squads are inside, I take a look around the plaza and verify the position of the overwatch squads. Then I start the short descent into the vestibule, which looms below surface level in the semidarkness, with its walls overgrown with moss and rubble strewn at the base. From my angle, it looks disconcertingly like a tomb.


  CHAPTER 17


  SQUALL LINE


  As soon as I walk into the hallway beyond the entrance vestibule, the temperature seems to drop by ten degrees. Ahead of me, the light cones from the suits of the SEALs cut through the darkness and illuminate the walls and ceilings, throwing flickering shadows as they make their way down the hallway. I know that Dr. Vandenberg’s suit isn’t equipped with infrared or thermal imaging, so I turn on my own light, even though my bug suit provides me with augmented vision.


  There’s a layer of concrete dust on the floor, and debris bits of various sizes litter the hallway. We don’t have to go far into the building to find our first unpleasant surprise.


  “Body on the right,” one of the SEALs says in a low voice and points into the open doorway of a room. As I walk up, he makes way for me to see, and I look into the room he indicated. A corpse in colonial utility overalls is splayed out on the floor next to an overturned chair. After twelve years of decomposition in this air, there isn’t enough left to make out any distinguishing features or marks. I can’t even tell if the corpse belongs to a man or woman because most of the colonists wear the same utility clothing on the job. There’s a beverage mug on a desk next to the overturned chair, and a blank and silent data pad next to it that reflects the light from my helmet lamp. I take two steps into the room to look around. Whatever was in the mug has long since evaporated, leaving a dark crust at the bottom of the container. I know the layout of the building because the admin center in New Svalbard was a Class IV as well, but after all this time, I don’t recall the use of this room at that colony.


  Elin mutters a soft curse into her helmet comms as she walks in carefully behind me.


  “They probably sealed the door as soon as they realized they were under attack,” I say. “But the Lanky nerve agent went right through the air filters.”


  “That’s a shitty thing to be a first for,” she replies in a low murmur. Then she kneels down next to the corpse and examines the body. “Looks like it went quick at least.”


  “I was overhead a few days later,” I say. “In a drop ship. I saw the bodies in the street. It looked like the stuff had dropped them wherever they were standing or running.”


  “You were here at First Contact?”


  “Twelve years ago. Our ship ran into the minefield in orbit without warning. First casualties of the war,” I reply.


  “How are you even alive?”


  “I’ve asked myself the same question more than once,” I say. “Come on. Lots more rooms in this place.”


  We walk out of the room with the corpse and follow the SEALs, who are now twenty meters farther down the long entrance hallway and almost at the central staircase.


  “Hold up at the bottom of the stairs, One-Niner,” I send to Captain Harper, who is leading the Dagger One squad. “I have to check something for a second.”


  “Copy, hold at bottom of the stairs,” Harper acknowledges and halts his squad with a hand signal.


  There’s an office to my left that looks immediately familiar, and I shine my light into it. It’s the duty station of the colonial constable, the chief law enforcement officer on the planet. To my relief, there’s no corpse in here, just an empty room with a layer of dust on every surface. On the wall to the left of the door is a weapons rack with a security lock. The power in the building has been out for a decade or more, so the batteries for the backup circuits are drained, and the only way to open the lock for the weapons rack is to use the master key that’s usually on the duty constable’s person. But I don’t need to open the rack to get the picture. There’s an M-66 carbine in every one of the six locking brackets. When the Lankies hit the city, the cops didn’t even have time to get their guns out of the ready rack.


  “Clock’s ticking, Major,” Captain Harper sends.


  “Affirmative. Be there in a second,” I reply.


  I leave the constable’s office and make my way down the hallways to join up with the SEALs, with Dr. Vandenberg two steps behind.


  “Down the stairs to sublevel three, then right,” I say and motion my intent to take point.
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  We descend into the basement levels of the admin center on light boots, as if everyone is worried about disturbing the peace of the dead. It’s oppressively quiet except for the sound of our soles on the dusty concrete. Two more colonist corpses are splayed out on the bottom landing, one draped halfway on top of the other, as if they both tried to make for the safety of the basement shelter and succumbed to the nerve gas at the same moment. When I shine my helmet light down the corridor in sublevel three, thousands of dust motes drift slowly in the beam in front of me, stirred up by the movement of the air we are displacing with our bodies.


  “Last door on the right,” I say and indicate the spot with a hand gesture. One of the SEALs from Dagger Two walks up to the door and tries the security panel.


  “Dead,” he says. “But it’s just a level-one setup. Tiny charge should do it. Right between the panel and the frame.”


  Another SEAL comes up and starts preparing a small breaching charge from a chunk of plastic explosives he pulls out of one of his armor pouches. I turn and motion for everyone to get back.


  “Door demo,” I say. “Turn off your helmet audio.”


  It only takes a few moments for the lead SEAL at the door to prep the cherry-sized charge and attach it to the right spot. He moves back for what seems like a cavalierly low number of steps, then turns away from the door.


  “Fire in the hole,” he says.


  The breaching charge is much smaller than the shaped charges we used on the heavy entrance doors, but this is a much more confined space. When the explosive goes off, it feels like someone stepped up to me and slapped me hard on both sides of my helmet above the ears. For a few moments, the hallway is full of billowing dust.


  “Open sesame,” the lead SEAL says and nods at the door, which is swinging from its hinges. The part where the lock used to be now has a perfectly semicircular hole in it. The SEAL who blew open the lock steps into the room and pulls the door off the hinges completely, then leans it against the wall, with as little obvious effort as if he had moved a small stack of empty mess trays out of the way.


  “Jesus, Sergeant Rees,” I say as he steps aside to let me in. “Tell me you couldn’t have kicked that door in just the same and saved us all the noise.”


  Rees just flashes a grin and shrugs.


  The network center is dark and quiet as well, a wholly unnatural state for a neural network facility. These are the nerve centers of warships and shore installations, and they are always powered up in day-to-day operations, backed up by at least three redundant circuits and emergency battery banks because they control all the data traffic. Everything that runs on a circuit connects to the network center via fiber-optic links, all the way down to the air-conditioning and the water temperature in the residential building units. To see one with all its consoles dark and its status lights out is a strange experience.


  I walk to the storage racks in the back of the room, where finger-thick strands of fiber bundles connect to dozens of separate control modules. My neural network administrator training is a little dusty, but the equipment in this place is the same vintage as the stuff I trained on in tech school. I follow the fiber strands down to the storage bank, where the system’s memory modules are plugged into hot-swappable bays. Under normal circumstances, I’d give the system the instruction to power down the storage array before handling the modules, but this rack hasn’t been energized in many years, and any potential data corruption from the final power outage has already occurred a long time ago.


  I remove the latches for the access cover and expose the module bays. Then I start flipping the bay locking levers and pulling out modules one at a time. They’re square little boxes the size of bricks and about as heavy, and the local storage rack has twenty of them. Every single byte of information generated by the colony’s electronic devices is stored in a redundant parity system on these modules, everything from the last maintenance restart to the moment the storage bank ran out of backup battery juice. Even if the colony’s neural networks administrator had just performed a wipe and a system reboot right before the Lankies landed, the backup systems would have kept recording as long as the backup circuit had power, and the batteries would have been enough to keep the system up for a few months. Halley and I got here on Versailles a month after the initial landings, and I realize that somewhere on these memory modules, there’s probably a record of our arrival at the distant terraforming station and our subsequent battle with the Lankies. The security systems at the terraforming station would have sent their data with the nightly backups to the main hub until the station was destroyed, even though there was nobody left alive in Willoughby City to see or acknowledge the routine transmissions.


  I pull out the modules one by one and stack them up next to my left boot as I go. When I am finished, I weigh the last module in the palm of my hand and look at it for a moment. Thanks to modern solid-state polymer matrix storage tech, the little square module on my palm holds the combined data of the last days of almost two thousand people—every step they took, everything they saw, and everything they managed to say to any nearby microphones, which were in every room of every building in some form. It will tell the story of how they lived their last days, and how their lives ended. I wouldn’t want to go through that data for any amount of money or privileges, but I understand why the intel division would want to get their hands on these modules.


  “All right,” I say. “Divvy these up between Dagger One and Dagger Two. Everyone takes at least one. Tuck them into your dump pouches and treat them like they have two years’ worth of your salary on them.”


  “Are we fucked if we lose any?” Captain Harper asks.


  “Negative. The system writes across all of them at once for redundancy. We lose a few, they can reconstruct the data from the others. Just as long as at least some of us make it back.”


  I start handing the modules to the SEALs behind me, who pass them back down the line. Every SEAL tucks away one of the modules as instructed. Elin takes one as well, and I watch as she slips it into the leg pocket of her suit and carefully seals the cover flap. When I have passed out enough modules for everyone on the team, there are three left sitting on the ground next to my foot. I take a module off the remaining stack and hold it out to Sergeant Rees.


  “You get to double up on the high-value cargo, Rees. Don’t get stomped.”


  “Aye, sir. I’ll do my best.” Sergeant Rees takes the module and slips it into one of the ammo punches at the front of his armor.


  I pick up the last two memory modules and stow them in my armor’s dump pouch, the collapsible fabric bag we all have attached to our chest plates to hold odds and ends during missions whenever we need our hands free.


  “All right. We have secured the goods. Dagger One, Dagger Three, exfil and link up with Dagger Two and Four outside. Move ’em out,” I say.
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  We ascend the central stairwell again, a little more quickly than we came down just a few minutes ago. I’ll be glad to leave this basement behind, and I know that Elin Vandenberg and the SEALs feel the same way even though nobody is voicing the sentiment out loud. The building is a crypt now, and the basement levels are the darkest and most unsettling part of it. We are the first living humans in twelve years to walk these hallways, and if we lose the Lanky war, we will also be the last.


  We’re on the landing of the first subfloor when there’s a noise coming from the level above, quick footsteps echoing in the staircase. Then the beam of a helmet light appears above the safety rail of the ground-level landing.


  “Dagger One, Dagger Three,” someone calls down into the stairwell on amplified audio.


  “Turn off the speakers,” Captain Harper shouts back. “Use the comms. We are right below you.”


  “Sorry, Captain.” The voice that comes over the headset of my helmet a second later is that of Sergeant Thatcher, the junior NCO of Dagger Two. “Comms don’t work for shit through these walls. Lieutenant Philips says to expedite if possible. The seismic mines are pinging incoming. Looks like we’re about to get some company.”


  Harper and I exchange a look. Then he turns toward the SEALs lined up in the staircase below us and gives the hand signal for double-time.


  “Lead the way, Thatcher. We are right behind you,” he says.
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  Outside, the rain has slacked off a little while we were below, but the visibility hasn’t improved much. There’s a warm, humid mist in the air that is drifting in and out of the gaps between the buildings. When I step off the rubble pile and onto the plaza, my boots splash into deep puddles. As soon as I am beyond the entrance vestibule, my TacLink screen comes to life again and populates with all the data updates I’ve missed while I was shielded behind the thick concrete walls of the admin building.


  The recon flights placed a network of seismic mines on the ground around Willoughby City that activate whenever they detect a ground disturbance. It’s such a new system that I’ve never seen it in action before, but as I check the readouts, I find myself disappointed at the coarseness of the information. I wasn’t expecting precise locations and accurate pictographs of incoming Lankies, but I was hoping for something more concrete than the vague red-shaded sector on my map that forms a wedge extending to the west of the city. According to the map legend, the width of the wedge indicates the approximate number of incoming Lankies, and the intensity of the color indicates the rough distance. I compare the values and feel a swell of dread.


  Ten-plus individuals, five kilometers or less.


  “We have five minutes. Maybe ten if they’re not in a big hurry,” I send to the squad leaders. “Dagger team, double-time back to the pickup point. Threat vector is two seventy degrees, distance five klicks and closing fast.”


  “Copy that. Moving out,” Captain Harper acknowledges. He signals to the assembled squads. “We are leaving, people. The neighborhood’s about to get unfriendly.”


  Next to me, Elin looks pale and wide-eyed behind her face shield.


  “Remember how you said you were hoping to see a live Lanky in the wild?” I ask. “It looks like you may be about to get your wish.”


  We start running after the SEALs, who are already making their way across the little plaza to head for the pickup spot. With the Lankies on the way already, I decide to throw EM emission restrictions to the wind and call down our ride. It’s been a while since I’ve had to do battlespace coordination on the run, and I find that I haven’t really missed the experience.


  “Rapier Three-One, Dagger Actual,” I send to the drop ship. “We need immediate evac. Dagger team is on the way to the LZ. Incoming hostiles from the west, five minutes out.”


  “Copy that, Dagger Actual,” the response comes. “We are on the way. ETA four minutes, twenty seconds.”


  “We are on the central thoroughfare and coming into the LZ from the south. All friendlies are moving on the main drag and within a hundred and fifty meters of the pickup point. If you see any hostiles outside of those bounds when you’re on final, you are cleared to engage.”


  “Copy cleared hot, Dagger Actual. Stand by for pickup.”


  I drop the channel and concentrate on running again. The torn-up roadbed and the omnipresent plant growth makes for tougher going than I would like right now as I have to hop from patch to patch to avoid getting slowed down by debris piles or overgrown patches. Next to me, Elin stumbles when she steps into a deep puddle, and I reach out to help her up again.


  Guess you won’t be collecting any samples today, I think. Sorry about that.


  The LZ is an open space between the rows of housing units and a small cluster of service buildings, uncluttered by vertical obstacles that could range up a drop ship. When we landed, I didn’t pay attention to the signage on the buildings, but as we reach the plaza, it jumps out at me because our helmet lights illuminate the reflective letters on the signs: WILLOUGHBY CITY PUBLIC SCHOOL. From the way Elin’s eyes widen, I can tell that she has seen the signs as well and understands the implications.


  I turn my back toward the building and make myself face west, toward the incoming threat, because I don’t want my helmet light to reach through the windows or the clear polyplast view panels of the nearby doors. The scene in the admin center was dark and hopeless enough for another year or two of recurring nightmares. I don’t need to see what the Lanky gas pods left behind in that school building, where the four hundred and eighty-nine families of this colony sent their children on the day of the attack. Next to me, Elin is still looking at the building as if transfixed by the message on the reflective letters. I touch her shoulder to get her attention. When she turns toward me, I shake my head slowly.


  The SEALs deploy around the pickup spot in a ragged firing line, rifles pointed to the west. The sky is an angry shade of dark gray, illuminated from the inside in irregular intervals by lightning bolts. The buildings to our west are all one-level residential structures, but the visibility isn’t good enough to even see where the rows of houses end and the surrounding plateau begins. Mist blooms everywhere between the buildings, drifting across our field of view and swirling in the wind like ghostly tendrils.


  “ETA one minute, thirty seconds,” Rapier Three-One sends.


  The wedge extending to the west on my map display is now a good twenty degrees wide, and as I watch, the color changes from a coral red to a dark crimson. “DISTANCE: <1000 METERS.”


  A low vibration shakes the ground a little under my feet, a familiar thrumming that spikes my heart rate. Another follows, then a third, each a little stronger than the first.


  “They’re in the squall just beyond our line of sight,” I send to the platoon. “Weapons free. Engage as soon as you get a fix. Do not wait for effect. They’ll drop when you’ve shot them enough.”


  Next to me, Elin Vandenberg looks like she’s starting to regret some of her recent life choices. I nudge her behind me and check the loading status of my rifle. I want to assure her that she’ll be fine, that we’ll stop the threat, or that there’s a place she can hide if we don’t. But the truth is that these things are huge and immensely strong, and that we usually draw the short end of the stick whenever we have to go toe-to-toe with groups of them at small-arms distance. If we don’t hold the line, Dr. Vandenberg will die with us right here on the spot, seconds away from safety. But that was the choice she made, whether she believed the magnitude of the danger or not.


  In the squall line ahead, a huge shape appears. Then the Lanky is close enough to be distinct against the backdrop of the mists and the shimmering bands of rain, twenty meters of spindly appendages and rain-slick skin the color of eggshells. For a moment, I have a strong sense of déjà vu. Twelve years ago, the first Lanky I ever saw walked out of a similar squall, only a few hundred kilometers from here, in front of the disbelieving eyes of a handful of Corps marines and stranded Fleet sailors. But back then, we were taken by surprise, defeated because we had inadequate weapons and no knowledge of our new foe. Now we know that they can be killed, and we know how to kill them.


  “Light it up,” I shout into the platoon comms.


  The SEALs need no encouragement. The Lanky has taken two long steps out of the rainy curtain of the squall line when sixteen JMB rifles open up all at once. The bright red tracer charges of the rifle bullets look like angry, suicidal fireflies as they streak across the distance to the Lanky in the blink of an eye. Some of the tracers deflect on unfavorably angled skin and careen off into the rainy darkness, but most of them strike true.


  The Lanky falters, stumbles, and lets out its earsplitting distress wail. I haven’t heard that sound in years except in my dreams. It’s the soundtrack of crushing fear and imminent death. Every part of my body wants to recoil from it, crawl up inside itself and refuse to share a reality with it. But instead of obeying my base instincts, I put my target marker on the Lanky’s chest, and I send my own scream back at it, three-round bursts of tungsten and uranium slugs, made to punch through Lanky skin and make a path for the fifty grams of explosives that are piggybacking on each bullet.


  Seventeen rounds left. Fourteen. Eleven. Eight. Five. Two.


  The Lanky falls just as my magazine indicator shows empty. Struck by hundreds of armor-piercing rounds, it crashes sideways into a row of residence buildings, flattening half a dozen concrete domes as it skids along, still wailing its distress call. The new rifle rounds are not as powerful as the silver bullets we used to use, but they make up for it by being much easier to shoot and allowing for much bigger magazines.


  In the squall line behind the stricken Lanky, three more of them appear, walking almost side by side in a slightly staggered line. They seem to pay no mind to their fallen mate. I eject the empty magazine block from my rifle and swap in a full one, then press the button for the automatic bolt mechanism to cycle a fresh round into the chamber. The SEALs engage the newcomers without requiring direction. A new swarm of tracers rises from our position and rushes out to meet the Lankies. I add a whole magazine on full auto to the fusillade, then reload and burn through a third. As I reload once more, I glance over at Elin Vandenberg, who is squatting on the ground with her arms over her head, as if she could plug her ears with the bulk of her suit’s sleeves even through the thick laminate layer of her helmet.


  “Two hundred meters,” Captain Harper shouts.


  As the Lankies close the distance, our rifle rounds become more effective, retaining more energy to funnel into their penetrator points. Another Lanky falls, shrieking and flailing its limbs. The one behind it stumbles over its mate and goes down with it, then starts to right itself and get back to its feet. Beyond the squall line, I see more movement, heralding new arrivals. I know that no matter how many we drop, there’ll be more of them following. Whatever instincts they have, self-preservation has never been among them. Their main tactic has always been to grind us down by sheer attrition and then crush our lines with numbers, and it usually works because they have the numbers to throw away. Sooner or later we will run out of bullets, and if they still have live bodies on the field when that happens, they win by default.


  “Rolling in hot,” I hear over the radio. “Dagger team, keep your heads down.”


  From somewhere in the eastern sky, two insanely fast comet tails streak across the battlefield and smash into the Lanky that is still on its feet and striding toward us. The shock wave from the detonation of the missile warheads rocks the ground beneath our feet, and I lose my footing and go to one knee next to Elin. When I look up again, I see bits and pieces of the Lanky’s torso flying everywhere. Part of one arm sails off into a group of housing domes and bounces off with a sickening thudding sound.


  Then the drop ship is overhead.


  Rapier Three-One swoops out of the low-hanging clouds like a pissed-off guardian angel. The pilot pulls out of the descent and brings his ship to a hover right above our position, fifty meters overhead. A moment later, the heavy automatic cannons mounted on the side of the fuselage open up, sending little concussive shocks from the muzzle blasts rolling across the square and making the water in the puddles jump. The pilot keeps his finger on the trigger button for what seems like half a minute, hammering a storm of tracers toward the remaining Lankies and raining empty shell casings down onto the ground all around us. When the furious thunder finally stops, the Lankies in our line of sight are all on the ground, dead or dying, finally mauled and mangled into submission.


  “There are more incoming,” the pilot cautions. “Setting down for immediate dustoff. Do not dawdle.”


  “Get up,” I say to Elin and pull her up by the sleeve of her suit. “More Lankies in the forecast. We are getting off this rock.”


  She’s clearly shell-shocked, but she nods to acknowledge me even as she looks around wild-eyed to take in the scene. It’s hard for a civilian to fathom just how much death and destruction can be unleashed in a few minutes of combat. I’ve used up over half my ammunition load already, and we have only engaged four Lankies, two of which needed drop-ship assistance to be finished off. Three blocks of Willoughby City are crushed to rubble or blown to pieces in front of us. There is no training in the world that can really prepare a normal, sane human for being in the middle of this much concentrated violence.


  The drop ship descends into the middle of the landing spot, its tail ramp opening even before it puts down. When the skids hit the ground, the SEALs retreat toward the ship, weapons still aimed in the direction of the threat.


  “Go, go, go,” the pilot shouts over the radio, as if any of us need the encouragement.


  I take a knee by the side of the ramp and keep my weapon at the ready as the SEALs rush up the ramp and file into the cargo hold.


  “Go now,” I shout at Elin and point up into the cargo hold. She nods and follows the SEALs into the ship. When the last of the Dagger team members are inside, I get up and follow. As welcoming as the drop ship is right now, I am the ranking officer on the ground, and my pair of boots needs to be the first to step onto the planet and the last to step off.


  The cargo hold is abuzz with frantic activity as the SEALs secure their weapons and hurriedly strap into their jump seats. I sit Dr. Vandenberg down in one of the empty seats and strap her in. When I finish, I give her a thumbs-up, and she nods her thanks in response.


  I secure my own harness and give another thumbs-up, this one to the crew chief by the front bulkhead, who looks understandably impatient right now.


  “Three-one, we’re all strapped in,” I say. “Tail ramp clear. Go, go, go.”


  The pilot wastes no time hauling his bird back into the air and out of the reach of angry Lankies. The rain lashes through the open tail ramp and splashes against my helmet as we leave the ground and pick up forward speed. Underneath the ship, the housing units of Willoughby City zoom by, still too close for comfort. Then the tail ramp blocks my view of the outside as it seals into place.


  “Two hundred and climbing,” the pilot sends. “We are in the clear.”


  I look around the cargo hold and take stock with my helmet display to make sure all the SEALs made the dustoff.


  “Dagger team, all accounted for,” I tell the pilot. “Mission accomplished.”


  “Glad to hear it,” he responds. “That was a bit close. Sorry for the delay, but I had to keep the ship above the weather.”


  “All’s well that ends well,” I say. “But I am going to have a talk with the R&D people about the meaning of the term ‘early warning.’”


  In the seat in front of me, Elin looks like she has just run a marathon without preparation. Her face has the familiar expression I’ve seen on a hundred young grunts after their first brush with combat—the unfocused stare into the distance as the brain needs all available bandwidth to process what just happened, to figure out how to compartmentalize the experience and keep it well away from the sane stuff.


  “You got your wish,” I tell her over helmet comms. “Live Lankies, in their natural environment. What do you think?”


  She looks at me for a full ten seconds before she responds.


  “I think,” she says slowly, and her voice sounds like she’s speaking from the middle of a dream. “I think I am going to check and see if they have any openings in the xenobotany division.”


  CHAPTER 18


  FLAMEOUT


  The weather grew more ferocious while we were on the ground. The ascent back to the ship is much bumpier than the combat descent less than an hour ago. Even the seasoned SEALs are looking a little green after five minutes of rough flight, and I’m feeling more than a little queasy as well. But the adrenaline in my system is slow to ebb, and my anxiety just transferred from the danger of Lankies in close proximity to the danger of getting blotted out of the sky by a hardware failure. My crash on Mars a few years ago is still vivid in my memory, when material fatigue caused a wing to break off the garrison patrol ship I was flying in at the time. The ejection seat and the parachute both worked, but I’ve been a little more nervous on drop-ship flights ever since, especially when I am not sitting in an ejection seat.


  Across the aisle from me, Elin avails herself to her suit’s built-in vomit tube for the second time since we left the ground. She looks small and exhausted.


  “We’ll be all right,” I say. “These pilots know their stuff. My wife flies one of these.”


  “You’re married?” Elin asks, and I nod.


  “How about you?”


  “No time,” she says. “I’m constantly on the go. Had a new duty station every year for the last six years. When you don’t get out much, a year’s barely enough to find out where all the good food places are.”


  “We have the same problem,” I say. “But we’ve made it work for twelve years now.”


  “You’ve kept a military marriage going for twelve years? Respect.”


  “Married for eight. Been together for twelve. We met in boot camp, if you can believe that.”


  “Really.” She smiles weakly and eyes the end of her puke tube again. “So how do you deal with it all? The time away from each other. The . . .” She gestures around the cargo hold vaguely. “The this. Going to places where things want to stomp you flat. Flying in weather that nobody should be made to fly in.”


  “It’s always been our life, I guess. We’re used to it by now. We just try to make up time whenever we are together. At least we can’t ever really get sick of each other.”


  “That’s one way to look at it, I suppose,” Elin says.


  “It helps to know that we could quit anytime if we wanted. Resign our commissions, leave the Corps. We wouldn’t have our retirement funds. But we’d have no more this,” I say, and make the same vague gesture to encompass the cargo hold.


  She narrows her eyes and smirks as she studies me with mock intensity.


  “I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” she says. “But if you had the chance to walk away and didn’t, you’re both still in because you like it.”


  I give her a little shrug and a smirk of my own in reply.


  “Married a drop-ship pilot—” she begins.


  A mighty jolt goes through the Dragonfly, and even some of the SEALs let out shouts of anxious surprise. The lights in the cargo hold flicker and dim. A moment later, there’s a muffled bang, and the engine noise on the other side of the hull changes pitch and drops by half. I can tell by the shifting feeling in my stomach that the ship is quickly leveling out from its climb. When it’s clear that we are transitioning to a downward-facing attitude, my anxiety spikes again, and I taste fear at the back of my throat.


  “Three-One, Dagger Actual,” I send to the flight deck. “What the fuck just happened?”


  It takes a few tense moments before the pilot replies. When he does, I hear the warbling of cockpit alarms in the background of the transmission.


  “Sit tight,” he says in a terse voice. “Lightning strike on the starboard engine. We have it under control. Stand by and keep those harnesses buckled.”


  “Wonderful,” I reply, but the pilot has already cut the link.


  A smell of ozone and burning plastic is wafting into the cargo hold. I look around for possible smoke from an onboard fire but fail to find any.


  “Pilot says we lost the starboard engine,” I tell the SEALs. “He says they’ve got it, but I am putting SAR on notice anyway.”


  “Fantastic idea,” Captain Harper says and checks the tightness of his safety harness. “What a shitty fucking end to the day that would be.”


  “We have an engine out,” I tell Elin. “But we’re not crashing.”


  “Yet,” she says.


  I bring up my tactical screen and check the assets in the area. The close-air-support flight is still in the air a hundred klicks to our southwest, two Shrikes with twenty tons of anti-Lanky ordnance between them on their wing pylons. If we have to put this ship down, I’ll be able to vector in the Shrikes to take out nearby Lankies. But a Shrike can’t land on rough ground, and even if it could, the Fleet’s main ground-attack craft has no space or provision for passengers. For the second time today, I decide to break EMCON.


  “Washington TacOps, this is Dagger Actual on Rapier Three-One,” I send.


  “Dagger Actual, Washington TacOps, go ahead,” Captain Taylor’s voice responds. He’s the on-duty officer manning the TacOps station in the CIC, and just the man I want to talk to right now because he is the leader of the Spaceborne Rescue section.


  “Rapier Three-One has an engine out,” I say. “We may have to put down on the surface. Get the Ready Five search-and-rescue birds warmed up and into the pits. I’ll update you as soon as I get word from the pilot.”


  “Copy requested launch prep for Ready Five SAR flight,” Captain Taylor replies. “Alert is out. The birds are moving into the clamps right now. Good luck.”


  The sound from the remaining engine does not build confidence. It changes in pitch every few seconds as the thrust level rises and falls seemingly at random. The storm is still tossing us around, and I have the very distinct premonition that it will be a while longer before I get to take my post-mission shower today.


  “Dagger Actual, Three-One,” the flight deck finally sends. “Everything okay back there?”


  “Three-One, we’re good,” I reply. “Tell me we’re not about to fall out of the sky. Because that would fuck up my dinner plans.”


  “Starboard engine’s gone. We won’t be able to make orbit with the thrust from the port engine alone. I’ll have to find a place to set down and call for SAR.”


  “I’ve already put them on notice. The Ready Five birds are waiting in the clamps.”


  “Fantastic. Stand by for updates,” the pilot says.


  I’m not going to die on this fucking planet, I think. Even if it does seem to have it in for me.
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  We spend the next fifteen minutes in a slow and careful descent. The usual post-mission banter among the troops has ceased entirely as everyone seems to be listening intently to the noises from the port engine and the pops and creaks coming from the hull. I follow our flight path with the tactical map to keep the strike fighters in our general vicinity. There’s no telling which part of the planet has Lankies on it now, and we don’t have time to get recon flights down here to scan the terrain for us ahead of our descent.


  “There’s a patch of decent weather fifty klicks ahead,” the pilot says after a long period of radio silence from the flight deck. “I can see the surface. Means we won’t have to use ground radar and alert the neighborhood.”


  “I’ll pass the coordinates to the SAR birds,” I say. “We’ll be back in the air in no time.”


  With the search and rescue coordinated, all I can do is monitor our descent and hope that we aren’t about to put down the stricken ship right on top of a subterranean Lanky hive. When I switch off the tactical screen, I see that Elin Vandenberg is looking at me, and I can tell that she’s trying hard not to appear afraid.


  “First time crash-landing?” I say to lift the mood a little, and she nods.


  “How about you?”


  “Not the first time,” I say. “Let’s see. Had one drop ship skewered in orbit. That was a zero-g rescue. Not nearly as much fun as you’d think it is.”


  She smiles weakly.


  “One on Mars,” I continue. “Technically not a crash landing because we had to bail. Parachute descent. Also not as much fun as you’d think.”


  “Any other close calls?”


  “That’s it as far as drop ships go,” I say. “Not a bad accident rate, I think.”


  “It only ever takes one,” Elin replies. “Like I said, how are you even still alive?”


  “Because I’d be in deep shit with my wife if I died,” I respond. This time, my answer gets a laugh out of her.
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  “Putting down in thirty,” the pilot sends back to the cargo hold over the loudspeakers ten minutes later. “We’re down to half our usual thrust, so touchdown may be a little brisk.”


  “Dagger team, check your weapons,” I tell the SEALs. “Looks like our shift isn’t over yet.”


  I inspect my own gear and see that I am down to three magazines for my rifle: two in the pouches and one in the gun. I haven’t been in the field with a JMB before, and it appears that the full-auto function the troops love so much has the negative side effect of prolific ammunition use under stress. If someone had briefed me ten minutes ago and asked me to guess how many rounds I fired in the engagement at Willoughby City, I would have guessed twenty. Instead, I burned through more than twice that number.


  “Squad leaders, listen up,” I say. “Designate one troop per squad to hit the ship armory and grab a crate of rifle mags each before we dash off. I want us all to top off just in case,” I send.


  “Copy that,” SEAL Captain Harper says, and the other squad leaders send their acknowledgments.


  “Stand by for touchdown,” the flight deck announces. We feel the ship flare for the landing, pointing up the nose and arresting its downward speed in a familiar maneuver.


  What follows isn’t so familiar. We hit the ground so hard that everyone takes a bounce in their seats, and something on the other side of the front bulkhead pops and squeals in structural protest. The ship clearly slides on the surface for a few meters after the skids are on the ground. Then there’s another sharp crack followed by a grinding noise, and the ship dips its front by seven or eight degrees as the front skid assembly collapses.


  We all release the locks of our harnesses seemingly simultaneously. When I get up to help Elin, I see that she’s already unlocked her own as well, and she’s shrugging the padded harness straps off her shoulders.


  “Grab the ammo and let’s get out of here,” Captain Harper shouts. “Before something else breaks in this thing.”
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  The surroundings outside look very different from the post-apocalyptic drab of Willoughby City. We’re on a plateau somewhere, with a spectacular view of a mountain chain on the horizon, and the cloud cover here isn’t nearly as heavy as over the colony city. In the distance, there are actually some breaks in the clouds, and shafts of sunlight are streaming through the cracks and painting bright patches on the landscape below.


  Willoughby is much greener than I remember. Twelve years ago, it was almost entirely barren. The settlers were barely able to grow crabgrass for decoration. Now there are fields of grass and moss as far as I can see. I almost stop at the bottom of the tail ramp to look around until Sergeant Rees pushes past me with an ammo can in each hand. I clear the way for the rest of the SEALs and lead Elin away from the drop ship. We’re in a ground depression that’s a few hundred meters long, sandwiched between a rocky hill and a shallow ravine. At the bottom of the ravine, the fast-moving currents of a river are reflecting the sporadic sunlight. It’s warm, and with the lack of rain, it feels almost pleasant.


  The SEALs are setting up a perimeter guard and start refilling their magazine pouches from the drop-ship armory containers. I walk over to the nearest one and do the same, then I stick a few more magazines into my dump pouch where they join the data module from the colony. I don’t expect to be here long enough to use all that ammo, but life has a weird way of confounding my expectations lately.


  One of the drop-ship pilots comes jogging up to where I am standing.


  “The SAR birds are on the way, sir. They’ve been tracking us for most of the descent. ETA seventeen minutes. They say to keep EMCON except for emergencies. We didn’t see any Lanky settlements nearby, but we can’t look underground.”


  “All right,” I say. “Thanks for getting us on the ground without blowing up. Guess we’ll wait for the next bus together.”


  Elin has walked over to a nearby rise and climbed the ten-meter slope to the top. I follow her to see what piqued her interest. A few kilometers in the distance, a squall line is moving across the plateau, the line between rain and dry air so defined that it looks like someone is dragging a transparent veil over the landscape. On the horizon, angry-looking dark clouds are swirling, slowly moving toward us in the atmospheric currents.


  “It’s beautiful down here,” she says. “This part, anyway. I can see why people didn’t mind settling in this place.”


  I check the map and see that we’ve put down over two hundred kilometers northeast of Willoughby City, right in the middle of the continent between two major mountain chains. When Halley and I landed here, we found shelter at a terraforming station three hundred klicks south of the city. It’s a vast, open continent that would have held tens of millions of humans in a few decades, with clean air and plenty of space for everyone.


  “It’s theirs now,” I say. “Even if the Lankies all went away tomorrow, it would take us fifty years to get the atmosphere back to where it was.”


  “Heck of a greenhouse, though,” Elin says. “You have to hand it to them. Whatever they’re doing with these planets they’re stealing from us, it’s really efficient.”


  “You mean you xenobiologists haven’t figured out the how and why yet after all these years?”


  “We know they plant terraformers of their own. We know they tip the atmosphere to ten percent carbon dioxide within a year. And we know that the plant life explodes with variety after they do. We have no idea yet why they’re growing anything, or whether it’s even intentional and not just a side effect of something. That’s part of why I am out here. It’s not exactly easy to observe all the effects on-site.”


  “That’s the truth,” I say. “The new owners are super antisocial.”


  Overhead, the strike fighters make their presence known. They dive out of the cloud cover and make a pass over the area, waggling their wingtips as they reach our landing spot. Then one of them splits off in a sharp left-hand turn, its wingtips carving a brilliant white condensation trail in the air. A few seconds later, the sonic boom from their flyby rolls over the hill where Elin and I are standing. Before I can wonder why they’re going supersonic and alerting the entire neighborhood, the radio screen pops up on my heads-up display.


  “Dagger Actual, this is Siren Six-Five. We have visual on a cluster of LHOs in your area. They’re fifteen klicks to your south, ten-plus individuals on the ground and moving. Doesn’t look like they’re headed for you, but you may want to wait this out on higher ground anyway.”


  I watch as the tactical screen updates with the visual sighting from the Shrikes. A small cluster of orange icons pops into existence on the other side of the hills to our left. A Lanky can cover a kilometer in a minute, and the SAR flight is still fourteen minutes away. If they change direction and pick up the pace, those Lankies could give us the second close shave of the day.


  “Siren Six-Five, Dagger Actual,” I reply. “Acknowledged. We’ll move away from the drop ship a little just in case they’re looking for the source of the ground impact. Keep an eye on them and stand by for CAS mission if they get too close for comfort.”


  “Copy that. Your call down there. Steer us in if you need us.”


  If I had my way, I’d call down the Shrikes on the Lankies right now and let them blow everything in that map grid into microscopic scraps with their ordnance. But the ground tremors from explosions seem to clue them in almost as much as unbridled EM emissions. If I have the Shrikes start fireworks on the other side of those hills, there’s no telling who will notice.


  For every one of them you see on the surface, there’s twenty underground, we used to tell the new guys during our long and grinding orbital garrisoning of Mars.


  “Captain Harper,” I shout. The SEAL captain comes trotting up the hill a moment later.


  “Sir?”


  “Move everyone up to that ridge and take up overwatch positions from between those rocks. We have hostiles passing through the neighborhood. If they come across that ship, we’re better off covering them from an elevated position.”


  “Aye, sir.” Harper starts signaling the SEALs.


  “I’m going to go two hundred meters that way, up the hill a bit,” I say. “See if I can get eyeballs on the lot.”


  “Is that wise, sir? It’s a long run back to us if they spot you.”


  “If they spot me, we have two Shrikes overhead that can ruin their day comprehensively,” I reply. “But I need to get line of sight if I want to designate the targets before they’re just over the ridge there.”


  “Aye, sir. Need me to send someone with you as backup?”


  “Negative. I’ll be quick.”


  “I’ll come along,” Dr. Vandenberg says. “I want to get eyeballs on them, too.”


  “I thought you’d had your fill for the day,” I say. “This might be another bad life choice.”


  “Track runner, remember?” she says.


  “You can’t outrun a Lanky at full speed. Track runner or not.”


  “I don’t have to outrun them. Just you.”


  I laugh and shake my head.


  “Bad choice, but your choice. Come on, then.”


  She starts to jog up the hill ahead of me, and Captain Harper raises an eyebrow. I know the kind of stuff podheads talk about over chow, and this ride-along will give grist to the rumor mill for weeks to come, in both the enlisted and officer mess halls.


  “I’m starting to think that you’re just a really dedicated adrenaline junkie,” I call after Dr. Vandenberg, and she laughs without turning around.


  “Move everyone between those rocks, Captain,” I say to Harper. “And if we have to run back and she’s in the lead, maybe wing her in the leg.”


  [image: fleuron]


  “In truth, I’m scared shitless,” Elin says as we are walking up the hillside. “I don’t think I’ve stopped shaking since the shooting started in the colony city.”


  “So why stick your neck out again?”


  “Because it’s better than sitting around and waiting for shit to go wrong,” she replies. “And because you look like you know what you’re doing.”


  “What gives you that impression?”


  “All the shit you’ve survived. You’re either super good at what you do, or you’re very determined not to piss off your wife by dying.”


  “I’m okay at what I do,” I say. “But I am very determined to not piss off my wife. The combination seems to work all right for me.”


  We’re almost at the top of the hill, and I turn to look back at the landing site. The drop ship is standing nose-down at the end of a short furrow in the rocky ground. The ridgeline where I’ve ordered the SEALs to take an overwatch position is a hundred meters from the ship, and almost three hundred from where I am standing. With my bug suit’s power augmentation, I could run that distance in a minute, but a Lanky could do it in twenty seconds.


  On my tactical screen, the icons for the Lanky patrol have updated continuously as the Shrikes’ sensors have kept eyes on them, so I know I won’t see any unpleasant surprises when we crest the hill. But as we reach the top and look down into the valley below, I can’t suppress a little shout.


  The Lankies are a few kilometers away, but still obvious with their twenty-meter frames and their slow, ambling gait. I count eleven of them, trotting down the valley single file in a loose formation, kicking up puffs of dirt and moss with every step they take. My suit’s computer analyzes the targets and feeds everything into TacNet in just a few milliseconds, calculating speed, distance, and a hundred other factors. If I give the word, the Shrikes will roll in and shoot most of those Lankies with missiles, and then cluster bomb whatever is left standing in the valley for good measure. But these Lankies aren’t headed our way, so they’re not a threat that justifies expending twenty tons of precious ordnance. For the first year of the war, we followed the maxim that any Lanky that can be killed should be killed, to the point where we would have used a tactical nuke on those eleven down in the valley. But as the war progressed, it became clear that there are always more Lankies than ordnance, and that using our limited resources for indiscriminate destruction just accelerated our attrition rate and made them win faster.


  “Type Three cranial shields,” Dr. Vandenberg says. She gets down into the prone position and peers at the group in the distance with the high-powered optics of her helmet’s observation attachment. I join her on the ground. The hillside is covered in a thick layer of broad-leafed moss that feels almost comfortable enough to sleep on.


  “What’s that?”


  “Their cranial shields,” she says and points downhill into the valley. “There’s five distinct types we’ve seen so far. These are all Type Three. All the post-invasion Lankies in one location always have the same cranial shield shape. The samples from Mars are all Type Five. We haven’t been back to Willoughby, so we didn’t know what type they had here. Now I get to fill in that blank.”


  “I never knew that,” I say.


  “ETA for the SAR birds is seven minutes,” Captain Harper says on comms. I toggle back a wordless acknowledgment.


  “It’s interesting to know that there are different types of Lanky head shields,” I continue. “But I’m having a hard time seeing how that helps the grunts on the ground. I mean, I already know that those shields stop autocannon rounds. But the shape of the top edge is pretty unimportant to me whenever I have one of those things in my sights.”


  “It may not matter in the short run,” she says. “Certainly not when it comes to killing them. But think about the long term. If there’s an observable pattern, it may help us to figure out how they spread out in the galaxy. And maybe even where they come from, eventually.”


  We watch the Lanky procession in the narrow valley below for a little while. It feels strange to have so many of them in my helmet sights without taking active measures to wipe them out. But it’s undeniably interesting to see them in this context—as a sentient species of living creatures with their own needs and drives, not just as the mindless agents of death and destruction on the battlefield or the boogeymen in my nightmares.


  “This is more like it,” Elin says.


  “What’s that?” I ask.


  “Decent weather. Clear line of sight. A bunch of subjects to observe in the wild. And only a medium-high risk of violent death.”


  “Living the dream,” I say.


  There’s a slight vibration rippling through the ground underneath us, and we exchange looks. A few moments later, a low and ominous rumbling noise comes from the direction of the Lanky troop in the valley. I reach up to turn on my helmet’s comms display and contact close air support.


  “Look,” Dr. Vandenberg says. “What the hell is that?”


  There’s more rumbling, and a Lanky wail wafts over to our position. It sounds just like their distress calls on the battlefield whenever we mortally wound one of them. A few moments ago, there were almost a dozen Lankies walking down the valley in single file. Now there are two distinct groups of three, separated by a gap of a hundred meters.


  “Where’d the other ones go?” I ask.


  “What the fuck,” Elin says slowly.


  The ground between the two groups of Lankies is in motion. We see puffs of dust as the surface of the valley floor seems to be churning somehow, as if the Lankies walked into a patch of water that just had a layer of dirt and moss on the surface. But the first group of Lankies crossed the same spot without incident, so I know that this has to be something else.


  A Lanky appears from the patch of churning soil on the ground and wails another piercing distress call into the sky. It moves as if it’s trying to scramble back onto solid ground. When it’s almost out of the restless patch of earth, a fountain of ochre-colored earth sprays up, and something very large and very fast yanks the Lanky back into the dirt. I get a brief glimpse at something that looks like a hook or a pincer, slender and glossy black like the hull of a seed ship. Then the Lanky is gone beneath the ground again, and its wail is cut off abruptly. The soil ripples for a few more seconds after the Lanky disappears. When everything is still again, the patch that swallowed the Lanky forms a new depression in the ground, contrasting churned-up earth and rocks with the moss carpet of the surrounding valley.


  “You have got to be shitting me,” I say.


  The other Lankies are not displaying any sense of concern for their lost mates. They move away from the spot at brisk speed, faster than I’ve ever seen one move. The group to the right of the spot is almost at the mouth of the valley, on a flatter and wider patch of ground than the others, and we watch as they drop to all fours and run away from the valley and onto the plateau in an obvious hurry. Whatever just happened has sent them into a panic, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen a scared Lanky. The other group is walking back up the valley to the left, a little slower and on two legs instead, but with no less urgency to their movements.


  Underneath, the ground rumbles again just a little.


  “What the hell did we just watch?” I say into the silence that follows. In the distance, the Lanky’s last distress cry is echoing back from the nearby mountain ridge, weak and insubstantial.


  “I have no idea,” Elin says. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”


  “I don’t think anyone has,” I reply. For just a moment, I was feeling a pang of sympathy for the last Lanky that got pulled down into the ground, and that’s an emotion I definitely can’t integrate into my worldview right now.


  The ground shakes again, stronger than before. It’s not the thrumming of a nearby Lanky’s footsteps. Instead, it’s a short pulse of a vibration, increasing in intensity and then fading again. We wait for more tremors, but none follow. Then it’s quiet again except for the sound of the wind on the plateau and the distant engines of the attack craft in the sky high above us.


  “ETA two minutes,” Captain Harper sends over the radio. The unexpected sound of his voice makes me jump a little.


  “We need to go,” I tell Elin Vandenberg. She nods and gets to her feet.


  “Coming your way, Captain,” I say. “You want to tell the men to stay light on their feet when you head for the pickup spot.”


  “Any particular reason for that?”


  “I think we woke something new in the neighborhood. Something that eats Lankies whole.”
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  The SAR drop ships arrive a few minutes later, flying a slow circle over the area before setting down next to our broken Dragonfly. The Lankies on my tactical display have moved off to the east and west in two separate groups. Considering what we just witnessed, I am certain that we won’t need to worry about having to avoid them for a while. But it’s not the thought of the threats on the surface that have me putting an extra spring in my step as I follow the SEALs to the cargo hold of the waiting search-and-rescue drop ship.


  “Can you give me a slow pass over this area before you start your ascent?” I send to the pilot when we are seated and strapped in. I have the TacLink map on my helmet display, and I’m marking the spot where we saw the Lanky disappear.


  “What’s over there?” the pilot asks.


  “Scientific intel,” I say. “For our guest from the R&D division. We saw something that might be relevant in the future. If we ever make it back here.”


  “Copy that. I can give you a three-sixty before we leave.”


  “Good enough, Lieutenant. Thank you,” I reply.


  Elin Vandenberg is sitting next to me, watching the ramp as it rises with a soft hydraulic whine. I tap her on the shoulder, and she turns her head toward me.


  “Your suit is not tied into TacLink,” I say. “I asked the pilot for a slow pass of the valley where the Lankies went under. I’m going to make sure to pass on the footage to you when we’re back on the carrier.”


  “I appreciate that,” she says. “I have it on my own system from ground level. But that was from a few kilometers away. I have a feeling that this will make me the most popular xenobiologist in the Fleet for a while.”


  When we pass the valley a few moments after takeoff, the pilot does as promised and puts the ship into a slow left-hand turn to circle the area. I watch the feed from the hull cameras as the terrain pans underneath the ship. The spot where the Lankies lost half a dozen of their group is now an almost perfectly circular patch of disturbed soil and shredded vegetation. For a moment, I am worried that even five hundred feet of altitude may not be sufficient to keep us in the clear, but the pilot finishes his turn before I can voice that concern over the radio. Whatever is lurking underneath the soil down there is big and strong enough to seize a three-hundred-ton Lanky and drag it under, and it’s cunning enough to lay deliberate traps for them. There’s no telling if something of that size even registers humans as a potential threat or food source, but I am not curious enough to find out right now. When the pilot levels out the ship and climbs above two thousand feet, I slowly let out a breath of relief.


  “What a day,” Elin says. “Turns out that too much adrenaline gives you a bitch of a headache once it starts to wear off.”


  “And nausea,” I say. “Don’t forget the wonderful nausea.”


  CHAPTER 19


  A DARK VIEW OF HUMANITY


  “That colony was started fifty years ago,” Colonel Drake says in wonder. “Half a century. They were blasting holes and driving anchors for terraformers on every continent down there for years. Whatever that is, nobody has encountered it before.”


  We’re sitting around the table in the flag briefing room, watching the aerial footage from the SAR ship side by side with the helmet cam imagery we took automatically. For the last hour, I’ve seen the ten-second event dozens of times. Even from a few kilometers away, it’s pretty clear that something ambushed the Lankies and pulled down half a dozen of them in the blink of an eye. I watch again as the straggler nearly escapes the trap, then gets pulled back in with such force and ferocity that it makes the dirt spray ten meters high.


  Next to me, Dr. Vandenberg clears her throat.


  “I don’t really think it’s indigenous,” she says.


  Command staff meeting are usually only for the department heads, but nobody objected to the presence of the ship’s resident xenobiologist today. She looks out of place in her fresh, new pair of medical technician overalls. We’ve spent the last three hours on decontamination and debriefing, and from the way the day is going, we’re nowhere near the finish line.


  “What makes you say that?” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says. She seems to have transferred her mild dislike of me to the outside expert I brought along to the briefing, and her verbal interactions with Elin Vandenberg are curt and matter-of-fact.


  “The Lankies aren’t,” Elin says. “And the chances that Willoughby has an organism on it that’s adapted in isolation to take them as prey is pretty much zero. Whatever this thing is, I’d bet money that it came from the same place where they evolved.”


  “What kind of species brings its own predator with it when it goes out to settle another planet?”


  “It may not have been on purpose,” Elin replies. “Could have been by accident. We’ve introduced invasive species to colonies by accident, and we have all sorts of procedures to prevent that.”


  I’m freshly showered and in a clean set of fatigues, but I don’t feel renewed. The mandatory decontamination session after the mission was twice as long as normal, and the briefing followed right after. I’m yearning for a meal and eight uninterrupted hours of sleep because I still have the post-mission shakes, and those won’t go away until I’ve mollified my body with some carbohydrates and reset my brain with sedative-boosted sleep. Watching the same terrifying event over and over on the briefing screens isn’t helping much to soothe my frayed nerves, either.


  “They accidentally introduced something that can hunt them,” the XO says with a skeptical tinge in her voice.


  “We’ve done worse shit to ourselves,” I say. “As a species, I mean. By accident and on purpose.”


  “I like the idea of Lankies getting eaten,” Colonel Rigney says. “In fact, whatever that thing is, I may make it our new regimental mascot.”


  “I don’t have any particular problem with that, either,” Colonel Drake says. “But it does take Willoughby off the list for reconquest. At least until we can figure out if that species is a danger to us.”


  Colonel Pace chuckles.


  “Even if it’s not, can you imagine the pushback? Trying to send a bunch of settlers to a planet that has subterranean monsters on it that are big enough to catch Lankies?”


  “Any idea what exactly we’re dealing with here?” Colonel Drake asks Elin.


  She looks at the images on the screen again and makes a gesture to stop the repeating footage in a certain spot. It shows the dirt fountain erupting behind the hapless Lanky, and the pincer-like protuberance that’s shooting out of the ground to snag its prey.


  “Lankies are ten meters from the hip to the top of the cranial shield,” she says. “On average. That grabbing appendage there is half again as long, and we don’t even see what it’s attached to. But with the force on display here, I’d say it’s something a lot bigger and heavier. Underground ambush hunter, so it’s probably what my little brother would call ‘dirto-dynamic.’” She smiles an apology.


  “That’s a pretty vague set of parameters,” the XO says.


  “Like a funnel spider. Or a millipede.”


  “That’s one hell of a millipede,” Colonel Drake says. He unfreezes the footage and watches for the fiftieth time as the Lanky gets pulled back into the hole toward its unseen attacker. The thought of anything that size even remotely resembling a funnel spider makes me want to launch a twenty-megaton bunker-buster nuke at that spot.


  “No shit,” I say. “One moment we’re looking at eleven Lankies. Next thing we know, half a dozen are gone. And it only took a few seconds.”


  “Your new regimental mascot came up through the ground and grabbed a combined two thousand tons of prey in a single attack,” Elin says to Colonel Rigney. “I have no clue what other abilities it has, but that fact alone already makes it the strongest organism in the observed galaxy by far.”


  “The Lankies were freaked out,” I say. “They didn’t stick around to fight back or try to help their pals. They just ran. First time I’ve seen a frightened Lanky.”


  “If they’re frightened of it, they have encountered it before,” Colonel Drake says.


  “We have what we came for.” Colonel Pace leans back in his chair and crosses his arms. “Dagger team got the memory modules from the colony. There’s nothing else of worth down there anymore. Let the Lankies keep the place and have fun with their new neighbors.”


  “We came for recon,” Colonel Drake says. “We will keep gathering data until the Lankies run us off, or we run out of fuel and ammo.”


  Elin starts to raise her hand, then catches herself and lowers it again.


  “On that note, sir. Can I make a request on behalf of the science division?”


  “You sure can, Dr. Vandenberg,” the commander says. Next to him, Lieutenant Colonel Campbell’s face is impassive, but I can sense the implied eye-roll.


  “While we’re on station, I’d like to go back to the spot on the video and drop some of the remaining seismic sensors in the area. It’s not nearly as good as ground-penetrating radar. But we can get a rough idea of what’s there, and how it moves around.”


  “We can probably do that,” Colonel Drake says and looks at Colonel Pace.


  “CAG, have the battlespace control squadron take stock of what’s left and see how we can put it to best use.”


  “Will do,” Colonel Pace replies. “I’ll update you as soon as I have data.”


  “Planning on capturing one, Doc?” the XO asks.


  Elin shrugs. “Maybe not the whole thing. But I wouldn’t mind getting a sample.”


  “Just as long as you don’t go down there and try to make friends with it.”


  “That wouldn’t be such a bad thing, would it?” she replies.


  Lieutenant Colonel Campbell laughs and shakes her head.


  “Just think,” Elin continues. “It hunts Lankies. It can grab six of them as fast as you can clap your hands. Imagine the amount of work we could save the military if we figured out how to set a bunch of those things loose on every Lanky-controlled world.”


  Colonel Pace lets out a low whistle. “I like that mental image.”


  “You’re much more savage than you look,” I say. “You just met your first one a few hours ago, and you’re already thinking about how to turn it into a bioweapon.”


  “It’s my field,” she says with a shrug. “Military R&D. We’re not all just flower pickers down in the biotech labs, you know.”


  “I don’t know how long we will remain on station here,” Colonel Drake says. “That depends entirely on our spindly friends in the neighborhood. We have the drone network out for early warning, and the two recon corvettes are keeping an eye on things. But we may have to leave here in a hurry. So I’d rather not commit to any extensive ground ops. Nothing that we can’t pack up and haul back into orbit in thirty minutes flat. Whatever missions we execute while we’re here, let’s tailor them around that requirement.”


  “You called this mission a smash-and-grab burglary at the briefing. But this doesn’t really feel like a burglary,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says. “I feel like I snuck downstairs into the kitchen in the middle of the night to swipe some cookies. And now I’m holding my breath and waiting for my mom to turn on the light because I clonked the lid against the jar by accident.”
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  After the briefing, I head for the main ladderwell to head down to Grunt Country and finally get a meal and some sleep. My stomach is rumbling, and I feel like I’ve been up for twenty-four hours even though we only left for the mission eight hours ago. Combat time passes differently from normal time, at least as far as the wear on the body is concerned.


  When I reach the ladderwell, Elin is waiting for me in the passageway, hands in the pockets of her overalls.


  “I was joking, you know. About turning those things into weapons.”


  “You were half joking,” I say. “But it’s not a bad idea. When you get bullied, go hire the biggest bully on the block to punch back.”


  “When I proposed the idea, you looked like I had kicked a puppy or something.”


  I gesture down the passageway, and she falls into step next to me.


  “It’s because I know what a bunch of shitheads we all are,” I say. “Humans, I mean.”


  “In what way? Not that I don’t agree with you in principle.”


  “Because we haven’t yet designed a weapon that we didn’t end up using against each other in the end,” I say. “We figure out how to sic these things on the Lankies, we won’t be able to resist the temptation to paint national flags on ’em once the Lankies are gone.”


  “That’s a pretty dark view of humanity,” she says.


  I tap the NAC patch on my upper sleeve with my index finger.


  “When I put that on for the first time, there were no Lankies to fight. I fought other people. Even our own. Hood rats, SRA, shitty little Earth militaries. And even after the Lankies arrived, it took us years to stop killing each other and focus on the real threat. Trust me. Ten minutes after the last Lanky dies, we’ll start fucking with each other again. It’s not a dark view of humanity. It’s just our nature.”


  “Some of us are trying to be better than that,” Elin says.


  “I know. That’s why I’m still doing this job. Just don’t give the bio-weapons division any terrible ideas.”


  She steps up to me and gives me a curt one-armed hug, then pulls back quickly as if she changed her mind in the middle of the action.


  “Thanks for keeping me alive down there, Andrew. And for letting me tag along after trying to talk me out of the whole thing in the first place.”


  “My pleasure,” I say. “Don’t let it seep into your dreams.”


  “I hope that’s not the last we’ll see of each other. Come down to the medlab for a chat whenever you feel like it. We have some spectacularly shitty capsule coffee.”


  “Thanks. I’ll keep it in mind.”


  She nods and turns to walk down the stairs. I watch as she disappears belowdecks, braid bouncing against the collar of her civvie tech overalls. She has some steel in her, but she’s not a soldier, even if she has a commission certificate that makes her a captain in the Corps. If she’s lucky, she’ll never be anywhere near a battle again, and this day will be merely an anomaly, an exciting anecdote for the rest of her life. For us, it’s the ordinary grind. I think about Halley, who speaks my language and understands all of this without a need for explanation, and the sudden yearning I have for her company feels like an open flame that’s searing the inside of my chest cavity.


  Another day closer to home, I think. Maybe the fates are kind, and this was the worst one on this deployment. I made it through a Lanky attack and a forced landing today, and that should be enough to fill my danger quota for a while.


  I am halfway down the final passageway to my quarters when the lighting changes to red, and the klaxon of the ship’s battle alert blares through the deck.


  “General quarters, general quarters. All hands, man your combat stations. Set material condition Zebra throughout the ship. This is not a drill.”


  “You have got to be shitting me,” I say into the semidarkness, after a brief look around to check if there are enlisted nearby.


  CHAPTER 20


  CLOSE COMBAT


  When I rush into the CIC to take my spot at the TacOps station, my first glance goes to the situational orb above the holotable. There aren’t too many things that can trigger General Quarters out of the blue, but until I see the color orange on the plot, there’s still a sliver of hope that we’re just suffering a reactor shutdown, or that some frigate in our entourage collided with the supply ship during a refueling op. But as I take my seat and strap in, I see three orange icons on the edge of the display, slowly edging in toward the cluster of friendly blue icons in the middle of the orb. I turn on my screens and secure my supply hose to the receptacle in the pedestal of my chair. This is not a drill, and it’s not a refueling accident. It’s death coming our way in long, black cigar-shaped form.


  The CIC is controlled chaos all around me.


  “Bogeys Lima-1 through 3 are now at forty-nine by positive one-ten,” the tactical officer calls out. “Speed five thousand meters per second steady, distance 5,313,000, still CBDR.”


  “Nashville confirms they have visual on three seed ships, sir,” the comms officer, Lieutenant March, says from his station. “They are on reciprocal heading to the bogeys and coasting ballistic.”


  “The quiet was fun while it lasted,” Colonel Drake says. “Warm up Orion tubes two through four. Energize the particle-gun mount and shift it to standby mode. What’s the story on Jo’burg?”


  “They are coming about to intercept bearing.”


  “Helm, light the main drive as soon as we are clear of the formation. Tell the cruisers to shield the tin cans and form up for egress to the Alcubierre point. Bring us up and around for the intercept bearing and punch it.”


  The tactical display is a swirl of movement as the smaller ships maneuver out of the way to give the gigantic carriers space to turn and accelerate. Cruisers and frigates can’t do anything against seed ships, so the doctrine is for the carriers to shield the fleet’s retreat to the transit node and take out the approaching seed ships from long range with Orions.


  “We are clear of the formation and ready to burn, sir,” the helmsman reports.


  “Punch it. All ahead flank,” Colonel Drake orders.


  We accelerate toward the Lankies at twenty gravities per second. A few kilometers to our starboard, Johannesburg follows suit. The numbers next to the orange icons on the situational display begin to count down with worrisome speed.


  “Five million is a little too close,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says. “We should have picked them up at ten million klicks already. They came right through the drone picket.”


  “It’s not infallible technology,” the commander says. “Doesn’t matter. Weapons, open outer hatches for Orion tubes two and three. Tactical, upload firing solutions for Lima-1 and Lima-2. Hand off Lima-3 to Jo’burg. And make sure there’s absolutely no ambiguity about who shoots at what.”


  “Lima-1 and Lima-2 are locked in,” Lieutenant Lawrence says. “Outer hatches open. Ready to fire tubes two and three.”


  “Jo’burg reports they’re locked on to Lima-3 and ready to fire. Fire control is linked, sir.”


  Everything is happening so quickly that I haven’t even had time to get properly nervous. Barely thirty seconds have passed since I rushed into the CIC, and both carriers are already on an intercept course with the enemy seed ships, with Orion missiles armed and locked on to the targets.


  “All right,” Colonel Drake says. “Let’s take a deep breath and double-check our numbers before we launch thirty percent of our remaining long-range ordnance into space. We don’t get extra points for speed right now.”


  “Bogeys are still CBDR,” Captain Steadman says. “Distance five million, one hundred thousand. Hell of a closing rate, sir.”


  “You’re right. No need to rush in. Cut throttle and go to ballistic, and signal Jo’burg to do the same. We’re far enough from the rest of the task force now.”


  On the tactical display, the cluster of blue icons has split into two distinct groups. Both carriers are interposing themselves between the incoming seed ships and the rest of the fleet, which is making for the Alcubierre node at full acceleration. If the carriers fail to stop the seed ships, the rest of the task force will have enough of a head start to make the node.


  I have no task right now, no cog I can turn in the machinery to help the ship get ready for battle. My special tactics troopers are buckled in at their action stations close to the escape pods in Grunt Country, and that’s where they will remain until we are out of battle one way or the other. I have a front-row seat to the event, and I don’t need to try to guess what’s going on from the noises in the hull and the movements of the ship. But I haven’t decided yet whether that makes sitting through a ship-to-ship combat engagement more bearable or less so. Everything happens quickly, and the life and death of the whole ship and all three thousand people on her can flip on a single number in a firing algorithm or a fraction of a second of missile flight time. And all I can do is check the tightness of my harness belts and listen to the CIC crew around me as they do their jobs. It’s almost worse than getting launched through a minefield in a bio-pod. If you die in a pod, at least you have privacy.


  “Particle-cannon mount is energized and on standby, sir.”


  “Thank you, Lieutenant Lawrence,” the commander says.


  “Range five million. We have a green firing solution. Johannesburg is still linked and ready to launch.”


  “Fire.”


  “Firing Two. Firing Three.” Lieutenant Lawrence looks up from his control screen. “Sir, Johannesburg’s bird cleared the tube with a second-and-a-half delay.”


  “Fuck,” Colonel Drake says in an uncharacteristic display of emotion. “Ready tube four and match firing solution for Lima-3. Open outer silo door and prepare to fire.”


  “Ready tube four, aye. Matching firing solution for Lima-3.”


  The blue missile icons on the plot rush out from the two carriers and streak toward the incoming orange icons. We watch the blue tracks extend from the center of the plot, one blip every few seconds, like the heartbeat on a medical status screen. One of the missile icons is a beat behind the other two. It doesn’t seem like it should make much of a difference at these speeds, but the commander found it worrisome enough to warrant a swear, so now I am anxious about it as well.


  “Bogeys are still CBDR,” Captain Steadman says. “Coming in straight and dumb as usual.”


  “It had to be three,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says. “One less, and we could have engaged them all by ourselves.”


  “Well, yeah, that’s the way the launchers work, unfortunately,” Colonel Drake says. “Two at a time. We needed that bird from Johannesburg in the mix.”


  “On the plus side, nobody’s splashed three seed ships in one strike since Mars,” Captain Steadman says in a tense voice. His eyes haven’t left the blue missile icons on the plot since they appeared there a few minutes ago.


  “The day it starts to feel like this has become easy,” Colonel Drake replies, “is the day we get our asses kicked all the way up to our ears.”


  “Nashville is still tracking the bogeys. Intercept in thirty. Twenty-eight. Twenty-six.”


  For the second time in two days, I try to will the disembodied little icons on the screen to hurry along to their targets: blip-blip-blip.


  “Give me the visual from Nashville,” the commander orders. “Put it up on the bulkhead and magnify.”


  The screen that expands on the forward CIC bulkhead shows a vast dark square of space, and only the little red cross-shaped target markers superimposed by Nashville’s computer provide evidence that we’re looking at something other than empty vacuum. The Indianapolis-class stealth corvettes have the most powerful surveillance optics of any ship in the Fleet, and even those high-powered lenses and their software algorithms aren’t always able to pick out Lanky seed ships in deep space. But this time, we got lucky once again, and our ad hoc early-warning system gave us enough advance notice to employ our long-range firepower.


  “Ten seconds to intercept.” Lieutenant Lawrence counts down. “Eight. Seven . . .”


  The pulses of the blue missile symbols on the tactical screen seem to be in sync with the beats of my heart now as they merge with the orange icons.


  On the viewscreen, a bright flash turns the display white from edge to edge.


  “Intercept,” Captain Steadman calls out. “Stand by for post-strike assessment.”


  The flare-up on the viewscreen dims slowly to reveal an irregular cloud of glowing fragments expanding into every direction from the center. A few moments later, a small red marker appears on the right half of the image, moving in jerky little steps with every one-second update from Nashville’s sensors.


  “Splash two,” Captain Steadman says, with a hesitant note on the second word. “Successful intercepts on Lima-1 and Lima-2. The bird from Johannesburg missed Lima-3. Target is still CBDR, distance now four and a half million klicks.”


  “Weapons, update the Orion in tube four with the firing solution for Lima-3 and fire when ready,” Colonel Drake says.


  “Aye, sir.” Lieutenant Lawrence moves his fingers over the data fields on his control panel so quickly that they’re practically a blur. “Firing solution updated and verified. Launching tube four.”


  Another little blue V-shaped icon appears in the center of the tactical display and rushes outward to meet the remaining orange symbol approaching from the periphery of our awareness bubble. The other ships of the task force are halfway to the edge of our screen on the opposite side, making full speed for the safety of the Alcubierre node back to the solar system.


  “Tell Johannesburg to ready another tube for a follow-up shot and fire on our mark.” Colonel Drake has unbuckled his harness, and now he gets out of his chair and walks over to the holotable in the center of the command pit, as if he can better divine the information flow from the computer by looking at the readouts more closely.


  “Aye, sir. They have a new bird ready and locked on.”


  “That’s half our Orions gone already,” the commander mutters.


  The missile races for the point in space where the computer has calculated the intersection between the kinetic warhead and the Lanky seed ship, building up speed with every passing second. There’s a practical minimum range for the Orion missiles where the accumulated speed isn’t yet enough to create the energy for a certain kill, and we are getting closer to that line every minute.


  “Ten seconds to intercept on Lima-3,” Lieutenant Lawrence says.


  “Sir, there’s an aspect change on the bogey. Lima-3 just changed course.” Captain Steadman looks up from his tactical screens.


  “Lima-3 just did what?”


  “They just made a vector change, thirty degrees to port and twenty down from their previous approach ecliptic.”


  “Three seconds. Two. One.” There’s a pause from the weapons officer, and then a sharp intake of breath. “That’s a miss. Orion Four failed to intercept.”


  “The Lanky dodged at the last second,” Captain Steadman says with disbelief in his voice.


  “Lankies don’t fucking dodge,” the XO says. “They can’t see the Orions coming. You can’t dodge what you can’t see.”


  “Another aspect change on Lima-3, sir. They turned back toward port, ten degrees offset from their original trajectory, and positive twenty on the starting ecliptic. He’s definitely dodging, ma’am,” Steadman replies.


  “He’s zigzagging,” Colonel Drake says in wonder. “We gave him a warning with that missed shot, and now he knows there are sharks in the water.”


  “Johannesburg is asking if they are weapons free for a follow-up shot,” the comms officer says.


  “We’re kissing up on minimum Orion range,” Lieutenant Lawrence warns.


  “Goddammit.” Colonel Drake strides back to his chair and sits down. “Tell Jo’burg to hold their shot. No point wasting another Orion on a dodging target.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  “Give me Jo’burg on comms, please,” Colonel Drake says.


  “Aye, sir. You are on.”


  “Johannesburg, this is Washington Actual. We’ve missed our opportunity for a clean trap. This one is tap-dancing inside our minimum intercept range now.”


  “Washington, Johannesburg Actual. That’s on us, unfortunately. We will be happy to take point for a close-range intercept.”


  “Negative, Commander. Turn your ship around and shield the task force. We are going in for a knife fight. If they make it past us, you hold off the bogey while the battle group transitions out. And let’s not argue over who gets to take it on the nose right now. We are quickly running out of elbow room here.”


  “Affirmative, Washington. We will come about and take up blocking position. Good luck.”


  “Same to you, Commander. Washington out.”


  Colonel Drake slips on his harness straps again and tightens them.


  “Comms, lay in a direct intercept course for Lima-3,” he orders.


  “Intercept course for bogey Lima-3, aye.”


  “One gravity acceleration, nice and easy. Give us some margin on the closing rate. Light up the drive.”


  “One gravity acceleration ahead, aye,” the helmsman acknowledges.


  “Weapons, it’s all on you now,” Colonel Drake says to Lieutenant Lawrence. “It’s a head-on engagement, so you get one shot with the particle mount before we have to take evasive action. That’s a second and a half, Lawrence.”


  “It’ll do, sir,” Lieutenant Lawrence says.


  “I hope so. Because otherwise we’ll have a few million tons of seed ship coming through the forward bulkhead.”


  “Lima-3 changed course again, sir,” Captain Steadman reports. “Now forty degrees south of the approach ecliptic, descending bearing. He’s mighty nimble for his size. I’m not sure we could do the same course changes if we had to.”


  “Bobbing and weaving like a boxer,” Colonel Drake says. “Well, let’s get in there and trade blows. See who hits harder.”


  “Ready on the particle mount, sir,” Lawrence says.


  “Lock the system to auto-fire mode and hand the triggers to the fire-control computer.”


  “Particle-cannon mount is now armed and live, sir.”


  I haven’t moved in five minutes, and the air-conditioning in the CIC is working just fine, but I feel sweat trickling down my back between my shoulder blades. Washington and the seed ship are rushing headlong toward each other like two medieval knights in a joust. We are well inside the minimum range for the Orions now, and any missiles we fire will not have enough of an impact to break the hull of the Lanky ship. That leaves the particle cannon, which is powerful but short-ranged. With the sizes and speeds of the combatants involved, ten thousand kilometers isn’t a very long distance in ship-to-ship battles. Every time I’ve seen the footage of the two particle-mount kills we’ve achieved so far, it looked like the old gun-camera footage from World War II atmospheric fighters, where the firing craft is so close to its target that it takes up most of the windshield, and bits from the stricken target fly off and hit the pursuing plane.


  I look over to Colonel Drake, who is checking the straps of his harness again to give his hands something to do, as if the tightness of the chair’s restraints will make even the slightest bit of difference if we collide with a three-kilometer-long seed ship head-on. But I know that in the face of mortal danger, we all have our little tics and rituals, our brains’ individualized ways of dealing with the stress of our possible impending death. I’ve run out of fasteners and latches to check, and now I’m reduced to watching the orange icon on the holographic orb.


  “Lanky is changing course,” Captain Steadman says. “He’s turning to port again. Twenty degrees. Forty. Fifty. Seventy-five. Lima-3 is now on a perpendicular heading at twenty-five to positive twelve degrees. He’s still turning, sir.”


  “How does he haul that much mass around this quickly?” Colonel Drake says.


  On the other side of the tactical orb, Johannesburg has opened the gap as she’s burning her drive at full throttle to catch up with the battle group, increasing the distance between us with every refresh blip of the display.


  “The Lanky just started to accelerate.” Captain Steadman looks from his screen to the holotable display and back. “He’s on a heading back to where he came from. I . . . I think he’s making a run for it, sir. We scared him off.”


  “Oh, hell no.” Colonel Drake shakes his head. “That won’t do. If he gets away, there’s no telling what’s going to come down on our heads next. Can we catch up with him at flank speed?”


  Steadman checks his screen again.


  “He’s at two and a half g. We can catch him.”


  “Helm, all ahead flank. Plot an intercept course that gets us within gun range as quickly as possible. There is no way we’re going to let this guy leave the neighborhood and call all his friends. Comms, inform the battle group that the remaining seed ship is trying to break contact, and that we intend to pursue and destroy.”


  “Pursue a Lanky ship,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says with a dry smile. “I don’t think anyone’s ever put those words in that particular order.”
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  Washington has the higher acceleration rate, but the Lanky still has a head start, and for the next hour, the distance readout above the orange icon ticks down with agonizing slowness.


  “We’re well past the drone picket now,” Captain Steadman warns as we reach the sixty-minute mark of our stern chase. “If there’s anything else out there, we may run right into it without warning.”


  “Then we better take care of this customer and head back to the battle group,” Colonel Drake says. “But we’re committed now. For better or worse.”


  “He’d pull away faster if he went in a straight line. But he’s still zigzagging.”


  “I’m fine with him making our job easier. We can’t use the Orions at this range anyway. And I am not about to let him open the distance and then get away when he dodges the next volley,” the commander says.


  “Seven minutes, thirty seconds to weapons range for the particle mount,” Lieutenant Lawrence says from the weapons station.


  “Tell me we still have green lights on the mount.”


  “That’s affirmative, sir.”


  “Steady as she goes, then. At least the closure rate won’t be a problem,” Colonel Drake says.


  The display is empty now except for the single orange icon that’s moving closer to the center of the tactical orb with every second. Ever since we first ran into the Lankies, a solitary Fleet ship would do everything in its power to get as far away as possible from a Lanky ship. It goes against every instinct to do the opposite and try to get closer, and it’s even more unnatural to see that seed ship run away from us.


  We’re chasing a Lanky, I think. At some point, the universe must have flipped itself upside down somehow when I wasn’t paying attention.
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  As we close the distance to the Lanky, it keeps changing its course randomly, altering its heading by ten degrees or more every time it does. On the tactical screen, the weapons officer has marked the range of the particle-cannon mount with a yellow cone that stretches out toward the seed ship.


  “Target Lima-3 is in weapons range in thirty seconds,” Captain Steadman says. “Triggers are armed and under computer control.”


  “Hold still, now,” the XO says to the orange icon on the display. “Just a few more moments.”


  “He’s turning again. Forty degrees to port and negative thirty.”


  “Helm, match the turn. Get those guns on target again. If he keeps jinking around like that, we’ll end up overshooting him before we can get the shot off,” Colonel Drake says.


  On the holotable, the distance between the blue and orange icons suddenly decreases rapidly. The number marker next to the Lanky starts to spool down much faster than before, the numbers blinking in an unfriendly red.


  “Lanky is decelerating rapidly,” Captain Steadman shouts. “He’s counter-burning. Really counter-burning, sir. Closure rate ten kilometers per second and increasing. Eleven seconds to collision.”


  “Get those guns back on target, helm. Match the turn.”


  We’ve been following the seed ship at full burn for almost an hour, and our forward velocity is much higher than that of the Lanky ship, which has decelerated so quickly that it looks like they threw out an anchor and caught a comet traveling in the opposite direction. I grip the armrests of my seat so hard that the alloy creaks under my hands. It seems the Lanky has figured out that he outweighs us by a factor of ten, and that he can squash us like a pesky bug on a windshield.


  “Eight seconds to collision,” Steadman calls out.


  “He’ll kill us with his debris,” the XO warns. “Helm, crash turn to port, forty-five degrees positive, emergency power. Now.”


  The yellow cone marking the targeting envelope of the fixed particle-cannon mount swings rapidly away from the Lanky as Washington’s bow comes up and around in a last-second attempt to avoid the seed ship, which is still decelerating hard in what seems like a suicidal attempt to make us overshoot.


  “Five seconds.”


  “All hands, brace for impact,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell shouts into the 1MC.


  I close my eyes and breathe in slowly and deliberately, fully conscious of the fact that it may be the last thing I do in this life. I picture Halley’s face because I want her to be the last thought I have before my consciousness disappears.


  “Come on, you sluggish pig,” Colonel Drake mutters. “Turn away.”


  “Lima-3 passing astern in three seconds. Clearance will be less than a hundred meters.”


  The sounds of the frantic activity in the CIC recede into the background as I exhale slowly, focusing on the sensation of the air streaming out of my mouth and past my lips.


  A vibration shakes the ship from stern to bow, a rumbling jolt that is unlike anything I’ve ever felt under my feet in a spaceship. A dozen alarm sounds seem to go off all at once in the CIC.


  That’s it, then, I think.


  There’s a strange sensation rushing through me, a kind of lightness that feels as if the molecules in my body have become buoyant all at once for a second and then settled back down. A sour, electric sort of taste spreads on my tongue. A high-pitched whistling drowns out all the noises in the CIC around me, and when it fades after a few moments, all the sounds return muffled and dull as if I am suddenly underwater.


  For a few heartbeats, I wait for the world to come to an end.


  I can feel the sweat trickling down my back. I can smell the air in the CIC, now faintly tinged with ozone. Whatever just happened, I am not dead yet. If we collided with the seed ship, it was a glancing blow, not strong enough to pulverize the ship outright. But the metallic taste in my mouth is still there, and when I move my hand along the armrest of my chair, it generates a peculiar and unpleasant tingling sensation, as if the metal is slightly electrified.


  I open my eyes again. The situational orb above the holotable has disappeared. I can hear people yelling and shouting orders, but it all sounds remote and distant. My display screens have gone out as well, and the status light in the control strip is blinking, indicating a system restart. A few seconds later, the screens come back to life, and the tactical orb in the command pit at the center of the CIC expands again, showing nothing at all except the reference grid. Everyone around me seems as dazed as I feel, like I just got woken up from a deep sleep by a comms request, and my brain hasn’t had time yet to adjust to conscious reality.


  The sounds of my environment come rushing in again as the stuffed feeling in my ears fades away.


  “What the hell just happened,” Colonel Drake says.


  “Status report on damage control,” the XO orders in a breathless voice. She looks like she’s shaking off a heavy blow from a sparring partner.


  “Damage panel is green, ma’am,” the damage control officer reports. “All compartments report integrity.”


  “Something just hit us,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says. “We didn’t just trade paint with a seed ship without even popping a weld somewhere. Check the system circuit for integrity.”


  “Get me a new target solution on the Lanky.” Colonel Drake is holding on to his armrests and shaking his head slowly. “Weapons, is the particle mount still online?”


  “Negative, sir. The fire-control system is restarting. All weapons are off-line.”


  “Same with sensors, sir,” Captain Steadman says from the tactical station. “We have no eyeballs on Lima-3. Propulsion is out, too. All eight fusion reactors are restarting from emergency shutdown.”


  “Contact Nashville and tell them to give us an uplink. Restart our propulsion and bring the ship about. We just overshot that Lanky by fifty thousand klicks at least.”


  “Sir, I have no reference data from the navigation system,” the helmsman reports. “I don’t know which way to turn the ship to bring us about.”


  “You’re saying the whole navigation system is down?”


  “No, sir. It’s just . . . it’s just not showing anything.”


  “Astrogation,” Colonel Drake shouts. “Do you have a fix on our position?”


  The astrogation officer shakes his head.


  “Nothing at all on comms,” the communications officer says. “Not even static. Nashville is not answering.”


  “What the fuck,” the XO says. She unbuckles her harness and launches herself out of her chair, then quickly steps down into the command pit. The situational orb still shows nothing at all, even though the sensor pulses are now refreshing the reference grid again once every other second.


  She turns toward Colonel Drake.


  “Sensors are active, but they can’t detect anything outside of the hull,” she says. “Comms are working but can’t hear anyone. Tactical, give me a visual of the outside. Optical feed, bow sensors, on the forward bulkhead, please.”


  Captain Steadman complies, and a screen materializes on the forward bulkhead. Instead of the blackness of space interspersed with the pinpoint lights of distant stars, the optical sensors on the outside of the hull show a chaos of red and purple streaks, streaming past the optics like rushing rapids.


  “We’re in Alcubierre,” I say. “Son of a bitch.”


  “Not possible,” Captain Steadman says. “We never turned on our Alcubierre drive. And we’re nowhere near a transit node.”


  The XO points at the imagery on the bulkhead screen in response.


  “Major Grayson is right. Unless you’re pranking me with fake sensor footage, we’re inside an Alcubierre bubble. Which explains why our sensors and radios don’t work.”


  I run my fingers along the top of my chair’s armrest again. The unpleasant tingling sensation is still there whenever my skin touches the bare metal.


  “She’s right,” I say. “Just feel it.”


  “How the fuck can we be in Alcubierre?” Steadman asks. “That’s impossible.”


  “The Lanky dragged us with him,” Captain Drake says. He looks from the bulkhead display to Lieutenant Colonel Campbell. “We’re inside the seed ship’s Alcubierre bubble. He slowed down for the transition to get away from us. That’s why we almost rear-ended him.”


  “The Alcubierre field isn’t big enough to wrap around two ships at once,” Steadman insists.


  “Ours isn’t,” the XO says. “Looks like theirs is, though. Unless you have another explanation for that.” She points at the viewscreen. “Could be that we all died, and this is just the Bifrost taking us all to Valhalla, maybe.”


  “Reactors are back online, sir,” the engineering officer says into the moment of silence that follows.


  “Belay the order on propulsion,” Colonel Drake says. “If we are in an Alcubierre bubble, we’ll tear ourselves into pieces if we try to maneuver. Everyone, man your stations and see what your status reports say. We need data right now, not best guesses.”


  The CIC officers seem to be glad for something to do that falls into their area of expertise. All around me, people resume their tasks, and the stunned silence gives way to the sounds of regular operations again. I unbuckle my harness and get out of my seat for the first time in what seems like a day and a half. Lieutenant Colonel Campbell watches me as I walk up to the command pit guardrail and seize it with both hands.


  “How are you doing, Major? You’ve had a bitch of a day so far. Looks like it’s not getting any better anytime soon.”


  “Could have gone worse,” I say. “At least I’m still around to feel tired.”


  “For now,” she says. “Day’s not over yet.”


  “And I think it just took a hard turn toward Shitville,” I say in a low voice.


  CHAPTER 21


  ALONG FOR THE RIDE


  “I don’t see how,” the astrogator, Lieutenant Cole, finally says when he reports in. “Our Alcubierre drive is cold. But I have to conclude that the XO is right. We can’t get a stellar fix, not even by doing the equivalent of sticking our heads out of the window. And we are in a total comms blackout. We should be able to triangulate on something, but we can’t. Everything looks like it does when we are in an Alcubierre bubble. Except for the fact that our drive isn’t running.”


  “Occam’s razor,” Colonel Drake replies. “The least complex explanation is usually the correct one. Sorry about your afterlife ‘mead hall’ theory, XO.”


  “That means there’s a seed ship still out there within a few kilometers of us,” I say.


  “Yes, there is.” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell nods at the situational orb, still bereft of any information. “But we’re both suspended in his Alcubierre bubble while he’s dragging us along to who the fuck knows where. He can’t see us; we can’t see him. We can’t shoot at each other.”


  “But once we come out on the other side, that’ll change in a hurry,” Colonel Drake adds.


  “If we come out on the other side,” Lieutenant Cole says. “No ship has ever hitched a ride in another ship’s Alcubierre field before. We could slip outside of the bubble and get torn apart by the tidal forces any second.”


  “If that happens, we won’t know it.” The XO crosses her arms in front of her chest and starts pacing between the holotable and the edge of the command pit. “We’ll all be dead in a millisecond. Why don’t we act as though we’re not going to die? Because when this fellow gets to where he is headed and we’re still tagging along, we’ll have a problem on our hands. We’re going to come out of Alcubierre with a seed ship on our stern and our pants wrapped around our ankles.”


  Colonel Drake nods.


  “Agreed,” he says. “We’ll come out of Alcubierre or we won’t. If we do, we need to be ready to pick up the fight.”


  “We need a tactical analysis of the exact moment the Lanky popped us both into Alcubierre,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says. “Bring up the last few minutes of the engagement on the table. When that bubble shuts down, those will be our starting blocks. We will have the same heading and velocity relative to each other.”


  Captain Steadman works his controls and starts populating the tactical display with data. The orange icon representing the Lanky ship pops back into life and starts heading outward from the center of the globe as the tactical officer is playing back the record in reverse.


  “All right, hold it there,” the XO says. “Skip forward fifteen seconds. Another ten. And hold.”


  The recording freezes, and Lieutenant Colonel Campbell expands the scale of the display until the orange and blue icons are taking up most of the orb.


  “That was a close fucking scrape,” she says. “When the Lanky jumped into Alcubierre, he was eighty-five meters from our starboard stern. If we had gotten out of the way two-hundredths of a second later, we’d be missing our aft half right now.”


  Captain Steadman adds the movement vectors and relative velocities to the screen.


  “Closing rate at the time of the transition was two thousand kilometers per second,” he says. Someone in the CIC lets out a low whistle.


  “Assuming that the laws of Alcubierre travel are still in effect, we’re both going to come out of the far end with the same momentum we had when we went in. The Lanky was putting on the brakes hard. He was at just nine hundred meters per second. We’ll have an immediate velocity advantage. If we light our drive right away and go to flank speed, we can exploit it and increase the distance to give us options. We can dictate the engagement.”


  “We need to get him in front of the particle cannons again,” Colonel Drake says. “Light the main drive, swing around, get back into firing distance before he can build up the speed to lead us on a stern chase again.”


  “Maybe he wasn’t aiming for us after all,” I say. “Could be he had to slow down to make the transition point.”


  Lieutenant Colonel Campbell looks at me and shrugs.


  “Your guess is as good as mine, Major. Maybe he just got pissed off and wanted to show us what happens when you pull a tiger by the tail.”


  “It’s possible that he didn’t want to overshoot his node,” Colonel Drake adds. “Or the Lanky way of going to Alcubierre has a speed limit. Nobody has ever seen a seed ship go into Alcubierre. Not until today.”


  He looks at the intersection of the ship trajectories on the display, where only the tiniest sliver of space separates the blue vector line for Washington and the orange one of the seed ship.


  “But I’m pretty sure he didn’t mean to pick up any passengers for the ride. At least I hope so. Because that would mean he’ll get an unpleasant surprise when he gets to his destination.”


  The XO frowns at the frozen tactical display.


  “That leaves one important question,” she says. “What the hell is his destination?”


  “If we are really lucky today, we will get to find out,” the commander replies.
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  Of all the cognitive dissonance I’ve felt on this deployment, the strongest one by far is the experience of watching the entire CIC crew go about their business and prepare for an engagement while we are traveling in an Alcubierre bubble that is not our own, in conditions that may obliterate us any second. I don’t want to leave the CIC and drop out of the command loop, so I stay in the TacOps chair and try to come to terms with the fear that is eating away at my consciousness. We are in a space-time shortcut that is not of our own making, with no control over the journey, and no idea where we will end up once the ride stops. I know that I should be doing something other than just sitting at my station and watching everyone else busy themselves. But if I die, I want to be aware of my last moment instead of just ceasing to be in the middle of some insignificant task.


  “We’re in good shape,” the XO finally reports to Colonel Drake. “I mean, other than the fact that we’re hitching an Alcubierre ride to parts unknown from a Lanky ship. Systems are green across the board. Nothing broke when we got jolted into Alcubierre.”


  “I guess that’s something.”


  “Lieutenant Cole says that if the Lanky ship’s Alcubierre bubble had the same relative size as the ones our drives create, his bubble would have sliced the ship in half. Part of us would have been left behind in Capella.”


  “There’s a cheerful thought,” Colonel Drake says.


  I try to imagine the bisected wreckage of an Avenger-class carrier, drifting in space, cut in half by a superluminal space-time bubble so cleanly that it looks like a cross-section image from a book about warships. The people in the aft section would be able to take to the pods unless they were unlucky enough to be in one of the compartments that were sliced open and exposed to space. But the crew in the forward part would be trapped in the Alcubierre bubble, unable to launch pods, with only emergency power and limited air, destined to suffocate while riding the transit chute. I have lost count of how many times I have owed my survival to a few milliseconds or a couple of centimeters the fates nudged in my favor, and I’m sure I only know about a tenth of them at best.


  “Give me a shot clock,” Colonel Drake says. “Starting from the time we got pulled into Alcubierre.”


  On the forward bulkhead, a time readout appears, then jumps forward to show 00:31:44.


  “We have no idea how long this son of a bitch intends to spend in Alcubierre,” the commander says. “But we need to be ready for a fight the second we emerge on the other side.”


  “What’s the closest networked system to Capella?” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell asks.


  “Our solar system,” Lieutenant Cole replies without hesitation. “Forty-two light-years. Six hours of Alcubierre.”


  “With our drive,” Colonel Drake says. “Theirs may be a shitload more efficient. Or not efficient at all. We may be in here for six hours, or two, or twenty.”


  “We were nowhere near the transit node to Earth,” the astrogator replies. “Whatever his jumping-off point was, it’s not the one we use. This one’s new. Uncharted.”


  After hours in the chair, my biological needs are finally pressing enough that the discomfort overrides my anxiety-fueled reluctance to leave my post. I unbuckle my harness and get out of my chair, and the ache in my joints and lower back makes me suppress a little groan.


  “Hot date, Major Grayson?” the XO asks.


  “Negative, ma’am” I reply. “But if we’re all going to buy it, I don’t want to die sitting in a puddle.”


  She chuckles and turns back toward the holotable. I stretch my back and walk to the CIC door on slightly unsteady legs.
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  There’s a head adjacent to the CIC for the use of the command crew, and I relieve myself for what seems like forever. Then I step in front of the sink and wash my hands and face, savoring the feeling of the cool water on my sweaty forehead and cheeks. It’s only when I dry my face and take stock of my fatigue that I realize the absence of the bone-deep discomfort that usually comes with Alcubierre travel. It still feels like any metal surfaces I touch are slightly charged with electricity, but I no longer feel like something is trying to stretch my bones.


  A rumbling vibration shakes the deck under my feet and makes me lose my balance enough to cause me to grab the edge of the stainless sink. The lights in the head go out, leaving me in the dark momentarily. Then the dim emergency lighting comes on.


  That’ll be just my luck, to die in the fucking head after everything that’s happened, I think.


  I dash back to the CIC, which is bathed in the red backup lighting. All the viewscreens and consoles are dark again. As I rush over to the TacOps station and fling myself back into the chair, there’s another low rumble deep inside the hull, and the consoles come back to life seemingly all at once.


  “We are out of Alcubierre,” Lieutenant Cole shouts.


  “That means we are still alive,” Colonel Drake says. “Get the sensors back up, and get that propulsion online.”


  “Aye, sir. Reactor restart complete in seventeen seconds. Sensor network is online.”


  The tactical display appears above the holotable again. It stays empty for a few moments, and then the orange icon of a seed ship appears.


  “Hostile contact, bearing one-eighty-nine by negative twenty-two. Distance thirteen thousand kilometers and increasing.”


  “Weapons,” Colonel Drake shouts. “Bring the particle mount online and set the system to live as soon as those reactors are up.”


  “Aye, sir. Preparing to charge coils,” Lieutenant Lawrence replies.


  On the plot, the distance between us and the Lanky rapidly increases. He’s behind and slightly below our stern, and with every second, we gain another thousand kilometers on him.


  “Reactor reboot sequence complete in ten. Nine. Eight . . .”


  “Lay in a course that brings us around on a least-time intercept with that seed ship,” the commander orders. “As soon as the drive comes back online, bring us around so we can blow that son of a bitch to hell.”


  “Reactors are back online. All systems green. Main propulsion is lit.”


  “Execute intercept maneuver. Swing us around, helm.”


  There’s no atmospheric friction in space, no way to bank and turn a five-hundred-thousand-ton ship like a fighter from an old war documentary. Instead, we have to change direction with thrust only, a difficult act that Halley once likened to balancing a ball bearing on a dinner plate while skating across a frozen lake. The tactical display whirls around as the helmsman uses thrusters to turn the bow of the ship, then burns the main engines selectively to redirect our momentum. I’ve been looking at situational displays on warships for a long time, but I quickly lose track of the vector lines and projections as everything twists and swirls.


  “Bogey is accelerating,” Captain Steadman says. “Lima-1 is now at two thousand meters per second and climbing, two and a half g.”


  “Coils are charged. Particle-gun battery is ready to fire, sir.”


  “Lock on to the bogey and set for auto-trigger,” the commander orders. “Let’s finish what we started.”


  When the plot stabilizes, I can see that we aren’t on a straight course for the Lanky. Instead, the helmsman has used our momentum and thrown the ship into a curved trajectory that looks like we are drifting around a turn in a race car. Our nose is pointing at the Lanky, though we’re not close enough yet to be in our effective weapons range. But as we continue on our wide parabolic curve, I can see that each passing moment brings our arched trajectory a little closer to the Lanky’s straight one. The physics involved in maneuvering in zero gravity are still a mystery to me, and I’m glad that the crew are well-trained experts, no matter how young some of them seem.


  I was launching onto Lanky worlds in bio-pods when I was just twenty-three, I remind myself.


  “If that’s his top acceleration, there’s no way he can get away before we make our pass,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says with satisfaction.


  “We almost had him in range once before. Let’s not do a victory dance until that thing is an expanding cloud of superheated debris,” Colonel Drake cautions. He fixes the orange icon on the holotable with a glare and drums the fingertips of his right hand on the armrest of his chair.


  “The optics are having a hard time tracking him even at this short range. If we hadn’t known where he started out in relation to us, we may have never gotten a lock.” Captain Steadman looks concerned. “Something is off about this ship all of a sudden. It’s like trying to get a visual on a black cat running across a dark cellar.”


  “Just don’t lose track of him now, Lieutenant.”


  “Negative, sir. We have him.”


  “Firing window is five and a half seconds,” Lieutenant Lawrence reports. “We’re getting a nice, juicy flyby of his broadside for two seconds of that pass. And if we miss, we get another shot just past the apex.”


  For the next ten minutes, we watch the two icons on the tactical screen shift position ever so slightly with every refresh of the hologram. We are closing in on the Lanky with what looks like an insurmountable speed advantage. The little yellow cone that marks our particle cannon’s firing arc and range creeps closer to the dotted line with agonizing slowness.


  “Visual of the bogey, on-screen,” Colonel Drake orders.


  The image that appears on the forward bulkhead shows just the vaguest and most indistinct outline of a seed ship in the darkness, enhanced by the image intensifiers and processing algorithms of the ships’ optical sensors. Where our spaceships leave the bright thermal bloom of a fusion drive in their wake, there’s nothing trailing the Lanky that gives any clue about how their propulsion systems work. We have fought them for over a decade, but their technology is still almost completely unknown to us. We know what they do, but not how they do it, or how they developed the way they did. But we know that they can be killed, that their ships can be destroyed, and that’s all the knowledge we need in the moment.


  I wonder if you’re scared, I think as I look at the shape of the seed ship on the screen. I wonder if you’ve ever had to run away before. It’s not a fun experience, is it? I wonder if you fear death like we do.


  “Twenty seconds to intercept,” Captain Steadman says. “Coils charged, auto-trigger enabled. Reactors are at full output.”


  The low noise in the CIC progressively decreases in volume the closer our blue icon gets to the orange one. By the time the yellow firing cone of the particle cannon touches the dotted line where the seed ship is going to be, it’s dead silent except for the static hum of the machinery and the soft whispering of the air-conditioning.


  “Dodge this,” the XO says softly.


  “Five seconds. Four. Three. Two. One. Fire.”


  The lights in the CIC dim as the twin particle-gun mounts claim almost all the available power output of the ship’s bank of fusion reactors. Deep down in the hull, the cannons mounted along the centerline spew hydrogen atoms at the Lanky seed ship at just below the speed of light, carrying terajoules of kinetic energy across the intervening space.


  The dark image on the screen turns into a bright white one. Ten thousand kilometers in front of Washington’s bow, a new sun briefly blooms in the inky black as the hull of the Lanky ship is superheated by subatomic particles that chew through the armor in a few microseconds and unleash the fury of a hundred nuclear warheads inside.


  “Target,” Captain Steadman shouts. “Splash one. Broadside hit. Lima-3 is history.”


  The CIC crew breaks out in cheers and whistles. This time, I add my own relieved shout to the chorus. Colonel Drake sinks back in his chair a little. From where I’m sitting, he looks like he has aged about ten years and shrunk ten centimeters in the last few minutes.


  “Well done,” he says into the din. “Cut the drive and secure weapons. Wait for the poststrike assessment before we officially break out the party hats, people. I am not taking a damn thing for granted today.”
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  We watch the glowing debris cloud expand and dissipate slowly over the next few minutes, three kilometers of Lanky seed ship and a million tons of mass or more disassembled into its component atoms. When the glow fades, there’s nothing left but the darkness of empty space.


  “That’s a clean kill,” Captain Steadman says. “Both cannons, dead center on the hull. Scratch one seed ship.”


  “We came a very long way for that kill mark,” Colonel Drake says. “Now let’s see where the hell we are. Astrogation, give me a fix on our position, please.”


  “Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Cole replies. “Stand by for astrogation fix.”


  Lieutenant Colonel Campbell looks up at the Alcubierre shot clock that is still counting on top of the CIC bulkhead.


  “Stop the clock. Reset it to the moment we came back out of Alcubierre with that Lanky.”


  The numbers on the clock freeze, then change to 00:33.15.


  “Thirty-three minutes in Alcubierre,” the XO says. “Where the fuck did you take us in thirty-three minutes?”


  Lieutenant Cole looks from his display to the XO and then back to his screen.


  “I’m . . . I’m really not sure, ma’am.”


  “What do you mean, you’re not sure, Lieutenant? Is the astrogation equipment still off-line?”


  “It’s working. I think. Everything looks the way it should. I’m getting a good signal on the positioning system fix. We’re triangulating off three different pulsars. But the readout is nonsense. Maybe something got fried when the systems got bumped off-line.”


  “Show me that nonsense readout, please.” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell strides over to the astrogation station and leans in to look at the screens.


  “What the fuck.”


  “I’ll run a systems check and have them recalibrate the hardware, ma’am.”


  The XO looks over at Colonel Drake.


  “If you thought our day has been interesting so far, you’re in for a laugh, Skipper.”


  “Don’t keep me in suspense,” the commander says.


  Lieutenant Colonel Campbell looks around the CIC, and for the first time since I’ve come aboard, I can see something like worry in her face. She reaches down and punches a succession of data fields. On the holotable, the tactical display disappears, and a galactic star chart expands in its stead.


  “The galactic positioning system claims we are here,” the XO says. A tiny blue lozenge-shaped marker appears on the star chart and starts blinking slowly, looking forlorn in the vast sea of constellations all around it. She increases the scale of the display, and I feel a surge of despair when I see just how far the map has to zoom out before the nearest star system shows up.


  “If this is right, we’re in the middle of nowhere, on the ass end of the Corvus constellation. Nine hundred light-years from Earth.”


  CHAPTER 22


  A LONG WAY FROM ANYTHING


  “What’s the likelihood that the system is wrong?” Colonel Drake asks. He’s standing at the astrogation station with the XO, hemming in an increasingly unhappy-looking Lieutenant Cole. “Maybe the mapping data is off. Nobody has been nine hundred light-years out yet.”


  “We get a wrong fix sometimes, but the software always corrects it in a few seconds,” Lieutenant Cole says. “This one hasn’t jumped its spot since it came back on.”


  “What about the signal?” I ask. “Could someone be messing with it?”


  Lieutenant Cole shakes his head. “It’s the Galactic Positioning System, right? It triangulates off the known pulsars and their magnetic time signatures. You can’t spoof it or jam it. You either get the signal or you don’t.”


  “We can’t spoof it,” the XO says. “Doesn’t mean the Lankies can’t.”


  “That’s a bit of a stretch. They didn’t know we were going to come out of Alcubierre right here any more than we did. And there’s no way our ride could have sent a message ahead from inside the bubble.” Colonel Drake shakes his head.


  “Occam’s razor,” he continues. “Assume that we are where the GPS says we are.”


  “Then we have a bit of a problem.” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell crosses her arms in front of her chest and walks over to the holotable.


  “If we’re really in an empty corner of the Corvus constellation, we’re a very long way from any colony system. A long way from anything. Nothing we can reach with a fusion drive in our lifetimes. The nearest star system is nineteen light-years away. That would take two hundred years even if we had enough fuel to get this crate up to ten percent of light speed. Not that the food and water on this ship will last us even two years.”


  “Let’s not go down that route,” the commander says in a cautioning voice. “I find it hard to believe that the Lankies put their nodes into random galactic dead ends. Whatever this one was running toward, he thought it was safety.”


  He looks around the CIC.


  “Nobody, and I mean nobody, carries rumors and doomsaying out of this room. This information is restricted to CIC personnel right now. Until we have verified our situation and the enemy disposition in the neighborhood, there will be no talking about where we may be or what may have happened. This is still a fully operational NAC warship with a mission. It will cease to be that if the crew starts to panic and lose their minds.”


  Colonel Drake looks at the XO.


  “Get on the 1MC and make an all-hands announcement that we’ve had a malfunction of the Alcubierre system, but that we’re undamaged and back to normal. Call everyone down from combat stations and resume the watch cycle. Get me a passive sensor sweep of the area and launch the recon drones for a survey run. That Lanky didn’t just run toward nothing. Let’s find out what’s out here before we start bumbling around and calling attention to ourselves with EM noise.” He claps his hands sharply.


  “Let’s get to work, people. We ended up here somehow. We’ll figure out how to get back somehow. If there’s an Alcubierre entry point, there must be an outbound node somewhere as well. I have absolutely no interest in pointing this ship Earthward and going the long way.”
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  That would be a wonderful last fuck-you from the Lanky ship, I think as I lean against the command pit railing and look at the situational display that has replaced the star chart again. Drag us out into the middle of nowhere to a place from which we can’t escape.


  I unbuckle my harness and get out of my chair again. Then I walk over to the commander, who is standing in the holotable pit with the XO. Whenever we aren’t running an active STT mission, I already feel like the fifth wheel in the CIC most of the time, but now the feeling is amplified as everyone in the room except me can focus on a job.


  “Something on your mind, Major?” Colonel Drake says when I step down into the pit to join them.


  “There’s nothing I can do from the CIC right now, sir. And quite frankly, all this sitting around is making me a bit jumpy. With your permission, I want to check on my team members and at least brief the section leaders.”


  Colonel Drake runs a hand through his hair and scratches the back of his head.


  “I would prefer if you held off on specifics until we know exactly what our situation is out here,” he says. “Check on your team but give them the same general line for now. Even your section leaders. You know how quickly the rumor mill can churn.”


  “I think the rumor mill is churning already anyway, sir. We won’t be able to keep a lid on this for long. Not if we don’t want to have to put out a hundred different bush fires. You know how grunts are.”


  “The recon drones are going to launch in a few minutes and do a surveillance of the neighborhood. We don’t need to keep a lid on this forever. Just for a few hours. Until we have data we can act on. If you don’t think you can do that, I’d prefer if you remained in the CIC, Major. But I have to tell you that you look ripe for a shower and a few hours of sleep.”


  “I’m not sure I could sleep if I tried, sir. Not after all of this.”


  “I’m ordering you to try anyway. Get some no-go pills from the druids down in medical if you must. You’ve been on your feet for too long. I could see you nodding off at the TacOps station while we were in Alcubierre. Go rinse off and put your head on a pillow. I don’t want to see you in the CIC again for at least six hours unless there’s a general quarters alarm. We won’t be running any ground ops anytime soon anyway. No ground to go to right now. And make sure the SEAL team has some enforced downtime as well. Might as well let them get rest while they can.”


  “Aye, sir,” I say with some reluctance.
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  When I get down to Grunt Country ten minutes later, my section leaders are already in the STT briefing room, obeying the summons I sent through my data pad before I left the CIC.


  “No offense, sir, but you look like you’ve had a rough day,” Captain Burns says.


  “You could say that,” I concede. “Harper, how’s your section doing?”


  “All is well, Major. I’m a little shocked we got out of there without any casualties. But nobody stubbed so much as a toe.”


  I pick one of the empty seats and drop into it with a little grunt. My body feels like someone turned up the artificial gravity since I stepped out of the CIC. I know I’ve done much more strenuous missions before, and I’ve been awake for far longer periods at a stretch, but right now I feel more tired than I’ve ever felt in my life.


  “What’s the word from upstairs, sir?”


  My four section leaders look at me expectantly. They’re all roughly my age or just a little younger, and once again it strikes me as strange that these men look to me for guidance and leadership, that I am someone from “upstairs” now.


  “You’ve heard the XO,” I say. “Not much to add. Our Alcubierre system had a malfunction.”


  “A malfunction,” Captain Taylor repeats.


  “There has to be a little bit more than that,” Captain Lawson says.


  I let out a slow breath while I decide how much I can tell my team without disobeying the commander’s order directly.


  They all have command bullshit experience, I decide. They can read between the lines.


  “The navigation system went all wonky,” I say. “We don’t know where we are right now. The skipper is sending out the battlespace control squadron to get the picture. Until they get word back to us, we’re kind of floating in the dark. But that info stays just on this level.”


  I can tell by the looks my captains are exchanging that they all know I am withholding something, but I also know that they’ll pretend to accept the information at face value, at least in front of me. We’re only one rank apart, but the layer between company and field-grade officer is an opaque one, and there is a mental distance between us that no amount of familiarity will be able to bridge. They are closer to their NCOs and junior officers, and I am closer to the upper command echelons, and that’s the way it has always been. I am no longer a small unit leader. I am someone who takes orders from the command level and withholds information from his subordinates when it’s necessary for the mission. The thought makes me feel unclean somehow.


  “That’s all I can tell you right now. The CO will update everyone over the 1MC once we know just what the hell is going on. Until then, that’s all the info I can give you.”


  I get out of my chair again. It takes so much effort that I’m sorry I sat down in the first place instead of doing this short update while standing at the front of the room.


  “Harper, make sure that the SEALs all get some shut-eye and a good stretch of downtime. Orders from the skipper. They probably won’t need us for a little while.”


  “Aye, sir. I’ll order them into their racks if they aren’t there already. Any idea for a time frame?”


  “The skipper says the recon birds will need a few hours to get the picture. I would guess we should be safe for a watch cycle or two.”


  “Copy that. And if you don’t mind me saying—”


  “I know,” I cut him off. “I don’t look too fresh, either. I am heading for my own bunk as soon as we are done here. Check on your squad leaders, everyone. Make sure they’re squared away and that the troops have everything they need. And you may all want to take the opportunity to get some downtime yourselves. You know the golden rule in the field.”


  “Never miss an opportunity to grab chow or sleep,” Captain Lawson recites dutifully. “You never know when it will come your way again.”


  “Damn straight. Now carry on, and I’ll let you know when I have more intel to share,” I say.


  I watch my four captains file out of the room, and I feel a sudden pang of envy that they’ll be able to take one last rest without knowing the severity of the situation, without being kept awake by the knowledge that we are nine hundred light-years from home with no obvious way to get back. And not for the first time, I find myself thinking that accepting a command rank was the worst decision of my career, and maybe my entire life.
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  Back in my quarters, I take a long shower, overriding the water rationer five times to keep the hot water coming even though I know that we are far away from resupply now. The water is continuously recycled anyway, and it won’t be the essential thing that runs out first if we don’t find a way out of this place.


  When I have dried off and put on a fresh set of fatigues, I sit down at my cabin’s tiny office workstation and turn on my terminal screen. I scroll through my list of messages and feel a desperate sense of longing when I see Halley’s sender ID on some of them. But they are older missives, of course, received when we were still in the solar system and in range of the MilNet relays. I’ve already read them several times over, but with nothing else to do and no other link to my wife at the moment, I read them again, keenly aware that they may be the last words from her I’ll ever get to see. But if I was hoping for comfort, seeing our last exchanges intensifies the low-level dread I already feel, and I close the message window and return to my personal landing screen. There’s an inconceivable gulf of space between us now, a distance so wide that if the ship sent an emergency signal to Earth at this moment, it would take almost a millennium to reach our home planet, fifty generations of human life spans. Even if the Earth is still around in 3020 and we have any descendants on it, they won’t be able to relate to our messages any more than we could relate to handwritten notes from some of our ancestors living in 1120. We’d be no more than archaeological curiosities, historical artifacts. Halley will never know what happened to me, and any far-distant relatives down the time stream won’t care.


  We had our chance to quit, I think. We should have taken it. Now we’ll both get to pay the price.


  It’s pointless and futile because the data banks of this ship may never synchronize with the MilNet again. But I bring up a new message window anyway and address it to Halley’s node. Even if she will never see the sentiment, I don’t want my last recorded message to her to be some insubstantial bantering about leave schedules, so I write a new one.


  >Still kicking. Still love you. Always have. Always will.


  It violates our unspoken rule that we never use those words unless we are face-to-face, but I think that she would forgive me the transgression considering the circumstances.


  I send the message into the outbound queue. Then I shut down the terminal and go to my bunk, where I lie down fully clothed, expecting to drift off a little at best until the next change-of-watch alert sounds.


  Instead, I fall asleep almost right away. And despite the events of the last day and a half, my sleep is deep and dreamless.


  CHAPTER 23


  NEEDLES AND HAYSTACKS


  “Now hear this. All command-level officers, report to the flag briefing room at 0800 Zulu. I repeat, all command-level officers report to the flag briefing room at 0800 Zulu.”


  The 1MC announcement stirs me out of my sleep. I sit up and look around in my darkened quarters until I locate the time projection on the bulkhead. It’s 0730 shipboard time, and I’ve slept for almost nine hours and through a change of watch. When I reach for my fatigues, I realize that I am already wearing them because I went to bed in my clothes.


  I turn on the light and walk into the little wet cell. The face that looks back at me in the mirror seems too pale and tired to belong to me. I don’t know if someone can run out of steam for good, if one event can sap a person of all their remaining vitality and energy, but right now it feels I am almost at that point, if it exists.


  On the way to the flag briefing room, I feel my stomach growling, and I realize that I haven’t had any food since before I went on the surface mission to Willoughby City. With fifteen minutes to the briefing, I don’t have the time to stop by the officers’ mess and have a proper meal, so I grab a leftover sandwich from last night’s watch-change buffet and eat it in a hurry while I rush up the stairs to the decks above, violating officer decorum in the act.


  “You’re looking better, Major,” Colonel Drake says when I walk into the room. “I’m glad you followed my advice.”


  “I didn’t take it as advice, sir,” I say.


  “Good answer. Have a seat.”


  I take my place in my usual spot, next to Lieutenant Colonel Campbell and across the table from Colonels Pace and Rigney. When I am seated, Colonel Drake gets up and walks over to the door to close and seal it. Then he returns to the table and remains standing at the end of it. He punches a few data fields on the surface and activates the viewscreen at the front of the room.


  “Major Grayson was present in the CIC when we came out of Alcubierre, so he already knows what I told Colonel Pace and Colonel Rigney in the ready room last night. Astrogation has verified that the GPS reading is accurate. We got dragged into a thirty-three-minute Alcubierre trip by the Lanky seed ship, and we ended up nine hundred light-years away from Earth. We are currently in deep space on the outer edge of the Corvus constellation, far away from any star systems.”


  The viewscreen shows a star chart of the area, encompassing the closest systems and pinpointing our relative position. When I last saw the same chart in the CIC, it was empty except for the icon representing Washington. Now there are several other objects nearby.


  “We’ve deployed the recon drones for a passive sensor sweep of the neighborhood,” Colonel Drake continues. “And while the nearest star system is nineteen light-years away, it seems like the Lanky ship wasn’t just picking this place at random. There’s a planet out there, five hundred million kilometers from our current position. The drones spotted it on infrared.”


  “Out here,” Colonel Pace says. “A planet. Without any stars nearby.”


  “A rogue planet,” the XO says. “It’s not orbiting a star. It’s orbiting the galactic center instead. From what my astronomy teacher said, the galaxy is full of ’em.”


  “It’s about the size of Jupiter, give or take ten percent,” Colonel Drake continues. “We’ve redeployed the drones to cover as much of the space between here and there as possible.”


  Colonel Rigney leans back in his chair and folds his arms across his barrel chest. “I have a concern. There are a thousand troops down in Grunt Country that do nothing right now but consume calories. Three thousand per day, per head. Unless we find a moon or a planet nearby where we can farm some protein and carbohydrates, we’re going to be in deep shit once the food stocks are gone.”


  “We have food reserves for six months,” the XO says. “We can probably stretch that to nine if we cut down on the daily calorie allowance, and we’re willing to deal with the hit to morale that will cause. And there are enough field and emergency rations in storage to feed the grunts and the crew for another three months at least.”


  “So, twelve months.” Colonel Rigney frowns. “That’s not a rosy prospect.”


  “I don’t intend to stay in this place for a year,” Colonel Drake says. “We will find a way to scout the planet because it’s the only thing within nineteen light-years, and because it looks like it may have what we need to keep ourselves alive. But our focus will be to find the exit door out of this system. And there must be one, if the Lankies travel through here with any regularity.”


  “How long are we keeping the news from the crew?” I ask.


  “I’ll have to make an announcement,” the commander replies. “This isn’t something we can keep under wraps for much longer. We already have sixteen drop-ship crews who are in the know. The way the deckhands and fuel jockeys can keep secrets, the whole ship will probably know by the end of the day. We’re all in it together regardless of rank. The crew have a right to know what they’re facing.”


  He sits down again and glances over his shoulder at the star map.


  “This is going to be a tough job even without Lankies breathing down our necks. You all know what’s at stake here. We are tasked with looking for a needle in a haystack. Only the needle is a few millimeters long, and the haystack is a trillion cubic kilometers in size. And we need to find the damn thing before we run out of food and water. With no support, no backup, and no communications with home. I’m not a betting man, but I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t put too much on our odds. But the alternative is to roll over and give up.”


  “What about the Lankies?” I ask. “If they go in and out of this place, they must have some foothold here.”


  “I think we can probably rule out that planet,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says. “These things are tough, but this is a dark system. No sun, no heat. No light. It’s not the best place to sustain life. We know they like it warm.”


  “If they are here, we will deal with them as we come across them,” the CO says. “We have a mission, and we have a plan. The clock is ticking, so let’s get back to work. There’s never been less time to waste than now.”


  “If I can make a suggestion, the STT has four Blackfly drop ships sitting in the hangar for covert missions,” I say. “We could use them for a scouting run toward that planet. Get a better picture without putting the ship at risk.”


  “What can the drop ships do that the drones can’t without risking a crew?” the XO asks.


  “They don’t need a data link back to the ship, for one. And they can carry a lot more hardware. We can put a full recon package on the pylons and see a lot more than a drone could.”


  “That is a very long haul for a drop ship,” Colonel Drake says.


  I shrug. “The Blackflies have modular cargo holds. We can set them up for a long-range mission pretty easily. Three pilots to trade off on the flight deck, three mission specialists in the back who can take turns at the recon pods. I could bring along two of my combat controller section leaders and switch off with them. They can use external tanks for extra range. And with six people on the ship, we can bring enough water and provisions for weeks.”


  “Are you volunteering for the job, Major?” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says. “Because that could be a one-way ticket. If you have a critical systems failure out there, we may not be able to send a rescue ship.”


  “I know the recon gear on the Blackflies,” I say. “Better than anyone else in the STT. I’m the least likely to have to call back to the barn for help. If we do this mission, I want to be in charge of it.”


  Colonel Drake scratches the back of his head. Then he looks over at Colonel Pace.


  “Any objections to that plan, CAG?”


  The head of the carrier’s space wing shakes his head. “The major is right. A Blackfly loaded up with fuel and a rotating crew has much longer legs than a drone. And we wouldn’t need to keep an uplink active. They could go out there and snoop around with passive sensors, then come back and report. Probably best to keep the EM emissions to an absolute minimum until we know what we’re facing out here.”


  “And if they run into unfriendly neighbors?” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell asks.


  “Then we’ll just lose a drop ship and six people instead of the whole carrier,” I say. “And you will all know which way not to go.”


  Colonel Drake ponders my reply for a few moments.


  “All right,” he says. “Get your team together and prep one of the Blackflies for long-range reconnaissance. I’ll give you a provisional go for the mission, but you will wait until the recon drones are back in the barn. Get ready for skids-up in eighteen hours.”


  “Aye, sir,” I reply.


  “Any particular reason why you’re eager to stick your head out on this one?” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell asks. “I mean, not that I don’t appreciate the commitment.”


  “I’m not good at sitting on my hands and waiting for stuff to happen to me,” I say. “I want to find a way home soon. Because my wife will be livid if I get back from this deployment a few thousand years late.”
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  The sandwich before the briefing wasn’t nearly enough to fill the hole in my stomach, so I head down to the chow hall to get a proper breakfast. The officers’ mess is in the middle of its end-of-watch serving shift, so it’s busy with mostly junior officers coming off their duty stations and grabbing a meal before heading for their bunks. I stand in line with the lieutenants and captains and get a plate of hash and eggs along with a mug of black Fleet coffee. It can’t hold a candle to the coffee Chief Kopka serves at his restaurant, but right now it’s just what I need, and the knowledge that we may soon run out of the stuff makes it taste twice as good as it usually does as I take my first sip while still at the dispenser.


  When I look around for a place to sit, I spot a familiar face at one of the tables. Lieutenant Colonel Campbell is seated by herself, with a respectful buffer of several chairs between her and the closest junior officers. As the ship’s XO, she’s the enforcer of the commanding officer, and most younger officers would avoid her even if she wasn’t naturally unapproachable already.


  “Mind if I join you?” I ask.


  She looks up at me and nods at the seat next to her.


  “It’s not my personal mess hall,” she says and returns her attention to the food in front of her.


  I sit down and take another sip of my coffee. Then I pick up my fork and take a stab at the hash, which is a little mushy this morning.


  “When did you start boxing?” I ask.


  “At the Fleet academy,” she says. “I was looking for cardio that wouldn’t bore the shit out of me. Some guy in my year told me I’d be good at boxing because of my reach. How about you?”


  “SIMAP,” I say. “Started sparring with the grunts on deployments. Ended up liking the challenge of the competition.”


  “Hmm,” she says.


  We eat in silence for a little while. Just when I’ve decided to finish my food without trying to engage her in more conversation, she clears her throat.


  “You did all right on Willoughby,” she says. “That was a hairy run. I can’t believe you took a civvie along for the ride. I thought for sure she’d get herself killed.”


  “She did well,” I reply. “And she’s not a civvie.”


  “Yeah, yeah. They’re officers, I know. But they only get their commission so they’re subject to the UCMJ and all the military regs. She’s a civvie. And taking her along was a bad call. Even if she did get eyes on that new Lanky-eating critter for the bio-division.”


  “She bought herself nightmares for a while. I tried to warn her.”


  “You brought them all back, so there’s that,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says. “You clearly know your business. And you weren’t strutting around like a peacock after. So maybe I was unfairly harsh with you after that first command briefing. But I’m still not looking to make friends, Major.”


  “I thought the XO wasn’t allowed friends,” I say. “Read that one in the regulations.”


  “You got that right,” she says.


  “We don’t have to be friends. Just don’t jump my ass unless I deserve it.”


  She glances at me and takes another bit of her food.


  “Are you still going to work out, or are you going to save the calories now that we are on borrowed time?”


  “I’ll still hit the bag,” I say. “Gotta let off steam somehow without collecting a court-martial.”


  I see the faintest hint of a smile on her face.


  “You should come to the gym around 1030, then. None of the oak leaves on this ship seem to know how to hold a heavy bag or a set of punching mitts. And the junior officers are too afraid they might punch the XO by accident.”


  She finishes her food with one last bite and washes it down with a swig of her coffee. Then she gets up and picks up her tray.


  “I’ll see you later, Major.”


  I watch with a little smile as she crosses the floor of the mess hall, ignoring the junior officers that alter their course when they spot her while trying not to be obvious about it.


  We can roll over and give up, I think. Or we can keep forging on and see what happens. And maybe it turns out that we were wrong about the odds after all.


  CHAPTER 24


  CARRYING ON


  The XO is already in the gym when I walk in. It’s the first hour after the watch change, so there are a few more people than usual on the weight and cardio machines, but the boxing area is empty except for Lieutenant Colonel Campbell. She has her long dark hair tied back in a ponytail, and once again I am struck by how much she resembles her father.


  She tosses me a set of speed pads, and I catch them as they sail toward my face.


  “Your father once chewed me out because he thought I was showboating,” I say as I undo the straps and squeeze my hands into the mitts. “It appears you have that in common with him.”


  “Really,” she says.


  “I was reporting to him when I got aboard Versailles,” I say. “He was the XO. Thought I had spruced up my smock because I was fresh out of tech school and wearing a valor award and a Purple Heart.”


  “I assume they were legit because you’re still here,” she says. “He’d have people kicked out with a dishonorable discharge for wearing unearned awards.”


  “They were legit,” I confirm. “I was a lateral transfer from the Territorial Army. But for a second or two, I was still scared shitless.”


  I finish wrapping the straps around my wrists and hold up the punching surfaces for Lieutenant Colonel Campbell to try out. She’s tall and strong, but now she shows that she also has the speed to go with the strength and the reach. She hits the pads with a fast combination of strikes, then another, pulling her hands back into a perfect guard position in between combos. I vary the position of the pads and the sequence of the presentation—high, low, sideways, one hand, both hands. She shifts her combinations smoothly, with good footwork and no wasted movements. For a while, we are circling each other, and the only sounds from our corner of the gym are the XO’s hard breathing and the slaps of her gloves on the striking surfaces of the pads. Some of the junior officers on the machines nearby have slowed or paused their own sets to watch the ship’s second-in-command lay waste to some punching pads. Finally, she wears herself out for a little while, and she gestures for me to pull off the pads and switch it up.


  I peel the pads off my hands and wait while she catches her breath. Then she tosses me the light gloves and takes the speed pads in exchange.


  “Don’t hold back,” she says when she has slipped the mitts onto her hands and secured the straps.


  She presents the pads, and I launch into my own workout. I can tell that she does her best to replicate the combos I made her do—high and low, straights and uppercuts, hooks and crosses, alternating sides. To a bystander, it doesn’t look as ferocious or impressive as a heavy bag workout, but it’s just as tiring. Three minutes in the ring is an eternity, but three minutes of full effort on the mitts feels even longer than a proper fight. By now, we are definitely the center of attention in the gym, even if the junior officers in the room aren’t staring outright.


  “Good,” Campbell says when I finally pull back to catch my breath. “Take a breather. Heavy bag next?”


  Overhead, the 1MC signal sounds, and all movement in the gym pauses.


  “All hands, this is the commander. Listen up, everyone.


  “Twelve hours ago, we entered Alcubierre while engaged with a Lanky seed ship. The Alcubierre field we entered was not our own, as some of you may already suspect. I have held off on sharing the complete details with you until now to allow our recon drones to do a full survey of our surroundings.


  “The hard truth is this: We are in uncharted space. The Lanky’s Alcubierre bubble transported us a distance of nine hundred light-years. We are presently in the constellation of Corvus, far away from Earth or any human colony. We engaged and destroyed the seed ship that got us here, so we are no longer in immediate danger. But now we are facing the prospect of having to find a way out of this place.


  “We have made this journey without the rest of the battle group, so we have no backup, no resupply, and no support. But this ship is built for long missions in unfriendly space, so we are equipped for exactly this sort of task. Furthermore, we have located a nearby planet, so there may be a watering hole around here somewhere.


  “That is the situation. It is challenging, but it is not hopeless. I expect everyone to do their duty to the utmost of their abilities. We depend on each other more than ever now. Work hard and be kind to each other, and do not lose heart. We are about to do things that no ship in the Fleet has ever done before. We’re going to see things no human eye has ever seen before. And then we are going to go home and tell the rest of the world about it.


  “Carry on. Commander out.”


  The XO and I look at each other.


  “Cat’s out of the bag,” she says. “He had something in there about us being the high-water mark of humanity if we don’t get back home. I’m glad he took that one out in the end. It was a little too depressing.”


  “‘High-water mark of humanity’ sounds so much better than We’ll all be dead in a year if this doesn’t work out.”


  “I don’t know,” Lieutenant Colonel Campbell says. “Personally, I find the second one a lot more motivating.”


  She pulls the pads off her hands and chucks them to the side.


  “Well, you heard the man. Carry on. Unless you want to pack it in already.”


  I step behind the heavy bag and brace myself against the bottom.


  “After you, Colonel,” I say.


  She walks over to the edge of the mat and picks up her bag gloves. Then she comes over to the heavy bag and gives me a curt smile.


  “Sophie,” she says. “But only in here. Remember, rank doesn’t count when you have gloves on.”


  I return the smile, surprised at the amount of pleasure I feel at her extension of this personal courtesy.


  “All right, then,” I say. “After you, Sophie.”
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  There are no day and night cycles on a spaceship, but we still think of the day in relation to the clock even in the absence of light and dark skies because we’re used to it. For some reason, I always think of the flight deck as a nighttime environment even though it’s the most brightly lit place in the entire ship. Maybe it’s because the huge open space reminds me of the plazas between the PRC high-rises, flooded with artificial light in the evening hours when people come out for entertainment and socializing. Whenever I am on one of the nighttime watches, I like to step out on the flight deck before I go up to the CIC just to soak in the atmosphere a little and pretend I’m in a bustling city again.


  Tonight, the flight deck is quieter than usual. A few ammunition handlers and refueling guys are using the vast expanse for running laps between rows of parked attack craft. There’s maintenance going on as always, and on the far end of the deck, the armed Ready Five drop ships are waiting silently below their docking clamps, standing by to be called upon even in the absence of a planet within five hundred million kilometers. Rumor has it that the next generation of carriers will include some sort of atmospheric exclusion field that can let drop ships and Shrikes pass through while keeping air in, and then we’ll be able to have carriers with decks that are open to space and don’t need drop hatches anymore. I am looking forward to that development mainly because then every flight deck will have a perpetual view of space.


  Halfway down the deck, near the area where we set up our obstacle course, I see a familiar face in the middle of a group of deckhands. It’s the technician I met shortly after I got on board. The group is standing around a piece of equipment on the deck, and as I get closer, I see that it’s one of the deployment drones for the new optical Arachne system sensors, the ones the tech called “Wonderballs.”


  “Technician Fisher,” I say when I join the group. “At ease,” I add as some of the deckhands start their supplication ritual when they see my rank insignia.


  “Major Grayson,” Callista Fisher says. “How have you been?”


  “Oh, I’ve been okay,” I say. “All things considered. How about you?”


  “I’m not wild about the fact that my six-month commitment seems to have turned into a possible nine-hundred-year commitment,” she says. “Other than that, things are pretty okay here, too. All things considered.”


  I point at the deployment drone that’s sitting on a maintenance rack. The access hatch on one side is open all along the drone, exposing a payload bay that stretches for most of the length of the device. Much of the bay is empty except for two nooks that have translucent containers in them. A third container of the same kind is sitting on the floor next to the drone. Inside I can see a pile of metal tabs.


  “What’s going on here? Are you gambling with the crew?” I ask.


  “Oh, it’s nothing like that. It’s a message in a bottle.”


  I kneel in front of the plastic container and take a closer look at the metal tabs.


  “We have a surplus of these drones,” Technician Fisher says. “And we had the idea to use one to launch toward Earth. You know, in case we don’t find the way out of here.”


  “A radio signal would take nine hundred years,” I say. “This would take several millennia. There may not be anyone around to receive it. Not that it’ll do us any good.”


  “It’ll get there after we’re all gone either way,” she says. “And then the scale won’t matter to us, will it? It’s just a morale thing. Some of the other techs thought it was weird. But I kind of like it. A piece of evidence, out there for someone else to find in the future.”


  “These are dog tags,” I say.


  “People have been stopping by all day to drop theirs off,” Technician Fisher explains. “They break off the bottom half and engrave it with their name and hometown and next of kin. Do you want to add yours, too? I have an electric engraving pen sitting over there.”


  The deckhands look at me expectantly. Once again, I feel the burden of the command rank on my shoulders. If I spoil their fun, it’ll harm shipboard morale. If I contribute to the project, I semi-officially condone the practice, and then I may get into trouble with the skipper or the XO if they oppose it later. But I can’t really see the harm in the gesture, even if I suspect that the skipper won’t let them use the resources to send a drone full of dog tags on a ten-thousand-year journey.


  “Sure,” I say and reach into my fatigues blouse to pull out my own dog tag. Some of the deckhands voice their approval.


  The military tags are square stainless steel plates with rounded corners, roughly perforated in the middle so the grave detail can easily separate them if needed. I am not particularly attached to this grim piece of jewelry that will only be useful after I’m dead. They’ve changed the formats a few times over the years, and I’ve lost one or two on deployment. They’re easy enough to replace, and nobody gets into trouble for having to ask for a new one. I snap mine in half and tuck the chain with the attached half back into my shirt.


  There’s an engraving pen sitting in a charging bracket on a low stack of crates over to the side. I pick it up and look for the activation button. Technician Fisher placed a sheet of thin steel the size of a mess tray on top of the crate next to the pen, and I can see where people have tried out the device to get used to the way it writes. I do the same, taking my cue from the other trial scribbles and writing my name in slow and deliberate letters until I have figured out the pen. Then I put my dog tag half down on the crate and turn it so the blank back faces up.


  ANDREW GRAYSON


  LIBERTY FALLS, VERMONT, NAC


  HUSBAND TO HALLEY


  The space on the back of the half tag is just enough for those three lines. It seems a good distillation of my important metrics, far more so than the letters and numbers on the official side of the tag that list my service number, blood type, service branch, and religious preference.


  I put the pen back into its charging bracket and claim my inscribed tag from the top of the crate. The letters I etched into the stainless steel are shaky and uneven, but indisputably made by a human hand, and I’m pleased at the thought that this record will survive in my own handwriting. Maybe some future historian will find and decipher it, but it will be out there with all the other dog tags long after we’re gone, whether we make it back home or not.


  I walk over to the open container and kneel in front of it again. Then I add my dog tag half to the pile that has already accumulated on the bottom, hundreds of brief hand-carved messages for the distant future. It lands with a bright little metallic chime.


  “Happy trails,” I say. “I really hope someone on Earth will be able to read my handwriting in ten thousand years.”


  I get up and step out of the way so the next person can add their tag to the growing pile.


  “We’ll still have to get clearance from upstairs to launch that drone,” Technician Fisher says. “So those tags may never go further than this deck. But someone’s bound to find them sooner or later, right? Stainless steel lasts a lot longer than data banks do. I’ll vacuum seal the containers once they are full.”


  “Tell you what,” I say. “I am heading upstairs right now. When I get an idle moment or two with the skipper, I’ll tell him about your idea and put in a good word for the project.”


  “That would be wonderful,” she replies.


  “The ordnance guys used to write messages on the payloads in the old days,” I say. “Maybe you can use the outside of the drone for a canvas once you’ve got the cargo buttoned up. I’m not sure what you can use for a medium that will be readable after a long vacuum exposure, but it’s a thought.”


  “I’ll work on that,” Technician Fisher says. “Thanks for the suggestion. It may seem a little silly, but the crew really started to take to the idea.”


  I look at the container with the pile of dog tags inside, each a shard of evidence that a living and breathing human once existed and wanted the universe to know about it.


  “It’s not silly at all,” I say. “Not even a little.”
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  When I leave the flight deck to head for the CIC and my duty station to prepare for the upcoming scouting mission, I stop at the painted threshold in front of the forward bulkhead that marks the official deck line for reporting in. The ship’s seal is painted on the bulkhead in a five-meter-tall mural: NACS WASHINGTON CVB-63—PREPARED FOR WAR.


  I turn around to look at the flight deck. It stretches for hundreds of meters, the biggest open space by far in this immense warship. As quiet as it is tonight, there are still hundreds of people out there doing their jobs or utilizing the space for training or coming down from their watch. As I take in the sensations of the place one last time before I have to head up into the confines of the upper decks, I realize that the feeling of low-level dread that has been coiling in the base of my brain since we unexpectedly went into Alcubierre with the Lanky has disappeared. I don’t know what has triggered the feeling of inner peace that has replaced that dread. Maybe it’s the acceptance of the fact that on the cosmic timescale, our existences are a blip in the collective consciousness of the universe anyway, and that I got to live my little life span with more agency and autonomy than most. I got to have a purpose and someone to fight for, and that’s more than most people get these days.


  We may not make it back, I think. But even if we don’t, it will be all right in the end.


  Overhead, the bell sounds over the speakers, signaling the change of watch, eight strikes of the bell rung in pairs: ding-ding, ding-ding. It’s a signal to everyone on board that the routines and heartbeats of this ship and her crew have not stopped, regardless of where we are in space or what the next few weeks and months may bring.


  I turn and walk across the threshold, toward the passageway that will lead me back to my duty station.


  CHAPTER 25


  A SLINGSHOT IN THE DARKNESS


  “It is darker than shit out here.”


  It’s quiet in the Blackfly’s cargo hold except for the low whispering of the environmental controls, and we aren’t wearing helmets, so I can hear Master Sergeant Drentlaw’s softly muttered assessment clearly as he cycles through the feeds on his screens. We’re in one of the coasting stages of our dash-and-coast trajectory profile, and the engines have been silent for almost an hour. Every sixty minutes, the pilots burn the engines for five minutes to build up more velocity, and then we coast ballistically for another sixty minutes so we’re a black hole in space most of the time, with no thermal bloom to give us away or interfere with the reconnaissance sensors.


  “Like sneaking through a dark cellar at midnight,” I say.


  “It’s funny,” the master sergeant says. “Fifteen years in the job, and I don’t think I’ve ever really appreciated just how fucking empty it is out here.”


  I check my own screens, which show the current feed from the passive sensor pods mounted on the drop ship’s wing pylons. The mission clock shows that we’re seventy-nine hours into the scouting run, and so far there’s nothing at all on our sensors except for a hot spot on infrared, now less than fifty million kilometers ahead. The planet that is our mission objective is looming in the darkness of deep space, huge and silent.


  “We’re further away from Earth than anyone has ever been,” I say.


  “I don’t think the Fleet gives out an achievement badge for that,” Drentlaw replies. “But I guess there’s one good thing about it. It means I am also as far away from my ex-wife as I’ll ever get.”


  I chuckle at the joke, even though it’s a reminder that I am now as far away from Halley as I’ve ever been. The carrier is nine hundred light-years from Earth, an almost unfathomable gulf in space and time. Our Blackfly drop ship is a hundred million kilometers farther out, coasting across the space between the carrier and the nearby rogue planet, with nothing but vacuum all around us for trillions of cubic kilometers. Right now, the six of us on this ship are the most isolated human beings in the entire universe.


  I check the mission timer again, where the countdown bar for the watch cycle has almost reached the end of its run.


  “Ten minutes until watch change,” I say. “Do you want to rest first?”


  Drentlaw considers my question and shakes his head curtly.


  “I’m still riding out the last dose of go pills, sir. If it’s all the same to you, I’ll let you take the first rest and clock out when you’re done in four hours.”


  “It’s all the same to me,” I confirm.


  The cargo hold of a Blackfly is usually big enough for a whole platoon of troops: forty personnel and all their gear. The inside of this particular bird is a lot more cramped, but I don’t mind the tighter quarters because it almost feels cozy now. We have mission modules that can be set up in the cargo hold for various tasks, and half the hold is taken up by additional fuel and water tanks. The other half is configured for a high-endurance recon mission, a pair of surveillance workstations on the front bulkhead flanked by a galley and a separate rest module for the off-duty team members. Master Sergeant Drentlaw and I are at the controls, and Staff Sergeant Murray and the off-duty pilot are sleeping in the rest module. Looking at screens and data readouts is tiring, so we rotate the duty stations every four hours.


  Drentlaw swivels his chair and unbuckles his harness.


  “I’m going to warm up chow. Do you want me to throw in some for you before you hit the rack, sir?”


  “Sure,” I reply.


  “Any preference?” he asks.


  “Just pull one at random. They all taste like crap anyway.”


  “Truth,” Drentlaw says and gets up to make his way to the tiny galley space where we can heat food and refill our water bladders from the ship’s supply.


  When he comes back a minute later, he puts a little food tray on the console in front of me and sits down with his own.


  “Thank you, Master Sergeant.” I peel the lid off the tray and inspect the contents. “Beef lasagna,” I say and pry the plastic utensil off the bottom of the lid. “I’ve never found any beef in there.”


  “You know what I hate about the mission chow the most?” Drentlaw asks. “Every time I crack one open, I get pissed off at the thought that this may be the last thing I’ll eat in my life.”


  We may be fighting each other over the scraps from these things in a few months if we don’t find a way out of this place, I think. But I keep the thought to myself because I am the officer in charge of this mission, and fatalism is terrible for troop morale.


  “Next burn in five minutes,” the pilot on duty sends from the flight deck.


  “Copy that,” I reply.


  I push my meal tray out of the way and check the sensors again. In a few minutes, the pilot will light the engines for our next five-minute acceleration phase, and then the heat and electromagnetic noise from the drop ship’s main thrusters will interfere with the sensors and make them less accurate. Trying to get a picture from only the passive systems is time-consuming and tedious. Using radar would let us map out this galactic neighborhood a lot more efficiently, but it would light us up with electromagnetic energy that would give our presence away because Lankies can sniff out EM emissions like sharks can smell blood in the water.


  Ahead of us, the rogue planet is getting more distinct on infrared with every passing minute as we hurtle toward it. I cycle through the software filters on the sensors to verify the results with a pair of imperfect human eyes. Even the highly advanced recon pods have no software that can replicate good old-fashioned gut feeling. But on this sensor pass, it’s the software that catches a change in the image, something so slight that I wouldn’t have spotted it with my eyes.


  “Huh,” I say. “Look at this for a second, Master Sergeant.”


  Drentlaw drops his utensil into his meal tray and puts his food aside, then he leans over to see my console screens.


  “Bring up the infrared image from the planet and check the latest refresh,” I say.


  “Uh-oh,” Drentlaw says. He returns his attention to his own screens and cycles through the modes until he is looking at the same data.


  “Sector D6 to E8,” he says. “I see it. Twenty-five degrees off the equatorial horizon.”


  “And another one at thirty-seven degrees,” I say and mark the spots on the screen with a light pen.


  “Think it’s our friends?”


  I magnify the view on the infrared sensor as far as it will let me, but the two dark blobs that have shown up in front of the rogue planet are too indistinct to make out precise shapes.


  “Maybe,” I say. “Doesn’t really look like a seed ship to me, though.”


  “Computer assessment says they’re different sizes.” Drentlaw flicks through a few data fields and arranges them to get a better view of the values. “Anomaly One is estimated between thirty-four hundred and forty-one hundred kilometers in size. Anomaly Two is”—he whistles softly—“between fifty-five hundred and sixty-three hundred kilometers in size.”


  “Probably not Lanky ships, then,” I say.


  “Or they’re just really big ones.”


  “Now that’s a cheerful thought.” I suppress a shudder at the idea of seed ships that are a thousand times larger than the ones we have seen before.


  We study the heavily pixelated images on our screens for a little while and watch as the computer tries to make sense of them. We are still too far away to make out the anomalies with any degree of detail. They’re just faintly different patches of color, only visible to the sensors because they block a tiny amount of infrared radiation from the rogue planet as they pass in front of it. But the indistinct shapes and large sizes don’t point to seed ships.


  “Those aren’t Lankies,” I say. “They’re moons. That thing has satellites.”


  Drentlaw chews on his lower lip as he ponders my assessment.


  “I think you’re right. Course, we won’t know for sure until we get a little closer.”


  I toggle the button for the intercom with the flight deck.


  “Flight, are we still on track for a slingshot maneuver around that planet?”


  “Affirmative, sir,” the pilot replies. “We are on track for a powered flyby. Unless you spot something that suggests we shouldn’t. Just remember that we’ll triple our mission time and fuel expense if we have to wave off the approach and go wide.”


  I look at the infrared screen, where the two slightly darker blotches in front of the planet are slowly moving across the magnified display section.


  “Confirm we’re staying on track for the flyby, Flight. That’s why we came all the way out here after all.”
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  Without a nearby sun to illuminate the planet ahead of us, it’s just a dark spot in space to the optical lenses, only noticeable by the way it blocks out the far distant stars every time it passes in front of one. We’re well inside of a million kilometers before the faint light from the stars is enough for the image intensifiers to make out any details. The rogue planet is just a little bigger than Jupiter, but the lack of light makes it sinister somehow, looming in the darkness like a specter.


  “Those are moons, all right,” Master Sergeant Drentlaw says. “Three of ’em now. Third one just slipped over the horizon at two-thirty-nine degrees. Diameter between twenty-five hundred and twenty-seven hundred kilometers.”


  “I see it,” I say and adjust the field of view on my infrared filter. The moons are now distinct on the sensor, tiny against the background of the much larger planet but close enough to our sensors to make out that they’re spherical satellites moving at the same orbital velocity, not the cigar shapes of Lanky seed ships.


  “Gotta wonder how that thing throws off enough heat to be visible on infrared from that far out,” Drentlaw says. “Without a sun nearby, I mean. Figured it would be a frozen rock.”


  “The universe is weird,” I say. “Gotta be internal heat. Isotope decay in the core, or tidal heating. Maybe both.”


  “What the hell is ‘tidal heating’?”


  I point at the moons outlined in front of the planet’s infrared image.


  “Gravity. Planet pulls on the moons, moons pull on the planet and each other. You get plenty of that, you stir those cores around enough to warm them up.”


  Drentlaw looks at me and smiles wryly. “You major in astrophysics, sir?”


  “I’ve got two years of public college,” I reply. “Astrophysics wasn’t on the menu down in the PRC. But I read up on the colony projects, back when I was a kid. I was dead sure we’d win the colonial lottery.”


  “You and a hundred million other kids,” Drentlaw says, and I grin.


  “There was a book about the possibility of settling rogue planets,” I say. “Or their moons. It can be done, in theory. Only nobody’s ever seen one close-up until now.”


  Master Sergeant Drentlaw looks at the optical feed, where the planet is a faint outline that looks very alien in the green tint from the image intensifier.


  “Settling on a rock with no sun,” he says. “Darkness twenty-four seven. Depression rates would go through the roof.”


  “Mission commander, this is Flight,” the pilot says over the intercom. “We are approaching the decision point for the powered flyby. You want to wave off, you have thirty minutes. After that, we are on a committed trajectory.”


  “Copy that, Flight,” I reply. “Stand by.”


  I study the screens in front of me for some last-minute divining, some evidence that would justify ordering the pilot to change our trajectory and avoid the gravity well of the planet altogether. The mission plan calls for using the rogue planet for a gravitational assist to slingshot the ship around and back the way we came. If we don’t use that method for whatever reason, we have to expend onboard fuel to change direction much slower and more laboriously, and we’ll have to tack over a week onto the journey. I’m not wild about the idea of spending that much extra time in a tiny drop ship with one toilet and two bunks to share among six people.


  “If there are seed ships in the neighborhood, we won’t see them until we’re on top of them,” Drentlaw says. “They don’t show on infrared. And there’s fuck all for sunlight out here.”


  “But they won’t see us either,” I say. “When we made the stealth run back to Earth in an Indy-class, we dodged their blockade at the Alcubierre point. And a Blackfly is a lot smaller than an Indy.”


  “Let’s buckle in and ride the roller coaster, then,” Drentlaw replies. “I better get Staff Sergeant Murray up. This is the only excitement we’ll get on this field trip.”


  “I sincerely hope you’re right, Master Sergeant,” I say.
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  The dark rogue planet fills most of our sensor window as we begin our slingshot maneuver. Even at this short distance, the surface looks indistinct in the blackness of interstellar space, a swirling mass that seems to twist and writhe, patterns of shadows flowing like oil on a puddle. All the pod sensors are active and recording, shoveling surveillance data into the ship’s memory banks for later analysis. Passing this planet in pitch-darkness at close range triggers a sense of dread in me. It feels like I am taking a swim in the ocean on a moonless night, aware of all the things that may be lurking in the deep but powerless to see any of them coming until they’re close enough to yank me down into the darkness with them and swallow me. But for better or worse, we are committed to the flyby now, and all I can do is hang on and make sure all the ship’s eyes and ears are taking in whatever they can.


  “Six and a half minutes to the periapsis. We are really hauling ass,” Staff Sergeant Murray says to my right. He has a plot on one of the displays in front of him, and a triangle-shaped representation of our drop ship is hurtling along a course projection that curves around the planet. The Blackfly has been accelerating in bursts every hour for over three days of mission time, building up more speed with every burn. We are going hundreds of kilometers per second, and if we slice through an atmosphere at this speed, we’ll end up as a beautiful shower of superheated metal and alloy bits.


  “Coming around the bend,” the pilot sends.


  On my infrared screen, an alert chirps. I turn my head to look at the display, and for a moment, my brain refuses to compute what I am seeing.


  “Contact,” I call out automatically even as my blood runs cold. “Multiple contacts on IR. Flight, do you have this?”


  “Affirmative,” the pilot replies. “Fifteen degrees by positive twenty-one, distance six thousand. And—shit, two more. Three.”


  “Make that five,” Master Sergeant Drentlaw says. His gravelly voice sounds a little hoarse. “Six. Seven.”


  “What in the hell,” I say.


  More contacts are popping up on infrared with every passing second of our high-speed trajectory around the planet. After a few moments, nobody bothers calling out bearings and distances anymore because the values are changing so rapidly at our speed that the callouts are instantly obsolete. But as jolted as I am to find that there’s something out here, it’s more surprising that we are able to spot them at all.


  “Flight, is our shit busted or are you seeing the same thing on IR?”


  “IR is lit up like a Christmas tree, sir,” the pilot says. “Twelve seed ships and counting. We’re going to pass less than fifty klicks from the closest one. Twenty-one seconds.”


  “Hold the periapsis burn,” I order. “Don’t light those engines. We’ll take the fuel penalty.”


  “Oh, that’s a given. I’m not touching those levers.”


  “How the fuck can we even see them?” Sergeant Murray says. “Seed ships don’t show on infrared.”


  “These sure as hell do.” I look at the scattered Lanky fleet in front of us with a sudden dryness in my mouth. Every single seed ship we have encountered so far was a black hole on infrared. These seed ships are so clearly visible on the sensor screen that it looks like someone drew them onto the display in fluorescent paint.


  “That’s going to be a close pass,” Murray says in a tense voice. “Forty-seven klicks’ separation.”


  I watch the nearest Lanky grow bigger on the display. Nothing I can do will make a difference to our detectability, but I feel like I should be holding my breath or turning off the lights in the hold anyway, my instincts screaming at me to run and hide from the saber-toothed tiger at the cave entrance. We are well inside the weapons range of the quill-like penetrator rods the seed ships fire in enormous volleys when they engage our warships. If this one senses us, we’ll get peppered by meter-thick spikes that won’t even slow down as they tear through the drop ship’s armor.


  The Lanky ship is moving around the rogue planet in the same direction we’re hurtling, but our speed advantage is so great that we pass the closest point of approach in a blink. The distance between us and the Lanky opens up to hundreds of kilometers again, then a thousand. The other seed ships are in higher and lower orbits in relation to our path, well beyond the known range of their weapons. I throw my head back against the headrest of my chair and exhale loudly.


  “I feel like a minnow dashing through a school of sharks,” I say.


  “If we’d plotted that slingshot fifty klicks closer to atmo, we would have had a rear-end collision and a shitty day at the office,” Master Sergeant Drentlaw says.


  “Day’s not over yet,” I caution.


  “We’re going around the track like a missile,” Sergeant Murray says. “Even if they notice us, they won’t be able to catch up.”


  “Yeah, but they can let their friends know we’re here,” I say without looking away from the infrared sensor screens. The recon pods are tracking sixteen seed ships in the space around the rogue planet. As I watch, one more shows up above the planetary horizon as we complete another degree of angle on our course, and the computer tallies and tags it with velocity and distance readouts.


  “Anyone want to wager a guess why they show up on IR and thermal imaging all of a sudden?” I ask.


  “Maybe it’s a stealth thing they do with their hulls,” Lieutenant Murray offers. “Something they can turn off when they don’t need it. No human’s ever been in this place until now, right?”


  On the plot, the drop ship reaches the periapsis of our maneuver, the spot where our trajectory is closest to the planetary atmosphere. In uncontested space, the pilot would light the engines at full throttle right now to take advantage of the kinetic energy boost, but I know that the last thing the flight crew wants to do is fire up the propulsion system and make us glow like a signal flare in the darkness. We pass the periapsis and pick up even more speed as the laws of physics make the orbital energy of the planet give us a kick in the back. Minute by minute, we’re leaving the loose conglomeration of seed ships farther behind.


  “Another moon,” Drentlaw says and points it out on infrared. “That’s four satellites around that rock. Wish we had time to stop and look closer after coming all this way.”


  “The recon pods did all the looking we need,” I say.


  “Well, that was exciting,” the pilot says over the intercom.


  “That’s one way to put it,” I reply.


  “I sure as shit won’t need any stim pills for a while,” Master Sergeant Drentlaw says. “Four days of boredom, ten minutes of terror. Ain’t that just the grunt life in a fucking nutshell.”


  I turn one of the sensor pods in its mounting until the infrared detection cone points toward our stern. The planet we’re leaving in our wake is still filling most of the sensor’s field of view, its infrared image glowing faintly with the heat from whatever process keeps the surface and the atmosphere from freezing solid in the absence of a nearby sun. Any moment, I expect to see a cigar-shaped blotch coming over the equatorial horizon in hot pursuit of our little drop ship. But the minutes tick by, and the only movement I see is the slow and steady orbit of the three moons that are on our side of the planet.


  “Flight, I suggest we keep coasting ballistic for a while,” I send. “I want to keep eyeballs on our six with the IR gear.”


  “Copy that.”


  I’m familiar with the drained feeling that is settling in after our brush with the unexpected Lanky presence. It’s the mental residue from a brain that was firing on all cylinders, telling the body to fight or run, the flood of stress hormones that are now slowly receding in my system. I could work them off more quickly if I had an opportunity to physically exert myself. Because I am hemmed into the tight quarters of the drop ship’s cargo hold, it will take a while before I’m back to normal. But there’s a kind of pleasant rush to it as well, the elation that comes with the knowledge I’ve once again faced death head-on and managed to avoid it. There’s no substance I’ve ever tried that comes even close to having the same effect. I remember what Masoud said to me on Iceland a few weeks ago, but I know he was wrong when he said I miss the war. Combat soldiers don’t get hooked on war. They get hooked on the exhilaration of being alive.


  Next to me, Master Sergeant Drentlaw leans back in his chair so hard that it makes the hinges of the backrest creak in protest. He runs both hands through his hair and exhales a long breath.


  “Join the Fleet, see the galaxy,” he says. “I need to track down my recruiter and break his jaw in three places.”


  I laugh, and the adrenaline still in my system gives it a slightly shaky quality.


  “You’ve been in for fifteen years, Drentlaw,” I say. “Since before the Lankies. You didn’t have a recruiter. You applied for this. Just like I did.”


  Master Sergeant Drentlaw tilts his head back and frowns at the ballistic liner on the cargo hold’s ceiling.


  “Well, sir,” he says. “Then I guess we’re both colossal dipshits. No offense.”


  “None taken,” I say. “I’ll never ding someone for stating the truth.”
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  Four days of boredom, ten minutes of terror.


  Once we are reasonably sure that we don’t have a seed ship on our tail, we settle in for the long ride back to the carrier. Because the pilots weren’t able to boost our return trip with a periapsis burn, our inbound journey will not see any time shaved off it, and we’re in for another long haul that I hope will be boring and singularly uneventful.


  With nothing else to do, I poke around in the petabytes of data the recon pods recorded while we were on our white-knuckle ride around the rogue planet. I am not a scientist, and even the ninety hours back to the ship won’t be enough to do more than scratch the surface of so much data, but I review the sensor readouts anyway out of burning curiosity. The fact that the seed ships near the planet are plainly visible is hugely important from a tactical perspective, and it contradicts over a decade of our accumulated knowledge and experience. But that’s not even the most significant thing the sensor pods have recorded on our flyby.


  “I’ll be damned,” I say when I look at the images of the moon we spotted almost as an afterthought on the far side of the rogue planet. “Take a look at this, Murray.”


  Staff Sergeant Murray leans over to see the series of images on my center screen. The moon on the far side is rendered in a variety of filters, all primed for a different sensor spectrum.


  “Look at that thermal image,” I say and point at one of the frames.


  “Warm little rock, isn’t it?” Murray says. “And look at all those hotspots.”


  I put the IR image right next to the thermal one and point at the overlapping regions.


  “I don’t know about you, but that looks like geological activity to me,” I say. “And that’s not even the best part.”


  I minimize the IR and thermal screens and bring up the spectroscopic view. It shows the moon as a black circle surrounded by a halo of various colors.


  “That’s an atmosphere,” I say.


  Murray isolates a section of the spectroscopic view and expands it. Then he punches up the menu palette that shows the corresponding values for the colors.


  “Not just an atmosphere,” he says and looks at me with a grin. “One with water vapor.”


  I examine the segment Murray isolated on my screen and compare the values again. The readings are weak because there isn’t much light behind the moon’s horizon, but it’s enough for the computer to predict an atmosphere with water molecules suspended in it.


  “Thirty-one percent likelihood of water in that atmosphere,” I read. “Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t be wild about putting money on those odds.”


  I look at the IR image from the backward-facing recon pod, where the rogue gas giant is slowly receding into the distance. Those four moons are the only port of call for us right now, with no alternative we’d be able to reach in ten lifetimes.


  “We can make air,” I say. “We can’t make more water. But if that rock has it floating around in the atmosphere, I’d bet my pension that there’s water somewhere on the surface, too. And if there’s water, there’s probably other stuff we can use.”


  The excitement I feel makes me drum my fingers on the edge of the console. If we weren’t operating under strict EMCON, I’d get on comms back to Washington right now and inform them that we have hit the jackpot, that the mission has discovered exactly what we were hoping to find. As things stand, I’ll have to sit on that knowledge for a few more days. We still don’t know how to find a way out of this place, but a water source on that moon will buy us a lot more time to look.


  I reach for the display again and move the images of the moon’s spectrograph readings aside. Then I restore the view of the Lanky seed ships scattered in various orbits around the rogue planet.


  “That’s going to be a problem,” Murray says. “One ship versus fourteen. I don’t think they’ll just let us pull up and fill our tanks, sir.”


  I look at the IR images of the Lankies, clearly visible against the backdrop of the planet and the darkness of space like signal lamps, somehow no longer invisible to our technology.


  “We either take it from them, or we die of thirst in the dark,” I reply. “We have to roll those dice. Whatever the odds are, at least they’re above zero now.”
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  When we get back to the carrier over a hundred hours later, I am in the cockpit, strapped into the seats behind the pilots who are on duty for the approach. From my station in the cargo hold, I have access to all the drop-ship sensors and the recon pods, so there’s nothing up here I can’t see much better with the filters from the sensors and their 360-degree vision. But seeing the ship with my own eyes through the transparent cockpit canopy makes it more real somehow, without all the electronic layers between the photons and my retinas.


  “Twenty kilometers, turning for final,” the pilot in command says and lightly touches the thruster controls to match course with the carrier. At this distance, I can only spot NACS Washington thanks to her brilliant-white paint coat, which reflects the minimal starlight reaching the ship from dozens and hundreds of light-years away.


  As we get inside of ten kilometers, a green light appears in the near-total darkness in front of us. It’s in the shape of a horizontal bar, with a white dot in the center.


  “There’s our meatball,” the pilot says. “On track for the docking approach.”


  I know the function of the meatball—the pilot nickname for the Optical Landing System—because Halley is a drop-ship jock. I’ve seen this sight a thousand times from the back of the ship and a few times directly from the cockpit. It’s just a visual aid, a large electronic light bar mounted beside the assigned docking hatch to let the pilots know they’re on course and cleared for their approach. But in the darkness out here far between the stars, it’s the most welcome thing I’ve seen in days. It’s evidence that we’re not alone, that other humans are still with us in this hostile nothingness, a tiny oasis of light and warmth and life.


  We catch up with Washington and make our way along her underside, where another set of lights starts pulsing, marking our final approach to the docking hatch. The pilot triggers the forward thrusters to slow us down and match our speed with the carrier. A set of lights flashes on the cockpit console to let the flight crew know that the automated docking system has taken over for the final step of the maneuver. A few moments later, the docking clamp descends from the hatch above us and locks onto the hardpoints on the drop ship.


  “Blackfly One, this is Washington flight ops,” a new voice says over the hardwired intercom. “Confirm hard lock. Welcome home.”


  “Thank you, Flight Ops. It’s good to be back,” the pilot responds. He flicks a series of switches on one of the overhead panels, and the low-pitched sound from the engines dies down gradually.


  “Well, this one’s over,” the copilot says.


  I smile as I remember those words, spoken by a different drop-ship crew member many years ago on the deck of a different carrier, when Halley and I first said good-bye to each other after Willoughby. It feels like hearing an echo from the past, and I take it as a good omen.


  This one’s just begun, I think.
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