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Trystin Desoll shifted in the control seat of East Red Three and tried to ignore the acrid smell of plastic decaying under the corrosive assault of Mara’s atmosphere and the faint hint of ammonia that lurked in the corners of the perimeter station. Both odors mingled with the false citrus of too many glasses of Sustain mixed in the small galley behind the duty screens, and with the staleness of air recycled and reprocessed too many times.


At 13:02.51, his implant-enhanced senses seared alert-red, and Trystin stiffened, fingers reaching, implant clicking in. As his direct-feed commands flared through the station net, he could sense the shields dropping into place even before the faint vibrations through the station confirmed the electroneural signals.


“Revs at zero nine two—”


Before Ryla’s words had reached his ears, Trystin triggered the direct-feed for the eastern sector, splitting his mental screen into the four all-too-familiar images. In the upper right were the forward reclamation towers, still well behind the eastern perimeter; in the upper left the line of brown-suited attackers; in the lower right the computer enhancement showing the various hidden defense emplacements, the attackers, and the probability figures for each system, the numbers changing as the revs moved toward the towers. The lower left simply showed the entire sector as if from a satellite plot, with a colored dot showing the location of the downed—and since destroyed—paraglider, a reconstruction of the probable revvie tracks, East Red Three itself, and the hazy spot where another storm was forming over the badlands to the northeast.


Trystin scanned the revvie communications band, ran the comps, realizing that the revs had almost reached the perimeter before the sensors had discovered them. He triggered the line of antisuit bomblets, checking the display that seemed to scroll before his eyes against each clickback, finally nodding as the mental images indicated that all the bomblets had vaporized. Immediately, the lower left display showed the slowing of the revs’ advance.


Nearly simultaneously, he fired off a standard attack report to Perimeter Control, to keep them informed, not that they could help him now, but PerCon would be all over him if he reported the attack after the fact. That was one reason for the implant and standard format—it took less than an instant.


To take out the revs, Trystin could have gone with the gattlings, or with the laser, but the input from the scanners indicated new reflectives on the revvie suits. Besides, he preferred giving some of the revs a chance to survive, a preference that some of the other perimeter officers, especially Quentar, who was one of the duty officers in East Red Two immediately to the north, suggested might be Trystin’s undoing.


According to the net’s computations, there was a ninety-percent probability that the revvie assault had originated from the downed paraglider that had hit the badlands less than a day earlier. The radar-transparent paraglider had come from the revvie troid ship that had gotten through the SysCon DefNet before being neutralized by the backups. How many assault wings had gotten free before the neutralization was another question. So was how much equipment the revs had pulled out of the glider before the patrol wing had lobbed in rockets and scorched it out of existence.


Trystin needed to find out. So some of the revs would survive, not that they’d necessarily enjoy the experience.


“Ryla. Get the wagon ready for revvie pickup.” Voice was slower than direct-feed, but the noncoms weren’t equipped to handle direct-feed.


“Yes, ser. We need info, ser?”


“That’s affirmative. Looks like a follow-up from that troid ship. The sensors didn’t register. Run a sampling on the suit fabric of a deader. If it’s new, let HQ know.”


“Stet, ser.”


“There’s at least one deader … the bomblets impacted a rev. The others are in shock, mostly milling around.”


“We can use the organics. I won’t be taking the wagon until they’re almost stiffed.”


“That’s fine, so long as you get a couple. Use Block B. No double-celling, and if there are more than ten alive, use the end cells in A.”


“Stet, ser.”


Trystin refocused on the close-up of a dozen figures—probably men, given the revvie ratios—in outside combat suits, the solid brown with the white lightnings of the Prophet running up the sleeves. The respirator hoods and low backpacks gave them a hulking appearance, even as the synthfab coveralls began to shred.


“Pretty new suits, ser,” added Ryla.


“Only twenty years old,” snorted Trystin.


“Still don’t feel sorry for’em, ser.”


“No. You don’t have to. Out.” Trystin went back to the overhead view, clicking in the enhancers and trying to see if another squad of revs had surfaced anywhere in the red-brown hills beyond the perimeter.


With the ambient heat and the gusting winds, only motion analysis had much chance of picking up revs at any distance. The satellite feed didn’t have tight enough discrimination for something as small as a trooper, not one in camouflage brown, and the high-intensity scanners on the perimeter towers lost discrimination beyond five kays—or the nearest hilltop.


Besides the revs, the near scanners were now showing the storm buildup, and that bothered Trystin. The revs, if there were any more in his sector, could almost walk to the perimeter behind the storm front, if it drifted westward—except the revs already had arrived almost unnoticed, and they shouldn’t have been able to do that.


He flicked into the meteorological module. “Interrogative storm, badlands, outsector.”


“Not projected to intersect perimeter line at this time.” The words, and the supporting data, seemed to scroll across his mental screen before he clicked back into surveillance.


The screens showed no other revs, no sign of anything besides the badlands, the growing storm, and the normal backdrop. He took a deep swallow of Sustain from the cup in the holder, then swallowed before he clicked on-net, direct-feed priority to Ulteena, the sector watch to the south, and to Quentar, who was now on duty at East Red Two to the north.


“Trystin in East Red Three. Just had a revvie thrust from that paraglider. Single squad. Sensors didn’t pick up revs until late. Might be something new.”


“Thanks, Trystin. Nothing on the screens here. We’ll keep a watch.” Ulteena projected almost a cuddly feel through the net. Trystin snorted to himself. Her neutralization ratio was the highest on the eastern perimeter.


“Stet, buddy,” came back from Quentar. “Clear here. We’ll up-scan, though. Remember. The only safe rev’s a dead rev.”


“Just wanted you to know.”


“Stet.”


Trystin wiped his forehead, damp despite the cooling system. He sniffed. The station still smelled of Sustain, ammonia, and a bit of the floral incense Gerfel had burned to mask the acridness of the station’s odors.


“Ser?” called Ryla. “They’re all down. I’m taking the wagon.”


“Stet. Ryla?”


“Yes, ser?”


“If it moves, nail it.”


“Yes, ser.”


Trystin wiped his forehead again. He didn’t need a noncom being wiped out by a deader play. Thanos knew when the station would get a permanent replacement if that happened, and he was already dead on his feet. The last
thing he wanted to do was break in another tech.


He refocused on the split screens, but there was no discernible motion on any screen—either revs or local wildlife. Then, the last of the local hyenas had disappeared when the scumpers had. Trystin hadn’t ever seen a scumper, but the system files showed them as oblong rough rocks with big extrudable feet, just the sort of thing to fascinate Salya. His ecoscientist sister had voiced more than a few doubts about the ethics of planoforming a planet with advanced life-forms, and for her a scumper was advanced.


Trystin half frowned and shifted his weight in the command seat, then scanned the power screen. The shrouded turbine fans were swiveled into the wind and holding at thirty percent of load, the balance coming from the fuel-cell banks in the plastcrete bunker beneath the station. After checking the fuel status, he triggered a request for resupply. The organonutrient glop was low, and tankers didn’t run the perimeter lines when the revs were out.


The winds had been low lately, and that meant the station was drawing more from the fuel cells. He shook his head as he realized that he hadn’t deployed the fan shields. There was too damned much to think about and too little time when the revs appeared without any warning. At least, he’d had the power, but that wouldn’t have counted for much if one of the revs had punched holes through the blades or jammed the bearings with shrapnel. Neither Ryla nor PerCon would have been too happy.


Hhhstttt … craccckkkk!!! The storm that had begun to form above the badlands discharged into the dry wash five kays east of the tower.


He almost screamed with the intensity of the static before the overload breakers cut in. His hands trembled, and his eyes watered.


“Shit … shit … shit …”


“Ser? You all right?”


“Friggin’ stormlash … that’s all.” Trystin shook his head, angry that he’d actually broadcast. His implant cutoffs
should have dropped him off-line more quickly. Idiot, he thought.


“Times, ser, I’m real glad I’m just a noncom.”


“Thanks, Ryla.”


“Anytime, ser.”


Hhhstttt … craccckkkk!!! The second static flash wasn’t as bad as the first, but his system still twitched. He kept his mouth shut, idly wishing that the station could tap the storm’s power, as he watched Ryla guide the pickup wagon along the line beyond the perimeter, checking the area beyond the bomblet line. As the big-tired wagon passed, designed to keep from sinking into the too-fine soil, Ryla placed a replacement bomblet in each of the holders, and triggered their retraction into the artificial cacti. In one way, the revs were lucky. The antisuit bomblets were only installed around the stations. If they’d attacked the towers, it would have been gattlings or rockets, neither of which left much—except a crude form of fertilizer.


The wagon scooped the inert figures into the numbered bins.


“Pickup and replacement complete, ser. Looks like about five live, and seven for organics.”


“Stet.”


Trystin continued to scan the perimeter at high intensity until the telltales showed the wagon inside the station and the five captives in their cells in Block B.


“They’re in, ser. Five are breathing.”


“Stet. Mangrin will be pleased.”


“So will Yressa. She likes making those revvie boys work.”


Trystin pursed his lips, then steeled himself as his visuals picked up the lightning stroke.


Hsssttt!


After the shiver passed, he listened.


“She says they’ll make that island bloom yet,” Ryla continued.


“Maybe. She’ll have to convince them that it’s the will of the Prophet. You ready to go back on the board?”


“Yes, ser. Just a minute. Got to get the wagon in the stall.”


Trystin waited, still scanning the screens, but there were no signs of the other revvie squads, although he and Ryla knew the paragliders carried more than a single squad, usually a lot more. Where those squads might be in the twisted hills of the badlands was another question, although Trystin would have liked to have known. Then, so would PerCon.


“Set, ser.”


“Stet. Going down to see our visitors. Let me know about the suit stuff after I get back.”


“Luck, ser. Don’t be too nice.”


As the storm rose, Trystin checked the fans—carrying half the load. Maybe that would slow down organonutrient use in the fuel cells. With a deep breath, he slipped out of the command seat and walked down the narrow steps to the lower level, to the right and through the permaplast door into Block B.


After ensuring the block door was closed behind him, he triggered the combat reflex biofeedback, unarmed module, and slipped through the sliding grate into the cell of the first rev—blond-haired and blue-eyed, like most of them, and probably in his early twenties, T-time.


The young military missionary launched himself right at Trystin, seemingly in slow motion, as Trystin stepped aside and his hands moved through two short arcs. The rev lay gasping on the stone floor for a minute, then lurched toward the Coalition officer. Trystin’s knee snapped across the revvie soldier’s shoulder, and threw the man against the stone wall.


“Oooffff …”


“Are you finished?” Trystin asked conversationally.


“Golem! Infidel!”


“That’s not the question. I’d prefer not to hurt you.” Trystin watched, saw the tensing muscles and stepped inside the rush, using his elbow and stiffened fingers to drop the rev back onto the stone.


“Oooo …”


“We could keep this up all day, but sooner or later, I’m going to miscalculate and really hurt you. Not that it matters to you. You’re perfectly willing to die for the Prophet.” Trystin paused, watching the rev and his eyes. “Have you considered that, since you’re alive, He might have some use for you besides fertilizer?”


“Fert—” The soldier snapped his mouth shut.


“All the stories are true. We can’t afford to waste anything here. Who knows? If you keep this up until I have to kill you, you just might end up as fertilizer or as nutrients for the pork industry. We keep the pigs in tunnels,” Trystin lied.


“Golem! Infidel? Why should I believe anything you say?”


“Because I could have killed you and didn’t. Because what happens to you depends on me.” Trystin’s eyes fixed on the other, triggering the superacute hearing. “How many squads came in on that glider?”


“Four” came through the subvocalization even as the rev snapped, “None but ours.”


“Four,” mused Trystin, direct-feeding the information to Ryla’s console.


“Four? Shit, Lieutenant,” responded Ryla through the link. “We got nothing on the screens.”


“Did you get all your equipment out of the glider?”


“Yes …” “I don’t know.”


“Did the other squads have back-strapped heavy weapons?”


“I don’t know.”


“How long are the others supposed to stay under cover?”


“Days …” came the subvocalization, followed by the spoken words, “I don’t know.”


“How many glider wings were there on the mother troid?”


“Twenty …” subvocalized, followed by the spoken, “I don’t know.”


“How many gliders came off the mother troid?”


“I don’t know.” Subvocalization revealed nothing. A
line soldier who wasn’t much more than the Prophet’s gattling feed wouldn’t know, but Trystin had hoped.


“Was your troid one of the new ones with twenty in-system scouts?”


“Thirty … golem …” followed by, “I don’t know.”


Hsssttt! Despite the static burst from the storm and the headache, Trystin forced himself to remain calm.


“Was your Sword a Cherubim?”


“Seraphim.” “I don’t know.”


“A Seraphim? My goodness. And did your troid bring in an EMP-Slam?”


“ …’course …” covered by the inevitable question, “What’s that?”


“Is it hot in those new suits?”


“Yes.” “I don’t know.”


“How many of the other squads were angels?”


“One.” “I don’t know what you’re talking about, golem.”


“Any of you have fun with the angels?”


The rev lurched at Trystin, who blurred aside and let him crash into the wall.


“It’s nice to know that you do have some remotely human drives,” Trystin found himself saying conversationally. Careful … you’re not supposed to bait them. Careful—the warning seared through him from somewhere. He took a deep breath.


“You going to kill me now? Turn me into fertilizer?” The blue eyes were bleak, and Trystin almost felt sorry for him. Almost.


“No.” Not yet, thought Trystin. Not that I care. After triggering the door, he slipped outside and let the door seal the rev inside.


Outside, Trystin dropped a physiological overlay in place to call up some reserves for a few minutes, then took a series of deep breaths, letting the strength flow back into him. He’d pay for it later.


Even after months of sporadic interrogations, he still wasn’t used to the mindless hatred the revs had been indoctrinated with or the fact that they saw Coalition officers as golems, more machines than human. Trystin didn’t
appear different from any other human, and looked, unfortunately, more like a rev than an Eco-Tech. He wasn’t wired with metal—his implant was totally organic and invisible.


After a last deep breath, he triggered the second door and stepped around the moving grate and into the next cell, link-closing it behind him.


“You creatures really are part of the machinery.” Another blond-haired blue-eyed rev, older than the first, studied him. “Indoc or interrogation?”


“Interrogation.” Trystin noted the muscular tightening. “I wouldn’t.”


“Golems, aren’t you? All machine, no soul.” The muscles relaxed, but not totally. “Worse than the Immortals. You even look like a son of the Prophet. Did they re-create you in that image?”


“Hardly. I was born this way.” Trystin continued to monitor the rev’s muscular tension. “Did you really expect that a glider with only four squads could do much?”


“Hoped” was the subvocalization. “That wasn’t my duty, ser.”


Trystin tried not to frown. The “ser” bothered him. “Did you really want to throw away a squad of angels?”


“No.” There was no conflict between the answer and the subvocal message.


The man was clearly an officer who’d been thoroughly briefed on Coalition officers’ capabilities. Trystin pushed. “Why are you hiding that you’re an officer?”


“I’m not hiding anything. You never asked.”


“Why were you in the first attack?”


“Why not?”


Trystin wanted to shake his head. All the subvocalization detection wouldn’t help in the slightest if he couldn’t keep the other man off balance.


“What’s your rank?”


“Assistant Force Leader.”


“What squad was the Force Leader with?”


“Second” was followed by the verbal, “He stayed with the other squads.”


“What do you really hope to get from these attacks?” Trystin let his voice become more conversational.


“Officially, that would be for others to say, ser.”


“What do you want?”


“To wipe that mechanically superior grin off your young face.”


“Do you want to live?”


The subvocalized “Yes” was followed by, “I’m not that certain survival is an option. You people don’t seem to believe in the sacredness of life.”


“Do you?” snapped Trystin.


“Yes.”


“Then why are you out here trying to kill us?” Trystin wished he had bitten back the words. The man was getting to him. How could anyone who belonged to a faith, a system, that sent thousands of young troopers out to die, just to wear the Eco-Tech systems down for conquest—how could he claim that life was sacred?


“ … abominations … not real life …” “You surrendered your souls.”


“Is that why the troid ship was carrying an EMP-Slam?”


“Yes.” “I wasn’t aware of that.”


“How many more troid ships followed yours?”


“Three … think.” “That’s certainly none of my business.”


“How many wings cleared the troid before you?”


“None.” “I don’t know.”


“How many come after you?”


“ … three … more …” “I’m not a pilot, ser.”


“How many troids are scheduled to attack Mara in the next year?”


“I don’t know. Until the land belongs to the Lord.”


“Are all your troops—”


“They aren’t troops. They’re missionaries.”


“Excuse me. Are all your armed missionaries wearing the new suits?”


“Of course.”


“When will you start bringing in heavier weapons?”


“Soon.” “When the Lord wills.”


Trystin looked at the composed man who stood there in what amounted to a white shipsuit. All the telltales and scans indicated, prisoner or not, that the rev was indeed as composed as he looked. “Won’t you ever stop?”


“No. Not while we’re about the Lord’s business.”


“Why does the Lord’s business just involve our real estate? Why don’t you go after the Hyndjis or the Argentis?”


“ … go after abominations …” “We follow the Lord’s will.”


Trystin shook his head, and stepped back.


“While I believe, nothing you say, golem, can shake me.”


As the cell door shut, Trystin was certainly aware of the truth of the rev officer’s convictions, and that nothing any outsider could say would shake his faith. Outside in the corridor, Trystin gathered himself together before entering the third cell, trying to ignore the more prevalent odor of ammonia and the ultrafine grit that seemed to settle everywhere in the blocks.


Trystin triggered the grate and stepped into the third cell.


The cold green eyes of the third rev looked at Trystin impassively, then his body lurched upward and toward the tech officer, almost as though independent of the rev himself.


Red seared through Trystin’s system, more quickly than the mentally scripted alert system, or the report of electromuscular generation, and the door was opening as he kicked the rev back and threw himself out the door, triggering its emergency closure before he was quite clear of the cell.


His boots scraped the door, and some of the force of the explosion skidded him along the smooth stones of Block B, but he scrambled to his feet and looked back toward the bulging grate-door to the third cell. Wisps of greasy smoke curled through the bent frame of the door.


Blood dripped from the side of his jaw as Trystin scanned the corridor, then shook his head, and called his implant into the maintenance level. Only the single cell was damaged.


Now the smell of explosives, smoke, and charred meat joined the fainter odor of ammonia. Trystin swallowed hard.


“Ser!”


“We’ve got a new wrinkle, Ryla. Put this on-line, for all perimeter stations—no … I’ll do it.” Trystin took another deep breath and walked slowly back up toward the control center. After the heavy door to Block B closed behind him, he off-lined the unarmed combat step-up and the acute hearing and slogged toward the console seat, where he slumped as he coded the transmission. He took a long swallow of Sustain and walked to the galley to mix more as he direct-fed the message through his implant.


“PerCon, from East Red Three. New rev tactic. Bioelectric detonation of organic explosives …” After checking the data picked up by the scanners, he went on to summarize the use of biologically generated electric fields to detonate pseudomuscle or bone mass that was actually a form of plasex. “ … thus, scanners pick up no electronic components. The electric generation is apparently triggered by a crude form of biofeedback. Could be dangerous for interrogators or others in direct rev contact.”


He poured the Sustain powder into the glass and stirred, taking the glass back to the console seat with him.


Almost as the report went direct-feed, Ulteena clicked in.


“Sounds nasty. How are you, machman?”


“Sore. Few cuts. Angry. Why don’t they leave us alone?”


“’Cause the Prophet says we’re the ungodly and golems. Or worse—descendants of the cursed immortals.”


“Shit, we both fought the immortals. That’s why old Earth and Newton are charred cinders.”


“They’ve got a selective memory for history. You know that. So get some rest, and snap clean.”


“I will. I will. After I download the interrogations and the info.”


“Always the one to do it proper.” Her voice—direct-fed or not—gentled.


“I try.”


“I know.” The last transmission was even softer before she off-lined.


He wondered what Ulteena looked like, since they’d never synced off duty. He shrugged. Probably not at all cuddly, but with shoulders broader than his and a nose sharper than a skimmer prow.


With another deep breath, he clicked into the log and began to itemize the results of the interrogation, including the facts that there might be as many as another sixty paragliders swirling into Mara’s atmosphere, if they weren’t already, not to mention that the troid ships were now carrying thirty in-system scouts, and that three more squads from the downed glider had yet to show up. He added the business about the insulation and the continued determination of the revs that Mara would fall to the Prophet.


“Ser?”


“Yes, Ryla?”


“You were right about the fabric on the revvie suits. Something new, and it’s not only heat-shielding, but wavetransparent. I direct-lined the results to HQ, and they asked me to send a sample on the shuttle. It’ll be ready for the afternoon pickup.”


“Stet.”


When the log-out report was in-lined and out on the DistribNet, Trystin sat back in the command seat. Then he sat up and refocused on the scanners in the two cells holding the revs he hadn’t interrogated.


They scanned clean, right down to muscle density.


“Trystin?”


He looked up.


Gerfel stood beside him, stocky, dark-skinned, and dark-haired. “You ought to be careful. Could have been a rev.”


“Shit … good luck. Revs up to some new stuff. In-feed the log before you scan.”


“Before?”


“I mean it. They got new suit shields and new tricks.”


“Praise their friggin’ prophet.”


“I wouldn’t.” He paused. “We pulled in five—in Block B. I only got through three of them. One of them exploded—suicide-type. There are two left. Can you handle them?”


“Can I handle them? I’ve been doing this longer than you have.”


“I know. But B three is a mess. Rev was a live bomb. Bioorganic explosives. I did scans on the last two. They look clean, but be careful. Bastards really explode in your face.”


“So that’s why you look like that.”


“Yeah. Be careful.”


“I will. Especially now.” Gerfel paused and offered a slight smile. “One thing I like about you, Trystin. You’re lucky, and that counts for a lot.”


“Can’t always afford to count on it.” Trystin climbed out of the command seat.


“No. But it helps.”


“You ready?”


“I’ve got it.”


Trystin logged out and off-lined, sensing Gerfel’s aura on the net as she slipped in. He cleared his throat. “The incense helps. Thanks.”


“Not enough, pretty boy, but I’m glad it takes some of the edge off.”


He forced a smile before turning. His legs felt watery as he walked toward his cubicle.


“Off-line, Ryla. Gerfel’s on. Call her if another batch of revs pops up before you’re relieved.” It wasn’t likely, not with the noncom relief a half a stan after the duty officer, but Trystin didn’t know what else to say.


“Stet, ser.”


He trudged onward, thinking that he really should be going to the exercise room. He really should, but his feet carried him toward his cubicle, and his bunk.


He managed to lie down and close his eyes before the wave of blackness washed over him. Eight and a half hours on-line with an hour of step-up—too much, far too much.
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“And He will love thee and bless thee and multiply thee; He will also bless the fruit of thy womb, and the fruit of thy land, thy corn, thy wine, and thine oil and all the works of thy forges and the works of the tools of thy tools, and the increase of all that He hath given thee in the worlds to which His Prophet hath brought thee, as He swore unto thy fathers and their fathers.


“Ye shall be blessed above all people, in all the worlds and mansions of thy Father, so long as ye shall follow the words of His Prophet.


“Ye shall consume all the people which the Lord thy God shall deliver unto thee; thine eyes shall have no pity upon them; neither shall ye serve their gods, nor the gods of the land, nor the gods of the forge nor the gods of the coin, for those will be a snare unto ye.


“Do not say in thine hearts, those worlds are more than I; how are we to dispossess them?


“Be not afraid of the heathen, nor those that follow the false gods, nor those that would counsel unto thee, let us reason together; for well-crafted words are but a snare, and cannot stand before faith in thy Father the Lord.


“Listen to thy Father, and the words of the Prophet, and ye shall remember what the Lord God did unto Pharaoh, and unto those who surrendered their souls to the god of gold and precious metals, and unto those who saw not the many mansions in thy Father’s house, and despaired in the dust of ancient Sodom, or those who despaired and perished upon the ashes of ancient Earth.


“The graven images of other gods ye shall burn with the fires of the heavens and the depths; ye shalt not take those technologies and those beliefs that are on them, nor take
them into thee lest ye be snared therein, for such are an abomination to the Lord thy God, as spoken by His Prophet.


“Ye shall not be afrightened by them, for the Lord thy God is among thee, a mighty god and terrible. And He shall deliver their kings unto thine hand, and thou shalt destroy their names from under heaven. There shall be no man or woman to stand against thee, not even those who once would have lived forever, and ye shall render them unto dust and raise on that dust new mansions in thy Father’s house, as it is His will … .”


Book of Toren Original Edition
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At 0650 Trystin, a mug of Sustain in hand, crossed the space between the small galley and the control center, conscious that Voren had been watching from the command chair. The incense odor had died down, but the ammonia remained, as did the citrus-bitter smell of Sustain. Sustain with him.


“You’re looking cheerful.” Voren straightened. “Glad that incense smell is gone.”


“Don’t feel that cheerful.”


Voren’s eyes glazed as he clicked out of the system. Then he stood up. “Hate the swing watch. That extra half hour is murder.”


“Anything happen?”


“No. Been watching for something more from the stupid paraglider—but nothing. Damned revs’ll show up before long, though. Bet on that. But it’s your baby. I’m going to get some sleep.” Voren stood and yawned, then
turned and trudged down toward the bunking cubicles, running his hand through his dark brown hair.


After settling into the command seat, Trystin scanned the messages waiting for him. Most were routine, except for three.


“Trystin Desoll, LT, SecWatch, East Red Three, from Perimeter Control. Re yours of 1651 13/10/788 concerning new rev tactic. Appreciate datadump and parameters. Will advise you further.”


Advise him further? About what? What else wasn’t PerCon telling him?


The second one, from Quentar, was shorter.


“Trystin, Weslyn didn’t get your warning in time. Terrible mess. The second squad from the last paraglider dump hit East Red Six about the same time they hit you. Damned revs.”


He hadn’t really known Weslyn—just vaguely remembered him as short and squarish, darker even than the Eco-Tech norm, and one of the newest Service officers on Mara.


The third message was puzzling.


“Trystin Desoll, LT, SecWatch, East Red Three. Report MedCen, Klyseen, Mara, 0900, 10/21/788, for screening as per Farhkan f/up study. Considered duty day.”


Farhkan follow-up study? What the frig was that? He on-lined his own file for a key-word search, while he went four-screen. The screens showed all defense equipment functioning and ready; no movement along the hundred kays of his perimeter; and no storms building over the badlands, although those didn’t usually appear until midday or later.


Cling. The mental chime alerted him that the system had located the Farhkan references. Trystin scanned through them, nodding as he remembered. When he had just been finishing his Service officer training, he, and all the other trainees about to be commissioned, had received an invitation to take part in a study sponsored by the Farhkan cultural mission. The study involved periodic in-depth physicals and occasional interviews. Participation also provided
an annual bonus of nearly three percent of his base pay. He’d signed up, taken the physical, and forgotten about the requirement for follow-ups.


Trystin shrugged. If the physical made it a duty day off the perimeter line, that was an added bonus. He could probably even count on spending part of the day with Ezildya.


Dropping his attention back to full four-screen, he squared himself in the command chair.


“Anything new, ser?” Ryla’s voice snapped through the link.


“Nothing yet. Could be we’ll have a quiet day. They happen sometimes.”


“Sometimes, ser.” Ryla sounded less than certain.


“Did the shuttle get our prisoners? And … raw materials?” Trystin could have checked himself, but he was making conversation.


“Yes, ser. Packed away on the 0440, rear section. Authenticated by Brysan. Mangrin flicked receipt already.”


“Hope Yressa makes the survivors sweat.”


“Me, too.” Ryla paused. “The crackers are down to eighty-five percent. We’ll need an overhaul on the ones in towers four and fourteen in the next month. Could be sooner. I’ll copy you on the report.”


“Stet.”


As the noncom began his daily business of checking, scheduling, and troubleshooting the forward reclamation equipment, Trystin flicked the satellite plot into high resolution and tried to study the hills, but all he really got were blurs and an incipient headache.


In some ways, the perimeter setup didn’t make the best military sense, because the installations were too close to the perimeter, but the reclamation equipment was there because its job was to change deadland and badland into something more receptive to the cross-gene engineered plantings that were laid down in patterns following the initial soil cracking.


So … the perimeter defense installations were set, and periodically moved forward, to protect the most expensive
and critical equipment from the revvie attacks. And the greenery followed, kays and kays behind.


Trystin’s principal duty was to protect the equipment, and the installation, just like every other Service officer’s job on the Maran perimeter was. Or in the Helconyan satellite stations. Or in the Sasktoon perimeter lines, or the Safryan Belt installations, now that Safrya was basically habitable.


With the thought of Helconya, he wondered how Salya’s biologicals were going. She’d always had that kind of bent, enjoying their father’s gardens from the time she could reach out to the flowers. Trystin smiled. His older sister had talent, talent beyond screen-watching and neutralizing revs.


At 09:06.51, his senses seared alert-red, and Trystin overlined the four-split with the command options.


What looked to be another squad of revs had poured from over the steepest hill, sliding through the local equivalent of a cross between a cactus and scrub brush. They carried long objects larger than the standard assault rifles. Trystin could count nearly two full squads of the lightningstreaked suits, their new heat-shielding clearly effective against the sensors.


“Revs at zero eight nine—” Ryla’s observation came late.


Ping! Ping! Crumpt!


The three-screen identified the heavy penetrating shells and the boosted rocket pryers as they impacted the composite armor of the sector building. Trystin belatedly shielded the fans, then dumped the attack report on-line.


Both the weapons and the revs were aimed, not at the rear, and main, reclamation towers, but toward the sector building housing Trystin, the sector maintenance-equipment center, and the sector perimeter-defense center.


Ping! Crumpt! Crumpt!


The explosions sent vibrations through the building.


“Heavy shells, ser!”


The revs surged forward.


Crumpt! Crumpt! The sector building shook with the impact
of the shells and pryers, and Trystin could feel the damage-assessment reports building in the backfile. He triggered the antipersonnel gattlings. After the day before, he had no desire to risk more revvie booby traps, and this was the most heavily armed group of revs he’d personally seen. Osberyl-tipped, depleted uranium shells fragmented across the revvie line.


CRUUMPTTT!!!!


The entire sector control building rocked with the explosion, and Trystin dropped from four-screen into status, flashing through the maintenance lines, finding minor damage, jammed internal portals, but a ninety-two-plus status. While atmospheric integrity remained, his hand touched the emergency respirator pak in his belt for reassurance, long after his mind had returned to four-screen to survey the area to the east of the sector building.


He shook his head and went on-line to send a follow-up report to PerCon.


“Perimeter Control, from East Red Three, station under attack by single squad. Have neutralized revs. Will follow up with analysis.”


The reddish sands showed only fragments of synthfab and a spray of brownish lumps—that and a superficial fusing of the soil’s silicon, a fusing that pointed like an antique arrow toward the command center.


“What was that, ser?”


“Something new, Ryla. Still analyzing.”


“They just exploded, ser.”


Trystin had already called up the visuals and frozen them. The explosion had taken place faster than the scanner speed, but from what Trystin could tell, the gattlings’ antipersonnel shrapnel had triggered something.


He froze the attack visuals and went back to four-scan for another sweep of East Red Three, but the visuals and the heat sensors showed a three-kay clearance, not that the sensors were all that accurate if the revs came in with insulation—like the last two waves had.


He flicked back to the visuals and full sensor screens of the attack, trying not to shake his head as he did. At least
two of the revs had literally turned into the human equivalent of shaped charges with the impact of the heavy gattling shrapnel. He studied the suit shapes again and frowned.


“Ryla?”


“Yes, ser?”


“You filed that report on the new revvie suit fabric, didn’t you?”


“Yesterday”


“Take a look at the attack visuals and the energy flows. They’ll be in your screens in a moment. It looks like the fabric has something like one-way energy reflection that works with explosives.” From what Trystin could tell from the screen recordings, the fabric—at least the part in front of the back-carried respirator paks—had turned the biolectric explosion forward and toward the sector building. If the revs had been much closer …


He did shake his head.


Better heat-sensor insulation, more scout coverage, more glider wings, bioelectric suicide traps, hand-carried heavy weapons, and now this.


“Bastards … you mean they’re turning their troops into shaped charges?”


“I don’t know that it’s quite that bad—just the ones who are captured or killed by high-impact charges.”


“That’s most of them, isn’t it?” asked the noncom. “What about the ones you sent to Yressa?”


“Shit … talk to you later.”


He remembered to unshield the fans—he worried about the power drain, since the promised organonutrient tanker hadn’t shown yet. A fusactor would have been more practical in some ways, but the Eco-Tech compact kept nuclear power in orbit and deep-space ships. He kept checking the sensors and the satellite plot, even as he direct-fed his third urgent report to PerCon in as many days—and then copied both reports to the South Ocean reclamation station where Yressa directed the rev captives.


He wiped his forehead. What did the revs want? For
every one of their troops to be killed? Was Quentar right in claiming the only safe rev was a dead rev?


He took another scan of the maintenance status of the station before linking to Ryla’s console.


“Yes, ser?”


“Most of it can wait, but that side door on the lower level is leaking, and it’s getting worse.”


“I’d already flagged that, ser, and I’ll try to get it sealed.”


“How about the other doors?”


“I might be able to handle it later, and maybe tonight …”


“Thanks.”


Trystin went back to a full-concentration scan of the four screens before leaning back in the command seat and letting the systems work for him.


If the information he’d gotten from the captured revs had been correct, there couldn’t be too many more squads from the downed paraglider. On the other hand, there could be as many as sixty gliders on their way down to Mara, although Trystin doubted that the DefNet had been that lax.


HHsstttt … ssss … The long, low crackle hiss-burned through the implant, and Trystin checked the metplot, noting that wind shift had apparently resulted in a storm buildup earlier than usual.


He shook his head, not really wanting to damp the system’s sensitivity. Instead he continued to study the four screens, wincing at each burst of static. Still, the rising winds were good for the power system.


The mental cling! alerted Trystin to the incoming, and he called it up on his internal screen.


“Trystin Desoll, LT, SecWatch, East Red Three, from Perimeter Control. Re yours of 0926 14/10/788. Send full datadump to PerCon and to RESCOM.”


With a deep breath Trystin began compiling the datadump requested by PerCon, although it took little enough time, objectively. It just seemed like forever. He tagged the dump with a cover transmittal and pulsed it out.


“Perimeter Control/RESCOM [Klyseen], from Trystin
Desoll, LT, SecWatch, East Red Three. As per request, datadump follows.”


Was it only 1100? He hoped Yressa and the research people could check on the latest rev captives and that he hadn’t sent them troyens. He wiped his forehead. How could anyone know that the revs were getting even sneakier?


He scanned the screens with full concentration, but nothing showed to the east besides the red sandy soil, the hills, the ammonia cacti, the weedgrass clumps, and the gathering clouds that promised headaches later in the day.


After standing and stretching, Trystin walked around the command seat. He really didn’t need to stay that close to the main console. The direct neural input was faster, but the rules were there in case the implant-based systems went, and he had to run the defenses manually—not that he wanted to. Not being able to react fast enough was a good way to get killed, and manual operation was far slower. But using a defective net was also a quick way to overloading his implant—and to neural burnout.


Finally, he walked back to the galley to refill the cup of Sustain, and then trotted back up to the command seat.


Outside, in the thin atmosphere, the precrackers turned soil, and the crackers cracked it. To the west, the planters dropped the cross-gene plantings in patterns. To the south, the latest water comet melted, and the water-vapor content of the atmosphere climbed marginally, and bit by bit the amount of oxygen rose.


Beyond the red-blue haze that was the sky, more troid ships were flung out of the revvie systems, and more paragliders and troops were on their way toward Mara, and Trystin. Why did the revs beat on the Coalition, rather than the Hyndji systems or the Argenti plutocracy? Was it because ecologic technology was the closest thing to the genetic manipulation that had created the immortals? Or because the Coalition was closer and had more potentially habitable real estate? And why did all the revs seem so certain about the rectitude of their ways?


He took another sip of Sustain and studied the screens,
waiting for Gerfel. Tonight, no matter how he felt, no matter how bad the exercise room smelled, he was going through his workout. Tonight.


He studied the screens and sipped Sustain.
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Two days passed, and no more revs attacked East Red Three. That didn’t lessen the problems, Trystin reflected, including the ones that hadn’t arrived, like the fuzzy EDI tracks beyond the Belt that probably meant another troid attack. Or the general alert for more paraglider descents. Was that based on Trystin’s interrogations? Or on something more?


Trystin wished he knew, but junior first lieutenants didn’t rate need-to-know on the basis of alerts. At least, the quieter days had left him with enough energy to use the workout room.


He scanned the four screens with greater attention, then concentrated on the satellite plot. Nothing—nothing, as was usually the case. He checked the power screen. The organonutrient supply was down to twenty percent, but the fans were carrying nearly sixty percent of the ambient load.


He coughed, once, then again, finally taking a deep breath, which just triggered more coughs. Despite Ryla’s efforts, the atmospheric leakage was worse than before the repairs, according to the on-line telltales. There was definitely more than the normal faint acridness of ammonia.


Had the repairs even been done? He went on-line and scanned the entries. No repairs. No deliveries of replacements or spares.


“Ryla?”


“Yes, ser?”


“The syslog shows maintenance hasn’t fixed our leaks yet. I’m still smelling outside glunk.”


“It’s worse down here, ser.”


Trystin supposed it was. Ryla was closer to the bent frames.


“I’ll buy that. What’s with maintenance?”


“East Red Six. Most of the lower section wiped out. Then, the big attack on the western line.”


“A lot of damage there?”


“Noncom scuttle is that the revs got three stations.”


That would certainly explain it.


“Thanks. See what I can run down.”


“I’d appreciate it, ser.”


Trystin went into the deep-net, only to find a block across the maintenance levels. He grinned. More than one way to find out. The sector feed lines weren’t blocked, and he just sent pulses through the DistribNet.


Of the twenty west-perimeter stations, five came up null. He nodded, but before he could link to Ryla’s console, a mental cling! alerted him to a direct-feed from HQ.


“Desoll, East Red Three.”


“Lieutenant, Major Sperto, HQ Ops. We have enough trouble on the west perimeter at the moment without having to worry about line-pulse tracers from the curious. Since you were the first hit with the new revvie weapon, it’s understandable. Once we sort it out, you’ll know. Now keep off the net unless it’s official. And keep your speculations to yourself.”


“Yes, ser.”


“We’ll post it when it’s time.”


“Yes, ser.”


Trystin swallowed, then linked to Ryla’s console.


“Yes, ser.”


“They were hit hard, but HQ zapped me for prying. I’ll let you know when the details come in. Could be as many as five stations, but that could also be system overload. Keep it to yourself until it’s official.”


“Five … bastards! … Thanks, ser.”


“I didn’t tell you. Understand?”


“Yes, ser.”


“I’ll let you know when I’ve got something official. Do we have anything that we could use to caulk around that bent mainframe?”


“I’ve been trying, ser, but …”


“I know.” The trace gases in the Maran atmosphere, some the said-to-be-temporary results from the reatmosphering efforts, had a tendency to be corrosive. From Trystin’s point of view, they scarcely seemed temporary.


Another hour of scanning, in between routine checks of equipment status, left Trystin with nothing new on the revs.


Thhrrrrummmmm … Trystin stiffened at the distant rumbling, even before the searing wave of white noise flashed through his implant, and the stars flickered across his internal four-screen display.


His eyes watered, and his head ached, although the atmospheric transit of the water comet headed for the new south sea hadn’t been close enough to actually vibrate the station’s walls. After Trystin straightened and rubbed his forehead, he wondered what the revs would think as the water slowly rose around their island prison. Would they think? Were they really human? And had Yressa found out anything about the revs? Maybe all those he’d transhipped had been fine.


“Lieutenant?”


“Yes, Ryla?”


“One of the turners is dropping off, down from ninety to a shade over eighty-five. Diagnostics don’t show anything. I’m taking the scooter out.”


“Stet. I’ll keep a track.”


“Thanks, ser.”


Trystin watched the scooter go out, scanned the perimeter and the satellite plot, checked the maintenance board that Ryla couldn’t while he was on the scooter, and waited. And waited. Then he had more Sustain, and wished he hadn’t as it hit his guts with a jolt.


Cling! The fainter “sound” of the message signal indicated it wasn’t urgent, but he called it up and mentally scrolled through it.


“Trystin Desoll, LT, SecWatch, East Red Three, from SOUSEAREC. Re yours of 1452 14/10/788 concerning new rev biologicals. Status check confirmed your data on bioelectric and organic explosion potentials. Three revs neutralized and transferred to RESCOM FFS.”


He nodded. At least he’d gotten the word to Yressa in time. He stood and walked back to the galley for synthetic cheese and less synthetic algae crackers. Any more Sustain, and he’d be floating in the command seat.


In the small cooler was something wrapped in foil. Trystin edged it open, and then closed it. Real cheese. His mouth watered, but he left the package there. It was probably Gerfel’s, and represented who knew how many creds of translation costs alone. Mara wasn’t ready for any form of milk animals—not yet anyway, or not out of the tunnels and domes.


Finally, he took a few algae crackers and chewed them slowly.


The scooter blip in the three-screen had turned and was heading back to the station. Trystin held his breath as fine dust churned, but Ryla managed to right the scooter without digging it into the soil. Once the second-stage creepers were established, the soil got firmer as the biosphere got more complex. But the second-stage work hadn’t gotten more than a hundred kays from Klyseen so far, and that meant that handling vehicles along the perimeter remained tricky. It was all too easy to bury a scooter in the fine soil.


As the scooter neared the station, Trystin called the tech. “Ryla? Find anything?”


“No, ser. I think the turner’s whole mainboard is cooking, but I can’t tell for sure. Going to have to put in a requisition for a replacement, but nothing will happen until it blows. Don’t believe us techs until the electronics roast into silicon junk.”


“All right. Let me know when the scooter’s in and everything’s secure.”


The telltales would show that Ryla was back and that
the doors were closed, but not his condition. Trystin waited.


“Lieutenant. Back on maintenance board.”


“You got it.”


“Anything new on the revs, ser?”


“RESCOM says they’re working on it.”


“They’ll work till endday at the end of time.” The noncom snorted.


Trystin shifted his weight, then stood and paced around the command area, his eyes straying to the armaglass window that offered a far less accurate view than the twoscreen inside his mind.


Another cling!—not so faint, this time. Trystin moistened his lips with his tongue and scrolled up the message.


“All PerCon Stations, from RESCOM and PerCon. Be alert to possibility that rev captives may contain biological-based organic explosives not detectable by current firstlevel scan systems. Until further notice, take no captives. Take no captives. See DistribNet data RSC-1410-2.”


While Trystin wasn’t that fond of the revs, the “take no captives” directive bothered him. Yet what could PerCon do? Any rev could be booby-trapped to take out a station or worse. Why did the revs do it? He shook his head as he sat back down in the command seat.


After taking another complete four-screen scan, Trystin called up the Research Command data bulletin and scrolled through it, noting that it was a more scientific presentation of what he had discovered.


“Ryla? How are the crackers doing?”


“They’re hovering around eighty percent, ser.”


“How about that turner?”


“It’s hanging in there, but it doesn’t feel right. Anything new?”


“Not about the western stations. PerCon has ordered a no-captives directive because of their organic traps.”


“Bastards. How can they do that to their own?”


“I don’t know. Something about their faith, I guess.” Trystin paused. “I’ll let you know if there’s a new status.”


“Thanks, ser.”


Trystin went back to checking the perimeter, checking the badlands, checking the power flow, and, in between four-screen scans, calling up rev backgrounders from the databanks. None of it was helpful, except to refresh his knowledge. The revs—Revenants of the Prophet—were a messianic, xenophobic, evangelistic culture whose members seemed universally to believe their mission was to claim the universe for the sons and daughters of the Prophet in the name of God.


Trystin shook his head. Was there a God? If so, what human could presume to know his mind? And how could such a god be good if he or she or it allowed followers to destroy any race or culture that opposed the expansion of the revs? He shrugged. If there were no god, then such claims were merely an excuse for destruction and expansion. Of course, that kind of rationalization was all too human. He snorted.


Cling! At the in-feed alert, he called up the message.


“All PerCon Stations. DefCom visual plot indicates three paragliders on entry envelopes. Probably landfall coordinates follow. Full alert on perimeter stations. DefCon Two. DefCon TWO …”


Trystin plugged the coordinates into his system and cross-checked, but the indicators were that the revvie drop was aimed at the western perimeter stations—just what they needed with as many as twenty percent of the western stations either destroyed or marginally functional.


Over the next standard hour, he watched, but nothing came up anywhere within his screens, or within the satellite plot covering the eastern line.


He got more Sustain, noting the increasing odor of ammonia. Or was it the decreasing effect of Gerfel’s incense? He did manage to keep his hands off the cheese, and tried not to drool when he thought about it.


Then it was back to the screens, more watching, more scanning—but nothing, as usual, until the in-feed alert—cling!


“All East Perimeter PerCon Stations. DefCon visual plot indicates three paragliders have impacted beyond west
perimeter. DefCon Two stand down. DefCon Two stand down.”


Trystin stood and stretched, then walked over to the small galley and began to rummage in the cooler. He deserved something, even if it were only synthetic cheese on algae crackers.
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The whole building stank, not only with ammonia, but with weedgrass, and the combined stench had overwhelmed Gerfel’s latest incense-burning.


As Trystin entered the command center, he wanted to claw at his nose. The invisible grit from the sandy soil was so fine that it drifted through all but the tightest seals, and the station’s seals were less than perfectly tight.


“I’m taking the midday shuttle,” Voren said. “I don’t care if I have to sleep sitting up coming and going. I’ve got to get out of this stench.” He rubbed a nose that was noticeably red.


“Lucky you.” Trystin coughed, then sneezed.


“You could go to Klyseen tonight and get back on the 0440. Otherwise, you won’t sleep.”


“I just might. I just might.” Trystin wrinkled his nose, trying not to sneeze again.


“Oh, Gerfel’s off-night’s tonight. Hirachi’s rotating duty now, but he won’t be here until the late shuttle. He never is.” Voren’s eyes glazed as he logged off duty. “Also, Jynstin is coming with me. Think you two can handle it for a while?”


“We should be able to.”


“It’s all yours.”


“I’ve got it.” Trystin linked with the system and logged in.


Voren walked toward the stairs, then turned. “That cheese of Gerfel’s?”


Trystin nodded.


“She said I could finish it. I couldn’t. It’s too rich. You can have the last of it. She told me it was better to share.”


Trystin had often wondered what else the two had shared. “Thanks. I did drool over it when I was eating algae crackers.”


“So did I, except I asked Gerfel. You’ve got to ask, young fellow.”


Trystin shook his head at Voren’s directness. Voren was less than a year older and Trystin’s senior by only six months, even if the combination of shadowed heavy whiskers and hair over every centimeter of his body conveyed the impression of greater age.


“Ask and you shall receive.” Voren headed for the steps down to the showers and his cubicle.


At times, Trystin wished he had the other’s directness. Then again, he really didn’t want to be that kind of person. Or was he just deceiving himself? He settled into the command chair and began his checks, but Voren had left everything clean. The fans were contributing ten percent of the power load with the light winds, and the organonutrient tanks were down to fifteen percent. He shook his head and pulsed through a follow-up order for the nutrients, citing the low fuel level.


Then he went through the messages. Nothing new, but the earlier general warning about possible additional revvie paraglider assaults remained current. If even a third of the wings had gotten clear of the troid, there would be far too many revs running around Mara. Although most survived low metabolic state through high-temp planetary entry, Trystin shivered, thinking about what the rev troopers—or missionaries—went through and how few ever returned.


He coughed again, then, noting that Ryla had finally come on, linked to the noncom console.


“Ryla?”


“Yes, ser?”


“I take it that maintenance has far more to deal with than our bent frame and leaky seals?”


“Yes, ser. I’ve been using that quick-caulk stuff, but it only lasts a few stans before the air pressure and everything eats through it.”


“Isn’t there anything better?”


“Sure. Inert stabilized fluorocarbons—except they aren’t exactly stabilized here …”


“Yeah … no thanks. Tell me again why we’re trying to reclaim this place.”


“The word is that someone thought it was a good idea at the time.”


“And the revs want to take it from us.”


“That makes more sense. They’ve all got eight kids a family.”


“How about five per sister, with five or six sisters per patriarch?” asked Trystin.


“Wouldn’t mind being a patriarch.”


“You want the odds on that? Only the ones that survive their missions get to be patriarchs. And I don’t care much for their missions.” Not when they come as living weapons, thought Trystin.


“Me, neither.”


“Here comes first light. Time to see the beautiful badlands of Mara in full color.”


“I’ll be a lot happier someplace farther along, ser, like Safrya.”


“Maybe your next tour will be there.”


“Maybe.”


With that, Trystin let Ryla get on with the business of repairs and technical checkups, while he ran through the four screens one at a time before dropping into simultaneous four-screen.


Nearly a stan later, Ryla up-linked. “Lieutenant Desoll, ser?”


“Yes, Ryla.”


“Number three cracker’s down to fifty percent and overheating. The datalinks are burned out.”


“You’re cleared out. I’ll watch the rest of the maintenance board.”


“Be a bit before I get the scooter clear. I’ll need a bunch of stuff, ser.”


“That’s fine. Let me know when you clear the bay.”


“Stet.”


The noncoms did most of the physical maintenance work, but they didn’t have to worry about burning out their neural systems, either. Trystin rubbed his forehead and shifted his weight, then stood and walked to the armaglass window. The scratched pane showed him far less than his screens, but at times the view through his eyes and the grit-scarred armaglass seemed more real.


“Clearing the bay now, ser.”


“Stet.” Trystin walked back and forth, his consciousness more on the screens than on the gray plastic walls that surrounded him.


Kkcchewww!! The itching got worse, and the odor of ammonia was stronger. He forced himself to stop rubbing his nose.


After running through the maintenance screens, Trystin plopped back into his chair and continued scanning, even though the screens and detectors showed nothing beyond the badlands, the building storms, and the reclamation towers and equipment. At least the winds had increased the power from the fans to nearly thirty percent.


Cling! Trystin swallowed the algae cracker, and washed it down with Sustain even as he called up the message.


“All PerCon Stations. DefCom visual plot indicates two paragliders on entry envelopes. Probable landfall coordinates follow. Full alert on perimeter stations. DefCon Two. DefCon Two …”


Trystin plugged the coordinates into his system and cross-checked.


“Shit …” This time the indicators suggested that revvie drop was aimed at the midsection of the eastern perimeter stations—a bit south of East Red Three—but that could change, and probably would. The revs were good enough atmospheric pilots that the gliders never came down quite
where DefCom said they would. By the time the DefCom and satellite plots had them located and the rockets were away, the gliders were usually empty shells, and the revs were clear and headed for perimeter stations.


He pulsed the scooter and got the relay to Ryla’s suit unit.


“Ryla? How are you coming?”


“Damned cracker’s a mess, ser, but they wouldn’t listen. Mainboard’s pretty much melted solid. Don’t know how it’s working as well as it is.”


“Can you wind it up in a stan?”


“Be done in less than half that. Not much I can do.”


“We got a rev drop in entry.”


“I’ll make that even quicker, ser.”


“Stet.”


Trystin waited and watched, but even with the satellite plot he couldn’t see any sign of the revvie paragliders. He fixed and drank another cup of Sustain, and wished he hadn’t as his stomach roiled.


“Ser, I’m back, and we’re buttoned up. Heard anything?”


“Not yet.”


Trystin studied the screens, but could only see the few native cacti bending in the wind and grit scudding along the hillsides. Above the higher sections of the badlands, clouds had begun to form.


Cling!


“All PerCon Stations. DefCom has confirmed two paraglider landfall near eastern perimeter. Both gliders have been neutralized. Landfall coordinates and estimated time of landfall follow. Full alert on eastern perimeter stations. DefCon One. DefCon One …”


The coordinates were east and slightly south of East Red Three, almost where predicted, surprisingly—and less than five kays right down the wash. The landfall had been nearly three quarters of a standard hour earlier.


Trystin pursed his lips and took another full scan. With the coordinates, and by straining the resolution capabilities of the system, he thought he could make out a badlands
valley containing discolored soil and a few long objects that might have been glider components. Why didn’t the system have better resolution? The capabilities had been there for centuries. Was it the cost?


He linked to Ryla’s console. “Ryla, we could have company anytime.”


“I was afraid you’d say that.”


“Sorry.”


“Damned revs.”


Having no answer to that sentiment, Trystin took another full screen-by-screen scan before dropping into balanced four-screen.


At 14:16.13, alert-red spilled through the system, although Trystin had already called up the command options when a flicker of dust appeared on the farthest hill.


Ping! Ping! Crumpt! Without a rev in sight, the first round of shells impacted the station’s composite armor.


Trystin triggered the shields, both for the station entries and the fans. A single red signal flashed—the shield for the main vehicle-entry door on the south side of the station had jammed, not that there was a thing Trystin could do about it.


“Revs!”


“Got’em, Ryla.” Except that he didn’t directly, only through the impacts of their weapons. Visual shielding? Trystin checked the impact angles of the incomings with a visual replay, then reset one of his rockets into a higharc trajectory toward the dust puff on the far hill.


Crumpt! Crumpt! The building shivered again under the revvie rockets.


Using full scan, Trystin watched his rocket, noting the detonation on his screen. Outside of the gout of red soil, there were no additional explosions, but there were also no more shells impacting on the command center.


The lieutenant nodded. His calculations had been good enough to silence the revs, but only momentarily. He recalculated, assuming forward or sideways motion to keep the revs out of the direct line of the gattlings.


Crumpt! Crumpt! Crumpt!


“The maintenance-door shield’s jammed, ser.”


“Stet. Happened when I dropped the shields, but I figured I couldn’t do much in the middle of an attack. You all right there?”


“I’d better be, ser. No place else to go that’s any safer—except the bolthole, and I’m not one for burying myself.” There was a pause before the noncom asked, “What they got there?”


“Something that screens them, and a lot of rockets.” As he spoke, Trystin released another spread of rockets, then simultaneously sent an attack report to PerCon.


Crumpt! Crumpt! The next round of revvie rockets slammed into the station, and Trystin winced as he watched for the impact of his own rockets.


Not only was there a gout of dirt, but a secondary explosion on the flatter slope of one of the hills beyond the perimeter.


Crumpt! Another rocket slammed the station.


Clearly, not enough of a secondary explosion. Trystin recalculated and released another spread of rockets.


Crumpt! Ping!


Some of the revs were close enough for rifle fire, and Trystin didn’t like that at all, not when he couldn’t see much and when the revs had some form of new heat-shielding clearly effective against the sensors.


Ping! Ping! Crumpt!


Finally, the three-screen identified the source of the shells and the boosted rocket pryers and reverse-tracked them to the backside of the nearest hill to the northeast. As usual, the revs had their weapons aimed at the station building itself, rather than at the heavy reclamation equipment.


Still wondering why that seemed to be so, Trystin used a spread of rockets to reply, since the revs were out of gattling range.


Ping! Crumpt! Crumpt!


Another series of explosions, these visible on the short-range direct scanners, dotted the hillside—and one small secondary explosion followed.


A series of distortions seemed to flow downhill toward the station, and Trystin flicked through scanning frequencies until he found one that gave him what amounted to flickering outlines.


Even with the use of all screens and sensors, Trystin couldn’t seem to get a hard count on the revs, as if the sensors and the optical scanners were facing some sort of interference. He could see that, again, some of the flickering figures carried the longer assault rifles.


Crumpt! Crumpt! Crumpt! The entire station building shivered.


Now that the revs were in range, Trystin triggered the antipersonnel gattlings and the antisuit bomblets, but the revs seemed to have avoided the artificial cacti with the bomblets, except for a few stragglers on one side.


After the earlier attacks, Trystin had no desire to risk more revvie booby traps, and this was the most heavily armed group of revs he’d personally seen. The exterior sensors relayed the sprayed fragmenting of the osberyl-tipped depleted uranium shells across the revvie line.


CRUUMPTTT!!!!


The entire sector control building rocked with the explosion, and Trystin dropped from four-screen into status, flashing through the maintenance lines.


Crumpt! Crumpt!


So many subsystems reported overload or damage that the backfile flared red. Trystin couldn’t even have counted the impaired systems.


AIR SYSTEM INTEGRITY LOST!!


Some atmospheric integrity remained, but not enough for breathing. Trystin shoved the emergency respirator over his face, and jammed the tube into the seat pak.


Crumpt!


“Ryla! Air system’s down. Get into your respak!”


No response, and a check-pulse indicated that the noncom’s system was off-line. There was nothing Trystin could do, not in the middle of an attack. If he didn’t stop the revs, then it wouldn’t matter what shape Ryla was in.


Jumping from the command center, Trystin yanked the
combat suit from the locker and stuffed himself into it, automatically disconnecting the respirator tube and holding his breath as he dropped the helmet in place and made the seals. He hated the damned armor, both for the restriction in his net access, and even more for the price he’d pay in using it, but the revs, or some of them, were in the station—or they would be before long.


He kicked his reflexes up, ignoring the buzzing sensation that the boost gave him, and pulled the heavy-duty slug thrower out of its rack, along with several clips. Then he headed for the steps to the station’s lower level.


As he neared the staircase, the vibrations warned him, and he eased to the side, then dropped flat, waiting.


Two ghostlike and wavering figures, faintly brownish, charged up the stairs. Only slightly more clear were the outlines of the assault rifles that each carried.


Trystin squeezed the trigger on his own rifle just twice.


Both figures tumbled backward, and seemed to disappear at the bottom of the stairway. No movement—or flickering images. Even before they had disappeared, Trystin moved toward the maintenance chute with the ladder, designed for emergency access to the station’s halfburied lower level.


As he moved, he scanned the net wide-band to see if he could intercept any revvie communications. The net didn’t seem able to take the command, and he came up with nothing. With a gauntleted hand, he flipped up the lever on the shaft door and swung inside, setting his feet on the rung just below floor level and reaching back to close the door behind him.


Whhummmp!


The electronic scream of the net crashing ran through Trystin like a knife down his spine, and his fingers opened, half-deadened from the neural impact. Even with the implant cutouts dropping him off-line, Trystin stiffened and half slid down the three meters to the floor of the shaft, his hands barely breaking his fall with half-grasps of the metal rungs. He twisted off the ladder at the bottom, and his hip smashed into a side brace. Stars flashed across his
eyes, and stabbing lines of pain lashed him.


Finally, he levered himself upright, feeling almost blind with all outside inputs to his implant cut off and the system down. He eased open the lower door a crack and looked into the maintenance room behind the vehicle garage—no revs in sight. The door to the garage was closed, as was the one to the lower-level main corridor. The station was dim, almost dark, with the power system off-line.


Slowly, he moved toward the corridor, his rifle ready. Underfoot he could feel vibrations, but couldn’t sense their source. Again, he cracked the next door and looked down the corridor, using his internal controls to step up his night vision.


Two more of the barely discernible ghost-suited figures crouched with their backs to him, as if looking around the corner and up the stairwell.


Three quick shots were enough, and Trystin hurried toward the bodies, even harder to see when the revs were not moving. He still hugged the wall, not trusting that they were indeed dead.


Ping! Ping! Ping! More shots came from the end of the corridor ahead.


Trystin skidded down behind the half-visible bodies and tried to scan the section of the hall that led to the lock to the garage and the vehicle door where the armor shield had jammed.


Ping! Ping!


Shells spanged and pinged off the inside of the outer station wall behind and to the left of Trystin. His own breathing sounded like an overloaded ventilator, and he forced himself to breathe more deliberately as he fired three shots down the dim corridor.


Ping! Spang!


Plastcrete fragments from the revs’ shots showered Trystin as he squeezed off two more rounds. He felt that there were only two revs crouched at the end of the corridor, but they had pushed in a turner blade for a shield—far more effective than the dead rev bodies he crouched behind.


Stifling a sigh, Trystin cranked up his reflexes to high and leaped sideways, then charged the revs. From a standing position, he had enough height to fire over the low turner blade—and sprayed the area in an effort to neutralize the revs he could see only as intermittent distortions.


Ping!


Only one shot came his way—one that creased his helmet.


He lowered his reflexes back to one notch above normal and crouched on his side of the turner blade, almost hyperventilating in an effort to relieve his oxygen debt, feeling both his overloaded suit and body straining.


“Shit …” he muttered. No system defenses, and who knew how many revs left. He could barely see the revs, and only if they moved. He was running through a stan’s worth of oxygen in half that time by upping his metabolism to stay alive.


He remained concealed, but could hear nothing through the suit’s limited “ears.”


He’d killed at least four revs, maybe six—but what had happened to the rest?


Slowly he eased around the turner blade and headed for the lock to the garage. As he expected, the big door had been blown open. One rev body lay sprawled by the door, visible only where a slash across the suit had turned back the armored and insulated fabric—probably caused by door shrapnel.


Peering from behind the heavy plastcrete pylon at the flat ground around the station, he saw nothing moving. Outside, the badlands looked the same, and so did the one side of the single reclamation tower in his vision field. What was different were the dozen bodies and the fragments of composite armor strewn beneath the station walls.


Trystin stood, chest heaving. He wasn’t thinking clearly, not at all, a sign of fatigue, and who knew what else. Fatigue? Idiot! He mentally tripped his reflexes and metabolism down to normal, and stood shaking. Step-up meant
burning more energy, and he’d been in enhanced-reflex status for all too long. He almost slumped into a heap as fatigue washed over him.


He swallowed nearly all the Sustain in the suit’s helmet nipple, ignoring the chills and cold jolt he felt as it hit his guts.


How long he waited, he wasn’t sure, not until he checked his implant. With no movement for nearly a half stan, he doubted there were any revs left.


Then, picking up one heavy foot after another, he turned and headed back through the useless lock door to the tech section, and the emergency transmitter.


At the end of the corridor were two more bodies. One was a rev with the shoulder of his suit burned away; the other was Ryla.


“Shit …” Trystin swallowed; he was supposed to protect the tech.


He stepped slowly inside the tech section. The system console looked almost normal—the gray plastic dull as ever—except for the dead lights and the corner with the hole large enough for him to insert a gauntleted hand.


He levered open the shielded cover to the emergency transmitter, and the light winked green. With his implant working for short distances, he linked with the simple circuits.


“Perimeter Control, this is East Red Three, from Lieutenant Desoll. Station East Red Three is down. System is red. No station integrity. Rev attack neutralized—”


“Desoll, Major Alessandro here. How many revs? What’s your status?”


“I’m in armor using the emergency transmitter. There were two to three squads with backpacked heavy weapons. They’ve got new shielding, and you can only see them on the fringe scanner frequencies and only at about a third of a kay. The vehicle-door shield jammed, and some blew their way in. Ryla—the tech—killed one, but they got him. I got six or so after I got in armor.”


“Is the station secure?”


“It looks that way, but they blew a hole in the system
controller. So I don’t know for sure. And their suits make them almost impossible to see.”


“Do you want to hole up?”


“That’s negative. You can’t tell what’s happening in the bolthole.”


“Can you try to use a scooter to get to East Red Two?”


“That’s affirmative.”


“If the scooter isn’t operational, let us know.”


“Stet. East Red Three out.” He off-linked and looked back around the tech office. Trystin had no real choices. Hanging on at the station for a tech cleanup team that could be days wasn’t a choice, not really, not with all the damaged stations on both perimeters. He’d head for East Red Two, slightly closer than East Red Four.


He shook his head and looked at the slug thrower, then walked down the corridor and up the stairs to the cabinet. He extracted all the spare clips, putting a full one in the rifle and carrying the others, before heading back down. Standing around a dead station doing nothing wasn’t exactly brilliant.


Then again, riding an unarmored scooter north for sixty kays wasn’t exactly brilliant either—assuming he had a working scooter.


Both scooters were untouched, and the fuel cells and motors on both checked out. Trystin took number two because it had full tanks, and stuffed two additional oxygen tanks inside with the spare clips. He took both ration kits from the scooter he was leaving. Although eating in armor was a pain, what was even less desirable was handling other metabolic processes.


After loading and checking the scooter, he hurried back to the emergency transmitter, still carrying the rifle. He looked down at Ryla’s body, and the open eyes. Finally, he went back into the workroom and found some plastic sheeting and slowly wrapped the tech’s figure into the plastic, then laid him out on the long workbench. What else he could do, he didn’t know, since the scooter would be cramped.


After that, he turned to the emergency transmitter.


“East Red Two, this is East Red Three.”


“Trystin, interrogative you headed our way?”


“That’s affirm. Me and my little scooter.”


“We’ll be watching.”


“Stet. East Red Three out.”


He closed off the transmitter and walked back to the loaded scooter, settling himself in the driver’s seat and plugging his armor into the scooter’s oxygen tank. He leaned the rifle where he could reach it almost instantly—at an angle across the narrow passenger seat. With a last look around the garage, he eased the vehicle through the ruined door. Once clear of the station, he followed the depressed and flattened ground of the shuttle track westward.


As he drove west, past where the turners had processed the soil, a darker earth had been mixed through the reddish surface cover and reset by the turners. Even so, Trystin could see the faint trace of the creepers beginning to grow over the combined mosaic of red and brown.


With each kay he headed westward, the low blue-green mottled creepers that looked like a cross between lichen and kudzu grew thicker, with less ground between the creepers and darker soil around them. As the bioengineered creepers grew, they slowly released the oxygen once bound into the soil eons ago. Already the free oxygen in the air was approaching five percent, but the total pressure was still half T-norm. Sometimes, looking westward across the creepered plains, he could almost see the gas rising. On a bright day around Klyseen, the gas from the most active creeper clusters cast wavering shadows.


The four-wheeled scooter bounced and jolted, without the air cushion of a shuttle or transport, and Trystin jolted and bounced with it. Scooters were not designed for longdistance travel. He also had to keep the scooter on the hard-packed soil of the track. If he bounced into the fine and gritty soil where the creepers grew, the scooter could easily dig in wheel-deep. More than a few turners had literally buried themselves in patches of ultrafine soil and sand.


By the time Trystin reached the north-south shuttle track and turned north toward East Red Two, the creepers grew almost calf-high in places.


As he drove, he continued to scan the terrain, now mostly mottled blue and green. The constant movement reminded him how much harder it was to check everything visually. His neck would be sore by the time he reached East Red Two. Even more sore, he corrected himself.


The scooter continued to bounce northward, and Trystin continued to scan the terrain, seeing only the endless kays of blue-green.


In time—after two uncomfortable stops, and four standard hours, he finally eased the scooter to a halt at the intersection of two shuttle tracks.


After looking at the track eastward and checking the small plot on the scooter console, Trystin turned the scooter toward Quentar’s station and linked to the scooter comm. “East Red Two, this is East Red Three.”


There was no response. Trystin shook his head. The scooter comms were supposed to be good for more than thirty kays on open terrain. He couldn’t have been more than five from East Red Two. Had the tanks all been full on the scooter he took because the comm system wasn’t that good?


As he headed eastward, the creepers became lower and more scattered.


After the scooter had covered another kay or so, and he could see most of the reclamation towers, Trystin tried the comm again. “East Red Two, this is East Red Three. I’m about three kays south.”


Nothing.


He tried the helmet comm, with no results, and the scooter rolled on toward East Red Two.


“Approaching scooter … if that’s you, Trystin … make a left turn, then a right, then a left back on your original heading. Then stop for a moment—the same number of times as your call number.”


Trystin followed Quentar’s directions, with three quick stops, trying not to mangle either creepers or the scooter,
before resuming his course toward the station. He kept trying the comm intermittently.


Then he began trying the helmet link.


At about a kay, he got a response.


“You’re coming in weak, Trystin.”


“That’s helmet comm. I can read you, but the scooter transmitter’s shot.”


“Revvie casualty?”


“Negative. Maintenance casualty, I think.”


“Talk about it later. Natsugi is waiting for you.”


“Stet.”


Trystin guided the scooter toward the station. As he neared the garage entrance, both shields and door opened—in sequence. Trystin wondered if he or Ryla should have lowered the shields to East Red Three earlier. If he had, then maybe Ryla could have had time to repair the shield mechanism. Then again, maybe not. If the shield could have been repaired, they’d both paid for that oversight, Ryla far more than Trystin.


He swallowed again. It had still been his responsibility.


Natsugi waited at the vehicle door, a heavy rifle aimed at the scooter. He kept it aimed at Trystin until Trystin unhelmeted inside the station.


“Lieutenant Desoll, Natsugi.”


“Pleased to meet you, ser.” Natsugi didn’t look convinced, but Trystin had encountered the problem before—he looked like too many revs.


“Maybe you could help, Natsugi.” Trystin tried not to lean against the wall, but the armor was heavy, and he was exhausted. “The revs got Ryla. I couldn’t bring his body, but I wrapped him in sheeting and laid him out on the tech table. If you could let someone know …”


“I’ll see what I can do.”


“Thank you. Quentar up in the center?”


“Yes, ser.”


Trystin slowly walked up the stairs. Quentar waved as he saw the other lieutenant and motioned to the hard chair next to the command seat.


Trystin sat on the hard chair and took a deep breath.
East Red Two smelled like weedgrass and ammonia, but not so strongly as his station had.


“So what happened?” Quentar’s eyes remained glazed, indicating that his attention was on his screens.


“A lot of revs, with heavy backpacked weapons, with really good visual and heat shields that kept them off scanner until they were within a couple hundred meters. The lower vehicle-door shield jammed. A bunch of them got past the gattlings and rockets and blew their way in. Ryla got one; I got six, I think, but they got him.”


“You’re lucky to be alive. According to PerCon, you had all six squads targeting you.”


“I used a lot of rockets and almost all the gattlings. They still beat the armor to shreds.”


“Our super high-tech composite boron plastic armor?”


“The same stuff.”


“Did you think about the bolthole?” asked Quentar.


“Fine. I go down into that coffin and do what? Wait? Who’d ever come and get me? That’s for when you’re a basket case.”


“Yeah. I feel that way, too.” Quentar shook his head and pointed to the small console in the corner. “After you report to PerCon, you can use the off-watch cubicle and the shower. Let me know where they’re sending you.”


Trystin stood and trudged across to the console, linking into the system.


“Perimeter Control, Lieutenant Trystin Desoll, calling from East Red Two. Reporting status—”


“Desoll, this is Major Alessandro. Did you encounter any more revs?”


“No, ser.”


“Can the station be brought on-line quickly?”


“I don’t know. The upper right corner of the tech center got scorched with an HE round, but the rest seemed all right.”


“How did they get in?”


“The vehicle-door shield jammed open after Ryla returned from a repair run, and we never got it fixed before the revs showed up.”


“That’s been a problem. Do you have any idea how many revs assaulted your station?”


“No, ser. The scanners wouldn’t focus on their shielding right. I couldn’t see anything either, not until I did a full-frequency scan, and that was only on the fringe, and they still seemed to flicker … .”


The questions seemed to go on and on. Trystin propped himself against the wall and kept answering.


Finally, Alessandro concluded, “ … if we need any more information, I’ll get back to you. There will be a tech team and a sweep team going in tomorrow, and they’ll send a carrier for you—around zero seven hundred. Later on, we’ll send out the rest of the station crew.”


Trystin logged off and walked back toward Quentar, slumping back into the hard chair.


“And?” asked Quentar.


“They’re sending a tech team out tomorrow, along with a sweep squad. They’ll pick me up.”


“Lucky you.” Quentar paused. “No one else was there?”


Trystin shook his head. “The attack the other day … well, the revs bent a door and shield frame enough that the station stunk. So Voren and the techs bailed out. Gerfel had leave, and her replacement wasn’t due until the late shuttle.”


“Makes you wonder.”


“Yeah,” Trystin snapped. “How did they manage to locate the one under-force station on the entire perimeter—from orbit yet—and the only one with bad shields—and still get wiped out?”


“A lot of bodies?”


“What’s a lot? I counted maybe a squad, but I didn’t go looking. They’re all still there.”


“They’re good for fertilizer, anyway. Except we’ve got to transport them.” Quentar laughed. “You know the one thing I like about this job?”


“What?” asked Trystin tiredly.


“Killing revs. It’d be better if I could be a pilot. That way I could scorch a bunch, but the gattlings do a real good job. You know,” Quentar said, his voice dropping to a
more conversational level, “the revs aren’t really human. They’re part alien.”


“I hadn’t heard that.”


“Oh … the policy types on Perdya hushed that up. They said it makes people too excitable. How else do you explain it? Would you run right at a gattling, Trystin? Would anyone human? How else can you explain it?”


“Their faith,” suggested Trystin. “If they die in a holy war or whatever it is, they go to paradise.”


“No real human could swallow that. No, they’re aliens. They just look human.” Quentar laughed again. “Wish I were a pilot. Then I could scorch a whole lot of them. Keep’em from killing real people.” His eyes half glazed at a message or some line input, and he added in a disinterested tone, his consciousness half elsewhere, “You need some rest.”


“Yeah.” Trystin nodded and walked down to the shower, concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other. A shower and sleep, those were what he really wanted—and not to think about alien-acting revs. Or Quentar’s wanting to kill anything that moved. Just a shower and sleep.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Ml EdESIttJr






OEBPS/Images/e9781429995450_i0005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/e9781429995450_i0006.jpg





OEBPS/Images/e9781429995450_i0003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/e9781429995450_i0004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/e9781429995450_i0001.jpg
THE

PARAFAITH
WAR

¥

L. E. MODESITT, JR.

A

ATom Dohery Associares Book
New Yors






OEBPS/Images/e9781429995450_i0002.jpg





