
        
            
                
            
        

    



LAST MAN OUT


 


BY 


 


ELLIOTT KAY
















 


 


© Copyright 2018
Elliott Kay


Cover Illustration Copyright 2018 Julie
Dillon


Line Design Copyright 2018 Lee Moyer
















 


 


Also by Elliott Kay:


 


Poor Man’s Fight


 


Rich Man’s War


 


Dead Man’s Debt


 


No Medals for Secrets


 


 


 


Good Intentions


 


Natural Consequences


 


Days of High Adventure


 


Life In Shadows


 


Personal Demons

















 


In memory of Megan.



















Cast of Characters


Prologue: Ashes


Chapter One: Living the Dream


Chapter Two: Civilian


Chapter Three: Support Structures


Chapter Four: Polarizing Qualities


Chapter Five: Initiative


Chapter Six: Icebreakers


Chapter Seven: Tough Crowds


Chapter Eight: Travel Hazards


Chapter Nine: Areas of Expertise


Chapter Ten: Dirtside


Chapter Eleven: Ripples


Chapter Twelve: Digging


Chapter Thirteen: Learning
Experiences


Chapter Fourteen: Walking Over Graves


Chapter Fifteen: Priorities


Chapter Sixteen: Storm Clouds


Chapter Seventeen: Opening Up


Chapter Eighteen: Precipice


Chapter Nineteen: Reception


Chapter Twenty: Breaking Through


Chapter Twenty-One: Relics


Chapter Twenty-Two: Grudges


Chapter Twenty-Three: All Hell


Chapter Twenty-Four: School’s Out


Chapter Twenty-Five: Very Important
People


Chapter Twenty-Six: All Available
Hands


Chapter Twenty-Seven: Division of
Labor


Chapter Twenty-Eight: Overrun


Chapter Twenty-Nine: Convergence


Chapter Thirty: Crashing the Party


Chapter Thirty-One: Hold On


Chapter Thirty-Two: Street by Street


Chapter Thirty-Three: Desperate


Chapter Thirty-Four: Tenacity


Chapter Thirty-Five: One Last Run


Chapter Thirty-Six: Goalposts


Chapter Thirty-Seven: Damage Control


Epilogue


About the Author


 


 











Cast of
Characters


 


Field School for Xenoarchaeology, University of
Fremantle:


Professor Joseph Vandenberg


Naomi Watkins


Kim Choi


Antonio Chavez


Emma Grant


Nigel Carrington


Wu Jishen


Amelia Pace


Grace Andrews


Olivia Brown


Gina Ramos


Russell Jones (withdrawn)


Tanner Malone


 


Also on Fremantle:


Constable Lisa Wright


Danielle Temple


Brad Thompson


Formerly of CDC Security Services: Troy, Jim, Mickey, Yanis,
Chris


 


 


Crew of the charter yacht Phoenix:


Lynette Kelly, Captain


Veronica Roldan, Executive Officer


Elise Jacobs, nurse


Sol Ordoñez, gunner


Sanjay Bhatia, boatswain


Edgar Cervantes, engineer


Jorge Salgado, engineer


 


 


Union of Humanity:


Secretary of Defense Charles Ohanga


Admiral Divya Khatri


Ambassador Sean Young


Captain MacDonald, Union Fleet liaison to Minos


 


 


Minos Enterprises:


Tom Geisler, President and CEO


Miranda Duke, CFO


Sam Franklin, CAO


Mitchell Vanstone, chief of police


Vickie Edmonds, compliance


Jack Bauman, factory shift manager


 


 


Precision Solutions:


Major Sheila Dylan


Captain Ellis Conroy


Specialist Clint Stockton


Sergeant Malai Juntasa


Sergeant Steve Brody


Sergeant Davis


Corporal Mara


Corporal Solanke


Corporal Garcia


Corporal Clayton


Private Jamie


Private Sanders


Private Andrade


Private Voligny


 


 


Minos Insurgents:


Chen Lau


Emily Allen, shuttle pilot


Quan, Robbie, Ellen


Kristi, Zhi


 


 


Crew of the pirate ship Stalker:


Ivan, captain


Vince, quartermaster


Static, bridge watch


 


 


Archangel Navy:


Admiral Meiling Yeoh, Chief of Naval Operations


Cmdr. James Beacham, Chief of Staff to Admiral Yeoh


Major Thomas Li, aide to Admiral Yeoh


 


On the battleship ANS Beowulf:


Rear Admiral Todd Branch, Commanding Officer


Captain Alberto Santos, Executive Officer


Commander Christina Hernandez, Operations Officer


Lieutenant Commander Zach Corleissen, Chaplain


Master-at-Arms 1st Class Phil Lewis


Crewman Apprentice Ricardo Mendez


 


Marines of Bravo Company:


Captain Hancock, commanding officer


Lieutenant Torres, leader of First Platoon


Midshipman Alicia Wong


Sergeant Domingo


Corporal Ball


Corporal Rodriguez


Gunnery Sergeant Michelle Janeka


Lieutenant Kilmeade, leader of Second Platoon


Sergeant Brent Collins


Sergeant Martin Ravenell











Prologue:

Ashes


 


“Of the
seven alien species discovered thus far, only two still exist: the Nyuyinaro
and the Krokinthians. The rest died out before they could reach the stars. We
know them only from ruins and fossils. It seems the galaxy is a harsh place.”


 


--Introduction
to Xenoarchaeology, third edition


foreword by
Professor Joseph Vandenberg


 


“Insurgents in
sand dunes shouldn’t be a challenge. Scan ‘em from orbit six different ways and
blast the hell out of ‘em. Infantry should only be clean-up. But oh, no. Not on
Minos.”


Sergeant Davis
turned his eyes skyward, something possible only under the protection of his
faceplate. Optical enhancements rendered total darkness into frustrating
shadow. Despite technological aid, he couldn’t make out any stars in this
sandstorm.


The only light
came from his helmet and weapons systems and those of his squad mates. It
didn’t travel far. The ashes of Minos swallowed visible light, along with most
useful parts of the electromagnetic spectrum.


“Ah, you’re
grumpy ‘cause they pulled you out of bed,” said his patrol partner. Her voice
carried through the communications net only because she was so close. Anyone
beyond spitting distance spoke mostly in static. “This is a walk in the park.”


“Parks have
grass and trees to hold the soil down, Mara,” grumbled Davis. “If they
seed-bombed this region a little more we’d have grasslands instead of ashes.”


He raised his
rifle to his shoulder. Infrared light streamed uselessly from emitters on the
barrel and his helmet. Nothing stood out on the ash dune rising before him. No
one in the squad expected further contact with the enemy. Neither did the rest
of the platoon or even company command, all strung out in the dark across the
dunes.


“They tried
that already years ago, didn’t they? It didn’t take,” said Mara. “Something
about chemistry out here, or landscape zones or something. Lots of other spots
worked out fine. Not everyplace is meant to go green.”


“They didn’t
spend the money to get it right,” said Davis. “We could deny ‘em the whole zone
by planting some grass.”


“Yeah, but if
Minos Enterprises doesn’t spend the money on ecology, they spend it on us,
right?” Mara pointed out. “We’re Precision Solutions. We’ll fix any problem in
the maximum billable hours.”


“I get enough
billable hours without losing sleep,” said Davis. “We knew this would happen as
soon as the storm was on the forecast. These assholes always pull something.
We’re grounded and we can barely see our own hands in front of our faces. They
know they’ll get away and they know we’ll waste time and resources chasing
them. It’s typical insurgency shit. They can’t beat us in the field, so they want
to make this planet too expensive to hold.”


“Ha! That’s
not gonna happen until somebody makes a better holocom chip,” said Mara. “In
thirty years, the Big Three haven’t found higher quality than Minoan crystals. And
someday the eggheads will work out how to industrialize all this ash and rock.
Once they can make metal out of this shit, it’ll change everything. These
settlers are contracted and paid for. Minos Enterprises isn’t letting them go.”


Coming to the
crest of the dune, the pair fell silent in a small measure of basic discipline.
No targets revealed themselves through sniper fire.


Chatter on the
net eased up, too. “Tactical display, overhead,” said Davis. The map appeared
over his faceplate, displaying icons for his squad and others stretching out to
the left. As far as his sensors knew, Davis was the extreme right of the line.
The remainder of his squad and the entire mechanized company beyond it no
longer registered.


“Son of a
bitch,” he sighed. “Frazzy and her guys wandered out and broke contact again.”


“Aw, hell.”


“This is why
people need to pay attention to training. You can’t let the computer do all
your thinking. Sometimes we need actual skills like night movement and land
navigation. God forbid we need some actual marksmanship tonight, too.”


The wind
picked up, and with it the dust. His lip curled back with things he dared not
say on a recorded channel, but he had to say something. “Platoon, this is
Davis. Squaddies to my right have stretched out of communications range. We
need to shift right to reestablish contact.”


“Understood,”
came the reply, faint and garbled despite going through a fresh relay with each
trooper along the chain. “Don’t go far. Come back left if you have trouble.”


“Oh!”
exclaimed Mara. Davis whirled to look. Mara pointed her rifle at a lump in the
sand and kicked it hard. “Don’t move! Hands where I can see them. Slowly.”


“Help,” gasped
the dark lump. Shaking hands emerged from a hooded coat covered by ashes. Davis
reached down to pull the man over. He looked withered and bewildered, his eyes
barely opening. “Who’s there? Help.”


“He doesn’t
look like an insurgent,” said Mara. “Christ, I walked right into him.”


“Watch for
trouble,” said Davis. The stranger looked long overdue for a longevity
treatment. Davis found an old holocom on his wrist. “Precision Solutions.
Holocom security override. Identification and medical status.”


A holographic
screen appeared over the man with his identity and his suspended employment
status. “Dehydration, anemia, heat exhaustion. Fucker’s been out here a while,”
said Davis. “I don’t think he’s an insurgent. Hey, old man, what the fuck are
you doing out here?”


“Puh…prospecting,”
said the stranger.


“He’s got a
bag here,” said Mara.


“Careful,”
Davis warned.


“N-no,” the
man groaned.


Bits of
obsidian spilled from his upended sack, resembling broken plates and bowls. A
few cloth-wrapped bundles rolled out of the bottom. “Ancient Minoan shit,” said
Mara. “Guess he found a good spot for artifacts. These are worth a little
cash.”


“So thirsty,”
the man pleaded.


“All that stuff
isn’t worth lugging out of here on foot,” said Davis. He picked up one of the
bundles. The cloth unfurled, releasing a rough orb of crystal half the size of
his fist.


“Holy fuck.”
Mara knelt to look at the orb. Indentations ran along its sides in symmetrical
curves. “Davis, this is high-grade stuff, better than the mines. These are
worth a fortune. He could probably buy out his contract with all this.”


“Was gonna
turn them in,” rasped the prospector. “The company pays for… for finding…”


Davis put his
hand on the old man’s neck. Nobody would think twice about a dehydrated man’s
death out here—except his helmet recorded everything. “Shit,” Davis fumed. A
glance at Mara suggested she’d come to the same conclusion. “Where’d you find
this stuff? Where’s your stash? Is there an old ruin out here?”


The
conversation ended with a loud boom forward and to the right of their position.
Davis spun with his rifle up. Dim red and orange lights flickered over the edge
of the next dune, barely differentiated from scanner noise. Chatter over the
net turned to urgent calls nearly swallowed by static.


“Fuck,” Davis
grunted.


“I’ve got this
spot marked,” said Mara. She stomped on the old man’s ankle, drawing out a
cracked wail of pain. “He’s not going anywhere.”


“Right.” The
pair abandoned him to hustle down the side of the dune. “Platoon, Davis,” he
called. “Contact on my right. Say again, contact on my right. Shots fired,
moving in.”


The pair
climbed the next dune, slowed by ash that sank to the knee. Urgency and
conditioning kept them going. Only broken, garbled words answered his call.
Davis worried he and Mara had already moved too far along the relay chain. In
this mess, his whole company might as well be on the other side of the planet.


Another boom washed
over the crest of the dune accompanied by a clearly visible flash. The silence
over the net worried him: by now they should have heard from Frazzy or someone
else on her fire team. “Talk to me, people,” he barked.


Broken words
drifted back. Softer, redder flashes of light highlighted the crest of the
dune. Visibility improved and the winds eased. Davis didn’t question the small
improvements—not when he found one of his own sprawled out on his back in a darkened
crater on the downward slope.


Red beams from
lasers and the muzzle flashes of automatic weapons lit up the trough of the
dune. Three of his people held the bottom, sensibly spread out in a small arc
as they fired across a flat black surface of stone.


Carved lines
ran along its length and breadth, making up bits of a larger pattern buried by
the surrounding dunes. The deliberate hand of craftsmanship was unmistakable.
They fought across a broad floor, a road, or perhaps the roof of some ancient
structure.


Return fire
came in at his squad from the other end of the surface. The shooters were dug
into the base of the next dune some forty meters away, half-buried in the ash
with cloaks or blankets over their shoulders. At first glance, Davis counted
perhaps five in all.


A low thump
from one insurgent’s weapon preceded another explosion on Davis’s side of the
battlefield. This time, he clearly heard the cry of wounded squad mates. Davis
brought his rifle to his shoulder and fired.


Mara joined
in. Well-aimed fire quickly evened the numbers as each scored hits, burning
fatal wounds through one insurgent and leaving another crumpled face-first in
the dust.


Return fire
lit up the dune all around them. Some came from the top of the next dune up
ahead. The insurgents had been smart enough to keep someone in reserve.


“Mara,” said
Davis.


“I’ve got him.”
The pair came only halfway down the hill before Mara fired again. Davis kept
going. He trusted her aim. Within a few more steps, he didn’t have to worry
about the guy atop the next dune.


Only one of
his squad mates at the bottom fought on. The insurgent’s grenade had taken out the
rest. Thankfully, the remaining insurgents didn’t push their luck. One fired
wildly to cover the others as they hustled up their dune to escape.


“Status.
Tactical status,” Davis demanded. The heads-up display on his helmet identified
each member of the fire team. Lin was dead, as was Thomas at the top of the
dune. Frazzy’s vitals didn’t look too bad, though she was still on her side.
Only Private Yu was unharmed.


Lasers flashed
overhead. Davis looked up, ready to shoot, only to find the trailing ambusher
tumbling down the dune, trailing smoke from Mara’s lasers. She kept shooting at
the rest.


“Yu, it’s
Davis,” the sergeant said as he came to the private’s side. “You’re okay?”


“Yeah. Sarge,
we never saw ‘em coming.”


“Take care of
Frazzy. Mara, c’mon.” Davis ran forward, glad for the flat surface allowing him
to cross the distance at full speed. Mara followed close behind. He missed his
chance to plug the last bastards before they made it over the dune. He and Mara
would catch up fast.


They weren’t
as fast as Yu. The private flew noiselessly past them, never touching the floor
until he hit the opposing dune upside down and unmoving.


Davis and Mara
turned back. The cause of Yu’s broken flight stood over the fallen fire team in
jet black stone, humanoid but with its knees turned backward and limbs too long
to be human. A deep, glowing red light ran across and down its otherwise
featureless face in a T-shaped intersection. Flakes of ash slipped from its
jagged shoulders and limbs, freshly emerged from the ground.


The thing
stepped away from Frazzy’s still prone form, casting aside Yu’s rifle.


“What the
fuck?” Davis breathed. He opened fire. So did Mara.


If their
lasers did any harm, it didn’t show. The thing sprang at them on those legs shaped
to move more like a prancing cat than a human.


“Back up, back
up!” Davis ordered. He pulled his pistol as Mara kept firing, hoping perhaps a
solid projectile might do some good.


The living
statue moved fast. One of its arms swept aside the mercenary’s own on the way
to his head. Everything went dark as Davis spun and fell face first into the
dune.


He came out of
it almost in the blink of an eye. Davis pushed himself over onto his back. At
first, he saw only ash and a heads-up display full of bad news. Every name but
Frazzy’s turned up in a dim, warning red line.


Mara was dead.
She lay only meters away, dangling from the stone creature’s hands. Her helmet
was gone, now held by her killer as if that was all it had wanted of her. The
thing turned its glowing face toward Davis.


“Can you hear
and understand me?” it asked with a calm, entirely human voice, like a man
waiting tables in a restaurant.


Davis reached
for his sidearm again, but it was gone.


“Are these
words correct? Do you speak English?”


He snatched
his rifle out of the ashes. Effective or not, he had nothing else. “Platoon,
this is Davis!” he shouted. “I need help!”


“This answers
only one of my questions.” The stone man closed in, ignoring the lasers Davis put
into its chest and head. “Can you understand me?”


Then it jolted
forward. Sparks flew from its shoulder with a loud pop from behind. More followed
to similar effect. Across the smooth floor, Frazzy was up on her knees, firing
her pistol.


“Platoon,
Frazzy!” she shouted. “We need help! Xeno contact! Xeno contact!”


The red tau on
the stone face glowed brighter. It turned to Frazzy, enduring two more shots without
complaint.


Red light burst
from the stone man’s face with a thunderous crack. The thing sustained its beam
for several seconds. When it finished, nothing remained of Frazzy or the others
but soot on top of ash.


Davis searched
frantically for his pistol. Without his weapon, fear turned to panic. A hand
with all the strength of stone shoved him onto his back.


The storm
picked up, deepening the darkness. Ashes washed over the black surface that had
only briefly served as a battlefield, burying it again. The red glow of the
alien face stood out among the gathering shadows.


“You are a
warrior? Healthy and suited to battle, like these others?” the thing asked.


Davis didn’t
answer. He couldn’t form words.


“You will
suffice,” it said.


A stone fist
came in at Davis’s helmet, ending all of his fear.











Chapter One:

Living the Dream


 


“Archangel claimed
their war against the Big Three was primarily over student debt. The Debtor’s
War destroyed one major corporation and savaged another, leaving the
interstellar economy in turmoil. Nine months later, the Union of Humanity is
more unstable than ever. Tonight on Verified, we’ll look at the human
cost of the Debtor’s War as it is felt here on Fremantle: some of the millions
of lives lost, and others left shattered by this brutal conflict. Don’t look
away.”


 


--Polaris-Fremantle
News and Entertainment, May 2280


 


“They’re
protesting him again.”


Naomi looked
up from the spread of holographic messages and notes at the conference room
table. “What are they protesting now?”


“Not what, who,”
Kim corrected. “Him.”


Naomi rose to
see what she meant, killing the images projected by the holocom mounted on her
ring. A glance at her reflection in the window confirmed her “adult
professional” disguise was still in place: jet black hair pulled back from a
pretty, dark brown face, grey and blue skirt suit conservative enough to mark
her as an instructor rather than an undergrad. No one would know how tired or
overwhelmed she felt. The reflection disappeared from the glass as she stood
beside Kim to look out over the quad.


 Dozens of
students flowed past the building. This wasn’t the protest itself, but rather
people on their way to it. She read the signs, noted the energy in everyone’s
step. The ubiquity of personal holocoms meant everyone had their own
holographic projector, but in a crowd all those translucent images could easily
become a cluttered jumble. Half of these students held actual printed signs.


The words were
easy to read: Murderer. Maniac. War Criminal. Terrorist.


Not On Our
Campus.


Naomi knew
exactly where they were headed. Her shoulders sagged. “Shit. Don’t they have to
study for finals?”


“It’s
Thursday,” Kim noted. “They’ve been studying all week. Maybe this is how they
deal with burnout.” Naomi’s fellow doctoral candidate pointed to a young man in
shorts and a red bandanna leaping buoyantly through the flow of students,
waving his hands in the air to rile them up. “Maybe they’ll get it out of their
systems and move on before your seminar.”


“They’d
better,” Naomi grumbled. “I’m not in the mood to deal with this again.”


“Have you had
any more problems?”


“Not since the
idiot freshman with the bucket of fake blood outside my door.”


“No, I mean
with him,” Kim corrected.


“He’s not even
a problem. Probably the best student in the class. Gets every assignment done
early, writes well, aces every quiz. When he speaks up, you can tell he did all
the reading and probably more.” Her praise carried annoyance. Naomi watched
more student protesters trickle by. This would grow into a mob. “Now the class only
gets freaked out when somebody reminds them to be freaked out.”


“I think I’d
be a little freaked out,” Kim admitted. “Or bitter. How much grant money did
the school lose by taking him in?”


“I don’t know,
how much of your educational debt got wiped out when NorthStar and Lai Wa made
their ‘goodwill adjustment’ after the war?”


Kim frowned.
“A lot. Not all of it, though.”


Doors slid open
at the other end of the conference room, drawing their attention. Other heads
looked up too, from the conference table and the coffee service to one side.


“Oh, is everyone
here already?” Typical postgraduate students called their advisors by first
names; Naomi’s had never once made such an invitation. He was still Professor
Vandenberg, Doctor of History, Anthropology, and Xenoarchaeology. He strode in
wearing a tan suit and tie, smiling under his bushy grey mustache. “Good. We
can get started right away.”


“Wish he was
the only man causing me problems,” Naomi muttered.


“Thank you all
for being prompt,” said Vandenberg. He sat at the head of the table, calling
the meeting to order by his tone of voice alone. Naomi, Kim, and the others
returned to the table. For the undergrads, this would be the final word on
their summer quarter and possibly determine the trajectory of the rest of their
time at the university. For students like Naomi and Kim, it would deeply impact
the course of their future careers.


“I know what a
busy time of year this is, but these meetings are important to hold in person.
We’ll keep it short. I have a lecture after this myself.


“I concluded a
call with the foreign ministry only a few minutes ago. They’ve asked that we
provide full travel advisories for Minos. I need each of you to read and sign your
advisory to make the university happy. More importantly, they’ve confirmed with
the security services on Minos that there are no further requirements for our
visas. That was our last bit of red tape.”


“So it’s on?”
asked Emma, a junior with a festive purple and blue dye job and an excited grin
she couldn’t hold back. Others showed much the same energy as they listened.


“It’s on,”
confirmed Vandenberg. “You can forget the field school on Anambra. We don’t
need a back-up plan now. Our dig on Minos is full speed ahead.”


“What’s this
about a travel advisory?” asked Antonio. As the pride and joy of the school’s champion
soccer team, arrangements for the trip were even harder for him. He had to
navigate the coaching staff along with all the other bureaucracy. “What does it
say?”


“Minos isn’t
in the nicest neighborhood of the Union, but we knew that,” Naomi answered. In
contrast to the others, she held her feelings in check. “Minos Enterprises
doesn’t guarantee the same civil rights we have on Fremantle. They aren’t all
that consistent about protecting the rights they do recognize. The advisory
gives plenty of examples.”


“So don’t do
anything to get yourselves arrested,” Vandenberg chuckled. “Field work has its
risks. Anambra wasn’t always the safest location, either. I once wound up in
the hospital for weeks with some unclassified bacterial analogue. I’ve had digs
interrupted by men in uniforms with guns before, too. Such moments are usually
political theater, or at worst a shakedown for bribes. We’ll have friendly
locals. If things become problematic, we’ll get early warning. That said,
accidents and crime can happen anywhere. Even on campus, or on your way home.


“Don’t worry.
I wouldn’t recruit students for an expedition if I thought it truly dangerous.
It’s the chance of a lifetime, ladies and gentlemen. I’m glad you’re
interested. On that note, do we have our roster finalized? Are there any
further applicants?”


“No more at
the moment, professor,” said Naomi. “But we do have two more open slots.” She
didn’t need to call up the list to recite it. Given her responsibilities for
organizing all the nuts and bolts of this expedition, she’d lived and breathed
practically every detail for the last two months.


She knew what
the advisory would say, too. It almost made her wish the expedition had been
canceled. Minos was indeed the chance of a lifetime, particularly for Naomi. It
was the focus of her dissertation, which was why Vandenberg was her advisor in
the first place. But the closer the trip drew, the more highly she thought of a
nice, safe trip to the picked-over alien ruins of Anambra.


There wasn’t
any way out of it now.


 


* * *


 


He walked to
class through a crowd of students cursing his name.


He tried to
focus on his breath. So many people had coached him on that, from drill
instructors in basic training to the succession of therapists he’d seen ever
since. He reminded himself these were only students. They didn’t have the whole
story. They didn’t understand. It was a protest, not a riot or a threat. They
didn’t know him. He tried to dismiss the rest and ward off the tension and his
nerves. In through his nose, out through his mouth.


Breathing was
important. Sometimes it helped.


Their signs labeled
him a mass murderer and a savage. Some projected holo images in the air
depicting him in handcuffs. One showed him in his old dress uniform, standing
proudly with all his medals, drenched in blood.


It was a solid
rendering, though it conveyed a sort of pride he’d never felt or expressed in
his life. He had put on a resolute or firm expression plenty of times. Military
etiquette demanded that now and again, and he’d taken a short turn on the
ceremonial honor guard. Even so, he couldn’t think of a time when he’d felt
like that.


A good artist
with a good computer could make almost anything seem real. He eyed it without
real interest.


Tanner Malone
still looked much the same. The source image was probably less than a year old.
Longevity treatments taken right after his discharge ensured he’d look
twenty-three for a long time to come. He’d kept the same lean frame shown in
the uniform. His green eyes remained unlined, and his skin held onto the tone
that matched his name. He still kept his face shaved clean. The lone, small
gold ball remained in his left earlobe as a memorial to lost shipmates.


His black hair
was longer now. Much longer, down to his shoulders, grown out at the first
salon he could reach, almost out of spite for Navy regulations left behind. He
didn’t wear a uniform, either. Tanner stuck with light pants and a loose
short-sleeved shirt to fit the pleasant weather. Ever since leaving home for
the Navy, all he’d wanted was someplace warm with a good university that would
accept him. Five years later, he’d succeeded, mostly.


“He’s got to
go!” the students chanted. “He’s got to go!”


The main
entrance up ahead wasn’t the only way into the lecture hall. He could cut
around the crowd and bang on one of the side doors until someone opened up. Or
he could call campus safety and ask them to let him in that way. By now, he had
a relationship with them. They preferred it when he took the subtle and
inconspicuous approach. Having done security work of a different sort, he
understood the desire to keep things quiet and calm when possible.


The chanting
continued. The signs stayed up. “Fuck it,” Tanner muttered. “I’m not goin’
anywhere.”


He kept his
eyes low, put one foot in front of the other, and thought about his breathing.
It only required him to ignore instincts built up from five years of training
and experience. He merely had to ignore the tension in his shoulders and in his
wrists, the voiceless growl that crept into his breath, and his own emotions.
Simple stuff.


He made it to
within ten meters of the door.


“He’s here!”
shouted a woman beside him. “That’s him!”


The crowd
roared, closing to block his path. The “got to go” chant intensified, now mixed
with insults and loud, wordless outrage. Tanner glanced left and right to make
sure things weren’t going any farther than that. He felt conflicted about
looking back. He didn’t want the crowd to think they scared him, but he didn’t
want to take a mob too lightly, either.


Tanner
gestured to the building behind them. “I need to get to class,” he said.


“You need to
get off our campus,” someone shouted. Others immediately echoed her.


“Go home,
murderer!” called someone else.


“I kinda
burned that bridge.” Tanner shrugged. “Not really an option.”


“That’s your
problem.”


“Yeah, and I
solved it. Here I am.” He kept his voice even and casual. Better to let them
think their protest bored him than show how he really felt.


“You don’t
belong here. You belong in a prison,” yelled yet another student. He was a
beefy student in a fraternity shirt, pointing an accusing finger at Tanner.
“You’re a war criminal.”


“According to
whom? NorthStar?” Staying calm required an act of will. “You realize that was
the other side, right? They’re gonna say that kind of thing.”


“Don’t try to
make it about them. You committed crimes against humanity!”


“No, I
committed acts of war because a war broke out and I was in the military—”


“War crimes!”
someone interjected.


“—Also,
there’s no court for what you’re talking about. The Union sure needs one,
though. Anytime you want to stage a demonstration for that, I’ll show up with a
sign. But I’ve gotta get to class. Last warning.”


“Or what?”
shouted a different student.


“We’re not
afraid of you,” declared another.


Tanner sighed.
The back-and-forth seemed pointless when his words were drowned out by the noise.
It didn’t matter. They’d keep at their demonstration regardless of what he
said.


He tapped the
screen on his sturdy wristwatch-style holocom. A holographic screen appeared
over his wrist, providing a menu of options from personal files to his library
to communications. He hit the key for campus safety.


“We’re not
letting you pass,” came another declaration.


“And we’re not
letting you stay,” said another.


“Not on our
campus,” called out one student.


“Not on our
campus!” echoed dozens more.


Tanner held up
his hands to gesture to the buildings around them. “I’m a student here, too.
It’s as much my campus as yours.”


That only got
him louder pushback, with shouts of “No!” and boos drowning out the rest.


His heart
pounded. He took in another breath. Nobody here was as loud as gunfire. Nobody
touched him. It was all words and some pictures and a delay getting to class.
Nothing to freak out about. He’d survived far worse than this. If it wasn’t so
loud and if they weren’t so many, he wouldn’t be bothered at all.


But they were
loud. They were many. And despite what his therapist and the counselors said,
it sure felt personal.


He scanned the
crowd, trying to ignore the chants. Campus safety had to know about this shit
already. He didn’t see uniforms, though. He only saw signs and waving hands and
impassioned faces. A blonde student stepped into his line of sight. “This
campus isn’t for mass murderers,” she shouted in his face. “We’re not here to
be your shelter.”


“This campus
is for students,” Tanner replied. “I’m a student. Can I go to class?”


“Can you give
back all the lives you took?”


“It was a war.
I wasn’t thrilled about it.” He looked around again. Where the hell was campus
safety?


“It was a war you
started!”


“All by
myself? C’mon, man. Even NorthStar’s propaganda doesn’t go that far.”


“No, not you.
Archangel. Your star system,” barked yet another one.


“All we did
was throw out corporations that kept us in lifelong debt through fraud and
abuse. They pulled the same shit here on Fremantle, too. And the rest of the Union.”


“Don’t act
like you did us any favors with all the blood on your hands. War is never the
answer. Violence doesn’t solve anything.”


Tanner’s
shoulders slumped. “Oh buddy, I wish that was true.”


“You think
this is funny?”


“I think
you’re forgetting who invaded whom. And I think you’re being a little
ridiculous.”


“That only
happened after Archangel destabilized the entire Union’s economy!” shouted the
frat brother.


“Okay, so I’m
claiming self-defense and you’re arguing economic justifications,” said Tanner.
“Where’s the moral high ground again?”


Someone spit
on him, leaving a nasty wet stain on his shirt. Another roar went up, split
between support and disapproval. Tanner sighed. “That’s assault.”


“Do something
about it, asshole!” said the bearded student now in front of him.


Tanner looked
the guy up and down skeptically. His heartbeat climbed in a natural reaction to
confrontation. He breathed in slowly and tried to let it go. He didn’t need
this. He had nothing to prove to the beard or to the crowd. They weren’t going
to listen. He had to ignore this.


“Back off,”
ordered the blonde protester. “Stop it. We’re not here for that.” Tanner looked
back to her and realized she was talking to the one who’d spit on him. She
pushed the guy away. Fortunately for him and for Tanner, the bearded student
complied.


“Thanks,”
grunted Tanner.


“I didn’t do
it for you,” she snapped.


“Hey, I’m from
campus safety,” someone said as they came to Tanner’s side. His collared white
shirt bore right arm patches. “Sorry, I had to push my way through the crowd.”


The blonde was
undeterred. “I didn’t come here to sit in class next to some murderer!”


“It was a
war,” Tanner repeated. “I fought professional soldiers. Unless you’re out here
sticking up for all the pirates and—”


“You killed my
brother!” cried a voice that broke through the din. Many in the crowd fell
silent, turning to see who’d spoken. A brunette near the edge of the mob held
up a simple white placard on a stick. She glared at him through tearful eyes
and flicked her wrist, activating the holocom on her bracelet.


The image
projected onto her placard didn’t include a uniform or a weapon. He was young
and thin, smiling under a mop of brown hair with a happy dog in his arms. He
didn’t look like a soldier. He looked like a kid. Beneath his face the image
read, “Charlie Ryan, 2255-2276.”


“He was on the
Saratoga,” sniffed the brunette. “He was just a crewman. All he wanted
to do was get out of debt and go to college.”


Tanner winced.
They’d been almost the same age when he pulled the trigger on Charlie’s ship.
As a crewman on an assault carrier, the guy probably never carried anything
into battle more dangerous than a fire extinguisher. He might not have even
known where he was.


They’d
enlisted for much the same reasons.


“We should go,”
said the campus safety agent. He put one hand gently on Tanner’s arm. Other
agents were in the crowd now, waiting to help.


“I’m sorry
about your brother,” said Tanner. “I’m sorry he’s gone.”


“He’s gone,”
the young woman sniffled. “He’s gone and I’m in college without him and you’re
here.”


“Not on our
campus!” shouted a voice in the crowd. Others echoed again: “Not on our
campus!” By their third repetition, they were louder and angrier than ever.


“Let’s go,”
said the agent at Tanner’s side.


An impact on the
back of Tanner’s head blocked out the shouting with an explosive, wet crunch.
Pain and surprise plunged the world into darkness for a terrifying instant.
Something splashed down his neck and across his shoulder. He ducked and spun,
fearing the worst. His heart flew into overdrive while the world seemed to fall
into slow motion.


His assailant
was still in arms’ reach. Tanner saw a silver shirt, a goatee, an extended arm.
The attacker’s hand was still pulling away until Tanner grabbed it, crushing
fingers together and twisting as he yanked the man down. He extended the guy’s
arm up and slammed his other hand into the shoulder, painfully popping it out
of joint. Tanner’s knee came up into the guy’s side before his hold was locked
in. It all happened without a thought.


The attacker’s
hand felt wet as Tanner locked in his grip. Wet and gooey. Runny, yellow fluid
spackled with flecks of white covered their hands. It wasn’t blood.


The
realization did nothing for Tanner’s adrenaline. He didn’t focus on the attacker
now held in check. He was already looking for others. The crowd shouted, some
with anger and some with concern for Tanner’s attacker, but he ignored those.
He looked all around for the next threat, scanning the rooftops as well as the
immediate crowd.


“Argh! God,
fuck, let go! Shit!” wailed his assailant.


“Holy shit he
really is crazy,” someone exclaimed.


“You’re
hurting him! Let go!” shouted so many more.


Wisely, the
campus safety agent stepped into Tanner’s view rather than touching him. “I
need you to let him go. We’re getting you out of this.”


Tanner only
faintly recognized the words. His eyes kept darting this way and that,
frantically looking for the silhouettes of snipers on the rooftop edges or the
glint of rifle scopes. Instead, he saw the backs of white uniform shirts coming
between him and the crowd, urging them back with arms held out wide.


The crowd. All
these civilians were sitting ducks out here. There was no cover and too many
people in one place to get everyone out fast. A single, level gunshot would go
through several people in any direction, let alone the harm a grenade could do,
or a—


“Sir. Please
come inside with me,” the safety agent repeated.


Tanner looked
over his shoulder. Who was he calling sir? Was there an officer here?


At his university?


He looked at
his wet hand. Egg, not blood.


“Mr. Malone,”
said the safety agent.


Tanner
released his attacker, stalking toward the lecture hall with the safety agent
close at his side. Other agents provided a narrow path. The lecture hall’s
doors slid open without delay. More than a few people milled about in the wide
lobby, watching the commotion through the windows.


“I need to get
to a bathroom,” said Tanner. His voice shook.


“Right over
there,” said the agent. He stayed close with a steady, reassuring voice. “It’s
only egg. Nothing serious.”


“Tanner?”
asked a voice.


He found one
of his instructors watching with concern. Naomi led his seminar session after
this class. She wasn’t a threat. There was no danger here from her or to her.
His mind promptly dismissed the rest. He kept walking.


“Are you
okay?” she asked.


“I need to get
to the bathroom,” Tanner repeated.


“He’ll be
fine, miss,” said the agent.


The bathroom
door slid open for a student on her way out. She stepped to one side upon first
glance at Tanner, watching wide-eyed as he passed. Young men and women at the
bank of sinks and mirrors mostly ignored him on his way to the nearest stall
with its floor-to-ceiling privacy door. He pulled it shut behind him and threw
the lock with something short of a slam.


He was alone.
The noise fell away.


The emotions
didn’t.


Tension coiled
up his shoulders and down his arms. His breath came out rapid and heavy. Tanner
turned to punch the wall behind the toilet, only to stop before breaking his
hand. There wasn’t enough room to get in a good kick. Not at the back wall.
Maybe at the sidewalls, but then he’d be kicking at someone else’s space and
scaring them.


Nobody here
deserved that. Nobody threatened him. Not physically. Not violently. No matter
what his body and his reflexes told him. No matter what his gut said. No matter
what his training demanded.


His body shook
with rage and adrenaline lacking any outlet at all.


Therapists and
doctors had told him how this worked. He kept medication in his backpack. Learned
reflexes and survival instincts clashed with the reality of the here-and-now.
No one tried to kill him. No lives were at stake. Nothing worse than some
asshole with an egg…and a crowd of students cheering him on and wanting Tanner
gone.


Nothing worse
than knowing he’d held on for five years to get here.


Instincts and
experience kept his body pumping. He understood the connections between his
body and his emotions, but understanding that didn’t make less of a mess.


He knew what
was wrong. He was alone now. He could deal with this as long as he hid all
alone in a bathroom stall.


The applicator
sat in a side-pocket of his backpack. He set the pack down to pull it out,
hands shaking. It wasn’t the fear or adrenaline that made him shake. Given a
fight or a crisis, he’d be steady enough. He knew that. He shook from the lack
of options.


He shook badly
enough to drop the applicator onto the floor as it came out of his pack. 


Tanner threw
his forearms up against the back wall. He leaned in, putting his forehead into
his arms, focusing on his breath. In and out. In and out.


He reached for
the applicator, put it to his wrist, and hit the hypo button. It didn’t take
effect instantly. He had to wait. He had to breathe.


Sometimes he
choked. Sometimes he sobbed.


 


 


* * *


 


“No way. I
don’t see how he gets punished for this,” said the safety agent. “I was right
next to him. My holocom records everything while I’m on duty. It was only an
egg, but he was struck from behind in an angry crowd. He has a solid case for
self-defense. If anyone has something to worry about, it’s the other student.”


Naomi looked
through the windows and glass doors of the lobby. The crowd remained, but she
saw less shouting and agitation now. Several protesters engaged in a tense
conference with another safety agent. She saw a blonde, a guy in a fraternity
shirt, a couple of others. Even if the protest named no official leader,
someone had gotten it rolling and kept up the momentum. Someone decided when
and where.


“So what’s
next?”


The agent held
his tongue. “I’m not sure I can—” He paused, holding his finger to his
earpiece. Then he looked to the door and saw faces on the other side looking
back. “Go ahead,” he said.


The blonde
student came through. The others waited.


“You’re
speaking for the protest?” asked the agent.


“I’m Patricia.
And yes. More or less. I don’t pretend to speak for everyone, but the bigger
groups…yes. Where is he?” she asked, looking around.


“In the
bathroom getting cleaned up, I suppose,” said the agent.


“What’s your
plan here?” asked Naomi. “What’s your point?”


“Our point is
we don’t want a war criminal in our school,” Patricia said, trading some of her
nervousness for indignation now that she faced a challenge. “We want him gone.”


“Oh please.
The entire ‘war criminal’ narrative came out of propaganda from NorthStar and
their allies.”


“That is such
an ad hominem argument,” Patricia countered.


“Yeah? Have
you tried hearing out his side of things?”


“Who are you,
his advocate?”


Naomi
hesitated. Her sense of duty prodded her along. “I’m one of his instructors.
So, sure. I’ll advocate for him.”


“Figures.
You’re another administration tool,” said Patricia.


“I’m a what?”


“You’re part
of the same establishment that brought him in.”


“Now who’s
playing ad hominem? And where the hell do you get off blocking anyone
from going to class?”


“It’s not much
of a protest if nobody’s inconvenienced and it has no impact.”


“He invested
the same time and work and money to be here as anyone else,” said Naomi.


“Hell, I pay
non-resident tuition, if you really want to talk about money,” said Tanner. Naomi
turned to find him right behind her, his hair and shirt visibly wet. He spoke
without the energy Naomi usually heard in class. The Tanner she knew was bright
and good-humored. Here he seemed exhausted and guarded. “Non-resident fees.
Couldn’t meet the filing deadlines for any scholarships. I didn’t qualify for
any breaks besides enrollment. And asylum.” He wiped a little more water off
his shirt. “Of a sort.”


Patricia took
a breath to collect herself. “I came in here because we wanted to condemn the
egging. That’s not what we want and we don’t approve. It’s too far.”


“Condemn, but
not apologize?” asked Naomi.


“We’re not
responsible for any one person’s actions.”


“Nice.”


“It’s a
protest! We don’t have a sign-up roster with a code of conduct.”


“The first
person I ever killed attacked me from behind,” Tanner interrupted. It stopped
both women cold. He sounded so tired. “He wanted to kill me. I didn’t
understand. I couldn’t believe it was happening. Thought it had to be some
mix-up. I hesitated, and I almost died. The guys with me almost died, too. One
of them actually did. The only reason I’m here now is because I pulled a knife
and killed the bastard. He wasn’t the only one. I live with that every night.


“Do you
understand what could’ve happened to that guy?” Tanner asked, pointing out to
the crowd. “Do you have a fucking clue what it’s like to have a mob of people
run up and shout in your face and spit on you? Can you imagine that? People
have tried to kill me, lady. A whole lot of people. Plenty of others still want
to. That’s not a demonstration of conscience out there to me. That’s a great
big mass of threats.”


Taken aback,
Patricia looked to the crowd. Her fellow protest leaders watched through the
windows but couldn’t hear. Something in that seemed to steel her resolve. “So
are you saying you’re a danger to students? Are you threatening us?”


“Oh, Jesus
fucking Christ,” Tanner sighed.


“Why don’t you
try that line with every other trauma survivor on campus and see how far it
gets you?” asked Naomi. “He doesn’t want to be assaulted. It’s not
complicated.”


“I’m not
responsible for the actions of everyone who shows up to a protest.”


“But I’m
responsible for everything that happened in an interstellar war?” asked Tanner.


“You’re
responsible for the things you did and the people you killed.”


“I wanted to
get out alive, lady. Everyone with me wanted to get out of it alive.”


“You think
everyone on the other side of it didn’t feel the same way?”


“Yes! I
absolutely think they felt that way! It turns out war sucks!”


“So that’s
it?” Patricia scowled. “War is bad? You’re going to hide behind a ‘both sides’
defense? What’s it take to get through to you?”


“Empathy,”
Tanner replied.


“What?”
Patricia blinked.


“Empathy. I’m
a total pushover for anyone who shows me a shred of empathy or warmth. Like a
puppy.”


The other
student’s scowl deepened. “Fuck you.”


“Hey, you
asked. That’s my weakness. Your call if you want to ignore it.”


“You killed
sixty-two thousand people,” said Patricia. Her voice fell as if reliving the
disbelief of hearing it for the first time. “And now you’re here. Going to
school. Like it was nothing. Going on with your life, like…” She shook her head
and walked away.


Tanner watched
her until she reached the door. “Are you okay?” Naomi asked him.


“Not really.”
He offered her a smirk that seemed sadder than he realized. “I haven’t been
okay in a long time. Thank you for asking, and for stepping in.” He glanced
past her, presumably at the clock over the doors. “I should get inside. I’m
late.”


He headed for
the inner door to the lecture hall, giving her a look at his wet hair and the
splashes along the shoulders of his shirt. All this, and he stuck to his
schedule.


Outside, the
crowd remained. Patricia spoke to the other presumptive protest leaders and
pointed toward Naomi. The blonde didn’t try to hide her irritation. The guy in
the fraternity shirt wasn’t subtle about waving his wrist-mounted holocom to
take Naomi’s picture, either.


Naomi’s jaw
set. She wanted no part of this. Drama wasn’t her style, and everything about
this was drama, from the corporate media coverage to the letter to the editor
she could already envision in the student news. Doubtlessly there’d be some
choice words about her, too.


She was only
twenty-eight. Her degrees were all about rocks and ancient ruins. She wasn’t
trained for public relations or counseling. Her seminar class involved mostly
quizzes and discussions to supplement Vandenberg’s lecture section.


“’Teacher’s
assistant’ still means you’re a teacher,” Naomi muttered. “Gotta look out for
your students.”


 


* * *


 


“Remember, the
environment not only shapes the culture you’re studying, it shapes the study of
that culture. It shapes methodology and perspective, and therefore perception.
All of these matters… creep into your conclusions.” The pause in the lecture as
the door opened was nearly imperceptible unless one listened closely for it.


Tanner
listened. He heard. He recognized the hints of irritation, too. Thankfully,
nobody looked back as he entered. He took his seat as quietly as he could
manage. It dawned on him that people trickled in and out late all the time in a
class this big. Vandenberg generally took no discernible notice. Today was
different. Tanner was different.


Vandenberg
stayed at his podium to the side of the stage and continued his lecture. “I may
be beating a dead horse, but xenoarchaeology requires a constant wariness of
ethnocentrism. It sneaks up on the best of us. We must not judge other species
by our own examples. When we see tool use, communal living, or other habits we
identify with, we need to guard against inferring too much to the society. If
you dig up a knife, it doesn’t necessarily mean that culture ate meat. It
doesn’t mean they were prone to war. It means you found something that looks
like a knife.”


Chuckles
flowed through the crowd, some genuine, others reflexively polite. The lecture
hall wasn’t filled to capacity, but it was close. Introduction to Xenoarchaeology
and its seminar component satisfied a large variety of elective requirements.
Tanner would have taken the class purely for fun if given the opportunity.
Staying in the university for the next decade or two sounded good to him, too—presuming
his social life eventually turned around.


With only
another week to go before finals, students had established regular seating out
of simple habit. Tanner’s wasn’t far from the back. Beside his empty seat, a
young woman smiled and nodded to him in welcome. Like Tanner, she wasn’t native
to Fremantle. Her golden skin and wavy, chestnut hair defied any ethnic labels.
She was pretty, too; combined with her figure and her easy confidence, she had
sex appeal for days. He wasn’t looking for such and she never actively turned
it on him, but he wasn’t blind.


Mostly, he was
happy to have at least a few friendly faces in his day. Gina was always a
welcome sight.


“How much did
I miss?” Tanner whispered as he settled in.


“Can’t say.
You’re only a couple minutes behind me.” She looked him up and down with some
sympathy. “That crowd held me up, too. I think it held up a lot of people.”


Tanner called
up the same sort of dim holo screen for notes as practically every other
student in class. He didn’t say more to Gina. As much as he could use the
chance to decompress, this wasn’t the time or place.


“The topic of
environmental conditions brings us back to the Oasis Sites on Minos,” continued
Vandenberg. He called up images of a brown and blue world located on the far
edge of human space. More images followed: disks, blades, and containers like
pottery, all shaped from a smooth grey mineral and covered with ornate
geometric patterns.


“I’ve made a
conscious effort not to inundate my lectures with Minos, since it’s been the
primary focus of my research in the last few years. I don’t want to weigh you
down with my personal obsessions. Also, literature and other materials suitable
for an intro-level class are a bit sparse. Colonization only began forty years
ago. But it’s relevant enough for the topic today.


“The biggest
reason we don’t know much about the ancient Minoans is their environment. The
unique qualities of Minoan geology block out most ground-penetrating scans.
Unfortunately, archaeological study isn’t a high priority for Minos
Enterprises. Many of our finds come from accidental discovery during mining or
development. Also, as with any world, we simply don’t know what damage
terraforming has done until we’ve had the chance for a comprehensive study.
Minos still lacks a full survey that will satisfy peer review.


“As it stands,
our best finds happen where business interests haven’t yet spread.”


The images
changed. Sandy brown cliffs rose over rivers and ponds ringed with greenery. The
cliff sides looked natural, but markers pointed out the carvings and crevices
within.


“We’ve seen
some cultures carve dwellings out of their environment rather than building
free-standing structures. Earth has a few examples, some of them spectacular.
We’ve seen it on New Yunnan in the cave dwellings there. However, we’ve also
seen intelligent species with nothing we’d call shelters at all. We know of a
nomadic culture among the quadrupeds that lived on Voltaire, but no evidence of
anything we’d call architecture. We may yet find that evidence, but the
Voltairans aren’t around to point the way anymore. We also have one
still-living species, the Nyuyinaro, who have no physical dwellings of any
sort. They evolved their way from the skies of their homeworld into the stars.


“So be wary of
your preconceptions. Look at these caves and the evidence before you. And ask
yourself—better yet, I’ll ask you—why here? Why these caves? Why like this?”


Tanner kept
his hand down. He didn’t need further attention today. Reluctantly, a few other
hands went up.


“It’s
practical,” ventured one student near the front. “The cliffs are already there.
If there are natural gaps and caverns, why not take advantage?”


“That’s a
possibility, yes. You?” Vandenberg asked, pointing to another.


“Protection?
Concealment? With the way they’re contoured, those openings aren’t visible
right away.”


“No, they
aren’t, but we don’t know if anything once marked them. There could have been
flags, decorations, lights. We don’t know. Protection is always a possibility.
Given the patterns we’ve seen among alien species, it may well be a good guess.


“Of the three
species we know to achieve interstellar civilizations, two practice highly
communal and cooperative cultures. Among themselves, the Nyuyinaro and
Krokinthians display great social harmony. From the more fractious
species—where we have evidence of violence in the archaeological record—we have
but ruins, and nothing to suggest spaceflight. Humanity is the only known
species to have reached the stars while still fighting itself.”


 











Chapter Two:

Civilian


 


“The
Debtor’s War wiped out untold wealth across the Union. Apart from the Big Three
and their woes, numerous other corporate entities and individual investors lost
vast sums of money in the fallout. Despite its victories, Archangel emerged
tainted by charges of war crimes. It’s fair to say the Debtor’s War ended with lasting
grudges all around.”


 


--The Solar
Herald, May 2280


 


They knew his
class schedule. The crowd held strong outside his xenoarchaeology seminar, disrupting
every class in the building.


Tanner slipped
away to evade the crowd before his seminar ended. A little evasive action and
the sacrifice of lunch in the commons helped him shake his pursuers. With their
target missing for two hours, the crowd dissipated. By the time his next class
rolled around, life on campus returned to normal. Biology and chemistry passed
without a hitch.


He didn’t find
anyone waiting for him until he walked out of the chemistry lab. Conservative
clothes helped her keep a low profile, but he recognized her immediately.


“Afternoon,
Tanner,” smiled Senior Constable Wright. She closed up the floating screens on
her holocom and straightened herself up from leaning against the wall.


“Constable.
How are you?” Tanner asked. Reflexively, he scanned the hallway for her
back-up. He found none, but didn’t expect to, either. The Fremantle Police were
professionals.


“Oh, I’m
having a decent enough day. Better than yours, it sounds.” She gestured down
the hall. “I’m not here to hold you up. I’ll walk with you.”


Tanner
continued on with Wright beside him. “It was only a protest. Little louder and
more persistent than the others, maybe. I figured they’d stop off after my
first quarter. Guess I misjudged.” He shrugged. “Lots of yelling and signs.
Nothing I haven’t seen before.”


“Except for
that little matter of an assault?”


He sighed.
“Okay, that was new.”


“You alright?”


“It was an
egg. I’m fine.”


“Not really what
I meant,” she said patiently. “Anyone might be a little shaken up if they got
followed by an angry crowd and someone hit them. But a guy who’s been through
the things you have? I’d say the perp is lucky he could walk away from it. I’m
not taking for granted that you walked it off so easily, either.”


“I needed a
couple minutes to cool out, but I’m okay,” he replied. “Took my meds. Shook off
the adrenaline. It was a hyped-up asshole with an egg, not a hitman. I’m fine.
I don’t plan to file a complaint.” Then he frowned thoughtfully. “That’s on
campus safety, though. You’re not here to talk about that, are you?”


“No, I’m not.”
Wright held her explanation until they were outside. At mid-afternoon, foot
traffic through the university had thinned out. Rather than crowds, they were
surrounded mostly by green, open spaces between glass and concrete buildings.
Tropical birds in the trees made up more of the background noise than passing
conversations.


“We caught
another one last night,” she said. “Jandakot Station this time. He came in on a
passenger liner from Quilombo, but if the guy speaks a lick of Portuguese I’m a
Krokinthian. His phony identification tripped a protocol with the Customs
Service. That got him pulled aside for an in-person check. One thing led to
another and he tried to make a run for it. Broke a few agents’ bones before
station security took him down. Six hours later, we had him connected to two
hit jobs here on Fremantle and at least two more in the Union Interpol Advisory
Archive. He’s still in custody but he hasn’t given us any names or leads, let
alone a confession.


“He had a
hidden datachip in his luggage. Most of it was a dossier on you.”


She touched
the holocom on her wrist. Two headshot images appeared, one from an identity
file and one a little more disheveled, likely after his arrest. Neither looked
familiar. Tanner shook his head.


“Nobody was
killed?” he asked.


“No. The
injuries will all be fixed up within a day or two. This time.”


Tanner’s eyes
turned from the holo images, but didn’t rise. “Yeah.”


“It’s not your
fault. I’m not saying it is. When a hitman comes to my town looking to kill
someone who lives here, I don’t blame the target. But it’s still a problem, and
it’s not going away.”


“As soon as
you’ve got a lead on who’s sending these assholes, I’ll take a trip to have a
talk with them in person,” Tanner offered.


“Oh no,”
Wright laughed. “As if that’s not a diplomatic incident waiting to happen.
Besides, what makes you think these guys are all coming from the same source?
Your people put the hurt on the bottom line for a lot of tycoons. Plenty of
them are still rich enough for revenge. They remember you as the face of their
troubles. It’s safer to throw rocks at a person than a sovereign state. Less
chance of being hit back. But you’re still the one getting the rocks.


“Fremantle
granted you asylum. We mean to honor that. I mean to honor that. And
after what you’ve been through, you deserve a chance to get on with your life.”
Wright shook her head. “Hell, I can see it’s hard enough already. Protests and
propaganda and all that nonsense. If it weren’t for my department’s rules about
social contact with case subjects, I’d take you out for drinks with my husband
and our friends. I’m sure you’ve got some stories to tell. And I have to imagine
it’s not so easy to make friends here.”


“Ah, it’s not
so bad,” he said. “My social life could be better, but this still beats the
hell out of the last five years.” His eyes lifted to the enormous palm trees
that towered over the outskirts of the campus. Some even shared the heights of
the skyline with the towers of downtown. A handful of pelicans flew overhead on
their way to the harbor not far away.


It was warm
here in the tropics. Warm like home, but with beaches and sheltered coves
rather than the sprawling deserts of Tanner’s childhood. And arguably prettier.


“This is a
great place to live,” he said. It didn’t bring a smile to his face.


“I hope so,”
said Wright. “I mean to keep it that way. That’s why I came to see you, Tanner.
These guys coming after you aren’t your fault. I’m not blaming you. But if this
isn’t the end of it and they keep coming, sooner or later it’s going to get
ugly.”


“Yeah. I
know.”


“Then you know
you might not be the only one to get hurt. It’s my job to keep you safe. It’s
my job to keep everyone else safe, too.”


The statement
took his eyes off the palm trees in the distance. He looked to the constable,
knowing exactly what she meant before she elaborated.


“I can’t do
anything about the other side of that equation, Tanner. The only side of it I
can do anything about is yours. If this keeps up, I might have to.”


 


* * *


 


The
counterintelligence guys on his ship had seen some of his problems coming
before he was discharged. Tanner spent his last weeks in uniform taking a crash
course on how to avoid surveillance and go unnoticed. Though they could teach
him only so much in their shop on a battleship, he absorbed the fundamentals
fast. He learned to vary his movements as much as he could—unavoidable patterns
like class schedules aside. Today, he took the monorail all the way around the
perimeter of the university district before he went anywhere.


The detour
added half an hour to his commute. He saw no suspicious figures along the way.
Even after getting a visit from the police to tell him another guy had
been arrested for coming to kill him, Tanner felt paranoid for doing things
like this. Paranoid and irritated.


His holocom
buzzed with an extra irritation: “No class tonight. The dojo has a plumbing
problem. Sorry.” His last bit of routine was now shot, and with it his best
stress relief.


It was still
relatively early in the afternoon. The monorail wasn’t crowded, but he saw
people on their way to or from jobs. He saw pairs and small groups chatting
amiably: friends, family, people with normal lives and normal problems. The
path offered a view that included both the glittering towers and trees of
downtown and the coastline out beyond it. This really was a paradise. He lacked
only someone to share it with.


He got off two
stations early and walked the rest of the way. Tanner lived over a yacht repair
shop, where the owner saw the financial wisdom of converting the break room to
a loft apartment. It was comfortable enough. Tanner knew the shop’s schedule
and the employees’ habits and kept out of their way.


Though warehouses
and maintenance facilities lined his street, the marina district was only
mildly busy at this hour. He knew it was much too late for the delivery truck
in the alley outside the shop.


With the back
cargo door open, Tanner saw only a few boxes lining the inside. Two men peered
into the contents of an open plastic container atop the others, one of them
with swarthy, rugged features, the other a lean, bearded black man. A third,
bulkier man with blond hair lingered in the alley looking inside the open cargo
bay.


All three wore
jackets and boots. All three looked solid and fit and kept their hair cut
short. None of them carried the casual air of three guys on an ordinary day at
work.


Tanner set his
backpack down at the lip of the alley and quietly walked forward, holding close
to one wall where his movement was less likely to be noticed. The three men
focused on their tasks. Apparently, this was serious, and they didn’t have much
time. He spotted no unusual bulges at the waistband or under the armpits of
their jackets, but that confirmed nothing.


And they’re
all bigger and thicker than me, Tanner confirmed as he closed in. Damn
it. I’m not small. I’m not even close to small. How are they always bigger and
thicker than I am? Shit, is there another one in there? Whatever their
number, it was too late to back out.


“Hi. Who sent
you?”


All three men
looked up at him with surprise. Tanner gave them only a heartbeat to register
their shock. “No, really,” he said, dropping the friendly manner. “Who sent
you?”


Standing in
the truck cargo bay, the swarthy one looked to the other beside him, who in
turn looked to the guy standing nervously beside Tanner at the foot of the
cargo bay. The swarthy one slowly moved his hand behind his back, saying, “Uh,
we’re only—”


“Oh, thank
God,” Tanner sighed.


His foot shot
out in a side kick at the man in the alley, striking his knee. As the man
buckled, Tanner lunged for the buttons over the bumper. The cargo bay door came
down in a rush, closing before either man inside had his pistol out. Having
bought himself a few seconds, Tanner he spun back to his first target.


The blond knew
trouble was coming, bringing up one hand to block. Tanner anticipated it,
grabbing his forearm in a ferocious twist. He tugged his foe around the corner
of the hauler. The blond had the presence of mind not to fight it, turning with
Tanner and enduring the pain while pulling the pistol from behind his waist
with his free hand. Tanner planted a dislocating blow into his armpit and a
follow-up into his neck. The pistol clattered to the pavement.


The cargo door
slid open. His head start was over.


Tanner jerked
his staggered enemy around in a wild swing back to the open door of the cargo
bay, putting him straight into the body of the first man to emerge. Both went
down in a tangled mess, but the newcomer still held onto his weapon.


As Tanner
snatched the blond’s fallen laser pistol from the ground, he saw an opportunity
in the space under the hauler. He dropped the rest of the way and rolled beneath.


The black man
on the ground quickly freed himself from the blond, springing back to his feet
ready to fire. Instead, Tanner sent a point-blank blast through his leg from
under the hauler. As he fell, Tanner fired again, catching him across the small
of the back.


More flashes
of light chased away the shadows beneath the hauler, only these burst through
the vehicle’s undercarriage with the loud roar of igniting gunpowder and
ricochets. Tanner fled the cramped space, emerging on the other side of the
vehicle.


“Jim! Troy!
You guys okay?” shouted the swarthy fighter still left inside the hauler. Then
he added, “Mickey, stay there!”


Shit.
There’s a fourth, Tanner noted silently. Jim, Troy, Mickey and…Swarthy,
I guess.


Popping around
the corner of the hauler into the open seemed dumb. The gun in his hand was
built for concealment rather than power, but ultimately a laser was a laser.
Tanner held the gun close to the outer wall of the cargo bay and blasted away
as fast as he could pull the trigger.


Red rays
penetrated the side of the hauler. The whole vehicle shook as the enemy in the
cargo bay dodged out of the way. Tanner swept around to the open back end,
planting his foot on the lip and launched himself inside.


Swarthy didn’t
hide his shock. He looked about ready to fire back through the side of the
cargo bay until he saw Tanner coming. By then it was too late. Tanner pistol
whipped Swarthy across the face before planting one foot hard in his chest,
knocking Swarthy onto his back.


His left hand
clamped down on Swarthy’s gun hand and twisted. Rather than wrestle for the
weapon, Tanner put his pistol against Swarthy’s wrist and blasted through
fabric and flesh.


As he
expected, the jacket turned out to be a civilian-model combat weave, but it
wasn’t enough to withstand a shot delivered so close. The bulky automatic
pistol tumbled from the fighter’s hand.


“Fuck!
Mickey,” the guy screamed. “Get—”


No one else
was in the cargo bay. Tanner spotted a receiver tucked into Swarthy’s right
ear. He slammed the butt of his pistol down hard, crushing the tiny bit of tech
along with the skin and cartilage around it.


“Agh! Son of a
bitch,” Swarthy growled.


“Who sent
you?” Tanner shouted. “Who keeps sending shitty hitmen after me?”


Swarthy’s
indignation seemed to match his pain. “We’re not shitty hitmen!”


“Really? Then
how am I still alive? Do they grade you guys on a curve?”


The floor
dipped hard. Tanner’s first opponent climbed inside, followed by a wounded
partner barely able to heave himself over the bumper. Swarthy rallied with a
punch into Tanner’s gut, leaving the young man vulnerable to the tackle that
followed.


“Mickey, get
us out of here!” the blond man shouted. He was on top of Tanner for only a
second, hindered as he was by his injured right arm. Tanner got out from under
him without much struggle.


“Hold him,
hold him,” Swarthy urged. He scrambled for his weapon. The hauler lurched to
sudden movement, throwing everyone off balance.


“We gotta help
Troy and—!” The blond grunted, cut off by Tanner’s elbow falling hard on the
back of his neck.


Tanner made it
to his feet. “Shitty hitmen,” he reiterated. “Who sent you?”


“Motherfucker!”
Swarthy raged, coming in at Tanner low. The younger man was ready for it, but
he didn’t expect the boot to the small of his back from the wounded man laid
out on the deck behind him. Swarthy’s shoulder sent Tanner through a couple of
the stacked plastic boxes and out into the alley.


The hauler
rolled on. “Stop! Gimme the gun!” Swarthy yelled.


“No! Keep
going!” demanded the blond man. “Troy’s been shot. He needs help!”


“Aw shit, the
boxes!” Swarthy exclaimed. They were already twenty meters away.


Tanner sat up,
frantically looking for a weapon. The boxes were the best he could do. He
snatched one off the pavement and gave chase.


“Assholes, get
back here!” Tanner shouted. He saw Swarthy reach out and tug the wounded Troy
deeper into the cargo bay. The hauler’s cargo door slammed down before Tanner
could throw his box. The vehicle hit the end of the alley and turned hard onto
the street.


“Damn it!
Don’t run!” shouted Tanner. “You’re the only problem in my life I know how to
deal with!”


Nobody
answered. He stood alone in the alley, dirty and bleeding.


He nearly
threw the box out of pure rage. A stroke of pure luck, stumbling into these
guys and then taking all three by surprise—four, counting the driver—and it all
slipped from his hands. Nothing to show for it but adrenaline and some bruises.


That and the
box. Tanner stopped himself. Probably a bunch of nonsense to bolster their
cover as delivery guys, he figured, but he supposed he might as well look. It
could possibly be a clue. Maybe. If he could be so lucky twice in one day.
Tanner flicked the plastic latches on the sides and opened it up.


He nearly
choked. White, clay-like bricks inside the box bore the stamp of the defunct
CDC Corporation’s military manufacturer. Tanner froze, afraid to breathe let
alone move. Explosives weren’t his field, but he knew the Archangel Navy didn’t
mess with this particular stuff. The combat engineer types didn’t like the low
flashpoint. Thankfully, the detonator sitting on top of the package wasn’t
inserted.


His heart
started beating again. Slowly, almost reluctantly, he looked back to the other
boxes left strewn in the alleyway. One had been open before it fell; the other
must have popped open on impact. The first seemed to hold only some hand tools,
but the other held even more of the little white bricks.


“Holy shit,”
Tanner breathed. He didn’t have to worry about the charges blowing up on their
own. The explosion he saw coming from Constable Wright was another danger
entirely.


He felt a
sudden vibration accompanied by a soft beep. His heart stopped again and his
blood ran cold before he realized it was his holocom notifying him of a
message—the kind he set for priority notification. Tanner gently set the box
down against the alley wall and opened up the call.


There wasn’t a
face in the world he wanted to see more than the one with short red hair who
appeared over his wrist. She sat in the captain’s chair of her ship in her
civilian vac suit.


“Surprise!”
said Lynette Kelly. “We picked up a charter run the day after I sent my last
letter. We’re landing in a few minutes. You got any time for me, college boy?”


“What—wait,
this call is live?” he blurted, trying to catch up. “You’re here?”


“Yeah,”
laughed Lynette. “Hey, your nose is bleeding. You look a little… are you okay?”


Tanner blinked
from her to the explosives and the spilled blood staining the alleyway.


You’ve got
to be fucking kidding me.











Chapter Three:

Support Structures


 


“Minos
Enterprises enticed early settlers with offers of debt forgiveness and social
support programs. In the decades that followed, few such programs materialized.
Rather than forgiving personal debt, Minos Enterprises bought up those debts at
a fraction of the cost and continues to hold that debt against settlers as
economic leverage. Debtors are not allowed to leave the planet. Coupled with a
harsh criminal justice system and limited civil rights, this has led to a
climate of poverty and discontent, including a growing insurgency.”


 


--Travel
Advisory from the Foreign Ministry of Fremantle, June 2280


 


Liability
waivers, check. Enrollment prerequisites, check. Verifications of academic
standing, health screening form and waiver, check, check, check.


Fees. More
fees. Still more fees. Good thing for scholarships and grant money. Check.


Naomi glanced
out the monorail windows to appreciate the view. With summer coming on, the sun
wouldn’t set for a while yet. She saw skyscrapers and trees, but not the
spectacular spread of colors from the sky against the towering glass of the
financial district. Her eyes turned back to the holographic checklist over her
lap.


Statement
of Purpose from each student—oh God kill me now—check.


Sign-offs
on the foreign ministry’s travel advisory—ten out of twelve.


Naomi matched
the blanks in the column to the offending names. She wasn’t shocked Nigel
didn’t have his in yet. It was Friday. He tended to leave things on the weekend
until Sunday evening. The other missing form was Russell’s.


She frowned.
Russell was typically the most punctual about paperwork. He got stuff done
early and properly. Naomi needed his ability to make shit happen.


She chose not
to stress over her most reliable teammate. Knowing Russell, he probably wants
to actually read the thing.


Logistical
details were bigger concerns: equipment, scheduling, budgeting, and all the
rest. The closer the expedition came, the more details Professor Vandenberg entrusted
to her. Part of her appreciated his reliance on her judgment. The other part of
her would have appreciated at least some review of her arrangements, if only to
fix any screw-ups before they got all the way out to Minos.


She needed to
keep the expedition within budget. She needed certification as an expedition
manager, and her name on the article, book, or whatever else might come of this
trip, too. She needed her PhD. She needed no one to mess anything up by coming
back diseased, injured, or otherwise traumatized.


The monorail
pulled up to the station right outside the glass edifice of her apartment
building not a moment too soon. She needed a drink.


Passing
through Vista Pointe Tower’s lobby reminded her of progress, at least. Life in
the dorms wasn’t that long ago. She didn’t come home anymore to cheap flyers on
the walls of a narrow hallway and stressed-out freshmen studying on the commons
couches. She had her bachelor’s degrees, a master’s, a paying teacher’s
assistant position, and an apartment off campus to soak up some of that pay.
Somewhere along the way, she stopped feeling less like a student and more like
an adult…even if she still had to share an apartment built for one.


The building’s
facial recognition software unlocked and slid open her door as she approached.
Once inside, she discarded her light blazer in the open hamper built into the
wall for automated cleaning and storage.


Adult life
definitely beats the dorms.


Her small
living room held a couch, entertainment center, and strewn clothes that never
made it into the hamper—a reminder that habits didn’t change quickly.


Naomi’s
eyebrows rose. When she left this morning, the dining room table had been
buried in books and boxes and art that still needed a home, along with three
mismatched shoes. Now, it was set for dinner and lit by candles.


She stared at
the table. You make a friend in college, she thought. You hit it off.
You decide you can stand each other enough to share a place. And then she moves
all your shit.


Light,
sizzling sounds, and music emerged from the kitchen.


“You got a hot
date tonight?” Naomi asked the apartment’s other resident. She stepped past the
brunette stir-frying at the stove to get to the refrigerator.


“Oh, yeah, I
thought about calling to warn you on my lunch break,” said Danielle. “Sorry.”


“You thought
about it but didn’t?” Naomi looked Danielle up and down. The black floral-print
dress hugged Danielle’s figure nicely. She had let her hair down and made up
her face. Usually she wiped off the makeup and changed into casual clothes as
soon as she came home. Tonight she looked like she wanted to impress someone.


Danielle
didn’t look up from her cooking. It smelled good. “My day got crazy. How was
yours?”


Naomi rolled
her eyes. “Another day, another student with a crisis. Another hoop I’ve got to
get everyone to jump through before the expedition leaves, too. So… do you need
me to get out of here to make space for your date? Do I have time for a beer,
or will he be at the door any second?”


“Always time
for beer,” Danielle answered. “And don’t worry, I’m making enough of this for
you, too. I didn’t want you to go hungry. You’ve got time to throw a plate
together and scamper off to your office with it.”


“Where did you
learn to be so considerate?” Naomi tugged the refrigerator door open and
reached inside.


She almost
missed the tiny, bow-tied jewelry box propped up against the bottles.


“I also meant
to tell you I got that portfolio manager spot,” said Danielle. “I guess I got
distracted figuring out how to spend the huge signing bonus. Bigger than I
expected.”


For once, Naomi
didn’t hesitate before turning back to Danielle to find exactly the smug look
she knew would be on her face. “What is that?” Naomi asked.


“Hm?”


“Danielle.”


“What’s what?”


Naomi grabbed
the box and held it out to her. “What is this?”


“Oh.” Danielle
grinned, taking the box from her. Opening it to reveal the gold ring inside,
Danielle began to drop to one—


“Don’t kneel,”
Naomi managed despite her heart pounding hard enough to cut off her voice. “Do
not kneel. That is so awkward.”


Danielle’s
grin only broadened. She straightened up. “Wow, you said you didn’t like the
kneeling, but I wasn’t sure you’d stick to it in the moment.”


“Oh my god,”
said Naomi, still staring at the ring in the box.


“You like it?”


“We were going
to do this together,” Naomi answered with her hands over her mouth. It wasn’t a
complaint.


“You heard the
part about the signing bonus, right? It was burning a hole in my bank account.”


“No, I
couldn’t hear anything with that box screaming at me in the refrigerator.” Naomi
pulled her gaze from the ring to meet her partner’s eyes. “You want to do this
now? I’m going to be away for months!”


“Better now
than when you’re off on some other planet looking at other women,” Danielle
teased. “I gotta lock this down while I have the chance.”


“We were going
to do this together,” Naomi said.


“We are doing
it together,” said Danielle. “Naomi, will you—?”


Naomi snatched
the box out of Danielle’s hand, turned it around to face her and said, “Will
you marry me?”


“Oh, you—!”
Danielle began, but stopped. She fumed at Naomi, grinning the whole time.
“Fine. Yes, I’ll marry you.”


“No, wait.
You’re right,” said Naomi. She handed the box back to Danielle. “You do it.”


 Patiently,
Danielle turned the box around. “Naomi, will—”


“You should
kneel, too,” Naomi interrupted, waving at her. “It’s better if you kneel.”


“How long are
you going to fuck with me?” Danielle laughed.


“I don’t know.
I didn’t have any time to plan for this. I’m making it up as I go.”


Danielle
knelt. “Naomi, will you marry me?”


“Yes,” Naomi
answered. She tugged Danielle up from her feet and kissed her.


The stove
beeped out a warning. Neither of them cooked by hand much, and thankfully their
kitchen offered supervisory software. Danielle turned and pulled the wok away
from the heat. “Sorry, we don’t want to burn this.”


Naomi tugged
on her dress. “You really think we’re going to sit down and eat after you
proposed to me?”


“I’m sorry,
did you have something more exciting in mind?”


“Yes,” said Naomi.
She slipped her hands over Danielle’s hips, then up along her sides. Her lips
came to her lover’s ear as she whispered, “I have to punish you for making me
think about planning a wedding when I’ve already got this stupid expedition on
my hands.”


Danielle
leaned into her. Naomi savored the scent of her hair and the feel of her soft
skin. It was a shame to let dinner go after Danielle had gone to the trouble of
cooking by hand, but her partner—her fiancée—knew the risks when she put that
ring in the refrigerator.


Her holocom
let out a low, tiny beep. Compulsively, Naomi looked at the small holographic
letters that flashed over it and instantly rebuked herself for the distraction.
It was only from Russell, anyway. The header read, “Field School.”


It was
probably his travel advisory sign-off. She had more important things to focus
on.


 


* * *


 


He checked his
reflection in a window on the skybridge to make sure his lip was back to its
normal size. His cheek showed no bruising, either. The other scrapes on his
body had at least scabbed over. Thank God for modern medicine. And for escaping
injury or death—and for getting the call from Lynette before Constable Wright
and the Fremantle Police tied up the rest of his night—and for getting a chance
to see Lynette at all.


Then again, he
could have a word or two with God about people breaking into his house to plant
bombs in the first place. Tanner’s relationship with God was complicated.


He found the
yacht on an open platform overlooking the ocean. The Phoenix reminded
him of the earliest space shuttles, but curved and contoured for aesthetics
rather than aerodynamics and with much thicker wings for storage space. The
silvery yacht glittered in the setting sun, still wet from a post-flight wash.


Familiar faces
worked amid the collection of crates and replenishment hook-ups attached to the
ship. Sanjay Bhatia and Val Ordoñez were out of their vac suits already,
preferring civilian clothes suited to the pleasant weather. Val—it still felt
odd to use her first name—had let her black hair grow out, though she kept it
short enough to fit quickly into a helmet. Sanjay’s was still buzzed down to
near stubble. He was still trim and good-looking enough to turn heads almost
anywhere, but it was Val’s carefree smile that Tanner envied. Neither of them
noticed his approach.


After a couple
of years on the same corvette, the two veterans had left the Navy happy to
stick together on a new ship. Tanner couldn’t run away from it all fast enough.


He felt like a
hypocrite for missing them as much as he did.


“You could
share it with the rest of us,” said Val. She stepped back from the landing
strut, leaving Sanjay to hold whatever she’d been helping him with. “I’m just
sayin’.”


“Like hell,”
Sanjay scoffed. “It was clearly meant for me. I was the only one goin’ into
that room in the first place.”


“Okay, so?”


“So it’s
weird!”


“What’s his
deal today?” Tanner asked. Val and Sanjay turned to look.


“Hey!” Val
threw a quick hug around him. She didn’t linger, gesturing back to Sanjay
instead. “We came out here on a passenger charter with some guys going to a
conference or something. One of them left a tip on the bed in his room.”


Tanner quirked
his eyebrow. “He left a tip on Sanjay’s rack?”


“Nah, man,”
Sanjay corrected. He worked his hands in the overhead recesses of a landing
strut full of disassembled gears. “His bed. One of the passenger beds.”


“So how do you
know it’s for you?”


“It’s for me
‘cause I’m the one takin’ care of passenger quarters,” said Sanjay. “No
non-rate types to take care of all the menial chores, so we all share the scut
work. This trip was my turn. Unless you’re looking for work?”


“I hear the
tips are pretty good,” added Val.


“How much was
it?” Tanner asked.


“A hundred
credits, apparently,” she answered.


“Yeah, and
that’s the other thing!” Sanjay went on. “Was that even a big tip? How do you
judge this? By the day? Cost of the voyage? It sounds big, but it was one tip
for the whole charter. An’ this isn’t some short haul from one side of
Archangel to the other. We aren’t a cruise liner or a hotel, either.”


Val rolled her
eyes and muttered to Tanner, “We have a lounge and a whirlpool. We’re at least
part cruise liner.”


“The guy left
you a hundred credits on top of the charter,” said Tanner. “So now you can’t
decide if you should be upset at getting a tip as a housekeeper or if you
should be upset that it wasn’t more?”


“Well, yeah!”
Sanjay slammed the gear box shut. “I’m the ship’s bo’sun, not the maid! But if
housekeeping is part of the deal, I wanna get paid appropriately.”


Tanner slowly
nodded. “It’s good to see you, Sanjay.”


“You, too.”
Sanjay broke from his indignant pose to hug Tanner tightly. “Lynette’s probably
still up on the bridge.”


“Aw, who says I
didn’t come to see you?” Tanner asked, heading to the gangway.


The Phoenix
welcomed passengers with cool, bright, spotless corridors. Steps to the upper
deck gleamed with shining brass trim, leading to a galley that with more space could
easily pass for an upscale planetside restaurant. Aft of the galley, Tanner glimpsed
the open doors to the small lounge with its new couches, entertainment systems,
and overhead viewports.


He had seen
greater luxuries on other ships. Yachts like Phoenix scaled ever upward
in size and opulence. This one stood apart from the rest by virtue of qualities
largely covered up by the paint job and the carpeting, and the hell she’d been
through not long ago. Some clients didn’t want to know about those things. For
others, the ship’s hidden talents and experience meant everything, as did the
talents of the crew.


“We book most
of our charters based on our flexibility and our amenities, like any passenger
ship,” came a voice from the bridge. “We offer comfortable accommodations for
travelers who need options outside the limits of luxury passenger liners. The
big ships hold to set schedules and routine paths. We don’t.”


Tanner paused
at the open hatch. He didn’t want to interrupt business. At a glance, the
bridge seemed mostly shut down. He risked a peek: Lynette stood in front of the
captain’s chair at the center of the small bridge, flanked by other, currently
unmanned bridge stations. The dark-toned man in the suit facing her was merely
a hologram.


“From the
looks of it, you fit into that niche of the business fairly well,” said the
caller. “I’m happy to list you with our registry. But obviously Fremantle has
its share of charter ships. I wanted to clarify some of the
other…availabilities your ship listed. A ship of your class normally has a
longer list of unavailable destinations and a much lower cargo limit.”


“Most of our
passenger accommodations can be converted to cargo space,” she explained. “It
happens all the time. As for those destinations, we’re open to higher-risk
charters, subject to vetting on our part.


“This ship saw
combat as a support vessel in the Archangel-NorthStar conflict. She’s been
refitted to mil-spec—sorry, military specifications. The crew are all veterans.
We’ll consider high-risk charters on a case-by-case basis. Especially if it’s a
humanitarian mission. We don’t make ourselves available for high-risk runs out
of desperation, sir. We offer it because we know what we’re doing.”


Her caller
smiled. “That’s what I wanted to hear, captain. All too many spots in the Union
are seeing tensions rise rather than fall. That makes demand harder to meet.
I’ll put you into our registry. Don’t be surprised if you hear from us soon.
Thank you for your time.”


“Thank you,
sir,” said Lynette. The call cut out. She turned to Tanner.


“That guy
wanted to ask if you’re open to smuggling without actually asking it,” he said
with a wry grin.


“Everyone
wants to know if independent ships are open to smuggling. Not everyone wants to
hear ‘yes.’ And what the hell happened to you?” she asked, striding over to him
with concern. “Are you okay?”


“Yeah, I’m
fine. Sorry. There were some delivery guys outside my place right before you
called. We had an argument. The, uh, kinetic kind. Bit of weapons fire. This is
why I don’t have any pets. I’d have five cats by now if I didn’t have to worry
about this shit.”


“Oh my god,”
said Lynette. “Wait, so you didn’t call the police? You came here? Do I need to
tell the others to button up the ship?”


“Nobody’s
going to catch and trace a thirty-second call from a ship to a holocom. That’s
why I cut the call short. And anyone coming after me would have to get through
spaceport security. I thought of that before I came over here.”


“Yeah, I
suppose you would have,” she muttered.


“I cut the
call short to cover us both. I don’t want to hide anything from you or the
others.”


“So what
happened?”


“They jumped
back into their truck and took off.” Tanner shrugged. “They’re not going to
turn up on the traffic grid. Guys like that disappear before the watch notice
goes out. Besides, I already had an awkward talk with my personal constable
today because they caught some other amateur at the spaceport last night with a
knife and my picture or some nonsense. This would only get me more stink-eye
from the police.”


Lynette
processed it all with wide eyes. “Tanner, how much of this have you been
dealing with?” she asked.


“The guy at
the spaceport was only the second. The alley was the first time I’ve run into
anybody.” He shook his head. “Anybody good enough to get me is gonna be somebody
I won’t see coming. The rest of these guys are clowns.”


“I don’t even
know where to begin.” Lynette reached out to hold his hand, then dropped it as
more thoughts occurred to her. “This isn’t like you. Are you sure you’re okay?”


“Oh, I got hit
in the head, if that’s what you’re asking. Look, I know how crazy this is. But
I didn’t want to tie myself up with police bullshit just to hear, ‘Sorry, we
can’t share any info.’ For all I know they’d stuff me in protective custody
until after you left.”


“Are you
kidding? Tanner, I’m not leaving you here to deal with this on your own.”


“Lyn, you have
to. You can’t stay here indefinitely because of me. You’ve gotta buy fuel and supplies
for this ship. Business loans to pay off. All that stuff.”


She opened her
mouth to argue, then stopped. Instead, she leaned back against a dormant
control panel. “Fuel and consumables aren’t that expensive,” she sighed.
“Upkeep isn’t too hard, either. Not when we’re with the Guild and the civil
defense reserve back home.


“The challenge
is getting all eight of my people paid decently while keeping up with the loans
for the ship. Even if we got this ship at a steal, those loans are still huge.
Everyone in my crew has to make a living, too. The whole point to this was an
equal share of every job. Unlimited earning potential as long as we can cover
costs.” Her eyes turned back to his. “But we signed up together because we’re
friends. You’re our friend, too.”


“I can’t ask
that, Lyn,” Tanner replied. “You can’t, either.”


“Yeah, I
know,” she sighed. “There has to be something I can do.”


A grin spread
across his lips. “Can I crash with you while you’re here? You’ve got the best
room on the ship.”


“Damn right. I
put up the most money for the ship,” she laughed. “Everyone keeps spreading to
the other guest rooms when we’re not carrying passengers, anyway. They’re
starting to prefer the cargo runs even if they earn less money. It’s more
comfortable when it’s just us.”


“How many of
them prefer the ‘high-risk’ jobs?” Tanner asked. “Besides Val?”


“It’s not like
we’re playing mercenary,” she assured with a teasing smirk. “Some people hear
‘combat veteran’ and think it means you’re special. We both know how overblown
that is, but that’s marketing for you. We vet the risky jobs closely. If it’s a
good cause? Sure. Same reason we signed up with the defense reserve. If
Archangel goes to war again, how long do you think any of us would stay out of
it?” She nudged his foot with hers. “Or you?”


“I made kind
of a mess on the way out of the last one.”


“You did the
right thing. I would’ve helped if you’d told me. Anyway, we all gave our
depositions. Naval Intelligence and the Investigative Service went through all
the salacious holo messages you sent me while we were in the service. Nothing
came of that except some frowny faces from people I don’t have to care about
anymore. We’re good.” The next nudge of her boot was a little firmer. “And
you’re good at changing the subject, mister.”


“We haven’t
talked in a while,” Tanner pointed out. “Letters don’t make up for everything.”


“Still
changing it.”


“I’m fine,” he
protested. “The bad guys took off. I can waste time giving the police basically
zero leads or I can see you. Look, you called while I was standing in the alley
with nothing but my bloody nose and the charges they dropped on their way,
and—”


“Charges?”


“Oh yeah, I
forgot to tell you that part.”


“Explosives.”


“Couple
kilos.”


“So you came
out here to see me?” Lynette blinked.


“I didn’t
leave it lying around in the alley!”


“What’d you
do, stuff it all under your bed?”


“There’s no
room to stuff anything under my bed, no,” Tanner muttered, looking away.


Lynette stared
with her mouth agape. She tapped her small red jeweled earring, activating her
holocom. “Crew link, audio,” she said to the automated menu. “Hey everybody,
Tanner’s here. He’s fine but somebody sent a hit squad after him, so keep an
eye out, okay?” Another tap to the earring killed the connection.


Tanner opened
his mouth to speak. A beep from the bridge intercom cut him off. “There’s an
L-7 and a spare magazine taped under the astrogation table if he wants,” Val
announced. “It’s not legal on Fremantle but he can hide it in his waistband.
And it slips past most sniffer units.”


He pointed to
the intercom. “This is why most yachts don’t have a gunner’s mate in the crew,”
he whispered.


“This is why
mine does,” said Lynette. “Thank you, Val,” she called out, then cut the line.
“Now you can change the subject.”


Tanner sighed.
“I’ve got three days off from classes. How long are you here?”


“A little
short of three days,” Lynette said, slowly brightening in spite of their cares.
“I was hoping to spend half our time together on the beaches you keep telling
me about.”


“And then it’s
back to Archangel?” He stepped closer. “Or are you picking up a ‘high-risk
charter’ from the registry guy you were talking to when I came in?”


“No, it’s back
to Archangel with our conference passengers and a cargo hold full of live
Fremantle crabs.” She smiled at the invasion of personal space. “I thought the
freelance registry might increase my chances of visiting more often.”


He slowly drew
in to kiss her, savoring the taste of her lips and the feel of her skin. He
felt her hand tugging at his shirt at the center of his chest, drawing him in
for more. Then that hand closed into a fist and gently bumped him back.


“I had all
these things I was gonna say when you first showed up,” she complained. “Then I
saw you all bloody and now I can’t remember any of it because you’re so
ridiculous.”


“I was
wondering if I should sweep you off your feet as soon as I saw you or if that
would be laying it on too thick,” said Tanner.


“Yeah, that
would be weird. And anticlimactic. I don’t know how you’d carry me down the
ladder to my room. Don’t sweep. No sweeping.”


He nodded, his
forehead against hers. “I’m glad we talk these things out.”


“Me, too.”


 


* * *


 


“They didn’t
see this—they didn’t see him coming?”


“No, sir. We
made a mistake, we own that.”


“You people
are supposed to be expert professionals. Christ, I’m an interstellar trade
lawyer and I could’ve seen this coming.” Though the plush chair of
Brad’s lavish hotel suite threatened to swallow him with its upholstery, it
didn’t relax him. He rubbed his temple with one hand and held a drink in the
other. He was bound to need several more.


“Yes sir,”
said the holographic man before him. “As I’ve explained before, the target
holds to sound counter-surveillance principles. He doesn’t have to be an expert
to be difficult to follow without being spotted. I lost him leaving the
university and made the call to head to his usual gym, hoping to catch him
there. Unfortunately he went home right as the rest of the team found a window
of opportunity to deliver their package.”


Through the
man’s holographic dark coat and beard, Brad had a great view of Fremantle’s
gorgeous coastline at sunset. It brought him no joy. “So how bad is it? How
long before we have police problems? Do I need to leave the planet?”


“No, sir. We
lost some inventory, but nothing that could be traced back to us or to you. As
it happens, we don’t see any sign of a police alert. It’s possible they’re
trying to play it quiet in the hopes of luring us into a hospital or making
some other mistake.”


“So you
guess,” Brad observed.


“Yes, sir.
That’s how it works in a situation like this.”


“Do you have
situations like this often?”


“Not this
specifically, no sir. But covert operations always involve some level of
adversity. A good team can turn that into opportunity. We will.”


“How?”


“We’re working
on it now.”


Brad’s lips
twitched. He downed the rest of his whiskey. “You said there were minor
injuries and lost inventory? What does that mean?”


“One of our
guys has laser burns through one leg and across his back. His protective weave
cut down on the worst of it. The rest is the sort of sprains and bruises you’d
pick up in a bar fight. They’ll all be fine within forty-eight hours.”


“Laser burns?
One of your guys was shot? So Malone has a gun?” Brad grumbled. He forgot about
the rest of his question. This was bad enough. “What kind of opportunity are
you going to find if you can’t move again for another forty-eight hours?”


“Sir, we
recovered the gun. My operative watching the target’s residence says it looks
like he isn’t home. He probably fled the area and doesn’t plan to return right
away. That’s reasonable. However, given what we have seen so far, the target
seems determined to lead a normal civilian life in spite of his circumstances.
The long hair, the use of his public identity, the college schedule—it all
points to a strong denial of his situation. We know he’s in post-trauma
counseling, and that sort of denial lines right up with common symptoms. He’s
careful, but he’s not consistent. Sooner or later he’ll return.


“If we see
police back-up, we’ll hold off. You specified minimal collateral damage. But if
I’m right, he’ll give us another opportunity. In all fairness, if you take a
close look at Malone’s record, he generally gets by on the element of surprise.
That’s what happened here, too. He’s not a serious professional. We’ll get him.
We only need to be patient and not let it get personal.”


Brad’s face
darkened. “It felt pretty personal when Archangel decided platinum
shareholders were military targets. I don’t take being held hostage lightly.
And that’s to say nothing of how much money they cost me. I watched two decades
of investments evaporate in three years. I had clients go from being
millionaires to paupers. Some of them even blamed me.


“That fucking
kid was right there at the center of it. He walked right past me covered in
blood. I can’t do much to get back at his star system or his bosses, but I can
get to him.”


“Sir, our
previous employer collapsed during the war,” said the agent. “We have a stake
in this, too. This one was dumb luck. Next time, we’ll get him.”


 


* * *


 


“I think I
celebrated too much.” The pillow muffled Danielle’s complaint, but it was clear
enough for the woman beside her in the bed.


Naomi turned
her head toward her partner. She hadn’t made a sound, but Danielle always knew
when Naomi was awake. Neither of them were early risers if they could help it.
“Are you saying there’s a limit to your love for me?” she asked. “There’s a
limit to your joy at being with me for the rest of our lives?”


“…Yes.”


“I feel so
disillusioned,” said Naomi.


“I’m
disillusioned with whatever we drank last night.”


“You might
hurt less if you didn’t sleep on your face.”


Danielle
climbed out of bed with continued grunts and other plaintive noises. Movement
toward the bathroom brought up the dimmest settings on the lights. Naomi
watched her shambling silhouette with a grin. The door closed, only to open up
again.


“Hey. We’re
out of Rejuvi-Stim,” Danielle croaked.


“It’s a
hangover. You’ll feel better if you let it pass naturally.”


“No. No
nature. I want science.”


“I’ll order
some up.” Naomi reached for her holocom on the nightstand as Danielle closed
the door again. The surcharge for the building’s internal delivery service
seemed worthwhile if she could stay in bed longer. A holographic menu flashed
up in front of her, soft and red in accordance with the bedroom’s environmental
settings. Naomi winced at the time—was it really that late in the day already?
How long had they been up? Then she noted Russell’s unchecked message, along
with a follow-up. Almost out of habit, she ran her finger over the holographic
icon to open it.


“Please call
me,” read the second message. “I feel awful about this.”


Her eyes
opened up a little more. She swiped the second message closed and checked the
first. Then her eyes snapped wide.


She sat
upright, scouring the messages twice to make sure this wasn’t a dream or a
misread.


“No,” she said
flatly. “No, you do not… Holocom. Russell Jones. Call.” She stared at the
screen as if her gaze would force the man on the other end of the connection to
pick up faster. He’d better be ready for this call and not—Naomi blinked in
sudden realization as the screen shifted to holo mode. She jerked the comforter
up over her chest.


Russell’s head
and shoulders appeared over her lap, turning to face her with a nervous frown.
“Hey, Naomi,” he began.


She didn’t
have time for timidity. “Russell, what the hell?”


“Um. Are you
calling from…bed?” he asked. “Is this a bad time?”


“Yes! Yes,
it’s a bad time! We’re leaving in less than two weeks. Of course this is a bad
time to pull out. It’s a terrible time to pull out! What are you doing to me,
Russell?”


“Naomi, have
you read the travel advisory?”


“Oh my god.
Russell. They put those things out because of politics. It’s a cover-your-ass
move so they can say they shake their finger at governments they don’t like.”


Russell shook
his head. “When someone wants to ‘cover their ass,’ they don’t use language
like, ‘We advise against travel to Minos in the strongest terms.’ You
haven’t read it, have you?”


“Are you
telling me we’ve worked on this for months and you didn’t know anything about
where we were going until now?”


“I knew what
the professor told us and what was in the travel write-ups. Minos is a little
far out and a little low on the list of priorities for the news unless you go
digging.”


“What the hell
are you so worried about?”


“They have an
insurgency there, Naomi. Their military has had emergency powers for twelve
years now—and most of that military is an outside contracting service.”


“So? Lots of
people use security service contractors.”


“They’re
mercenaries, Naomi. What does it say about a planet that they’d rather
outsource their military than recruit from their own people? Can they not get
their own people to sign up? Do they not trust their own population?”


“I don’t
know.”


“The legal
system there isn’t even close to ours. Especially if you’re detained by the
military. Crime is sky-high compared to Fremantle. People get mugged, murdered,
kidnapped… did you know we have kidnapping insurance on this trip? You don’t
think that’s a giant red flag?”


“It’s folded
in with all the other insurance we had to purchase!” she snapped. “Everyone has
five kinds of insurance. Hell, there’s a clause in the insurance for infections
by unclassified organisms. That’s how this stuff works.”


“Yeah, and the
other way this works is we won’t have a ship waiting to take us away if the
planet falls into some crazy revolution. We get dropped off and left on our own
for two months hoping the government doesn’t fall or we don’t wind up getting
grabbed and held for ransom in the middle of the night. And even if we decide
to leave early, we still have to send out an FTL drone to call in a flight.”


“Russell,
crimes like you’re talking about happen in cities,” said Naomi. “We’re going to
be out in the boonies with a big group of people. Nobody’s going to mess with a
bunch of university students on an archaeological dig. Professor Vandenberg has
been out there twice in the last ten years. He knows his way around. The worst
we’re going to have to worry about is somebody randomly stealing our baggage at
the spaceport.”


“Funny you
should mention that. You know what else they have out there? Pirates. There
were six pirate attacks in Minoan space last year.”


Naomi’s jaw
dropped. “Last year. Out of how many ships coming and going? Does it say how
many there have been this year?”


“And then
there are the aliens,” Russell went on. “Minos is on the corner of the border
between the Nyuyinaro and the Krokinthians. They have Noonie sightings. And
Minos doesn’t want extra protection from the Union Fleet.”


“You knew
where it was on the map when you signed up for this!” she snapped in
exasperation. Her head tilted in a sudden connection. “And if they’re blowing
off Fleet protection, don’t you think there’s a reason why? What more do you
want?”


“I want out of
the expedition, Naomi,” Russell said, crestfallen but firm. “This is all too
much. I have a family. It’s one thing to be away from them for two months, but
this is…you know what? No. I’m not going to hide behind them. This isn’t
something I’m willing to do. I didn’t sign up for this. I’m sorry, Naomi.”


“Russell—”


“I’ll forward
you all my files. You should reconsider, too. The whole crew should. I’ll see
you at school, but please don’t try to change my mind. I’ve got to go. Bye.”


She didn’t
know what to say. Nothing came to her before he cut the connection. Then she
was staring at the dresser across from the foot of the bed and the wall behind
it.


Her right-hand
guy was gone. He’d been her pressure valve, the only person she could genuinely
rely on to help her keep track of documentation, inventory, certification,
travel arrangements, finance, and every other fucking responsibility. She
couldn’t trust any of the other students to do it. Every one of them was too
wrapped up in their own theses or capstone research. It spoke to Russell’s
other value: he helped her wrangle the other eleven students when no one else
would.


The professor
was no help. He was as bad as the students—worse, in fact, as he held the only
spot in the hierarchy above her own. She answered to him. Management tasks were
in her hands as her practicum as a field leader. Naomi didn’t have merely her
own doctoral research to complete. Her field credentials rode on this, too.


Sixty thousand
in loans, even after all the breaks in the fallout from the Debtor’s War. Three
years of work. Three years of leaning heavily on Danielle to pay the bills,
too, all with the promise of shouldering her fair share of every burden once
this was done and she had a decent job—no. Not a job. A career. Once this was
over, she and Danielle would be equal partners again, as they’d been when they
were two poor undergrads. Hell, if the expedition went well, she might even
have a position lined up before the wedding.


The thought
turned her head toward the bathroom door. It was still open. Danielle leaned
against the doorframe in her robe.


“Heard all
that, huh?” asked Naomi.


“You started
shouting. I wondered what was wrong.”


“I’m sorry. I
didn’t mean to scare you or hurt your head more.” Naomi gestured to the
now-absent holo. “Guess I don’t need to explain. You saw. I was hoping to
forget the expedition for at least the weekend and focus on us.”


“Are you
kidding?” Danielle sat beside Naomi. Her voice was quiet, still in the grip of
her hangover, but the distraction cleared away some of the cobwebs. That, and
her concern. “Shit happens. I’m not upset. But what’s with this travel
advisory? Is all of that true?”


“We knew all
along it wasn’t in the best neighborhood.”


“I didn’t know
it was pirates and mercenaries.”


Naomi rolled
her eyes. “Okay, maybe it’s a little worse than I realized,” she admitted.
“It’s not a warzone. We wouldn’t have gotten approval from the university if it
was anything like that. And Vandenberg likes to talk big, but he’s not the
rough and tumble adventurer type.”


“Are you sure
he’s paying attention?” Danielle asked. “You’ve told me how important this is.
I know what you’re hoping to find. It’s enough to make someone blow off some
serious risks. Or a few someones.”


“Hey, I’m not
obsessed,” Naomi countered. “I’m not gambling my life here.”


“You didn’t
read the thing, did you?” asked her fiancée.


“No, I
didn’t,” she grumbled. “There’s too much already. I haven’t read every little
thing. I’ll read it now, if only to see what Russell is so worked up about.”


“I want to
read it, too.”


“That’s fine.”


“But if it’s
as bad as he says, are you still going?”


“Obviously. I
have to.”


“You don’t,
hon,” said Danielle.


“I do.”


“We can
afford—”


“I can’t keep
leaning on you to make up for what I don’t earn, Dani. What am I going to do?
Stay in school and get another master’s? Any job I could get with the
papers and the certification I have now will earn half of what I’d get once I
have a PhD and this cert. I’ll never keep up with the student loan payments
even with your promotion. And I’ve been working on these models and these
papers for two years. This isn’t just the archaeology, it’s the geology, too.
It’s my niche. I’m not going to get another shot like this.”


“Yes, you
will. The galaxy is a big place. It’ll happen.”


“Dani,” Naomi
pleaded. “I have to do this. I’m in too deep. There’s no getting out now.”


Danielle’s
eyes turned to their hands, holding one another. “Read the thing. Then let me
read it. Maybe after my head is clearer. Then we can talk.”


“I’ll read it
as soon as I’ve ordered you some meds,” said Naomi. And figure out who the
hell I can hire to replace Russell, she thought.


“Right.”
Danielle shrugged. “Hey, the Big Three gave everyone that huge break on primary
education debt to make up for that whole Archangel fiasco, right? Who knows?
Maybe we’ll see something happen with all the loan outfits at the university
level, too? It’s still shaking out. We could still get lucky.”


Naomi let out
a sober breath. “I don’t know if I’d chalk all that up to luck.”











Chapter Four:

Polarizing Qualities


 


“I heard
about the protest. We don’t have an appointment scheduled until next week, but
if you need to talk, feel free to call. Otherwise, I recommend trying to let it
go. As we’ve discussed, much of this stuff isn’t really about you.”


 


--Dr. Alan
Tapai, Patient communications, May 2280 


 


It was a good
weekend.


Many
considered Fremantle City one of the Union’s true paradises. Ever since his
arrival, Tanner found paradise meant far less without anyone to share it. Phoenix
and fortunate timing gave him almost three full days with dear friends. He
wasn’t the only one eager to put bad times behind himself. He filled the time
they had with sun and swimming, good food and laughter.


And her.


“Okay. Honest
truth. You don’t get to bullshit me or play humble on this,” Lynette said to
the darkness over their heads. “You read how to do that in a book, didn’t you?
Several books.”


Tanner was on
his back beside her. The darkness meant she wouldn’t see him smile or blush.
“It’s not that complicated.”


“Bullshit. How
come so many guys don’t have a clue? And that’s if they’ll do it at all.”


“Are there
really that many guys who won’t? I thought that was a myth.”


“It’s not a myth.”


“Wait, how
many have you—?” he began, but laughed when she elbowed his naked side.


“Okay, my
statistical sample might not hold up to peer review, but word gets around. Some
guys don’t. It’s the ones who do and almost make you wish they didn’t that makes
it sad. That’s why I’m asking.”


“Guys,
specifically?”


“I’m kind of
mono-focused, but I don’t have to wonder about whether women would know their
way around.”


“Fair. It’s
really that good?” he asked.


“You either
know or you don’t, is what I’m saying.”


“Fair.”


“Okay, so?
Were you coached or did you study up on it? I know how you were in the Navy.
You read every manual on any subject that threatened to come within ten meters
of you. So I’ve got my suspicions,” Lynette teased.


The admission
came slowly, muttered through an effort not to laugh: “I might’ve watched a few
instructional videos.”


“Hah! I knew
it. Wait, videos, plural? How many? Full holography or flatscreen? Were they
immersive?”


“Y’know, I
can’t tell whether I should feel flattered or mocked here,” said Tanner.


“Not mocked.
Okay, maybe a little mocked,” Lynette conceded. “Flattery would be insincere,
though. So not flattery.”


“Whatever gets
me invited back for more,” he said. “Which was the point of the videos.”


“So you didn’t
pick up any new coaching since the last time I saw you? This weekend was all
pent-up passion?”


“Are you
asking if I’m seeing anyone else? No. I’d have said so by now. What about you?”
Tanner asked.


“Oh. Couple
dates. Fooled around a bit.” Her casual tone was followed by a pause. These
waters had been discussed, but not yet tested. “It’s nice to have some fun, but
I don’t know how much of my heart is in it.”


“Does it have
to be? Like we said, committed non-monogamy until we figure out what we both
want. I’m not bothered if you’re seeing someone else. Should I be?”


“Not as long
as it cuts both ways.”


“I don’t even
hang out with anyone here, much less date. Everyone at my dojo is wrapped up in
their own lives. The best I ever get at school is other students saying the
protests and crap are unfair, but they keep me at arm’s length. They don’t want
to ‘get involved’ or ‘take sides.’ And the last thing I’m gonna do is put my
name and face on any kind of social service.


“I don’t want
to dump all that on you,” he added. “But I don’t want to hide anything, either.
I’m not this guy. I’m not the loner type. Never was. Not until the military,
anyway.”


“I figured
that out the day I met you,” she said. “You only needed a safe place to open
up. I’m glad I could give you one.”


“Y’know, I
thought for the longest time I wouldn’t want to stay in touch with anyone after
I got out of the Navy,” he admitted. “Dump my medals in the trash. Get out and
never look back.”


“Yeah, I know
what you mean,” said Lynette. “Felt the same way myself for a bit. Truth is I
couldn’t wait to get off Joan of Arc. Thought I might go crazy first.”


Tanner turned
to face her in the darkness. “Really?”


“I was fine
until I lost people.” The words came out carefully, each phrase checked for
tears that might escape and cause a greater breach. “After Raphael, every time
I was on the bridge, I was afraid to look down. I was afraid I’d see them
frozen to the deck.” She didn’t say the names. Tanner knew them. “Sometimes it
hurt when I didn’t see them, too.”


“Did you talk
to anyone?”


“Yeah,”
Lynette huffed. “How do you think I held it together? Booker knew. He was the
XO and I knew I could lean on him. I didn’t tell the others, though. I was the
captain, so I always had this or that meeting to go to when we were in port,
anyway. Nobody needed to know if those meetings were with counselors.”


“Then why take
the high-risk jobs now?” Tanner wondered.


“I needed to
get off that ship and out of that dynamic, not out of every danger altogether.
It’s not an all-or-nothing deal. Everyone processes differently. If you have to
throw out everything, do it. I don’t need that. I don’t think you need that,
either, but that’s up to you.


 “And I don’t
care how many morons protest you.” She turned to face him, her body laying
against his. “I remember Scheherazade. I sent you out into a crisis with my
guys and told you to bring my people back alive. That was one of the best
decisions I ever made. If anyone here doesn’t like what you did to make that
happen, fuck ‘em. They only know what they’re being fed by the news. I know how
many people you saved. That’s what you do.”


Tanner closed
his eyes. It was his turn to check for tears. They didn’t need that now. “Pot.
Kettle,” he said.


“Yeah.”


“This got
heavier than I expected.”


“I know,
right?”


“Confusing,
too. I thought you were into me because I’m so sensitive and considerate. Now I
feel like you want me for my violent antics.”


“I can find
violent clowns anywhere. ‘Sensitive’ only got you an audition. I keep you
around now for what you learned in those instructional videos.”


Tanner
laughed. A low notification tone went off, warning them of the time and turning
his laugh to a groan. They had to get moving. “You want to share the shower
again?” he asked.


“Think we
confirmed there really isn’t enough room for that to be fun or efficient,”
grumbled Lynette. “You go ahead.”


Reluctantly,
Tanner climbed out of her bed. He made it two steps toward his destination
before he heard her voice again: “Viewport. Raise blinds slowly. Illuminate.”
The light of the setting sun brought with it the sight of her grinning at him.


“Obviously I’m
going to leer at you,” she said.


 


* * *


 


“He really
doesn’t look like much up close,” said Jim.


Yanis looked
up from cleaning his assault carbine on the hotel room bed. His black mustache
accented his frown. Dark eyes glared back at his blond teammate. “You were the
one who said we should run.”


“Yeah, because
Troy was shot and I thought you were hurt. Everything went to shit, I get it.”
Jim pointed his rifle at the far wall of the room to check the targeting
system. “We weren’t ready. Fucker got the drop on us. But that’s what I’m
saying. It was more surprise and our mistakes that decided it than him being
better than any of us, let alone the five of us.”


No one
responded. Yanis looked to Troy at the small table by the window with the last
of their room service dinner. Dressed in shorts and a loose shirt, Troy did
nothing to hide the gel-covered laser burns on his legs. It would be days
before the scars faded. Catching the glance from Yanis, Troy merely rolled his
eyes.


“Guy couldn’t
be more than eighty kilos,” Jim continued. “Eighty-five, maybe. And I don’t
think he’s more than a meter and eight. Definitely not one point nine.”


“He’s one
point eight five,” grunted Troy. “It’s in the dossier.”


“Right, so
he’s no taller than any of us. No more reach.” Jim’s voice turned to lower,
quick grunts as he ran his weapon through its paces. Soft mechanical sounds
followed as the carbine switched modes. “Voice action. Rapid fire. Single.
Training mode, target light source, fire.” He swept the weapon in an arc
pointing along the ceiling. A soft, harmless red light flashed from the barrel
as it came in line with the overhead lighting. The weapon beeped to confirm the
targeting calibration. “And hell, I’ve been hit harder than that.”


“This is a
weird way to talk yourself up after getting your ass kicked,” said Yanis.


“We didn’t get
our asses kicked,” Jim asserted. “That fight wasn’t decided. We broke contact
because we had somebody wounded. It wasn’t worth losing Troy.”


“I’m not
arguing that,” Yanis replied with a shrug. “This job isn’t worth losing one of
ours if we can help it. Never said otherwise.”


“We had him
outnumbered. You were down, but not out. Mickey was still at the wheel.”


“Sure,” said
Yanis.


“Then what the
hell is your problem?”


Troy’s silence
seemed to suggest he was on the same page as Yanis, so he pressed on. “We ran
and he didn’t. That’s all I’m saying.”


“You think I
made a bad call?”


“Nah, I think
you made the right call. It wasn’t worth losing one of our own. And look how
many people aren’t around anymore ‘cause they didn’t break off when they
should’ve. I’m only worried you’re talking yourself up to a point where you’ll
forget that next time.”


“He won’t have
the drop on us next time,” said Jim. “We’re not going to engage until we’ve got
him dead to rights. And it’ll be five of us, armed and armored up. Nothing
fancy. Strictly the basics. We’ll get this done. I’m being careful.”


Jim turned
away from him to key up his holocom. “Chris, anything new?” he asked as soon as
the screen flashed with a secure connection. “The sun is going down.”


“Nothing,
boss,” said the bearded man on the screen. He sat at a window amid several more
holo screens of his own. “His neighborhood is quiet. No sign of local police.
Businesses are all shut down. If he turns up, I’ll let you know.”


“He’ll turn
up. School boy’s gotta go home before classes tomorrow. We’ll be ready to go
soon, but it’s no rush. Better to let him settle in before we move.”


 


* * *


 


“Yes, you need
to jump on this right away,” said Professor Vandenberg. His face floated over
the small table in Naomi’s living room, looking perfectly placid despite her
urgency. “Why don’t you contact the graduate students to see if they’ll take up
the position?”


“That was my
first thought,” said Naomi. “They all turned me down. Seniors, too. I even
tried a few who aren’t already signed up for the expedition. Told them my
assistant is all paid for by the grant. No takers.”


“Hm. I suppose
that shouldn’t be a surprise.” He reached outside the projection only to pull
his hand back now holding a champagne flute. Vandenberg nodded politely at
whatever server had delivered the glass. It was apparently a lovely reception,
wherever he was. “Terrible luck,” he muttered as if to reassure Naomi of his
attention.


“I looked over
the task list again to see if I could spread the assistant duties around with
other students,” she went on. “It could work, but I’m pretty sure most of them
will flip out at taking on added responsibilities.”


“Hmm. Yes. It
seems likely. Everyone will want to focus on their own research and guard
whatever free time they have left. You know how students are.”


She nodded. Naomi
also understood how professors could be, which precluded any hopes of
Vandenberg stepping up to help. That understanding gave her other concerns,
too. “Professor, about that travel warning. I’ve read it.”


“Oh, those
things are always written with the harshest language,” he scoffed. “That’s the
whole point. They’re meant to scare people out of going. I guarantee some of
the dangers listed in that warning will come as some surprise to the people
actually living on Minos. The rest is common anywhere. Every world has crime.
Yet every world keeps turning.”


“Not every
world has an active insurgency,” ventured Naomi. “Or pirates.”


“Rubbish. An
‘insurgency’ can be five petty crooks with a political slogan in their
repertoire of vandalism. And I’m not worried about pirates. We’ve hired a solid
professional outfit to get us there and back. You made those arrangements
yourself, and I reviewed them.


“We’re only a
small university field school. We’re not a big score for thieves. And the last
thing we want is an escort or a protection detail. Our best defense is our low
profile,” he finished, quietly but emphatically. He even winked.


Naomi held
back a sigh. “Anyway, about Russell,” she began again.


“Naomi, I
sympathize, but this is part of the test of being a field leader,” Vandenberg
cut her off. “These things happen. It’s part of the challenge of leadership.
You have full authority to hire whomever you want. If you decide to handle it
some other way, that will be your call to make as well. I have perfect faith in
you. But I should go.”


“Yeah,” she
said, slowly letting out the breath she’d saved for the pitch of her next idea.
“I’ll see you tomorrow, professor.”


“Just so.
Goodnight.” His image vanished from her living room.


“He doesn’t
sound like much help,” said Danielle from the chair to her right. She had a
holo screen of her own up, though it presented only text and a few graphs.


“He’s a
teacher,” said Naomi. “He wants me to solve the problem myself. It’s what
teachers do. And this one is brilliant and experienced, so I have to figure he
knows what he’s doing.”


“Are you
trying to convince me, or are you trying to push yourself with some tough love?
Anyway, isn’t he less the ‘teaching’ sort of professor and more the ‘research
and publish’ sort?”


“He’s still in
charge,” Naomi muttered. She sat up again to look at the other holo screens
laid out across the table. Her position as a seminar instructor gave her wide
access to university records. Somewhere amid the rosters and transcripts, she
had to find a solution. “I’m sorry about this,” she apologized once more. “You
probably wanted to look at wedding venues, didn’t you?”


“We’ll deal
with that when this stuff is all over,” said Danielle. “But Russell is off the
invitation list. Your professor, too, if you come back to me an even bigger
ball of stress than you are right now. Or if I wind up with some anxiety disorder
while you’re gone.”


“It’s not
going to be that bad, Dani.” Six hours after reading the travel warning, she
almost had herself convinced, too.


Then Danielle
had to bring in details. “The prospectus for this mercenary group they have on
Minos isn’t giving me a lot of confidence.”


“The—wait,
you’re looking at a prospectus? For who?”


“Precision
Solutions. The guys Minos Enterprises hired for defense. I don’t know anything
about military companies, but I know how to read between the lines of business
documents. This company is all about putting the client first. Lots of
companies use that sort of language, but not public service contractors. They
put the public first, or at least that’s what they tell everyone. These guys
don’t even do that much. It’s all client loyalty all the way down. And if
they’ve got high crime rates and an insurgency going on?” Danielle frowned.
“This isn’t a public service contractor. This is a goon squad. I don’t know
what’s worse, facing a criminal or calling these guys for help.”


“Dani. I have
to do this,” said Naomi.


“I know. I’m
not trying to convince you,” said her fiancée. “I’m thinking a big wedding may
not be the best use of my hiring bonus. I’d rather hire you a bodyguard.
Somebody who knows how to handle this kind of nonsense.”


Naomi opened
her mouth to speak, but an idea closed it. She turned to the screens full of
university records. Thoughts rushed in: It was absurd, wasn’t it? Too obvious.
Bound to be impractical. Problematic, to be sure.


“What are you
thinking?” Dani asked, watching her closely.


Naomi didn’t
answer. She reached for the screens to key in new search terms. He came up on
her screens instantly.


 


* * *


 


“I’ve got
him,” reported Chris. “Walking back into the neighborhood. Taking a different
path than the last time, like he usually does. I think he’s checking things out
before going inside.”


Everything in
the hotel suite stopped with the first words of his report. Yanis froze the
game on the entertainment suite. Mickey looked up from his holo novel. Troy sat
up from the reclining seat, paying close attention like the rest.


Jim was on the
couch beside Yanis, watching the game until the call came. Now things were all
business. “Any sign he’s being followed?” Jim asked. “Any police tail?”


“Not so far.
The neighborhood is quiet. There hasn’t been a police patrol through here since
this morning. It makes sense. This place is sleepy on the weekends.”


“Okay.” Jim
left the connection open for any surveillance updates or details Chris might
share. His eyes turned to the rest of the team. “Suit up.”


 


* * *


 


Tanner
lingered to watch Phoenix lift off, standing behind the transparent
doors leading to the landing pad. The ship floated high into the sky under
antigrav and maneuvering jets before the main thrusters fired. In seconds, she
was gone.


He took a long
way home. The city cooled with sunset but remained pleasant into the evening.
It was a night worth staying out for the sake of stretching the weekend as far
as possible…for those with anything to do, or more importantly, anyone to see.


Paradise meant
less without anyone to share it.


Glum thoughts
accompanied him on the way home. He wasn’t so far into his mood that he forgot
what happened last time: Tanner walked warily around his building, watching it
and the rooftops for snipers, lookouts, drones, or anything else out of the
ordinary. He almost preferred this to his feelings. Better to stay distracted
while his emotions processed in the background.


Nothing seemed
out of place. The neighborhood was appropriately quiet. Rounding the workshop
and checking its entrances, Tanner found every little secret marker still in
place. None of the dust at the doors had been disturbed. The security system
showed no entries on his holocom since he’d been home, though he took for
granted that anyone coming to kill him would probably find a way around that.


As usual,
message notifications came up with the first menu screen on his holocom. He
only had one since leaving the Phoenix. Naomi marked it, “Please call
when you can.” He wondered what that could be about, but he had a bigger
concern in front of him. Even with all of the boxes marked on the “Probably Not
Going to Die Now” checklist, he still had to face the final moment of truth.


He stood
behind a hovertruck parked on the other side of the street and opened the
workshop garage door using his holocom. Nothing exploded. The street remained
quiet. Frowning at his own paranoia—and the necessity of it—Tanner walked
across the street, stopped halfway, and returned to the truck to close the door
again. If I was a really clever bomber, I’d rig it to blow after
the target was inside, he thought.


…and then
scowled even more. The interior of the garage looked perfectly normal while the
doors were open. Nothing happened when the door shut, because of course not.


“God damn it,”
he muttered. “This is ridiculous.” He tapped the holocom to open the door again
and walked inside.


He hadn’t felt
this way all weekend. As long as he was among old friends, be it out on the
town or in the privacy of Lynette’s cabin, he felt relaxed. Safe, even. Perhaps
it was a matter of shared experience. They’d all been through a war together.
He knew he could rely on them if things got crazy. Yet even out at restaurants
or enjoying the beach and the cove with Lynette, Tanner didn’t look over his
shoulder. He didn’t worry about this stuff. Alone, things felt entirely
different.


Pride and
frustration kept him from making a full tactical entry on his own home. He
still stopped and looked at every corner before proceeding. The workshop lay
dark and undisturbed, as did his apartment at the top. No one jumped out at
him. His warning systems all worked as designed, particularly in the case of
Nobody Broke In Over the Weekend, So Stop It.


He turned on
the lights to his loft. Still nothing. None of his cheap furniture was out of
place. No monsters crawled out from beneath the couch. Nothing exploded—not
even the literal explosives. The bedspread sat over the lumps on his mattress
as the world’s least imaginative camouflage.


Tanner sighed.
He hated being this careful. He also knew how stupid he would feel if he or
someone else got hurt over some simple step he was too proud or too lazy to
take.


“Paranoia is
such a pain in the ass,” he grumbled.


The thought
reminded him of the message on his holocom. He recalled Naomi’s note as a
simple, blue-white projection. The full text didn’t elaborate much. “Please
call me when you can. I’ve had something urgent come up with the university and
I’d rather deal with it before class tomorrow. Don’t worry if it’s late.”


 It wasn’t
late. Odd for talking to instructors, but not late. He keyed up a chat
connection. Seconds later, her image appeared in the air within arm’s reach.
“Tanner, hello. Thank you for calling,” she said. “I’m sorry to bother you on
the weekend. Am I interrupting anything?”


“Not so much,
no. What’s going on?” He noted a little tension and hesitation, but nothing to
set off alarms.


“Like I said,
it’s university stuff. I’ve had something come up with the schedule and I need
to speak with you about it. I would appreciate it if we could talk in person
rather than over a holo. Can we meet somewhere for coffee?” she ventured.
“Tonight?”


“Yeah.” Tanner
shrugged. “I’m free now. Did you have someplace in mind?”


“I didn’t,
actually,” she realized. “Where would be good for you?”


That clinched
it. An ambush would be planned, luring him to a specific spot, and—oh for
fuck’s sake, stop, he told himself. She’s been at the university for at
least six years. She’s not a spy.


Besides, it
beat moping about his girlfriend leaving town again.











Chapter Five:

Initiative


 


“The Union
of Humanity exists by balancing mutual defense against the sovereignty of
planetary and multi-system governments. The sole authority over defense and
diplomacy with alien species rests with the Union Assembly.  Even research on
alien matters is governed by strict rules for reporting and oversight. On
almost all else, from trade to human rights, the Articles of Union are silent.”


 


--Political
Science: An Introduction, May 2280


 


Angelo’s Coffee
hosted only a handful of customers at this hour, split between the street-side
patio and the shop’s comfortable, softly-lit interior. Though the offerings
were good, little of Angelo’s menu rose beyond what could be quickly delivered
anywhere. Tanner preferred going out to get things. Delivery via drone or live
human presented problems for him that normal people didn’t have to deal with.
He could still go to a coffee shop like a normal person, though. He didn’t even
have to look over his shoulder.


The thought
only occurred to him as he did just that, of course. He bit back an annoyed
scowl and entered, by an act of will, the coffee shop of real wood and pleasant
scents like any normal person would.


Naomi waved
from a booth near the back corner. She was alone, occupied by a couple of holo
screens she killed as soon as they made eye contact. The collared blue shirt
and slacks would have fit her usual style for teaching at the university, if slightly
less formal. The open seat would leave him with his back to the entrance. He
decided to suck it up despite the risks. God forbid, the servers might not see
him right away. Or it might put him out of reach from the napkins. “Hope I
didn’t keep you waiting,” he said.


“Not at all,”
she said. “I’m habitually early. Or I try to be, anyway. Lately things with my doctoral
program leave me feeling like I’m always behind.”


“It doesn’t
show.” Tanner tapped the small, dimly-glowing red button embedded in the oak
table to call up the holo for the shop’s menu. His order took only seconds to
file.


“Decaf?” Naomi
grinned. “The mocha I get, but what’s the point without the caffeine?”


“I’m better
off without anything to ramp up my nerves,” he explained. “A therapist once
told me to listen to my body. Caffeine only confuses it.”


“Oh. Right.”
Her lips pressed together tightly, both hands curling around her mug. If the
meeting wasn’t awkward for its timing or their relationship as instructor and
student, it seemed to have become so now. “Listen, I… I wanted to say, before I
get to anything else, I’m sorry about what happened at school the other day.
Somebody should’ve been there to help.”


“You were
there. Campus safety was there, too. Honestly, if I wanted to duck the whole
thing to begin with, I know how to lie low. I could’ve tried, anyway.”


“Why didn’t
you?”


“Sometimes I
do. Sometimes I get tired of the bullshit.” Tanner shrugged. “Sometimes the
bullshit wins. You can stand up, but there’s always a cost. Anyway, if
anything, I should say thanks for stepping in. It helped.”


“Okay. That’s
been weighing on me because of what I wanted to talk about. I don’t want you to
think any of that was conditional. You’re a student and that whole mess was out
of hand. It was part of my job as an instructor.”


His mouth
cracked in a half-grin. “They don’t all see it that way.”


“True,” Naomi
agreed soberly. “Anyway. I’m not here to call in any favors. Nothing owed.”


“Okay?”


She took a
deep breath. “What do you know about Minos? And the field school expedition?”


“It’s on the
edge of Union space near the split between the Nyuyinaro and the Krokinthians.
It had a big stone tech society hundreds of years ago, but they were wiped out
by a huge volcanic incident. Now there’s a corporate government and two generations
of colonists under predatory settlement contracts. The crystals they mine and
process there make all the best holocoms and data chips.


“I can’t say
I’ve looked into the field school. No way could I afford something like that.”
He shrugged. “You’re Vandenberg’s assistant expedition leader, right?”


“Yeah. That
means I handle most of the logistics on top of all my own research. Vandenberg
is the official expedition leader, but I’m the one managing everything and
taking care of the details. This trip finishes up everything I need for my PhD,
and it takes care of a few professional certifications. I’ll get my name on
whatever book or journal articles come out of the whole thing, too. Overall it
should mean a lot for my résumé.”


“What’s your dissertation
topic?”


“It’s on the
interference Minoan geology creates for ground-penetrating archaeological scans
and mapping,” she said. “It’s why Vandenberg picked me as his assistant. My
master’s is in geology and I’ve got a dual undergrad in geology and
xenoarchaeology. That made me ideal for the job.”


“Sounds like a
lot of pressure,” said Tanner.


“It is. I’ve
been doing fine so far, but until now I’ve had an assistant of my own. Russell,
one of the seniors in the department, was working for me…until he dropped out
the other day. Now I need a new assistant. I’m hoping you’ll be interested in
the job.”


“Me?” Tanner
blinked. “I’m only a freshman. I’m in the intro class. Why me?”


“The only
prerequisite listed by the university is the intro class. With your current
standing, you could take a nap during the final and still get a passing grade.
Everything else is at the leadership’s discretion—meaning mine. I think you’d
be an excellent fit.”


“I’m not a
xenoarchaeology major. I’m not even pursuing it as a minor.”


“No, but you
bring a lot to the table apart from all that.”


His brow
furrowed. Naomi’s answer seemed careful. Hesitant. Almost reluctant. “How many
other people have you asked?”


“Eight,” she
admitted.


“How many
other students are going?”


“Twelve, and
most of them aren’t the ones I asked. Look, I had this all wrapped up
until two days ago. We leave for Minos the week after finals. I stressed out
when Russell quit, so I jumped at all the most obvious options first. When I
started thinking outside that box, I looked at your transcripts and your
academic plan. You’d be a great fit. You want to go into planetary survey work,
right?”


“Yeah, as an
ecologist. Maybe bio. Life sciences, not xenoarchaeology.”


“That’s fine,”
said Naomi, shaking her head. “Listen, the field school offers more class
credit than you can get in a normal semester on campus. It’s seven and a half
weeks each way with ten weeks on site in the middle for the dig. We cover most
of the trip on liners with ‘semester abroad’ classrooms, so everyone is taking
courses along the way. Once we’re back, we spend the rest of the fall semester
on workshops and wrap-up work. You’d come out of this with a minor in
xenoarchaeology without pushing back your graduation. And field experience.”


“Wait, stop,”
Tanner said. “It sounds great, but I can’t. I can’t afford it. I’m here on a
student visa—and asylum. I can’t have a job on a student visa, and I’m sure as
hell not taking out any student loans after what I’ve been through. I’m living
on savings as it is. When I left Archangel, I had a good bit of money in my
pocket, but it got cut down fast and I’ve still got at least three years to go.
I can’t do things like this.”


“No, that’s
fine,” said Naomi. “The university covers all expenses for my assistant,
including tuition. You’ll knock out a bunch of coursework and take the whole
trip on the school’s dime. Hell, you’ll come out ahead of schedule on your
academic plan.


“You’re more
than qualified,” she continued. “You already knocked out all the foundational
stuff like logic and composition. I know you can keep up with accelerated
coursework. And I’ve seen the credit the university gave for your military
service. Nobody else on the expedition has training in crisis intervention or
wilderness survival. None of us have the sort of first aid training you do.”


“Okay, that
was a one-week survival course four years ago,” Tanner broke in. “My first aid
training is mostly about trauma. And ‘crisis intervention’ isn’t as exciting as
it sounds. It’s about talking people down from domestic violence and stupid bar
fights.”


“That’s still
outside everyone else’s skill set.” The pace of her sales pitch slowed. She
took in a deep breath, choosing her words hesitantly. “You have practical
experience nobody else on the expedition can match. Life experience. The other
students have spent their whole lives in academia. Even me. You’ve seen the
real world at its worst.” She winced slightly as she said it. “I think we might
need that on this trip.”


His stomach
grew heavy as the implications sank in. Naomi waited, sitting up straight and
looking him in the eye, but behind her posture and her forthright expression he
could see the awkwardness…and something else.


“Naomi, why
did the other guy quit?”


“He…we got a
travel advisory from the foreign office. It turns out Minos is rougher than any
of us realized when we signed up. At least, nobody talked about it much.
Vandenberg says it’s all overblown, and he’s the only one of us who has
actually been there. But the advisory laid it all out and Russell took it
seriously enough to quit. I gave it a second read, and now I’m taking it
seriously, too.”


“Can I read
it?” he asked.


She nodded.
With a tap on her holocom and another at the glowing menu screen, Naomi had a
copy of the document projected on the table. She sent another to his message
file.


He read.


A waiter came
by with their drinks. Tanner didn’t look up. “This. This is why I can’t have
caffeine.”


“Really?
Because I feel like I need more of it whenever I think about this stuff.”


He read in
silence. Naomi winced as his eyes turned up to meet hers. “You got to the part
with the pirates, huh?” she asked.


“What did you
call it? My ‘life experience?’ Is that how I should list pirate-fighting on my résumé?”


“I don’t
really know how to come right out and say it.”


“Sometimes I
call it ‘face-murdering,’ but my current therapist says I’m using sarcasm as a
shield against my trauma.”


“…what?”


“It’s true,”
Tanner replied. “I thought it was a way to confront what I’ve done without
diminishing any of it. Then he says, ‘No, you’re still being sarcastic with
me.’ So if he’s the one who gets to decide when I’m being sarcastic, where the
hell am I supposed to go from there?”


“I don’t know
what to say to that,” Naomi managed.


“Neither do I.
Nobody does. What does Vandenberg say about all this?”


“He says it’s
all overblown and there’s nothing to worry about. We’ll be out in the middle of
nowhere, anyway. Nobody’s going to bother a bunch of university students.”


“You don’t
believe him, do you?”


“I want to,
but he’s not very forthcoming on the topic. Or convincing.” Naomi sank back
into her seat. “He’s had this expedition planned for four years. Since before
his last expedition ended. His whole career is wrapped up in it. And in
fairness, he’s been there before and I haven’t, but I can’t tell if he has
everything sewn up or if he’s sticking his head in the sand. It sure sounds
like Minos has only gotten rougher in the last few years. Like the rest of the
Union.”


“Yeah,” huffed
Tanner. “I noticed.”


“Anyway, if he
had some sort of escort or protection arranged, he’d have shared it with me.
Hell, he would have had me handle the arrangements.”


“There’s no
chance of the university calling this whole thing off?”


“No. There’s
too much riding on it,” said Naomi. “We can’t call it off.”


 


* * *


 


“Yes, we can
absolutely wait on this, Jim,” said Troy. He rode in one of the van’s back
seats, clad in body armor and tactical gear like everyone else. “We’ve picked
up his trail. We can hit him whenever we choose.”


“What’s your
problem?” asked Jim. He sat in the front passenger seat with Mickey at the
wheel. “You wanted it simple. This is simple.”


“This is
reckless,” Troy replied. “We’re risking a lot of exposure and collateral
damage. This is a stand-up fight in an urban area. It’s exactly what we wanted
to avoid, and also what the client wanted to avoid.”


“It won’t be a
stand-up fight, Troy,” the team leader pushed back. “We’re gonna take him by
surprise. If he was worried about being hit at home again, he’s had a couple
hours to second-guess it all and cool out. Nobody can be on guard all the time.
We’re gonna burn a hole through his skull before he knows we’re there.”


Troy didn’t
respond. Yanis and Chris held their peace. The van rolled on through the
streets until the driver glanced to the team leader beside him. “And if he does
see us coming?” Mickey asked. “Again?”


“It’ll be five
against one,” said Jim. “No fucking around. We’re all professionals. He’s not
as tough as the hype makes him sound. He’s not bulletproof and he can’t dodge
lasers. We take him down and we extract. Don’t make it complicated.”


 


* * *


 


“It’s always
more complicated,” said Tanner. “I take that for granted.”


“I’m really
not supposed to talk about this,” said Naomi. “The thing is, if you knew, you’d
understand. You wouldn’t say it’s not worth the risk.”


“I didn’t say
that.”


“You implied
it.”


Tanner bowed
his head in concession. He pointed at the travel advisory. “Somebody in the
foreign office looked at the data and decided it was worth warning the public.
Developed worlds like Fremantle don’t like to exaggerate dangers like piracy.
It tends to lead to an arms buildup. I’ve had some experience with this.”


“Yeah, I’ve
heard that about you.” The glare left her eyes as soon as the last words
escaped her mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”


“It’s okay,”
said Tanner. He waited.


“This isn’t
just about the department’s funding or everyone’s academic plans,” she said.
“It’s more than my PhD or my career. It’s bigger than that.”


“I believe
you. I’m listening.”


“I signed
non-disclosure agreements. If I tell you and it gets out, it really is my
career down the tubes. Even letting me know was a big deal, but I’m the
assistant leader, so…” She looked out at the other patrons, dwindling in number
now, and then to her hands. “Can I trust you?”


“You’re asking
me to go with you to some sketchy hellhole on the ass end of human space on a
job that pays in class credit,” said Tanner. “You already trust me.”


 Wrestling
with her concerns, Naomi browsed through her holocom file options until she
came to a chart of the Union. A miniature three-dimensional star field floated
between them. It hardly looked out of place. Customers at other tables played
games and watched holo dramas together. Her chart was one of the least
eye-catching projections in the shop, yet she kept her voice to a murmur.
“Highlight Fremantle. Highlight Minos,” she said. “Show distance.”


The selected
star systems flashed yellow labels brighter than the rest. Other systems
appeared as well, most notably the Solar system near the center of the chart.
Fremantle floated close by, with only a handful of other colonized star systems
between itself and Sol. Minos lay far on the other side of the chart, over four
hundred light years from Fremantle. Dim red and blue margins at the edge of the
chart marked out the territory of the only two known alien races—both of them
close to Minos.


His eyes
reflexively noted other familiar points. Archangel lay much closer to Minos
than to Earth, let alone Fremantle. Tanner was a long way from home.


“So we’re on
the same page here,” Naomi began. “2214 was the end of the last full-blown war
between the Union, the Krokinthians, and the Nyuyinaro, right? And they didn’t
negotiate a full treaty with us. The Kroks walked out on the whole thing before
it started. They said, ‘Go no farther than you have,’ and that was it. The
Union decided that meant anywhere we had already sent probes, which included
Minos. The Kroks didn’t like that, but the only thing they hate more than
losing an unsettled world is trying to argue with humans, so we got away with
it.”


“And then
nobody wanted to invest in development that close to the Kroks until about
fifty years ago, right?” Tanner picked up from there. “We covered this in
class. Minos is naturally oxygenated and the oceans already held lots of life,
but the land masses were covered in volcanic ash. It wasn’t until terraforming
and settlement work began that anyone realized there had been a Stone Age
civilization under all that.”


“Yeah,” said Naomi.
Her voice fell further. “You paid attention in class. We don’t need to go over
the rest. So, stay with me on this.


“In 2215, with
‘do we keep Minos or don’t we?’ in the media, some people in the astronomy
department took a good, long look in that direction. Everything they saw was
about 570 years old at this distance. They knew from the early exploratory
probes that 570 years was about the same time as the geothermal incident that
buried the land masses, so they thought, ‘What the hell? Let’s turn our eyes
out that way and see if we can see anything.’”


Naomi reached
into the star field projection, noting the distance between Fremantle and Minos
with Earth in between. “Everything they saw on Earth? Newer. Here? Older light.
Older signals. Looking into the past.”


“Signals?”
Tanner asked.


“Yeah. Minos
should’ve only given them whatever came off of its star. They saw more than
that, so they got curious and turned more attention to it. Now, every system
has its little idiosyncrasies. Fremantle has always had some garbage in the
electromagnetic spectrum. Nobody paid it much mind at first. More important
things to study, right?


“Within about
a year of discovering the connection, it all stopped. The waves passed on.
About that same time, the eyes watching Minos saw a spike in light waves and
then nothing. Everything went dead, like it is now. Most of them assumed they
saw the geothermal incident, but the fact that it lined up with the end of the
garbage EM waves suggested more.


“They kept at
the waves. They analyzed the data over and over until some brilliant guy in the
math department found patterns. Language. None of it made any sense and
nobody ever figured out how to translate it or wring any images out of it, but
it wasn’t the Kroks and it wasn’t the Noonies,” said Naomi. “Fremantle University
turned its attention toward Minos just in time to hear the death cries of a
high-tech civilization.”


Tanner leaned
back in his seat, frowning. “Nobody else saw this?”


“That’s what I
said. Look at the chart. Look at the timeline. Only so many worlds in the Union
could’ve seen it, and they weren’t looking. Everyone else was too close to see
the show, or too underdeveloped to recognize what they were seeing.” Naomi’s
finger hovered over Minos. “1647. Everything goes dead.” She moved her finger
over the Solar System. “The last signals passed over Earth in the early 1920s.
Radio wasn’t even thirty years old.”


“But it’s
been, what, sixty-five years since the astronomy department discovered all
this?” he asked. “The Union has laws about reporting alien contact.”


“Doesn’t
qualify. No actual contact, only observation. Ancient… and still anomalous. There’s
no proven evidence yet.”


“Okay, but
nobody wrote a book or a journal article? Nobody jumped up and down shouting,
‘Look what I found?’ This is how you get famous.”


“Yeah, it is,”
Naomi agreed. “Eventually. First they thought there might be something wrong
with their equipment or their analysis. Then they thought they must be
misinterpreting something done by the Kroks or the Noonies. And then, once the
self-doubt and the margins of error fell off and the evidence mounted…they got
laughed out of the room.”


She turned off
the projection from the holocom, patiently leaving Tanner to stare at her face
as he processed it.


“You’re
kidding me,” he said.


“No, I’m not
kidding. You know Fremantle University’s reputation. We’re one of the biggest
names outside the Solar System, and have been for over a hundred years. Nobel
Prizes, medical breakthroughs, inventions, all that. The university cares about
its reputation—a lot. Any old student can chase whatever crazy idea they want,
but the faculty is more conservative. That sort of culture is hard to overcome.


“Don’t forget,
the surface was covered in volcanic ash. Nothing poked out through the surface
except the mountains. No buildings, no monuments, no visible roads, nothing. It
wasn’t until settlement started in 2236 that we knew there had been something
on Minos, and that was mostly because of the roads. Even then, it was still a
remote planet under corporate ownership. People caught on and universities
started sending expeditions, but it wasn’t exactly convenient then. It’s still
not easy now.”


“Okay, but
it’s been forty-four years now and this is still quiet?” Tanner pressed.
“These people from the astronomy department—and whoever figured out those
signals were using a language—they still haven’t said anything to anyone? Nobody
hung onto their college coursework after they graduated and went on to their
careers?”


“It wasn’t
many people to start with. There were also issues of grant money and
proprietary research agreements to complicate who walked away with what.” Naomi
shrugged. “If anyone did share something, we don’t know about it.


“What I can
tell you for certain is that somebody shared it with Professor Vandenberg in
the early fifties. That’s when his research shifted to Minos. He can’t get out
there every year, of course, or even every couple of years. But he’s been at
this for decades with the university’s support.”


Tanner fell
silent, considering her story. Vandenberg came back from his expeditions with
new discoveries and artifacts, but it all still pointed to an Iron Age analogue
at best. Neither he nor anyone else had yet discovered the remains of an
ancient Minoan, nor a likeness rendered in any kind of art.


“Who else
knows?” asked Tanner. “On this expedition, I mean.”


“Nobody else,”
said Naomi. “Just me.”


“What about
previous expeditions? Does he tell his assistant every time?”


She shook her
head. “Not from what I understand.”


“Then why
you?”


“Because he
thinks he’s got it this time. He was onto something with his last expedition,
but he wound up racing against the clock and lost. He had to come home. That
was three years ago and he’s been pulling his hair out ever since. This time he
needs to dig. The Minoans carved their settlements into the rock rather than
building upward like we did.


“He has a good
site, he needs to dig…and he found an assistant with a double undergrad in
xenoarchaeology and geology.” She looked him squarely in the eye. “Sooner or
later you have to trust somebody.”


Tanner glanced
down at the table. She’d been nervous when she approached him, reluctant to ask
what she wanted and even more reluctant to share these secrets. Yet once she
did, she gave it her all. She’d made the decision to confide in him and
followed through. For some reason Tanner felt shy. This felt bigger than him.


“The Union has
laws about alien interaction,” he considered. “It’s why the Union exists.”


“Hey, as soon
as we find actual alien tech, we report. Until then, there’s no law broken.”


“I imagine if
the faculty trusted more people we’d have this whole mystery solved by now.”


“But who?” Naomi
asked. “Nobody from Fremantle wants to share their Nobel Prize with some
outside corporation or a rival university. Nobody wants to faceplant their way
into fame, either.”


“Huh,” Tanner
snorted. “I wouldn’t know anything about that.”


“You know a
lot of things most people don’t,” said Naomi.


He didn’t
respond to that. He didn’t know where to begin.


“So you see,
it’s not just a matter of time and money,” said Naomi. “There’s that, too, and
all the nonsense with the university’s culture, but there’s something bigger
behind this.


“We know of
two space-faring species in the galaxy besides ourselves, but we don’t get
along. Maybe that’s our fault, but it’s still a problem. Every other
intelligent species we’ve discovered has fallen to dust before they could reach
the stars. We may find a civilization that actually made it this far before
their end. Think of what we could discover. Think of what we could learn. I
believe it’s there. I believe we can find it.”


Naomi let out
a breath.


“I also need
to bring my people back alive.”


Tanner rubbed
his eyes. It was a lot to think about. “Can I sleep on it?”


 


* * *


 


“Nobody’s
going to chicken out on me now, are you?” Jim asked. He looked back at his men
from the front seat, eyes darting from one to the next for any sign of argument
or fear. They all looked back at him steadily. These men didn’t back down from
anything, and neither did Jim. Certainly not from some myth built around a
single militia enlistment and a lot of hype.


He turned
forward again and wiped his brow. It wasn’t hot in the van. He didn’t know why
he might be sweating. “We stick to the plan. Standard entry. Prep the approach
and let’s move.”


The street
outside the target site lay quiet. As the van passed by the approach point,
Troy opened the window on his side and dropped out a pair of small black
canisters. Tiny correcting arms sprouted from each canister’s side as they hit
the concrete, orienting the throughout the alleyway outside the shop. A fine
grey mist poured from each canister’s face, propelled with slow and steady
force.


The artificial
fog spread thinly enough to go undetected by most scanning devices until it
swallowed up active signals and created a blanket over passive sensors. Mickey
backed into the dense blanket.


Everyone was
armored up in combat coats and leg guards. Weapons checks all passed. Jim gave
the go signal, sending everyone else out of the van as he slipped through the
passenger door and into the sound-deadening mist.


Chris took
care of the security on the door. Mimic pads on his glove held their target’s
fingerprints thanks to days of diligent stalking. The door to the workshop
below Malone’s residence opened up to shadow and darkness.


Stairs to the
right of the door rose up to the loft, where another closed door waited. Jim
took the lead, climbing with practiced stealth, teammates following close
behind. The door to the apartment sat on simple, old-fashioned hinges opening
inward. It would be much easier than the workshop entry. They could bash right
through it if they had to.


Nobody made a
sound. The asshole wouldn’t have the drop on them this time.


Jim felt a tug
on his ankle at the top of the stairs, matched with a piercing metallic racket.
He turned and aimed left with his carbine, looking for a target or a trap but
finding only a collection of empty cans.


His eyes went
wide in horror. Cans on a string. Sensor-spoofing fog, state of the art
infiltration tech, and weeks of surveillance, all undone by a trick any
five-year-old could manage.


Urgency
propelled him out of his shock. They couldn’t let this fucker turn things
around on them again. Not now. “Go! Go!” he ordered. Jim planted his foot in
the door right below the handle, sending it flying open. He swept the darkened
living room with his carbine up and ready to go. Nothing but third-hand
furniture occupied the small living room.


He moved fast.
So did his teammates, fully expecting a fight. This bastard is tricky.
If he had a chance to fight back, it could get ugly. Jim couldn’t let that
happen.


They cleared
the tiny kitchen. That left the open bathroom at the end of the little hall
dead ahead and the bedroom to the right. Nowhere else to hide. Malone had to be
in there. Jim advanced. The team followed.


Don’t let
him fight back, Jim thought. Don’t give him a chance. Don’t let him
catch you again.


This place
wasn’t built to stand up to lasers or high-powered bullets. Any decent weapon
could shred the wall between Jim and the bedroom. Everyone on the team wore
good protection, though. Jim flashed a silent warning sign to his team. Then he
plucked a grenade from his belt and hooked it around the open doorway before
hustling backward.


It was a
calculated risk. At worst, the grenade might hit Jim and his guys with some
splinters or other bits of debris from the wall.


The explosives
stashed under the bedspread were another matter entirely.


 


* * *


 


“Did you drift
out on me?” Naomi asked.


“Sorry, it’s
something you said,” Tanner explained. “The ‘bring my people back alive’ part.
Heard that earlier today is all. It’s nothing.”


“Okay.” She
stretched her hands out in front of her on the table in the hope of releasing
stress. It didn’t seem to do much good. “You’re sure you can’t give me an
answer now?”


“I get where
you’re coming from,” said Tanner. “You don’t have to worry about me sharing the
big secrets. It’s not that. I’m only trying to consider the details. If I’m
gonna be gone until mid-November, I have to figure out what to do with my
apartment and all my stuff. It wasn’t easy to find a place, and if—”


An orange
flash lit up the bar, lasting only as long as the loud bang that accompanied
it. The light illuminated Naomi’s face and the rest of the booth around her.
Tanner’s eyes snapped wide, but the coffee shop returned to normal in the next
instant—apart from the way everyone had noticed.


The light and
noise startled Naomi as much as everyone else. “What was that?”


Tanner peered
back around his seat toward the front window. Other customers crowded in,
looking outside with curiosity but blocking the view.


He knew what
he would see. He knew it. He went to check anyway.


The shops
immediately across the street stood as peacefully as ever. The rest of the
skyline beyond it sat largely undisturbed, except for black smoke flames flickering
from the top floor of a workshop in the marina only two blocks away.


His shoulders
sank. Naomi stood beside him, watching the unfamiliar sight with surprise.
Tanner couldn’t muster up the same reaction. He sighed.


“When do we
leave?”











Chapter Six:

Icebreakers


 


“Yes, I
know what the fire inspection turned up. I also know the five heavily armed
dead assholes who broke in to commit a murder are ultimately at fault.
Insurance covers the damage. Do you want to keep him here for a pointless
investigation, or do you want him out of our hair for a few months? Which
choice sounds better for public safety to you?”


 


-- Internal
Communications, Fremantle Police Authority, May 2280


 


The ship was
not by definition a luxury liner. Far more opulent and expensive ships held
that title, but to Naomi, the liner seemed massive and grand. It felt more like
a hotel than a ship. If her room was small, the vessel’s shared spaces made up
for it. The bright, spacious lobby alone was a cross between a reception hall
and an art gallery.


Big liners
performed the greatest share of moving people around the Union, along with no
small amount of freight. Longer, routine trips encouraged larger vessels, for
both practical reasons and for human comfort.


Passengers
trickled past her spot near the lobby entrance. Families and solo travelers
checked in with attendants, argued details of their reservations, and said
their goodbyes. Naomi and Dani handled their farewells at home. Thankfully,
nothing like separation anxiety spoiled the last few days together. Naomi
recognized all the real sources of her stress, from the group of classmates and
their professor gathered nearby to the one remaining name on her roster.


Technically, of
course, his name didn’t show up on all the rosters yet.


“Hey, there you
are,” she said as he wandered in through the entrance. “I’ve been waiting.”


Tanner frowned.
“Am I late? I thought this is still a couple minutes early.”


“Everyone was
early,” Naomi admitted. “They’ve more or less started. I guess you’re the least
early.”


“I’m sorry.
Nobody else was here when I first showed up. Figured I should take a walk.”


“Nobody? When
did you show up?”


“About an hour
and a half ago.”


Naomi blinked.
“You’ve been here that long?”


“I’m kinda used
to bad things happening on ships, so I wanted a good look around before we
left. I even brought my old vac suit.” He seemed to think it was a perfectly
normal thing to say until he noticed her silence. His hand came to the back of
his neck, rubbing it awkwardly. “This ship is safe. They’ve got it squared
away.”


“I didn’t
really need to hear any of that,” said Naomi.


“Sorry. We’re
gonna be fine. For this part of the trip, anyway,” he added.


“We don’t know
that yet.” Naomi turned to the gathered students across from them in the lobby.
“We get to find out now.”


Smiles and
laughter encompassed the group. Kim stood as the pair approached, her attention
on the loose circle of students. “Okay: Emma, Antonio, Grace, Amelia, Jishen.”
She pointed to each in turn, remembering names of people she obviously already
knew and dreading the rest. “Olivia, Nigel…” Kim winced as she tried to
remember the next name. Her eyes lit up as she saw another familiar face,
offering her a cheat: “Naomi!” she laughed. And then stopped.


Heads turned.
Some students seemed unfazed. A few blinked in shock. Their professor fell
somewhere in between.


“Hey folks,
this is Tanner,” said Naomi. She hoped her introduction and sideways gesture weren’t
as awkward as they almost certainly were. “Russell had to pull out as my
intern, so I hired Tanner for the spot.”


Her new intern
nodded. “Hi.”


The shock only
spread with her statement. Apparently a few hadn’t recognized his face until
they heard his name.


“Well,” coughed
Vandenberg. “We’re settling introductions and learning everyone’s names.
Please, join the group. Ah, Naomi, could I have a word?”


Tanner stepped
in beside Kim’s spot on the couch. “Sorry if I interrupted.”


Kim stared, her
mouth halfway open with a word that would not come out.


Vandenberg took
Naomi behind a nearby pillar. He kept his voice low. “I won’t ask if this is
some bad joke, because you’re not the sort. What the hell are you thinking?”


“I asked eight
different seniors and grad students. They all turned me down. I had to look
elsewhere. He’s completely qualified.”


“You didn’t
think to ask me about this before you brought him on?”


“I told you I
had somebody. You didn’t ask who it was.” She hesitated, but the rest got out
anyway. “You told me this was my problem to fix, so I fixed it.”


“And then you
kept quiet until it was too late to do anything about it.”


“No, I kept
quiet at his request,” she said. “The attack at his apartment was all over the
news. He didn’t want his name circulating on any records or messages until the
last minute. It seemed like a good idea to me. I only filed the bare
necessities and left the rest until now. If you had asked who I found, I would
have told you.”


Vandenberg
fumed, but considered her explanation. “I suppose that diminishes the chances
of any blow-ups from the faculty.”


“Would that
have mattered?”


“Do you even
need to ask? You know the uproar we had when he was first accepted. It wasn’t a
simple matter. That was politics, and it came with a cost.” He let out a huff,
glancing back to the others. “You don’t suppose the rest of the class deserved
to know in advance?”


“Why? So they
could protest or drop out because I included someone they might not like?
There’s not a single personal complaint against him from another student,
pending or otherwise, or I’d have seen it flagged when I processed his
enrollment. He has as much right to be here as anyone else.”


“This puts me
in a complicated position, Naomi.” Vandenberg looked back to the class. At least
they were talking again. “I need your support as the assistant field leader,
but I’m also supposed to back you up, too. I can’t do that very effectively
when I’m caught by surprise. Not if you make provocative decisions like this
without me.”


Naomi blinked.
‘Provocative’ seemed equal parts exaggerated and legitimate.


“Are there any
other surprises in the works?” he asked. “You should tell me now.”


“No.”


“I hope that
means we won’t get any surprise visits from Union Fleet Intelligence while
we’re out there. He has friends, you know.”


“Which is
another reason I didn’t put any of this in writing until the last minute,” said
Naomi. “I verified his visa and passport outside university channels. Nobody
saw his name pop up on a filing with the foreign office or the school
administration until this morning. Unless they have somebody on him like glue,
the only people who know he’s here are the Fremantle police and the people who
saw him walk onto this ship. And nobody can run on board here on the spur of
the moment. We’ve got this covered, sir.”


Vandenberg
sighed, patting her arm. “Oh, don’t call me that. Let’s not resort to
formalities now,” he grumbled. “I’m your advisor, not the prime minister.”


“He’ll do the
job,” she assured him.


“I’m not
worried about his clerical skills or his punctuality. I’m worried about how
others will handle this, and how much baggage he carried onto this ship with
him.”


 


* * *


 


“I wanted to do
this all along,” said Gina. “Thing is, I goofed up my dates and missed the
first filing deadline. After that happened, I blew it all off as a lost cause.
No sense wishing for what will never be, right? Then on Monday morning I heard
somebody dropped out and I got my application in before my last class was over.
I had most of it already written up and organized. Thank God I didn’t delete
it, huh?”


As usual, she
alone seemed happy to see Tanner. Gina sat beside Antonio Gonzales, the star
forward of the school’s soccer team. Her golden complexion and natural glow
provided a warm contrast to his seemingly darker mood. Then again, everyone had
been in higher spirits until Naomi walked up with Tanner in tow.


They’d tried to
get their name game going again. Kim stumbled through the rest of her turn, but
things died off after that. Tanner got everyone to at least identify themselves
by first name before things derailed. Only tension remained.


“So if you’re Naomi’s
assistant, does that mean you’re in charge at all?” asked Jishen. “As in third
in line or something?”


“No, I’m third
in line, technically,” Kim spoke up. “If you need either the professor or Naomi
and you can’t find them, you come to me, or one of the grad students.”


“Outside of
helping Naomi I’m just another student,” Tanner agreed.


“You’re an
intern,” Antonio corrected.


Aw buddy,
are we gonna do this? Freshman or not, Tanner felt far too old for college
pissing contests. “And I’m an intern, yeah.”


“Are you
rooming with someone?” asked Gina. Her casual question turned heads and left
eyes wide among the rest of the group. Clearly no one had considered such
horrific details yet.


“Not really. I
coughed up the extra cash to get my own room. Turns out they had a few left
open. I, uh… kinda got out of my apartment lease early.”


“Alright
everyone, sorry about stepping away there,” said Vandenberg, returning to the
group with Naomi at his side. “Other last minute details to lock down and all.
Mister Malone, welcome to the team. I know Naomi will get you caught up
quickly.” Another thought occurred to him. “I take it you’re registered for
classes for the trip? Are you in my Theory and Practice class?”


“Yeah,” said
Tanner. “Looking forward to it.”


“Good. What
else are you taking?”


“Ecology is the
only other one I had room for besides the Global Studies course, but everyone
on board has to take that one.”


“Er, yes,” said
Vandenberg. “Normally the theme for that class is something a little broader
and more, ah, ground-level. But I understand they’ve decided to change it up a
bit this year to focus on current events. ‘Power and Society in a Changing
Union,’ I think.”


“Can’t imagine
what that class is about,” snorted Antonio.


Tanner held his
tongue. No imagination was required.


 


* * *


 


“Archangel
threw all the old power dynamics into chaos with the war, Admiral. No one
really knows for sure what the status quo is anymore.”


“Oh, we didn’t
throw all of them into chaos, Mr. Secretary,” said Admiral Yeoh. “Money and
influence still call the shots in most of the Union.”


“Fair enough,”
conceded her guest. Charles Ohanga sat across from her at the conference table
wearing a crisp, dark blue suit and an amiable smile. The Union’s Secretary of
Defense wasn’t here to make peace. Treaties and negotiations had handled that
months ago. Ohanga wanted something beyond what peace could offer.


“From a
security standpoint, however, things have changed significantly,” said Ohanga.
“The Union Fleet itself is largely unaffected by the turmoil of the last few
years. But our planning for any alien conflict includes a reliance on corporate
security fleets and system militias. The civil war in the Kingdom of Hashem has
depleted its strength. CDC’s creditors and shareholders are still sorting out
who has ownership of what assets, including its security fleet—which had
already taken hits here and in Hashem.


“And NorthStar
faces both losses of ships and a significant change in its security posture,”
he continued. “You know their losses in your recent conflict. Add that to their
direct territorial responsibilities and they’re stretched thin.”


“How terrible
for them,” said Yeoh. “Reconstruction here in Archangel has gone well since
NorthStar’s occupation ended, by the way. Thank you for asking.”


Ohango turned
his hands up. “My apologies, Admiral. I am well aware of the harm suffered
here. The Union consulate on Michael sent me a reconstruction report for review
before this meeting. I do not and would not ask sympathy for your recent
adversaries.”


“Adversaries?”
Yeoh pursed her lips. “Your tact continues.”


“I try. This is
a mission of reconciliation.” His smile faded. “In contrast to your adversaries
and your neighbors, Archangel remains well above the limits set by Union arms
treaties despite your losses during the war. Two battleships and several other
large vessels above those limits, to be specific.”


“Yes,” Yeoh
acknowledged, and said nothing more.


“This naturally
makes others in the Union nervous. Including many in the Assembly.”


“Perhaps you
could share your consulate’s report on reconstruction with them.”


“I certainly
will. The report will not change the math. Archangel was invaded, Admiral, and
had to defend itself alone. No one denies that. The fight is over now, yet
Archangel is still armed for war. As I say, this makes some people nervous.”


“Are they
afraid we will become expansionist?” Yeoh asked, smiling at the absurdity of
it. “We have no assault carriers, nor the capacity to build them at any speed.
Our Navy and Civil Defense forces aren’t built for any serious occupation.”


“Indeed. Nor
does anyone stand to threaten you. Do you still intend to keep your Navy at its
current strength?”


“That’s a
matter for the civilian government to decide, of course,” said Yeoh.


“And if I were
to ask President Santiago to relinquish your extraordinary fleet strength and
return to the limits of Union arms treaties, would you advise him to do so?”


“No.”


Ohango smiled,
bowing his head slightly. “Thank you for your honesty. As a formality, I must
of course take this message to your president. The treaties are as they are.
Realistically, however, I understand Archangel is not inclined to a rapid
drawdown. This still leaves me with a nervous Assembly and a violation of
treaties. To leave the matter unresolved will only encourage an arms race and
increased tensions across the Union—and we already have enough of those.”


“I take it you
see an alternative?” asked Yeoh.


“Of sorts.
Again, the overall security of the Union has worsened. In contrast, Archangel
is stronger than ever. I propose Archangel lend that strength to the
Union Fleet in an extended joint patrol force along the armistice borders. One
battleship, along with escorts. The Union Fleet will match that. We hope to
include a few other system militias as well.”


Yeoh’s eyebrow
rose. “That would make for more than a patrol.”


“Indeed. It
would make for a display of unity and cooperation.”


“Is this purely
a public relations exercise?”


“No,” said
Ohango. His smile faded once more under deeper concerns. “I expect this patrol
will find legitimate work. While Archangel ended several pirate outfits before
the war, certain other events only encouraged piracy elsewhere in the
Union. The successes of at least one pirate you’re likely familiar with played
a key role in that.”


His gentle tone
expressed no desire to rub it in. Yeoh acknowledged his point with a nod.


“There is
another concern, one to be kept confidential per Union Fleet Intelligence
protocols,” said Ohango. By bringing it up, Ohango was asking if the room was
secure and Yeoh’s aides had clearance. She nodded her assurance.


“We have seen
increased activity along the Krokinthian border over the last three years.
Their ships have not violated any of the red lines, but they have come closer
than normal. We can only guess they are watching and listening intently to what
has transpired in Union space.


“Nyuyinaro
sightings have also increased, and these are within Union space. It seems to be
more than the usual wanderings we’ve always had. Normally they are only seen
alone or in pairs. We have confirmed a few bonded pods. I can share a chart of
the sightings if you wish.”


“Please,” said
Yeoh. “Have you seen patterns?”


“A few, mostly
locational. We haven’t seen any violence, or really any significant interaction
with human vessels or settlements. But we can chart out a specific start to the
increase.”


Her eyebrow
rose again. “When?”


“Two months
after Archangel was invaded. Shortly before the precipitous downfall of CDC.”
He leaned back in his seat as if finished with the matter, then perked up with
a new line of thought. “I’ve become something of a student of the entire
conflict, as you might imagine. Tell me, how are Gunnery Sergeant Janeka and
Corporal Alicia Wong? Oh, and one other…Corporal Martin Ravenell?”


Though he
disguised the message with a pleasant tone, Yeoh understood perfectly. Her
placid expression held. “It’s Sergeant Ravenell and Midshipman Wong now,” she
answered. “The gunny is as she always has been, but I cannot say I’ve spoken with
her in some time. I’m afraid I’ve only met Wong and Ravenell in passing.”


“Ah. An idle
curiosity. I’m sure they’re doing well. I see our time is about up, and I know
you are only at the beginning of a challenging day. I appreciate the
accommodation you made to see me this morning. It is a courtesy I will not
forget.”


“Of course.”
She rose from her seat with him. Everyone else in the room stood as well, but
only Yeoh walked with Ohango and his aides to the door. “I’ll pass your offer
to the president. Along with all the details.”


“Thank you,
Admiral. It is always a pleasure.” He shook her hand before he stepped through
the door out into a hallway thronged with journalists. Loud questions poured
through the doorway until the door closed.


Yeoh turned
back to her aides, still standing in wait. The simple rise of her brow gave all
the invitation they needed to speak.


“That’s a small
carrot with a hell of a stick,” said Commander Beacham, her chief of staff and
closest aide.


“Is it?” asked
Major Li. The lone marine was new to her staff, but he wasn’t afraid to speak
his mind. “Ohango has a point. The longer we go without disasters or blow-ups,
the more people cool off and lose interest. I’d rather argue with the Assembly
about our force strength in a year or two than in the next month. If a joint
patrol gets us a little farther out of the doghouse with the rest of the Union,
let’s do it.”


“Agreed,” said
Yeoh. “I am less concerned with the benefits than the negative incentives. The
carrot and stick approach isn’t a surprise, but he threw in a note of guilt
with the reference to piracy. What was that? An appeal to Catholic
sensibilities? Because this is Archangel?” Yeoh chuckled. “I’m almost
offended.”


“I thought that
was the stick before he brought up the other thing,” said Beacham.


“So did I,”
Yeoh agreed.


“He wanted us
to know he knows what happened,” said Li. “The Union’s Secretary of Defense
doesn’t drop the names of enlisted militia members out of casual interest.”


“Wars turn on
the actions of lowly enlisted personnel,” Yeoh noted. “Ours surely did.”


“You don’t
think that comment was about them, though, do you?” Beacham asked.


“No. Of course
not. The names are only a show of detail. Perhaps it came from a leak on our
end, but Union Fleet Intelligence has had three years to investigate the
incident. Let’s give them a little credit.”


“So if we play
along with Ohango’s patrol idea, he keeps it all quiet?” asked Li. “It can’t be
that simple.”


“Nothing ever
is, but it’s a step,” said Beacham.


“Agreed,” said
Yeoh. “Guilt and sticks aside, I have no problem with his proposal. It offers a
number of benefits. We need to repair our relations with the rest of the Union
at large. I doubt the president will even think twice about it.” Her holocom
buzzed. She tapped it without looking. “I suppose that’s us.”


“We haven’t had
any time to get focused,” said Beacham. “Are you sure you’re ready? If you ask
for a delay, they’ll probably allow it.”


“We’ve had
plenty of time before today. Let’s go,” Yeoh decided.


Li opened a
door opposite from the exit Ohango had used. The hallway outside was quieter
and shorter. Yeoh stepped out, followed by her two aides. A security officer
waited at the door on the other end of the hall. “They’re ready for you,
ma’am,” he said.


She walked into
the chamber of marble walls and bright lights, taking her seat at the center of
the witness table. Conversations quickly drew to a close. Men and women seated
on the dais turned their attention toward Yeoh as her aides took their seats.


“Admiral Yeoh,
thank you for appearing here this morning,” began the panel’s chairwoman. “We
appreciate the impact of all of this on your schedule.”


“No problem at
all, Senator,” Yeoh replied.


“Then let’s
begin.” The chairwoman tapped her gavel. “This is hearing number twenty-seven
of the Senate War Crimes Tribunal investigating matters of the recent war with
NorthStar, Lai Wa, CDC, and allied entities, and of matters relating to the
lead-up to that war. Admiral Yeoh is here as a witness. She is not charged.”


The preamble
continued. Yeoh checked to make sure her microphone was off. She leaned back to
catch Li’s attention, keeping her voice low. “Before I forget, could you look
into Midshipman Wong’s orders for her fleet cruise this summer?”


Li blinked.
“Ma’am?”


She smiled. Li
was new to her staff. He wasn’t used to her attention to personnel details. “I
suspect the academy plans to send her someplace more sedate than what I have in
mind.”











Chapter Seven:

Tough Crowds


 


“Fiduciary
duties come first. Remember that? Remember our shareholders? Tell your friends
at human resources we don’t need any more quality of life proposals for the
masses and we damn sure don’t need another list of ‘shortfalls’ in worker
benefits.


“The
colonists knew what they signed up for. If second-gen kids don’t like it, they
can take it up with their parents.”


 


--Minos
Enterprises Executive Committee Internal Correspondence, June 2280


 


She would have
preferred foot patrol in the middle of the desert. All-night watch in a
stinking swamp would’ve be better. Hell, actual combat would have been better,
too, but that wasn’t a shock. She liked combat—as long as her side had its shit
together, of course. Why else choose this career?


Every job had
its downsides. For Major Sheila Dylan, briefing her civilian clients was the
worst, especially when she had to sit through business updates first. Crystal
mining for the computer chip plants was always steady. Profits on chip sales
were always strong. Metallurgical studies to industrialize the local stone were
forever two weeks away from a breakthrough. And reports on morale among the
citizenry always included new and appealing euphemisms for “the masses are poor,
miserable, and hate it here.”


She always came
prepared for her own part of it. The intelligence and logistics guys gave her
the latest data, maps, and figures. The round, glossy black table dominating
the room offered first-rate holo projection. Dylan could put up colorful charts
and animated simulations to get her points across. She had no doubts about her
speaking skills or her mastery of the facts. Despite all that, she continued to
see the same reactions from her audience.


Chief Financial
Officer Miranda Duke frowned through the whole thing. Her every question would
be about money. The Chief Administrative Officer Sam Franklin slouched sideways
in his chair, only occasionally looking up from whatever holo screens sat at
his spot under the cover of the tilted glare-guards built into the table. He’s
gotta be looking at porn.


Most of the
other executive types were similarly preoccupied and frustrated about even
being here. The rest kept quiet and ducked any attention or responsibility.
Dylan could relate to the former. The latter turned her stomach.


Her biggest
concern and her primary audience, of course, was the man with the most
authority and responsibility. Tom Geisler had to be sixty or seventy by now,
but longevity treatments kept his face and body in his mid-twenties. His
behavior sometimes made him seem even younger. Short, slightly curly brown hair
and a clean shave made for an unobstructed view of his dimples and baby blue
eyes. He would have been almost adorable were it not for his aloof arrogance
and his frequent irritation.


These meetings
were recorded and transmitted to major shareholders off-planet, including
people who had the ear of her employers. Dylan tried to remember that audience
when she spoke here. She refused to give anyone cause to complain about Precision
Solutions.


This moment
seemed like a perfect picture of the whole dynamic. Duke barely glanced at
Dylan’s figures. Franklin pondered, seemingly with a question on the tip of his
tongue, but it never came. The rest of the gaggle looked uncomfortable.


Geisler stared.


“As an update
from the May raid here in Anchorside, all injured are fully recovered but none
of the missing personnel have been found.” Dylan brought up holo images of the
aftermath: the destroyed replenishment dock at the spaceport, damaged buildings
and vehicles along the insurgents’ escape route, and the body of a lone
infantryman right where he was first found in the desert. The dark grey ashes
of the dunes soaked up enough of his blood to keep the picture from being too
gruesome for her audience. A screen beside the images brought up a bullet point
list of property losses. Another listed the missing personnel.


Franklin looked
up in time to catch the images. Subtly, Dylan slid her finger across her
controls, changing the images to video of her people chasing the insurgents out
of the city, complete with gunfire and explosions. If the hook worked, perhaps
she could reel in the rest of his interest.


Nothing. His
eyes turned down again. No questions, no interest.


“Are those
missing personnel presumed dead at this point?” asked another voice. She wasn’t
used to hearing questions from Geisler.


“We’ll keep
looking, but yes, sir,” answered Dylan. She brought up the next image, showing
search efforts after the storm. Drones flitted over the dunes while infantry
probed the sands. “Given the fatal injuries inflicted on Private Murray and
what little chatter his comms unit recorded, we know they came into contact
with insurgents. However, we haven’t had any luck in picking up a trail. My people
dug three meters deep into the sands all around and picked up bits of equipment
and debris, but nothing more. This suggests the insurgents have an extraction
method more sophisticated than anything we’ve suspected so far.”


“Uh-huh.
Insurance payouts for missing personnel are between Precision Solutions and
their own insurers, correct? Same as fatalities?” Geisler asked, turning his
eyes to Miranda Duke.


“Correct,” said
the CFO. “Costs like that are folded into our original contract.”


“Okay. Please
continue,” said Geisler, returning his attention to the major.


Insurance,
Dylan thought. That’s your concern. She bit down on it and continued.
“We have two capture-and-search raids ready to go for tonight. Teams will move
out from Forward Point Bravo and FP Delta after nightfall has settled in. Both
targets are in residential neighborhoods. We’ll move in, grab our wanted men,
and search their locations before heading back to the FP. Minimal fuss unless
the insurgents put up a fight. If they do, we’ll be ready.”


“You mean that
will lead to street fighting?” spoke up another voice at the table.


“We’ll do all
we can to prevent it,” said Dylan. She didn’t recognize the name or the face.
“Escalation is a fundamental risk. We can’t control the decisions of the other side.”


“And if there
are more insurgents or if they put up stiffer resistance than you expect, will
you also escalate?” Dylan couldn’t place any particular accent to peg his
planet of origin. These meetings sometimes had guests, be they executives or
shareholder reps, but they didn’t normally speak up.


“We’ll do what
we must to win the fight, sir.”


“A more
detailed briefing on Major Dylan’s tactics can be arranged later, if
necessary,” said Geisler. “Unfortunately, I believe we’re out of time. Major,
thank you for the update.” He stood from his seat, signaling the end of the
meeting.


Lights rose.
Attendees shuffled out. Dylan canceled her holo projections and closed out of
her briefing notes. As soon as she looked up, she found Geisler by her side.
The rest of the audience was far enough away to allow for a private word.


“These raids
tonight,” he began, his voice low. “Are there any concerns about them you
didn’t want to share with the whole audience? Anything unusual or complicated?”


“Not
particularly. We’ve done them before. I can lay out the details if you’d like.
What’s on your mind?”


“It’s not about
my curiosity.” Geisler’s eyes turned from hers to the men and women drifting
toward the exit. The stranger with all the questions looked back at the pair
before he turned a corner out into the hall. “Our visitor seemed to have
pointed concerns. I wondered if he might know something I don’t.”


“He’d have to
know something I don’t, too. Who is he?”


“A proxy for a
shareholder group.” Geisler shook his head as if to dismiss the topic. “You
don’t expect this to get noisy, then?”


“I don’t expect
it, no, but the insurgents know how to make their own noise. We know they have
at least a few heavy weapons. Again, we’re not exactly going after a known
stronghold. These are ordinary apartments.”


He nodded. “As
long as the only explosions are coming from the insurgents tonight. Or in the
foreseeable future. Particularly in the cities.”


“Sir?” Dylan
blinked.


“Noisy tactics
and demonstrations of power make for terrible public relations,” he explained.
“I understand you can’t dictate tactics to the insurgents. But as for what
aspects of all this we can control, we need to lower the profile. No heavy
weapons, no air support aside from transport. I can’t have bullets or missiles
raining down from above for everyone to see.”


“Nothing like
that has happened,” said Dylan.


“But you have
kept those options at the ready.”


“If there’s a
fight, we need to be ready to win it. I don’t call in heavier firepower unless
it’s necessary.”


“Yes, of course.
I’m telling you not to call it in at all.” His eyes lingered on hers. “Not
without explicit authorization from me. Understood?”


Dylan held her
reactions in check. She wondered how bad his shareholder situation could be.
“If we need those options, it means things have already gotten bad. Do you want
me to call you in the middle of a firefight?”


“I want your
company to live up to its name. You’re supposed to deliver solutions. I’m
asking for precision. Not artillery.” With nothing more than a curt nod as a
farewell, Geisler strode out of the conference room.


Better company
awaited her in the open plaza around the office tower. Her dark grey airvan sat
between ground vehicles along the curb, looking almost like part of a natural
civilian setting. The airvan was designed for a low profile that belied its
effective armor and high performance systems. Were it not for grey fatigues and
sidearms of her companions lounging outside the airvan, no one would know it
from a civilian model.


Captain Ellis
Conroy held the official spot as her aide, though she preferred keeping the
tall, wiry black officer close for his tactical experience more than his
administrative skills. Sergeants Steve Brody and Malai Juntasa held much the
same level of her trust. Precision Solutions used rank to convey authority and
seniority, but largely ignored the traditional trappings of etiquette. Some of
Dylan’s confidants were mere corporals.


“How’d it go?”
asked Conroy. “Any news?”


Dylan glanced
up and down the street before she spoke. People in business wear strolled by at
a casual pace. Shops, restaurants, and smaller offices filled the plaza, all of
them in place to serve the needs of the thousands employed at Minos
Enterprises’ headquarters complex and the surrounding residence towers. From
here, Minos looked as nice as almost any other developed world in the Union.


Somehow it
didn’t make her feel more secure. “We’ll talk in the air,” she said.


Everyone took
her cue. Brody patted the main passenger door with his palm, opening up the
compartment before he walked around to the pilot’s side. Juntasa took the
passenger seat only after Dylan and Conroy got in the back and the overhead
engines hummed to life.


As it happened,
Dylan found something to talk about before they lifted off. A handful of dark
bottles sat on the small console bisecting the front and rear passenger seats.
Their label matched one of the businesses across the street. “Is this beer?”
she asked.


“I took a walk
over to the bar to kill some time,” Brody explained. “The bartender offered up
drinks as soon as I came through the door. ‘On the house,’ he said. ‘Want to
show support.’ I hardly said a thing.”


Dylan peered
through the windows, this time looking for others in Precision Solutions
uniforms. “Somebody’s getting sloppy.”


“Or effective,”
Juntasa chuckled.


“If our people
make their own little arrangements with the neighbors, that’s on them,” said
Dylan. “It shouldn’t get to the point where people throw ‘gifts’ at us out of
reflex.”


“You don’t
think they’re grateful for our protection?” snorted Conroy.


“I think
somebody on this block is leaning on the locals too hard.” It didn’t stop her
from taking up a bottle and popping the cap. As she expected, the bottle was
still cold. The beer wasn’t bad, either. At least the local protection racket
extorted the good stuff.


With Brody
settled behind the controls, the antigrav generators kicked in and the vehicle
lifted off from the street. Its passengers felt hardly a thing. Within seconds,
they rose over the rooftops surrounding the main office towers. Anchorside
sprawled out beyond, stretching a good twenty kilometers in every direction.


Large houses
and greenery dotted the hillsides in the distance. Between here and there,
however, most buildings were smaller and more compact. Aside from a handful of
other Minos Enterprises offices, some dense apartment towers and the hospital,
few buildings stood more than three stories tall. Outside the Compound,
fully-built homes and stores were far outnumbered by makeshift shacks.


Dylan caught
sight of the Compound walls as Brody flew over. She snorted at the sight. Even
in the slums, one could steal or build enough of a ladder to clear a mere
fifteen-foot barrier. A common infantry laser rifle would blast through simple
concrete. Dylan could think of pistols that would do the job. The wall only
funneled traffic and prevented mass protests in the streets of the company
headquarters. She wondered how much even that mattered. The company had already
ignored mass protests elsewhere in the city.


The outskirts
of Anchorside had walls, too. Allegedly, they controlled the blowing desert
sands. Most of the populace saw them as a reminder of their plight.


“Nguyen says
his platoon aced their practice runs for the raids tonight,” said Conroy.
“Acker sounds like his guys almost have it down, too. We should be all set.”


“They might
want to rework it after I talk to them,” grumbled Dylan. “Geisler pulled me
aside. He says no explosives, no air power. Nothing flashy.”


“Because we’ve
been doing so much of that up until now?” Conroy asked.


“What if the
other side pulls something explosive? Is he gonna blame us?” put in Brody.


“He says he
understands we can’t dictate what weapons the other side uses, but I’d bet
he’ll forget about that if anything serious happens. He’s getting shareholder
pressure. I think they’re worried about looking like an oppressive force.”


“Was he worried
about public relations when he had us use sonics against the last protest?”
asked Juntasa. “We had people crawling around vomiting in the streets with all
that noise.”


“He called that
a non-lethal measure in the face of escalating protest. All we need for a
situation like that is some muddy waters. If they see us firing lasers from an
aerial unit down into the city, it’s going to look like we’re the ones escalating.
Harder to pin that on the other side when they’re not in a real position to
shoot back.”


“And if they
are in a position to shoot back?” Conroy pressed. “It’s not impossible to take
one of these things down from the ground. You know that.”


“Hell, I’ve
done it myself, Conroy. But there’s what I know and there’s what civilians see
and understand on the news. Especially through the underground outlets. We need
to shut those down.” Dylan frowned. “None of that is new, though. Geisler
didn’t care before. I wonder what changed.”


“You think it
was the spaceport hit during the last storm?” suggested Conroy.


“Maybe. That
did some damage, at least. Cost us some people, too. Maybe he’s worried this is
all getting out of control.”


“It is getting
out of control,” noted Brody.


“Yeah. Tell me
about it.”


“Well, this
might be timely,” said Conroy. “Dhambri shot me a message while you were in the
meeting. Told me to let him know when you were out. Guess he’s got something to
share that he didn’t want hitting your holocom while you were in the building.”


“Shit, why
didn’t you tell me?” Dylan asked, already calling up a floating screen for her
message program.


“He said it was
sensitive, not urgent. Didn’t want to risk having it picked up in the corporate
HQ. Your holocom isn’t as stocked with crypto as the airvan.”


The screen in
front of Dylan flashed once, quickly creating a live image of her best signals
tech. Electronics gear and hard-screen computers surrounded him in the
communications center. “Dhambri, what’s going on?”


“See for
yourself, boss,” he replied. Whatever button he touched off-screen sent a
notification buzz through her holocom. “And before you ask, I’m sure I didn’t
leave any tracks.”


A new message
appeared on her index, labeled with the alphanumeric code her company used for
sensitive materials. Dylan opened up the file to find a string of Geisler’s
mail.


“The batch is
pretty shallow, unfortunately,” said Dhambri. “It looks like his system
routinely sweeps everything up and moves it to a different memory host. I’ve
only got traffic from the last week or two.”


Dylan hardly
listened, consumed as she was by her eager perusal. She disregarded standard
reports, updates, and other formalities. Many messages only copied him in on
matters rather than going to him directly. Some of the traffic included Dylan
herself.


The
standardized nature of so much of his mail made it easy to spot more personal
messages. Those she opened right away. Conversation in the airvan dropped off
as Dylan’s eyes moved from left to right. “Son of a bitch,” she muttered.


“Anything you
can share?” asked Conroy.


“Geisler’s
worried about a corporate coup,” Dylan explained. “He’s getting warnings from a
couple of friendly people on the board of directors. Nobody’s happy. People are
losing their patience. I can’t tell if they want to replace Geisler or if
they’re sniffing around for a buyout of the whole company, but he’s nervous.


“That explains
his attitude lately and his cold feet about how we handle our job. He wants to
keep things steady while he fights this off. Aw hell, and that new guy!” Dylan
groaned as she put more elements together. “There was a guy in the briefing
today asking about our approach to raids. He must be somebody’s watchdog.”


“All this over
how we handle an insurgency?” asked Brody from the pilot’s seat. “It’s not like
we’re the ones who have these people angry in the first place. We didn’t fall
through on housing and jobs and all that shit.”


“No, but the
fighting draws attention to all the other problems,” said Dylan. “It all still
comes down to the eggheads figuring out how to industrialize the rocks here,
but you can’t browbeat science into working faster. The people with the money
are getting antsy, though, and they’ve gotta take that out on somebody.”


“Kinda like the
insurgents take their anger out on us?”


“They take it
out on us ‘cause we’re between them and the people they’re actually mad at,”
said Dylan. “That’s the job.”


Her eyes turned
to the window. Past Anchorside’s outer walls, the landscape held low scrub and grass,
but beyond that lay grey, ash-laden desert. Black, jagged mountains rose on the
horizon, the only part of the planet’s land masses not covered in ash when the
first probes arrived.


Much of the
planet’s surface had been terraformed into viable soil hosting everything from
vital bacteria to trees since then. The initial successes of crystal mining and
chip processing kept Minos Enterprises going, but the mountains and the dark
grey rocks of Minos held the greatest promise. The stone’s resilience against
heat and its ability to absorb such a wide band of signals would revolutionize
any number of industries… once the scientists and engineers could figure out
how to work with it all.


When that
happened, everything would change. Settlers would stop complaining about a lack
of work and money. They might shift to other complaints, but how many people
ever rioted over having too many job opportunities?


A sharp whoosh
interrupted her thoughts, streaking past the airvan’s wing in a line of white
smoke from the ground. A second shot exploded beside the airvan’s wing, tearing
apart one turbine and peppering the armored hull with shrapnel.


“Ground fire!”
Dylan warned as alarms blared and the world around the airvan spun.


Brody fought at
the controls to keep the airvan straight and level, relying heavily on the
antigrav generators to slow their descent. He couldn’t pull any evasive
maneuvers with the vehicle in this condition. Landing in anything short of a
fatal crash would be miracle enough.


Dylan’s stomach
lurched, notifying her of the emergency artificial gravity systems kicking on.
She threw her head and shoulders back against her cushioned seat and waited. It
didn’t take long. The jarring impact hit her all over, resounding worst in her
head as such things always did. After a lifetime of rough incidents, though,
she knew how to handle this one without missing a beat. “Are we okay?” she
asked.


“I’m good,”
announced Conroy by her side.


“Okay,” said
Juntasa.


“We’re alive,”
reported Brody. She could already see him shutting down systems before anything
else popped or caught fire.


Another quick
glance gave her some small sense of her bearings. They’d landed on a rooftop,
which offered both benefits and drawbacks—the worst of the latter being their
exposure. Dylan didn’t trust the airvan’s armor to protect them now. “Get out
and take up compass positions,” she ordered, pulling a rifle from its mount on
the seat in front of her. “Watch for a target. I’m on south. Go.”


Dylan popped
the side door open and rolled out, throwing herself flat on the deck. The
rooftop provided only a slight concrete lip at its edge. Alarmed voices from
the streets below drifted through the ringing in her ears


Similar
rooftops stretched all around. With so many ramshackle dwellings built one on
top of another, the scenery offered a lot of camouflage. She turned her eyes
skyward, searching for smoke or chemical trails, and found a single drifting
line reaching to the sky from a single humble balcony.


“Targeting.
Magnify,” she demanded, drawing a bead on the rooftop. The scope on her rifle
filled up with an image of the shooters. She saw three of them, one woman and
two men judging by their shape, though all of them wore hoods and masks. One
man held the missile launcher while the woman spotted for him.


“Target human
male with launcher,” Dylan ordered, though she didn’t wait for the computer. If
the assistance made a difference, so be it. The guy with the launcher looked
about ready to fire again. They all but stared directly at one another through
their scopes.


Her first shot
burned through his shoulder with a fierce red light. Her second, coming without
pause, cut through him again as he lurched to one side in pain. His companions
dropped before she could tag either of them.


“Boss, have you
got something?” grunted Juntasa.


“Yes!” Dylan
reported. She missed her next shot, firing too fast in an attempt to catch
moving targets at distance. Nobody on the balcony looked ready to fire back,
though. The others would be at her side in seconds, too. She didn’t need to
listen for their footsteps or wait on their aid. Dylan forced herself to take
her time and aim. Better to do this right than rush it.


 


* * *


 


Chen Lau ran
through cramped hallways and up even more cramped stairways, heedless of noise
or the slight give and shift of the flooring under his feet. He couldn’t afford
to waste time being delicate now. He had to move.


Stupid,
stupid kids, Chen thought. He rounded a corner and blew past some resident
poking her head out of her door. What the fuck are they doing? What are they
thinking?


“Where the hell
are they?” he asked out loud the top of the next makeshift flight of stairs. It
was practically a ladder. Daylight slipped through the cracks between modular
dwellings and slapped-together shacks in the maze, providing the only
illumination. It wasn’t much of a guide. Not many residents here put their
names or numbers up on their doors.


Red beams of
light cut through the walls of the hallway up ahead. He couldn’t tell which
direction they traveled, but the scream and shout that followed the laser
blasts helped.


Though the
lasers cut straight through the walls, Chen moved in at full speed and wrenched
the door open. It wasn’t locked. He found a tiny living room and a kitchen,
probably comprising most of the resident’s worldly possessions, along with a
newly-ventilated door to a balcony. Chen crossed the distance in four steps,
pulling the only truly useful tool he had for this situation from a pocket
under his light, ragged coat.


Three people lay
on the deck behind a makeshift railing of discarded pipes and boards. Two of
them still moved. “Stay down!” he shouted, letting the chaff grenade fall
forward even as he flung himself to the ground with them. The device let out a
cloud of smoke and sparks with accompanying pops and squeals, all of it loud
enough to be painful at such close proximity. Chen figured it had to be less
painful than being shot.


“Quan is hit!”
Robbie shouted over the racket. He reached over to the fallen young man,
tugging away his jacket to look at the chest wound. Ellen crawled over, too,
looking for some way to help.


Sparks fell
across Chen’s head and shoulders. He ignored it all, reaching the hurt young
man on the deck amid showering bits of hot, loosened roofing. Only then did he
notice the barrage of lasers cutting through the air above and around them. “We
have to move,” Chen ordered. “Drag him inside. Now!”


 


* * *


 


The chaff
rendered Dylan’s scope useless. She fired into the cloud and hoped for the
best.


A small barrage
of lasers joined hers from the two men and one woman now at her side. Red beams
of light cut into the cloud and the structure around it. If they did any harm
to the people on that balcony, she couldn’t tell from here.


“Cease fire,”
Dylan grunted. “We don’t have targets now. No sense being reckless. Watch the
rest of the skyline and the neighborhood. They might not be alone.”


“I didn’t see
anything on my side of the roof,” said Conroy.


“Ordinary
assholes coming out to look at us over on mine,” said Brody.


“Maybe we
should shoot them, too,” Juntasa fumed.


“Don’t,”
snapped Dylan. She got hold of her temper again. Juntasa didn’t mean anything
by it. Everyone knew that. “Stay cool. Keep it down, too. We’re being watched.”


“Yeah,” sighed
Juntasa. “I hear you. Did you get any of them?”


“The one with
the launcher, at least,” said Dylan. Her holocom buzzed at her wrist. She knew
the others were getting the same. By now her people had noticed the airvan had
gone down. She didn’t see any other aircraft on the horizon yet. Though she’d
have appreciated some air cover right now, it was probably for the best.


“Command, this
is Dylan,” she answered before letting whoever was on the other end speak.
“We’re grounded. Zero casualties. We exchanged fire with hostiles but they have
broken contact. Myself, Conroy, Juntasa, and Brody all accounted for at my
location.”


“Understood,
Major,” said whatever signals tech had the line. “Help is on the way. Glad
you’re all okay. Do you have a location for the targets?”


“Sending the
data from my rifle now,” she said, calling up a holo screen from her weapon.
“They dropped a chaff grenade and ran as soon as we returned fire. We could
narrow it down to a few blocks, maybe.”


“What the
hell,” said Juntasa. “Toss the whole neighborhood.”


Dylan stood up
straight. If nobody else had fired on them by now, it wasn’t going to happen.
The missile crew was doubtlessly occupied with their getaway.


“We’ll give it
a shot, but they’re probably halfway gone by now,” said Dylan. “We’ll never
catch them. Best we’ll do now is stress out the whole neighborhood, maybe spark
some other stupid stunt.”


“Good,” growled
Brody. “Let them be upset. Let’s search and see what we find. Might not be the
exact guys we’re looking for but we might find something.”


“We didn’t come
here to shake down every random asshole, Brody,” Dylan replied. “We’ll look
through whatever data we’ve got and see if that gives us a lead.”


“What, more kid
gloves? How bad is this gonna get before we get tough on—?”


“That’s
enough,” Dylan cut him off. Her eyes swept their surroundings again, including
the streets below filled with people looking up at the crash on the rooftop.
Her team was under watch now, and some of the observers would watch with more
than the naked eye. “We’re not having this argument here.”


 


* * *


 


Chen stumbled
backward onto the living room floor. The tiny dwelling offered no real cover,
but it would break the sight lines for a moment or two. Ellen crawled in,
practically laying over Quan’s feet, holding the smoking missile launcher
tucked under one arm. “Is he okay?” she asked urgently. “Is he gonna be okay?”


A single glance
answered her question. One burn in Quan’s chest had fully cauterized, but the
other left an open hole through his back. Blood pooled on the floor beneath his
body. Chen felt no pulse at Quan’s neck. Tugging away the mask over the young
man’s face, he found only more blood.


“He’s dead,”
said Chen. “Help me move him. We have to get out now.”


“Oh god,”
blurted Robbie. “Oh god, oh god—”


“Robbie!” Chen
snapped. “Get it together. We’re not leaving him here. Hook your arm under his
again and let’s go. Ellen, you with us?”


She got to her
feet. Robbie obeyed, still grunting and mumbling in disbelief. Chen ignored it.
As long as he moved, he could say whatever he wanted.


They burst out
into the hall together, staggering and shuffling as fast as they could. “That
way,” Chen ordered, pulling his lifeless burden and the survivors toward a
corner in the passage. He heard screams and crying from the other dwellings,
leaving him to wonder if anyone else had been hit. He couldn’t do much for them
now.


They followed
the light. The one turn at the corner proved to be enough. An open gap full of
daylight provided the rest. Someone had put up another jury-rigged safety rail
at the end of the hall to mark the de facto fire escape. Chen and Robbie
crashed through it, escaping out into open air and a rickety stairway of
scaffolding and tape. The pair descended into a mess of repurposed cargo pods
and makeshift shacks. Trash and runoff carpeted the little alley.


Chen looked to
the sky and listened for anything he could make out over the sound of his own
breath and the ringing in his ears. The streets held plenty of anxious voices,
but he heard nothing in the air yet. No screams of warning. No further weapons
fire.


“Oh god, Quan,”
Robbie sobbed.


“Whose home was
that?” Chen asked.


“Wh-what?”
Ellen stammered.


“Whose
apartment? Whose home did you use as a launch site?”


“It belonged to
Quan’s cousin,” she answered. “He died last night. He’d been sick. Radiation or
something. The hospital wouldn’t take him in.”


Chen winced.
“Aw, for—you went into a home that could be contaminated? Shit. We could all be
tagged now.”


“We weren’t
thinking about that.”


“What were you
thinking? Were you thinking at all?” Chen snapped. He glared at Robbie, who
looked up from cradling Quan’s head. “What the fuck was that?”


“We need to hit
them,” Robbie protested. “They keep hurting us. Letting us die. Like you keep
saying, we need to keep the pressure on them, only it’s not enough. We need to
hurt them back harder!”


“Not by putting
more people at risk! You fired a missile at an airvan over the slums! What if
that thing had exploded? Where did you think it was going to come down? Did you
think about that? What if it crashed through someone’s home? Or in a street?”


“Yeah, well it
didn’t.” Robbie sniffed.


“Are you out of
your mind? Precision is going to toss the whole neighborhood. All these people
are going to be marked as potential sympathizers now.”


“Good! Maybe
they’ll get on our side after that.”


Chen slapped
the younger man hard. Robbie looked at him in shock, saying nothing more, but
Chen had to fight down the urge to hit him again. The notion of doing far worse
crossed his mind, too, but he banished that with the same concern that had him
so angry in the first place. He had to be ruthless. He also had to draw lines.


“That’s how
Precision and Minos operate,” Chen seethed. “We don’t treat our own people as
expendables. That’s why we’re fighting in the first place. Now pull your head
out of your ass. We have to get out of here. Tell me you at least had an escape
plan?”


“Shawn is
waiting around the block for us in a dumper,” said Ellen. “We’re supposed to
meet him there.”


“He’ll have to
come here. We can’t carry Quan in the open and we can’t leave the launcher
behind, either. I’ll get him to back the dumper up to the end of the alley.
It’s risky but at least it’ll look natural.” He took off running.


“What do we
do?” Robbie called after him.


“Find someplace
to cover up,” Chen replied. “They’ll be doing flyovers fast. Hopefully we’ll be
gone before they bring any troops out to search.”


 


* * *


 


“We have to
make the argument,” said Antonio. “It’s right there on the rubric.”


“I understand
that.” Gina swirled her food together on her cafeteria tray, mixing rice with
peas and butter. “I know it’s required. I still say it’s a waste of time. This
is intro level stuff, anyway. We had this discussion five times in that class.”


“An
archaeologist can wind up having this debate throughout their career. How is it
a waste of time here?” Antonio countered.


“Because it’s
asking us to debate the ethics of something we plan on doing anyway,” Gina
replied. “We know we’re going to take any artifacts we find. Even if they’re
part of a grave, even if they seem to have religious significance or whatever,
we know we’re gonna take the artifacts. So why are we supposed to
pontificate on whether or not it’s ethical?”


“You don’t care
if we’re grave-robbers?” Antonio scoffed.


“Not if we
already take for granted we’re going to rob graves,” she laughed.


“It’s not—we’re
not doing that.”


“Oh, we’re not
calling it that, no,” said Tanner. “We’re only taking stuff from graves without
permission. It’s totally different.”


Heads turned
and laughter stopped. The silence at the table brought Tanner’s head up from
his own plate, too. He hadn’t expected to be heard. Apart from Gina, he figured
his five-person team would keep him at arm’s length like everyone else at the
university.


Most of his
teammates were seniors. He’d only completed the intro class. Still, Gina had
only taken the intro class, too. If she was going to speak up, why shouldn’t
he?


 “It’s not
grave robbery,” Antonio maintained. “If we don’t examine this stuff, how else
are we supposed to understand the past? Or how things became the way they are
in the present? You can’t get all the answers from scans and computer images.
Sometimes you have to dig things up and look at them in daylight.”


“I agree.”
Tanner shrugged. “That’s not a change in definition, though. That’s a
justification.”


“So you think
it’s grave robbery, but it’s justified grave robbery?” asked Olivia.


“I think motive
makes a difference,” he conceded. “We need to recognize that’s the distinction,
though. Motive matters, but the harm is still done.”


“What, like the
difference between killing and murder?” Olivia asked.


Everything
stopped once again. Tanner found everyone looking at him, this time with wide
eyes, only to suddenly look away awkwardly.


That, Tanner
considered, was the other reason he hadn’t said much. Apart from completing
only the intro class, there was the little matter of drastic social alienation
from his peers.


“We can go with
that analogy, sure,” said Tanner. “If you want.”


“I didn’t
mean…” Olivia began.


“It’s fine,”
Tanner assured her, almost smiling in amusement. “I’ve thought about that one
myself. Anyway, I get what Gina is saying. The rubric for the paper wants us to
‘debate’ the ethics of opening up gravesites and taking things, but you’re
expected to move on from there. Taking stuff out is a foregone conclusion.
Seems like they want you to show you have some logic behind why you’re okay
with it. Otherwise you say, ‘This is ethically wrong,’ and then you don’t go
any farther. Which would flunk the assignment.


“If we have to
give them this whole rationale, let’s own it,” he went on. “We’re desecrating
the graves of people who can no longer speak for themselves. So let’s explain
how we plan to spend the rest of our lives atoning for the sins this class
compelled us to commit.”


“It’s only a
paper about a hypothetical dig,” said Antonio.


“I know. It’ll
make our hypothetical guilt easier to carry. Hypothetically.”


“You’re not
exactly showing you’re serious about your guilt when you joke about it,” said
Nigel.


“I’m joking
about it because it’s only a paper.” He knew Nigel’s comment wasn’t really
about the assignment. Rather than staring him down or shouting, Tanner reached
for the salt. “If I joke about guilt for real things, it’s because I have to
move on with my life somehow. I already tried crying until I didn’t have any
tears left.” He turned his attention back to his plate, but even out of the
corner of his eye he could see Nigel turning red.


“We need to
stay on track,” Antonio suggested. “We’re talking about an extinct species,
remember? The whole premise of the project is for a civilization that no longer
exists.”


“Yeah, but they
practiced ceremonial burial,” said Tanner, perfectly happy to keep things
academic. “They buried their dead for whatever reason. As far as we know, they
planned on the dead staying buried. We’re disrespecting that by digging them
up.”


“None of them
are around anymore to be offended. It’s a victimless crime.”


“But it’s still
a crime, right? Maybe we’re here on this dig for science and understanding and
all that, but the remains we take away to some other planet were probably laid
to rest with the intent they stay there. It’s not only about what the dead
would think of us if they were here to judge. We should consider what it says
about ourselves.”


“You said you
were joking a second ago,” said Olivia. “Now you want to be serious again?”


“I’m saying we
can do both,” Tanner replied. “Look, you brought up the difference between
murder and killing, right? Pretty sure the person losing their life is going to
take the dimmer view of it. We can at least acknowledge that.”


Antonio sighed.
“We still need to write up an excavation plan. The ethical piece isn’t meant to
be the whole focus of the paper.”


“I know,”
Tanner relented. “Listen, I’ll write up my suggestion. I’ll write up something
more conventional, too. ‘We’re here doing this for science, honoring the dead
by learning about them so they aren’t forgotten,’ stuff like that. We can go
with whichever one the team likes best. Is that cool?”


“You’re
supposed to cover the artifact custody plan,” said Gina.


“I know. I’ll
do this, too. The ethics issue flows into how we handle artifacts to begin
with.”


“You’re taking
on a lot,” said Antonio.


“It’s fine. I’m
ahead on my other classes, anyway. This part isn’t even that hard.”


“You want to do
my artifact dating assignment, too?” asked Olivia. “Chemistry always kicks my
ass and that’s all this one is. It’s taking forever.”


“Is it the
Palenzuela method?” Tanner asked.


“Yes,” she
groaned.


“I’d be happy
to help,” he offered. “I took chemistry last semester so it’s all still fresh.”


“That’s, ah,
nice of you to offer,” she stammered through conflicting reactions. “I mean, if
it’s not a lot of trouble?”


“I’m flexible.
Haven’t had a lot to do since we left port. Whenever you want.”


“Really?”


“Sure. Why
not?”


His offer set
off another round of glances at the table. “It would save me a lot of time,”
Olivia said, looking at Antonio. The meaning of it became clear when the older
student spoke. He gave a slight nod of consent. Nigel shrugged.


“We’ve got a
late study session going with a couple other programs in the forward lounge
every couple nights,” said Olivia. “Studying and beer, really. And pool. If you
want to come. Open door policy.”


That made it
Tanner’s turn to be surprised. He didn’t know whether the invitation came out
of some sense of grace, or if they’d started seeing past the propaganda and
hype. He didn’t much care, either. Even an invitation to an open-door party was
a leap forward. “What time?”


 











Chapter Eight:

Travel Hazards


 


“Three
kinds of traffic get protection in Minos: freighters carrying computer chips
out, freighters carrying supplies in, and corporate executive travel. Everybody
else gets to roll the dice. The Union Fleet has a base less than two light
years away in Qin Kai, but a light year is a long way when you’re in trouble.”


 


--Rough
Times Getting Rougher: The Dangers of Travel


Union
Relations Monthly, June 2280


 


She had
perhaps three seconds before she was dismembered and eaten. Stuck at a dead end
in the hallway, she had nowhere left to run. Her weapons had done her no good.
Every point blank shot was simply ignored. She might as well have thrown
pebbles.


The nightmare
advanced, blocking the entire passageway. It almost scraped the ceiling with
each step and took up even more space in width than height. Despite its size,
the true terror came from the chitinous thing’s alien shape. It had no true
front, nor back, but rather five equal sides, with each corner bearing a single
baleful eye and a massive lobster-like claw, all carried along by a spread of
insect-like legs.


The mouth
would be at the center of those legs. She’d see that awful mouth soon enough as
it closed in and ate her. She had no escape, no guns.


She never
considered trying to talk. It didn’t matter that the Krokinthians had an
interstellar society with advanced technology and culture and language. All
that seemed like a lot of hype now. Nonsense. Bullshit. Who didn’t know that these
things were monsters?


Mr. Duong had laughed
at the idea of Krokinthians eating humans back in her biology class. The Kroks
evolved in a different chemical environment, he’d said. They can’t digest
humans. We would poison them, he said.


She hated him
even more now. Like Mr. Duong had ever faced an alien in person? Like that old
jackass knew anything about the real world?


The
Krokinthian turned to bring two of its claws to bear. She heard a raspy,
guttural noise from its mouth, steadily repeating as the thing closed in,
broken only by the urgent tone of some distant alarm.


A hum at her
wrist pulled Static the rest of the way out of the terrifying dream. She sat in
her chair on the bridge, facing the ops screens with her feet up on the control
panel.


Static didn’t
look to her screens as her first reaction. Rather, she looked across the dimmed
bridge to Brock, meeting her watch companion’s eyes for a quick confirmation.
The heavily tattooed man seemed to be in the same frame of mind. He’d fallen
asleep, too.


The answers
caught up to them almost as soon as they caught one another’s gaze: the alarm
was the ship’s lookout system, not the internal passageway monitors. The bridge
was still dim. Nobody had come up to the bridge to bust them for dozing on
watch.


Turning back
to the screens, Static tried to shake off the rest of her nightmare. Her heart
still pounded and she thought she might be sweating, but nothing threatened
her. There was no Krokinthian. She’d never even seen one in real life.


Static
canceled the alarm and looked to her duties.


Nothing had
changed for the ship itself since she last checked the displays. Stalker
remained on its nice little moon, nestled inside a crater with a clear view of
the Minos approach. Three contacts had appeared after she’d drifted off, though
she disregarded two of them immediately. The big freighter would have been of
interest if she’d come in closer, but Stalker would never catch her now.
She’d see trouble coming and kick into high gear with a huge head start. The
same could be said for the packet courier, with the added lack of appeal for
such a small vessel on a routine job.


The third ship
traveled along a path right through Stalker’s reach. Static had her a
good twenty minutes out. Nothing suggested any impending course changes. She
looked over all the stats she could gather through passive sensors, not wanting
to tip the vessel off to Stalker’s presence or her interest. Then she
reached for the internal communications relay to ping the ship’s leaders.


Ivan and Vince
picked up the call simultaneously. From the haze of smoke and the overhead
lights in the background, Static figured they were both in the same card game
somewhere. “What’s going on?” asked Ivan.


“Think I might
have spotted a good score,” said Static. “We’ve got a Mercury-class ship with
one little light laser turret over the bow coming through on the way to Minos.
She’s putting out ordinary active scan signals. I don’t recognize her markings
and the computer doesn’t come up with a match, either. Gotta be a lower-tier
carrier.”


“How close?”


“If we burn
out right now, I figure we intercept in about twenty minutes. Maybe a little
longer if she turns and runs but we’re in between her and Minos. She’d have to
run away from help, not toward it.”


“What do the
local patrols look like?” Vince asked.


Static
grinned. “All pretty close to Minos. Should be at least half an hour before any
of them see us lift off, assuming they’re even looking this way.”


“Only gives us
a ten-minute head start,” Vince considered.


“Do we need
more than that?” Ivan replied. “If we chase her away, that builds our lead on
the cavalry, if they even respond at all. As long as we don’t have to put any
holes in this ship, we can be done and gone before they even get moving.”


“We might have
to put holes in her,” warned the quartermaster. “But it sounds worth the risk
to me. Put it to a vote?”


“Nineteen
minutes now,” Static noted as an update.


“Call the
vote,” said Ivan. “Not hard to guess how it’ll go. I’m on my way to the
bridge.”


Static
canceled the screen and looked to Brock. “Do you think he could tell I’ve been
sleeping?” she asked.


 


* * *


 


“Oh my god,
your face right now,” Olivia laughed.


“She’s so
cute!”


“Yeah, I
know.”


The German
Shepherd in front of him was easy enough to see through. No one mistook
holograms for solid images unless they involved a fully-stocked projection
environment. Despite the limitations of Olivia’s holocom, Tanner felt the tug
of his emotions as Olivia’s dog sat and rolled over in front of the clutch of
students sitting around tables in the ship’s galley.


The relative
luxury and spaciousness of the liner had been left behind for this final leg of
the journey. Big liners didn’t go all the way out to Minos on a flexible
schedule. On Qin Kai, the last inhabited planet short of their final
destination, the class piled in along with cargo and mail on the Orca.


The Mercury-model
sloop was built more for utility than comfort. Lacking the class space and
recreational options of their previous vessel, lectures and parties had tapered
off into anything that could pass the time. Now out of FTL and transiting the
inner orbits of the star system, nobody had anything better to do than to sit
around the galley and talk. 


“I wanna pet
her and it’s killing me,” said Tanner.


A couple of
his classmates chuckled. Olivia smiled. “I know the feeling.”


“How old is
she?”


“Sixteen now.
We got her as a puppy.”


“Aren’t
longevity treatments for animals expensive?” asked Antonio. “I’ve never had a
pet, so I never looked into it.”


“They were
while CDC had a virtual monopoly on the drugs,” Tanner answered. “Then they
were undercut by a couple of smaller companies, so CDC turned around and
flooded the market to spite them. Happened about ten years ago.”


“How many pets
have you had?” asked Naomi.


“None. I knew
about the drug thing ‘cause I always wanted a dog or a cat. I made it part of
my lobbying strategy toward my parents. Didn’t work, though. They didn’t allow
pets where we lived.” Tanner hardly took his eyes off the holographic dog. “I’d
probably have three cats and a dog by now if it weren’t for my living
situation.”


Before he said
anything more, Tanner felt a subtle rumble through the ship. Dishware rattled
in its racks along the galley’s main counter. His stomach told him of a shift
in heading with a mild but unpleasant lurch.


Then the
vibration tapered off. His classmates kept talking. He wasn’t sure how many had
noticed. He could think of a few explanations for the shift. None of them
appealed to him.


“Red pandas.
Those are the cutest,” put in Emma.


“I know,
right?” said Nigel.


Amelia’s hand
touched Tanner’s arm. “What is it?” she asked.


“I think we
turned,” said Tanner. “And we’re accelerating.”


“How can you
tell?”


“I can’t for
sure. I don’t really know this ship.” He shrugged. If it was any of the things
he dreaded, he’d have heard an alarm, wouldn’t he? “Guess they could be doing
an engine switch or something.”


“Hey, Tanner,”
Naomi beckoned. She tilted her head back away from the group, drawing him off
for a side conversation. He followed her over to the galley entrance. “Seems
like everyone’s getting along with you now, huh?”


He looked back
over his shoulder. “Yeah, I guess. It’s not like we’re really talking about
anything important, though. Family and pets and stuff. They kind of eased up
once we were in more classes together.”


“They eased up
once they started seeing you as a person rather than a character from the
news,” Naomi pointed out.


“None of my
other classes have worked out that way. Not before now.”


“You were in
bigger classes before now. Those people had less exposure to you. And then they
went right back to the same media garbage and the same rumors from people who
know even less about you.” Naomi nodded to the others. “It’s hard to hold onto
those stereotypes once people have some personal exposure.


“They’re
seeing you as a person. Somebody who helps people with classwork and gets shmoopy-faced
at the sight of cute animals. All you needed was a chance to undermine the
whole bloodthirsty war criminal narrative.”


“Is this
something you had in mind all along?” Tanner asked.


“I was
hoping,” Naomi confessed. “Can’t say it was a plan or anything I was sure
about, but I talked myself into it before I called you.”


“Wait, are you
talking about their impressions of me, or yours?”


“I watch the
news, too,” she said. “I’m not immune. Except I kept telling myself to be a
good scientist and not let the myth and the hype distract me from the
evidence.”


“Anytime you
want to hear my side of it, let me know. I’ll tell you the whole story. You or
them.” As he spoke, one of the ship’s crewmen approached in the passageway.
Tanner stepped aside to make way for him.


“You might
want to let the shmoopy-face impression sink in a bit more first,” Naomi
suggested.


“Excuse me,
Mr. Malone?” asked the crewman. Rather than moving on into the galley, he’d
stopped at the hatch. His expression was grave. “You’re Tanner Malone, right?”


“Yeah,” Tanner
answered.


“I’ve been
asked to bring you to the bridge.” He glanced nervously at Naomi, hinting at
some concern he wouldn’t voice, but returned his attention to Tanner. “The
captain needs to see you right away.”


The pair
followed. When the crewman picked up his pace into a jog down the passageways,
they kept up. “What’s going on?” asked Naomi.


“We’re about
to find out,” Tanner grunted.


“Then how come
you sound like you already know?”


Tanner bit his
tongue. He still hadn’t heard any of the ship’s alarms or an announcement over
the intercom. No sense getting anyone worked up prematurely, he thought.


As soon as
Tanner stepped onto the bridge, he saw reason to be worried.


The
compartment rose in a small dome constructed to bring the ship’s sensor
“bubble” into a large projection floating over a semicircle of watch stations.
The captain and first officer had their chairs at the center of the half-ring,
but neither man sat. Instead, they stood by their stations looking up at the
astrogation holo with concern.


As Tanner
stepped up, the projection switched from a long-rage display to a split image.
The same display shrank to only half the dome’s area, still effectively showing
the Orca and the space around her, including the nearest planet, a
couple of moons, and a single second ship now following the Orca on a
course turned away from Minos.


The second
half of the projection dome switched to an image of another ship. Stats
appeared, marking the dart-shaped vessel as an Emerson courier ship… only the
model didn’t strike Tanner as the sort meant to carry a laser cannon or
external missile tubes. The protruding weapons looked like later modifications.


The first
officer nudged the captain’s arm, then gestured to the newcomers. The captain
turned to meet them while the first officer tended to the bridge.


“Is that ship
coming toward us?” asked Naomi. What is it?”


“That’s not a
system patrol ship,” said Tanner. “Is it, Captain?”


“No. No, it’s
not.”


“Fuck.”


“Then what is
it?” Naomi repeated.


“Pirate,” said
Tanner.


Naomi’s eyes
went wide.


“She jumped
out at us from that moon,” explained the captain. “We didn’t want to panic, but
once we confirmed the intercept course, we turned around and hit the accelerator.
As you can see, it won’t be enough.”


“What?”
blurted Naomi.


“They could be
in shooting range in twelve minutes,” Tanner thought out loud, staring at the
holo image of the pirate ship. “Why didn’t you hit an alarm?”


“Everyone’s
already at their stations,” said the captain. “They’ve been warned. We didn’t
want to frighten the passengers until we knew for sure. But we know now. It
will be over an hour before anyone near Minos hears our distress call or sees
what is happening out here.”


“We can’t outrun
them and we can’t put up much of a fight,” said Tanner.


“No.”


“So what
happens?” asked Naomi.


“They’re going
to overtake us and board,” said Tanner.


Naomi brought
her hands to her mouth. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me. Just like that?”


“The math is clear,
miss,” said the captain. “We have only minor defensive systems. They outclass
us in range and power. The odds of doing significant damage to them before they
cripple or destroy us aren’t good.


“It’s my
responsibility to make the decision, and I’ll own it. That said, Mr. Malone,
you have more experience with pirates than anyone in my crew. I called you up
here in case your expertise might make any difference.”


“I’ve only had
two real incidents. But I’ve read a lot,” he murmured, his eyes now glued to the
image of the pirate ship.


They couldn’t
escape. Ship-to-ship fighting wouldn’t likely do any good. He considered the
next steps. Though the ship had visible weapons, he saw no grapples—and if they
hadn’t tried to hide the guns, they likely wouldn’t hide those, either. They
probably relied on sheer intimidation to keep a vessel prisoner until they set
up an airlock vestibule and sent over boarders to take control. 


It wasn’t all
that big. Orca was larger. The pirate was sixty meters long, perhaps
three decks at the most. She could hold only so many bodies comfortably. Tanner
traced the pirate’s trajectory back to the moon where she’d appeared. If she’d
been lying in wait for someone to come along, she’d probably been there for
some time. Days if not weeks. That implied she couldn’t have too big of a crew.
Not unless they wanted to live in the sort of cramped conditions that led to
misery and discontent. They weren’t hitting settlements.


It was all
conjecture, of course. He had nothing to go on but educated guesses.


“Captain,
we’re picking up a broad-band transmission from the pirates,” reported one of
the bridge crew. “They’re ordering us to stop and surrender for boarding.”


“They don’t
want us to power down?” Tanner murmured. The implications became clear as soon
as the words left his mouth. “Shit. They want to keep the engine hot.”


“What does
that mean?” Naomi asked.


“Eleven
minutes at current speed before we’re within long range of their weapons,”
noted the first officer.


“Understood,”
the captain replied. Under his breath he asked, “Do you have any ideas, Mr.
Malone?”


“Yeah. Do you
have any guns on board?” asked Tanner.


“Guns?” Naomi
blinked. “Wait, are you serious?”


“I believe
we’re on the same page, then,” said the captain. “Unfortunately, we have no
guns of any kind. Qin Kai and Minos both have strict rules on personal
firearms. Nor is there much familiarity among my crew. I could hardly spare
anyone from their stations right now, anyway.”


“Okay. I’ll
make do. Where are you going to put my class?”


“What?” Naomi
interjected.


“Engineering
offers the most protection. The hull is thickest over the forward sections and
it has the most safety measures. I should make the announcement now
regardless.”


“Good. I need
to go there, anyway. If you could tell the engineers I’ll need to grab a few
things from them, I’d appreciate it. And let me know which airlock they use as
soon as they get started.”


“Understood.
Good luck,” said the captain, turning to his duties.


Naomi grabbed
Tanner’s arm. “Would you quit pretending I’m not here?”


“I’m not,” he
said. “Come on.”


“Attention,
passengers and crew,” began the captain. Tanner and Naomi heard his voice over
speakers in the passageways as soon as they stepped out of the bridge. “We have
come under pursuit from an unidentified vessel. At this time, we are attempting
to flee, but as a precaution we require all passengers to make their way to
engineering…”


“What are you
planning?” Naomi demanded, keeping up with Tanner as he broke into an urgent
jog. “What aren’t you telling me?”


“I’m not
hiding anything,” he explained. “I’m still trying to think things through.”


“Okay, so what
are you thinking? You and the captain said we can’t win a fight and we can’t
get away. What else is there? Bail out on the lifeboats?”


“Too dangerous.
I wish it was an option, but it’s not.”


“Why not?”


“These guys
have at least a half-hour head start on any rescue, if one even happens. That’s
plenty of time for them to chase down lifeboats if they want hostages for
ransom. Lots of pirates do it. Or they could blow us out of space to tie up
loose ends. Or for the hell of it.


“Listen.
Everyone’s going to be freaked out. I need you to keep them from panic.”


“I’m
freaked out,” said Naomi.


Tanner threw
open the hatch to the galley. Loud, frightened voices immediately spilled into
the passageway. “Yeah, well. That makes it unanimous.”











Chapter Nine:

Areas of Expertise


 


“Captain
Casey and most of his compatriots may be captured or killed, but their
successes still inspire others. We had pirates before them. We have even more
pirates now. This problem isn’t going anywhere.”


 


 --Union
Assembly Report on Interstellar Traffic Safety, June 2280


 


Stalker
rode a parallel course only a few hundred meters above the sloop’s. The ship
was still far too distant to see with the naked eye. Stalker’s sensors
and imaging tech resolved all that on the bridge. Hard screen displays and holo
projections marked the distance out to just under six figures and falling
rapidly.


“Thirty seconds,”
reported the helmsman.


“Guns, are you
ready to go?” asked Vince.


“I’m on it,”
reported the man at the weapons station. “Not like they’re going evasive.
They’re still on a straight line. I figured they’d dodge and weave by now.”


“They might
think our guns have a shorter range than they do.”


“I still don’t
think it’ll come to that,” said Ivan. “This won’t take more than a warning
shot.”


“Ten seconds.”


“Okay,” the
captain said. “Let ‘em know they’re out of time, Guns.”


A red beam
shot out from Stalker’s main cannons, running clear of the sloop—and,
more importantly, past it. No one could miss the implications.


The numbers
flashed again with an important update. The helmsman eagerly translated the
news, though anyone could see: “She’s cutting her thrusters. Holding course but
slowing fast.”


“Finally
picking up a signal,” reported another crewman, who paused to listen before he
reported the rest. “Hah! They’re ready to ‘negotiate.’”


Ivan looked to
Vince with a smug grin, holding out an empty hand to Stalker’s
quartermaster. The other man grudgingly shoved a bearer card into the captain’s
palm to cover the lost bet. Ivan slapped him on the shoulder. “Have fun
‘negotiating,’” he said. “I’ll let ‘em know you’re on your way over.”


“Thanks,” Vince
grunted. He tapped his holocom as he walked off the bridge. “Boarders, head
down to Airlock Two. Deck hands, we’re gonna need a vestibule. Let’s make this
happen fast.”


Ivan took over
the communication channel. “Sloop, you will cut engines and roll up ninety
degrees for airlock link-up. Do not try anything stupid. If anyone on your ship
resists, we will shoot them and whoever else is next to them, and that’s only
for starters. If you cooperate and give us what we want, we will leave you
unharmed.”


 


* * *


 


“Fighting will
only anger them. You’re going to get yourself killed.”


“Professor,
the moment those guys recognize me, they’re going to murder me. They’re going
to murder me a lot.”


They crowded
around Tanner at a small workspace table up from the main power drives. The
sudden drop in ambient noise had only heightened everyone’s fears. The few who
couldn’t guess the meaning of the change could see it laid out on the condition
monitors overhead.


Tanner
grunted, twisting hard to wrench another shielding cap off the cylinder tucked
under one of his arms. He had to unfasten both ends to release the contents
inside. Up until now, he saw wisdom in the design. Now it was a pain in the
ass—like the professor, apparently.


“Then you
should hide,” said Vandenberg.


“No, sorry.
Won’t do any good.”


“How do you
know that?”


“Because I
know these guys, professor. I know what they’re like. I know how they operate.
They’re pirates. They’re gonna do like pirates do.” With another loud grunt,
Tanner loosened the cap. Finally. He dropped the casing down onto the
workbench.


“How do you
know? How can you be sure?”


“Personal
experience. A little military training. Hell, I’ve even talked to a few of
these fuckers face to face. They were screaming and swearing at me, but I guess
you could call that an interview. Throw that on top of a mountain of obsessive
reading after the first incident and then even more after the second and yeah,
I kinda feel like I know what I’m talking about here.”


Nigel scowled.
“You can’t base everything off of what you’ve read in—”


“Okay, you
know what?” Tanner fumed. “Everyone in the Navy rolled their eyes or laughed
when I said I read a lot and I had to put up with it. I am not gonna take that
shit from a bunch of college kids. If anyone should have some respect for
reading a lot, it’s you guys.” He turned back to his work, grumbling to
himself. “Could’ve written a god damn graduate thesis when I was twenty if
anyone offered a Masters in Piracy Studies. Even the fuckin’ matriculation
counselors knew it. ‘I’m sorry, Mr. Malone, I’m not sure how to credit this as
coursework. We don’t really have an equivalent line-item in our course catalog
for Methods of Hijacking and Counter-Hijacking in Outer Fucking Space.’”


“You don’t
know these pirates,” Vandenberg pressed. “We can’t even be sure that’s
what is happening here.”


“Ah. You’ve
got me. These fuckers are running us down yelling, ‘Heave to and prepare to be
boarded,’ without a badge or a flag, but technically I’m the one stereotyping.
Gotta be fair to both sides of the issue, right?”


“Do you think
this is funny?” snapped Nigel.


“Not
particularly.” He reached for the tools by Antonio’s waist, practically folding
himself at the hips on the table edge to grab the thick roll of electrostatic
tape. “Need this,” he huffed.


“You don’t
even have a gun,” said Antonio. “I’m not afraid of a fight, but this is crazy.
You don’t know how many there are and they’ll be armed. Are you really going to
take them all on with whatever you scrounged up on the tool bench?”


“I’m gonna take
on as few of them as I can.” With the last cylinder fully loosened, Tanner slid
its contents out onto the table with the others. Each charcoal-like rod was
roughly the length and width of his forearm. Outside the shielding cylinders,
even in their inert state, the fuel cells were warm to the touch. He wound the
roll of tape around all four rods to bind them together. “If the tool bench is
the best I’ve got to work with, that’s how it goes.” 


“Tanner, I
know you’ve been in these situations before, but what happens if it goes the
other way this time?” Vandenberg pressed. “This is worse than suicide. They’ll
take their anger out on all of us. If you hide, there’s a chance nobody will
get hurt.”


“There’s no
chance of that, professor. I’m sorry.”


“You don’t know
for sure,” said Olivia, her arms wrapped tightly across her chest. Her voice
shook as much as anyone else’s. “If we give them what they want, maybe they’ll
leave.”


“It’s no
different than any robbery on the street,” Vandenberg agreed.


Tanner
stopped. He pointed to the main power drives behind them. “They told the crew
to stop the ship, but they didn’t say to shut anything down. That means they
want to keep the engines hot. This isn’t a shakedown for cash or cargo. We’re
not being mugged. They want the ship. That’s where the real money is.


“If they’re
the hostage-and-ransom kind of pirates, most of you will live for a while.
Maybe all that kidnapping insurance actually pays out, but only if the
insurance company doesn’t find a way to weasel out of it. Even if they pay out,
every minute between now and then is gonna be a fucking nightmare.


“And anyway,
like I said, they’ll kill me as soon as they figure out who I am. Hiding only
delays it. They’re taking the ship. This isn’t my crazy bloodthirst or whatever
you’ve heard. It’s not courage or any of the other bullshit propaganda stuff
Archangel used to say, either.” Tanner hefted the bundle of rods off the table,
checking his makeshift handle of tape for security. It would hold. It had to.
“I don’t have any other options.”


He moved
around the table toward the exit. Despite their objections, no one tried to
stop him. He paused only to pick the plasma cutter up off the deck beside the
table, and again when Gina stepped up.


“I want to
help,” she said.


Tanner shook his
head. “If you’re not trained or experienced—” 


“I’ve been in
fights,” she interrupted. “Maybe I’m not trained like you, but I won’t freeze
up. I know how to commit.” Her eyes held his. “You don’t know where I grew up
and I’m not going to tell you. But I’ve seen guys like this. I am not waiting
for them to come get me.”


He noticed the
pipe wrench she held low at her side. “Okay.”


“Tanner,”
spoke up Antonio. He stepped beside Gina. “Me, too. Whatever I can do.”


“You sure?
This is gonna get rough.”


“Which one of
us is the full-time athlete?” Antonio pointed out.


Tanner nodded.
It was good enough. “Grab something you can swing and come on.” 


They found Naomi
waiting at the exit. She’d watched and listened to the whole conversation
without a word. Her initial shock and fear had turned to dread.


“Keep everyone
here,” he said to her quietly. “The engineers are gonna have their hands full.
They can’t spare anyone to guard the exits. Whatever happens, don’t let anyone
out of here until it’s over. Including the professor. Don’t let him pull rank
on you. That doesn’t mean anything now. If somebody jumps into the middle of
this they’ll only complicate things.”


“I don’t like
this.”


“Neither do
I.”


“No, I mean I
don’t like doing nothing,” she corrected. “I don’t want to hide behind you. I’m
not the type. I don’t know what to do in a situation like this.”


“Yeah, you
do,” said Tanner. “You already did it. You hired me.”


 


* * *


 


Everyone felt
the first bumps of ship-to-ship connections. Naomi sucked in a nervous breath, wondering
if they could jam the exit hatches shut somehow. The rest of the class watched
Nigel fuss with a screen at a monitor station. “The camera feed isn’t blocked
or encrypted,” he said. “I can’t input any commands, but I can switch the
channels.”


“Stop,” said
Kim. “That’s it.” The monitor displayed the starboard side external camera
feeds. The ship’s hull rose up from the foreground, while the upper half of the
picture showed the underside of their attacker. Two men in vac suits guided an
extendable vestibule out from the pirate ship’s airlock hatch, bringing it in
line with Orca’s airlock.


The sight only
left Naomi feeling more helpless and frustrated. “What about the internals?”
she asked. “Can you get the inside of the airlock?”


Nigel touched
a few holographic keys to search through his options. “Yeah. I’ll put it up.”


A second
overhead monitor displayed the closed interior hatch of the airlock and the
passageway outside. Vac suits hung from a rack alongside the inner hatch.
Everything seemed completely frozen, as if the screen displayed only a still
picture rather than live video.


The indicator
lights along the airlock hatch changed to confirm a secure connection. Naomi
felt a lump in her throat. “Tanner, what are you doing?” she murmured.


Then she saw
shadows, followed by moving bodies. Naomi’s brow furrowed. “What the hell are
you doing?”


 


* * *


 


The inner
airlock opened up to a short, narrow passage before the path branched out into
a more spacious corridor intersection. Tanner looked over the scene with a
scowl. The rack full of vac suits offered one hiding spot right beside the
airlock itself, but past that they didn’t have much to work with.


Thumps and
clunks reverberated through the bulkheads. They didn’t have much time.


“The airlock
is a natural bottleneck,” he explained. “I need the vestibule behind me so
they’ll have to think twice about shooting, though. Hopefully. Once this
starts, it’s going to get crazy. I can’t give much more of a plan. It’s gonna
be win or die.”


“Right,” said
Antonio. He swallowed hard. “We know.”


“We’re good,”
said Gina. “Where do you want us? How can we help?”


“It’s better
if one of you holds this and not me,” he said, handing her the bundle of
charred rods and tape. He pointed to the corner to the right of the path out of
the airlock. “Stick behind that corner there. We want to keep them focused on
me. If one of them tries to push in, you’re the block. It’s not going to stop
them long, but even if you buy only a few seconds it can make a difference.”


Gina took her
place without a second thought. She set the bundle of fuel rods down behind the
corner, allowing her to wield the pipe wrench in her hand without any
distraction.


“You don’t
want us to jump in once it starts?” asked Antonio.


“No. Don’t
jump in,” said Tanner. He patted the tool tucked into his belt. “You don’t want
to get in close if you don’t have to, and I don’t want to hurt you by mistake.
Better if I have space.”


“I’ll be real
happy if all I have to do is watch,” Gina assured him. “Good luck.”


“Yeah. You,
too. Thank you. Both of you.”


Antonio
twisted the big wrench in his hand. “Better than hiding and waiting,” he said.


Tanner knew
the feeling. He also understood the fear and the doubt. Bringing both of them
was yet another risk. Antonio hadn’t been exposed to real violence beyond holo
screens and reading. Gina seemed to be past that process already, at least.
Whatever her past, Tanner saw no hesitation or doubt in her eyes. Antonio might
be far better built for this, but the right mindset was more important now than
a stronger arm. He couldn’t be sure how they’d handle the fight. He also knew
his odds fighting entirely alone.


He tapped the
holocom on his wrist. “Captain, what’s our status?”


“They’re
almost finished with the vestibule connection,” came the reply. “We’re watching
on the monitors. I can see and hear you perfectly. Everything is ready on our
end.”


Tanner heard
another clank, and then a beep. His time was up. Tanner checked the plasma
cutter in his hand one more time, making sure the L-shaped tool had its power
pack secured and the safety off. The crowbar tucked into his belt would be his
only back-up.


The hanging
vac suits didn’t offer much concealment, let alone protection. Anyone would see
his boots sticking out at the bottom if they gave it a serious look. Even so,
he would settle for imperfect camouflage if it bought him any time at all.
These things always came down to a few vital seconds.


The airlock
hissed and released with a slight creak from the hatch. It opened away from
Tanner’s hiding spot. The guys who’d set up the vestibule connection were
probably still outside in vac suits, but the boarding party was here. Now.


The first two
entered with enough caution to sweep around the corners of the hatch with their
weapons held close rather than extended, but they fell short of executing a
military breach. The one closest to Tanner only glanced at the hanging suits
before turning his piercing-clad face forward again. His partner was
well-muscled and dressed in leather pants and the tattered remains of an
undershirt.


The rest
followed in closely: a freak in a weird harness and chains, a woman in salvaged
and outdated combat armor now pierced with spikes, a thick-muscled man with no
shirt at all so he could show off his elaborate dragon tattoos, a relatively
normal man in a brown longcoat. The next had a short, split mohawk missing
exactly one sleeve from his belt-laden jumpsuit.


Mohawk,
Longcoat, Dragons, Muscles, Spikes, thought Tanner. God, if I had a
laser or even one grenade.


He didn’t know
how many more were coming. The first were already about to run into Gina and
Antonio at the corner. Tanner pulled the trigger on the plasma cutter and
lunged out wielding ten centimeters of steady, concentrated green lightning.


The guy who
stepped in behind Mohawk got it first, feeling Tanner’s left hand grip his
shoulder an instant before the cutter burned all the way across his back.
Tanner shoved him aside as he screamed in agony and brought the plasma cutter
down across the Mohawk’s back before he turned around. A simple wave of the
instrument’s industrial-strength heat did the job. Every other weapon Tanner
had ever used created at least a little resistance. This one effortlessly
seared straight through flesh and bone.


The falling
men created a barrier. Tanner glanced backward to find another opponent in
reach, halted him with a kick, and swept his green torch across the man’s face
before he knew what was happening. Unlike the others, this one didn’t even
scream.


The glance
established one vital bit of information: no other bodies filled the vestibule.
This was the whole boarding party, or at least the first.


Enemies
cramming the airlock passage turned in alarm. Hardly a breath had passed since
Tanner’s second kill as the third fell behind him.


“Shit!”


“Behind us!”


“What the
hell?”


Longcoat spun
around, laser carbine close and at the ready, only for Tanner to grab the
barrel and shove it upward before plunging the plasma cutter into the man’s
chest.


“Vince? Vince!”
someone yelled.


Tanner shoved
the man back, staying close to control his carbine despite Longcoat’s awful
scream only inches from his face. He managed not to stumble over the other
bodies as he pushed Longcoat into the pirate behind him, still holding the
cutter against skin that had already burned through.


Muscles jumped
in ahead of Dragons, trying to catch Longcoat only to be seared across the arm
and hand as Tanner ripped the cutter away. Dragons got his riot gun up and over
the pair, angling for a shot despite being close enough to swat Tanner with its
barrel. A swipe of the cutter against the barrel instantly ruined the weapon.


Dragons kept
coming in an awkward tackle. He stayed clear of the plasma cutter for a
critical second, turning Tanner sideways in the airlock passage and pushing his
back against the bulkhead.


The pirate was
larger than Tanner and much stronger. He only needed a good grip. Instead,
Dragons shrieked as Tanner ran the cutter up his leg and into his side, then
away again before Tanner managed a self-inflicted wound.


Extricating
himself from the tangle with a brutal elbow, Tanner threw a hammer blow into
the face of the next pirate. It tagged Muscles squarely in the nose, buying a
heartbeat to bring the cutter to bear. Muscles grabbed onto Tanner’s arms only
a second too late to keep the burning green light away from his neck.


The kill came
with a cost. Though Muscles fell, he pulled hard enough to tear away the plasma
cutter on the way down.


“Shoot him!”
shouted one of the remaining pirates.


“No!” warned
Spikes, closest to Tanner. “Don’t hit the tube!”


Three more
remained. The element of surprise was gone. Tanner jerked the crowbar from his
belt. Beyond the scrum, the pirate farthest down the corridor tumbled back from
the corner as a pipe wrench bounced off his head. The rest didn’t notice.


Spikes rushed
in to curve around the mess of bodies, her cut-down assault rifle tucked in
close under her right arm to guard against disarmament. She needed the angle to
fire at him with the bulkhead in the background rather than the far more fragile
vestibule connecting the two ships’ airlocks. The two-second delay and cramped
quarters made the difference.


Tanner swept
out with his empty hand, pushing the barrel away before she got it in line with
his body. He saved himself from a direct hit as the gun went off, but not from
the ricochet of bullets against the bulkhead. Pain tore along his back over his
hip, forcing a yelp from his throat and a stiff jerk through his muscles.
Tanner fought through it with a raging, downward swing of his crowbar aimed at
her head. He only clipped her shoulder. More rounds popped off from the weapon
before Spikes took her finger off the trigger, sending ricochets off the
bulkhead in every direction.


He wound up
for a repeat, but Spikes got her left arm up in time to deflect. Neither let go
of the gun. Tanner kicked at her leg, doing little harm but costing her
balance. Before she recovered, he planted the crowbar against her face. Spikes
went down hard with her weapon in Tanner’s hand. Without even thinking, Tanner dealt
another blow with the crowbar before dropping it on the deck.


Only the two
at the passageway corner remained. The one in leather pants and the torn shirt
lay on the deck, groaning and clutching his head. The other, bald and clad in a
bulky jacket, struggled in a tangle against both Gina and Antonio. He shoved
Gina hard, but she made him pay for it. His gun clattered to the deck as she
tumbled away.


The pirate
surged back against Antonio, who still had him halfway tangled in a standing
hold. Antonio got the worst of it as they both slammed into the bulkhead,
hitting the back of his skull against the metal. Despite the pain, he held on.
They wound up on the deck. 


The pirate
made it to his knees before Antonio could get off his back. He tugged a knife
from his belt, intent on murder.


Tanner got
there first. He jerked the pirate back by his collar, jammed the cut-down
assault rifle against his spine and pulled the trigger.


Blood flew
against the overhead and the young man on the deck beneath the pirate.


It wasn’t a
long burst. A handful of rounds at most. His mind still deep in the fight,
Tanner spun back around to face the airlock. He unloaded the rest of the
magazine on the pirates strewn across the passage in case any could still
fight.


For a single,
jarring moment, nothing in his field of vision moved. Then he realized Gina was
beside him, armed with the gun she’d torn from their last opponent. Antonio was
on his back, shocked and stained with blood, but alive.


He wasn’t
alone here. He’d never been alone. And he’d had a plan beyond this crowded rush
of desperate violence.


“The cells,”
he grunted.


“Over here,”
huffed Gina. She turned to grab the bundle.


“Unh, fuck,”
groaned the pirate at their feet. The man slowly rolled over onto his back,
clutching the side of his bald head.


Tanner looked
him over. The guy didn’t have any guns left, but he had something far more
important clipped to his belt. Tanner snatched the grenade from its clip.


“What the
fuck…?” The pirate turned over, crawling forward and up onto his hands and
knees before he saw his fallen comrades. “Oh, what the fuck?”


“You have this
set to a timed detonation, right?” Tanner asked, his voice ragged.


The pirate
spun around, falling to his butt on the deck again, only to find an all new
terror as he looked up. His eyes nearly bugged out of his head with fear, and
with something else.


Recognition.


“Oh, holy
shit!”


“Nevermind,”
said Tanner, running his finger over the grenade’s dial. “I’ve got it.”


The pirate
scrambled to his feet and ran for the airlock.


“Should I
shoot him?” asked Gina.


“No,” said
Tanner. “This is better.” He took the bundle of fuel cell rods from her by its
handle of tape and ran after the pirate.


Shouts and
shadows at the other end of the airlock vestibule heralded new trouble. Tanner
didn’t want any of it. Thankfully, the fleeing pirate was bound to cause a
delay among his friends. It was all Tanner needed.


He barely
stepped across the threshold to the pirate ship, hooking the bundle of fuel
rods around the corner of its airlock. The grenade followed. Tanner tugged the
hatch closed behind him but didn’t latch it shut. He hauled ass back across the
vestibule.


“Go, go, go!”
he yelled with each step. Numbers ran down in his head, perhaps too fast given
his adrenaline. Anything that increased his pace would only help now. Tanner
twisted himself around the exterior hatch to the airlock, throwing the portal
shut. He slammed his hand down on the emergency seal.


The explosion
on the other side of the vestibule rocked both vessels, but only one suffered
an internal catastrophe. Tanner fell onto his back, hearing alarms and feeling
vibrations along the deck. He didn’t hear the sound of air rushing out of a
breach in the hull or the sudden silence of the void.


 “We’re
moving,” declared Gina. “We’re moving fast.”


 


* * *


 


Stalker
shook as if hit by some enormous hammer—from the inside. Ivan fell back across
his chair at the center of the bridge, arms flailing to catch himself.


Alarms blared.
The ship shook again, this time as if something tugged at it. “Status. Status!”
Ivan demanded.


“Something
exploded on the lower decks,” Static reported from her station. “The sloop tore
free from our clamps! We’re in a spin!”


“Aw shit,
we’ve got hull breaches and power loss,” warned another voice on the bridge.
“The oxygen tubes ignited before they sealed off. Fires in three—no, five
compartments.”


By the time
Ivan climbed back to his feet, he saw Static slowing their spin. Readings on
the tactical board made it clear her job wasn’t easy. The board also showed the
sloop hauling ass away from Stalker. They didn’t have to worry about the
prey suddenly becoming the predator, at least. “Have we got casualties?”


“Couple
reported in engineering. Nothing from the boarding team. Lower deck’s a mess.”


“Oh god, I
think we lost Tink and Paolo out on the vestibule, too.”


“Shit,” Ivan
fumed. Every hand lost or hurt would only make recovery harder. The holocom
mounted on his earring buzzed. It was the wrong way to contact him in an
emergency. Everyone knew that. Ivan tapped the device. “What?”


“Shoot that
fucking ship, Ivan!” Vince shouted. “Shoot it!”


A holo screen
appeared beside the captain, showing Stalker’s quartermaster as he clung
to a passageway rail for support. He’d never seen or heard the other man like
this. “Vince, what the hell happened over there?”


“It was an
ambush. We lost everybody. I barely got out. If I hadn’t headed off Mark’s guys
and shut the corridor hatch behind me—”


“Spin is under
control,” announced Static from the helm. “Still fighting power loss. That
sloop is hauling ass.”


“Shoot it!” Vince
demanded.


“We don’t have
power for the cannon along with everything else,” warned Static.


“And we’ve
gotta get out of here before any patrols come investigate,” Ivan considered.
“We’ll have to limp into position for an FTL jump as it is.”


“You’ve got
the missile tubes,” Vince pressed. “Blow that fucker to hell.”


Ivan’s mouth
bent into a skeptical, disdainful frown. “I’m not gonna waste missiles on a
ship we can’t loot. They’re not shooting at us. What the fuck happened over
there, anyway?”


 


* * *


 


“Oh my god,
did that work?” Tanner asked the ceiling.


The sloop
hummed along, building up speed without exploding. Nobody stood up from the
deck to kill him. The airlock didn’t fly open to blow him out into space.


He wasn’t
dead.


“You’re
bleeding,” warned Gina. She knelt beside him, looking him over with concern.
“Try to roll over. There’s blood pooling around underneath you.”


“Are you okay?
Where’s Antonio, is he—?”


“We’re fine.
Let me look at you.”


Tanner winced.
He felt it now. “Yeah, that definitely hurts. Something on my back. Doesn’t
feel too bad.” He sat up straight, then winced again as he realized he probably
should have followed her instructions.


“That’s the
adrenaline talking. You’ve got a cut along your back here.” She pushed aside
the torn fabric of his shirt. “It’s not very deep. Did one of them cut you?”


“No. I guess I
got grazed by a ricochet.”


He heard the
rustling of cloth behind him. Gina tugged away the scarf from the dead pirate
on the deck at the edge of the airlock hatch beside Tanner. “I don’t think
you’ll bleed out. Here, hold this in place,” she said, pressing it to his
wound. “I’ll go find a first aid kit.”


Tanner looked
back across the passageway. Beyond the bodies, Antonio sat against a bulkhead.
Blood stained his clothes and his face. “Hey. You okay?” Tanner asked him.


His classmate
looked back almost with fright. Then he looked away. Antonio nodded, but didn’t
speak.


“Attention,
passengers and crew,” called a weary voice over the passageway speakers. “This
is the captain. We have broken free from the pirates and have made it out of
weapons range. The pirates are not pursuing.”


A couple of
cheers erupted in the background before the speakers cut out. The passageway
fell silent again. Tanner looked to the bodies strewn in the cramped space. “We
did it.”


“Yeah,” said
Gina. “Guess you live up to the hype.”


“They’d have
had me if I’d been alone. I couldn’t have pulled this off without you.”


Her mouth
curled into a grim smirk. She patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t make it
weird.”


Tanner
laughed. “I meant both of you.”


“Yeah, it was
also the captain and the crew being on the ball. Listen, I’m more than happy to
let you take all the credit on this one. In fact I’d prefer it. No offense, but
I’ve seen what your life is like and I’ve got my own past. I’m perfectly happy
to be forgotten here.”


“Deal. As far
as I can help it, anyway. Antonio?” he asked, looking to the other student.


Antonio bowed
his head and waved the question off.


With Tanner
holding the scarf in place to staunch his bleeding, Gina picked her way through
the dead to find a first aid kit. Tanner pushed himself to his feet, looking
over the carnage for whatever else needed doing.


The awful
stench registered in his brain. Somehow he’d disregarded it until now. Rapid
footsteps echoed down the passageway from around the corner. Flashing yellow
lights overhead caught his attention, too. Only one of the airlock’s successive
hatches was closed. He’d been laying halfway into the other one, alongside the
body of one of the pirates.


Tanner grabbed
the pirate’s arm with his free hand to drag the body the rest of the way in. It
wasn’t smart to rely on only half the airlock’s protection. The hatch swung
shut on its own as soon as the body was clear.


It happened
only seconds after the rush of footsteps stopped right at the intersection.


“Oh my god!”
blurted a woman’s voice.


“Holy shit,
there’s so much blood,” said Nigel.


Behind them,
someone vomited.


“Are they all
dead? What the hell, are they all dead?”


“Don’t touch
anything.”


“What are you
doing?” asked Olivia.


“Huh?” Tanner
let the dead man’s arm drop. The body was out of the way now. He staggered
closer to the intersection, tripping over another lifeless limb but keeping
himself upright. His classmates and the professor were all there. Horrified.


“I think I’m
gonna be sick.”


“Oh god that
smell!”


“Yeah, it’s
gross,” Tanner agreed. He sympathized as Kim covered her mouth and Nigel turned
green. All he could offer was a weary wave. “Don’t worry about it. ‘s natural
to get sick.”


Several
students withdrew as he came closer. Others looked on in shock.


“Are you
okay?” asked Naomi. She stepped out of the small crowd to come to his side,
then stopped short as her foot nudged a leg on the deck. She moved past it, but
it required conscious thought. “You’re hurt?”


“Gina’s
grabbing a kit. It’ll patch up. Long as we take care of it quick I should be
fine.”


His eyes rose
again to meet the professor’s. Vandenberg stood in the middle of the group, his
face as stunned and as grave as anyone else’s. “We saw everything on the
monitors. You… you ambushed them.”


“Yeah.” Tanner
nodded. “That’s how you win.”


Antonio put
his hand over his mouth. He sprang to his feet to whirl around the corner and
out of sight.


Whatever else
Vandenberg wanted to say, the words failed him. He shook his head before he
turned and walked away. His students followed. Tanner looked from the bodies on
the deck to the backs of his classmates.


He’d survived
the fight. Now he wondered how much he had lost.











Chapter Ten:

Dirtside


 


“Interstellar
expansion presents an incredible opportunity to free ourselves from our past.
New societies and new ways of life may flourish on new worlds. Cultures may develop
without the scourges of racism and sexism, or colonialism, or slavery, or economic
exploitation. It is tragic, then, that so many worlds have recreated painfully familiar
power structures.”


 


--Damisi
Achebe, Union Assembly speech, June 2280


 


“Nobody
believes you came all the way out here to spend three months playin’ around in
the sand looking for pottery and belt buckles. Not with your history. You turn
up on my doorstep covered in blood, with a bunch of dead bodies you claim were
pirates, and you think you can stroll off to your little archie-yo-logical
field trip school like everything is fine?”


Mitchell
Vanstone loomed over his desk, staring down the three newcomers. Only one of
them spoke. “Belt buckles haven’t turned up in the archeological record here,
so yeah, finding the first would be pretty cool,” said Tanner.


The planetary
Chief of Police sank back in his chair. Vanstone was a thin man, with wiry
muscles and more than a few grey hairs. He still had decades, perhaps a full
century ahead, but the scent of smoke and the bottles in the cabinet off to one
side of his desk suggested he might be pushing the limits of longevity
treatments.


He cracked a
skeptical grin at Tanner’s response. “Cute.”


“Are we under
arrest?” Tanner asked. “Where are the rest of our classmates? Where is the crew
of the ship?”


“The crew’s
fine, already released. Your classmates aren’t under arrest, either. They
didn’t kill anybody. Far as I know, they’re out getting their shit together for
this field trip or whatever you’re claiming.”


“Field school.”


“Uh-huh.”


“Then can we
go? We landed four hours ago and we’ve been here ever since.”


“That’s not
even half an hour for each of the people you all killed in cold blood.”


“Antonio didn’t
kill anybody,” said Tanner. “Neither did Gina.”


“No. No, they
only helped. And yeah, I can see your buddy isn’t the cold-blooded killer type.
He’s got a clean record as far as we can tell. Soccer stars tend to be easy to
research. ‘Gina’ here, on the other hand…”


Vanstone tapped
a key on his desk, bringing up a holo screen. It bore text, an image of Gina’s
face, and a couple of organizational seals. “Minos isn’t party to much in the
way of interstellar law enforcement agreements. We’re the independent sort. But
we’re signed up with a couple of data-sharing organizations. Every few months,
we get our archives updated. A lot of that includes petty stuff from all over
the Union, but we aren’t hurting for data storage. Sometimes having all that on
file gives us little details we appreciate from time to time.


“Did your
classmate Gina here ever tell you about being busted for practicing
prostitution without a license on two different planets?” He turned the holo
screen for his guests.


Tanner looked
to Gina, who abandoned her pensive expression for something colder. “Every
planet has its own laws. Sometimes it’s tough to keep track.”


“We issue
permits on Minos, darlin’. If you’re interested, I can direct you to the
office.”


“What’s this
have to do with anything?” asked Tanner.


“Oh, I wondered
if you knew who you’re traveling with. Seems you didn’t know so much. Makes you
wonder what else she hasn’t told you, huh?”


“I killed four
people with a blowtorch this morning,” said Tanner. “You think I’m worried she
didn’t have a work permit somewhere?”


“You should at
least ask yourself some follow-up questions,” Vanstone taunted.


“Follow-up
questions. Okay. Why does Minos route incoming ships through a few narrow
lanes? How do those predictable channels make space traffic safer than
randomized courses? If your hired security goons have four corvettes, two
frigates, and six gunboats, where the fuck are they all day? Who profits from
all that open piracy? Why are the victims of piracy treated like criminals?
What kind of pay does the planetary Chief of Police pull in every year, and
does that match his lifestyle?”


Vanstone’s brow
darkened. “You might want to stop now.”


“I’m happy to
stop whenever you open the door,” said Tanner. “We don’t even have to get to
the question of whether you’re paying the pirates or the pirates are paying
you.”


“Questions like
that are dangerous, kid.” Vanstone leaned in over his desk. “Especially when
we’ve got this little labor dispute going on around here. Things get
complicated. People blow stuff out of proportion. And then they blow stuff up.
Talk like that doesn’t help. Famous faces and names like yours showing up
doesn’t help, either.”


“Your ‘labor
dispute’ is a second generation signed into indentured servitude by their
parents and a company not living up to its end of the original bargain.”


“Uh-huh. And
you’re only here to play in the dirt.”


“I’m only here
to play in the dirt,” Tanner repeated. “Open that door and I’ll be on my way.
Far outside the city and away from your insurgency problems.”


“Or I could put
you in a cell.”


“You could.
Then you could sit here sweating and hoping that doesn’t blow up in your face.”


“I don’t take
kindly to threats, son.”


“I don’t make
threats. Too much ego bullshit. I’d rather be diplomatic because things get
done faster. But I had to kill a bunch of people this morning ‘cause law enforcement
here sucks, so I’m a little edgy.”


Vanstone let
out a low chuckle. Whether it was forced or not, Tanner couldn’t tell. “I’ll
take that as an apology.” He keyed a holographic button on his desk. The door
to the hallway slid open. The challenge was clear enough: keep quiet and get out,
or keep pushing.


Tanner took the
pragmatic approach. He headed for the door. So did Antonio and Gina.


The police
headquarters building wasn’t far from the spaceport. It was a sophisticated
enough building, equal in tech and upkeep to anything Tanner had seen on
Fremantle or back home in the Archangel system. Whatever Minos’s fiscal and
labor difficulties, they seemed to have plenty of money for their security
services.


Men and women
in the uniform of Precision Solutions intermingled freely with the uniformed
police. They shared workspace and common areas. He wondered about the lines
between police and mercenaries, or if there was really much of a line at all.


“Hey guys,”
Gina began as they broke into an open hallway toward the public lobby. Their
surroundings included more civilians and fewer uniforms now. “Listen, about—”


“Have you ever
met such a crusty, useless blowhard in your life?” Tanner interrupted. He threw
her a grin. “Might as well have ‘manipulative prick’ on his nametag. Seriously,
that guy is a natural born asshole. Can’t take anything he says seriously.”


Gina hesitated.
She seemed unsure of what to say.


“He doesn’t
have anything to use against us,” explained Tanner. “We might have embarrassed
them with the pirates and they might not like me being here, but we didn’t do
anything wrong or illegal. He wanted to rattle us and see if anything shook
loose. I wouldn’t give his garbage much thought.”


She looked from
Tanner to Antonio, but the younger man still hadn’t spoken much since the
attack. He merely shrugged, seeming to want out of this conversation, too.
Gina’s face seemed to brighten with a little relief. Tanner’s message was
clear. She didn’t need to explain anything.


“Anyway, we’ve
gotta find the others,” she said. “Hopefully everyone else has their holocoms
back now so we can call them. There’s the claims desk over there.” She gestured
to a window and counter embedded in the wall. Thankfully there was no line.


“Hi, we’re here
to pick up personal property,” Tanner said to the clerk behind the window.
“Tanner Malone, Gina Thomas, Antonio Chavez.”


“Yeah, hold
on.” The uniformed clerk seemed half asleep and annoyed to be awake at all.
“The window has your voice print. I don’t need any ID or any of that stuff.”


Tanner blinked.
Voice print analysis and identification weren’t unusual tech, but for most of
his life he was at least warned or asked first before he was scanned. Like the
rest of his visit, it was a reminder he couldn’t take any civil liberties for
granted.


“Your shit was
cleared for release a while ago,” said the clerk. He walked around a corner to
a back room without another word of explanation. The students could only hope
he was retrieving their belongings and not going off for an unscheduled break.


“Hey, Gina!
Antonio!” a voice called. Naomi walked over from a waiting area nearby. Nobody
else from the class was there. “Are you done? Is everything okay?”


“Soon as we
grab our stuff, we’re good to go,” said Gina.


“Where is
everyone else?” asked Antonio. “They said we were the last.”


“We’ve all been
out for a couple hours. Vandenberg took the others to pick up our wheels and
load our gear from the ship. He figured the best thing to do was to get
everyone moving and working. They took off in the rovers and one of our haulers
a little while ago. I’ve got the other hauler parked nearby to take us out to
the campsite.”


“How is
everyone? You seem okay,” said Tanner.


“Putting my
mind on work seems to help. A little.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Not your
fault. The last person who’s gonna give you any grief over this mess is me.”


“Okay, I’ve got
your holocoms,” the clerk said as he returned to the window.  “One standard
K-series wristwatch style, along with a multitool, medication, and a pen; one
Lai Wa Model Nine sports model, and one fancy earring job.” He slid them under
the gap in the window.


All three
claimants opened up menu screens on their holocoms as soon as they had them in
hand. Tanner’s first thought was to check his certified cash balance to make
sure nothing had been lifted. Thankfully, he found nothing out of the ordinary.


It was Gina who
found problems. “Hey, what happened to my security programs?” she asked. “I had
a KC-X File Shield on here and it’s gone. You guys hacked my holocom and
deleted programs?”


“Aw, shit,”
Tanner muttered, promptly keying up his own settings. Antonio and Naomi did the
same.


“That program
is illegal on Minos,” said the clerk. “Everyone arrested on Minos gets their
holocom scanned. It’s not a hack, it’s a check for contraband software. If we
can’t get into the holocom without bypassing security, there’s a problem.”


“Are you
fucking kidding me? We weren’t under arrest! We were only held for
questioning!”


“Oh, really?
Gosh. Our mistake.” The smirk on the man’s face was anything but apologetic.


“What’s illegal
about her file shield? Or my stuff?” asked Tanner. “Lemme guess, it wasn’t made
by a Minos Enterprises subsidiary?”


“Nah, you can
get security programs from other vendors. As long as they fall under an
approved list. You can find that on our planetary net.”


“While you were
taking stuff off my holocom, did you put anything on there?” asked Gina.


“Sorry, we
don’t do freebies. If you want to file a complaint, you’ll have to route it to
another desk. That’s not my job.”


“I paid a lot
of money for that file shield, asshole.”


“Yeah? What did
you have to hide?”


She answered
with her middle finger before storming off. The others followed. It wasn’t as
if arguing with the clerk would get them anywhere.


“We’re taking
the second hauler out to the campsite,” explained Naomi. “Nobody else wanted to
hang around waiting, so it made sense for everyone else to take the other
hauler and the two rovers. I’ve got it parked in a garage a few blocks away.
Didn’t want to pay the fee for the police garage after the way they treated
us.”


“Hopefully
nothing was stolen out of the hauler—by the cops,” grumbled Tanner. He kept his
eyes open as they walked, both to take in their surroundings and to watch for
interested parties. After all this, the idea of being followed didn’t seem
far-fetched.


Gina swiped
through holocom icons. “If these fuckers loaded up a spy program, it’s probably
gonna subvert the scanning tools so my holocom completely ignores it. I’m gonna
wind up doing all this manually. Damn it.”


“I didn’t know
you had those kinds of skills,” said Naomi.


“I’m not a
programmer or anything. Picked up a few tricks here and there,” said Gina.
“This might not be the worst planet I’ve been to, but it’s already in the
running. I’m only wondering if they’ve set our holocoms to send regular copies
of all files. Or if they’re set to eavesdrop on us right now.”


“It’s not like
we can trust any holocom we can buy here on Minos, either,” muttered Tanner.
“Not with the bullshit restrictions they have in place on software.”


The parking
structure stood several stories high, built from dark grey slabs of solid stone
easily found all over Minos. A great many other buildings in the area bore the
same façade and the same style. Glass, steel, and other common materials made
their mark, but the planet’s geology provided plenty of ready-to-build stone.
This was only the well-developed corridor between the spaceport and the
corporate core, but so far the predominance of dark masonry was the only
difference from any other city.


They came to
the hauler parked not far from the garage entrance. Its sturdy front cab had
enough room to comfortably seat four, with an open cargo bed stretching back
along six self-repairing wheels that came up to Tanner’s shoulders. Equipment
and supplies brought all the way out from Fremantle filled the cargo bed,
covered by a collapsible hard-shell canopy that could be adjusted to size.


“Anybody feel
like driving?” asked Naomi. “It’s a couple hours out to the dig site from
here.”


“I should
finish checking my holocom first,” said Gina. “Anything they did to mine, they
probably did to somebody else’s. Or everybody else’s.”


“I’ll drive if
we can stop somewhere for food and a bathroom break,” said Tanner.


Gina looked up.
“Hey, didn’t I hear a story about you crashing a tank into a school?”


“Okay, that was
deliberate,” Tanner countered.


“And something
about a lifeboat? Don’t those things run on autopilot?”


Tanner sighed.
“This thing has wheels! It rolls on the ground! I’ll be fine.”


“I can drive,”
said Antonio.


“You sure?”
Tanner asked, trying not to sound too concerned.


“Yeah. Don’t
worry,” Antonio muttered. “I haven’t had much to say. I’ll be fine.”


Tanner shared a
look with Naomi, and a shrug. “Let me take a look at the cargo bed before we
go. I wanna make sure everything looks okay. Can you hit the button?” He
rounded the back end of the hauler, listening for the beep that signaled access
to the canopy fasteners. Though he wasn’t there for the load-up and didn’t know
what was supposed to be on this hauler, he figured he would at least know a
broken lock if he saw one.


He didn’t
expect to see someone standing nearby. The tall Asian man kept his hands out in
the open, approaching with a friendly smile. “Excuse me. Are you Tanner
Malone?”


Aw shit,
Tanner grumbled silently. “Yes.”


“Sorry to
approach you like this. I didn’t know when or if I’d have another opportunity.
I’m Chen.” He held out his hand.


Tanner accepted
the handshake, though he half expected anything from a slipped secret note to
some crazy contact poison. “Nice to meet you,” he said reflexively, then
regretted it. He didn’t know if it was nice to meet this guy at all. It was a
polite thing to say, but it wasn’t exactly honest. Maybe this was a good guy.
Maybe he was a random person who recognized Tanner from the news. Or maybe it
was something worse.


“I wonder if we
might talk. You’re here with a university group, as I understand it? Is that
all that brings you here?”


“That’s all
that brings me here, yeah. Archaeology trip. We’re gonna go dig in the dirt for
a while and go home again.”


“You’ll be here
for a few months, then? That should be long enough to get a feel for Minos.
Maybe an understanding of what’s going on here. I’m sure you’ve already seen
and heard enough to get a first impression. What do you think so far?”


Tanner knew it
wasn’t an innocent question. It’s something worse. Of course it’s worse.
“I’m here for the past. Buried things. Not current events. Sorry. Listen, I
don’t want to be rude, but I’ve got work to do.”


“The past isn’t
starving or bleeding, Mr. Malone,” said Chen. “That’s the present.”


“Okay,” Tanner
sighed. “Now I’m fine with being rude.”


“As I said, I’m
sorry for the approach—”


“Your
‘approach’ is five blocks from the police headquarters, right after we got
interrogated for four hours over a clear-cut case of self-defense. Oh, and my
holocom is probably bugged and relaying every word of this back to the police,
so there’s that, too. Either you’re a cop looking to entrap me or you’re
actually one of the local insurgents. Both of these end with you going home
disappointed. I’m not interested.”


“I’m not a spy
or a security agent. I’m not an undercover cop. And you don’t have to worry
about being tailed or surveilled here. I wouldn’t have made contact like this
if I couldn’t assure a little privacy.


“People are
suffering here, Mr. Malone. People are dying. They’re being crushed under the
same sort of corporate machine that did so much harm to your home planet. You
don’t have any time for their plight? Are you truly indifferent?”


Chen plainly
didn’t believe that. Tanner still didn’t appreciate the guilt trip. “You’re
talking about an insurgency I don’t understand. One that I can’t understand. I
just blew into town and I’m already on my way out.”


“We could
explain it. That’s all I want to do. A little of your time.”


 “With the
hopes that I’ll give more than that time when it’s over, right? Sorry, but
you’ve got the wrong guy.”


“You’re a hero.
You’re a leader.”


“Oh, I am
absolutely not that,” Tanner laughed.


“You know right
from wrong.”


“Sure. Minos
Enterprises is fucked up. But your insurgency is probably fucked up, too, in
ways I don’t know about. I don’t want to be part of any of this. I fought one
war already, buddy. There’s always gonna be another. Even if it’s a good cause,
there’s always gonna be another war, whether I fight it or not. Count me out.”


“This isn’t
going to go away, Mr. Malone. You’re going to see it as long as you’re here.”


“Really? Out in
the desert with my head in the sand?”


“You’d be
surprised.”


“Tanner?” Naomi
came around the other side of the hauler. “Who’s this?”


“He’s looking
for directions,” said Tanner. “The exit is that way, sir. Sorry I can’t help.”


“So am I, Mr.
Malone. I hope you’ll change your mind once you’ve had a chance to consider
your surroundings.” Chen nodded to Naomi before stepping away. “I’m sorry for
the interruption, Miss.”


Tanner watched
him go. He watched for other movement, too: vehicles, people, shadows. Anything
that might reveal Chen’s back-up. Nothing suspicious crossed his view.


“Okay, what was
that about?” asked Naomi. “Can I get a straight answer this time?”


“He wanted to
talk about exactly the kind of trouble we don’t need,” said Tanner. “I told him
I’ve already got a job.”


“Good. I don’t
know if I can replace you.”


 


* * *


 


They drove
through roads across dark grey sands and even darker rocks exposed by desert
winds. He’d grown up in a desert climate, living out his childhood in a city
surrounded by long stretches of scrub plants and brown dust. Life in the city
of Geronimo involved desert survival lessons from an early age and occasional
sandstorms that blanketed the city. Here he saw a harsher desert with little or
no plant life. The only breaks between the hauler and the horizon came from the
rise of dunes and whatever rocks had been laid bare over time.


Even the roads
were thoroughly dusted with ash. Only the regular sweep of aerial drones with
powerful rotors along the highway kept the pavement clear enough for passage.
The hauler was fitted with filters and self-cleaning systems for such an
environment, but Tanner wondered how often he and the others would need
protection while outdoors here.


They left the
road with almost an hour until their destination. The terrain allowed the
hauler to reveal its real capabilities, handling deep sands without difficulty.
For the rest of their journey, everything looked much the same until they saw
the other vehicles parked at the crest of a gentle rise.


“Doesn’t look
like any of the shelters are up,” said Gina. Given her concerns for her
holocom, it was the first thing she’d said in some time.


“Nope,” said Naomi.
“That’s either a good sign or a bad one. Guess we’re about to find out.” She
called up a communications link. “Professor, we’re here. Where are you?”


“Excellent.
We’re down in the canyon,” came Vandenberg’s voice. “You’ll have to walk. The
rovers might make it down but getting up again would be a challenge. We have a
safe walking path marked out.”


It wasn’t until
they pulled up beside the other vehicles that they could see the canyon. The
rise ended in an overhanging cliff, partially concealing the steep drop. A
handful of thick, rocky spires reached up from the canyon floor. Further ahead,
across the canyon, the dunes rose steadily up toward the mountains in the
distance. Those mountains provided the source of the canyon’s depth: an underground
river that sprang up here in a sheltered oasis.


The bottom of
the canyon presented a markedly different scene from the dry, barren landscape
above it. Where the desert had stubbornly resisted the soil treatments and seed
bombardments of earlier terraforming, the canyon oasis held a lush spread of
greenery. Tall grass stood out from the shallower edges of the streams. Ferns
and tiny trees dotted the shores.


The notes from
Vandenberg’s last visit to the site spoke only of limited plant growth. He had
only stumbled on this site at the end of the previous expedition. As he’d
hoped, plant growth had spread in the last three years. After the long and
dreary drive across grey wastes, the canyon oasis seemed almost a match for the
coastal paradises of Fremantle.


Marker poles
with blinking lights guided the newcomers onto a path along the edges of the
canyon down toward the bottom. Vandenberg’s evaluation of bringing the vehicles
down made sense.


Tanner
remembered the big secrets Naomi had shared back on Fremantle that prompted him
to come all the way out here. For all they knew, this path was deliberately
carved out long ago, with five centuries or more of erosion to give it a
deceptively natural look.


Settling at the
base of the canyon had been the optimal hope for the expedition, though by no
means a certainty. It was only the sight of their classmates sorting out gear
and finishing up with the shelters that confirmed they’d be staying here.
Ultra-light panels and adjustable frames provided sturdier shelters than tents.


“Glad you could
join us,” Professor Vandenberg called. He gestured to the channel of water
separating them. “The water is never more than hip-deep, but there are rocks
you can walk across over here. Step carefully. Nigel, bring everyone over here,
would you? Let’s have a little team meeting now that we’re all here.”


Students
finished up their work and gathered around. Tanner took in the view from the
bottom of the canyon, spotting more than one possible pathway up. More curious
was the great pile of dirt and rubble that covered the far end of the canyon
oasis. He thought it might be three stories tall. Looking up along the wall and
the ridge above, he figured it must have been the result of some landslide.


“The site is in
better condition than I could have hoped,” he heard Vandenberg say to Naomi.
The professor kept his voice low, caught in a tension between confidentiality
and excitement. “There’s no sign of anyone coming through. I think this place
is untouched. Three years of biting my nails and we’re finally here.”


“Hopefully this
place lives up to your expectations,” said Naomi.


“How did things
go with the police?” he asked, letting his voice rise to a more natural level.


“Well,
everybody was cut loose, obviously. But it could’ve gone better. We noticed a
few, uh…complications.”


As she spoke,
the rest of the class turned up for the impromptu meeting. Tanner made a quick
headcount, accounting for almost everyone before he realized he’d picked this
habit up during the war. It wasn’t something he’d done since leaving the Navy.
Reflexes and behaviors for dealing with stress and danger were apparently only
a stray thought away.


His classmates
were quick to touch base with Naomi and Gina, but most of all with Antonio.
Olivia, Emma, and Jishen threw successive hugs around him. Where Antonio had
barely said anything around Tanner since the fight, he seemed to open up a
little to them. Tanner watched with some relief. The silence since the fight
was understandable, but at least he was talking to somebody.


“We had a rough
arrival, but we’re here now,” said Professor Vandenberg. “I know things got
frightening and stressful there at the end, but we’re here, we’re all together
and we’re okay. Other than our arrival, we had a safe and productive voyage.
Now we can do what we came to do. You’ve all done a marvelous job of getting us
set up. If we focus on our work and keep looking forward, we’ll put this morning
behind us before we know it.”


“So, to recap
so we’re all on the same page: we’ve done a cursory survey of our campsite here
on this shore. This is mostly bedrock and we’ve walked the area to make sure we
aren’t walking or building over anything important. As soon as we finish
setting up, we’ll conduct a thorough landscape survey to see what we might find
close to the surface. We still have plenty to unload first. Any questions?”


“Naomi?” Gina
spoke up. She didn’t need to say the rest. A simple look conveyed it.


“Yeah.
Professor, there’s something you and everyone should hear,” said Naomi. “Gina
made a discovery after they released us from police headquarters. The police
stripped her data security programs from her holocom. We all had to hand over
our holocoms during the first ‘interview’ when we landed, so they probably did
it to everyone. The only explanation they gave was that Gina’s program was
illegal here. Apparently there’s a list of approved file shields and such, but
you have to buy them here. There’s no telling what that means.”


Her story drew
immediate reactions. Some students looked on with shocked faces. Others
promptly keyed up their personal menu screens.


“We also don’t
know if they put anything on our holocoms,” said Gina. “I haven’t found
anything yet, but I’m not an expert. It may have slipped right by me.”


“The point is,
you should all be careful with data storage and be mindful of what you use your
holocom for,” explained Naomi. “We all need them, obviously, so we’re gonna
have to suck this up, but being aware is—”


“Can they even
do this?” asked one student.


“Can’t we take
them in somewhere to get scrubbed?” asked another.


“Not if this is
standard practice here,” answered Nigel. “Who’s going to do the scrub? Can we
trust them? Shit, this is terrible!”


“Did they do
this to you last time you were here, professor?”


“No,” said
Vandenberg. He seemed as concerned as the rest. Maybe more. “Nothing like this
at all. It must be a recent practice. This is troubling.”


“That’s a
polite way of putting it,” scoffed Nigel.


“We don’t have
reason to believe we’re being actively spied on,” Naomi continued. “Like I
said, it’s something to be aware of, but apparently everybody on this planet
has to deal with it. It’s a reminder we’re not on Fremantle. We can’t take
anything for granted. We can’t assume we have the same rights or protections
here. Just…be aware, okay?”


“You might want
to check your cash balances, too,” said Tanner. Heads looked up at him with
enough shock and alarm to make him almost regret saying it. “They didn’t take
any from me, but it’s good to check, is all.”


“I’m gonna wind
up sticking my holocom in my backpack when I sleep,” muttered Kim.


“So they didn’t
charge you with anything?” Nigel asked Tanner.


“No arrest, no
charge. Self-defense. They were pissy about it, but it’s over as far as I can
tell. All they want now is to know where I am.” He shrugged. “I’m here.”


“Yes. Well.
Thank you, Tanner, Naomi. Antonio. Gina.” Vandenberg gave the latter a nod. He
cleared his throat. “As Naomi says, it’s a reminder not to take anything for
granted. We’re not back home anymore, so focus on our work. We’ll all feel
better once our camp is established and we’ve gotten the preliminaries out of
the way. The best thing we can do right now is to make sure we all know where
we’ll be sleeping tonight.”


“Guess the
security services will know where everyone is sleeping, too. That’s
comforting,” grumbled Nigel.


 


* * *


 


Time brought
perspective. Collaboration revealed new possibilities and new options. Within
an hour of the final arrival, the camp was fully set up. The last equipment
from the haulers was carried down the hill with the help of antigrav lifter
belts and a little elbow grease. Yet it was the teamwork between Nigel and Gina
that gave everyone a little relief.


“Okay, we don’t
think they’re running any sort of audio recording relay out of our holocoms,” Nigel
began. He sat beside Gina at a table outside the shelters, with control pads
from survey gear laid out along with their holocoms. Classmates gathered
around. “We would find that kind of program consumption on an activity audit.
And they’d need an especially strong signal to boost it out of this canyon,
given how the geology here is so disruptive. Everything we send and receive
here has to be relayed up from an overhead satellite back to the city like
we’re in the Stone Ages. So they can see anything we send or receive, but if
they want to dig through your files they have to take your piece away to do it.”


Gina picked it
up from there. “It doesn’t look like they messed with any of our survey gear.
None of it seems to have even been turned on since it was packed. Presumably,
they figured we would run the gear through personal holocoms, but we don’t have
to do that. Almost everything has its own control and data storage.”


“Meaning we can
run our surveys and analysis without worrying about privacy?” Vandenberg asked,
perking up at the news.


“Looks like it,
yeah,” said Gina. “As long as we’re disciplined about not using our holocoms
for survey work, we should be fine.”


“Excellent.
Then we can get right to it.” Vandenberg scooped up a boxy white object from
the table. With only a few quick moves, Vandenberg had it unfolded to its full
one-meter wingspan. The peregrine drone’s antigrav engines hummed through their
start-up phase.


Tanner looked
from one piece of gear to another. On most worlds, the peregrine’s sensors and
the hand-held sweeper units would pick up magnetic, thermal, and other
variations a good twenty meters down. On Minos, they would penetrate only a few
centimeters at best.


“Something
wrong?” murmured Naomi. He hadn’t realized she’d stepped up beside him.


“Hm? No, it’s
fine.”


“You look
annoyed. Although I guess we’re all a little annoyed about being bugged.”


“It’s not
that,” said Tanner. “I should’ve thought of this.”


“Huh?”


“The survey
gear. I should have realized the survey gear is clean.”


“What makes you
say that?”


“Because I
should’ve read the tech manuals on all this stuff before we got here.”


Naomi took a
step to his side, looking at him with wide, skeptical eyes. “What?”


“I should’ve
read the tech manuals.”


“The whole tech
manual for each piece? Do you really think Vandenberg and I have ever read more
than the quick-start guides? Why would you read the tech manuals?”


“I’m not some
preternatural bad ass. The whole reason I’m still alive is because I read all
the manuals, not because I have magic murder powers.”


A few heads
turned back his way. Tanner grimaced. “Sorry.”


With the
peregrine’s control unit in hand, Vandenberg activated its flight engines and
gently tossed it up into the air. The drone fell less than half a meter before
it caught itself and ascended, floating on antigrav and steered by little
bursts of its tiny turbines. The professor put the drone into an aerial search
pattern spiraling out from their current spot.


A
three-dimensional hologram of the canyon floor sprang from the control unit.
The replica spread in tandem with the peregrine’s broadening search. Bright red
dots appeared in the projection with figures showing exact coordinates and
depth.


In earlier
times, initial procedures of a survey typically included a careful, tedious
foot-search of the site. A team would spread out and follow a pattern, picking
up every little thing resting within plain view that might be of interest.
These days, one peregrine with the right search parameters was better than a
dozen pairs of dedicated but unaided eyes.


As it happened,
this initial survey would involve both approaches, though nobody’s eyes would
go unaided. “Naomi, could you and Tanner pass out our spectacles?” Vandenberg
asked. “I’ll get it all tied in with the drone.”


Sorting tasks
and software settings took little time. Before long, everyone had their own set
of identifier spectacles, each with micro-cameras on the frames and holo
displays in the lenses to overlay computer info onto natural vision. Red
markers from the peregrine scans appeared across the canyon floor, along with
an infrared grid laid out by a handful of marker posts.


Within an hour,
the team had covered half the canyon floor. None of the peregrine’s hits turned
out to be anything more interesting than bits of oddly but naturally polished
rock.


“So what do we
do after this?” asked Tanner. The bag on his hip grew full with an increasing
collection of Minoan obsidian. Not one looked like it had been shaped by
intelligent hands. He also had a growing ache in his back.


“After this, we
scrape away a couple centimeters of topsoil and do it all over again,” said
Kim. “We don’t want to damage anything waiting for us close to the surface
before we get down to marking out spots to really dig.”


“Across the
whole canyon floor?” Nigel balked.


“As much of it
as might be of interest,” she confirmed. “Probably some of the landscape up
above surrounding the canyon, too. This was in the plan. Did you zone out on
this part when we talked about it?”


Nigel looked
around. “How much of this is ‘of interest’ to the professor?”


“All of it,
probably,” said Kim. “Welcome to xenoarchaeology.”











Chapter Eleven:

Ripples


 


“Admiral
Yeoh’s talents for strategy and tactics are well known. Underlying those
talents is a less flashy quality: her gift for putting the right people in the
right place. A knack for personnel matters may seem mundane, but time and again
it has made all the difference.”


 


--Personal
Profiles: A Raphael Public Media Project, June 2280


 


“Somebody
needs to double-check my work,” Lynette announced from the captain’s chair.


The ship’s
“doctor” looked up from the forward helm station, eliciting angry beeps from
the simulator program over the controls. The first officer looming over the
helm let out a groan. “If I’m not interrupting,” Lynette added with a wince of
apology.


“We’ve
crashed,” said Veronica Roldan, gesturing to the bridge canopy and the bright
landscape of the spaceport outside. “The damage is catastrophic. We’ll never
fly again and now we owe the city a new passenger concourse.”


Elise Jacobs
turned away from the controls. She closed her eyes, bringing one umber hand to
her face. “It’s terrible,” she sniffled. The lingering French accent from her
upbringing on Gabriel only made her sound more melodramatic. “I can’t bear to
look.”


The simulator
program let out a soft ping to complain of her inattention. Elise silenced the
controls with a slap. She sniffled again. “It’s like I can still hear them.”


Lynette looked
past her shipmates to the Salvation spaceport. The concourse lay a good two
hundred meters in the distance, with only a simple cargo hauler passing between
it and the ship. The captain shrugged. “Y’know what? Fuck ‘em. It’s an ugly
building anyway.”


“Does this
mean we’re pirates now?” Elise looked up with sudden excitement. “Good pirates,
I mean. The singing kind. Like in children’s movies.”


“It’s possible
we’re breaking the law already, so why not?” replied Lynette.


“What’s going
on?” asked Veronica, dropping the sarcasm.


“Finances.
I’ve crunched the numbers three times. After expenses, taxes, fees, supplies,
replenishment services, crew salaries, and this month’s loan payments…I think
we’re in the black.”


“What? No,”
said Veronica. “That’s not possible.” She opened up the ship’s books with her
holocom.


“That’s what I
thought the first three times.”


“You said loan
payments. All of them?” asked Elise.


“Oh, we’ve got
a good ten years to go on these balances. But we’re current.”


Veronica
frowned at the holographic chart in front of her. “What are we forgetting?”


“That’s why I
brought it up. I can’t think of anything else.”


“Port
services? Guild dues?” suggested Elise.


“All in there.
That’s what I meant by ‘fees.’ It’s covered.”


“No way,”
Veronica murmured at her chart. “I can’t think of anything, either, but this is
too good to be true.”


“How much?”
asked Elise.


“Six hundred
fourteen credits,” announced the captain.


“Hah! I guess
we should all cash out and retire now, right?” Elise laughed.


“We haven’t
even been flying for more than six months,” said Veronica. “We can’t be in the
black already.”


“We had a
long-haul charter that paid for itself and left us with an open cargo hold,”
Lynette pointed out, though she could scarcely believe the results. “All those
critters from Fremantle sold pretty well once we got home.”


“I wanted to
eat more of them on the way back,” said Elise.


“Then we
wouldn’t have been profitable.”


“But we would
have been happier,” Elise teased.


“I’m pretty
happy right now if we can scrape our way out of the red and into the black in
the first six months,” said Veronica.


Lynette’s
mouth spread into a sly grin. “You can thank the lobsters.”


“Okay, I was
wrong.”


“I’m sorry,
what?”


“I was wrong
about the lobsters and the crabs! You were right. They didn’t die. They sold at
a solid price. It was absolutely worth the trip.”


“And how much
did you doubt me?” Lynette murmured.


“Not enough to
vote against taking the job! Stop trying to rub it in.”


“Okay. I
suppose.”


“You were
right,” Veronica said with a little less reluctance this time. “You found us a
good run with a high profit. Now do it again. Captain.”


Lynette
clutched her hands over her heart. “She called me ‘captain.’”


“I’m about to
call you other things.”


“What? Sorry,
I’m back to work looking for jobs,” said Lynette, turning back to her screens.
“You two do your simulations or whatever. Clean up the mess you made when you
crashed. The flight line looks terrible.”


As soon as she
gave her screens actual attention, she found reason to stay invested. The
latest mail drop included traffic from Fremantle. Regular drone services linked
star systems together as best anyone could under the limitations of FTL travel.
Every world had its scheduled drops managed by network hubs across the Union,
with more developed planets sending out their drones more frequently than the
rest. Earth, Luna, and Mars sent out drones every couple of hours. Fremantle
hit the networks four times every day, making it half again as productive as
any of Raphael’s four worlds.


She didn’t
check with each drop. It wasn’t like he wrote every single day. Neither did
she. But he wrote often enough. As it turned out, this drop got them caught up
to their last visit. The stamping indicated it was entirely video. She
considered taking off for her cabin, but the stamps also noted the brief
length. Lynette’s eyes flashed to her shipmates.


Veronica and
Elise were already back on the landing simulation for Phoenix’s medical
officer. Elise’s time and training as a nurse in the Archangel Navy were every
bit as valuable to the crew as anyone with a “doctor” to their name. Veronica
and Lynette went back to the Academy. Though their careers split after that,
Lynette knew how solid she’d been while serving on Los Angeles. Buying Phoenix
had been Lynette’s idea, but it became a joint venture the moment she mentioned
it to Veronica years ago.


Lynette turned
the volume down on her projector before she opened the message. If the contents
seemed like too much for mixed company, she could always cut it off, but she
doubted she would have anything to hide from her personal physician and her
best friend.


She didn’t
expect sirens and flashing hazard lights in the background.


“Hey, so first
off, I know I already told you how much it meant to see you this weekend, but
you know how it is,” Tanner began. “Soon as you were gone, I felt like I needed
to tell you again in case all the other times I told you in person weren’t
enough. You’re wonderful. As soon as you show up it’s like the sun comes out
again.”


“Tanner, what
the hell?” Lynette murmured. His wrist-mounted holocom’s recorder showed mostly
his face, but as he passed storefronts along the street she caught the
reflections of billowing smoke and emergency response aircars in the windows.


He didn’t look
upset or hurt. He looked chagrined.


“The rest of
this is kind of awkward,” he continued.


“Uh-huh,” she
grunted.


“I wanted to
get this out before I got caught up in anything. Didn’t want you to hear this
from someone else first and then worry ‘til I sent word. So, uh… you were
probably right about that whole ‘lost and found’ storage solution I had.
Anyway. First things first, I’m okay. Wasn’t in the building. Wasn’t even on
the same block.”


“Oh no,”
Lynette grumbled. Her hands came to her face, less out of worry or horror than
exasperation as Tanner rotated the camera to show the boat shop and the smoking
crater of its upper floor. Overhead, emergency airvans doused it with coolant
spray.


“The fire guys
tell me they’ve spotted a couple bodies inside with weapons and body armor.
Maybe it was the guys from my alley. Maybe this is a new pack of assholes. I
dunno. The cops don’t know yet. Mostly I wanted you to know it wasn’t me. I’m
fine.”


Her face
tilted downward into her hands. She sighed. “Guess it was a good thing we slept
on the ship all weekend,” Lynette muttered.


“Guess it’s
good we stayed on your ship while you were here,” said Tanner.


Lynette looked
back up to the image. She saw his face again.


“So the other
thing, real quick: it looks like I’m gonna be off-planet for the summer and a
bit of the fall. I wanted to let you know before you took any other jobs
bringing you back here in case that would be a factor. I got offered an
internship with an archaeological dig on Minos for the summer quarter. It’s
extra course credits and, uh, I’ve got this little housing issue, too, so I
figure why not?”


“Minos?”
Lynette asked the recording. “I could tell you exactly why not!”


“Okay, I know
exactly why not,” Tanner muttered. “But like I said, I was offered. Asked. Kind
of intensely. It’s a long story, I’ll tell you in the next letter.”


He mumbled out
the dates of the journey and the field school, but as he spoke his attention
was drawn off camera. “Listen, I gotta go. Cops want to talk to me again. I’ll
send a follow-up as soon as I can. But thank you for everything. Again. Always.
Talk to you soon.”


The message
cut out. Lynette stared at the final frozen image.


“That guy,”
said a voice right beside her.


Lynette jumped
in her seat, startled by the two women looming at either side. Elise looked at
the image in awe. Veronica shook her head.


“What’s he
mean by ‘lost and found?’ He pick up a box of bombs on the street or
something?” asked Elise.


“With his
ridiculous life? I wouldn’t put it past him,” said Veronica.


“What the
hell, you two?” Lynette gasped. “Did you listen to the whole thing?”


“Oh come on,
you think I don’t recognize that voice by now?” Veronica smirked.


“There’s
nothing wrong with—he’s got a nice voice,” said Lynette.


“Sure, except
for how I associate it with structure fires. Literally, now,” Veronica added.


“Jesus
Christ,” Lynette sighed.


“And he’s
rubbing off on you.”


“He is not!
And who are you to talk? You didn’t give a damn about poetry or theater until
you started seeing Dave.”


“Yes, because
poetry and theater are on the same level as interstellar crises and blasphemy,”
Elise put in. She held up her hands at Lynette’s glare. “No shame. I’ll leave
you two alone.”


Lynette rolled
her eyes. “It’s fine. I knew you might hear. I’m not worried. You can stay.”


“I know. But
I’ve got things to do, anyway. We can pick up the simulation later.” She gave
Lynette’s shoulder a squeeze before heading off the bridge.


Veronica sat
down against the shut-down console beside the captain’s chair. She covered the
slight wince and the stiffness of her posture well, but Lynette caught it.
“Your hip again?” asked Lynette.


“Comes and
goes,” said Veronica. “Better than the stomach issues, but Elise has me on some
new meds to settle those down.”


“We can make
the Navy fix all that,” said Lynette. “They’re responsible. You’re entitled.”


“I don’t want
to go through re-growth and replacement again. Even after I get out of the
hospital it’s three months of sitting at home like a baby while my insides
‘mature’ and all my guts ‘accept’ each other. Dave’s out on deployment, so I
wouldn’t have him to spoil me, anyway. I’d rather work.”


Veronica’s
grumbling made Lynette smile. “Sanjay bitched up a storm for months after they
put his arm back together, too,” she said.


“Yeah, and
I’ll bet you were a delight while you were in sick bay after the invasion.”


“I was,”
Lynette retorted. Her eyes drifted back to the frozen holo projection. The urge
to joke faded. “Somebody thought I was, anyway.”


“Then he’s got
good taste. I’ll give him that much.”


“He found me
crying,” said Lynette. “Once it was all over and I couldn’t do anything but lay
there in my bed, it all crashed in on me. Happened right when he came by. First
chance he’d had to sleep since the fight and he sat there and held me instead.”


“We all lost
people,” said Veronica. “That was a shit day for everyone. Him, too.”


“It kills me
to think I might’ve gotten something good out of it.”


“Meh. You two
had something going before your infirmary cuddles or you’d have sent that
third-class packing for presuming too much, Captain Kelly.”


“Yeah, I
guess. Anyway.” She shut off the projection.


Veronica
called up a screen from the astrogation systems. “He’s probably there by now.” Lynette
watched her trace out a path from Fremantle to Qin Kai, the nearest world only
a couple of light years to Minos. “Start looking for jobs to Minos, or maybe Qin
Kai. We need another run, anyway.”


Lynette
blinked. “Veronica, we went all the way out to Fremantle to see him, I can’t—”


“We went out
to Fremantle on a profitable round-trip charter and came back with a
profitable cargo. Nobody thinks you’re taking advantage. I’m not saying we drop
everything and run out to Minos. I’m saying let’s find a job to pay our way.
It’s a hell of a lot closer to here than Fremantle and God knows they import
enough stuff that we’ll find some excuse.”


“You think the
others will be fine with it?”


“The only
people on this crew who wouldn’t be fine with it are the ones who’d ask why we
aren’t in the air already.”


“He said he’s
okay.”


“He said he
was okay on Fremantle weeks ago. And he’s probably okay on Minos, too. But we
need the work and he’s gonna be on your mind, so let’s take a look to be sure,
y’know?”


Lynette shook
her head. Her shoulders sank. “You really are the best.”


“What was it
you said when we started recruiting for this ship? ‘We’re all gonna need to
heal, so let’s look out for each other?’ You were right about the healing.
We’re all messed up,” Veronica said, bumping her reconstructed hip with her
fist. “So let’s do the other thing, too.”


 


* * *


 


“Now docking
with Beowulf,” announced a voice over the shuttle PA. “Ship’s time is
1146 hours. We are in ready condition and bravo standby status with no shipwide
drills underway.”


Midshipman
Alicia Wong didn’t have to fight back her grin while she was still on the
shuttle. Nobody in the passenger cabin looked her way. No one would criticize
her for a lack of military bearing. She had wanted to come back here again
someday, but she didn’t think it would be this soon.


The shuttle
settled into the cavernous internal flight bay of the battleship. Alicia stayed
in her seat as higher-ranking passengers rose to claim their baggage and
shuffle out. Her spot in these minor matters of etiquette had changed
significantly since her last shuttle trip. She still had to wait for civilians
and officers to leave first, as she always had, but now she got up before any
of the enlisted passengers.


Technically—and
only technically—academy midshipmen held seniority over enlisted. It was
a point of etiquette and ceremony. But only an idiot midshipman would ever try
to pull rank on anyone but a non-rate, and even most non-rates had more
credibility than a first-year. At least Alicia had considerably more mileage
than the usual first-year midshipmen.


Out in the
flight bay, she found a familiar pace of activity. Technicians and non-rates
dominated the bay, working on everything from hydraulic systems to endless
cleaning. A squad of marines ran shuttle sprints up and down the flight line. Beowulf’s
own corvette was out on a flight, leaving its berth empty but for the couple of
non-rates scrubbing away at the deck with ultrasonic scourers.


It felt like
home.


“Ms. Wong?”
asked a voice.


She looked to
her left to find a skinny Latino crewman standing right outside the safety
lines. A holo screen full of text hovered at the young man’s side, presumably
containing orders or some sort of checklist. Officers frequently had people
sent out to greet them, but she didn’t think an academy midshipman rated an
escort by a ship’s crewman. No, she corrected, looking over his clean
and fresh vac suit—a crewman apprentice.


“That’s me,”
she said.


He was
practically at attention already, but he straightened and stiffened a bit more.
He remembered not to salute, too. “Crewman Apprentice Mendez, ma’am. I’m here
to show you to your quarters and help with your baggage. And to direct you to
your billet to report in, ma’am.”


“I lived here
for three years, crewman.” A smile spread across her face, hopefully taking any
sting out of her words. “I only left six months ago. Pretty sure I can find my
way around.”


“Y-yes, ma’am.
No offense, ma’am. I’m, uh, still here to help with your things.”


Her eyes
narrowed in amusement. “Who sent you?”


“Beg your
pardon, ma’am?”


“Who sent you
to find me?”


“That would be
Bo’sun Chambers, ma’am. Officially. He’s my section supervisor. To be honest, I
got this off the morning task list, so it wasn’t anything personal.”


“As far as you
know,” she said.


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Crewman,”
said Alicia. She glanced left and right and stepped a little closer. Her voice
dropped. “As long as you’re with me, am I saving you from some shit job like
those guys acid-scrubbing the deck plates over there?”


Mendez
hesitated. His stiff and nervous demeanor cracked under the influence of basic
humanity. “Yes, ma’am. You’d be saving me from exactly that shit job.”


Alicia tugged
the larger of her two duffle bags from her shoulder and handed it off to him.
“Here you go. Lead on.”


“Thank you,
ma’am.”


“What’s with
the data screen, by the way?”


“Oh. Standard
stuff. Watch list, orders of the day. The first lieutenant wants us to have it
out for new arrivals like it’s the ‘daily paper,’ he says. Ma’am.”


“You don’t
have to worry so much about the ‘ma’am,’ Mendez. It’s cool.”


He opened his
mouth but stopped himself from saying the predictable thing. “Thanks.”


“Don’t worry
about it. Let’s go.”


With his data
screen killed and her bag over his shoulder, Mendez led her across the flight
bay. His path studiously took her around the marked-out safety lines of small
craft berths and heavy machinery, whether such vehicles were present or not. It
was all perfectly by the book.


“How long have
you been on board?” she asked.


“I think it’s
a full month as of tomorrow.”


“So you’re
fresh out of basic?”


“Basic and
then weapons and tactics, yeah.”


“Mind if I ask
how old you are?”


“Eighteen,
ma’am. I signed up as soon as I was legal.” He shrugged. “I started basic about
three weeks before we heard the war was over.”


“That’s gotta
be some frustrating timing. Think you’d have still enlisted?”


“Yes, ma’am.
Absolutely. I wanted to do my part. Even if the war’s over, it’s…well, I can’t
beat myself up for being too young. But I didn’t want to look back and say we
were invaded and I didn’t step up. Even if we’ve kicked NorthStar out,
Archangel still needs a navy, right?”


“Fair enough.
It’s funny. While the war was going on, I felt like it was stretching out to
forever. Now that it’s over I can’t believe I only enlisted six years ago, and
we were hardly even shouting at the Big Three back then.” Mendez sighed, but he
covered it well. She grinned. “You were twelve at the time, weren’t you?”


“That’s how
math works, yes ma’am.”


“On board for
a month and you’re salty already,” Alicia chuckled.


“I’m sorry,
ma’am, I didn’t mean—”


“It’s fine,
Mendez. Necessary survival skill in this job. I know how they hammer respect
and etiquette over and over, but you either return fire or you die inside. Just
gotta know how to pick your targets.”


“Yes, ma’am.”
He hesitated. “Thank you, ma’am.”


“Had any
trouble there?”


He looked over
his shoulder before answering. “It gets to me sometimes. Feels like I get a lot
of extra shit for being one of the relative few on this ship who came in after
the war. Lotta people around here like to remind me of it, too. I don’t feel
like there’s much I can say to that.”


“There
probably isn’t. But you’re a member of the crew and you paid all the dues to
get here, right? Not your fault you were too young before, and it’s not like
anyone in their right mind should want to get shot at. Anyway, people like to
use whatever they’ve got to puff themselves up and feel special. If they drove
the monorail for twenty years, they’d throw that around, too. Being combat vets
doesn’t make them better than you. Might not want to throw that at some chief,
but remember it.”


“Thanks,
ma’am. That means a lot. Especially coming from someone like you.”


Alicia looked
around. They weren’t far from the open corridor hatch, but they had plenty of
space between them and any eavesdroppers here. “Okay, hold up, Mendez.” He
stopped as instructed. “What does that mean?”


“I’ve heard
about what you did on this ship, ma’am,” said Mendez. “Heard you were here from
the moment we got this ship.”


“Yeah, I
figured. From whom?” she asked, her eyes narrowing with suspicion. “Mendez, who
sent you out to meet me?”


“Uh…” Mendez
hesitated. His eyes darted to the nearby exit.


Movement in
the corridor saved him from having to answer. Alicia spotted a tall marine
sergeant’s vac suit, filled out by a man with regulation-cut red hair and a
smile she had wanted to see in person for months. Her face split into a grin.
She all but forgot her question.


“Miss Wong,”
said a woman behind her.


She froze. She
recognized the voice instantly. Alicia turned around. “How do you do that,
gunny?” she asked. “I just got off the shuttle. I’ve had my eyes open
the whole time. I looked around not five seconds ago. Do you have a secret
tunnel under the deck plates?”


“Perhaps
you’ll discover the answer after some rigorous self-examination,” said Gunnery
Sergeant Janeka. She stood tall in her blue marine vac suit, with dark eyes set
into a darker brown face that seemed as intense as ever. “I have no such
secrets to reveal about myself.”


“No, you only
have the secrets you’re not revealing.”


“That’s how
one keeps a secret,” said Janeka. She didn’t smile. The gunny’s smiles were for
private company on special occasions, like exactly the stroke of midnight on
Christmas and only if no one was watching. But Alicia could recognize the lack
of disapproval in Janeka’s eyes. “It’s good to see you, ma’am.”


“Oh god.”
Alicia winced. “Not that. I’m not ready for that.”


“Not ready for
what?”


“’Ma’am.’ I’m
not. Oof.”


“I’m sure you
knew what you were getting into when you accepted your appointment to the
academy, ma’am,” said Janeka.


“Yeah, but I’m
not ready to hear that from you.”


“I’ve seen you
bear greater hardships, Miss Wong. You’ll endure this one.” Janeka gave no
reaction to Alicia’s second wince, but the gunny would surely savor it. “Bravo
company’s personnel charts were updated this morning. You’re with First
Platoon.”


“So I’m told.”


Janeka glanced
only once at Alicia’s guide, who stood by silently like a man who knew what was
good for him. “And were you told anything else about your orders before you
left the academy?”


 “Not
particularly. I didn’t think I’d get a ‘cadet cruise’ in my first year.
Everyone I talked to figured it was luck.” Alicia hesitated. “Why?”


“Command chose
this ship for the first joint deployment with the Union Fleet since before the
war. Perhaps the Fleet specifically asked for a battleship, but this is the one
that was chosen. Sergeant Ravenell is here. His orders to the tactical
integration course were canceled at the last minute. And now you’re here on a
cadet cruise during your first academy summer.”


“Are there
other personnel changes that caught your eye?” asked Alicia.


“Yes. This is
supposed to be a team-building exercise with the Fleet. Reconciliation with the
broader Union and such. Only someone wants us ready for real trouble.”


Alicia bit her
lip. The gunny surely had other data points. Janeka was only dropping the most
recognizable for her. “You wouldn’t have it any other way, would you?”


“No. No, I
would not,” said Janeka. “But it tells me someone else is paying attention and
feels the same way. I’ll let you get on with it. Welcome back, Miss Wong. Good
to have you aboard.”


“Thank you,
gunny.”


Janeka turned
away with a parting shot: “Ma’am.”


Alicia winced
again. She turned back to Mendez. “That’s so weird,” she muttered, only to be
stopped cold once more—this time by the wide-eyed and pale look on his face.
“What? Oh. I take it you know the gunny?”


“No,” he
breathed. “I don’t know her at all. I’ve heard. I’ve seen her around.”


“Yeah, she has
that effect on people. Don’t worry, if you do your job and let her get to know
you she’ll be friendly with you, too.”


“That was
friendly?”


Alicia
chuckled. “Anyway, where are we going? Oh. Bravo Company. Right. Let’s go.”


A second
glance at the sergeant in the passageway leading out of the flight bay pulled
Alicia out of her thoughts about Janeka’s subtle warning. Whatever lay ahead,
they’d handle it. This ship had all the right people. Alicia glanced over her
shoulder and noticed Mendez stepping up his pace to get beside her. More
importantly, she saw no one else watching her.


“Hey, Mendez.
Do they really give you that much shit over being the new guy?”


“Allegedly the
new guy always gets shit, ma’am,” said Mendez.


“Sure. But you
seem a little awestruck by all the bloodstripes around here is what I’m saying.
Is the line between combat vets and newbies that thick?”


“It seems like
it, ma’am.”


“You want to
be one of the cool kids?” Alicia grinned. They were right at the flight bay
exit now, the corridor only two steps ahead.


“Sure. It’d be
nice.”


“First things
first,” she said, leaning in with a conspiratorial whisper while never
slackening her pace. “Everybody appreciates discretion.”


“…okay?”
Mendez blinked.


Immediately
past the open hatch, they were joined by the tall, ginger-haired sergeant.
“Welcome aboard, Miss Wong,” said Sergeant Brent Collins.


“Oh fuck you,”
Alicia retorted, grinning ear to ear. She dropped her remaining bag and shoved
him against the bulkhead. Brent was more than a head taller, but it didn’t
matter. He knew when to lean in. Alicia planted a hungry kiss on his mouth and
let his arms encircle her.


The kiss
wasn’t brief. Mendez said nothing. Quietly, he scooped up her other bag and
looked down the passageway ahead for anyone who might be coming. Then he looked
back to the flight bay. With only a month on his first ship, the young crewman
apprentice knew what to do in the face of a gross violation of the rules
against fraternization.


He stood
lookout and kept his mouth shut.











Chapter Twelve:

Digging


 


“We’re out
of FTL in the system now and should touch down on Minos in a few hours. I want
a tactical recon platoon ready to go as soon as I land. It’s been three days
since he got here. He could be anywhere by now. I should’ve come back from Qin
Kai as soon as I got word.”


 


--Major
Kayla Dylan


Priority
Message Traffic, Precision Solutions, Minos Division, June 2280


 


They came for
him at dawn, before he even got out of bed. Tanner awoke to uniforms in the
shadows. He didn’t recognize their faces. These weren’t people he knew, but he
recognized their uniforms. He knew exactly what they were about.


He lived with
this fear.


“Mr. Malone,
we’re here to bring you back to your duty station,” said one.


“What duty
station? I was discharged.”


“Your
discharge ran against regulations on early release and terminal leave. You’re
still obligated to serve out the rest of your term. Since you’ve been gone so
long, this automatically rolls over into another full enlistment.”


“Wait, what?
I’m in college!”


“Not anymore.
Sorry,” said the other nameless man in uniform. He took Tanner’s arm while the
woman in the other uniform did the same. “You’ll have to come with us.”


In the blink
of an eye, they hauled him out of bed. The boxer briefs he’d slept in suddenly
became a full vac suit. The door exiting his apartment led straight out into
the street. He sat in an Archangel Navy recon rover while his uniformed escorts
flashed one holographic form after another in his face. All too many of them
bore his own signature.


“I don’t get
to pack? I don’t even get to lock up my place?” he asked.


“The Navy
isn’t responsible for your personal belongings. Who knows? Maybe it’ll be here
when you get back in five years.”


They didn’t
drive far. Not even miles. Certainly not across space and onto another planet.
Yet when the doors opened, Tanner was on the flight line on Augustine again,
facing the long, dagger-shaped profile of St. Jude.


He couldn’t go
to a post where he at least got along with people. He couldn’t go someplace
new. He had to come back here. With these people. Nothing in the years since
made any difference; no one moved on, nobody transferred. Nothing that had
happened to them all was ever real. That was all a dream. This was the reality.


“Boot, get
your ass over to the cargo bay and grab the cleaning gear,” said Bo’sun
Morales. He stomped past with the same air of disdain and ready-to-fly venom
Tanner remembered. “We’re taking off in five minutes.”


Tanner froze.
Five minutes? He didn’t have his helmet for his vac suit! The roiling sensation
in his stomach reminded him of another danger, too. How long had it been since
he had to deal with the shaky artificial gravity systems on St. Jude? Or
with being in zero-g? He was bound to get sick again. Really sick.


He wasn’t
qualified for this. He wasn’t ready. He’d been discharged.


“Fuckin’ move,
man,” grumbled Stumpy. Tanner’s fellow non-rate nudged him up the gangway into
the ship. “We gotta go. Captain’s pissed you’re late. Freeman’s pissed, too.
Everyone’s pissed.”


“I got
discharged,” Tanner tried to explain. “I had all my papers finished. I’m in
college.”


“College? The
fuck you do that for? Wasted your money. You’re never gonna finish.”


The trip to
the forward crew berth took no time. Tanner found no helmet of his own, but the
PA announced imminent take-off. He threw open another locker and grabbed
someone else’s helmet. He’d have to explain later. Maybe at his captain’s mast.


The ship was
darker than he remembered. Quieter. The bulkheads were familiar, though, and
the tension. At any minute, someone might go off on him. Somebody might have
another shitty job for him to fuck up, landing him in hotter water. His stomach
held together, but he felt like this was only the calm before the humiliating
storm.


“Boot! Get
down into the cargo bay,” demanded Freeman’s voice on the PA.


He only had to
turn around to find himself there. Heifer and Stumpy joked about something in
low tones but stopped as soon as they spotted Tanner. Laughter turned to
annoyance.


Tanner took in
a deep breath. He could handle this. He was older now. More confident. He’d
been through other stations, learned other things. That had to count for
something, right?


“Boot. Take
this.” Morales appeared, shoving a scouring brush in his hands. The tool had a
motor with three different settings, but still required an incredible amount of
elbow grease—particularly when used in the void of space. Tanner’s heart sank.
He knew what he’d hear when he looked up to Morales again. “We’re scrubbing the
hull. Let’s get out there.”


“Don’t puke,”
added Stumpy.


Tanner’s head
spun as he passed through the airlock, forgetting when he’d put on a helmet or
harness but remembering the disorientation like it was yesterday. His feet
found the hull and held firm with magnetic relays. Tanner walked out onto St.
Jude’s underbelly.


Dirt and grime
permeated the ship’s hull. The thing somehow attracted dust in space. Tanner
also saw one of the dents he’d put in the ship while learning the helm. Oh
shit, he thought. Do I remember how to run the helm? Do I even remember
any of this shit?


“What the hell
did you go to college for, anyway?” Morales asked.


“And why’d you
join the Navy? Isn’t there anything you’re good at?” put in Stumpy.


Tanner sank to
his knees with the scrubber. He placed the friction-action head against the
hull and pushed hard, hitting the activator button with his thumb. While it
made no noise in space, the vibrations still traveled up through his arm and in
his suit. On a planet’s surface, the tool could make an ear-splitting racket.
In space, he had it all to himself.


“I don’t see
anything coming clean yet,” complained Morales. “I haven’t seen you at the gym
on base. You been working out?”


“Yeah, I just
haven’t been there while you’ve been there,” said Tanner.


“Oh? Why not?
You avoiding me?”


Trying,
Tanner thought.


“It ain’t like
he ever goes out. Fuckin’ afraid of dating or some shit,” said Stumpy.


“God, you know
he’s a virgin,” chuckled Heifer.


Tanner felt
that like a blow to the gut. He wasn’t any of those things, but the commentary
brought a realization: Lynette. She wouldn’t know. God, she wanted to get away
from the Navy, too. Would she even want to keep seeing him?


The stars were
swirling again. They did that a lot. His head reacted badly to the sight, but
not as badly as his stomach.


“Why are we
doing this now?” Tanner asked. He kept pushing the scrubber. The reflective
metallurgy of the hull helped deflect and diminish laser blasts. Tanner
understood the need for this chore, but it didn’t need to be done this often.
Larger ships like Los Angeles only conducted hull scrubs once every
couple of months. St. Jude did this for the captain’s vanity. “We just
took off. Don’t we do this on our way back to port?”


“Fuck, are you
gonna whine about everything?” asked Stumpy.


“You’re not
even getting anything done. Are you pressing hard enough?” said Heifer.


“Why the hell
did you join the Navy?” Stumpy prodded.


“Do you have
anything you’re good at?”


“Hey, you’re
not upset, are you?”


“When we scrub
isn’t your call to make, boot,” Morales grunted. “You do what you’re told.”


Tanner
frowned. No matter what job the Navy gave him, even if they stuffed him back on
his first ship like this, he wasn’t a boot anymore. He had years in service.
Hell, he’d been promoted. He had a rating. This shit was never okay to begin
with. It wasn’t okay now. He turned around to say something.


He stood on a
twisted wreck. Half the ship was gone.


His helmet was
gone, too. Morales didn’t have one, either. The bo’sun floated backward out
into the void. Tanner choked, unable to breathe, feeling his eyes strain to
keep open in a world without air. He reached for Morales, but his shipmate kept
drifting. The silent void offered no sign of what had happened, no explanation
to be heard. Nothing but wreckage.


His heart
pounded in panic. He didn’t have time for it. Didn’t have time for anything but
the lack of air and his shipmate flying out helplessly into space.


A helmet
floated into reach. Tanner could go for it, but Morales would keep going. One
or the other. He couldn’t have both. If he turned from Morales, the other man
would die. If he left the helmet behind, they’d both die.


He had no
choice. That’s what he told himself, at least. Tanner shoved helmet down on his
head and hit the seals. The oxygen system engaged, giving him a breath and fogging
the lenses of the faceplate. Tanner crawled out onto the remains of the hull,
reaching for Morales as far as he dared, but the bo’sun was already beyond
that.


His whole body
should’ve hurt. He remembered it hurting. Panic probably staved off the worst,
letting the pain lie in wait to crash down on him later. He felt properly cold,
at least, but wet, too. He kept reaching.


Morales looked
back with bulging, bloodshot eyes. No words came from his open mouth. He
drifted farther away.


Tanner waved
his arms to catch him, kept flailing, fighting the blankets in a panic. He
thrashed his way right out of the cot and onto the floor. Bare feet kicked
along the insulated surface.


“Hey, are you
alright?”


Lights were
still out in their shelter. Antonio and Nigel looked down at him. He was
covered in sweat, breathing heavily but remembering where he was. He’d been on
Minos for two days now. They’d spent the first day setting up and conducting a
field walk, and the second doing it all over again after resetting all their
grid markers. Today was day three.


St. Jude
was gone. Morales was gone. That part of his life was over.


“You okay?”
Antonio tried again.


“Yeah. Yeah,
I’m fine. Bad dreams. Sorry.”


“Who’s
Morales?”


Tanner opened
his mouth to speak but caught himself. He was awake enough for old habits to
reassert themselves. Neither of these guys needed to hear the truth about
Morales. Nobody did. Not when it might get back to people who still mourned and
missed him. They didn’t need to know the man Tanner remembered. That wouldn’t
do anyone any good now.


“Somebody I
used to know,” Tanner croaked. “What time is it?”


“It’s almost
dawn,” said Antonio. “I’m going back to bed.”


“Same,” said
Nigel. He turned back to his cot.


Tanner picked
himself up off the floor. His blanket was soaked with his sweat. He threw it
onto the cot and shuffled into the little bathroom attached to their shelter.
Once behind the door, the others wouldn’t see him put his face in his hands.
They wouldn’t ask any more awkward questions.


It was easier
to shake off this time. Having people around and an entirely new environment
probably helped. He wasn’t sure. Ultimately, he’d hoped to shake this stupid
dream entirely, but it kept coming back with only minor variations. Sometimes
it ended with Morales. Other times he’d drift through the same fears about
being stuck back in the Navy until the dream faded into something new, yet
still leaving him with all the same stressful memories when he woke up.


He figured
he’d have more dreams about combat. More dreams about losing people he cared
about. More dreams about being hurt or dying. After a lot of conversation with
his therapists, they told him no, this made sense. It was grim, but it made
sense. In combat, he felt empowered. He knew how to handle combat. He hadn’t
known how to handle his first ship.


Tanner looked
in the mirror, twenty-three years old and a civilian again. A civilian for
life, as far as he was concerned. Hopefully someday he’d figure out how to
handle it.


 


* * *


 


 


“Oh, we’ve
definitely found something significant here,” said the professor. “Right where
the peregrine pinged an anomaly, too, isn’t it? Yes, you’re doing fine.
Excellent work.”


It was the
first approval Tanner had heard from him. They knelt on the bluff overlooking
the canyon, close enough to see the edge but out of sight from the main camp.
The morning sun was well over the horizon. Until now, Tanner had thought
Vandenberg sent him up here to get him away from the other students. The
professor’s interest in the flat, dark circle uncovered in the packed earth
dispelled that notion. The guy wasn’t so petty after all.


Tanner had
cleared the dust and dirt from his find carefully, digging more with his brush
than his trowel, let alone anything more advanced. The last thing he wanted to
do was put new scrapes on a find.


His professor
rapped on the circular shape with the edge of his trowel. Tanner swallowed his
gut reaction. He thought people were supposed to be gentler with alien
artifacts.


“Hear that?”
Vandenberg grinned. “Sounds like there’s some space under there, doesn’t it?
Some trapped air, or maybe the artifact is hollow.”


“You think
it’s bigger than this? I figured it was another of those plates.”


“No, no, no,
you’re still digging around the edges here, you see? You haven’t hit the bottom
of the edge. There’s no telling how far down this goes.”


“So you think
this is something new?” Tanner asked. His hope and excitement rose.


“I suspect
it’s a piece of ancient Minoan pottery, like the kind found at the Sutherland
and Aoki sites. Grace and Jishen pulled a partial example out of the stream bed
before I came up.”


That put a
check on his hopes. Discovering anything out here was significant, but a
duplicate of something already discovered in two different places was less
momentous. Other potsherds had already turned up down in the canyon floor, too.
Vandenberg’s tone wasn’t as animated now. His interest ran from eager to mild
in seconds.


“So do we mark
it and move on?” There weren’t many other hits on the peregrine’s scanners up
here, but Tanner had plenty to do back down in the canyon.


“Goodness,
no,” Vandenberg chuckled. “You’ll have to dig it out right now.”


“Me?”


“It’s your
discovery. You’ve had all the training. Keep at it. Take your time. Let me know
when you have it free. I’ll come up for the final pull from the ground.”
Vandenberg brushed himself off. “Be careful. Don’t be surprised if it’s cracked
or in pieces, but do the best you can to keep it all intact. Take lots of
video. You can grab one of the survey pieces and record all your work from
start to finish if you want.”


“Wait, it has
to be done right now?” Tanner asked. He’d only been up here since breakfast.
The team had bigger plans than this for the day.


“Ah. Yes,
it’ll have to be now. You’ve already exposed it, you see. While it was buried,
it was in a protected state. Frozen in time, essentially. Now it’s vulnerable
to the elements. If we want to protect it, we have to do it ourselves. This is
your project now. Whatever tools you need, come down and get them, but you’ll
need to stay with this until you’re finished.”


Vandenberg
walked away looking pleased with himself. Tanner watched him disappear down the
path to the canyon floor. The professor said nothing about anyone else coming
to help. This one was all on Tanner.


He looked at
the path, then to his surroundings. Dunes stretched as far as the eye could see
in three directions. In the fourth, on the far side of the canyon, the dunes
were limited only by the mountains. Tanner was all alone up here.


His excitement
dimmed. His suspicions returned. Everyone else was working together on the camp
and the site survey. He was on his own digging up an old pot for what might be
hours. It was only day three.


“Well, fuck.”


 


* * *


 


Tanner spent
most of the morning on his knees. He dug around the obsidian jug, assuming
that’s what it was, carefully brushing away ash and earth a centimeter at a
time. He shifted from his knees to sitting on his hip, then back to his knees
when that became more uncomfortable. At the discovery of every little rock
pressed up against the jug, he had to stop and take a picture and scan to make
sure it really was a rock and not something else before he could clear it away.
Every little thing turned out to be a new task.


He knew the
professor was right about sticking with it. He couldn’t walk away until the job
was done. It wasn’t exactly a thrilling way to spend his day.


Once upon a
time, this sort of work offered shelter. A long and tedious task back on St.
Jude could let him keep his head down without anyone criticizing or
flinging their venom at him. That was years ago, though. He’d moved past
all-day projects of scraping out gunk from the shower corners like some savage
without ultrasonic tools. He’d gotten out of the social doghouse, too.


Or at least he
was out for a little while.


Down in the
canyon were a dozen college students like him. They generally got along, and if
many of them were still distant or leery—especially after their rough and
violent arrival—no one harassed him. They could work together.


Tanner was up
here alone, surrounded by wastelands, digging through ashes and dirt for a bit
of someone else’s wreckage. He wondered if there was a metaphor in that for his
own life.


Oh God, how
fucking morbid are you gonna get? He shoved the metaphors aside. This was
why he never tried his hand at poetry.


His stomach
rumbled, prompting thoughts of lunch and a break from the tedium. Tanner gave
himself permission to stand up and stretch. With his arms over his head and
hands together as he bent back as far as he could, he saw the glint of metal in
the sky.


Two glints. As
they grew bigger, Tanner recognized them as the Vanguard transports used by
Precision Solutions. Weapons jutted from the wings that held their antigrav
engines. With the optics systems on those things, the pilots could probably
count his eyelashes from here. The aircraft didn’t behave in any tactical
manner he recognized, suggesting this wasn’t a threat.


Tanner sighed.
They’d only been excavating for a day and already the local mercenary junta was
coming out for a visit. “Jesus fucking Christ.” He sank back down, took up his
trowel and brush, and got back to work.


 


* * *


 


Tactical Recon
Specialist Clint Stockton leaned forward in his chair with a deep scowl on his
square-jawed face. He glared at the video screen on the cockpit dashboard, then
twisted in his seat to look back at the rest of the tactical recon team.
Everyone was dressed much the same, loaded with weapons and armor and sporting
tight, menacing military haircuts.


“Did that
little fucker roll his eyes at us?” Stockton asked.


Seated beside
him, Major Dylan sighed. “Yeah,” she said. “Looks like he did. Martinez, land
us down there by the vehicles,” Dylan instructed the pilot. “We don’t need to
worry about sweeping around the canyon. The guy we’re here to talk to is right
in front of us.”


Dylan tapped
her earpiece to tie her in with everyone on both Vanguards. “We’re here to
talk,” she said. “Do not fire unless I give the order. Even if somebody turns
and runs, you do not fire. This is not a regulation enforcement sweep. Is that
understood?”


She waited for
clear acknowledgment. Even elite troopers could get a little too comfortable
with the support they received from the company and their employers. She didn’t
want anyone’s jumpy trigger fingers or volatile sense of authority getting in
the way here.


 


* * *


 


Troopers in
body armor and harnesses bristling with weapons and gear offloaded and spread
out from the Vanguards. They didn’t strike up anything like a combat posture.
Most still had the visors of their helmets up.


Tanner saw
scowls. Lots of scowls. Firm, serious, military scowls that meant extra-serious
military business, but he didn’t see animated motion or tactical positions.


He got back to
work. The sides of the artifact grew narrow as he dug deeper. He wondered if
that meant he might be getting to the bottom. Too much ash and earth clung to
the sides to reveal any decorations or carvings. He wasn’t supposed to clear it
all off until he had the artifact in a controlled environment with more precise
tools.


“Tanner
Malone?” asked a woman’s voice. He glanced up once, seeing a tall, fit woman
with short dark hair. She was less loaded up with gear than her troops, but her
clothes evoked the same uniform aesthetic. He thought the beret gave her a
touch of authority, though her stepping forward and speaking was a stronger
case for it. “I’m Major Dylan.”


“Hi. The
professor is down in the canyon.” Tanner gestured off to the lip of the ridge.
“You can walk down the walls on a path starting over there. We’ve got it marked
out.”


“Your
professor isn’t my first priority,” said Dylan.


“He’s not
gonna find that very flattering.”


“Do you want
to look me in the eye and tell me why you’re here?” she asked.


“Not
particularly,” Tanner replied. “I want to get this thing out of the
ground. But it’s delicate work, so I’ve gotta take my time.”


“Why is Tanner
Malone here on a planet with a corporate government and a growing insurgency?”


“Oh, man, are they
growing? Usually the party line on a thing like that is they’re a small group
of malcontents and the headlines are blown out of proportion.” He kept working.
Whatever the major and her goons wanted, Tanner still needed to get this pot
out of the ground. “I guess getting blown out of the sky puts the propaganda
into perspective, doesn’t it?”


“So you’re
familiar with the situation.”


“I read.”


“Why are you
of all people here on this planet?”


Tanner rolled
his eyes. He looked up at her stern face. “I’m here on a field school for my
xenoarchaeology classes,” said Tanner. “I’m the intern for the assistant field
school leader. It’s a bucket of class credits.”


Dylan watched
him, slowly giving a nod that betrayed nothing about her thoughts.


“You realize I
got asked that question about ninety-eight times by your planetary police in
that endless ‘interview,’ right? I imagine you saw the video.”


“That’s
between you and them,” said Dylan. “You came in right as I arrived on Qin Kai
for meetings and conferences. Otherwise you’d have met me first. I prefer to
ask these questions in person.”


“You got a
keen sense of somebody lying to you, major?” He turned back to clearing away
the earth around his pot.


“Yes.”


“Yeah, they
trained us on that in the Navy, too. Master-at-Arms stuff. I felt pretty solid
about it for a long time. Then somebody pointed out to me that most of the
verbal and body language ‘tells’ for lying are pretty much all the same signs
of stress or social anxiety. Kinda makes the whole thing pointless.”


“So you’re
saying you could be lying to me right now?” asked Dylan. He didn’t look back at
her, but he could practically hear her eyebrow rise.


“Do I look
stressed or anxious to you?” Tanner chuckled.


“Hey,
dipshit.” One of her goons loomed in, dangling his rifle barrel in Tanner’s
face. A boot came to rest on the obsidian pot. “You ought to look at the major
when she’s talkin’ to you.”


"Don't
dangle your inadequacies over the priceless ancient alien artifact.”


“You gonna do
somethin’ about it? Are you stressed, boy?”


Tanner sighed.
“No, but I am tired of pretending to be afraid of chumps with guns.”


The man’s eyes
flared. “Who the fuck are you calling a chump?”


“You can
extrapolate it from the available data if you try. I believe in you.”


“Malone,” said
Dylan. “Say it again.”


He looked to
the major. “I’m here on a field school for my university. I’m gonna dig around
out here in the desert and then leave. That’s all.”


Her lips
turned to a frown. “College credits.”


“You wanna see
my course plan? Oh hey, y’know what, it’s on my holocom. You can look for it
right there yourself since your guys stripped out all the security programs on
it. Check out all my mail and my pictures and my library, too. Have a ball.”


The other goon
took his foot off the pot. Tanner brushed away the dust from his treads.


“It’s standard
procedure for new arrivals,” said Dylan. “You can always pick up new security
files certified by Minos Enterprises.”


“No thanks. Is
the multiple interrogation stuff part of standard procedure, too?”


“Of course not.
You’re not a standard visitor. Hence the interviews and the in-person visits
from people like me. We wouldn’t want you to feel like you’re being ignored.
And as I said, I like to verify these things myself. I don’t want to rely too
much on my colleagues in the police. Due diligence, you understand.”


“Y’know, the
problem with having faith in your ability to sense a lie is sometimes you have
to accept a truth you might not want.”


“Oh, I’m more
than happy to accept this if it’s the truth. So you have no intent to contact
the insurgency?”


“No. I already
told them to fuck off.”


Her head
twitched. “What?”


“Somebody
approached me right outside your police headquarters. He wanted to talk to me
about the insurgency. I told him no. That went back and forth. The time and
place seemed crazy to me, but sometimes people do crazy shit to show what they
can pull off. Sometimes they’ve seen too many movies. Who knows?


“Anyway, I
figured either he’s an actual insurgent, in which case I’m not interested and
he’s better off without me, or he’s only posing as an insurgent and he’s
actually some criminal or whatever trying to lure me into something, in which
case I’m really not interested. Or he’s an undercover agent probing my
intentions or testing to see if I’ll report the contact. So, here I am,
reporting it. No sweat off my back.”


“And this is
the first time you’re telling us?” snapped her right-hand goon.


“I could’ve
called it in on my holocom, but I’m kinda lacking any security files on that
thing. Wouldn’t want any insurgents eavesdropping.”


“Who was he?”
asked Dylan. “Did he give you a name? What did he look like?”


“If he gave a
name, I already forgot it. I’m not here to gather intel. As far as his
description? I dunno, male, Asian descent, kinda dark complexion but not really
dark, medium height, medium build, kinda nondescript.” Tanner shrugged. “That
help?”


“Of course
not.”


“Well, I
tried.”


“I don’t think
you did. What else? Scars, tattoos, jewelry, hairstyle? Facial hair? Did he say
anything that stood out?”


“Didn’t see
any of those. His hair was buzzed down. Clean shave. Said the hit on that
shuttle over the city wasn’t authorized and it wouldn’t happen again.”


“Son of a
bitch.” Dylan’s jaw clenched. “Was his name Chen?”


That put a
smirk on Tanner’s face. “Oh, you know him?”


“He’s a
pissed-off schoolteacher who thinks he’s a revolutionary.”


“What’d he
teach? Social studies?” His smirk turned into a grin as Dylan scowled deeper.
“Have fun with that. Anyway, he tried to recruit me. I said no. Or one of your
guys tried to catch me in a sting and I said no. I’m not interested. I’ve got
pottery to dig up.”


Tanner scraped
up another layer of earth from around the pot. Care and attention to detail
were important, even if the task was tedious. He started at another layer without
interruption and wondered how long the major and her guys would watch.


“So you’re
hiding out here?” Dylan asked. “Like you’re hiding by not looking at me now?”


“Last person
to call me out for hiding was trying to be a friend. You’re not. I’m not big on
responding to challenges to my ego. If what I’m doing is hiding, that’s fine by
me. Less shit blows up that way.”


He scraped
dirt with his trowel and fingers. The wind blew.


“Are your
people watching the weather?” asked Dylan.


That seemed
like a different tack. “I haven’t looked since this morning,” said Tanner.


“Sandstorms
brew up fast this time of year. The conditions are already falling into place.
We should see a big one by the end of the week.”


“All our
shelters are rated for the storms out here by your company’s standards. They’re
all down in the canyon, too, so that should help. We’ll be fine.”


“Minos
Enterprises isn’t my company.”


“Okay.” Tanner
shrugged.


“So you don’t
plan to return to the city during weather events?”


“Do we have
to? We planned for this. And we just got all our stuff unpacked.”


“The
sandstorms out here are intense.”


“I grew up in
a desert. I know how it goes.”


“I don’t think
you do, Malone. Sandstorms anywhere else don’t blind the satellites. They don’t
reduce signals and scanner range down to arm’s length. Bad things happen in the
storms here.”


He stopped
digging and sat straight. “Like what?”


“The
insurgents get ambitious under the cover of the storms. Unaffiliated criminals,
too. Everyone who has something to hide takes the opportunity. Attacks.
Sabotage. Abductions. A clutch of students from off-world could make a tempting
target for kidnappers. You’re out here on your own with a bunch of expensive
gear. I thought I’d bring in some professional protection to look after you
all.”


Tanner looked
around at her guys. “Okay. When do they get here?”


Her head goon
snickered in contempt. “You really want to start shit, don’t you?”


“Not so much.
It’s just nice to be honest. Kinda freeing.”


“Your
professor is down in the canyon? Vandenberg?” asked Dylan.


“Yes,” said
Tanner.


“I’ll go talk
to him. Hopefully he’ll be a little more cordial. Besides, you seem devoted to
your work. Smith, Jones, how about you both stay up here with Mr. Malone until
he’s finished? We don’t want to leave him all alone and exposed.”


Tanner watched
Dylan and the rest head down. Despite their weapons, these goons showed no indication
of being a death squad or an extortion racket. He didn’t worry about them
hurting anyone else. Dylan made her priorities clear. If they’d wanted to lock
him up, kick him off the planet, or shoot him, he would know by now.


Vandenberg
wanted to handle these interactions himself. Tanner decided to let him.


The two goons
left on the canyon edge took up spots watching him at ninety degrees apart. Both
kept their weapons slung low and ready to grip quickly.


Tanner
returned to work with his trowel, his brush, and his fingers. Three centimeters
later, one of his new watchers spoke up: “Isn’t there a quicker way to do that
sort of shit? Like with lasers or pouring water around it or something?”


“This is
delicate, skilled labor here,” Tanner grunted. “Gotta be careful.”


“How long is
careful gonna take?”


“As long as it
takes. I went to college to learn how to do this.”


“You’re
digging in the dirt with your fingers. We could be out here all fuckin’ day.”


Tanner
straightened up on his knees to look directly at his guard. He flipped his
tools out of the hole and stared at the guy as he dragged his fingertips around
the buried edges of the pot.


Slowly.


“Yep,” he
answered.


 


* * *


 


“Naomi? Naomi!”


She looked up
at the sound of her name, though she had to stand to her full height to see
over the edge of her test pit. Splotches of mud stained her clothes from
shoulders to knees, with her gloved hands and her boots completely covered. The
test pit was only a couple of meters from the water’s edge. The saturated
ground kept producing pieces of worked stone. Her finds were too broken up to
identify by sight and handling alone, but the wealth of pieces kept her digging.
Right until she heard her name, anyway.


A handful of
students walked the shallower edges of the springs on another sweep. A couple
of others dug more test pits. Jishen and Grace sifted through a pile of
sediment from some landslide or collapse. It was Kim who called her, working
another pit opposite Jishen and Grace, but when she saw him, he pointed up to
their trail on the canyon wall.


The men and
women in combat gear and body armor gave her an instant shot of worry. With a
second breath, however, she noted their pace and their posture. They seemed
calm enough.


Her first
thought was to find Tanner. Standards and responsibilities quickly overrode
that, with a voice in her head reminding her Vandenberg was in charge. He was
already out of the pit, brushing himself off. The professor already knew of the
soldiers.


Naomi returned
to that first thought, keying up her holocom. Thankfully, he answered. “Yeah,
hi,” said Tanner.


“Where are
you?” she asked.


“I’m still up
here working on the pot. Got a couple of visitors. I guess you see their
friends?”


“Yes. Just
now. You didn’t call me?”


“Sorry. Didn’t
get the chance before they started walking down the path. By then I figured
somebody down there would’ve seen. They say they want to talk about sandstorm
safety and such. Some of them might stick around for a few days.”


“Uh-huh. Is
that all?” Naomi asked.


“Y’know, I’ve
got two of them right here watching this conversation if you want to talk to
either of them. They’re looking right at me.”


Naomi got the
message. He couldn’t speak freely. “Yeah. Okay. Well, keep at it, I guess.”


By the time
she got out of her pit and around the deep end of the springs, the soldiers
were already in the camp. Vandenberg spoke with a woman Naomi took for their
leader. The rest of the class either made half-hearted attempts to look busy
while watching and listening or didn’t bother faking it at all. Naomi didn’t
blame any of them.


“…sure that
isn’t necessary, Major Dylan,” the professor said as Naomi joined him. “I’ve been
through sandstorms here before. My last expedition was only three years ago.
We’re prepared for the weather, particularly if we have almost a week to
prepare. The canyon should give us plenty of extra shelter.”


“I understand,
professor,” said Dylan. “I’m aware of your experience and I can see your gear
is adequate. Unfortunately, conditions have changed since your last visit. It’s
not only a matter of the weather. Criminal elements use these storms as cover.
You’re vulnerable. We have to look out for visitors. It’s non-negotiable.”


Vandenberg
sighed. “Very well.”


“Professor?”
asked Naomi. “Anything I can do to help?”


“Ah. Major
Dylan, this is Naomi, my assistant expedition leader. Naomi, we were discussing
a little extra security.”


Naomi looked
to the major. “I assume your people have their own shelters and supplies?”


“Yes. They’re
used to roughing it. They’ll set up out of your way.” Dylan took in the area
around them. “So, what do you expect to find here? Why this spot? I take it the
water drew you down here?”


“The natural
water source makes it a likely spot for habitation, yes,” said Vandenberg.
“We’ve already found a few artifacts suggesting ancient traffic, if not
settlement.”


“How is it
nobody has come through here before?”


“Oh, I have.
Briefly, at the end of my last expedition. That’s why we chose this spot. As to
why no one else has come here, I’d imagine it’s the same reason Minos
Enterprises hasn’t established a settlement out this way. The region around us
is harsh, lacking in vegetation…er, Naomi, would you be so kind as to make the
rounds of the others? Let them know what’s going on. No reason to be nervous.”
He flashed a disarming smile at the major. “Most of my students aren’t used to
seeing armed soldiers.”


“Or pirates?”
said Dylan.


“Ah. No, that
was well outside everyone’s experience, too. Almost everyone’s.”


“That’s why
we’re here, professor,” said the major. “We don’t want you to worry about that
kind of trouble anymore.”


Naomi looked
back up to the ridge. She caught the subtle bite in Dylan’s words. Pirates
weren’t the sort of trouble on the major’s mind.


 


* * *


 


“I need to see
Mr. Geisler, please. He should be expecting me.” Dylan cut off the mic on her
holocom. Audio-only let her scowl and lip-sync to the voice of Geisler’s
personal secretary.


“Yes, Major.
Mr. Geisler told me to watch for your call. You’re invited to join him in the
Sunset Lounge.”


Dylan had the
secretary down word for word. She was already in the elevator to the lounge
before she called. “Asshole might as well buy a robot for her job,” said Dylan.
“The language algorithms would at least induce a little variety.”


“You could
always apply for the job yourself. I think he likes you.”


The major’s
eyes slid sideways to her uniformed companion. “I could throw you out one of
these windows.”


“Try it,
major.”


“You know I
could do it.”


“I’ll give you
one in ten odds. Two in ten if we count the probability we’d both go out
together.”


“That’s what I
appreciate about you, Juntasa. It’s your humility.”


“I’d never
warn you before deciding to throw you out a window.”


“Saying so
doesn’t count as a warning?”


“You’ll let it
slide. You need friends around here.” Juntasa shrugged. “Although I hear
Geisler’s hiring.”


The elevator
doors opened up to the foyer outside the Sunset Lounge. Jazz music drifted
through the open doors, signaling a mood chosen by Geisler himself. Ordinarily
he went for flashy modern music to make the crowd feel as young as most of them
looked—artificially, at least. Dignified music like jazz warned the boss wanted
to impress someone. “Good evening, Major,” said the hostess. “Corporal. Good to
see you.”


“Thanks. We don’t
need a table.” Dylan breezed past the hostess, then continued with Juntasa.
“I’m tempted to make you wait outside for making me paranoid.”


“If the airvan
crash didn’t make you paranoid already, I’m doing you a favor.”


“Hang back
while I do this, it’s best if I’m on my own. And no drinking. The shareholders
have watchdogs sniffing around,” Dylan reminded her.


Most patrons
were still dressed for the office, though loosened up for the club. Some made
it home to change into more festive clothes. Dylan recognized it all as an
extension of the work day. By making this a venue where he and other key players
were accessible, Geisler had made the club an unwritten social expectation for
anyone with ambition.


Nobody got too
drunk and nobody had too much fun while Geisler was present. The corner table
with couch seats overlooking the main floor was his until he left for the
night. Gatekeepers sat at the table right outside his private corner, allowing
or rejecting those who approached with subtle body language. None wore badges
or uniforms. They looked like any other patrons, but virtually everyone knew. The
gatekeepers never blocked Dylan. From the start, Geisler made clear she could
contact him day or night.


Geisler’s
favored guest of the night wore a uniform different from Dylan’s. The CEO
reclined against his couch, listening to the Union Fleet captain beside him.
The captain had one arm around a lovely woman in a silver silk dress and his
other hand around a tumbler of something expensive.


“…and every
time I bring this up, they tell me no, it all has to go through proper
channels,” said the captain. His words threatened to slur right into one
another. “Everything has to be vetted, they say. Procurement can’t show
favoritism. Assholes.”


“It’s the
fundamental flaw of a coalition force,” Geisler sympathized.


“It is! I
mean, we’ve gotta play footsie over which system provides the biggest share of
rice and beans? Seriously? Oh, hello.” The captain sat up straighter as he
noticed the new arrival, though his smile remained a touch crooked.


“Captain
MacDonald, you remember Major Dylan, don’t you?” asked Geisler. “She may not
share your political hindrances, but I’m sure she can sympathize.”


“Captain.”
Dylan nodded. “Nice to see you again.”


“Likewise. Uh,
do you know Vickie?” He tilted his head to the woman beside him. “She’s in,
uh…”


“Compliance,”
said Vickie. She sat up and offered her hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Major.”


“Likewise.”
Dylan shook her hand, limiting her smirk.


“We were
talking about you earlier,” said Geisler. “You had a more interesting few days
than the rest of us. I shared our initial data on the pirates with the
captain.”


“Damn lucky
thing that freighter was able to fight ‘em off like that,” said MacDonald. “Any
new leads?”


Dylan noted
the slightest shake of Geisler’s head. “The pirates either took off into FTL or
hid behind one of the gas giants,” she said. “We’re keeping an eye out.
Hopefully the bloody nose will keep them from getting ambitious for a little
while.”


“Y’know Tom,
if we had a couple of ships stationed here, we could go out and look for them
ourselves,” suggested MacDonald.


Geisler flashed
a tight smile at Dylan. “Captain MacDonald has taken this opportunity to regale
me with the benefits of a standing Fleet garrison.”


With all
the subtlety of a child negotiating more cookies, I’m sure, Dylan thought.
She kept up her pleasant face. “He is the Union Fleet liaison. It’s his job.”


“We’re bound
to see a patrol through here regardless,” said MacDonald. “This isn’t the only
hit of the year.”


“And as long
as the aliens are keeping quiet, Fleet anti-piracy patrols are good politics,
hm?” Geisler pointed out.


“Even a couple
of ships ported here would be a significant increase of security.”


“Yes, but then
we have to build dedicated berths for them. And the neighbors would notice. I don’t
want the aliens getting interested. Patrols are fine. A permanent presence
feels noisy to me. Provocative.” 


“My glass is
provocatively empty,” said Vickie. “I think I’m going to chat up the bartender
about something a little more complicated. Join me?” she asked MacDonald.


He followed as
she slid out of her seat. “Duty calls,” said the captain. He managed to stumble
his way out, Vickie beckoning him with a grin. Once they descended to the main
floor, Dylan pulled up a chair opposite Geisler.


“So, what
happened?” Geisler asked, dropping the after-hours games.


“You mean
other than Vanstone trying to handle the whole thing without me while I was on the
way back from Qin Kai? That was bullshit. He’s supposed to coordinate with me.”


Geisler
sighed. “I’ll talk to him. What about Malone and these people he came in with?”


“I think it’s
exactly what it’s supposed to be,” said Dylan. “They’re another xenoarchaeology
expedition like the others. They’ve got a more elaborate plan and more tools
than most who come out here. The students look legitimate. One or two could be
operatives for someone or another, I suppose, but we live with that all the
time.”


“You’re
telling me Malone took all his blood money from the war and went to college?”


“Looks like it,”
she said.


Geisler
scowled. “Why in the hell would he do that?”


“My guess? Spite.”
Her brow darkened. “He’s lippy, too.”


“So you think
it’s nothing to worry about?”


“No. I think
we should throw him off the planet.”


“Because he’s
here on a college field trip?”


“You caught
the part about him getting lippy with me, right?”


“I don’t detect
any lasting injuries, major.”


Dylan sighed.
“He came right out and told me an insurgency leader approached him. Five
minutes after Vanstone’s people let him go, apparently. Malone thought it was a
sting operation. He didn’t make a confession so much as a complaint. I don’t
think he’s here to hook up with the insurgents. I left a couple of my people to
keep an eye on him and the camp.”


“Only a
couple?”


“I’m not going
to waste a whole squad on this. He’ll either slip away or he won’t. All we
really need to know is whether or not he disappears.”


“I’d like a
little more certainty than that, major,” Geisler grumbled.


“Then why let
him be here at all?” she asked. “You have final say over who comes and who
goes. This whole expedition isn’t going to leave if Malone has to go, and it’s
not like they bring in that much money regardless. Or hell, hand him over to
NorthStar. I’m sure they’ll pay a nice reward for him. Who cares? Why is he
worth the headache?”


“Because other
people who come here looking for shelter are worth the headache, major. Their
money is worth the headache. Building a reputation of independence on Minos is
worth the headache. We’ve taken in more than a few exiles and disgraced
aristocrats. If we banish this one, we show where our line is. We show where we
bend to external pressure. I’d rather not do that over someone who will only be
here for a matter of weeks.”


“Then a couple
of people is all I’m going to spare,” said Dylan.


“So be it.
I’ll defer to your judgment.”


Geisler’s eyes
tilted up. Vickie slid back into her seat with somewhat less grace than she’d
shown in leaving it, or perhaps with a little more annoyance. “Sorry if I’m
interrupting, Major. Tom, we need to talk about this job.”


“Where is the
job right now?” Geisler asked.


“I left him in
the bathroom. Think he’ll be a minute, but that’s exactly why I needed to come
back. This is a bigger hassle than we expected. I’m gonna need some help.”


“Help? One
escort isn’t enough? Or is he a safety problem?”


“Oh, he’s
harmless. It’s nothing like that. But he’s a pain in the ass. Last night
MacDonald got so drunk I practically had to carry him onto the bed. I’d have
left him on the floor except you made such an emphasis on comfort and
hospitality. I’m not doing that again. If you want me to keep him distracted
and partying, I need help with the damage afterwards. Call it a personal driver
or valet or something. I can’t carry this guy on my own. Not literally.”


Dylan covered
her smile. Geisler’s frown suggested he didn’t find it funny. “I’ll get someone
to make the arrangements,” he said. “We’ll have to be subtle. MacDonald seems
to know not to look too closely at how he’s treated, but if it gets too obvious
that he’s being handled he may change his behavior. On that note, do you have
anything interesting for me?”


“Nah, it’s
exactly what it seems like on the label. This is a cushy job at the end of his
career. He’s happy to soak up the perks as long as nobody comes out and calls
them bribes. His staffers seem happy to hand him off to someone else. I don’t
think they care. I imagine even the Fleet knows better than to trust him with
anything sensitive.”


“And yet he
made it all the way to the rank of captain,” said Geisler.


“Old military
saying: ‘You fuck up, you move up,’” said Dylan. “Some people can’t be
trusted, so they get pushed out. If they can’t be pushed out, they get pushed up
to someplace unimportant. Hence officers like MacDonald.” She smirked. “I can
think of a few here.”


“I should
probably find MacDonald again,” said Vickie. “You won’t forget?”


“It’s
reasonable. I don’t think I can arrange a ‘driver’ without his staff noticing,
but I can make sure to have people close by in case you need something. You’ll
get a message on your holocom within the hour. Make sure you’re subtle.”


“You hired me
for my subtlety,” said Vickie. As if to prove it, she caressed Geisler’s hand
as she slipped away again. Dylan almost missed it.


“I told you
not to worry about our new Fleet liaison,” Geisler explained with a shrug. “I
have it handled.”


“Apparently.
There’s no problem with him getting involved with someone at the company?”


“Everyone
works for the company on Minos,” said Geisler. “At least almost everyone. On
that note, I’ll leave you to handle our college visitor how you choose, but for
what it’s worth, ‘a couple of guys’ doesn’t seem like much to me.”


“We can kick
him off the planet. We can lock him up. We can bury him out in the desert if
you want, but that’s always risky.”


“No, no,”
Geisler demurred. “Nothing so drastic. Even if the act is smooth, the
after-effects could bring even more grief.” He frowned thoughtfully. “I suppose
if he stays out in the desert he’s not such a problem.”











Chapter Thirteen:

Learning Experiences


 


“Officially,
Minos allows private business. In practice, Minos Enterprises undercuts any
competition of its monopolies. Officially, we have privacy rights and free
speech. In practice, everything from holocom software to public gatherings are
limited. And never forget: Minos Enterprises dominates the high-end computer
chip business thanks to the crystal mines and manufacturing plants. They could
pay for top-quality schools, medicine, you name it. The company would rather
spend that money on control than on progress.


“It makes
you wonder what they’re hiding.”


 


--The
Anchorside Advocate: Banned and Proud of It, July 2280 


 


Vandenberg had
joked about the tedium of archaeological work from the first day of lecture in
the intro class. Naomi talked about it, too. So did multiple portions of the
textbooks, the guest speakers, and every other instructor on the courses Tanner
attended on the ship coming to Minos.


Tedium turned
out to be a solid measure of counter-surveillance.


Seven days
into their tenure as minders for the excavation, Solanke and Garcia were bored
out of their minds. They’d watched the field school prepare for the eventual
sandstorms, resetting survey markers and rearranging priorities. They’d watched
yet another field walk, with the students spending another full day walking in
a line to painstakingly look over the entire canyon floor, whether dry or under
a meter of water, for any possible trinket or even so much as an oddly-shaped
rock. The only excitement had come when someone found a lost tool.


The guards’
patterns became completely transparent before long. Tanner had no trouble
spotting them at any given moment, day or night. He knew when one went off to
the bathroom. He knew which was chattiest. He knew because they kept him in
sight at all times.


The pair kept
tabs on the field school as a minor detail. Their real responsibility was a
single student, and before long all his classmates knew it. Vandenberg knew it,
too—thus assuring that Tanner dug in all the spots least likely to reveal
anything of interest.


“So why do you
think you’re gonna find anything here?” asked Garcia. He loomed at the edge of
a pit, staring down at Tanner and Nigel. “Isn’t this off in a corner away from
the water and all?”


Tanner glanced
back across the canyon floor. Streams of water and accompanying stretches of
shore separated his pit from the others. A large, freestanding spire of rock
separated them from most of the camp, too. Tanner shrugged. “That’s what makes
this spot important. It’s off the path. Out in the shade. It’s a good spot for
dumping stuff.”


“Dumping?
What, you mean you’re digging for trash?”


“Ancient alien
trash, yeah. What people throw away tells us as much about them as what they
keep, right?”


Garcia made a
face. “Man, I gotta stand here watching you dig through garbage? And you
haven’t even found any yet?”


“Garcia, how
long have you been working for Precision?”


“Six years.
Why?”


“Okay, so
Precision isn’t exactly military, but it’s close, right? In six years, you
haven’t figured out yet that being a military grunt involves lots of shit
jobs?” Tanner offered up his shovel. “If you’re really bored, you can help
out.”


“Piss off,
schoolboy.” Garcia withdrew to a shaded spot along the canyon wall where he
could still see and be seen.


“That got rid
of him,” muttered Nigel. He stayed on his knees, scraping away at the wall of
their pit with his trowel.


“Truth hurts,
I guess.”


“I can think
of shittier jobs than watching two guys dig a hole,” said Nigel.


“What, you
mean like actually digging one?”


“Heh. Yeah.”


Tanner
frowned. “Sorry about that.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean being
over here with me,” said Tanner. “We’re not gonna find anything.”


“Oh, I don’t
know.” Nigel sat up, glancing subtly at Garcia before looking back to the
campsite. “You’re not entirely wrong about this spot. Not what you were saying
before, I mean. I wondered why Vandenberg sent us over here, but what you said
is about the only explanation I can think of, too. This spot is pretty
sheltered by the canyon walls, so it might have been used for something,
anyway. Assuming this was a settlement.”


“Nah, this is
all to keep us out of the way from the others. Keeps the guards out of their
way, too,” Tanner added. “The goons have to keep sight lines on me. Stay close
enough to react if I do anything suspicious. Vandenberg knows that, so he sent
me over here to keep them looking the wrong way. He sent you because it would
look weird if I worked all alone.”


Nigel’s face
darkened. “You really think that? Did he say something?”


“No. But that
fits his pattern, too, doesn’t it?”


Nigel didn’t
answer. His expression darkened further. He stood to look back at the rest of
the camp, noting other dig pits and a couple of classmates in the water sifting
through the silt in the streams. Then his attention returned to their pit.
Moments ago, Nigel dug with practiced technique, setting an example for Tanner
to follow. Now he stabbed the wall of the pit with his trowel.


“Sorry, man,”
said Tanner.


“Whatever.”


Though Nigel
was two years ahead of Tanner in the university, he was also two years younger.
Tanner tried to think of something sympathetic to say for his frustration, but
none of it seemed useful. He turned back to work.


“Here’s what I
don’t get: why are you here?” asked Nigel.


“Field school
offers enough course credits to have a minor in xenoarchaeology by the time we
wrap this all up. And Naomi asked.”


“A minor?”
Nigel laughed bitterly. “You’re here doing this and you aren’t even going for a
full degree?”


“It lets me
pull ahead on my academic schedule.” Tanner held one of the penetrating scan
units against the pit wall to give it a whirl. The task took only seconds: nothing
came up. He didn’t come up with anything for Nigel’s resentment, either.


“You don’t
have to push that thing against the wall,” Nigel scolded. “Pressure doesn’t
help.”


“I’m not—”
Tanner stopped. He was pushing, like a scrubber against the hull while people
took shots at him.


Nigel kept
digging. The care in his work was gone. He sent burst after burst of dirt and
rock down at their feet. “What were you saying about your schedule?” he asked.


“It helps with
my credit totals. Not so much with my major, though.”


“In what?”


“Ecology.
Always wanted to go into planetary survey work. Figured a minor in xenoarch
with some field experience would look good on my CV.”


“Survey work? Are
you joking? Tanner, who the hell is going to hire you?”


Tanner lowered
the scanner. He stared at the wall of rock and dirt. 


“You seriously
haven’t thought about this? Hell, I figured if you were looking to do work in
xenoarch at least you might find some independent university to hire you to
show their principles or something. I mean, Fremantle took you in. That’s
academia for you. But survey outfits are all corporate, or governments with
corporate ties. They’re not gonna take you on. You’re Tanner Malone.
Nobody’s gonna want that kind of baggage.”


Nigel kept
digging angrily.


“I guess if
you’re out on some far-flung planet out of the public eye, people could forget
about you. That might work for a little while, but your name would still come
up on company rosters. You’d still be filing reports with your name on them.
Somebody hires you and sends you out into the middle of nowhere and then you’re
stuck on some rock for weeks before you know you’ve been let go.”


“Christ, would
you stop fucking dumping on me?” Tanner snapped.


Nigel jerked
away, dropping his trowel with his hands up and empty. “Whoa, okay, I’m sorry.
I didn’t mean anything by it.”


His breath
picked up sharply. His blue eyes were wide under his mop of dirty and sweaty
blond hair. Nigel backed up practically against the wall of the pit, putting
him a couple steps out of reach, but his body language punched Tanner in the gut.


“I’m sorry, I
shouldn’t have said all that,” Nigel began.


“No, I’m
sorry,” Tanner sighed. “I wasn’t talking about what you said.” He gestured down
to his boots and pants, now covered with dirt. “All I meant was you’ve got me
in your splash zone. Although I guess I meant the other thing, too, if I’m
honest.”


“Oh.”


“I shouldn’t
have snapped. I’m sorry. Say whatever you’ve got to say. It’s fine. I’m not
going to get violent over words.” Tanner slapped his legs to brush off the
worst of the debris, leaving him in a cloud of dust. He didn’t feel angry at
Nigel. Perhaps he felt anger at himself, he thought, but that only left him
tired.


“It’s not… I
didn’t think you were gonna get violent,” said Nigel.


“Why not?
Everybody else does. It’s all anyone knows about me. Like you said, I’m Tanner
Malone. What that means isn’t up to me anymore. Hasn’t been for years.
Everywhere I go, somebody reminds me.”


“Who do you
want to be?”


Tanner looked
up at Nigel again. He was slight of build, academically sharp, and insightful.
In the short time they’d known each other, Tanner couldn’t remember Nigel ever
being confrontational. Critical and outspoken, but not confrontational.


He’d probably
never been in a fight. Seconds ago, with his back to the wall of the pit, he’d
looked completely unsure of what to do with himself. Tanner wondered if Nigel
still doubted his own courage, or how many times he might think back to his
reaction to Tanner’s anger with self-criticism or worse. Would he mistake his
wariness for cowardice?


“You, Nigel.”
Tanner shrugged. “All I ever wanted to be was you. I only landed in the Navy
because of a stupid fiasco before I graduated high school. And I think about
that day all the time and how different things might be if I could do it all
over again. A whole lot of people might be alive right now. I wouldn’t be going
to therapy or getting protested at school or having assholes blow up my
apartment. But a lot of other people would probably be dead, too.


“So here I am,
y’know? The war’s over. The Navy’s done. But I’m still here, and I’m still
alive, so I gotta do something. All I ever wanted to be was a college honors
student with friends and a social life and a career ahead of me,” Tanner said,
gesturing at Nigel. “Maybe I can’t have that, but I gotta try.”


He glanced
around the base of the pit, retrieving his trowel and his brush. The dirt came
off with a good shake.


“I feel like
an asshole,” Nigel admitted.


“You’re not,
but I can relate.”


“Heh. No, I
mean… it’s stressful being around you sometimes,” said Nigel. “But I guess it’s
stressful being you, too, huh?”


“Believe it or
not, this is the result of a lot of hard work at letting go,” Tanner huffed. “I
used to be wound up worse than this.”


“What
changed?”


“Therapy.
That, and I got tired of being so wound up. I got angry. Resentful. After a
while, I guess I decided to let go out of spite. I still have my moments,
though.” He gave the wall a couple of tentative scrapes. “I have thought
about my job prospects. A lot. You aren’t wrong. Maybe I won’t find anything in
survey work. But half of what carried me through the Navy was the thought of
doing something better when I got out. I’m finally here and I like college. I
like going to class every day and learning stuff. I’d like it better if people
didn’t treat me like some psychotic leper, but it’s better than where I’ve
been. I’m damn sure not gonna give it up now.”


“Gat fuckin’
damn, man,” grumbled a voice overhead. Garcia loomed at the edge of the pit,
staring down at them with one thumb hooked into his belt and his other hand
holding his canteen. “Is this what college does to you? Turns you into some
fuckin’ whiner talking about his feelings all day? This is the most boring
fuckin’ job I’ve ever had in this outfit. Hell, I wish somebody’d come
take a shot at us.”


Tanner scowled
up at the mercenary. “You wanna know the best part about not being in uniform
anymore? It’s that I don’t have to pretend to respect anybody else just ‘cause
they’re wearing a uniform, too. But hey, if you want to talk about something
else, have a seat.” He patted the ledge of the pit. “We can talk about your
amateur-hour combat webbing or your shitty operational discipline. Or maybe we
can talk about your ridiculous fucking mustache.”


“Shitty op—?
Man, fuck you.” Garcia returned to his shaded spot against the canyon wall.


Nigel sank
down low enough in the pit to avoid Garcia’s line of sight. “Mission
accomplished,” he murmured. Tanner grinned.


“Hey, how are
we doing over here?” asked a voice from behind them. Naomi set down a pair of
bottles. “Anything good?”


“I found some
rocks,” said Tanner. “There may be some strange form of dirt over here, too.”


“You can see
the separation of layers along here,” Nigel said, tracing along a slight shift
in the shades of sediment along the wall of the pit. “It looks consistent with
the layering we’ve seen at the other test pits, but you and Vandenberg are the
experts.”


“Okay, Nigel
found better rocks than mine,” Tanner conceded.


Naomi hopped
down into the pit, crouching to look closer at shifts in coloration and
sediment types. “Think you’re right. I’ll run a comparison in a minute. Have to
get my stuff.”


“You sound
happy about that,” said Tanner.


“If there’s a
consistent depth of ash and post-eruption sediment, we can scrape away that
whole layer at once and save ourselves a lot of time. The pieces we’ve dug up
near the top have all been around the stream or some other spot with an
explanation for some churn. But the rest of this is just dirt. We’re not likely
to find anything important there. Vandenberg thinks we have to dig deeper to
figure out what this site was really used for before the eruption, and that
might be true.”


“Might?”


“Well…” Naomi
looked up to the canyon walls. “I’d like to survey the pathway up the wall to
our little parking lot. Or the big mound against the far end of the canyon.
Anyway, I came over to talk to you.”


Nigel stood
tall again to take a subtle glance over the ledge toward Garcia. “You want me
to step out?” he asked. “If you two take a walk, you’ll probably be followed.”


“Nah, it’s not
like that. Intern stuff.” She turned to Tanner, tapping her holocom to bring up
a screen of text. “It’s time for your first shopping trip. Vandenberg wants you
to get this in before we’re facing one of those storms. The forecast has one
coming in a couple more days.”


The list
contained everything Tanner expected: food, drinks, more filters to deal with
the dust and ash, and more medicines for sun exposure. Not everyone here knew
how to pack for a long spell in the desert. A few machines marked for rental
made sense given what Naomi had said about scraping away the top layer of the
canyon floor.


“You shouldn’t
go alone,” Naomi added. “Somebody else might need a run into the city, anyway.
Figure out who else you want to take into the city with you and get this stuff
knocked out. Try to be back by nightfall.”


“You realize
at least one of the goons is gonna come with me, right?” asked Tanner.


“Yeah.” Naomi
looked out from the pit again, seemingly looking for the rest of the class. She
couldn’t see much given their placement. “Yeah, I think that’s part of the
plan.”


 


* * *


 


Naomi searched
for the other babysitter as soon as she came around the stone pillar that kept
Tanner and Nigel’s pit out of sight from the others. She found Corporal Solanke
in his usual spot under the awning of their little hut, camped out in a folding
chair with arms folded across his chest and his face in its usual scowl.


With the
babysitters accounted for, Naomi took in the rest of the camp on her way back.
Everything seemed in order. Vandenberg coached a handful of students sifting
through the stream bed. Other students kept working in their test pits
scattered around the site.


The sound of
her name drew her attention to one such pit. Kim waved her over to a hole dug
into a small bit of runoff along the canyon wall near the pathway up to the
ridge. The path still bugged Naomi. It looked natural except for its
convenience. She wanted to survey it, but the professor seemed sure it was a
waste of time.


“How’s it going?”
asked Kim. She stood in the pit, resting her arms on the ledge. Grace and Jishen
sat with her, apparently taking a break. They had plenty of shade over here.


“Nothing new.
Sending Tanner off on a supply run is all.”


“Gotcha. So,
uh…you might want to look at this,” said Kim. “Without getting excited. We don’t
want to draw anyone else’s attention.” She tilted her head to suggest Naomi hop
in. Fighting the urge to look over her shoulder, Naomi complied.


At first, she
saw nothing more than large rocks in a pile held together by sediment and
packed earth. It was exactly what she’d expected: something had caused a
rockslide from the canyon wall up above a long time ago, and looser earth had
drifted in over time to fill the gaps. The early terraforming attempts on the
desert plains took hold here in the canyon floor where there was abundant water
and shelter from the winds, allowing soil development in this limited space.
This earthen pile even held some roots and grasses.


“Right here,”
said Grace. She pulled away a small bag of digging tools from its spot against
the wall of her pit, revealing a single, darker stone jutting out from the
surface. Perfect ninety-degree corners along the stone caught Naomi’s attention
instantly. So did the crystalline material embedded along its sides.


“Holy shit,” Naomi
breathed. She crouched over the little obelisk with her mind racing. The
milky-white crystals appeared perfectly seamless within the black stone. To her
knowledge, no artifact from Minos showed this kind of craftsmanship. Other than
the dirt, the obelisk seemed completely free of deterioration.


“When did you
find this?” she asked.


“Ten minutes
ago,” Grace explained. In the cover of the pit, she didn’t try to hide the
sparkle in her eyes. “We’ve been choking on our excitement ever since. I mean
that guy Solanke had just walked by making his rounds. We didn’t want to
draw his attention.”


“I don’t think
the guys with guns should make the first evaluation,” said Kim.


“Yeah,
probably not,” Naomi agreed. “You did good. Holy shit, look at this. Have you
found anything else? Did you run a spotter or a scanner over the exposed
surfaces?” Her fingers brushed the inner walls of the pit as if she might find
another artifact by touch.


“Not yet. We
figured we’d dig through the pile to the natural base of the canyon floor
before we did that stuff. We’re standing on it right now, or at least we think
we are. It looks different enough. You’re the geologist, right?”


“Right. Yeah,
you can see from the color contrast. This thing probably fell down along with
the rockslide.” Naomi looked up toward the canyon ridge towering above them and
back down at the obelisk. Carefully, she lifted the piece to look it over. It
was surprisingly light in her hands. “It doesn’t even look chipped. Wow.”


“I imagine the
professor will be thrilled, but I don’t know if telling him right this second would
draw attention,” said Kim.


“No, you made
the right call,” said Naomi. “Okay, listen. We’ll cover this up or put it in
one of the tool boxes or something until we can show it to Vandenberg alone. We
don’t want one of these assholes confiscating it so they can sell it to some
collector. In the meantime, let’s run the scanner over the exposed surfaces and
see if we can find anything else.”


Naomi looked
up to the ridge above once more. They’d been here only a week. Though their
first run with the peregrine drone revealed little, the finds started once they
scratched beneath the surface. Now they’d already found something
unprecedented. She wondered what had happened in this spot long ago.


“We’ll have to
be careful about when we examine this in the field lab, too,” said Jishen. “If
they walk in while we have it on a table…” he shrugged.


“That’s a good
point,” said Naomi. Her head tilted thoughtfully as Tanner emerged from his
sheltered corner of the canyon with Garcia in tow. “I might already have a good
time in mind.”


 











Chapter Fourteen:

Walking Over Graves


 


“Our
ignorance about ancient Minos is in part understandable. The planet has been
under settlement for only forty years. Much remains to be explored. Yet we
would know far more if Minos Enterprises was not so laser focused on resource
exploitation and profit to the exclusion of all else. Therein lies the tragedy,
and also opportunity.”


 


--Joseph
Vandenberg, Expedition Notes, August 2280


 


Dust storms
were common in Tanner’s home town. Monsoonal dust storms, or haboobs, could
stretch a mile into the sky and blot out visibility, leaving behind a thin
layer of dirt and dust and making it uncomfortable to be outside. Yet plant
growth mitigated those storms. The city of Geronimo was surrounded by scrub
plants, helping to knock down some of the dust. Terraforming had taken hold all
over his home planet, including the deserts.


The forecast
suggested Minoan storms were on another level. Naturally, he jumped at the
first excuse to go out.


“What the hell
is so important we need it now?” grumbled Corporal Solanke behind him. His
Nigerian accent came through sharply with every complaint. As they hiked up the
path along the canyon wall, Tanner didn’t have to look back for his expression.
He could feel Solanke’s glare.


“It’s a
battery pack supplement to a chronometric scanner,” Tanner explained. “The
scanner helps determine relative ages of artifacts. But it consumes a lot of
power, so we need the battery pack in case the generators go out in the storm.”


Tanner kept up
a steady pace. The climb up the canyon trail provided a chance to take the
measure of the men behind him. So far, they showed no signs of fatigue. The
mercenaries were legitimate infantrymen, at least: not only could they keep up
the pace on an uphill climb, they could bitch endlessly while they were at it.


Corporal
Garcia was every bit as irritable as Solanke. “You gotta get this thing now?”


“We’re not
gonna dig or survey in the middle of the storm. Might as well do some indoor
work like this.”


“What have you
found, anyway?” asked Solanke.


“Broken pieces
of stonework, mostly. And that jug I dug up when you got here. You didn’t even
look at it, did you?” The rest was a lie of omission, but those were easier to
tell. Particularly without having to look someone in the eye. And without having
any sympathy for them.


“Isn’t that
shit all over the planet?” asked Garcia.


“A lot of it
has been found already, yeah.”


“Then why date
it?”


They came to
the top of the ridge. The wind blew fiercely, but the dust wall hadn’t hit yet.
It was still off in the distance. Tanner looked on in awe at the angry dark
grey cloud rising five kilometers up from the ground on the near horizon.
Flashes of lightning added to its aura of power. “Wow.”


“What did you
say?” asked Garcia.


“Huh? I said,
‘Wow.’” Tanner gestured to the cloud.


“No. I mean my
question. Why? What’s the point?”


Tanner looked
from Garcia to the approaching clouds. “Because we can.”


The
expedition’s vehicles sat where they’d been left. Each was buttoned up for the
storm. Tanner opened one of the rovers with the transmitted key on his holocom
and climbed into the back. With his holocom active, he brought up a screen
showing a close-up satellite image of the cloud bearing down on the camp.


His timing was
almost perfect. He only needed to stall for another minute. Tanner knew right
where to find the needed gear, but he rummaged and flailed around anyway to
kill time. “Gotta be here somewhere. Sorry, guys,” he lamented.


“I thought you
had everything unpacked on your first day,” said Garcia.


Tanner turned
back. “You know what that trail is like. We wanted to get to work. Carrying
every little thing is such a pain.”


“It’s gonna be
a bigger pain going back down once that storm hits,” warned Solanke.


“Oh man, you
think?” Tanner asked. He poked his head out of the rover’s door to look at the
clouds again. They were close now.


“Will you get
this fucking thing and let’s go?” Garcia snapped.


“Oh, right,
sorry,” said Tanner. He crawled back inside, then had an idea and turned back
again. “Listen, I would’ve come up here on my own. I know you’ve got your
orders. Sorry I had to drag you up here—”


“Just find
it!”


“Okay, sorry,
sorry.” He returned to his task, deliberately shifting bags and boxes over the
battery unit sitting on the rover floor. “Oh, y’know, some light in here might
help.” He keyed the windshield controls to drop the sandshield so he could look
at the cloud again.


From the looks
of it, Tanner was out of time. The leading edge of the storm blasted over the
vehicles almost as soon as the sandshield was down.


“God damn it,
let’s go!” growled Solanke.


“Oh, here!
I’ve got it.” He hit the sandshield again before he rolled out of the rover
with the battery unit in hand. The wind was incredible. Particles of sand and
dust hit hard enough to sting the exposed skin of his head and neck. Almost as
soon as he had his feet on the ground, a stronger gust made him fight to stay
upright. “Whoo! This is amazing, isn’t it?”


“Asshole, come
on,” Garcia snapped. He pointed to the canyon path angrily.


Tanner pulled
his goggles down over his eyes. Solanke and Garcia already had the white lamps
of their rifles going to make up for lost light. Looking upward, Tanner saw
only billowing sand in every direction. His mouth split into a grin before he
swept his bandana over it.


The two
mercenaries waited. They clearly had strict orders not to let him out of their
sight. Tanner had no intention of running off, but he was out of excuses to
stay up here in the storm. After one last look around, Tanner relented in his
torment of his two minders.


The way down
was tougher. Even with the shelter of the canyon, the wind and darkness made
for a precarious descent. By the time they were on the canyon floor, gusts of
sand poured down from above. Solanke and Garcia were reduced to little more
than grunts and profanity.


Their shelter
was across from the field lab, both of them modular structures of ultralight
alloys. The military shelter was a shorter and smaller hut by comparison. As
they arrived, Tanner turned to the others. “Hey, like I said, we’re gonna date
some pottery samples if you want to come see how it works.”


“Why the fuck
would we care about that?” grumbled Garcia. He ducked into their hut.


“We’ll be
right in here,” said Solanke. “Don’t go anywhere without coming for us first.
If you see or hear anything weird, come get us.”


“Oh.” Tanner
feigned surprise. He looked around the canyon floor, though visibility wasn’t
what it had been. He couldn’t even see up all the way to the top of the ridge
anymore. “So you guys aren’t gonna go out on any patrols or anything?”


Solanke pulled
off his breath mask to reveal his disdainful expression. “How the hell are you
so naïve? I thought you were supposed to be some war hero!”


“Hey, if it
was my navy here in a communications blackout, they’d have us patrolling all up
and down the canyon.” Tanner shrugged. “I thought you guys were professionals.”


“Man, get on
with your pottery bullshit.” With a final disgusted glare, Solanke disappeared
into their hut. The brief sound of rushing air signaled the seal of the hut’s
entrance.


Tanner knocked
on the field lab before he went inside. The entrance wasn’t locked, but the
pattern of his knock let everyone know it would be him. Nobody would have to
cover up anything. It hadn’t even been his idea. Almost as soon as the class
took on the armed chaperones, privacy became a unifying preoccupation.


The
sound-dampening field running through the shelter’s framework cut down sharply
on the noise from the winds. The quieting effect hadn’t been a selling point
when Naomi purchased the shelters, but now it was worth every credit. Not only
did it block out the noise of the storm, it would also limit the noise that
might escape.


Folding
worktables, chairs, and light shelves filled much of the lab. Field gear sat on
the tables to provide computer functions since no one could trust their
holocoms. The center table was largely cleared, with students gathered round
for what looked like a lecture by the professor at the head of the table until
all eyes turned to Tanner.


“Here we go,”
he said, presenting the battery unit. “No big deal. We only caught the leading
edge of the storm. It’s intense, though.” He didn’t try to hide his smile.


“I ran a
couple figures through the satellite overhead before it hit,” said Nigel. “The
computer estimates say we might get a half-meter of sand dumped on us down here
before it’s over. Like a snowstorm.”


“How is the
spring still here if this is common?” asked Gina.


“The same way
the canyon hasn’t filled up completely with water,” said Naomi. “The current
sweeps most of the sand away through the channels ducking underground at the
other end of the canyon. Here, I’ll take that.” Naomi set to work hooking the
battery unit up to her gear. 


“Thank you,
Tanner,” said the professor. “Anything else from our guests?”


“I’m pretty
sure they’re gonna drink their way through this storm. Or sleep. They were
pretty grumpy about having to go out.”


“They’re only
here for you in the first place,” said Olivia.


The comment
stopped more than one conversation. Tanner sighed. “Yeah, I’ve thought about
that. I’m sorry. Don’t know what more I can say.”


“We might
never have gotten even this far without Tanner,” said Naomi. “How about we stop
blaming him for things he can’t control?”


Uncomfortable
glances flew around the room. “Naomi makes a good point,” Vandenberg spoke up.
“Their presence is beyond all of our control, but they aren’t here now. Let’s
not waste the opportunity.”


Vandenberg
produced a bin of soil samples from underneath the table and reached inside,
pulling out the small obelisk wrapped in plastic. Over the last two nights, Naomi
and Kim had thoroughly cleaned away all the dirt, revealing only a little more
of the fractal patterns of embedded crystal. Nothing suggested damage from the
fall it had taken from the top of the ridge.


“So is that
not really a chronometric reader you’re using?” asked Gina, stepping up to
watch Naomi work.


“This does a
deeper materials scan. We tried chronometric analysis last night with the other
instruments. Thing is, the analyzer kept coming back with a whole mess of
readings all over the scale. Old, new, in between. Everything. Not just the
cut, but the raw material itself. The thing is, the more I look at this thing
under a magnifier and on the computer, the more I’m…uh, curious.”


“You weren’t
curious already?” asked Tanner.


“She’s saying
she doesn’t want to share her theory out loud so we don’t think she’s crazy or
dumb if it turns out wrong,” Kim explained.


“You’re a real
pal,” Naomi muttered.


“Yep. Always
here for you.”


“Okay, so
what’s the theory?” asked Antonio.


“I’ll tell you
once I know if it’s crazy or not.” She kept working.


Tanner wasn’t
familiar with the gear or the process. It was one thing to put an artifact in
front of a computerized scanner, but another to adjust sensitivity levels and
other parameters. The team also had only the storm as a brief window of
privacy. This wasn’t the time for instruction. Tanner and the other
less-experienced students had to stand back and watch.


With the gear
set, Naomi brought up a readout screen and expanded it to fill the air above
the work table so all could see. The scanner itself sat on a simple, adjustable
frame. She set it to the right height on the table and placed the obelisk
underneath. The scans took seconds.


The results
weren’t anything Tanner recognized immediately. He’d taken basic chemistry
courses, but it wasn’t as if he knew every random atom or molecule by sight.


Molecular
compounds flashed up on the screen. Atomic breakdowns followed. More than once,
two words appeared: sample unidentified.


“Is this set
right?” asked Nigel. “We didn’t…we didn’t really just discover a new element,
did we?”


“The settings
are correct,” said Naomi.


“Okay, but
what the hell is that?”


“Alien,” said
Antonio.


Nigel frowned.
“Thanks. I mean what are we really looking at?”


“Antonio isn’t
wrong,” said Vandenberg, transfixed by the screen like the rest of them. “It
wouldn’t be the first time we’ve found something entirely new to human
experience among the stars. It won’t be the last.”


“Yeah, but it
isn’t rock, which is what I suspected,” said Naomi. “This is a blend of mineral
components. Not only the crystals, but the rest of the piece, too. Look at the
matrices on this scan here.” She cut into the large projection with another
window showing a different analysis.


“It’s not one
big stone carving?” asked Gina.


“Nope. It’s
made to look and feel like stone, but it’s synthetic.”


“Wait,” said
Antonio. “Everything else we’ve found so far is natural stone from the planet’s
surface, right? If this is alien, is it Krokinthian? Nyuyinaro?”


“The
parameters we know for their tech and materials are in the scanner’s files,”
said Naomi. “Look at the atomic analysis. The source materials all come from
Minos. But they’ve been blended.”


“Okay, but
that’s gotta be way beyond the tech level of the Minoans…right?” asked Antonio.


Tanner knew
the answer. He watched the woman who had told him the truth until she looked to
Vandenberg.


“Naomi,” said
the professor, surely aware of all the eyes upon him, “could you focus on the
crystalline structures? I only want to see the property analysis. The summary,
please.”


She keyed in
the commands. The readout offered primarily text with a few small graphs.


“It’s
conductive,” said Vandenberg. “All the way through. No damage.”


“Oh my god,”
murmured Kim.


Tanner looked
back to the entrance, confirming he’d secured it tightly on arrival. He almost
wanted to tug on it to be extra sure.


“What do you
think it does?” asked Gina.


“Let’s see if
we can’t find out.” Vandenberg plucked a thin power cable from its spool on the
edge of the table, stepping around to reach the little obelisk. He attached it
to the exposed crystal on the bottom of the piece with a simple bit of tape.


“You want to
power it up?” Antonio blinked. “With the utility line and some tape? How do you
know which side is positive and which is negative? Or if it even works that way
at all?”


“I don’t.
Trial and error. Have you ever watched live surgery?” Vandenberg already had a
new holo screen open to access the worktable’s power settings. “You think it’s
going to be an intricate task of precision and care, and none of that is
inaccurate…but you might be surprised how indelicate a surgeon can be.”


“You’re not
making me feel any better,” Antonio replied.


“There’s
nothing in the scans to suggest volatility or danger,” said Vandenberg.
“Whether we power it up here or somewhere else, sooner or later someone will
have to take the risk. But we need the answers now.”


“You know the
Union has laws about what to do with advanced alien tech found in random dirt
piles, right?” Tanner asked.


Vandenberg’s
eyelids fluttered with annoyance.


Tanner shrugged.
“Okay. I tried.”


Glowing red
text on the screen warned the scanner could only give estimates based on the
available data. Vandenberg keyed in commands for a slow scaling of power. Then
he looked up around his students. “You might not want to be so close for this.”


Everyone stepped
back.


Everyone, of
course, except Tanner, who was already by the entrance. Nigel backed up all the
way to stand beside him. “I knew I should’ve kept my helmet and body armor when
I went off to college,” Tanner muttered.


Nothing
happened with the lowest settings—but as Vandenberg increased the power, the
white crystals embedded in the obelisk began to glow. At first it seemed to be
nothing more than a finely-crafted lantern. Then came a flash, followed by a
sudden change in the air all around them. In the blink of an eye, the
population of the field lab doubled.


Tanner stood
beside himself near the exit. Everyone else stood near a double, too. Tanner
turned his head to look at the others in shock, only to see his double do the
same thing a second later. Similar mimicry followed all around the room as the
mirror images repeated the actions of their originals with the slightest delay.
They repeated words, too.


“What the
hell?” asked Naomi, only for her double to repeat exactly: “What the hell?”


Tanner reached
out to his double, finding it completely intangible. His classmates had much
the same idea. With a few more seconds to process, he noticed subtle
differences and the fundamental transparency of his double. It was only an
image of light, unlikely to fool anyone for more than a moment, but one with
far greater fidelity than human holographic technology.


The images
blinked out again. The obelisk grew brighter.


“I think that
was some sort of default,” said Vandenberg. “Clearly this is an audiovisual
recorder. Or at least that’s part of its function.”


“That was
fucking amazing,” said Kim. “You can’t even get that kind of quality in a
dedicated holo suite.”


“You’re still
powering it up?” asked Naomi.


“Only with a
trickle,” Vandenberg explained. “We don’t have any kind of command menu, so I
don’t know what it will do next. It’s not like a holocom.”


“Holocoms!
Right,” said Emma. She reached for her earring to call up her main menu. “We
need to record video on this the next time it—”


“Don’t,” Gina
interrupted with a hand on her wrist. “They’re compromised. Remember?”


“Shit, sorry.”


“We can use
one of the survey pieces,” Naomi thought out loud. She placed another scanner
on the worktable and queued it up. “These things all have audiovisual…oh!”


White light
flashed from the crystals embedded in the obelisk, only to turn abruptly to far
darker colors. The shelter all but vanished, replaced by a sky filled with dark
and billowing ash and a landscape of shadows.


Some of those
shadows moved, rushing past the living observers in the field lab. They stood
taller than the students. Their dark, hooded robes were cut strangely to human
eyes, concealing the bodies within. White lights pierced the darkness in a
staggered series much like the lantern posts the class had sunk into the canyon
trail. They heard voices, too. None sounded human, nor did they speak anything
recognizable as a human language.


Distant thunder
boomed relentlessly across the sky. Flashes of light seemed to herald more
thunder, but these lights were orange, red, and even a faint blue. The lights
revealed silhouettes on the horizon, obscured by ashen clouds but clear enough
to make out in simple shapes. The skyline held buildings with sloping walls
like pyramids, spiraling towers, and shapes less familiar to human
sensibilities. Alien or not, it looked every bit like a city.


Under the
flashing lights, the city crumbled. Many of those lights came from above in
bright, powerful beams. Other lights welled up from the distant ground as
explosions.


The cloaked
figures didn’t move like humans. The proportions and gait were all wrong, but
the fear and panic in their motions was unmistakable. So was the destruction of
the city, whether obscured by ash and distance or not.


Tanner watched,
his heart beating heavier and his body tensing to move. He remembered to check
his breath. He found the wall by touch right where he’d last seen it. His
classmates still surrounded him. Though he remembered the terror of orbital
bombardment all too well, he kept his head. The flashback and freak-out he
dreaded never happened.


The shadows
kept coming. Cloaks and hoods stayed in fashion, though soon Tanner made out
other features: jewelry of shining metals, three-fingered hands encased in
metallic gauntlets clutching bags and belongings. One body turned back to look
to the city, giving Tanner a glimpse at its face. Green eyes glowed over a
vertical feature that might be a mouth and skin that might be grey and scaled.
Then the face turned away.


A single,
split-second flash turned the room red, accompanied by a thundering boom.
Everyone flinched. A couple yelped. Even for Tanner, who had been all too close
to the real thing, the moment passed too quickly to react. As soon as it
happened, it was over.


Understanding
came only in the heartbeats after the fact. The blast came from above. More
light shined down, this time steady and growing bright below the ashen clouds.


They knew this
sight, if only from pictures. Everyone recognized the Nyuyinaro.


The alien’s
wingspan reached several meters across. Swirling, multicolored light ran under
the membrane and the skin. The body at the center could be mistaken for
something human at a distance. It bent at points similar to hips and knees.
Perhaps some evolutionary ancestor’s legs were not so naturally close together,
but these legs were no longer meant to walk. The alien’s head glowed with an
angry red light, heralding a blast like a laser from the top pair of eyes on
its skull.


In reality,
the ground at Tanner’s feet remained steady and firm. In the vivid image
projected all around, the beam tore up the ground and vaporized the cloaked
figure nearby.


More Nyuyinaro
appeared. They scoured the landscape with the same ruthless power. The cloaked
figures on the ground continued to flee. Some fought back with energy weapons,
returning fire in yellow flashes of light. Most ran.


Another blast
from the sky ended the display. The entire scene disappeared. Everything
returned to normal in the field lab save for the shocked expressions all
around.


“Holy shit!”
Kim squeaked.


“Everyone else
saw that, right?” asked Emma. “I didn’t imagine it?”


“Was anyone
recording yet?” Jishen wondered. “Tell me somebody got that. Can you do it
again, professor?”


“I think so,
yes,” said Vandenberg, though he pulled the power lead off the obelisk. He
stared at the device in shock. “I don’t see why not.”


Stunned like
the rest, Tanner’s first reaction held to old habits even if he didn’t fall all
the way into combat mode. While others blurted out their amazement, he counted
bodies to make sure everyone was still here. Only after he assured himself
everyone was okay did his sense of awe catch up.


“Was that
them?” asked Kim. “Did we see the Minoans? And the Nyuyinaro?”


“It fits what
we know,” said Naomi. “You saw the containers they were carrying. The style
matches artifacts found in other digs, like the one from up on the ridge.”


“Containers?”
asked Tanner. “I didn’t see… oh, you’re at another angle,” he corrected. He’d
also been preoccupied with concern for his nerves. Of course she’d seen more
than he did.


“Okay, but
they had energy weapons and…and this thing,” said Gina, pointing to the obelisk
on the table. “I mean, you said this thing was synthetic, right Naomi? That’s
way more advanced than pottery and buildings carved out of natural rock.”


“Maybe they
were more advanced than we thought,” suggested Antonio.


“Did we see
why the Minoans are all gone?” asked Kim. “It wasn’t the volcanic events, was
it? The Noonies burned them out.”


“We don’t know
that,” said Naomi. “We only know what we saw, right? But the sky sure looked
like it was full of ash. We know the volcanic event happened. But we don’t know
when the stuff in this recording happened, or if it’s even real. I mean we
could be looking at an ancient Minoan war movie or something. We can’t jump to
conclusions.”


Vandenberg
stared at the obelisk, but his soft, pondering voice silenced the others. “The
first thing we saw was a near-live playback of ourselves. Then we saw the
recording, which ends with the blast and the collapse. It could be
fiction or some far older event. Given the details, I think it may be the last
images recorded by the device.


“And the skies
were filled with ash,” he continued, looking up at his students. “We know the
ashes covering Minos are volcanic in nature. That research is solid. But what
if these were coinciding events? Or causal? What if the Nyuyinaro somehow
caused the eruptions? The other lights from the sky may not have been theirs.
Those beams matched weapons used by the Krokinthians during the Expansion Wars.
Both species worked together against us. They never claimed it was their first
alliance. And they did let slip that we three are not the only intelligent
lifeforms in the galaxy. They only refused to tell us more.


“If ancient
Minos came under bombardment at the same time it suffered a volcanic
catastrophe, that would explain much about the lack of visible remains. It
would explain the lack of more modern ruins.”


“You can’t burn
down whole cities like that,” Nigel objected. “Even nuclear blasts leave some
ruins behind.”


“Everything
burns if you get it hot enough,” Tanner spoke up. “Everything disintegrates.
It’s been five hundred years. We only know what they used for their ancient
buildings. Who’s to say what they used in later construction? So yeah, if the
Noonies and the Kroks were pissed off enough to pound everything to rubble?
They could do it, and five hundred years later we might never find it.”


“That’s why
they were okay with us settling here,” Gina considered out loud. “They already
wiped out the earlier civilization. Maybe they figured we’re not going to find
anything they don’t want us to find.”


“Guess they
were wrong if we found this thing,” said Antonio.


“Yeah, but
five hundred years later, do they really care?”


“What else did
you see? Anyone? What more?” asked Vandenberg.


“That sure
looked like the canyon,” said Naomi. “Only with vegetation all around it. And
guide lights. They were running for the canyon. Running for shelter.”


“They were
humanoid, but not,” added Vandenberg. “Bilateral symmetry, bipedal, four limbs
as far as we saw, and a head. But the movements were all different. Different
joints. Perhaps not at all the same number as ours.”


“The mouth is
oriented differently,” said Tanner. “Vertical instead of horizontal. I couldn’t
make out a nose but maybe they don’t have one.”


“You saw a
face from where you were standing?” asked Jishen.


“Only for a
second.”


“We need to
play that thing back. We need to set up recording spots all around this room
and run through it again and then watch the recordings one second at a time,”
said Emma.


“That’s gonna
take hours,” said Kim.


“Yes, and we have
only until the sandstorm ends before we need to worry about our guests coming
to see what we’re up to,” agreed Vandenberg. “We also need to remember to keep
them bored. It’s our best defense. We can’t spend the morning giddy about our
discoveries. Once they know we’ve uncovered something this exciting, they’ll
get nosey.”


“Wait, what
about notifying the Union? This is exactly the sort of discovery that requires
it, right?” asked Grace.


“She’s right,”
said Naomi. “This falls right into Union law.”


Tanner opened
his mouth to speak up in support. A thought stopped him. “Damn,” he hissed.


Vandenberg
noted Tanner’s curse with a glance. “I won’t stop you. I don’t believe this is
the time, but I won’t stop any of you.”


“How do we do
that?” asked Antonio. “We can’t call out right now.”


“No, but we
can send someone into Anchorside in the morning,” Naomi explained. “Minos has a
consulate for the Union Assembly like any other planet. We should be able to
walk in and talk to somebody.”


“And there’s a
liaison from the Union Fleet,” said Tanner, “but that might be the problem.”


“What do you
mean?” asked Naomi.


“What are the
chances Minos Enterprises is completely in the dark on this?” he pointed out.
“I’m not saying they know everything, or they would never let us dig. But it’s
hard to believe they don’t know anything. We’ve got babysitters here from their
goon squad and our holocoms are compromised. The authorities here are corrupt
as hell. How far does that go?”


“You think the
Union representatives here are corrupt, too?” asked Kim. “All of them?”


“I don’t
know,” said Tanner. “But it doesn’t have to be all of them. We were hit by
pirates on our way through the system. That put us under the microscope from
the police. Then the head of the local mercenaries came out to grill me and
look us over a second time. You know who didn’t come talk to us? Not
once?”


“There it is,”
Vandenberg said quietly.


“The Fleet,”
said Gina.


“Yeah. Piracy
is a Fleet concern.” He looked to Naomi and Grace. “We’re under legal
obligations, but we also don’t know who we can trust. It’s not like the people
enforcing these rules are blind to context. They’ll take discretion into
account.”


“Indeed,” said
Vandenberg. “My friends, consider the situation. If we report now, it’s
possible our hosts will shut down everything for their own gain. The only
viable option I see for reporting right now is if we were to pack up and head
for Qin Kai. Our early exit would raise considerable scrutiny. We would be
searched, possibly interrogated. We could easily be stripped of all our
evidence before we leave the planet.


“So what do
you suggest?” asked Kim.


“I suggest we
keep working. Quietly, if we can. Smaller discoveries may continue to go
undetected, and we can report them safely when we leave. Should we find
something impossible to conceal, our hosts will be in the same bind. They won’t
be able to cover it up. And if we come up with some plan between now and then,
we can always revisit this issue. None of us want to flaunt these laws. We’re
in a bind not of our making. It won’t be a crime to continue our work while we
figure out a way around these issues of integrity.”


“It kinda
would be,” said Naomi.


“In the end,
the true accountability would fall on myself,” said Vandenberg. “Again, I will
not stop you from reporting this. Any of you. I understand and sympathize. Yet
I sincerely believe this is the best way to protect ourselves and our
discoveries.


“So let’s do
everything we can while this storm gives us cover. A long night will only help
conceal our excitement in the morning. Thankfully, by then we should have
enough dust and sediment to require another full field walk. That should help
us burn off our excitement and remind our watchers how bored they are.”


Heads nodded
around the room. Hardly anyone wanted to stop now. Tanner shared a wary glance
with Naomi, but he didn’t have any other ideas. Apparently she didn’t, either.


“I might also
note the nature of our discoveries,” Vandenberg added, seeing their discomfort.
“We must report as soon as is practical, yes. But we are dealing with an
extinct society here. A delay in reporting on the dead will not have the same
stink as if we’d uncovered something about the living.”


 


 


 


 











Chapter Fifteen:

Priorities


 


High-atmosphere
clouds currently contain exceptionally high concentrations of dust due to storms
in recent weeks. No hazardous conditions are expected at ground level.
Visibility will not be impacted. However, wireless signals and active scanning
systems will likely see disruptions over the next few nights.


 


--Minos
Weather Services, August 2280


 


“Everybody’s
got problems, kid. All of us bust our asses every day and none of us make the
kind of money we should get for it. My kid’s school barely functions. My wife
barely talks to me when she gets home from her job. It’s 2280, my liver is shot
‘cause I can’t afford a new one, and if every bit of my salary for the next six
years went to paying off my debt, I’d still owe. So what, you want me to join
your revolution?”


“Boss, wait
up. I’m not in the revolution,” said Bao. He looked nervously past the coworkers
at his side to the office exit. The windows vibrated from the machinery below
the supervisor’s room, but nobody took for granted the noise outside would
cover their conversation. “We’re not talking about anything crazy like that.”


“No? Then what
are you talking about?” asked the shift supervisor. His eyes swept the crew of
men and women in orange jumpsuits. “You think I don’t know this is a shit job?
You think I haven’t tried to make changes? I’ve pointed out the problems. I’ve
talked to who I can talk to. Shit hasn’t changed, and it isn’t gonna. Yeah,
conditions suck. It’s better than a lot of other people have got.”


At eighty-five
years old, Jack Bauman came to Minos with the first waves of settlers. He had
more hopes then. He also had debt, bad career prospects, a broken marriage, and
more debt. Minos Enterprises took on all of his debt as part of his contract.
Unlike the Big Three and their efforts to smooth over the scandals of the last
few years, Minos Enterprises forgave none of it.


Life’s burdens
showed in his wrinkles. Modern science could make him a young man again, but
the company would never spring for a second series of longevity treatments.
He’d never be able to afford it on his own, either. That was the way it went.
He was too old and too worn out to wring his hands about such things now.


“Jack, other
people having it worse doesn’t mean we have it good,” Bao argued. “It doesn’t
even mean we have something acceptable. We don’t. We’re here eleven hours a day
and for what? This paycheck? Hell, we have to pay for our own gear.” The young
man tugged at his jumpsuit. “I had to buy this for the privilege of working
here.”


“You get
housing.”


“I’ve got a
closet. Housing was guaranteed to us in our parents’ contracts. I don’t
see any new housing going up. C’mon, you know the profit margin on what we do
here. Any old fool can scare up some crystals for us to process into data
storage chips. They’ve got the money to do better by us.”


“Yeah? You
don’t know what they’ve gotta do to process those crystals at the front end,”
Jack pointed out.


“Nobody knows
that,” agreed Bao. “Nobody except the guys at the front end, and they aren’t
talking.”


“We aren’t
supposed to be talking about it either, Bao.”


“It’s
proprietary tech, some cleaning bullshit, no big deal,” scoffed another of the
floor crew.


“No, Ken,”
Jack pushed back. “It isn’t that simple. And we’re not talking about it.”


“Fine. That’s
not what we came to talk about anyway,” Bao broke in again. “Look, it doesn’t
matter what the front end does. We do everything else from collections to
cutting and pressing to warehousing. And it would be a simple job if it wasn’t
at a breakneck speed all fucking day. We’ve got shit for breaks, we’ve got shit
for pay, and we’ve got shit for safety standards. Don’t look at me like that.
Safety isn’t about you, it’s about the rules as written. People get hurt all
the time, and then they get to enjoy Minos Medical at its finest. How many
people never come back to work after an accident?”


“You feel
better getting all that off your chest?” Jack fumed. “What’s your point?”


“Shit could be
better around here. The bosses just have to decide to make it better. They
can’t tell us it’s too expensive. Not with the profits they’re raking in.”


“Bao. Listen
to me: what do you think we can do about it? The company decides the rules
here. There isn’t anyone to complain to. Nobody else to fix this.”


“I’m saying we
form a union,” said Bao.


Coworkers
nodded and murmured in agreement. Jack looked them over with wide eyes. Now it
was his turn to look warily to the exit. “You listen to me real good, guys,”
Jack said, his voice dropping. “The only thing that might be worse around here
than talkin’ about processing at the front end is talking about a goddamn
union. Christ, they don’t even teach that shit in the schools here. What’d you
do, dig up one of your parents’ books? Talkin’ about unions is a great way to
get yourselves fired. They’ll fire everyone you hang out with, too.”


“They can’t
fire all of us,” another worker spoke up. “That’s the point.”


“Yes, they
fucking well can. There are too many hungry mouths and too little good work on
this planet for us to pretend we’re irreplaceable. They’ll throw us out on our
asses. We’ll be lucky if it ends there. You think they won’t find an excuse to
lock us up? Or worse? And if you make too much noise, they’ll replace us with
fucking machines. All they gotta do is decide the expense is worth getting rid
of the headache of live workers. Happens all through history, kids. We won’t be
any different.”


“Then why are
we even here now?” called out a voice from the back.


“Because this
planet’s full of colonists and their kids who need jobs to keep ‘em busy,” said
another worker. “They can’t risk us leading independent lives where we might
make things better for ourselves, so they keep us playing their game.”


“Oh, for the
love of God,” grumbled Jack. His eyes found Cecily in the small crowd. She
always was a troublemaker. “Listen, nobody forces you to work. If you think you
can make it out there on your own, there’s the door.”


His anger
silenced the room. His people were used to him being a little coarse, but they
knew he cared about them. The enemy was out there, past the doors where Jack
pointed.


A sudden, low
boom beyond those doors snapped everyone out of the debate.


Alarms
followed. Jack pushed through the clutch of workers to look out his office
window at the machinery floor below. He wasn’t terribly worried for the
machines themselves, nor for the crystalline stock running through it, but they
would give some indication of the problem at hand.


The sight of
the sonic scrubbing tanks going into emergency shutdown filled him with dread.
The whole assembly process would be halted, too. Stock would be lost, and money
with it. Procedures like this didn’t happen lightly.


Dull, distant
thumps continued, vibrating the walls and even the deck under Jack’s feet.


“Okay, we
gotta get out of here,” he said.


“Jack, it’s a
shelter-in-place alarm,” said Bao. “We’re better off here.”


“That’s
bullshit they tell you to avoid having a real plan. Listen, we gotta figure out
where the trouble is and move away from it before it gets here. If those stupid
insurgents or somebody are making an attack, we—” A hand grabbed Jack’s arm
before he could get halfway to the exit. Jack turned, coming face to face with
Bao again.


A harder thump
shook the air outside the office, causing the windows to shake. Jack thought he
might have heard distant screams.


“We need to
stay here,” said Bao.


“The fuck…?”
Jack asked. Bao looked calm. Apologetic and tense, but calm. “What is going on,
Bao? Are you in on this?” His eyes flashed across the gathered workers. Most
looked understandably alarmed. Most, but not all. Only then did Jack notice how
much of the plant staff was in this room. Other than security and the front-end
guys, this was practically everyone on shift. “Did you set this up?”


“We’re safer
here,” Bao reiterated. He glanced to the others. “Everybody should find a place
to duck down.”


Jack glared at
Bao with growing understanding. Bao and Cecily pushed for this meeting. For
this specific time. They suggested this office, though other spaces might have
been a little more practical.


The windows
shook again, this time with a boom rather than a thud.


A high-pitched
tone startled everyone, ringing out from each worker’s holocoms. Emergency
warnings flashed in holographic letters all around as every personal device
fell into company-mandated crisis presets. The workers received nothing more
than another admonishment to shelter in place. As the floor supervisor, Jack
got a little more, but it was audio only. He keyed up his earpiece rather than
sharing it with the others.


“All
supervisors, this is Ming with security,” began the message. Booms, shouts, and
the hiss of lasers filled the background. “We’re under attack by an armed
group, identity unknown. They’ve got energy weapons and some kind of body
shields. Do not try to call out. We’ve got electronic countermeasures going to
jam their comms. We already called for help. Stay put and—” The transmission
ended with a shout of pain.


As he
listened, Jack retreated to the safety of his desk. He hadn’t even looked for
it, but with the recording’s sudden ending he found himself crouched beside the
desk rather than sitting behind it. His eyes sought out Bao again.


“What are they
saying?” Bao asked.


Jack answered
only with a scowl. Stupid kid. What good did he think any of this would do?


Hard bangs at
the door startled everyone. These were metal on metal, not the result of
distant explosions. “It’s Frankie,” declared a muffled voice. “I’m coming in.”
The beep and the red flash of the door controls indicated an authorized keyed
entry. Jack hadn’t even realized the doors had locked, but as part of the
facility’s emergency protocols it made sense. At least the company made good on
that.


Frankie swept
in, his sidearm out but his security uniform unmarred. He hadn’t been hurt,
which was Jack’s first concern. The grave urgency in his eyes was another.


“Where are
they?” Jack asked. “How many are there?”


“I don’t
know,” said Frankie. “They’re all over the place. Lots of them.”


“All over?”
asked Bao.


Jack bit back
another curse as he saw their eyes meet. Frankie was a good kid, especially for
a security guard, but it looked like he’d been in on this, too—only his next
words upended all of that. “They aren’t hitting the front end. It’s not the
insurgents. This is somebody else.”


“Holy shit,”
murmured Cecily.


“Frankie.
Listen to me,” said Jack. “We can’t trust the emergency plan. That stuff isn’t
about keeping us safe. If you really don’t know what’s going on, we all gotta
get out of here. Now.”


 


* * *


 


Cloud cover on
Minos made for dark nights. Technology easily mitigated that, of course.
Nightvision glasses weren’t uncommon. Lights were never in short supply, even
out here on the outskirts of Anchorside. The area surrounding the chip
processing plant had enough lamps and floodlights to make it a beacon all
across the horizon.


Tonight the
clouds hung low in the sky, creating greater complications than simple
darkness. Dust particles from the last storm clung to the clouds. In addition
to blotting out the moons and stars, the clouds hindered transmissions and
satellite surveillance.


Chen took in
the effectiveness of the cloud cover with readings on his binoculars.
Ironically, the less informative his readings were, the more assurance they
provided. He knelt in the sands, covered by a blanket seeded with Minoan ash.
Popping up for this reading was a risk, but so was everything about tonight.


“Overhead
cover is still holding up,” he murmured. “As long as we knock out the
point-to-point communications relay in the first seconds, we should be fine.”


“We’re fucked
if we don’t,” grumbled one of the hooded men beside him.


“So let’s make
sure we do it right,” Chen replied. He came down to his elbows again, turning
his head to give out a low, soft whistle. From the darkness, other whistles
answered from lumps along the sandy landscape. He counted nine to his left,
then repeated the call to his right and heard eight more. They had everyone
ready.


Rifle barrels
poked out of those bumps in the sand. Everyone had their targets picked out
from earlier scouting runs on the facility. Some would take down lights. Others
would hit turrets. A handful would focus on the live guards walking the
perimeter. The team had practiced nearly to death for their difficulties and
knew what to do when someone missed.


Only the
thought of crossing the remaining distance to the plant left Chen with doubts.
He’d signed off on the plan, even agreed to lead it, because he felt it was
solid. Yet he couldn’t dismiss the notion that the plant’s security still had
some surprises in store for any attackers. He couldn’t account for the unknown.


He chose to
bet on the company’s habit of cutting costs. Surprise defenses cost money.
Besides, it wasn’t as if any of their chip processing plants had suffered a
raid before. Why go to the expense of covering for an imaginary danger?


That would
change after tonight, of course. His team had to make this one count.


He repeated
his whistled readiness calls. Responses came back as planned. Time to do this.


“Whoa, whoa,
hold up,” hissed the man on his right. Chen felt Matt’s hand against his
shoulder. “Look to one o’clock. Still in the dunes. What is that?”


Chen turned to
look. Along the final rise before the plant’s walls, the sands seemed to move
in the darkness. He brought his binoculars to his face and hit the nightvision
enhancements.


Three holes
appeared in the dune as if the bottom had fallen out. Nothing made a sound.


Human shapes
emerged, several to each hole, climbing with grace and speed to lay atop the
ridge. They wore black armor over black cloth, reminding him of old Earth
knights on horseback with more dramatic angles and flourishes at the wearer’s
joints. It all looked more like a costumer’s creation than anything designed
for combat. Hoods and helmets obscured every head. Each figure turned to fling
dust over the next as if splashing one another with water, only Chen saw no
playfulness to the gesture. It struck him as entirely practical.


“Who the hell
is that?” asked Chen’s second.


“I don’t know,
but they aren’t with us.” Chen turned right and left, hissing a wordless
warning to hold fire.


The strangers
spread out along the sandy ridge, keeping low and showing slightly fewer numbers
than Chen’s team. He saw no weapons, but the armor continued to fascinate. It
wasn’t bulky like powered armor. The size of these strangers seemed entirely
natural. From here, their size seemed almost uniform, too. As they assembled,
some dug both arms deep into the sands. Others held to a crouch as if waiting.


One black-clad
stranger at the center of the line waved his arms. Those in a crouch rose up to
half their height and reached out for the plant, some with their arms high and
others low.


Blasts of
yellow light flew from their wrists, demolishing many of the same targets Chen
had assigned to his people. Floodlights and cameras burst. Sentries fell with
smoking holes through their bodies.


No more than
the blink of an eye passed before the sands around the strangers erupted in a
sudden rush. Chen thought he saw more yellow light flash across the top of the
dune under the strangers with their arms in the sands. Dust rose up like a
sudden wave before them, blowing toward the plant while the remaining sentries
shot back.


The strangers
vaulted up from their lines to chase after the wave of dust. More blasts of
yellow light followed, cutting down resistance and blowing holes in the wall.
Return fire from the guards seemed to hit nothing at all.


Though the
strangers kept running, they didn’t ignore the threat of the lasers. Every
attacker reached over their back to remove one of those odd slabs of black
metal, expanding it into a large rectangular shield. Once again, Chen thought
back to medieval arms and armor, but these black shields seemed able to absorb
laser fire as the guards’ aim improved.


Loud,
mechanical roars from above revealed pop-up turrets along the plant’s roof that
blasted away at the intruders with rapid, solid projectile fire. Unlike the
lasers of the guards, bullets landed to clear effect. Shields and armor struck
with such force couldn’t keep their wearers on their feet. Black-clad strangers
fell under a torrent of machinegun fire. Others knelt behind their shields for
protection. Sparks flew, creating a frantic strobe light effect and leaving
Chen to wonder if the shields could fully stop bullets.


New figures
emerged, one from each of the large holes in the sands. These were as tall as
the rest, but misshapen to the point of being clearly inhuman. Their proportions
were all wrong, with the outlines of their bodies more like rough-hewn rock
than the cloth-and-armor of the other attackers. Chen noted long legs that bent
entirely backward at the knee.


He also noted
a red glow about the heads. The four stone men stood tall at the ridges, quickly
coming under fire from the plant’s defenses. Though they appeared staggered by
torrents of bullets, they held their ground—until red beams of light streamed
from their faces.


The blasts
reminded Chen immediately of the Nyuyinaro, who could sustain laser blasts from
their eyes for several seconds at a time. He’d seen video of such power, but
never anything like it in person. None of these blasts continued for more than
two seconds, but that was more than enough to correct for a missed mark.
Turrets and gunners along the wall quickly fell under the assault.


The stone men
provided relief to the first wave of attackers. Yellow beams from their
wrist-mounted weapons picked up once more. Some rallied to their feet and
advanced under the protection of their shields—but not all. A few of their
compatriots never rose from the sands. One of the stone men staggered under
continued machinegun fire. An arm fell off, sparking and cracking, while
bullets across the torso and head eventually sent them collapsing into the
sands.


Despite losses
among the attackers, no one could doubt the momentum of the battle. Portions of
the wall fell under concentrated fire from those yellow beams. Black-clad
invaders rushed in. Their remaining back-up followed.


“Who the fuck
are these guys?” hissed one of Chen’s comrades. “Where did they get that tech?”


“Are those
robots?” asked another. “Nobody arms robots. Too vulnerable to hacking.”


All the same
questions occupied the team leader. He had no answers. Like the others, Chen
could only watch.


An explosion
tore through the front of the building at its main gates. Others followed along
the doors to the plant itself. Much of the façade caved in, releasing another
cloud of dust even as lights went out along the walls and gates.


The attackers
quickly accomplished much of what Chen’s team had set out to do. They looked
likely to accomplish more—but not all. He couldn’t be sure of the rest. Rather
than elation at the destruction of his target, Chen felt a growing pit in his
stomach.


None of the
armored raiders lingered at the breaches in the walls. Two of the remaining
stone men followed them into the compound while the last held back. Though
their image gave the impression of density and weight, the stone men advanced
with a bounding, springing stride.


“We’ve gotta
get our people out,” said Chen. “We have to get in there. Boqu, Peng, you guys
get back to base and tell them what happened. Show ‘em everything you recorded
on your scopes. No back-talk, we need to let the others know. Go now. Haul
ass.”


Boqu and Peng
rushed off into the night. Chen turned to the team on his left. “Arturo,
Leanne, you and the others cover us from here. Don’t shoot unless they open up
on us first. And don’t count on your lasers. They don’t seem to work too well.
Use whatever solid stuff you’ve got.” He turned back to the rest. “Everyone
else, we hook around to the right and move in.”


“Chen, look,”
warned one of his guys. In the ground between Chen’s team and the walls, the
last of the stone men stopped to lift up two of the fallen strangers. With a
body over each shoulder, the strange figure sprinted back to one of the holes
in the desert sand. It unceremoniously pitched both bodies into the hole before
turning back to retrieve more.


“Well, that’s
something,” said Chen. “The distraction might buy us some time to cover ground
if we time it right.”


“What about
the plant?” asked another of his men.


Chen shook his
head. “The plant’s only machinery and walls. They were gonna rebuild it no matter
what. We can’t rebuild dead people. Listen, defend yourselves but try not to
engage. We save the workers. Screw the rest. Everybody on me.” The stone man started
back for a second pick-up run of the dead. Its back would be turned for a
moment, at least. “Go!”


They ran. Chen
wondered how much time he’d lost in giving out new orders. He wondered how much
damage had already been done. Fighting still raged in the compound. Hopefully,
it would clear out resistance in his path.


Flames rose up
from behind the wall, adding to the light created by the energy weapons. Chen’s
team swept around in an arc to avoid the fallen strangers and the open pits
from which they’d come. They made it a third of the way before the robot rose
up once more with the last of the fallen. It turned their way to repeat its
path and halted instantly at the sight of the team.


The red tau
that split its face glowed brighter.


“Down,” warned
Chen. “Everybody down!”


Red light
blasted from its face, tracing up a line in the sands toward his team in a
flash. It lasted for only one second. In the next heartbeat, the beam was
interrupted by another sudden flash of light—this one orange, accompanied by a
loud boom and a concussive wave. The cover team did their job well. Leanne’s
missile flew from the launcher on her shoulder too fast for Chen to track, but
he saw it explode at the stone man’s feet. The thing disappeared in a ball of
fire and smoke.


“Move! Move!”
Chen ordered, hauling the nearest man up to run with him. He abandoned the
arcing path to the gap in the wall in favor of a straight path. Enough
fucking around now. The strangers were officially hostile.


He held little
hope of grabbing some of the strangers’ gear to examine. The lives of the plant
workers took priority. He’d had a plan to keep them safe during the raid. Now
that was shot to hell.


Insurgencies
always put civilians at risk. Chen understood that. Until now, he’d accepted
it, but he’d also done what he could to mitigate the danger. The appearance of
this new force pushed those concerns to the forefront. If someone else wanted
to take on the fight against Minos Enterprises and Precision Solutions, that
was fine by Chen…but someone had to look out for the people caught in the
crossfire.


No one fired
at his team as they closed the distance. Remains of the stone man lay up
against the perimeter wall, blasted to pieces and no longer glowing. Chen
breathed out a small prayer of thanks for that as they reached the wall.


He looked back
to make sure everyone was with him. Their training came mostly from books and
videos, all used to create haphazard practice exercises. The insurgency
included precious few veterans. Everything else was a matter of courage,
improvisation, and hope that it would all be enough.


Chen stepped
over blood-stained rubble to sweep around the breach in the wall. Most of the
light came from the flickering reflection of numerous fires. Bodies lay in the
space between the compound walls and the main building. All but two wore
security uniforms. The others, clad in black armor, drew Chen’s attention for a
second look.


They were
well-built, whoever they were. At first glance, Chen took both for male, but he
couldn’t be sure under the armor. He forgot about that concern entirely when he
noticed the helmet fallen beside one armored raider. The corpse lay face-down
on the pavement with a hole at the back of the skull. He’d only seen a few
people shot by bullets, but he couldn’t imagine a bullet that could make a hole
like this. The helmet looked entirely clean, too, as if shed before the bullet
hit. At a glance, he realized the other corpse was missing its helmet, too, but
he couldn’t see the head.


Movement shook
Chen from his revulsion. His comrades pushed into the compound. Shouts and
laser fire continued at the front. Chen continued on, thankfully moving away
from the fight rather than toward it. Another ear-splitting explosion on the
other side of the compound punctuated his feelings on the situation.


“Sally,” said
Chen. “Which way? Direct path is fine. We’re done being subtle.”


Their guide
pointed the way. She’d worked at the plant for years and had helped devise the
entire operation. “We’re headed for the closest door now. That staircase over
there. It’s an emergency exit from the top floor. That’s where everybody’s
supposed to be hiding.”


Chen frowned.
Everyone would be bottlenecked and exposed on that stairway. It wasn’t their
original extraction path for that very reason, and it only looked worse now.
“And the bottom floor here?”


“We should be
along the processing floor now. It’s mostly machinery and transfer stations.
The manager’s office overlooks the floor from there. But the closest doors are
off that way, like the big loading bay doors at the back end.”


“Fuck doors,”
grunted Chen. He tugged a satchel off his back and tucked it against the base
of the wall. “Breaching charges. Everyone dump ‘em right here. Juan, keep yours
in case we need it inside. Everyone else, pile ‘em up.”


“We’re doing
this?” Sally asked, already complying.


“We’re doing
it. Back to the breach in the wall. Find cover. Go.” Chen withdrew from the
pile of improvised explosives once everyone else was behind him, dialing up the
detonator program on his holocom. Seconds later, with fighting still shaking
the rest of the compound, Chen hit the trigger.


The blast
engulfed everything between the building and the compound’s main wall with
smoke and debris. Rushing in seconds later, Chen found a hole big enough to
accommodate two people moving abreast. Taller people might have to duck. He
could live with it. The team plunged inside.


Main power
seemed like an early casualty of the raid. Emergency lights and flashing alarms
provided the only remaining illumination. A haze of smoke permeated the air
well beyond the team’s improvised entrance, warning of further problems. Chen
and his people carried filters for the desert dust, but not oxygen tanks.


“Move, god
damn it!” barked a voice from beyond the machinery. “Get to the doors! Go!”


“Jack?” Sally
called out. “Jack! Frankie!”


“Who’s that?”


“This way,”
Sally led Chen and the rest around a bank of tall machines. “Jack, it’s Sally!”


“The hell?”
grunted a voice.


Chen rounded
the corner with her, finding a small crowd of men and women in plant worker
jumpsuits and a single armed guard. The latter brought up his pistol as they
arrived. “Frankie, it’s us,” said Chen. “It’s okay. We’re here to get you out.”


“The fuck is
going on here?” demanded an older man amid the crowd. By voice and posture
alone, Chen pegged him as the shift manager. “Are you guys more fucking
insurgents?”


“It’s an
attack by someone we can’t identify,” said Chen. “We’re here to get you out.”


“If the guards
see us following you guys, they could mow us down right along with you. Tell me
why we ought to go with you instead of taking our chances on our own.”


Another boom
shook the entire building, forcing everyone down to the deck. Light and air
broke through from above as roof tiles caved in not far away.


The burning
shape of a Vanguard poked through the gap in the roof. The supports didn’t
hold. Within seconds, more of the roof collapsed, allowing the aircraft to
teeter over the edge and fall to the main floor with another terrifying,
ear-splitting crash.


Chen crossed
the remaining distance to grab Jack by the shoulder. “No guards. These other
guys have armor that stands up to lasers and they’re chewing through security,”
he explained. “We got in on our own and we’ve got people to cover our escape
outside. If your plan has anything better, it’s your call.”


 Jack shook
his head vigorously. “Hell with it, let’s go!”











Chapter Sixteen:

Storm Clouds


 


“Under most
conditions, the search for artifacts and the removal of sediment is far easier
with modern technology. Minos presents a challenge requiring us to blend new
techniques with older, slower methods. No other world requires so much
old-fashioned playing in the dirt.”


 


--Joseph
Vandenberg, Expedition Journal, August 2280


 


Morales
floated backward along the twisted wreckage of St. Jude. He reached for
Tanner, pleading for help with bloodshot eyes.


No. Not for
Tanner. He reached for the helmet floating between them.


Tanner was
closer. His momentum carried him to within reach. He could grab the helmet and
save himself. Or he could push it toward Morales and save him. Maybe.


His fingers
touched the helmet. They didn’t hook on. It drifted away, turning, still within
reach. Morales kept drifting, too. Tanner could still save his own ass. He
reached for the helmet.


The drag on
his arm broke him from the dream. The drag, and the dissonance of memory. It
didn’t play out like that. He never had a chance to help Morales. Though hardly
calming, the thought woke him from his cot to sit bolt upright.


The shelter
welcomed him with cool air and the barest light. Tanner shook hard enough to
hear it in his breath. He forced himself to control the flow, inhaling and
exhaling longer. Slower. His pounding heart dialed back the panic bit by bit,
but not the frustration.


“Damn it,” he hissed
to the shadows. “God fucking damn it.”


He looked to
the other cots, hoping he hadn’t woken anyone else this time. Nigel appeared
sound asleep. That was a good sign. To his other side, Tanner found Antonio
sitting upright in his cot. He had his back to the wall of their shelter and
his arms around his knees.


“Sorry,”
Tanner whispered.


Antonio shook
his head. “It’s fine,” he murmured. “Already awake.”


Tanner looked
to the clock. The sun wouldn’t be up for a couple more hours. “You okay?”


He shrugged,
never looking Tanner’s way. “You’re making another run into the city, right?”


“Yeah.”


“Alright if I
come with?”


“Sure.”


Antonio
nodded. He laid down again, pulling up the blanket as he turned his back.


 


* * *


 


“I heard ‘em
blasting away up at the front end for a couple minutes. Heard a bit of
shuffling or something. Must have been them moving away rubble. But then it was
over. I couldn’t see what happened from my spot. Not unless I crawled out,
and…” Seated on a bench along one of the building walls, her voice trailed off.
The guard bowed her head, shaking it slowly.


“It’s alright,
Jamie,” said Dylan. She stood over the private, glancing back to the wreckage
of the plant’s main building. “You were completely outmatched and outgunned.”


“We shouldn’t
have been, though,” said Jamie. “That’s the thing. I didn’t see everything that
happened, obviously, but I didn’t get the sense we were outnumbered. Not even
after the first few seconds. But we’d shoot at them and even hit them and
then…nothing. Nothing happened. They ignored it. And they did all this.”


By the morning
light, the processing plant looked as if it had been hit by an earthquake.
Walls stood with cracks or great holes. Others lay in piles of broken and
charred concrete. Several of the outlying buildings near the main plant were
now hollowed-out shells. The plant itself was half rubble. Smoke drifted from a
dozen points in the ruins.


Bodies lay
strewn across the landscape. Some had been covered with bags. Others waited for
tending. All of them wore security uniforms or other clothing common at the
plant. Dylan saw pools of blood here and there apart from the bodies, but she
saw none of the attackers. They had carried out all of their dead.


“It’s not like
we didn’t take any of them down,” continued Jamie. The guard’s voice was raw
and faint, her eyes still distant. “I saw some of them drop. Saw a couple of
them in the dirt with big holes in the back of their heads, too. But lasers
only seemed to work if you got lucky. Mostly we might as well have been armed
with flashlights.” Jamie managed to look the major in the eye, as if she meant
to plead for mercy but she was simply too tired to put anything into it. “I was
all alone before I hid. I could’ve kept fighting but it seemed so pointless.
Didn’t know what else to do.”


“Everyone else
who made it through says the same thing, Private,” said Dylan. “I’d have no one
to talk to if you had all made a last stand. And you’re right, it doesn’t sound
like it would’ve done any good.”


The hum of
airvan engines drew Dylan’s attention from her conversation. She turned around
to find two black aircraft settling into a deserted parking area. Doors opened
before either vehicle shut down, releasing men and women in dark business
suits. She recognized a couple of them as security escorts even before she
identified any faces. The man they escorted emerged from the airvan in a suit
and dark sunglasses.


Dylan couldn’t
entirely blame him for the bodyguards, particularly when he came to a scene
like this. He looked around with a scowl, but before Geisler completed his
first sweep he spotted Dylan with Jamie. Suddenly the bodyguards had to pick up
their pace to keep up.


“What the hell
happened?” asked Geisler. “What did they hit us with, an army? I saw three
crashed airvans before we landed! Why didn’t you send more?”


“Those three
airvans were the rapid response call unit,” Dylan answered. “It’s what we had
to send. Everyone else needed time to assemble. And from the looks of things,
if I’d sent more, I’d only have more wrecks on the ground.”


“Maybe we need
to re-think your ‘rapid response’ plans.” Geisler ran his fingers through his
hair. “How bad is it? What have we got?”


“Most of the
security force is dead,” the major began. “Most of the night shift workers for
the plant are missing. It looks like they made it out near the back of the main
building and ran for their lives during or after the fighting. Whatever tracks
they left outside the perimeter wall are gone now. Almost all the surveillance
systems are dead. I’ve got techs trying to recover data but the system had some
catastrophic failure. The attackers took advantage of a dust cloud in the upper
atmosphere so the satellites were no good.


“It looks like
we’re missing stuff from the main building, too,” Dylan went on, gesturing to
the plant. “The façade caved in but they moved some of the rubble out and
grabbed something. I don’t know what.”


“The front end
of the plant?” Geisler asked.


“Yeah.” Dylan
watched him. “What’s significant about that?”


Geisler turned
back as if to answer, then noticed Jamie. “Who’s this?”


“Private Jamie
here was on site when the attackers hit,” explained Dylan. “She’s been telling
me her story.”


“What went
wrong, Private?” he asked. “We had all this security. Did someone fall asleep
at the switch?”


“It wasn’t the
insurgents, sir. Not unless they found a ton of new tech recently.” Jamie
managed to meet his gaze, but her eyes fell again. “I’ve never seen weapons or
armor like that. We weren’t ready for this. My team didn’t stand a chance.”


“And then they
cleared out the storage area at the front of the plant?”


“I guess so.
Missed that part, sir. I didn’t see everything.”


“What’d you
do, run and hide?”


“Mr. Geisler, let’s
step aside in private for a minute,” Dylan suggested abruptly. She resisted the
urge to drag him away by the arm. Thankfully, Geisler followed. His escorts
maintained a respectful distance.


“We pay a lot
of money for security here, Major,” he fumed. “They’re not guarding some
shopping center. What the hell—”


“Mr. Geisler,”
Dylan interrupted. She stepped in close, keeping her voice low. “Jamie isn’t
the only survivor. You might want to think twice before you insult and
antagonize a bunch of traumatized, heavily-armed soldiers. If one of them
snaps, they’ll face the music for it, but you’ll be dead.”


 Geisler bit
back a reply. Holding his tongue, he looked over the ruins again. “Fine. Then
I’ll talk to you. What the fuck happened here, Major?”


“You already
heard the basics. They had unknown weapons tech and they were ready for our
airborne reinforcements. We can’t find any remains except for some bloodstains
and a little debris. They carried their dead out with them.”


“So we have no
reason to believe it wasn’t the insurgents.”


“Come on. I
want to show you something.”


Dylan took the
CEO across the compound to the main building. He seemed to want to go there
anyway, given how his attention kept drifting to the collapsed front of the
structure. All around, Dylan’s troops searched the area for evidence of the
attackers or their tactics. She didn’t need outside help to collect blood
samples or run material analysis.


“Christ, they
gutted this place,” said Geisler. He pulled away from Dylan’s path to look
closer. “Do we know if anything inside survived?”


“It’s possible
someone might be alive under there, sure.” Dylan gestured to the men with
sniffer units gingerly climbing over the rubble. “We’re looking.”


“No, I see
you’ve got search and rescue going. I mean storage units. We had big, shielded
container units at the front end.” He noted Dylan’s questioning look and
answered it with a lower, grumbling voice. “The relic crystals go through a
different processing sequence than the stuff that comes out of the mines.
Higher-grade stuff, but we have to cut them differently and clear off all the
noise first.”


“Right,” Dylan
grunted. “Is there anything else you want to tell me about that?”


“What do you
mean?”


“The raiders
smashed the end of the facility where the higher-value materials are stored and
processed, right? You understand the value. Apparently the raiders did, too. I
still don’t.”


Geisler shook
his head. “Higher-grade means higher performance and higher value. Nothing more
to it than that. Lots of companies have their industrial secrets. We’re no
different.”


“That wouldn’t
be weird except for the way you guys avoid talking about your ‘processing.’ Sounds
more like you’re trying to avoid a guilty secret than protecting some
proprietary trick. But I figured every company has its quirks, just like every
planet. I didn’t think too much about Minos on either score until this
morning.”


She brought
him to the corner of the building, where load-bearing supports still stood close
to her height after the rest crumbled. Black carbon scoring decorated the
supports. “Anything about this stand out to you?” Dylan asked.


“Should it?
Looks like it got shot up a little. So does the rest of this place. Why?”


“We’ve got a
variety of damage here. This little line was carved out by a laser,” Dylan
explained. She traced out the thin black mark with her finger. “You can see
others like it here and here, right? This is a direct shot, this is a graze.
Lasers are tightly concentrated. They leave thin marks.”


“So what made
the big marks?” asked Geisler.


“The big marks
came from the bad guys, but I don’t know what the hell they used. That’s my
concern. Pulse lasers come out at about the diameter of a pen, maybe a little
less. These things hit at half the diameter of my fist. The only energy weapon
that expands like this is plasma, and these aren’t plasma scores. Laser weapons
come out in reds and blues. Plasma typically comes out green. The bad guys
fired something yellow.”


“I thought
that was a manufacturer’s decision. Can’t you tweak the colors on lasers to
anything you want?”


“You can.
Sometimes it helps you differentiate who’s shooting at whom. It can help you
tell friendly fire from the enemy. Some people find value in that. My concern
is I’ve got an odd color along with a comparatively huge spread on the weapon’s
output. And the fact that this was apparently all wrist-mounted. These weren’t
guns, more like bracelets or something mounted in the armor. Nobody got a close
enough look to give details.”


Geisler
frowned. “Powered armor? And there was a whole squad of them? Christ, how much
does something like that cost to operate? Or to even get down here?” Though he
wasn’t the military sort, the businessman in him understood costs and benefits.
The implications dawned on him quickly. “Who the hell would go to that kind of
effort to hit us?”


“I don’t think
it’s anybody you’ve got on your mind right now. There’s more.”


Nearby in the
rubble sat a stack of clean storage bins brought in by the search crews. One of
Dylan’s men stood guard. With a nod, Dylan instructed the guard to open up the
top container. Inside were hunks of shaped black stone in sealed plastic bags.
She took one from the box, removing it from the bag to show Geisler. Tilting it
in the light revealed the intricate pattern and texture of the piece.


“Security here
wasn’t entirely ineffective,” she said. “They inflicted some casualties and did
damage. This is a piece of the armor the enemy wore. I’ve never seen armor like
this, powered or not. None of these pieces have any sort of circuitry or
hydraulics, so I’m guessing it’s not the powered sort. Pretty much all the
armor I know of has a smooth face, too. This is practically a piece of artwork.
I’m guessing this is a shin guard. Now here’s the real trick.”


She tossed it
to the ground and drew her pistol, looking around to make sure she was clear.
“Test fire,” she called out twice to prevent alarming anyone. Then she put a
laser blast into the small piece of armor.


Red light
glowed across the piece for only the blink of an eye, spreading as if to
highlight the dense, intricate pattern along the surface. The glow quickly
receded. Dylan picked up the piece once more to give Geisler a closer look. Her
laser blast had left the slightest carbon scoring behind, standing out only as
a darker mark on an already dark field.


“This is half
the thickness of any hard-shell armor I’ve ever seen, short of the powered
stuff,” she explained as Geisler handled the piece with undisguised
fascination. “Half the thickness and much more effective. Armor is built for
deflection and diffusion, but you see wear and tear. The metal sags. Even if it
holds up to the hit, there’s still some damage. This diffuses almost the whole
beam. And you know what it looks like.”


“Yeah, I do,”
Geisler murmured. “Holy shit, I do. Have you put this under any kind of
scanner?”


“The simple
stuff. We don’t have specialists out here, but we’ve confirmed the edging there
is local stone. So I guess this is your metallurgical breakthrough.” She took
the piece from his hands to compel him to look her in the eye. “Geisler, I’ve
got a raid that smashed through a reinforced guard contingent with turrets and
cameras and all the other shit. I’ve got bad guys using wrist-mounted weapons
with fat yellow energy blasts. Nobody makes that kind of stuff. You understand
what I mean? Not NorthStar, not Lai Wa, not any second- or third-tier
manufacturer. Nobody. And nobody makes armor like this, but it wasn’t smuggled
here. It’s from Minos.


“I see only a
few possibilities. Either somebody’s been running one fucking amazing R&D
lab right under your nose, or this shit has been here all along. I have a hard
time with the former. The latter means this is alien tech, Geisler. You know
what that means.”


She could see
the wheels turning behind his eyes. “We don’t know anything,” he
asserted, taking the piece from her again. “We need to study this. Our people
have to break it down and figure out how it’s made.”


“If by ‘our
people,’ you mean human scientists working for the Union Assembly, sure.”


“Are you
crazy?” Geisler snapped. He remembered himself quickly, glancing around to make
sure his outburst hadn’t drawn attention. “This is made for a human body, right?
You think the ancient Minoans made their clothes on the same size charts we
use?


“Like you
said, it’s half the thickness and still more effective than anything on the
market. I can think of a lot more uses for something like that than combat
armor. I’m not going to run it straight over to the Union for them to panic and
put our whole operation on pause for the next ten years. This is exactly what
this company has been trying to work out for decades.


“We need to
put everyone you’ve got on recovery duty. If there’s so much as a sliver of
this stuff on the ground, we need to recover it. Everything about this goes
confidential immediately. Whatever you have to tell your people here to keep
this quiet, do it.”


Dylan crossed
her arms over her chest. “And the relic crystals?”


Geisler
flinched. Perhaps unwillingly, he glanced to the wreckage of the plant to his
side. “If they’re gone, they’re gone. If they’re still here, they aren’t going
anywhere. This takes priority, Major. This,” he said, holding up the armor, “and
keeping it all quiet.”


“You have a
Union Fleet liaison here. He’s going to hear about the raid. His staff will
hear about it. At least one of them is bound to be Fleet Intelligence. Is this
a game you really want to play with them?”


“Are you
saying your company isn’t up to the task?” Geisler frowned. “You worry about
site cleanup and security. I’ll worry about Captain MacDonald.” He turned to
leave, taking the armor with him, but a thought stopped him. “It would be nice
if you’d chase down my missing employees and whoever did this, too.”


 


* * *


 


“This is a lot
of rope and a lot of tarp,” said Tanner. He scanned through the list again. “Are
we planning on covering up the whole canyon?”


“Only the
parts we plan to work on the most,” said Naomi. She glanced toward Solanke to
make sure he was out of earshot. The mercenary stood at the base of the path up
the canyon wall, waiting for Tanner and Antonio to get on the road. “We can’t
do anything about the babysitters spying on us, but if they’re here, maybe nobody
will think twice if we put up a little shade from the sun. We can run the ropes
across the canyon and lay the tarps over them. Once a little dust builds up
over the tarps, we should have a little cover from any satellites overhead.”


“Ah. Right.
That’s smart. Did you come up with it?”


“Half the
reason I’m out here is to study how the dust here messes with sensors. I know a
thing or two,” she replied.


“We really
think we’re gonna find something so big we’ll want to cover it up?”


“We’re gonna
get started on the far end of the canyon soon. Maybe before you get back, if
everyone else finishes up this morning. The Minoans were running to something
down here. I’ve wanted to dig out that mound since we arrived. It’s right in
the path of the lahar from the volcano, so it’s natural for there to be a big
mess at that end. More sediment probably piled up over time. But it’s
convenient, too, y’know? Seems like a good spot for one of their carved-out
dwellings to me. Maybe we’ll find more than that.”


“Huh.”


Naomi waited.
“What?”


“Why didn’t we
start on that from the beginning if that’s what you wanted to do?”


“Oh, I wanted
to start on the path first, ‘cause it seemed too convenient to be natural,” she
huffed. “Vandenberg decided to put that off. The mound, too. You’re all
students, so you’ve got proficiency stuff to get knocked out. And there’s some
due diligence to all the stuff we’ve done up until now,” she admitted. “But
yeah. I’ve wanted to work on this.”


“I’m kinda
surprised we didn’t jump straight to it after we got the obelisk working.”


“We wanted to
make sure we had a sense of how closely we’re being monitored before we
committed to anything that might be too big to conceal. But at some point,
we’ve gotta push on.”


“So are you
saying we’re moving too slow, or too fast?” Tanner wondered.


Naomi
hesitated. She had more than one answer to that, and she wasn’t sure of any of
them. “It doesn’t matter. We’re pushing on now. I’ll see you when you get back.
Maybe we’ll have a head start on the mound. Keep your eye out for some way we
can report to the Union like we’re supposed to while you’re in town.”


She headed
back to the camp as Tanner went up the path with Antonio and Solanke. Across
the canyon, students finished up their current test pits and surveys. None of
it was wasted work. Students needed to learn methods. Shortcuts and leaps to
conclusions might send them skipping right past other important discoveries.
Her explanation to Tanner had been sincere.


Yet similar
concerns to his rattled around in her head. She’d chewed on the same issues
ever since they uncovered the obelisk. Of course she’d thought about it. She
considered telling Tanner the same, but she didn’t want to get into it with Solanke
nearby, waiting to go.


It didn’t seem
like a wise topic to discuss. Finding the obelisk may have been a surprise, but
they both knew the level of tech it contained was no shock. Not when they knew
the leader of the expedition understood far more about the Minoans than he’d
let on.


Naomi wondered
how much Vandenberg hadn’t shared with her yet.


The expedition’s
other babysitter sat in a camping chair by their hut. It fit the pair’s habits.
Garcia watched the class work with the barest show of vigilance while Solanke
kept close to Tanner. The split left her with time for a private word in the
field lab.


Inside, Vandenberg
slowly circled one of the work tables with a scanning unit held over the sealed
jug Tanner had dug out of the ridge up above. Dirt still clung to the jug,
filling in the patterns etched along its sides. Scans would only provide exact
measurements and simple surface readings. The jug was as resistant to
penetrating instruments as every other example of Minoan “earthenware,” but the
surface scans were a chore that needed to be done.


“How do we
look?” Vandenberg asked.


“They’re on
the way. Probably up over the ridge by now.” Naomi joined the professor at the
table. “Shouldn’t this be done by the student who found it?”


“Unfortunately,
that particular student would bring in unwanted eyes,” said Vandenberg. “It’s
the same reason we’re sending him away.”


“Also because
he’s my intern and it’s his job.”


“Right,”
grunted the professor.


“You think the
pottery is something we should keep confidential, too?”


“Given what
we’ve found, I’m of a mind to keep everything as confidential as we can. This
may not be the usual low-tech ruin people are used to. I don’t want to assume
anything we find out here is what it appears. Not even the pottery.” He made no
more apology than a gentle smile. “Tanner can catch up on whatever techniques
he missed when we’re on our way home. In the meantime, the best thing he can do
for us is to provide a distraction for our minders.”


“You don’t
think they’d be here without him, though,” said Naomi.


“I don’t know.
The more I think about it and the more I think about this site and the state of
affairs with Minos Enterprises, I suppose this may have happened anyway. At
least with him on site, these mercenaries have more pressing matters to worry
about than how they might profit on whatever we might dig up.”


Naomi’s eyes
drifted to the crate of packing materials under the next table over. It was
locked, but not visibly so. Its utter mundanity provided the first layer of
protection for the artifact inside. “Did you know we’d find that thing?”


Vandenberg’s
eyes came off the scanner readout to meet hers. Then they turned to the door.


“Everyone’s
busy. Don’t worry about them. How did we get the obelisk working on the first
try?” She kept her voice barely above a whisper. “You knew what kind of power
lead would interface with it, didn’t you? And how much power to give it?”


“I didn’t know,”
Vandenberg corrected. “I suspected. I theorized based on the evidence.”


“Evidence
you’d never seen before?” Naomi didn’t try to hide her skepticism.


“It’s not the
first of its kind I’ve seen,” the professor confessed. “It’s the second. This
obelisk is the first I’ve found intact. The other was in pieces.”


“And you never
told anyone about it? Where is it?”


“In a vault on
Fremantle. A friend in the engineering department at the university helped me
examine it privately. I can’t go public about such a unique piece without
disclosing where it was found, Naomi. That would only have pointed treasure
hunters and who knows what other idiots to this site years before I could
return. Imagine the damage they could have done.”


Naomi bit back
her first response. Suspicions about old light and radio waves were one thing.
Alien tech like that was another. He’d been in violation of Union laws before
coming out here, but confronting him with that wouldn’t keep him talking. “So
what else did you know? What else haven’t you told me?”


“I knew about
the material issues. Even my engineering friend initially thought it was stone.
We didn’t examine that angle for a week. You needed all of ten minutes to
figure it out. As for the power interface and the images, again, we didn’t have
an intact sample. Whatever the other obelisk held in its memory is all a
jumble. I knew it would react to being powered up and I had a good idea of the
input required. Everything beyond that is a fresh discovery.”


“What else?”


“The obvious
things. I took samples of the sediments here, the canyon walls, the basics.”


“Yeah, I know
that part. Come on. There’s more you aren’t telling. You trusted me with the
signal data when you recruited me. What else haven’t you told me?”


“The pathway
down from the ridge is convenient because it was built by Minoan hands,” said
Vandenberg. “You were right to want to examine it more closely. It’s concealed
by sediment and erosion now, but the construction is there underneath. The pieces
of the obelisk I found were scattered down the pathway, partly buried by desert
dust. In looking for them, I dug deeper on the path and found steps. Longer and
broader than typical human stairs. I covered my tracks, but that path was built
for a reason. Something must be down here.


“I steered you
away from excavating the path because I didn’t want to waste our time on it.
Also because I didn’t want to leave it exposed and draw attention.”


Naomi folded
her arms across her chest. She’d pushed the point with him three times since
they arrived. She even mentioned her suspicions when she saw his recordings
from his first visit. “You could’ve told me.”


“Every secret
shared is another chance the rest could be exposed, even by accident. I never
doubted your discretion, Naomi, or your loyalty.”


Again, she bit
back her first response. Worries about looters and opportunists were
legitimate, or at least arguably so. Yet he’d praised her intuition about the
obelisk, which she’d been proud of, and then invoked her loyalty. She couldn’t
come right out and accuse him of being manipulative. It would seem paranoid.
She couldn’t ignore it, either.


“So what about
the north wall? You kept ‘steering’ us from probing there. It’s sediment piled
high up along the end of the canyon, so it’s an obvious place to look. Do you
already know something about that, too?”


“No, but I’ve
suspected all along, as you have,” said Vandenberg. “I wanted to wait until we
had a sense of our monitors. Your idea for cover from the sun and prying eyes
above made the wait more than worthwhile.” He sighed. “I like to think I was
straight enough with you about my intentions there.”


Naomi didn’t
feel like giving him a pat on the head, but she sensed he might not move on if
she didn’t acknowledge it somehow. She grunted, hoping it would be enough.


“Additionally,
with Tanner peeling off one of our minders, it may be easier to explain the
plan to the rest of the class. I doubt the other soldier will care to listen
in. Hopefully from there, we can all get on the same page. We may even get more
done this way.”


The beep of
the shelter’s entrance prevented him from saying more. Kim and Gina shuffled in
together carrying a large black jug covered in dust, much the same as the one
on the table. “Check out what we found,” Kim said with a giddy smile.


“You unearthed
that just now?” asked Vandenberg, moving to help them get the heavy relic to
another table.


“We’ve been
working on it for about an hour. Didn’t want to attract any attention,” said
Kim.


“And we waited
until the other babysitter wandered off for a bathroom break before getting it
over here,” added Gina.


“It wasn’t too
difficult to dig out,” Kim went on. “But look. There’s more. We found cloth
samples.” She reached under her shirt to pull out the plastic bag she’d
concealed on the way in. Colorful, tattered fabric sat inside.


Vandenberg
took the bag from her to set it down on the worktable, turning on more lights
for examination. “You pulled all of this free? Tell me you took video.”


“Of course.
This was scattered through the earth around the jug. We couldn’t dig up the jug
without breaking up the placement of the cloth so we recorded everything and
kept working.”


“But why would
you do that without getting me first? You know what a find this is. These are
the first cloth samples we know of. What if—?”


“Professor,
listen please,” Kim pressed. “We had to keep working once we found the jug.
It’s broken. The seal is broken. Look.” The jug from the ridge above still
hadn’t been opened, its seal holding fast against human hands. Kim pulled the
lid from this one with no more effort than opening a cookie jar.


Naomi and
Vandenberg leaned in to look. Rough crystalline orbs sat inside, packed
together in blue-hued sand. At the surface, they could count at least three
orbs. The width and depth of the jug provided room for considerably more.


“Once we knew
this was potentially exposed, we had to dig it out,” explained Kim. “There’s
more. We ran a material analysis. That one is Minoan stone, like a lot of the
pottery,” she said, pointing to the first jug. “This one is an artificial
material matrix like the obelisk.”


“Is it the
same?” Naomi asked.


“I don’t think
so, but I didn’t have that data in my instruments to compare.”


“You didn’t—”


“No holocoms,”
Gina cut her off reassuringly. “We stopped ourselves on that.”


“Okay. Good,”
said Naomi.


Vandenberg
stared at the cloth in the transparent bag. “You should have come to get me,”
he murmured. “I should have been there.”


“We’re not all
on the same page, professor,” Naomi pointed out. “We don’t all share the big
picture here. Things are going to get lost in the gaps.”


He let out a
frustrated breath. “What’s done is done, I suppose. Kim, how much did you
excavate around the jug? Could there be more cloth out there?”


“I suppose
it’s possible, but I don’t think so. This was all within the ash layer, right
above the natural sediment. Like it had fallen and been buried there. The cloth
was mostly draped over it, but torn in pieces. We didn’t find anything else.”


“Like one of
the Minoans fell over the jug as they died and completely decomposed over
time?” Naomi put in.


Vandenberg
shrugged. “We’ve never found physical remains of the Minoans themselves. It
fits the pattern. We couldn’t even know for sure they wore clothing until we
saw the recording in the obelisk. I’d thought all of that decomposed, too, but
here we’ve salvaged some.”


“That’s what I
figured,” said Kim. “And I figure the rest of the cloth actually did decompose
over time. We can dig more. I didn’t want to expose anything else that might be
there, so once we came to the end of the cloth we stopped. But my hunch is this
is all that’s left.”


“And this much
Minoan crystal would be worth a nice hunk of change, so we probably don’t want
to draw a lot of attention from the mercs,” noted Gina.


“Right. The
other reason we didn’t come running,” said Kim.


“We’re gonna have
to get over that sooner or later,” said Naomi, looking to Vandenberg.


“Yes. Your
point is taken,” he assured. “Our gophers are on their supply run now. We
should get everyone else together for a meeting.”


“What’s going
on?” Gina asked.


“We’ll leave
it until we’re all assembled,” said Vandenberg. He glanced to Naomi to add,
“And no later than that. In the meantime, we should set this jug where it won’t
attract attention. I suppose I could get back to the other one…although now I
think we know what we’ll find inside.”











Chapter Seventeen:

Opening Up


 


 


“You don’t
beat an insurgency with guns and intimidation. Not really. You beat
insurgencies with jobs and civil rights. You beat them with progress.
Naturally, big money types find that galling. They don’t want to do that kind
of hard work. They’d rather pay someone to stomp on the insurgents. It doesn’t
work. It only keeps the people with guns in business.”


 


--“Lessons
of a Corporate Soldier,” Bill Hathaway, August 2280  


 


Silence held
in the cab of the hauler, spoiled only by the sound of the tires rolling over
the desert road. No one said much after they’d left the camp. Antonio sat at
the wheel, keeping his eyes on their path. Tanner watched the rolling grey
scenery for trouble from the shotgun seat. He didn’t count on the vigilance of
Solanke from the back seat to keep them safe.


In truth,
Tanner didn’t expect any danger. Mostly he kept his eyes on the dunes and hills
and let his mind wander. It wasn’t as if either of his companions wanted to
talk—until, unexpectedly, one of them did.


“Do you have
nightmares like that very often?” asked Antonio.


The question
brought Tanner’s thoughts and his attention back into the cab. It hadn’t been
provoked by conversation or any odd thing on the road. He wondered how long
Antonio had chewed on it before asking.


“You woke up
kinda freaked out again,” Antonio elaborated without prompting. “I mean, we had
to wake you out of it the first time. You were sweating and thrashing and
stuff. Does that happen a lot?”


“Couple times
a month, usually,” answered Tanner. “Less if I keep busy, which is probably why
it hasn’t happened out here until now. The work out here keeps me busy, but I
guess I’m starting to adjust. It’s not enough to distract my brain anymore.”


“That sounds
like a lot.”


“It’s way less
than in the beginning. This is progress.”


“For how
long?”


“I had similar
dreams once in a while after I, uh, left my first ship. Seemed natural at
first, given everything that happened. It didn’t become an ongoing thing right
away. Not until after I left the Navy.”


“Probably
would’ve been weird if it happened while you were there. You don’t get much
privacy, right? What if everyone was having freaky nightmares and waking each
other up all the time?”


“That did
happen sometimes,” said Tanner. “Not just me, either. You learn to deal with
it. If you’re lucky, anyway. Sometimes you’re surrounded by assholes and
everyone’s a jerk about it. One problem with being in the military is
everybody’s supposed to be tough, but ‘tough’ doesn’t solve problems like that.
It can help to know you’re not the only one with nightmares. Or whatever else
might be bothering you. That’s how you start getting better.”


He waited for
Antonio to take the opening.


“Two or three
times a month is better?”


“Yeah. That’s
with medication and counseling. And a little time.”


Antonio seemed
to stop himself from looking Tanner’s way. He kept his eyes to the road. “You
don’t mind talking about it?”


“Christ, I’ll
talk you into a coma if you let me.”


“I have a gun
and it’ll be self-defense,” grumbled Solanke from the back seat.


It wasn’t
meant as a joke, but the complaint put a smile on Tanner’s face anyway. “No, I
don’t mind talking about it.”


Antonio
hesitated, but asked, “What’s the deal with Morales?”


“I didn’t
realize I got loud about it before now,” Tanner chuckled.


“Only a
little. I had a girlfriend who’d have whole conversations in her sleep. You’re
not that bad. Seemed intense, though.”


“Morales was
on my first ship. He was my boss.”


“And he died,
right?”


“Yeah. I keep
seeing him floating out into space.”


“Damn.”


“I don’t think
that’s why it comes back, though. I saw lots of people die. People I liked way
better than him.” Then it was Tanner’s turn to hesitate. “This isn’t something
I say much, but Morales was an asshole. He made my life miserable. I was ready
to punch him when he died. A lot. But he didn’t deserve to die. Think that’s
part of why I keep seeing him.”


“Did that have
anything to do with why he died?”


“No. We never
would’ve seen it coming either way. He died because bad people wanted to kill
us all.” Tanner leaned his head back against his seat. “There’s some survivor’s
guilt there, obviously. The crazy thing is, I don’t think the nightmares are
about him dying.”


“What do you
mean?” asked Antonio.


“Brains are
weird. I was in a lot of combat and a lot of other scary shit besides. And I
was scared. Scared out of my fucking mind. I did a lot of ugly things, and I
don’t know what all that says about me. I’ve thought about it a lot and I don’t
really know. But the truth is, it’s not the combat or the scary shit that makes
it so bad.


“It’s about
going back into the Navy. Like I signed some stupid form I forgot about or
there was some fine print in the contract and they get to drag me back anytime
they want. It’s always back to the first boat, and the first year, and I’m
never going to get to do anything else. Never be anything else. I feel like
it’s never going to end.”


“Damn,”
grunted Antonio. He kept driving.


Tanner waited.


“Seems like
the fighting and the getting hurt would be scarier,” ventured Antonio.


“It doesn’t
mean I’m not scared in a fight. I’m scared every time.”


“You didn’t
seem scared when the pirates came at us. You seemed mad.”


“I was mad
because I was scared. I don’t want to die and I don’t want to lose anyone else.
I’m not bulletproof. I can’t dodge lasers. I’ve met better fighters than me. I
get new nightmares from new fights, too, but they aren’t the ones that hang
around. Like I said, brains are weird. I had no friends on that first boat. I
was miserable. Guess I’m more afraid of being lonely than of dying.”


“What keeps
you going, then? In a fight, I mean?”


“The thought
of what’s gonna happen if I don’t do anything. It’s fear pushing in one
direction against fear going the other way. And some anger. I can’t remember
ever feeling brave.” He smirked. “I might run on a little spite, too.”


“And after?
Are you still scared?”


“Sometimes.
I’m scared of losing myself, so I hang on. Scared of losing the things I wanted
before my life got so violent, so I hang onto those, too. If getting through
the dreams and the rest is part of that, I guess I have to do it.” Tanner
watched Antonio quietly. “The nightmares scare me, too. I worry they’ll never
go away.”


“Yeah,”
Antonio said—then glanced awkwardly at Tanner as if he hadn’t meant to say it.
He looked away, eyes on the road, shaking his head. Eventually, he shook it
again, and kept on shaking. His thumb tapped at the wheel. “I keep thinking
about it. I can’t sleep.”


“I know,” said
Tanner. He winced in apology when Antonio looked his way. “Sorry. All I mean is
sometimes you’ve been distant and a little jittery since the fight. I figured
it’s bothering you. It would bother anybody.”


“Then why
didn’t you say anything?”


“You’ve been
steering clear of me ever since. I wanted to respect that. It doesn’t help to
get pushy. I think. I dunno.” Tanner shrugged. “I’m twenty-three and this is my
first year of college. It’s not like I have all the answers.”


“Everyone says
you’re super smart.”


“I know how to
look stuff up in books. The books said not to bother you, so I didn’t.”


“You looked
that shit up because of me?”


“Naw, man,”
Tanner lied. “I’m just saying.”


Antonio drove
on. His forehead glistened with sweat. The desert was as hot as ever, but the
vehicle’s cooling system kept out the heat. “It was one fight. I didn’t even
get hurt.”


“Doesn’t
matter. You don’t need to get hurt,” Tanner explained steadily. “It doesn’t
even need to be about fighting at all. Antonio, your life was in danger. They
were pirates. They would’ve killed everyone, or at least everyone who wasn’t
worth a ransom. Maybe they’d have recognized you as a star athlete, maybe that
would’ve gotten you a ransom, but I doubt it. And you care too much about the
others for that to make you feel better.”


“Yeah, I am an
athlete,” fumed Antonio. “I’m a leader. I shouldn’t be freaked out by this.”


“That’s not
how it works. Doesn’t matter how big and strong you are. Doesn’t matter if
you’re a leader or a star. You had to fight for your life. You saw me kill
people. I killed a guy while you were wrestling with him, Antonio. That’s
traumatic shit.”


Antonio cast
him a glare, as much out of resentment as anything else. His eyes turned back
to the road. “So what do I do about it?”


“You get
help,” grumbled the mercenary in the back seat. “Drugs and therapy and shit,
like he said before. It’s not weird.”


Tanner looked
back to Solanke, unable to smother a grin. “Thank you,” he said.


“You’re still
a wuss, Malone,” said Solanke. “I’m not backing you up on anything about that.
Just sayin’ there’s nothing weird about needing to get your head straight after
something like that. It happens. Brains get messed up. We’re headed into the
city. See a doctor. Get some help. You’ll be alright. Then I won’t have to hear
Malone’s bullshit.


“But you,
Malone? You were right in the middle of every important thing for years. You
had your hand on the wheel, man. Deciding shit. Fucking presidents and kings
had to listen to you. How old did you say you are? Twenty-three? All that, and
you ran to hide in some school on the other end of human space. You didn’t walk
away because of trauma. Doctors can fix trauma. You ran away because you’re a
pussy.”


Tanner sank
back into his chair, jerking his thumb at Solanke in the back seat. “See?
There’s your second opinion. Let’s find you a doctor.”


 


* * *


 


Space Age
technology made for rapid progress on the dig. Laser cutters split the mound
into precise, meter-deep sections. Kinetic cartridges injected into the dirt
unleashed shockwaves to loosen the soil. Even the shoring at the bottom of the
mound involved netting built from the same materials used in starships. Perhaps
the biggest help came with the antigrav assistance on the clawhand, a
construction apparatus built on much the same principles as powered armor. The clawhand
braced itself with a retractable second pair of legs before digging with its
powerful armature, reaching over the operator’s head with its namesake
claw-and-bucket.


Despite all
that, the job of moving large mounds of earth still required picks, shovels,
and muscles. Minos didn’t allow for civilian use of plasma borers that might
otherwise let the excavators vaporize their way down. Such tools also risked
any artifacts that might lie beneath the soil. Even the laser cutters and the clawhand
were a calculated risk, but at least the dirt could be sifted later.


Naomi still
didn’t expect much from the mound itself. She stood near the bottom of the
slope, watching her students and peers dig at the top. Another wave of dirt
slid down the right side of the slope, cast off by the clawhand.


“Kim is having
way too much fun running that thing,” said a voice beside Naomi. Jishen pulled
his shovel from over his shoulder to lean on it like a walking stick. “I keep
thinking I’m going to dig right through to something and break it every time I
push into the dirt, but she’s really going at it.”


At the top of
the slope, along the flattened section already dug by the crew, Kim swung the clawhand’s
mechanical arm for another go along the next section. Safety programming let
her colleagues work nearby without fear of being hit. The white sunshield
stretched over the corner of the canyon protected everyone from the worst of
the sun.


“You’re not
over that yet?” Naomi asked. “The first sign of finding anything is a thump or
a scrape. You don’t find anything in mint condition when it’s buried
underground.”


“I know, I
know. I’ve heard it all. It still makes me nervous. What if, y’know?”


“Look at it
this way, if you scrape or crack an ancient artifact, that’s how you put your
stamp on history. Besides, we’re not going to find anything in that dirt pile.
Under it, maybe. But that’s a rockslide buried under flow from a lahar and then
a few hundred years of sandstorms on top of it. Anything of interest is gonna
be at the very bottom.


“And don’t
tell anyone they’re having too much fun,” Naomi added, grinning back at him.
“If they have fun, they’ll make better progress. Digging gets tedious after a
while.”


“Yeah, I
figured that part out a couple weeks ago,” said Jishen.


“You’re still
smiling.”


“Naomi!”
called a voice from above. Professor Vandenberg leaned over the edge of the
first “terrace,” waving to her. Kim was crawling out of the clawhand. “Could
you come up here?”


Naomi and Jishen
began the climb up the slope. After a few dozen trips back and forth, a path
had begun to form along the left side opposite the channel for discarded earth.
At a third of the way up, Naomi casually stopped to breathe and look across the
canyon floor. With the focus on this end of the canyon, there wasn’t much
activity to see, but she was fine with that.


In particular,
she was fine with the sight of Garcia back at his chair outside his hut playing
some game on his holocom. As long as he remained in plain view and well out of
the way, she had no complaints about his inactivity. She returned to her climb.


Most of the
crew was on the task of clearing the slope. Given the amount of dirt to be
moved, it wouldn’t be long before the team had to shift more manpower toward
hauling away material at the bottom. For the moment, almost everyone worked at
the top—or had worked. Now only a few kept at it, and they were all kneeling on
small cushions at the rocky face of the canyon wall to brush and scrape away
dirt.


At the bottom
of the cleared edge, all along the canyon wall, the natural contours of the
rock turned to a straight, perfectly flat line. At the very bottom, where the
mound still met the wall, the team had begun to uncover geometric patterns
carved into the flat surface.


“Holy shit,” Naomi
breathed. She moved in to take up a spot beside Vandenberg, who set aside his
trowel for a brush to clear off more of the design. “You found this in the last
two minutes?”


“More like
five,” admitted Vandenberg. He flashed a contagious smile. “You know how it is.
Once we were onto something, everyone picked up the pace. Look at this, it
spans a good ten meters in either direction from me.”


“This is only,
what, two meters from the top of the mound?” Naomi didn’t have to look hard for
references. The crew had dutifully set out markers along the mound.


“Yes, hardly
more than that,” said Vandenberg. He kept eagerly brushing and scraping.


“Convenient,
isn’t it?”


“My thoughts
exactly.”


“This is going
to go all the way down,” Naomi predicted. “We’re sitting on top of the entrance
to another cave ruin.”


“Or something
grander. Grace, show her.”


The younger
student brought over a holographic screen of still pictures of their discovery.
Graphs and formulae lined the outside edges of the picture. Naomi recognized
some of it before Grace could explain with a giddy smile. “This is showing a
matrix similar to the one on the modern jar. It isn’t carved. It’s artificial.”


“All of it?” Naomi
blinked.


“Well, not all
of it, no. There’s a straight line of separation all along the surface. The top
is carved from the rock, while below it is artificial. Not that you can see it.
They merged the two so well you need a computer scanner to show the
difference.”


“It was here
all along,” Naomi murmured.


Vandenberg
seemed to feel her eyes on him. “We had to perform due diligence on the rest of
the site. Some of that work turned out to be momentous on its own.” He leaned
back from the wall to roll his shoulders, taking a look at his students. “We’ve
also got other problems. Is our sitter still sitting?”


“He hasn’t
moved,” said Jishen, casually glancing back to the shelters.


“Alright,
everyone listen,” said Vandenberg. “Put the tools down. Come closer. It’ll only
be a moment, come on. Don’t worry about the others, we’ll pass this on when we
get a chance.


“We’re going
to clear this as quickly as we can. Remember, caves and carved ruins have been
found elsewhere on Minos. It’s exciting that we’ve found one of our own, but as
far as our sitter needs to know, that’s all we’ve found. And that may be
the truth. This may be no more than empty walls and floors like the others.
Forget the rest. Let’s not draw any further unwanted attention if we can help
it, understand?”


“So you’re
saying you don’t think it’s the same old sort of ancient ruins?” Kim asked with
a conspiratorial grin.


“No, I don’t.”
He gestured eagerly to the clawhand again. “We need to keep clearing this away.
Let’s all get back to work. Set aside the fine work for now, let’s concentrate
on getting the bulk of this cleared.”


“We should get
working on the cast-offs at the bottom or it’s going to pile up real quick,” Naomi
thought aloud. Everyone was moving off already. She wasn’t going to find
volunteers for the least exciting chore in all this. “Olivia, Nigel, you’re
elected. Let’s get—”


The tremor at
her feet cut her off. Everyone else stopped and turned, too, looking around
nervously as the ground shook beneath them. Naomi felt her heart leap into her
throat, fearing a landslide, but she heard the rumble, too. Looking further
out, she saw rocks fall here and there all along the canyon—not in an
avalanche, but enough to account for the looser bits of stone.


Corporal
Garcia stood from his chair, but reached for it as a measure of support before
he took a single step. He turned his head this way and that in alarm.


The tremors
subsided. Sweeping the area with her gaze again, Naomi saw a few frightened
faces and some nervous laughs, but no one hurt. The shelters stood, though a
few bits of gear had fallen over.


“Was that an
earthquake?” someone asked.


“Yes,” said
another.


“Probably,” Naomi
agreed, though her training already had her beyond that question. She wanted to
know what kind. Though her holocom was compromised for communication and for
the dig, she saw no harm using it here. A touch of her earring brought up the
command screen in front of her. Several more commands opened up her connection
to the sensors laid out all around the site, from the canyon floor to the
ridges above.


Seismic
monitors came as part of the standard package on those sensors. The software
didn’t include settings for the data she needed, but she was as much a
geologist as an archaeologist. She had plenty of reference material on her
holocom along with the supplemental programs and her own work.


“We should run
another stability check on this mound,” said Vandenberg. “I don’t want to take
safety for granted.”


“Do you mind
passing that job to someone else?” Naomi asked. She kept keying in settings. “I
want to get this out of the way.”


“Olivia, Jishen,
you know how it’s done, yes? Take another look, please?” With the chore
assigned, Vandenberg stepped over to join her. “What are you looking for? I’m
sure the local services will have location and strength available soon.”


“Probably.
I’ve got enough sensors around here for triangulation, so I can figure out
direction and…type,” she murmured.


Graphs came up
on her screen, along with a map of the canyon with faint, superimposed red
waves throughout the image. She keyed in a broader time range and grimaced at
the results.


“This would
seem to be a little outside my knowledge,” Vandenberg admitted. “What are we
looking at here?”


“Magma,” said Naomi.
“That wasn’t isolated. It was a high point, but you can see a long stretch of
smaller quakes all along here, right? Going back a couple of weeks. But we
don’t have any data from before we got here, so there’s no telling if we
arrived during a break or if it all started with what’s on my screen.


“Earthquakes
happen in swarms all the time, too faint for you to feel. And every planet
behaves differently,” she added. “So that makes for more guesswork on a planet
without a long stretch of settlement and study. Less data to draw on.”


“Certainly.
Why do you say magma?”


“It’s the
pattern. This doesn’t look like a couple of plates slipping. Readings like this
are more in line with magma moving around near a volcano. And we’ve got one
only a few dozen kilometers away. We’re in the lahar path. Standing on it right
now, even.”


Then it was
Vandenberg’s turn to frown. “You don’t think anything’s imminent, do you? This
is the first serious quake I’ve heard of here.”


“I don’t have
enough data.” Naomi shrugged. “On another planet, I’d probably be the first to
tell you not to worry. But we don’t know enough about how Minos behaves.”


“We’re going
to be up all night around the campfire hearing about curses on ancient tombs,”
Vandenberg sighed.


“Yeah, well.
Superstition is funny.” She spread the map open to look at the region, well
beyond the sensitivity of her instruments. It didn’t take much of a spread to
include the nearest volcano. As far as anyone knew, it was dormant, but she
doubted Minos had even charted out any of the magma channels yet. Not with the
limits to ground-penetrating sensors. Given that difficulty, she could hardly
hold too much against Minos Enterprises. She didn’t know how to crack that nut,
either.


“An earthquake
is just an earthquake,” Vandenberg went on. “Right until you’ve made a
discovery. Then everyone thinks any infrequent phenomenon is a warning from the
gods.”


“Nobody’s
going to take that seriously.”


“No? Then what
are you doing?” he murmured.


Naomi turned
to look back at the canyon wall and the path of the lahar upon which they now
stood. “I’m considering the worst-case scenario.”
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“This looks
pretty bad.”


Their hauler
sat behind a line of vehicles waiting to get into the city. Dusty walls marked
out a clear border between settlement and the desert. They served as a barrier
against the blowing sand rather than any sort of defense, built in modular sections
for ease of expansion. Yet from here, together with all the other signs Tanner
saw up ahead, the walls made the place look more like a fortress. Or a prison.


From his front
passenger seat in the hauler, Tanner had a decent view of the tank on his side
of the road near the city’s entrance. Several troops milled about while a
couple others checked each incoming vehicle. A couple of drones buzzed
overhead. Beyond the walls, a Vanguard floated by over the rooftops with its
door guns deployed and manned.


No opposing
traffic came out of the gate. Tanner realized they hadn’t seen an outbound
vehicle on the way here. Despite Minos Enterprise’s tight control over traffic
in and out of the planet, the company staunchly maintained a policy of free
movement across the world’s surface. This seemed like a sharp deviation from
local norms.


Their
mercenary companion leaned forward in the back seat to watch. The hauler
allowed them to see over the two cars in line ahead of theirs, one on an antigrav
cushion and the other on wheels. At the middle of the queue, troops from
Precision Solutions ushered the driver and passenger out of a hovertruck and
opened up the back for inspection.


A simple drone
flew up to their vehicle, comprised of little more than an antigrav pad and a
couple of thrusters with stabilizing fins. It flew back and forth across the
cab of their hauler, flashing a bright, holographic sign: “Wait for inspection.
Do not turn around. Identification will be read from your holocom. Disable any
tint settings on your windows. Follow all commands from security personnel.
Move forward when instructed.” Then it flew back to the gate.


Antonio turned
off the dimmer on the windshield. “Any idea what’s going on?”


“It’s a search
for contraband,” Solanke replied. “Maybe looking for a fugitive or something.
We work closely with the police. Minos has criminals like anyplace else.”


“Uh-huh.”


“I’m only
guessing. If I knew about this, I’d have said something before we got here.
Nobody told me. They don’t have to.”


“You think they’re
gonna tell you when they get here?”


“We’ll see.”


“Hope we don’t
leave everybody wondering where we are,” muttered Antonio. “It already looks
like this trip is gonna be longer than we planned.”


“We’re only
gonna get you a brief exam at the hospital, anyway,” said Tanner. “They’ll do a
couple scans and talk to you, maybe get you some initial meds to help you sleep
and such ‘til you get home to your regular doc. If you had a busted leg, we’d
get it treated. Wouldn’t matter how long it took. Doesn’t matter here, either.”


They crawled
up another spot in the queue. Nobody had come up behind them. Tanner shrugged.
“You’re gonna find out what’s going on, though, right?” he asked Solanke.


An irritated
rumble escaped with Solanke’s breath. “Probably not from these guys.”


“Bad blood?”


“We don’t all
know each other. Come on.”


They rolled up
another spot, soon finding soldiers to either side. All three followed every
instruction: windows down, hands visible, engine off. “What’s your business?”
asked the gruff, helmeted woman who ascended the step-up to the door. “Oh,” she
added, noting the fatigues in the back. “Didn’t see you on the list there.”


Tanner’s
eyebrow rose. The sentries would have seen identification for himself and
Antonio. Either the sentries were sloppy, or Precision personnel didn’t have
the same default unguarded settings on their holocoms. He soon suspected a
measure of both.


“They’re
tourists,” Solanke explained. “Academic types. I’m on escort detail. Check the
security channels, you’ll see me.”


She only
glanced once to the readout on her wrist. “Right. What’s the business?”


“Resupply,
medical check, in and out.”


“See anything
unusual out there?”


“No. Did we
miss something?” asked Tanner.


“Apart from
the earthquake?” the sentry replied skeptically. Her eyes turned back to
Solanke.


The mercenary
was as surprised as his charges. “When? We didn’t feel anything.”


“About half an
hour ago.”


“It’s a bumpy
road,” noted Antonio. “We wouldn’t necessarily feel anything if it wasn’t
major. Was there any damage?”


The sentry
didn’t answer right away, looking back to Solanke first. He shrugged. “Guess
that makes sense,” he said. “We’d get them back where I’m from, too.”


“It’s the
first quake we’ve felt here,” said the sentry. She looked to her comrades
outside the hauler. “Give it the quick look and let’s move on.” She dropped
away from the door again to wave them on.


“They aren’t
running all this over an earthquake,” said Tanner.


“What
difference does it make?” asked Solanke.


Tanner paid
attention to detail as they passed through the gates. Immediately inside the
city, he saw more hardware in plain view: armored vehicles, troops on the other
side of the walls, and civilians seated along a wall under armed and watchful
guards. Another military airvan swept by overhead. As soon as it was out of
view, he turned back to their escort.


Solanke
watched the urban scenery with much the same curiosity until he caught Tanner’s
gaze. Then he frowned. “Get on with your business,” the mercenary muttered, but
he shrank back into his seat and called up a communications channel.


 


* * *


 


“We’re up to
twenty-one of them now,” reported the face on the holo screen. “So far, they
all tell the same story. Everyone was in a meeting in the supervisor’s office.
A couple expected an insurgent hit, but the rest say they didn’t have a clue
until it all went to hell. But it wasn’t the insurgents. They say the
insurgents got ‘em out. The hit was somebody else.”


“And the ones
who knew about the insurgents are still in the wind,” grumbled Major Dylan. Her
eyes flicked to the list on the side of the screen, both floating over her
desk. Digital maps of Minos’s cities and other points of interest lined the
walls with markers to update events in real time. The recovery op after the
factory raid held the most prominent spot on the wall. “Yeah, you’re right.
It’s the same story all around.”


“You want us
to lean harder on them? See if the story changes?”


“Not when
they’re all being this consistent,” she said. “These aren’t fighters. They’re
factory workers. At this point I figure the insurgents told them to go ahead
and give them up to protect the workers from any sort of interrogation or
charges. They thought they were protecting the workers by getting them all in
the office.”


“They
thought?” asked her lieutenant in the field.


“Attacking a
factory isn’t my idea of protecting anyone, even if they tried to herd the
workers into a specific place,” said Dylan. “Okay. Wrap up any interviews and
let them go unless you see cause for charges. If the rest see their co-workers
go home without any fuss, they may come out of hiding. It’s this other group we
have to worry about now.”


“Understood.
Still not getting a lot about that.”


A call
indicator blinked at her desk. Dylan sighed. The higher she went up in rank,
the more of her day she lost to meetings and calls. “That’s why we need to talk
to them all. Sooner or later we might find somebody who saw something. I’m out.
Carry on.”


She killed the
screen for his call to bring up the next. As soon as she saw Solanke’s face,
Dylan felt a renewed tension across her shoulders. Brutal raids with probable
alien tech had been exactly enough to make her forget about this. “Solanke.
Right. What’s your status?” Her brow furrowed as she noted the street behind
him. “Are you in the city?”


“Yeah, I came
in with a supply run,” answered Solanke. “Through a checkpoint. With a tank.
What’s going on?”


“Where’s
Malone? Do you have anything to report with the dig?”


“Malone’s
three steps away buying tarp and rope to rig up some shade. I wouldn’t have
come on this trip if he’d stayed in the camp. We’ve got one other student
seeing a doctor right now. Everyone else is still at the site. Nothing else to
tell.”


Dylan already
had another screen up to display the satellite video of the dig site. The cameras
gave her live surveillance, though she could only see a couple of bodies moving
in plain view. “What’s going on at the end of the canyon?”


“They’re
digging out an old landslide. The professor says they might find some old ruin
carved into the canyon like some of the others. Garcia is watching. Call him if
you want. It’s all dirt and rocks. Every once in a while they find some broken
pottery. Mostly it’s boring as shit. What’s going on here?”


“Put in your
earpiece. I don’t want this going out over a speaker.” Her eyes flicked to her
list of waiting messages while he complied. Some were about the attack. Others
provided details on the earthquake. And then there were all the routine
messages. At least an emergency gave her a chance to put those off.


“Yeah. Okay,”
said Solanke.


“One of the
memory chip plants got raided last night by an unknown group. Their tech was
more advanced than anything the insurgents have shown. We can’t identify it.”


“Damn. You
think this is a corporate hit? Sabotage or espionage?”


“No, it’s even
weirder than that. Listen: you said they’ve found pottery, right? Anything else
out there? You’re sure they haven’t found anything else at all?”


“Not a damn
thing. Garcia sent a message on the way here to say they found some old cloth.
They’re excited about it. I guess nobody’s ever found any before? That’s as big
as it gets.”


Dylan frowned.
She could see how that might be a big deal in academia, but it didn’t put her
concerns to rest. “You haven’t missed anything else?”


“Boss, what do
you want to hear?” Solanke raised his hands helplessly. “It’s not like we’re
out there getting piss-drunk in our shelter at night.”


“Uh-huh.” Her
frown turned to a scowl.


“I’m serious!”


“And Malone?”


“Oh, he’s a
cranky son of a bitch, but I’m starting to think that’s as far as it goes. If
it wasn’t for that shit with the pirates, I’d think he’s all hype. The guy
wants out of the game.”


“Fine. Listen,
that dig and Malone make up one more headache I don’t need. I’m of half a mind
to close them down on general principle. Let them dig, but if you see anything
out of the ordinary, I want to know immediately. If Malone acts weird or goes
missing, I want to know. But I also want to know right away if they find some
crazy alien shit you haven’t already seen on this planet. Tell Garcia the same.
Got me?”


“Sure. What do
you think they’re gonna find?”


She looked to
the video display of recovery and clean-up ops at the processing plant. “I
don’t know, and that’s what’s bothering me.”


 


* * *


 


Solanke stood
back from the storefront windows, closer to the street than the doors.
Pedestrians gave him plenty of space. A holo screen call on a busy street would
generally catch grief from passersby, as it took up room on the sidewalk and
created an obstruction, but nobody gave Solanke any trouble. Not with his
uniform and his guns as a deterrent.


“You’re sure
you and Garcia have it covered?” Dylan asked. “Should I send in anyone else?”


“What? Nah,
it’s college kids on a field trip. Malone may be a punk, but he doesn’t want to
get in any trouble.” Solanke waved off her concerns. “I’ve got this.”


“Okay. Let me
know if anything comes up. I’ve got to get back to work. Carry on.” The major’s
face disappeared from view.


Solanke fished
out his earpiece, putting it back into his pocket. He wondered how much the
boss wasn’t telling him. Normally she was more forthcoming with details. It
didn’t matter that she was the major and he only a corporal; that was for pay
grades and other stuff. If she wanted to keep it off a holocom channel, that
made some sense for security reasons, but it only made him more concerned. He
was one of her trusted confidants and right-hand guys. She trusted him with the
big jobs. It was why she had him out on this detail.


Only then did
he realize he couldn’t see Malone through the storefront window anymore.
Solanke shoved his way through the door, looking from left to right to scan his
way through aisles of tools and accessories.


Not one
familiar face looked back at him.


 


* * *


 


“Hi there. Can
I help you with anything?”


The portly,
salt-and-pepper-haired man had approached Tanner so casually he seemed more
like a fellow customer than a store clerk. Tanner was crouched in front of the
shelves, his eyes darting between the displayed wares and the store’s inventory
listings as projected on his holocom. He didn’t expect live service in a store
like this.


“I think I’ve
got it, thanks. It’s nice to see stuff up front on the shelves to check it out,
but I’ll put in the bulk order as soon as I’ve taken a look.”


“You’re, uh,
here to buy a lot of something?”


“I need a few
hundred meters of your Cat-10 cord and a whole lot of sealing wrap. And power
cells. Lots of power cells.”


“There’s more
display stuff over by the counter,” said the clerk. “You could, uh, check out
the cells there. Out of the box and all. Test ‘em out.”


The inventory
program listed every item in the store on Tanner’s holocom as soon as he’d
walked in. Specs for each item were only the touch of a finger away, both at
his holocom and on the shelf placards. Clothing stores usually had attendants
for the sake of human consultation. Groceries and restaurants typically had
people on hand for the same reason. Alleged “artificial intelligences” never
really got good enough at reading human tastes to replace a human opinion—not
once the fad died away and people saw the failures. But Tanner didn’t expect
personal attendance in a store for prepackaged hardware.


The clerk bit
his lip, glancing meaningfully toward the counter and the back rooms beyond.
Tanner grimaced as he considered explanations. He couldn’t approach every
customer with such nerves. The guy had to have recognized Tanner. He didn’t
seem the least bit dangerous or ambitious, so those possibilities were out.


“It’s right
over there,” the man said haltingly. He cast his gaze over the opposite
shelves, too, as if trying to keep track of something—or someone.


Solanke.
Right, thought Tanner. The guy didn’t look like he was trying to set Tanner
up. He looked like he needed help. “Sure,” he said killing the inventory
screen. “Show me what you’ve got.” He gestured for the clerk to lead the way.


At least seven
other people were in the store between the customers and staff. Tanner didn’t
expect any trouble. He still looked for a crowbar along the way. None appeared
on the shelves. He settled for a hammer, scooping it up without breaking his
stride and holding it low.


The counter
folded back on itself at one end, allowing the clerk easy access. He didn’t
fold it back down, however, leaving a gap in his wake. At the open end stood
the corner of a small passage into the storage room. Tanner looked in before
the clerk turned around again.


He recognized
the man waiting in the shelter of the passage, standing aligned with stacks of
boxed-up hardware and inventory bins. Chen tilted his head back, inviting him
over for a private talk. Tanner sighed and rolled his eyes.


“Uh. Is
s-something wrong?” the clerk asked.


“It’s fine.
I’ve got it,” Tanner muttered. At a more casual, conversational volume, he
said, “Yeah, it’s best if I look at your loose screws on my own. Right back
there? Thanks.”


Chen stepped
back farther into the racks of inventory, only to halt when he got a better
look at the approaching young man—and the weapon in his hand. “A hammer? Really?”


Tanner checked
around the corners, mindfully looking up and down before he shrugged. “Wouldn’t
be the first time. If you’re here to ambush me, I assume you’ve got a gun,
which means I’ll have a gun in a minute.”


“This isn’t an
ambush. I’m here to talk.”


“You’re a guy
who blows shit up and I don’t know you.”


Chen’s eyes
flared. “I’m fighting for a better future for my people,” he hissed.


“That’s what
most people say when they’re blowing shit up.”


“Did you?”


“I mostly
signed up for the college money. Once the explosions started I was fixated on
getting out alive.”


“You left
behind an awful lot of wreckage and dead bodies for someone who was only trying
to survive,” Chen noted.


“Yeah, you’ve
got me there. My therapist says I have a tendency to escalate my way through my
problems. Hey, on that note, you wanna tell me why I’m having a hushed
conversation with a fugitive in the back of a hardware store? Because this is
usually how my life starts going sideways.”


“I need your
help. It’s not the insurgency. I think you’ll agree this is something much
bigger. There’s a box here. Can I show you?” He held his hands up in deference
to Tanner’s suspicion. At a nod from the younger man, Chen stepped back to pull
a large plastic inventory crate off the floor beside him. He placed it on a
nearby table to open it up.


The contents
looked like the head of some sort of stone statue Tanner couldn’t name. The red
tau-shaped indentation on the face wasn’t familiar, either, but he recognized
the faint, tiny matrix along its surface. He recognized the pock marks along
the face as the proper size and depth for bullet ricochets, too. He also
recognized the sinking sensation in his stomach and the way it made his
shoulders and neck tense up and his eyes narrow.


It was the
sensation he got when he hated how often his therapist was right.


“Do you know
what this is?” asked Chen.


Tanner bit
back the urge to tell him it was clearly Minoan sculpture of no later than the
eighteenth century. “Why don’t you tell me?”


“It’s some
sort of robot. A combat robot. That red portion projects a wide-beam laser.
Here.” Chen produced a rifle scope and keyed up its optics. “This is from last
night. We were about to hit a chip processing plant when this happened. It’d be
better if you watch.”


Grimacing, Tanner
took up the scope. He looked around again and made sure his back was to the
racks before he peered through the lens to watch the video playback.


Within
seconds, he stopped worrying about any sort of ambush.


“I’ve got no
idea who those people are,” said Chen. “More importantly, I’ve got no idea what
that tech is or where they got it, but it sure as hell doesn’t match anything I
know. So unless this is some crazy field test from NorthStar or Lai Wa—”


“It’s ancient
Minoan,” Tanner cut him off with a low voice. “This is ancient Minoan tech.”


“Shit,” Chen
breathed.


“Yeah.”


“How do you
know?”


“We uncovered
a couple little things. Nothing weaponized, but some of the aesthetics and the
materials match. Enough to know they were way more advanced than the Stone Age
stuff.”


“Well, that
only confirms what I was thinking,” muttered Chen. “I thought this might be
alien somehow. Didn’t think it was Minoan. Either way, we’ve got to let the
Union know. The company will cover it up. I know how they operate.”


“Doesn’t the
Union Fleet have a liaison here? We need to show—wait,” Tanner hesitated. “Why
didn’t you take this to him?”


“Who, you mean
Captain Graft? Geisler has him set up with a professional mistress and a
penthouse ‘guest suite’ fit for a king. That guy is gonna retire into a cushy
‘consultant’ job as soon as his current term is up. Some of his staff are
compromised, too. They won’t rock the boat for anything short of a full-blown
alien invasion. I don’t know who we can trust, but this evidence has to get off
Minos right away.”


“Yeah,” Tanner
muttered. He put the scope beside the robot head. “Yeah, it does. This is why
they’re running the martial law act out there? The checkpoints and the aerial
patrols?”


“All of it,
yes. I don’t know if they’ve realized it wasn’t us. They’re definitely looking
for my people regardless.”


“And you? I
told Dylan somebody made a recruiting approach. She knew right away who I was
talking about.”


“She knows who
I am. We’ve had a couple of face-to-face run-ins, but I don’t think I’m on camera
in any of them. My face has changed a little from my identity records. They’ve
never tightened down this hard before, though. It’s getting hard to move
around. I don’t know if I can keep dodging if this goes on for long.  I can’t
leave Minos, either, or I’d take this stuff myself. I know a handful of pilots
who can go, but even they will get searched. I was hoping you could help
somehow.”


“Yeah,” said
Tanner. His eyes stayed on the contents of the box. “Yeah, I think I know
someone who can get around that.”


“Where is he?”
snapped a voice back toward the counter.


“Where is
who?” replied a defensive, shaken clerk.


Tanner rolled
his eyes. “Don’t move,” he warned Chen before the other man could slip into
hiding. He slapped the box closed before leaning around the corner, where
Solanke reached for the clerk’s collar. “Hey. I’m right here. Chill out.”


“What the hell
are you doing back there? How do I get around this counter?” As soon as he’d
asked the question, he identified the folding portion and took advantage of it.
“You don’t go out of my sight, Malone. You understand me?”


“Whatever.
It’s a hardware store. I’m looking at merchandise and consulting an expert.”
Tanner gestured to Chen as Solanke came in sight, taking the insurgent’s
alarmed look in stride. Solanke’s bluster and volume gave ample reason for
anyone’s nerves.


“Expert on
what? Who are you?” Solanke demanded.


“I’m Steve.
Steve Lim,” answered Chen.


“Identification.
Now.”


“Sure,” Chen
answered with a calm born of practice and necessity. With both hands visible,
he tapped the holocom on his wrist to bring up his ID screen. As promised, it
listed his name as Steve Lim.


The screen
held no line for profession or employer, either. Tanner promptly took advantage
of it. “Steve’s got experience in excavations. We’ve gotta get through that big
mound back at the site. He was telling me about power draw and what batteries
to buy for our gear.” Tanner scooped up the box containing the head and the
rifle scope. “We’re gonna have to carry some stuff out to the hauler. You want
to help?”


Solanke looked
at the box like it contained a dead pig. “Do your own work, schoolboy.” He
stomped back out to the front of the store.


Tanner turned
back to Chen. “Okay, talk fast. What are the options for getting out of here?”











Chapter
Eighteen:

Precipice


 


“As of
clearing perhaps 15% of the mound, we have discovered no artifacts or remains
other than the carvings within the wall itself. Predictably, geophysical scans
and probes have proven fruitless. However, we have uncovered an increasing
frequency of large solid stones in keeping with Naomi’s theory of a large
rockslide filled in by flow from the lahar.


“As such, I
have authorized the use of faster and more powerful excavation techniques.”


 


--Professor
Joseph Vandenberg, Expedition Journal, August 2280


 


“You’re gonna
slow down at the edge of the canyon, right?” asked Antonio.


“Oh man, have
I been speeding?” Tanner replied from behind the wheel.


The hauler
slammed through a low mound of dust as Tanner drifted off the tracks from its
previous run. Its driver pulled the vehicle back onto the beaten path with a
grimace. “Yeah,” said Antonio.


“I don’t mind.
It’s about time we got out of this thing,” said Solanke.


Tanner brought
the hauler to a stop alongside the expedition’s other vehicles. Nothing had
changed since they left except the light as sunset neared. “You’re either
sitting on your ass outside your tent watching us work or you’re sitting on
your ass in the hauler,” said Tanner. “Either way your glutes get the same
workout.”


He hopped out
of the front passenger seat of the hauler with the box tucked under his arm. The
others followed. “Is he always this belligerent?” Solanke asked.


“Only with you
guys,” said Antonio. “He’s kind of the opposite with the rest of us.”


“Might be I have
some latent anger issues triggered by the presence of mercenaries,” grumbled
Tanner.


“We’re not
mercenaries,” Solanke corrected. “We’re a military corporation.”


“That’s what
you call a big group of mercenaries. It’s the same thing,” said Tanner.


“Don’t try to
change the subject.”


“What
subject?”


“You being an
asshole.”


“Hey, you’re
the one following me around everywhere I go with all the stinkeye,” Tanner
argued. They were on the path down the canyon wall now, overlooking the site.
From here, they could see the great dirt mound at the other end. The top few
meters had been cleared out and leveled. It marked good progress, but the mound
sat alone, with neither diggers nor equipment nearby. Presumably, everyone had
knocked off a little early after a long day of work. “I’m out here for college.
This is xenoarchaeology, y’know? I’m not out here causing trouble. We’re here
digging around in the dirt for old pottery. This is meticulous academic stuff
and you act like I’m here to blow shit up.”


A crack of
thunder from the end of the canyon stopped all four men in their tracks. Tanner
saw a red flash out of the corner of his eye in tandem with the crack, which
his mind instantly associated with the sound of a heavy laser igniting air like
lightning.


He turned around.
A cloud of dust shrouded the other end of the canyon, rising as the bulk of the
mound above slid forward. The rumble of the low slide came along with an
unexpected sound: cheers.


Given a few
seconds to process, Tanner recognized the generally short spread of debris.
Most of the dirt simply rolled forward like a pile of snow suddenly melting.
Only that crack of thunder was violent. Everything else seemed perfectly
controlled. Lines of cargo netting at the bottom helped channel the spill.


“What the hell
was that?” asked Solanke.


“Laser charge
detonation,” said Antonio. “It’s like the concussion charges we were putting in
the rock before.”


Students came
out of hiding in jutting corners of the canyon. Tanner would have noticed them
if he’d looked over the landscape for more than a second before the detonation.
Some of them laughed. A few clapped.


“You might
want to look up the definition of ‘meticulous,’ schoolboy,” grunted Solanke.
Tanner side-eyed the mercenary as he continued on down the path, annoyed at the
comment but even more annoyed at the prospect of devising a perfect comeback
half an hour from now.


The cloud of
dust at the end of the canyon thinned by the time they closed in on the camp. Less
than a quarter of the mound remained. Rather than the jagged, rocky face of
more canyon walls behind the mound, a smooth slab of carved stone rose to a
point only a few meters below the ridge. It stood within a flat, jutting border
shaped from the canyon’s natural form in a simple rectangle like a great door frame.
Designs etched along the frame matched those in pictures and videos of Minoan
ruins. The whole structure fell in line with those sites, all carved and dug
from natural stone—except in the glaring ways this one didn’t match at all.


The other
structures sat empty with wide-open entrances. Even the existence of Minoan
doors was a matter of conjecture. Researchers had found evidence, suggesting
the doors were made of materials that crumbled or decomposed over time. This
ruin stood sealed.


Its scale
outmatched any of the others. The sigils carved into the top were sharper and
more intricate than any he could think of, with embedded crystals glinting in
the light. The sigils running down the sides were still covered in dirt. So was
much of the surface of the door itself. He couldn’t see the bottom yet: more
rock and sand had to be cleared away. The large white sun shelter strung up
above looked more flimsy and temporary than ever when contrasted to the
structure.


Students
walked the edges of the remaining mound, taking video with their survey tools.
Others set to work on clearing the spill off to one side of the canyon.


“Nigel,
Olivia, could you rig up a couple of the floodlights? We still have a few in
the supply shelter,” instructed Vandenberg. “If they aren’t enough, you can
grab a couple from the other pits back past the camp. Everyone else, let’s get
to work clearing this aside.”


Naomi stood
beside him. “Grace, it’s Jishen’s turn in the clawhand. You’ll get back in
there later. He needs to log a couple hours.”


“Everyone else
needs a shovel,” said Vandenberg. “Let’s clear all we can while we’ve still got
daylight. This is—oh! Antonio, Tanner. You’re back.”


“Yeah. I guess
we were just in time for the fun part.” Tanner reached for a way to spark a
private conversation without his escort. Luckily, the other babysitter in the
camp provided a better distraction.


“Solanke, you
see this?” asked Garcia. He trotted up from the mound with an excited look on
his face and a holo screen bouncing along at his side. The screen showed
nothing more than a picture of the scene behind him. “Check it out. This thing
is huge.”


“I can see it
right there!” Solanke snapped. He waved his hand through the holo screen,
banishing it from the air. “What the hell, Garcia? These guys set up
demolitions and you don’t even call me?”


“All their
gear got cleared through inspections.” Garcia shrugged. “I supervised.”


“You super—?
Son of a…” Solanke let out a growling sigh. He raised the wrist bearing his
holocom, taking in a video shot of the great doors. “Stay here. I’m going back
to the top of the canyon to let base know about this.”


“I’m sorry, is
something wrong?” asked Vandenberg. “As your friend here says, the gear we used
was all inspected and approved.”


“Nothing, it’s
fine,” Solanke fumed. “I have instructions to notify my command if you find
anything unusual. I’m sure they have bigger things to deal with right now but I
need to let them know about this. I won’t be long.” He pointed to Tanner. “You
be here when I get back.”


“Where the
hell am I gonna go?” Tanner asked.


Solanke waved
him off in disgust, then turned back to stomp off the way they came. Garcia
wandered back to the mound.


“Professor, Naomi,”
Tanner said quietly. “We should talk in the research lab.”


“Whatever it
is, I’m sure we can speak out here,” said Vandenberg. “Things are a bit busy.”


“You noticed
the big, ancient alien door, right?” Naomi added.


“Yes,” Tanner
replied through gritted teeth. He flashed a meaningful glare toward Garcia as
the merc took more pictures. “And we should talk about the ancient alien stuff
in the lab.” He rustled the box under his arm. “Now.”


Naomi
straightened, looking from the box to Tanner in understanding. “Professor, we
should give this a moment at least, right?” Then it was Vandenberg’s turn for
meaningful looks. Tanner didn’t wait on it. He turned for the research tent.


“Hey Tanner,
how’d the shopping trip go?” asked Gina as he nearly collided with her. She
seemed to appear out of nowhere, but Tanner realized she’d probably been close
by all along. “You missed all the fun with bombs.”


“Oh, hi! We
didn’t miss all of it. We were right on the ridge when it blew. Over—aw, fuck,”
he sighed, looking past her. Solanke was halfway to the path up the ridge
already. He must have double-timed it for the end of the canyon. Maybe he even
sprinted.


Gina followed
his gaze. “What’s wrong?”


“I’m hoping we
don’t have a bunch of them come out to look over our shoulder now that we’ve
found that thing.”


“Uh-huh,” she
replied skeptically.


“Hey, are we
doing this?” asked Naomi.


“Yeah. Gina,
we gotta go talk to the professor. Sorry.” Tanner pressed on, throwing open the
door to the research lab and quickly looking around for anyone else inside.
Assured of some privacy, he checked the nearby electronics to make sure nothing
could be recording.


“Alright,
what’s this about?” Vandenberg asked, shuffling in behind Naomi.


“Hold on.”
Tanner ducked back to the very end of the tent, making a last check to ensure
no one was lurking behind stacked crates in the corner. He didn’t like being
paranoid. He also didn’t like kicking himself later for not being thorough
enough.


“Hold on for
what? What is going on?” Naomi pressed.


Tanner brought
the box to a nearby table and popped the locks to flip it open. He watched his
expedition leaders look inside, first with uncertainty and then surprised
interest. “Where did you get this?” asked Vandenberg.


“One of the
locals gave it to me while I had a second away from Solanke. This isn’t a
statue. It’s not artwork. It’s a combat robot blown to bits last night.” The
two academics looked up with surprise. Tanner continued. “One of the chip manufacturing
plants was hit by people with tech nobody can identify. Tech like these robots.
The scope here has video.”


“Who was this
local?” Vandenberg asked as he accepted the scope.


“Somebody who
recognized me,” said Tanner. “I couldn’t get deep into discussion. Solanke
didn’t leave me much space to chat.”


“The stonework
on this head has a faint sort of matrix texture,” said Naomi, running her
fingers over the remains. “Where’s this damage from?”


“Bullets,
mostly,” said Tanner. “It’s in the video. The robots stand up pretty well to
lasers. So did the rest of the tech used in that raid.”


“Video of a
raid taken from a rifle scope,” muttered Vandenberg. He set the piece down,
only for Naomi to take it up as soon as it was available. “I somehow doubt this
person or his scope belong to the local security services.”


“Not so much,
no,” said Tanner.


“Then I
suppose I’ll infer the rest.” The professor’s frown only deepened.


“You see what
this is, professor. You know what this is.”


“I can
theorize. I don’t know,” said Vandenberg.


Beside him, Naomi
watched the video with breathless focus. “Holy shit,” she murmured.


“See, that’s
the response you should’ve had, professor,” said Tanner. “This is alien tech.
Combat tech. And it all appeared within a couple weeks of our initial finds. We
know this is Minoan.”


“We don’t know
that.”


“Come on.
Those robots don’t match anything on the market and hardly anyone even uses
them in combat. They’re too vulnerable to hacking. And nobody uses shields.”


“I’m afraid I
am not deeply familiar with weapons, Tanner. Am I to rely on your expertise on
this to jump to conclusions? You have, what, a handful of years in a system
militia and less than a year of college?”


Tanner’s jaw
dropped. “Professor. I know enough about weapons to know those guys aren’t
using any tech from the Union. They aren’t corporate. They aren’t a mercenary
outfit. They aren’t some Fleet black ops team.


“We’re on the
edge of Union space. We’re on a planet once inhabited by aliens. We know what
happened here. Now we know these weapons are being put to use. Minos
Enterprises is covering it up. We have to stop this whole show now and notify
Union authorities immediately, and we can’t trust the ones on Minos.”


“How have you
verified that? How do you know Minos Enterprises hasn’t already reported this? How
do you know they aren’t merely keeping this out of the public eye to prevent
panic?” countered the professor.


“The same
source who gave me this,” said Tanner. “The consulate and the Fleet liaison’s
office are bought off and kept under surveillance. They can’t be trusted. Qin
Kai is only a couple hours out by FTL. We have to get this evidence there right
away. I’ve got a line on a way out of here for all of us. We only have to get
through inspections.”


“And how do
you suggest we do that?” asked Vandenberg.


“I kinda
figured you had a plan for that after everything you said when we activated the
obelisk,” said Tanner.


“Excuse me?”
Vandenberg 


“No, he’s
right,” Naomi realized. “You already have a plan for that, don’t you? Like you
did for the other obelisk pieces you found on your last expedition.”


Vandenberg’s
face grew red. “Stop talking. Both of you. None of this leaves the room. I have
a dozen students here for a field school, and I will not have any of
them roped in on some wild conspiracy. We have work to do. Academic work, not
espionage.”


“The
expedition needs to stop.” Tanner pointed to the head and the scope now back in
the open box. “This isn’t going to end with the attack on the video. It’s going
to escalate. We need to get the evidence to Qin Kai. We need to get the class
out of here before this place explodes. And we cannot open that door.”


“We cannot?
Are you in charge now, Mr. Malone?”


“Of course
not, but—”


“Then how else
am I to interpret your tone? Is it meant to imply some sort of threat? What
will happen if I don’t cooperate?”


“Wait, what?”
Tanner blinked. “I’m not threatening anyone. I’m trying to get you to
understand what’s at stake here.”


“What’s at
stake here is the safety and well-being of fourteen of my students and a significant
advancement of knowledge about this planet’s history. I will put neither at
risk over your hasty judgment over a single artifact and a bit of video from
some local guerilla. You’ve spoken before about your counseling issues, Mr.
Malone. Perhaps you need to speak with your therapist about your habitual rush
to treat everything like some violent crisis. Perhaps you need a crisis to make
up for your academic shortcomings.


“Naomi, we
have a dig to continue. Stow these things with the other finds and get your
intern straightened out.” With that, he whirled around for the door.


“Professor!” Naomi
called after him, but her mentor didn’t turn back.


Vandenberg
threw open the exit, only to come headlong into one of his students. Gina
jerked away from him, taking another step back as she caught his glare. “What
is this? Were you eavesdropping?” he demanded.


“Huh? I came
back for a power cell for my—”


He dismissed
her explanation with a grunt and a wave, stomping off into the evening twilight
outside. Gina ventured into the research tent, closing the door behind her
before looking to the others with wide-eyed surprise.


Naomi turned
to Tanner with much the same expression. “What the hell, Tanner?”


“I know,
right?” he blurted in equal shock. “What fucking academic shortcomings is he
talking about?”


“Tanner.
Focus,” Naomi snapped. “I mean why the hell didn’t you say anything to stop him
from leaving?”


“Why didn’t you
say anything?”


“I didn’t
think of anything.”


“Like I was
gonna do better? Every shot he threw at me was below the belt and then he
walked out,” said Tanner, pointing to the exit. Then he paused. “All of it.
Like he’d noticed all those sore spots beforehand. Then he threw it all out at
once when he was… when he was cornered.” His eyes drifted to the head of the
stone robot and the scope beside it.


“You’re saying
he’s scared?” asked Naomi.


“Yeah. Of
course he’s scared,” Tanner thought out loud. “He’s about to make the discovery
of his career. Or he was, until all this hit. Now he feels like it’s all going
to be taken away before it happens. Before he can put his name on it.”


“I’m sorry, what’s
going on?” Gina’s gaze turned to the box with the stone head and the rifle
scope. “This doesn’t look like anything we dug up here.”


“It’s not,”
said Naomi. “But it’s more alien tech we need to hide. We’ll explain in a
minute. Tanner, give him a minute to think this through. His brain will catch
up to his mouth and he’ll realize you’re right.”


“He was
thinking it all through,” said Tanner. “A little panicked, but thinking.”


“Let me talk
to him again. Alone,” Naomi added.


“He sounded
pretty angry at you, too,” noted Gina.


“Only because
I brought Tanner on this expedition. He doesn’t like having his authority
challenged. Something I’m only learning now ‘cause I’ve never seen it before.”


“How am I
challenging his authority?” asked Tanner. “I’m a freshman. If it wasn’t for
people with guns, I’d keep my head down and my mouth shut.”


“Yeah, but it
is people with guns. He doesn’t know how to handle that. Not really. You know
the risks he took to get here. Every time there’s a new risk, you’re involved
somehow. Even if you’re the one to fix it, he feels like he’s been undermined.
Like you said, he’s hitting you below the belt because he’s been thinking about
it. And now there’s this. Let me talk him down,” she reiterated, turning for
the door.


“Sounds like a
pretty charitable read of his character,” muttered Gina.


“Oh, I’d
rather hit him over the head a few hundred times,” Naomi grumbled back. “It’s
less about charity and more about convincing myself empathy is more effective
than assault.” She pushed the door open, stepped outside…and stopped with head
turned to the sky. “Tanner?”


He didn’t
answer alone. Gina hurried outside with him, following Naomi’s gaze and the
noise up above to the sight of two Vanguards sweeping overhead. One made a
circuit of the canyon. The other settled into the canyon floor. Its doors opened
to release men and women in fatigues and combat gear as soon as it touched
down.


“Oh god damn
it,” Tanner grumbled. “We’ve gotta put away the—”


“I’m on it,”
said Gina.


“Thanks.” He
walked out to meet the newcomers. Vandenberg cut off his path, warning him back
with an irritated glare.


“Evening,
professor,” greeted Clint Stockton, emerging at the head of the detail. He
carried as many guns and grenades as he’d brought on his first visit, only this
time he’d added a cocky grin. “We heard you made a big discovery. Thought we’d
take a look.”


“A ‘big
discovery’ is a matter of perspective, I’m afraid,” Vandenberg began. “We’re
excited to find anything, but in fairness it’s only a ruin carved into the
canyon wall. Others have been found across Minos.”


“Uh-huh. I’ve
seen a couple of those old ruins. Can’t say they look much like that one,” said
Stockton. He gestured to the great door at the end of the canyon. “Nice job
lighting it up.”


“We have
considerably more to do before we know what we’ve found,” Vandenberg tried
again. “Your visit may be a bit premature.”


“Visit? Aw,
no. We’re out here to keep you company. Figured Solanke and Garcia can’t give
this the sort of security you deserve all on their own. Especially not for such
a find.”


“We don’t know
if it’s an important find yet,” the professor maintained, trying to sound
friendly. “There’s still more digging to do.”


“Heh. Well,
now you’ve got more manpower. Hear that, boys and girls? Let’s help the
professor dig.”











Chapter Nineteen:

Reception


 


“Though
positioned on the border with sometimes hostile aliens, Qin Kai has emerged as
a busy world for commerce and development. Defense investments and
infrastructure subsidies from the Union Fleet have only encouraged further
development by the Lai Wa Corporation in a kind of feedback loop. As always,
money tends to follow money.”


 


--The Solar
Tribune, August 2280


 


“It’s almost
enough to make you miss the war, isn’t it?”


“Hm?” The
question roused Lynette from her slumped posture in the captain’s chair. She
lifted her chin from her hand, propped up against the console before her. “Wow.
I think I almost dozed off.” She looked over the console, her monitor screens,
and the broad display of the bridge canopy. Little had changed since her last
look. Phoenix wasn’t even close enough yet to justify a
computer-enhanced image of the planet far ahead.


“I don’t think
the captain is supposed to admit to something like that,” said Sanjay.


“Hey, I
promised no secrets and no bullshit when everyone signed on for this ship,”
Lynette reminded him. She had to stifle a yawn to get the rest out. “If I have
to act flawless all the time, I don’t want to be the boss. And you’re one to
talk, Mr. Boots on the Helm.”


“I won’t tell
anyone you’re a slacker if you don’t tell anyone I’m a slob,” he offered. His
feet stayed on the console. While Sanjay’s station to the left and forward of
her chair offered less room, it was still more spacious and comfortable than any
military version. The amenities on Phoenix were a big selling point when
she hired him. So was the relaxed environment. Nobody needed formalities.


“What was that
you were saying?” asked Lynette.


“It’s a long
haul from the FTL limit to the destination everywhere we go.” Sanjay waved his
hand at the canopy screen. “You cross light-years in hours or days or whatever
it takes, but as soon as you get into another system it’s this long drag to an
actual planet or station. I’m starting to miss the days when we could make an
emergency jump right to the outer orbitals.”


“You miss
feeling your guts clench up from the fear of being torn apart by a gravity
well?”


“Wow. Is that
how you felt about it?”


“For starters.”


“After the
first time, I figured the whole thing about being torn up by transitioning too
close to a gravity well was a myth.”


“Sanjay, you
know it isn’t a myth. We saw it happen to other ships.”


“Yeah, but I
figured they screwed it up. So as long as you don’t screw up, you’re good,
right? Just gotta get over the fear of doing it the first time,” he shrugged.
Lynette stared skeptically until the next thought clicked in his head. “Oh
yeah, I guess I was drugged up and delirious for my first time. And not the fun
way.”


“I think I can
live with the sublight drag,” said Lynette. “Besides, at least this system
isn’t as complex as Archangel or some others. It’s only three planetary orbits
between the FTL line and Qin Kai. We’re almost at the buoy line now.”


“Hell of a
buoy line,” noted Sanjay. His eyes drifted to the astrogation display along the
side of the canopy screen, where a computerized star chart gave a flat,
“overhead” view of Phoenix’s path through the system.


Buoys and
long-range satellites could be found in any inhabited system to monitor space
and boost transmission ranges, or simply to mark out legal lines. This system
had more than most, particularly considering its population. Only the planet of
Qin Kai was settled, along with its orbiting stations, but the spread of buoys
and other unmanned craft was as great as that of any system at the Union’s
core.


“We’re out on
the edge of human space,” said Lynette. “Nothing wrong with having extra eyes
and ears out here. The Union subsidizes all this. Them and Lai Wa.”


“Which means
the Union is subsidizing Lai Wa, right? It’s a corporate world.”


“Not as
strictly as some, but yeah. They terraformed and did all the heavy colonial
lifting, and they stuck with it when the borders were settled. If they suck up
all the profits of having the Fleet build a hub here, I guess that’s the
benefit of being the trailblazers.”


“Never thought
I’d hear you say anything that nice about the corporate overlords.”


“I don’t have
a problem with anyone building a big business or getting rich, Sanjay. I’d like
to be rich, too. It’s only a problem when the rich people start being
assholes.”


A beep at
their consoles announced a link-up with the system’s communications relays.
Shortly after entering the system, Phoenix transmitted a code package to
the relay net, announcing their identity and those of its crew and their
various subscription services. Personal mail wouldn’t reach them, but mass
media continued on for everyone. Travel between star systems only created a new
assortment of time delays; news from some star systems would be old, while
drawing closer to others eliminated delays.


Archangel lay
near the border of Union space. Qin Kai was even farther out. Lynette expected
a greater time delay on the news, but everyone liked to stay connected. She hit
the intercom switch. “Hey folks. If anyone’s been waiting, we hit the comm
relays. Might be fresh goodies on your holocoms. We’re about forty-five minutes
from Qin Kai now.”


Other updates
came through along with the media download. The live connection to the relay
net provided a boost to in-system traffic and information. On the canopy
screen, Lynette and Sanjay could now see travel lanes and projections, a
broader spread of communications from Qin Kai itself, and traffic identifiers.


Some of those
traffic identifiers caught their attention.


“Whoa,”
murmured Sanjay. “What’s Beowulf doing here? And Monaco? Did we
miss something?”


“I don’t know.
It’s a Fleet hub, so there’s always hardware, but…” Lynette’s words drifted
away. She tapped a button on her personal comms pad. “Veronica, could you come
up?”


“Sure. On my
way,” answered her XO.


Lynette and
Sanjay took in the traffic list. A second battleship, the UFS DeRuyter,
sat close to the Union Fleet station orbiting the planet. Both DeRuyter
and Beowulf had their escorts, but other ships sat docked with the
station or hovered nearby, too. Identifiers popped up on the display, marking
frigates, destroyers, and other craft from Lai Wa’s corporate fleet, the Solar
Alliance navy, Quilombo, and even a NorthStar frigate.


The Fleet and
Lai Wa were natural presences here. The rest still seemed unusual.


“It can’t be
an invasion fleet without any assault carriers,” said Sanjay. “Maybe it’s some
sort of conference? Wargames? Nah, why would we get into any wargames with Lai
Wa this soon after the actual war?”


“No, I don’t
think it’s that,” Lynette agreed. “Maybe there’s an easy answer? It’s not like
they’re hiding from anyone.” She opened up a screen from her personal news
media feed. Her compiler program included her preferred outlets and major local
services wherever she went. She also had a previewer set to search and select
anything with certain keywords of interest, putting those to the front of her
personal queue.


The previewer
derailed her intentions right from the start.


“Oh wow, is
somebody being invaded?” asked Veronica over her shoulder. Engrossed as the
captain was in her reading, she hadn’t heard the bridge doors open and shut.
Her XO stood at her side looking over the canopy displays.


“That’s what
we’re wondering,” said Sanjay. “Look at this, they’ve got Monaco and Dublin
out here, and if Beowulf is here then probably St. Catherine is,
too. Haven’t seen any other corvettes, but they may be docked.”


“Hoping to see
Joan of Arc out here?”


“Wouldn’t
mind.”


“Guess that’s
fair. I’m guessing it’s some sort of feel-good unity thing? Archangel showing
we can play well with others? Maybe a training exercise or a joint patrol?”


“Pirates,” said
Lynette. Her voice came through flatly, with even a touch of annoyance. Her
eyes didn’t come off her screen. “They’re looking for pirates.”


“I guess that
makes sense,” Veronica mused.


“Oh, it makes
complete sense,” Lynette grumbled.


“What’s
wrong?” asked Sanjay. Veronica looked to her for the same answer, but Lynette
was already bumping the article over to one of Sanjay’s screens. Veronica
leaned in to look at Lynette’s.


The captain
sat back in her chair. She knew what would come next.


“Holy shit,”
murmured Veronica.


Sanjay let out
a snort. “This is a good sign, then.”


“How is this a
good sign?” asked Veronica.


“There’s only
one incident, so they didn’t fuck with him twice, right?” asked Sanjay. “This
means he’s on Minos now and everything’s cool.”


“How is everything
cool if they had to fight through pirates to get there?”


“Remember who
we’re talking about? Seriously, he couldn’t get through a semester of school
without blowing up his house. You think a field trip is gonna go any better?”


“He didn’t
blow up a house,” Lynette grumbled. “It was an apartment. More of a loft.”


“Because
that’s so much better.”


“Sanjay,” said
Veronica.


“What? All I’m
sayin’ is this shows he made it to Minos okay. Look, the news only came out
because the ship made it in, right? And if he’d died that would’ve been the
headline. Same if he got himself arrested. Minos is only a couple hours from
here, so I’m sure we’d see news if there was news to see. He’s fine. I’m more
interested in why the Navy is here.”


“Like I said,
they’re on a joint patrol. They’re looking for pirates.” Lynette banished her
media screen. “Turns out Tanner found the pirates for them.”


“Yeah, well
he’s good at that.”


Sighing, the
captain propped her elbows up on her console and buried her face in her hands.


“Sanjay, could
you give us a minute?” asked Veronica. “I’ll take over the helm if we need.”


“Sure. I could
use a break.” With the touch of a few buttons to secure his systems, Sanjay
pulled himself out of his chair. He gave Lynette’s shoulder a nudge as he
passed. “Don’t worry about it. I’m just givin’ you shit. And him, but he ain’t
here to take it.”


“I know,”
Lynette grumbled into her hands.


“Look, we came
out here on a paying gig. We finish this job up and see if we can catch another
gig taking us out to Minos. Make sure he’s doing okay. No worries.”


She dropped
her hands away, faintly smiling up at him almost in spite of herself. “Thanks.
Go take a break.”


“All good. I
gotta show that article to Val. She owes me twenty credits now.”


Her smile
turned to a smirk. “You really know how to end a touching moment, Sanjay.” The
hatch closed behind him. Her eyes turned to her XO and best friend. “Don’t say
he’s leaving a trail of dead people. Don’t say he’s leaving a trail of dead
people.”


“Dead bad
people?” the other woman ventured.


“Argh.”


“Lyn.”


“I know, okay?
It’s right in front of me. I’m sure it’s right in front of him, too. He’s a
good guy, Veronica.”


“Whoa. Hey.
I’m not here to give you the ‘dump him’ talk. Not at all.” Veronica leaned back
against the chair to one of the forward consoles. “I’m wondering what you want
out of this and where you think it’s going.”


“I don’t know.
Somewhere? Someday? We’re great together. He’s great to me, whenever we can be
together, anyway. I’d like to see where that goes when we aren’t playing
long-distance tag a few times a year.” She jerked her thumb over her shoulder
at the hatch. “Sanjay’s spent more time with him than I have.”


“Something
tells me there’s a little more quality to your time than his,” Veronica
chuckled.


“I could use a
little more quality time,” grumbled Lynette.


The other
woman laughed. “Okay. What I mean is, are you two really gonna do this back and
forth until he finishes college? Four years of this? With people trying to kill
him and you trying to be…” Veronica waved her hands at Lynette. “You?”


“What’s that
supposed to mean?”


“Oh, come on.
We’re taking some dodgy jobs with this ship.”


“Jobs we all
agreed to. Every time.”


“Yeah.”


“So don’t put
that on me being me. It’s us being us,” Lynette countered.


“Fair enough.
I guess that’s my point. We all know the score. Even the ones with families or
significant others. If we’ve gotta fuck up some pirates or assassins or
whatever, that’s what we do. I’m not telling you to break it off with him. I’m
asking how long you two want to bounce around the Union. This time and the
last, the trips paid for themselves and nobody has a problem with that. But
you’re gonna be miserable if you can’t keep swinging it. Sometimes I wonder if
you’re not a little miserable now.”


“Veronica,
when have I ever been that hung up on anybody?”


Her best
friend folded her arms across her chest. “When was anybody else ever worth it?”


Lynette opened
her mouth, but nothing came out. She closed it again. She didn’t have an answer.
She didn’t have an answer for the smug look in Veronica’s eyes, either, but at
least that didn’t last long.


“I’m not
saying you should break it off. I’m saying you two might want to have a serious
talk about how you’re gonna stay together.”


“Yeah.” Lynette
gestured to the canopy display and the list of ships, including their home
Navy. “Only it’s not just his college and my business we have to navigate.”


Veronica
looked back to the display. “Who knows? Maybe they’re only here for a party.”


 


* * *


 


The medals on
her dress uniform jingled with every movement. Once upon a time, she took pride
in the clink of such hardware, but those were a very different sort. Gold and
silver medals for gymnastics didn’t mark days where she’d lost friends forever.
She didn’t have to wear them all night, either, or carefully pin them in proper
order to her clothes. She didn’t have to take them to fancy dinners and
receptions full of complete strangers, either.


The hall
contained a greater variety of uniforms than she’d ever seen in one place. She
didn’t recognize half of them. Union Fleet officers were naturally the most
common, this being a Fleet base and a Fleet-sponsored function. While the
uniforms of NorthStar Security Services and the Lai Wa Corporation’s officers
were easy to pick out, they were rare. She could identify men and women from
the Solar Alliance in their immaculate whites, and officers from Quilombo in
tan ensembles accented with green—including a sash across the shoulder, which
forced her to stifle a grin. So far, however, she still couldn’t identify four
other uniform styles.


Alicia saw
plenty of muted stinkeye from the NorthStar goons. That was to be expected. The
others seemed to look on with interest, though, as if sizing up everyone in an
Archangel uniform. She did her best to blow that off, telling herself the
gnawing sensation in her stomach was more important than all the rest, but her
stiff blue uniform made her feel less like a person and more like an ornament.
She wondered if anyone else felt the same.


“I have no
idea what I’m doing here,” she hissed to the tall young man on her right.


Ravenell
glanced back and down at her, his dark brown face turning to a frown. “You
don’t know what you’re doing here? I think I’m the only enlisted person
in this whole room.”


“Yeah, but you
know how to fit in with this stuff. You come from a political family.”


“That’s my
extended family. And it’s Raphael politics. One planet, back in Archangel.”
Like Alicia, he kept his voice as low and subtle as he could. “And it hasn’t
meant a damn thing since I signed up.”


“It does now.”
She nudged him along in line. “Tell me what to eat. I don’t know what half of
this food is.”


“You’ve been
in the academy for half a year now and they haven’t taught you how to eat like
fancy people?”


“Shut up, I’m
clinging to my roots.” Mimicking Ravenell, she took up a small plate from the
long table and left the silverware behind. “I don’t want a fork?”


“From what I
can tell, all the tables are taken. You want to go light if you can’t sit down.
Forks are one more thing to fuss with.”


He plucked some
little cubes from one of the first trays. “What’s that?” she asked.


Ravenell
leaned in and whispered, “I think it’s some strange form of space cheese. Maybe
space cheddar.”


“I will belt
you.”


“I don’t know
what’s going on with the garnish but it’s just cheese. The rolls of leaves are
probably dolmades and I think the bruschetta is bruschetta but you never know
with tomatoes from different planets. I’m gonna give it a try. I thought you’d
know more about food on other planets than I do. You’ve traveled more.”


“Yeah, but
with gymnastics meets, they try to keep you on the same diet you’re used to.
Nobody wants to hit the beam with a cranky stomach. Is there anything with
protein?”


“The dolmades
might have lamb. C’mon, they had to have Greek food somewhere in your
neighborhood back home.”


“I’ve never
had that.” Alicia looked over her shoulder to make sure the guys in line behind
her were wrapped up in her own conversation. Then she leaned in closer. “I
don’t want to eat any bugs. Or anything that ever had a tentacle.”


“Guess we’ve
found the limits of your courage.”


“Rav!” she
hissed. “Come on. Tell me I’m not stuck with cheese cubes and Greek leaf
surprise. What can I eat here?”


“Who told you Qin
Kai is big on bugs and tentacles?”


“Couple guys
in the lower wardroom,” Alicia muttered. “Where I’m stuck eating because the
main galley isn’t good enough for officers.”


“I think
they’re giving you the runaround ‘cause you’re the new gal,” he said. “Or the
middie or whatever they call academy students.”


Her face
darkened. “They’d really do that?”


“Why wouldn’t
they?”


“Because I
know half the junior officers from before I shipped out.”


“Yeah, they
knew you as Sergeant Wong. The rules were different then. The lines were different.
How many officers are we talking about? How many people in the Navy do you know
who’d pass up the opportunity to play a prank on a shipmate?”


Alicia stared
at the spread. “Tricking somebody into going hungry is a lame prank.”


“Not
everybody’s good at pranking.”


“Not
everybody’s good in a sparring ring, either,” she fumed. With her resolve
hardening past her doubts, Alicia filled her plate with a ravenous and nearly
random draw.


“That’s the
spirit.” Loaded up and good to go, Ravenell tilted his head to lead Alicia away
from the chow line. “C’mon. Let’s find friendly territory. Someplace with more
of our own, or at least an empty corner. Are you worked up about this? Why?”


“I don’t know
why I’m here.” She kept her voice low as they slipped through the crowd of
mingling officers. “Either of us. It’s like you said, we’re the lowest-ranking
people from Archangel in this place. Judging from all the flash and glitter on
these uniforms I’m guessing that translates across every other service here,
too. Nobody knows who we are. There’s no reason any of them should. We’re
practically bugs.”


Her companion
stopped, stiffened, and turned to her with a familiar look of disbelief. “Some
of these people are intelligence officers, Alicia. Some have war colleges or whatever
back home. I’m sure at least some know exactly who we are. And besides, you’ve
got Union championship medals from even before the Navy. Since when have you
talked like this?”


“I’m on a new
career path.” She crammed a cheese cube in her mouth. “I’m trying to be
humble.”


“Excuse me,
are you Alicia Wong?” asked a voice at her side. She glanced up to find a bald,
middle-aged black man in a nice suit. He was a big man, not quite as tall as
Ravenell but broader at the shoulders, and with an easier smile. “From
Archangel?”


“Uh, yes?” she
answered, then swallowed her snack down hard. “Yes?”


“First place
on floor exercise and beam at the Union Championships in ’73?” His smile
broadened as he shifted his wineglass from right hand to left to offer a
handshake. “Sean Young. Union Diplomatic Service. Heard you were here. I was in
the crowd that day, so I wanted to meet you.”


Alicia shook
his hand, thinking she might lose hers within it. “Nice to meet you. I don’t
meet many strangers who remember. In fact you might be the first since the year
it happened.”


“I only lucked
into tickets by virtue of being posted to Arcadia that year, but it was
memorable.”


“I guess it
must have been.” She didn’t know what to say. If she hadn’t been blushing
before, she figured her cheeks must be turning red by now. “Kinda kept a low
profile after that.”


“Of course you
have.” His eyes flicked to her companion as he offered his hand again. “And you
must be Sergeant Martin Ravenell?”


Ravenell had
his hand out on pure reflex, but hesitated as they shook. “Yeah.”


“Yeah,” said
Young, smiling while holding Ravenell’s gaze.


“You’re with
the Diplomatic Service?” asked Alicia.


“Yes,” he
answered pleasantly. “And you’re both attached to Beowulf currently?
Interesting.”


“What about
yourself, sir? Are you posted here on Qin Kai now, or are you coming on the
mission?” Ravenell asked.


“Oh, I’ll be
on the mission. They like to have some people from the Service around for these
joint exercises to keep things smooth between different militaries. The Assembly
and the Fleet like to have us around for the unexpected, too.” He flashed that
smile again. “But if you’ll excuse me, I need to keep getting around. Lots of
diplomacy to handle.”


“Diplomatically,”
said Ravenell.


“Yeah,” Young
said, nodding a little too steadily. He slipped away with a grace he had to
have practiced over decades of working a crowd.


“What was
that?” asked Alicia. “He seemed like he had something to say, but he didn’t
really say anything.”


“That was a
warning,” Ravenell grunted.


“A warning for
what?” The words came without serious thought. The sinking feeling in her gut
told her she already knew. So did the look from her friend. They’d been through
a lot together. Some things made a bigger impact on them than others. “Aw,
man.”


“Yeah,”
Ravenell repeated.


“Miss Wong.
Sergeant Ravenell.” They turned again, this time hearing a slight but familiar
twang in the speaker’s voice. They both stood a little straighter as Rear
Admiral Branch joined them, but nothing in his posture or his grim smirk
demanded any stepped-up formalities. “I tried to slip over before you wound up
in a conversation with a guy like him. Guess I’m a little slow.”


“Like him,
sir?” Ravenell repeated.


“Yup. He’s
head of the diplomatic detachment. Senior officer in this sector, too. Did he
have anything to say?”


“Only that he
knew our names and wanted to introduce himself, sir,” said Alicia. “Well. That and
he knew me from athletic competitions before I enlisted. And that he knew
Ravenell here. For no reason, apparently.”


“Uh-huh,”
grunted the admiral.


“He only said
he’s here to keep things smooth between the different contingents, sir,”
Ravenell added.


“I suppose
that’s part of it,” said Branch.


“But not the
important part, sir?” asked Alicia.


“Nah. He’s
here in case we run into any aliens. Ain’t exactly in the mission goals, but
out here close to the borders, the Fleet and the Assembly like to have a
designated talker.” The admiral’s glance to his left and right was subtle, but
Alicia noticed his check for eavesdroppers. “So he wanted to make sure he
introduced himself to the two of you.”


“We were
wondering how the two of us got invited to this reception,” said Ravenell.


“Now you
know,” said the admiral.


“Is that also
how I got put on Beowulf again, sir?” asked Alicia.


“Not intentionally.
Word is somebody might’ve mentioned your name to a certain admiral like it was
a hint. Maybe a subtle warning. They wanted her to step back. She decided to
step up instead. Like she does.”


“You’re saying
I’m the step forward?”


“Kinda. Or maybe
the boot ready to go up someone’s ass.” The admiral sipped his drink. “She
likes to be ready for that, too.”


Ravenell
snickered. “That’s not an image I thought I’d get in my head tonight.”


“Oh, Miss Wong
ain’t the only one, sergeant. At your rank, you could’ve gone completely
unnoticed here. No offense. But here you are.”


“So is there
anything we should be ready for, sir?” Alicia wondered.


“You mean
besides a full day of inspections and demonstrations and guest speeches onboard
Beowulf tomorrow?” Branch shrugged. “I dunno. Pirates and nonsense
everywhere, we’re fresh out of a war, and we’re on the border lookin’ for
trouble. I’m sure we’ll find it somehow.”











Chapter Twenty:

Breaking Through


 


“Seismological
studies have always been limited. Everything was so quiet in the early days;
the whole issue was steadily underfunded and ignored. People assumed the planet
was dormant. Nobody listened to the experts. We don’t have instrumentation set
up to chart out long-term patterns for comparison. I can’t tell you if the
earthquakes we’ve seen in the past twenty-four hours are normal or not. My gut
says this is bad, but the bosses won’t like hearing that.”


 


--Internal
Communications, Minos Enterprises


August 2280


 


Words could be
hard sometimes.


Naomi sat at a
table in the research lab, potsherds laid out between the holographic keyboard
at her fingertips and a blank display screen. She didn’t have anything better
to do than this. Not with mercenaries co-opting their dig. The fiasco didn’t
leave much room for her unless she wanted to be part of Vandenberg’s efforts at
re-co-opting it back under his control.


It was late in
the evening. She was already worn out from working all day. After every little
conflict on top of that, she wasn’t much good at the ancient door, anyway. She
couldn’t sleep, either. Not with everyone else still working, or whatever
passed for it. The potsherds still had to be written up and recorded.


The words
still didn’t come.


She wasn’t so
wrapped up in her woes as to lose track of her surroundings. The sound of the
entrance drew her attention. Tanner slipped inside, meeting her gaze with a
grave, urgent look. “What’s going on?” they asked each other simultaneously.


The question
relieved all the tension his appearance had created. Her shoulders fell.
“Trying to get the cataloguing done. You can see how much I’ve accomplished.
What about you?”


“Checking on
things.” He rounded the table to join her. “It’s not like the boss wants me around.
The new boss likes me even less.”


“I take it
nobody’s figured out how to open the magic door yet?”


“Not sure if
they’re trying. I thought about saying ‘friend’ in Elvish, but I figure if that
works it’s better to leave the thing shut.”


“What?”


“Literary
reference.”


Naomi
shrugged. “Sorry, I’m not that kind of nerd.”


“And you went
into archaeology? How is that possible?” He looked beyond her to the back of
the tent. “So, we’re alone in here?”


“Yeah. Been
here for an hour, at least. If anyone is hiding, they’re dedicated to the bit.”
She half expected him to check under the tables.


“Nah, I’m sure
you’re right. It fits the head count.”


“You’re
keeping a head count?”


“Yeah.”


“Why?”


“What about
the artifacts? The important ones—where are they? Are they safe?”


“Yeah.” Naomi
nodded toward one of the cabinets. “They’re where they’ve been. Nobody else has
been through here since those guys did their first check when they landed. You
were in here for that.”


“Figured you
hired me for that sort of thing.”


“It doesn’t
seem like these guys are here to drag anyone off into the night,” said Naomi.


He opened his
mouth as if to counter, but closed it again. Whatever his response, he thought
better of it. He seemed to dial back his urgency a little, too. “Aren’t those
the pieces Nigel and Olivia found? Shouldn’t they be doing this stuff?”


“It’s not like
they need practice. I’ve got nothing better to do…although I don’t seem to be
doing too well at this, either.” She rolled her eyes at the blank screen. “I’ve
done this twenty times on this dig alone. They’re only potsherds.


“I have an
undergraduate degree in exactly this sort of work. A degree from the University
of Fremantle. Summa cum laude, even with the dual geology degree. I’ve
almost got a…a PhD, too.” Her voice fell. She didn’t look back from the screen.
“Almost.”


Tanner stepped
closer. She didn’t need to look. She heard him, or rather felt him. “Sorry,
I’ve been kind of focused. How are you holding up?”


She gestured
to the blank document hanging in the air.


He waited.


“I keep
thinking about that PhD. I keep thinking about how hard I’ve worked for it. How
much this dig means. Everything I gave up for this. Everything waiting at
home.”


“What’d you
give up?” he asked.


“I got engaged
before I came out here. Before I first called you, actually. The night the
other intern dropped out, my girlfriend set me up to find the ring at home,
and…and I didn’t look at my messages until later that night.


“She got a
promotion at her company. She’s been carrying us both ever since we finished
our undergrads.” Naomi sniffed. She wouldn’t let out anything more than that,
but it took a little willpower. “We met as sophomores. She went to work right
out of graduation. Said she didn’t care if I stayed in school and she had to
pay the bills. Said she wanted this for me. That was before I knew I’d be
coming to this shady-ass rock on the edge of the Union for my dissertation.”
She shook her head. “The edge—more like the cliff.”


“What’s her
name?” Tanner asked.


“Dani.
Danielle. What about—sorry,” she corrected, feeling like she’d stuck her foot
in her mouth again.


Tanner
snorted. “What’s to be sorry about?”


“I was about
to ask if you have anyone, but you already said you live alone and your social
life is kind of on the rocks.”


“Her name’s
Lynette. She’s from back home. Different planet, but still Archangel. She was
out on Fremantle right before you called me.”


“She still
lives in Archangel? Must be hard, being away from each other so much. This is
already enough to get to me,” said Naomi. “Gotta be even harder for you.”


“We were never
supposed to be a thing in the first place. I couldn’t tell you what convinced
her it’s worth dealing with all my ridiculous bullshit, but she hasn’t lost
interest yet.”


“You’ve never
asked her why not?”


“No.”


Naomi smiled
at him. “I’m sure she’s got her reasons.”


He glanced
away, but she knew she saw some blush to his cheek.


The moment
didn’t last.


“This is going
to get worse, Naomi.”


“What, you
mean those soldiers aren’t going to get bored and go home before morning?” Naomi
grumbled. “Yeah, I know. They’re probably going to take the whole dig away and
kick us out of here. Take our finds, too.”


“No. It’s
going to get worse than that. This was all dodgy enough with the ancient
secrets and the corporate guns fighting against an insurgency. Now we’ve got
some unknown assholes using alien tech against those guns, and these guys
dropping in to take over right after we’ve made our big find?” Tanner shook his
head. “I can’t tell you what’s gonna happen, but I know what it feels like
right before everything goes to shit. I’ve been here before. This is gonna be
bad.”


“Well, what do
you want me—?” Naomi snapped, but cut herself off. She held back with a long
breath. “What are we supposed to do about it?”


His eyes
turned meaningfully toward the cabinet hiding their more important finds. “We
get ready to move.”


 


* * *


 


He stood
before the discovery of a lifetime. Decades of work, of hope, of secrecy, all
of it for this moment—this, and of course the next. The discovery, and then the
investigation. The unearthing of secrets, followed by the work of analysis and
further discovery. All of it bearing his name. The door stood clear. Behind it
might be everything he wanted: the secrets of an alien race, along with a
legacy to put his name among the greats of his field. When generations learned
of the ancient Minoans in school, they would learn Joseph Vandenberg’s name.


Unless the
uniformed thug at his side had other plans. Or unless Minos Enterprises stole
the credit. Or worse.


He knew all
along he would have to negotiate those obstacles. Until now, he hadn’t thought
of his dream turning into a helpless nightmare.


Vandenberg
stood before the doors, bathed in the same floodlights that illuminated the
sheer black slabs from top to bottom. The crystal-embedded engravings at the
top stretched all the way down. Within the last hour, his team and their
unwelcome support had cleared the last of the rock, mud, and ash covering the
doors.


The job came
to an unexpected end as they realized the doors sat atop a natural stone platform
rising three meters from the canyon floor. Steps had been carved along both
sides, following patterns seen in ruins elsewhere on the planet. In every known
case, Minoan construction showed a preference for carving and shaping from
existing stone.


Vandenberg had
seen evidence to the contrary. Images of free-standing towers not so unlike
human buildings once stood on this planet, only to be wiped from the surface by
the wrath of aliens. Humanity knew of the Minoan roads. Many had been uncovered
before. Only Vandenberg and his students knew of their cities.


He wondered
how long it would be before these thugs stole that discovery from him, too.


“Yeah, it’s
clear,” said Stockton. He stood near the edge of the stone platform, holding up
the broad-spectrum lens of his communications gear to relay the image. Any
personal holocom could provide nearly perfect visual fidelity in a camera no
larger than a button. Gear like his took in much more than plain sight. “We
haven’t found a doorknob or anything. No hinges. Not on the outside at least. I
don’t know if we’re gonna have to break it down or blast it or what.”


A jolt of
panic seized Vandenberg’s heart. Could he possibly be serious?


“Let’s not
skip straight to that,” advised the woman on the floating holo screen beside
him. “I don’t see that kind of urgency yet. Things seem stable on my end. Let’s
leave it until morning, at least. I have to imagine the professor there has
some ideas, anyway.”


“Yes, Major
Dylan, I do,” spoke up Vandenberg. A dismissive wave from Stockton cut off the
rest.


“Right, so
have your people and his get some rest,” Dylan went on, clearly addressing only
her subordinate. “Hopefully I can get out there in the morning to take a look.
I don’t know if Geisler will want to come, but we’ll see. Anything else? What
about Malone?”


“Being a good
little boy so far. Still got an attitude, but he’s behaving.”


“He can shoot
his mouth off all he wants as long as he stays where we have tabs on him. If
that’s it, I should move on. Make sure you maintain your status intervals and
I’ll talk to you in the morning.”


“You got it,
Major.” He cut the channel. “Okay, let’s wrap this up for the night.”


“I wasn’t
aware you were in charge of the dig,” Vandenberg spoke up.


Stockton
sneered, glancing left and right before stepping face to face with Vandenberg.
He was a big man. Taller. Heavier. And that was without the armor and weapons.
“Doc, you do not want to get into a pissing match with me. I will drown you.
Especially if it’s in public. I don’t put up with people trying to undercut me.
You wanna stay up a little later with the kids and play with your brushes and
your cameras some more? Fine. But we’re not doing anything to poke at this
thing until morning. No probes, no experiments, and we’re definitely not trying
to open it. Understand?”


“We’re so
grateful for your cooperation, lieutenant,” Vandenberg sneered back. He turned
away, hoping to affect a dismissive air, and engaged the first students he saw.
“Antonio, Kim, let’s double-check our readings. It’s getting late, but I want
to confirm observations before we call it a night.”


He didn’t stop
for the muted frustration on his students’ faces. He didn’t stop to look back
at Stockton, either. Vandenberg put his head down into his work, using it to
escape the moment.


It worked…for
the moment.


Soldiers and
students alike trickled away over the rest of the hour. Stockton’s people set
up their own portable shelters. Students cleaned up their gear. Vandenberg saw
Tanner on the outskirts of the activity, busy with little chores and talking to
people. If he got himself put in shackles by these men, it would at least be
one problem off the professor’s plate.


Naomi was gone
when Vandenberg withdrew to the research tent. No one else was about, either.
He sat at one of the tables, calling up the menu on a scanner he’d used as a
personal workstation since he couldn’t trust his own holocom. He had tasks to
finish up here: daily logs, gear and accounting checks, journaling. He threw
himself into the work, if only for lack of an alternative. The sound-dampeners
in his tent wouldn’t shut out the aggravation in his own mind. Too many
distractions. Too many reminders of it all going wrong.


Before he knew
it, the camp lay quiet again.


Emerging from
the tent, Vandenberg found the site still illuminated, but seeming otherwise
deserted. Shelters were closed. Tents sealed up. Everyone had bedded down for
the night. Everyone except Stockton’s sentries, banished to opposite ends of
the camp.


Bathed in the
intense glow of the floodlights, without people in the foreground to create
perspective, the great door looked even greater. He found himself trying to
trace out the patterns of the crystal lines, reminded of Celtic knotwork and
similar art forms practiced by humanity. He wondered if the distance would aid
in the effort, but his students had already tried. They’d run the design
through imaging programs, too. Nothing made any particular sense.


His feet
carried him closer until he tripped over the bottom step to the stone platform.
Vandenberg shook himself. He didn’t bear all these burdens and come all this
way to give it all up to some hired guns. The door was only a few steps up the
platform.


“Forget
something, professor?” asked a voice at the top. The soldier sat back in a
camping chair, propped up against the rock right at the frame of the door. His
rifle lay across his lap.


“No, no,”
Vandenberg said with a forced smile. “Trying to wind down after an eventful
day. Are you all by yourself? How did you draw this chore?”


“I’m not here
to get chatty,” said the soldier. He seemed bored. Young, too. He looked as
young as any of the students, though that didn’t necessarily mean anything.


“No, of
course. You have your duties. My apologies.”


“I’ve got my
orders, too. You got something to do, fine. Long as it’s not doing anything
with the door. Nobody’s opening this fucker up in the middle of the night.”


“Is it that
late? I hadn’t noticed the time,” Vandenberg chuckled.


The soldier
didn’t reply.


“Moss? That’s
your name?” The professor tapped at his own chest to indicate the soldier’s
nametag. Again, he got no answer. Vandenberg relented, holding his hands up.
“I’m only up here to think.”


“Think all you
want,” said Moss. He conjured up a screen from his holocom, bringing up a text
Vandenberg couldn’t read from the wrong side of the projection.


The dismissal
worked for the professor. He turned back to the great door, innocently walking
in a wide arc around Moss. Enough dust still hung in the air to create a
visible path of light from the floodlamps to the door. Particles gently swirled
in the beams, but not so many as to obscure anything along the surface.
Vandenberg watched his shadow cross the engravings, looking for any reaction he
hadn’t seen before. Anything new.


He didn’t
expect much. People had been in front of the door all evening. They’d been at
the door since mid-morning to dig the thing out. No one had found a magic
button yet, though in fairness, understanding the door’s functionality hadn’t
been a primary concern. Until now, they had focused on getting it cleared.


Plenty of
people had made contact with the door, incidental or otherwise. His students
scraped the surface with shovels, brushed it, bumped it with rocks, and touched
it with gloved and bare hands. Enthusiasm and urgency overrode best practices
more than once today. It seemed no harm was done.


Nothing looked
like a control panel. Nothing seemed interactive. Were it not for the example
of other ruins, he couldn’t even be sure this was a door at all. Perhaps it was
merely some flat slab built as a monument. Perhaps it served some purpose
humans would never think of…or perhaps it was exactly what it seemed, and what
all the evidence suggested.


The ancients
ran to this canyon. Presumably they ran to this door and the shelter behind it.
If the door had been open then, it may have been shut from the inside. It may
only open that way, too. Did they know when they had everyone inside? Did they
wait until a certain time, leaving anyone else behind? Or could Minoan hands
open it again? Unlike all the other ruins discovered before now, this one had
embedded crystals. Could they be functional, like the crystals in the obelisks?


His hand fell
into his pocket. The simplest of comparisons could be handled now, without the
watchful eye of Stockton or others. He didn’t even want his students to know
what he carried. He tended to think of it more as a good luck talisman than
anything else, but such sentiments were silly. He’d brought it for a reason.
This reason. As it turned out, he didn’t need it to activate the obelisk, but
this…


“That’s close
enough, old man.” The warning practically came out as a yawn. Moss didn’t even
look up from his holo screen.


Again,
Vandenberg forced a smile and gave the first explanation that came to mind.
“Only taking a few pictures.”


“Didn’t you
already have cameras recording everything all day?” Moss countered.


“It’s always
good to have extras for comparison,” said Vandenberg. He brought up a holo
screen of his own. “As it turns out, we have to match a few—”


“Don’t really
care.”


His smile
didn’t require so much effort after that. Vandenberg brightened his screen,
wanting it only for the deterrent to Moss’s peripheral vision. He looked from
the screen to the door and back again, feigning a comparison of views and
pictures.


His fingers fished
the crystal shard out of his pocket. It probably meant nothing. One minor idea
out of dozens he’d have to try before getting to the bottom of this, assuming
their hosts didn’t kick them out of the canyon in the morning altogether. He
only wanted a brief chance to compare and consider.


He didn’t
expect a dim flash of pink light from the entire crystal pattern.


“The fuck was
that?” Moss asked. Though he stayed in his camping chair, his eyes came off his
holo screen to look around and up. The door stayed as it had been.


“What? Er—was
it my holo screen?” Vandenberg tried to cover. He put the crystal back in his
pocket, but wondered if the die had already been cast.


The release of
dust and dirt from the door seemed to confirm that thought. It fell in a single
cloud, as if the door had taken a good kick or a shove. Moss climbed out of his
seat with his rifle in hand. His eyes swept the door and the wall to either
side. “Did this thing move?”


“I don’t see
how,” Vandenberg replied. “There aren’t gaps at any point along the seals.”


“What did you
do?”


“Nothing.” He
didn’t try to convince the younger man. Not with his attention elsewhere. His
observation was honest enough: the door didn’t seem any more open now than it
had been. Yet he saw the reactions to the shard. He’d done no more with it than
to put it in plain sight.


The door
looked the same: no handles, no buttons, no visible controls at all. Perhaps it
only opened and shut from within, but that would shut out Minoans trying to
flee here for shelter. Was this only a shelter for certain Minoans, or could
any make use of it? If so, how could they open it without a key—unless the key
was something any Minoan might have? Could it be so simple?


“Tom? Tom, are
you up there fucking with me?” Moss called to the top of the canyon.


Vandenberg
winced. The last thing he wanted was more attention. Not now. “You know, we had
an earthquake earlier today. Aftershocks can take place anytime, even mild
ones.”


“God damn you,
old man,” grunted the solder. He raised his hand to tap his earpiece and
activate his communications channel with the others.


His finger
never made contact.


A pointed
shaft burst from his skull, tilting downward like a stake made of dark metal
now covered in blood. The other end ran almost two meters in length, embedded
in the upper right of the soldier’s head. Vandenberg’s breath caught in his
throat as Moss staggered and fell dead on the stone.


The professor
stepped back. His eyes turned upward, searching the ridge in terror. He saw a
hint of movement almost three stories above his spot, but the floodlights
didn’t reach that high.


The sudden
fall of another soldier’s body onto the stone platform solved that mystery. He
bounced slightly on impact to Vandenberg’s added horror. Blood pooled all
around from several wounds, pouring most freely from the man’s smashed face.


The next
surprise from above landed on its feet with the heavier crack of stone hitting
stone. This one didn’t bounce. Articulated feet and knees absorbed the impact,
though the latter bent backward. The figure then rose to its full height,
staring down at the shocked professor with a red glow in a tau-shape he’d seen
before.


“Do not make a
sound,” said the figure. “If you remain silent, you will not be harmed.”


Again,
Vandenberg’s breath caught in his throat. It spoke. It clearly couldn’t be
human with those proportions. He had every reason to believe it was a robot,
that it was alien…and yet it spoke English with a human voice.


Another figure
joined it, falling from the ridge to land on two feet. Human feet. A human
figure, clad in black armor over black cloth. Dark grey sand fell from every
part of the person’s body as if they’d been rolling in it only seconds ago.


“You are the
leader here,” said the inhuman figure. “Is that correct? Answer quietly.”


“Y-yes,”
Vandenberg gasped. “Yes, I am.”


“Then you may
speak for the rest.”


“Yes,” he
answered again, then hesitated. His eyes darted to the shelters containing
Stockton and his men. Other complications came to mind immediately after.
Malone and his urgency about the Union. The University.


Vandenberg
steeled himself with a deep breath and nodded. “Yes. I am Professor Joseph Vandenberg.
This is my expedition.”


He heard a
soft, rocky crack to his side. Dust fell from the door, top to bottom once again.
This time, the door slid open, quieter than he would have imagined possible.


He saw silhouettes
as the door slid to the left and the light spilled in. Armored boots. Armored
greaves.


“You will come
with us.”











Chapter Twenty-One:

Relics


 


“We
should’ve gone to Anambra. It might be boring and maybe we wouldn’t find
anything revolutionary, but at least it’s safe. God, I hate it when my mother
is right.”


 


--Kim Choi,
Personal Journal, August 2280


 


His boots
tangled in the blanket every time he turned in his cot. He tried pulling the
blanket over them, perhaps to his ankles, but that felt weird and kept him
awake, too. For the first time since he’d left the service, he almost conceded
it would be smarter and more effective to sleep in his vac suit on top of the
blankets.


He still had
enough built-up resentment for Navy living to silence that idea. Sleeping while
mostly dressed was crazy enough. Tanner tried again, twisting around onto his
side and fussing with the blanket. Not for the first time, he wondered if he’d
get any sleep.


He awoke to a
noise in the middle of the night, confirming that yes, he did fall asleep, and
yes, that was a laser blast. And a scream. Tanner flung off the blanket and
grabbed the shovel laid beside his cot. 


“What was
that?” Kim. The shelter held six others within its lightweight walls and roof. Not
all of them were supposed to be here, but consolidating shelters seemed wise. By
the dim red light hanging up above, Tanner saw each head perk up. Nobody slept
deeply tonight.


“Get out of
bed and keep quiet,” he instructed urgently. “Put your shoes on. Stay low.” He
crept toward the exit. Shouts, thumps, and muffled cries drifted through the
walls. He thought he heard more shots.


Then a laser
blast cut through the upper walls of the shelter to remove all doubt. Nigel
yelped in fright. Thankfully, everyone heeded Tanner’s advice about staying
low.


A push from
the shovel broke the seal on the exit with a hiss. Light spilled in from the
lamps posted around the camp. The noise grew louder along with it. He couldn’t
see the other shelters from this angle.


Laser fire had
already been established. Tanner was at least used to that sort of thing. A
beam of yellow light flashed across the camp, confirming he had all new threats
to deal with, too. “Aw, Christ,” he grunted.


The camp was
under attack. Tanner’s mind raced. He couldn’t trust the mercs to look out for
the students. The attackers clearly had a disagreement with the mercs, too, but
that told him nothing of their feelings about his classmates. He didn’t really
know which side of this to jump in on, or if jumping in was smart at all. For
all he knew, if he took a side, his chosen enemy would view the whole class as
a threat and broaden their fire accordingly.


He wouldn’t learn
anything until he went outside.


“What are we
doing?” Gina asked, slipping up to the door beside him. At least she seemed to
have faith in his ability to come up with a plan.


“If we sit
here, we’re at somebody’s mercy,” said Tanner. “I don’t know what’s going on.
I’m gonna slip out. If I yell run, get everybody going for the vehicles. They
may be locked down already but it’s better than nothing.”


“You’re sure?”
asked Antonio.


“No,” said
Tanner. “Stay down.” He looked and listened as best he could for another breath
before he swept out of the exit, promptly turning to his right to hug the
corner of the shelter.


He made it two
steps before he slammed into a towering figure of black stone. Tanner bounced
backward, landing on his ass in the dirt. The figure turned toward him, looking
down with a face marked only by an engraved and glowing red T-shape.


A crack of
thunder split the air around them. The accompanying burst of red light ran
parallel to the ground. Tanner watched Stockton fall in a smoldering heap near
the research tent. Another stone figure walked past with telltale red-tinted
vapors rising from its face.


The stone man
before Tanner stepped closer, leaning forward to reach out with both hands.
Tanner launched a counterattack with his shovel. The glowing red gap in its
face seemed like the only possible vulnerable spot. He thought he might do some
good if he could jam the head of his shovel in that crevice.


His target took
the shovelhead on what passed for its cheek. The shovel bounced off as
harmlessly as Tanner had bounced from the stone man’s body. A powerful arm
batted the shovel from Tanner’s hands, leaving his wrists stinging. It put him
back to the ground with a shove.


“You are not
dressed like the other combatants. Are you one of the students?” the stone man
asked with a low, calm, surprisingly human voice. Tanner heard only the
slightest airy hint of some artificiality to the words, like talking to someone
over a communications link, but the lifelike quality of the voice stunned him.
The stone couldn’t be some sort of suit. No human could fit in there.


“Stay out of
the fight,” said the stone man. “Students will not be harmed.” Then the thing
strode past him—practically over him—and plunged around the other corner of the
shelter as if rejoining the battle.


“What the
fuck?” Tanner rolled over and got to his knees, trying to keep track of the
stone man, but it was already gone.


Lasers kept
flashing through the camp. The fighting seemed to avoid Tanner’s shelter. The
other shelter stood closer to the action. Snatching up his shovel again, Tanner
rushed to check on the remaining students.


“Motherfucker,
die! Go down! Die!” someone shouted. Red flashes reflected off the tents and
little sheds only a couple of meters away. The shooter and his target both had
to be on the other side of this shelter. Then the shooter appeared, passing by
a gap between structures, still blazing away with his laser on rapid fire.
Tanner recognized him in the brief instant of visibility and light, but then he
was behind another shed.


Another shape
steadily pursued, leading with a tall black shield. Tanner saw black armor and
a helmet, the latter ducked low behind that shield. It seemed perfectly
effective at absorbing every shot from the laser rifle.


The shield
looked thin. So did the helmet. Tanner remembered what he’d seen in the video.


“Fuck,” Tanner
hissed. He slipped in between the tent and the shed, keeping his shovel up and
back in a wind-up for a swing. Continued fire from the laser rifle covered the
approach, though the rest of the fight had already tapered off at an unsettling
pace. Tanner put everything he could into one great swing of his shovel.


The helmet let
out a dull clang upon impact. Tanner felt a painful rush of vibration through
his wrists. The figure in the helmet got it worse. He dropped to his knees. As
Tanner hoped, the armor was made from local minerals with protection from
energy weapons in mind. A thin layer of metal so closely contoured to the
wearer’s skull didn’t provide much shock absorption.


The bottom of
the shield sank into the dirt, but its bearer didn’t have the wherewithal to
use it for balance. As the armored figure tried to rise again, too much of his
body left the protection of his shield. Another barrage of rapid laser fire
caught him through the gap at the neck. With a desperate gurgle, the armored
figure expired in the dirt.


The shooter
ducked around the shed. Tanner ducked around the opposite side in the same
direction and caught the merc before he got far. “Solanke!” he hissed.
“C’mere!”


“What—?”
Solanke yelped. Tanner twisted him off-balance and dragged him to his knees
between the tent and the shed. “What are you doing?”


“Sshh!” Tanner
turned his head left and right, listening. “Shit, this is already over.”


“What?”
Solanke asked again.


“Gimme that.”
Tanner jerked the rifle from Solanke’s hands before the merc could gather his
senses again. He dropped it in the dirt. “Come on.”


“Damn it, let
me go!” Solanke demanded.


The younger
man didn’t listen. He didn’t need to get far. They were practically on top of
the second student shelter already. “It’s Tanner,” he announced quietly, poking
the seal open. He didn’t wait for a response before shoving Solanke inside.
Tanner followed close enough to bump into the soldier.


They found Naomi
along with the other students, all laying on the floor by their cots. Only
Tanner and his unwilling companion stood.


“What are you
doing?” Solanke asked again.


“Take off your
jacket and shirt,” said Tanner.


“What?”


“You asked
that four times already. We don’t have time. Take it off.” Tanner grabbed at
the lapels to tug it off his shoulders. “They won’t hurt you if they think
you’re a student. Somebody give me a coat.”


“I won’t
abandon this fight!” Solanke objected. He tried to shove Tanner out of the way.


Tanner gripped
his arms. “Shut up and listen. The fight’s already over. I’m trying to save
your life. Maybe it’s only five minutes longer but it’s five minutes more than
the uniform or that rifle will buy you.”


He looked to
his side. Naomi was already there with somebody’s overcoat.


“I’m not a
coward,” Solanke objected.


“No. You’re
the only other soldier left. If there’s another to fight, we need you. Put the
coat on. You got a sidearm?” Tanner asked, but he spotted it before Solanke
could answer. He jerked it out of the holster at Solanke’s hip and tossed it
under a cot.


“Are you
insane?”


“Leave it.
Lasers don’t do much anyway.” He looked past Solanke to the rest. Faces stared
back with undisguised fear. He felt pretty much the same. “Don’t ask what’s
going on. I don’t know. One of them knocked me down and said students won’t be
harmed if we—”


The entrance
flew open behind him. Tanner whirled around to the sight of three more men in
black armor. Two stood with their shields up for protection, right arms raised with
those wrist-mounted weapons he’d only seen in the video. The third, standing in
the center, held the malleable entrance open with a long black spear.


It was his
first real eye-to-eye look at the attackers. Though the helmets covered much of
their faces, Tanner saw human eyes, a human nose and mouth… and unnaturally
golden skin. At first glance, he didn’t see much difference between the three.
They shared the same height and build.


“Students,”
said the one in the middle. “You will not be harmed if you do not fight.” His
words came slowly, carefully, as if he was unused to the language. “Come out to
join the others. Carry nothing. Do it now.”


Tanner held up
his hands. He hesitated before stepping forward, hearing the rustle of clothes
behind him. A grunt from the lead raider prompted Tanner to shuffle outside.
Looking back, he saw Solanke follow in the overcoat covering his otherwise bare
torso. He caught a glimpse of movement past Solanke as Naomi flung a blanket
over Solanke’s discarded clothes.


The others
weren’t far away. Tanner’s remaining classmates stood in the open near their
shelter, surrounded by more figures in black armor and a couple of those stone
men.


His work with Naomi
to get the crew organized before everyone bedded down paid off a little, at
least. Though roused in the middle of the night, everyone was dressed. They all
had their shoes or boots on.


All but one.
Tanner’s headcount came up short. He realized who was missing almost as soon as
he finished the check. He quickly thought better of saying anything. Their
classmates were freaked out enough already. Some didn’t handle it as well as
others.


“Oh God,
they’re dead,” cried Olivia, her voice muffled by her hands over her mouth.


“What are they
gonna do?” somebody else stammered. Jishen, Tanner realized. He stood at the
center of the group, looking around frantically. “What are they gonna do with
us?”


“Stand with
them,” grunted one of the armored men.


“Jishen,
everybody, breathe,” counseled Tanner. “They haven’t hurt us. They could have,
but they didn’t. We’re okay.”


“If you call
this okay,” Solanke muttered behind him. “It isn’t your friends dead here.”


“Shut up,”
Tanner warned through gritted teeth.


“Where’s the
professor?” asked Kim. “Where’s Professor Vandenberg?”


“Guys, look.
The door,” urged Antonio.


Their great
discovery stood open, revealing a deep darkness on the other side. Tanner
thought he saw a faint bluish glittering inside, but he wasn’t sure given the
distance and the camp’s floodlights.


His second
real look at the newcomers threw new questions on top of all that dread. Though
he was struck more by the apparent uniformity of the raiders than anything
else, he noticed some he thought might be women. Regardless, they all shared
the same taller-than-average height and athletic build. They shared the same
unnaturally golden skin. Even their eyes were all the same emerald green…though
odd. Too bright. Too intense. It could only be a matter of millimeters, but
were they wider than they should be?


“Who are you
guys? What do you want?” asked Olivia.


“I am Doram,
First Awoken of Her Sentinels, Ch-champion of… Spears,” said one of the men.
His brow darkened as if the halting nature of his words surprised or frustrated
him. He turned to one of the stone men. “Speak,” he ordered.


“You possess a
jar containing several crystal orbs,” said one of the stone men. Other than a
slight turn of its head, it gave no indicator of how it spoke. Its speech came
with greater facility and ease than Doram’s, but less emotion. “You will turn
it over to us.”


Tanner caught
a questioning glance from Naomi. He nodded slightly, unsure if she wanted him
to do the talking. She’d hired him on with the dangers of the expedition in
mind, but they never once talked about altering the chain of command in any
such event. “It’s in one of the shelters,” she said.


“Retrieve it,”
said the stone man. Doram gestured to a pair of his raiders to follow her.
Thankfully, neither of them grabbed her, merely walking at her side instead.


“Where’s
Professor Vandenberg?” Kim repeated.


“Van-den-berg.
He is your leader?” asked Doram. He pointed to the open doors. “He is in the
sanctuary with…” He paused with an odd twitch as if considering. “You would say
Her Majesty. We have not harmed him.”


“Majesty?”
Antonio blinked. “Like a queen? Who are you?”


“That is your
word.” Doram looked over his shoulder at Naomi and his returning men. “We are
the Sentinels. These are the Regents,” he added, pointing to the stone men.


“Stand with
the rest,” one of the escorts instructed Naomi.


The other
carried the jar in both arms with care. Tanner recognized it immediately as the
older jar he’d dug out of the ridge above the canyon. He also caught a look
from Naomi as she rejoined the group.


They’d only
asked for one jar.


“Do you
recognize these marks?” Doram asked, running his fingers over the jar. He
looked to his companions, but none spoke. “Nor do I.”


“A peasant
family,” suggested the man holding the piece.


“Yes. Now
survivors. To be honored.”


“What do you
mean?” asked Tanner. Nobody had told anyone to shut up. “What is it?”


Doram turned
to him with a slight frown. “Your words…” he began, then stopped. “We use your
words because we cannot speak our own. These mouths cannot form our language.
So we take these words from your kind, as your kind has tried to take our
world.”


“Our… kind?”
Gina moved beside Tanner. “What do you mean by that? What is our kind?”


“You. Your
race. Humans.” He gestured with one hand to indicate the whole group. “You have
only come to learn of us. To understand. And then to leave. This is
acceptable.” Doram pointed to the nearest body. “The rest have come to take our
world. To poison it against us. We will take it back from them.”


Unable to take
her eyes off Stockton’s smoldering corpse, Kim let out a whimper. Doram turned
to her, gesturing to her face. “Is this fear?” He looked from her to the
others, seeming to ask her classmates as much as Kim. “Your face. Your voice.
Do you express fear?”


“You killed
people,” said Tanner. “A lot of people. So yeah. We’re scared.”


“You do not
show the same expressions.”


“We don’t all
handle it the same way. I do most of my howling in terror on the inside.”


“If it is on
the inside, how do you express fear to others?” Doram asked Tanner. “How else
do you react?”


Tanner’s eyes
flicked from one armed raider to the next. “I’m not sure my personal reactions
to fear are really the most constructive thing I could add to this discussion.”



“I
understand,” Doram replied. His frown suggested otherwise. “Fear is… not
needed. We do not intend to kill you. Only our enemies. We will cleanse our
world of invasion.”


“You keep
saying this is your world,” said Gina. “How is it yours? How is it any more
yours than the people who live here?”


“Do not
mistake what we have become for what we are.” Doram pointed to the great door.
“The answers you seek are inside. So is your leader. Come with us.”


More than one
student looked to him and to Naomi. The pair agreed with a single glance: they
didn’t have much choice. On the way to the door and up the stone platform,
Tanner was afforded a better vantage point for a look back at the camp. Bodies
lay strewn from one end of the camp to another, but the military vehicles on
the other side of the shelters looked untouched. From the platform it was almost
a straight line to the Vanguards parked on the canyon floor. He caught a
glimpse of one of the haulers up on the ridge beyond, too.


“What is it?” Naomi
asked in a hushed voice.


“Some advice a
friend gave me once. Always scope out the parking lot before you walk into the
party.”


She almost
looked back, but stopped herself. “Not sure I want to party with these guys
after an introduction like this.”


The camp fell
out of view as they passed through the doorway into a broad cave beyond. Light
shined down from crystals in the ceiling as soon as they entered. The floor
seemed deliberately smoothed out, but the rest of the rock around them looked
natural. Two more sentinels awaited at the doorway along with one of the Regents,
who appeared to be standing guard.


“I don’t even
know how I’m functioning right now,” said Naomi. “Not after they…” she shook
her head. “Am I going numb?”


“You’re
functioning because you don’t have another choice,” said Tanner. “Don’t beat
yourself up for not turning into a wreck. Time for that later.”


“The door is
so thick,” murmured Antonio. His head craned up and around, taking in the
doorway as they passed. The door proved to be thicker than the hull of any
warship. Pulled aside into its frame, the huge construct revealed multiple layers
of material laid together. The path took an immediate turn to the left and
downward, while another branched off to the right at a slight incline into
shadow. “Why are the walls angled like this?”


“Deflection,”
said Tanner. “It’s a blast shelter.” He studied the entrance to the point of
turning around and stopping in his tracks. Though he took for granted the door
operated on advanced, powered technology, a human contraption of the same sort
usually had some sort of manual option as a back-up. He didn’t see any wheels
or crank handles, though. A few crystals like those from the obelisk were
embedded along the walls in a sort of diamond pattern.


“Keep moving,”
said one of the sentinels.


“Is that art,
or does it have a function?” Tanner pointed to the panel of crystals.


The sentinel’s
head twitched. Her eyes narrowed as if she had to consider the question. “Why
should it not be both?”


“How does it
work?”


“Do not
delay,” said one of the stone men. “We do not keep Her waiting.”


“They’re not
gonna tell us,” muttered Olivia, walking at Tanner’s side.


“Nothing to
lose by asking. They’re already showing a weird set of priorities.”


“What do you
mean?”


“Part of my
job in the Navy was handling prisoners. This isn’t how we’d do this. Kinda don’t
want to give out any ideas,” he added. “These guys clearly aren’t dumb. If
they’re handling us differently, they must have different priorities. Or
different values.”


“You don’t
think killing a bunch of people in front of us already made the point about
who’s in charge?” she asked.


Tanner clamped
down on his response. He’d been taught never to underestimate a prisoner. He
also knew the potential value of listening to prisoners talk to one another.
Their captors could be running any number of strategies on them. “Fair enough,”
he said.


The tunnel
curved right again, still moving gently downward and coming to a second,
thinner blast door now pulled aside like the first. Beyond it, the cave
continued on and soon opened into a wider passage. All along, crystals embedded
in the ceiling provided light and guidance, though Tanner saw nothing to
suggest anything about them beyond the same track lighting used in human
construction.


Every text on
xenoarchaeology warned against making too much of similarities between human
and alien culture or technology. Similarities might end on the surface right
where they began. Human similarities provided only a reasonable place to start;
the observer had to be ready to abandon them. He couldn’t take anything for
granted.


His surroundings
made that point for him as the cave wall to his right gave way to a broad, open
gap running several stories down and at least a hundred meters out. The space
brought immediate comparisons to a sports stadium, both in size and general
shape, though the middle was not open nor did the sides hold seats. Through
layer after layer of metal frameworks and catwalks, the class saw thousands of
spherical tanks with transparent shells. Each tank contained a thick red
liquid—and a familiar silhouette.


“Are those
people?” blurted Nigel.


“Yes,” said
Doram. “Our people.”


A handful of Regents
roamed the catwalks as if performing checks and maintenance, along with a
slight scattering of men and women in loose black tunics and pants. Like the
sentinels, each of them had golden skin and seemed tall and fit. Many were
bald, or kept their dark hair cut to a stubble; the rest kept their hair pulled
back and out of the way. Aside from sex, their simplistic hairstyles seemed to
be the biggest variation between them.


“What are
these? Stasis pods?” asked Kim.


“Stasis?”
Doram paused, his head twitching again as if in thought. “Once, yes. They were
meant for stasis in the beginning. They were built to let our people slumber
until we could awaken and rebuild. That strategy is no longer viable. We cannot
be as we were because of your people. The Regents determined we must change to
match the changes to our world. Now they make us as we are. As you are.”


“Oh my god,” Naomi
groaned with dread.


Her reaction
caught Tanner’s interest. Had she figured this out? He slipped past Olivia and
Nigel to move to her, wondering what she’d put together between the tank farm
and everything Doram had said… and stopped.


His eyes
flashed to the tank farm, and then to the stone men. The regents…those who
took over for a monarch incapable of ruling.


They had
altered the pods. After humanity began terraforming Minos for human habitation,
the Regents repurposed the pods to let their inhabitants survive.


Already a few
steps ahead of him, Naomi had plenty of questions. “Are you clones?”


Again, Doram
paused as if searching his memories. His head twitched a second time. Then his
eyes brightened. “Not as you know them. We are created of limited samples and
guided design. This limits our variation, but it also eliminates flaws and
shortcomings. Beneficial variance will increase with time.”


“How long did
this take?” asked Naomi.


“The Regents
recognized the need shortly after your kind began altering the environment,”
Doram explained. “Your biology was easily understood once they gained access to
your basic open communication systems. Most of the necessary information was
broadly available. They determined the viability, procured samples, and made
the first changes within the first years of human colonization.


“Once the
decision was made and the process determined, the alterations of each given
tank did not take long. The work of altering every tank goes on. The Regents
are tireless, and now they have assistance from the first cohorts to awaken.
More cohorts are yet to be reborn. Others still await alteration.”


“How…how the
hell is anything even biologically compatible?” Tanner asked.


“Much of it is
not. Your biology is easy to understand and to replicate. Every compound in
your body can be synthesized. The land and seas of this world have always
provided for most of our needs. This need proved no different. We were prepared
to survive here, underground, well before your kind arrived. The Regents were capable
of the necessary changes.


“The only
concern that mattered was the compatibility of our memories. With work, the
Regents met that challenge. The rest was comparatively easy. Our memories could
be preserved; the rest had to be sacrificed.”


“Sacrificed?
You seem awfully calm about it,” said Tanner.


“It is
necessary. It will be temporary.”


“You’re
talking about your whole life.”


“This one,
yes,” Doram conceded. “Perhaps the next. It is only temporary. We were
beautiful once. We will be beautiful again.”











Chapter Twenty-Two:

Grudges


 


“The
tremors are getting worse. We’ve gone from forty years of nothing to a global
rise over the last two days. We need to brief the response committee even if it
means waking them up.”


 


--Minos
Enterprises Internal Communications, August 2280


 


“I hope
Vandenberg is okay. I hope they haven’t hurt him.”


“I don’t see
why they would. Or why they’d lie about it. They’ve said he’s okay.”


“Good, because
I’m going to kill him.”


Tanner missed
a step. He didn’t expect that from Naomi.


“Violence in
Her presence will not be permitted,” warned the sentinel walking to their
right. “Your disputes are your own. Resolve them when we are finished.”


“It’s only a
figure of speech,” said Tanner.


“Usually,”
said Naomi.


Cave tunnels
through bare rock had given way to smooth walls, the latter looking much like
pale marble rather than the black and dark greys near the entrance. Art and
decoration became more common, with geometric designs running everywhere. Side
rooms and branching hallways appeared more often, too, though the escorts took
the class down only one turn in their path where the passage remained broad and
tall.


Once more,
Tanner turned all the way around at that point to absorb all he could before
one of the sentinels prodded him forward again. It might be important to
remember the view from the opposite direction.


“How far have
we walked? Two klicks?” he murmured, looking to Solanke.


“Hm?” Solanke
shook his head. “What’d you say?”


“It helps to
focus on the moment,” Tanner advised gently.


“I don’t need
counseling.”


“Wouldn’t
dream of it. I’m not qualified. You don’t have time right now, anyway. Sort
that out later. Try to keep your eyes peeled.”


The mercenary
slid him a suspicious glance. “Seems like your tone toward me sure changed all
of the sudden.”


“It’s ‘cause
I’ve been in the sort of spot you’re in. No point worrying about anything else
right now. Let’s focus on getting out of this alive.”


“I think we’re
a little over two kilometers,” said Gina. Like the rest, she kept her voice
low. “I gave up trying to count steps, but it seems about right.”


“Didn’t notice
you slip back to keep pace with me,” said Tanner.


“Trying to
play it cool like everyone else here. Besides, I’ve gotta stick close to
somebody,” she added with a grim smirk.


He nodded. It
made sense. Despite the shock and danger, Gina seemed to be holding it together
well. So did several of the other students, but not all of them. “We need to
look out for Olivia,” he murmured. “And Nigel.”


“Right. Well,
whenever it’s time, don’t forget about me,” said Gina. She picked up her stride
to slip up next to Olivia. Whatever she said to their classmate, Tanner
couldn’t hear it, but their body language suggested it was supportive enough.


Antonio
shifted his spot in the pack, too. He came beside Nigel, grunting out some
comment to distract the younger student from his worries. Tanner let out a
tense breath.


“What is it?”
Solanke asked.


“The others.
Taking care of their own,” Tanner answered quietly. He nodded to Gina, then to
Antonio. “I didn’t think he could hear us, but he moved over to Nigel as soon
as I said something about it. Hell, maybe he didn’t hear me at all.”


“Is that a big
deal?”


“Feels like it
is right now. Guy’s got a lot of natural leadership talent. Naomi, too.”


“You don’t
think they’re looking to you?” Solanke asked.


“God, I hope
not. Maybe to take point in a crisis, but I can’t lead. It’s not in my bag of
tricks.”


Solanke
glanced from one student to the next. “Uh-huh.”


“Stop,”
commanded Doram from the front of the group. He turned to address his captives,
pointing to a broad, open archway to their left. “She is within. Speak and act
with care. She may wish to hear from you. If not, be silent. Do not step onto
Her space unless commanded.”


Ushered
through the archway, Tanner found himself in something between a temple and the
flag bridge of a battleship. Marble flooring spread out across the large,
rounded chamber, matched with more of the same beautiful stone along the walls
and across the ceiling. Men and women with black tunics over their golden skin
stood at small obelisks scattered across the room, with more of those
high-fidelity projections rising from each. The set-up reminded Tanner of the
astrogation tables on a starship, providing three-dimensional projections of
space. A couple of the obelisks seemed to provide exactly that, with views of
Minos and its orbiting moons. Others displayed views of the dig site, that
stadium-sized tank farm back toward the entrance, and even a distant view of Anchorside.


A second,
smaller chamber stood across from the entrance, like an ornate pavilion carved
into the cave. Several steps rose from the main floor to the pavilion, with
artful columns bracing the ceiling in a curve to either side ending at the
walls. The interior glowed with the light of more immersive holo projections,
and with the bright white fabric worn by a tall, golden-skinned woman in the
center. Beside her stood a pair of Regents and one more familiar figure.


“Professor?”
Olivia called out with worry.


He turned at
the sound of her voice, hesitating only to say something with a slight,
deferential bow to the woman at his side before crossing out of the pavilion.
He met them at the bottom of the steps. “I’m so glad to see you. You’re
alright? You’re all here?”


Though Olivia
and a few of the other students rushed forward to meet him, Naomi stiffened
before he came close. “We’re okay,” she answered pointedly. “I’m not
sure what scope of ‘all’ you’re using.”


“What? What do
you mean?” said Vandenberg.


“They killed
the soldiers,” said Kim. For the first time since this began, her voice
cracked. “We saw the bodies. They’re dead.”


Vandenberg
winced. His jaw set firmly before he looked over his class again. “Everyone
else is alright? They didn’t hurt any of you?”


“Only the
Precision Solutions guys,” Tanner spoke firmly to catch the professor’s gaze.
He tilted his head to Solanke. “Only the students are left. The soldiers are
all gone. Professor.”


“I
understand,” Vandenberg confirmed, though his voice shook. “I am sorry. I am so
sorry for… all of that.”


“To say you
are sorry indicates regret,” came a strong and clear voice from behind him. She
stood at the top of the handful of steps, looking down at the crew with eyes so
deeply blue they looked no more natural than her skin. Her white, sleeveless
clothes stood out from the black tunics worn by everyone else, too, along with
the more careful cut. The slight billow of fabric at her legs tapered off at
the ankles. Gemstones gleamed at her waist, her wrists, and her upper arms,
along with an elaborate set of jewelry covering only the fingertips of her
right hand.


“You wished to
be reunited with your students,” she continued. “You wanted them free of their
captors. Those humans were a danger to them and to you, as they were to my
people. We shared mutual interests, so I granted your wish. Are you not
grateful?”


“Yes.”
Vandenberg promptly turned to face her, tilting his head again in another small
show of deference. “Yes, of course I am grateful for the reunion. I only hoped
there would be no bloodshed. If I had known, I would not have… I would have
spoken more precisely.”


“What did you
do?” Naomi asked him. “How long have you been down here?”


“Er—we only
spoke briefly. Not so long, I think…?”


“Seventy-eight
minutes have passed since your first words to me,” said the golden woman. Her
jaw twitched slightly, her gaze taking on a brief distance. “In that time, you
have spoken for a total of forty-three minutes and thirty-one seconds. I have
spoken for twenty. Interruptions and silence accounts for the rest.”


 Her simple
answer stole everyone’s words. The professor grew red, looking to Naomi with
nothing coming from his open mouth.


“Professor,
who is this?” asked Tanner.


“Seems pretty
obvious,” muttered Nigel.


“Aliens,”
Tanner reminded him quietly. “Assumptions can get people killed.”


Again,
Vandenberg turned with a wince. He’d heard, of course; that wince spoke
volumes. “My friends, this is Amara. She is Empress of Minos and Mother to the
Minoan People. This planet is… Hers.”


“She’s the empress
mum?” Solanke asked in disbelief.


“Mum. Mother.
Yes,” answered Amara. “A useful analogue. My people did not evolve with sexual
dimorphism as yours have. As your species has adapted our world to your uses,
so we have adapted and improved your form to survive. The female form would
seem to have greater influence over the creation of life, thus making it closer
to my role. While the rest is clearly of importance to your kind, to us the
distinctions are arbitrary. The current leaders of your kind’s greatest powers
are also female, and thus a peer relationship determined the rest.”


“Which
leaders?” Nigel asked.


“The President
of the Union Assembly. Ji Xue, the president of Lai Wa Corporation. Christina
Walters, president of NorthStar. Your most recent victorious war leader is
female. We found other examples. Peer similarity would seem to provide some
small advantage for no significant cost.”


“How is a
mother a useful analogue?” Naomi asked. “Those tanks out there are growing
people. Are they all tied to you biologically?”


“I rule Minos.
My people reproduce organically, as do yours, but those who return do so at my
decision. Or the decision of my… you would call them deputies or vassals.”


“Return?”


“Doram,” said Amara.


The lead
sentinel turned to one of his subordinates, taking from him the ancient black
jar. He presented the jar to Amara with both hands in a show of reverence.


“They are of
the mountain’s shadow to the east,” she determined. “The line will require a
new name for this language, as do the others. These are the honored
progenitors. Unseal the vessel. Perhaps their time has finally come.”


Doram scraped
the bottom of the seal at the top of the jar with his fingertips, cracking the
old mortar with an ease no one in the class would have dared match for fear of
destroying something important. He removed the lid, presenting it once again to
his empress. She drew a rough crystal orb from within, half the size of a fist.


“Throughout
our lives, we draw this crystal from our natural environment,” she explained.
“Your consumption of salt is a useful analogue. It collects in our brains as we
age. When we die, our bodies decompose more thoroughly than yours—except for
these. The crystal is left behind.


“Our ancestors
kept the remains as a way of honoring the dead. Your kind has similar
practices. As our science advanced, we learned the function of these remains.
They are our memories. Your kind might also call them souls. Science eventually
allowed us to create new bodies. Similar to your cloning, as you call it. With
our understanding of memory, we learned to combine those new bodies with
memories long held in trust by their descendants. We learned to grant the dead
a new life.”


Her expression
grew firm. She handed the orb off to Doram. “Your kind has learned of the
capacity of our crystals. They mine crystal from the mountains to create your
computers. They also seek out our memories for their higher performance. Our
memories are bought and sold at high value and under great measures of secrecy.
We will end this atrocity.


“Your
practices of buying and selling are strange to us,” added Amara. “No such practice
has been seen among our people since long before we learned to reawaken the
memories of the lost. Not since Minos knew many kings and queens.”


The pit in
Tanner’s stomach sank a little deeper. “What happened to them?”


“They argued
over who should rule. They felt their ways were superior. I proved them wrong
in the struggle of ages. Their memories are either in my keeping or destroyed
and forgotten. The Minoan people are my people.”


“Wait, how do
you know all this shit about us?” asked Solanke. “Nobody else has ever seen
you. How do you know who the president of the Union is? How do you know the
price of those balls if it’s all covered up?”


Amara raised
her right hand. At a flick of two of her jeweled fingers, a swirl of holo
screens appeared around her. Human faces and human text filled them all,
running the gamut of media broadcasts and what looked like personal
communications. With another flick of those fingers, it all vanished. “Your
languages are not difficult to decipher. The language of your machines is even
less difficult.”


“You broke our
codes?” Solanke burst.


“Don’t take it
literally,” Tanner warned quietly. “It’s easy for her to say that.”


“Of course we
understand your codes. We have studied you for years. Decades. We know your
history, your science, your art. We know your factions and disputes. Shall I
quote your Bible? The Ramayana? Your Articles of Union?” Her jaw and eyes
betrayed the slightest twitch as she made her cool boasts. Another came with a
more telling offer. “Would you like to know the details of Minos Enterprises’s
contracts? Or Mr. Geisler’s personal finances?”


“Yeah, it does
sound easy,” Solanke fumed, glaring at Tanner.


“It’s an
interrogation technique,” he murmured as the empress continued.


“It’s what?”
Solanke hissed.


“It’s an
interrogation technique. She pretends to know everything so we stop hiding
anything. Keep cool.”


“How do you
know she doesn’t know everything?”


“We’re both
still breathing, aren’t we?”


“We do not
need to be educated about your species,” Amara went on. “It is you who must
learn about us. It is good that you have come here as students, to learn and
then to leave. We will gladly teach you of our world and our history. We will
also teach you of the others in our galaxy, including our common enemies.”


“Last I checked
we were at peace with the neighbors,” said Naomi.


“For now. Only
for now. You do not yet know them as we do.” Amara replied.


“Everyone,
please listen,” said Vandenberg, looking to his students. “We must focus on the
here and now. I know this has involved some terrible and unfortunate turns of
events—”


“You mean the
sort an experienced diplomat might have avoided?” asked Tanner.


“Yes.
Perhaps.” He didn’t waste more than a frigid glance Tanner’s way. “We have the
chance here to learn so much more about our universe. To finally establish a
true friendship with an alien civilization. The risks have been great and the
price is high, but this is so much more than we ever hoped for. Even with all
that we knew of Minos before we came, I never dreamed we would discover the
Minoans had survived!”


“Wait. What
did you know?” asked Solanke.


“It’s… this is
probably not the time for that discussion,” said Vandenberg. “That’s beside the
point, regardless. Our theories on the end of Minoan culture were accurate.
They were driven into hiding after a relentless war with the Krokinthians and
Nyuyinaro. They are survivors of a genocide perpetrated by the same aliens who
have fought against us. They hid here in these caves, waiting for their enemies
to look away while they recovered and rebuilt, only to find our species
reshaping and colonizing their world.


“The Minoans
only want to reclaim their home. They want to return it to its natural state,
so they can live as they once did. Think of how we would react if someone came
to our world and poisoned it against us. Or if they destroyed the graves and
memories we hold sacred? Humanity inflicted these wounds upon itself time and
again before we reached the stars. Here, we are doing it again—but unwittingly.
This time we can stop it.”


“Who’s ‘we,’
professor?” Tanner asked.


“What was the
war about?” Gina spoke up. She looked past Vandenberg to Amara. “Your war with
the Kroks and Noonies. What were you fighting over?”


“We fought as
you did. We took to the stars and expanded our reach. Eventually, we came to
close proximity with the Krokinthians. They would not negotiate. They fought us
for dominance and for territory, and the Nyuyinaro joined in,” explained the empress.


“It’s never
that simple,” said Tanner.


“Is it not?
What of your wars?”


“The first
flare-ups were territorial disputes and panic. We settled things and tried to
live in peace, but some human faction always tried to skirt the rules or get
away with something. It’s why the Union exists—to make sure nobody cuts any
side deals with entire alien civilizations that will affect all of us.” Tanner
didn’t fight the urge to glance to the professor. “We didn’t fight over
boundaries. We fought because corporations stole and copied Krokinthian
starship tech. We fought when Lai Wa decided treaties with the Nyuyinaro didn’t
apply to them. We fought because stupid human governments openly said they had
the right to nullify any agreement. The fighting only ended once we all
committed to the Union.”


“Strange that
your people call these conflicts the Expansion Wars,” noted Amara. “Are you not
aware of your own history?”


“I’ve got a
couple clues on how history is written and who gets to write it,” said Tanner.


“Damn it, will
you stop and listen?” snapped Vandenberg. “We have a chance to change that
history here and now. We can fix this. The Minoans want their world back. The settlers
had no idea this was an inhabited world. The Union prohibits any settlement on
a world with intelligent life. Those rules have never been put to the test, but
here we are. Even if this was an unwitting mistake, the principle clearly
remains.


“Minos must be
ceded to the Minoans. The colonists here will have to be resettled elsewhere.
We finally have a potential ally among the stars. The Union will not squander
this.”


“You’re
talking about four million people!” said Naomi.


“And Minos
Enterprises. You think Geisler will shrug this off? Or his shareholders?” asked
Solanke.


“They don’t
have to like it, but anything else is madness. I realize this will be an
enormous undertaking. No one is saying it must be done overnight.”


“Your students
are correct, Vandenberg,” said Amara. “The invaders will not leave.”


The professor
grew pale. He slowly turned to face her. “How can you be sure? We have no
precedent for this.”


“Your history
is full of such precedents. You have said so in this very discussion. You wish
to change your history. Humans have fought one another over territory
and power throughout their existence. If your kind would slaughter their own,
why would they hesitate against an entirely different species?


“When we
emerge, Minos Enterprises will see us as a threat. They will not share this
world with us. We must eradicate them.”


“You don’t
know that,” Vandenberg objected. “You don’t know how they will react, or the
Union. You haven’t tried talking yet. They don’t even know you exist!”


“We have no
time for talk. The Nyuyinaro surely watch this world. Their songs travel from
star to star as quickly as my words travel to you. Their flight is nearly as
swift. Krokinthian vessels are swift, too, and they are not far. Our enemies
will learn of our return soon after we emerge. They will react without
hesitation.


“We had hoped
to remain undetected a while longer. We hoped to rebuild and regain more of our
strength. Those hopes were dashed when you uncovered the doors to our refuge.
Upon your discovery, our plan was set into motion. Our strength may not yet be
ideal, but it will be enough. We will eradicate the invaders and we will
withstand the enemies yet to come.”


“Wait—you know
you’re gonna have to fight the aliens, so you’re gonna start a fight with us
first?” Naomi objected. “Why do you want three enemies when you might only have
two? When you might even find an ally? Or maybe we can get the Noonies and the
Kroks to hold off and not fight at all?”


“Naïve,” said Amara.
“The entire purpose of your government is the prevention of another war with
our enemies. They will not shift to our side in time to aid us. At best they
might delay the inevitable.”


“If you wipe
out an entire colony of humans, we’re sure as hell not going to take your side
in anything,” said Naomi.


“Your
government came to peace with the Nyuyinaro and the Krokinthians after all the
harm they inflicted. Your kind will also come to peace with us when it suits
you.


“The Minos
Enterprises has poisoned and desecrated our world. They have destroyed our memories—an
act you might call murder if you understood memory as we do. I would slaughter
every human on this planet for the sake of one Minoan memory, and so I shall.
We do not have time to negotiate, and we also do not regret it.”


As he
listened, Tanner kept track of their surroundings. Images at the holographic
monitors caught his eye. In the internal shots of the shelter, Minoans in black
armor and a scattering of Regents assembled to move. Some loaded up onto what
looked like boats floating above the floor in part of that stadium-like tank
farm. Others massed in hallways ending at great doorways similar to the one
near the campsite. Motion at another display caught his attention as it shifted
from an overhead view of the outskirts of the city to a shot of dozens of
Minoan raiders emerging from beneath the sand dunes.


Amara wasn’t
talking about moving soon. She planned to move now.


“Then why are
we here?” blurted Nigel. “If you’re set on this crazy shit, why are you even
talking to us?”


“You are an
alien species,” said Amara. “You have an alien perspective. Without direct
contact, we could not know if your reactions to our plan might include some
unforeseen option. You might have offered a better solution. This conversation
has verified our expectations. You have presented no option we have not
considered.


“Additionally,
you are not the invaders. You are only visitors. When we are finished with the
invaders, we will return you to your people to show we understand the
difference. Then we will begin our diplomacy.”


“You can’t
kill millions of people and expect us to forget about it when it’s convenient,”
Nigel shouted. “That’s insane!”


“Your history
suggests otherwise. To my mind, this language we speak lacks a proper word to
describe such insanity. The Minoan perspective for ‘enemy’ fails to truly
translate as well. Perhaps someday we will come to understand one another
better.”


The empress
turned her back, raising and then dropping her jeweled right hand in a dramatic
gesture. A sharp tremor rumbled through the room, powerful enough to leave the
class fighting to keep their balance. The Minoans seemed ready for it. Even Amara
needed only to place one hand on the Regent beside her to hold steady.


The spread of
scenic holographic images in Amara’s pavilion showed the results. Columns of
grey and black ash exploded from volcanic peaks. Fissures opened up along rocky
plains to release more of the same. Nor were the eruptions the only danger, as
sudden winds seemed to sweep every desert scene on her display, giving birth to
sandstorms.


In the images
at the other stations, those great doors opened. Minoan raiders streamed out of
their tunnels, while floating skiffs swept out of the door to the campsite and
into the night air. At the obelisk Tanner likened to an astrogation table,
Tanner saw icons over Minos flash brightly and then wink out of existence,
along with the thin lines tracking their orbits. At another holographic
station, beams of yellow light burst from spots in the mountains into the night
sky. The explanation seemed obvious: the Minoans had tracked and identified
everything orbiting the planet. Every flashing icon was another dead or dying
satellite.


Tanner
searched for some way to intervene. Most of the sentinels who’d escorted the
class remained. He didn’t know if the other Minoans here were armed, too. They
didn’t seem to wear armor. They might only be support staff—or for all he knew
their culture might be the sort to make warriors of everyone. He couldn’t know
until he found out the hard way.


The Regents to
either side of the empress presented a threat he couldn’t address. Nothing he
could dish out would penetrate their armor. Conversely, he knew their strength.
He knew their weaponry. The pair of Regents could probably wipe out the class
with a sweep of those lasers mounted in their faces. Even assuming Amara was a
meaningful target, he’d probably be dead before he cleared the steps.


Tanner didn’t
see a way to stop the nightmare.











Chapter Twenty-Three:

All Hell


 


“Emergency
Alert: A localized natural disaster warning is in effect. Switch your household
communications to firmwire connections. Shelter in place and await further
instructions.”


 


--Anchorside
Public Safety Announcement, August 2280


 


He slid down
the hillside, trailing rock and dust in his wake. Somehow, he stayed on his
feet. The booming and shaking stopped, if only for the moment. He took
advantage of it. “Come back, boy! It’s okay. C’mon, we’ll go home,” he called
out.


“Yihong, that damn
dog is gonna get us killed,” called his brother. Biming paced him only a few
meters back. He had more talent for navigating the slopes of the mountains, but
he was also more careful. “We’re never gonna make it out of here before that
cloud of ash hits us.”


The younger
man knew exactly what Biming meant. Grey clouds of ash blotted out the entire
sky up ahead, with more ash still streaming out. He couldn’t be sure how far
they were from the eruption, but they were still alive. Whatever luck kept them
from instant death wouldn’t protect them from the rest, though. He could feel
the wind blowing in this direction. Pretty soon that wind would be full of ash.
He vaguely remembered from school that an eruption could put out dangerous
gases, too. Were they far enough away?


“I’m not
leaving him. He’s family,” Yihong shot back over his shoulder.


“You don’t see
me turning around, do you?” Biming grumbled. “I’m just saying. We won’t be able
to call for help once that cloud hits us. Even our pack transmitter won’t get a
signal farther than we can throw it.”


“He’s
terrified. It’s not his fault.” Yihong came to a halt. The slope ended at a
series of short, jagged peaks dotted with low brush poking through rock and
ash. The little plants provided enough vegetation to make conceal any dog
tracks. “Damn it. I saw him take that curve and come around here. Where could
he have gone? Bandit! Bandit!”


Urgent barks
answered his voice, coming from somewhere toward the edge of the collection of
small peaks. The range sloped downward past that point, providing a view of the
vast desert. “Oh, come on,” sighed Biming. “Now he finds a crystal deposit?
Now?”


“I hope that’s
it. I don’t want to chase him all the way down the mountainside. C’mon.”


Another boom
shook the air above and the mountain beneath their feet as they rushed to their
companion’s voice. Terrifying as the eruption was, Yihong also worried it would
send Bandit tearing off in yet another panicked rush.


They found him
at the base of a rocky projection along the slope. Something bigger and taller
probably stood there once, worn away by erosion. Yihong felt a rush of relief
at the sight of the German Shepherd at the base of the projection. He didn’t
even care why Bandit was barking at that big lump of rock and dirt. Whatever it
was, it distracted Bandit from running all over while the world exploded.


“Okay, Bandit.
C’mon,” Yihong urged. He tried to keep his voice calm. Thankfully, Bandit
didn’t try to get away when Yihong reached for him. He stayed in place as
Yihong took hold of his collar, though he barked a little more and looked back
to Yihong with a whine. “Good boy. Good boy.”


“Yeah, you
found us a great view, Bandit,” agreed Biming. “Too bad we can’t stay. You got
him now?”


“I’ve got him.”
With the leash in hand, Yihong glanced at the view. The desert spread out for
all its miles. He thought he could even see the lights of Anchorside at the
edge of the skyline. Other lights were much closer to the foot of the mountain
range along one of the canyons. “What is that? Is somebody mining down there?”


“If so,
they’re on their own,” said Biming. “We’ve gotta get back to our flyer and get
the hell out of here while we can.”


“I hear you.
Let’s go.”


Bandit barked again,
jumping forward while Yihong tugged him the opposite way. Yihong looked back to
see what could have the dog so distracted. Light and movement in the canyon
drew him into a second look. Small craft streamed out of the canyon in dark
shapes highlighted only by the red glow of thrusters at the end. They seemed
more like boats than aircars.


“Guess they’re
way ahead of us,” grunted Biming.


Bandit kept
barking at the rocky lump along the projection. Yihong was about ready to pick
the dog up and haul him away when he saw the lump move.


Dust and rock
fell from its sides—which suddenly expanded. Featherless wings spread to either
side while a head and shoulders rose up, shaking off the rest of its
camouflage. Its skin was as grey and dull as their rocky surroundings.


They
recognized it by its shape alone. Its head turned back to look at the two men
and their dog with a wide, dark pair of eyes set high into its forehead over
another more or less human-like pair beneath. Then it turned back to watch the
desert and the shapes flying out of the canyon.


The grey tone
of its skin shifted into a swirl of colors. Its wings gave off light brighter
than the flashlights carried by either man. With a crouch in preparation, the
Nyuyinaro leaped into the air and spread its wings. Yihong and Biming watched
as it shot straight up into the night sky.


“Holy shit. I
didn’t—I didn’t imagine that, did I?” blurted Biming.


“How long has
that thing been here?” asked Yihong.


Bandit barked
again, this time nudging Yihong’s leg. His dog’s urgency shook him out of his
awe. The Nyuyinaro was already gone. Those clouds of ash would be on top of
them in minutes. “Forget the alien,” said Yihong. “We’ve gotta go.”


 


* * *


 


“Yes, the
satellites are gone. It’s not atmospheric disruption. They’ve been destroyed. I
have confirmation from spacecraft. Here, I’ll send it to you.” Dylan keyed
forwarding commands into the display screen at her desk. She didn’t have time for
the disbelief of the stunned faces on her channel spread. Some of them were
still waking up at home.


“So this is an
attack?” asked Vanstone. “Why didn’t I see this before?”


The major bit
back a rebuke. “It came in less than two minutes ago. You’re seeing it now
because I only just saw it myself.


“We have
signal disruption all over the place. Between the ash clouds and the dust storms
it’s only going to get worse. The firmwire connections running through the city
look good, but we’ve lost a couple of the cables connecting us to points
outside.” Dylan braced herself against her workstation as another tremor hit.
She expected it to be worse, but the swift end to the shaking didn’t bring much
relief. Not with this much bad news.


“The scary
part is the volcanic activity looks global. Other cities put out a call right
before the net went down. Any settled areas that aren’t seeing quakes or
eruptions were already staring at dust storms. I’d say we’re facing something
like the event that took out the Minoans if it wasn’t for the satellites. With
them down, too, this has to be deliberate.”


“That’s ridiculous,”
shot back another executive. Dylan couldn’t even remember his name. “Even the
geo-tech and atmospheric systems on Earth couldn’t make something like this
happen. Not all at once, not at the drop of a hat.”


“No, it’s not
spontaneous at all,” Dylan growled. “This had to be planned. Somebody tracked
all of our satellites and took them down from the surface. We can’t get a bead
on what weapons they used or where. That and the sudden natural disaster
clusterfuck says we’re looking at tech we’ve never seen before, Geisler.”


The CEO looked
up from whatever he was reading. She knew he’d been listening. The call-out
wasn’t about getting his attention. “That’s a reasonable theory, yes,” he
fumed.


“We need to
bring Captain MacDonald in on this now,” said Dylan.


“I need more
information.”


“All this
isn’t enough for you?”


“Major, I have
disaster response measures to coordinate. Everyone is looking to me for
authorization of a hundred things. Our Union watchdog isn’t exactly a
priority.”


“Then put out
a blanket authorization for everything and get his ass on the line,” barked the
major. “You know what we could be facing here. Every minute could count.”


“I don’t know
that, major, and I’ll remind you who takes orders from whom. I’m not going to
waste time consulting a liaison.”


“Wait,
MacDonald?” broke in Vanstone. “What are you two bickering about? What aren’t
you telling—”


Bright yellow
light flashed across the window overlooking the city. An explosion rocked the
building. Dylan had no trouble differentiating the shock from a tremor. Smoke
and debris burst from the tower across from hers. Chunks of concrete struck her
window, leaving cracks behind.


The building
held residences for executives and people in sensitive posts, including the
Chief of Police. His place on the channel spread now held only static.


Dylan
understood the implications. The towers no longer provided a command center.
Now they were large targets full of vulnerable people. She slammed her hand
down on another key at her station. “This is Major Dylan. We are under attack.
Evacuate the building and head to your assembly areas. I repeat, all personnel
evacuate and report to assembly areas. Emergency teams head to Building Two for
casualty recovery. All other hands, evacuate.”


“Major, what’s
happening?” asked one of the other executives on her call.


“We’re under
attack,” she snapped. “That blast took out Vanstone’s residence. He’s probably
dead. I’m evacuating and taking field command.” Dylan slapped another call
button. “We need to empty out all the towers and get people into whatever
shelters we’ve got. I’ll coordinate the rest with you when I can.”


“I’m on it.
Go,” barked her subordinate.


She saved her
last words on the channel for her employer. “Geisler, if MacDonald doesn’t have
a Union distress call out in the next twenty seconds, I’m saving a bullet for
your ass.”


The building
shook again before she made it to the door to the office—this time from a hit
to her own tower. Everything but the tables and the couch came tumbling to the
floor while the overhead lights flickered. For a brief instant, she thought the
whole floor tilted halfway over. The world held steady as she made it to the
door, where her closer confidants were ready. Juntasa held out an assault
rifle. Brody held an extra bandoleer of ammo pouches.


“Up or down?”
asked Brody.


“Up,” said
Dylan. “We go up. The Vanguard is the fastest way into the fight.”


 


* * *


 


In the first
few seconds, Captain MacDonald felt proud of the way he made the bed shake.
Then he and his companion realized it wasn’t him. Loose items like their
holocoms and wineglasses rattled off the shelf-like headboard. By the time they
both looked to the window of the darkened penthouse, it almost felt like the
building was swaying.


A loud boom
hit the windows hard enough to make him think they’d crack. Neither of them
suspected an eruption until Vickie turned on the news.


It was the
only reason MacDonald had his pants on before things got really bad.


“It doesn’t
seem like the quake did any real harm to the firmwire network,” said Vickie. A
holographic newscaster floated over her lap in the bed. “We’re bound to lose
wireless signals in all that ash, but there’s not much to be done about it.”


“I’ve got to
at least check in with my staff before then,” said MacDonald.


“Why?”


“I’m in command.
I only need to touch base with them. Hand me my shirt?” He noted the roll of
her eyes as she tossed the wrinkled garment from the side of the bed. “You’re
not even the least bit shaken up by this? You should be in command of a
cruiser.”


“The quake
frightened me. So did the boom. Now I have perspective. It’s not like we have
to run for our lives from flowing lava. I don’t even have to go outside in this
mess. I can get anywhere I need to go through the skybridges and tunnels
connecting everything in the core. The people who have something to worry about
are all those poor bastards in the slums. No sense borrowing any of their
troubles.”


MacDonald
shook his head. Anything he might say to that would only spoil his good times.
“I’ll only need a minute for this.”


“Do you have a
protocol for a volcanic eruption?”


“Look, I’m the
commanding officer. Not everyone has nerves of steel like you. I’m only
checking in. It’s the responsible thing to do.”


With his shirt
on straight and a quick rub of his eyes, MacDonald keyed up the connection to
his staff. He didn’t worry about looking disheveled. It was the middle of the
night. No one would be at their best. The comms screen appeared in the air
before him, separating into four sections for each of his staff. A couple of
them blinked to life with familiar faces. Two others went to audio-only, for
which he couldn’t blame them.


“Morning,
everyone.” Being the responsible commander he was, MacDonald made sure to adopt
a calm, reassuring tone. “Sorry to call at this hour, but for once I’m pretty
sure nobody will blame the boss for waking them up in the middle of the night.”


The bright
yellow flash in his window cut him off, along with the explosion it created.
The captain dropped to the floor before he heard the rattle of debris against
the glass. MacDonald rushed to the window to see a smoking crater in the tower
across from his. More streaks of yellow light followed, blasting into other
tall buildings in the corporate core. Blessed with corner windows to his penthouse,
MacDonald didn’t have to go anywhere to trace the beams back to their source.


Most of the
blasts looked every bit as broad as laser artillery. He’d never seen lasers
flash in yellow, though, nor from so far up in the sky. Steady points of fire suggested
hovering aircraft. In these conditions, he couldn’t begin to guess at their
range, but the next few shots seemed to all come from about the same area.
There had to be multiple aircraft.


“What the hell
is that?” blurted Vickie.


The windows
shook again, this time from the close passage of something in the air. He
thought it might be an airvan until he looked to the corporate towers again.
The aircraft came to a halt beside the smoking hole in the tower, but it was no
emergency response vehicle. He’d never seen anything like it at all—at least,
not in the air.


Human figures
stood in the small flying boat. Each wore black armor and carried large
shields. He saw no weapons evident until one of them raised an arm and fired
another yellow beam from something mounted on his wrist. Though the blast
wasn’t nearly as large as the earlier shots to hit the building, it still cut
away a bent support beam obstructing the hole. Then each of the figures jumped
from their flying boat into the darkness and smoke.


MacDonald felt
his resolve harden. These couldn’t be the insurgents. “Josie, listen,” he said
to his screens. “We need to—” His words ended with a ray of yellow light that tore
through his windows and the wall behind him.


Vickie gasped.
Virtually nothing remained of MacDonald but a smoking mist in the middle of the
room and a horrid smell. She grabbed her clothes from the headboard and ran.


 


* * *


 


Tanner only
noticed the background noise of the corridors in its absence. He’d focused on
all the tech and keeping his sense of direction in the march to the control
room. Escorted through the halls once again, Tanner detected a strange
emptiness in the air. He didn’t hear the hum of power or machinery. Nothing
echoed through the passages. Earlier, the footsteps and voices of his
classmates took center stage in a setting with the noises of life, even if that
life was distant or just out of sight. Now every footfall and every word stood
out in a void.


“Where are you
taking us?” demanded Nigel.


A sentinel nudged
him down the hallway—oddly enough, the same way they’d come. “You have too many
questions. You’ll see,” said the sentinel.


“Questions
don’t seem to be a problem for you guys,” noted Tanner. They didn’t seem too
worried about numbers, either. The escort party had dwindled in number to three
of the sentinels and a single Regent. The sentinel in the lead carried the jar
of memory crystals, suggesting they would be kept wherever the class was going,
too.


“We have nothing
to hide from you,” Doram replied. “We are in control. By the time you talk to
your people again, they will already know much of what we have revealed.”


“How long do
you plan to keep us?”


“That depends
on how long it takes to establish communication with your leaders.”


“You could do
that right now,” Vandenberg objected. “You don’t have to attack anyone!”


“It is Her
will. You failed to convince her of another way. I am indifferent,” said Doram.


“Indifferent?”
asked Tanner. “You don’t sound like it.”


The lead
sentinel sneered beneath his helmet. “Your language offers so many terms for
the invaders outside. ‘Vermin,’ I believe?”


“Some of them
are only children,” Tanner pointed out. “They didn’t choose this.”


“I assume you
see this as a tragedy or a crime.” Doram’s head went through one of those
little twitches again. “Yes. Your kind place a priority on the survival of
children. We are typically given new bodies at a greater stage of development
than childhood. When memory is reawakened to a new life, there is no need for
such a delay. In our natural forms, we can produce children, but it is often a
waste of time and resources.” He made a casual sweeping gesture. “I am
indifferent to yours.”


Tanner nodded.
“Yeah, that’s what I thought. So where are you taking us? Seems like we’re
going back the way we came. Are we going all the way back to our camp?”


“No. You will stay
until we finish the invaders. Then we may return you to your people. The
gestation tanks that developed our bodies will keep you in stasis during the
interim.”


“You’re
putting us to sleep?” blurted Olivia.


“Oh my god,”
Nigel shuddered. “You can’t do this.”


“Clearly we
can,” Doram replied as if it were obvious.


“Son of a
bitch,” muttered Solanke.


“So we are
going back the way we came?” asked Tanner.


“Yes,” said
Doram.


“Awesome.” He
caught a series of stunned looks from his companions, but only shrugged in
reply. Either they’d pick up on the hint or they wouldn’t.


Or he’d fall
flat on his face and possibly, probably die. He was used to that being
on the table.


“Why do they
answer you and not me?” grumbled Nigel. Freaked out or not, he still had his
head together enough to complain. It seemed like a good sign.


“I’ll tell you
in a minute,” said Tanner.


“There’s gotta
be something we can do,” said Olivia. “Can’t anybody do something?”


“If you
resist, you will suffer injury or death,” replied one of the Regents.


Tanner glanced
to the Regent walking to his right, then back to Doram. “Do these guys speak
with more emotion when they use your native language? I assume they can do
that, right?”


“Emotion is
often influenced by biological function,” said the construct. “Depending on how
one defines biology, we have little or no such components.”


“Little or
no?”


Doram smirked
at Tanner’s quizzical look. “The Regents are more than robots, as your kind
might call them. Some memories are selected for rebirth, as I was. Some are
kept in trust until She or Her deputies decide. Some are given a more durable
shell for long-term tasks like the care of a slumbering civilization.”


“Huh.” He
looked the Regent over again. “Sounds like a shit job.”


“It was an
honor to serve,” said the Regent, though without any tone of objection.


“Is it your
intent to give insult?” asked Doram.


“Nah, I’m just
sayin’ it doesn’t sound like a great job to me. Five hundred years of watching
and waiting and doing maintenance with nobody to talk to except the other
Regents with hardly any emotion?” He looked to the Regent again. “Did you
volunteer for that?”


“Regents are
chosen. I do not know of any who volunteer.”


He looked back
to Doram and shrugged again. “See what I mean?”


“Tanner,”
hissed Olivia. “Quit it! You’ll piss them off even worse.”


“You do not
seem as fearful as the others,” Doram said. “Why is that?”


“I told you,
I’m terrified on the inside.”


“The more you
speak, the less believable that seems.”


He held his
tongue as they came around the last curve in the underground corridor to the
spot overlooking the massive tank farm. A simple guardrail to the left
separated the path from a long drop to the floor. The guardrail turned and bent
outward to make room for a platform Tanner could only assume was some sort of
lift. He didn’t know how else they were supposed to get down from here.


It was now or
never.


“It’s true,”
said Tanner. “Also I got sick of living in fear a long time ago, so now I just
bury it in spite. Speaking of which: Solanke, remember why I wanted you with us
here?”


The mercenary
in the borrowed coat looked at him with a confused scowl. “…Yes?”


“Cool. See,
Nigel,” Tanner continued as they came to the rail, “I think they answered my
questions because you have to get them talking first. It takes them off-guard.
Then they answer whatever you ask.”


“We do not,”
said Doram.


“You sure?
Think back to the whole conversation we had three minutes ago.”


Doram frowned.
His head twitched. It lasted only a second.


Tanner had
learned long ago how much one could make out of a single second. This one was
enough to slip the hammer out of his belt.


His target
snapped out of the momentary trance in time to recognize the danger, but by
then the hammer was in motion. Tanner planted the claw of his hammer in Doram’s
eye. With his target screaming, Tanner pulled the lead sentinel down by his
gruesome hook.


He didn’t stop
to assess anything. The next enemy was close by, turning around in surprise.
Tanner rushed for him with a shout: “Fight!”


The sentinel
at the front of the group dropped the obsidian jar and whipped his shield off
his back and extended a spear from out of nowhere before Tanner reached him.
His shield folded out to each side and down, quickly covering him from above
the shoulder to the thigh. Expecting a tackle, the sentinel had his shield up
high. Tanner flung himself low, leading with his legs to take the enemy’s feet
out from under him. They wound up in a tangle on the floor with shield and
spear flailing out to the sides.


Solanke took
on the remaining sentinel, tackling the tall and armored woman from the side.
Most of his classmates scrambled to get out of the way. Naomi even had to grab
a couple of the others to snap them out of their shock. The Regent turned on
the class, terrifying Tanner with the thought of the entire class being wiped
out with a single blast of that laser.


One second
gave him the edge in an attack. Another second showed him how he’d lost it all.
His classmates. Naomi. Even Antonio who’d helped him in the last fight, and
Gina…except she wasn’t with the class.


Gina appeared behind
Tanner’s opponent as he and the sentinel both rose. She grabbed the sentinel’s
helmet and twisting it hard on his head, leaving him blinded by his own armor.


Having dropped
his shield, the Sentinel swept the helmet off in a single move. He freed his
vision in time to hold Tanner off with a kick, but he wasn’t ready for Gina’s
follow-up. A laser-heated knife plunged through his neck from behind. His life
ended with a sickly hiss.


Tanner didn’t
question the presence of Gina’s knife. He only recognized a downed enemy and
the greater danger of the next. The Regent’s head turned all the way around on
its shoulders, looking backward at Tanner now that it had a majority of the
class against the wall. The red glow in the stone man’s face surged.


“Move!” Tanner
screamed at Gina. She leaped away while he tugged the shield over himself. He
remembered to tuck his legs in before the blast hit. Despite the resilience of
the sentinels’ shields against lasers, the Regent threatened to overwhelm his
protection before its weapon cut out. His barrier radiated intense heat. Two
seconds felt like an eternity as the metal turned red and began to crack, but
then it was over.


Wanting to
draw the danger away from others, Tanner dropped the shield and flung himself
backward in a sloppy somersault. The Regent pursued, turning away entirely from
the class. Off to one side, Solanke continued to struggle with the last
sentinel. Antonio came to his aid to keep her weapon arm isolated. It was
enough to allow Solanke to wrench off her helmet and start pounding. She
appeared strong enough to overpower either man, but not both.


Tanner had a
plan for dealing with the Regent when he started this. His only problem was
everything else about the fight, from positions to the other opponents to the
comical power differential between himself and the Regent.


He could still
do this. He only needed to get around the thing before that laser in its face
fired up again. And if he could move it a few meters over. And if he hadn’t
completely underestimated its strength and its speed and everything else about
it.


Someone swept
in behind the Regent. Perhaps inspired by Gina’s example, Naomi leaped up with
both feet to throw the coat over the Regent’s head. She hung from the sleeves to
maintain control. Tanner took advantage of its blindness to dart around the
side of his opponent before the Regent tore the garment from Naomi’s hands,
leaving her on her back.


His position
brought him closer to the guardrail. He didn’t like it, but every other spot
put others in greater danger. The move was necessary, anyway. If the Regent
couldn’t blast him, it had to take him down in close combat—or so he hoped. A
second blast still hadn’t come. He didn’t know the thing’s energy payload, or
how long it would take to recharge. He could only learn by doing. So far, he
was still alive. That was something.


The Regent
moved faster than he’d hoped, though he’d fought faster opponents. He ducked
and dodged a pair of powerful fists that came at him. Its posture and reach
revealed the drawback of those strange, backward knees. It leaned farther into
each forward swing. Those legs worked even harder to compensate and keep
balance than his.


“Tanner, what
the fuck are you trying to do?” shouted Gina.


His ass bumped
against the guardrail. The Regent closed in, swatting downward. He twisted to
avoid it. The construct caught him on the backswing and knocked him aside. He
also realized the thing had put a crunch in the rail.


Fighting the
pain in his ribs, Tanner slammed his foot down hard into the Regent’s knee.
Thankfully, his opponent buckled, if only a little. Sweeping around behind the
stone man, Tanner resigned himself to this one shot at his plan, now with his
side hurting and his lack of breath. He could black out any second. It was now
or never.


Tanner dropped
to his back and slammed both feet up into his enemy’s hip. He pushed with all
his might, braced against the floor. The Regent leaned backward dangerously
over the ledge under his assault. Tanner shouted with the effort.


He wasn’t
alone. He heard footsteps behind him, felt a rush of air past his head, and saw
one of his classmates sail up over him. Antonio leaped into the air to plant
both feet against the Regent’s chest. He bounced off, nearly falling on top of
Tanner, but he’d delivered the jump kick of his life. The Regent tumbled head
over feet out of view.


Tanner rolled
off his shoulders in a rush. Solanke stood over the remaining sentinel. The
mercenary looked a little rough, but the sentinel wasn’t moving at all. Blood
pooled around her head on the stone floor.


“You idiot!”
snapped Vandenberg. “What good do you think this does? You may have killed us
all!”


“We’re not
dead yet,” Tanner wheezed. He caught Antonio’s eye. “Hey. Good job. You saved
everyone.”


“Like you didn’t?”


Tanner waved
it off. “It’s a way bigger deal the first couple times.”


Gina ignored
the exchange. “You didn’t even have a weapon.”


“Yeah, I did.”
He gestured to the ledge. “I had gravity. And where the hell did you get that?”
he asked, pointing to her knife.


“Oh, for
the—down!” Gina snapped.


Tanner threw
himself to the floor. A bright yellow streak of light flew over him, vanishing
as soon as he registered it. He saw the source right away: Doram was up on his
knees. His helmet was gone, revealing the gore of his eye socket. The sentinel
drew down on Tanner again with his fist closed and the weapon on his wrist
charging for another shot.


The blast
never came. With Tanner as a distraction, Gina took full advantage of Doram’s
restricted vision to close the distance. She cut through half of his neck
before he knew she was there. Doram choked, his good eye wide with shock, and
fell lifelessly to the deck.


Mindful not to
make the same mistake twice, Tanner swept the field with a quick search for
more threats. The sentinel Gina had helped defeat lay dead. Solanke’s opponent
didn’t look like she’d be getting up soon, if ever. The Regent was still gone.


Naomi and
Antonio were up. Everyone else in the class looked okay. Several seemed to have
the same instinct as Tanner, checking one another for injury and looking for
danger. Out of habit, Tanner made a quick headcount, came up with one too many,
and remembered Solanke wasn’t part of the class. Then he turned his breathless
expression back to Gina. He pointed to her weapon. “What the hell? Where did
you get that?”


“I’ve had it.”


“You didn’t use
it?”


“It was hidden
in my boot! I had to dig it out.”


“What about
the fucking pirates?”


“You think I
keep it in a carry-on? We were gonna be inspected. I buried it in my luggage.”


“In your—?” He
knew how hard it was to hide weapons on a ship. He also knew how expensive a
weapon like that could be. “Who the hell are you?”


“I’m Gina.”
She rolled her eyes at his scowl. “Okay, I’m also with Archangel Intelligence.”


His shoulders
sagged. Of course. “I don’t even have time to be mad.”


“We don’t have
time for anything,” snapped Naomi. “They could have more guards on us any
second. What the hell are we gonna do now?”


Tanner took up
the jar of crystal memories. “We run like hell.”









Chapter
Twenty-Four:

School’s Out


 


“I don’t
care if it’s dirty and I don’t care if it’s ugly. There’s no such thing as a
fair fight. You fight for real and you fight to win and to hell with anything
else, because you do not know what’s gonna happen if you lose.”


 


--Gunnery
Sergeant Michelle Janeka, June 2274


 


The sentinels
could not leave their posts to investigate. Crashes, shouts, and the loud crack
of a Regent’s wrath had echoed down the vast corridor, only to fall back now
into silence. Standing at the penultimate door to the surface, Hartel and
Veldoss held firm behind their shields, ready for the danger to come their way.


“Show
yourselves!” demanded Hartel. His weapon was charged and ready on his wrist.


Only the
silence answered. No call from a superior dispelled the danger. No runner came
to explain. “How long has it been?” asked Veldoss. “A minute? Two?”


“We should
call the nexus,” said Hartel.


“You think
they didn’t hear? Or see? They can see throughout the sanctuary.”


“They haven’t
called us,” Hartel pointed out. “If it is nothing, they won’t bother. If
there’s a danger, we have to warn them. What if they are too busy with the
attack to watch the sanctuary?”


“Then can you
imagine how She will deal with it?”


“As long as
She does not deal with us.” Hartel pointed to the controls beside the door. “Call.”


Veldoss
thought about asking why Hartel couldn’t do it himself, but relented without a
fuss. Both sentinels wanted to know what was going on. Hartel made a good point
about not letting it become their fault, whatever it was. Veldoss moved to the
controls, shifting sideways step by step without ever turning his shield or his
eyes away from the tunnel.


He stopped
short as something flew out of the tunnel up ahead. He couldn’t identify it at
first, knowing only that he’d seen movement and heard something hit the walls
with a crack. The sound repeated itself a couple more times as the object
clattered to the floor and then roll around in the shadows.


“What the
hell, Tanner? Where’d you learn to throw?” hissed a voice from around the bend.


“Basic
training,” grumbled another voice.


“Basic what?”


“Hey, I can
throw a knife and I can throw a grenade,” snapped the second voice.


“This isn’t a
knife or a grenade! It’s like a baseball.”


“My sports
fundamentals suck, okay? We didn’t play a lot of catch when I was a kid.”


“Oh my god,
are you serious?”


“Man, I don’t
even know how you can kick a soccer ball in the direction you want it to go.”


“Show
yourselves!” bellowed Hartel.


“Hold up,”
called back the second voice. Then he hissed, “Fine, you do it.”


Shadows moved
at the bend in the tunnel. A flying object bounced off the wall to the other
side before coming to the floor like the other one, but this ball rolled much
closer. The sentinels gasped as they recognized the crystal memory at their
feet—and the cracks it now bore. “Stop!” shouted Veldoss. “This is insanity!
What are you doing?”


“We’re
leaving,” came a firm reply. Veldoss thought it might be the second voice
again. “You’re in the way. Drop the shields and the weapons and put your hands
up.”


“You’re the
invaders Doram captured?” Veldoss realized. “We do not take orders from you!
Show yourselves or be destroyed!”


Another memory
flew out from behind the bend, striking high along the opposite wall and
bouncing around like the first. “Stop!” Veldoss ordered again.


“Listen,
asshole: I’ve got a hammer and a whole jar full of ancient alien brains. If you
want me to hand them over you will do as I say, otherwise you will find pieces
of your ancestors smashed all over this floor. You can have the brains or you
can have your prisoners. You don’t get both. Make a choice and make it now. I
don’t have time to negotiate.”


The sentinels
glanced to one another warily. Hartel warned, “You will suffer grievously for
this—” A sharp crack of shattering crystal cut off the rest of his threat.
“Stop! Do not harm them. What do you want of us?”


“Weapons,
shields, and helmets on the floor. Throw them toward me. Do it now.”


Though tense
and unenthused, the sentinels obeyed. The blasters came off their wrists easily
enough, held fast by a simple clasp and triggered by thin cables to their
fingers. “And the other ones,” the voice demanded. Grimacing, Hartel and
Veldoss drew the collapsible spears from their belts. Those went down the
hallway, too. Hartel’s extended on its own after an unlucky bump along the
floor.


“Show us the
vessel,” Hartel demanded.


“Both of you
face the wall. Get on your knees. Cross one foot over the other and put your
hands behind your head. You can look and see the jar when you’re done.”


Again, the
sentinels obeyed. They only saw the invader by looking to their side as he
emerged. He didn’t look like much. Apart from identifying him as male, the only
thing about him that stood out was his deeply tanned skin. That, and the vessel
of memories in his hands.


He wasn’t
alone. Others rushed out with him. Several picked up the discarded weapons and
shields. To Veltoss’s disappointment, the one who picked up his spear was
careful enough to avoid extending it and hurting herself. Though they stayed
clear of the two sentinels, the humans were quick to rush toward the door.


“How do we
open this?” asked one of the other humans—female, darker than the rest, now
carrying the collapsed spear.


“You will
leave us with the vessel and its contents?” demanded Veltoss.


“We don’t
really need them.”


“How do we
know this is not treachery? How do we know the remaining memories are still
intact?” The tan one produced a memory sphere, holding it out for view. Though
he sneered, Veltoss relented. “Touch the top three controls on the wall with
your fingers.”


“How many
guards are beyond this point?” asked the tan one.


“Enough. You
will never escape.”


“Cool. Is the
last door still open?”


Veltoss
blinked. “What? No. It is sealed and guarded by twelve sentinels.”


“Open it up,”
the tan one instructed one of the others.


“You think
they’re lying about the guards?” asked the darker woman.


“Doesn’t
matter,” said the one with the spear. “If there are guards, we fight.”


“Ask them how
to use these weapons,” suggested another.


“No time,”
said the tan one. “We know how to open the door. Let’s move.”


As soon as the
words left his mouth, one of the others activated the door. It slid open slowly
given its great size, but within only a breath or two there was room for the
invaders to slip through one at a time. The one with the spear went first. It
seemed the one with the vessel would go last.


Hartel
considered his options. Though they were at a disadvantage in this awkward
position, it would take only a second to turn around and get on their feet
again. The human couldn’t take both of them down together. He wasn’t even
armed. At a glance to his partner, Hartel confirmed Veltoss thought all the
same things.


Then the
vessel slammed into the back of his skull, knocking his forehead into the wall.


Veltoss
blurted out an objection, moving to rise, but he only lined himself up to catch
the vessel with his face. He collapsed under a crunching sound across his nose
and stars in his eyes.


“A deal’s a
deal, I guess,” grunted Tanner. He dropped the heavy jar onto the guard’s lap
and fled through the open door. Naomi waited at the controls on the opposite
side. She tried only a couple of combinations to reverse the motion of the door
before she gave up on it and took off running. Tanner kept pace with her.


“I figured you
would keep the jar,” she huffed.


“I really hate
the hostage tactics,” he said. “Makes me feel like an asshole.”


“Hey, the two
memories you threw down the hall were cracked when we found ‘em.”


“Yeah, but the
others weren’t.”


“Would you
have smashed those, too? Or were you bluffing?”


“I would’ve if
it did any good.” He answered her surprise with a shrug. “The problem with bluffing
is sometimes your bluff gets called.”


They didn’t
have to run far before catching up with the others. The great door was in sight.
To their relief, the door remained open, with light from the dig site spilling
inside. They couldn’t make out much of the camp from here, but nothing
suggested any further damage since they were abducted. Nor did they see any
more guards. The only motion came from white-gray flakes of ash and tiny orange
embers drifting through the air.


The chance for
freedom kept the group moving this far despite fear and fatigue. With escape in
sight, everyone had the sense to regroup and gather their wits.


“We’re almost
out of here,” said Naomi. “Are we all okay?” Looking around the group, everyone
was still standing. Vandenberg leaned over, hands on his knees as he tried to
catch his breath. He wasn’t the only one worn down by the exertion, but he
nodded in answer to her question. Everyone else seemed fine so far. Most were
already looking to the next step.


“Something has
to be up. Nobody leaves a spot like this unsecured,” noted Solanke.


“They’re
aliens, right?” Kim pointed out. “Different values, different thinking. Maybe
they don’t see it the way we do. And something is up. They’re attacking the
cities.”


“Nah, no way.
It’s not like that. Covering your base is basic. Leaving your rear open to
attack is a bad idea. It’s like asking to be bitten in the ass. I don’t
care what planet you’re from.”


“They only
have so many troops,” said Tanner. “Sometimes the bad guys make mistakes, too.
You take what you can and you—shit!” He jumped back at the flash of a Minoan
blaster, shocked at how close it went off. Thankfully, the wielder turned out
to be far friendlier than he expected.


“Whoa, sorry,
that was me! Only me,” said Gina. She faced a black, smoking mark on the rock
wall with the blaster over her right wrist. The thin wires looped around her
fingers with the control pad nestled in her palm. It didn’t fit perfectly, but
she’d obviously gotten it to work. “I think I’m figuring this thing out.”


“Can you show
us how to work the other one?” asked Nigel.


“I’m not sure
yet. It’s weird. This thing has a kind of a kick to it. For all I know, I’m
about to blow my own arm off.”


“Then let’s
not do that,” said Naomi.


“We don’t have
time. Anyone outside probably heard it,” said Tanner. Gina nodded in agreement.
“Okay. Every second counts. Solanke, can you fly those transports?”


“The
Vanguards? Barely,” he admitted.


“I can do it,”
said Gina.


“Then that’s
the plan. If they’re wrecked, we move for the wheels. Do not give up,”
Tanner said, looking from one face to the next. “If one thing doesn’t work, you
move onto the next. You understand? If you have to run across the desert, you
stick together and you do not give up. You don’t have a choice. Got it? Let’s
go!”


He took the
lead. He knew he had to, despite the urge to watch the rear. Though he feared
pursuit from behind more than an ambush ahead, someone had to keep the group
moving. He didn’t even have one of the shields. He left those to students who
could probably get better value out of the protection. At least Tanner knew how
to move in combat.


Bodies still
lay strewn across the camp. Tents and vehicles stood as they’d been left. He
saw no black armor. No robots made of stone. Nothing moved. It was such a stroke
of luck Tanner immediately thought it must be a trap. He scanned his
surroundings, taking care to look to the ridge.


The class
couldn’t afford a slow and careful approach. They had to move. Pausing only
long enough to take in the scene, Tanner hit the steps to the platform right as
Antonio came up with the shield to run beside him. The rest followed at a full
run.


They cleared
the distance between the doorway and the edge of the camp without a problem.
Still no enemies. Still no explosions. The skies were blotted out with clouds
from the volcano. Though the air in the canyon smelled of smoke and ash, it
wasn’t tough to breathe—yet.


“Go, go,
c’mon, go!” Solanke urged the others. He tugged Olivia along by the arm,
refusing to let her lag behind. For all his bluster and coarse manner, he was
an infantryman. The culture had its virtues.


He wasn’t
alone. Though undoubtedly the fastest and fittest runner, Antonio fell back
within the group, urging everyone to keep up the pace. In particular, he seemed
intent on making sure Vandenberg kept up. The professor put one foot in front
of the other. If he breathed harder than the rest, at least he kept going. Only
Gina sprinted up ahead with Tanner. She had the most important job of all.


“Do I need a
security code or anything?” she called to Solanke.


“No! We don’t
do full shutdowns in the field,” the mercenary answered. Like Tanner, he watched
their surroundings with growing confusion. “This is crazy.  I think they
might’ve left.”


“Solanke, did
anyone carry solid-state firearms?” asked Tanner. “Anything’s better than
lasers.”


“I know, I
know,” Solanke agreed. He was already breaking off toward a couple of bodies.
“Some did. Sidearms, mostly. Have to look.”


Tanner stopped
at the first body, ignoring the laser rifle beside it for a look at the dead
man’s sidearm. It turned out to be another laser. He forgot it, but tore the
pair of grenades from the mercenary’s belt. Better than nothing. 


The delay gave
his companions a chance to pass him by. Most kept running. Back beyond the
fleeing students, nothing moved at the door. He looked to the ridge: again,
nothing.


“Tanner,” Naomi
huffed. She pointed to the research tent.


“Yeah,” he
said. The same thought had grown louder in the back of his mind as he assessed
their surroundings. “Only what you can pick up and run with.”


“Right.
Antonio,” she called. “You’re fastest. C’mon.”


The tall young
man glanced to the professor beside him. Though exhausted, Vandenberg nodded wearily
and kept his pace toward the Vanguard. Antonio broke off to follow Naomi. He
dumped the Minoan shield outside the entrance to the tent. 


Tanner rushed
to the next body. Little remained of the upper torso but smoldering flesh,
making for a gruesome chore that felt a little worse as he recognized
Stockton’s face. Though the task wasn’t pleasant, he found a Diamondback on a
broken sling underneath the body. The cut-down carbine had likely been a
back-up weapon. Its owner didn’t think to use it before it was too late. A two
second evaluation revealed no damage. The spare magazines attached to
Stockton’s hip had survived, too. Each held at least a hundred caseless rounds.


Solanke had a
rifle now. Gina climbed into the cockpit of the Vanguard, with other students
climbing in through the side doors. Tanner had a useful weapon. They still had
their head start. Their chances improved.


A scream of
pain turned it all around. Solanke collapsed in the dirt with a solid black
spear in his leg. Yellow blasts of energy struck the ground inches from Tanner,
throwing up a rush of heated soil in his face.


He rolled
away, getting his bearings in time to see a pair of black-armored Minoans drop
out of the sky over the Vanguard. They seemed to leap all the way from the
ridge above. One crouched on the Vanguard’s nose, looking straight through the
cockpit windshield. The other dropped down amid the students climbing inside
the open side door, slamming Olivia to the ground. Though the transport’s door
gun sat right there ready for use, no one in reach knew how to operate it.


 More blasts
came from above. Tanner kept moving. The Minoans had left a guard section
behind after all. Maybe they only needed a chance to get into place.


Though on his
back and in pain, Solanke fired back. “God damn it, they’re on the ridge!” he
shouted. His assault rifle threw out one rapid burst after another meant more
for suppressing enemy fire than taking anyone down.


At the
Vanguard, the Minoan by the cargo door bashed Vandenberg away with her shield.
She reached inside for someone else. Then the door to the cockpit flew open.
Gina reached out with her right hand clenched in a fist. The Minoan blaster
wrapped around her forearm let out a bright yellow flash, cutting through her
target’s armor in an even brighter burst of overheated metal. The Minoan woman
went down with a smoking hole in her side.


The other
enemy on the nose of the Vanguard rolled off, landing on his feet with his
shield up to face Gina. Unable to warn her, Tanner gave up his constant evasive
rolling and running to bring the Diamondback up for a desperate shot. He
flicked the weapon to semi-auto for better control. It was the only pause he
could afford. Tanner pulled the trigger three times in quick succession.


Sparks flew
from two bullets bouncing against the Minoan’s armor. The warrior jerked away
wildly, staggering out in front of the Vanguard’s nose. He dropped to one knee,
planting the bottom edge of his shield in the ground to arrest his fall.


Soil and smoke
erupted all around Tanner as fire came in from above. It all made another
targeted shot difficult. He risked it anyway, but the shield proved an
effective defense for the Minoan.


The shield
didn’t save him from closer threats. Twin barrels under the nose of the Vanguard
turned their full forty-five degrees to point right at the warrior barely out
of arm’s reach. Neither the Minoan nor Tanner had realized Gina was back in the
pilot’s seat until the sudden barrage of dual light laser cannon fire tore
through the Minoan.


Tanner kept
going, wary of the enemies up above. Targeted shooting against them would be
almost impossible. All of the lights in the canyon were pointed downward or
horizontally at best. The enemy on the ridge wore black, effectively becoming
silhouettes against darkness. Only the flash of their weapons gave away their
positions. There couldn’t be more than a handful, all on one side—unless the
rest were still moving in on the other side of the canyon.


He’d never
find out if he got tagged by one of those weapons first. Though his trainers
hated the mere notion of spraying and praying, Tanner saw no better option. He
flicked his weapon to fully automatic and let it rip. Dirt and rocks burst from
the ridge as each bullet struck, adding to the difficulties for the Minoans.


The ambush
should’ve been over almost as quickly as it had begun. Instead, they were still
fighting. The first few seconds of survival let him see the enemy’s limits.
Their blasters packed a lot of power, but they didn’t seem to offer the
accuracy of human firearms, nor did they cycle anywhere near as fast. The
Minoans inhabited entirely new bodies, too; how closely did they match their
former prowess?


Tanner kept
moving. He kept shooting. They had hope. If he could keep the focus on himself,
the others might get to safety. Gina could turn the Vanguard to their
advantage. At the very least, he could give Solanke a chance to move. The
mercenary had the spear out of his leg now. He could only limp away, bleeding
badly, but he was moving. He was also an easy target.


Everyone else
was at the Vanguard already except Solanke, Tanner, and the two back at the
research lab. Naomi and Antonio emerged, each with a duffel bag over their
shoulders. Antonio retrieved the discarded Minoan shield on the ground. He got
it up in time to absorb a shot from their attackers, but more rained down
around them. Their chances looked slim. They didn’t know how to move in combat.


As best Tanner
could guess, four or five shooters held the ridge. Like most of his firefights,
it somehow all happened too fast and felt like an eternity. He knew it had only
been a few seconds. The enemy would adjust. Tanner ran in stops and starts,
weaving erratically. The blasters needed at least a few seconds to cycle. He
waited for the next shots to come his way, hoping he’d survive them. The gamble
paid off.


Flashes coming
straight for him played tricks on his eyes. The beams shooting at Naomi and
Antonio flew at a different angle. They were easier to track. With a second to
aim, he unloaded the rest of his magazine on their attacker. More sparks
erupted at the top of the ridge, followed by a black-clad figure tumbling down
into the canyon.


Tanner rushed
for the nearest shelter. The enemy knew he was the real threat now. He needed
to reload. The shelters wouldn’t likely stop the enemy’s weapons, but they
might offer a little concealment. If he held the enemy’s attention, the others
could move.


Two blasts
from above reduced the shelter to a burning wreck before he reached it. “Okay,
new plan,” he huffed, scrambling away. He dropped the magazine from the
Diamondback and slammed the new one home, looking for another option.


More yellow
blasts flew in, lighting up the air around him. This time they flew
horizontally. He looked back to the great door to find more Minoan troops
streaming out.


He was out of
time for being cute. He was out of time for anything. Tanner sprayed the ridge
with another burst and ran like hell. “Well Dad, you wanted me to go to
college!” he shouted. “Here I fucking am! Having a great time!”


Sudden red
flashes of laser fire added to the chaos. The Vanguard’s door gun lit up the
night, firing wildly into the ridge. Armored or not, the shooters on high broke
under the pressure. As soon as the fire from the ridge ended, the doorgunner’s
wrath turned on the pursuers emerging from the shelter.


Tanner caught
up to Solanke to take one arm over his shoulders, helping him limp along. “I thought
that was you up there on the gun,” he grunted.


“Yeah, I wish
it was me!” Solanke complained.


Dust and ash
swirled around as the thrusters roared to life. Antonio piled in after Naomi.
With only a few meters to go, Tanner recognized the doorgunner as the stream of
red lasers shifted back up toward the ridge.


Kim looked
tiny behind the gun. She didn’t seem like she had much control over it, either.
Tanner didn’t care. As long as she didn’t shoot him or Solanke, she could
annihilate the whole canyon and he’d cheer her on.


Solanke had
different ideas. “Move,” he ordered, waving his hand at Kim. “Move, I’ll take
over on that thing.”


“You’re
bleeding all over the place,” Tanner warned.


“Then I’ll
bleed out the side,” said Solanke.


“Get in! Get
the hell in!” shouted Naomi. She and the others tugged Solanke inside without a
shred of grace.


Tanner piled
in after them. The Vanguard lurched up in the air, pulling more than one
startled yelp from its passengers. Internal gravity and dampeners hadn’t kicked
in yet, but at least the open door no longer faced the field of fire.


Clambering
over his classmates, Tanner squeezed through the tiny opening between the
passenger compartment and the cockpit. He practically fell into the copilot’s
seat.


“Is everyone
secure?” Gina shouted. Tanner didn’t answer. He reached for the controls. Everything
he wanted would be easy to find on a vehicle like this.


“I don’t need
a copilot,” snapped Gina. “Can we go?”


“Yes!” Tanner
flicked off the safeties and targeting system before jabbing his fingers into
the ordnance controls. Missiles burst from pods on the Vanguard’s wings. With
computer control declined and safeties denied, the weapons flew wildly. One
exploded not far from the nose of the transport, plunging the canyon into
flames with a deafening boom. The other streaked out along the canyon, crossing
the distance to the far end in the blink of an eye and detonating in virtually
the same instant.


“Now we
can go,” said Tanner.


Gina brought
the Vanguard into the air, lifting straight up and slightly backward over the ridge.
Despite the smoke from the missiles, the destruction of the camp was obvious
enough. Neither of them were surprised to see the great doorway still standing,
though now bodies in black armor littered the ground.


Enemy fire
continued from the ridge as they gained altitude. Solanke fired back from the
door gun, doing more damage to their aim than to their bodies. The danger
receded as soon as Gina hit the thrusters.


“Where the
hell are we going, anyway?” she asked. “Do we head for Anchorside? I’m pretty
sure things are shitty for them right now, too.”


He pulled a
slip of paper out of his pocket, punching the coordinates written upon it into
the navigational program. “We’re going here. It’s close to the city, but
hopefully it’s far enough onto the outskirts we won’t fly straight into a
warzone.”


“What’s here?”
Gina asked. The map zeroed in on the location. “A shuttle repair yard?”


“It’s a way
off this rock. I made arrangements with the insurgency when they showed me the
raid video. Hopefully they’re still good for it.”


“That’s your
second ‘hopefully,’” she noted. “But it’s better than anything up my sleeve.”


“You sure?”


“I didn’t plan
on leaving with anyone else if I had to cut and run.”


“Gotcha. I
gotta go take care of Solanke’s leg.” Tanner crawled halfway out of the
cockpit, then stopped. “Who sent you to watch me?”


“Vanessa.
Okay, technically it was our boss. She’s not exactly in a management role. But
when you score the kind of wins she has, they listen.”


“Is there
anyone else on Minos?”


“If there’s
anyone here, I don’t know ‘em. I had one job, and that was to keep an eye on
you.” Gina shook her head. “Vanessa told me it could get crazy. I didn’t expect
this shit.”


“People blew
up my house a week before finals.”


“Hey, they
didn’t give me a security team. I’m only supposed to keep an eye on you.” She
flashed him a rueful grin. “You’re my first real field assignment.”


“Real?”


“Since I got
field status, yeah. I helped Vanessa steal a starship once before I signed up,
though. Real big one. We almost met that time, too,” Gina’s smile grew wider as
understanding spread across Tanner’s face. “Small world, huh?”











Chapter
Twenty-Five:

Very Important People


 


“Almost all
aspects of human biology and society are adaptations. Each aspect developed to
meet some need. Understanding this is vital in dealing with an alien species.
Do not fall into the trap of rushing to judgment when faced with alien
behavior. Their interests and priorities arise out of a vastly different frame
of reference. What may seem inexplicable or foolish to us can be a tried and
true adaptation for them.”


 


--Union
Fleet Basic Relations Manual (Officer’s Edition), August 2280


 


“We’re all
assembled or accounted for. One—”


“Or?”
Lieutenant Torres interrupted.


“Private de
Soto went to sick call. He’s not back.” Alicia glanced down the passageway.
First Platoon milled about in full dress uniforms, all of them slick and
spotless and having absolutely nothing to do. All except de Soto. Even if the
docs cut him loose now, he’d have to get cleaned up and spiffy like everyone
else. “Doesn’t sound like he’ll make it in time.”


“We’re going
to have uneven ranks in formation?” the lieutenant grunted. He looked as sharp
as the rest. On top of the uniform, he had natural good looks going for him.


“Yes,” said
Alicia.


“So we’re
almost perfect.”


She pressed
her lips together. It was the last thing anyone should care about.


“Did you pass
through the squad bays this morning?”


“Yep. They’re
in order.”


“Inspection
ready?”


“I wouldn’t go
that far.” Alicia didn’t flinch when he glanced at her again, but she caught
something negative there. She bit back the urge to add a “sir” to her
statement. They weren’t in a public conversation, even if only separated from
the others by a couple meters of empty space. These talks were supposed to be
collegial. Academy status or not, she was effectively an officer. The
‘effectively’ mattered. Everyone said so.


“Almost, but
not quite, then. Inventory is up to date? Armory?”


“Yes, and
yes.” Her brow furrowed. “Are we expecting a full unit inspection today? I
thought it was only formation in the hangar bay.”


“It’s only
formation until one of the visiting dignitaries gets bored and someone comes up
with more to do,” said Torres. “How does the admin docket look?”


“Cleared,” she
answered—unless someone dropped in a request the second after she finished
snooping through the squad bays like a fascist dorm monitor. Because that made
her an effective officer how, exactly?


“And the
platoon training schedule for next week?”


“Almost
wrapped up. Waiting for an answer from the range about Thursday.”


“Almost,”
grunted Torres. “You’re ‘almost,’ Miss Wong.” He tilted his head to the open
hatch. “Looks like they’re cleared. Second Platoon is moving. Let’s get out
there.”


Torres veered right
as soon as he stepped through the hatch. Apparently he wouldn’t be joining the
platoon until they were formed up. Alicia rolled her eyes. He probably had
important bullshitting to do with the other “real” platoon leaders. She looked
back to the others and called, “First Platoon, we’re up. Let’s go.”


With the
corvette St. Catherine and Beowulf’s shuttles cleared out, half
the battleship’s crew and the full marine detachment could assemble with room
to spare. Even now, the deck crew put in the final touches of an intense
cleaning frenzy. She saw Crewman Mendez collecting the last of the cleaning
gear.


Predictably,
almost none of her people took this seriously. Alicia’s platoon chattered and
joked all the way. Nobody marched. Drill could wait for the actual formation.
She didn’t have to nitpick and would have looked like an ass if she tried. It
was one reason she found Torres so frustrating: he pushed her into
micromanaging. Presumably, he wanted to make sure she could handle all the
tasks and responsibilities of the job—his job, to which she was an apprentice
for the summer—but she couldn’t tell that to the rest of the platoon as she
stuck her nose into everything. She had to back him up, not blame him… even if
he was to blame.


More than half
of the platoon knew her from the war. She didn’t like the thought of everyone
believing a single year at the academy had turned her into an insecure
tightass.


They
intercepted and paralleled Second Platoon along the way, finding them in a
similar mood. Only then did Alicia find a way to release any of her tension.
“You look okay, Sergeant Collins,” she sniffed as the taller marine drifted out
along the edge of his group.


“You clean up
nice enough, too. Ma’am,” Brent replied.


“It comes from
being discriminating about the company I keep.”


“Yeah, I’d
imagine. Your eyes are only a little bloodshot from your fancy party last
night.”


“Fucker,”
Alicia grumbled.


“How was it?”


“Ravenell
didn’t tell you?”


“Yeah, but if I
don’t sound interested, you’ll think I’m jealous.”


“Of a fancy
dress party?” Alicia asked skeptically.


“No, of your
date with Ravenell.”


“Huh. That
makes sense. The only person who could’ve been more out of place at that hors
d’oeuvres table than me is you, asteroid boy.”


“Oh god, did
they expect you to use plates and napkins and all that shit?”


Her eyes
flicked to the other side of the hangar bay to check on her lieutenant jawing
with some other officers. She wouldn’t have even risked this if it wasn’t for
the camouflage created by his platoon walking between them. “You’re not the
only one making me miss the enlisted life today,” she said under her breath.


“Torres giving
you a hard time?” asked Brent.


“Nothing I
shouldn’t have expected. Still kind of a drag.”


“He’s
intimidated by you.”


Alicia frowned.
“He was with Alpha Company all through the war. He went through all the same
shit we did, only he was already an officer.”


“Not all
the same,” Brent corrected. “I’m just saying.”


Her platoon
formed up into ranks under the direction of their sergeants. Brent was about to
go do the same. Her eyes slid over to him. “Are you intimidated?”


“Obviously.
The fear is the biggest turn on,” he scoffed on his way to his squad.


Alicia caught
Ravenell following behind with an amused grin. “Shut up,” she told him before
he said anything.


First Platoon
stood in place, ranks lined up neatly and then told to stand at ease. Alicia
took her spot to the front of the platoon. “We don’t know how long this is
gonna take. Everybody learned not to lock their knees back in basic training,
right?” Her taunts came with a mild grin. She preferred to leave the harsh
tones back in basic, too. “Don’t anyone go passing out or throwing up on this
nice clean deck.”


“It’s not like
the deckies have anything better to do than mop the floors, ma’am,” came a
voice from the back.


“That’s still
more use than we’re gonna be today,” said Alicia. “I know how looking pretty
doesn’t come naturally to you, Corporal Sousa, but try your best.” She noted
the warning lights at the hangar’s bay doors as the others got their follow-up
taunts and laughs in at Sousa’s expense. It was showtime. “Okay, seriously now.
Settle down and do this right. If we’re lucky, looking pretty will be the
hardest thing any of us have to do today.”


 


* * *


 


“Y’know, if
the bay doors malfunction and we all get blown out into space, we’ll get out of
the rest of this,” muttered Admiral Branch. He stood at the center of the
hangar bay, wrapped up in a dress uniform of decorations and insignia like
everyone else. “It’s no different than any airlock, really. Nobody here has a
vac suit or a helmet except the deck crew. Everyone else would be done.”


“You’re a ray
of sunshine today, sir,” grunted his executive officer. Like Branch, he accepted
a title in Beowulf’s chain of command below his actual rank. The admiral
served as the ship’s captain. Alberto Santos held the rank of captain but went
by “Mister” to avoid confusion. “These guys aren’t so bad, are they?”


“Admiral
Khatri is fine, I guess,” said Branch. “She knows her stuff. I’m pretty sure
she’s not the one who decided on all this formal bullshit. I’d pin all this on
the Union diplomatic service except this Young guy doesn’t seem like the type.
But it’s gotta be somebody’s fault.”


“This is
Admiral Yeoh’s fault, sir,” said the woman to the admiral’s other side. Like
all the other marines, Gunnery Sergeant Janeka stood at parade rest. “She put
us up to this.”


Branch turned
to her with his eyebrow rising. “You think?”


“Everyone is
dressed up for a party no one wants to attend while she’s stuck at home, sir,”
the gunny said, not once moving a muscle beyond her mouth. “If the Fleet didn’t
request this, it only leaves our own command. This is her idea of a joke.”


A loud buzz
reverberated through the hangar bay, warning of the opening of the inner bay
door. The Union Fleet shuttle carrying the visiting party hung in the air above
the deck under its own antigrav power. The outer bay door stood closed behind
it. The ship’s bells rang out through the hangar, along with the announcement,
“Now, Task Force Commander arriving.”


“Guess that
makes some sense,” decided Branch.


“Beowulf
has a command master chief and at least a dozen other more senior NCOs, sir.
Instead, I’m out in front with you. This is Admiral Yeoh,” Janeka finished
icily. “Being funny.”


“Oh, that
part’s all me,” Branch explained as the shuttle floated in and settled down
with its starboard hatch in front of them. “I rearranged the reception notes.”


Though still
practically a living statue, the gunny blinked. “Sir?”


“Yeah, you
know. Show of strength and stuff. Khatri might be in command of the whole task
force, but she oughta know she can’t push us around. I figure if she meets you
she might get the right perspective.”


Again, Janeka
blinked. “I’m here for intimidation, sir?”


“Sure.”


“You want me
to scare the commander of a joint task force.”


“Nah. Be your
normal friendly self,” the admiral chuckled. “She’ll get the message.”


Deck hands
finished securing the shuttle to its spot, then ducked away again to avoid
spoiling the scene with their vac suits and tools. Admiral Khatri stepped out
in a light blue dress uniform, cut and decorated in much the same fashion as
Archangel’s. Her salt-and-pepper hair was pulled back from her light brown face.
Ambassador Young stood beside her. “Permission to come aboard?” she asked.


“Permission
granted,” answered Admiral Branch.


Introductions
passed quickly. “I believe you met everyone already at yesterday’s reception,”
she finished, speaking to Branch. She stepped aside to let Santos shake hands
as appropriate.


“Yes ma’am,”
Branch confirmed. “Nice to see everyone again. Oh, I should introduce you to
Gunnery Sergeant Janeka from our marine detachment.”


“Oh? From the
Fairhaven mission?” asked Khatri. “Excellent.”


The gunny
stepped forward and accepted the other woman’s offered hand—warmly. “It’s so
nice to meet you, ma’am,” she said with a broad smile unprecedented in Branch’s
memory. “I’ve read both of your books. They’re so insightful.”


“Ah. Why thank
you, gunny. Have you met Ambassador Young?”


She greeted
the ambassador with similar warmth. Her smile only vanished when both turned
away from her, and only long enough to throw a stonefaced glance to Branch. The
warmth flicked back on the instant Khatri’s attention returned to her.


“Wow,” said
Branch.


“You wanted
her for intimidation, sir,” muttered Santos at his side.


“I didn’t want
a friendly fire incident.”


 


* * *


 


“Escorts
returning to station. Inner and outer hangar bay doors fully secured.”


“Thank you,
helm.” Commander Hernandez killed the last two status updates on her screens
before rising from her chair. Like the rest of the sections on the bridge, the
ops station had plenty of personnel on watch. She didn’t need to monitor her
people up close, especially during an easy ceremonial shift in a friendly port.
The ops boss chair called to her mostly out of habit.


The command
bridge on Beowulf dwarfed the bridge of her last ship. Even at the
rocketing pace of her career, she’d still been in uniform for a couple of
decades before hitting this point. Maybe it was the recent longevity treatments
making her feel young again. Maybe it was the appeal of surviving the war and
still finding new challenges ahead. Regardless, serving as Officer of the Deck
occasionally meant she had to stifle a cheer at her fortune.


It wasn’t her
own ship, but she was third in command of a fucking battleship.


Hernandez made
another dutiful check of the tactical screen dominating the front of the
bridge. Nothing looked out of the ordinary. Traffic through the system held its
steady pace. The neighboring ships all sat at rest. Every internal status board
for Beowulf read as normal. Nobody could even run any drills with the
formation going on. It felt good to be in charge, and it felt relaxing to have
a moment of nothing to do. And as much as she might like a spot higher on the
chain, being third got her out of this tedious ceremony.


“Ensign Perez,
how’s it look down there?” Hernandez asked. She strode across the bridge to the
communications station, where she saw images of the hangar bay alongside all
the standard comms traffic.


“Ma’am,” Perez
choked. The ensign didn’t try to hide her amusement. She jerked her thumb at
one of the signalmen seated beside her. “Jeffries caught a good moment.”


Hernandez
cocked an eyebrow but didn’t have to ask. The signalman pointed to a screen and
hit a button, replaying an overhead image of the visiting party’s arrival.
Everything looked like the ordinary meet and greet until the image zoomed in on
Gunny Janeka’s face turning from bright and friendly to stone cold and back
again.


“Oh wow.
That’s one for the holiday highlight reel.”


“Uh. No,
ma’am,” Perez shook her head. “That’s probably not a good idea.”


“Why not?”


“We’ll die,
ma’am. We will all die. Dead. Of death.”


“Oh, come on.
She’s—”


“Contact!”
blurted a voice from the helm. “Contact, zero-two-four by zero-eight-one at thirty
klicks! It just appeared!”


Hernandez
snapped around as the helmsman called out. As a rule, the helm reported
contacts to ops rather than shouting them out across the bridge. The distance
of this contact justified his urgency. Nothing could simply appear out of
nowhere at only thirty kilometers. Any starship dropping out of FTL this close
to the gravity wells of the Fleet station and the moon would be torn to pieces.


The scanners
explained everything, along with a visual on the tactical screen as if to erase
doubt. Human starships couldn’t safely drop out of FTL this close to a
moon. Nor could Krokinthian vessels, at least to anyone’s knowledge.


The Nyuyinaro
had other tricks. They had figured out how to slip past active scanning signals
during the Expansion Wars. They couldn’t exactly turn invisible, but they could
play with light and color in ways humanity still didn’t understand—but even
without that it was tough to spot much of anything in the void at interstellar
distances.


At thirty
kilometers, the Nyuyinaro pod-bond was perhaps too close to evade detection any
longer. Or maybe they’d decided to let themselves be seen. The pod gave off
plenty of bright, swirling colors now, shaped like a tulip bulb in bloom. It
spiraled gently as one of its members peeled away and flew toward Beowulf.


“Separate
contact,” began the helmsman.


“I see it,
helm,” Hernandez cut him off.


“OOD?” spoke
up Perez. Hernandez turned back to the comms station. The section officer
looked up at her with wide eyes. “They’re asking to come aboard. They want to
talk.”


 


* * *


 


No one could
miss the significance of the brass cutting their inspection short for a
conference in the middle of the hangar bay. They spoke quietly, but even they
knew it wasn’t subtle.


“Why would
they come here? To this ship? Why wouldn’t they go to the station?” Khatri
asked, turning to Ambassador Young.


“It could be a
matter of utility. They know the difference between a station and a ship. As
for why this ship, I don’t know,” he admitted. “It’s the largest except
for the DeRuyter, but that’s docked with the station. And it’s never
been clear if they know the difference between Union and non-Union markings.”


“They said
they wanted to come aboard and talk?” Khatri asked Branch.


“You heard it
like we did, ma’am. ‘We ask inside to talk.’ That’s what came over the audio.
Unless you folks in the Fleet or the Diplomatic Service came up with a
translator and didn’t tell the rest of us?”


“No, we
don’t,” said Young. “It’s still the Nyuyinaro doing the work. We don’t
understand how they know our language.”


“Or what they
want now,” said Khatri.


“Suppose we
could ask ‘em,” said Branch.


“Admiral, as
the ranking Union Fleet officer, I’ll have to assume command of this situation
under the authority of the Assembly,” said Khatri. “Even as task force commander,
I would still respect the authority of a captain over his own ship, but this is
a matter of Union security and diplomacy. My apologies.”


“No apology
needed, ma’am. It is what it is.”


“Then we
follow the ambassador’s lead.” Khatri turned back to Young. “What do you need?”


“I need a
clean holocom,” Young replied.


“Yes sir,”
said a voice behind the close circle. As they looked up, Janeka already had her
holocom’s menu open. In a flash, she keyed in three commands and stripped the
device off her wrist to hold it out toward Young.


Khatri glanced
to Branch. He shrugged. “Nobody dismissed her,” he said.


“Not sure I
could blank the memory on mine so quickly,” admitted Santos.


“You don’t
back up the memory daily, sir?” asked Janeka. Chagrinned, Santos merely grunted
and looked away.


“Ambassador,
how do we do this? The bridge says they’re floating right outside the hangar.
Do we clear the decks?” asked Branch.


Young glanced
around the hangar bay still filled with the ship’s crew and marines in full
dress. “Nah.” He gestured to the hangar bay doors. “Let ‘em in.”


 


* * *


 


A loud buzz
warned of the opening outer bay doors. Then came the admiral’s voice over the
loudspeakers. “All hands in the hangar bay, this is the captain. We have
received an unexpected visit from the Nyuyinaro. You will remain in position
until given further orders. We see no sign of hostile intent. Under Union
protocols, Admiral Khatri is in command until further notice. Remain in place.”


As ordered,
department and platoon formations stayed where they stood but virtually no one
held to the position of attention. Nobody stayed quiet after an order like
that.


“Fucking
Noonies?” asked a marine behind Alicia.


“We’re gonna
what?” exclaimed another.


“Oh, holy
shit,” breathed Lieutenant Torres beside her. “You’ve gotta be kidding.”


Alicia knew
she should say something. Anything. Keeping the platoon in line was her job. She
turned halfway back to speak, but nothing came out of her mouth. Every word
disappeared into a deep pit in her stomach.


“Marines!”
shouted an angry voice from across the hangar bay. Every eye snapped forward as
she stormed across the deck toward the formation. Beowulf already held a
scarier threat than aliens. “You will stand at attention as ordered!” demanded
the gunny.


At least a
score of enlisted personnel on hand outranked her, along with every officer on
deck. Not one of them challenged her. Beowulf’s assembled crew and
marines stood straight and silent as the interior hangar bay door slid open.


Yet even
Janeka’s presence couldn’t keep everyone’s eyes front and center in a moment
like this. The alien glided in on broad and bright, colorful wings without a
sound. At distance, one could make out its head and narrow feet, giving it a
shape a human observer could at least identify with. Given the soft glow of the
Nyuyinaro’s body, one had to be up close to make out much more than that
general shape and the swirling colors of its skin.


Alicia watched
the Nyuyinaro land on its feet in front of the admirals. The pit in her stomach
grew deeper.


 


* * *


 


 The alien
lowered its wings but kept them spread. Its shoulders—or what passed for
such—rose higher than the tallest person. Four dark eyes looked down at the
reception party, the lower pair shaped almost like a human’s. The larger pair
of lenses spread wide over its forehead. Its thin mouth didn’t move, having
lost most of its utility after countless evolutionary changes. That same
process had left its feet too narrowly set for anything more than a shuffling
step, but that was apparently no loss. Not for a species that lived unprotected
among the stars.


The swirl of
colors throughout its skin abated to a steady yellowish hue. It waited.


Young set the
wrist holocom on the deck between them. He spread his arms wide and low in a
mirror of the Nyuyinaro’s stance.


“Do you speak
for the humans?” asked the default artificial voice of the holocom.


“Yes. I speak
for the Union,” said the ambassador. “I am Sean Young. This is Admiral Khatri,
the commander of all you see here. Who are you? As an individual?”


The
Nyuyinaro’s head twitched downward. Nothing came from the holocom. Then:
“Magenta.” As if to illustrate for clarity, magenta swirls welled up within the
yellow lights beneath the alien’s skin, only to recede again.


The ambassador
nodded. “We are grateful to meet you, Magenta. Why are you here?”


“Fear. For our
kind and for yours. An ancient enemy brings violence to humans. Now.”


“Where? Who is
this enemy?”


“Magenta is
not strong with words. Human understanding. Magenta is not best to speak for
Nyuyinaro, but Magenta’s pod was closest. Magenta wants good emotion. Peace.”


“I understand.
Your words are enough. We want the same. All humans want peace.”


“Not all. Many
are violence.”


“Then we will
fix that. We will stop that violence. That is why we have the Union. That is
why the Nyuyinaro wanted the Union.”


“Magenta wants
a human of trust. Good feeling.”


“I am a
diplomat,” Young offered patiently. “I am trusted to speak for humans.”


“Human with
Nyuyinaro trust.”


“Ah,” said
Young. “How can I…?”


A large screen
winked into existence in the air between them, generated by the holocom on the
floor. A battered and bleeding young woman appeared in the screen, barely
standing in a torn and burned civilian blazer and slacks. Faint wisps of smoke
drifted up around her face.


“Is this human
here?” asked the voice of the holocom.


“Holy shit,”
breathed the ship’s captain behind him.


Young’s lips
pressed together. “Where is she?”


“First
Platoon.”


 


* * *


 


Ambassador
Young turned her way in a single smooth motion. He reached out to point
directly at Alicia, then turned his hand to beckon her over with that same
accusing finger like a school principal.


“Aw, hell,”
muttered Alicia.


Torres looked
to her in shock. “Is that you?” he asked. “Did that thing ask for you?”


“Sorry, LT. I
gotta go.” She walked forward, dreading the possibilities ahead. Though Alicia
forced herself into a steady pace, it still required an act of will to drop out
of formation and walk across the hangar bay.


Before she’d
made it halfway, she heard footsteps beside her. Alicia tilted her head to
look. “Nobody said you had to go alone,” came the cold reassurance of Janeka’s
voice.


“You here to
back me up, or to keep me from running away?” the younger woman asked.


“I’ve never
seen you run from anything without a direct order.”


“Only because
it’s never been practical,” Alicia scoffed.


“Still isn’t.”


“Oh, sure.
Throw that in my face.”


Young reeled
her in with his firm gaze. He stepped aside and gestured to the deck right in
front of the Nyuyinaro, with only the screen and the holocom on the floor
between them. The image could have been taken from a state-of-the-art camera,
except there had been no such cameras nearby when it happened. She remembered
it all too well.


“Stand here,”
said Young. At least his voice didn’t convey any anger. “Hold your arms out
like this when you talk so the Nyuyinaro knows you’re the one speaking. This
one goes by Magenta.”


“Magenta? He’s
named for a color?”


“It’s an
approximation. That’s what they told us. For all we know Magenta is a nickname
or maybe it’s trying to humor the primitive humans. Hold your arms out and say
you’re the one they asked for. And don’t say anything else without checking
with me first. This is literally the first time they’ve ever shown they care
about knowing one human from another. So don’t fuck this up,” the diplomat
added under his breath.


“Okay.” Alicia
stepped into place, held her arms out, and looked up at the towering alien with
the death ray eyes. “I’m the one on the screen. You asked for me.”


The screen
vanished. Magenta leaned in, studying her with the smaller, harmless pair of
eyes. “Yes,” said the holocom’s default voice. “We know you.”


Alicia looked
to Young. He gestured for her to continue. It wasn’t exactly the detailed
instruction she’d hoped for. “Have you and I met?” she asked.


“No. Not
Magenta. You met another.”


“How is… he?
She? That one?”


“That one is
Scar. Scar is with new family. Healed. Grateful.”


“Wow.”


“Magenta knows
your song. We all know your song.” The voice paused. “What is your… name?”


Beside her,
Young sucked in a surprised, excited breath. She glanced to him again, but he
only nodded.


“Alicia. I am Alicia
Wong.”


“I will add your
name to your song.”


“Wow.”


“Your kind are
in violence with our enemy. Not far from here. Many die.”


“Where and
what enemy?” asked Young.


“Where?”
Alicia echoed. “What enemy?”


“The closest
human world. The one we asked you not take. We call it Dust.”


“Minos?” asked
Khatri behind her. “Is it Minos?”


With agreement
from Young, Alicia repeated the question. Though Magenta barely moved, she
thought she saw the slightest twitch in those eyes. Another holo screen
appeared.


Dust clouds
swirled across a landscape of grey sand dunes. In the distance stood a city with
explosions over the skyline. Red lasers flashed in combat with yellow beams of
light.


“Yeah, that’s
Minos,” said Young.


“Who is the
enemy?” asked Alicia.


“The People of
Dust. They were like humans. Much like humans. We fought before we met humans.
They always wanted more. They wanted more worlds. More stars. They wanted us.
All of us. We had to fight.”


“Guess I have to
ask even if it’s obvious,” muttered Young. He asked, through Alicia: “Who is
‘all of us?’ What did they want?”


“All. The
Nyuyinaro. Krokinthians. Others they met. The People of Dust wanted all to work
for them. To fight for them. To give them more. They wanted everything.


“We burned
them. We burned them from worlds. We burned them from stars. Back to their
home. It was war. We lost much. Many Nyuyinaro. Many Krokinthians. We are still
not as many as we were before the war. We never knew if we would survive until
it ended. We burned them until we saw no more. It was not always Dust. That is
what we call it after the war. We burned. Then we left.


“The Nyuyinaro
and Krokinthians feared humans would be the same. We fought. But you are
different. They only took. You take and give. They all obeyed one leader. You
are erratic. Diverse. Erratic and diverse are difficult, but different. You are
learning. We may fight again. We may not. We hope not.


“Humans
understand this is ours, this is yours. Some humans still take, but others
correct it. Like your Union. Like Alicia,” Magenta finished.


“Wait. You
burned their planet to dust?” asked Young. “You tried to kill them all?” He
waited, then nudged Alicia out of her awe. “C’mon, now.”


“Sorry,” she
said. “Magenta, you tried to kill all of the People of Dust?”


“Yes. It is
what they did to the Runners when they would not serve. It is what they wanted
for us. For the Krokinthians. Others. We tried other ways. They did not change.
We had no choice.”


Alicia’s jaw
dropped. “No choice besides geno—?”


“Not helpful,”
interrupted Young. “Not what I asked you to say. Diplomacy. Remember?”


“We don’t have
time anyway,” said Khatri, stepping up beside them. “Crisis now, history later.
When did this happen?” she asked, pointing to the holo image.


“Magenta,
these images,” said Alicia. “When did this happen? You say humans are being
attacked now?”


“This image
is…minutes. This image is ten minutes ago. It is still happening. This is only
the first. They will destroy all humans. It is their way.


“The People of
Dust looked like you before. Shaped like you, but different. Now they look much
more like you. Closer, but still different. We do not understand how or why. We
know only the song of the Nyuyinaro who watch Dust. We recognize them by their
tools and by their ways. By their control over the ground and skies. It is
them, and they kill humans. This began… twenty-three minutes have passed.


“The Nyuyinaro
are far. Spread out. We will fight the People of Dust again. We are too far to
fight before your people are gone. The Krokinthians are too far. Only you are
close. Magenta does not know what happens when we fight. You are closer. You
can fight for your people.


“The People of
Dust will be ready for us. Our fight will come at great cost. Humans have
different ways. Different tools. They need time to adapt to fight you. If you
fight now, you can end the People of Dust forever.”


“I wouldn’t go
that far,” grumbled Branch.


“Let’s focus
on now,” counseled Young.


“Put the task
force on alert,” Khatri ordered, looking to one of her aides. “Get them ready
to move immediately. Send out a General Response notice on my authority to get
the local militia and any nearby reserves on standby. And check on the status
of my flagship. Admiral Branch, I believe we’ll have to end this formation.”


“Yep. XO, can
you dismiss?”


“I’m on it,
sir,” said Santos, walking away with other officers in tow.


Noting the
rush of movement, Magenta asked, “Will you fight?”


“Bet your
ass,” grunted Alicia.


“Miss Wong,”
sighed Young.


“Oh. Sorry.”


“Never mind.
Say yes,” he instructed.


“Yes, we will
fight. What can you tell us about them? About how they fight?” she asked
Magenta. “You said we have different tools?”


“The People of
Dust use light to burn as you do, though different. It is similar. You have a
similar strength. Their metal skins are much stronger than yours, but they can
be overcome. They have vessels like yours and like the Krokinthians. The
vessels can be hard to see. It is their metal skins. Dust and other worlds
close to it have that quality in their stones.


“Magenta is
not wise in their ways. To Magenta, they fight like you. They also deceive.”
Magenta paused. “Of all the people the Nyuyinaro have met, none have deceived
as much as the People of Dust. None except humans.”


“Ouch,” said
Alicia.


“Guess it’s
good to know we’ve got our talents,” Branch muttered.


“It isn’t
always deception,” said Young, looking to Alicia. “Sometimes we don’t all
agree.”


She relayed
his words to Magenta. For the first time, the Nyuyinaro shifted on its feet as
if to convey something without translation. “Diverse is difficult,” Magenta
replied.


“Ask if they
plan to come with us,” said Khatri. “We need to get moving.”


“Will you come
with us?” asked Alicia.


“No. We cannot
travel together. You must release Magenta before you leave.”


After a nod
from Young, Alicia said, “We’ll do that. We are about to leave very soon.”


“I’ll need to
leave right away, too,” said Khatri, turning to Branch to arrange it.


“Ma’am, about
that,” spoke up one of her aides. “DeRuyter was an hour into that FTL
drive overhaul when this started. They’ll still need at least half that to
button it up.”


“Damn it. I was
afraid of that,” fumed Khatri.


“Admiral,”
spoke up Branch. “Beowulf has a flag bridge and nobody else is using it
right now. You’re welcome to run the show from here. We’ll get you set up.”


“Thank you,
Admiral Branch. I know you didn’t expect to host a foreign command today.”


“If it cuts a
catastrophe short by half an hour I’m not gonna fret about it.” He stepped away
to get the arrangements moving. A more immediate concern made him pause first.
“Deck officer! The Noonie here is leaving. Get the bay doors going.”


“Okay. Time to
say goodbye, Miss Wong,” said Young.


“Magenta, you
should go. Thank you. Can you tell Scar I’m happy to know he’s okay—er, that
I’m happy he is with family?”


“Yes. All will
hear Magenta’s song. Alicia will be in the song. Again.”


“Wow.”


“Alicia says ‘wow’
often.” Magenta looked around the hangar bay. Crewmen and marines ran to and
fro. Lights flashed. The warning buzz of the bay doors sounded off. “The
Nyuyinaro bring warning to the humans, and the humans answer. Yes. Wow.”











Chapter
Twenty-Six:

All Available Hands


 


GENERAL
RESPONSE ALERT


TO ALL
STARSHIPS IN THE SYSTEM: STAND BY FOR INSTRUCTIONS


The Union
Fleet has received warning of an alien attack on the planet Minos. The
identity, power, and numbers of the attackers are unknown. A Union Fleet task
force is en route to investigate and aid as necessary.


All starships
with Fleet Reserve or System Reserve status are hereby on General Response
Alert Standby. All other FTL-capable vessels are to remain in system at Qin Kai
and contact Union Fleet authority for further instructions.


 


--Union
Fleet Communications


August 2280


 


“Everything in
your post was perfectly clear about the potential danger, Mr. Liu,” said
Lynette. “We’re no strangers to that.”


“Of course,”
grunted the client in the French-collared suit, seated across from her at the
table. “My apologies. I’ll… well, at the risk of being too honest, I think I
expected someone a little rougher. I don’t mean that as a complaint.”


Lynette held
back her smirk, though she couldn’t resist a glance at Elise. Her companion
still had eyes only for her menu, unfortunately. The moment sailed past her
head, though the fact that Elise took the time to curl her jet black hair and
put on something nice supported Liu’s point, if only a little. The captain had made
at least a little effort to put herself together, too, but it wasn’t like
either of them had worn evening gowns. Their suits weren’t much different from
his.


“Given the
location, we thought vac suits and body armor would be a bit out of place,”
said Lynette. She tilted her head to her left. Across from their seats, beyond
more tables filled by patrons, the restaurant offered a broad balcony setting
complete with a live string quartet. “The setting wasn’t what we expected, but
we’re grateful for the invitation.”


“Ah. Yes.
Well, my firm doesn’t typically engage in this sort of contract,” Liu admitted.
“It’s why I wanted to discuss the risk factor up front. The cargo is legitimate.
We ship to Minos on regular haulers all the time. This job is only a matter of
irregular timing.  But if I can be candid, the local authorities in Minos
aren’t always the most honest. And I’m sure you’re aware they’ve had more than
their share of problems with piracy.”


“I understand.
We’re happy to hear all you can tell us about the local authorities, but we’re
sure we can handle it regardless. As for the rest,” Lynette smiled, “it would
take one hell of a pirate outfit to capture our ship. They’ll want an easier
mark than us.”


“The
specifications on your ship are impressive. So your entire crew was recruited
out of the Archangel military?”


“That’s
correct,” she said. “We’re not in business as mercenaries, but if the job turns
rough, we can handle it. We’ve all been through rough before.”


“Ah!” Elise
gasped. “Moelleux au Chocolat!” She looked to Lynette with wide, happy eyes and
a giddy smile. “Save room for dessert.”


“Hard-bitten
combat veterans,” said Lynette. “Every one of us.”


“I see. Then
about the cargo—I didn’t think it would fit the dimensions of your hold?”


“You said it’s
crated up and organized on pallets. As long as we can separate—” the fierce
buzz of the holocom mounted on her ring cut her off. Elise received the same
interruption. Lynette tapped the fake jewel to open up a screen. The terse,
urgent explanation lacked in detail and yet explained all too much.


“Is something
going on?” asked Liu. He noticed the Union Fleet emblem on her screen. No one
else in the room seemed to have a similar message. “Is there some emergency?”


“Oh for fuck’s
sake, Tanner,” Lynette fumed.


“I’m sorry?”
said Liu.


“It’s a Fleet
call-up for reserves,” Elise explained. She set aside her menu and the napkin
on her lap. “Nothing to worry about locally. Trouble outside the system.”


“You don’t
seem like it’s nothing to worry about,” said Liu.


Lynette wasn’t
listening. She already had a channel to the ship. “Talk to me,” she said.


“Engines are
hot,” came Veronica’s voice, which shook with the impact of her footsteps as
she jogged through the ship. “Salgado finished up a test cycle fifteen minutes
ago. Everyone but you and Elise is on board.”


“And the
call-up?”


“Checking,”
said Veronica. “Damn. It’s not only the Fleet patrol. They’re taking everybody
but the system militia and—holy shit, there’s a Noonie pod near Beowulf.
In plain view. Drifting away like it just came in to say hi. What the hell is
going on?”


Sanjay’s voice
ran through the background, but it was difficult to make out. Veronica picked
up her description: “Yeah, they’re forming up around Beowulf. They must
be leaving the Fleet battleship behind for some reason. They must be planning
an FTL jump as soon as they get past lunar orbit.”


“That won’t
take long,” Lynette muttered. She looked to the exit, thinking over the way
back to her ship. The restaurant was adjacent to the spaceport, but it didn’t
offer a lot of straight lines along the way. They’d also have to wait through
the lifts.


She looked to
her left again. The balcony offered a nice view. “You know where we are?”


“Yes.”


“Tell Sanjay
to pick us up.”


“Wait, what?”
asked Veronica over the holocom—and Elise at her side.


Another voice
carried through over the same channel: “On it!” Sanjay declared.


“Mr. Liu, we
sincerely apologize, but this is a Union defense emergency. And it’s on Minos,
so our business would be disrupted, anyway.” She dropped her napkin on the
table and stood from her seat. “Thank you so much for your time and your
consideration.”


Liu stood out
of reflexive politeness.


Lynette didn’t
wait for handshakes or goodbyes. Elise followed her to the balcony with a look
over her shoulder. “We hope you’ll consider the Phoenix again in the
future!” she called back to their abandoned client.


Patrons and
servers out on the balcony remained as calm and pleasant as ever. A mild breeze
drifted through the evening air. The string quartet played on. Lynette and
Elise were immediately out of place given the urgency of their stride.


“Did you tell
him to call you sometime?” Lynette asked, going straight for the rail.


“To call the
ship. As a business. Not me,” Elise replied. “Although he seems like a nice
man. Very charming.”


“So ask him
out.”


“I wasn’t sure
which of us he was interested in.”


“You can have
him.” Lynette turned to the patrons seated back to back at tables beside the
balcony rail. “Excuse me, I need to get by. I have to rescue my boyfriend from
aliens.”


“I’m sorry,
what?” asked a surprised woman.


“Who the hell
are you?” snapped the man beside her.


Warm air and
the steady roar of engines drowned out the rest like a wave against a surf
break. Patrons yelped and ducked away as Phoenix floated level with the
balcony rail, then rose a few meters to drop the starboard gangway over one of
the tables.


“Sorry,” said
Lynette. “That’s my ride.” She stepped up onto a now vacant chair and then the
table to get to the gangway.


“You are such
a showoff,” Elise declared, following close behind.


“You’re just
pissed ‘cause we didn’t get to stay for dessert.”


“Or dinner. Or
appetizers. And now if we come back we’ll have to pay damages for this.” At the
hatch, Elise looked back to the restaurant as the gangway retracted. Though the
ship’s antigrav engines didn’t put out much more than a breeze, the initial
rush of air from its arrival left all manner of tablewares strewn about the
balcony. Those patrons who hadn’t reached the doors stood against the windows
with disheveled hair and frayed nerves.


Elise shook
her head. “This is exactly how I picture your wedding reception someday,” she
said. “Right before everything catches fire.”


By the time
Lynette made it to the short stairwell to the yacht’s bridge, she heard and
felt the main thrusters rumble to life. The noise and vibrations, even if mild,
told her plenty. Phoenix had been built for comfort and serenity.
Artificial gravity and other dampening systems gave the ship an incredible
ability to absorb and mask shocks and sudden movement. Lynette could only hear
the engine going like this when they ran it up fast.


She found
Veronica in the captain’s chair and Sanjay at the helm. Val sat in the chair
beside the helm watching for traffic and communications. The main display over
the canopy showed traffic lanes and ships’ positions within the nearest few
light-seconds. Lynette took in the information quickly, barely noticing the
flashing light in the foreground and the loud chatter at Val’s station until the
gunner turned it off.


“Wow, they’re
cranky,” Val laughed.


“They get like
that when you tell them you’re leaving rather than asking permission first,”
said Veronica.


Lynette
dismissed every other concern to focus on the naval formation far ahead. “We’re
not gonna meet up in time,” she said.


“Not so much,
but it’ll be close.” Veronica started to rise, but Lynette’s hand on her
shoulder kept her in place. It wasn’t worth the shuffle now. “They’ll be gone
in a few minutes.”


“Sanjay, keep
us on their tail,” said Lynette. “Val, send a message to Beowulf with
our Guild Reserve identification. Tell them we’re answering the call-up and
we’ll catch up as best we can.”


“On it,” Val
acknowledged.


“You know they
didn’t actually call anyone up, right? It was a standby notification,” said
Veronica.


“Yeah, we’re
gonna play dumb about that part.”


“’We,’ huh?”


“Okay, I’ll be
the dummy. Sanjay, let’s follow their path right to their FTL jump point.”


“Sure,” he
said. “Then what?”


“Then we jump
after ‘em.”


“Oh, it’s that
simple now? You want me to jump blind?”


“Not blind.
We’ll know their starting point and we know where they’re going, more or less.
All we have to do is plug in the variables.”


“And if we
wind up going past the formation and drop out of FTL closer to Minos?” asked
Veronica. At the helm, Sanjay turned around to look at the XO with a frown.
Veronica sighed. “Right. Of course we’ll drop out closer to Minos.”


“I dunno, if
that’s Branch running the show he’s pretty gutsy,” said Lynette. “For all I
know we’ll drop out of FTL right in the middle of the formation.”


 


* * *


 


“How’s your
head? Do you feel okay?” Tanner leaned in to look at the bandage over Olivia’s
wound.


“I think so,”
said Olivia. She sat on the deck with her back against the bulkhead, squeezed
in like the rest. The constant slight left-to-right motion of her head wasn’t
out of the ordinary. The vibrations of the Vanguard prevented anyone from being
entirely still. “The meds kicked in. Is there anything I can do to help?”


“Not yet.
There isn’t room in here to do much. Keep an eye out in here, I guess. We’ve
all gotta take care of each other. You did all you needed to already.”


Olivia glanced
from left to right, with Nigel on one side and Kim to the other crammed in
shoulder to shoulder. “I don’t feel like I was much help.”


“No. You were
fine,” said Tanner. “Getting a little freaked out is natural. The important
thing was you listened and you kept moving. When somebody loses it and doesn’t
cooperate the whole group can fall apart. You did a lot by sticking with the
crew. It sets an example. It matters.”


“I didn’t feel
like I was setting any example,” she said skeptically.


“Never does
feel that way,” said Tanner.


“Where are we
going? Back to the city?” she asked. Others looked up with much the same
question. “Aren’t they being attacked?”


“We’ll be
nearby, but we’re not jumping into that mess. I made arrangements to get us off
this rock. Hopefully they’re still good. Far as I’m concerned, it’s time to go
home.”


Tanner smiled
as best he could. He looked to Nigel and asked, “You okay?” and got a nod. He
looked to Kim to ask the same.


Kim frowned.
“I don’t think we’re gonna get full class credit.”


He laughed. He
couldn’t help it, nor was he the only one. Tanner picked his way through the
passenger bay, grabbing one handhold and then the next to keep from stumbling.
A few steps brought him over to Antonio and Naomi. Bags of artifacts and
research gear sat between them, crammed in along with the shields and bits of
armor taken from the sentinels. “Hey. You did good. You both did real good,” he
told them.


“Thanks,” said
Antonio. “I’m sorry. About before.”


“I already
forgot whatever you’re talking about,” Tanner replied.


“What about
you?” asked Naomi. “Are you okay?”


“I bottle up
all my breakdowns and save them for when the shooting stops. Find me after this
shit is over. I’m sure I’ll be a mess by then.”


 This time,
his attempt at humor didn’t fly. Naomi looked like she’d been kicked in the
gut. “Tanner, I’m sorry I—”


“No. Stop.
None of this is on you. Whatever happens, blame the people who actually did it.
Blame the bad guys. It’s not on you.”


“Hey, Malone,”
spoke up Solanke. Tanner turned around to find him slumped in the door gunner’s
rig opposite Naomi and Antonio. He looked exhausted, but his wound had been
dressed properly. He hadn’t lost too much blood to function—or to think. “Heard
you before. About getting off this rock. Where are we going? It can’t be the
spaceport.”


“No. No, it’s
not.”


“Okay. So?”


Tanner
hesitated. Having returned Olivia’s coat, Solanke now sported an undershirt revealing
a unit tattoo on his shoulder. His fatigue pants and boots put forth another
reminder of his allegiances. “It’s complicated,” said Tanner.


“Yeah? How
complicated?”


“Hard to say.
I’m kinda hoping the whole ‘aliens trying to kill us’ thing is enough to make
up for it.”


Solanke’s eyes
drifted to the laser repeater slung back up behind the closed bulkhead. “Guess
we’ll see, huh?”


He felt the Vanguard
abruptly slow down and gain altitude. Everyone felt it. “Tanner, you’d better
get up here,” called Gina.


She was only
two steps away through an open partition between the cockpit and the cabin.
Outside the canopy, Tanner saw low and dark clouds of ash hanging in the night
sky. The desert still stretched out below, with the outskirts of Anchorside up
ahead. Most of the skyline sat in darkness. Flashes of laser fire, Minoan beam
weapons, and explosions provided most of the light. Other skirmishes dotted the
landscape below.


A screen in
the center of the cockpit controls presented a better picture of the chaos.
Markers and text noted the importance of the scene, where laser fire from a
small compound of single and two-story buildings barely held off a team of
Minoan raiders.


“That’s where
we’re going, right?” asked Gina.


 


* * *


 


The masonry
walls and front façade of Allen’s Salvage held up well against the enemy’s beam
weapons. They weren’t impervious, but they didn’t break or crumble for the
yellow blasts any more easily than they yielded to lasers. Local stone was good
for that. It was about the only good news in the fight so far.


The windows
were gone. Power was out, not that anyone wanted the lights on to make the
enemy’s job easier. An explosion in the little bodega across the street had
gutted the place minutes ago. Ordinarily, the garden plot separating the
grocery from the street might provide an open killing ground for the defenders
at Allen’s. The enemy’s big, incredibly effective shields all but negated that
advantage.


With a small
squad of enemy raiders steadily moving in, Chen stopped dreading a flanking
maneuver. Whether there were more bad guys coming around the back or through
the salvage yard seemed irrelevant. The frontal assault would be effective
enough. In the time since he’d seen the armored enemy in action at the chip
plant, he’d sent word to his people to prioritize kinetic weapons. Only one had
turned up at Allen’s, and it was already in burnt pieces along with its owner
on the floor.


Chen crouched
beneath the windowsill, trying to lay down suppressive fire with quick blasts
in the hopes of at least slowing them until someone else could do some good. John
and Emily kept up their end, looking for decent targets with rifles that
weren’t exactly up to military grade. Finally, Emily tagged one enemy in the
head over his shield. The raider collapsed and tugged his shield down with him.


“Yes! Good
shot,” Chen cheered. “Do it again!”


“I’m taking
the opening,” declared John. He had one grenade. The raiders hesitated, looking
down at their fallen comrade on reflex. It was as good a moment as any. John
hooked it over the windowsill hard—only to be cut down by a yellow ray of light
that sent him falling backward in a trail of sickening smoke.


“John! Shit!”
Chen ducked as the grenade went off short of its targets. The blast provided
only a tiny break in the firefight. Chen squandered half of it by looking at
his dead friend.


“Chen, we
gotta keep shooting!” declared Emily.


He forced
himself back up and poked his rifle over the windowsill. The enemy wasn’t
getting any sloppier. If anything from the grenade had gotten through their
shields, Chen couldn’t tell. The enemy closed ranks, eliminating the gap in
their line, and stepped forward again. And again. Firing all the time.


The front
office lay in ruins. Only the walls and minor wreckage from the furniture and
the countertop still stood. It grew harder to breathe. Chen knew their position
was untenable from the first shots, but he didn’t see any other choice. More
people than Chen, Emily, and their fallen comrades in the front office hid at Allen’s.
The location was too valuable to give up considering who and what it held.
Lives took priority. Chen didn’t see a way to save them.


They could run
out through the back, try to play cat and mouse in the salvage yard, but that
would leave the others at risk. No one else even had guns.


He kept
shooting. The enemy drew closer. “C’mon, think. Think!” Chen growled at himself
as he fired. Another of the enemy went down, clipped in the arm from a lucky
shot. The line paused again.


Something rose
up behind the line of shields, with a dark and jagged outline too tall and too
broad to be human. Even with the danger of an approaching enemy and an ongoing
gunfight, Chen felt an all new sense of alarm. The red glowing lines on the
silhouette’s head confirmed his fears.


“Get back,”
Chen warned. “Get away from the window!”


Emily ducked
away to the right. Chen flattened himself to the left. A wide, red laser blast
burned straight through the masonry along the top half of the windowsill,
sweeping across in a sustained beam. The laser dug a wide line into the floor
behind them, too, kicking up more smoke and debris as tiles split and popped
under the intense heat.


As soon as the
beam died, Chen forced himself up to return fire. He snapped off a shot at the
stone man’s head, catching it along the side. It didn’t seem to care. The line
of raiders behind their shields made another step forward as Emily added her
gun to the defense.


Another step.
They reached the edge of the street.


Rapid laser
fire from above tore through the line. The blasts cut the formation apart in a
rush as some aircraft passed overhead. As Chen had seen at the chip plant, the
enemy armor had its limits. A powerful enough laser could still overwhelm. Raiders
flailed and fell as the soil burst around them under the heat of the blasts.


The aircraft
swept over Allen’s, taking a turn nearby from the sound of things as Chen and Emily
heard more laser fire and even a couple of explosions. “I don’t believe it,”
said Chen. “Are they actually defending the neighborhoods?”


“Those guys in
Precision have to show they’re earning their money somehow, right?” Emily
suggested. “Even if it’s only for PR, I’ll take it.”


“Yeah, but now
they’re gonna wonder who was shooting back out of this place. And why we have
guns in the first place.” He turned his head as the noise from the aircraft’s
thrusters came closer—much closer. “Shit, are they landing in the yard?”


“You’ve gotta
go,” Emily urged. “They can’t find you here.”


“We’ve both
gotta go.”


“You know I
can’t leave.” She nodded her head toward the street. “Take off. I’ll say the
guys jumped into the office when the shooting started and I don’t know them,”
she said with a wave at the bodies of their friends. “I don’t like it, but it
might work. If they catch you here, they’ll tear the place apart. You can hide
easier on your own, anyway. Go.”


Biting back a
curse, Chen rose up to jump over the ruined windowsill. Then he saw that stone
man rise up from among the fallen bodies across the street with its face
glowing a fierce red all over again. “Get down!” Chen yelled, diving to the
floor.


Another
sustained blast cut through the office. The beam ran higher than its mark, but
it still did plenty of damage to their surroundings. As soon as the blast
ended, Chen looked up to find the stone man charging in.


It was
seemingly laser-proof and looked like it outweighed Chen by at least a factor
of three or four. He didn’t know how to begin to fight that. “Run through the
back,” said Chen. “We’ve gotta draw it off. Run!”


They passed
the wreckage of the front counter and the shelves behind it. The stone man came
on, kicking through the remaining half-meter of the windowsill with ease. It saw
Chen as they reached the doorway, ensuring it would have his trail.


The door flew
open violently before Emily hit the handle. Someone stepped in with a gun up at
his shoulder. “Get down!” he bellowed, stepping right past the pair.


The stranger
fired a quick burst of bullets past their heads. He walked forward, again and
again. Chen stumbled and fell to his side, but in the flickering light of
burning furniture he recognized the shooter as his Diamondback put out another
quick burst.


Tanner fired
steadily. Bullets sparked and ricocheted off its head and chest. Each burst seemed
ineffective until something in that glowing face popped and sparked. Amid half a
dozen bursts, one bullet made it through the gap. The stone man jerked wildly,
staggering backward until the head exploded in a red flash and a shower of rock
and dust. The body fell to the floor with a crash.


“Holy fuck. That
worked,” Tanner breathed.


“Jesus, where
the hell did you come from?” asked Chen. He picked himself up off the floor,
looking back to the fallen enemy to make sure it wouldn’t get up again.


“The dig site.
These guys came down on us earlier in the night. We had to fight our way out.
Are you okay?”


“We are,
yeah,” said Chen. “Not everybody. Lost some people here. I don’t know how many
more in the neighborhood. They turned up a little while after the eruption.
We’ve been pinned down in here since it started. None of us know what’s going
on.”


“It’s bad,”
said Tanner. “They’re attacking everywhere. I think this was a small squad on
the way through the neighborhood. The big fights are in the city. I’m Tanner,”
he said, looking to the woman at Chen’s side.


“Emily. Emily Allen.
This is my place. Or it was.”


“I’m sorry.
Everything’s fucked.” He looked back to Chen. “Are you still good for that ride
out of town?”


Chen
hesitated, looking to Emily. “I dunno. With things the way they are…?”


“I have to
check on family,” she said, shaking her head. “My place is right around the
corner. I can’t leave them with everything like this.”


“I’m not
asking you to abandon anyone,” Tanner assured her. “I’ll help if I can. But
what’s the big picture on getting out of here once that’s settled?”


“Oh hell, I
have no idea. Not with all this going on. If I’m flying on my own, it’s harder
to…” She put her hand over her mouth. “My partner is on the floor right there.”


“I’m sorry.
I’m so sorry, but we’ve gotta focus, okay? I’m sorry.”


“He’d
understand, Emily. You know he would.”


She sniffed
hard, pushing aside her grief. “We’d never get clearance in this. They’d probably
shoot us down on the assumption we’re hostile.”


“The defense
satellites are down,” said Tanner. “All of them. At least a couple patrol
ships, too. The bad guys shot ‘em all down in their opening moves. Look, I
don’t know if anyone can launch a drone with a call for help. Someone’s gotta
get word outside the system. Qin Kai is only a couple hours away by FTL.”


“Okay. Okay,”
said Emily. “I’ll try. After I check on my family.”


“How many
people can your shuttle carry?” Tanner asked. “It has a cargo hold, right?”


“Yeah. Yeah, I
don’t know. Twenty, maybe thirty?”


“I have a
class full of students with a bunch of alien weapons and tech. The Union Fleet
needs to see that stuff. They need to know what we’re facing here.”


Emily and Chen
looked at one another, still out of breath and more overwhelmed than ever. “We
don’t have a choice,” said Chen.


“Yeah. I
agree,” Emily huffed. “Okay.”


“You said your
family is nearby? Where are they?”


“Yeah. My kid
is hiding here,” said Emily, pointing to the door. “My husband shouldn’t be
far. He was at home. It’s only a couple blocks away. I need to check on him.”


“We need to
get him,” Tanner corrected. “Him and anyone else close enough to squeeze in. I
don’t know if you’ll be able to come back. I don’t know what there will be to
come back to.”











Chapter
Twenty-Seven:

Division of Labor


 


“Malone,
Tanner: disruptive, disrespectful, assignments incomplete. Endangers
classmates. Failing marks.”


 


--Expedition
Gradebook, Professor Joseph Vandenberg, 2280


 


No one lost
any time preparing the shuttle. Though Emily left with Tanner and Chen to
retrieve her family, Gina had no problem running the warm-up. Tanner and the
others returned to find the shuttle rolled out of the warehouse behind the
scrapyard. It seemed only a little wider and longer than most monorail cars and
none too pretty, but it would do the job.


The cargo door
on the port side stood open. His classmates worked to load up the headless
Regent dragged from the shop on a cargo lifter. Tanner gave it only the
briefest thought before seeing the sense in it. Anything the Union Fleet could
analyze was worth the trouble.


Explosions in
the distance rumbled like thunder. The sky grew ever darker, with the flashes
of battle occasionally reflecting along the clouds of ash. Nothing signaled a
break from the bad news. They’d even felt another tremor on their way back to
the yard.


Emily’s
husband ran forward to wrap his arms around their daughter as she slipped out
of the shuttle’s cargo bay to meet him. The pilot hustled away, too, turning straight
for the cockpit. Tanner felt a lump in his stomach. Though it was a relief to
reunite a family in a mess like this, he didn’t want to think about how many
others would be left behind.


“Malone,” a
voice called down from the rooftop of the front office. Solanke leaned over the
side with a rifle in his hands. “Are we good?”


“Pretty much.
How’d you get up there?”


“Stairs. Antonio
helped me. Figured we ought to keep an eye on the neighborhood. We ain’t seen
much yet, though.”


“C’mon down,
then. Should be about time to go.”


“You know I
can’t go with you, right?” said Chen as Solanke pulled back. “I can’t leave my
people. Especially not in the middle of all this.”


“I know,” said
Tanner. “I’m counting on it.” He kept a wary eye on the streets. Solanke did a
good thing in keeping lookout. Tanner glanced back to the shuttle, too, wanting
to keep track of the load-up. “I’m still shocked anyone’s got a legal shuttle
around here.”


“It helps
Minos Corp put up the façade of allowing private enterprise,” said Chen. “You
can have a ship, but you can’t use it with any real freedom. Gotta lay out
bribes and other nonsense. Can’t leave with your family. And they undercut the
business sixteen different ways.”


“Are there
others?”


“A couple.
None connected to us. If we had anything bigger, we’d have been smuggling
people off-world all along. One little shuttle doesn’t make much of a
difference to Minos Corp. They still keep everyone here.”


Solanke
emerged from the back door to the office leaning on Antonio’s shoulder. The mercenary
didn’t look like he had much more energy in him now. “So what’s the plan,
Malone?” he asked.


“We load up
the shuttle and go. Full speed evasion and a little surprise should carry her
out of range from those Minoan guns. I hope.”


“No. I mean,
what about me?” Solanke flicked a meaningful glance to Chen. “I’m not one of
your classmates. I have a job to do here.”


“You’re hurt.
You need more than first aid. Besides, when all this stuff gets to the Union,
they’re gonna want to talk to everybody. You have military training. They’ll
want your perspective.”


“And then
what? What about my guys? My job? This whole shitstorm? Someone has to tell
Precision what we know. What we found. All of it.”


“I wanted to
talk to you about that,” said Tanner. “You’re tight with Major Dylan, right?
You seemed like you’ve got a connection there, rank aside.”


“You could say
that,” said Solanke. “But if I could call her up, I’d have done it already.
It’s not like my holocom makes calls any better than yours in all this shit,”
he noted, gesturing to the ash still falling from the sky.


“Right. And
you’re in no shape to stay and fight. So where would she be right now? If she’s
not already dead, how would we find her in all this?”


Solanke
glanced to Chen once more. “You’re not sending him? Even with the whole
sky falling, she’d probably shoot him on sight.”


“I’m not
talking about Chen.”


Then it was
Antonio’s turn to balk. “Wait. Tanner, are you serious?”


“Nobody’s less
thrilled about it than I am.”


Antonio
grimaced, looking to the shuttle. “I’m not sure that’s gonna be true for long.”


 


* * *


 


Naomi didn’t
fool around in securing this last unsettling piece of cargo. With the headless Regent
laid out in the back of the shuttle’s cargo bay, she and the others set to
securing the thing with every available fastener, magnetic clamp, and simple
tie-down strap they could secure to the deck.


“You think
this is enough?” asked Nigel. He had two such clamps over the Regent’s legs and
a pair of straps running over them both.


“Are there
more places to secure it?” Naomi replied.


Sure enough,
he found another D-ring under a sliding tile by the Regent’s knee. “Yes.”


“Then it’s not
enough,” Naomi huffed. She pulled the strap at the thing’s armpit tight. “If
this thing powers up again we don’t want it to move. Every point of restraint
cuts down on the amount of force it can exert. If it can thrash its way through
all this, we’re fucked anyway.”


“Or we could
not take it on board with us,” muttered Kim.


“No, no, it’s
too valuable for study,” said Vandenberg. He loomed over Naomi’s shoulder,
watching the class’s progress. “If it could still operate, it would have
already resisted. You can see through the neck how the damage continues down
into—”


Naomi’s gaze
slid his way. “Professor. We’re following another of your ideas here. After
everything. Maybe quit while you’re ahead.”


Vandenberg
held his hands up and withdrew to one of the folding bench seats against the
bulkhead.


“He’s right,
it’s worth taking back if we can,” muttered Olivia, working beside Nigel. “As
long as it doesn’t have some stupid self-destruct bomb inside.”


Naomi turned
her eyes to the other woman. “Why? Why would you say that? Why now?”


Olivia mumbled
a quiet apology and said nothing more.


Behind Olivia,
Solanke climbed on board the shuttle with help from Antonio, Tanner, and Chen.
As the wounded mercenary settled into a chair, Tanner and Chen headed for the
cockpit. “Okay, you guys got this?” asked Naomi.


“Yeah, we’re
good,” said Nigel.


“Let’s put a
tarp or a blanket over it, too,” suggested Kim. “Couldn’t hurt.”


“Couldn’t
hurt,” Naomi agreed. She left them to catch up with the others at the cockpit.
Everyone else who wasn’t working on the Regent was already seated, including
the pilot’s family. The husband and daughter both seemed a little shell-shocked
by it all. Naomi couldn’t blame them. Half of her wanted to take whatever
blanket they found for the Regent so she could hide under it.


Tanner and
Chen didn’t move all the way into the cockpit, though two of the four seats
were still open as far as Naomi knew. They lingered at the cockpit door. She
picked up the pilot’s voice as she joined them.


“We’re ready
to go as soon as we close the doors,” said Emily. “I can’t see much of where
we’re going, though.” She tapped one of the viewscreens displaying the skies
above—or rather a viewscreen showing mostly interference and null results. “I
don’t like flying blind. And I don’t like the idea of being the only thing in
the sky. Your friend here says these guys can see through the dust?”


“It’s Gina,”
her copilot prompted. “And yes, that’s what it looks like. How well, we don’t
know for sure. But better than us.”


“The Minoans
can reach orbital range with their guns, but everything they hit so far was caught
by surprise,” explained Tanner. “You’ll be a moving target. Point this thing up
and go.”


“Thank you, Emily,”
said Chen. “Good luck.”


“You too,
boss.” She looked back to him with an apology in her eyes. “Hang in there.”


“Always do.”
He moved back out into the cargo bay, making room for Naomi to slip in beside
Tanner.


“We’ve got
everything stowed. Everyone has a seat,” said Naomi. “Time to go, right?”


“Right,” said Emily.
She keyed up the engines, sending a tremor through the shuttle.


“Tanner, if
you want to make yourself useful, there’s always the engine monitors,” Gina
suggested. She jerked her thumb at the crew seat behind her.


“Sorry. You’re
gonna have to get along without me from here. Soon as the doors shut, go. Don’t
stop for anything until you reach Qin Kai. Good luck.”


“What?” Naomi
blinked. She caught his arm as he turned to leave.


“Whoa, whoa!”
Gina climbed out of her seat. “Where the hell are you going?”


“Gina, listen.
This shuttle needs at least two on the crew and I’m a terrible pilot.”


“We’ve got a
pilot. I’m not running the controls. Don’t put this on me. I’m supposed to keep
an eye on you.”


“What the hell
are you thinking, Tanner?” Naomi pushed. “We are not leaving without you.”


“You have to,”
Tanner argued quietly. “You’re all witnesses with research and samples. The
Fleet needs to see this and hear what happened. They need to know.” He looked
to Gina. “And the only thing that might take longer than getting to Qin Kai is
getting to someone in authority. But they’ll listen to an Archangel
Intelligence agent. You can cut through all the crap. They’ll listen to you.”


“So what?”
asked Naomi. “Why do you have to stay?”


“Because in
the meantime everything here gets worse,” said Tanner. “People are gonna keep
dying until help gets here. The mercs need to know what we found. Chen can’t
tell them. They’ll never trust him. I have to stay.”


Naomi looked
to Gina for a counterargument, but the other woman only let out a bitter grunt.
“Damn it,” Gina fumed. She turned back to her seat.


Naomi didn’t
let go of his arm. “This is bullshit.”


The apology in
his eyes didn’t surprise her. She didn’t let go when he put his hand over hers.
Not until he said, “I’m sorry. I’ve gotta go. Thank you.”


She blinked.
Her hand loosened. “For what?”


“For sticking
up for me. For reaching out. It means a lot.” He took her hand from his arm,
squeezing it once. “I’ve gotta go.”


He strode
through the cargo bay as if he knew it was his only chance. The other students
looked on, knowing something was wrong but not understanding. “It’s been fun,
guys. Take care.” He didn’t seem to know what else to say, either… until he
found Vandenberg sitting in one of the last seats before the cargo door.


“Oh. And you.”
Tanner stuck his finger in the professor’s face. “You are gonna spill your
fucking guts about all this. Everything. Every secret you’ve held since you
first heard of Minos, every artifact you hid, every name of anyone who covered
for your bullshit. You’re gonna sit down with Fleet Intelligence and you’re
gonna tell them all of it. And if it’s your career down the tubes, that’s the
price you pay for living through this. You got me, asshole?”


It was enough
to surprise Naomi out of grabbing his arm again before he stepped out onto the
ground. The shuttle trembled again as the antigrav engines fired. The pilot
wasn’t waiting. Naomi knew better than to jump out with him, but she didn’t
give up.


“This is
bullshit,” she yelled. “You’re not staying. You are one of my students and I—”
She cut herself off. Swallowed. “I dragged you out here.”


“You didn’t
drag me. You offered. I took it. Hell, I didn’t have an apartment to go back
to, anyway.” Tanner shrugged. “I promised I’d get everyone home.”


It didn’t make
her feel any better. “You wanted out of all this!”


“I wanted out
of the uniform. I wanted out of living where other people said I had to go. I
got that.” He shook his head. “I can do something about this, Naomi. I can try.
I’m better off staying than I would be if I left.”


The shuttle
started to move. For the first time, Vandenberg spoke up. “What are you going
to do?” he called back.


“I’ve seen
their base and I met the head bad guy,” said Tanner. “What do you think I’m
gonna do?”


 


* * *


 


They watched
the shuttle lift off on antigrav, tilting its nose skyward to rise a few
stories above the ground. Thrusters fired at an intensity never legally allowed
at so low an altitude over a civilian area. The shuttle disappeared into the
sky of ash and darkness in almost no time.


Tanner and
Chen watched the skies a little longer, hoping to see nothing else. If the
shuttle was out of view, that was good. They dreaded the flash of long-range
weapons pointed toward the sky.


Nothing came.


“How long
until they’re out of range, you think?” asked Chen.


“The outside
range of any human weapon I know of is a hundred and twenty thousand klicks,”
said Tanner. “That’s all human weaponry, obviously. Minoan stuff seems
comparable. I don’t have a clue how it works, but their guns don’t seem to
completely outstrip ours. Anything as small and fast-moving as that shuttle is
gonna be tough to hit. If the pilot goes evasive it gets way harder, so… I
dunno. Few minutes? They’ve gotta be through the upper atmosphere by now, at
least. She can get even crazier out there.”


Ash kept
falling. The wind blew. Explosive booms and the crackle of weapons echoed
across the neighborhood from the city in the distance. “And they’ve gotta be
far enough out by now that we won’t see whatever shoots at them from here,”
Tanner surmised.


“Then we’d
better go,” suggested Chen.


“Yeah. How’d
you get here?”


“Hidden in the
back of a truck. It’s in the garage. You don’t want to take the Vanguard?”


“Do you know
how to fly it?” asked Tanner.


Chen made a
face. “No. I thought you did.”


“Aircraft don’t
fly the same as a starship. I could probably figure it out if you really want to,
but there’s another problem besides all the combat going on.”


“What is it?”


“I’m a terrifying
pilot,” said Tanner.


 


* * *


 


Naomi sat in
the cockpit seat behind Gina, dutifully not touching anything. She stared first
at the canopy and then screens and instruments she didn’t fully understand. Launch
brought a quick transition through the canopy: ashen skies, then immersion in
complete darkness, and then stars. Calm, peaceful, steady stars.


Whatever happened
on Minos, whatever might happen to her shuttle and her class and her life, the
stars remained.


Almost as soon
as that thought registered, the stars whirled and shifted. Naomi felt the
tiniest lurch. Emily had the vessel in evasive action, mixing a computer-operated
randomization of their course and speed with her own input for an added human
variable. The shuttle continued on in the same general course, but pinpointing
it with a weapon would be difficult.


Computer-generated
icons and information filled the canopy screen. Naomi could understand bits of
it in isolation, like the distance to the surface and the range to the orbital
paths of each moon. A scattering of smaller icons and figures appeared at the
edges of the canopy. Taking in the whole picture clearly required some training
and practice.


At her
station, Naomi found a more streamlined display for the shuttle’s movement
through space. It only frustrated her further. The ship’s acceleration built,
and yet: “It doesn’t seem like we’re going that fast.”


“That’s the
problem with spaceflight,” said Emily. “Once you’re far enough away from large
objects it feels like you’re crawling even though you’re moving far faster than
any bullet.”


“Damn, they
really did wipe out all the satellites,” said Gina. “Look at this. There’s
nothing left on the grid but debris. Ships, too. The nearest contacts are all
at least three hours out.”


“Meaning they
haven’t seen what’s happening here yet,” grunted the pilot. “These assholes
sure picked their moment. They must’ve been waiting for a lull in traffic. It
doesn’t look like anyone’s making a run out of the gravity well for help except
us.”


“What
about—oh!” Gina blurted. A yellow flash brightened the canopy. Warnings rang
from the controls. “I guess they can see us.”


“Yeah, I guess
so,” said Emily, her voice tense with this new pressure. “That went kinda
wide.” Another yellow flash lit up the canopy, this time with the beam
traveling close enough to see ahead of the shuttle’s nose. “Okay, that one
didn’t.”


“I can’t tell
where it’s coming from,” said Gina. “Half of Minos is covered in ash clouds or
dust storms.”


“This far out
we’ll never angle out of their way regardless,” said Emily. She continued her
evasive maneuvers. Another beam flashed by, then another. Neither came as close
as the second. “We’re building distance. Getting there,” she murmured.


“How far do we
need to get?” Naomi asked.


“Hell if I
know. Farther is always better,” said Gina.


Nervously, Naomi
tapped the “Cycle Display” key at her screen. Soon she had a broader display of
space around them. The closest moon was well out of their path and a couple
hundred thousand klicks away, but it offered perspective on their position.


She didn’t
expect to see movement. Rocks broke away and dust flew all across the moon’s surface.
Dark objects slowly emerged from seemingly fresh craters. The scanners offered
no identification. “Hey, does anyone else see what’s going on with the moon?”
she warned.


“Huh?” asked
Gina. The agent paged through her own screens while Emily focused on the helm. Scanners
offered blanks and unknown results on most informational fields, but dimensions
and trajectories came in quickly enough. They were generally round and rocky,
but every protrusion seemed symmetrical. Some seemed as large as a destroyer.
Others were still indeterminate. They movements were slow and steady, as if
waking up from a long slumber. “Oh, holy shit. Those are starships.”


“What?” burst Emily.


“They have
starships,” Gina repeated. “They had starships hidden in the moon all along.
And nobody ever looked.”


“The geology
has a lot of the same properties as Minos,” said Naomi. “Why would they bother
with more than surface scans and a few probes? It’s not like the moons are
going anywhere.”


“Are those
ships going anywhere?” asked Emily.


“No. No,
they’re still drifting out. Powering up, I guess,” said Gina. “I don’t think
they care much about us.”


“We hope,” Emily
grumbled. “At least the shooting from Minos stopped. We might have broken out
of their range.”


“How soon can
we jump to FTL? We only need to get past the lunar orbits, right?” Naomi asked.


The pilot
shook her head. “This is an old shuttle, not a yacht or a military ship. I
wouldn’t risk it at the lunar line. We can’t hold up to the stresses a tougher
ship can handle. We need to get far away from the gravity well around Minos
before we even try.”


“So how long?”


“I need
another hour at least. Maybe two. Then it’s gonna be at least two hours in FTL
to hit the next system. We can’t cut it any closer getting in to Qin Kai,
either.”


Naomi winced.
Even once organized, the Fleet would need about as much time to make the trip
back toward Minos. She had no clue how much of a force would even be available,
or how long it would take them to get moving.


She paged her
display back to Minos, but saw only an orb covered in dark grey clouds. “Don’t
you die on me,” she murmured.











Chapter
Twenty-Eight:

Overrun


 


“Vanstone
is gone and we haven’t heard from Precision. All officers will stay put and
defend police property. We’ll move out to defend the public when we understand
what’s going on.”


 


--Deputy
Commander Ryan Irving, Anchorside Police Communications, August 2280


 


Dylan blasted
away through the gun port as Brody brought the Vanguard around in another run.
She had to keep herself braced against the bulkhead after the internal gravity
generators took a hit on the first pass, but the transport was still flying. Some
jostling and vertigo were a small price to pay for a second crack at the
enemies on top of the Executive Tower.


Even Dylan
couldn’t maintain accuracy under these conditions. She saw sparks as her
bullets ricocheted across the rooftop below. More of those bullets hit her
targets than the blacktop, though. Another of the armored raiders flailed and
collapsed under the barrage, leaving only a handful to fight.


“Five down,
nine to go,” shouted Juntasa. She fired through the other gun port beside Dylan
to much the same effect. “Think we’ve got the hang of this.”


The Vanguard
ducked under the lip of the tower as Brody curved around. “If we keep at this,
they’re gonna get the hang of shooting back at us,” he warned.


“Stay low and
give us a second,” ordered Dylan. “We’ll do one more pass. Directly overhead
this time. Juntasa. Grenades.”


“Right.” The
sergeant flipped open a box of infantry gear in the middle of the cabin. Each
woman pulled grenades right off one of the battle harnesses.


Dylan climbed
over the storage bin to get to the starboard gun port. Juntasa stayed on other
side. “Okay Brody, last pass,” she called. “Over the top and then get us on our
way.”


The Vanguard
lifted with another reminder of how much harder people had it before artificial
gravity fields. As soon as Dylan saw the top corner of the tower below, she sent
the grenade through the gun port.


Intense light
and heat burst through the port, sending Dylan tumbling backward with a yelp.
She landed on her butt, safely but without grace. Even with her eyes shut, she
couldn’t escape the glare. The heat at her face and hands sent a jolt of terror
through her heart. 


Another jolt
hit the Vanguard, suggesting another such beam tagged the belly of the vehicle.
“Brody, drop and go!” Juntasa yelled. “She’s hurt!”


Brody was
already turning the Vanguard low and to the right before the other woman
finished her sentence. A faint pair of booms signaled the detonation of the
grenades in their wake. “We’ve lost armor in two spots. We can’t take another
hit,” warned Brody.


“Get us to the
Bunker,” ordered Dylan. The heartbeats after the flash gave her enough time to
clamp down on her fear. She couldn’t be hurt that badly. Dylan blinked hard.
Already the glare seemed less overwhelming. She hadn’t gone blind. “Am I
burned?” she asked, feeling Juntasa’s hand on her shoulder. “I can barely see.”


“No. Little
cooked, maybe,” said the sergeant. “God, that hit must’ve gone right up along
the hull at the gun port. You think we finished them?”


“Can’t worry
about it now. Brody’s right about our armor. We bought the people in the tower
some time and took the edge off that strike force. Security has to take it from
here. We’ve got more important places to be.”


“They’ve got
more aircraft out here,” said Brody. “I’m gonna try to keep low so I don’t draw
any attention. Oh, look,” he added sourly. “Internal gravity is back on.
Great.”


They could
feel the difference inside the Vanguard. Brody’s violent course now created only
a mild rocking motion for his passengers. With Juntasa’s help and a little more
blinking, Dylan made it into the front seat beside their pilot. Though her
natural night vision was shot, she didn’t need it to make out the worst of
things on the ground and in the sky.


Fires and
explosions did more to illuminate the city than street lighting or lamps in
windows. Main power had surely been knocked out in most places. Perhaps some
civilians had the sense to turn to darkness for protection rather than staying
in the light. Several of the taller buildings bore smoking craters along their
sides. The blizzard of ash had only grown stronger in the last few minutes.


Weapons fire
lit up the city along the outskirts and at points within. The fighting looked
most intense at points along the city walls, though not at the gates
themselves. Dylan saw no signs of a massed enemy force, but it wasn’t as if
they needed artillery to breach those barriers. The walls had never been meant
to keep anyone out. Aside from the bands of armored infantry, still more raiders
had dropped from those flying skiffs. The Executive Tower was only one target
out of several.


All around,
she saw people running in the streets: some with flashlights, others by what
little illumination remained from surviving streetlamps. Some carried children.
Some stumbled and fell. They ran, though no direction offered a final escape.


“Have we got
any comms yet?” Dylan asked.


“Scattered
static,” grumbled Brody. “Think we’re down to using wires and point-to-point
beams for the duration.”


Something
exploded on the north side of town near the walls, sending up a bright plume of
orange flames. Dylan saw a tank in the street with its turret facing the light.
She felt some mild satisfaction at the implications, only to lose it as
sustained red laser blasts cut into the tank from behind the flames. The tank
exploded, taking much of a nearby two-story building with it.


She knew what
delivered those lasers. She also knew most of her troops weren’t equipped to
deal with them or the enemy infantry’s body armor. Even her order to rearm what
personnel she could hadn’t been fully implemented yet.


“How far to
the Bunker?” she asked.


“Sixty
seconds. Assuming they don’t misidentify us and shoot us out of the sky.” He
put the Vanguard through another drop, bringing it close to the rooftops
outside the corporate core.


Fires lit up
the slums. Dylan spotted another of the enemy’s flying boats as it turned
toward the Vanguard. Though she didn’t know the aircraft’s intent, she opened
her mouth to warn her pilot—only to close it when a missile from the rooftops
of the slums blew the boat out of the sky. It crashed into another low building
with more flying debris than flames.


“That’s
great,” she grunted. “At least somebody’s geared up for this fight.”


“We didn’t
exactly have to prioritize anti-air weapons against local crooks,” said
Juntasa.


“We’ll see how
much longer we all live to regret that,” said Dylan.


The Bunker sat
well outside the corporate core amid the north end of the city. Though fenced
off and guarded, the broad building hardly looked like a military headquarters.
As envisioned in the early days of settlement, the Bunker served as a base of
operations outside the city. When the urban sprawl overran the Bunker’s
surroundings, Precision’s commanders decided to repurpose the building. What
was once a key facility now resembled a simple supply depot and community
office. Warehouses and workshops surrounding the Bunker provided camouflage. The
Bunker served as a headquarters that didn’t stick up into the skyline like a
giant target.


Troops with
missile launchers and plasma weapons guarded the rooftop. More personnel fanned
out into the neighborhood, expanding the defensive perimeter and keeping the
population under control. Brody landed in the small parking lot rather than
taking up a spot on the roof. The Bunker didn’t need the added marker of importance
implied by a military air vehicle up top. Ashes swirled as the Vanguard
settled.


The guards at
the front entrance seemed relieved as Dylan climbed out with her rifle in hand.
Nobody saluted or threw out any formalities beyond opening the door for her.
“Good to see you, major,” grunted one of the guards. That was it.


Dylan and
Juntasa blew through the main floor offices and the stairwell to the lower
level. Facial recognition and voice print scans made for a quick assurance of
security. Within seconds, the pair passed through the thick blast doors to the
Bunker’s command center. Screen after screen displayed city chaos and updates
in text along two banks of workstations. Larger screens and a few maps lit up one
wall. Men and women in fatigues typed furiously or spoke on headsets.


“Oh, thank
God,” grunted a man in the center of it all. Lieutenant Conroy stepped out of
the scrum with his shoulders dropping in relief. “We couldn’t track you after
you left your office. As soon as you bailed out, we lost the wires at the
tower.”


“I assume
they’re working elsewhere?” Dylan asked, gesturing to the wall.


“You’re
looking at surviving connections. We’ve culled a lot of dead or damaged
channels. Virtually all the local media has been cut, too. We figure that must
be at the source since they had one of the better cable infrastructures for
emergencies.”


“What’s the
situation in the city? We saw firefights at the wall and in several
neighborhoods on our way down here.”


Conroy
confirmed it with a grim nod. “Alpha, Delta, and Echo gates are holding on.
Bravo and Charlie lost contact, but it didn’t look good. Their air power
doesn’t seem high-performance, but with the way they snuck up on us they still
got in some serious strafing runs on the spaceport and the police stations.
They hit from above, then air-dropped their troops to press the fight. We lost
all our vehicles at the spaceport along with a couple barracks buildings. The
south depot is gone, too.”


“Shit,” Dylan
fumed. “This is a hell of an opening move.”


“Major, these
people—they look like humans, only altered,” Conroy explained. “We’ve got a few
visuals of dead ones. They’ve got golden skin and—”


“Yeah, we saw
a few. I don’t know what to make of it. They fall down when you shoot them
enough, so we’ll go with that. What else?”


“West Depot seems
to have gotten it together now, but so far they’re still fighting their way out
of the initial attack. Nothing from the East.”


“What air
power do we have left? Orbital? Ships?”


“Two
corvettes. They’re still running around to check on the other cities per your
earlier orders. Haven’t heard back yet. We’ve got a handful of aircraft
scattered around but none have checked in. Orbital still looks like it’s gone.”


“Any sign of
enemy command and control? Or analysis on where they came from?”


“Nothing on
either score. On that note, I should mention we lost track of Geisler right
when we lost touch with you. Only he didn’t say where he was going.”


“Right now,
I’d say we’re better off without him,” she grumbled.


The floor
shook under their feet, along with everything else from the workstations and
chairs to the lights overhead. Dylan reached for a chair to brace herself. Conroy
seemed to be getting used to it already. “And then there’s that,” he said.


“Let’s hope it
doesn’t get worse,” said Dylan. “We can’t fight earthquakes. Let’s focus on
what we can fight. I need a written rundown of what units have checked in. We
have to put some pressure on these guys.”


Conroy turned
to the holocom menu screen floating beside him. “I’ve got a running tally. At
least we can send and receive when we’re inside.”


“Echo Gate is
in trouble!” someone called from one of the workstations. A tech sergeant
directed the issue to the center screens on the wall. The initial action was
mostly smoke or the tail end of explosions at best. The sideways image of an
apartment entrance became clear in one, righted by computer adjustment a second
later. A Precision trooper took cover in the doorway, desperately firing his
laser rifle. His helmet was gone.


A yellow beam
cut through his stomach and the wall behind him. The black armor and shields of
his attackers were familiar by now, though Dylan hadn't seen them without the
stress of immediate personal danger until now.


Two of the
raiders pressed into the apartment building. More of their weapons fire flashed
against the windows. Someone tried to crawl through one of the front windows—a
middle-aged man, his hair gone grey early. A yellow blast through his chest cut
him down, leaving his body slumped over the windowsill. Inside the building,
the shooting continued.


“My god,
they’re going after the civilians,” Conroy breathed.


Secondary
displays popped up to show other camera feeds in the area of the gate. Bodies
lay strewn in the street, mostly in Precision Solutions fatigues or in civilian
clothes. Only two wore the armor of the attackers. A rover burned in the street.
Not far away, another apartment building burned.


“That’s Echo?”
asked Dylan. “Damn it, that’s three gates down. We need to get weapons teams
and back-up to all of them. Now. Who’s still connected nearby? Third Support?
Call them up and get them out there.”


One of the
guys at the control stations blanched. “Ma’am, Third Support is cooks and—”


“They’ve got
guns and they went through basic, didn’t they? Then they know how to fight. Get
‘em moving. We might have this entire office in the fight before it’s over.”


Dylan caught
an uneasy glance from Conroy. She knew what he was thinking. “We can’t win this
by clawing and scratching for our lives,” she agreed before he spoke. “We need
to get organized. But first we have to get our people to hit back.”


“I guess we
know for sure it’s not the insurgents,” said Conroy.


“No. I only hope
they realize who they should be shooting at.”


 


* * *


 


The rover
accelerated as the road straightened out. In the driver’s seat, Tanner forced
down his nerves about operating vehicles and other crazy little things like the
lack of headlights. The nightvision overlay on the rover’s windshield helped. What
didn’t help was a full rundown of every dent he’d put in his first starship and
every snarky comment anyone ever made about his skills, although naturally his
brain eagerly provided one.


Flakes of ash fell
steadily. Fires and beam weapons still provided the only real lights over the
city. The wall wasn’t far now. “I thought we’d run into trouble before now,” said
Tanner.


The man beside
him scowled. “We don’t need to borrow more than we’ve got,” said Chen.


“Sorry. Guess
in my experience it doesn’t matter if you predict shit or not. Once everything
goes to hell it seems like it only gets worse.”


“You don’t
need to tell me. I’ve lived on Minos for decades.”


“Why’d you
come?” asked Tanner. “You weren’t born here, right?”


“No.” Chen
frowned. “I was drowning in debt. Couldn’t get ahead on any of it. Every year
it only got harder and harder. The only way to earn more money as a teacher was
to level up my credentials or my degrees, which meant even more work and more
debt. Or I could start over, but that’s the same story. My marriage fell apart.
I couldn’t keep the financial stress out of the rest of my life.” He shook his
head. “Then Minos happened. They offered debt relief for contracts. I didn’t
have anything left, so I went for it.”


The highway
rose, offering a better view. A missile streaked across the rooftops, engulfing
an aircraft in a burst of fire. The wreckage plowed through a building without
another explosion, as if the neighborhood had swallowed the burning aircraft
whole.


“At least
somebody’s fighting back,” said Chen. “Wonder if that’s Precision or the police
or if it’s my guys.”


“When did the
insurgency start?”


“We started
with protests. They responded with violence. Didn’t matter how peaceful we
were. Whatever we did to push for better conditions, they always found
something unacceptable about it. Some way to claim we were threatening. After a
while, they didn’t even look for excuses.


“People
started fighting back. I tried to stay out of that at first, but…” He shook his
head. “I joined the insurgency six years ago. Too many funerals. Too many of my
students. None of them should’ve grown up like this in the first place. It was
a mistake to ever sign up for a deal like this even if I wasn’t going to have
kids of my own. But here I am, so…” Chen sighed, looking at the battle zone ahead.
“Here I am.”


Silence
followed. Tanner didn’t know what to say.


“Y’know,
almost all of my debt was educational debt,” added Chen. “Or something else
built onto it. NorthStar schools, mostly. NorthStar lenders.”


Tanner let out
a breath. “Yeah.”


“Hell of a
thing.”


“Did you have
a wife or a husband?” Tanner asked.


“Huh? Oh,
before? Wife.”


“You ever find
anyone else after her?”


“Oh yeah, man.
I’ve got a girlfriend in the city. That marriage was forty years ago. You gotta
move on.”


Tanner
grinned. “Good to hear.”


“What makes
you ask?”


“Long distance
relationship. I keep wondering when she’ll get sick of all the drawbacks. Seems
like there’s always something.”


“Shit, if
she’ll put up with you and your crazy life, you’d better stick with her.”


The thunder of
combat grew ever louder. The rover rolled down from a final rise in the road.
They were close enough now to see the walls. A tank burned at the checkpoint.
More firelight glowed on the other side of the gate.


“You sure
about the plan?” Tanner asked.


“I need to coordinate
my people. Precision won’t take care of ordinary folks. They’ll focus on
shooting back, not civil defense. We have to watch out for everyone else. Why,
you having second thoughts?”


“Nah. Nah,
only thinking about the opportunities.” Tanner fell short of masking the
tension in his voice. The gate was coming up fast. “You don’t want a big
come-together moment with your arch enemy to fight against an overwhelming
common threat?”


“I don’t see
how fighting for her own survival would make up for the shit she’s pulled and
the lives she’s destroyed. Or how I’d forget all that.”


Tanner shook
his head. “It’s fine. Figured I should ask. Honestly, those ‘work with your
enemy’ moments are never as fulfilling as the movies make out. You still wanna
punch ‘em and they still have it coming.”


 


* * *


 


The last
defenders of Checkpoint Echo fought a slow retreat, pushed back less by the
loss of personnel than the loss of cover. The enemy’s beam weapons were bad
enough, but nothing short of full-coverage carapace body armor protected
against fire. Corporal Jay Bouch could stand up to a lot of things. He was a
big guy and unafraid of being hurt. Burning to death wouldn’t do him or his
buddies any good.


“Keep moving
back,” he called over the din of weapons fire and shouts. “Leapfrog back. We
need better cover.” Jay leaned around the corner of a small home and hurled his
last grenade at the stone men walking through the middle of the street. They
didn’t seem harmed by lasers at all. Grenades at least knocked them down.


It landed at
the stone man’s feet in the middle of the road. The thing seemed to understand
the danger, springing forward on those half-backward legs, but Jay had to worry
about the grenade first. He ducked around the corner. The baffles in his helmet
cut down the worst of the noise as it detonated.


As soon as the
wave of sound and heat passed, Jay whirled around the corner again to shoot.
Smoke and haze from his grenade and the fires all around made it tough see. His
hearing worked fine, though. Through the smashed-out window right beside him,
he heard a crying kid and a mother trying to shush her.


He didn’t want
to let that distract him. Civilians were in danger, and that sucked, but he had
to hold the checkpoint as best he could. It didn’t do anyone else any good if
he abandoned that. Half the neighborhood was already in flames.


Everything
ground to a halt with that thought: half the neighborhood was already in
flames.


“Mommy, what’s
happening?” the kid whimpered.


“Stay down,
honey. Stay down.”


“Shit,” he
hissed. Jay leaned into the window. He saw a shattered bedroom in darkness,
with debris strewn across the floor and the bed. “Hey lady, we need to go,” Jay
urged. “It’s clear for this second but we gotta go now. Through the window.
I’ll help. C’mon.”


A head popped
up from behind the other side of the bed: dark hair, dark features, an
entirely, reasonably terrified expression. Jay tugged at her with one empty
hand while the other still held his rifle.


She didn’t
hesitate. The woman launched herself up out of hiding with a girl in her arms. She
couldn’t be more than five or six. Jay took the kid and pulled away from the
window to give the mother space to move. Broken glass and splintered framing
didn’t stop her for a second. She was barefoot and wearing little more than a
t-shirt and underwear and she didn’t care at all. “Go, go,” she said.


Jay turned
with the girl in one arm, clinging around his neck. In the street, the stone
man rose up onto its hands and elbows. Its legs still seemed to work, too. Beyond
it, Jay saw more of those armored raiders with their shields through the haze.
“Aw fuck. Run!” Jay snapped, tilting his head around the corner.


He didn’t look
back until he was halfway down the block, and only to make sure the mother was
keeping up. She was right behind him, but so was the stone man. It stopped near
the intersection, framed by the now-abandoned home and the building next door.
The red mark in its face brightened rapidly. Jay already knew what that meant.


Streams of
white light flashed behind the stone man, harmless and ordinary but brightening
up the intersection. In the background, Jay heard something thump hard around
the corner. None of it stopped the stone man as it powered up for a shot Jay
couldn’t avoid.


Then a rover
practically flew through the intersection to smash straight into the stone man,
ramming it into the building on the other side of the lane. The crash left the stone
man pinned between concrete and mangled front bumper.


Inside the
rover, the driver leaned forward with a Diamondback and fired straight through
the broken windshield on full auto. Jay watched in shock as the front door flew
open and the driver rolled out sporting some university t-shirt to hurl a
grenade down the street. The guy turned around again to check on the stone man,
but it no longer moved.


He wasn’t
alone. Another man climbed out of the rover, looking a little older and of
Asian descent where the driver looked more Caucasian or Latino and deeply
tanned.


“You’re good?”
asked the driver.


“Yeah, I’ve
got this,” said the other man. He reached out to the shaken mother at Jay’s
side. “Listen, I can get you someplace safer if you’ll follow me, okay?”


The driver
looked Jay up and down. He seemed familiar somehow. “Haven’t I seen you on the
news?” Jay asked.


“Maybe.” The
guy shrugged. “Listen, a lot of that was hype. Forget it. How do you feel about
saving everyone on the planet?”











Chapter
Twenty-Nine:

Convergence


 


“All
vessels are to assume general quarters before coming out of FTL. Ground units
must be ready to deploy upon reaching orbital range to Minos.”


 


--Union
Fleet Task Force Communications, August 2280


 


“Armory Two at
the camp is still intact. They’re issuing weapons now. Our guys here are
passing out stock, too,” announced a control room specialist.


“Looks like
they’ve got the armory at the spaceport opened up,” reported another. “They had
to tear the doors down but they’re in. Not much but they’ve got some options.”


“Good,” said
Dylan. She leaned on one of the control desks, her eyes fixed primarily on the
status map of the city. Areas under friendly control slowly shrank. Reports of
fires and collapsed buildings streamed along in text on one side of the wall
display.


“If they’re
trying to wipe us out, why haven’t they used heavier weapons? Why haven’t they
gone for mass destruction?” she thought out loud. “They coordinated this with
earthquakes and a volcanic eruption, for Christ’s sake. If they can do that, why
not let the planet do the job?”


“Yeah, I
wondered that, too,” said a voice from the entrance. “Figure they’re doing it
this way because they’re pissed.”


Dylan wondered
who’d shown up to speak out of turn. Curiosity vanished as she saw him, leaving
her with only annoyance. “I had completely forgotten about you, Malone. Can’t
say I needed a reminder now, either. Who let him in here?”


The corporal
at Malone’s side looked up with an apology in his eyes. “Major, he’s got some
important shit to tell you.”


“Who are you?
Corporal Bouch? Where are you supposed to be?”


“I’m what’s
left of Checkpoint Echo, ma’am.”


“Shit,” Dylan
grunted. “Go find the armory and get resupplied. Find a squad to hook up with.
I need grunts out there. Somebody find a room for Malone and lock him inside.”


“They’re
saving the bigger guns for a bigger fight,” said Malone. The door guard
hesitated before grabbing him. “I’m not sure exactly how many more big guns
they’ve got, but this isn’t all they have. Their timeline got screwed up and
now they need to move. This isn’t their original plan. It’s desperation and
rage, which means we’ve got a chance.”


Dylan’s
annoyance only grew. “What do you know?”


“I know who
they are, what they want, where they’re coming from, and where to find their
leader. Also a little about how to fight them, but I’m guessing from the guns
outside you guys figured out that part.”


“Yes,” came
Dylan’s frigid reply. “Where’s your class? And my squad I sent to watch you?”


“Your guys are
dead. These assholes took them out. My class went for help.”


Dylan glared,
but gestured for him to come over. “Talk fast. I’m gonna punch you every time I
feel like you’re being sarcastic or smug.”


Then it was
Malone’s turn to sigh. “Fuck.”


 


* * *


 


Nail-biting
stress threatened to become normal. With that near-normalcy came a certain
degree of calm. The shuttle tore across space at top acceleration, its pilot
constantly vigilant over the readings from her engineering panel for any sign
of malfunction or danger. Yet before long, the loud hum of the engines seemed
to become normal for everyone else. Nothing new appeared on scanners to
threaten or intercept them.


“No way are
they changing their minds about us now,” grunted Emily. “Not when they’re so
deep into the planet’s gravity well and spreading out. Either they somehow
didn’t see us or they don’t care.”


“We shouldn’t
assume anything about their tech until we’ve seen it,” said Naomi. “For all we
know those things can jump to FTL from the surface.” She sat behind Emily and
Gina, watching the scanners as intently as the other women. The Minoan vessels
slowly spread out around the planet. In the past few minutes, every channel
from Minos had gone from broken and static-filled transmissions to silence.


“Nothing jumps
to FTL that close to a planet,” said Emily.


“It’s alien
tech. We don’t know what it can do. We can’t even be sure it works on the same
principles as ours.”


“Fair enough,”
the pilot conceded.


“Feels like
it’s safe to guess those are warships and they’re armed. Think they’ll bombard
the cities? Or the smaller outposts?” asked Gina.


“It doesn’t
look like they’re doing that so far,” said Emily.


“They were
pretty clear about wanting to wipe everything off the map,” said Gina.


“Maybe they
didn’t mean exactly that,” said Naomi. “Remember, they were angry about their
memories being stolen. They wanted to recover whatever they could. And maybe
they stand to gain by looting or salvaging. Maybe some of our stuff is better
than theirs. Who knows?”


“I know the
longer those ships sit there doing nothing, the better I feel,” said Emily. “On
that note, this is all still crazy, but the indicator light says the bathroom
is open and I should check on my family. Ready to watch this?” she asked Gina.


“We’re good,”
Gina replied. “I suppose if any more ships jump out at us while you’re out
there’s not much we can do about it anyway, right?”


“We can try,
but I hear you.”


“Go ahead.”
Gina flashed a weary smile at Emily as the pilot stepped out. Her eyes flicked
up to Naomi when the other woman sank into Emily’s seat. “Hey.”


“Hey,” said Naomi.


“How are you
holding up?”


“I’m not sure
how to answer that. Maybe if I don’t think about it I won’t scream or cry or
curl up in a ball in the corner,” Naomi muttered.


“Then you’re
holding up fine.”


“So you’re a
spy?”


Gina sighed.
“I knew that was coming. Yes, I am. More or less.”


“What does
‘more or less’ mean?”


“It means most
people have a different definition for that word than I do. Or people like me.”
She shook her head. “Professional trivia. You’re not gonna care. And I don’t want
to get into repeating or clarifying. I can’t—in fact, there are a whole lot of
things I can’t get into. Sorry.”


“Should I keep
calling you Gina? Or something else?”


“I’m really a
Gina. Most of what you know about me is true. I didn’t go straight into this
job out of high school. Not that my agency ever takes in anyone that young. So
I have a little more of a personal history out there than most. My bosses
figured it was better to go with that than to try to cover it up. Granted, most
of my life is the sort of stuff you’d want to keep private, anyway, but that
only enhanced my credibility.”


“Were you here
to watch Tanner, or were you watching the expedition?”


“Initially, it
was all Tanner. Right up until I knew we were looking at a whole new alien
race. That seemed a little more important, but I couldn’t get a report out.”


“Why?” asked Naomi.


“Why what? Why
Tanner? You know his story, right?”


“Doesn’t
everybody?”


“No. Not
really. You could probably count the number of people who know it all on your
fingers. That’s one reason my bosses wanted somebody keeping an eye on him.”


“Then why let
him go free at all?” asked Naomi.


“Because
things were complicated enough when the Debtor’s War ended. Letting him go made
for fewer complications. Everybody who cared had bigger fish to fry.” Gina
shrugged. “And because a few of the right people figured they owed it to him.”


Naomi
considered Gina’s words. “You mean everybody already got what they wanted out
of him,” she said.


“Oh, there’s
plenty of self-interest mixed up in all this. But the craziest thing I’ve
learned as a spy is sometimes even the most powerful people want to do the
right thing.” Gina smiled. “And yes, I know how that sounds. Nobody’s more
surprised than me.


“I’ll say this
much: Tanner isn’t dumb, but I don’t think he knew how well he played his hand.
Not until it all shook out in the end. Maybe not even then. But here we are.”


Naomi looked
to the display screens. Nothing had changed. Minos sat in silence, with much of
its land masses covered in dark clouds and alien starships looming in orbit.
“Do you think he can pull this off?”


“Can? Yes.
Will? Maybe. I don’t know. We can’t do anything about it now. All this is
bigger than any of us. Bigger than him, too.”


The shuttle
flew on. Neither of them spoke. Though the engines ran at maximum and the
numbers on the screens climbed, the sheer scale of outer space made even this
headlong charge feel like a crawl.


“Gina.”


“Yeah?”


“You were
undercover as a student.”


“Yeah.”


“Lots of spy
tools at your disposal? Software? Support?”


“I can’t
really talk about that. Why?”


Naomi’s eyes
slid sideways to look at her. “Did you actually do all of your own work on my
assignments?”


 


* * *


 


“I’m sorry, Brent.
I couldn’t tell you anything.” Alicia stopped cold in her tracks to get it out.
Marines from First Platoon hustled past carrying weapons and gear across the
hangar bay. She needed to keep up, but this was more important—even if it got
her reamed.


Brent had
plenty of his own tasks to handle, too. He blinked in surprise at Alicia’s
apology, glancing left and right like they always did to make sure they weren’t
drawing attention. “Okay,” he said. “Um. Now?”


“Now I don’t
even have time to start,” she grumbled.


Hurried people
with urgent tasks swarmed the hangar bay. With the ship already in FTL, vac
suits and combat gear had replaced all the dress uniforms. The corvette St.
Catherine sat in the middle of the bay for load-up and launch, with Beowulf’s
shuttles waiting to slide into their own spots. Marines rushed to load them up.
Half the deck crew pitched in, if only to get the jarheads out of their way so
they could finish readying for launch and setting the hangar to battle
stations.


Alicia would
be on one shuttle with First Platoon. Brent would be on another with Second.
She didn’t want to lose her chance.


“I still don’t
know what I can say. Admiral Branch looked at me and muttered something about
cats and bags and walked off with those Fleet people. And Ambassador Young just
nodded and flashed his fingers like this.” She held up her index and middle
fingers in a V. “What does that even mean?”


“I dunno. I
don’t speak ambassador,” said Brent.


She looked to
her shuttle. The lieutenant hadn’t seen her yet, but it was only a matter of
time. “I’ve been carrying this around forever. And I hated not telling you.”


Brent made a
face. “Okay. You had a bunch of ‘training missions’ you couldn’t talk about. It
turns out I’m a marine, too. I knew what that meant. Did you have an affair
with an alien?”


“What? No!”


“Then what do
I care if you couldn’t tell me some state secret bullshit?”


Her jaw
dropped. She waved to the middle of the hangar bay, now lacking any alien
visitors. “That was kind of a big deal, Brent. Did you see anyone else get
called out by a giant space birdman with—wait, are you fucking with me?”


“Little bit,
yeah.”


“God damn it,”
she sighed. “I’ve been carrying this around for years.”


“Probably not
supposed to tell me details like that,” he said.


Alicia
frowned. His lack of anger or suspicion sank in with relief, but then he had to
layer that relief with annoyance. “Go babysit your morons in Second,” she
grumbled, already back in motion.


“Love you,” he
said as they passed.


“Love you,
too.”


She was nearly
at Shuttle One before Lieutenant Torres appeared. He stopped halfway down the gangway,
slipping around the line of deck hands and marines passing boxes of power cells
for their weapons. “Miss Wong, are you all set?” he asked.


“Good to go.
How can I help? Need another hand in the line here?”


“Stow your
gear at your seat and then check for comms traffic. Make sure nobody sent any new
orders in the last few minutes. Then see if the squad leaders have done a
combat load check on all their guys. Two of them are new at this.”


“Yes—er,
right,” Alicia corrected. She wasn’t supposed to call him “sir” anymore. One
more thing to remember.


Nobody sat in
the rows of chairs running the length of the shuttle’s interior. Everyone had a
job to do. Alicia squeezed past a couple of marines at the aft end of the
shuttle to get to her chair. She racked her laser rifle in its harness and set
her backpack in the rig behind the chair.


In most of her
combat deployments, Alicia hadn’t carried a backpack at all. Almost none of her
engagements during the war involved concern about resupply. Her experience
tended toward raids and defensive actions. The Archangel Navy almost never
tried to take and hold ground outside its own territory. Nobody knew what to
expect this time.


She supposed
that might explain the extra stacks of power cells for everyone’s laser weapons
near her chair. A familiar crewman worked to secure the cases against the
bulkhead. He wore a little more in the way of personal gear of his own than
when she’d first met him, including a combat jacket and leg protection. “Hey
there, Mendez,” she said. “You coming with us?”


“No way. No,
ma’am,” he said, correcting himself once he’d glanced back at her. “I’m on
shuttle training all week. Bo’sun Chambers says it’s still this week, so here I
am. I’m not on the shuttle crew, though.”


“Don’t worry,”
said Alicia. “Once things get crazy I’m sure you’ll find something to do.”


“You think
it’ll get crazy?”


“I hope not.
But we haven’t heard anything different from the old man.”


 


* * *


 


“We’ve been
using the flag bridge mostly as a training room since this patrol began,” said
Admiral Branch. “It’s not identical to the command bridge, but it’s got all the
same stations. Seemed silly to let it go to waste.”


He guided
Khatri and her command staff through the passageways at a brisk walk, satisfied
now that everyone was fitted out with borrowed vac suits. Everyone had a helmet
ready to go. The Fleet visitors hardly looked any different now from Beowulf’s
crew.


“Will it take
any time to convert back to full operation?” asked Khatri.


“We’re already
on that, ma’am,” said Commander Hernandez. She walked one step behind the two
admirals. “Most of it is done. The outgoing watch section is on hand to get
your staff oriented to systems.”


“They’ll stick
around in case things go to hell, too,” added Branch. “The back-up systems
aren’t only for training.”


“Of course.
Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” said Khatri.


“Yeah, I’d
rather not go through that shit again,” Branch muttered.


Unlike other
operational spaces in the ship, the flag bridge presented a setting of measured
serenity. Heads turned at the call of “Admiral on the bridge,” but only a
handful of personnel stood. Most stayed at their positions. At a word from
Khatri, her staff fanned out to the astrogation and communications centers.
Branch escorted her over to her chair, promptly vacated by another Archangel
officer.


“Admiral
Khatri, Chaplain Corleissen,” said Branch.


“Pleasure to
meet you, ma’am,” said Corleissen with a warm smile. “I’m not sure of the
etiquette for passing a training post to a functioning command, but the bridge
is yours.”


“Thank you.” Khatri
raised one eyebrow. “I’m not used to seeing a chaplain in the chair. Aren’t you
a designated non-combatant?”


“A
non-combatant can still steer a ship out of danger, ma’am. If the enemy won’t
let me do that we’ll have an unpleasant conversation about it.”


Branch
grinned. “We like to keep a deep bench on this team. Chaplain, you’re
relieved.”


“Thank you,
sir. Ma’am.” The chaplain stepped away.


“Aw, hell,”
Branch remembered. “Shit. Hold on, I’m gonna need somethin’ to say.”


Admiral Khatri
looked up from perusing the chair’s controls. “Excuse me?”


“We’re zoomin’
off toward some crisis. Probably combat. Everybody’s getting ready. I’m
supposed to say something encouraging to the crew. It’s a ‘best practices’
thing.”


“The Naval
College of Archangel handed this down a few months ago,” Commander Hernandez
added helpfully.


Branch jerked
his thumb at his ops boss. “Yeah, what she said. Anyway, you got anything
good?” he asked the chaplain.


“’Greater
love hath no man,’ maybe?” Corleissen suggested.


“Yeah, that’s
good. Always a chunk of the crew that loves Bible stuff.”


Khatri looked
to Hernandez. “Bible stuff?” she asked under her breath.


“Catholicism
is really more of a cultural heritage than a societal practice, ma’am,” the ops
boss explained quietly. “Plenty of us go to church, but religious zeal is
mostly a stereotype.”


Branch keyed
the mic on the chair, then flicked it off with a frown. “Isn’t that kinda
grim?” he asked the chaplain.


“It’s
inspirational. It offers resolve.”


“That’s fair.”
Branch took a breath to consider his words. He flicked the mic on.


“All hands,
this is the captain. By now you all know where we’re headed. This isn’t a
drill. We’re on our way to aid a Union planet under attack by an unknown alien
force. We don’t know how ugly this could get. What matters is our obligation to
our brothers and sisters, whatever planet they’re on. A lot of bad press out
there has people doubting our loyalties. We’ll put that to rest today. The
Bible tells us, ‘Greater love hath no man or something.’ So let’s do it.
Captain out.” He flicked off the mic.


Chaplain
Corleissen sighed. “God damn it, Todd.”


“Oh, whatever.
Everyone who cares can fill in the rest. I’ve got battle prep shit to do.”


Hernandez
glanced to the visiting admiral with her lips pressed tightly together. “The
Navy also has a strong tradition of interstellar blasphemy, ma’am.”


“And loose
standards of military etiquette, I see,” said Khatri.


“Might have
somethin’ to do with how the head of the Navy treats the chain of command like
a game of hopscotch,” Branch muttered back. “People can complain about that the
day she stops winning wars, y’know? Anyway, we better figure out how to win
this one.” 


 


* * *


 


“I don’t
recall appointing you to my command staff, Malone.” Dylan turned her scowl back
to the wall screens. “You’re not part of my intelligence section, either.
You’re an informant. Not a very good one, either, if you sent all that material
off-planet rather than bringing it in.”


“I’m sorry,
did you already have a list of recommendations from your command staff and your
intelligence section?” Tanner looked around the room. Faces lit up by display
screens stared at chaos and mounting losses. Some spoke urgently to troops
under fire. Others tried in vain to reach disconnected units. “Do you have a meeting
scheduled?”


“You’ve given
us a target. That’s all we need. I still have air units, including two
corvettes. We can end this from orbit.”


“The Noonies
and the Kroks couldn’t,” said Tanner. “Even if that door is wide open, the cave
is too deep and too winding for a missile blast to make it all the way through.
Not unless those corvettes are packing nukes. You got any of those?”


She didn’t
answer. He wasn’t surprised. Only the Fleet and a few of the more ridiculous
system militias had such weapons. They weren’t worth the trouble, even for ship
combat.


“If you drop a
corvette strike on that canyon it’s only going to tell the bad guys you know
where they came from. They’ll work harder to finish this fast. And you’ve got
all your guys up and fighting already, right?” Tanner stepped closer, looking
at Dylan rather than the screens. “This hasn’t even been going on that long and
look where we are.”


“My people are
in it now. They’re fighting back,” said Dylan.


“How long
until help gets here? If that shuttle gets to Qin Kai and if the Fleet
is ready to go, how long until they show up? Four hours at the earliest? Five?”


He thought
she’d come back at him with another insult. Or ignore him, or have him thrown
out. Instead, her eyes narrowed. “Depends how soon that shuttle can jump to
FTL,” she said. “And how far into the system they go before dropping out again.
Five is too generous. More like six if we’re lucky. And we don’t know how much
they’ll send.”


Tanner pointed
to the digital map of the city on the wall screen. Checkpoints flashed in red.
Icons identified fires and blackouts. “Six hours of this.”


“I get your
point,” Dylan grunted. “It’s still a gamble with forces I don’t have to lose.”


“I can do it
with one squad if they’re good.”


“You? What
makes you think you’d be going?”


“I’m the only
one who knows his way around.”


“No, you
don’t. You only saw a limited part of the base. You said so yourself.”


“It’s more
than any of your guys have seen. I know the target. You’re short on guys and
I’m qualified.”


Dylan crossed
her arms over her chest. “Every gun I send out is a gun I don’t have to defend
the city,” she said. “This is already taking all we’ve got.”


Rather than
press further, Tanner waited. Her tone had shifted. The reflexive objections
were gone. She was thinking. He’d been there once or twice.


“Major, we’ve
got the Rapier passing over us now,” announced a voice. “Point-to-point
laser signals connected… oh my god.”


The wall
screens blinked first with a visual of a corvette passing under the clouds.
Another screen split off to carry the corvette’s communications. The ship’s
crew didn’t bother with face-to-face video. They had more important images to
share.


The city sat
near a coastline, gone dark from one end to another but for the orange and red
glow that flooded its streets. Lava spewed into the air from cracks all
throughout the urban landscape. Tall buildings buckled and collapsed into the
flood, some quickly, others with a slow but unavoidable death. Even those few
buildings to remain upright still burned with fires rushing through their
interiors.


“Base, this is
Rapier. We flew over Southpoint. It’s gone. Can you see this? Please
confirm!”


“How is that
possible?” Dylan breathed.


“What’s…how
many people…?” Tanner asked.


“Seven hundred
thousand. My god.” Dylan blinked away her shock. “Give me audio. Rapier,
base. We confirm.”


The ship’s
crewman was already speaking. “…more trouble incoming. We’ve got at least ten
starships overhead now. Identity unknown. Destroyer and cruiser-sized. We can
barely touch them with an active scan, but they aren’t human.”


“The Minoans
had ships of their own,” said Tanner. “Maybe they’ve had these in hiding?”


“Damn it, if
they’ve got guns on us from orbit we are completely fucked,” Dylan seethed.
“Why haven’t they hit the corvettes yet?”


“Unidentified
aircraft,” called out another specialist. She stood from her seat, looking back
to Dylan and Conroy to make sure she’d be noticed. “We’ve got unidentified
aircraft coming out of the mountains to the northwest. Tracking is spotty but
confirmed. At least a dozen.”


“Are they
headed here?” Conroy interrupted, walking over to her.


“No. They’re
headed up.”


Spotty, grainy
composite images appeared on a new inset screen in the wall. Though the vessels
shared a similar aesthetic with the boat-shaped aircraft already seen in
action, these were fully enclosed. Within seconds, the vessels disappeared into
clouds filled with ash, but estimated trajectories outlined the spread of their
paths.


“Those aren’t
carrying troops,” said Dylan. “They’re carrying crew. Rapier! Rapier,
this is base. Those ships may be unmanned. We see crew transports heading for
them. Engage and destroy as—”


A wide yellow ray
of light cut through the corvette. The screen carrying Rapier’s laser
communications link went blank. Audio from the ship died with the same speed,
ending with a sharp rush of static descending into silence.


Tanner looked
away. He clenched his fists, forcing himself to keep his eyes open and pointed
at the computer consoles and the people all around. Nobody here wore a vac
suit. Nothing bore any symbol of Archangel.


He didn’t feel
the lurch of deck plates under his feet. Didn’t think of how cold space could
be or catch himself gasping for air that wasn’t there. Didn’t shake. Didn’t see
Morales or any of the rest when he blinked.


He kept his
eyes open rather than take chances. Not until this moment passed and he could
latch onto the next.


“Was that
ground fire or something from orbit?” came Dylan’s cold voice.


“Ground fire,
major,” said another specialist. “We’ve got a rough position.”


“Then it’s not
from those ships. Yet.” Dylan turned to Tanner. “One squad?”


“And a ride
out there, yes,” said Tanner. “The faster the better.”


“You might be
a guide, but I’m not putting you in charge. Are you going to follow orders and
work with my people?”


“I want to get
out of this alive with everyone else, don’t I?”


“Yes or no.”


“Yeah.”


Dylan turned
to her lieutenant. “Ellis, I need a squad from Bunker security with full combat
load. Get them out in the lobby and ready to load up on the Vanguard in three
minutes. Juntasa, let’s get Malone his weapon back and find him some more
ammo.”


The woman with
the sergeant’s stripes and the sniper rifle disappeared through the command
center’s exit. Conroy passed along Dylan’s other order with a nod to a
specialist. “Fighting in the city is picking up,” he noted as he turned back.


“The
insurgents should be pitching in if they weren’t already,” said Tanner.
“They’ll focus on defending civilians. That’s the deal.”


“Let’s hope so,”
said Dylan. “Ellis, send word out to treat the insurgents as friendly for the
duration. Put everything we’ve got into holding our ground. If our other
corvette turns up, get them low to the ground and put them on close air support.”


“You’ve got
it,” said Conroy.


“We’re likely
to lose communications as soon as we take off. Don’t wait on me for any
judgment calls. And if Geisler turns up, hog tie him and lock him in a closet.”
With that, Dylan turned to leave.


Tanner walked
beside her, his eyebrows raised with surprise. “You’re coming with?”


“Like you
said, I’m short on qualified people. Conroy can run a holding action as well as
I can. I’m not sending anyone out on a mission I wouldn’t take myself. Even if
it’s suicide.”


“Huh.”


Her eyes slid
sideways to look at him. “What? Didn’t you come here looking for soldiers?”


“I figured
this would be as close as I could get,” said Tanner.











Chapter Thirty:

Crashing the Party


 


“Until
recent years, Union treaties have been generally successful in preventing an
arms race. Metrics have naturally been open to criticism, particularly
regarding warships for large corporate fleets. Yet the basic principles stood
for decades until the Debtor’s War. Ironically, the loss of warships has
incentivized a buildup. Experts hope the easing of tensions will reduce that
demand, barring another major crisis.”


 


--The Solar
Herald, August 2280


 


“Five minutes
to jump.”


“Y’know,
watching a timer tick down only makes it move slower,” said the pilot.


“Not this
time. I feel like it goes faster and faster the closer we get to rolling the
dice with all our lives,” grumbled Gina.


Naomi sat
behind Emily’s chair, uncertain where she fell on this divide. The risks were
all too real. At this point, she wanted to get it over with. She’d already had
enough of the loud hum of the engines and the red-lining of so many indicators
on the control panel.


If nothing
else, she figured chatter might fill the time. “How do you know when to go?”


“You mean when
the ship is ready? We’ve got the FTL all revved up now,” said Emily.


“No, I mean
what’s the line between jumping and not jumping?”


“With a risk
like this, it’s mostly a judgment call,” said Gina. “Some systems mandate you
have to go all the way out past the farthest planetary orbit before jumping in
or out, but that’s becoming less and less common. Some of that is more about
monitoring traffic than a safety measure. A lot of the risk comes down to your
ship. Some are built for more stress than others.”


“We’re looking
at an arbitrary line,” agreed Emily. “Every second adds a few hundredths of a
percent to our odds of survival. We can wait four more minutes and have a
marginally better chance or go right now and have only a marginally worse.”


“So it’s still
a gamble either way, right?” asked Naomi. “Either we jump or we don’t?”


“Yeah,” said Emily.


Gina bit her
lip. “Which means we could go right now.”


Emily looked
to Gina, then around her seat to Naomi. “It’s a risk no matter what.”


“Yeah,” said Naomi.


“The class
knows,” said Gina. “We didn’t get into a long talk about it, but they know.”


“I can tell
you what my family would say,” said Emily.


Nobody spoke.
Questioning looks turned to nods. The pilot turned back to her seat and hit the
interior warning. Soft yellow lights flashed, though nobody needed to take
action for it. Seat belts or vac helmets wouldn’t do any good if the jump tore
the ship apart. “FTL drive is good,” said Emily. “Course is set and clear.
We’re good to go.”


Naomi sank
back into her chair. Her eyes drifted to a sensor screen, where Minos lay
surrounded by dark and unfriendly starships far behind the shuttle… with a
sudden rush of new arrivals between them.


“Stop! Stop oh
shit stopstopstop!” Naomi blurted.


“What?”
snapped the pilot.


“Look back.
Look back on our course!”


“Holy shit,
those are Union ships—and Archangel’s?” said Gina.


“Turn around!”
Naomi urged.


“Yeah, I’m on
it. You can’t turn on a dime at this speed,” said Emily. Screens and indicators
on the control panel provided plenty of details. Artificial gravity worked as
hard as any other system. The shuttle’s occupants felt little change as the
shuttle pulled away from its original course. At this pace, the shuttle covered
significant distance with every degree of correction. “Gina, can you signal?”


“Figuring that
out now,” said Gina. She had the communications suite up on her panel as a
holographic overlay. “Damn, that’s a big spread of ships. Look at this.
Archangel, Quilombo, Lai Wa… Christ, they’ve even got a couple of NorthStar
ships. Is Beowulf in the lead? I don’t see anything bigger.”


“Does it
matter?” asked Naomi.


“Only for who
to signal. There’s more to the protocol than that, but I can’t remember and right
now I don’t care.”


“They’re
headed for Minos and moving fast,” noted Emily. “This image is a couple minutes
old. Our signal is gonna take time to catch up to them, too.”


“How did they
even know what was going on?” Naomi wondered. “It’s only been a couple of hours
since this started. Even if somebody sent out a drone in the first minute, it wouldn’t
have gotten through to Qin Kai by now, would it?”


“Don’t know
and don’t care at the moment,” said Gina. “I’ll take any miracle we can get.
Let’s hope we can reach them before they engage with all the wrong weapons.”


 


* * *


 


“First
Platoon, this is your co-pilot. We are out of FTL and inbound for Minos, ETA
nineteen minutes to drop window. Task force looks good. Bridge reports
unidentified spacecraft in orbital range around the planet. I’ll let you know
more as soon as it’s confirmed.”


Groans and murmurs
swept through the passenger cabin exactly as Alicia knew to expect. No drop had
been any different for her, only now she sat up with the leadership. Her chair
put her back to the forward bulkhead, with the cockpit on the other side. Now
that she was in someone else’s shoes, she felt the strangest urge to handle it
the exact same way—even if she’d thought it pointless and stupid before now.


Don’t tell
them to quiet down. Don’t tell them to shut up, Alicia argued internally. There’s
no point. They have nothing better to do. Let ‘em blow it off.


“Miss Wong.”
Lieutenant Torres leaned over to speak quietly. “Channel six is unlocked on
your comms suite if you want to listen in on coordination.”


Alicia kept
her jaw from falling open with an act of will. Holy shit, I get to hear this
now? Sure enough, at the tap of a couple of buttons on the holocom at her
wrist, her earpiece delivered new voices and new info. She immediately
preferred the limited info of formation chatter to being in the dark without
any clue at all.


“Continue
deceleration,” came a steady voice. “Fleet cruiser Java and escorts will
make up starboard formation. Lai Wa cruiser Tianmen and escorts to
port.”


“I’m sayin’
two of those Lai Was ships were in the invasion,” said a marine near Alicia.


“So? How’s it
matter now? War’s over and Lai Wa hardly fired a shot anyway,” said another.


“Hardly my
ass. It matters.”


“Weapons range
in twenty-nine—”


“—four times
as many ships—”


“—but what if
it’s a trap?”


“Your mom’s a
trap.”


“Oh my god shut
up,” Alicia growled.


The row in
front of her fell silent.


“Wondered when
you’d do that,” said Torres.


“Starboard
passenger hatch opening,” announced a voice from inside the shuttle. A bo’sun
stood near the hatch as it opened, offering a hand to another marine in combat
gear. He promptly set to sealing the hatch again once the woman was on board.
Alicia found herself surprised at the addition. First Platoon was all accounted
for. The newcomer’s identity left her even more surprised.


“Lieutenant
Torres,” said Gunny Janeka. “I’ve been reassigned from the command platoon to
yours for the mission. Where should I strap in?”


“Up here is
fine,” said Torres. He gestured to one of the few unclaimed collapsible chairs
mounted against the bulkhead. “Miss Wong can get you tied in on the platoon
net.”


Opportunity
put the gunny next to Alicia. The younger woman held Janeka’s rifle as she set
up the crash chair and strapped in. “I figured Major Jimenez would want you
close,” said Alicia. “What changed?”


“Someone
realized the Archangel Navy’s celebrity diplomat probably shouldn’t go into
combat without someone watching her back.”


“Celeb—? Oh
god.” Alicia bumped her helmeted skull against the crash seat. “I’m gonna have
to live with that now, aren’t I?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Ugh. Gotta
twist that knife, too, huh?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“You’re really
only here to watch me? You don’t have bigger responsibilities at your rank?”


“Considering
no one has ever seen the Nyuyinaro distinguish one human from another until
you?” Janeka asked with her usual undertone of disapproval. “When you are the
only person they have ever asked to see? No. I do not have bigger
responsibilities. Command platoon will get along fine without me. To be honest,
I’m surprised they’re letting you go at all.”


Alicia
frowned. “I didn’t even think about that.”


“Not many
people did, apparently.”


“Who sent you
to keep an eye on me?”


The gunny
looked at her without answering. She reclaimed her laser rifle and stowed it in
the rack by her chair.  “Shouldn’t you be monitoring fleet comms traffic, Miss
Wong?”


 


* * *


 


“Formation is
set,” announced a voice from the operations center. “All units in place. Course
and speed are on track.”


“Very well.
Proceed,” said Khatri. The admiral loomed over the astrogation table in the ops
center, studying the situation with her arms folded across her chest. Minos
floated in the center, with icons for her formation and for each of the
unidentified vessels in their respective positions. A smaller set of icons
marked out debris where she would have expected satellites. In the other
direction, beyond the two-light-minute bubble, a lone shuttle hurried away from
Minos and presumably out of the system.


“I’m a little
unfamiliar with the set-up and the protocols here,” said Ambassador Young. He
stood beside Khatri in a borrowed Archangel Navy vac suit much like hers and
those of her staff. “We’re three light-minutes out from the planet, correct?
They see us by now if their tech is on par with ours. How close do we get
before we try to talk to them?”


“We’re sending
out a wave to establish contact now,” said Khatri. “Obviously we’re closing the
distance, so the time delay will shrink. I’m much more concerned about the lack
of other signals. We should be picking up something from Minos itself.
Anything. But the satellites have all been destroyed and the communications
spectrum is even darker than the atmosphere—and that concerns me, too.


“As far as I
can tell, the only thing to escape Minos is this shuttle,” she said, gesturing
to the icon. “Either she launched from the surface after the trouble started or
she was already in flight. It sure looks like she’s fleeing the system.”


“She sees us
by now, correct?” asked Young.


“She should
see us any second.”


“Admiral
Khatri?” The asteroid accent drew their attention to a holo projection on the
other side of the table. Presumably Admiral Branch leaned over his own
astrogation table on the command bridge. “I’m thinkin’ we might not want to
wait on contact with these guys. I’m gonna go out on a limb and guess the
signal silence and cloud cover that broad aren’t normal. We have a couple
corvettes that aren’t loaded with landing parties. If we send them out on a
wider angle to see if they can’t get around those clouds, we might get a better
picture.”


“Closing in on
the flanks could be a provocation,” said Khatri.


“Beggin’ your
pardon, ma’am, but isn’t that wreckage around Minos kinda provocative?”


Khatri flicked
off the mic on the table. The diplomat tilted his head toward the other man’s
holo projection. “He’s got a point,” Young murmured.


“He is also
fresh out of a war and accustomed to an aggressive posture,” said Khatri. “And
he is used to being in charge. I expected this. It happens in joint operations.
Best to resolve it now.”


“He seemed
pretty accommodating to me.”


“Accommodation
is not the same as falling in line.” Khatri flicked the mic on again. “Admiral,
what’s done is done. If we have any chance of ending this without further
bloodshed, we must take it. Our arrival is a show of force. We will maintain our
approach and see if we can stop this without shooting before we goad the
opposition into action.”


“Aye, aye,
ma’am. You’re in charge.”


“Thank you for
noticing, admiral. I have fourteen captains under my command and I do not have
time for debate with any of them. Stand by for orders.”


 


* * *


 


Branch stepped
back from his astrogation table and looked to Santos. “That went well.”


“Like you
said, she’s in charge,” said Santos.


“Sure.”


“Can’t say I
blame her for wanting to get through this without starting another war with
another alien race,” said Santos.


“Uh-huh.”


“You think
she’s wrong?”


“Oh, I’d be
happy to avoid yet another war,” said Branch. “Hell, maybe Minos Enterprises
started it. Wouldn’t be the first time something like that happened.”


“But…?”


“But four
million people live on that planet and I’m not of a mind to talk to
anyone until I’m sure they’re okay. Especially not when the lights are blacked
out and the front porch is covered in bloodstains.”


The XO’s brow
knit together. “Did we slip into a folksy crime scene metaphor there?”


“Little bit.”


“Captain,”
called Hernandez from the ops center. “That shuttle pulled up from its course
right in time with spotting our arrival.”


“We’re getting
a signal from them now, sir,” announced another officer at the comms station.


“Contact!” warned
a specialist at ops. “Dropped out of FTL zero-one-one by zero-zero-three at
seventy-one thousand klicks, heading toward the planet. Looks like a yacht.”


“Hell, what
now?” the XO grumbled.


“Give us the
audio from the shuttle,” said Branch, already on his way over to the comms
station. “Somebody else can deal with the stupid yacht.”


 


* * *


 


“This is
Archangel Independent Shipping Guild vessel Phoenix, reporting in per
the General Alert,” Elise announced in her sweetest, most innocent voice. She
laid her accent on thick for added effect. “We are so eager to help.”


“And they
never got another government charter again,” Veronica sighed.


“Elise, I said
to play dumb, not insult them with sarcasm,” hissed Lynette. Like the XO,
Lynette was strapped into her seat poring over information from the sensors.
The rest of the bridge crew focused on getting their bearings.


“Everyone is
such a critic,” said Elise.


“Phoenix,
this is task force leader Beowulf,” came the reply. “You are in a
potentially hostile situation. Alter your course by ninety degrees immediately
to get clear.”


“Which
direction?” Elise asked.


“Pick one, Phoenix.
We don’t care.”


“Already on
it,” said Sanjay from the helm. He pointed Phoenix downward from its
course, dropping the yacht out of the formation’s path though not turning as
sharply as ordered.


“Phoenix,
the General Alert specifically instructed civilian vessels to stand by for
further orders,” said the voice from Beowulf.


“Our mistake. We
were so excited. As long as we are here, we are ready to assist. How can we
help?”


Veronica
slapped one hand over her own face. Without looking back, Elise flipped her
off. She muted the mic. “You had two hours in FTL to come up with a better plan
than this. If you wanted a bullshit artist, you should’ve hired one.”


“I’ve been
right here the whole time,” muttered Sanjay.


“Ssshh,
wait,” snapped Elise. She turned down the audio from Beowulf to bring up
another transmission. “This sounds more important.”


“…hidden
underground on Minos. We have physical evidence including weapons and armor.
The Minoans are attacking the cities and settlements with the intent to wipe
them out.”


“Is this from
that shuttle?” asked Lynette. She could see the small vessel turning back
toward the formation, though it had some catching up to do. “They’re
broadcasting this?”


“The attack is
still underway,” continued the woman on the transmission. “Be advised, Minoan
armor is highly resistant to laser weapons. Kinetic weapons are more effective.
I repeat, laser weapons are not optimal.” She paused. “The Minoans also have
some capacity for monitoring communications. Requesting point-to-point comms
with formation leader. Archangel Intelligence Priority Black.”


“Archangel
Intelligence?” asked Veronica. “What the hell did we jump into?”


“I don’t know
their codes, but it sounds legitimate,” said Lynette.


“Then why are
they broadcasting all this?” wondered Sanjay.


“It’s what
everybody needs to know before moving another klick. She’s keeping the rest for
a direct line.” Lynette hit a button on her chair. “Val, I think we’d better
put our Interceptors on offense.”


“Already
giving the override,” came the gunner’s voice.


“And here I
thought putting defense guns on a yacht was paranoia,” said Veronica.


“You made fun
of Val for being excited about them when we bought the ship,” said Lynette.


“Let’s be
fair, I make fun of Val for a lot of things.”


“The mic is
still on and I know where you sleep, Veronica,” announced the gunner’s voice.


“Hold up, new
signal,” Elise interrupted.


“Human
vessels, halt your advance,” came a voice—deep but notably human. Elise routed
the signal to an inset on the main canopy screen so all could see the speaker,
a gold-skinned and bald man encased in black body armor. “We are the people you
have called Minoans. I speak for She whom you will call Empress. Who leads this
fleet?”


“What the
fuck?” asked Sanjay. “He doesn’t look like an alien. Is that make-up?”


“Sanjay, bring
us parallel to the formation as they catch up,” said Lynette. “I think they’re
gonna be focused on bigger issues than us.”


“Yeah, so am
I,” said Sanjay.


“Beowulf
hasn’t responded yet,” noted Veronica. “Either they’re going to a direct beam
or they’re taking their time. Maybe both.”


“If they get
into a back-and-forth, it’ll eat up time. That may be intentional.” Lynette watched
the shrinking distance between the formation and Minos. The escaping shuttle
had turned all the way around and now sped toward the formation. “Let’s hope
they don’t keep the rest of us in the dark for too long.”


 


* * *


 


“This is
Ambassador Young. I speak for the Union of Humanity. We come in peace to make
contact with you and to assure the safety and welfare of our people on the
planet Minos.” He removed his finger from the button.


“You didn’t
address our continued advance,” said Khatri.


“Oops. They
can bring that up when we’re closer,” said Young. “Or, y’know. Fuck ‘em.”


Khatri’s lips
twitched, but her concerns smothered any smile before it emerged. “Apparently
the Nyuyinaro weren’t exaggerating. They look much like us. They’ve adopted our
language, our terms… even gender, from the sound of things.”


“Best not to
assume too much from that,” counseled the ambassador.


“Agreed. Best
not to assume much at all. At least we have another source,” she said, pointing
to the inbound shuttle on her screens. A destroyer dropped back in formation to
meet it, though arrangements had the vessel headed straight for Beowulf.
“Hopefully she is who she claims.”


“Not many
people would make up something like that.”


“No. But
verification is up to our hosts.” Khatri keyed a channel on the table.
“Admiral, have we verified that priority identification?”


Admiral Branch
appeared via holographic stand-in again, this time turned slightly away. “Yes,
ma’am. We don’t keep a running database of agents, but her codes are
legitimate. I’ve ordered my people to re-arm the landing parties with kinetics.
They’re moving on it now.”


Khatri’s jaw
tightened. “Admiral, I don’t recall giving any such command.”


“Understood,
ma’am. The Archangel Navy is responsible for the proper outfitting of its own
personnel. My instructions haven’t gone beyond the Navy’s contingent.”


“The Archangel
Navy is under the command of the Union Fleet for the duration of this patrol and
in the event of a General Alert, which has already been established. Is that
clear?”


“Crystal
clear, ma’am.”


“Response from
the Minoans, admiral,” called out one of her staffers.


At a gesture
from Khatri, the same armored Minoan appeared on one of the larger screens.
Numbers in one lower corner noted the shrinking time delay. “You will halt your
advance immediately. This is Her space and Her world. What transpires in Her
domain is none of your concern. She will contact you when She decides to speak.
Turn back or face the wrath of Her people.”


Young frowned.
“I’m happy to do the talking, but this looks less and less like my show.”


“We’re not turning
back,” said Khatri. “We need to slow to engagement speed soon, and we must let
that shuttle catch up. The transmission lag and our relative unfamiliarity
could work to our advantage. Ambassador, might I ask you to play for time?”


With a smirk,
Young lazily reached for the controls to hit the mic. “Hello,” he said. “This.
Is. Ambassador. Young. Again. Your. Signal. Broke. Up. Could. You. Repeat.
That. Please?”











Chapter Thirty-One:

Hold On


 


“1. Never
give an order you would not personally carry out. Delegation is a
responsibility, not a privilege.”


 


--Officer’s
Code of Conduct, Archangel Navy


 


“Check every
weapon and then check it again,” shouted Janeka. Her voice broke through the
chatter inside the shuttle cabin, silencing much of it. Grumbles and complaints
fell away in favor of the mechanical slides, clicks, and latches of rifles and
pistols. “You won’t get another chance before it’s too late. Don’t wait until
you’re being shot at to find a problem.”


Deck crewmen
slipped and shuffled through the narrow aisles to help marines from Bravo
Company’s armory. One crewman climbed out of the shuttle with half a dozen
laser rifles slung over his back. Another strained to hold a Hailstormer vertically
while a seated marine checked the action on the heavy weapon’s thermal release.


Janeka stood
in front of her seat with her assault rifle, going through the same motions she
demanded of everyone else: safety on, safety off, lock and load, ejection. She
made no pretense of serving as an example; for her, the checks were entirely
natural. “If you are done, try another magazine. If you are satisfied, check
someone else’s weapon.”


Per the
bo’sun’s instructions, everyone stayed in their seats to make room for the
armorers and deck crew—at least, everyone except Janeka. That made for a lot of
marines waiting through chores they’d rather handle themselves. Alicia had
already endured it like sitting through a rush job at some military salon from
hell. Thankfully, that crewman was already out the door, but another one came
through on his heels.


“Pardon me,
Gunny, more ammo,” mumbled Crewman Mendez. He shuffled past Alicia with too
many metal boxes tucked into his arms. With her row against the forward
bulkhead and the back-to-back rows of chairs in front of her, there wasn’t much
room.


“Don’t
apologize for doing your job,” Janeka replied with all her characteristic
warmth. Even her encouragement could leave a scar. Still, she put her money
where her mouth was, stepping up onto the seat of her chair and practically
folding herself in half against the overhead to let Mendez by.


“Wong, are you
set?” asked Lieutenant Torres at her other side.


“Yeah. Yeah,
I’m good.” She’d already checked her weapons as thoroughly as she could.


“I’ve gotta
pay attention to a briefing.” He tapped his helmet at his ear. “Take over on
the shuttle status. They’ll ask if we’re ready to go. Just give a thumbs up or
down,” he explained for her quizzical expression. Then he slid the faceplate of
his helmet down, suggesting the brief contained some sort of video feed. He may
as well have tuned out to take a nap but for his strong posture.


Most of the
armorers and crewmen were on their way out. Heavy gunners for each squad had
their Hailstormers and launchers racked and secured. Each marine had at least
one bandolier of magazines slung from their shoulders. In the event of a
disastrous drop, everyone would have something to run on. More ammunition was
loaded into racks at the corners and halfway points of the cabin. Mendez struggled
to load up the last of it.


“Stupid
thing,” he grunted, fighting with a slider mount that wouldn’t fully depress
after the second box. “When’s the last time they did maintenance on this?”


“Civilian
shuttle inbound for Beowulf,” said a signalman over Alicia’s headset.
She was still tied into fleet coordination. “Top priority landing. Wounded on
board. Bravo Landers, what’s your status?”


“Beowulf,
this is St. Catherine, we need another two minutes,” came one reply.


Another voice
came through louder and more clearly than the rest. She knew it was her own
shuttle pilot. “First Platoon, how do we look back there?”


Alicia turned
to look to Mendez. He was still fighting with the last boxes. She hated
speaking for other people, but realized it was precisely the job she’d stepped
into. “Less than a minute, I think,” she replied.


“Say again? I
didn’t catch that.”


She opened her
mouth to reply. A loud “Ping!” and a curse from Mendez stole her answer. A
clatter along the deck pushed her mind further off-track. Caseless ammunition
spilled under the chairs in every direction like the bounty of an overturned
jar of steel-jacketed candy.


Each box sat
crookedly in the rack, except for the one that didn’t load at all. Mendez
pulled his hand back as if in pain. His wide eyes and gasping mouth said plenty
about his true concerns.


“Shuttle One,
repeat, what is your status? We have wounded incoming,” said the voice from Beowulf.
“We need a space now.”


“First Platoon
leader,” urged the pilot. “What’s our status?”


“What’s going
on?” asked Torres.


None of the
other armorers or deck crewman remained. Mendez was the only one left. “Take us
out,” she urged. “We’re good. Go now.”


The shuttle
doors slammed shut. Internal artificial gravity surged through the cabin,
promptly followed by the shudder of the engines. Mendez looked to her in shock.
For once, even Janeka seemed surprised.


“What are we
doing?” Torres pressed.


“Mendez,
you’ve got your helmet and as much gear as the flight crew,” Alicia explained.
“You have all you need. Fix the rack. It’ll be fine.”


To his credit,
Mendez didn’t argue or freeze. He swallowed hard and got back to work.


“Wong, this is
a combat drop,” hissed the lieutenant.


“He’s new
enough that he’s been through weapons and tactics before he got here, sir,”
said Janeka. “He’ll be fine.”


“He’s a
deckhand.”


“Yes, sir,”
Janeka replied. “The Navy has had a lot of good deckhands. He’ll be fine.”


Alicia knew it
was too late, anyway. They were already out of the hangar bay. She pulled the
latch on her seat belts and leaned over to sweep up some of the rounds on the
deck.


A hand on her
shoulder stopped her. “Wong,” came the lieutenant’s voice, quieter and yet
firmer than before. “Crawling around on your hands and knees picking shit up
off the floor is grunt work. Get a couple of privates to do it. You’re supposed
to be an officer now.”


She looked back,
completely unaware of her frigid breath or the ice in her eyes. “Are you
fucking kidding me, sir?”


Torres shrank
back. Alicia swept her arm under the chairs to collect more bullets. “Everyone
grab what you can off the deck,” she instructed.


“Not a lot of
room to work here, Miss Wong,” replied one of the marines, but she heard belts
and straps unfasten along with the complaint.


“We don’t have
to get them all,” she called back. “Some is better than none. We wouldn’t be
marines if we needed things to be perfect.”


Another belt
buckle unlatched. Gunny Janeka slid down to the deck beside her. “That was a
good line, Miss Wong.”


 


* * *


 


The destroyer
escort felt like a big deal to Naomi. She knew some of it was simple proximity;
being so close to a large vessel usually made an impression. She’d felt much
the same way about the liner that had taken her class most of the way here from
Fremantle. The destroyer wasn’t quite the same size, but it had no problem
holding her attention.


Then Emily
accepted a remote control signal to bring them inside a battleship.


Naomi looked
through the canopy with wide eyes and a slack jaw as their shuttle floated
through the last in a sequence of large doors to enter Beowulf’s hangar
bay. White bulkheads and support beams held up a cavernous chamber. Near the
center of the hangar sat a winged vessel with the name St. Catherine
written in calligraphy across her bow. Two dark grey shuttles sat off to St.
Catherine’s side. Another of their make had slipped out of Beowulf’s
hangar as they arrived, leaving behind an open space on a notably spotless
deck.


Between the
vessels and all around the margins of the hangar bay hustled men and women in
grey and blue vac suits. Most wore helmets with their faceplates slid back,
though some still had theirs slung over their shoulders. Apparently these
people had perfect faith in that sequence of hangar bay doors.


She was still
taking it all in as Gina climbed out of her seat. “Naomi, c’mon,” she said,
giving Naomi’s wrist a tug. “I need you with me.”


“Huh?” Naomi
blinked. She stood more on the instinct to cooperate than anything else. “What
are we doing?”


“We’ve gotta
let ‘em know what we know.”


“You can’t
tell them yourself?”


“This is all
alien contact stuff. I’m a spy. I’m not studied up on this. I won’t make the
same observations as you. They need to hear from an academic.”


“What about—?”
Naomi began to ask. “Oh.”


“Yeah, fuck
that guy. C’mon.”


Gina strode
through the shuttle’s cargo bay with Naomi close behind, only to find
themselves amid worried and shaken students.


“Are we safe
now? What’s happening?”


“Did you tell
them people are hurt?”


“What happened
to getting out of the system?”


“Stop. Stop,”
said Naomi. “We’re on a battleship. They’re sending medical help. I don’t know
the rest. One thing at a time.”


“We’ll all be
taken care of, okay?” Gina added. “Try to keep calm and do what they ask. This
is as safe as we can get right now. You’re all gonna be fine. Let the crew take
care of you. Naomi and I have to go talk to some people.”


The shuttle’s
cargo doors opened, revealing a welcoming committee with gurneys, medical bags,
and at least a few guns. Gina flashed a holocom projection of some sort of
credentials involving an angel in front of an official seal.


A loud rumble
consumed the air within the hangar bay as one of the other shuttles fired up
its engines. No sooner had Emily’s shuttle settled than the next rose up. None
of the ship’s crew seemed to give it a second thought. Naomi missed much in the
whirlwind of identifications, introductions, concerned medics, and busy deck
hands. Gina tugged her through the mess to get her outside the shuttle.


“The older guy
in there is Professor Joseph Vandenberg,” Gina explained to some officer at the
bottom of the shuttle ramp. “He was the expedition leader but do not
take him at his word for anything. I need to talk to a lawyer about prosecuting
him for violating Union laws.”


“Union
laws?” the officer asked. “There aren’t many to break.”


“That asshole
has been sitting on alien tech for years. All I’m saying is don’t listen to his
bullshit. I’d be more worried about the alien robot we tied down to the deck in
there, but if Vandenberg starts spinning you a line, tell him to sit down and
shut up.”


“You got it,”
said the officer.


“I have urgent
tactical info we need to run straight up to whoever is in charge,” Gina went on
breathlessly. “Do you pass everything through holocoms here? Secure lines? How
do we do it?”


“If it’s
classified, I can at least put you through to the bridge on a secure line over
here,” said the officer. As he pointed to a desk station, he glanced to Naomi.
“Are you in the Ministry, too?”


“No. She’s a
civilian, but she’s a subject matter expert,” Gina answered quickly.


Naomi shrugged
and tilted her head toward Gina. “Sure. That.”


 


* * *


 


“I understand
you speak for your empress, but who are you? Do you have a name or a title?”
With the transmission delay shrinking, Young gave up on his earlier tedious
rate of speech. Soon they might even be close enough for live video connections
without too much of a lag.


For all any of
them knew, that would be well within the enemy’s weapon range, too.


“Shuttle is
secured and unloading, admiral,” someone announced in the tense silence that
followed. “Bravo Company is now launching for deployment.”


“Thank you,
lieutenant,” Khatri replied. “Please keep me updated with news. I’m eager to
hear their story.”


“You’re not
the only one,” said Young.


“Hopefully
Branch and his officers won’t delay or filter much,” said Khatri. “She’s one of
Archangel’s own. It’s natural she would report to them first. But this surely
concerns us all.”


“Reply from
the Minoans, sir,” said one of the communications officers. At a nod from Young
the same golden man appeared on his screen.


“You will call
me Penteth,” barked the Minoan. “In your words, I am First among Her Claws of
Stars and Warden of the Void. You will address Her not as my empress, but as
the Empress. There is only one. You disobey her at your peril.”


“That seems a
bit dramatic,” the admiral sighed.


“It does,”
Young agreed. “But they know what the words mean. Claws, warden, void. Either
they don’t understand nuance, or they’re deliberately choosing to be this
pompous. It’s that crack about the empress that makes me think it’s a choice.
By rejecting the notion of her being their empress, he’s implying she’s
our empress, too.”


Another
message from Penteth appeared: “She does not wish for hostility with your
people. We assure you of the proper care and safety of your kind on Her planet.
You may leave.”


“That’s about
as subtle as a brick,” grumbled Young. “Although I’m starting to wonder if this
guy isn’t playing for time just like we were.”


Khatri’s
expression darkened. She ran her finger over the panel at her table. “Admiral,
have you been following this?”


Branch
reappeared at her table. “Yes I have, ma’am. Like watchin’ my kid try to cover
up his whiskey breath after a school dance, ‘cept he never killed anybody.”


“I believe we
share the same concern,” Khatri replied.


“We’ve got
Bravo Company all launched and ready to deploy as soon as you give the word,
ma’am. Looks like most of the other ground units are ready to go, too.”


“If it’s a
fight, so be it, but we should remember this is a civilization of unknown
strength. And a possible ally against our other alien neighbors,” she reminded
him. “We must avoid escalation unless there is no other choice. Admiral, I
called to ask about the agent and the others on the shuttle. What is their
status?”


“We’ve got the
agent on a line speaking directly to my XO right now, ma’am. She hasn’t had
time to put together a formal report. From the sound of things, she’s been
running since all this started up and—” 


“Captain!”
called out a voice on his end. Branch turned around.


“What is it?”
she asked.


“You’re not
gonna believe this,” said Beowulf’s XO as he appeared beside Branch on
the projection. “That agent was there on unrelated surveillance. She was
embedded with a university class that saw inside the enemy’s base. They’re
definitely assaulting cities and other settlements on the planet, sir. She saw
it firsthand. They have video and enemy weapons.”


“Damn,” Young
fumed.


“Guess that
settles it, admiral?” asked Branch.


“I’m afraid
so,” said Khatri.


“There’s
more,” Santos continued breathlessly. “She says Tanner Malone is on the planet
and he’s organizing a decapitation strike.”


“…huh,”
said Branch.


“Admiral, did
I hear Mister Santos correctly?” asked Khatri.


“Yes, ma’am.” Branch
turned to face her. “Admiral, I should advise you this situation will most
definitely escalate.”


 


* * *


 


“Phoenix,
this is Beowulf. Request to speak with your captain on point-to-point.”


Lynette nodded
to Elise to confirm. No one would be able to break in on the short and direct
beam with any tech she knew of. “Beowulf, this is Captain Lynette Kelly
of the Phoenix. What can we do for you?”


A face
appeared on the screen: young, male, East Asian, tense. He wore an Archangel
Navy vac suit and helmet, but he contradicted the message it sent with his
introduction. “Captain, I’m Lieutenant Commander Han of the Union Fleet. This
formation is under command of Fleet Admiral Khatri here on Beowulf.
You’re placing yourself under this chain of command and the Fleet legal code
for the duration of this action. Are you clear on everything this means?”


“Yes we are,
Commander Han. We’re all aware,” she replied.


“Then you are
hereby under Fleet command and jurisdiction for the duration.” Han’s eyes
turned to something right beside his communications screen. “Can you confirm
the stats and crew you sent us? Does anything in here need updating or
correction? Anything in need of repair?”


“No
corrections. We’re up to date and in good shape. What do you need?”


“We need you
to escort our shuttles through that line of enemy ships and on down through the
atmosphere for a troop deployment into ground combat,” said Han. “There’s a
high chance of losing all communication once you’re in the atmosphere. We’ll
cover you on the way in, but past that cloud layer you’ll be the one covering
the landers. And if you can’t reach us, you’ll have to react to conditions in
the air and on the ground on your own.” He turned back from his other screen to
give her his full attention. “All due respect, we wouldn’t normally consider
asking this of a civilian vessel, but I’ve got three Archangel Navy officers
here telling me to put you to work. Can you handle this?”


“Send us a
course and patch us through to our shuttles. We’re good to go.”


“Understood.
Direction incoming. Be aware we have reason to believe broadcast encryption
won’t stand up to the enemy. Be careful what you put out. Stand by for the go
order. Your group designation is Union Recon. Look to Recon One as your lead.
They will give the order, but you’ll know your cue when you see it. Good luck.”
His screen blinked out.


More than one
mouth on the bridge let out a tense breath. “Guess it’s nice to be
appreciated,” said Veronica. Like the rest, she looked at the course sent from Beowulf
as Sanjay brought them in line with the other shuttles. Connections happened
fast, leaning more on wordless signals than voice communication. St.
Catherine would lead Beowulf’s contingent. Phoenix would be
with a collection of others. “Notice how they said they’ll cover us like they
know this will work against whatever tech these aliens have?”


“We can’t know
until we try,” said Lynette. She had her finger on the key for the ship’s
internal net when a broadcast from Beowulf cut her short.


“Minoan
vessels, this is Admiral Khatri of the Union Fleet. We want only peace and
friendly relations, but we must first assure the safety of our citizens on the
planet. These conditions require us to land several vessels on the surface. Any
attempt to block or intercept our vessels will be considered an act of war and
we will respond appropriately. This is not negotiable.”


Veronica
shrugged. “At least she’s direct.”


Rays of yellow
and gold burst from every Minoan ship. Beowulf and others took hits,
with some vessels enduring the attacks better than others. At least one frigate
on the tactical screen winked from blue to grey signifying a complete loss. More
rays came from below the clouds surrounding the planet.


“Evasive!”
Lynette snapped. Sanjay was already on it, dropping Phoenix from her
position and tilting hard to port. The move saved them from a blast intended
for the yacht. More enemy fire concentrated on the bigger ships, also now
moving in evasive patterns, but the blast made clear the Minoans hadn’t
overlooked the smaller targets.


Return fire
erupted. Lasers flashed from every ship in the formation from narrow turret
beams to the blasts of heavy cannons. Missiles streaked from the larger
vessels, exploding short of the enemy line in broad, bright showers of burning
chaff and the accompanying mess of electromagnetic signals.


“That’s our
cue,” urged Lynette, already seeing the flash from Recon One. “Go, go!”


Phoenix
shot forward in an erratic path, beginning a corkscrew only to suddenly drop
under Sanjay’s deft hands at the helm. The shuttles stuck close together.
Lynette wondered if anyone in the impromptu squadron had ever practiced as a
unit before today. The group plunged into the bright sparkling chaos of chaff
clouds.


With only
fourteen ships, the enemy couldn’t put together a tight line surrounding the
entire planet. The landing party flew in a curve surprisingly close to one
larger disc-shaped vessel in hopes of limiting their field of fire. The path
offered a second layer of protection by virtue of Phoenix and her Interceptor
guns.


Like Sanjay,
Val had her finger on the trigger before Lynette had finished saying, “Open
fire.” The small turrets were already extended from the junction of each wing
to the main hull. Sanjay tilted the ship over to bring them both to bear.
Rapid-fire explosive shells meant to shoot down incoming missiles could also create
a disruptive mess much like chaff missiles. With the shells set for randomized
detonation, the spread of fire created small explosions in the space between Phoenix
and her target. More than a few shells made it all the way to the Minoan
vessel’s hull.


The ploy
seemed to work as they emerged from the shower of chaff at high speed. Nothing
came from the closest Minoan vessel. The group covered a short distance past
before one of its sister vessels caught on and opened fire. The first blasts
suggested a few advantages against the enemy. Their rate of fire did not
impress, nor did their accuracy.


Good fortune
carried the group to the first sparks of atmospheric entry across their
escort’s canopy. As the mild bumps of descent shook through Phoenix, the
nearest shuttle exploded after a single hit from one of the Minoan ships.


“Recon Three
is gone,” warned Veronica.


“And we still
can’t see shit through those clouds,” added Sanjay.


“We’re out of
range on the bad guy unless you want me to put the lasers on him,” came Val
over the intercom.


“No, keep the
Interceptors going to cover the others,” said Lynette. “With any luck they
won’t see through those clouds any better than we can.”


“You know it’s
apparently their planet, right?” said Veronica.


“We could get
lucky,” Lynette replied.


The yacht
shook as if struck by a hammer across the top of the hull. Nearly everyone on
the bridge crouched and tensed, but none of the internal sensors blared a
warning. Veronica made sense of it. “Near miss. That was atmosphere outside the
ship. Like thunder. No damage.”


“Tell that to
my teeth,” said Elise. “We’re losing the net as predicted.”


The Union
Fleet shuttles ahead of Phoenix plunged into the clouds. Another shuttle
from one of the Lai Wa ships followed close behind the yacht. Val cut her
stream of fire to short bursts to conserve ammunition.


Lynette stole
a look at the situation behind Phoenix on another of her tactical
screens. While the enemy held mostly to their original positions, evasive
action broke up the Union formation. Things didn’t look good. Lai Wa’s cruiser Tianmen
listed badly from a tear through her starboard side. The bow of the frigate Donnelly
drifted away from the scattered debris of her midsection. Monaco and Dublin
looked to have taken grievous hits that left both destroyers venting gases into
space.


Beowulf
fought on despite ugly wounds. One enemy beam seemed to have cut a hole
straight into her underside, leaving a crater near the hangar bay doors. A long
black streak running up and down her starboard side suggested a blow that tore
deeply into her reinforced hull. Yet as other ships struggled to avoid enemy
fire, Beowulf advanced. While the battleship narrowly escaped another
head-on shot from her enemies, Beowulf landed a solid cannon strike on
the nearest enemy dreadnought along with hits from her secondary batteries.


The question
of accuracy seemed settled. Still, the dreadnought remained intact. Red-hot
pieces of the dreadnought’s hull broke away, only for the enemy vessel to turn
in place and present an undamaged side armed with the same deadly weapons.


The view
lasted seconds. Though Phoenix provided excellent optics and
enhancements, her receptors couldn’t see through the clouds. Active scanning
and wide-spectrum sensors went blind. Phoenix lost everything as she
plummeted into the atmosphere.


“This is worse
than flying through chaff,” said the helmsman. “It’s like having a sack over my
head.”


“Not the time
to share your kinks, Sanjay,” replied the captain. “We’ve got coordinates and a
planetary map to work with. The rest is dead reckoning.”


“We’re going a
little too fast for dead reckoning, Lyn,” said Veronica. “More than a little.”


“I don’t like
the ‘dead’ part, either,” added Elise.


“We knew about
the atmosphere, but it shouldn’t be this bad,” Veronica pointed out. “It can’t
be natural. Not so high up and not over so much of the planet. Wind conditions
are crazy, too.”


Both the
instruments and the shudder of the hull backed up her point. Though Phoenix
had wings, she didn’t rely on them for lift. Like corvettes and some other
starships, her aerodynamic shape was more about aesthetics and placement of
machinery than a function of her movement. She stayed aloft by virtue of
antigrav tech and maneuvering jets. Yet even if Phoenix could power
through worse air than this, her crew still felt the difference.


The virtual
blackout of sensors and communications presented a bigger worry. Phoenix tore
through the clouds while blind and deaf. Lynette found herself worrying the problem
might reach all the way to the ground before they broke into clearer air.
Sanjay leveled Phoenix off a couple hundred meters below the cloud layer.
Veronica spotted the glow of shuttle thrusters up ahead. The ground below lay
shrouded in darkness.


“Phoenix,
this is Recon One, do you read?” called a voice over an unsteady channel.


“Recon One, Phoenix,
we hear you,” said Lynette. “Be advised, Recon Three is lost. I say again,
Recon Three confirmed lost.”


“Looks like
they weren’t the only ones,” said Sanjay. He pointed to images of the surface
on the canopy screen. Recon One and Two passed over the burning wreckage of
some winged craft strewn along a rocky hillside. Phoenix quickly
followed. No signals or distress beacon came over the communications band.


“Phoenix,
Recon One, understood. Drop zone is up ahead. Request you take the lead and
stay nearby to cover our drop.”


“Understood.
We’re on it. Sanjay,” she said, cutting the mic. “Try not to scare them.”


The young man
at the helm gunned the ship’s thrusters, blowing past the remaining shuttles
with ease. He tilted Phoenix left and right without a consistent
pattern, varying the ship’s speed in small ways that would hopefully throw off
a targeting computer. “Should be right past those mountains up ahead, right?”
he asked.


“I’m not
picking up any signals from the city,” said Elise. “I have a couple of distress
calls on civilian channels, but they’re scattered around the region. There
should be much more from the city by now.”


Lynette said
nothing. She noted a glow behind the mountains up ahead as Phoenix drew
near. Wisely, Sanjay put the ship through more erratic changes in altitude and
velocity, slowing dramatically to stay on site for the landings. He swept out
to one side and tilted sharply as they passed over the mountains.


Beneath clouds
of ash and smoke, a city slowly sank in a river of glowing lava.


The image
sucked the breath out of everyone on the bridge. Molten rock stretched from one
end of the city to the other, gushing from a swollen mound not far from the
center of the urban sprawl. A few structures still burned. Others had sunk
already, leaving broad gaps in the landscape surrounded by blackened and
hollowed-out towers. Everything that still stood was already a ruin.


“Oh my god,”
Veronica breathed. “How…how is that possible?”


“Recon Two,
this is Recon One, are you seeing this?” asked a voice over the net.


Without
waiting for instruction, Sanjay pulled Phoenix through a wide arc around
the edges of the glowing lake. Only a handful of suburban structures remained.
They spotted lights from ground vehicles here and there, presumably marking the
only people far enough from the disaster to survive.


“All those
people,” murmured Elise.


“Lynette,”
said Veronica.


“Yeah.” She
hit the mic. “Recon One, Phoenix. This city is gone. We have some space
to pick up survivors but this fight is still going. Recommend we divert to link
up with another landing party.”


“Phoenix,
Recon One. Agreed. We’re signaling survivors to sit tight. Union Recon, divert
to the capital. We’ll send up a comms drone to notify command on the way. Let’s
go.”


“Can’t imagine
they’re gonna feel better seeing us leave,” said Sanjay.


“I hear you,
but it’s better than putting them all in the cargo hold while we’re still being
shot at,” said Veronica.


Turning hard
away from the wreckage below, Phoenix and her charges gunned their
thrusters to race across the sky. A rear-view screen appeared on Lynette’s
display, offering up more information on the scene behind them. Lynette killed
the screen and focused on the way ahead.











Chapter Thirty-Two:

Street by Street


 


“Growing up
on Minos, you learn the police usually make things worse. You learn to lean on
your neighbors, because nobody else is coming to save you.”


 


--The
Anchorside Advocate: Banned and Proud of It, August 2280


 


“Bad guys
comin’ up Ninth. Looks like seven of them plus two of those robot things.
You’ve got maybe three minutes before they hit the intersection.”


Chen hustled
through the dark, empty storefront. The handset stayed safely in his grip,
wires trailing in his wake. He couldn’t keep it to his ear while he ran. “Hold
up, hold up!” he hissed.


Thankfully,
the two men at the broken-down door heard him. One raised an open palm facing
the street. The other looked back to Chen curiously. “What’s up?”


“Trouble
coming up Ninth,” Chen explained. The street outside the storefront lay nearly
as dark and quiet as it was inside. Across a few empty traffic lanes stood
mostly apartments and a few office spaces, none more than four or five stories tall.
A thin layer of ash coated the pavement in between. More ash fell from a sky,
along with embers drifting on the wind.


The street lay
dark. Lowlight glasses made up for it. He could see the moving shadows on the
other side of the lane.


“How long have
we got?” asked the one at the door. “It’s the last batch. We can clear out of
this whole neighborhood if we go now.”


“And we’ll
leave a huge trail through all that ash,” said Chen. “We might get across the
street fast, but everything after that is gonna slow us down. Keep them there.”
He put the handset to his ear again long enough to say, “I’m headed up for a
look,” then passed it off. “Sit tight. We’ll tell you when to move.”


Frustrated
questions followed Chen as he rushed for the stairway door. A loud boom from
outside drowned out half of the words. The rest couldn’t keep up with him past
the doorway.


A thin black
cable dangled between the guardrails of opposing flights of stairs. In any
other setting, such a line would carry a vast array of signals and information.
Now it connected only two voices. Chen remembered the jokes about primitive
technology and banging rocks together when he first proposed his people carry
their own cables. Even after their first raid during a sandstorm, with the
enemy cut off and blinded and the insurgents in solid coordination thanks to
simple wires, the jokes only changed in tone.


He didn’t hear
any jokes at all tonight. No one had much of a sense of humor now. Maybe they
were all out of breath. The run up the stairs left Chen’s lungs working hard.
He wasn’t sure how he’d kept up the pace and the energy he’d expended since the
attack began.


Another broad
streak of yellow light across the sky and the boom of one of the central towers
rendered that question moot. He didn’t have much choice if he wanted to keep
people alive.


The lookout
nodded from her post at the corner of the rooftop. Huddled in a black overcoat,
bandana, and hat, she’d have gone unnoticed if Chen wasn’t looking for her.
“Going over to Kristi and Zhi,” Chen explained without slowing down. She hardly
gave him a second look, turning her attention back to the street.


The simple
boards laid out connecting each rooftop were easy to spot. He tried not to
think too hard about their altitude as he ran across one and then the next.
Falling was no more of an option than taking a break.


If the view
from the street was ominous, the skyline felt nothing short of apocalyptic. The
rapid cracks and pops of gunfire echoed all around, suggesting the city’s other
defenders had gotten the message about what weapons to use. That, or they’d
learned it the hard way. For the first time, Chen found himself wishing the
mercenaries and the police good luck. Even now, he dared not coordinate with
them. They’d want to take all the best weapons from his people.


That couldn’t
be allowed. Not when they had so much to do.


Kristi and Zhi
knew to watch for him. Zhi kept his eyes on the streets while Kristi waved Chen
over. Tarp-covered storage crates made for a little more camouflage atop the apartment
building. A hand signal from Kristi warned him to keep quiet. She pointed
downward to warn him of the enemy’s direction.


The loud crack
of air heated by a Regent’s laser confirmed her warning. Shattering glass and
the rattle of falling debris trailed the sound. Keeping his head low, Chen
peered over the side to find the group of raiders and Regents walking up the
middle of the street with shields arrayed in a half-circle.


This was only
a small group. Light and noise from a larger battle flared up in the slums only
a couple of kilometers to the north. Of course Precision decided to make a
stand there, Chen figured. It wasn’t far from one of the gates, so it was a
spot worth defending, but the authorities didn’t care much for anything or
anyone caught in the crossfire, either.


It was exactly
why Chen and his people worked to clear those people out. Now he had to get
them the rest of the way to safety.


“They might
pass us by,” whispered Kristi. “Maybe they’re moving around to flank the fight
in the slums?”


“Not moving
fast enough,” said Chen. “They’re hunting. And the intersection curves them
right down towards us.” He thought fast, looking up and down the street again.
Kristi and Zhi had been ordered to avoid engagement with good reason. Now Chen
saw no way to avoid it. He also saw no reason they should pay for the
consequences.


“Give me the
handset,” he said, taking the other end of the communications line from Zhi. He
set his rifle down. “And the launcher.”


“What?” Zhi
blinked.


“Robbie, this
is Chen,” their leader said into the handset. “Get ‘em moving. Go now.” He
pushed the set back into Zhi’s hands. “Go catch up. I’ll follow.”


“No way. I’m
staying with you.”


“This is a solo
job. Nobody else needs to be exposed. I can’t ask you to do it for me. Go.”


Kristi’s scowl
nearly made Chen forget his bigger problems. “You need someone to cover on the
way out if it goes bad and you don’t have time to argue,” she said.


Zhi settled in
with his rifle. “Might want to shoot fast before they spot us,” he suggested.


“As long as
we’re all clear on who’s in charge here,” Chen muttered. He keyed up the
control suite on the launcher before bringing it to his shoulder, knowing he’d
have no time to adjust if the enemy saw him. With his targets in the middle of
a street, he didn’t want a wide blast zone. If anyone else was nearby, they at
least had the warning from the Regent’s own weapon.


Chen rose with
the launcher over his shoulder. Seemingly in the same second, both Regents
turned their glowing eyes to the rooftop. Any chance to aim or adjust vanished.
Chen put the crosshairs in the middle of the group and fired.


He couldn’t
tell the difference between the kick of the missile’s launch and the resultant
blast in the street. The wave of heat and concussive force pushed Chen back
from the rooftop’s ledge along with his comrades. Finding himself on his back,
he realized he could still feel and hear everything. “Everyone okay?”


“Yeah,” said Zhi.


“No,” grunted
Kristi. “Damn it.”


Chen rolled
off his back to find Kristi sitting upright with a nasty shrapnel wound in her
left shoulder. It looked ugly, but survivable.


Kristi’s
injury got his first look. The enemy in the street got his second. Amid smoke
and haze, he saw pieces of Regent and shattered Minoan armor along with more
gruesome remains strewn about a crater in the pavement. At a glance, it looked
like he had gotten them all. It would have to do for a battle damage
assessment.


“Let me get
your coat off,” said Chen, turning back to Kristi. “I need a better look. Zhi,
keep an eye out. We’ll be lucky if that blast doesn’t draw attention our way.”


“We’ve got
more missiles if that happens,” said the other man.


“They’ll knock
the building down underneath us, Zhi,” grunted Kristi. She inhaled sharply as
Chen peeled away her coat. “We can’t stay and fight here like this.”


“Think we can
move you,” said Chen. “We can get away with wrapping this until you’re in a
safer spot. It doesn’t look too bad.”


“Can you even
see what you’re doing?” asked Kristi. “The lowlight option on your glasses isn’t
the same as a surgery room.”


Chen cut one
sleeve from her coat and wrapped it around her shoulder to limit the bleeding.
“If I need more light, all I have to do is wait for the next explosion.”


As if on cue,
the sky let out a loud crack overhead, followed in quick succession by several
more. Despite the intense noise, even those booms nearly went unnoticed amid
the sounds of fighting throughout the city—until a red beam from the sky
ignited an explosion over in the slums.


Lights
streaked through the sky overhead, breaking through the clouds. Another bright
flash of laser fire shot from the lead flyer to cut another line of explosive
flames through the edge of the slums. The streaks of light curved around the
city with shocking speed.


“Oh my god,
are those starships? Why do they look like that?” asked Zhi.


“It’s
shockwaves from the air around them,” said Chen. “They’re going supersonic.
Probably by a lot,” he added. They had to be very low to stay under the
ash-laden clouds covering the sky. One of the lights broke off from the rest,
speeding straight for the city before another peeled off to parallel its path.


The leader
broke off next. The shockwaves ended, suggesting a rapid deceleration that still
left it moving at incredible speed. Flashes of weapons fire lit up the
underside of the winged ship as it flew overhead. The vessel added to that
light with its own guns, firing away at points along the battle in the slums.


The corvette
didn’t belong to Precision Solutions. Chen saw Archangel markings on her
wings—and the seal of the Union Fleet.


“Did you see
that?” Zhi exclaimed. “Is that for real?”


“How in the
hell did they get here so fast?” Chen wondered out loud. “They had to have been
on their way almost as soon as this started. Maybe before.”


“Uh. Bleeding
here,” said Kristi.


“Go, I’ve got
this,” Zhi answered to Chen’s questioning look. “Do what you need.”


Chen found the
handset. He snatched it up and turned his eyes back to the sky. At least one of
the flyers had to be a shuttle. The boxy vessel dropped into the city not far
from the slums, where the fight raged on. “Who’s on the line? Somebody talk to
me. It’s Chen.”


“Hey, it’s
Mike,” came the reply. Voices and shuffling in the background suggested a busy
scene. “We’re almost done moving across the street. Half of ‘em are in the
tunnel now. What the hell is going on out there?”


“Somebody’s
landing shuttles. Union Fleet markings. Kristi is hurt up here and I need
someone else to come help her back. Bring an aid kit.”


“On it. What
about the Fleet guys?”


“That’s why
I’m calling. Can you spare anyone? We need to make contact.”


 


* * *


 


“It’s chaotic
as hell, the weather or some sort of jamming is screwing with signals, and it’s
nighttime. Keep your head and try to stay in visual contact with someone else
from the unit.” Lieutenant Torres remained strapped in his seat to deliver his
briefing. Everyone heard him over their helmet earpieces—at least as long as
they were all in the shuttle. “Don’t lose your cool. Aim before you shoot.
Watch for friendly fire.”


“Lieutenant, are
we sure about who we’re fighting?” asked Corporal Ball of first squad. Most of
the platoon likely shared her question. “All we’ve got is ‘humanoid aliens in
black armor and robots.’ Some of Lai Wa’s guys wear black armor. How do we know
nobody else on this planet wears it, too?”


“I don’t have
anything more than you do, corporal,” said Torres. “Our job is to defend the
city and the populace. Presumably local forces are on our side. St.
Catherine hit a couple enemy positions to clear the way in, so we’re about
to drop.”


“How did they
identify the enemy from up here?” wondered one of Ball’s gunners, a stocky guy
named Rodriguez.


Torres put up
his hand to cut him off. He tilted his head lower, listening to urgent chatter
from the cockpit. An overhead map of the city appeared in a holo projection
practically over his lap, complete with a reference grid.


Alicia took
the question. “It looks like the bad guys shoot with a lot of yellow. Don’t
take that for granted, but it’s a start. When in doubt, look at how the other
guy behaves. The risk of friendly fire is high. That’s why we need to keep our
heads.”


“Understood,”
Torres said to the cockpit. “Bring us in at grid point November-niner. Should
be enough room in that intersection. Yes, face us north.”


Wait,
intersection? Alicia thought, looking down to his map.


Janeka saw the
problem, too. “Sir, that’s well inside the city. If we land three klicks out
we’ll be on the outskirts for a safer insertion.”


“Second
Platoon is going in close to the corporate core. We can’t do any less,” said
Torres.


“That’s a
calculated risk to contact local leadership, sir. Everyone else is supposed to
insert in the clear and move in.”


“This is where
the fighting is, gunny. We’re dropping in to flank the enemy. That’s as good as
it gets.” Torres didn’t sound interested in arguing. “Alright, First Platoon!
We’ve picked up a call for help from some Precision Solutions guys under fire.
It’s choppy, but we have a location. We’re going in hot. We land facing north
with the enemy a couple city blocks ahead of us.”


Alicia’s eyes
widened as she looked at the map. Even a low-gravity drop on a rooftop might be
better than the intersection. “Lieutenant, what if—?”


“If we keep
taking questions, we’ll never deploy,” he interrupted. “Stick with first squad.”
He said nothing more, turning to his weapon instead. Alicia pulled hers from
the rack. That brought her eyes to her other side.


“Stay tied in
with us so you know what’s going on,” she heard Janeka tell Mendez. “Unless you
hear otherwise, you stay on the shuttle.”


“Aye, aye,
gunny. Fine by me,” he said. “I’m okay with helping if I can, too. I’m
qualified. And I’m already here.”


“You aren’t
integrated with the platoon, crewman,” said Janeka.


“Yes, ma—aye,
aye, gunny,” he stammered again.


Alicia bit her
lip. She was glad he caught himself before responding to her as an officer.
This mission didn’t need to get ugly before the shuttle doors opened.


The touchdown
warning broke her from that train of thought, followed by the jostling thump of
landing struts against the ground only seconds later. Long doors at both sides
and the rear of the shuttle opened into shattered streets covered in ash. The
doors provided a little cover to starboard and port as marines tumbled out of
quick-release seats and into the noise of battle at night. Ugly experience
during the war with NorthStar had reinforced a rule that should’ve been
remembered from far older wars: never open the doors into enemy fire.


“Second squad,
with me!” Torres bellowed, charging out of the shuttle.


“First, let’s
go!” shouted Sergeant Domingo. Torres took second out the shuttle’s starboard
side. Alicia followed Domingo and first out to port, with Janeka close by her
side. Third and fourth hustled out the back.


Corporal Ball
stopped at the edge of the long door to peer around with the camera on her
rifle. “Down!” she warned, right as a red beam cut through the shuttle door
from bottom to top, severing it from the shuttle. Everyone fell to their knees
or even further as the door slammed down to the ground and then began to fall
back. Alicia surged up to keep the now unsupported hunk of metal upright. To
her instant relief, Rodriguez and Janeka had the same instincts. She’d never
have held it up on her own.


Disaster
struck on the other side of the shuttle almost as quickly. Alicia looked
through the mostly empty passenger bay to see the other door fall away under
the same cutting laser, only it fell forward to expose second squad to heavy
fire. A yellow flash took someone down almost instantly, blowing straight
through the man’s hip.


She recognized
Torres by his scream.


“Return fire!
Return fire, god damn it,” Janeka demanded.


Ball was on it
at the other end of the severed door. She sprayed bullets from her assault
rifle out into the night, but Alicia knew nothing of her targets. Alicia
realized she wasn’t doing much good in holding up the door, either; athletic as
she was, people like Janeka and Rodriguez were bigger and stronger. She
abandoned her spot to sweep around Janeka, poking her rifle between the slab of
metal and the shuttle in search of a target. Unlike Ball, she didn’t use her
camera. The cover provided by the door would have to be enough.


Two tall,
oddly proportioned humanoid shapes stood behind burned-out cars in the road.
Red lights glowed on their faces. One such light blasted straight into the
front of the shuttle. Alicia crouched reflexively as the beam cut through the
cockpit canopy. She looked back to see Mendez hunched over in his seat even
after the beam died.


Thoughts of
Mendez fell away as things got worse for second squad on the other side of the
shuttle. Through the open cabin, Alicia saw more people down than Torres.
They’d all gone too far out too fast. More yellow rays found their marks.


The nearest
man to the shuttle fired his weapon until he was slammed backward by a figure
bursting into view with a black shield. Yellow beams shot from the figure’s
opposite wrist until something in his hand extended into a spear. The armored
figure turned, his head tilted down at either Torres or someone else at his
feet.


Then a leg
fell in Alicia’s way. Two legs. Mendez was out of his seat, tearing into the
enemy with his rifle. He kept firing after the one with the spear fell, with no
shortage of targets.


Alicia left
him to it. She had her own problems and her own bad guys to shoot at. Both of
the humanoid figures advanced out from behind their cover, and they weren’t
alone. “Grenades,” Alicia barked. “Grenades over the side. Throw high and far.
Ball, suppressive fire!”


She didn’t
wait to see if anyone obeyed. Lying on the pavement, Alicia let her rifle rip
against the oncoming enemies. The low plane of the ground under the shuttle’s
nose offered the clearest lane of fire. Her plan bore fruit as one of the
black-armored figures fell from a bullet that clipped his leg below his shield.
The rest slammed their shields down onto the ground and ducked behind them for
cover. Everything else was mostly sparks against black slabs until the first
small orb bounced into view in the street.


Alicia rolled
back in a ball, practically making a backwards somersault in her scramble to
get behind the cover provided by the shuttle door. A ripple of explosions shook
the air. Debris flew over the severed shuttle door, but nothing dangerous came
down on her or the others.


Before Alicia
made it off her back, Janeka swept around her side of the shuttle door. One
short burst after another erupted from her weapon. On her feet now, Alicia
looked through the shuttle cabin to second squad and their troubles. Covering
fire shot past from the rear of the shuttle, with third and fourth squads now
collected enough to shoot back, but much of second remained down.


The one person
she could make out stood right at the other side of the shuttle. Mendez hefted
Torres up with both arms under the lieutenant’s shoulders, dragging him back
into the passenger bay while firing his weapon to provide his own suppression.
Alicia launched herself up into the passenger bay and across its short width to
help.


She found
fewer targets there than she expected. Three of the black-armored enemy lay
bleeding on the pavement. None stood in her immediate view except for a final
raider crouching behind his shield, withdrawing steadily until cut down by someone
with an assault rifle on the other side of the shuttle. Janeka, she realized.
While everyone else was still at or behind the shuttle, the gunny advanced on
her own.


“You got him?”
Alicia grunted toward Mendez.


“Yeah. I’m
good.”


It was all she
could afford. Alicia slipped down around the other end of the shuttle to look
forward. Their flanks had to be clear for now or they’d already be in worse
trouble. In front of the shuttle, Alicia saw Janeka make the best of the
disruption caused by the barrage of grenades. She practically executed enemy
troops knocked to the ground one by one in a steady but quick advance to the
burning cars where the robots had been.


Instead of
robots, she saw rubble. Either the grenades had done the trick or someone had
followed up while Alicia wasn’t looking. Maybe both.


“Oh shit,
Johnson is down,” somebody called out nearby. “Johnson and Evans are down!”


The two men
lay nearby. So did much of second squad. The survivors picked themselves up off
the pavement. Alicia looked first to Janeka, but the gunny was already calling
up a couple of others to help her check the forward buildings. She thought next
to find Torres, but he was on the deck in the passenger bay with Mendez
frantically sorting through an open aid kit beside him. The lieutenant didn’t
seem conscious.


Understanding
hit her like a punch to the gut. “Aw, fuck,” she said. Gulped. Took a breath.
Turned to work. “Third and fourth squad, form a perimeter,” Alicia ordered.
“First squad, come over here to help second with the wounded. And somebody
check on the flight crew.”


“Where’s the
LT?” came a voice from the rear of the shuttle.


“Torres is
down,” said Alicia.


“Oh shit,”
someone gasped.


“He’s still
hanging on,” called Mendez. “I could really use a corpsman!”


“Corpsman Dahm,”
Alicia echoed, then bit back the rest of it when she spotted him hovering over
another wounded man from second squad. “When you can.”


“On it,
ma’am,” came the response.


“Shit, does
that put Wong in charge?” somebody asked.


“Yes, it
does,” crackled Janeka’s voice over the platoon net. “Miss Wong is
platoon leader until and unless the lieutenant recovers. You heard her orders.”


“Fine by me,”
said Rodriguez. He climbed through the shuttle to help on the other side. “She
chewed the same dirt as the rest of us before this shit.”


“That was a
good call with the grenades, ma’am,” added Corporal Ball. “And with bringing
Mendez, apparently.”


Alicia bit her
lip. She knew she’d hear curses and complaints. She didn’t expect immediate
support. Almost as soon as she considered it, she realized that was silly. This
was part of being a sergeant, or a corporal for that matter. This was how it
was supposed to work. And it wasn’t as if she’d been gone all that long. They
knew Torres, but they knew her, too.


They also knew
she’d do the sensible thing and rely on her sergeants. “Gunny, how do we look
up front?” she asked.


“We have a
clear lane ahead for now. Nothing is moving up here. There’s more shooting up
ahead, and to the northwest. Down, stay low,” she urged suddenly, snatching
everyone’s attention. “We have movement down the block. I don’t think it’s our
enemies. Probably civilians running for cover. We need to figure out what’s
going on.”


“Copy that,”
said Alicia. She looked around. “Might be good if we can put somebody up on one
of these rooftops for a look.”


“Hey out
there,” called a voice from one of the nearby buildings. Alicia saw broken
windows and scorched walls in the darkness without anyone to match the voice
until a tentative hand rose from below a windowsill. The rest of him stood once
he knew he wouldn’t be shot. He wore filthy fatigues and a bewildered
expression. “Are you guys Union Fleet?”


“Archangel,
with a Fleet task force, yes,” said Alicia. “Come on out. Is that a uniform?”


“Uh. Yeah.
Yeah, we’re with Precision Solutions,” said the man. He climbed out with two others
in tow. “We didn’t expect you when we called for back-up. I’m Corporal Jensen.
How many have you got? There are more of you, right? Is that air support coming
back?”


“This is First
Platoon. We’re coming in with two companies but most will land outside the
city. What’s going on here?”


“Shit, we were
hoping you could tell us. We don’t even know who these guys are.”


“You don’t
know?” Rodriguez balked. “At all?”


“This all
started only a few hours ago. Up until now the worst thing we had to worry
about was insurgents pissed off about their contracts. Then tonight we had
earthquakes and the fucking volcano blew. Hell, we didn’t even know we had
a volcano. And then these assholes showed up,” Jensen went on. He kicked over
one of the black-clad bodies. The helmet came loose to offer the first clear
look anyone had at their gold-tinted faces.


“Fuckers are
out here killing everyone. Civilians, cops, us. They blew holes in the big
towers and slammed through every gate and checkpoint into the city. A few
blocks up there we had a whole inspection station. We’re all that’s left. I
dunno who these assholes are, but they sure aren’t the insurgents.”


“Nah, that
would be us,” said another man. He walked up from the rear of the shuttle with
a marine beside him as an escort, holding his empty hands up in a half-casual
gesture of peace. The marine at his side carried a rifle. Farther back among
the marines still working out their perimeter, another civilian handed over a
rifle. They both wore longcoats and bandanas. “I’m Chen. I’m with the
insurgents. And I can tell you what’s going on.”


“Can you explain
in a single sentence?” asked Alicia.


“The ancient
aliens who used to own this planet woke up and they’re genocidally pissed off
at what we’ve done with the place.”


“What the fuck
are you talking about?” asked Jensen.


“No, he’s
right,” said Alicia. “That’s what’s going on. We didn’t know about the
genocide.”


“I got it
second-hand, but it’s a solid source,” said Chen. “How’d you get here? You
can’t have heard a distress call all the way over at Qin Kai. Best case you’d
have only heard a few minutes ago.”


“We got a hot
tip,” said Alicia. “I can’t get into it right now. We’ve got a task force in
orbit but they’re already engaged with enemy ships around the planet. The first
wave of landing parties may be all that gets through. Can you tell me what’s
going on in the city?”


“All our
communications have gone to hell,” Jensen answered. “We usually lose a lot
during the dust storms. This ash falling from the sky is just as bad and half
the ground cables have been cut in all the fighting already.”


“Half of your
ground cables,” Chen corrected. “We’ve been running our own. Mostly we’re
focused on getting local civilians to shelter while Precision and the police
keep the bad guys busy. A lot of the buildings have access tunnels and
connected basements. We’re hiding people there. I can give you guides around
the city using alleys and backways. We’re used to dodging the local heat. Same
tricks are working against the Minoans so far.” Chen tilted his head toward
Jensen. “But these guys got hit hard at the outset and the ones left are barely
holding on.”


“They’re not
alone anymore,” said Alicia. “Have you got a map? Can you show us the local
situation?”


“Yeah, I can
give you that.” Chen brought up a map from his holocom. He glanced around the
platoon as the projection took form. “You guys knew exactly what kind of
weapons to bring. The aliens tell you that, too?”


“Miss Wong.”
Janeka strode over to join them, staring at Chen. “You’re still on the platoon
net. No need to catch me up. Mr. Chen, can you tell us anything more about our
enemy’s plans or their weaknesses? You said you had a source.”


Chen grinned,
looking from one woman to the other. “Funny you should ask.”











Chapter Thirty-Three:

Desperate


 


“None of
this military stuff is ever as precise as they want the public to believe. You
train for that, but in practice combat is a lot of stumbling and flopping and
improvisation. I’m starting to think a lot of other jobs are like that, too.”


 


--Crewman Tanner
Malone, Unused Interview Video, January 2276


 


“Should I be
anywhere near here right now?” asked Naomi.


“Nope,” said
Gina. “Probably not me, either. But here we are.”


“Due respect,
agent, you’re the one they wanted to see.” Master at Arms Lewis walked only a
couple of steps ahead, setting a hurried pace down the corridor. “You brought
her.”


Gina threw Naomi
an unwilling and guilty glance, but didn’t say anything. The passageway curved
up ahead, leading to a door with guards to either side.


“You really
need armed guards on your own warship?” asked Naomi.


Lewis was the
only one she’d seen who kept his faceplate racked back, presumably to give her
some sense of reassurance. “You might have heard we’ve had some experience with
boarding actions. We don’t take anything for granted.”


Naomi wondered
if that was supposed to make her feel better, too.


A sharp jolt
hit the ship, interrupting whatever Lewis said to the guards. Naomi learned
from the last such jolt to stay close to one side of the passageway and lean in
hard if she could. It was better than stumbling to the floor again. She heard
an alarm blare after the jolt, rather than before when it might have done some
good, but the alarm didn’t last. Hopefully that meant the problem had been
handled.


The guards
opened up the heavy metal door. The flag bridge was dimmer than the corridor,
but much more spacious. Lewis ushered them inside but didn’t take them far. “They’ll
ask for you when you’re needed. Until then, we stay back and out of the way.
Stick close to me and don’t interrupt anyone’s work.”


In the center
of the bridge, a small handful of people worked around consoles and floating
holograms. Around the edges were far more people and more gear. Naomi couldn’t
tell one station from another, but the tangle of icons on the big screens on
the opposite side of the compartment suggested bad news. A visual projection to
one side looked even worse: Minos seemed almost coated with dark grey clouds
while dark vessels held off the Union task force. Voices from different
stations only added to her grim impression.


“Dublin
coming in behind us,” someone shouted. “Turning to shield. Turning to—fuck!”


“Dublin
is hit,” another voice warned. “Engine critical. They’re jettisoning.”


“Have her pull
back and we’ll cover,” said a steadier, feminine voice with an East Indian
accent from the center station. “Keep up a screen of fire.”


“This sounds
bad,” murmured Naomi. Then she spotted the list of names along the right side
of the main display. Of the seventeen listed, four were in grey. Two had
flashing asterisks. “This sounds really bad.”


“It takes a
lot of training to understand how to read and follow all this,” said Gina.
“Don’t get carried away by what parts you can follow.”


“Are you
trained for it?”


“Only a
little.”


“Then how does
this look?”


Gina frowned.
“Not great.”


Amid the group
at the center of the bridge, a stocky man looked back with his faceplate up to
reveal dark brown features and a curious gaze. He straightened with recognition
and walked over from the station. “You’re from the shuttle we picked up? I’m
Ambassador Young.”


“Gina. Archangel
Ministry of Intelligence,” said Naomi’s companion, putting out her hand. “This
is Naomi Fletcher from the University of Fremantle.”


“You’re a
professor?” Young asked, shaking Naomi’s hand in turn.


“Doctoral
candidate. And a TA,” she added lamely. “Xenoarchaeology and geology.”


“You don’t
want to start with the professor,” explained Gina. “He’s not a reliable
source.”


“Hit them
again. Harder,” demanded the East Indian woman. Beyond her, red lasers chased a
dark Minoan vessel across the curve of the planet’s atmosphere.


“She’s already
made a quarter-turn,” reported a voice. “Damage is out of our line of fire.”


“Damn it, we
need to exploit those openings,” said the woman.


Young turned
back to the others. “That’s Admiral Khatri. She’s in charge. We heard you had
direct contact with the enemy leadership?”


“Yeah,” said Naomi.
“We were here on a dig. They kidnapped us and pulled us into their base or
headquarters or whatever you’d call it.”


“I want to
hear the whole story, but as you can imagine we’re pressed for time,” said
Young. “Can you give me the highlights? What do they want?”


“They want
their planet back and they want to wipe out every human on the surface along
the way,” said Gina. “Then they figure they’ll have to take on the Noonies and
Kroks. Their empress thinks she can talk her way into peace and cut an alliance
with us after she kills all the colonists. She’s crazy. And as far as
we’ve seen, they’re all following her.”


“Alien logic
really can be alien,” said Young. “It doesn’t necessarily mean she’s crazy.”


“I get that,
sir,” said Gina. “But she told us her plan just to float-test it in front of
some live humans. When we rejected it, she decided to go for it anyway. She’s
nuts.”


“Direct hit on
the screening vessel,” someone called out. “We’ve got her with the main guns. Gladiator
is following up.”


“She’s backing
off, but still holding together,” Khatri observed. “What is this going to
take?”


“Their
metallurgy is energy-resistant but it’s not impenetrable,” Naomi blurted out.
“Don’t you have missiles on this thing?”


“Ambassador,”
Khatri warned.


“We’re on it,
please don’t interrupt,” Young told Naomi. “We tried missiles. Their hulls are
more than laser-resistant. It’s hard to get a bead on them. We’re having to
recalibrate the missiles and adjust the optical targeting.”


“You can’t
shoot straight at them?” Naomi frowned. “Rocks don’t have heat signatures, but
you can fire a missile at an asteroid, can’t you?”


“It’s more
than resistance to lasers. They’re doing something to simple light reflection. We
can barely get an accurate bead. I want you to imagine writing new targeting
code in the middle of all this.”


“Bridge
reports missiles are online,” shouted a voice. “Targeting now.”


“Don’t wait on
me to—” Khatri began. Missiles flew from Beowulf as she spoke, crossing
the visual composite on the main screens amid lasers and chaff flying
everywhere.


Call-outs and
activity on the bridge never ceased. Despite it all, Naomi felt the same tense
wait as everyone while three missiles crossed the distance to the lead ship,
curving and turning to match the vessel as it moved out of position.


“Not seeing
any active defenses,” said one officer.


“No, and they
cannot track something so small and fast with their main guns,” Khatri agreed.
“But they’ve evaded before now. Or we’ve simply missed.”


Numbers
spiraled down on the screens as the missiles closed in. Naomi held her breath.


The first
seemed to overshoot. In almost the same instant, the second missile detonated,
engulfing the dark Minoan ship. The blast set off both of its companion
missiles in an even bigger explosion. Their target flew out of the cloud
listing end over end in a sidelong drift. Gaping holes in the hull were plain
to see. Other parts of the ship were entirely gone.


Cheers went up
around the bridge. They didn’t last long against Khatri’s loud, steady voice.
“Share that programming with the rest of the formation. Tell Admiral Branch to
move to the next target. Press this advantage!”


“What was that
about having to reprogram?” asked Gina.


Young glanced
back to her and Naomi with a shrug. “They only needed to adjust,” he said. “The
fight’s been going for a few minutes now. If we can get off our back feet and
push this, the Minoans might be willing to talk.”


“Fat chance of
that,” said Gina. “You’re wasting your time.”


“I don’t know
if you noticed, but I’m an ambassador on a battleship in combat,” Young pointed
out. “The only thing I can do is get prepared in case a cease-fire breaks out.
Do you have any sense of what else they want? Is there any way we can negotiate
an end to this?”


“They completely
re-engineered their bodies to be mostly human so they could adapt to all the
terraforming we did to their planet,” said Naomi. “And they’re pretty pissed
about it. Also they have crystalized brains they can pass on from one body to
the next. Minos Enterprises has been using those brains to make their high-end
memory chips.”


Young’s lips
pressed together. “I can see how that would build a grudge.”


“Java says
she’s getting success with her main guns,” someone announced. “She’s got her
target boxed in with her escorts. They’re breaking through that armor.”


“Then the
missiles ought to help,” said Khatri. On the screen, Beowulf and one of
the smaller ships hammered a Minoan dreadnought with missiles. The next closest
Minoan ship pulled back from the fight. The Union formation still looked
battered and continued to take hits, but the tide seemed to be turning.


“Relay drone
from Recon One,” announced someone at one of the larger stations. “Just broke from
the clouds and… my god. Admiral, you need to see this. The city of Southpoint
is gone!”


“What?” Khatri
asked. Rather than changing any of the larger screens, Khatri looked down to
her console. Naomi couldn’t see around the admiral, but she saw a bright orange
glow from whatever she watched. The admiral stiffened.


The fighting
raged on. Khatri bowed her head, then looked to her screens again. “We need Dublin
towed out of danger. Put that NorthStar frigate Turner on it. They
aren’t doing much good where they are now. Comms, relay the signal from Recon
One to the others. They’ve diverted to the capital.”


“What
happened?” Naomi asked, looking to Young. “Could you see?”


“No, but I
heard,” said the ambassador.


“Same here,”
said Gina. “At least the fight is shifting.”


“We had them
outnumbered when we started,” Young noted. “Even so, they’ve held the upper
hand until now.”


“New
contacts!” someone warned. “Objects dropped out of FTL at one-eight-five by
two-one-zero relative, two hundred thirty klicks…same make as the enemy. Six of
them. Correction, make that nine.”


“Damn, where
the hell did they come from?” asked Young.


“The empress
said they’d been planning this for a long time,” Naomi explained. “The Minoans
were driven into hiding in a war with the Nyuyinaro and the Krokinthians. These
ships came out of hiding from the moons. They probably had others in hiding
farther out. Or maybe in deep space. She could have sent a recall signal. Maybe
she sent it days ago.”


“They had
stasis tech,” added Gina. “There may be live crewmembers on there. Or they may
be more of those robots.”


“Or
automated,” Young considered. “We’re outnumbered two to one now.”


“So what do we
do?” asked Naomi.


“Hell if I
know. If they’re wiping out cities, I doubt we’ll find a diplomatic solution.”
He started walking toward the center station and the admiral. “Stay there.”


Beowulf
shook from another hit. Someone called out a report of damage to one of the
main engines. “Am I forgetting something? Isn’t there anything else we can tell
them?” asked Naomi.


“Nothing I can
think of,” said Gina. “At least he knows we don’t have anything to bargain
with. Not unless we can fight our way through this to a position of strength.”


“St.
Catherine is online!” someone called out. “She looks damaged. Northwest
quadrant!”


Naomi didn’t
know the significance of it until an inset on the main bank of screens switched
to a view of the ship. The image explained it: the small ship had emerged from
the clouds. Smoke trailed from one side of the vessel, which tilted to reveal
it had lost most of one wing. “She made her drop,” continued the reporting
voice. “Anchorside is still intact. Heavy fighting on the ground.”


“Then we’re
still in this,” said Khatri.


A wide yellow
beam shot out from the clouds to cut through the middle of St. Catherine.
The ship tilted forward, out of control and venting gas. Heartbeats later, she
exploded.


“How do we get
to a position of strength again?” Naomi asked under her breath.


“Close in on
the next target,” Khatri ordered. “Missiles at the ready until it’s gone. Then
we move on to the next one. Keep firing.”


 


* * *


 


“There! I saw
it! Right there.” Sanjay tilted Phoenix on her trajectory so he could
point to the spot the spot on the main canopy projection. “The beam came from
that peak!”


“Keep it in
sight,” said Lynette. She turned to her sensors, hoping to narrow it down to
actual coordinates. “Veronica?”


“Recon One, Phoenix,”
her XO said without missing a beat. “We think we spotted an enemy weapon
emplacement in the mountains. You okay if we make a quick detour?”


“As long as
you can join back up to cover us on landings, go for it,” came the reply.


“Sanjay, go,”
said Lynette, though she already felt him gun the engines.


“You think this
is the one that hit St. Catherine on her way out?” asked Elise.


“Could be.
Val, get ready,” Lynette warned. “We can’t afford more than a couple passes at
this thing.” Phoenix rushed over dry plains, low enough to kick up
clouds of dust in her wake. “Sanjay, I get the feeling you have a plan?”


“Yes, I do,”
he replied. “Might want to crank up the internal gravity.”


“Aw shit,”
grunted Veronica. She didn’t need another warning, nor did Lynette need to look
over to see where the XO’s hands would be at her controls.


“Sanjay, are
you sure you don’t need me to call a plan?” Lynette offered.


“Nope. I’m
good.”


Phoenix
rocketed toward the steep ridge of mountains, keeping low enough to crash
headlong into the slopes. Too close for the comfort of anyone else on the
bridge, Sanjay hit the counter-thrusters to decelerate fast, but the system
hardly let Phoenix brake in mid-air. As the ship reached the mountains,
Sanjay pulled up hard and spun the yacht over to rise inverted.


Internal
artificial gravity protected everyone from the awful effects such motions would
have on the body. It helped prevent nausea, too, though the sudden spin on the
main visuals on the canopy screen spoke directly to more than one stomach.


Lynette saw
mostly rock and shadow in the mountains. Phoenix didn’t linger for a
long look, speeding up into the sky. On the canopy, red crosshairs appeared
over a deep patch of darkness among the rocks. “Val, you see it?” asked Sanjay.


By then, they
were in the clouds. Nobody could see anything. “Yeah, I’m good,” came their
gunner’s voice.


“I’m not,”
complained Elise.


“Kinda need to
actually see, though,” Val added.


“On it,” said
Sanjay.


Again, the
counter-thrusters fired hard. Sanjay bled off speed rapidly, almost bringing Phoenix
to a stop. Then he pointed the nose down again. Lynette grabbed the armrests of
her chair. “Aw, hell,” she exhaled.


Darkness and
clouds spread across the canopy until suddenly they did not. Phoenix
dove into that same range of rocks and shadow again. Lights in red, yellow, and
orange flared across the canopy screen as Val opened up with lasers and the Interceptors
even before the crosshairs reappeared on the screen. Small explosions flared
all across the darkened rocks with the first hits of solid shells. Sanjay kept Phoenix
in her dive until one such explosion turned much larger than the rest.


The ship
curved hard to port before they touched the flames, breaking out of the
mountains and over the desert again—sideways.


“Bridge, this
is guns,” came Val’s insufferably satisfied voice. “Target is fucked.”


“Can we
flatten out now?” asked Veronica.


“Y’know, down
is still down in here,” said Sanjay.


“The horizon
isn’t supposed to run vertically on the screen,” she snapped back.


“Okay, fine,”
the bo’sun replied, righting the ship. “Just taking a look at the desert.”


“We’ve got
fifteen cameras for that,” said Lynette. She was on them now. Anchorside wasn’t
yet on the horizon. Only a navigational marker sat in its place. Between Phoenix
and the city were her three shuttles in need of escort. Little else of interest
appeared on her screens.


“You okay?”
Veronica asked. Her voice didn’t come over the net, nor did it carry across the
bridge. The XO was right beside her.


“Fine. I’m
used to Sanjay’s driving.”


“Not what I
meant.”


“I can’t think
about that now. It’s not as important as the rest.”


“He’ll
understand.”


Lynette shook
her head. “Really thought I was being silly, y’know?”


Veronica
squeezed her shoulder. “Can I tell you a secret? If anybody on this boat
thought you were being silly, we’d have said something. You know he’s in
the middle of this somewhere. This is almost exactly what I expected.”


“You did not
expect a war zone full of alien psychos,” Lynette countered.


“Lyn. C’mon.
Who are we talking about here?”


 


* * *


 


“I put a claw
hammer in a guy’s eye socket,” said Tanner. “It was as ugly as it sounds, and
it still wasn’t enough to put him down. He was up fighting again in under a
minute. Do not underestimate their ability to shrug off pain.”


The squad
listened intently as he spoke, some looking back with skepticism and others
with a grim resolve. Tanner stood with Dylan at the front of the main cabin
with their backs to the cockpit. The rest sat shoulder to shoulder in the Vanguard
geared up with weapons and gear. Everyone kept the visors of their helmets
racked back. The second squad in the other Vanguard likely had theirs down so
they could watch the briefing as if they were there in person.


“So you got
any ideas about what does work?” called out a rough-looking woman in the back
with a riot gun in her hand. Bandoleers of ammo cartridges hung from her
shoulders, probably in a variety of shells. Her nametag labeled her Clayton.
“We get that they’re tough and the armor stands up to lasers. What’s the other
side of it?”


“Same as
fighting any other body armor,” said Tanner. “The joints still need
flexibility. It isn’t built for severe impact. Shoot for the head whenever you
can. Those helmets don’t give a lot of shock absorption. You might not
penetrate, but you’ll ring the bell pretty good. And if they don’t have those
shields braced it’s still pretty hard to stand up against a bullet. These guys
are strong, but they aren’t that strong. Tag ‘em before they get set and
they’ll stagger.”


“Huh.
Stagger,” grunted the guy closest to Tanner. “Great.”


“That’s what
your grenades and the heavy weapons are for,” Dylan spoke up. “Remember your
training for combat against powered armor. I know it’s been a while. The
insurgents can’t exactly afford to field that stuff. But you’ve been trained.
Put it to use.


“You’ve heard
the basic layout. You have a description of the main target. This is their
base, so any other disruptions we can cause are worthwhile, but stick to the
mission. It doesn’t do us any good to get bogged down. Keep moving until we’re
done. Any questions?”


“Yeah,”
answered a heavyset grunt in the center of the cabin. A ruddy face hid under
his helmet and a day-old carpet of stubble. “Didn’t I hear on the news you’re
all fucked in the head, Malone?”


“Not the sort
of questions I meant, Sanders,” said Dylan.


“But it’s
relevant, though. Right?” He pointed to Tanner. “I’ve seen the stories. You
know what this guy did. His own people couldn’t trust him. Now we’re supposed
to take his word on all this alien shit?”


“I did a hitch
in NorthStar Security,” said another grunt with the name Voligny on her chest.
“Lost a lot of friends in Archangel.”


“That’s
enough,” Dylan snapped. “You’re professionals. Act like it. These assholes want
to waste everyone on the planet. I’ve seen the evidence. Malone is in as much
danger as the rest of us. He knows where we’re going and he knows how to handle
a gun. That’s good enough for me. It’s good enough for the rest of you. Suck it
up.”


From the back
of the cabin, a man tagged Andrade held up his hand. “Major, I’ve got a real question:
what’s the plan if this crazy shit doesn’t work?”


“Then we fight
our way out and think of something else,” said Dylan. “If we can’t do that, we
go down fighting—which is the other reason Malone is here. If this doesn’t
work, he buys it like the rest of us. Good enough?” she asked, glaring at
Voligny and Sanders. The big man tilted his head. Voligny crossed her arms and
looked to the back of the cabin.


Dylan
reclaimed her seat. Tanner strapped back in beside her. “I’m getting a strong
sense of high morale out of this group,” he said.


“Nobody has to
put on the tin soldier act in this company, Malone. Precision Solutions is for
grown-ups who don’t need any ‘by your leave’ boot camp etiquette bullshit to
keep everyone in line. They’ll perform in the field. That’s all that counts. And
I meant what I said: If this doesn’t work out, it’s your ass like the rest of
us.”


Tanner snorted.
“Why do you think I came to you guys for this instead of the insurgents? Those
poor guys are all stuck living here. If anyone should have their ass on the
line it’s the people getting paid to make everyone else miserable.”


“Shit.” Dylan
glared back at him. “You really are a self-righteous asshole.”


“Is that what
you call someone when you’re pissed off because they’re right?”


“The people
here signed up for this job. They signed contracts.”


“Those
contracts were written in bad faith, they got screwed, and their kids got stuck
with it when they didn’t sign up for any of this.”


“You get a
chance to review all your parents’ contracts and obligations before you were
born, Malone? Or did you grow up with what you had like everybody else?”


“It’s a
bullshit system built to exploit people and you know it, Dylan. At least now you
have a chance to do something to make it up to them by…” He shook his head. “Nah.”


“What?”


“I was gonna
spout some nonsense about you having a chance for a redemption or something
like that, but it’s too silly to finish. Saving your own ass isn’t redemption.
It isn’t even heroic. It’s just survival.”


“Oh, and you’d
know about that, wouldn’t you, Malone?”


“Yep. All the
people with the biggest microphones never listen. It’s the crazy thing about
fame. Some people don’t give a fuck who you are or what you want. They only
care about who they want you to be. Or what will make them money.”


“We’re coming
up on the target now,” came Brody’s voice over their headsets.


Dylan
abandoned her conversation with Tanner. “Platoon, link up and get set,” she
called.


Everyone
slipped their helmet visors down. Heads-up information appeared in an outline
at the edges of Tanner’s vision, along with an inset screen showing the
transport’s forward view. He busied himself killing off less important
information like the Vanguard’s speed and altitude. The shadows of sand dunes
rushing by told him all he needed to know.


The small
roster of platoon members and their status gave him something worth knowing, at
least. Like many such systems, he had a live count of all his ammunition and
the status of his weapons. He’d have preferred the protection of the full
faceplate of an Archangel Navy helmet and its simpler display, but at least the
expense of this piece provided some extra options like night vision adjusted to
conditions on Minos.


He had a
decent load of weapons, too. Aside from the Diamondback tucked against his
chest, Tanner wore a high-powered automatic pistol on one hip and a
laser-heated knife strapped to his opposite leg. His gloves held magnetic
threads along the palm and fingers for enhanced grip and hardened knuckles for
a sharper strike. Though they couldn’t fit him for full body armor on such
short notice, his borrowed fatigues were rugged and well-insulated. Precision
Solutions at least bought good gear with its blood money.


He only lacked
for grenades or heavy weapons. Dylan wasn’t about to trust him that much. By
contrast, the platoon sported plenty of the former, from thermals and
explosives to even a few rare sonic grenades. Sanders carried a Hailstormer, a beast
of a weapon with twice the power and far more ammo capacity than Tanner’s
Diamondback. Clayton’s riot gun would fire a number of loads from gas to shots
designed to fragment and ricochet on impact. Andrade could deliver wide blasts
of concussive force with his airburster. A few squad members even wore plasma
carbines on their hips.


Yet everyone
knew their wealth of weapons and gear wouldn’t save them from disaster in the
air. “So we’ve got no way of knowing if we’re being tracked, right?” asked
Clayton. “Could’ve been watching us since we took off and we’d never know.”


“We run that
risk with every airdrop,” said Sanders. “Either the warning systems do some
good or they don’t.”


“Seems crazy
they’d have a base with no air defenses.”


“They didn’t
shoot us down when we took off out of here,” said Tanner. “We surveyed and dug
for weeks without finding any structures besides that big door. Gun
emplacements would draw attention. They wanted to hide.” Then he shrugged.
“They’d be morons to leave the place completely undefended now, obviously.”


“We’ll find
out in one minute,” said Dylan. “On your feet.”


The squad
obeyed. Half of the passengers in the cabin leaned their backs against the
doors. The other half, without enough space to do the same, had to turn around
and lean against them. Practicality and some measure of mistrust put Tanner
with his back to the door while Dylan leaned back against him. She was only a
few centimeters shorter. Her helmeted head rested against his shoulder.


“Thirty
seconds,” warned Brody.


On the inset
screen in his heads-up display, Tanner saw the canyon stretching out ahead. The
Vanguards had flown past the canyons in a wide path in hopes of concealing
their intentions, but now made for the target in a straight line. Rather than
flying into the canyon, the aircraft would pass over the great doors and keep going.


One of Dylan’s
confidants stood beside her, leaning against Sanders at Tanner’s side. “You
ever do one of these drops, Malone?” asked Juntasa.


“I’m zero-g
combat qualified,” he said. “They gave me a cool little badge and everything.”


“That doesn’t
answer my question.”


“Yeah, I
know.”


“Five… four…”
Brody called out, overriding all other chatter. “Three… two… one! Drop!”


The doors
snapped open, dropping everyone out through the sides. Almost simultaneously, a
low tone shuddered through the air like a single, unnaturally long bass beat.
The antigrav pulser dropped from beneath the Vanguard with the squad, allowing
for a slower fall.


Tanner’s head
and stomach launched into all their usual objections about inconsistent
gravity, but in almost the same instant he had bigger problems. Human and
humanoid shapes burst out of the sands at the edge of the canyon. Some looked
up with a sharp red glow.


No one had
time to cry out a warning. The Regents cut down the second Vanguard in a flash
of laser heat and explosive results. The first aircraft caught a pair of blasts
along its tail end, igniting more flames and sending the Vanguard veering off
along the side of the canyon. Distracted and alarmed, Tanner lost control of
his fall.


The desert hit
him hard all across his back and his shoulders. A loud crash overwhelmed the
baffles in his helmet as the Vanguard crashed into the ridge over the canyon. Tanner
forced his eyes open to a night lit up with bright yellow rays and desperate
gunfire.











Chapter
Thirty-Four:

Tenacity


 


“The
situation will likely be chaotic and fluid. Defense of the civilian population
will remain your top priority until instructed otherwise. Any other objective
is secondary.”


 


--Marine Deployment
Orders, Minos Task Force, August 2280


 


The Minoan sentinel
whirled around over Tanner’s sprawled form, shield in one hand and a spear
extended in the other. The guy was close enough to kick. Tanner jammed his
Diamondback into the sentinel’s gut and pulled the trigger instead.


It didn’t
fire. He’d hit the safety so it wouldn’t go off during the jump. Only the
impact of the muzzle against his foe’s armor bought him enough time to react.
With the sentinel off-balance for all of half a second, Tanner swept one foot
up behind his leg and brought the other in against the side of the sentinel’s
knee. His opponent crumpled with a sharp cry.


The world was
a strobe-light cacophony of gunfire, screams, the rush of energy weapons, and
booms from the destroyed Vanguard. Tanner hardly tracked any of it. He hadn’t
even gotten up off his back. Instead, he threw the safety on his weapon,
twisted toward the enemy pushing himself up from the sand, and put the muzzle
against the Minoan’s head.


A five-round
burst erupted from the Diamondback, creating a shower of sparks and blood. A
sliver of metal pinged against Tanner’s helmet. Something hot cut along his
jaw, unprotected by the visor. Adrenaline and fear drowned out the pain.


Regents and
sentinels fought his comrades in a close-quarters brawl of firearms instead of
fists. The burning wreckage of the Vanguard atop the ridge gave off plenty of
light. Tanner inhaled dust and smoke as he looked for a target or somewhere to
pitch in.


Some mercenary
Tanner didn’t know shouted for him to stay down, raising his weapon to his
shoulder. A Minoan spear burst through his chest from behind before he fired.
The sentinel went down in the next heartbeat, struck at point-blank by a shot
from Clayton’s riot gun. She stepped in over his fallen body to finish the job with
another blast barely two feet from his body.


Turning from
that danger, Tanner found a black shield rushing up at him in a sweeping arc.
On instinct, Tanner flung his left arm over the slab of metal before it swatted
him aside. He couldn’t save his footing, but he pulled the sentinel down with
him. A yellow ray shot into the sky as they fell. Whatever the sentinel had
intended with his dramatic move, at least Tanner had spoiled it. He threw a
stomping kick at the Minoan, too, connecting only with armor and giving his
heel a jolt of pain.


Tanner sat
upright, hoping to finish the sentinel off with another burst of gunfire. The
sands exploded around them with the loud, electric thump of an airburster. The
concussive wave threw Tanner onto his back while a body flew overhead. He
didn’t see who or what it was and couldn’t care. His opponent got to his hands
and knees. Tanner waved the Diamondback along the sentinel’s side with the
trigger down, ending their fight.


“Pair up! Pair
up!” shouted Dylan. She was only a few steps away, covered in ashen sand and
standing over a fallen sentinel to attest to her own trouble. Whatever else she
yelled was drowned out by the loud crack of a Regent’s laser nearby. Dylan
followed her own advice and got back-to-back with Juntasa.


The roar of a
Hailstormer proved even louder than the Regent’s blaster. On his feet and
firing on full auto, Sanders poured a solid stream of bullets into the stone
man at the other side of the fight. Even with the weapon going hard, Sanders
kept it steady with one hand on the trigger and the other on the side grip
short of the barrel. Sparks and broken armor flew off the Regent under the
gunner’s assault.


It couldn’t be
the only Regent. Tanner didn’t have to look far for the other one. It came at
Sanders from behind, grabbing him with both hands to lift him overhead with
ease. “Shit!” the gunner yelped.


His body
blocked a clean shot at the Regent’s face. On instinct, Tanner rushed forward
with his Diamondback held out across his body. He dove at the Regent’s leg,
driving the weapon into the bend in its backward knee. The ploy worked,
bringing all three of them down in the sands. A painful cry from Sanders
quickly turned to angry swearing.


Tanner lost
his Diamondback in the tangle. He frantically patted himself for usable weapons
as rose, getting to his knees and turned halfway around before his fingers found
the hilt of his knife. It never occurred to him to go for something else. Not
with the Regent turning over in the sand. Tanner lunged for the Regent’s head
to stab his laser-heated knife into the red gap in the face of his enemy.


Whatever lay
behind the stone-like armor collapsed under Tanner’s blade. It felt like
smashing through layers of glass. Even with the insulation of his glove and his
sleeves, he could feel a powerful heat inside. The Regent stiffened and
collapsed. Beside it, Tanner found Sanders sitting up once again.


The gunner
clutched at his foot in red-faced pain. Despite his injury, Sanders
acknowledged Tanner with a nod when their eyes met. Tanner barely nodded back before
looking for his weapon.


The back end
of the Diamondback stuck out of the sand. Tanner snatched it up and turned to
face the canyon. He was still at the outer edge of the fight. At the other end
of the battle, Andrade brought his airburster to bear on two Minoan sentinels
braced behind their shields. An electric charge too fast to see shot from
Andrade’s weapon, collapsing the air between it and his target. The resultant
concussion against a Minoan shield sent both sentinels tumbling backward off
the ridge.


Tanner spotted
Voligny, shooting like the rest until a yellow blast caught her in the chest.
She fell in a smoking heap. Clayton stepped over her body, riot gun booming as
she brought down Voligny’s killer. She couldn’t get past the protection of his
shield and armor, but she didn’t need to. Choking gas erupted from each shot as
they struck, leaving the sentinel in a white cloud that drove him to his knees.
A burst from Dylan’s assault rifle finished him off. As soon as he fell, Dylan
turned to find another target.


Nothing else
presented itself. “They can’t have been alone,” said Dylan. “There have to be
more. Gotta—down!” she barked, but the red beam of a Regent’s laser was already
on them. It cut through a mercenary only steps away from her, flashing from all
the way across the canyon. Everyone hit the dirt.


“They’re
holding both ends of the canyon,” warned Tanner.


“Yeah, I got
that!” snapped Dylan. “Juntasa?”


“I see ‘em,”
said her partner. The other woman already had a short, tube-shaped weapon over
her shoulder. “Target: ridgeline, full spread,” she ordered the targeting
program. Her weapon thumped with the launch of a missile. Within the blink of
an eye, a ball of fire exploded on the other end of the chasm. “Got ‘em.”


Nothing else
threatened them. The awful scent of sudden and ugly deaths drifted along on the
breeze. Ashes still fell from the sky. None of it brought immediate harm to the
survivors. Tanner counted five men and women with him on the ridge. Everyone
else was down.


He didn’t
count the rest, but the comparisons were plain. Even after the Vanguards blew,
the team had the Minoans outnumbered at the start of the fight. Now they were
only six. He could see everyone else come to the same conclusion as they looked
around.


“Sound off,”
said Dylan. “Can everyone move?”


“I’m good,”
said Juntasa.


“Fine,” put in
Andrade. Clayton merely grunted.


“My ankle is
fucked,” said Sanders through gritted teeth. “I don’t think I can walk on it.
Even with drugs.”


 “God damn it,
they took out the whole other squad and cut ours in half,” said Clayton. “Our
air support is gone. What the hell do we do now?”


Tanner was
already walking past her. He tapped the side of his helmet to cycle through the
optics on the visor. “We keep going.”


“You said you
needed a squad. We’re half that,” Clayton replied.


“We don’t have
a choice,” Dylan shot back. “Either we fight now or we fight when they get
around to us on their terms. You saw how well it goes when they have the
initiative.”


“How the hell
do I even get down to the door?” Sanders asked. “Or are you planning to leave
me here?”


“We’re not
leaving anyone. We’re not climbing down to the door, either.” Tanner pointed to
the other end of the canyon. “It’s a klick and a half straight ahead. Longer since
we’ve gotta go around, but we can make it.”


“The hell?”
Clayton blinked. “The door is right down here.”


“Yeah, and our
way in is that way.” Tanner stripped a bandoleer of grenades from one of the
fallen. “Sanders doesn’t need his ankle to shoot. Somebody help me with him.
Everyone else grab a shield. We’re not done yet.”


 


* * *


 


“Union Fleet.
We’re here to help.” Ravenell banged on the door again. “Is anyone here?”


“Union Fleet?”
Collins scowled. His face was barely visible by virtue of the emergency light
tracks in the darkened hallway. “I dunno how you can lead with that.”


“Man, rich
people live in these apartments,” Ravenell replied softly. “If we tell ‘em
we’re from Archangel, they’ll figure we’re here to rob the place.” He banged on
the sliding door again. “Fleet Marines! We’re here to help!”


“Hold on,”
came a muffled voice. “This door slides and power is dead. I have to use the
hand crank. It’s here somewhere.”


“See? Powered
door,” Ravenell whispered to Collins. “Doesn’t even know where the hand crank
is. Probably never been in a blackout in his life. Real man of the people
here.”


“Wasn’t your
aunt the governor of Gabriel?”


“She knew what
to do if the power went out.”


“Oh my god. Go
check on your squad or something,” Collins grumbled.


“Check yours.
My guys are right there.” Ravenell jerked his thumb over his shoulder. Second
squad was scattered along the dark hallway, guiding frightened civilians out of
their apartments and down to the stairs. More than one carried a child in one
arm and their rifle in the other.


“You’re only
saying that ‘cause mine are downstairs,” Collins said with feigned hurt.


“Okay, I think
I got it,” announced the muffled voice on the other side. “One second.”


Thumping
footsteps approached them. “Hey, Rav. Looks like that’s everyone except for you
guys,” reported Private Griffith. She frowned reflexively at the grainy squeak
from the door. “What the hell is that?”


“Hand crank,” said
Ravenell.


“The captain’s
gonna bite your head off if he hears your guys calling you Rav instead of your
rank,” said Collins.


“Yeah, and
they know not to do it in front of the captain. Hang on,” he said. As soon as
he saw the door open more than a crack, Ravenell stuck his gloved hands through
the gap to push. “Griffith, gimme a hand?”


“Sure,” she
said, slipping in behind him. With a shared grunt, they pushed the door halfway
open to a home even darker than the hallway.


“Oh,” mumbled
the man on the other side. He wore little more than slacks and a loose shirt,
but at least he’d gotten dressed when disaster struck.


“Sir, we’re
with the Archangel Navy on a Union Fleet task force,” Collins explained,
leaning in past Ravenell and Griffith. “We’re clearing everyone out to a safer
place. Is your family here? Are you alone?”


“N-no. I mean
yes, my family is here. What’s going on? Who is fighting?”


“It’s aliens,
sir. They’re human-shaped, but they’re aliens. We don’t have time to get into
it. Is your family ready to move?”


“Frank?” asked
a voice behind the man. A woman ventured out of the shadows. “Who is it?”


“Archangel
marines, ma’am,” Collins answered. “We need to get your family out of here.
I’ll ask you to grab everyone’s shoes and a coat if you’ve got ‘em and let’s
go.” A red flash lit up the apartment for the blink of an eye, accompanied by a
loud crack and boom nearby. Collins tilted his head. “Sir, ma’am, could we come
inside to use your window?”


“S-sure,”
stammered the man. Behind him, the woman was already gone, calling out
someone’s name in soft tones. “I should get my… oh hell…” He wandered off.


Collins looked
back to find Ravenell and Griffith watching with the same frown. “You’re
awfully polite for a marine in a warzone,” said Griffith.


“These people
are scared outta their minds watching their city get shot up,” said Collins.
“Being rude to ‘em won’t make it any better.”


Rolling his
eyes, Ravenell crossed the dark apartment. It was about as nice as he expected:
luxury furniture, a full holo-entertainment center in the living room, artwork
on the walls. His boots hardly made a sound against the carpet. Even the air
smelled expensive, like pine trees.


The apartment
sat on the tenth floor at the corner of the building. The window on the north
side overlooked dark city streets under an even darker skyline. A low shelf of
knickknacks and printed books sat in front of the west window, where the
streets grew a bit wider and the buildings taller amid the corporate core.


Another sharp
laser flash lit up the night, destroying something else a block or two away.
Ravenell noted the elevation of the blast from one of the largest towers. It
was only a few floors below one of the big craters in the tower’s side.


“You catch
that?” asked Collins.


“Yeah, I’ve
got him,” said Ravenell.


“Where are we
going?” asked one of the residents. She handed off a toddler to her apparent
husband, who already had a carrying case for data chips under his arm. “How
far?”


“Only a couple
blocks to the courthouse,” answered Ravenell. “It’s sturdier and lower. Plenty
of room for people in the basement levels. You’re safer there.”


“What about
the cat?” asked her husband. He looked as if he already knew they’d say no.


“Orders said
no pets,” answered Griffith.


“Hell with
that, take the cat,” said Ravenell. “Do you have a carrier? Where’s the food?
I’ll help.” He handed his rifle off to Collins. “Where is it?”


Griffith and
Collins watched in shock as Ravenell hustled through the dark apartment to help
get everything together. He even held the carrier as the husband struggled to
get their calico inside. “You got anything to calm her down?” asked Ravenell.


“There’s a
scent-based sedative inside the carrier,” said the wife. “She’ll be fine.”


“Huh. Nice.
Okay, you’ve gotta go.” Ravenell handed the carrier off to her. “Private
Griffith will show you the way. Griffith, this cat is family. You got me?”


“Yeah. But
they said—”


“If anyone
gives you shit, you look them in the eye and tell them this cat is family.
If that doesn’t work, ask them if they want to talk to me about it, and I don’t
care if it’s the captain. But I doubt it’ll get that far. We’re not monsters.
Go.” He moved over to Collins at the window to reclaim his rifle, pulling the
barrel extension and stabilizer from their mount on the back of his shoulder.


The woman
hesitated. Her husband caught on before he was through the door with their
child in his arms. “You’re not staying here, are you?”


Ravenell and
Collins looked to one another. “Nah, no,” they answered innocently. “Only need
to look out your window for a second,” Collins added. “Good view up here. We’re
right behind you.”


The residents
left with Griffith. The two marines looked to one another, shrugged, and turned
to the window again, crouching behind the bookshelf. Ravenell assembled the
extra gear for his rifle, replacing the standard extended magazine with a
magazine of shorter, bulkier long-distance rounds.


“Family, huh?”
Collins asked.


“You never had
a pet?”


“I lived on an
asteroid. There were maybe two dogs on the whole rock.”


“Animals
shouldn’t have to suffer through all this bullshit any more than people,” said
Ravenell. “Get the window?”


Collins
smashed out the glass with the butt of his weapon. He crouched back down to
stare at the tower. “Gotta be a whole klick away,” he said.


“Little under
a klick and a half with the elevation,” Ravenell replied, poking the rifle
through the gap in the glass. He pulled the faceplate of his helmet down.
“Yeah, the rangefinder confirms it. Not even close to a record shot.”


Another red
beam flashed from the tower, cutting into something behind the buildings in the
foreground. “That was him again,” said Collins.


“You’re a real
helper.” Corrected crosshairs lined up on Ravenell’s faceplate lens rather than
his weapon.


“I’m
spotting.”


“That’s not
how spotting works.”


“Shut up. I’ve
been a sergeant longer than you. I know better.”


“That’s not…”
Ravenell sighed. Sensors began to correct for wind, but he turned them off. He
couldn’t trust them with everything the ash in the air did to their systems.
“Okay, that is how sergeanting works.”


“Sergeanting?”


“Oh, shut up.”


“I used that
one already.”


Ravenell let
it drop in favor of the task at hand. Red light moved behind one of the broken
windows of the tower. He caught exactly enough shadow around it to get an
outline. As the light grew brighter, Ravenell squeezed his trigger.


One second
later, sparks flew from his target. The light jerked away as the enemy’s head
snapped to one side. “Nice,” grunted Collins.


Then the light
returned, joined by another of equal intensity. Despite every difficulty of
darkness and distance and all the rest, both young men knew exactly where the
enemy looked. “Not nice,” said Collins. He grabbed Ravenell by the shoulders
and threw himself to the floor.


Lasers cut
through the apartment window, blazing a path through the bookshelf, the knickknacks,
the carpet, and the kitchen island. Glass and plaster burst under the sudden
heat.


“I thought I
got him,” growled Ravenell, rolling back up to his knees. He hit the selector
on his rifle and the field option on his helmet. Blue lines appeared in his
field of vision, along with a small guidance arrow he didn’t need.


“You did hit
him,” said Collins.


Ravenell returned
to the window. The viewfinder on his optical display turned to yellow as he
came into the same general direction and field as before, then blinked as he
brought his rifle up again. The guidance system cut down the time it took to
return to his previous view, bringing his weapon to bear against his enemy in
seconds.


This time he
saw both red lights right away. He pulled the trigger again, releasing a slow
but steady burst of rounds. He wasn’t alone this time, either. Collins fired
over his shoulder to back him up using the same targeting data. Not every
bullet hit. Some struck windows or framing. Others disappeared into the
darkness of the room. A few hit home.


A stone man
tumbled out of the window. The other fell backward with smoke and bits of its
carapace flying from its body.


“Think he’s
dead?” asked Collins.


“I thought so
the first time. I fucking hate working with bullets.”


Collins watched
while Ravenell reloaded. “Nothing moving in there. Can’t see that light
anymore, either. Think we got ‘im.”


“We’d better
move,” said Ravenell. He stood away from the shattered windowsill and began
returning his rifle to normal. “See, this is why you take the cat when you have
to evacuate. Screw what the orders say. I’m not leaving a cat or a dog in
this.”


“Wait, wait,”
said Collins. He looked down through the other window. “Somebody’s coming up
from the block. Leapfrogging for cover. We didn’t send anyone that direction.”


Ravenell
looked over his shoulder. At first, it was only a couple of figures in the
shadows. Then he saw more. The two up front were only the point men. “Is that
First Platoon?”


They hauled
ass for the first floor. Only a few others remained in the building to wait for
Ravenell and Collins. By the time they made it down, the civilians were cleared
out. A short run through dark streets strewn with ash and rubble let them catch
up easily enough. The sounds of danger were never far away.


The courthouse
stood as quiet and unwelcoming as every other building in the district until
they passed the marines guarding the doors. In the lobby, they found
considerably more life—though some of that life lay on antigrav lifters stolen
from some truck.


Tension and
dread tightened every muscle from Ravenell’s shoulders to his neck until he
heard the voice giving a report. He could only imagine how much relief his
companion felt at the sight of her. Even if she gave bad news, at least she was
still alive to give it.


“The shuttle might
limp at best,” said Alicia. She stood with Janeka near a broad reception desk.
Several other marines listened as they looked over one of the men lying on a
lifter. “We made sure the systems were locked down. It’s not going anywhere.”


“No, but I’m
sure it’s ripe for looting,” said the lieutenant standing beside her. Kilmeade
had his arms folded across his chest, though he dropped them in a fidgeting
move as others looked back at him.


“We had other
things on our mind, sir,” said Janeka.


“Of course.” The
leader of Second Platoon tried to pass it off with a dismissive shrug.
“Thinking out loud, is all.”


“We’d do
better to think of a plan of action going forward,” said Captain Hancock. Bravo
Company’s commander allowed the wounded man to be carted away with a nod. Only then
did Ravenell realize Lieutenant Torres was the one on the lifter. “Everyone
we’ve encountered from the police or Precision has been as disconnected and
desperate as the ones you found. We can forget about backing up the local
forces. It was a nice idea while it lasted, but it turns out we’re the only
organized resistance.”


“Beg your
pardon, captain, but we’re not alone,” said Alicia. She tilted her head toward
a civilian standing outside the huddle. “The local insurgents are still in
this. Chen has his people focused on getting the populace out of harm’s way.
Not much different from what you’re doing here.”


“We’re only
setting up a command post and a perimeter,” Hancock replied. He didn’t try to
hide his skepticism as he glanced to Chen. “How many and where?”


“How many
fighters, you mean?” Chen asked. “I’ve got a few hundred with light weapons. We
have some stolen missile launchers but hardly anyone is trained with them.
We’re not built for a real fight. I’m not offering frontline troops, but we can
help you get around and deal with civilians.”


“Sir, you said
you wanted a plan,” Alicia spoke up again. “First priority on our orders was to
protect the population. We were supposed to link up with local authorities to
do that but they’re gone or useless. Chen here is the closest we’ve got. He
already has his people evacuating and sheltering the civilians, but they can’t
stand up to the enemy.


“We’re
outnumbered, but we’re not outgunned. Once we’re engaged, Alpha and the rest of
Bravo Company won’t have any trouble finding us. I think we ought to draw the
fight away from Chen’s people and keep the enemy occupied.”


“Until when?”
asked Hancock.


“Until the
Fleet breaks through and we can reconnect or that headquarters strike by Precision
gets through. Or until the situation changes.”


“You mean
until we’re wiped out,” said Kilmeade.


Chen shrugged.
“They’re coming after all of us, lieutenant. You see what they did to your
other platoon. If you’re here, you’re a target.”


“Yeah, but you
know where to find the enemy HQ,” Kilmeade argued, though he turned from Chen
to Hancock. “We ought to be backing that strike up.”


“We have no
way to get out there, lieutenant,” countered Janeka.


“It’s defense,
captain,” Alicia continued. “All we can do is buy time and make the bad guys
pay for it. If we do it right, we hurt them badly enough to make them back
off.”


Hancock’s eyes
flicked from Alicia to Chen to Janeka. “Gunny?”


“I have faith,
sir.”


He nodded.
“Mr. Chen, you’re on. Lieutenant Kilmeade, tell those stragglers from Precision
to stay and guard the courthouse. Any of our walking wounded can help. Everyone
else comes with us. Let’s go pick a fight.”











Chapter
Thirty-Five:

One Last Run


 


“On the
bright side, I found a thousand-year-old jar. Okay, technically the drone found
the jar while I was operating it, but still. This trip hasn’t been great, but
I’m really proud of that.”


 


--Tanner
Malone, Personal Correspondence, August 2280


 


“We’re not
doin’ this, are we? You can’t be serious. Dylan, tell him we aren’t doing
this.”


Sanders sat
half sprawled in the sand while Clayton checked the corrective bandage on his
ankle. The gunner’s injury left him with nothing to do but complain. Dylan
threw Sanders a dry glance as she carried a Minoan shield past him. “You have
any better ideas?”


“Yeah, I do!” He
looked across a blasted canyon full of bodies to the foreboding door. He looked
out across the desert. He looked to the hauler parked in front of him. “Not
this!”


“Great plan,”
Dylan huffed. She set the shield down at the hood of the hauler. Most of the
others were already in place. “Little shrapnel on this one, but it’s intact.”


“Cool,” said
Tanner, not looking up from his work at the hood. “Ought to give full coverage.
I should’ve thought to bring one more from the other side of the canyon.
Misjudged the hood.” He reached low through the hood’s front cargo mountings
with the electrostatic tape, running it all the way up to the top. “Okay, next
one up.”


Andrade held
the shield up along the front of the hauler’s hood next to the last one they’d
mounted. Most of the front of the hauler’s hood was covered now. Tanner ran
tape through the shield’s hand grips and the cargo mountings, keeping it
tightly in place to make sure he had multiple points of support. He worked
fast. They all did.


“Tell me this
isn’t the craziest shit you’ve ever done,” said Andrade.


Tanner stood
upright and looked at him blankly. “Is that rhetorical?”


“What?”


“Seriously.
‘Ever’ is a broad context.”


He slipped
around Andrade to work his tape through the last stretch of the front
mountings. The final shield would hang past the right corner of the hood, but
he didn’t care. Coverage and security mattered more than neatness. Thankfully,
he had plenty of tape.


“How are we
doing, Juntasa?” asked Dylan.


“Every once in
a while I see shadows or a little reflected light. Nothing to shoot at,” she
reported. The sniper sat off from the rest, watching the door and the rest of a
canyon through the scope on her rifle. “It’s still open.”


“I guess we
screwed up the controls enough on our way out of there,” said Tanner. “Either
that or they’re real cocky. Or they’ve got their own issues.”


“Or it’s
another trap,” said Sanders.


“Then we fight
our way through that, too,” Tanner snapped. “I’m not letting the big bad guy
get away from me again.”


Dylan stopped.
“What’s that mean?”


Against his
will, Tanner hesitated. It lasted only a second. He continued with his work at
the hood. “Pirate stuff,” he muttered.


Dylan watched
him. He didn’t look back, but he could feel her eyes on him.


“Hey, Malone,”
said Juntasa. “If you can drive down into the canyon, why is everything parked
up here?”


“It wasn’t
about getting into the canyon.” Tanner hefted the last shield into place with
Andrade. “We were worried about driving out again.”


“Like us?”
Sanders piped up. “You got a plan for how we get out again?”


“One thing at
a time,” said Tanner. “Okay, we’re good.”


“That’s it?”
asked Dylan. She looked over the vehicle skeptically.


“First you
thought I was ridiculous for doing this and now it’s not ridiculous enough for
you?” Tanner grumbled.


“Fine. Let’s
do it,” said Dylan. Andrade and Clayton helped Sanders up. Juntasa pulled back
from her post, though she still kept a close eye on the other end of the
canyon.


“Okay, who’s
driving?” Tanner asked.


Everyone
stopped to look at him.


“Fuck,” he
sighed on his way to the driver’s side door.


He ran up the
engine while they settled in. Sanders hunkered down in the cargo bed with
Juntasa. Andrade took up the chair behind Tanner. Dylan rode shotgun with
Clayton in the seat behind hers. The crew in the cab looked on as Tanner
checked and double-checked every control and every setting to the point of
locking the doors. “You do know how to drive, right?” asked Clayton.


“Sure. Kinda.”
He threw the hauler into motion, jerking it backward to get space before the
turn at the natural path down the ridge.


“What do you
mean, ‘kinda?’” demanded Dylan.


“We had decent
public transit where I grew up, and then I lived on spaceships for five years.
But don’t worry, I drove something like this earlier tonight.”


“Wait, what?”
Andrade objected.


“Warning,”
said the hauler’s navigation system. “You are in hazardous terrain. Off-road
capability is not designed for these conditions. Your manufacturer and insurer
will not be liable for any—”


The electronic
voice died as Tanner flipped the shutoff for the safety system.


The turn at
the path forced him to wrench the wheel hard to the right with less grace than
he’d hoped. The front of the hauler tilted sharply downward, and along with it
his stomach. A dark, rocky wall rushed by on one side of the hauler. Through
his other window, he saw only an unsettling open space over the canyon floor.
The worst of it came in the windshield as the trail bent sharply in a tilted
U-turn.


On the bright
side, he figured it would be over quickly one way or the other.


“Malone,”
Dylan warned. He almost tuned her out. She didn’t have much more to say. The
road—such as it was—took all his attention. Then her words caught up with his
brain: “Brake! Brake! Turn!”


Tanner managed
neither as sharply as he’d hoped. They stayed on the trail by virtue of
scraping along the canyon wall once he made it all the way around the bend in
the ridge. Loud complaints of metal against rock and a shower of dirt only
added to his fright.


“Fuck, fuck,
fuck,” Clayton blurted, seemingly inhaling rather than exhaling as she spoke.
Dylan growled out more instructions. Andrade clutched the handhold mounted over
his seat.


The trail
ended at a sharp, ugly rock blocking all but a foot path down the last turn
into the canyon floor. Tanner pumped the accelerator and threw the wheel to the
right, pulling them off the trail with several feet to go.


Their landing
wasn’t pretty. The jolt at the bottom ran from his ass to his head, even making
him wonder if he’d lost a second or two of memory in the transition from trail
to canyon floor. Though none of his companions sounded pleased, their continued
shouts told him everyone was still alive. The shields on the hood stayed in
place. The hauler kept rolling.


Tanner hit the
accelerator again. This time, he stayed on it. The lurch and jolt of the hauler
running into the stream at the base of the canyon hardly bothered him now.
Water splashed up to either side and created a drag on the wheels, but the
stream was shallow enough to power through until the hauler climbed out again. 


Debris from
the fight and the destroyed camp bounced off the shields over the hood and
crunched under the tires. Demolished shelters lined the canyon floor at his
right as he rounded the last bend. The great door came into view, still wide
open, along with the looming stone ramp before it.


The barrage of
enemy fire began a heartbeat later.


Blasts of
energy shot past and over the hauler. More than a few scored hits. The shields
on the hood absorbed most. Two shots destroyed the windshield; one of them
passed between the seats while the other cut through the roof over Dylan and Clayton.


Despite the
jostling and despite his wounds, Sanders got his Hailstormer roaring over the
cab. Sparks flew off Minoan shields at the top of the earthen ramp, adding to
the chaos. The bullets also made shooting tougher for the Sentinels.


Tanner hit the
ramp with his foot still on the accelerator. Gambles paid off in a single
instant: the ramp supported the hauler, the shields were mounted high enough
not to dig into the stone, and the tilt didn’t bleed off much speed. Even as he
processed all of that, Tanner’s simplest but most important guess proved true.


The Minoans
had spent centuries fighting the Nyuyinaro and Krokinthians. They fielded
deadly robots and advanced armor. They mastered and weaponized their own environment.


And they had never
needed to defend against a speeding truck.


The hauler
smashed through a double line of Minoan sentinels, battering most aside while
rolling violently over the rest. Screams and metallic cracks outside the hauler
filled the cab as its occupants hung on through the rough ride, but then it was
over. The tunnel stretched out, unimpeded by enemy warriors.


“Oh god, it
worked,” said Clayton.


“How far do we
take this?” asked Andrade.


“As far as
we’re able,” said Dylan.


“Yup,” agreed
Tanner. He said nothing else. Driving took all of his attention, even with a
flat floor and a mostly straight tunnel.


“That’s really
all they had?” Clayton wondered.


“I’m sure more
men are on the—watch!” Dylan blurted.


The lines at
the doorway weren’t the only defenders. More trickled in up ahead, hurrying
into positions. Tanner didn’t worry much about them. The Regent in the middle of
the tunnel was another matter.


“Down!” Tanner
yelled. He expected the searing red flash. Like the few sentinels that struck
the hauler at the ramp, the Regent made the mistake of aiming for the center of
the cab. Much of its blast streamed up along the shields before cutting through
the open gap in the windshield and the cab wall behind it. Tanner ducked and threw
his arm up to protect his head from the incredible heat, but he didn’t stop.


As he feared,
the Regent braced itself in the hauler’s path. He only saw it in the split
second following the end of the beam. The Regent reached forward with both
hands and bent into the impact. Tanner knew the strength of the stone men.


Strength was
not the same as mass or weight. The collision hit the hauler hard, throwing
everyone inside forward and back against their seatbelts, but the Regent couldn’t
stop the hauler. Smooth flooring offered nowhere for the Regent to dig in its
feet. The hauler shook as the stone man fell under the hood and rattled against
the undercarriage.


“Holy shit,” said
Dylan, rising up again. “We made it.”


“Never know
‘til you try,” said Tanner.


“Juntasa,
anything back there?” Dylan asked over their net.


“That thing
isn’t dead,” the sniper answered from the back of the hauler. “It rolled over
once we were past it. Can’t see it now.”


“What’s that
ahead?” asked Sanders.


Tanner
blinked. He’d concentrated so much on the last curve he didn’t notice the
change in the lighting. “Stasis. It’s the pod farm,” he began, but they were
already there. The tunnel curved again to bring them along the balcony path
overlooking the great space of pods and the wide open gap to their right. He’d
meant to warn the others. He meant to think ahead about this.


He failed.
They paid for it as soon as they emerged into the gap.


Heat and red
light flared into the cab again, this time with far worse results. The beam
came from the hauler’s right, cutting through the cab and the rest of the
vehicle along its side as it passed. Tanner’s world tilted backward as the beam
sliced the back tires in half and dropped the hauler’s rear end to drag on the
deck. His heart leaped into his throat as he lost everything but the momentum
of the front tires. Though the steering wheel responded, Tanner overcorrected
to keep them away from the cliff on the right. The hauler scraped along the
wall on the left to get past the end of the gap.


They came to a
stop only a few meters into the next tunnel. The hauler banged along against
the wall with its last shreds of momentum. Tanner inhaled smoke and the stench
of burnt flesh. He looked to his side. Dylan was already turning around in her
seat. Behind her, Clayton hung forward against her seatbelt with fumes rising
from her body.


“Oh god,”
Tanner choked. She wasn’t moving.


“Andrade?”
Dylan asked.


“I’m okay. I
dunno how, but I’m okay. Jesus, Clayton is—”


“She’s gone,”
Dylan cut him off. She grabbed Clayton’s riot gun and a bandoleer of ammo from
the dead woman’s shoulders. “Juntasa? Sanders?”


“He’s hurt,”
Juntasa reported. Sanders groaned in pain in the background. Either his helmet
was gone or he’d lost his connection on their net.


“We’ve got to
move,” said Dylan. She rolled out of the door, tumbling gracelessly to the deck
but springing up again. “How bad is he?”


“It’s bad,”
said Juntasa.


Tanner climbed
over Dylan’s vacant seat to follow her. Everything Juntasa meant to say after
that was drowned out by the roar of Sanders’s Hailstormer firing out the back
of the hauler. Looking down the hallway, Tanner saw Regents and sentinels
behind their shields. Some went down under the force of his bullets. Others
held on.


“Go,” Sanders
shouted. “Go!”


Juntasa jumped
out of the cargo bed. Before Tanner spoke, Dylan took Sanders at his word. She
ran down the hall. Andrade and Juntasa followed.


Tanner
hesitated. Sanders was hurt but still fighting. Tanner had only ever left the
dead behind in a fight.


“Go!” Sanders
bellowed. He didn’t speak again. The Hailstormer spoke for him. Hating himself,
Tanner rushed on after the others.


They were
close now to a destination he couldn’t be sure would remain open, or one that
might not hold their current target. Close, and down to four people from a team
of twenty with air transport and heavy weapons. They kept bleeding people.
Bleeding lives.


The empress
wouldn’t be alone. Even unthreatened, she had a dozen people and two Regents in
the room with her. His team was down to four.


An explosion
shook the air back along the tunnel. He didn’t hear the Hailstormer anymore.


“Malone!”
Dylan shouted as they came to the next juncture. The tunnel turned left and
carried on forward.


“Straight
ahead,” Tanner yelled back, catching up fast. “Don’t turn. Straight ahead.”


Dylan kept
running, though she fired Clayton’s riot gun toward the upcoming turn as soon
as she was close enough for the angle. She didn’t need to aim. Bright green
smoke burst from the wall as her first shell hit, followed by the fireworks of
a miniature chaff blast from the second. Burning streams of magnesium and worse
bounced around the hallway. Clayton had loaded to provide cover and
distraction. If anyone or anything lurked in the adjacent tunnel, they would be
deafened and blinded.


No one took it
for granted. As he came to the junction, Andrade fired his airburster into the
passage on wide dispersal. Tanner saw the wave of hyper-compressed air rush
through the sparkling cloud. Yelps and the clatter of metal beyond the cloud
suggested Andrade had hit something. As they reached the opposite edge of the
tunnel, Juntasa hooked a thermal grenade back through the cloud to cover their
rear.


They pressed
on fast. Despite their progress and speed, Tanner’s dread only grew. They were
assaulting a side door in a hallway without surprise, without cover, and without
support. He wasn’t integrated with the rest of his team, unfamiliar with their
training and their standards. They were four people with guns desperately rushing
a door. It was all bad, and he had no way to correct it. No time. No better
ideas. Nothing.


 The archway to
the control room awaited ahead. No sentries stood outside. Tanner hissed a
warning, identifying the target. He wondered if it had a door at all, or if it
was always open. Dylan, Andrade, and Juntasa slowed and spread out with weapons
up. Tanner did the same. Dylan raised her hand to give a signal to someone.


A dark shield
swept out from around the archway, this one held higher than normal. Behind and
above it glowed the eye of a Regent.


Tanner dropped.
So did Dylan. The Regent’s laser swept across the hallway in a single, steady
flash. Juntasa screamed. Andrade’s airburster fired. The Regent staggered back
against the frame of the archway behind it, battered by the sudden burst of
hypercompressed air against its shield. Masonry cracked under the Regent’s
impact, but the thing didn’t fall.


 Dylan fired
another pair of covering shots from her riot gun: smoke, then pyro. The former
burst against the shield, plunging the doorway into a dark green cloud. The
pyro glanced the wrong way, sending more flares and screeching, burning chemicals
back out into the corridor. Andrade blasted again. Tanner looked to Juntasa,
but he saw only blackened fatigues and skin crumpled in a corner. Too little of
her remained for any hope of survival.


More shields
pushed out of the entryway into the hall, filing out like a moving blockade.
Enemy fire filled the passage. Again, Andrade let loose with the airburster,
this time knocking targets on their backs in a metal tangle. Tanner let his
Diamondback rip, keeping up the pressure as best he could.


Dylan thought
better of the riot gun. She tore one of the thermal grenades from her belt,
shifting as far out to the right as she could to get a good angle on the
smoke-filled archway. Tanner felt a moment’s terror at the thought of the
grenade bouncing or being deflected, but her throw was good.


A stone hand
reached out of the cloud of smoke and caught the little orb. The Regent tucked
its hand close to its chest and ducked against the outside of the entryway,
heedless of its comrades on the deck.


Even with the
Regent’s body as a barrier, the bright flash of the thermal caused a flare over
the eye protection of Tanner’s visor. Three thousand degrees exploded against
the Regent’s torso, sending it flying backward into the opposite corridor wall.
Sentinels screamed in pain amid a shower of instantly melted debris. The blast
even swept away most of the smoke.


One sentinel
held it together better than the rest. Smoke trailed from joints in his armor
as he rose from the floor to throw his shield over the worst of the glowing
debris. He wasn’t the only survivor. The Regent struggled to gather itself again.
Even with a thermal grenade detonating against its belly, the thing still
moved.


Andrade poured
on the pain. Another blast from his airburster close to the ground sent guards
and debris tumbling down the corridor away from the entrance. Along the side of
the wall, Dylan reloaded the riot gun. She hadn’t missed the survival of the
charred Regent.


The gap was
clear. They couldn’t keep fighting in the hallway. Trouble would come from
behind any moment. “Andrade, cover the rear,” Tanner warned. He surged forward,
pulling a grenade of his own from the belt salvaged from the crash site
outside. Mindfully, he chose a fragmentation grenade, not wanting to be
anywhere near a thermal detonation.


He reached the
entryway as another shield filled up half the space. Tanner slammed his
shoulder against the shield and lobbed the grenade over it, then gave the
shield another shove to push himself away. Unlike his opponent, Tanner knew to
duck behind the side of the archway. The sentinel only fought to keep his
footing.


Another
explosion shook the air. The sentinel fell out of the entryway onto the floor.
With the sounds of Dylan’s riot gun and Andrade’s airburster going behind him,
Tanner moved inside and kept low.


Aside from the
haze of smoke and fizzling bits of chaff on the floor, the broad, rounded room
looked the same as before. Nothing had yet closed off the pavilion at the other
side. In the main chamber between the entrance and the pavilion, the same
images of cities and skylines floated over meter-tall obelisks. More than one
image depicted the planet from somewhere in orbit. Tanner thought he saw
movement and flashing lights over one hemisphere, but he could spare only a
glance.


Others moved
in here. Some could be armed. Any if not all could be dangerous. He couldn’t
know which. Regardless, they’d all helped in an attack that killed thousands.


He’d been here
before.


Two bursts
from his Diamondback put down the coughing, hunched over Minoans in black
tunics to his right. He swept left behind a hip-level obelisk full of lights to
put down another moving body, this one coming at him in a rush. Tanner kept low
and looked for more. He’d counted about two dozen Minoans the first time he’d
been in here, along with at least a pair of Regents. And their empress.


Closer into
the room now, Tanner stole a quick glance at the pavilion. He noted only a few
silhouetted forms through the haze. One such silhouette bore a flaring red dot
at its head.


Tanner leaped
away, diving farther to the left from the entryway as red light and heat blazed
through his previous spot and shattered the obelisk he’d used for cover. He
pushed up from hands and knees as soon as he hit the floor and made another
lunge, knowing full well the beam still chased him across the room.


The thunderous
red glow ended as he came down on the deck again. He picked himself up only to
spot another form rushing at him, far too close and too fast to stop. A booted
foot swept up at his head, knocking him around onto his back and jarring his
helmet. That same foot came down at him again before he recovered, slamming the
visor halfway off the helmet and turning all of his optical aids to static. He
could barely see.


It wasn’t like
he needed to aim for this enemy. Tanner swept his Diamondback up in an arc with
his finger on the trigger. Blood fell on him as his attacker collapsed. He tugged
the helmet away rather than trying to fuss with it.


Golden blasts
of energy came in, flying high or a little wide but showering him with sparks
blown off surrounding surfaces. They knew where he was now. If that Regent was
on the move, he was fucked. Tanner’s free hand dropped to the grenade belt on
his hip. He had one thermal and one frag left. It would be the only distraction
he could create.


The boom of a
riot gun at the entrance gave him a little hope. Dylan moved in and broke to
the right. Andrade followed, blasting away with his airburster. It gave Tanner
a chance to get to his feet and move to better cover.


“Malone, we’ve
got more incoming,” Dylan warned.


The airburster
roared again. Tanner popped his head up out of cover to find the Regent. His
target remained in the pavilion, staggered by Andrade’s weapon. It answered in
kind, returning fire with the virtual cannon mounted in its head.


Andrade never
had a chance. The laser all but incinerated him where he stood.


Too late to
save Andrade, Tanner sent a frag grenade toward the pavilion like a shot put.
The Regent reacted like the other one in the hallway, reaching out to catch the
weapon as it came in. It fell short of a full capture, instead knocking the
little device farther into the pavilion. Two Minoans nearby dove out of the
space and into the main chamber while the Regent flung itself onto the grenade.


Long flowing
hair and the slight glitter of jewels identified at least one of the Minoans.
Tanner had only met her once, but Amara stood out. “She’s here,” Tanner barked,
hoping Dylan was still up. “She’s here.”


Half of the
holo projections in the control room had died. A couple others flickered. Smoke
hung in the air. “Where?” Dylan called back. Her riot gun boomed again. Someone
screamed.


“My side,”
Tanner answered. “Left of the pavilion. Left.”


“Here,”
corrected a voice.


Tanner spun.
Her fist came in first, clipping his jaw. Her other hand grabbed his weapon by
the barrel, pushing it away. Turning into the same motion, Tanner threw his elbow
into her side. She ignored it, twisting the Diamondback until he had to let it
go.


He spun around
her to break their line, putting his other elbow into her kidney. The hit
jolted her upright, stiffening her posture. She responded in kind with a sweep
of her arm at his head. Tanner barely blocked it. Amara was strong—frighteningly
so, and taller, too.


She turned to
face him. Blood flowed from ugly wounds up and down her arms and her side.
Either his grenade or Andrade’s airburster had tagged her badly with shrapnel.
She didn’t seem to care. Nothing in her cold expression suggested pain or
difficulty.


Across the
room, Dylan’s riot gun went off again. She could handle the rest. Tanner had
the leader now. He could do this.


Amara’s fist
came in at his face. Tanner evaded with a backward step, pulling the first
weapon to come to his hand. She punched at him again, but this time he blocked
with his knife. Her fist still crashed through his defense to tag him in the
face even with the heated blade embedded in her hand.


A stomp
against his leg staggered him before he could retaliate. Tearing the knife
free, Tanner slashed low in hopes of cutting enough of her leg to cripple her.
The knife dug deep, but she stayed upright. Her good fist caught his jaw in a
hook. Tanner bounced off the wall.


He meant to
use the bounce for momentum. Her fist came in again faster. Pain erupted in his
face and the back of his head all at once. Then he saw and felt nothing.











Chapter
Thirty-Six:

Goalposts


 


“Given the
costs of recent conflicts and the ongoing economic fallout, the Union’s current
defense posture is particularly fragile. We must do whatever we can to avoid
conflict with our alien neighbors.”


 


--Union Assembly
Defense Memorandum (Classified: Highly Secret), August 2280


 


Missiles
detonated in a ripple across the Minoan dreadnought’s starboard side. Though
the dreadnought tried to turn away and opened up with her faster cannons to
intercept, the effort did little good. The blasts tore through her armored
hull. Wreckage trailed from the vessel as she limped along her previous course,
turning to escape.


“Coragem
says her target is inert,” reported a voice. “No further weapons fire, no sign
of power to the engines.”


“Dreadnought
Three is backing off from Tianmen. They’re asking if we want them to
pursue. Damage on Tianmen is under control. Her escorts are still in
good condition. Hengshui is low on missiles, but that’s the worst of it.”


“Dreadnought
Five is falling into the atmosphere!”


“Give me a
visual,” instructed Khatri. One of the main screens flipped to the view from
the Union Fleet cruiser Java. As described, a battered Minoan ship
drifted backward into the upper atmosphere. Already the vessel bore the halo of
super compressed air around its hull.


Khatri’s lips
pressed together in something short of a smile. Her satisfaction came through
in her voice. “We’ve got them on the ropes,” she said. “Put one ship from each
cruiser escort force on rescue and recovery. We have destroyed and disabled
vessels. Let’s not leave any survivors holding on longer than we must.”


“Is that it?” Naomi
asked, still at the back of the bridge with Gina. No one had so much as looked
their way in the last few minutes. “Did we win?”


“We’re still
shooting,” said Gina. “I wouldn’t say it’s over.”


“Any update
from the surface?” Khatri asked.


“Beowulf’s
companies are engaged at the capital. Fleet forces should arrive there any
minute. Fighting is heavy. Still no contact with local forces. The Lai Wa
contingent says they’ve linked up with local security at Redwood. They’re cut
off from the rest of the planet but no signs of fighting yet.”


“And none of
them with any way to hear from us,” the admiral fumed. She leaned on the
control panel. “They can’t keep sending relay drones through the cloud cover. At
some point we’re going to have to send in one of our destroyers if only to
establish—”


“New contact!”
called out an urgent voice. “Krokinthian dreadnoughts at zero-four-one by
one-two-seven, three hundred twenty klicks out. Two of them just out of FTL.”


Khatri leaned
on a button on the console. “Admiral Branch, break off and move to intercept.
We’ll take Monaco with us.” She looked to an aide. “Get Java to
break off and follow. We need to get in their way.”


“A Nyuyinaro
pod group dropped in ahead of the Kroks,” added one of the techs.


“Good,” said
Ambassador Young. He had stayed silent near Khatri until now. “Send a wave to
them on the usual channel. Let’s hope they’ll talk. Where is Alicia Wong?”


“She’s on the
surface with her platoon, sir,” said one of Beowulf’s officers.


“Who the hell
let that happen?” Young snapped. The ambassador looked back to Naomi and Gina
and waved them over. “C’mon. You might be needed.”


“Us?” Naomi
blinked, though she moved forward if only to see and hear better.


“You’ve met
the Minoans face to face. It could come up. Don’t worry, I’ll do the talking.”


“Nyuyinaro contact
established,” announced a signalman. “Audio only. Routing it to your station,
admiral.”


“Union,” came
a plainly artificial voice. “We contacted the Krokinthians as we contacted you.
The Krokinthians moved fast. We did not expect.”


“This is
Ambassador Young,” said the man at Naomi’s side. “We understand. Are they in
contact with you now?”


“Yes. Where is
Alicia?”


Young tilted
his head. Naomi saw an idea spark in his eyes. “She is on the planet fighting
the people of Dust. She is protecting our people.”


“Krokinthian
signal,” muttered another of the officers. Naomi only then realized how much quieter
the bridge had become. Young held up his hand to put the signal on hold.


“What do I
call you? Can you give me a name?” Young asked.


“I am Breeze,”
said the Nyuyinaro.


“Translations,”
Young sighed. “We’re going to talk to the Krokinthians now. You’ll be
included.” With a nod to the officer, Young stepped back and brought his arms
out wide. “I speak for the Union. Who are you?” he asked with a stronger voice.


A hologram
blinked into existence in front of him. The image centered on a Krokinthian
with almost nothing else around it. The alien was strange enough to look at
without a background. Its chitinous, pentagonal form offered no real front or
back, but rather five identical faces with an eye in the middle of each portion
and a great claw at each end.


“You know us,”
said the Krokinthian. “Our enemy has returned. We will destroy them.”


“Our people
are on the planet. We are here to protect them,” said Young.


“The people of
Dust are a danger to all,” said the alien. “We believed them destroyed. We will
not be wrong again. They must be ended before they harm others. They must not
leave their world. You should never have rested there.”


“We did not
know,” said Young.


“Humans lie.
We cannot trust you.”


“Trust what
you see. Trust the wreckage behind our ships. Your enemy is also our enemy.
They attack our people on the planet. Even now, our people fight them on the
surface.”


“The humans
say our friend is among them,” said Breeze. “We believe.”


“Your friend
fights because she is human,” said the Krokinthian.


“Because she
is brave. She fought for one of ours. She would fight for her own,” said
Breeze.


“Humans lie.
Dust is more like the Union than us. Humans will join them.”


“We will not,”
said Young. “We cannot.”


“Why not?”


Young turned
to Naomi, dropping his arms. “Tell them.”


“What?” she
gasped.


“Tell them we
can’t make a deal. Tell them why. You met her. Keep it short. Put your arms out
like this.”


“Why…?”


“It’s to let them
know who’s speaking. They can’t tell otherwise.”


“No, I mean
why am I talking? What am I supposed to say?”


“The truth.
Keep it short and simple. Don’t get into the whole story and don’t try for
nuance. You’re going through a translator. There’s no time, anyway. Right now
they might not be able to tell us and the Minoans apart and they might not even
care. Either we stop them from doing this or they bombard the planet from
orbit. Or we get in a fight to stop them, which is more likely. And still bad. Arms
up.”


“Why me?”


“Because it’s
the truth.”


Behind him,
Admiral Khatri continued with sharp, quiet orders to her subordinates. Naomi
didn’t know what was happening. She swallowed hard, turned to the image of the
monstrous alien hovering in front of her, and put her arms out wide to speak
for all of humanity to two alien races.


“I have seen
the—I have met the Minoan leader. The, er, leader of the people of Dust,” Naomi
corrected. “They were in hiding underground. We did not know they were there
until this fight began. We did not know they still existed. We thought they
died long ago.”


“We thought so
then,” said the Krokinthian. “We believed it finished. We will correct that
mistake now.”


“You mean to
wipe them out?”


“We will kill
them all.”


“You
can’t—that’s genocide! That’s what they want, too! How is this reasonable?”


“Don’t get
into it,” Young counseled quietly.


“Are you
fucking kidding me?” she snapped at him.


“One thing at
a time,” he told her. “Breathe. Breathe.”


“We do not
understand,” said the Krokinthian.


Naomi blinked.
Young nodded at her arms, still raised to her sides. She bit back a dozen more
profanities. “The people of Dust attack our people. Their leader said to me she
will wipe out all of our people on the planet. We have to protect them. If you
attack Dust, you will attack us, too.


“Our people
changed the planet so we could live there. The people of Dust hid underground.
They changed themselves to be like us. We look almost alike now.”


“Then you are
more alike than we knew,” said the Krokinthian. “You are more likely to make
common cause.”


“Not when
they’re attacking us!” Naomi snapped. “How crazy is that?”


“You have
always fought your own kind. Why would this be any different?”


“Because it
is!” She shook her head. “We fight to stop the people of Dust. We fight to save
our own. If you attack, we will fight you, too.”


“Ambassador,”
Khatri warned under her breath.


“Is she
wrong?” Young shrugged.


“If you fight
us, it will mean war,” said the Krokinthian.


“Sure does,”
said Naomi.


“Okay, we’re
done,” Young said. He put one hand on Naomi’s to gently bring her arm down.
“We’re good.”


 “Understand
this,” said the Krokinthian. “The people of Dust destroyed three civilizations
before we ended them. You have seen their remains. They drove two more beyond
our space. They tried to end us. Even the last battle could have ended us
instead of them. We will not allow the people of Dust to rise again.”


Naomi’s jaw
dropped. Her arms came up. “Who? Who did they drive away?”


“Yanra. The
Kaelos. Others fled beyond these stars. Your space is small. You do not know
them.” The Krokinthian paused. “We will not allow it again. We do not want war
with your people. We will give you time.”


Young stepped
in front of Naomi and brought his arms up. “How much time? How long?”


The
Krokinthian’s image vanished.


Breeze
answered: “They will not say.”


“Thank you,
Breeze. What of the Nyuyinaro?”


“We will wait.
We do not want war. We want less fighting, not more. But we are with the
Krokinthians as well. This is complicated.”


“Yes, it is,”
said Young. “The Union is fundamentally against the death of entire species.
Even if they are enemies. There must be another way.”


“Yes.
Complicated. Defend your people, Union.”


“That’s it,”
said one of the signalmen. “They’re done.”


“Then we get
back to it,” said Khatri. “Thank you for your help, Miss,” she added, barely
looking to Naomi. “It seems to be a day for unexpected help. Admiral Branch,
let’s pull back to the planet. We’ll leave Java in place.”


“Was that
sarcasm?” asked Naomi, ignoring the orders for others.


“Not really,”
said Young. “You got the Krokinthians to admit more about other alien species
than we’ve ever gotten out of them. And you made them listen.”


“You couldn’t
do it better? You’re a diplomat.”


“They have
trouble telling us apart, but they know a middleman when they see one,” Young
explained. “They know conviction when they hear it. That’s what makes diplomacy
with them so hard.”


Naomi looked
back to the main screens. Minos was still wrapped in dark clouds. “So how are
we gonna fix the rest of this?”


“Hell if I
know.”


 


* * *


 


She had good
cover—solid, thick, tall enough to hide behind. The weird little spread of
stone-like obelisks guarded her from the center of the room and the archway. A
hologram of the planet hovered over her head, creating a distorting light
effect around her. It was a good position.


She didn’t
know how the hell she’d get out of it again.


Malone’s fight
with the tall woman on the other end of the room bought Dylan time to take down
the few other remaining targets with her riot gun. The Minoans all seemed
distracted and concerned by the brawl. Dylan could only assume this woman was
the empress. She also figured Malone could fight better than that, though, so
she’d been wrong once already.


She never got
a clear shot at the empress. As soon as Malone went down, enemy fire rained
down on her position from the entrance. Dylan had to duck down, spending the
last shots of this magazine on return fire. On the bright side, at least one
Minoan in armor went down inside the archway. Unfortunately, others swept in
behind their shields to take up spots on the other side of the room. To her
right, the last Regent climbed down the steps from the pavilion on unsteady
feet, charred and shaky but still moving. Rather than advancing, it backed up
toward the other end of the room. She could only assume it was to protect the empress.



Dylan grabbed
for her last magazine. Even with this one spent, she still had a Diamondback.
It would be tough for them to get a clear shot at her amid the cover and the
holograms. She had clear lines of fire to cut down anyone who got too close.
She could hold these assholes off a little longer… unless they ran out of
patience.


It wasn’t as
if they feared death the same way humans did.


“You are the
last,” came a woman’s voice from across the room. She sounded entirely too
pleasant. “Do you want to live?”


“What?” asked
Dylan. She glanced at the magazine for her riot gun. It was another loaded for
disruption and distraction rather than direct harm. She held back a curse.


“You hide. You
seem interested in survival, despite coming here. I gave this one the same option
earlier tonight, but he threw it away.”


“Yeah, that
one isn’t too bright,” Dylan replied. She loaded the riot gun and unslung the
Diamondback, setting it down beside her. “Hold on,” she said before firing a
smokeshot into the hallway. It was better than letting more bad guys in
unchallenged.


Others took
the cue to shoot again. Another barrage of enemy fire cut into the obelisks and
the wall beyond it, though none hit Dylan. She spotted the Regent looking her
way and fired the next round up high, blasting the ceiling with a shower of
chaff that rained down in every direction.


She didn’t
know how to get out of this.


 


* * *


 


Something was
on his face. It dragged him out of sleep, nagging him from darkness to light.
Something was on his face, the side of his face, at his cheek, wouldn’t leave
him alone even if he shook his head. He batted it away only to feel the same
problem on his hand. It hurt.


It burned.


The pain woke
him up. Tanner brushed harder at his face, frantically scraping away the bit of
burning metal that tried to dig into his flesh. He lay on his back without any
kind of pillow or blanket or anything but this hard, smashed-up control room and
his ears filled with the sound of enemy weapons fire.


Oh shit.


“Stop, stop,”
the empress snapped. “No more. Wait for my order.”


“Kind of you,”
came Dylan’s voice.


“You chose
your refuge well,” said Amara. “Enough damage has been done. I would rather not
lose my view of the skies beyond. You are the last, so it seems worthwhile to
talk for at least a moment.”


Tanner held
still lest movement give him away. Amara was close. Others were in the room
now. They had to be, given all the weapons fire. He heard the steps of a Regent.
It had to be farther than Amara. He risked lifting his head and glancing
around.


He couldn’t
find his Diamondback. His pistol was gone, too, lost somewhere in the scuffle.
His knife lay close enough that he reclaimed it without a sound.


He had one
other weapon left.


“Skies beyond,
huh? Doesn’t look like it’s going so well for you there,” said Dylan. “Looks
like the Union Fleet is winning.”


What?
Tanner rose to a crouch, still low behind obelisk fixtures, looking across the
room. Most of the holos had gone dark amid the fight. One at the other end of
the room showed Minos—and ships in orbit.


Human ships.
Warships, and others. Some he didn’t recognize, but it looked as if they’d had
the worst of it. A couple others he recognized all too well. How long have I
been out? Tanner wondered. Concussions didn’t usually clear this quickly on
their own.


“And yet a
common enemy has arrived,” said Amara. “This will alter the situation.”


“Common enemy?
You’re attacking human colonists. You’re the common enemy.”


“Enemies need
not be forever. Humanity understands this. The others do not. You may join with
us, or they will crush you.”


“They could’ve
crushed us before in the Expansion Wars. They didn’t.”


“By their
choice. Not by your strength. You do not know their weaknesses as we do.”


“Looks to me
like you lost your war with them,” said Dylan.


“That war,
yes,” said Amara. “We will not lose again. We are prepared. We are ready to
fight the Krokinthians. Much more than you.”


Tanner moved
slowly, staying as low as he could to follow her voice. He didn’t feel woozy.
It couldn’t have been a serious concussion, not unless he was delusional now.
He had to go with it, anyway. Too much depended on this. At least Dylan kept
her talking.


“Lady, you’re
attacking our people,” Dylan pressed. “You already wiped out a city. We’re not
making deals after that.”


“I understand
your anger. I could even sympathize, I suppose. Yet you know this will be only
a memory for your people soon. Easily mitigated, easily dismissed, easily
forgotten. An alliance with us offers too much to ignore. Technology. Science.
Knowledge of the galaxy. Aid against our enemies. This planet will be
forgotten.”


“Holy shit, listen
to yourself. You could stop the killing and start talking any time you choose.
All you have to do is give the order.”


“Yes.”


“Then how is
this so important to you? How is killing everyone here more important than an
alliance against the Kroks and Noonies?”


“This world is
mine!” Amara snapped. “My people died here. Yours desecrated our land. Our
skies. You perverted our memory. Some of your people would call them souls. We
will take theirs as payment and then we will deal with the rest.” Amara inhaled
sharply and released her breath. “Peacefully.”


The outburst
gave Tanner all the cover he needed to get in behind her. She stood only a few
meters away behind a sentinel, who held up his shield as cover against Dylan. A
badly burned but still functional Regent stood nearby, focused on the last
remaining opposition. The rest were scattered around the room.


“Uh-huh,” said
Dylan. “Only a handful of people knew anything at all about your ‘memory.’ You
know that, right? And even they didn’t understand what they were doing. Nobody
else knew a damn thing.”


“Their
ignorance is no excuse. Their leaders knew. All shall pay.” Amara let out
another breath. “I would have your surrender. I wish no more damage to my
chamber. I promise you will not be harmed. It is a small price to pay for this
convenience. I will not ask again.”


“Okay, then,”
said Dylan.


A grenade flew
up from behind her console, followed by a hail of bullets from her Diamondback.
The Regent leaped into the air with power Tanner never expected to batter the
grenade away toward the pavilion. Amara ducked behind the sentinel’s shield. It
was far more distraction than he thought he’d get.


She still saw
him coming. Amara turned to face him as he lunged in. She couldn’t stop his
knife-wielding hand from planting a solid punch in her nose. The handle of his
knife added to the impact. A slash would have inflicted more pain, but she
seemed immune to that. He needed her disoriented. It bought him a second, long
enough to put the knife into the sentinel’s neck under his helmet and then jerk
it back out again. He stomped at the side of Amara’s knee, delivering a solid
blow, buying himself one more second.


Amara swung at
him with a powerful fist. Tanner twisted it up with his free hand, opening her
for a deep slash of his knife against her armpit. She winced with pain,
countering with the other hand. He sucked it up to bring his fist down in a
hammer blow against the collarbone connecting to her good arm. He felt the
crack he needed so badly.


The empress
flailed at him, screaming. Neither blow crippled her as they should have. They
only gave him a chance. It was now or never.


Tanner
battered one flailing arm over his head, ducking low, darting around her. Amid
gunfire and bright flashes of stranger weapons, Tanner swept in around the empress’s
back. He put one arm under hers and bent it back. His other hand held the end
to it all.


“Stop! Stop!”
Tanner shouted. He dragged her backward, tucking his right hand under her chin.
The Regent and every sentinel who looked back to him could see the grenade.
“Everybody stop, right now! You know what this is.”


“Release her,”
demanded a sentinel. Even Dylan’s gunfire had stopped.


“Fuck you,
clown. You know what this is. Figure it out. If any of you shoot, this goes off
and she dies. Anyone comes near me and she dies.”


The Regent
stood taller, stepping in close.


“You know what
this does,” Tanner warned. “It’ll burn straight through both of us. I’ll be
dead, but you’ll lose her and her memory.”


“Stop,”
ordered Amara. She sounded far more angry than afraid. “Is… is he correct?”


“The weapon is
a thermal grenade,” said the Regent. “It generates intense heat. He is likely
correct.”


“Everything
burns if you get it hot enough,” said Tanner. “It happened to your civilization
when you lost your war, right? Everything burned to ash. We’re not as advanced
as the neighbors, but we can burn stuff real good. Don’t try your laser,
buddy,” he added, watching the Regent’s glow. “You can’t hit me with the
precision you need. You know it. You’ll burn her down, too. And this will still
go off.”


“Holy shit.
Malone, get these guys out of here,” said Dylan.


“Getting to
it,” he replied. “Send your people out of here. Now.”


“What is Malone?”
asked the Regent.


He glared at
the stone man. Then it clicked. “My name. Tanner Malone. Look through that
crystal memory of yours for Tanner Malone. Look at all the media you’ve
absorbed. Ask yourself if I’ll do it.”


He felt Amara
stiffen before he finished speaking. “Is it him?” she asked.


“Yes,” said
the Regent.


“No such thing
as bad publicity after all,” Tanner exhaled. “Get out. Everyone drop your
weapons in here and go out into the hallway. Now. Do it now.”


“What happens
to me?” asked Amara.


“You live
until you do something stupid.”


He felt the
barest flinch of her head. Sentinels around the room released their shields and
pulled the blasters from their wrists. The Regent stepped back, its glow
diminishing.


“We’re done,”
said Tanner. “Get out.”


“Do it,” Amara
confirmed.


They obeyed.
Looking back with a mixture of discomfort and fear, her subjects filed out of
the room. The Regent left with them. “Dylan?” he asked.


“Get over
here. I’ll cover,” she said.


“We’re
moving,” Tanner told Amara. The empress complied, staggering awkwardly with
him, but never trying to escape his grasp.


“What the hell
is going on over the planet?” he asked as he got around the ring of obelisks
with Dylan. “How long was I out?”


“Out? I don’t
know. Less than a minute,” said Dylan. “Those are Union ships. Looks like
others, too. They had a joint patrol planned for the sector. I don’t know how
they knew to come here so fast, but they did.”


“Contact
them,” said Tanner. “Amara. Tell us how to contact them.”


“No.”


“You realize
how this works, right?” Tanner pressed.


“You would
have me surrender my people to yours. I will not.”


“Lady, you
don’t have a lot to bargain with here.”


“I have your
lives as much as you may have mine, human,” said Amara. “I have my armies. Your
cities hang by a thread. If I am to die, you and all of yours will die with
me.”


“So she’s
still crazy,” Dylan grumbled.


“This world is
mine. Mine to rule and mine to end if I wish. I did not hide my people from the
others to surrender them to you. Even by your own laws, what you did here was
sacrilege.”


“Point,” said
Tanner.


“Irrelevant,”
said Dylan.


Tanner’s jaw
set. “I don’t think it is.” His eyes turned to the image of ships and wreckage
over the planet. He couldn’t believe the markings. Other images showed cities
and settlements across Minos, where some fought for their lives and others
still knew nothing of the true danger yet.


In the
capital, the slums burned. No one there had a clue what their leaders had done.
They only suffered for it.


“Hate to admit
it, but we can’t hold her forever,” said Dylan. “This gig really went to shit.”


“My people
will not be slaves,” Amara seethed. “I will not allow it.”


“Yeah. I can
sympathize,” said Tanner. His eyes turned from the holo images to Dylan. “You
might want to keep a closer eye on the entryway. Maybe take a couple steps
away.”


Her brow
darkened. “Why?”


“Deniability.”


 


* * *


 


“Three more
robots coming down the street. Infantry behind. Get ready.”


Footsteps
rushed through the alleyway. Shootouts from only blocks away echoed through the
narrow passage. One marine carried a missile launcher across her chest,
extended and set up to fire. Her partner stayed close, ready to cover. Others
awaited at the end of the alley.


“Not here,”
said one. “Get behind that traffic barrier at the corner. The dark masonry
holds up better to enemy fire.”


“How do you
know?”


Janeka turned
back from covering the street to look at the private. Even the darkness of a
blacked-out city under ash-filled skies could not hide her disapproval. “You
are supposed to pay attention to your environment, Parker.”


“Sorry,” he
grunted.


“Olsen?” asked
Janeka, looking to his partner.


“Yeah. We’re
good to go.”


“Don’t stay
there if you can move,” Alicia told the pair. Like Janeka, she crouched low in
the alley with her weapon pointed down the street. “Fire and go. We’ll lay down
fire from here and pull out after you.”


An explosion
sent all four of them crouching reflexively. It couldn’t be far off. The
sustained rumble that followed suggested another building collapse.


“Any idea how
we’re doing?” asked James.


“They’re fighting
us. That’s what we want,” said Alicia.


“You look
clear. Go,” said Janeka.


The missile
team took off. Alicia and Janeka watched the street for any movement. Olsen and
Parker made it to their spot without incident. It wouldn’t be long.


“We’re not
doing well, are we?” murmured Alicia.


“Like you
said, we wanted to bring the fight to us. Every minute they shoot at us, they
aren’t shooting at civilians. Mission accomplished.”


“Still don’t
know what to do after that.”


“When I figure
that part out, I’ll let you know, ma’am,” said Janeka.


“Really? Even
in a dark alley alone, you’re gonna call me that?”


“You
volunteered, ma’am.”


Alicia let out
a grumbling sigh.


“The Union
platoons found us and we have air support now,” said Janeka. “This hasn’t gone
long yet and we’re stronger than when we started.”


“One bit of
air support. Crappy communications with them. We’ve taken casualties, too.”


“Casualties
are inevitable. We give better than we get. That’s what counts.”


“Is it?” asked
Alicia.


“It’s what
counts until we think of the next step. Here they come,” she warned.


Red lights
appeared in the dark street, first two, then two more. The stone men walked
along opposite sides of the street, spacing out better than they had in earlier
engagements. Behind them, Alicia could barely make out the dim black-on-black
of shields in the darkness.


“That’s a lot
of them,” she whispered.


“Yes.”


“Hope they
wait for a good shot.”


“If we wanted
to call it, one of us should have gone with them,” said Janeka.


Alicia
frowned. The gunny was right as always. She waited for the boom and their cue
to pour on the suppressive fire.


The robots
stopped. The raiders following them didn’t move, either. Alicia held her
breath, wondering if they sensed a trap. She didn’t know whether to breathe
when the raiders backed into the darkness down the street again and the robots
turned to follow.


“What the
hell?” she hissed.


“Listen,”
replied Janeka.


The boom and
rattle of fighting in every direction continued, but Alicia heard the
difference. She slipped halfway into the open on the street to wave both arms
at Olsen and Parker. She half expected them to misinterpret and send a missile
flying past, but no such bumbling happened. The street remained quiet.


Streets not
far away quieted, too. The sounds of fighting tapered off.


“What the hell
happened?” Alicia wondered.


“I have a
guess,” said Janeka.


 


* * *


 


“Signal from
the planet!” called out a voice from across the bridge.


Every head at
the central command station turned. “What is it?” asked Khatri.


“It’s… weird,
but it’s steady. This is… holy shit. Ma’am? I think—I think we can get this on
screen,” said the signalman. “You’d better see this yourself.”


“Then get on
with it,” said Khatri. She glanced to Young. “The Minoan ships are keeping
their distance now. Perhaps they want to talk?”


The image on
the screen surprised her: a woman with golden skin and a bloody nose, too close
to the camera, her expression stiffened and regal and marred with soot. A
gloved fist held a live grenade under her chin.


The other
face, uncomfortably close to the first, drew gasps across the bridge. “Oh,
thank fucking Christ,” he sighed.


“Tanner?”
asked Naomi and Gina.


Over the net
linking captains among the task force, Khatri heard a familiar drawl: “Told
ya.”


“Who’s in
charge there?” asked Tanner. “Sorry, I don’t recognize you.”


“Mister
Malone, I am Admiral Khatri of the Union Fleet. What is going on?”


“Admiral, this
is Empress Amara of Minos. Her people claim this planet. They were here before
us. I’ve negotiated a cease fire in exchange for a complete evacuation and
withdrawal from the planet.”


Khatri said
nothing. She leaned in, seemingly at a loss for words.


“We’ve got as
long as I can stay awake holding this grenade,” said Tanner. “You might want to
call in help.”











Chapter
Thirty-Seven:

Damage Control


 


“Mister
Santos, thank you for handling the executives. In answer to their queries,
please remind them of their loss of planetary sovereignty and their lengthy
violations of Union law. The Fleet does not recognize Minos Enterprises as a
creditor nor as a contracting entity.


“I imagine
that point may provide some relief to our other refugees. These people have
lost so much already. We should at least give them the assurance of leaving their
debts behind.”


 


--Admiral Divya
Khatri, Beowulf Internal Communications, August 2280


 


The ships came
fast: liners, freighters, chartered short-run carriers, even yachts. The
General Response call of the Union Fleet gave authority to press a wide variety
of vessels into service for matters of Union security. Such authority had only
been invoked in times of war and remained a point of debate and suspicion in
times of peace.


When the Fleet
destroyer Hoplite returned to Qin Kai demanding full mobilization and
flight to Minos, dissent was minimal and muted. Most were already prepared to
move per the General Response alert. No one dismissed the gravity of a full
emergency evacuation of a human colony.


Hoplite’s
run required a little over two hours. The return trip with support in tow
required the same. The people of Minos, shaken and battered by their
experiences, had only six hours to prepare for evacuation. Some needed every
minute to sort through belongings and take what they could carry. Many had
almost nothing left to bring.


“This isn’t
fair. I don’t know what to take. I never have any new clothes and now I can’t
even keep the stuff I’ve got?” Jeff sat in front of his dresser, shorter than
its top drawer even when he stood. Its metal shelves had been dented and
scuffed before he’d ever been born.


“Take all your
underwear and anything that doesn’t have holes in it,” said his mother. She
swept through the little room with a single box of memories. “This isn’t
complicated. You already packed your toys.”


“No, I didn’t.
You told me to pick my three favorites. You didn’t say we were packing to leave
forever. It’s not fair.”


“Honey, we
don’t have time for this,” Ruby fumed. She already had to hold back her own
stress and fear. Anyone could hear it in her voice. “You were such a good boy
all night. You did everything right. I need you to be good for this, too, okay?
We don’t have time. This stuff isn’t that important.”


“It is
important. It’s all I’ve ever had.”


“He’s looking
for whatever control he can find.” Chen passed through the door with a look of
sympathy toward Ruby. “Like the rest of us.”


“I know,” she
said. “I know, I just… can you…?”


“Yeah,” said
Chen. “Do what you need. I’ve got it.”


“Be nice to
Chen,” Ruby told her son. She swept out of the tiny bedroom.


“This is
bullshit,” Jeff declared once she was gone. He knew what he could get away
with.


“Yeah,” said
Chen. “Can I help? She said take all the underwear. You mind?”


“I can do
that.” Jeff pulled the drawer open and resentfully stuffed the bag at his side.
He missed Chen’s smirk. “Mom was scared all night. She’s still scared.”


“Weren’t you?”


“Yeah. A
little. But I wanted to do something, not hide.”


“Your mom felt
the same way.”


“Then why did
we hide?”


“Because she
had something to do. She was protecting you.”


Jeff stopped.
He stared at the drawer, then grabbed the last bits of clothing to shove in the
bag. His wrist came up to wipe something from his face. “Grownups are weird.”


“Yeah.”


“Where are we
even going? Am I ever gonna see my friends again?”


“We’ll be on
the same ship, at least. We have to figure it out from there. Listen, this is
going to be hard. You know what you can do to help?”


“Help Mom?”
Jeff asked. Bitterly.


“Yes. Other
people, too. There are gonna be a lot of scared people who have lost everything.”


“We’re losing
everything.”


“Not quite.
We’re packing bags. And we’ve still got each other. Some people lost family.
They need whatever help they can get.” Jeff stopped packing. Chen gave him the
moment.


“Did we lose
anyone?”


“I don’t know
yet, buddy. I don’t know. I hope not. The ones who did lose someone may need
help. It’s hard to think straight when you’re scared and hurt, y’know? Hard to
do simple stuff. That’s why it’s important to help. That and because helping
makes some of the fear go away. You think less about yourself and less about
being scared.”


Slowly, Jeff
nodded. “How come you’re better at explaining this stuff than she is?”


“She’s better
at a hundred other things. And I went to school for this stuff, remember? She’s
a computer programmer and she’s still got me beat most of the time.”


“Will you tell
Mom to let me help? And not just help by being good. I mean help for real. I
can do stuff. I’m nine.”


“Yeah, I know.
Let’s get this done.”


Stress and
fear aside, they didn’t have much. Though the journey would take only a few
hours, Ruby wisely stuffed a little food and drink into their bags on the way
out. Even if they didn’t need it, someone else might.


Others outside
the low apartment building streamed by in much the same shape: everyone on
foot, bags slung over shoulders, some dressed in layers of clothes purely for
the sake of carrying out what they could. The neighborhood was only a few
streets away from the slums. Chen, Ruby, and Jeff joined with the flow, walking
through ash-covered streets toward the nearby field that passed for a park.


Not every
building they passed remained standing. Soldiers and rescue crews searched
through the rubble to make sure no one was left behind.


They made it
an entire block before Jeff ran forward to return someone’s dropped shoes.


“You have the
greatest kid,” said Chen.


“Yeah. I do.”
Her eyes never left her son, who waited for them at the corner looking past the
turn ahead. “He’s going to need a lot of help with this. Whatever happens.”


“Not much need
for an insurgency now. I’m done. You can get rid of me if you want, but
otherwise I’m not going anywhere on you. Either of you.”


“You’d better
not. I took a lot of risks for this relationship.”


“You were a
dirty subversive before we ever met. I’ve seen your propaganda pieces.”


“Don’t talk
dirty in front of my kid,” she joked as they reached him. Jeff stared down the
turn at the block with wide eyes. “Honey, what is it?”


“I don’t know,
you tell me,” said Jeff. He pointed down the street.


Even with the
large, empty field to hold most of its bulk, the ship still needed room. Had it
not been for the buildings demolished in the night to either side, she’d never
have fit. Crowds of people waited under the hull, growing every minute.


“That’s a
destroyer. It’s called the Monaco.”


Jeff’s eyes
lit up. “I’ve seen that place in movies! We’re going to Monaco?”


“No, silly.
That’s on Earth. Anywhere we go is gonna be a step up from here, though.”


 


* * *


 


“We’ve got
feelings about refugees in Archangel. We’ll take ‘em. Take a lot of ‘em, at
least.”


“Archangel is
much farther from here than Qin Kai,” said Khatri. “Transportation like that
will require time and planning, to say nothing of the long-term costs of
resettlement.”


“Oh, there’ll
be some shit over it, for sure,” said Branch. “All I’m saying is we’ll do our
part. It’ll be easier if the rest of the Union does theirs.”


“I can make no
more guarantees about the Union Assembly than you can.” Khatri remained at her
station on the flag bridge, having hardly left since taking command. Images of
Minos lined the borders of the main screens while the center provided views of
alien ships. The Krokinthians and Nyuyinaro held their positions. So did the
Minoans. Khatri’s formation stayed in the middle to hold everyone at bay.


Beowulf’s
captain had at least moved from his post to speak face to face. “Yeah, I hear
you,” said Branch. “Not trying to put it on your shoulders.”


“My
shoulders.” Khatri’s smile held little joy. “Inevitably some will say Archangel
owns this problem now.”


“Like I said,
there’ll be some shit. It’s been six hours and I haven’t come up with a better
solution. Have you?”


“Not since we
made first contact, no. I cannot start a war with every known alien species
over a colony of four million when I have another way out of it.” She shook her
head. “It’s been a day for conversations I never imagined.” Her eyes drifted
down to the smaller screens at her console. One image stood out differently
from the rest, showing neither starships nor cityscapes, but rather a single
hostage situation.


He’d held that
position for six hours. Even with all the pressures and motivations upon him,
it had to require a ferocious act of will.


“Speaking of
such details,” she said, “I understand there are certain delicate legal
concerns at play for Archangel here. Technically the asylum deal still holds,
does it not?”


“Far as I’m
concerned, ma’am.”


“Then we
should make arrangements for extraction.”


“Yeah, I’ve
got a suggestion about that,” said Branch. “And I’ve had a request.”


 


* * *


 


“I feel like we’re
standing around not doing anything,” said Alicia.


“We’re not
wasted if something happens,” said Janeka. “That’s the point of a military.”


“Okay, but
this feels pointless.”


“Would you
rather be trying to separate the insurgents and political prisoners from the
actual criminals in the jails?” asked the gunny.


More gear
filed out through the wide exits than people, but in this case it made sense.
Some sites required more complicated evacuations than others. The largest
hospital in the capital was one of them. Patients rolled out strapped to beds
with vital life support. Some were in procedures ordered purely to make them
travel-worthy. Despite the location’s importance, the two marines had little to
do here besides stand watch in case of trouble.


“I feel pointless
here,” said Alicia.


“You are not.”


“More
important stuff than this is happening.”


“Miss Wong,
you were one of the most crucial people in this entire incident. For all we
know, you may be one of the most crucial people in the Union right now. Would
you like to go back to doing that? I’m sure we could run a reminder up the
chain of command.”


“I was
important for three minutes and someone else might’ve handled it, anyway.”


“They did not.
You did. Miss Wong, people died in three minutes here. How many more would have
died while Ambassador Young tried to draw out info the Noonies gave you freely?”


“I know,”
muttered Alicia. “Trying not to think about that. It’s the rest of this.”


“How is
Crewman Apprentice Mendez?”


“Huh? He’s
fine. They ran him back up to Beowulf to help with the evac shuttles.”


“In three
seconds of nonsense with broken gear, you made a decision that bought the lives
of Lieutenant Torres and most of second squad. Maybe all of the platoon. You
see what followed. The rest of this was your plan. Captain Hancock knew to
listen.”


Alicia bit her
lip. “I get what you’re saying, gunny. I do. I appreciate it. All I’m saying is
now we’re guarding a hospital that has its own security and staff.”


“Ah.” Janeka
turned away. “Do you think I’m important, ma’am?”


“Obviously,
gunny.”


“How many
bullshit details do you think I get in between doing important things?”


Alicia sighed.
“Point, gunny.”


“Mm-hmm. They
get lippy when they go to the academy.”


“Technically I
outrank you now,” Alicia ventured.


“Start thinking
about how you’re gonna write that citation for Mendez, ma’am.”


“Aye aye,
gunny.” She looked out into the arrival zone and parking lot as the next
shuttle settled in. “Less equipment going now, huh?”


The flow had
turned more to people on foot than on beds. Some were in hospital clothes. Most
wore civilian outfits. “They prioritized patients dependent on gear first,”
said Janeka. Her holocom buzzed on her wrist. She brought up a screen, then
scowled.


“What’s
wrong?” asked Alicia.


“I had a
recommendation denied.”


“For what?”


The gunny
dismissed the message, looking up from her wrist. “To get us involved in the
other important thing going on here.”


“What’d they
say?”


“Apparently
the Navy is to stay out of it. Too political.” A thought occurred to her. She brought
up her message program again to type out two lines on a holographic keyboard
and send it on. “At least we have communications back,” she said.


Alicia watched
the faces passing by on their way out, some overwhelmed, others simply
exhausted. One caught her eye amid the rest. Her arm came out to touch
Janeka’s. “This just got important,” she said.


“I see,” said
the gunny.


The man in the
crowd looked down as he passed, scratching his head to cover his face. It
didn’t help.


“Mister
Geisler,” said Janeka.


He hesitated
but kept walking. Alicia stepped in front of him. “Sir. She means you.”


“I’m sorry?”
the man said. “I-I need to get home. There’s not much time before my ship
leaves.”


“The Union
Fleet already has personnel at your home, Mr. Geisler,” said Janeka. “We’ve
taken care of your travel arrangements.”


 


* * *


 


“Your
evacuation is nearly complete. You could let me go.”


“Yeah?”


“We have been
here for hours. You must want to move. You have biological needs.”


Tanner sat
where he’d been since the fight ended: on the floor behind the ring of
obelisks, with a bloodied Amara wrapped in his arms. He still held the grenade
in front of her. The activator still blinked. None of it had gotten any more
comfortable over time. “Joke’s on you,” he croaked. “I took care of that before
we came out here and now I’m dehydrated.”


Despite her
injuries, Amara seemed as awake and alert as ever. Her arms still hung limp at
her sides. The bleeding ended long ago. Apparently she could control that on
her own. She’d already said plenty about the superiority of her current form to
theirs. “Major Dylan could take over,” she suggested.


“I’m not
taking an active grenade,” said Dylan, crouched low beside them. She kept her
eyes on the entryway.


“You hardly
need it. You have virtually all you wanted. I would gain little in harming you
now.”


Tanner looked
up to the image of Minos. Two more large freighters pulled away from orbital
range. With their holds emptied for this flight and configured for internal
layers, they might carry hundreds of thousands between them. Others were well
on their way out of the system.


“There’s only
one problem with that idea,” said Tanner.


“What?” Amara
asked.


“You’re a
fucking psycho and I don’t trust you.”


Amara seethed.
“I’ll see you burn.”


“And you
wonder why I don’t let you go,” said Tanner.


“I’ll see you
burn and your own people will help.”


“I already
live with that, too.”


“Of course you
do. Your entire species fights itself. The others see it, too. You are
hopelessly divided.”


“Yeah, kinda.”
He yawned, entirely without pretense. “I should probably say some shit about
diversity being our strength, but fascists never understand that so it’s a
waste anyway.”


“Fascist? Is
that what you think I am?” Amara scoffed.


“I’d probably
have to work to string the comparison together in an essay. Considering I’m
sitting here with a grenade, I feel like the academic rigor is a little relaxed
right now.”


“We could gag
her,” suggested Dylan. “Or both of you.”


“The
Krokinthians were the same once,” said Amara. “Divided. Like you. Their
divisions remained and hindered their development until one faction stamped out
the rest. What you see now is the faction that survived.”


Tanner said
nothing. Krokinthian monoculture had been a point of interest for everyone from
scientists to diplomats since the early days of contact. The Kroks themselves never
spoke of it.


“My people
were much the same until I came to power,” she added. “Long ago. It’s a wonder
yours ever made it to the stars as you are. You won’t survive long this way in the
cosmos. One faction of your people will see it. One or another. They will see
what I offer. What they can become. They will be the faction that survives. You
may live to see their ascension, but you will not live to enjoy it.”


“Wow. You’re
cheerful.”


“I am.”


“Malone, can
you hear me?” asked a voice nearby. His eyes found the image of Beowulf’s
flag bridge floating low over the console edge. “How are you doing?”


“Hanging in
there, admiral,” he replied wearily.


“Good,” said
Khatri. “We’re moving the final pieces now. There’s a small ship inbound to
your location for retrieval. They’ll be on site in minutes.”


“No more
humans will enter my sanctuary,” said Amara. “I will not allow it.”


“The ship can
land in the canyon close to the entrance,” said Khatri. “We can accept transfer
there. The area will be covered the entire time. Empress Amara, let me be
clear: if your forces take further action against my people, we will retaliate.
The Krokinthians will be the least of your concerns.”


“I could tell
you the same,” Amara sneered.


“Very well.
Major, Mr. Malone, your ride is en route. I suggest you be on your way.”


Dylan cleared
her throat. “Amara, do you want to relay that to your people outside?”


“Do you think
they heard none of this?” the empress said in disgust, but called to her
warriors anyway. “Sentinels. Lower your weapons and keep a distance between us.
The invaders are leaving.”


“Think you can
walk?” Dylan asked.


“I’ll manage,”
said Tanner. “Let’s go.”


They shuffled
out. As Amara had ordered, the sentinels, Regents, and others all stayed back,
though never too far out of sight. Dylan paused only to collect identification
and holocoms from her fallen people along the way.


“You are
shorter than I. We are both injured,” said Amara. “This pace is awkward.”


“Live with
it,” grunted Tanner.


She didn’t
complain again. They covered the long walk in silence, passing bodies and
wreckage strewn along the corridor. The way out took much longer than the way
in. Only daylight provided any sense of relief as they neared the end.


Sentinels and
Regents awaited at either side of the exit.


“Tell them to
back off,” said Dylan.


“I will not,”
said Amara. “They stand guard against treachery. My people will not allow you
to take me from them.”


Again, Tanner
sighed. “Lady, I don’t want to take you anywhere. I just want to go home.”


She turned her
head to sneer back at him. “You don’t have a home.”


“…You’ve got
me there.”


“Enough of
this shit,” grumbled Dylan. “Send them outside to guard if you need, but we
stick to the plan. Nobody wants to kidnap you.”


“We both know
you would gladly do so if you could, Major,” said Amara. “Kidnap or
assassinate.”


“Tanner?”


Her silhouette
stood in the middle of the open doorway with her longcoat billowing in the
breeze. Her voice made him grin. She wasn’t alone. He recognized the other
silhouettes without trouble, particularly by virtue of the large guns carried
by one of her companions. “Something wrong?” called out Lynette. “We’re all
ready to go.”


“Nothing at
all. Same plan,” said Tanner. He lowered his voice. “Keep walking.”


The group
moved slowly into the open. Skies choked with ash all night now held a thin
layer of haze, letting in most of the natural sunlight. Sentinels and Regents
lined the sides of the great door. Phoenix sat at the base of the ramp,
guns extended from the joints at her wings.


Tanner’s eyes
adjusted. Lynette and Val slowly backed down the earthen ramp, weapons in hand
but not raised. Cervantes and Salgado from the yacht’s engineering crew walked
with them. He knew who would be at the helm.


The crew
slowly backed up, ever closer to the lowered ramp of the ship, giving room for
the critical trio to come down. Everyone gave them space at the bottom of the
earthen ramp. Dylan kept walking, turning only once she was under the bow of
the yacht.


Tanner slipped
away from Amara. He lowered the grenade to his side, but didn’t disarm the
detonator until they parted. The empress held his gaze. “You will burn for
this,” she said, and then turned away.


Half of the
escort party moved up the ramp before he did. Lynette and Val followed him on
board. Amara watched from the top of the earthen ramp.


“Sanjay, we’re
in,” said Lynette. “Let’s go.”


 


* * *


 


“Phoenix
is outside lunar orbit,” announced an officer. “All craft are clear from
Minos.”


“Then we withdraw.
Pull Java and the rest from their positions. We have our courses.” Khatri felt
as weary as everyone else. No one on the bridge had left their stations for
more than a few minutes since this began.


Her eyes never
came off the screen. Java and her escorts pulled away from their
face-off with the Krokinthian dreadnought and the bonded pod of Nyuyinaro by
its side. The Minoan ships held their positions in orbit. “What do you expect?”
she asked the man at her side.


“The
Krokinthians were adamant,” said Young. “I don’t know about the Nyuyinaro.
Caught in the middle, maybe?”


The
Krokinthian dreadnought advanced. The Nyuyinaro trailed behind. Resolution came
within seconds, as a trio of bright yellow rays burst from the planet to cut
through the dreadnought in a single flash.


“Tactical?”
Khatri asked.


“No survivors,
ma’am,” answered one of her aides. As he spoke, the Nyuyinaro pod pulled away.
“Barely even any debris at all.”


“Signal from
the Nyuyinaro,” called another report. Khatri waved in answer. The pod turned
back from the planet before vanishing from Beowulf’s screens.


“It is as we
said,” came the artificial voice. “The people of Dust know us. They are ready
for us. Soon, they will be ready for you.”


 


* * *


 


He kept the
lights low. Nothing made a sound but the soft hum of the ship’s systems.
Nothing was out of place. Nothing moved. Nothing threatened.


Tanner sat on
the floor against Lynette’s bed. It felt more like a floor than a deck. More
like a room than a cabin. He might feel differently later. The distinctions
seemed important for now. He wore a loose shirt and shorts left behind after
his first overnight stay. It had been her suggestion. The subtle hint of plans
for more had meant the world to him.


Phoenix
was in FTL after blasting halfway through the system alongside Beowulf
and her escorts. After Elise saw to the wounds on his face and basically
stabbed water and electrolyte nonsense into him. After picking up a last couple
of refugees from the mountains with their dog. After talking on a
point-to-point channel with Admiral Khatri, Ambassador Young, and a couple of
officers from Union Fleet Intelligence. More of that awaited him when they came
out of FTL. Debriefings and interviews and meetings until he would go blind.


This would be
worse than anything he’d endured before. Aliens and an entire lost colony were
a whole new level. He felt bad for Naomi and the rest of the class. Tanner at
least had some experience being in the center of an interstellar fiasco and its
aftermath. Antonio knew what it was like to be in the spotlight by virtue of
sports stardom, but that was it. None of them could be prepared for what lay
ahead.


They were all
on Beowulf, also in FTL now. He’d gotten them out alive. All of them.


He’d managed
that much.


A knock at the
hatch pulled him from his thoughts. The wheel on the hatch turned before he
said anything. Not for the first time, he thought about how much quieter and
nicer all the little starship fixtures were on Phoenix than on the
military vessels he’d known. Lynette poked her head inside before stepping
through and closing the hatch behind her.


“You’re on the
floor,” she said.


“Yeah.”


“There’s a bed
behind you and a couch against the window and a chair at the desk.”


“I think
you’re supposed to sit on the floor when you’re brooding. That’s how it works
in the movies,” said Tanner.


“Are you
brooding?”


“Maybe? I
didn’t look up the definition to be sure.”


“Who are you
and what have you done with the real Tanner Malone?”


“Are we okay?”
Tanner asked.


“Seems like
it. We’re in FTL. Didn’t take a single solid hit in the whole fight. The snipes
went over every little thing to make sure the ship’s okay. Nobody’s hurt. Oh,
and I got a message from Gunny Janeka, of all people. She said, ‘Please tell
that moron to write to me and don’t worry about implicating me in anything,’
so I guess she’s okay.”


“I mean us.”


“I came all
the way out to goddamn Minos to see you,” she chuckled. “Dragged my whole crew
with me, too.”


“Yeah. I
figured you might be pissed at having to do that.” He shrugged. “Seems like the
sort of thing I shouldn’t take for granted.”


Her lips
twitched. “I am a little concerned that you went to such extremes to keep me
from seeing the mess in your apartment.”


Tanner
laughed. “Y’know, I was behind on the laundry and the dishes, and I thought…”
He shook his head. “You’re beautiful. It’s ridiculous. I don’t know how long
you’ve been up. You went through a space battle and an evacuation crisis. You
aren’t even dolled up at all and you’re still hot.”


“You’re saying
that because you know I’ve got the nicest bed on the ship.”


“As tired as I
am, I could sleep in a chair in the galley.”


“Oh God, you
must actually mean it, then,” Lynette grumbled. She sank down onto the floor
beside him, leaning against his arm. “How are you?”


“Aside from
all the obvious stuff? At some point I’m gonna break down into sobbing tears.
It won’t be pretty. That’s not sarcasm, either.”


“You won’t be
the only one,” said Lynette. “It still hasn’t all sunk in yet.”


“No. But it
will.”


“So if that’s
later, what’s now?”


Tanner looked
past his knees. Past the wall. Lyn knew the weird ways people processed stress
and violence. She wouldn’t judge. “Nobody’s ever going to hire me.”


“What?”


“My name and
my face are all over every book and documentary about the war. NorthStar and a
whole lot of other angry rich assholes do all they can to remind everyone how
many people I killed. I can’t go a whole year of college without finding my way
into the middle of a massive crisis. Can’t even hold down an apartment without
blowing it up. Planetary survey work isn’t like running a coffee shop. Even the
smaller outfits need charters and backing and financing and careful vetting.”
Tanner shook his head. “Hell, I’d be lucky to get a job in a decent coffee
shop. Everything I touch explodes.”


“I think this
qualifies as brooding,” said Lynette.


“Cool.”


“Tanner,” she
began.


“Tell me I’m
wrong,” he muttered.


She sighed. “I
don’t know about ‘ever,’ but yeah. It’s gonna be tough. You didn’t bring this
on yourself or anyone, though. You didn’t put the bad guys there.”


“’Sure,
he’s qualified, but is he worth the risk?’” Tanner asked in a mock voice. “’Even
if it’s not all his fault, isn’t it strange how he’s always there? Do we want
to be associated with him?’ I get demonstrations while going to class.
Picket signs. Graffiti. Eggs.”


“You’re also a
goddamn hero, and lots of people know it. When shit goes bad, they’ll want you
there,” said Lynette. “But I hear you.”


“Know what the
worst part is?” He shook his head. “The worst part is all the innocents dead
and lives destroyed, obviously, but…. The class was rough. The professor was a
dick to me, and now I feel like I kinda know why, but it was rough. Most of the
students kept me at arm’s length. Then suddenly there was an actual bad guy and
the shooting started and I knew I’d be alright. I knew how to deal with it.
Didn’t know I’d live through it, but I was okay with that. I knew I’d be
alright. So what’s that say about me?”


“It says you
know who you are when it counts.”


Tanner
snorted. “Honest to God, even with the professor being an ass, I was learning a
lot. I seriously thought about changing my major.” Lynette laughed, drawing a
grin out of him. “It’s true. Digging around trying to figure everything out.
Seeing how people developed on a whole ‘nother planet. It was cool. Oh.” He
reached for the discarded filthy pants nearby to pull a small, crumpled box
from one pocket. “This is for you.”


She opened the
box. Black diamond-shaped stones polished to gleaming sat pinned to a small
piece of felt. “You got me earrings?”


“Yeah. It’s
Minoan obsidian. I don’t know if you’d ever wear black earrings, but I wanted
to get you something. Turns out I only had the one chance to shop in the
capital.”


“You knew that
planet was about to explode,” said Lynette. “You told all your classmates to
get ready to evacuate. You fought your way through all that nonsense… and you
had earrings in your pocket for me the whole time.”


“I was afraid
they’d be tacky,” he said.


“We’re fine,”
she interrupted, smiling. “You and I are better than fine.”


“Even if I
make things explode all the time?”


“We’ve made
two covert gun runs into Hashem on this ship under contract with the Ministry
of Intelligence. I don’t get to throw stones.”


“Shit.”


“You know what
I’m like.”


“Yeah.”


“Tanner. What
do you want to do?” She leaned forward, turning her head to look at more of his
face. “What do you want to do about school and all the rest?”


“I don’t know.
I don’t know what the university will say, or even when we’ll get back. And I
have no idea what happens after that. Except…”


“…what?”
Lynette prodded gently.


“She was
right. Amara. That stuff I said in the debrief. Someone’s gonna make a side
deal with her. Somebody’s gonna be that fucking greedy and that fucking dumb.
There’s always someone. The only reason it never happened with the Noonies or
the Kroks is because they don’t play like that. But the Minoans? This shit is
only beginning. People are gonna wish I took her out.”


“Then why
didn’t you?”


“Because it
was the only way to save all those people. And because I would’ve died, too,
and I want my fucking life,” he grumbled.


“Good, then.
Me, too.”


“I’m just
saying. Shit still gets bad from here. Maybe it’s a ways off. Maybe not.”


“Can I make a
suggestion? Or an offer?” asked Lynette. “Come work with me. I’ll hire you.”


He didn’t need
to ask if she was serious. “This is an Archangel ship. I can’t go home.”


“Eh. We can
get around that. Technically you were never charged with anything.”


“Yet. And
partly because I left.”


“So we’ll deal
with that if it happens.”


“How?”


“Listen, we’ve
already done gun running. You think we can’t smuggle a fugitive, too?”


“What about
the rest of the crew?”


“You think I’d
bring this up with you before them?” Lynette countered. “Responsibility to my
crew comes first. As a business, we’re all partners. And friends. I recruit
pretty selectively. If they say they’re good with it, they mean it. And they do.
Turns out they’re fine with the boss sleeping with one of the crew. Standards
are kinda lax here, I guess.”


“What would I
do here?” Tanner asked, looking away from her. He saw only her comfortable
room, but around it was the rest of the ship. “I’m not a nurse or a bo’sun or
an engineer. Your crew roster is full.”


“You’re a
competent crewman. You know your stuff. We’re bound to get into more nonsense
sooner or later. We’ll handle it better with you on board. I’m not making up a
title, either. We’d be hiring you for what you do.”


“What’s that?”
asked Tanner.


“Damage
control.”









Epilogue


 


“Yeah,
you’re right. I stuck with my target from one end of the Union to the other and
got a front row seat for first contact with an alien civilization and I carried
a dozen civilians out of a crisis. But technically, yes, I blew my cover to
keep everyone alive. Oh please, forgive me. Also, I want all of my course
credits added to my records.”


 


--Agent
Gina Ramos, Internal Communications, Archangel Ministry of Intelligence,
September 2280


 


They all made
it home.


They survived
piracy, kidnapping, and aliens reawakened to war. They came home with news of
unprecedented discoveries. Their work would change humanity’s understanding of
its corner of the galaxy. Though almost every artifact remained in the hands of
Fleet Intelligence and the Union Assembly’s Alien Studies Program, they
returned with all their data and their stories.


For Naomi, it
meant an endless sea of data entry.


“Artifact
6-A,” she said to the desktop monitor in her little office. Discovery data
appeared on her screen, noting dimensions, weight, grid location on the site
map, and all the rest. The piece appeared in a slowly turning holographic image
beside the monitor. “This piece was found beneath the ash layer consistent with
modern Minoan collapse, and is suspected to be from the much earlier—”


“Okay, choice
number three,” interrupted a voice at her side. Naomi looked. Atop her other
desk floated an image of a white wedding dress. “What do you think?”


“I’m still not
sold on going with the ballgown look,” said Naomi.


“No, this one
isn’t for you,” said the voice. The dress spun in a cartoonish whirlwind until
it reappeared as worn by Dani. The same image could have come from a simple
computer-edited cut, but someone loved fairytale animation. Dani smiled and
posed in the dress. Naomi knew it wasn’t actually her in the image. The
computer did that. Dani only provided the dialogue from her office across town.
“What do you think?”


Naomi looked
at the dress, but her thoughts didn’t match it. She thought she needed to focus
on her work. She thought the department’s deadline was unrealistic, to say the
least. She thought Vandenberg deserved an extra criminal charge for getting his
ass stuck in a Union jail for hiding advanced alien tech and leaving her to
handle the whole class and the after-action work of the expedition.


She thought
her fiancée might be overdoing all this a bit. She also thought she couldn’t
blame her. Dani had endured the news cycle in real-time as it hit Fremantle in
the slow trickle of FTL-drone communications dumps. For Naomi, it was a month
in the past. For Dani, it was all still relatively fresh.


Most of her
students, anyway. One didn’t get to come back with the rest.


Everyone else
got on with their lives.


“How much does
it cost?” asked Naomi.


“Ah, so you do
like it.”


“Did I say
that?”


“Your first
thought is it must be out of reach,” Dani teased. “I know how your brain
works.”


“My brain is
supposed to be working on actual work right now. Like the rest of me.”


“After what we
went through, your boss can suck it up just like mine.”


She relented
with a sigh. “I think it looks great in the animated—”


“Naomi,”
interrupted a voice behind her. She turned to find Kim standing breathlessly in
the doorway. “He’s here.”


 


* * *


 


“They know I’m
here,” said Tanner.


“How can you
tell?” asked Lynette. 


The university
grounds welcomed him back with bright trees and its pathways clean and clear.
This part of the planet never got very cold, though cool breezes off the ocean
mitigated the heat of the late morning sun. The farther they walked onto
campus, the more Tanner noticed a change of atmosphere.


“If you
weren’t with me, you wouldn’t see so many people on their holocoms right now,”
he explained. Little crowds of friends and solo students here and there demonstrated
exactly what he meant. Nobody approached, but plenty of people looked their
way.


“That isn’t
normal here? It’s a college.”


“I think it’s
probably just gossip. But you never know. I’ve seen a lot of holographic
protest signs jump out of personal holocoms.”


“Okay, but the
tone of the news about you has changed, hasn’t it?” Lynette pointed out. “You
saved the day. For students from this school, even.”


“I saved the
day on St. Jude the first time we ran into pirates, too. They still
treated me like shit. Some of them doubled down on it. People invest in their
grudges and their views. They don’t give that up easily.” Tanner shrugged.
“Look, you don’t have to stay with me. It’s only a university. I’ll be fine.”


Lynette
scoffed. “You don’t know what you’ll have to deal with from the administration.
Or from the students, apparently. I didn’t give you a ride all the way back
here to leave you to deal with that alone now. And I want to be there when
you’re done.”


His hand found
hers. “Thanks. Means a lot. Kinda means everything, really.”


“I won’t mind
not having to bounce back and forth to see you anymore.” Her eyes wandered as
they walked. “It’s too bad, though. This is a nice place.”


“They’ve got a
little round court of café stands and such in the lobby of the student center
over there,” he went on. “Did I mention I’ve been dying for one of their drinks
ever since we left for Minos?”


“Damn. They’re
selling drinks this early? I never should’ve gone to an academy.”


“Ha, no, it’s
blended fruit stuff. C’mon, we’re gonna wind up waiting outside somebody’s
office, anyway.”


The line for
the drink stand wasn’t long. Everything felt calm in the student center as they
arrived. Before they reached the bar, Tanner felt like their surroundings had
become even calmer somehow. Quieter. Oddly, he thought more people arrived
while they waited.


“Tanner?” came
a strong voice, breaking the silence.


He turned
around with Lynette. He didn’t expect the face in front of him, or the energy
he saw there. It seemed different somehow. Not unhappy; nervous? A handful more
newcomers lingered behind him, too, presumably his friends. “Hey, Antonio,”
said Tanner. “Good to see you. Lynette, this is Antonio. He was on the trip.
Antonio, Lynette.”


“Hey,” she
said, shaking his hand.


He was polite
enough in greeting Lynette, but Antonio’s eyes came back to Tanner. “Are you
finished with everything? The Fleet and all? It sounded like they’d keep you
for a while longer.”


“It was only a
few more interviews than the rest of you. Like I said, it was a lot of hurry up
and wait.”


“So what now?
Are you back to school?”


“We’ll see. I
have to go talk to the administration. A lot happened.”


“Right. They
were good with us. Don’t see why it’d be different on you.”


“I would hope,
but I’ve been gone an extra week. And I’m me,” Tanner added.


“Well, uh.
Listen, there’s a party Friday night if you’re interested. Really more like
Friday and Saturday with everything planned. It’s a joint thing with a couple
campus groups,” Antonio explained awkwardly. “They asked me to see if you
wanted to come.”


“…What.”


Beside him,
simultaneously right in his ear and a million miles away, Lynette laughed.


“It’s not a
big deal,” said Antonio. “I mean it’s a big deal for them, but you don’t have
to do anything for it. Come hang out, is all. They’re sorry about how you’ve
been treated here. A lot of people are sorry.”


“I don’t—”
Tanner stammered. “I’m not…what’s happening?”


Lynette leaned
in. “Sometimes people change their minds when presented with new information,”
she teased.


“How…how?”


“Oh god,” she
laughed, then looked to Antonio. “I think he’s saying yes but he’s gonna need a
minute.”


“Wait,” he
stammered.


“Hey. Tanner.”
Naomi walked straight up to throw her arms around him, hugging tightly. “You’re
okay?”


“…yeah?” he
managed.


“Good. I need
your help. I’ve got a mountain of artifacts to write up and five different
reports to write. Do you still want that minor?”


“Yes,” he
answered quickly. “They’re not kicking me out of school?”


“What? Why
would they do that? No, they kicked Vandenberg off the faculty. They’re talking
about giving you a second minor in crisis intervention or something. I don’t
know what they’re making up. I’m buried in paperwork. C’mon.”


He looked to
Lynette, suddenly torn. She smiled back at him. “It wouldn’t be you if things
weren’t complicated.”


 


* * *


 


They promised
not to keep her waiting. Dylan smiled politely and took the lie in stride.


Arriving early
for the start of the work day, Dylan obeyed and cooperated with every security
check. She removed her blazer twice in the lobby and submitted to multiple
scans. She handed over her holocom, having known better than to bring her
primary piece in the first place. Conroy did the same behind her, never once
complaining, even when they asked to keep his tie. The escorts didn’t bother
her, nor did the wait outside the office.


Not even after
the third hour.


She couldn’t
fault the décor. Everything was stylish and spotless. They hadn’t seen much of
this floor, given the location of the foyer right outside the elevator doors.
Skillful holography and lighting almost covered for the lack of windows. She
understood why. She understood the subtle discrepancies in the elevator
numbering, too.


The secretary
at the reception desk was more than accommodating. The coffee was the best
she’d ever had. Dylan sucked up all the necessary inconveniences. Conroy stuck
by her side the whole time.


“Major Dylan?”
asked a voice shortly after Dylan began perusing the building’s internal café
menus. A sharply-dressed and good-looking man stood in a doorway left entirely
concealed until he’d opened it. “I wanted to ask to be sure, do you still
prefer Major?”


“It’s back to
Miss, for now,” Dylan said with a patient smile. She’d answered this question
already, too. Twice.


“Very well.
Thank you for waiting. We can squeeze you in for a few minutes now,” he said
with subtle, precise emphasis. It helped to assert control early on.


He ushered the
pair through a small hallway, where they were doubtlessly scanned once more,
and through another silent door. As Dylan expected, where the waiting room had
been slick and comfortable, the office was palatial and immaculate. It took up
the entire floor—though which floor in particular, she didn’t know by design.


The woman at
the center of it all stayed at her broad desk without rising. Holo screens
framed her at either side, one displaying news, the other a slow stream of text
and numbers. Her dark top matched her curly brown hair. Every bit of her wardrobe
probably cost a fortune that was easily afforded.


The space
hosted several other desks and staffers, along with floor-to-ceiling display
screens, a conference room with transparent walls, and even a small interview
studio in one corner. Dylan didn’t try to absorb it all. Everything was about
the woman at the center of the room. She didn’t look up at her visitors right
away.


“Thank you,
Charles,” she said absently once Dylan and Conroy were seated. Their escort
took up a chair not far behind the visitors. “Miss Dylan, Mister Conroy. Nice
to meet you.” She still hadn’t looked up.


“Likewise,
Miss Walters,” said Dylan. “Thank you for your time.”


“Such as it
is,” she said. “Things have been busy, as you might imagine. When a company the
size of Minos Enterprises disappears overnight, it leaves ripples for months. I
suppose Precision might have left a couple, too.”


“I would
imagine.”


“The thing
about an organization the size of NorthStar is how its size and strength can
make it more sensitive rather than less,” Christina Walters went on. “Moments
like this aren’t a threat so much as an annoyance. But the annoyances matter.
From the bottom or from the outside it can seem like nothing shakes us. The
truth is we can stand forever, but we still feel the shake.”


Walters
gestured to the scrolling text and numbers. “We have a development project
called the New Dawn Quadrant. Our surveys were completed before the war.
Terraforming and colony planning were already underway. Now here we are, trying
to reassure all of our colonists and our investors that no, there aren’t any
ancient aliens hidden away on any of these worlds. It turns out reassurance
costs money. So do worries. So do ripples in the stock market.


“I suppose
there’s also the little matter of our highest-quality personal holocoms being
made from alien brain matter without anyone knowing about it. Minor customer
relations problem there, along with the related hole in our supply chain.


“Hell of a
piece of work you did on Minos,” Walters finished dryly.


“I understand
you were a private investor in the corporation,” said Dylan.


“Yes. So was
NorthStar. My own exposure was only around nine figures,” she added, drying
further. “I understand we’ve already made several offers to hear your story
with the Minoans and their empress in detail. Both from our security arm and
our media services.”


“And your
research division,” said Dylan. “They’re nice offers. That’s not why I asked to
speak with you directly.”


“Normally my
staff tell me what people want to say or what they want to offer before I ever
see them,” said Walters. “I understand you asked for an exception.”


“Even with
Precision gone, I still had a couple of favors to cash in,” said Dylan. “People
in my line of work rack them up now and again.”


“Of course. Here
we are. What’s on your mind?”


“Forgive me if
this is too forward, but I should start by asking if this is a good setting for
privileged information. I’d rather not make false assumptions on your behalf.”


Walters
finally looked up from her screens, though her gaze went straight past Dylan to
one of her assistants. Without a word, most of the other occupants of the
office took their leave. Almost all those who remained stayed out of earshot.
Dylan couldn’t know what listening devices or acoustic adjustments might be in
play, but that was up to Walters.


“What’s on
your mind?” asked the president and CEO.


“We have a
mutual acquaintance.”


Walters
interrupted not with words, but rather the roll of her eyes and a slight curl
of her lip. She forced it into a facsimile of a pleasant smile. “And?”


“He said
something interesting on Minos. Something I don’t think he meant to say. I
haven’t shared it beyond my companion here. He said he wouldn’t let the big bad
guy get away again.” Dylan watched the other woman closely. “Miss Walters, I
know NorthStar conducted a funeral, but I should ask: do you have anyone still
looking for Anton Brekhov?”


Walters held
steady through it all with the same practiced, pert smile. “You told no one but
your associate, you say?”


“Oh, I believe
in a strong insurance policy as much as the next businesswoman.”


“Excellent.
Charles, could you get someone from executive staffing in here? Let’s not keep
our new hires waiting. Also, cancel my lunch appointment, but be polite and
don’t say they’ve been replaced. So, Miss Dylan, are you looking for something
in a managerial position with NorthStar, or are you interested in more of a
direct action role?”


“A mixture of
both would be wise,” said Dylan. “I’m here to help however I can. NorthStar and
the Union have troubling times ahead.”
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