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CHAPTER ONE
The Things You Don’t Tell Mom
“As awful and ugly as this is, I don’t regret enlisting. Not for a second. When those talking heads on the news say we’re losing, they don’t offer much perspective. Yes, we lost almost a quarter of our territory. It’s amazing we’ve only lost that much. We’re holding our ground now. Or our space. Whatever.
“I’ve lost people. My platoon only exists on paper at this point, so they’ve put me back with Third Platoon. I’ve lost friends from the ship’s crew and from basic, too. The last time I looked at the lists I couldn’t stop crying, so I don’t look anymore. Nobody needs to see me like that. I can be sad later. For now I’m keeping my head down and doing my job. You know I was never good at watching from the bleachers.”
--Corporal Alicia Wong
  Private correspondence, December 2276
 
“Thousands of kilometers a second, lasers and missiles and all that other bullshit flying around, and I can’t tell the difference between this and public transit back home.”
Alicia’s comment didn’t travel far. With sixty men and women in vac suits and combat gear cramped into tiny rows of collapsible seats in the cargo bay, people weren’t exactly quiet. Still, she managed to bring the young navy rating in the row facing hers out of his thoughts. His head tilted back up to look at her. Like most, he still had the faceplate of his helmet racked back, allowing her to see his grin.
“What the hell kind of a neighborhood did you grow up in where you take missile fire on the transit system?” asked Tanner. “You always told me you were from some nice suburb.”
“It’s true,” she retorted playfully. “I am from a nice suburb.”
“Doesn’t sound like it. Then again, you never took me home to meet your parents, so—”
Alicia’s eyes flared as she stomped on his boot. Geared up for combat like everyone else, Tanner had more than enough protection from the blow. The boots of his vac suit were tough to begin with, but the polymer greaves running from knee to toe could stop low-powered bullets. Even so, Tanner reflexively blurted out, “Ow! Hey!” as Alicia glared at him.
The petite young woman on his left stomped on his other boot. “Shut it,” Baldwin told him.
“Shut what?” Tanner blinked.
“Don’t talk about that stuff here!” hissed Alicia. 
“What stuff? Ow!” he blurted again when the tall black marine on Alicia’s right also stomped on his foot. “What’s that for?”
Ravenell shrugged. “Tryin’ to fit in with the cool kids.”
Though she appreciated the moral support from her friends, Alicia’s glare didn’t abate. None of them were older than twenty, nor were any of the marines around them. This was not the time or place for such a discussion. “Later,” she fumed, then cast a quick glance at the squad of marines seated in the row behind Tanner’s. In particular, she glanced at their squad leader, seated up closer to the front of the compartment.
Brent Collins didn’t look her way. He stayed focused on his squad. Thankfully, he didn’t notice when Tanner followed Alicia’s gaze, either. “Oh,” Tanner grunted, turning back and rolling his eyes. “Sorry. Foot in my mouth.”
“It’s not him,” Alicia grumbled. “It’s…never mind.” 
A sudden impact rocked the entire cargo bay, killing the conversation and jostling almost every one of the marines and navy shipmates. “Okay, I felt that,” Alicia declared.
“Guess we’re not staying on the sidelines anymore, huh?” asked Ravenell.
“I doubt we bumped into anything on accident,” said Alicia. Her eyes were on the overhead lights. “I think we’re accelerating.”
“Third Platoon!” called a harsh voice from the front of the compartment.
Everyone fell silent. A tall black woman stood from her seat, holding herself steady with one hand on a strap bolted to the overhead. Her eyes swept the compartment to make sure she had the whole platoon’s attention.
If anyone on board didn’t know her at least by reputation, they were warned when they came aboard: Gunnery Sergeant Janeka had enough of your shit before you were even born.
 “We are inbound for a deep space research center between the orbits of Uriel and Gabriel. Enemy troops are on site, but the main docking bay is still in friendly hands. We’re in the combat zone now and the captain is looking for a good approach. As soon as he has a path, he’ll go for it. This is gonna be a quick run in, so we won’t have much warning before the gangway drops. St. Catherine will come in behind us with reinforcements if able.”
“Thanks, gunny,” spoke up the man now standing up beside her. “I’ll take it from here.” Like Janeka, he kept his hand on an overhead strap for stability. Unlike Janeka, he had a holo screen of notes in glowing orange text floating over his other hand for reference.
“Aw shit,” Alicia muttered. “Kilmeade wants to play leader today.”
“First squad will take—er, take and hold the—that is, you will work with St. George’s crew to secure the main docking bay,” explained Lieutenant Kilmeade. “Second and third squads will break into your four-man fire teams to sweep the station. You will, ah, engage enemy forces in the station and direct any civilian staff or other, um, friendly personnel to the docking bay for evacuation. Fourth squad will remain in reserve to respond to calls for reinforcements. We will re-allocate when St. Catherine arrives with 2nd Platoon.”
Most of the marines immediately set to prepping the rifles stowed at their sides. Tanner blinked in surprise. “The fuck?” he asked under his breath.
Baldwin, too, was appalled. “What kinda plan is that? Everyone is gonna call for back-up as soon as they make first contact.”
“Damn,” grunted Ravenell. He leaned back to bump his helmet against the bulkhead. “I knew this would happen.”
“Didn’t think it would happen today,” complained Alicia.
“Wait, I still don’t understand,” said Tanner. “Who is this guy?”
“Lieutenant Kilmeade replaced the old platoon leader three days ago,” Alicia explained. “From what we’ve heard, he’s kind of an asshole.”
“Kind of?” grumbled one of the marines seated nearby.
“Yeah. Welcome back to Third Platoon, Wong,” said another.
Alicia bit her lip. Tanner and Baldwin were friends, but they weren’t marines. While the navy’s commitment to cross-training and integrated ops went as far back to basic training, there were still some lines beyond who wore blue vac suits and who wore greys. Marines generally didn’t feel that their internal problems were the business of navy types.
On the other hand, Bravo Company had lost a lot of its initial strength in the first battle. It wasn’t like they could afford to turn down the help. Besides, that integrated approach made all the difference when Archangel was first invaded. Third Platoon’s naval support was solid, though not always as mindful of unspoken rules of etiquette like questioning officers. 
Tanner waved his hand. “Lieutenant!” he called out. “Sir, are we securing the site or evacuating? Are there enemy ships still docked with the station or are they cleared out?”
“That remains to be seen, er—crewman,” said Kilmeade. “You’ll know when we know.”
“Do we know what the researchers are studying on this station?” Tanner asked.
“I’m not sure how that matters.”
“Put your nerd fetish away, Tanner,” Alicia hissed.
Tanner pressed on. “Sir, space-based research is usually only done for the sake of isolation and safety. I’m asking so we’ll know if we should be worried about causing a massive explosion or releasing something that’ll infect everyone. Sir.”
Every pair of eyes in the cargo bay turned from the lieutenant to Tanner.
“Wait, what?” asked one alarmed marine. “Infect us?”
“Shit, is it gonna be safe to breathe in there?” asked another.
Baldwin groaned. Alicia kicked Tanner’s boot again.
Finally, Janeka spoke up. “Aim carefully. Protection of civilians is top priority,” she said for everyone’s benefit. “Don’t worry about securing anyplace. We may hold or we may be in and out. We won’t know if the navy can push back the enemy’s ships until it happens.”
“Yes. Correct. As the gunny says. Thank you, gunny,” added Kilmeade.
She didn’t look at him, focusing instead on the task at hand. Her eyes met Alicia’s. “Wong, you and Ravenell pair up with Malone and Baldwin. Move into the station to sweep and clear.”
“Got it,” Alicia acknowledged.
“Lieutenant,” Ravenell called out. “Which company are we fighting today?”
“Oh. Right. It looks like our opposition is entirely from CDC Expeditionary Services,” said Kilmeade. “Far as we can tell, NorthStar’s invasion fleet is holding their current positions. No sign of Lai Wa forces, either. Apparently this is all Carrington-Douglas Consolidated out here.”
“Wait, CDC actually stands for something?” Alicia blinked.
“Hell, I went to a CDC school and I didn’t know what it stood for,” grumbled Ravenell. He turned his attention to a final check of his weapons. “Guess this gives me a chance to claw back some of those bullshit loan payments.”
“You went to a CDC school?” asked Baldwin. “Me, too.”
“Yup. Didn’t have CDC’s corporate logo, but they owned the company. They wanted a down payment before I could walk at graduation. Assholes. Best day of my life was when the government threw the whole company out of Archangel.”
“We should’ve known all along they’d come back with their goons,” grumbled Tanner.
“Didn’t we?” asked Alicia.
“God, not that conversation again.” Baldwin gave Tanner a nudge. “What about you, Alicia? Where’d you go?”
“Lai Wa Success Academy on Raphael. I got in on some athletic ‘scholarships,’ so basically I was working off tuition before I finished ninth grade.”
“Not anymore, though,” said Ravenell. He brought down the faceplate on his helmet and readied his pulse rifle.
Alicia did the same. She’d already checked her sidearms twice. “Not anymore.”
A tone in her helmet preceded the gunny’s familiar voice. “Wong,” said Janeka. “Comms check.”
“Loud and clear, gunny.”
“You have a second job.” The low tone of Janeka’s voice suggested she didn’t want anyone near her overhearing. “I want prisoners.”
Alicia glanced to the front of the compartment. Like everyone else, Janeka was strapped in once again. The lenses on the gunny’s faceplate made her stare no less intense.
“This is still a rescue mission,” Janeka reminded her. “Civilians take priority. Understood?”
“Loud and clear,” Alicia repeated.
Red lights flashed across the overhead. A voice over the PA warned, “All hands, final approach. Brace for rapid arrival.”
“Tactical exit!” Janeka called out for the whole platoon. “Stick with your fire teams! I want trigger discipline, people. This place is full of scared civilians.”
Another sharp impact hit the cargo bay. Alicia found Ravenell’s forearm out in front of her chest to keep her upright. She grinned as she realized she’d done the same thing for him, for what little good it would have done given their difference in size. She thought she caught him winking at her through the lenses of his faceplate.
The second flash of the overhead lights warned of an imminent touchdown. Alicia felt the landing struts connect to the deck outside while a loud buzz announced their secure status. The platoon waited as the ship turned, orienting itself for an immediate departure if necessary. It also meant the gangway ramp would open up into the landing bay rather than pointing outward.
Everyone hit the release on their straps at once, rising from seats that collapsed underneath them in practiced motions as precise as any drill. Synchronicity and properly working gear boosted their confidence. Whatever chaos awaited, Third Platoon arrived in good order and ready to fight.
Four ranks of marines and navy crewmen separated Alicia from the gangway as it dropped. She caught only a glimpse of the hangar bay through the men and women ahead of her before one of them shouted, “Incoming!”
Everything in front of Alicia exploded. Someone fell on top of her, knocking her into Ravenell like part of a line of human dominos. The bigger marine caught Alicia, bending low at the knees and somehow managing to stay on his feet. The row beside theirs didn’t react as well. Tanner, Baldwin, and everyone else wound up on the deck.
People shouted. Several screamed in pain. The blast took out much of the overhead lighting and kicked up smoke and haze. Another explosion went off right outside the ship’s cargo bay. She understood the threat. She had to deal with it. Now.
Ravenell straightened up again, giving her a small boost as she launched herself out of his arms. Dexterous feet and raw urgency took her through the mess of fallen comrades without tripping over anyone. As she hit the gangway, Alicia plucked a grenade from her belt with her left hand. She emerged from the smoke at a full run, ready to put down the first threat in sight.
Her targets hid behind a parked load lifter and stacked storage crates some forty meters ahead. In contrast to the flexible combat jackets of the Archangel Navy, the CDC’s grunts wore the best hard-shell infantry armor a corporate military could buy—especially when the manufacturer was a subsidiary of the same company.
At first glance, Alicia saw more than five of them, but she couldn’t waste time counting. One stood out from the rest by virtue of the magazine-fed missile launcher on his shoulder. That made him her biggest concern. Alicia tucked into a forward roll, still covering ground in one somersault after another while bullets and lasers flew over her. The shuttle deck was a terrible substitute for a gym mat and she wasn’t dressed for this at all, but she didn’t need to go far. Mostly she just wanted to confuse her opponents for a few vital seconds.
“Impact! Impact!” she cried out to activate the selector on her grenade. Ending her roll on her knees, Alicia sent the grenade into the air like a shot put. She didn’t normally throw with her left arm, but accuracy wasn’t her goal. The grenade didn’t even need to make it all the way to her target. All she wanted was the distraction. With the little bomb flying forward, Alicia fell to her belly and rolled to the right, lying prone on the deck with her rifle up and ready to fire.
The grenade operated as designed. The selector followed Alicia’s instructions, kicking over from time-delay detonation to a kinetic sensor. In flight for only a couple of seconds, the grenade exploded as it struck the deck only a handful of meters short of the enemy.
Though she did no harm to the CDC grunts, the blast startled the guy with the launcher. His third shot went wild. His fourth never came. Blue flashes of light from Alicia’s rifle glanced off the shoulder guards of his armor, but one of her shots burned straight through the side of his helmet.
His comrades returned fire. Alicia couldn’t spare a look back toward St. George to see if her ploy had done any good or if that last missile marked another direct hit in the corvette’s cargo bay. Bullets and lasers ricocheted around her as she shot back with rapid bursts. She cut down a second enemy before realizing that she’d already given in to tunnel vision and adrenaline. The launcher was neutralized, but she was alone out here, outgunned and completely exposed.
She couldn’t do anything about it now but keep firing. Alicia ignored the scope on her rifle and sprayed the enemy’s position to keep their heads down and their own aim shaky. By the time she finished her burst, she’d picked out an enemy to focus on.
Then the enemy position erupted in green light and screams. Crates and soldiers all but disintegrated under the extreme heat of a plasma blast. Alicia didn’t understand what had happened until she saw a second plasma grenade sail overhead, detonating to much the same effect. Survivors scrambled away to get clear of the destruction, only to be cut down by short, precise bursts of pulse lasers.
Sparks and more red flashes of light lit up the load lifter and the few crates still standing as someone else back near St. George joined the shooting, then another, and then two more. The remaining CDC grunts gave up the fight. Alicia saw four of them retreat down an open passageway not far behind their load lifter. A fifth tried to follow, but Alicia managed to take him down before he made it to the exit. The armored grunt tumbled to the floor with smoking holes burned through the armor in his back.
Alicia risked a look back to the ship. Marines and navy crewmen spilled out of the gangway. One stood out in the open, further into the bay than anyone else save Alicia. The mere sight of Janeka explained where the plasma grenades had come from, along with all of that clean-up shooting that further terrorized the enemy. The others added to it, of course, but nothing broke an enemy’s spirit like accurate fire and mounting casualties.
She took in the rest of her surroundings. The grunts weren’t the only bodies on the deck near the load lifter. A passageway entrance awaited beyond the fallen civilians in mechanics' jumpsuits and lab coats. To her right rose a staircase and a control room, where other still living civilians looked on. To her left, Alicia saw thick storage containers and startled faces lurking behind them. “Are there more in here?” she shouted.
“No,” called back a woman in a lab coat. “They only broke through a second before you landed. I think it was just them.”
Someone lifted Alicia up off the deck by her shoulders. His faceplate covered his features, but Alicia immediately recognized his voice. “You alright?”
“Yeah. I’m okay.”
He turned away from her as if she was just another marine—like he was supposed to. “Where does that passage lead?” he shouted to the lab tech.
“Just some offices and storage. It should all be locked. The hallway juncture past there leads farther into the station.”
“Second squad, on me!” demanded Sergeant Collins. He only barely paused to ensure Alicia was on her feet. Then her boyfriend and his squadmates ran across the hangar bay to the open entrance and the retreating enemy beyond.
Alicia glanced back to St. George. More of the corvette’s passengers hustled out of the cargo bay and into the hangar. A couple of others remained behind to drag the fallen back into the ship. That first blast had taken out at least a handful of Third Platoon’s people. Blackened patches on the side of the corvette and the deck nearby suggested that the second and third missiles hadn’t landed with great accuracy. As she’d hoped, her rash charge may have saved lives.
Marines and navy crewmen split off into their four-person teams. Kilmeade, Janeka, and a couple of other sergeants shouted orders to secure this or that end of the hangar bay. A tall marine and a man and woman in the navy’s grey vac suits and combat jackets came over to join Alicia. “How…” one of them began. He looked over the damage she’d done and the distance she had covered. Tanner shook his head. “How do you even do that?”
“Do what? Run around and shoot things? You can do that,” Alicia answered with a shrug. She patted Ravenell’s shoulder. “Thanks for the assist.”
“Uh. Yeah. Exactly what I had in mind,” said Ravenell, who then looked to Tanner and Baldwin and shook his head.
“Wong,” Janeka called from near the ship. She pointed to another exit, this one leading under the control room overlooking the hangar bay—and pointedly not the direction Brent had taken second squad. “Head out that way.”
“On it, gunny,” Alicia answered. She glanced at the rest of her team to ensure they were with her. “I’ll take the lead.”
They passed through the first doorway carefully but quickly, figuring it was likely clear of enemies. Any CDC grunts close enough to threaten the door would have joined in the ambush to prevent St. George from offloading her passengers. On the other side of the door, they found a wide, pleasant hallway. Bright white walls held display panels showing animals and plant life. Signs welcomed them to the CalderÃ³n Experimental Research Laboratory.
“What’s the deal with this place, anyway?” asked Baldwin. She paired up with Tanner in their loosely staggered formation as they moved through the halls.
“It’s a xenobiology research facility,” answered Tanner.
“I can read that much,” Baldwin replied sourly. “Why is it important enough to be a target?”
Tanner shrugged. “CDC is big on biomedical research. This place is a local competitor. Now we’re at war and the gloves are off. They don’t have to bother with buying anyone out or poaching employees now. They can send in their goons and take the whole thing.
“Big stuff goes on in this lab,” he continued, keeping his voice low as they advanced. “The whole reason they have it out here on an asteroid is so they can quarantine and control everything in case there’s a problem. God, I used to dream of getting a job here. This place cured Orting’s Disease. And they spliced together the enzyme that fights that mold that sticks to everything on half of Gabriel. The whole reason strawberries can grow on Raphael is because of work this lab did.”
“Only you would know that stuff,” Baldwin muttered.
“He knows it ‘cause it’s on that display over there,” said Alicia, gesturing to a bright, shifting screen embedded in the wall to her left.
“Only the bit about strawberries,” admitted Tanner.
Alicia scanned the rest of the intersection until she came to a directory. Areas such as administration, engineering, living quarters, and others were marked out with clear labels. She quickly realized that Brent had taken his squad toward one of the main laboratory areas. It made her wonder if Janeka had given him a secondary job like hers. “Hey, Tanner, Jesse,” Alicia said, “how many restraints are you carrying?”
The pair glanced at one another. “Only the couple on my belt,” answered Baldwin.
“Same here,” said Tanner. “Why?”
“The boss wants to talk to a couple of bad guys.”
Everyone could imagine the expression behind Baldwin’s faceplate. “I wouldn’t trust Kilmeade to interrogate a five-year-old kid.”
“She means the gunny,” Ravenell and Tanner said simultaneously.
“Oh.” Baldwin rolled her eyes.
Alicia grinned. Baldwin had only come into her life by way of being Tanner’s work partner back on their ship. The others knew one another from the long-ago days of basic training a year and a half back, where they met under Janeka’s relentless instruction. They would always be the gunny’s recruits. “We’re still on rescue duty,” said Alicia. “Janeka gave us this as a secondary objective. Probably why she paired Rav and I up with you guys. You’re masters-at-arms, so handling prisoners is your job.”
“Fair enough,” said Baldwin. “We’ve both got some cuffs and all four of us have stunners. We’re good to go. Just need to find a likely candidate.”
“And we need to find a fight, anyway. Tanner, you know more about this stuff than we do. What’s a high-value target around here? What could they be after?”
She could see him blink through his faceplate lenses. “Beats me,” he said, but he stepped up to the directory to figure it out. “The bad guys may have been here for over an hour already for all we know. Or they may even have a fucking destroyer docked on the other side.”
“We’re all in the dark as usual.” Alicia shrugged. “Let’s work with what we’ve got. If they try to hold the station, they’ll dig in around engineering and the control center, so let’s skip that. What else is important here?”
“They’re bound to raid the databanks. Probably did that already, though. All they need is to grab one guy with the passwords. The actual research personnel would be the next most valuable targets. Maybe some of the research samples, too, I guess.” He traced out a line on the map with his finger. “We could go check on these labs here. No clue what they’re working on, but it’s higher value than the galley or the rec center.”
“And it’s better than doubling back,” Alicia decided. “Let’s go.”
The quartet took each corner with care, watching through the windows of offices and smaller labs for any dangers. “Movement!” warned Ravenell, training his rifle on one such laboratory. “Archangel marines!” he bellowed. “We’re here to get you out!”
Hands came up. Two men in casual civilian clothes emerged. “Oh, thank God,” said one. The window muffled his voice, but his companion opened the door as soon as the guns came down. “We didn’t know if anyone would come for us.”
“There’s a ship in the hangar bay,” explained Alicia. “We can’t spare anyone to walk back with you, but the path is clear if you go right now. Is there anyone else we should look out for?”
“Yeah, Dr. Schroeder got hauled off by some goons just a minute ago down that hall,” said one of the men. “I don’t know where they were going.”
“What about the rest?” asked Baldwin. “Shouldn’t there be a couple hundred people here?”
“Four hundred. Everyone’s supposed to assemble in the hangar bay in an emergency, but some of the sections closed up and the internal comms network is out. It took us half an hour to get this far. We don’t know where everyone else is. We were off shift.”
“Okay, we’ll go after your friend. Haul ass to the hangar. We’ll let ‘em know you’re coming.” Alicia keyed up the platoon channel on her helmet, relaying the news back to the others in the hangar as she and her friends rushed onward.
“Got two people out of harm’s way, at least,” said Ravenell. “That’s something.”
“I’ll feel better when we’ve doubled it,” said Alicia.
Offices and conference rooms soon gave way to laboratory space, offering more open rooms behind broad windows. Examination tables, isolation tanks, and cold storage replaced desks and couches.
Nothing stood out until they spotted a scattering of white vials near a large sliding door.
“What do you think is in that?” whispered Alicia.
“Looks sealed, at least,” murmured Tanner. “Someone probably dropped them.”
“Or maybe the germs are on the outside and it’s a trap,” suggested Baldwin.
Alicia rolled her eyes. A placard over the doors read “Preservation Center.” She looked to Tanner. “What do they do in there?”
He shrugged. “I dunno. I’m a nerd, but I don’t work here.”
“This is the only sign of a trail we’ve seen,” Alicia decided. “We’d better check it out.” Then she paused. “Leave the vials, though. I dunno about you, but I’m not touching them.”
They stacked up at the door, ready to enter shooting if necessary. Alicia took the first spot, with Baldwin on the other side of the door to hit the controls. The door slid open, revealing a somewhat darker, spacious chamber. Nothing in the doorway suggested a trip-beam or other booby traps. Mindful of keeping partly behind cover, Alicia swept around the entrance with her rifle up and ready to fire.
She almost shot the alien monster in the center of the room.
The chitinous, hulking grey shell of the Krokinthian nearly reached the ceiling. Its broad shape made it longer from end to end than an elephant, except an elephant had a front and back. Krokinthians grew in a pentagonal shape, with a large eye and a much larger claw at every corner of their bodies.
It didn’t move. The alien stood completely still under dim lights. Alicia blinked, realizing it was on a small platform, which provided display lighting at each corner and a convenient placard at its base. Others stood in the room, too, though some of them were entirely holographic.
The Krokinthians weren’t the only aliens there. The slender, barely-humanoid Nyuyinaro were all holograms, though life-size details in high fidelity forced Alicia to look twice. Long, thin legs that had grown close together over the course of evolution stretched out from a narrow torso, standing half again as tall as any human from head to toe. The aliens’ broad, thin wings drew the most attention, some of them swirling with colorful lights and others nearly translucent. Their heads bore only a small mouth and two sets of dark eyes, with one pair almost human-like and the other pair above them standing out in bulbous shapes like a bird’s.
The “Noonies” stood in different poses, some with wings outstretched and others curled in. Flatscreen displays nearby offered video recordings and computer simulations of their ability to fly unprotected in space—and their even more frightening ability to absorb and project light. Most intelligent species needed advanced science to put out laser blasts. The Noonies could do it through their own biology.
 Thankfully, apart from those flatscreen images, nothing in the room moved. “Clear. I guess,” Alicia announced.
“Holy shit,” said Baldwin. “What is this place?”
Some of the holographic aliens stood in cross-sections to show their internal anatomy. Video clips showed Krokinthian starships and pictures of their largely aquatic settlements, while others showed the Nyuyinaro traveling through space in their pod-like communities. Star charts marked out the known limits of human and alien territories. Still more displays gave a rundown of historical events such as first contact and the eventual outbreak of the Expansion Wars. 
The team entered slowly, taking in their surroundings with wonder and unease. Though none of them put down their weapons, it wasn’t easy to shake off the distractions all around.
“This is wild,” said Ravenell.
“Yeah.” Alicia shook her head. “Y’know, when the recruiters talked about defending Archangel, I always figured we’d be fighting these guys. I never hoped for a war or anything, but they make you think about it. Never really thought we’d be fighting other human beings.”
“Huh. Sucker,” muttered Baldwin. “Aliens don’t even want to talk to us long enough to have another argument, let alone another war. I kinda can’t blame them lately.”
“Pretty much.” Alicia tilted her head curiously.
“Think we might be better off this way,” said Ravenell. “Better to fight a guy who has to aim a gun than someone who can zap you just by looking at you, y’know?”
Someone was missing from the conversation. “Tanner?”
He stood by the huge Krokinthian at the front of the room. Tanner ran his left hand down one of the Krok’s huge claws. His glove was off. “This is real,” he said.
“Yeah, that one isn’t a hologram,” said Alicia. “Guess it’s a mock-up. Why’s that weird?”
“No. It’s real. That’s what the sign meant by ‘Preservation Center.’” Though his faceplate hid his expression, Tanner’s unease came through clearly enough in his tone and posture. “This is a real Krok. It was alive.”
“What, you mean like it’s stuffed?” Baldwin asked. “Gross!”
“C’mon, Tanner, that’s a little ridiculous,” said Ravenell.
“No, look. Look at the incision marks here, and here. They left tags. You can see where they opened up the shell.” He ducked under the creature’s bulk to point at other features they couldn’t see. “They autopsied this one. I’ve never seen a Krok in person, but I know these tags.”
“Why would they do that, Tanner?” Alicia grumbled. Though he was one of the smartest guys she knew, Tanner’s anti-establishment streak could get a little ridiculous. “This is a bio lab out in the middle of nowhere. Why would they put together a showroom like this? They don’t do tours for school kids.”
He left the Krok where it stood, moving over to the one panel-covered wall lacking video screens or mounted displays. His fingers tried buttons on the controls until the panels along the wall slid away, revealing more alien bodies laid out on slabs behind a transparent shield.
Each specimen showed signs of preservation: dulled flesh, a lack of fluids, and pins holding back skin or chitin for a view of internal anatomy.
“Gross,” Baldwin reiterated.
“I think I liked fighting other humans better,” said Ravenell.
Alicia scowled. “Okay, I don’t like this either, but we’ve got a mission here. We gotta—”
She cut herself off at the sound of a soft beep at the other side of the room. Alicia and the others turned to a side door as it opened, revealing more CDC grunts in their hard shell armor. In the middle of the small clutch of troops, Alicia spotted a man and a woman in civilian clothes and lab coats. “Hostages!” she yelled.
Gunfire and lasers flooded the chamber. Alicia found cover behind the nearest display stand. She hoped the smaller, probably younger Krok on the stand was only a replica and not another cadaver, but she had bigger things to worry about now. Ducking around the lifeless alien’s bulk, Alicia picked out a target and fired, cutting down the first grunt to try to slip around the door and advance into the display room.
More laser pulses struck against the door frame and flashed farther overhead. The return fire didn’t hit anyone, but it cut down on the sudden assault. With a quick glance, Alicia traced it to Tanner’s spot on the floor. Ravenell and Baldwin were still scrambling along the deck for cover, but Tanner could at least keep the enemy pinned. He also kept their attention on himself. It gave Alicia time to pick out another target.
The grunts’ armor provided strong protection, but the front and back pieces had to allow for gaps at the armpits and hips for a full range of motion. Alicia took full advantage of the opening. She needed only half a breath to aim before burning a hole straight through one grunt’s torso.
By then, Baldwin and Ravenell had their positions and returned fire. The other grunts shrank back. “Forget it,” one of them yelled. “Forget the samples. Go!”
Alicia hesitated before shooting again, worried she might hit one of the civilians as the grunts pushed them back the way they came. As soon as she saw the back of an infantry shell, she fired and took the man down, but the rest continued on in their retreat. The grunt at the door emptied his rifle in a roaring burst before he turned and ran, a move copied by the next in line. The intensity of fire as the group peeled and fled would give the enemy a solid head start.
A single blue flash from off to Alicia’s side cut the tactic short. She saw the last grunt fall back with a smoking hole in his helmet, though it coincided with a yelp from one of her teammates.
Tanner jumped up from the deck and chased after them. Alicia darted out from behind cover to follow, hesitating only for a look back at the others. An ugly black burn covered most of Baldwin’s right shoulder. She’d taken down the last guard, but paid for it with a nasty wound. “Go,” she urged while Ravenell rushed to check on her.
Baldwin would live. Ravenell would probably follow in seconds. Alicia took off running after her other teammate.
The chase quickly led to another laboratory space with an open doorway. She saw Tanner shoot up a grunt in the entrance at point blank range, probably only a heartbeat before he could’ve punched the guy given his momentum. “Tanner, wait!” she urged a moment too late. He continued on inside.
A window along the side of the room offered her a view of the darkened lab as she closed the distance. With the lights out, she couldn’t make out much beyond shadows and sporadic flashes of gunfire. Another door opened up on the other side of the room, giving their enemies an avenue of escape. She reached the door at full speed.
Alicia heard a woman shout, “No!” as Tanner reached the lab tables at the other end of the room and the exit beyond them. She spotted the woman, too, thanks to the white fabric of her lab coat—and the heavy cylindrical container the woman slammed into Tanner’s head. The cylinder let out a loud bang as it connected with his helmet and sent him staggering back, likely more out of surprise than injury.
The red pulse laser that struck him in the chest presented far more of a threat. He staggered back and collapsed to the floor.
Clearing the room in only heartbeats, Alicia saw no more CDC grunts on their feet—only a man and a woman in civilian lab coats. The woman still held her cryo cylinder and a small metal case. The man wielded a pulse pistol. He reached for the woman’s wrist, grabbing her with an urgent look on his face. It was all the distraction Alicia needed.
A sharp, practiced kick to his hand disarmed him without another shot. “Stop! We’re friendly,” Alicia shouted.
Rather than backing off, the man promptly grabbed hold of Alicia’s rifle.
She understood everything in that instant. He was calm, skilled, and strong. This was no lab scientist, and he wasn’t interested in a rescue.
His strength and the angle of his grip won the struggle for the rifle. Alicia released the weapon rather than letting him twist her into a vulnerable hold, opting instead to drive one fist hard into his gut.
He took it well. She followed up with an elbow to his face, reaching over her rifle to connect, but her opponent stepped back too quickly and swept her legs out from under her with a single kick. In a sudden rush, she was on her back.
Alicia didn’t worry about him shooting her with the rifle. His hands didn’t carry the required magnetic signature embedded in her gloves. Her opponent clearly knew better than to try, too. He swung the butt of the rifle down at her chest in a lunge she only barely blocked.
She needed to get off the deck or bring him down to her level. Anything to reclaim the offense. Alicia brought both of her legs up and practically spun on her shoulders, kicking his arm with one foot to turn the rifle away while nailing him in the side with her other foot. It bought her enough space to scramble up off her back.
Someone shouted. It was the woman in the lab coat again, Alicia realized. She couldn’t spare any attention for others, no matter what the scientist wanted or how badly Tanner might be hurt. Her opponent was too good. Alicia rarely ran into anyone who could match her in hand to hand. He could fight at her level, he had an edge in size and strength, and he had a weapon. Not good. Any of it.
On the bright side, he didn’t have a helmet or body armor.
Alicia feinted with a lunge, deliberately leaving herself open for a low sweep of the rifle butt to her midsection. She caught the weapon with both hands and pushed up hard, using her enemy’s momentum against him to slam the barrel of the rifle into his unprotected forehead. She stomped down hard on his foot and shoved the barrel back again, this time catching him in the temple as he reflexively turned his head away.
The struggle for the rifle quickly became a fight for balance. Both of them stumbled, Alicia going forward while her foe staggered back. The rifle clattered away out of reach. Alicia felt a punch land on her shoulder. Another came in for her throat. She blocked that one in a downward sweep of her wrist, clearing his arm out of the way for a punch to his side.
He staggered back again. Alicia saw an opening and risked a big move. She launched her foot up in a crescent kick that got in on target before he could defend against it. The top of her booted foot landed across his eye and nose with the sort of force that could end most fights.
To his credit, he stayed on his feet and kept his fists up. It didn’t make much difference. He was slower now, rattled and off-balance. Alicia drove her left fist into the hinge of his jaw. Her right came down in a hammer blow across the side of his neck. The combination knocked her enemy to his hands and knees. He tried to rally one last time, but it came too late. Alicia had time to aim her next blow. Her booted toe sailed up into the tip of his jaw.
It hit with the sound of a pulse laser and a scream. Two pulse lasers, in fact. Alicia spun, her heart leaping up into her throat again now that her vulnerability had caught up with her. Without an enemy in close combat, she was a clear target for anyone wielding a gun. She thought for sure she’d turn around to look down someone’s barrel in time to see the flash.
Instead, she saw the blonde scientist fall to the deck with a pulse pistol in her hand and a pair of holes burned through her coat. No one else stood within reach. Alicia looked back toward the entrance to find Ravenell there with Baldwin held under one arm and his pistol extended in the other. The barrels of his pistol and Baldwin’s rifle still glowed from discharge.
Alicia’s eyes swept the room again. Aside from Rav, Baldwin, and herself, everyone was on the floor. “Oh shit,” she gasped, dropping to her knees beside Tanner as he fumbled to get his combat jacket open. “Lie still. Don’t move.”
The wound looked ugly. Alicia had seen combat jackets withstand pulse lasers before, but she’d also seen blasts go right through the plates sewn between layers of protective fabric. It all came down to details like the angle, the power of the blast, and other matters of chance. In this case, she saw a nasty black burn around the point of entry.
She found blood as soon as she got the jacket open. The pulse had gone straight into the left side of his chest, probably severing one of his ribs and surely burning through his lung. Alicia could hear him gurgling and wheezing. Holding to her training, Alicia ignored the urge to take his helmet off. It supplied him with clean air, and right now his head and throat weren’t the problem, anyway.
By the time she had the auto-suture out, Ravenell and Baldwin were at her side. “Someone’s gotta check the others,” said Alicia as she cut Tanner’s vac suit open to get at his wound.
“Right,” grunted Ravenell. He held the gap in the fabric open with one hand and jabbed a pen-shaped tool full of anti-cauterizing gel into the wound.
“We’ll get right on that,” agreed Baldwin. She kept Tanner’s hands pinned to the deck. “Look at me, Tanner,” she said, staring down at him. “Don’t try to move, just look at me, okay? Look at—” The hiss and whine of the auto-suture going to work on his chest cut off her words. “Or close your eyes. That works, too.”
Ravenell helped hold him down as his body jerked. The small, box-shaped auto-suture naturally had to cut into tissue to do its work. Blood welled up around the wound while a small tube popped out of the instrument to eject liquefied tissue. “Working,” said the endlessly calm voice of the auto-suture’s programming. “Please hold this instrument in place. Patient will require immediate professional medical attention.”
“Kinda figured that,” said Ravenell. He brought up a screen from his holocom. “Third Command, Third Command, this is Ravenell. We have casualties. Corpsman needed immediately in laboratory—shit, where the hell are we?”
“Go find the room number outside,” said Alicia. “We’ve got this.”
He rose and left. Alicia looked back to the other bodies. The grunts wouldn’t be getting up again. She could tell that from the severity of the burns to their armor. Her sparring partner was still out cold.
The woman in the lab coat lay staring at Alicia with lifeless eyes framed by strands of blonde hair. She bore similar wounds to Tanner’s, except she had no combat jacket to blunt the energy of the pulse lasers, nor any friends to lend immediate aid.
She’d probably died before she hit the floor. Alicia knew that. Yet the gun in the dead woman’s hand left Alicia with far more questions than guilt. “She was aiming at me?” Alicia asked.
“What?” Baldwin had to blink her way back to Alicia’s question. “Yeah. She said, ‘Stop fighting him or I’ll shoot.’ Had the gun pointed at you even when you had the other guy stooped over. No time to pull out our stunners. I don’t care who she is or how confused she might be. If it’s her or you, I’m choosing you.” She paused. “I only hope she wasn’t confused.”
“No. She hit Tanner pretty hard, too. I don’t know what’s going on, but nobody in here was on our side.”
“Patient’s vital signs are critical,” announced the auto-suture. “Sedation is strongly suggested.”
“Authorized,” said Alicia. She reached out to touch the holo screen to confirm, forgetting that her voice command was good enough. “Sedation authorized.”
“Sedative capsule not attached to this unit. Apply at the patient’s neck.” Another holo screen appeared with a helpful animated guide.
“I’ve got this,” said Alicia as she dug through her medical pouch. “I need you to cuff that guy before he wakes up. At least we got half our assignment done right.”



CHAPTER TWO
Alien
“Perhaps we are too fundamentally different to maintain anything more than a peaceful distance. Their perceptions and values are unlike ours. Krokinthians are an aquatic and communal species. Even their vast starships are filled with the fluids of their oceans. The Nyuyinaro have almost no material culture at all. They acknowledge an ancestral planetary home, but abandoned it long ago to wander the stars without the need for ships or shelter.
“Nor do our alien neighbors show the sort of divisions that are a hallmark of our species. It is those divisions, more than anything else, which led to so much bloodshed as we climbed into the stars. Humanity could never hold to any agreement with either alien society, for there was always some faction of humankind that violated the agreement in defiance of the rest.
“Though the Krokinthians vowed an end to the Expansion Wars, they refused any formal agreement. As they abandoned talks, the Krokinthians claimed they would never harm humanity as much as humanity harms itself. Thus far, they have been proven entirely correct.”
--Joseph Vandenberg, A History of Alien Relations, 2276
 
“Corporate power lifted humanity out of the cradle of Earth. The national governments of old got us to the moon, yes. But it was private enterprise that took humanity to the stars. Secretary Bennet knows that perfectly well, as the terraforming and colonization of Archangel was largely funded by the Catholic Church.”
“What does that have to do with anything we’re discussing?”
Ana Ewing, CDC’s Vice President of Whatever the Hell it Was didn’t meet Andrea Bennet’s gaze. She maintained her cool, patient smile as she faced the talk show’s host across the table. “It was the Big Three of CDC, NorthStar, and Lai Wa who performed all the developmental work and transportation, as they did for many human colonies. Yet that financial support from the Church dramatically reduced Archangel’s start-up debts in comparison to other human settlement. Now, unlike every other star system, Archangel refuses to honor those debts, just like they refused to honor their obligations to their sponsors when they turned to a secular government.”
“Oh, for—we refuse to ‘honor’ a decades-old scheme of racketeering and price gouging.” Andrea Bennet didn’t try to hold back her scowl. “You and your buddies forced your ‘educational services’ into the initial colonization agreement for Archangel, just like you did with practically every other colony. Then you started ripping off practically every student stuck paying for your schools from childhood on. You’ve criminally overcharged billions of people for something that should be a basic right.”
“Secretary Bennet,” said the program’s host, “if this dispute is over educational debts, which are a matter for individual people, why did Archangel rescind every contract with the Big Three? Archangel revoked every contract for health services, for construction, communications, security patrols, and more. The government has also defaulted on its primary debt for the colonization services Ms. Ewing brought up. How does that relate to the educational dispute?”
“On the most basic level, we’re not going to do business with such dishonest partners,” said Andrea. “Beyond that, the educational scams have been going on for decades. Most people in the Union are victims, not just in Archangel. People have lived and died with those debts. We can’t restore every individual’s losses, but we can stop the bleeding by ending those debts. As for the government’s primary debts, that’s where we have the chance to restore something to the collective.
“And I want to point out something you just said. You mentioned health services and security patrols. This has only turned into a shooting war because the Big Three were allowed to grow so big and to have their own private armies and fleets of warships. And they did that by convincing people that corporations can do everything better than government, from education to medicine to security. But the truth is not every human endeavor is best directed by the profit motives of the few people at the top. That’s how you get where we are now.”
“As usual, the secretary is trying to stereotype and demonize the Big Three and every other corporation in any way she can,” countered Ewing.
“Stereotype?” Andrea snorted. “You’re the one who blew the anti-Catholic dogwhistle and called us traitors to the religion at the same time. That was almost clever.”
“Good catch,” muttered Alicia. “Thought you might have missed that.”
“You aren’t even Catholic at all, are you?” asked Ravenell. He sat beside her in the waiting room chair, keeping his voice low in case anyone was actually paying attention to the program on the wall screen.
“Y’know how they say Archangel is one third Catholic, one third not Catholic, and one third bad Catholic? I’m one of the bad ones.
“The thing I don’t get about this is why it matters,” Alicia continued, nodding at the screen. “This show is from New Kyoto. It’s over a week old. How does anything they say make a difference?”
“Stuff like this isn’t for people here in Archangel,” said Ravenell. “It’s not for convincing anyone here, at least. The point is to show how we’re out there trying to get the rest of the Union on our side.”
“Good luck with that,” she muttered. Like Ravenell, her combat gear was all gone, though she still wore her vac suit and her helmet sat close beside her. Navy regulations mandated everyone wear their suits and keep the helmets handy at all times while on ship outside of special ceremonial occasions, showers, or medical necessity.
More than a few friends fit the latter requirement today. None of them were more than a couple dozen meters away through thick bulkheads and secured doors.
The talk show continued. Ewing had the camera’s attention again. “Naturally, I object to the characterization of our security services as a ‘military.’ More importantly, I’m saying the way to prevent this sort of violence is more corporate security strength, not less.”
“Hah! So we’re even more at the mercy of your shady practices?” Bennet quipped. “The first lesson anyone should take away from this war is that you and your other corporate buddies will turn those guns on any customer who walks away from your dishonest deals. And let’s not forget that it was you guys who stole advanced FTL technology from the Krokinthians and brought us the first Expansion Wars. System governments need their own militaries to protect themselves from your mistakes.”
“Humanity had developed faster-than-light tech on our own, or we’d never have met the Krokinthians. And it was hardly ‘stealing.’”
“Tell that to the Krokinthians.”
“I’m surprised they haven’t cut to coverage of the station raid yet,” said Ravenell. “Pretty sure that was the biggest fight today.”
“Yeah, I don’t know.” Alicia shrugged. “Haven’t heard or seen anything about it yet, but I’m not paying that much attention.”
“You think something’s up?”
“What do you mean?”
He gestured to the wall screen. “Civilian media outlets all have eyes pointed to the sky like anyone else. That station was, what, seventeen light-minutes from Raphael? They’d have seen the attack start at about the same time we saw it. Gotta know it’s over by now, too. So why aren’t they reporting it? You think maybe they’ve been asked to keep it quiet?”
“That was something like three destroyers and two cruisers attacking a major deep space research facility,” said Alicia. “Nobody can keep that quiet. Like you said, people are gonna see. And not just the military or the media.”
“Right, so why not cover it as it happens?”
“I don’t know.” Alicia frowned. “Are you actually thinking about this? Or are you trying to get my mind off of the others?” She gestured to the door to the emergency services wing of the infirmary.
“Maybe a little of both.”
She released a grumbling sigh. “I’m fine.”
“You sure?”
“If you make it into surgery, you’re probably gonna pull through, right?” She shrugged. “It’s not like the infirmary’s overloaded. Everyone we brought back is getting full attention.”
“As long as you’re not worried.”
“I’m not.”
“Except we’re sitting in the infirmary waiting room.”
“You don’t have to be here,” Alicia pointed out.
“Yeah, I do. They’re my friends, too. And you’re here.”
Alicia didn’t think she had any smiles left in her today. It was almost irritating that Ravenell found one to drag out of her. She nudged his arm with her elbow. “You’re awful sweet for a marine. Janeka would be disgusted.”
“You aren’t gonna rat me out, are you?”
“Nah. I’ve got your back.”
“Corporal Wong?” asked a voice. Alicia and Ravenell sat up straight, looking to a man in the nearby doorway wearing hospital smocks over his vac suit. “Your friend is out of surgery and awake. He’s back around that corner in room six if you want to see him.”
Alicia blinked. “He can see visitors already?”
“Sure. The other MA who came in is there with him now.”
“Thank you,” said Alicia. She and Ravenell rose, getting a quick nod from the orderly at the desk near the door who’d heard their conversation. The door slid open, bringing the pair into a passageway lined with small rooms on either side.
Alicia hadn’t been in here since the invasion. On the first day, the passageway had been lined with men and women sitting or lying on the deck. Rooms were filled to double capacity and beyond. On the day after, they’d at least cleared out most of the people from the passageways, but not the blood or the little bits of bandages and other debris left behind. A month later, the place was all clean. For now.
“…chased off the other destroyer, so I guess technically we won,” she heard Baldwin explain as they came around the corner into the recovery room. She sat on a stool beside Tanner’s hospital bed with her vac suit peeled off to the waist and tied around her hips, leaving her in an ordinary undershirt. The petite brunette wore a blue gel pack over her right shoulder, with the rest of her arm immobilized in a sling. Alicia saw hints of discoloration under the elbow and wondered how badly her friend’s arm had been damaged.
Tanner lay under a blanket and several thin, transparent plastic tubes. His young face was still unusually pale. Normally, “Tanner” seemed as much of a descriptor as a name. He was awake and alert, though, which made Alicia feel better.
“Hey, how are you doing?” Ravenell asked.
“Ugh. I’m okay,” answered Tanner, “but whatever they’ve got me on is the most nauseating shit ever. I already warned Jesse I might projectile vomit all over her.”
“I’m staying where I can get to cover fast,” Baldwin added with a roll of her eyes.
“This feels so gross,” Tanner continued. “They said they’ve already got me on something for the nausea. Can’t imagine what a mess I’d be without it. It’s like they give you medicine for what’s wrong, but then they have to give you medicine for the medicine.”
“What’s the damage?” asked Alicia. “How bad is it?”
“I’ve gotta grow back two centimeters of bone on the front and the back of one rib. It’s not like a break where they can heal it up in less than a day. It’s a gap. Little bit of the rib above it, too. Most of the surgery was to fix the lung and to chase around whatever bits of bone or burnt threads from my clothes got loose on the inside.”
Ravenell grimaced. “How long will you be laid up?”
“Something like two weeks. They’re gonna send me down to a hospital on Raphael.”
“Two weeks? It’d be faster to put a whole new rib in there.”
“Well if we had replacement parts lying around, sure.” He shrugged, but then winced. “Okay. Not supposed to shrug. Shrugging bad. Anyway, are you guys doing okay? Jesse said you had a hell of a brawl with the guy who shot me,” said Tanner, looking to Alicia.
“We’re fine. I pulled a leg muscle and got some bruises. You should see the other guy.”
“I’d like to.”
“Speaking of that,” noted Alicia. She glanced to Baldwin. “You tell him about the other thing?”
“What, you mean how we’re not supposed to talk about it? Yeah. We’re good.”
“Nothing creepy about that at all,” grumbled Tanner. “We’re willing to call interstellar corps out on their bullshit, but God forbid any local companies get spanked for—”
“So when they said not to talk about it,” said Alicia, “there was this part where they said, ‘Don’t talk about it.’ Pretty emphatic, too.”
“Only ‘cause a room like that shouldn’t exist.”
“Tanner.”
“Look, they were all cadavers and holograms, I know. That’s not a violation of the letter of any treaties, but it’s sure a violation of the spirit.”
“Okay. So?”
“You really think the Kroks or the Noonies make any distinction between the letter and the spirit of an agreement?”
“Last I checked, the Kroks never actually agreed to anything,” said Alicia. “They only showed up to the armistice long enough to turn around and walk out. That was their whole statement.”
“Can’t imagine it has anything to do with humans never sticking to an agreement, huh?”
“It was mostly holograms and models, Tanner,” Baldwin assured him. “The cadavers were marked. They dated back to the Expansion Wars. It’s embarrassing, not criminal. And it’s only embarrassing if an alien goes in there. They don’t exactly visit much.”
“If you’re both up for bickering about this stuff, you must be okay,” said Ravenell. “I’m beat. I was almost off the mid-watch before the alarm went off for this whole mess. My rack is calling me. Guess I’ll see you when you get back from the hospital.”
“Glad you were there, Rav,” said Tanner. “Thanks.”
“I should probably go report back to the MA office for both of us,” said Baldwin. She brushed Alicia’s arm as she passed by on the way out. “Catch you at chow later?”
“Sounds good. See you.”
“Hey. Alicia,” Tanner said before she left with the others. Alicia lingered. “They didn’t pull my foot out of my mouth while I was in surgery, so I should do it now. Sorry about before. About Brent. I was only teasing.”
“Yeah, I know. I’m sorry, too. I overreacted.”
“Nah, it’s not like my feelings are hurt or anything. We’re fine. Is anything wrong there?”
“No. Brent and I are fine, but I don’t want to talk about stuff like that in front of others, okay? It’s not him and it’s not you. It’s all the other eighteen-to-twenty year-old marines who don’t have anything better to do than gossip about each other. I don’t want them talking about who I’m with or who I used to date. That’s all.”
Tanner’s expression turned skeptical. “I’d rather play in traffic than get caught talking about you behind your back.”
“Nobody ever thinks they’re gonna get caught.”
“Fair enough.” He paused. “But I can still put your name down on my dating résumé if it’s kept confidential, right?”
Alicia rolled her eyes. “Okay, I’m gonna leave before I yank out all your tubes.”
“You’d be doing me a favor,” he grumbled.
“Take care. See you when you get back.”
The door to the waiting room down the passageway opened for a new arrival before Alicia made it far. His handsome face and the dark red hair kept buzzed down to stubble stood out in most crowds, but Alicia would’ve known him only by his walk. Her stride picked up. She met him halfway in the passage. “Sergeant Collins,” she said.
“Corporal Wong.”
“Looking in on someone?”
His voice dropped once they were face to face. “Came looking for you, to be honest,” said Brent.
Alicia’s eyes glanced left, then right, and then over her shoulder. “Oh hey, look. An open room.” She tugged him by the wrist into the empty recovery room to her right.
As soon as she was out of view from the open doorway, Brent pushed her up against the nearest wall. Her helmet popped off the mount behind her shoulder and fell to the floor, but she smiled into his kiss and didn’t worry about where her gear might land.
Brent stood almost six inches taller than Alicia. She tugged on his shoulders to pull him close. He felt strong and trim and very much alive. She felt his arms loosen up around her and tightened her own grip in response, unwilling to let him go once their lips parted. “You okay?” she asked
“Yeah, I’m good. I will be, anyway. Are you?”
She adored his accent. People joked about guys who grew up on asteroids in the middle of nowhere and how they talked, but she’d always found it charming. It sounded confident and laid back. “I’m fine. Sorry about Higgins and Gonzales.”
He nodded. “At least one of us brought everyone home alive.”
“Hey, you guys brought back way more civilians than we did. Faced more resistance, too. And I saw Higgins and Gonzales when they were loaded up. There was nothing you could’ve done for them.”
“How are the others? Baldwin and Malone?”
“She’s fine. One day with a gel pack on her arm and then it’ll all be superficial. Tanner is going down to Raphael for a couple weeks in the hospital, but he’ll be okay.”
“What happened?”
“Shot through the chest, got his ribs and a lung fucked up.”
“No, I mean what happened with you all?” Brent corrected. “We were hip deep in a firefight when you guys called for help. I couldn’t even track what was said over the comm. And then I didn’t get a chance to talk to you when we were all loading back up. What happened?”
Alicia tried to come up with some gentler way to say it other than the straight answer. She failed. “I can’t talk about it.”
She felt him slip away from her a little, physically and otherwise. Alicia had given him that answer too many times over the last year, stretching back well before the war really started. As much as Archangel played up the surprise of the invasion, in truth they’d been preparing for it well in advance. Alicia had been part of those preparations, but came back from each covert op claiming she’d been on a “training mission” every time.
Things were supposed to be different now that the war was on. For both of them.
“We were all on the same mission under the same command,” said Brent. “It ain’t like you went off on some secret op while I was still back here. What the hell could be so—” He stopped himself, rolling his eyes. “You can’t answer that, either, I imagine.”
“I’m sorry,” Alicia grumbled. “It’s not like any of us saw it coming. Shit happened, and we got told right there on the spot not to talk about it. That might be more than I can say, too.”
Alicia watched him process it. He was one year older and one stripe ahead of her. Because of that stripe, she couldn’t stay in the same platoon once they’d started seeing each other. On that level, she appreciated the navy’s approach to relationships: all Alicia had to do was ask for a lateral transfer to another platoon to get out of the same direct chain of command with Brent. It wasn’t like the regulation-breaking scandal of a relationship between an officer and an enlisted. The matter was handled easily. No complaints. No suspicion. No fuss.
The navy frowned deeply on public displays of affection, though, and warships didn’t offer much in the way of privacy. Practically everything was public. Young couples like Alicia and Brent learned quickly to keep their eyes open for any chance at space for themselves like this open recovery room.
The real frustration came when she was away, and she’d gone away more than once. The navy maintained no regular unit for sensitive or covert operations. Personnel were hand-picked when the need arose. Brent was an outstanding marine, an excellent fighter and squad leader, bright, mature, capable…and he remained behind while Alicia went on a series of missions she couldn’t talk about.
“Who the hell made that call?” Brent asked, then fell silent as the door to the waiting room outside opened and shut again. With her back to the wall, Alicia couldn’t see who walked past. She wouldn’t have cared, either, but for the look of recognition and frustration on Brent’s face. She slipped out of his arms to peek around the open door.
Gunnery Sergeant Janeka strode to Tanner’s room. Alicia quickly pulled herself back into her private space with Brent. “Did she see—” Alicia began to ask, but Brent shook his head with a frown. She wondered if he could possibly be right. It seemed unlikely that Janeka hadn’t spotted Brent if he could see her. Rather, she probably hadn’t cared.
“She might be here looking for me, too,” said Alicia.
“No chance she’s looking for me,” grumbled Brent.
She winced. One of the first things that attracted her to him was his humble self-assurance. He had nothing to prove to anyone. In their field, at their age, it was a rare quality. Naturally, this was the one exception to that rule. “Brent, she knows how solid you are. Everyone knows. I couldn’t tell you why you don’t get tapped for…” She paused. Technically, she wasn’t supposed to acknowledge covert operations at all. “It’s not because you aren’t good enough.”
“I know.” No doubt in his voice. No defensiveness. “I know it’s not about that. I don’t like not being there to back you up. That’s what bothers me. That and you having no one to talk to when it’s over.”
She filled her hands with the fabric of his vac suit, tugging his chest close and laying her forehead upon it. You’re the best, she thought. “I’ve got people.”
“Do you?”
“Yeah, but I can’t talk about talking about it,” she said, though now she grinned.
“Now you’re just teasing.”
“You’re surprised? How long have we been together?”
“Wong,” said another voice.
Alicia managed not to gasp. They still had the room to themselves. It took her a second to remember that the door was open. She let go of Brent, stood straight and stepped out into the hallway to find the other woman waiting. “Gunny,” Alicia said.
“New orders. You, Ravenell, Baldwin, and I are to be debriefed on Raphael. Whoever wants to talk with us is too lazy to come up here, so we’re going to them. The shuttle leaves in fifteen minutes. Report with a temporary duty load and service uniform. You’re about to get your first look at the Basilica as more than a tourist.”
That made her blink. She expected a debriefing, of course, but not planetside, let alone at the system’s integrated defense headquarters. Beyond that, a temporary duty load meant bringing two spare vac suits and other gear that would have nothing to do with a debriefing. She knew the look on Janeka’s face well enough not to expect any details here and now. “I’m on it,” she replied. Alicia glanced back only once to Brent. “I don’t have a lot of time. Better go.”
“Yeah,” he agreed.
“Sergeant Collins,” Janeka said before they split up. Her demeanor remained as solid and serious as ever. “Second squad outdid themselves today. Everyone else handled sideshows. You took on the worst resistance and got the most done. I’m impressed.”
It came out with the same cold, somewhat harsh tone that Janeka usually used, but Alicia thought she might faint. The gunny did not offer praise lightly or often. She wondered if Brent knew how rare a moment this was.
He straightened up a little and said only, “Thank you, gunny,” which was about the best response he could have given. Anything more would likely have brought the scowl right back to Janeka’s face.
“Get your people ready for the next catastrophe,” said Janeka. “Wong. The clock is ticking. Fifteen minutes. Don’t be late.”
* * *
“Did you switch off your helmet recorder at any point?”
“No, sir.”
“You took nothing from the room?”
“You mean besides the prisoner? Only what I carried in with me, sir.”
“And you have not spoken about these events with anyone else?”
“All due respect, sir, my answer hasn’t changed from the last four times you asked that,” said Alicia. To her credit, she didn’t audibly grumble or snap. Nor did she blink at the quartet of scowls she received from the other side of the conference room table.
Two of those scowls belonged to two men in dress uniforms. Neither of them looked much older than Alicia, but longevity treatments were so common that it was nearly impossible to guess someone’s age if they looked anywhere past twenty-five. Their rank insignia and other decorations suggested twenty or even thirty-year careers, though, and their ranks as officers put them miles above Alicia in the military pecking order.
The commander had about two dozen decorations on his chest. The lieutenant commander had slightly more. Alicia had only six, but her top two outweighed everything the officers had put together. Her slacks bore the blood stripes of a combat veteran. Theirs didn’t. Still, for all the varying degrees of respect for medals and ribbons, only rank and connections mattered in a pissing contest. Alicia had very little of either.
The other “debriefers” in the room were a man and woman in civilian suits. Alicia had only a vague guess as to how much pull agents of the Ministry of Intelligence had over low-ranking enlisted marines like herself. Probably less than the navy officers, she suspected, but still enough to make her life miserable. Sooner or later she had a right to point out the obvious.
“I’m not sure I hear much ‘due respect’ in your answer, Corporal,” said Agent Carson.
“It’s in there,” she told him. “I’m not trying to be uncooperative. I didn’t talk to anyone outside my team. As soon as she arrived, Gunnery Sergeant Janeka ordered us to keep the whole thing confidential. Lieutenant Kilmeade did exactly the same thing when he caught up. We didn’t have time to go outside those orders, anyway. We only made it back to our ship five hours ago. I don’t understand why I keep getting the same question.”
“It’s so we can see if your answer changes,” said Commander Jimenez. He seemed a little more patient with her response than the agents, though that patience was measured. “Or to see if you get upset. Or defensive.”
“Oh. Well, that’s frustrating.”
“By design, yes. However, I think we can call it there. Do you agree, Agents?” Jimenez asked the Ministry’s representatives.
Carson looked to his partner, who frowned but nodded. “It’s all in line with what we already know, yes. I think we’re through with this necessary exercise,” said Carson. “Corporal, at the risk of explaining too much: the contents of that room are not illegal, but they could be misconstrued as something scandalous or worse if taken out of context. If you spoke of it openly, many people would assume the worst. They might never believe the truth no matter what the company or Archangel did to prove it. Do you understand?”
“I’ve picked up on the difference between legality and embarrassment, yes,” she answered. “I’ve been ordered not to speak about it, and so I won’t.”
“Good. We don’t want you to think you’ve been ordered to cover up some sort of crime. As for what actually went on in that room, obviously that’s a matter of operational security. I don’t think we need to explain ourselves there?”
“No, Agent Carson.” Before the first round of questions ended, Alicia had resolved not to call him “sir” ever again. She wondered if Carson noticed.
“Those orders still stand,” spoke up Commander Jimenez. “The entire matter is classified until further notice. You went out on the rescue mission and you brought back survivors. No one needs to hear the details. Your best strategy is to never bring it up at all. Understood, Corporal?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Then you’re to report to—”
“Commander, a moment,” spoke up the other agent. Agent Medina looked up from the holographic file laid out on her side of the table. “Corporal Wong, your maternal grandfather came here as a defector from Izumoto’s Star, correct? After the Setsubun Coup? His name is Hideki Otsuka?”
Alicia sat up a little straighter and looked her in the eye. What the hell did this have to do with anything? “Yes,” she answered.
“Your mother was born here. Your father is a second-generation citizen of Chinese descent. A police officer here in the city, correct?”
“Yes. How are my parents relevant? Or my grandparents?”
“Skill assessment,” Medina replied with a small, quick shake of her head, as if that dismissed anything. “Do you have any fluency in Japanese or a dialect of Chinese?”
Skill assessment for what? Alicia wondered. “Some Mandarin,” she answered with her guard still up. “Not much with Japanese. I can recognize it and pick out simple words, but I’m not fluent.”
“That’s fine. It says in your personnel file you studied martial arts through childhood, and…competitive gymnastics? To what level?”
Aw hell. She didn’t try to hide her grimace. Usually, she played that bit of personal trivia as low-key as she could manage, but this was the Ministry. The question could be a test of her honesty. Medina could very well have Alicia’s entire history right there in front of her. “I won two events and the individual all-around at the Union Championships in ’73, along with placing in lots of Archangel meets leading up to there.”
Medina looked up. So did the others. Everyone’s surprise seemed genuine, but Alicia wasn’t finished. Damn it, they’ll find out the rest anyway, she fumed silently. “I also won a spot in the last Olympic trials in ‘74, but I dropped out before the team was finalized.”
“That’s a hell of a long way to go and then drop out. What happened?” Medina asked.
“I left for personal reasons.”
“You can’t talk about it?” Medina’s face turned to pure, innocent curiosity.
“I’m not sure how her personal reasons would be relevant, Agent,” said Jimenez. His quick glance to Alicia made her wonder if she’d finally seen the divide between military and civilian intelligence. Jimenez seemed less interested in grilling her than Agent Carson, and now he signaled a limit to Medina’s questioning.
Medina shrugged it off. “Very well. However, Corporal: this means you were involved in spectator sporting events at a high level, correct?” Her small frown suggested this was some sort of concern. “You said it was the Union championships, so that was broadcast all over the place, right? And those events in Archangel?”
“Yes. From about age fifteen to seventeen.”
“So anyone who follows gymnastics might recognize you or have heard of you?”
Alicia shrugged. “Hardcore fans, maybe, but I’m not exactly a household name. Most people only remember gymnastics exist during the Olympics.”
“Who sponsored you?”
“Lai Wa Corporation. I lost their financial support when I dropped out.”
“Have you kept in practice since then, or have you abandoned the sport entirely?”
“Shipboard facilities don’t offer much equipment, but I do what I can.”
“Last question, if it’s not too personal: What made you enlist?”
“Those sponsorships included educational debt support and scholarship prospects. I lost all that when I dropped out,” said Alicia. “And I wanted to be a marine.”
“You always aspired to be a marine? Even when you were in the running for the Olympics?”
“How long did you dream of being a Ministry agent?” Alicia replied.
Medina’s gaze held as she nodded. “Thank you, Corporal. I’m finished.”
“Okay then,” said Jimenez. If he shared Alicia’s surprise and confusion, he didn’t show much. “Corporal, report to Gunnery Sergeant Janeka in the lobby. You’ll remain here in Ascension until you receive further orders. Do not leave the city. Keep your holocom handy. You’ll need to respond quickly to a recall. Dismissed.”
Alicia stood from her seat, popped to attention, and saluted as required. Jimenez and his sidekick returned the gestures, though with the slightly casual air she was used to seeing from officers. Carson and Medina didn’t salute, of course, but they didn’t stand, either. They were civilians. Alicia wondered why she cared…but she did.
The halls of the Basilica remained every bit as active as they’d been when Alicia arrived. Its interior seemed as grand and ornate as the outside, though less overtly religious. Though founded as a colony by the Catholic Church, Archangel quickly diverged from the theocratic paradise its financiers envisioned. The Catholic influence ran deep in Archangel’s naming conventions, the architecture of its public works, and more, but in the end the star system was as secular as any other. No one at the Basilica took time off work to go to Mass. Many weren’t Catholic at all.
They were, however, uniformly busy. The invasion was only a month old, with much of Archangel’s territory occupied by the enemy. Marines and ships’ crews weren’t the only ones who’d be working around the clock in a crisis atmosphere. Many of the staffers were reservists who’d been called to active duty. Some might even have come out of retirement. The civilian staff probably wasn’t this big a month ago, either.
There was a war on. The navy didn’t have a monopoly on fighting it. People wanted to help.
A short trip down a lift and through some more halls brought her to Janeka, who stood from her seat in the lobby and killed the holo screens that kept her busy. Like Alicia, the gunny wore her marine service uniform. During basic training, Alicia came to think of that uniform and all her many decorations as part of Janeka’s skin. Now she was used to seeing the gunny in a vac suit every day and the uniform seemed out of place.
“You’re finished,” Janeka observed flatly.
“For now, anyway. They haven’t told me what’s going on.”
“They usually don’t in situations like this. Not until they have to.”
“Gunny…” Alicia glanced over their surroundings with a frown. “What kind of ‘situation’ is this? Why did they ask us for a temporary duty load out? Are we being transferred or put on the back bench? What’s going on?”
“You’re asking me to speculate, Corporal,” said Janeka.
Alicia held back her sigh. She knew better than to underestimate the gunny’s experience and professional knowledge. Janeka had to know something. She just wasn’t sharing. The younger woman shrugged. “They dismissed me until further notice. Are we waiting on Ravenell and Baldwin?”
“They’ve already been dismissed. Baldwin left to see family in the city. Ravenell wanted to visit someone at the university. I told them not to wait for you since we didn’t know how long you would be. You have other responsibilities, anyway.”
“I do?”
“Your home of record is nearby. You have family here, Wong. Go see them.”
Alicia blinked. “Wha—I haven’t called anyone on my holocom. They don’t know I’m here. Gunny, nobody’s expecting me.”
“We were invaded a month ago and you’ve been in the thick of it ever since. I know you keep in touch and you’ve never shown signs of family trauma or tension. I suspect Mr. and Mrs. Wong will gladly drop whatever they’re doing for the chance to see their daughter.” It came out with all the warmth and consideration of an order to run an inventory of the armory or give the squad bay a field day cleaning. Even Janeka’s compassion wore combat boots. “I will pay for a taxi and ride beside you myself if necessary.”
“No, gunny, that’s not—that’s not a problem, I just…” Alicia shook her head. “It seems a little unfair. How many other people in our shoes can’t go home for dinner tonight?”
Janeka’s eyebrow rose. “That’s exactly who I’m thinking about. This isn’t special treatment, Corporal. This is life in uniform. You take the breaks where you get them. Twenty-five percent of our people can’t go home at all right now because their homes are under occupation. Every one of them would tell you to take whatever opportunities you can. Doesn’t matter if you’re expected. Doesn’t matter if it’s only for five minutes before you’re recalled. When you get the chance, you go.”
“You don’t get to see yours. We’re restricted to the city, right?”
“My husband and son are on their way up from Fort Stalwart and will be here within the hour. Your family isn’t in the city, but they are in the district. I checked. No one will split hairs over that, and it’ll come down on me if they do.” Her eyes never came off of Alicia’s. “Why are you reluctant to go?”
“I don’t know what to say,” admitted Alicia. “About the war. About anything.”
“We all experience that. It’s not my place to tell you how to handle it. That’s between you and them. But I will not allow this opportunity to go to waste. Your family wants to see you, whether you know what to say or not.”
“Okay,” Alicia relented. “I’m going. What am I supposed to tell them about why I’m here? This is all classified.”
“Tell them you hitched a ride on a supply relay. Keep it simple.”
Alicia frowned. “That’s great. Haven’t seen any of them in over a year, and the first thing I’m gonna do is lie to their faces.”
“We all lie to our families, Corporal. It’s part of the life we lead. Go home. That’s an order.”
* * *
Her mother reacted exactly the way Alicia expected.
“Oh my God, why didn’t you tell me you were coming home?” Minako exploded. Alicia’s mother threw her arms around her only daughter in the doorway to their apartment. The tears wouldn’t be far. “Hai! David! It’s Alicia, she’s home!”
“Hi, Mom,” said Alicia. She was glad for the hug, of course. She didn’t know how she felt about the neighbors hearing the announcement. Her holocom could buzz with a recall notice any second. However long she got to stay with her family, it probably wouldn’t be enough for them. She didn’t have much time to spread around for anyone else.
“When did you get here? Why didn’t you call ahead?” The scolding came with tears that Alicia felt on her neck. It didn’t interrupt the hug. “I could have taken the day off work and met you at the spaceport or wherever you were.”
Minako was still dressed for the office. Thanks to longevity treatments, she looked more like Alicia’s older sister than the mother of a twenty-year-old daughter. Artificial youth aside, Minako’s beauty was entirely natural.
Everyone on her father’s side of the family said Alicia took after Hai’s looks. The few relatives on Minako’s side said Alicia looked more like her mother. Alicia grew up wondering if it was some holdover of ancient animosity between Chinese and Japanese, and figured both sides were crazy for holding onto something centuries old and a hundred light years away—but would have preferred a unanimous verdict about looking like her mother just the same.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t know if I’d get here at all,” said Alicia. “It’s all last minute.”
“Sis!” yelled out a young voice. Minako released her daughter only for Alicia to be wrapped up in the arms of her brother, who somehow seemed outrageously tall all of the sudden.
“Hey, David. How’s things?”
“Nothing new for me. It’s like I wrote you before. School sucks but the team is doing good. I wish I knew you were coming home. I’m supposed to go to practice in half an hour. ”
“We’ll call and cancel,” said Minako. “It’ll be fine. Hai, Come down here,” she called up the staircase near the front door. “It’s Alicia!”
A lump welled up in Alicia’s throat. Her mother canceled nothing. Sick days were for other people. This was twice in under a minute that Minako had suggested what was ordinarily unthinkable. “No, Mom, it’s okay. I’m not even sure—”
“Is she okay?” called a man from upstairs. The rapid thumping of footsteps preceded him. “What happened, is—oh thank God!”
Yet another welcome hug enveloped her. The tremor in Hai’s shoulders and arms came as a surprise. He couldn’t have been home from work long himself. He hadn’t even taken off the shoulder harness for his holster. “I’m okay, Dad,” she assured him. “I’m fine.”
“No, I’m sorry, I—I was afraid it was someone with bad news.” Hai pulled back, smiling at her with watering eyes.
“Here, let me call in for David,” said Minako. She slid one finger across the bracelet on her left wrist, activating the holocom embedded in its fake gemstones. A holographic menu screen appeared immediately over her wrist.
“No, Mom,” Alicia spoke up. “You shouldn’t. I don’t know how long I can be here. It’s part of why I didn’t call ahead. I hitched a ride on a supply shuttle and I have to go straight back when they call. It could be all night or it could be in another ten minutes.”
The ease of the lie surprised her. She’d told lies to her family before, of course: little things, like going out late or being done with homework. She’d also thought those days were behind her. Given the way her mother blinked in surprise, she wondered if the days of her parents easily busting her on her deception weren’t over yet, either. “Then we’ll take what we can get,” Minako decided quickly. She stepped back from the crowded doorway. “Come in, we don’t have to stand here. I can’t believe you felt like you had to ring the doorbell. We didn’t delete you from the reader. You got into the building without a problem.”
“I figured I might startle someone if I walked right in,” Alicia explained as they moved out of the entryway and into the living room.
Little had changed since Alicia’s last visit a year ago, though that time she made it home for Christmas. All the holiday decorations were gone now. The comfortable two-story apartment felt the way she remembered it being most of the time rather than spruced up for a special occasion.
She never thought about her home’s atmosphere before leaving it. Even trips for gymnastics meets or to see family living off-planet didn’t spark conscious thought about it. Back then, home was simply home. It just existed.
After a year and a half of living on starships, with their diligently maintained circulation and shared living quarters, Alicia recognized the distinct feeling of home. She smelled it in the hint of lemongrass mixed with the lingering scents of whatever was last cooked in the kitchen. She felt it in the air, finding that a couple of degrees and a percent or two of humidity made such a difference. She sensed it in each step across the floor. Spaceships didn’t have carpeting. Minako had talked about replacing the carpet since before Alicia left for basic training, but now Alicia felt the soft welcome it gave her every step.
“…startled me with the doorbell, too,” her mother continued. Alicia blinked away her reverie. Whatever Minako had been saying died off as the holocom connected her with David’s school. She stepped back out into the hallway.
“Anything new happen since your last note?” asked David.
“Huh?” She paused to quickly think that one through. Her last note had only been a couple of nights ago, so apart from her seventh combat engagement, the near loss of two friends, everything she saw in that research facility, and a grilling by some navy officers and the Ministry of Intelligence… “No. Not so much, no.”
She caught her father watching. Again with the parental lie-detector, she thought. Hai was a detective. He was used to people hiding things, for reasons both good and bad.
“Are you hungry?” Hai asked. “We usually wait until David gets home from practice for dinner, but if we’re all here…?”
“Oh, I’d like that,” she admitted. “I don’t want it to go to waste if I get called back, but the menu on Beowulf gets pretty repetitive.”
Hai smiled. “We’ll take the risk. David, help me in the kitchen,” he said, beckoning to his son.
“What can I do?” asked Alicia, ready to pitch in. “Anything?”
“Yes,” said Hai. He glanced toward the hallway after Minako. “Call your grandfather.”
“You know he’ll come all the way out here to see me,” Alicia warned him. “And I could get recalled before he gets out of his house.”
“So tell him that.” Hai shrugged. “It won’t stop him. He’ll be glad to see your mother and David, anyway. But ask him not to break too many traffic laws on the way here so I don’t have to hear about it from my bosses, okay?”
She smiled as her father and brother disappeared into the kitchen. It wasn’t lost upon her that Hai suggested she call Minako’s father and not his own parents. Her father knew which relative to prioritize based on Alicia’s own needs. He knew whom she would find easiest to talk to now.
Alicia sat down on the living room couch to make the call. That put her right across from the tall shelf filled with trophies, medals, and team holos. David had more of his own up on the shelf now. Some of his were next to hers on the top shelf. Alicia didn’t mind. Sibling equality mattered more to her than achievement levels.
Mirrors lined the back of each shelf. Between a pair of trophies, Alicia caught her own reflection.
* * *
She didn’t usually wear this much make-up, even on competition days. Normally, she didn’t need it. Today she sat in front of a locker room mirror, dressed in her team uniform with her hair pulled back and all set for competition…apart from her struggle to cover the bruises.
The swelling on her eye was all gone. All she had to cover up was a little darkening around the bottom and a bit more bruising on her jaw, but that was a struggle. It was harder with the head coach still talking up a storm about her disapproval. 
 “This was exactly what I was afraid of,” said Martina. She loomed over Alicia with her arms crossed over her chest and a deep scowl on her face. “You know the definition on those cameras. The judges will see. The crowd may not notice, but it’ll affect your score.”
“How?” Alicia asked. Her bruises didn’t have her in bad spirits. The only challenge to her mood came from the coach. “I see fine. It hardly even hurts anymore. This won’t throw me off my game. It doesn’t change any of my routines.”
“I told you, it’s about presentation. Your appearance doesn’t have to be on the scorecard to change your numbers. Nobody wants to see a beaten-up gymnast.”
“Athletes get hurt all the time,” Alicia protested, turning from the mirror to look up at her. “What are you talking about?”
“You’re not an athlete. You’re a gymnast. You don’t play one sport and then the next. Not at this level. This is what you do. This has to be who you are. You have to give this your all. You can’t run off after practice to go roughhouse in some karate studio. People want beauty and grace, not this,” Martina finished, gesturing at her own eye rather than Alicia’s.
That was good. At least she had the sense not to stick her fingers in Alicia’s face. “Since when?” Alicia argued. “People get hurt in gymnastics. It happens to me. It happened to you.”
“Yes, while we’re competing, and we try to avoid it. Ugh. If we’d had a couple more days, we could’ve cleared it all up with some medication, but not in the three-day window,” Martina grumbled. Nothing Alicia could’ve taken for the bruises was allowed so close to a competition, but if she’d had that kind of time the bruises would have gone away on their own. “I still don’t understand what you were thinking by going there in the first place.”
“I started kung fu when I was a little kid,” protested Alicia. “It’s something I had always done before I got into the running for championship meets. I thought it would be fine. It was fine,” she maintained. “So I got a couple bruises. It didn’t even hurt that bad. I laughed. This is part of who I’ve always been.”
“No, this is who you are now,” said Martina, poking at Alicia’s gym bag with its team colors and proud Lai Wa corporate logo. “I told you from the beginning, you have to eat, sleep, and breathe this sport and no others. Anything that isn’t school or sleep is gymnastics. That’s what it takes to go all the way.
“And you could go all the way, Alicia. You’ve got more natural talent and dexterity than I’ve seen in years. You’ve got the discipline, too, or at least you did before this week. The trials are a shoe-in for you. All you’ve gotta do is nail this and I know you’ll come home from the Olympics with at least two medals. I’m sure of it. Maybe more with team events.
“But you’ve gotta get it together, girl,” Martina pressed. “Think of what this means for your family. For your own future. And for Archangel, for that matter.”
“You mean for Lai Wa,” Alicia countered quietly. “And my future is another four years of this at most, though, right? What then?”
Martina shook her head as if she couldn’t believe Alicia had to ask. “Then you go on to college full time and whatever you want. Hell, maybe you can work your way up in martial arts and compete there, too. But this is now. Are you with me, Alicia?”
“I’m here, aren’t I?”
“That’s not good enough. I need to know you want this. I need to know you’re committed. Because if you’re not, you need to tell me right now.” Martina’s stare grew intense. “What’s it gonna be? Is this who you are? Are you still committed?”
Alicia didn’t answer instantly. The response seemed obvious, of course. She hadn’t gotten all dressed up for nothing. But she hated this pep talk psychology shit. She hated power games, too. As much as she wanted to get this conversation over with and to get out of this locker room, Alicia didn’t want to give Martina the “yes” she wanted.
“Two minutes and I’ll have this covered,” Alicia responded, gesturing to her jaw. “I’ll be right out.”
“Okay,” Martina replied. She gave Alicia a pat on the shoulder. “My girl.” The coach stood straight and headed out. “Maybe when this is over we can get you into Tai Chi or something a little safer if you need a release,” she added over her shoulder. “Something low-contact, y’know? We’ll be waiting on the floor.” With that, she was gone.
“I don’t think you’re talking about the kind of Tai Chi I’d be interested in,” Alicia muttered.
She stared back into the mirror. She didn’t mind her bruises. It wasn’t like she’d been beaten up. Just a friendly sparring match. She didn’t even lose. There was no win or lose that day.
Her coaches saw nothing but win or lose.
Alicia suffered from the rare teenage curses of maturity and responsibility. Adults assumed she had all her shit together. Up early for a workout before school, then to the gym for practice straight after school until long past sundown. Every single day. Weekend practices, too. No sick days, either. Corporate sponsorships provided enough health benefits to make sure nobody lost a single day to illness.
The health benefits would stick around as long as she kept competing and kept winning. When she finished high school and her corporate educational debts came due, sponsors would take care of that, too. And help with university costs. Most people had to struggle all their lives to pay for those basics. All Alicia had to do was practice, practice, practice, and then win. She could do that. She’d already proven it for two years running.
There had to be more to life than this.
Alicia finished up with the cosmetics quickly. She covered up the worst of it and blended the rest quickly with a few strokes of her usual base to match her skin. It wasn’t that she hated make-up; she wore it from time to time. Rather, she found that she hated the expectation, particularly when it had so little to do with her actual performance. Base and blush didn’t plant her feet on the balance beam. They didn’t help her stick her landings.
She forced herself to stop. These were not the sort of thoughts she needed going into finals for the Olympics. This was the last step to the biggest competition yet. A win here would set her on the road to stardom. Alicia closed her eyes, inhaling and releasing long, steadying breaths. The technique worked. It was good stress management. She learned practical things like that from kung fu, not gymnastics.
God damn it! Not doing me any favors there, brain, she thought. Alicia shoved the rest of her gear into her bag and headed out to catch up to the rest of her “team,” though that was really only a euphemism for the batch of competitors sponsored by Lai Wa. They were broken up by each of Archangel’s four worlds, too, but that separation would also be erased after today. Only the top scorers from this meet would actually form a team for the Olympics. Everyone else would go home.
She found them at the first station on the arena floor, gathered together in wait for the uneven bars while another group cycled through. All seven young women and the usual coaches and assistants watched the competition with their game faces on. Lai Wa’s delegation had already gone through their warm-up on the bars and the vault before the cameras started up. They were only waiting for their first turn in the rotation.
Alicia joined them without much fuss. A few smiled to her. Others merely nodded. She felt no hostility there, only the laser focus on the task at hand. Some people handled stress by concentrating, others by making use of distractions. Alicia found she could go either way. It all depended on her mood and the context.
The coaches, of course, wanted her to focus. They wanted everyone to focus. She was pretty sure they would fit everyone with blinders if they could get away with it.
Thankfully, Alicia had no blinders here. She looked out to the other teams, of course, and the spectacle of Theresa Goncalves from Uriel flying from one bar to the other in a rapid succession of turns around each bar. Yet her eyes kept coming back to her peers from Raphael.
Araceli watched with a balled up fist covering her mouth, staring intently at Goncalves while fighting the urge to bite her nails or her fingers. Rosa, the youngest from Raphael, smiled nervously, wondering if she could measure up despite the vindication of having come this far already. Yuki raised her arms back up over her head, compulsively repeating warm-up stretches. Four more faces tried to hide the tension with similar behavior.
In the best possible outcome, three of them would still have a shot by the end of the day tomorrow, yet even that was a pipe dream. The trials would narrow Archangel’s team down to its four best gymnasts and a couple of alternates. The chances of all of them coming from Raphael’s delegation weren’t worth calculating. Still, everyone all but took for granted Alicia would be one of them. She was top notch in even her weakest events, and on the balance beam and the floor she was a star. Today and tomorrow, according to more than a few, was all about who else would be on the team.
Alicia hated that talk. Determination was fine, but she never forgot how even the greatest athletes had their bad days and their good ones. Goncalves up there on the bars looked like she was having a good day. Her extension was great as she whipped around the top bar backwards. She let go of the beam, flying to a height she’d probably never reached before. Goncalves wanted this, too. They all did. They had to want it to win.
But do I? Alicia wondered.
Goncalves came back down to the bar hard, stretching her legs out wide in a V to avoid the lower bar. She swung around for another leap and seemed to hang in the air in defiance of gravity before she fell hands first to the lower bar again.
The horizontal bar snapped free from its vertical legs. Goncalves blasted through like a missile rather than a girl only a meter and a half tall. She pushed the bar and her hands straight to the mat in the blink of an eye, collapsing in a heap. She didn’t cry out. It happened too fast. Others cried out on her behalf.
Alicia moved. One leg of the apparatus stayed upright. The other tilted down on the fallen gymnast. Alicia vaulted up on the stage, catching the leg before it fell across the poor girl’s shoulders. She even beat the safety observer to the apparatus, and he’d been only a few steps away. Goncalves didn’t move.
Others rushed in. Someone else took hold of the apparatus. Alicia had to step back. Adults had the skills to address this. She did not, nor was it her place.
A coach put his arms around Alicia’s shoulders and tried to pull her away. She didn’t move. She watched closely as the medics did their work, gingerly rolling Goncalves over onto her back in a move requiring three people working in perfect synchronicity. She saw the blood from her competitor’s nose and the checks one of the responders ran through for concussion and neck injuries. She watched another medic manage the whole thing.
The team fascinated her. They worked together. They shared responsibilities and burdens. Everything they did had a vital, tangible effect on another person.
“Alicia, we need to step back,” said Pedro, the assistant coach, with his hands on her shoulders. “It’s gonna be okay. She’ll be fine.”
“I know,” Alicia replied absently. Of course Goncalves would be fine. She would be out for this competition, but modern medicine would have her on her feet again sooner or later. Even if she had to grow a whole new spinal cord, that could be done. The medics would keep her alive. Doctors would handle the rest. Like Alicia, Goncalves was a champ. She’d be worth the expense to her sponsors, not to mention the questions of liability and fault for the equipment disaster. How long had it been since that sort of problem happened? Depending on the severity of her injuries and her recovery time, Goncalves could even conceivably be given another shot at her routine.
The medics treated Goncalves as if she’d broken her neck completely, and knew exactly what to do for it. Alicia hadn’t a clue of how to handle that. She knew how to break necks—not a thing she talked about much with her team, given the coaching staff’s disdain for her outside endeavors, and certainly not something she’d ever actually done. But she’d been taught other skills besides gymnastics. She valued those skills.
The medics had skills far beyond her own. Their skills mattered. Gymnastics mattered, too, of course, but somehow it didn’t feel the same. Though Alicia could wow the crowds with her double-release, it probably wouldn’t save any lives.
“Alicia, let’s go,” said Pedro.
She stepped back. Nobody needed her here. She wouldn’t know what to do unless someone told her, anyway, but she wished someone would. She wanted to help…far more than she wanted to win.
When Alicia turned back to the others, she saw tension and worry. They feared for any hurt competitor, whether they’d met her before or not. They wanted to know Goncalves would be okay. Her teammates were only human. When this was over, though, they’d have to turn their attention back to the competition. They came to win. They wanted their spot on the team. They wanted medals.
Alicia glanced back to the medics and found herself wanting something very different.
She’d have to face the uneven bars. She didn’t want anyone to think she was afraid after seeing this—especially not herself. Fuck that. She’d do her routine and she would fly.
But she didn’t want those medals as much as her teammates, and saw no reason now to get in their way.



CHAPTER THREE
Volunteered
“Ideally I would require non-commissioned officers at a minimum for this assignment, but this situation is obviously less than ideal. Time is of the essence. However, these are at least combat veterans with exemplary records, and sending them further limits the spread of information. As an additional benefit, Gunnery Sergeant Janeka is one of Admiral Yeoh’s favorites. The two have a long relationship. I expect the admiral will sign off on this the moment she sees the gunny’s name. It will give her an inside look at the operation. We can live with that this time.”
--David Kiribati, Minister of Intelligence
  Internal Communication, January 2276
 
“First, I want to thank the three of you for your patience with all this. I’m sure you’d rather be on your ship and with your unit than here. Obviously this has involved a good deal of ‘hurry up and wait.’ It’s a hazard the intelligence community shares with the military. I assure you, the Ministry has been busy while you’ve been kept waiting.”
The suited man at the head of the table showed nothing but warmth and good cheer. The smile never left his middle-aged Pacific Islander features. He addressed everyone with the same casual, natural respect regardless of age or rank or anything else, treating each individual as a valued colleague.
 Alicia would’ve found it all endearing if David Kiribati wasn’t Archangel’s Minister of Intelligence and one of President Aguirre’s closest advisors. That made him officially the most powerful person she’d ever met. He was also a spy. Even if he spent most of his day behind a desk and spoke publicly to the Senate and to journalists, he was still a spy. He was the top spy. The spy in charge of all the other spies.
If anyone else was affected by the presence of such a high-ranking official, it didn’t show. To her left, Ravenell watched and listened calmly, but that didn’t surprise her. His extended family included former planetary governors and senators. While such connections didn’t make him rich, he wasn’t the type to be starstruck or awed by power. To her right, Janeka sat up straight with her usual poker face in full effect. The navy brass on the other side of the table seemed equally unreadable. Alicia didn’t even bother with trying to scrutinize Agents Carson and Medina, sitting to either side of their boss. Baldwin would have been excited, but she’d apparently been sent back to Beowulf.
Though she wanted desperately to lean over to someone and ask if this was really happening, Alicia kept her mouth shut and pretended the meeting was nothing out of the ordinary at all.
“As we’ve discussed, the alien research you encountered during the station raid last night is sensitive, but not illegal,” said Kiribati. “Deceased Nyuyinaro and Krokinthian specimens are scattered throughout the Union dating back to the Expansion Wars, like those you saw. Both species are aware of this, and they know those specimens have been studied. They aren’t thrilled when they hear specifics, though, which is why such research is kept confidential. If that was all we had to worry about here, we wouldn’t have had you brought down to Raphael. A simple reminder to keep quiet about the issue would have been enough. Unfortunately, what we’ve uncovered from the station raid presents something much messier.
“This is the point where I would normally say that everything is strictly voluntary and wait for your agreement before moving on. As it happens, I don’t have that luxury today. I believe it’s accurate to say you’re being drafted. I hope you’ll forgive me.” Kiribati’s smile seemed apologetic, but his eyes conveyed frustration.
He keyed up a holographic image of the man Alicia had beaten unconscious during the raid. “This is Miles Truman, or at least that’s where we’re at with his identity now. Truman is a high-level agent for CDC’s Executive Resources division, which is their intelligence and covert operations arm. Capturing him was a nice little coup for our side, so thank you for that,” he added, nodding to Alicia.
“Ordinarily, someone like Mr. Truman would make for a lengthy and difficult interrogation. One has to find the right approach, learn the subject’s tells and weak points, things like that. As it turns out, Mr. Truman currently suffers from a severely bruised ego. I don’t believe he’s lost a fight in a very long time, let alone suffered a beating like the one Corporal Wong gave him. We gave him proper medical aid, of course, but his confidence and pride remain vulnerable. Our interviewers managed to exploit that opening.
“Mr. Truman was planted on the station weeks ago ahead of the invasion to watch over one Dr. Christine Schroeder,” Kiribati continued. He keyed up a new image showing the blonde woman that Ravenell and Baldwin had gunned down to save Alicia’s life. “Dr. Schroeder was a top xenobiologist specializing in the Nyuyinaro and Krokinthians. It appears she had been secretly passing much of her work on to CDC. She also wasn’t alone.”
Kiribati brought up another image, this one showing a mildly heavyset middle-aged man with a dark goatee and what looked like a perpetual frown. “This is Dr. Alan Hilbert. Everything I’ve said about Schroeder applies to him as well, except he appears to have made it off the station with CDC’s forces. That’s a problem.” He paused, noting a change in his audience. “You have a question, Corporal Ravenell?”
The young marine only hesitated for a moment, clearly surprised to have been addressed at all. He hadn’t raised his hand or anything. “Sir, are you saying the whole raid was all done to grab these two people?”
“Surely not,” Kiribati replied with a dismissive shake of his head. “No one goes to that sort of trouble without multiple objectives. Strategically, the raid keeps the pressure on the navy, but that’s the navy’s concern. The ministry has requisitioned the three of you to help us with this particular aspect of the situation.
“I’ll cut to the chase, and it is a chase: Truman planned to take Hilbert and Schroeder to the CDC’s naval staging area outside the system. From there they were to take a civilian craft to the planet Maurras for debriefing at a CDC facility. He was going to escort them to some farther point beyond there, but even Truman doesn’t know exactly where that is or why. He was only to learn that when he got to Maurras.” Kiribati’s frown grew dark. “It all adds up to a situation we can’t ignore.”
Kiribati flicked away the pictures, replacing them with a holographic star chart highlighting Archangel, the CDC’s fleet staging area far outside the system, and Maurras, all with routes and timelines listed between each.
“Agents Carson and Medina will head to Maurras to intercept the people waiting for the hand-off. From there, they will follow the trail wherever it leads. We’re about half a day behind Truman’s timeline, but we don’t have to make the first stop on his itinerary. Hopefully that will give us the time we need to catch up to the schedule.
“As you might imagine, the war and the invasion have left the Ministry stretched a little thin. Agents Carson and Medina are solid, experienced people, and they’ll be traveling on a charter courier ship crewed by ministry agents. Unfortunately, I can’t offer them much muscle or back-up. That’s where the three of you come in. You will accompany our agents to provide that back-up. You’ll leave within the next two hours. Any questions? Corporal Wong?”
She only then realized that her jaw had fallen open. Alicia blinked, glancing toward Janeka before speaking. The gunny nodded once, granting her permission to speak. “Sir, are we really qualified for an op like this?”
“It’s not your first joint operation with the Ministry, Corporal,” Kiribati reminded her. “I’ve reviewed your records. You three pulled off an outstanding job with the Edison mission a year ago, and the Echo Two raid after that, to say nothing of your accomplishments during the invasion.”
“But sir…I’m sorry, I don’t mean to argue, I’m just trying to understand. Those other missions were mostly straightforward commando raids. We knew what we were hitting, when, and how. This could go anywhere.”
“Yes, it could. Corporal, you should understand by now the value of the cross-training investment the navy made with its recruits over the last couple of years. You and Corporal Ravenell understand basic ship-handling along with your normal marine responsibilities. You’ve shown yourselves capable of improvisation and personal initiative in the field, along with restraint, discretion, and good judgment. I hate to devalue all the lengthy training we give our own agents in the Ministry, but the truth is those qualities are most of what field agents need for the job.
“As I said, you’ll mostly provide back-up and fire support if necessary. It’s entirely possible you’ll spend most of this mission cooped up in the ship, even once you’re out of transit. But I wouldn’t send just any odd assortment of marines. I have every faith in you. Anything else?” he asked, glancing to the three marines in the room with that same warm, cheerful smile.
Alicia had plenty of questions. She’d only asked about qualifications to buy her brain time to process. Her mouth opened for the next inquiry.
“No questions, sir,” Janeka replied calmly before Alicia could speak. “We’re ready to go.”
 “Excellent. Then I’m on my way to brief the president. Ladies, gentlemen, good luck.”
Everyone stood as Kiribati and his aide left. Alicia did the same, absently wondering if it was some point of etiquette to get up when a cabinet minister rose, but that question paled in comparison to the others now screaming through her brain.
“Marines,” said the commander, “you’ll need to report to the quartermaster on level three and turn in everything you are currently carrying or wearing. That includes any personal items like holocoms or jewelry. They’ll issue you equivalent gear made outside of Archangel and an assortment of civilian clothing, along with new personal identification. Dismissed.”
“Aye aye, sir,” Janeka answered for the three of them. A single glance from the gunny warned Alicia and Ravenell to keep quiet, though she rescinded that command as soon as the briefing had fully broken up and the trio was out in the hall. “Wong? Ravenell?” Janeka asked. “What’s on your minds?”
“This is really it?” asked Alicia. “Two of their agents and the three of us?”
“He said the ship’s crew are agents as well. We’ll know how many there are when we go on board. What else?”
Alicia resisted the urge to look over her shoulder, but she lowered her voice to a hiss. “We’re doing all this to catch some scientist who was sharing research on the side? He’s gone. How big a deal could that be? There’s gotta be more to this.”
“I take that for granted,” Janeka replied. “This is the Ministry of Intelligence. There is always more going on than they tell you. That’s how they operate.”
The response blunted most of Alicia’s questions. The gunny was as suspicious about this whole thing as Alicia. She just didn’t show it as plainly. At least that was something. They would just have to roll with their orders.
“Why us?” Alicia asked. “That’s what I was trying to ask Kiribati before. It’s not only about being qualified, is it?”
Janeka scowled. “No. The more people they involve, the more they have to explain about that station and Schroeder and her research. We’re already in the know.”
“Baldwin and Malone know,” Ravenell pointed out, his voice low and his eyes wary as he instinctively mirrored Janeka’s demeanor. “They sent her back to Beowulf.”
“They’re both hurt.”
“Her shoulder would heal in transit. Why isn’t she here?”
“Baldwin has no experience with covert operations,” said Janeka. “She’s also a master-at-arms. Her job is to make sure the navy sticks to the law and the Rules of Engagement. Secrecy and discretion aren’t her priorities. She’d ask too many questions. Malone, too.”
“This is about aliens and science. Nerd shit. We need someone like Tanner,” said Alicia.
“No. It’s a covert op,” Janeka countered. “Eighty kilos of weaponized angst is the wrong tool for the job.”
“So it’s just us?”
“Yes. We’re marines. We follow orders. Let’s go.”
* * *
“It’s not like they ever tell us everything, anyway. You know how it is. We’re mushrooms. They keep us in the dark and feed us lots of shit,” Alicia explained with neither anger nor energy. She’d grown used to it. Besides, it was easy to speak plainly sitting here on her family’s couch. “Been that way since before we had spaceflight.”
“You must not accept that,” said the older man sitting beside her. He finally had a few wrinkles, along with some grey flecks in his hair. Despite all that, Hideki Otsuka could run circles around men half his age. “I know it’s common. That doesn’t mean it should be normal.”
“I dunno what I’m gonna do about it.” Alicia shrugged. “I’m just one marine. I’m not an officer. Not even a sergeant. All I can do is keep my head down when the shooting starts and do my job, y’know? I have to have faith everyone else is doing the same.”
“Yes, but your faith does not absolve you of your own judgment, Alicia,” said Hideki. His clothes still seemed fit for a vacation in the sun. These days, that wasn’t far off from his full-time lifestyle. How did the conversation go from “Good to see you, how was Christmas” into something like this?
Oh yeah, the war. Right.
“It’s one thing to hold together with your team in combat,” said Hideki. “That’s the only way to stay alive, of course. But you can’t put everything on autopilot. You cannot follow blindly.”
She knew where his concerns came from. Her father’s side of the family arrived in Archangel among the initial waves of settlers from Earth. Hideki came from another Earth colony—one that hadn’t turned out as brightly as Archangel. “I know, Jiichan,” she replied. “I don’t feel like I’m running blind. We’ve got rules of engagement and a code of conduct and all that. It may be the military, but it’s a military run by a democracy.”
“Democracies can be fooled,” her grandfather reminded her. “I’m not trying to put that on your shoulders, Alicia. All I’m asking is that you never surrender your own judgment. It gets too easy to do that where you are. That’s how you wind up with a lifetime of regret.”
Alicia frowned. Thoughts of friends lost in combat immediately came to mind. It wasn’t as if the lives of her enemies had no worth, either. “Think I’m gonna have the regrets anyway. It’s a war, y’know?”
“Yes,” he said with a solemn nod. “This issue isn’t what keeps me up at night, Alicia. I am proud of you. So proud. I only want you to be proud of yourself when this is all over. Not everyone will be. I don’t condemn them, either. Sometimes there is no right answer. But I hope you never lose sight of yourself and who you are in all this. Times like these get ugly.”
“Jiichan, we haven’t done anything bad to anyone who wasn’t already out to hurt us,” Alicia assured him. “Like I signed up to do.”
“Good. That is all I need to know.” His smiles were different now. They were still warm, still grandfatherly, but she sensed something else about them. Like they shared something new in common now. “I don’t ask you to change the world or turn the course of history. All I want is for you to do whatever you can, wherever you are. I trust your judgment.”
Alicia snorted. She glanced from the living room couch to the trophy case again. “I’m not so sure everyone else would.”
* * *
“So you’re Hideki Otsuka’s grandkid, huh?”
The question drew Alicia’s attention away from the car’s window, where she’d been staring at the line of parked shuttles and small spacecraft. She had the back seat with Ravenell. Janeka sat up front beside their driver, a roguish agent named Vargas with slicked back hair and old-fashioned mirrored sunglasses. “Yes,” she answered. “You know him?”
“I kinda-sorta met him when he came over to Archangel,” said Vargas. “That was back when I was in the navy, probably only a little older than you at the time. Still fresh out of the academy, still working on getting all my watch qualifications signed off. Mostly I stood there and gawked. But I was there. Pretty amazing. How’s he doing?”
“He’s fine. He ‘retired’ into a community manager position in a resort on the coast a few years ago because that’s his idea of taking it easy. Walked into a civil defense volunteer office the morning after the invasion began, though.” She glanced to Ravenell, dreading his inevitable interest now that Hideki had been brought up.
“I’m not surprised,” said Vargas. “Good for him. He deserves a good life after everything he did. Hell of a guy.”
“You haven’t told me about your grandpa,” said Ravenell.
“You never told me about yours,” she tried to deflect with a casual shrug.
“Only ‘cause it never came up. What’s the deal?”
“No need to hold back. It’s all declassified now,” noted Vargas.
“Declassified?” Ravenell asked. “Now I really want to know.”
“I don’t like to brag,” Alicia muttered, gazing out the window again. This wasn’t supposed to be a long drive. Shouldn’t they be at their ship by now?
“Okay, but it’s not about you,” said Ravenell. “I’m proud of my family. Doesn’t mean I think I can lay claim to anything they’ve done.”
“Wong, if you don’t want to talk about it, we’ll drop it,” said Janeka.
Alicia looked up, but saw only the back of the gunny’s head. She realized that was a warning to Ravenell more than anything else. “No, it’s fine.” She noticed an over-the-shoulder look from their driver. “You were there, if you want to explain it.”
Vargas grinned. “Hideki Otsuka was an army officer out in Izumoto’s Star when the Setsubun regime came into power. He saw the writing on the wall as things were getting bad. I mean people should’ve realized it was a bad sign when the new prime minister started filling up government posts with his own family and shutting out the media, but this was still when everyone was in denial or biting their nails or whatever, right?
“Anyway, Otsuka’s command got orders to round up a whole office full of journalists and their families for ‘questioning’ about a ‘conspiracy.’ They were all gonna be hauled off to some moon base for a military trial. Otsuka got himself posted as the lead officer for the transport ship’s security crew and said he needed to hand-pick all the right people so he wouldn’t have any dissent or whatever. Only his hand-picked people were all dissenters like himself. Instead of hauling those prisoners in for a kangaroo court, Otsuka hijacked the ship and brought everyone over to Archangel. Some of his hand-picked people were the spouses and kids of his own loyal officers. He even had their little kids hidden in cargo crates and stuff.”
“Holy shit,” Ravenell breathed.
“I know, right? Got all his people and a bunch of other dissidents and their families out right before they went full fascist over there. We wound up giving that patrol cutter back to Izumoto’s Star, but not until we had a good, long look at the inside and all the electronics. Didn’t hand over anyone who didn’t want to go home, though. Hell, more than half the cutter’s hijacked crew asked to stay here before it was all over.”
“I bet that was tense,” said Ravenell.
“Yeah, the regime wasn’t happy with us, but fuck ‘em.”
“’For I was hungry, and you gave me something to eat,’” Janeka quoted. “’I was thirsty, and you gave me something to drink; I was a stranger, and you invited me in.’ Archangel takes asylum seriously.”
Alicia’s gaze wandered back to the window once more. The car continued on through the civilian spaceport, arriving at one of the small craft flight lines. She saw charter freighters, shuttles, and a few yachts. Many were designed for nothing more than short hops between Archangel’s inner worlds and their moons. On an ordinary day, most would be in transit. With the war in full swing, most ships were far too vulnerable to take the risk.
“What sort of ship do you have?” Alicia asked, hoping to change the subject.
“The Westwind is a Sparrow-class courier ship registered with United Express out of Earth,” explained Vargas. “The registry is completely legitimate. We even take some freelance jobs now and again to maintain the cover.”
“Are we armed?” asked Alicia.
“Little bit,” said Vargas. “We’ve got a small retractable turret under the bow. Totally legal, so it won’t measure up to serious military threats, but it’s more than most ships her size have. Between that and our chaff launchers we can scare the hell out of anyone who gets too close. She’s got a solid reflective hull with an electrostatic reinforcement generator to hold it together in a fight. Westwind isn’t built for combat, but she’s tough and fast enough to get away from most trouble.” Vargas leaned back with that grin again. “I’m not saying she’s a blockade runner, but she might check off all the same boxes if you know what I mean.”
He came to a stop at the end of the flight line. The Westwind was shaped much like the jets of pre-Expansion Earth with swept-back wings creating a wide “V” shape. Rather than providing atmospheric lift, the wings offered moorings for detachable cargo pods—though none were attached at the moment. While the ship looked sleek without them, Alicia drew more practical implications from the absence of such pods.
Ravenell had all the same realizations. “That doesn’t look like a lot of living space there,” he said. “How many people are gonna be on that thing?”
“The three of you, Carson and Medina, myself, and my partner, Woods,” listed Vargas. “It’s tight quarters, but she’s not meant for long hauls. Hell, normally it’s only me and Woods. When we haul passengers, they usually hole up in their bunks for the trip. We’ve got a few hibernation beds to help stretch supplies in case of a really long haul, but we hardly ever need those.
“Don’t let the exterior fool you. She’s got two decks inside there. The bottom is all engineering and cargo spaces. The top holds living space. The ‘galley’ is more like a processing station for pre-packaged foods and the rec room has two stationary workout machines. Oh, and we all get to split two small bathrooms between us, too. Or should I call ‘em ‘heads’ for you three?” Vargas chuckled. “I gave up on all the naval lingo when I was discharged years ago.”
“We’ll adapt, Agent Vargas,” said Janeka. She looked back to her subordinates. “You should both drop the military lingo for the next few days, too. We may need to blend in with civilians before this is over.”
Alicia bit her lip. Did the gunny just…order us to talk like civilians? “What should we call you, gunny?” Alicia ventured, holding back her amusement as best she could.
“Janeka,” came her flat response.
“Understood,” Alicia replied. Nope. Still no first-name basis for us. Can’t say I’m shocked. After serving with Janeka for two years, Alicia knew the gunny’s first name, but assumed she only kept it around for the sake of paperwork. Janeka’s own husband probably didn’t call her Michelle.
All three marines stepped out of the car as soon as Vargas had it turned off. They wore casual civilian clothes now rather than their usual military vac suits. Their outfits were tucked and fitted for quick conversion to vacuum survival, though that would only buy them a few seconds in an emergency—assuming they could don helmets with working air supplies in time. From there, they might make it into one of the ship’s zip-up vac suits…or they might not survive that long at all. As Vargas said, the courier ship wasn’t built for fighting. If she suffered a serious hull breach, they were probably all dead, anyway.
Given the emphasis on space survival instilled in recruits from basic training, Alicia knew that sort of mindset would be as tough to accept as the notion of abandoning all her marine jargon. She knew people who’d survived decompression by virtue of training and proper gear. Now she had to lay all that aside for the sake of maintaining a cover.
Like her comrades, Alicia pulled two bags from the trunk of the car. One bag held civilian outfits ranging from casual to businesswear, all fitted and adjusted before they left the Basilica. Apparently the Ministry was serious about not knowing exactly where this would lead. The other bag contained body armor and a small selection of weapons.
She wished she’d had more than the perfunctory weapons check at the Basilica’s range to get used to the guns she was issued. None of them were of Archangel make, let alone standard marine issue. Alicia understood the need for deniability, of course, but it didn’t make her feel any better about using NorthStar corporate merchandise.
“I’ll show you where to hide the goody bags as soon as we’re on board,” said Vargas. “We’re outfitted with a couple compartments that’ll defeat most sniffer units and all that other nonsense in case we get boarded.”
“Is that the sort of thing that ‘might’ help you out ‘if’ you did some smuggling?” asked Ravenell.
“I suppose it would,” Vargas replied with feigned innocence. “Funny thing about doing this sort of work for a government agency: you get to hear about all the ways crooks get busted doing the same exact stuff, so you never make the same mistakes. And you’ve got the taxpayers to help you buy whatever upgrades you need to stay ahead.”
A blonde woman emerged from the courier ship dressed in a civilian vac suit. She carried a large ship’s tool kit in one hand as she approached the group. Like Vargas, she was immediately more pleasant than the other two agents assigned to this trip. “Hi. I’m Woods,” she said. “Vargas already give you the rundown on the ship?”
“Just now, yeah,” Vargas answered for them. “This is Janeka, Ravenell, and Wong.”
“Nice to meet you. I’m the co-pilot and de facto engineer on Westwind.” Woods glanced at their bags. “Did they seal up your weapons and ammo in goo-bags before sending you out?”
“Goo-bags?” asked Alicia.
“Of course they didn’t,” said Vargas. Even his sunglasses couldn’t conceal the roll of his eyes. “They left that to us. Sorry, I should’ve asked.”
“Figures,” said Woods. “Pop the trunk on the car again, would you, Vargas? Folks, we’ll show you what I mean. Bring your bags back over to the car. This is how we package weapons before bringing them on board.”
Throwing Janeka a questioning look, Alicia and Ravenell both complied. The trunk of the car was empty, providing a workspace for the two agents—and, Alicia realized, at least a minor bit of privacy should anyone be watching them from a distance.
Woods unpacked Alicia’s weapons bag, drawing out her pulse carbine, pistol, grenades, and ammunition and laying it all out in the trunk. Then she opened up her tool kit, which turned out to contain nothing but plastic bags and tubes of colorless gel.
“This stuff is a silicate compound the ministry developed,” Woods explained. “It’ll cover up all the particles and electromagnetic signatures that give away guns and other contraband when an inspection team brings up a sniffer unit. Once everything’s sealed up in the bags, they don’t give off anything for the sniffers to detect.” She filled up one small plastic bag with the viscous goo, then gave Alicia an apologetic glance. “The downside is your stuff comes out kinda icky. It washes off, though.” With that, she submerged Alicia’s sidearm in the bag of slime.
“If it’s the worst thing I have to deal with on this trip, I think I’ll be okay,” said Alicia.
A second car rolled up. Carson and Medina stepped out, immediately making Alicia regret her choice of words. She hoped she hadn’t jinxed everyone. Medina broke off from the group with a nod, carrying a couple of bags up to the ship. Carson stepped forward to join the small crowd.
“Are we all set? Okay.” He spoke with a smile that fell flat for Alicia. She wondered if he ever went on undercover assignments where charm or warmth were a factor. Then she wondered if she wasn’t giving him enough of a chance.
“I wanted to clear up something that wasn’t explicitly addressed in the briefing, and that’s the chain of command,” said Carson. “This is a Ministry operation. We’re grateful for your help, but this is our show and we’re running by our rules. Vargas is the captain of the ship, so in matters of ship-handling he has the final word, but I’m in overall command of the mission. The chain goes from myself to Medina to Vargas to Woods, and then to Gunnery Sergeant Janeka,” he said with a nod to the senior marine. “We’ll dole out shipboard responsibilities on those lines. Are we clear?”
Nothing he said fell out of the ordinary. The chain of command was a critical concept in such dangerous and fast-paced work as this. Misunderstandings could derail a mission and cost lives. Alicia and every other marine lived by such practices. She had heard the chain of command laid out in every unit transfer and every mission she’d ever undertaken, and fully expected to hear it for this one, too.
She still wanted to punch him in the face. Shipboard responsibilities? Shit. Guess we know who gets all the housekeeping chores.
“Understood,” Janeka replied on behalf of her marines. “It’s important to have this clarified. Agent, might we have a word?” She gestured to a spot only a few steps away on the other side of one of the cars.
“Of course,” said Carson, walking away with her.
Alicia split her attention between Woods and Vargas with the goo bags and the private conversation only just out of earshot. Unfortunately, both Janeka and Carson turned slightly from the group, making their body language difficult to read.
“Here, check it out,” said Vargas. He stepped over to hand her a long goo-bag containing her pulse carbine. Then he leaned in a little closer and said, “You’re not imagining it. Carson’s an asshole. Sorry.”
“Wow, Vargas. Really?” Woods asked while Alicia was still blinking away her surprise. The other agent kept her voice low. “We’re all shit-talking buddies already?”
“Yeah, why not?” he assured her. “They’re cool.”
“What’s going on?” Ravenell asked.
Grinning somewhat ruefully, Woods shook her head. “Some people in this business play their cards close to their chest at all times. We’d rather not be like that. It’s a pain in the ass and we’re going to be living on top of each other for a couple weeks, so why bother?” Woods shrugged. “Once we’re up into FTL, there’s not a lot to do. We keep the holo suite and the library files stocked up, but on a ship like this the best entertainment you have comes from good company. We’d rather not play Mysterious Espionage Theater with you guys for weeks on end. Vargas and I are the people sort of people, if you know what I mean.”
“Oh.” Ravenell nodded, catching onto this faster than Alicia. He frustrated her that way sometimes. Apparently he was a people sort of person, too. “So what about the other two?”
“I wouldn’t invest much effort in getting to know Medina if I were you. She’ll say as little as possible but listen to everything. You’ll want to judge by her actions and not by her words, y’know?”
“And Carson?” Ravenell asked.
“Oh, Carson and Medina have worked together long enough that I’m sure they’re friends on at least some level. They’re both kinda all about the job, though. But Vargas is right.”
Alicia looked from Woods to Vargas. The pilot only shrugged. “Carson’s only friend in life is the ministry.”
“I can’t say I’m used to people just laying it all out on the table like this,” said Alicia.
“Listen, we’re all on the same side,” said Woods.
“More or less,” muttered Vargas.
Woods continued. “It’s not every day we can drop the cover and tell people we’re secret agents right with the first handshake. Life’s too short to wear the mask all around the clock.”
“You don’t have to take our word on either of those others,” said Vargas. “It’s not like you can’t make your own opinions, right? We’re just saving you some time.”
He fell silent as Carson and Janeka came right back. Janeka looked the same as she always did. Carson renewed his smile, but with effort—and this time, he hid something behind the bright demeanor. Something a little shakier than before.
“Hey, I also just want to make clear: we’re gonna be sharing tight quarters for more than a few days, and we’re all adults here. Chain of command aside, nobody is getting stuck with all the scut work. Let’s all take care to clean up after ourselves, okay?”
Alicia held back her grin until Vargas caught her eye again. Then she couldn’t smother it any longer. The Ministry might have assigned its biggest jackass for the mission, but the marines had their scariest sergeant looking out for them.



CHAPTER FOUR
The Direct Approach
“Everyone saw the markets react when Archangel threw out the Big Three and renounced their corporate debts. Stocks and credit ratings fell into turmoil. Nobody knew how to deal with a sovereign state of Archangel’s stature making such a move, but most saw it as a purely economic issue. Now it’s a shooting war, and people need to wake up to the real possibility that the violence will spill outside the system.”
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“This all seems a little paranoid.”
“Haven’t you done covert ops before?” Vargas asked from the pilot’s chair. The sunglasses were gone, but his grin hardly waned for the entire week in transit. “This surprises you?”
Alicia sat in the copilot’s chair. Westwind felt too small for the usual naval terminology to fit properly. This boxy space was much more of a cockpit than a bridge, and the controls definitely didn’t feel like a helm. She and Ravenell knew the basics of standing watch on navy ships and could run a few bridge positions in a pinch, hence her time in the copilot’s chair training to take over in an emergency. But about the only familiar sight in this design was the endless starry night through the transparent canopy before her.
“Okay, but we have to get this close to Maurras to let whoever we’ve come to meet know we’re here?” She pointed to the astrogation screen to her right. Westwind was now inside the orbital paths of both the planet’s moons. “At this range we could do audiovisual comms.”
“Yeah, but that might put a voice or a face to the operation if anyone’s listening,” Vargas explained. “In this business, you assume somebody is always listening.”
“To everyone?” Alicia asked. “There’s gotta be two dozen ships coming and going every hour here. We’re a needle in a haystack. It’s not like we’re flying a flag saying, ‘Covert Ops, Come Check Us Out.’”
“A corp as big as CDC has the manpower and the gear to watch everyone, and so do their big competitors,” Vargas pointed out. “Just ‘cause the Big Three are all joined up together to come after us doesn’t mean they’re all buddy-buddy outside the warzone.”
“Okay, but then why was the boarding inspection at the system’s edge such a joke? I mean that was three guys off a gunboat with a sniffer unit. They gave it fifteen minutes at the most. And that was CDC Security Forces, too, not the local militia.”
“You might recall why Archangel tore up our contract with CDC for system security patrols. They did kind of a shitty job for us, too, remember? They think they’re safe out here. Besides, CDC Security isn’t in the know on what their covert arm is doing,” Vargas added with a wink.
“Wong, I don’t want to be rude,” spoke up Carson from the station behind hers, “but you’re up here for observation time, not conversation, okay?” She didn’t look back, but she could hear that smile of his again. “Can we keep the chatter down to a minimum?”
Alicia glanced to Vargas, but the pilot’s eyes merely rolled away from hers. On the bright side, in the eight days since they’d left Archangel, Carson hadn’t tried to engage her or the other marines in conversation much. He stuck to his own kind. Medina seemed to get along with him fine, but Alicia sensed an obligatory tone in Vargas and Woods’s dealings with the man rather than any real camaraderie or warmth.
She didn’t press for details. If they shared a history, it wasn’t like any of the other agents could talk about it with her.
“There’s our return message,” Carson said, breaking the silence he’d imposed. “The codes all check out. Says it’s from Xenodyne Astroecology Studies. Is that a CDC subsidiary? Or a shell corporation? Shit.”
Vargas had it on one of his screens, too. “This says they want us to land on top of one of their buildings,” he noted. “The coordinates put that on the outskirts of Stanton. Looks like a whole campus there.”
“Damn it. I thought we’d be landing at a spaceport,” Carson fumed. “We planned to take down whoever they sent out to meet us and follow the trail from there.”
“I figured they’d send us straight to some secret military base,” muttered Alicia. She leaned over to look at the flight instructions and the map projected on the pilot’s screen. While this was far from the worst case scenario she’d imagined, it still presented a daunting problem for a team of only seven people.
“Maurras has aspirations of being a military power and CDC provides the hardware for it at low prices,” said Vargas. “That sort of cozy relationship can buy you all sorts of preferential treatment. Fewer regulations, faster response time if they yell for help, all that. That way, Maurras is practically paying to provide CDC with security.”
Carson already had another holo screen up. He worked fast to search through data. “Files say Xeno is a subsidiary of Gamma Research, whoever the hell they are, and that’s part of Anchor Holdings—okay, yeah. The Ministry has Anchor flagged as a CDC front company. CDC doesn’t want Xeno here flying the corporate flag while they do their thing, whatever that is.”
“Gotta wonder why, then,” said Vargas. “Although that explains why Truman planned to take a civilian ship here rather than commandeering some CDC Security vessel.” He looked over his shoulder to the mission leader. “I can buy us a couple minutes by taking a slow and steady path, but if we hang around up here any longer it’s gonna look dodgy.”
“Yeah, I know,” Carson fumed. He clasped his hands in front of his mouth, breathing against them hard enough for Alicia to hear. She also heard him whisper, “Damn it. Damn it.”
She looked to the projection again. The campus held perhaps a dozen buildings, with some built like warehouses while others rose several stories into the air. Their destination was the tallest at seventeen stories according to their flight instructions. It was wider than the typical office tower in Ascension or the other big cities back on Raphael, too. A building like that almost certainly held hundreds of workers. More importantly, once they landed, they would be under the eyes of the Maurras militia. Any patrol ship in near orbit would have Westwind at point-blank range relative to the usual distances of starship combat.
All that, and they didn’t even know what to expect to find inside those buildings. No, Alicia corrected silently. Janeka and Rav and I don’t know what to expect. Carson and Medina know more than they’re telling. They’ve gotta.
“Okay. We have to go,” Carson decided. “It’s too important. Vargas, buy us whatever time you can on the way in. Open up the mic to the main cabin so you can hear the plan while we all get sorted. Make sure Woods is listening, too. Wong, you’ll need to get suited up. Come with me.” He clambered out of his chair and left the cockpit without another word.
“So much for practicing entry and landings,” Alicia said as she rose to follow.
“There’s always next time,” Vargas offered.
The “lounge” immediately behind Westwind’s cockpit offered little more than a couch and a couple of collapsible chairs and tables. A wall screen provided high-definition holography. Like the rest of the ship’s interior, the compartment made the most of minimal space. Ravenell, Janeka, and Medina were all on their feet by the time Alicia emerged from the cockpit behind Carson.
“You all hear everything on the speaker?” Carson asked, gesturing to the holography station. The set currently displayed the same simple two-dimensional image of the research campus from the cockpit.
“Yeah, we’re caught up,” said Medina. She seemed as calm and cool as Janeka, in contrast to Carson’s obvious frustration. Ravenell seemed somewhere in between, his expression pensive but steady.
Alicia didn’t know where she fit on that spectrum. Outwardly, she kept up a cool front, but all she felt right now was a deep sense of foreboding.
“This situation is far less than ideal, but we can’t pass up the chance to pick up this trail even if it’s risky,” said Carson. “We don’t have a lot of time for subtlety or complexity here, so let’s keep it simple. We go in hard and fast, find Hilbert if he’s here and grab him, and we take any project data we can find along the way.”
“How do we find him?” asked Alicia. “What do we do if he’s off-site? Or if he hasn’t even gotten here yet? And data for which project?”
Eyes turned to her. Though it required an act of will, Alicia stopped herself from biting her lip. Guess everyone knows how I feel about this now, she thought.
“If he’s not here, we grab the highest-ranking administrator we can find and start asking questions. We find a way off site and keep looking if we have to. This isn’t going to be a precision job, but we’re going to do it.”
“We don’t know the layout of this place,” noted Ravenell with a gesture to the overhead display. “Or security. We’re going in blind.”
“True, but they don’t see what’s coming, either,” Medina replied. She seemed to be thinking out loud rather than arguing. “We made it through a boarding inspection and we’ve got all the right codes. We’re showing up in line with Truman’s schedule. We’re here ahead of any message the CDC’s fleet could’ve sent about the research station raid, so they can’t know that Truman and Schroeder were stopped. As far as they know, we’re bringing everyone in according to plan. We’ve got the element of surprise.
“And unless that building is some military post in disguise, we should be able to overwhelm whatever on-site security forces they’ve got. On the other hand, if we linger too long and make too much of a mess, we might wind up dealing with the planetary militia. Figure we’ve got at least a five or ten minute window before we’re pushing our luck there. Hopefully, if they think it’s a hostage situation, they probably won’t come in guns blazing.”
Alicia and Ravenell shared an uncomfortable glance. That didn’t sound like anything they’d enlisted for at all. She wanted to hear some sort of objection from Janeka on that, but the gunny’s first thoughts weren’t so comforting.
“They’ll send someone out to greet us when we land,” said Janeka. “If we can lure the welcoming committee onto the ship, we’ll have a few minutes to ask some questions. That will give us at least a little more to go on. We should be able to get building directory information and possibly some security information off of their holocoms, too.”
“I like how you think,” said Medina.
“Then what? Are you guys going to slip in and do your spy thing?” Alicia asked the two ministry agents. “None of us look like Truman or Schroeder. We can’t fake their identities.”
“No, but a smooth walk may get a couple of us to the door,” said Medina. “That’s all we need to get everyone else inside.”
“Correct,” agreed Janeka. “The longer we wait to use the plasma carbines to make our path, the better.”
“Getting to the door quietly is probably all we can hope for, though,” Carson agreed. “Unless their security is literally sleeping on the job, we won’t get away with much for long. For a project this sensitive, they’re bound to have good security. We’ll need to hit hard. No ‘spy stuff’ once we get inside. We do this the direct way.”
Alicia looked to Janeka, waiting for her to say something damn it, before she finally had to herself: “This is a subsidiary of a front company or some bullshit, isn’t it? We don’t know if these people even know who they work for. And even apart from that, we’re really going to combat-assault a civilian office building?”
“We’re going to disrupt a sensitive operation run by our declared enemies in a time of war,” said Janeka. “We have practices to protect civilians. Normal rules of engagement apply.”
“They don’t apply,” grunted Carson. “This is a ministry op—”
“Agent Carson, did I stutter?” interrupted Janeka.
Everything in the compartment stopped. The ship still moved with thrusters burning and other systems online, yet despite all those subtle hums and vibrations, Alicia thought she could have heard a pin drop. Carson glared, but with the gunny’s head turned, Alicia couldn’t see Janeka’s expression in return. She could imagine it, though.
Carson glanced to Medina, who watched with a similarly dark scowl. Alicia couldn’t read whatever silent exchange they shared. She merely waited for this to get even uglier.
“We don’t have time for this now,” said Carson. “Get geared up and ready. Medina and I will try to get the welcoming party onto the ship. We’ll do all the talking. When we go in, we look for Hilbert, we look for whatever other highest-ranking exec we can grab, and we seize whatever project data we can get. I want cameras rolling for everyone at all times. Medina, you’re with me. Woods, you’re coming, too. We need you for tech support. Vargas stays with the ship.” With that, he stormed back to one of the aft cabins with Medina in tow.
Janeka didn’t miss a beat as she turned to her subordinates. “This is a top-down air assault on a building with civilians in the line of fire. You’re trained for this.”
“Training usually involves at least a platoon, and a smaller building,” said Ravenell. “We’ve got seven people.”
“Field work never offers ideal conditions. We shall improvise.”
“Gunny, we still don’t know what we’re looking for,” hissed Alicia. She pointed down the narrow corridor after Carson and Medina. “Those assholes still haven’t told us what they think is going on here!”
“No,” agreed Janeka. “But we’re about to find out.”
* * *
“Obviously, most of your job is pretty routine human resources stuff,” explained Scott Birkenfeld. He leaned back in his plush desk chair and gestured out his office window. His fifteenth floor office provided a nice view of the campus, the residential neighborhoods not far past, and the mountains beyond. Birkenfeld looked good enough for those fake “hotshot young exec” holos the company liked to use for recruitment, except he was the real deal. “The majority of employees here fill important but ordinary jobs like administration, facilities, support duties, the usual. It’s the Special Projects stuff that makes for your real challenge.”
“Right,” said the new hire on the other side of Birkenfeld’s desk. Andrew nodded diligently, never taking his eyes off Birkenfeld. “That was the biggest concern during the interview process. We went over it extensively. I still haven’t actually been briefed on what those Special Projects are, though.”
“And you’re up front about that, which I like,” said Birkenfeld, pointing to Andrew with a grin. “It shows your honesty and your loyalty to the company. A lot of folks would’ve kept quiet in the hopes I’d let something slip. This is why you got the job.
“See, we can’t bring people in on Floor Thirteen unless they’re fully committed,” Birkenfeld continued. “That commitment has to continue even when they move on to new positions or to a new company. That hasn’t happened yet, but if it does, we need to rest easy knowing they’ll honor their privacy obligations. The normal non-compete and non-disclosure agreements aren’t enough for work like this. Those terms only come into play after a breach. We can’t have that breach in the first place. It doesn’t help us if they face retaliation later. The immediate consequences to us could be crippling. Loose lips sink ships and all that, you know?”
“Of course.” Andrew nodded again and did his best to hide his disappointment. He’d lost count of the number of times someone had emphasized all this to him during six interviews, his background investigation, and his post-hiring orientation. He’d smiled and nodded through all that, too, just like he did now. It was part of the job.
He still didn’t ask what was so sensitive, either. That was also part of the job. All companies had secrets. Andrew figured if he didn’t have to keep Xeno’s secrets—whatever they were—he’d have to keep someone else’s.
“Now, most of our personnel recognize the importance of all this confidentiality and security. It’s all self-evident. They know how bad it would be for these things to get out improperly, and not just for the company. You see how badly Archangel freaked out over the way the Big Three have handled their business, right? I mean one little info dump about some shady practices and it’s a full-blown war and the rest of the Union’s economy is destabilized.”
“Well, they were cheating,” Andrew noted, and regretted the words as soon as they came out of his mouth. He didn’t know Birkenfeld’s politics. The new hire shrugged, grinning a bit to play it off as an idle point. “I mean, that’s what it looks like, anyway. Everyone’s in lifelong debt and it looks like NorthStar, Lai Wa, and CDC arranged it through, y’know…fraud. Don’t you think there’s at least a little something to it?”
“Oh, probably,” Birkenfeld replied casually. “But you can’t throw a tantrum and cancel all your contracts. Look what that leads to. And really, who’s surprised to find out when a big corporation isn’t squeaky clean? It’s the way of the world. You’ve gotta deal with that like an adult, not go down in flames on principle. This is big business and economics here. Anyway. That’s just politics, right?”
“Yeah,” Andrew agreed, and then shut up. He thought about his own substantial educational debt to CDC. He thought about how much of that he’d paid down in the last fifteen years, and the new debt he’d taken on for graduate school to compete for a job like this. He thought about the education debt forgiveness benefits in his contract, and his fiancée’s debts, and this well-off exec telling him to accept all that like it’s natural.
He swallowed all of it. Andrew shut up to move on from the topic and keep this job he’d only just gotten.
“But you see what I mean with that example,” Birkenfeld continued. “Give people just a little reason to think they should be angry, and they go straight to outrage without looking at the big picture. They don’t stop to listen to the explanation. It’s black or white with the public, so really it’s best not to let them in on anything complicated at all.”
Andrew held his tongue. He wasn’t here to talk about Archangel. He didn’t ask what possible explanation the people there should’ve waited on when the warships showed up at their doorstep. Instead, he focused on his new job and his future. “Sure. The interview committee and I talked about that many times.”
“Right, right,” Birkenfeld chuckled. “I imagine you’ve talked about what to look for in a new hire for Floor Thirteen, right?”
“Yes, sir. We look for candidates from within the company who have already invested in their long term future with Xeno. We look for a track record of loyalty. We only bring in people who stand to lose a lot in the event of a break with the company. Human resources has strategies in place for Floor Thirteen.”
Again, uncomfortable thoughts of his educational and other personal debts rattled through his mind. Investments in long-term future with Xeno, he thought. Then he pushed all that aside. It didn’t help him now. He needed a job like anyone else, and this one had a lot to offer.
“Ah, you don’t have to call me sir,” Birkenfeld said with that dismissive wave again. “Scott is fine.” Then his personal holocom beeped. “Sorry, I should take this.” He hit a button. “Hey, Gwen, how are things?” he asked the blonde in the holographic screen that appeared over his desk.
“Fine here,” she replied. “What are you up to? Got a few minutes?”
“I’m having a chat with our new assistant manager for human resources. You’ve met Andrew already, right?”
“Of course,” said Gwen. Andrew remembered her well. Gwen was the facilities manager for the campus. She’d been part of his interview team and handled his site security credentials. “Listen, we got word of our new out-of-system hire only a couple of minutes ago. Her ship is on its way to the platform on the roof. I’m heading up with Ross to meet her if you want to join us.”
“Sure,” said Birkenfeld. “We’ll bring Andrew along, too. Time to start bringing him into the loop,” he added with a wink toward his visitor.
“Good. I’m on my way up with Ross. See you in a few minutes.”
“Who’s this coming in?” Andrew asked, rising with Birkenfeld.
“Like Gwen said, she’s a new hire coming in from outside the system. Archangel, in fact. I’m not sure if ‘speak of the devil’ applies, but there you go. She’s a research scientist we’ve been wooing for some time. When everything hit the fan, she decided to make the jump.” He walked with Andrew to the elevator, passing other executive offices and comfortable conference rooms along the way. “Have you met Ross Wickham?”
“No, who’s that?”
“He’s the supervisor for our security staff. Good guy. I like him a lot better than the last guy CDC gave us.”
Andrew tilted his head curiously. “Is the whole security staff outsourced to CDC?”
“Yeah, they’ve got a little more capability and depth than Xeno could provide on its own. Plus some of the work we do here is either a joint project or at least partly funded by CDC.” The taller man grinned. “That’s all confidential, of course. Like the rest of this will be.”
The ride to the roof took only a few seconds. They found Gwen Tolton waiting in the small security enclosure at the rooftop alongside a suited man with broad shoulders and a thick jaw. He offered his hand to Andrew, introducing himself as Ross and saying little else. Despite his smile and easy handshake, the man’s size and quiet intensity undermined any attempt at friendliness.
Other than the four of them, the room held only a few comfortable waiting chairs and a small, currently unoccupied reception desk. “Do we get much use out of this space?” asked Andrew.
“It’s how a few of us come in to work every morning,” said Birkenfeld. “Aircars are a little more convenient than ground transport sometimes. But mostly the pad is for arrivals like these. Occasionally it’s easier to skip the whole spaceport mess. Little more privacy this way.”
Andrew gathered nothing of interest from his companions’ conversation in the intervening two minutes before the small courier ship settled down on the rooftop landing pad. A hatch along the side opened up and released a few steps up into the ship, whereupon a man in a crew vac suit stepped out and waved. The welcoming committee stepped out onto the rooftop as the pilot waited for them.
“We were expecting a spaceport arrival, so we’re going to need a minute getting everything together,” said the pilot. “You’re welcome to go inside and meet the passengers.” He slipped over to the nose of the spacecraft for some sort of maintenance check.
“Gwen, after you,” Birkenfeld gestured politely.
“Sorry, I’ve gotta go on first, actually,” Ross corrected. “Procedure is all. It’s fine.” He took a couple of steps up ahead of the others, but made no sign for them to wait. The rest followed in casually, with Andrew taking the steps into the ship last.
He thought he heard a couple of thumps as he hit the steps. He paused, wondering if someone had tripped inside. Then he sensed the pilot coming up behind him and instinctively continued on rather than holding the man up.
Andrew found himself inside a small lounge area. Birkenfeld and Tolton stood off to one side with their hands up, held at gunpoint by a tall young black man in dark fatigues. A petite young Asian woman stepped up from another side to point a laser pistol at Andrew’s chest. Immediately past her, Andrew spotted Ross—and the black woman who had him held from behind in a standing full nelson wrestling hold.
Blood covered the security supervisor’s face from the nose down. Bigger than his opponent and obviously skilled, Ross threw his arms up to escape the hold, but his efforts didn’t do much good. With smooth footwork, the woman shifted her weight and his to slam his face into the bulkhead. Ross hit so hard it made Andrew jump.
The woman released Ross, letting him sink to his knees. Before he could shake off his disorientation, she stepped around him and threw her knee up into his chin. Ross fell back onto the deck as the woman pulled something from her belt. The sharp electric hum and flash of her stunner ended the fight.
With Ross out of the way, Andrew now noticed another person in the compartment, this one an unremarkable blond man in a dark leather coat over casual clothes. His demeanor was jarringly casual given the violence at hand. “Well, that was fussier than I expected,” he said, tucking a pistol into a shoulder holster. “Thank you.”
The younger woman holding Andrew at gunpoint nudged him over to join Tolton and Birkenfeld. As they moved, Andrew realized the pilot had been behind him the whole time with a stunner at his back.
“So. Welcome aboard,” said the blond man. “How about you introduce yourselves?”
Andrew glanced to his companions. Neither of them spoke. For his part, Andrew didn’t hold firm against aggression. He merely choked. He didn’t feel terribly embarrassed by that, either. Not after seeing someone like Ross get demolished as he had.
“At the risk of being too blunt, the silent bit isn’t going to work out,” the blond man explained. “We’re in a rush. The good news is we’re not really here for you. I need you to open up your holocoms for us and explain who you are so we can move on to handle our business. Then we can all move on with our lives.”
The executives didn’t answer.
At every job Andrew had ever worked, policy held that one should cooperate as much as necessary with anyone threatening violence. It was a simple matter of personal safety. Such an event had never come up in Andrew’s life, but being in human resources at least meant he knew what the manuals said. He didn’t know what Xeno expected, having not read their manual yet, but he’d expected pretty much the same. Yet here he stood with two execs stonewalling people with guns.
“I’m not putting my gun to your head or any of that drama,” said the blond man. “We won’t hurt you unless you get violent, like your friend on the floor there. But if you don’t talk now, we’ll have to take off from here with you. I have no idea when you’ll come back. That will be out of my hands. And given the nature of the work you do here, you should consider how your employers might try to blow us out of the sky before we get away. Does anyone here have any kids they want to watch grow up?” he asked pleasantly.
Andrew had no such children, but he thought of his fiancée. His educational debts and his need for this job paled in comparison to his fiancée and his family and friends. If he’d been interested in getting shot at, he’d have joined up with a military. All those thoughts came in a rush. “Blow us up, what the fuck—?”
As if one exclamation of shock provided all the answers needed, the blond man shot both Birkenfeld and Tolton with his stunner. The young man who’d held them at gunpoint caught Tolton when she tipped over face first. Birkenfeld didn’t land so gently.
The apparent leader of the crew paid it not a second thought. “You look like you understand us. What’s your name, and what do you do here?”
“A-Andrew. I’m Andrew Guthrie. I came on as a new hire literally two days ago and I’m still going through orientations and stuff.”
The blond man winced. “Shit, I thought you just had early longevity treatments or something. Don’t worry, I believe you. I’ll need your holocom, please. Open it up to the building directory if you’ve got one and disable the security settings. Who are these three?”
“Uh, that’s Gwen T-Tolton. She’s the facility manager. He’s Scott Birkenfeld, and he’s one of the assistant project managers here…a-and that’s Ross somebody. I forgot his name. I only met him five minutes ago. He’s with security.”
“In-house security?” asked the black woman who’d put Ross down. She didn’t shout, nor snarl, nor curse, yet Andrew heard suspicion and menace in her voice. She already had her hands filled with Ross’s holocom and a pistol taken from his jacket.
“No, CDC.” Andrew swallowed hard. “Outsourced. Apparently all of the security guys are from CDC, I guess.” At a gesture from one of his other captors, Andrew fumbled around to remove his personal holocom from his wrist and open up the directory as asked.
“Andrew, what were you hired for?” asked the blond man.
“Human resources.”
“Oh for fuck’s sake,” grumbled the younger woman. “These others aren’t going to wake up for a while now, either.”
“That’s fine,” said the blond. “Andrew, have you seen this man?” He projected a holographic image of a bearded, middle-aged man between them. “His name is Dr. Hilbert. Does that ring any bells?” The image shifted to provide a version without the beard for comparison.
“N-no, sorry. They took me around to meet people yesterday but I don’t think I saw him.”
“Who did you come up here to meet?”
Again, Andrew shook his head. “I was in a meeting with Birkenfeld when they called us up here. Something about a scientist from Archangel. That’s all I know.”
“What’s the security process here? How do you get in?”
“Entry is, ah, it’s a three-layer process, they said. You get a personal password and a passkey and they also check your biometrics. But that’s only for getting in the building and a couple of the secure areas. The rest is like any office building.”
“You know what sort of work goes on in this campus, right?”
“Uh…no,” he admitted, then caught a frustrated glare from the younger woman. “But I know it’s on Floor Thirteen.”



CHAPTER FIVE
Collateral Damage
“In an ordinary war, we differentiate between combatants and civilians. Not everyone is part of a nation’s army. But what about a corporation? Surely security and fleet forces are combatants in the traditional sense. Are executives valid targets? Paying taxes is generally compulsory for a nation’s citizens, but are shareholders equally detached from a military effort? Are they collaborators? Where does one draw the lines, or are there any?”
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“You really believe everything he said?” Alicia murmured at Carson’s back.
“He didn’t show any signs of lying,” said the agent. “That means either he’s telling the truth or he’s a truly phenomenal liar and working here is a waste of his potential. Plus his story is inconvenient enough for us to be true.”
They both watched from Westwind’s exit hatch as Andrew returned to the elevator enclosure with Woods at his side. The blonde agent now wore Tolton’s coat and her own sunglasses. Though she didn’t look much like the captured facilities manager, they shared the same hair color and general complexion. It might be enough to fool someone watching a security monitor for a second or two. Carson wore Woods’s tech gear bag as a backpack so it wouldn’t look out of place on her while she entered.
Everyone in the ship but Vargas stood stacked up at the hatch as if ready to breach a doorway in close quarters combat. Westwind’s pilot finished binding up their three unconscious prisoners before returning to the cockpit to handle signals support for the team.
“Guess this might be more convenient than fucking around at a spaceport, though, right?” asked Ravenell. “At least we’re straight to the target.”
“Not really,” Medina replied. “A rendezvous elsewhere would’ve given us more time to question and plan. Maybe squeeze in a little recon. We might’ve avoided any shooting at all. The best missions are the ones where they never realize you’ve been there. That’s all out the window now.”
“The door’s open,” announced Carson. “They’ve got the stairs open, too. Go!”
They rushed out onto the roof. Anyone watching security cameras would know they didn’t match the expected arrivals or the welcoming committee. Speed counted for more than subterfuge now.
Alicia heard the buzz of Medina’s stunner as she crossed into the enclosure. Andrew slumped into a chair in the waiting area, his arms limp at his sides and his head tilted down uncomfortably toward his chest. He wouldn’t be going anywhere anytime soon. Woods held the door to the stairs open for the team. The elevator wasn’t worth the risk.
“Security will be strongest where you’re going,” Janeka warned before she passed through the door ahead of Carson. “You should reconsider your allocation of personnel.”
“I’m not sending only two people for your job,” Carson replied as he handed the tech bag off to Woods. “We’ve got surprise on our side. It’ll have to be enough. Now let’s go!”
Alicia didn’t try to back Janeka up. No matter how much she might agree, it was the gunny’s argument to make. Turning it into a committee hearing would only waste precious time. Alicia joined the others in the quick rush down the stairs. At the very next level, the group split off. Medina, Janeka, and Ravenell took the first available door leading to the executive offices at the top floor. Carson, Woods, and Alicia continued on.
“Comms check,” Carson grunted.
“We’re good,” came Vargas’s voice over Alicia’s earpiece. “I’ve got your audio and video. If they can jam us, they haven’t turned it on yet.”
“Contact!” Ravenell warned. Alicia expected to hear gunfire along with his announcement. Instead, she heard a man’s yelp and the crash of broken furniture. She didn’t try to track the rest. She had her own matters to focus on now.
“Just as well we didn’t take the elevator,” Woods noted as they rushed further down the steps. “No thirteenth floor on the controls.”
“Seriously?” Alicia grumbled. “What is this, the Dark Ages?”
She reconsidered it as they came to their destination, a door marked “Maintenance Access Only” rather than bearing a floor number like the rest. This couldn’t be about old superstitions. Leaving the floor unnumbered helped build misdirection and security—and gave one more hint to its importance.
“Locked and sealed,” Woods declared as she checked the door controls. It wasn’t a shock, of course. She reached for a boxy bit of equipment attached to the side of her gear bag. The bumper unit could force most electronic locks into an “open” state. The bag’s power pack would ensure an override against almost any resistance system.
An alarm rang out before she placed it on the door. Carson put her hand on her arm. “No good,” he said. “Shit already hit the fan upstairs. We don’t have time and it’s probably physically barred on the other side, anyway. Wong, hit it with the plasma.”
Alicia balked. “We don’t know how thick this is or what’s on the other side,” she said. “What if someone—”
“Wong, they’ve already hit resistance upstairs,” interrupted Carson. “We don’t have time to argue! Follow orders!”
She scowled, but slung her cut-down pulse rifle over her shoulder and pulled out the smaller, thicker weapon strapped to her leg. Though shaped like a large pistol, the plasma carbine was anything but a back-up or a reasonable sidearm. Carson, Woods, and Alicia all stepped back from the door as she set the carbine for a wide blast.
Weapons and tactics school dedicated two days of training for blasting through different kinds of doors. Despite all the practice, her instructors emphasized that every situation would come down to educated guessing. Architects and builders could always come up with surprises. Some doors slid sideways, others used hinges, and some even split apart at the center. If this one swung, it almost certainly opened out into the stairwell, which wasn’t convenient for her, but she didn’t see any hinges. Alicia aimed for the center-right along the seal, hoping a blast there would be enough.
Bright green light and choking heat flashed from the barrel of the weapon in a luminous ball. It appeared and disappeared in the same instant, slower than a bullet but too fast at this distance to track before it burned into its target. Despite the damage, Alicia had to give it a second shot to burn the rest of the way through.
She thought she heard a scream. It may have been her imagination. It might have been from the headset and whatever chaos now reigned on the top floor. What she didn’t imagine was the metallic pop, clank, and clatter to the floor on the other side. The blast left a gaping hole ringed with glowing hot metal. Smoke prevented her from seeing through it, but Alicia poked her pulse rifle through and hooked the under-barrel grip onto the other side of the door to pull it open without burning herself.
Carson and Woods were ready. The lead agent turned his weapon around the opening. Woods moved in close to back him up. Thankfully, no one shot at them as the door opened, nor did the pair have anyone to shoot at. As soon as she had the plasma carbine back in its holster, Alicia followed.
Her surroundings reminded her of a hospital. Up ahead was a T-intersection, breaking left and right. She saw rooms to either side of this end of the hallway, with windows revealing desks, computers, and lab equipment. The door to one office stood open near her point of entry.
Someone in a lab coat was face down in the hallway right by that door. Smoke trailed up from the woman’s shoulder, which showed burn marks and blood, along with blackened metal rods and other bits of metal scattered around her and over her back.
Alicia put it together instantly. The woman had been in the office on the right when the alarm rang out. She’d seen and heard the first blast against the emergency stairwell door from the outside, tried to make a run from the office, and…. “Oh God,” Alicia shuddered.
Shouts carried through the hallway and over her earpiece. She was dimly aware of her teammates moving to the hallway intersection up ahead, sticking to one wall and watching for threats. It all seemed so irrelevant.
The woman on the floor lay still, with her left arm reaching out ahead, possibly to catch herself as she’d fallen or simply out of desperation. Maybe it hadn’t even been an intentional move. Alicia didn’t know. The dead woman merely had her left arm out. There was a ring on her finger.
Everything felt like a bad dream. Alicia had shot people in combat before, stabbed people even, yet that had been combat. She’d been prepared for it. This woman didn’t present a threat with her lab coat or her wedding ring. The only threat Alicia saw was the burnt shrapnel stuck in her back, sent flying by snapping metal. “Oh God,” she repeated quietly.
Alicia knelt beside the woman. She reached out to check for a pulse, or maybe, just maybe, the woman might respond to contact. Then she saw the shard of metal stuck in her neck under the collar of her coat and the blood pooled near her face. Alicia’s lips trembled, trying to form the same words she’d uttered twice now, but nothing came.
It was a bad dream. She wanted out. She needed to wake up.
Gunfire jarred her from her thoughts—bullets, she realized, rather than lasers. It wasn’t what she expected to find here. Alicia trained with projectiles constantly and carried them into battle a couple times, but they weren’t ideal for defending a tight space unless one didn’t care about limiting damage. Bullets ricocheted. They got messy. And while projectile weapons were usually loud, particularly indoors, the rapid drum sounds of this one seemed especially intense.
“Contact!” Carson yelled, entirely without need given the racket. The agent ducked back from the hallway intersection, sticking to the corner on his right while bullets struck the wall on the other side of the junction. The enemy couldn’t be far away if he had that kind of angle.
Alicia pushed past her shock. She had to get back in the game, if only to keep this from happening again. Unfortunately, Carson already had a grenade in his hand. “No, wait!” Alicia shouted, but he hooked it around the corner to their right without hesitation. Worse, he threw it without looking.
The grenade detonated by the time Alicia made it past Woods to jerk Carson back by the arm. Lights died and someone let out a choked cry in the hallway, but neither the agents nor Alicia had to endure anything more than noise. Tiny baffles slipped into their ears handled the worst of that. Still, the explosion was jarring.
“What the fuck are you doing?” Alicia snapped at Carson.
He blinked at her in surprise. “What are you doing? Get ahold of yourself.”
She scowled, shoving him aside. “You’re one to talk.”
Alicia poked her head around the corner for only a split-second glance to check for threats. Seeing nothing but a blown-out hallway and—thankfully—only one body on the floor, she leaned around the corner with her rifle for a second look. The corridor ran past the lab to her right, where the dead woman in the lab coat had come from, while the opposite wall offered neither doors nor windows. At the end of the hall, she saw only the empty corner of a left turn. She guessed the far wall might be the exterior boundary of the building. Looking back in the opposite direction, turning left from their spot at the T-intersection rather than right, Alicia saw a mirror-image of the hall but for the grenade damage.
She saw no outside-looking windows at all. No signs of natural light. She’d been in only a few such towers, but the layout seemed strange.
“Come on,” Carson grunted. “We have to move before they dump the project data. This way. We’re harder targets with less light.”
“What project data?” Alicia hissed.
He flashed a quick glare at her, presumably reasserting a sense of authority for himself if not for the young marine. Carson leaned in as if to emphasize his superior height. “Take the lead,” he said. “We’re right behind you.”
Though Alicia frowned back, taking point was better than having Carson blaze a path with more grenades and blind shooting. She glanced to Woods. “Watch our six?”
“You got it,” Woods agreed, her pulse carbine at the ready.
“Woods, remember that body at the door,” said Carson, gesturing to the woman in the lab coat. “We check her and that room on the way out if we have time.”
“Uh-huh,” the other agent acknowledged without enthusiasm.
They moved. Passing the blast area, Alicia noted continuous solid steel exposed beneath the shattered drywall. She’d expected only studs and support beams. It suggested the walls provided sturdy cover, which was good, but why build a tower like this? Was the whole building built this way? Were they passing some sort of vault?
The victim of Carson’s grenade wore sturdier clothes than Alicia expected for ordinary building security. His fatigues looked similar to her combat jacket in style and function. For a guy who’d taken a blast from a fragmentation grenade, he wasn’t all that torn up or bloody. She got a better look at his weapon, too. His hands still clutched a Diamondback, CDC’s “compact assault weapon.” He carried only a couple of magazines on his belt, but the gun offered plenty of high-penetration bullets with even just one full load.
Again, Alicia wondered about the choice of weapons given the environment. It seemed odd. It also meant her combat jacket wouldn’t provide much protection here. The material would stop ricochets and shrapnel, but not a solid hit from a gun like that.
“Contact!” Woods announced as her pulse carbine flashed. She fired back down the hallway, quickly joined by Carson’s gun. The pair chased another guard back around the distant corner.
 Alicia gave the matter only a backward glance. Cover at the corner ahead lay only a few meters away. She saw shadows moving along the wall at the corner, though, and recognized the danger they presented immediately. Alicia followed the response drilled into her since basic training. As soon as she saw the ambush, she charged.
She took the corner in a low sweep, pouring years of gymnastics into the deepest crouch she could manage while staying on her feet. One leg stretched out wide for balance, but she was more concerned with her targets and her field of fire than her form. Three figures in those same security fatigues lurked only steps away, creeping along the wall in much the same manner as her team practiced. Seeing uniforms and weapons, Alicia fired without a second thought.
The woman nearest to her caught the first blue blast from Alicia’s pulse carbine in the chest. The following shots tore into the man right behind her. A third guard stepped out in time to evade the sweep of Alicia’s weapon, though he was more concerned with dodging than returning fire. He snapped off a shot, but something in the foreground drew Alicia’s attention as a bigger threat. A small, round object tumbled from the lead woman’s hand as she fell.
Alicia rolled back around the corner, nearly colliding with Carson and Woods. The grenade went off only a heartbeat later. It detonated with almost enough noise to overcome the baffles in Alicia’s ears, along with a jarring blast that gave her a pounding headache. She recognized it all as effects from a concussion grenade, making it much less lethal than the frag Carson had used. Fatal or not, the effects would have wrecked Alicia’s team if the weapon had been thrown as planned.
A quick check around the corner confirmed her opponents were down. The grenade succeeded only in taking out the last security guard. The hallway ran a good thirty meters before ending at a closed security door. She saw no doors or windows along the interior wall, once again raising questions about the design of this floor and its purpose.
The remaining threat in the other direction banished those questions for now. Alicia turned her attention back to the fight between Woods, Carson, and the guard down the other end of the hall.
The fight was over before Alicia joined in. Rather than trying to suppress their enemy, the two agents aimed and waited. After a breath, a single guard poked his arm, weapon, and head around the distant corner, ready to spray more bullets down the hall. The agents fired first. Both proved to be excellent marksmen. A pair of well-aimed shots ended the threat.
“Got another security door here,” said Alicia as she guided them around the corner. “I’m not sure the plasma will—”
“Hold up,” hissed Woods. She stopped in the hallway amid the fallen guards, looking at a readout from her holocom. She slung her pulse carbine and swept the backpack off her shoulders with quick, graceful moves. “We’re over a cable run,” she explained.
“Watch the corner,” Carson instructed Alicia. “I’ll check the guards.”
“That one may still be alive,” Alicia noted before she turned to watch the team’s rear. And he’d better stay that way, too, she added silently. Her suspicion of Carson split her attention in half. Though Alicia guarded their six, she continually looked back to her teammates to make sure Carson didn’t cross any lines.
Carson’s “check” amounted to a brief pat-down and the confiscation of their wrist-mounted holocoms. Those would most likely be work-issued equipment. Personal holocoms could be incorporated into jewelry, pens, or any number of other hosts. The variety made searching for them into a tedious chore, and therefore not worth the effort.
Woods pulled a small box the size of a rifle magazine from her backpack. Holographic lights and readouts came to life from the sensor, flashing and offering data as she waved it over the floor. The data led her to the obvious spot: the section of flooring burned and cracked by the concussion grenade. Even the carpeting had been blasted loose. The agent brushed away the debris, pulling aside floor panels underneath the carpet to get to the cable runs.
“Bravo, report,” Carson said over the headset link.
The sound of laser fire preceded Medina’s voice. “Think we’ve found the director of research here, but he’s in an office with a bodyguard or something. Two other armed guards are down. Uniformed types. Guess they stay up here normally. Lotta security for an executive office floor.”
Alicia had to agree. How many research directors kept bodyguards around at the office? This place had plenty of security already. Having protection at home and maybe to and from work seemed reasonable, but during the work day, too? Was this guy a head of state? And who wanted to see armed, uniformed guards hanging around in the lounge?
“I’ve got it,” Woods announced. She slid her backpack over to some thick cables exposed under the floor. Working quickly, she produced a couple of wire leads from the bag and attached them to the cables. Tiny vibrating teeth in the leads made short work of any protective insulation. “Ready when you are,” she added.
“When are you gonna share that gear with the navy?” asked Alicia.
Woods only grinned. “It’s not up to me.”
“Bravo, we’re ready for our environmental shift here,” said Carson.
“Good. That helps us out, too,” said Medina. “Go for it.”
“Here it comes,” Woods replied. She pulled back one flap of her backpack to expose a pair of black switches. The agent threw both with an audible click.
Everything connected to the cables received the wide-spectrum signal flood. Alicia thought the kit in the bag would make more noise. She expected at least a beep or a loud hum of power. Instead, the bag overwhelmed the cables with a rush of logic signals and gibberish commands in complete silence.
The quiet broke with a loud metallic clank. Alicia saw the security doors at the other end of the hallway disengage. Like a bumper unit, the signal generator forced doors into a default “open” state, though the generator’s signals ran much farther than anything Alicia had worked with in the navy. It had other effects, too: overhead lights cut out, soon replaced by dimmer and sparser emergency lights unconnected to the same system. The soft hum of ventilation died, noticeable only in its sudden absence. Alarms set to blare at the absence of power let out their warnings.
“Okay, let’s move,” said Carson. Woods shouldered her bag. Alicia abandoned the corner. The small team made for the security door, pulled it open, and heard one more series of reactions to the sudden loss of power and other systems. Shouts echoed from down the hall behind the door, along with gunfire, screams, and an unearthly roar.
The sound made Alicia cringe in a way gunfire and explosions no longer could. She heard a blend of noises within the roar, like the screech of birds wrapped up within a lion’s cry, but they all rose and fell in such perfect unison it could only be one voice. It all carried the same rage and the same pain.
“What the fuck was that?” she hissed. Alicia looked to Carson with wide eyes, noting much the same reaction from Woods.
The lead agent only cursed with renewed urgency. “Damn it, those fucking idiots didn’t have their containment systems on an independent circuit!” He gestured to the other side of the door. Gunfire rattled through the air, but once again the echo suggested distance rather than an immediate threat. “We’ve got to get in there.”
“Get in where?” Woods objected. “Carson, what do you know that we don’t?”
“It’s something I didn’t know, either. They’ve got a live specimen,” he answered. “This is a distraction we can use. Let’s go!”
“A live specimen of what?” pressed Alicia, but Carson didn’t answer. He slipped through the open security doors and into the darkened hallway on the other side. Alicia glanced once to Woods but the other agent could only shrug. She wasn’t in the know, either. Gritting her teeth in frustration, the younger woman followed.
Once through the security doors, Alicia found herself on a catwalk rather than a hallway. The path continued on, but Carson promptly turned for a steep staircase leading down another level. The main floor was at least a full story below her position. The place felt less like an office building and more like a warehouse—or a laboratory, given the number of isolated rooms along the sides and the tall, black, sealed chamber to her left.
Emergency lighting didn’t do the job. Sparks flew here and there amid the shadows from the delayed effects of the overload Woods had run through the building’s systems. Silhouettes darted in and out of the dim light. Alicia didn’t know the building’s protocol for emergencies, but the first alarms had gone off at least two minutes ago and this lab hadn’t been evacuated yet.
Someone stepped out of the shadows up ahead at an intersection between lab spaces. A light flashed up near his shoulders, presumably attached to a gun. “Identify yourselves—shit!” he blurted. “Intruders in the—”
Carson dropped him with a burst from his pulse rifle. That set off more screams and panic in the shadows. Alicia whirled around as someone jumped out from a space behind her to run for an opening not far away. She saw only a lab coat trail through the darkness. “Shit,” she fumed. “We need to tighten up. Someone’s going to get the drop on us.”
“She’s right,” Woods told him, reaching Carson as he peered around the intersection. “We’re getting sloppy.”
Another series of gunshots rattled through the hallways, though none of them came anywhere near the three. They heard another loud slam, too, silencing the weapon. Someone’s scream ended with a loud crash.
“No, we need to find project data. That and proof.” He jerked his thumb around the corner. “That looks like a primary lab down that way. Once we get in there, set your holocoms to record everything and look for databanks. Anything you can see or hear could be important, so get it recorded. Got it?”
Though she frowned, Alicia keyed up the recorders on her holocom. She didn’t plan on waving her arm around for good camera shots while she fought, but she understood the practical value of having it on. Normally she wore a helmet into combat and the recording happened automatically. “Let me take point again,” she said. Being in front at least allowed her to control their pace, along with hopefully mitigating Carson’s quick trigger finger.
The door to the room at the end of the hall stood shut. As with everywhere else, only a few pools of emergency lighting chased back the darkness in the corridor. As the hallway branched out left and right, they found no windows showing the inside of the room.
With a couple of quick hand signals, Alicia had Woods ready to pull the door open for her. Carson stood watch as they got set. “No, no,” he hissed as Alicia readied a shock grenade. “No good. The discharge could wipe data.”
She threw him another exasperated scowl. First he wanted to bomb his way through the halls, now he wasn’t cool with risking damage to computers. Alicia left the grenade on her belt and gave Woods a nod. Unfortunately, the door only came open with a loud clunk; depowered or not, the handle still involved audible metal latches.
Alicia swung around the doorway halfway into the room with her pulse carbine ready. Her eyes flashed across a darkened space, but it was more of a control room than a lab. She saw computer desks and fixed screens in long banks like the bridge of a ship. Beyond the second row of screens and desks was a broad, smashed window showing another dark room. In between those rows, she spotted three people, all of them looking up from the equipment at her arrival. Only one of them wore a lab coat.
She and her two opponents recognized each other as threats in the same instant. Though she had her weapon up already, at least one of her enemies reacted with incredible speed. They fired almost simultaneously, blue pulses flashing in one direction while bullets flew in the other. Impacts against the doorframe and the rush of projectiles through the open doorway drove her back around the wall for cover.
As soon as she pulled back, she realized she’d hit her mark. The shooter took two blasts in the chest and another grazed his head. Alicia swept around again but found no one in sight. The other two men had gone for cover. She moved into the room, clearing the distance in a few quick strides before she launched herself up onto the first bank of computers.
Her remaining targets crouched in the aisle between control banks as she’d expected. The one in the lab coat sensibly kept his hands over the back of his ducked head. The other, wearing the fatigues of CDC’s armed security, looked up with shock at the woman now looming over him. Alicia fired before he could do anything about her. With a final yelp, he collapsed onto the floor like his partner. The man in the lab coat shrieked, too, though only out of fright rather than pain.
 Her eyes swept the room again. The two guards she’d shot weren’t the only bodies, but the others were much bloodier. Both seemed to have been thrown through the long window at the wall opposite the door, where Alicia saw a broad ring in the floor around a transparent, shattered tank. Lights dangled from the ceiling, some still lit and others smashed. On the right side of the big chamber, Alicia saw a tall, broad opening into the hallway outside—but it seemed as if the doors were only open by virtue of a car having crashed through them.
With the threats dispatched, she could pay attention to senses other than sight and hearing. The air felt humid and warm. Every breath smelt and tasted of seawater. She turned again to the wrecked room through the windows and a floor drenched in liquid spilled from the tank.
Down the hallway, she heard more shouting and more slamming. A sense of dread gathered in her gut.
“I’m unarmed!” the lab tech blurted out. She’d almost forgotten him.
Alicia tugged him upright by his collar, pushing him against the back of the computer bank. She didn’t put her gun to his face or anything so dramatic. From the look of him, she didn’t need to. “What the hell did you people have in here?” she demanded.
The tech whimpered. Even in these shadows, she could make out his quivering lip.
“Talk!” she ordered.
His whimpering stopped. His eyes seemed to roll back into his head right before he slumped forward. She caught him as he fell, though as his shoulder dropped under her line of vision, she saw Carson and Woods standing on the other side of the computer banks with surprised looks on their faces.
“Alicia, what did you—?” Carson began angrily.
“Oh for fuck’s sake, he fainted!” Alicia grunted. “Christ, I thought that only happened in the movies. Help me with him!”
Carson stomped around the bank to meet her while Woods looked over the screens and controls. Alicia found the whole thing frustrating enough to punch someone. Gunfights and covert missions were stressful enough without this sort of complication. “Can we wake him up in time to do any good?” she asked. “I’ve never seen this before.”
“Hell if I know,” Carson fumed. He took the limp burden on himself entirely, dragging the tech away too fast for Alicia to grab his feet or do anything else to help. “Are the computers locked?” he asked Woods.
“Not all of ‘em,” Woods responded. “Gonna need a minute or two at least. Some of this stuff probably isn’t relevant to us.”
“Hey,” Alicia murmured, looking to Carson. She gestured with her weapon to the open doors in the room past the shattered window.
He read the questioning look on her face correctly. “Take a look,” Carson told Alicia. “Don’t go far.”
That roar came again, louder this time without barriers to dampen it. Alicia acknowledged his instructions with a grim frown. Like I wanna go poke whatever that is?
* * *
“Please don’t kill me. Oh please don’t kill me. Please don’t kill me.”
“I’m not here for that,” Ravenell grunted. He jerked back around the corner, gritting his teeth as bullets cracked off more of the plaster coating over the walls. The office walls provided better cover than he expected. Unfortunately, the enemy received the same benefit.
A woman in a business suit huddled against the same wall, only a few feet away. She kept her arms wrapped over her head and her knees tucked up to her chest. “Please, I can’t die here,” she continued, probably as much to herself as the young man with the gun beside her.
Every terrified word hit him in the gut like a fist. As with punches in a real fight, he shrugged them off and stayed focused, but he knew he’d feel it later. None of this made him feel powerful or strong. Ravenell was a big guy, wielding a big gun, but he felt entirely the opposite if he thought about it for even half a second. Thinking about it only left him feeling small.
He scolded himself for doing that. He had a job to do. Ravenell looked back to the fight, but another word from the woman against the wall made for too much to ignore. This wasn’t the job he’d signed up for.
“Get under the desk,” he barked, pointing to it nearby. “Under the desk. We’re not here for you. We’re not shooting anyone who doesn’t shoot at us.”
“Martin.” Janeka appeared on the other side of the hallway intersection, taking up cover on the corner opposite his. Her presence confirmed the other two guards they’d spotted on this floor were down. She looked calm and collected as always, though somewhat more intense now that the bullets were flying. Several of them clipped the other side of her corner. She flinched, barely, but enough to at least prove she was human. “What have we got?” she asked.
The steady tone of her voice subtly encouraged him to answer with a lower volume. “Office, conference room, office,” Ravenell explained, gesturing to the wall that protected him, the room on the other side of Janeka’s cover, and the far end of the hallway that separated the two marines. “Think this office on my side is empty. I already put down two guards who tried to shoot from the conference room. There are at least two guys in that office at the end of the hall. Probably only one gun, though.”
Janeka shifted her weapon. The mere change in the shadows along the walls drew another burst of gunfire. “Hell of a gun,” she observed.
“Yeah. He doesn’t seem worried about running out of ammo, either.”
“Shock grenade?”
“I tried twice. The door’s halfway shut. I might get it in if I could aim, but I’d get shot trying.”
The gunny nodded. Ravenell could see her running through the other obvious answers. They couldn’t simply blow through the door with heavier firepower. Whoever was on the other side of that door could be their target, and they needed him or her alive. Even if capture wasn’t their objective, mowing down unidentified people was unacceptable.
She looked at the holocom on her wrist. “Four minutes,” she said, then looked back down the passage she’d just crossed to get here. It ended in another four-way intersection. She raised her weapon warily as someone appeared around the corner, but lowered it as she recognized Medina. The agent gave a thumbs-up to assure them she’d found no other threats on this floor.
“We’re out of time to be delicate,” said Janeka. “Hold this position and be ready to advance as soon as you see a change. We need to finish this.” With that, she hustled back down the hall and turned left, running parallel to the dangerous passage that had separated her from Ravenell.
Medina took up her spot. “Got a live one here?” As if in answer, another burst of gunfire lit up the hallway.
“Looks like,” said Ravenell. “Big office. Didn’t get a good look at who’s in there, though.”
“Well, either it’s the guy we’re after or he’s already been taken off this floor. I don’t think we have anyplace else left to look for him. And it’s only been a couple minutes.”
“I hear that.” Ravenell kept watch on the office door mostly by way of its reflection in the last standing window to the conference room. With the lights knocked out, he couldn’t make out much more than shadows. He’d seen a muzzle flash from the enemy’s weapon a few times, too.
Then he saw a bright, green-tinted flash of light inside the office. It came accompanied by the loud crackle of plasma and a crash. He heard shouts and the roar of more gunfire. Ravenell found himself moving before he processed any of it.
“Sir, get behind me!” someone shouted in the office amid the shooting. “Get behind—!”
Another crackle filled the air, this one sharper and louder, prompted by a strobe light effect in the office. By the time Ravenell and Medina made it to the door, the flashing ended, along with the shouting.
Ravenell activated the spotlight on his weapon before he moved in. The spacious office held a nice spread of amenities: a wide desk, comfortable chairs, a couch, even a mini-bar. The sizzling hole angled upward through the top half of the bookshelf along the side wall and the matching burns in the ceiling felt somewhat out of place, though. On the floor, Ravenell found two unconscious men. Both wore suits. One clutched an auto pistol.
“There he is,” Medina confirmed, her spotlight shining on the other man. Not far away from him lay an expended shock grenade. She flashed his light over the hole blasted through the side. “That was direct.”
Janeka stepped out of the room next door to join them, holstering her plasma carbine. “We’re good?” she asked.
“That’s the company CEO there,” said Medina, pointing to the unconscious man. “His name’s Tiller. We need to talk to him, especially if we can’t find our original target.”
“Then the two of you can handle taking him to the ship.”
“Where are you going?”
“To link up with the others,” said Janeka, already rushing down another hallway.
“You’re supposed to stay with us!” Medina protested, but Janeka didn’t listen. She was around the corner before Medina finished speaking. The agent tapped her earpiece. “You’re our back-up, damn it!”
“You’ve got Ravenell,” Janeka replied.
The younger marine was already kneeling beside Tiller, pulling a set of restraints off his belt. Medina crouched down beside him to help. “What’s her problem?” the agent grunted. “I thought she was solid until now.”
“I dunno,” Ravenell answered. “Some people just know their shit better than everyone else, I guess.”



CHAPTER SIX
Complications
“Despite decades of speculation from authors and filmmakers of pre-Expansion science fiction, we still haven’t found an alien species that wants to hang out with us in bars. They don’t even fit inside our bars. We have, unfortunately, found aliens willing to fight with us. Naturally, humans still argue amongst ourselves about who starts all those fights. The aliens, it seems, never argue among themselves about it at all. Maybe that should tell us something.”
--Joseph Vandenberg, A History of Alien Relations, 2276
 
Vargas didn’t like staying behind. He didn’t like leaving the dangerous stuff to others, even if those others were all trained professionals like himself. Fortunately, matters on Westwind’s bridge kept his hands full. That alone provided plenty of justification for leaving someone on the ship, though he still wished it had been someone else.
From here, Vargas stood watch over the team, the airwaves, and the skies above. He kept track of atmospheric air traffic and ships in orbital range, all with a wary eye for militia or security response. The team moved fast and kept track of time, yet that task was always easier and clearer for someone outside the line of fire. Westwind’s systems proved more powerful than the security protecting most of the campus communication system, too. He knew when they rang for evacuation. He knew when they sent for help and who answered.
“The site just put out the call for local authorities,” Vargas warned over the link. “On-site security is already on the move. We’ve got spare guards coming in from other buildings as they go into lockdown. This tower’s gonna get crowded soon.”
“Do you think they knew we were coming?” asked Carson.
It seemed crazy, but Vargas had seen crazy before. “Nah, but they had plans in case someone showed up. I’m hearing code words. They’re talking about prepping to sanitize the building, too. That doesn’t sound good.”
“Bravo here, objective secure,” came Medina’s voice. “Alpha, be advised, Bravo-two is on the way to join you for support.”
“Negative. Bravo-two, stick with the plan,” Carson replied.
“I read you. I’m on my way,” said Janeka.
Carson didn’t push further, but his voice carried his displeasure. “Acknowledged.”
Vargas kept focused on comms and sensors. Westwind’s systems couldn’t catch and decrypt every signal, nor could Vargas have digested it all even if that were possible. Still, he noted changes: air and ground traffic warnings went up around the campus. Routine signals from neighboring buildings shut down. His captives’ holocoms, collected along the control panel, all buzzed with calls to the three unconscious people cuffed and secured in the galley.
“We’re moving,” said Medina.
“Gotcha. We’re at five minutes now,” Vargas updated. “Nothing in orbit moving over us yet. Skies are still clear.”
Two airvans appeared within throwing distance as soon as the words left his mouth. Both of them rose up from alongside the tower, one off Westwind’s port wing and the other directly in front of the cockpit. Vargas recognized the military configuration of the airvan looming ahead of him. Missiles hung from the vehicle’s wings. The turret under its chin gleamed with its lasers warmed up and ready to fire.
Glancing to his left, Vargas saw another military airvan. The side cargo door flew open, revealing an infantry support laser on a mount with its gunner at the trigger. A half dozen more people in fatigues waited behind the gunner to jump out onto the rooftop.
Vargas reached for the controls on the electrostatic reinforcement system. The ES charge would strengthen the hull on a molecular level, enabling Westwind to shrug off most of the threats arrayed against her. He only needed to turn it on.
He was quick. The lasers were quicker. Bright red beams shot from the airvan’s door turret through Westwind’s canopy, burning holes through the transparent material and the pilot.
* * *
“Die, you fucker!” someone shouted amid frantic gunfire. “Die already! No! No!”
That roar shook the hall again, though this time it was louder and much closer. Wetter, too, Alicia thought. It ended with a loud slam, followed by a scream from some other person, and another crash. Then she heard nothing.
Lights flickered in the hallway. Bodies littered the passage, some in lab coats, others in fatigues, and one in a suit. The walls bore bullet holes and large, broad scrapes. The floor was wet, though not with water. The smell was too pungent to mistake it for water.
She came to a corner. Debris made the creature’s path obvious. Alicia saw more of the same trail, though it ended halfway down the hall at a smashed-apart doorway. She heard movement, the crack of glass, and more of that gurgling.
It emerged slowly, first with nothing more than long antennae waving in the air ahead of a towering gleam of chitin that filled the doorway from top to bottom. Then came the first oval-shaped claw, as tall as Alicia herself and at least twice as broad, pushing down onto the floor for support or balance.
She mostly saw shadow and silhouette. Main lighting was still out. Few emergency lights had survived the rampage. Despite all that, Alicia recognized the creature right away. The dread she’d felt at the sight of the smashed holding tank and spilled liquid proved appropriate.
The Krokinthian heaved itself out into the hallway. Its great height and girth filled the whole space. The pentagonal alien didn’t even need to turn through the door. With an identical “face” on each side, it merely shifted the focus of its attention from one direction to the other.
Something about its movement suggested grave injury, yet the Krokinthian had far more biological redundancies than Alicia. Even full of bullet wounds, the thing was still a threat.
It was also still fully aware of its surroundings. Darkness didn’t bother Krokinthians. It came out of the doorway and shuffled around on clattering legs before Alicia realized it was coming straight for her. She didn’t see its eyes, couldn’t read its intent. She could only make out a huge shadow in a dark corridor. The damage it had done to everyone else in sight gave plenty of evidence of its probable mood.
“I’m not with them. I’m not here to hurt you. Do you understand English?” She knew it was a longshot. Krokinthians hadn’t the anatomy to speak human languages. They needed computer-assisted tech for translation. Still, she had to try. “I’m on your side. Can you understand me?”
The Krokinthian charged at her with another roar.
Alicia pulled back around the corner and ran. “Jesus Christ, they’ve got a fucking Krok here!” she yelled over her headset.
“Say again?” Carson asked.
“A Krok! There’s a Krok on the loose here!”
“It’s alive?”
“Yeah, it’s right on my ass!”
“Get me video! Clear as you can!”
“Did you miss the part where it’s chasing me?” she snapped, though she understood his thinking. The Union held pathetically few common laws across its member worlds. Humanity couldn’t even get together on a single definition of basic human rights or a unified ban on slavery. Yet if anything was illegal across human space, it was any sort of traffic with living aliens. The Krok’s mere presence marked an enormous violation of Union law.
It was also an enormous danger to Alicia. The Krok couldn’t be here voluntarily, and the bodies in the hallway testified to its rage. She had no idea how long it had been here, or what they’d done to it, but none of it could’ve been good.
Alicia was one more human with a gun. The Krok was already in a murderous rage. It had to be hurting, too. She couldn’t blame the alien for not differentiating her from the rest, but blame made no difference to her peril.
She now understood why the CDC security personnel all carried high-powered projectile weapons. Lasers weren’t as effective against Kroks. Even if a beam cut through that chitin, their biology dealt with burnt internal tissue much more easily than humans. No Krok ever went down because of a little carbonized matter passing through its hearts. Better to try to shatter that natural armor with impacts and leave the Krok bleeding than to burn nice, neat holes through its redundant organs.
Ideal as a weapon or not, Alicia’s pulse carbine at least provided a spotlight function. She put some more distance between herself and the corner before she pointed the weapon and its light back down the hall. The holocom camera on her wrist was already rolling. She only needed to hold up her wrist in the right direction to capture some video.
The Krokinthian didn’t “round” the corner, but rather came past it and instantly changed direction in pursuit. Looking at it unnerved Alicia. The alien had no front, nor a back, but rather five identical segments like a starfish. Each segment presented a huge claw and a large, dark eye. The claw in the center came up over its eye like a shield as soon as the Krok came into the light, but that hardly slowed its advance. It saw just fine through the peripheral vision of its other eyes and the aid of its antennae.
Under the light of her rifle, Alicia saw wounds all over its body. Yellow and brownish fluids seeped through cracks in the chitin. The light gleamed off of reflective points here and there, too, looking almost like circuitry.
She gave it little thought. It could’ve been bits of glass and other debris. It could’ve been the light catching on blood or whatever they called a Krok’s bodily fluids. Alicia held the spotlight on the Krok for two quick breaths, recording both its visage and that roar from a mouth she could not see. Then she ran.
Shambling or not, the alien covered ground fast. The Krok had more legs tucked in under its torso than Alicia had beneath hers. She cursed at herself for giving up even a little of her head start in this chase. Bodies on the floor silently suggested she didn’t really want to try standing her ground, either.
“Shit! Carson!” Woods snapped over Alicia’s earpiece. “The door!”
Gunfire rattled through the room up ahead, where sliding metal doors still sagged from their tracks in front of the Krok’s shattered holding tank. Sparks from ricochets lit up one wall. More guards had finally arrived to retake the control room.
A battle waited up ahead. Behind her, an alien rasped and gurgled its thirst for her blood. As if she really had a choice, Alicia pressed on to deal with the enemy she knew.
She poked her head through the doorway for a quick look at the scene. A low wall and shattered window separated the Krok’s holding area from the control room, possibly offering Alicia a little extra protection from the gunfight. In the control room, she saw Carson and Woods crouched behind banks of computer desks for cover.
The far door into the control room had been blasted open. CDC guards held the hallway beyond, blocking the team’s original entry route. Alicia couldn’t make out decent targets amid the smoke and shadows, but she could see muzzle flashes from at least a pair of automatic firearms. The volume of firepower suggested it was more than just those two.
The enemy seemed focused on their nearest opposition. They hadn’t noticed Alicia yet. She made that determination in a single second and acted on it in the next, taking advantage of the chance to aim. With her shoulder braced against the doorway, Alicia fired a burst from her pulse rifle at the guard on the right side of the far hall. She kept firing as he went down, hoping to catch whoever else might be standing near him in the shadows as back-up.
Woods took the opening to pop up over the control panels and fire. So did Carson. Alicia heard a yelp amid the din, suggesting one or the other of them had scored a hit. She thought for a brief moment that they might be able to get out of here through the same way they’d come in after all. It was better than facing the angry Krok still coming at her.
Then came the grenades, one after the other. She shouted out a warning, but against multiple detonations she knew it wouldn’t do much good. Alicia cringed as the concussion grenades went off, sending broken electronics and other debris flying. Only one grenade fell into the holding tank room. She suffered nothing from the blast, though it made her step back. When she rounded the corner again, she saw exactly what she feared.
Guards advanced into the room with a rush of more gunfire. All she could make out of Carson was the flash of his pulse carbine amid the smoke. Woods also returned fire, but couldn’t suppress every angle of attack. She wounded one guard, only to have another come around the corner of the desk and put a full burst into her. Alicia got a bead on the attacker a second too late. Even as she dropped the guard, she realized it wouldn’t have saved Woods from the next guard fifteen or twenty degrees over to the right. There were too many.
And then there was the Krok. A roar announced its arrival a heartbeat before one of those huge sweeping claws came at her head. She ducked away before the alien’s limb struck the corner. Alicia tucked into a roll, backing into the room across broken shards of clear plastic and the murky liquid spilled from the holding tank.
Another grenade went off. She hoped maybe the guards would notice the Krok as it chased her into the lab, and that maybe they’d shift her fire to take the heat off of her and her friends. A quick glance toward the control room showed her the folly of that hope. The low wall separating the two rooms protected everyone on the other side from the alien. It couldn’t touch them there. They could focus entirely on Carson, assuming he was even still alive.
* * *
The security team had at least one man assigned to watch the rear. It suggested a solid level of competence and discipline. Despite intense fire at the front, they were mindful of their surroundings and didn’t take for granted that the entire threat was contained to a single room.
Janeka took the implications in as she slipped through the shadows toward the hallway junction and the man guarding it. She moved boldly, ready to sacrifice stealth for speed, but she took every possible advantage she could get from the darkness and the noises of battle. Every bit of distance she could close while undetected would help. For that, she kept the lights of her gear turned off. She didn’t even have her rifle up. It was slung tightly across her back.
A sudden distraction might take the pressure off her comrades around the corner. She didn’t know their full situation, but with this much gunfire it couldn’t be good. The last she’d heard on the headset, Alicia had found a live, escaped Krok, and it was as angry as one might expect. That transmission hit right before Janeka heard the shooting. She had to cut off her earpiece for the sake of stealth.
It might have seemed like overkill to some. Janeka knew when to take a measured approach and when to pull out all the stops. When it came to stealth, one could never be too quiet, even with a live concert or a gun battle providing a distraction.
Seconds passed. Janeka made it to the last doorway between her and her target before his attention turned her way again. She pressed herself up against the alcove, hoping not to break the shadows and patterns of the passage and draw his gaze. After only a glance, the guard turned back the other way. Gunfire and shouts still filled the air. She wouldn’t have a better opportunity.
Janeka covered the rest of the distance in long, swift strides, each step landing as lightly as she could manage. It almost felt like skipping, calling her back to a childhood that now seemed far more than a lifetime away. Once upon a time, that little girl tried not to let her feet land on any of the breaks in the tiles of her school’s hallway. Now Janeka thought more about the speed and momentum provided by such goofy steps and the power it would put into the knife in her left hand, clutched in an underhanded grip at her right shoulder and ready to strike.
The guard’s helmet protected his whole head. His armored jacket would likely stop the blade at any point along his chest or abdomen. Fortunately, whatever fabric covered his neck still had to be flexible, and that made it vulnerable. The guard even turned back helpfully right in time for the attack.
Janeka plunged the knife through his throat and kept moving, making a full turn in a virtual pirouette to manage his weight without letting him fall too soon. “Don!” one of his comrades yelled out as Janeka pulled him away.
The guards who turned back from the fight at the control room saw Janeka pull Don out of view in a horrifying motion. None of them looked down at the grenade that rolled out of her other hand. She drew their attention with a move up at eye level, only to deliver a more dangerous attack at their feet.
The shock grenade was far less lethal than her knife. A bright white flash of electricity bathed the hallway leading into the control room, but Janeka was already back behind the corner. The accompanying crackle was quieter than the gunfire, but she heard the resultant thump of bodies hitting the floor. With one shove of her knee, Janeka freed Don from her knife, leaving him limp on the deck at her feet.
She didn’t stop to evaluate him. Whirling back around the corner, Janeka tugged her sidearm from its cross-draw holster on her left hip. She didn’t have time to fumble with her rifle now, and the plasma carbine on her right hip was too dangerous for this close an environment. She stepped over the unconscious men and women on the floor and into the control room doorway.
A handful of security troopers still fought inside. Some took cover behind equipment or chairs, most of it poor protection but better than nothing. She found two to her left and three to her right. A pulse weapon flashed behind the second bank of controls at the end of the room. Beyond that, Janeka saw the upper shell of a Krokinthian in the next room, battering away at something. She had to ignore it for now. One threat at a time.
The two to her left had to go first. Janeka shot the closest without hesitation, striking her twice in the side. The woman’s shooting partner heard her grunt and noticed her fall, turned with alarm to shoot back, and almost had his weapon pointed at Janeka before she put a bullet through the faceplate of his helmet.
The element of surprise got her no further than that. The guards spread out around the right side of the room realized the danger and opened fire. Though Janeka intended to pull back into the hallway and shift positions as soon as she’d put her second target down, she wasn’t fast enough to evade every shot. One bullet struck her forearm, leaving a wound bad enough to disarm her while another round from the same burst tagged the pistol itself. The force of the impact washed through her hand, probably causing more pain than actual injury, but she almost certainly had fractures in her wrist. The sensation radiated all the way up to her shoulder.
She only understood the nature of the damage once she’d pulled back into the doorway and out of the line of fire. Were it not for the combat jacket, she might have lost half her forearm to the shot that hit her. Janeka gritted her teeth, forcing down all the natural reactions to the wound so she could stay in the fight. These were professionals. They wouldn’t waste the opportunity they’d just won.
Within heartbeats, her expectation proved correct. The gunfire in the control room continued while one of the guards swept around the doorway, moving rifle-first as so many did. Janeka slammed his rifle up against the door frame with her good hand, putting the guard off balance, then pushed it upward hard to shove the barrel up against the guard’s face. His helmet protected him from such harm, but she only wanted to divert his attention. Her foot came down on the side of his knee, delivering the sort of injury light armor couldn’t prevent. The man slumped down with a pained cry. Her foot came up again in a snap kick under the chin of his helmet. The guard flopped back onto the deck clutching his spasming throat.
She still held his weapon by its barrel. Fumbling around with it seemed pointless, even if it didn’t have a magnetic or biometric key preventing her from shooting it. She used it for the next best thing, flinging the weapon into the room at her remaining enemies.
No. Not enemies. Enemy. Only one guard remained. Whoever else still fought for the control room had made some progress while Janeka struggled. The flying rifle provided just the distraction her teammate needed, too. The guard flinched and fell out of cover. A blast from a pulse weapon ended his life.
Janeka’s gaze swept the room. She saw Woods on the floor against one control panel, her jacket bloody and chewed up with holes. Carson emerged from the far end of the control bank to the left with his pulse rifle. Recognizing Janeka, he hustled out from cover to check on Woods. She heard him curse at the sight of the dead agent.
“Where’s Alicia?” Janeka asked him.
Carson waved toward the lab on the other side of the broken window, where the Krokinthian shambled over to the corner with its claws up to protect its eyes. He didn’t look up from his frantic search of the other agent’s body and the control panel. “Data, where’s the data? Here!” he breathed, pulling a chip from the woman’s hand. “She recovered it!”
Janeka ignored him. She thought she’d heard shouting before the shooting ended, but knew now the voice couldn’t have been any of their enemies. Pain ran all up and down her arm as she rushed over to the window. She knew that voice. She recognized the desperation in Alicia’s shouts, too.
* * *
The Krok didn’t seem to care about the raging battle on the other side of the lab’s window. It kept coming. A second, backward swing of its claw rushed in faster than Alicia expected. The broad limb caught her from shoulder to hip, sending her tumbling across the room. Between the force of the blow and the ongoing cacophony of battle, she felt her fears rise. She’d lost her pulse rifle. Now all she had was an ordinary laser pistol, a knife, and the plasma carbine at her side.
Alicia saw the Krok smash a remaining bit of its holding tank as it advanced. The cracks in its chitin kept bleeding. She saw other, older scars there, too. “I don’t want to hurt you,” she managed, rolling partly upright and shuffling away. She doubted it would understand, but she tried anyway, gunfire and language barriers be damned. “I didn’t do this to you!”
It didn’t understand. Maybe it didn’t care. For all the advancements of the Krokinthians, for all the science and technology and knowledge of the galaxy, this one had been reduced to primal anger and hate. If it wanted anything more now than revenge, the alien had no way to say so.
The Krok pursued, backing her into a corner as she tugged the plasma carbine free from its holster. Alicia fired upward as it raised its lead claw, blasting the massive limb clean away in a wash of superheated green energy. A shower of sparks and melted metal rained down from the ceiling.
Her attacker only flinched backward. It had two other claws to either side of its front that it could still use to impale or smash her before the gun recharged. One such claw turned up to shield the alien from blue laser pulses coming at it from the control room. On its other side, the opposite claw dragged limply along on the floor.
Disarmed but still enraged, the Krok reared up in front of Alicia. One of its legs came down on the floor past her shoulder. Another struck hard enough to puncture the deck near her hip. She thought it might try to stab her with another of those legs, but then she saw the wide, round maw at the center of its wide bulk open up with jagged teeth all around. She saw metallic cables dangling from within, too, and gaps where there should have been teeth, but no such detail made any difference against the terror looming over her.
She fired her weapon again. Plasma burned through the monster’s unearthly mouth in a flash, unhindered by chitin or any other protection. A shriek quickly became nothing more than a gasp. The monster withdrew, staggered and shaking, before it collapsed on the floor in front of her. It looked back at her with a wide black eye as big as her entire face, bearing no resemblance to anything familiar to her…and yet she saw emotion there.
That single eye pleaded to her in a desperation it could not give voice as it died. The creature was no longer a monster at all. It was merely an alien again. Different from her, yet no less sentient or worthy of life.
Alicia felt words choke up in her throat. She looked to the control room again, having already forgotten the battle there. All she wanted now was answers, but she found none.
The fighting was over. Janeka stood on the other side of the low wall separating the control room with her smoking pulse rifle held in her left hand. The gunny clutched her right hand against her chest as if it was hurt. Alicia saw none of the guards, except for one or two laid out on the control panels, but Janeka’s presence explained their absence. There could’ve been an entire squad out in that hallway and they wouldn’t have kept the gunny out.
Carson stepped into view from amid the smoke. He looked as shocked as Alicia felt.
Nobody else moved. No one else in the room still lived.
“Alicia,” said Janeka. “You’re okay.”
The younger woman gulped. “Y-yeah,” she managed, and then realized it wasn’t a question. It was a statement. A confirmation for her own benefit.
Janeka nodded. “We’ve got to go.”
* * *
Ravenell made it up half a flight of stairs before he decided he deeply hated the man slung over his back. He’d performed a fireman’s carry many times in training, and even a couple times in actual emergencies, but he remembered it being easier than this. At first, carrying their captive to the stairs, he thought he only imagined the difference. Then it sank in for him as he started the climb: his fellow marines were generally lighter and in better shape than this guy.
The executive didn’t need exercise when he could afford medical treatments and tech to keep himself healthy. Maybe he didn’t even work out at all, and instead just went in to see the doctor every couple months for a cleanup. His muscles might be grown from a bottle and electrically stimulated. Even if the exec didn’t go that far, “not flabby” didn’t mean the same thing as “lean,” but people with enough money didn’t need to care about the difference.
It was a classist stereotype. Ravenell knew it. As he huffed and grunted his way up the last few steps, though, he decided he didn’t care. Fuck this guy anyway.
Ahead of him, Medina flung the door to the rooftop open. The agent immediately jerked back from it and brought up her rifle. “God damn it,” she cursed, “trouble on the roof!”
Ravenell laid his unconscious burden on the floor by the wall. Medina was already firing before he got a look at the scene. A handful of men and women in CDC security fatigues scattered away from Westwind’s open gangway ramp. A few of them carried limp people in civilian clothes between them, too. Ravenell recognized them right away as the welcoming committee from their arrival. That didn’t mean anything good for Vargas, or for their escape.
“Where the hell did they come from?” Ravenell asked, unslinging his rifle to help Medina. He saw the answer to his own question before Medina spoke. An airvan swung around into view from the other side of Westwind, keeping its open side door facing the elevator enclosure to give its doorgunner a clear line of fire.
Medina pulled back from the doorway as red flashes of light chewed through the masonry and glass of the enclosure. Ravenell held to training and instincts. That doorgunner had a heavy, scary weapon, but he was in a rush and firing from a moving, floating vehicle.
Ravenell dropped to one knee and brought his rifle to his shoulder. His heart all but jumped straight into his throat as masonry burst and lasers shot past him, but he aimed like he’d been taught.
Accuracy counts for more than firepower as long as you apply it. Janeka’s words steadied him in the second and a half of eternity it took Ravenell to draw a bead. A squeeze of the trigger and a series of blue flashes proved her right. The torrent of laser fire ended almost instantly. Ravenell opened his other eye and leaned back from his rifle to see the doorgunner sagging forward against the straps of his seat. His weapon and his chest bore ugly black burns.
The airvan peeled off immediately, dropping beneath the lip of the rooftop presumably to let the crew take care of their injured gunner. As soon as he’d warded off one threat, though, Ravenell had to devote his attention to the next. The squad of security troopers hustled around the big ventilation units, carrying or dragging the three unconscious civilians nearby along with them. Several took up firing positions to keep the heat on Ravenell’s position.
A second military airvan floated in behind the machinery, but as soon as he saw it, Ravenell discounted it as a threat. The aircraft’s position suggested it was focused on evacuating the non-combatants, which suited him just fine. He didn’t want civilians in the line of fire, anyway, no matter who they worked for.
That thought reminded him of another problem. Ravenell looked back to the set of chairs at the little reception area. Andrew was still slumped back in one of those chairs without a clue to the danger around him. By some miracle, none of the initial blasts from the airvan’s door gun tagged him.
Medina had the entrance covered. She shot at some of the troopers across the roof, cursing and warning the others about the situation over their comms net. Ravenell abandoned the door, keeping low in a rush for the unconscious civilian in the chair. The guy hadn’t put up a fight. He hadn’t even known what he was getting into with this job. Signing up with the wrong office didn’t merit a laser blast in the head.
The chair beside Andrew suffered a pair of stray hits, possibly meant for Ravenell, but clearly enough to cut the backrest in half. This wasn’t a safe spot. Still staying low, Ravenell grabbed Andrew’s necktie and pulled him down onto the floor.
“Guh. Wha?” Andrew mumbled, awakened by his sudden face-first fall but still disoriented.
“You’re in a gunfight!” Ravenell warned him. “Crawl over to the corner and stay there!”
“That fucker isn’t worth your time!” Medina barked. “Get over here and help me!”
Ravenell didn’t argue. His job was done. With Andrew scrambling away in terror, the young marine rolled back across the worst of the free fire zone and returned to his initial spot by the door near the unconscious executive.
Medina already had one of their enemies down. Regardless of Ravenell’s feelings about the agents, he had to admit they could shoot. He just didn’t know if it would be enough. Ravenell got set for another shot and looked for a target. He saw a trooper here and another there, but none of them exposed enough to make for a solid opportunity. The airvan behind the ventilation units rose and then fell away again, taking the remaining civilians out of the fight. That meant the other troopers would be free to join in the shooting.
“Does this response seem a little heavy for a research campus to you?” asked Ravenell.
“Not if what they’re saying downstairs about a goddamn alien is true,” grumbled Medina. “They’re probably holding off on grenades and worse ‘cause they don’t know who they’ll hit in here.” Medina held her own fire for only a second before letting loose with another burst. “That won’t last. We gotta get to the ship. The engines are still warm but I don’t see Vargas.”
Ravenell laid down a little suppressive fire of his own. “Got any ideas?” he asked.
“Only a shitty one: you cover me, I make a run for it.”
“Okay,” said Ravenell. Then a thought occurred to him. “When’s the last time you ran shuttle sprints?”
Medina looked the tall young marine up and down with a quick glance. She took Ravenell’s meaning without debate. “Okay, I’ll cover, you run. Wait ‘til we put one more of ‘em down. Go for it while they’re still shaken. You ready?”
Ravenell hesitated only long enough to roll one ankle in a quick stretch, then the other. It would be all the prep he’d get. “Ready.”
Opportunity appeared a few seconds later. Medina clipped one of the enemy in the shoulder as a guard swung around a ventilation unit across the rooftop to shoot. Her target screamed in pain, dropping back under cover. Medina switched to rapid fire to keep everyone else’s heads down.
That was Ravenell’s cue. He launched himself out of the enclosure, rifle in hand but not at all in use. Even wild shooting would only slow him down. He ran as fast as he could, jerking a little to the left, then right, then right again as he’d been trained to break his steady trajectory for anyone trying to shoot him. The moves probably saved him from at least one pulse, but he didn’t keep track. It didn’t matter. People were shooting at him. The only shot that would stand out would be the one to hit him. Thankfully, none did, but not for lack of effort.
He ducked low at the gangway, more to randomize his speed than anything else, and evaded a series of blasts that struck the open hatch as a result. A little more suppressive fire from Medina gave Ravenell the chance to leap up the gangway and into the ship without being cut down. He felt a tug on his combat jacket as a shot grazed the back, but no harm came to him.
Taking nothing for granted, Ravenell spun and knelt upon entry, sweeping the compartment and adjoining passages with his rifle. He saw no one to the aft of the ship. To the fore, the hatch to the cockpit stood open. Cracks and blackened holes decorated the transparent canopy. “Oh no,” Ravenell murmured, but got to his feet and rushed forward.
Vargas sat limp in the captain’s chair. Parts of him were simply gone. Only cauterized flesh and fabric remained in their place. Much of the cockpit controls were damaged, too, blasted by the same laser fire that had wrecked the canopy and killed the pilot. Not everything was lost, though. Ravenell knew enough about ship construction and damage control that he didn’t write the whole compartment off as a loss despite the visuals. He’d been trained to figure out how to fix things as well as how to fight.
The latter took precedence now. He remembered those guards taking cover up by the front landing struts. From here, he had a little elevation on them, but the angle was awful for shooting. He’d have to poke himself halfway out the canopy and bend at the waist, or stick his rifle out and fire blindly.
Thankfully, he still had another option. Ravenell pulled his remaining shock grenade from his belt and hit the activator. Counting off a couple of ticks from the timer, Ravenell reached for the demolished port side of the canopy and slipped the grenade over the side. The rest of the time delay elapsed as it fell and hit the concrete outside.
He heard a cry of warning cut off by an electric crackle. Then he heard considerably less shooting.
“I’m in the cockpit,” he said over the communications link. “Vargas is dead. The controls took some serious small arms fire but I’m not sure how bad it is yet. We’ve got holes in the canopy and some of the screens. Things are still running, though.”
“We’re almost there,” Carson huffed back over the link. “Keep the path as clear as you can.”
Ravenell glanced over the controls again. Helm was basically intact. Back-up redundancies would suffice if necessary. Holo screens could overlay and replace the destroyed astrogation screen with only a mild bit of inconvenience. Much the same could be said for communications and the rest. The ES and other defense console looked fine, at least, and Ravenell wasn’t worried about the canopy.
In fact, he could shoot out the holes in the starboard side of the canopy. That offered him a new vantage point against the remaining guards. Ravenell took up a spot by sitting on a wrecked control panel, stuck his rifle out, and opened up a new front in their fight to escape.
* * *
Alicia was no stranger to blood or death. Basic training involved daily bare-knuckles hand to hand combat training. While injuries weren’t deliberate, they happened. The navy wanted its people ready for rough times, and provided top-flight medical care to make sure it didn’t slow the training cycle. That preparation made a difference when the invasion hit and people were wounded and killed. Alicia saw ugly things that day, and after, but she was as ready for it as she could be.
Still, most of her experience tended toward energy weapons. Even her knife held a laser-heated edge that tended to cauterize wounds. The effects of lasers and plasma were ugly, but they were usually contained. What happened to Woods was far uglier and more gruesome.
The blood didn’t seem to matter to the woman carrying her body. Janeka climbed one stair after another with Woods over her shoulders, securing the fireman’s carry with the restraints she’d carried for a potential prisoner since Janeka could only use one hand. Alicia followed close behind, her rifle at the ready. She had more than enough good looks at their slain teammate and the mess left behind on Janeka’s clothes.
“There’s gotta be some way I can help,” said Alicia as they hurried up the stairs.
“You are helping,” grunted Janeka. “You’re watching our backs. I can’t shoot.”
“Two flights left!” Carson urged from up ahead.
“He could help,” Alicia muttered.
“He has the data. Getting him out is our priority.”
Alicia bit back her first response. She somehow doubted Janeka’s priorities would be the same if the gunny were in charge and carrying the data herself.
They heard the door open up top and the sounds of battle as they made it to the last flight of stairs. From their earpieces, they knew the score already. Only a few of the security force’s rooftop team remained, but the open space between the elevator enclosure and Westwind gave the opposition an advantage. Even if Ravenell and Medina could keep them pinned in place, it still made escape a dangerous prospect.
That danger only worsened if someone was slowed by a body over his or her shoulders.
“Good, you’re here,” said Carson as the women emerged from the stairwell. He stood with his back against the wall by the doorway, taking up the spot opposite Medina. A couple of shots blew harmlessly past them both, further punishing the waiting area furniture. “Ravenell’s got half of them down already. The rest are mostly hidden around those ventilation units there. We can just blast through that with the plasma carbines.”
“Plasma blasts lose power at that distance. The carbines will run out of charges before we get through that thing.” Janeka moved over to Carson’s side, staying out of the line of fire. “Ravenell, are you out of grenades?” she asked over the link. “There are more in the weapons locker.”
“They’ve got someone watching me now,” Ravenell answered. “It’s the same problem I had at the door downstairs. By the time I can make a decent throw, I’ll be hit.”
“And we need him in the cockpit,” added Carson. “We may have to do it the straightforward and ugly way.”
“If she’s carrying Woods and someone else has the prisoner?” Medina asked. She shook her head. “Not a good idea.”
“No, I mean a straight assault. Put the bodies down and go for it.”
Alicia only half listened to him. The guy’s entire vocabulary was apparently made up of bad ideas anyway. She took in the view through the doorway, looking at the big ventilation unit at the corner of the roof that served as shelter for the enemy. They didn’t have much space between it and the lip of the rooftop, with only a hip-level safety wall separating the deck from a lethal drop. The space and the altitude limited everyone’s mobility…though it limited some less than others.
“I can flank them,” she suggested. “Medina, give me your last grenade.” The agents and Janeka looked at her with confused frowns. Alicia shrugged. “I’ll go around.”
“Around where?” Carson asked.
“Give her the grenade,” said Janeka, her words slow but suggesting she understood. Medina shrugged, handing over the item when Carson didn’t object, but both agents still looked unsure. Only Janeka seemed to understand her thinking. “If they have spotters or snipers nearby…” she warned Alicia.
The younger woman shrugged. “Hey, it’s not like I saw this coming. Why would they be ready for it?” She hustled to the back of the small enclosure, hooking the grenade to her belt before she pulled out her plasma carbine. “Keep ‘em distracted,” she said.
Janeka gave Carson a nod. She stayed out of the way, still preoccupied with the burden over her shoulders and a wounded arm. Carson and Medina kept up their resistance at the increasingly battered entrance. Janeka got Ravenell in on it, too, instructing him to at least make a spectacle and target of Westwind’s cockpit if he couldn’t actively shoot. The hull could withstand small arms fire. All Ravenell needed to do was avoid getting himself hit.
Alicia blasted the back wall of the elevator enclosure with her plasma carbine, vaporizing a small spread of steel-reinforced masonry. A second shot widened the hole enough for her to crawl through. She holstered the weapon and squeezed out, finding the safety wall that marked the edge of the roof only a meter away.
No one threatened her out here. The enemy had no line of sight. She steadied herself with a couple of breaths before she gave up her relative safety to slip over the side of the roof.
The safety wall was just thick enough to make for a good handhold. Alicia told herself this wasn’t all that different from the parallel bars except for the less than ideal shape of her handhold, the wind, the people shooting all around her, and the height. Seventeen floors made for a bit more of a drop than she ever faced in the gym.
Alicia reached out with one hand, then slid the other in close. A second shuffle brought her a little closer to the corner of the roof. The sixth repetition got her there. She kept moving, hauling herself around to the other side and then onward.
You’ve got the battalion record for the flex-arm hang, she reminded herself. Archangel gold on the bars. Don’t even have to do any turns here. You can do this.
The shooting continued. She heard voices among the enemy, still a couple dozen meters away, but it was all the usual shouting of combat: keep them pinned, where’s our back-up, hang in there and we’ll get you out. Somebody put out a burst of pulse fire and cursed at their bad luck for hitting nothing. Someone else told everyone to calm down and aim.
Nobody mentioned the pair of hands shuffling toward them along the lip of the safety wall.
“C’mon, we gotta finish this,” someone grunted right beside her. She looked up, saw a rifle swing over her head on its way to the corner of the ventilation unit, and heard the hum of its power cell as it opened up. She saw the flash of return fire over her head—and one blast that cut right through the safety wall only half a meter to her side. Alicia froze, suddenly much more worried about another such blast than she was about the seventeen story drop below her.
Nothing else changed. She shuffled a little more, past the hole in the wall and closer to the remaining voices. It wasn’t until she risked pulling one hand away to grab the grenade that she actually looked down toward the ground.
That was a mistake, she decided, but no worse of a mistake than giving voice to this idea in the first place.
Alicia armed the shock grenade, waited two seconds through its timer, and then lobbed it over the side. She hung on with both hands and hoped the angle would be enough to protect her fingers from the blast. Suddenly her plan seemed terrible.
White light flashed on the other side of the wall, brightly enough that she saw it in her peripheral vision in broad daylight. She heard a yelp and a little banging around amid the crackle of electricity. Alicia hauled herself up over the lip of the wall, muscles straining but ready for a little final effort to end this exertion. She found four security troopers laid out in the space between the safety wall and the ventilation unit.
“Side secured,” she huffed over the link.
“Oh shit, guys?” came a voice to her right. Alicia looked over as one last security trooper stepped around the corner of the ventilator with concern in his voice.
He had a gun. She didn’t. Alicia reacted the only way she could, rushing toward him in two swift steps. She closed the distance as he recognized the threat, left foot in front of the right, then brought her right up hard in a kick full of momentum and power. Her foot landed against his rifle before he had it up to bear, delivering him no harm. The force of the kick sent him staggering back where he had no room for error.
He was taller than Alicia. The safety wall didn’t quite reach his hip. In the blink of an eye, he was gone.
“We’re leaving,” declared Carson. “Medina and I have the prisoner. Ravenell, pull Vargas out of the chair. I’ll take the helm. Let’s go!”



CHAPTER SEVEN
 Interrogation
“By definition, a laser always moves at the speed of light. If you can see the beam, it’s already too late. The only way to dodge is to get out of the way before it’s fired.”
--Stanley Kim, So You Want to Be a Combat Pilot
  Lai Wa Publishing, 2275
 
She half expected the ship to take off without her. Once on board, she could release that ugly fear, but she still felt some surprise when she got the gangway hatch closed up without feeling the shudder of Westwind lifting off. Her surprise doubled when she heard Carson yell from the cockpit.
“Wong!” he shouted with barely controlled alarm. “Get up here!”
Alicia hustled forward. Blood marred the deck, pooling at one point near the gangway hatch before leaving a trail. Someone must have dragged Woods into her cabin as soon as they had the body on board, only seconds before Alicia made it to the ship. In the tiny galley, Medina worked to strap their unconscious prisoner down into one of the chairs.
The cockpit door opened up before she reached it. Ravenell shuffled out backwards, dragging another limp body with him. Vargas was slumped in the young marine’s arms with too much of himself burned away to offer any hope he might still be alive. Beyond the two, Alicia saw the plate armor shield slide down over the shattered remnants of the bridge canopy. Carson sat in the captain’s chair to the left. Janeka moved out of the copilot’s seat, clutching her wounded arm to her chest as she shifted over to the ops station behind the two forward chairs.
“Sorry,” Ravenell grunted as he worked to get himself and their dead pilot out of her way. Alicia didn’t rebuke him. She pressed herself up against the bulkhead and the side of the hatch to let Ravenell by. Frustrating and ghoulish as this was, Alicia would never criticize anyone’s handling of such a task.
“Wong, take the chair,” Carson ordered, pointing to the vacant seat beside his. “We need you at the helm.”
Alicia blinked in surprise, but jumped into the seat as instructed. “I’m flying?”
“The fucking computer won’t recognize either of us,” Carson explained, jerking his thumb back at Janeka. “Something got locked in when the ship was hit. The system still recognizes you and Vargas as the duty bridge crew.”
“Oh shit,” she gasped. Alicia hit the security lockout on her control panel, calling up a screen for her password and leaning in for the retinal scan. Westwind had more security over its systems than most ships she knew of, but then, most ships weren’t built for covert ops. “Do you want me to pass control over?”
“No time. Get us in the air.”
Thankfully, the engines were still spun up and the thrusters warm. The ship was already set to go. Like Woods, Vargas had stayed at his job right up until his death.
Alicia swept her hands over the controls, bringing a holographic overlay of Westwind’s surroundings onto the canopy shield. The projection mimicked reality with such fidelity she could hardly tell she wasn’t looking through a window. She threw on the anti-grav thrusters, but had to stop herself from going through other routine motions like calling in their departure to vessel control. The problem with training for the routine was that it often threatened to take hold under the stress of an emergency. Alicia had to deliberately contradict her training, which in turn made her hesitate. “Heading?” she asked.
“Just get us out of here!” Carson snapped as if it was obvious. “Out of the gravity well! Go!”
“Lifting off,” she announced. Her training and discipline saved Carson from a backfist across his face. Alicia wondered if that was the right training to hold onto.
Westwind floated into the air and quickly rotated to face the sky. While antigrav thrusters on her wings and underbelly took her off the rooftop, internal artificial gravity erased nearly all of the sensations of the ship’s dramatic reorientation. The ship rose ninety degrees from its previous plane with no more disturbance to its passengers than a mild ride on a monorail. Strapped into her chair, Alicia felt almost nothing at all as the view on the canopy screen turned from the skyline to nothing but clouds above.
Alicia put the artificial gravity to its biggest test as she cranked the thrusters to maximum. Westwind shot into the sky, trailing smoke and vapor in her wake. The sequence called for antigrav first and a full burn only once in the air, but Alicia didn’t consciously think about that until the thrusters roared. At least the survivors of the rooftop battle would wake up only covered in soot and possibly a little crispy, rather than completely immolated. Oh good, she thought. You didn’t accidentally waste more non-combatants or people who aren’t a threat to you. Even her sense of relief came with self-recrimination.
We’re not out of this yet. Get your head in the fucking game, girl.
Alicia kept her eyes on the skies ahead and the other projections on the bridge canopy. Thankfully, Westwind turned out to be as fast as Vargas had promised. The ship broke through the lower atmosphere in seconds. From there, she accelerated dramatically. Nothing loomed directly in her path, but she wasn’t out of danger yet. Any weapon that could threaten a starship enjoyed a long reach. An indicator on her panel assured her the ship’s electrostatic reinforcement system was up and running, but ES protection might not be enough. By now, they had to have plenty of interested parties watching their flight.
“I’ve got no targeting signals yet,” said Janeka from the station behind Alicia’s chair. She’d apparently taken on tactical and support systems. If she announced it earlier, Wong completely missed it. “Carson, is anyone flashing warning messages? Nothing from traffic control or local militia?”
“Only the standard automated stuff you’d expect,” Carson answered. He kept his eyes and his fingers glued to the controls. “Even if CDC has the militia in their pocket, we were only on site for ten minutes. It might not have filtered up to the local defense net yet.”
“I expected better from these people,” said Janeka. “With all the chest-thumping and strutting around with their militia, you’d think they would jump at the chance to show off against a real violation.”
Her last syllable faded under the sound of an alarm. Alicia felt the ship react, turning and varying acceleration to alter its trajectory. The ship’s computers handled most evasive action, responding faster than a biological pilot could, but the human element still provided an additional randomizing factor that made a target’s path even harder to predict. Alicia threw Westwind into a spin and dropped her acceleration a notch to throw off enemy targeting.
Red beams flashed through the darkness ahead of the ship, appearing on the canopy overlay as the same sudden lines of bright color Alicia would have seen with the naked eye. Her display marked a frigate in orbit forty thousand klicks away as the origin point. At that distance, the frigate had them at only moderate range. More shots would follow. “Does that measure up to your standards?” Alicia asked.
“Did they hit us?” Janeka answered.
Alicia couldn’t hold back her grim smirk. Nothing was ever good enough for the gunny.
Westwind spat out a couple of chaff missiles at Janeka’s direction. The missiles flew a few hundred kilometers out in an arc between the courier ship and the frigate, bursting with a mix of metals that burned even in the vacuum of space and particles that made a mess of signals across the electromagnetic spectrum. The screen wouldn’t last, but it would at least make Westwind a tougher target.
Ranges and trajectories appeared on the canopy projection in the form of more colorful lines and text superimposed over a natural starfield. Gravity waves made Faster Than Light travel dangerous within a star system, and therefore illegal, but FTL risk was minimal given enough distance from large objects. Following the rule of thumb Alicia had learned in basic, Westwind needed to get beyond the orbital path of the planet’s farthest moon. With the distance she’d already put between Westwind and Maurras, that left them with a little under three hundred thousand kilometers to cover. Thankfully, both moons were far out of Westwind’s path, or they’d have added their own gravity wells to the problem. The ship’s computers helpfully put the data up on the canopy, along with a dotted red line representing their goal and a projected ETA.
Alicia kept Westwind speeding toward the line, but had to keep altering heading and velocity to avoid getting shot. Every second on the countdown represented more risks of being hit. She watched the frigate and other vessels on her combat display, too, noting their courses and distances. They’d be out of firing range before they hit the orbital line…except for the change in heading she now saw from the frigate. “Shit, she’s pursuing,” Alicia warned.
“I see it,” said Carson. “They aren’t flashing any warnings or commands, though.”
Another blast of laser fire shot past the ship. The beam flew over Westwind close enough to appear on her canopy screen. Others followed. “I’d call that a warning,” said Janeka as she fired off another pair of chaff missiles. “She can’t catch up to our acceleration. We’ll have her at long range in seconds.”
“She’s gonna stay within long range until we get to the line, though,” Alicia grumbled. That meant the frigate would continue shooting at them for at least another few minutes. To her mind, a full minute of shooting at anything offered an endless number of chances to get lucky. The frigate wouldn’t bother with missiles at this range, but lasers traveled at the speed of light. She had no more lead time on a laser blast in space than she had in a gunfight on the ground.
Alicia hated starship combat. She hated the math. It wasn’t hard to understand, but the results were hell on her nerves. At least a face-to-face gunfight killed with surprise. Starship fights killed through tension.
Thinner rays of red light chased Westwind through the void. Alicia kept the ship rolling and jerking. Yet while Westwind moved faster with every second, the vastness of space and the lack of large objects nearby distorted her perspective. Nearing her top speed, Westwind moved like a bullet, but in such a great void it felt like the ship was crawling.
“Guess they’re putting the light turrets on us now instead of the cannon,” Alicia muttered. “Not like they need to score a big hit to keep us from going FTL. Lighter shots mean more shots.”
“If they hit us at all, we’re gonna have problems with more than just the FTL drive,” Carson grumbled. “Are you at full acceleration?” he asked, then answered his question with a single glance at the controls. He looked over his shoulder to Janeka. “Can you—?” Carson began, but cut himself off. He turned back to his own portion of the control console and fumed.
Alicia almost empathized. She had the helm while Janeka handled tactical systems like the chaff missiles. The ship was under the gun, everyone’s lives were in danger, and he had nothing to do. If it weren’t for a woman in a lab coat lying dead in a hallway, Alicia might have felt bad for him. Instead, she was glad this was out of his hands.
Systems blinked out and alarms blared. Alicia’s eyes darted to the canopy screen, where she saw an outline of the ship with a flashing red warning over the top. Westwind had been grazed by a laser, but thankfully nothing critical went down. The hull still kept it together. She reminded herself to keep it together, too. Worries and regrets could come later.
Time and distance to their destination spun down. The frequency of fire picked up as the frigate accelerated, doing its best to catch the escaping vessel. She didn’t like the looks of those numbers. Her attention darted from one chart to the next in search of a solution.
“We need to jump,” she said. “Now.”
“We’ve got another two minutes to go,” said Carson.
“We won’t make it half that if they keep firing on us. They tagged us once already.”
“You can do this, Wong,” said Janeka.
“No, Gunny—what I’m saying is I can do this. A short jump. Now. Look at the rest of the system.” She pointed to a side screen on the canopy. “We’ve got a clear shot out of here. There’s nothing else with an orbital path in our way. We’re going ninety degrees away from everything.”
“Still too close to Maurras,” grunted Carson. “We’ve only gotta make it a little longer.”
Alicia threw Westwind into a corkscrew, preempting whatever the computers wanted to do and narrowly avoiding another blast for it. “It’s a gamble even if we wait to the line, but we’re about to get shot.”
“If we jump to soon we could get torn to shreds.”
“Torn up or blasted apart, what’s the difference?”
Carson looked to the projections again. Fire from the frigate picked up. They knew Westwind was closing in on her escape, but they also clearly knew how to increase their chances of hitting her. Alicia fumed, waiting for Carson to figure out the implications. She wanted to ask whether the “intelligence” in his job title was supposed to be irony, but she was too busy trying to dodge lasers before they were fired.
“Short jump,” he said. “Do it.”
Alicia called up the control screen. As with so much of the ship, most of the FTL systems were computer-controlled. No human did this kind of math on the fly. She input a short range and approved the first results projected by the computer, dismissing warnings at every step. To make the jump happen correctly, though, she would need to take Westwind off of its evasive patterns and fly in a straight line. Even two seconds of predictable flight could be fatal against a skilled enemy. “Gunny?” she asked.
“Say the word,” Janeka replied. The ES systems would drop as soon as Alicia hit the final command. Janeka threw out a couple more chaff missiles in quick succession, hoping to give the ship a little more cover while it was vulnerable.
The frigate would know what that meant, of course. All Alicia could do was drift off a little low on her current plane, a little bit to port, and glide until the course was locked in and the ship jumped.
Laser fire intensified, bracketing Westwind like an angry storm of red lightning. Alicia braced herself for the thunder to catch up. It didn’t hit before she keyed in the final button.
Westwind’s bridge canopy went black as the ship jerked forward. Projections and data blinked out of existence. The star field disappeared from the screens.
Ten seconds later, Westwind came out of FTL in deep space and in one piece.
* * *
“Think that’s the last of it,” said Alicia. She ran her flashlight over the scorched line along the hull one last time, but saw nothing new. While the damage from the frigate’s lasers was ugly, it didn’t run deep. A hit at closer range would have been much worse. The damage from the rooftop battle was entirely cosmetic. “Vargas was right about the ES system on this ship. She holds together like a champ.”
“Good to know,” came Medina’s voice over her helmet comms system. “Okay, pull it back in for now. We’ve got plenty more to do.” She paused before adding, “Ravenell could probably use your help.”
“Yeah,” Alicia replied. She flicked off her light and turned around, walking slowly to let the magnetic relays in her boots clamp down on Westwind’s hull one step at a time. Part of her wanted to turn off the comms channel and just stay out here in the void for a while. The rest of her felt like this entire task was a distraction and a delay from friends in need.
Those friends wouldn’t complain, of course. If Ravenell had to take care of things all on his own, he would, and she’d never hear a word about it. But it would be wrong to leave it to him alone.
Westwind’s airlock vestibule opened up near the aft end of the ship. Alicia passed through the exterior hatch and closed it up behind her, feeling the brief wobbly sensation of the return to artificial gravity and, soon after that, a pressurized environment. She paused at the sight of the other vac suits and helmets in a rack on the opposite side of the airlock, but didn’t leave any of her gear there. The shooting had ended only minutes ago. If hanging onto her helmet for a while longer marked her as paranoid, she was comfortable with that.
She found Ravenell a short distance forward from the airlock. Westwind had no sick bay, but the small space containing the courier ship’s hibernation beds came close enough. That made it the place to be for Janeka, too. Naturally, the gunny didn’t sit down or take it easy. The corrective bandage couldn’t have been at work on her forearm for more than three minutes, but Janeka was already closing up the last of Woods’s wounds with the auto-suture. Her bloodied combat jacket sat on a table along the bulkhead.
Ravenell pressed the last buttons on the bed holding Vargas. A transparent canopy slid into place to seal him in, with a sheet covering the ship’s pilot from his head down. Alicia hadn’t gotten much of a look at him during the chaos. Now she didn’t know if looking at his face was a good idea.
“Guess this’ll keep them stable until we can get them home, huh?” Alicia mumbled. It was a statement of the obvious, but the silence bothered her.
“Should do the trick, yeah,” said Ravenell. She heard all the same somber tones in his voice she felt in her own. He hit a couple of buttons to activate the bed’s cooling systems and turned to the other occupied bed. “Gunny, I can finish this,” he said, reaching for the small device she held over the dead woman’s wounded chest.
Janeka nodded once before turning away. Ravenell stepped in, keeping the auto-suture in place as it stitched Woods up. “How does the ship look?” the gunny asked.
Alicia blinked, looking away from the agent. “We’re fine. Lost a few running lights and maybe a couple centimeters of depth off the hull, but nothing serious. We got lucky.”
“We were fast,” said Janeka. Her eyes drifted back to Woods. “And we paid for that speed.”
“Task complete,” announced the computerized voice of the auto-suture.
Ravenell moved it to the next gunshot wound and set it to work again. “Woods went down hard, didn’t she?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” said Alicia. “I wasn’t…I wasn’t there.”
“Wong.” Janeka waited for Alicia to meet her hard gaze. “I saw the end of that fight. I saw you, I saw Carson, and I saw her. Everyone had their hands full. It’s unrealistic to expect yourself to provide covering fire with a Krokinthian chasing you down. This was not your fault.”
“They really had a Krok in there?” asked Ravenell. “Jesus. What happened?”
“I had to shoot it.” Alicia swallowed hard. “They had it locked up in a tank and it must have busted out when Woods took out the power. By the time we got there, it was berserk.” Her voice shook. She forced herself to continue. “Carson wanted video, so I got it, but the Krok came after me.”
“It couldn’t tell you from anyone else, Wong,” said Janeka. “You had no translation gear and no other options. It would have killed you.”
“There were cables sticking out of it,” Alicia went on. “Cables and computer chips and connections for…for I don’t know what.”
“They were experimenting on it?” asked Ravenell.
“That was a laboratory,” answered Janeka. “Wong. Listen to me. That Krok’s death is not on you. It was as good as dead the moment they got their hands on it. All you did was end its suffering. You had no other options.”
Alicia blinked away tears. She looked over to the blanket covering Vargas. “It probably just wanted to go home.”
“Probably. Home wasn’t in the cards, Wong. That Krok was done. You didn’t need to go down with it.”
“You think they only had the one?” asked Ravenell.
Alicia winced. Oh god, she thought. What if?
“We’ll find out,” said Janeka. “We have a prisoner. We have data. And we did all we could in the time we had, with the people we had.”
The auto-suture announced completion of its task again. Alicia felt an arm on her shoulder. Ravenell stood close, watching her. “It ain’t on you,” he said.
She had to fight to get the words out. They didn’t come easily or loudly but she didn’t want to carry this around forever. Not even for another minute. Holding it in did her no good. “It wasn’t just the Krok.”
Someone cleared their throat behind her. Alicia turned to find Medina standing in the open hatch. “I’m sorry to interrupt. We need someone to take over the watch at the helm. Is there anything I can do to help in here?”
“No, we’ve got it,” said Ravenell. He pulled a sheet over Woods and closed up the hibernation bed as he’d done for Vargas.
“Gunny, how’s your arm?”
“Unpleasant.”
Medina nodded, glancing around at the three again. “Hilbert wasn’t on site. If they sent him to some other facility we need to find out where before Maurras sends out any kind of warning. We need to interrogate our prisoner right away, and that’s going to require both Carson and myself. The best space is in the galley. We’ll need you to keep clear of there until we’re finished, and I can’t say how long that will take. It’s important that we aren’t interrupted. I realize it’s inconvenient. Sorry for that.”
“We’ll all move to the cockpit,” said Janeka.
“That works.” Medina paused, looking to the hibernation beds. “Thank you for taking care of them,” she said.
“Of course.” With a nod to the others, Janeka led the way out of the de facto infirmary. The three marines walked in silence, trailed by Medina. As they passed through the galley, each one glanced to their prisoner still slumped into his chair behind the small table. Only when they came to the cockpit did anyone speak, and at first that was only the routine script of transferring controls from Carson to Janeka. Then the agent left, closing the cockpit door behind him.
Janeka sank into the pilot’s chair. Alicia took up the co-pilot’s. Ravenell stayed on his feet rather than sitting down in the remaining spot, folding his arms across his chest uncomfortably. “I don’t want to sound naïve,” he said, “but is anyone else thinking they might—?”
“You should remember every word said in this compartment is recorded,” interrupted Janeka. “Once this mission is over, it’s bound to be reviewed by someone in the ministry. Carson and Medina are professionals. They know how to run an interrogation.”
Janeka keyed up a couple of controls with her left hand, keeping her injured right wrist tucked in close. “Torture is for idiots and amateurs. Information extracted from a prisoner by force is inherently unreliable. They both know that. The ministry knows that, and so does the navy, which is why you’re trained not to do anything so stupid.”
A holo screen appeared in the air at the center of the control console. The holo showed the view from the hard screen embedded in the wall of the galley, offering a live picture of Carson and Medina as they settled into the seats at the table with their prisoner.
“And if either of them lay a finger on that man, you will both intervene immediately with extreme prejudice,” Janeka finished.
Alicia and Ravenell looked at her in shock. “You just said everything in here is recorded,” Alicia pointed out.
“Yes. Is there some reason to fear being recorded while upholding the law?” Janeka didn’t quite smile. “It’s best if we listen in, anyway. We can’t be in the room while this is going on, but this way Carson and Medina don’t have to waste time giving us a recap.”
The pair of agents said little to one another. Alicia guessed they must have discussed their plans before bringing her and the others to the cockpit. With little preparation evident, Carson took a small capsule from one pocket and broke it open under the prisoner’s nose. Tiller sat still for only a few seconds more before jerking uncomfortably awake at the unpleasant smell.
He looked groggy at first, but his confusion quickly resolved itself. Carson and Medina sat in silence. Finally, Tiller asked, “Who are you? What do you want? What’s going on?”
“We are exactly what you feared the moment you brought a captive alien into your lab, Mr. Tiller,” answered Medina. She held her voice to an almost mild tone, but not one that offered any comfort or reassurance. She held up a data chip. “We have video of the Krokinthian. We have your research data. And we have you.”
Tiller swallowed hard. “That doesn’t tell me who I’m dealing with.”
“No, it doesn’t,” Medina conceded. “Tell me, how might that knowledge affect your answers given your predicament?” She waited as Tiller’s mouth twitched without an answer.
“Mr. Tiller, you are a long way from home. As you may have guessed, you’re on a starship right now. You are far from any hope of rescue and you will not be going home at the end of your day at the office tonight. What happens to you beyond that depends on the choices you make now. Your answers and your degree of cooperation will determine whether you are released, or handed over to legal authorities, or held indefinitely, as well as the treatment you will receive in the interim. As you might imagine, you’re in terrible trouble and it’s up to you to mitigate that.”
“Legal authorities?” Tiller snorted with derision, but his voice shook. “None of this is legal. You didn’t arrest me. You guys shot up my office and kidnapped me. How many people did you kill along the way?”
“We didn’t keep count.” The steadiness of Medina’s voice and her gaze clearly rattled Tiller, though the executive tried to hide it. “Mr. Tiller, who authorized the capture and study of the alien in your facility?”
Tiller glanced from Medina’s stare to Carson’s expressionless face and back again. “You don’t already know?”
“I want to hear it from you.”
“It was…it was contracted out by the Union Fleet. Th-their intelligence people. They knew.”
“Union Fleet Intelligence handed over a dangerous alien held in violation of Union law to a private company to keep in a civilian lab? Rather than holding it in one of their own fortified bases? Mr. Tiller, that sort of lie might buy you a little time if we had to verify it, but time is not on your side here. We will hold you until this matter is resolved, and lying to us will only prolong your troubles.
“I’m aware of your background, Mr. Tiller. You transitioned from working in life sciences to business management and succeeded at both, so you must be a smart man. However, you are not a con man, you aren’t a hardened criminal, and you are not a spy. You have no training or experience for the situation you’re in now. You might want to think this through before you try to deceive or hold back on us.”
“Well, if you already know the truth, why are you asking me?” Tiller asked.
“Because I want to hear it from you. Who authorized the capture and study of the alien in your facility?”
“Aw, Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “What do you think happens if I roll over on them?”
“Mr. Tiller, the only rational course for ‘them’ is to assume the worst. That means they will act as if you’re rolling over, anyway, whether you do or you don’t. Whatever loyalty you might share pales in comparison to the gravity of the crimes you and they have committed together. You’re a liability to them now. The question is whether you’re a liability to yourself, or if you want to take action to improve your present situation. Now, Mr. Tiller: who authorized the capture and study of the alien in your facility?”
Tiller looked away, wrestling with his thoughts. Medina and Carson waited.
“Are they just gonna let him sit like that?” murmured Alicia, watching the screen. “This is taking forever.”
“It’s been twenty seconds,” Janeka pointed out quietly. “If you think that’s forever, imagine how it feels for Tiller.”
“CDC handled the capture,” said Tiller. “It was the sole survivor of some ship. I don’t know the details. They brought it to us after they’d had it for a while. CDC owns my company through some stealth channels and I guess they had concerns about internal security, so they passed the project on to us.”
“What was the purpose of the project? What were your goals?”
“Mostly psychological studies. Krokinthians and Nyuyinaro both have trouble differentiating between individual humans. We gave the Krok different stimuli during different human interactions or when certain individuals came in the room. We measured physiological responses to environmental changes. Shit like that.”
“You didn’t try hooking up a translator and talking to it?”
“Sure, at first, but it wasn’t very talkative. Before long, it refused to cooperate at all. The thing grew hostile. Dangerous. We had to come up with other options.”
“You don’t sound like you’re terribly interested in such goals, Mr. Tiller. Why is that?”
“It’s basic stuff, or it should be,” Tiller replied. “But anyone who has done this research hasn’t shared, so we’re doing our own.”
“This research is illegal. Who else do you think has done it?”
“Aw, give me a break,” snorted the executive. “You think the Union Fleet hasn’t done it? Or NorthStar, or Lai Wa? None of the system governments? Don’t be naïve. Like I said, it’s basic shit. No different than primitive animal testing before we achieved space flight.”
“Who were your contacts at CDC for this project?” asked Medina.
“Wong,” Janeka murmured as Tiller rattled off a few names.
“Hm?” grunted Alicia.
“Stop cracking your knuckles.”
Alicia blinked. She looked down at her hands, balled into fists now, and opened them up. She realized she was grinding her teeth, too.
“Mr. Tiller, what can you tell us about Dr. Christine Schroeder and Dr. Alan Hilbert?” Medina asked.
“She’s…aw shit,” Tiller sighed. “You’re from Archangel.”
“That’s one possibility,” said Medina. “I should ask again: how does that affect your answers?”
“You people are crazy! Starting a war you can’t hope to win, crashing the Union economy along the way. All over what? Student debt?”
“Mr. Tiller, ask yourself how those details help you in any way given your situation. If we are crazy as you suggest, does that improve your circumstances?” The agent paused to let it sink in. “What can you tell us about Dr. Christine Schroeder and Dr. Alan Hilbert?”
“They’re xenobiologists from Archangel,” Tiller answered, nervous and sullen all at once. “Both near the top of their field.”
“And?”
“And they were in contact with our company. They consulted on our research through back channels. CDC handled it.”
“And the rest?”
“Why are you asking me questions when you already know the answers?” he shot back, but Medina didn’t answer. Finally, Tiller explained, “CDC had a plan to extract them both after their invasion of Archangel and bring them in to our company. Should’ve happened weeks ago, but I guess it got a little delayed since Archangel didn’t collapse right away like everyone expected. Last I was told, the extraction was still on. Just a matter of time, is all.”
“What were your plans for them?”
“Schroeder was going to join our team at Maurras. Hilbert was slated for the other project at…” Tiller cut himself off, but with a single glance at his interrogators, he realized it was too late. His shoulders sagged as he considered his options. “Headwaters. The other project is on the planet Headwaters.”
“Why split them up?”
“Differing areas of expertise. Hilbert specializes in Nyuyinaro. Schroeder is a Krok specialist. Obviously, she’s of more use for the project on Maurras.”
“And what is the purpose of the project on Headwaters?” Medina asked, still speaking as if she already knew the answers and was only testing Tiller. “What are the project goals?”
“All kinds of shit,” Tiller huffed. “You know what the Nyuyinaro can do. Flying around in the void unprotected, merging into symbiotic units, and then there’s all their electromagnetic capabilities. They communicate across interstellar distances at FTL speeds. Everything about them is potentially revolutionary.”
“You sound bitter, Mr. Tiller. Would you have preferred to work on the Headwaters project rather than the one on Maurras?”
“It’s a matter of my own expertise. I’m a biologist. The Krokinthian studies involved biology and physiology, but ultimately it all kept coming back to the specimen’s psychology and cognition. The Headwaters project was more up my alley.”
“I understand. What are the project goals on Headwaters?” Medina asked. Beside her, Carson called up a holo screen and began typing into the holographic keypad.
Tiller noticed. “What’s he doing?”
“Please answer the question,” said Medina.
In the cockpit, a message appeared on one of Janeka’s control screens: “Get us moving to Headwaters. Top speed. Right away.”
“Wong, call up a course,” said Janeka. “Straight shot to the system. We’ll correct and set a subtler course later if need be. Ravenell, keep an eye on the engineering readings while we run up to full speed.”
Alicia brought up the astrogation charts and keyed in the commands. For something as simple as this, all she needed to do was type in the destination and approve whatever the software came up with. She understood the urgency, but she didn’t want to take her eyes off the screen showing the interrogation. As soon as her work was done, Tiller and the agents had her full attention once more.
“…known all along they can absorb much of the electromagnetic spectrum into their bodies and convert it to different uses. That’s been public knowledge since we first discovered them. But the nuances of that, the expression…it’s not just energy projection and FTL travel. That’s the stuff the public gets fixated on. We’re looking at the absorption and conversion processes, and how they discriminate from one wavelength to the next. They know what they’re doing. We don’t believe they think of it in numbers or any of the terms we use, but they know.
“It’s how they started evading detection by our active scanning systems,” Tiller went on. “They figured out what span of the spectrum our scanners use, and they just absorb all of that so it never reflects back with any data. And they’ve somehow communicated that information to each other all across space.”
“We’ve known they can do that for decades,” said Medina.
“Yeah, but not how. Nobody has ever pieced it together.” The ship went through a soft shudder as the engines climbed toward an FTL jump. “Where are we going?” Tiller asked.
“That’s irrelevant to our conversation. How does CDC believe they can work it out?” asked Medina. Tiller hesitated. “Mr. Tiller, you won’t do yourself any favors by clamming up now.”
“You’ve got live specimens on Headwaters,” said Carson, breaking his silence.
Tiller blinked. He said nothing.
“The reason no one understands how the Nyuyinaro process energy is that none have ever been studied alive, isn’t it?” Carson pressed. “We had plenty of dead ones to study during and after the war, but we learned all we could from those. This is the next step.
“Bad enough you had a live Krokinthian captive. You’ve also got live, captive specimens of an alien race that can communicate with others of their kind across interstellar distances without the aid of technology. You’re doing this with the full understanding that it could start a war against the entire Union.”
“Only if they escape,” said Tiller. “Or if word of the project gets out. That site has multiple layers of shielding and interference, with enough redundancies that—”
“I’m sure the Union Assembly will defer to your authority to risk the safety and security of all of humanity for the sake of your projects, Mr. Tiller,” Medina interrupted.
“If we actively studied those aliens, we’d be able to understand them better and then we’d have no reason to fear them,” Tiller argued.
“The Expansion Wars gave us plenty of reasons to fear them. The armistice that ended those wars promised humanity wouldn’t pull a harebrained stunt like this, and for as long as we’ve held to that bargain, we’ve been at peace.”
“Stunt?” Tiller scoffed. “This is a carefully planned and managed scientific project! And as I said, there’s nothing to worry about if those specimens stay where they are and the project stays a secret.”
“Mr. Tiller,” said Medina. “You may not have noticed yet, but neither of these projects are secrets anymore.”
“Well, I suppose that’s up to you now, isn’t it?” Tiller replied. “What was it you were just saying about CDC taking the safety of the Union into their own hands? It seems to me you’ve got the same decisions to make now.”
“This is why we’re at war with CDC and the other corporations, Mr. Tiller,” said Carson. “It isn’t over student debt. That may be the detail, but it’s not the root cause. We’re at war because a collection of rich bastards keeps thinking whatever is best for their profit margins is what’s best for everyone, no matter who else it hurts. We’re sick of executives and plutocrats thinking you’re smarter than everyone else. If you actually were smarter, you’d have seen this coming.”
The room fell silent. If Tiller had a response to that, he kept it to himself.
“Mr. Tiller,” said Medina, “tell us about the facility on Headwaters.”



CHAPTER EIGHT
Damage Assessments
“Attached are copies of data acquired during the mission, video of the Krokinthian test subject before and after its death, Westwind’s computer logs and recorder data, and video of Tiller’s first interrogation. None have been edited.
“This is sent with an abundance of caution and concern to keep the Ministry updated. A second report with more coherent thoughts and analysis will follow.”
--Agent John Carson, Mission Report
  January 2276
 
“We have to move on the next target,” said Carson. He sat at the galley table where Tiller had been only a short while before. “The only delay we can afford is a quick drop out of FTL so we can send out a message drone to Archangel with a report and a copy of everything we’ve gathered.”
The rest of Westwind’s crew shared the small compartment with him. Medina sat across from him at the galley table. Janeka stood near the entrance, putting her closest to the cockpit. Alicia leaned her backside against the countertop. Ravenell mirrored her pose, standing with his arms folded across his chest with his back to the bulkhead. “We’re down to five of us now,” he said.
“I’m aware,” Carson replied.
“From what Tiller said, this place is a tougher facility than the last one,” added Ravenell.
“Yes. He can also provide us with a much clearer idea of what to expect. We’re all aware of the difficulty and the danger, Corporal. None of that changes the urgency of the matter. If they get a message drone from Maurras about our hit before we get there, they may very well scrub the project and evacuate the entire site within minutes.”
“Can you explain how that’s a bad thing? Given the circumstances?” asked Alicia. “We’ve already got plenty of evidence that CDC is experimenting illegally on aliens. We wrecked the one project and like you said, that means they might trash the other one just to be safe. Maybe we don’t find Hilbert, but how is this not a bigger accomplishment? We can hang CDC with the evidence we have, can’t we?”
Carson looked to Janeka. “Gunny, when did this go from a covert op to a democracy?”
“If we leave this alone now, they’ll move the Noonie and continue their experiments,” Janeka said to her younger comrades. “If that happens, they could damn well fuck it up and plunge us into a much bigger and scarier war than we’ve got now. Or they could make a breakthrough and suddenly have a massive technological advantage over us. Hell, they may have already done that. Neither of those outcomes is good for us. And if we let this go, we lose our chance to nail them to the wall with one of the few things that really will scare the shit out of the Union Assembly and maybe make ‘em intervene.
“Unless we disrupt this project, the only way things work out in our favor is if we let it go and CDC comes up with nothing in their research. That might happen, but I don’t see how we can take the risk. Do you?”
Alicia and Ravenell looked to each other. Both frowned. Neither spoke.
“The only way to win this whole thing is to try,” said Janeka. “We might fail. We might not. If we don’t try, we’ll damn sure lose.”
Then she turned to Carson, her voice and demeanor every bit as firm and cold with him, if not colder. “This is a small unit with a high risk of casualties, Agent. As you say, the situation is dire. It is best if everyone understands all of our goals and the rationale behind them. Any one of us may be called upon to improvise.”
Carson fumed silently for a brief second, but he didn’t argue the point. “First, we’ve got a war underway in which three corporations have attacked a sovereign state of the Union without any legal standing to do so,” he explained. “I wouldn’t put any bets on what will or won’t ‘hang’ one of the Big Three. Nothing they’ve done so far has been enough. The more evidence we get, the better. Second, retrieving Hilbert is still a primary goal, and now we know where he is. And finally, this situation is too dire to leave to anyone else. We don’t know if CDC will end the project and scrub the site. We don’t know if the Union Assembly will take action once they’re aware, either.
“These morons are risking a massive inter-species war that could destroy the Union. We can’t hold our breath and hope someone else drags us back from the brink.”
“So what’s the plan?” asked Janeka.
“I don’t know yet,” Carson admitted. “We’ll have to run another session with Tiller soon. He gave us everything we’re likely to get today, but we’ll see if his story or his details change at all after he rests. And unfortunately, we’re up against the clock, so once again we don’t have time to spend on recon or investigation. That narrows our options.”
“Doesn’t sound like we can fly right down to the landing pad again, either,” said Ravenell.
“Corporal, if it would guarantee results, I’d crash this ship right into the site,” Carson replied. “Unfortunately, that doesn’t offer any second chances if it fails. At least on the ground we can all improvise.
“It’s nine days to Headwaters from here,” Carson went on. “Like I said, we’ll conduct another interrogation with Tiller before we settle on anything, and we’ll drop out of FTL long enough to send off a report to Archangel. You might as well get some rest. You all did an outstanding job today. Let’s get ready to do it one more time.”
Alicia looked to the others. Janeka gave her subordinates a nod, then turned back to take the watch in the cockpit without another word. Ravenell lingered only long enough to grab a bottle of water before heading back to the crew berth. Carson and Medina turned to their holo screens at the galley table, huddling in close but saying nothing. Alicia got the message. Hesitating for only a moment, she turned toward the cockpit.
The gunnery sergeant was in the pilot’s seat by the time Alicia made it in. Alicia sank into the co-pilot’s chair without a word.
“Did you lose track of the schedule, Wong?” Janeka asked without anger or warmth. She’d let her poker face slip in front of Alicia a couple of times, always by choice, but here it was as strong as ever.
“You’re hurt,” said Alicia. “I know how those corrective bandages work. Shouldn’t you get some rest? I can take this watch.”
“I’m sitting down,” Janeka replied. She watched Alicia until the younger woman’s eyes turned to the controls. “Something on your mind?”
It didn’t come out right away. She wasn’t supposed to say things like this. Not to a senior NCO, and not to Janeka in particular. “I fuckin’ hate that guy,” she muttered.
Janeka’s eyes turned back to the control panel. “His leadership style lacks inspirational qualities.”
“Huh.” Alicia almost laughed. She knew what a stretch that was for the gunny. Janeka had an obligation to support their commanding officer. In truth, they all did, but someone of Janeka’s rank and position had a particular responsibility to back up the team leader. She might well have bitten Alicia’s head off for complaining to her, or shut her down at least. A moment like this was as out of character for the gunny as anything Alicia had ever seen.
“What happened on the raid?” asked Janeka, no warmer for her breach of etiquette.
“What do you mean?”
“You said before it wasn’t just the Krok. It sounds like you have something to get off your chest, Corporal. I’m as open to listening as any of the cockpit recorders.”
No, this is warmth, Alicia thought. It’s Janeka warmth. Like hugging your rifle. She caught the warning in the gunny’s offer, but decided to talk anyway.
“I shot somebody today.” She had to force the words out. It was part of confronting her sins. Maybe part of confronting herself. “She might’ve been a scientist or a lab tech. I dunno. She had a lab coat on and she wasn’t part of security. No weapon. Wasn’t a hostile.”
“That’s unfortunate.” Janeka’s voice softened by all of half a notch. “It happens. In a firefight like that, you’re lucky if you hit only one unintended target. Lucky and good. Might want to consider that.”
“No, I…I get it, but that’s not what bothers me.” Alicia searched for words, but noticed the gunny’s raised eyebrow. “Okay, yeah, the fact that it happened at all bothers me a lot, too. But if it was the heat of a gunfight, I wouldn’t feel as bad. I don’t have any excuse like a crowded line of fire. It’s not like I mistook her for a threat.”
“So what happened?”
“It was on entry. We got to the door in the stairwell and Carson told me to blow it open with the plasma. Said we didn’t have time for anything else. I knew it was a bad call, knew I shouldn’t do it, but there’s all this pressure and we’re expected to work with these guys and trust them, and the alarms are going off and you’re engaged already, and…” She shrugged. Swallowed. “I angled the shot, but sure enough, there was someone on the other side of the door.”
“You couldn’t see through that door.”
“I know. That doesn’t make it okay. What makes it worse is that I knew better. You trained us better than that. I told Carson it was a bad idea, but he pushed and I went along with it. Did what I was told. Like I’m a fucking robot or something.”
“You’re not a robot, Wong. You’re a marine, and we’re supposed to work as a team. We’re supposed to trust each other and trust whoever’s in charge. If Carson made that call, it’s on him at least as much as it’s on you.”
“I still pulled the trigger when I knew better. I should’ve told him no and used the bumper unit to bust it open.”
“Yes, you should have.” Janeka looked at her evenly, this time without sympathy or rebuke. “My team was not so heavily engaged that it was time to suspend the rules of engagement. Better coordination would’ve made that plain. That’s also on Agent Carson, as was his order to blow the door. But if you had refused as you should have, he might have taken that as mutiny and acted even more rashly in response. Then we would have had a disaster.
“I won’t absolve you of your mistake, Wong. There’s too much to be learned from taking ownership of it. Just don’t lose perspective. You have to remember the whole situation.”
“I guess. Still shitty.”
“I’m not saying it isn’t.”
“God,” Alicia huffed. She leaned her head back against the chair, shutting her eyes. “I always thought I’d be careful enough to never let this happen.”
“So did I,” said Janeka.
The statement brought Alicia’s gaze back to the gunny. “What do you mean?”
“My first few firefights happened before you were born,” Janeka explained. “The first three were all with Hashem. We’d gotten into another stupid shooting match with the neighbors like we have since Archangel was founded. I did well in the first two. The third came when we raided a base out on one of their frontier colonies. It was dark and they had four times as many troops as our intel told us to expect. Pretty soon the air was all smoke.
“His name was Lance Corporal Eddie O’Donnell. I shot him in the back three times.”
Alicia blinked. She didn’t know what to say to that. “I’m sorry.”
“Nothing for you to be sorry for. You weren’t there.” Janeka shook her head. For once, her eyes seemed fixated more on memories than on the here and now. “The investigation found no grounds for punishment. No ill intent. Plenty of mitigating circumstances. Clear remorse. All that. ‘Fog of war,’ they said. Only none of that brings O’Donnell back. None of it puts those rounds back in the magazine.
“I remembered it. I trained. I thought about it every time I went into combat, and I kept my cool because it was the only way to avoid doing it again. Seven years later I hit a civilian in another firefight—just to remind myself not to get cocky, I suppose. I got lucky that time. Reached him with my first aid kit before it was too late. He lived.
“It’s hard enough to teach normal, rational human beings to take lives in the first place. It always has been, and it’s not as simple as separating the cowards from the courageous. You can find battles in history where men have used loaded rifles as clubs because they got close enough to the enemy to see them as people. They overcame their fear and fought, but they couldn’t bring themselves to shoot.
“We’ve been trying to crack that nut for longer than we’ve used words like psychology. Even with all the things we can find by scanning someone’s brain, we still don’t know how an individual will react to combat until it happens. Now consider how much harder it is to teach those same people to shoot and take lives thoughtfully, even in the middle of combat and crisis. We condition you to aim before you shoot and we emphasize the decision to fire or not fire to help prevent mistakes like these.
“You’re not a monster or a fuck-up, Wong. You’re human. You made a mistake. Own it, learn from it, and move on.”
“She died, Gunny. ’Mistake’ feels like too simple a word for that.”
“We deal in life and death in this business,” said Janeka. “You think it’s any different for doctors? People die when they make mistakes, too. Would anyone be better off if nobody became a doctor because they were afraid of making a mistake?”
“I guess you’ve got a point.” Alicia caught her reflection on one of the screens and scowled at it. “I still feel dumb for going along with Carson’s stupid orders when I knew they were bad.”
“There’s more to this than kickin’ ass and following orders. You knew that all along, but now you see it. We train you to follow orders instantly, and yet we still expect you to think about what you’re doing. It’s one more unfair burden we put on you. Maybe the worst of them all. But this job is all about unfair burdens.
“And I’ll tell you something else: a lot of people wouldn’t confront this. They’d dodge it or shove it all away. Most would put it all on Carson for giving the order and tell themselves it’s all on him. At least you’re facing it.” 
“Seems like I should be more worried about the woman who died than myself,” said Alicia.
“I wouldn’t get too hung up on her at all,” said Janeka. She didn’t raise her voice, but Alicia heard more of an edge in it now than before. “Look at what you saw and what that asshole Tiller said. How long have those ‘experiments’ been going on? Maybe I’d feel bad if it was some civilian on another floor that bought it, but someone in a lab coat on that floor?” She shook her head. “That Krok was as much a person as you or me. Doctor Lab Coat down there might not have signed up for an office gunfight, but she did get up, get dressed, and go to work planning on torturing some poor kidnapped person. Every day. You made a mistake of trigger discipline and you should remember it, but I wouldn’t shed any tears over her karma catching up to her.”
Alicia shut her eyes tightly and leaned her head back onto the bulkhead behind her a little hard. “You remember I shot the Krok, too, right?”
“Self-defense,” said Janeka. “The Krok couldn’t tell one human from another, but everyone it had met so far had hurt it. Whose fault was that?”
The younger woman let out a heavy, shaky breath. She didn’t answer.
“The only thing you did today was show up to end all that cruelty,” finished Janeka. “Your sins and your mistakes don’t even rate a mention compared to what you stopped. Don’t ever feel bad about that.”
* * *
On Westwind, she lay in her rack, staring at the darkened overhead with her arms crossed over her chest. In her mind, she sat in her family’s living room. The memories were less lonely.
“How many engagements?” asked Hideki.
“Four,” Alicia answered. Her eyes flicked around at the reflections in the trophy case. She glanced to her left to make sure nobody was coming out of the kitchen. “That I can talk about, anyway,” she added quietly.
“Ah,” said her grandfather with a nod. Hideki still knew the life. He could also do math, and he paid attention to the news. His eyes flashed once to the kitchen before he asked, in a similarly quiet voice, “So how long have we really been at war?”
“It wasn’t just that, but…months.”
“I’ll have to go back through your letters and videos. You hid this well. I never suspected. Not from you, anyway.”
“Seems like a strange thing to be proud of,” said Alicia.
“Once upon a time, I dug up secrets for a living. If my granddaughter can sneak the big ones right past me, I have good reason to be proud of her.”
“I’m not sure what hints I might have dropped.” Saying even this much violated security, but Hideki wouldn’t do anything to get her busted. He wouldn’t pry further, either. Nor did she plan to give him any details of the covert missions she’d undertaken before the invasion and the outbreak of open war. Still, it felt good that at least someone knew besides those who’d fought beside her.
“These things change you,” said Hideki. “They leave scars. They change how you see the world. I saw combat long before I worked in intelligence. Both of those roles had an effect. It may sound crazy, but in the end I preferred combat. It was more honest.”
“Why did you switch?”
“Everyone has their talents. I could handle fighting well enough, but I was better at using my wits than my rifle. I saw more of the pieces on the board when they weren’t shooting at me. I heard more in a conversation than I heard in a shout. It seemed like the best way for me to do the greatest good.”
Alicia’s gaze strayed back to the trophy case. Her golds from the Union championships were mounted on a felt display piece at the center. They were her last. “How did you know when it was time to get out?” she asked.
“Oh, I knew things were bad as soon as Setsubun came to power, but I had always known he was bad news,” said Hideki. “The world is never lacking for angry men with simple answers to complicated problems. The trouble starts when people listen to them. But I knew it was time to get out when they started asking for lists. It always goes bad when those simple men come into power and start making lists.
“Intelligence can be an ugly business. Sometimes a little ugliness can serve the greater good. That is the hope, at least. But when everything you do is ugly, what good can that truly serve?”
Alicia frowned. This might be good advice if she had to sit through another debriefing with those guys from the Ministry again, but it didn’t address what was on her mind.
“I think maybe I’m better at combat than I would be at your old job,” she mumbled.
“Heh. I’ve read your letters and watched the navy carefully. I’ve seen the news, too. You’re better than I was. I have no doubt.” That warm smile returned. “We’re all proud of you.”
She let out a heavy sigh. Her eyes didn’t come off the medals. “You sure?”
Hideki looked to his granddaughter, then followed her gaze to the case. “Oh, is this about—?” he began, then scowled. “Of course it is. Some ‘intelligence’ officer. Minako!” he suddenly called out to the kitchen.
“Huh?” Alicia grunted, snapped out of her stare.
“Well, you’re not worried about your father,” said Hideki. “You know how he feels. Minako!” he called again.
“What?” said Alicia’s mother, emerging from the kitchen. “Dinner’s almost ready.”
“She’s beating herself up with medals she never won,” Hideki grumbled, jerking his thumb at Alicia as he walked to the kitchen. “I’ll take over in there. You talk to her. It’s about you, anyway.”
Minako glanced only once at her father in confusion before he was gone. Then it all clicked. “Alicia, are you still worried about this?”
Alicia groaned. She should have expected this from her grandfather. Whenever she told him of her problems, he’d turn her right back around and push her toward whatever bothered her until she dealt with it.
Her mother walked up to her with her hands held out to her sides, waiting for Alicia to speak. “What’s wrong?”
“You were so mad!” Alicia protested. Then she bit her tongue. What did she have to protest? She was the one bringing it up. Thanks again, Jiichan.
“And I got over it,” said Minako. “That was three years ago, remember? All the grumbling and the crying?”
“You did more than grumble.”
“It was half your childhood, and then you said, ‘I don’t want to do this anymore,’ right before the big climax. All those years of getting you to the gym before sunrise and then picking you up again after sunset, all the meets and the travel, and all the sponsorships and money for school, and suddenly you decided, ‘Screw this.’ How was I supposed to react?”
“I didn’t say ‘screw this.’ And you said it was okay. After you got done ranting.”
“You’re the one who brought it up now!” Minako replied, throwing her hands up.
“He brought it up!” Alicia shot back, pointing to the kitchen.
“Then we can both yell at him later,” said Minako. “It’s fine, I’ve been doing it all my life. Alicia, honey, what’s wrong? I’m done with this. Why aren’t you?”
“You’re not done with this. You were still crying when I shipped off to basic.”
“Of course, I cried. That wasn’t about gymnastics. That’s the end of childhood. At least if you went off to college I could’ve seen it as a transition. Putting you in a uniform is like pushing childhood off a cliff. Why wouldn’t I cry? Your father did, too. He just hid it better because he didn’t want to turn you into a wreck.”
“You used to push me so hard on gymnastics.”
“Yes. I’m your mother. That was my job. You’re an adult now and you’re in another world. I don’t push you now because it’s the military, and I can’t go watch you there like I could watch you at practice. I have to trust you, and I do.”
Alicia fumed. To make it worse, she knew the only person she had to fume at was herself. She tried again anyway, if only to exorcise this frustration in her chest and her head. “You can’t tell me you didn’t want that medal.”
“I wanted that medal for you, honey,” said Minako. “It was never about me.” She pointed to the rows of ribbons on Alicia’s uniform shirt. “You seem to have plenty of them now. I’m not sure I want you to get any medals in this job because I know what that takes. I just want you to come home safe.”
The young marine sighed. Her shoulders sagged as tension left, though she felt silly for it rather than relieved. She gestured to the ribbons. “The red and gold one is just for good conduct,” she muttered.
“Oh. Good. Okay. Get the medals for good behavior. That’s fine.” She wrapped Alicia in her arms, holding her tightly while her daughter’s head rested on her shoulder. “I never wanted to choose what you do with your life. I only want you to be good at it.”
* * *
In her living room, the hug and those words made her feel better. In her rack, they elicited a heavy sigh.
“What’s going on?” asked a voice in the darkness.
“Huh?” Alicia replied. “What do you mean?”
“You’re sighing,” said Ravenell from the rack above hers. Neither of them bothered with the blankets. They slept in their vac suits on top of the bedding, just as they did back on their ship and even as far back as basic training. Tempting as it was to take advantage of the non-regulation settings and sleep like normal people, some military standards still held.
“I woke you up with a sigh?”
“Nah, you’re being considerate with whatever you’re going through. That was an ‘I don’t want to wake you if you’re asleep’ sort of grumble. But I’m awake, so what’s going on?”
“Do you pick up on everything?”
“Everything that someone else drops. That’s my job,” he said casually. “You an’ Janeka kick all the ass. I take care of whatever gets skipped over. I do the same thing with my squad, too. Somebody has to. That includes watching out for whoever might fall down.”
The twitch of her lips felt unwelcome given her mood, but Alicia knew what he meant. He’d been picking people up when they fell since the first days of basic. Brent did much the same. Maybe that was why the two got along so well.
She missed Brent, and wanted him here, along with a half dozen other people. She could open up only so much to someone like Janeka. Though Alicia looked up to the gunny, that very relationship meant she wasn’t a peer. Sometimes she needed a friend more than a coach.
“I’m starting to wonder if kicking ass is all I’m good for,” said Alicia. “And if that’s true, then what’s the point? There’s always gonna be another ass-kicker, right? If it’s not me, someone else will get the job done.”
“Woah. Okay, no,” said Ravenell. She heard him shuffle in his rack, leaning over the side to face her. “First off, you know it isn’t only about fighting. We’ve both been in now for what, eighteen months? Nineteen? And we can count the number of days we’ve seen actual fights on our fingers. There’s more to it than fighting.”
“Yeah, there’s endless training for fighting,” Alicia grumbled. “And sit-down classes about fighting, and all the time we spend taking care of our weapons which are really only good for fighting. Oh, and cleaning. The other thing we do is cleaning. That’s a blast, right? I always wanted to be a part-time janitor and a full-time thug.”
“Jesus, I never thought I’d hear you talk like this. You like all this stuff. Or I thought you did, anyway.”
“I did. I do. I just…what’s the point of it all? I’m not talking about this war. They invaded us, we don’t want to roll over, I get that. I mean the job in general. I used to like the challenge, but is this all I’m good for? Running and hitting and shooting?
“What really scares me is this is exactly how I felt when I dropped out of gymnastics. I kept wondering, ‘What’s the point? Does it really matter who wins the medal?’ I like being good at things, but eventually you have to ask yourself how important the thing you’re good at is in the first place.”
“Sure, but this is life and death stuff,” said Ravenell. “It matters.”
“It would happen with or without me.”
“You could say that about anything. It matters that you’re doing it. Hell, it especially matters because you’re so good at it. That’s the difference between this and gymnastics or whatever other sport you want to name. Sports may be all medals and fame and money, sure, but this is life or death. We’re either free or we’re slaves to debt for the rest of our lives. And that’s not even including this craziness with aliens.
“Look at that last raid back in Archangel. How many more of us would’ve died trying to get down the ramp from St. George if you hadn’t been there? How else would we have gotten off that rooftop on Maurras? And I don’t even want to think about what would’ve happened during the invasion if you hadn’t been right where you were.
“If you want to do something else for a living, that’s understandable. I can’t hold that against anyone. But right now I’m damn glad you’re here with me because this shit is terrifying and I want someone like you on my side.”
“Oh, whatever. You’re a bad ass, Rav. You were right up there with me through basic and you almost graduated higher than I did in weapons and tactics school. And you’re bigger and stronger than I am. You’d be fine without me. Hell, you’re probably gonna get through this whole war without a scratch.”
“I can’t do things you can do, Alicia. I’m a bigger target and I’m not as fast. Besides, like you said, I was almost as good and came in close to you all those times. You were a star gymnast, right? You know how much of a difference those little margins make. Maybe I’m being selfish here, but don’t quit until this war is over, okay?”
“I can’t quit until this war is over. I’d go to prison for desertion,” she scoffed, though she’d never consider it anyway. “Besides, it’s too important. We’re not fighting over nothing here. I get that.”
“Okay, then. What’s the problem?”
Alicia frowned, more at herself than anything else. “It bothers me that I feel this way when it’s the same way I felt when I dropped out of gymnastics. It makes me wonder if I’m always gonna get to this point with anything I do.” She pulled the pillow out from under her head to turn it over, pounding it down onto the mattress again and then throwing her head back onto it. “Maybe it’s ‘cause they’re both completely physical. I dunno. I like having a physical job, but maybe I need something more than that.”
“This job isn’t all physical and you know it,” Ravenell countered. “You gotta use your wits all the time, too.”
“The navy doesn’t want me for my wits,” Alicia grumbled. “They want me to hurt people and break stuff. The less I think along the way, the better.”
“The better for them, maybe. Except you know that’s bullshit, too. Basic training was about using your brain for all this. They just wanted to get us used to the pressure. You’re not a drone. You’re not a weapon. You’re a person. You don’t want to go turning your brain off for people like Lieutenant Kilmeade. Or Agent Carson.”
“Yeah.” That hit too close to home for her other troubles. Alicia let out another sigh. “Yeah, I hear that. I just keep wondering what difference I make in all this.”
“That’s ‘cause you’re in the trenches. You can’t see the whole field. And you can’t really trust the people who do see it all to tell you the whole truth about what you’re doing.”
“So what do we do about that?”
“I dunno. Make your trench the best, I guess.” He paused. “Okay, this conversation never leaves this room. I don’t want to see ‘Make your trench the best trench’ on a motivational message or some shit.” He waited out Alicia’s laughter. “Seriously, though. Everything you do in combat is a decision your brain makes. Doesn’t matter how physical it is. You’re not just a thug. You have to think and make choices in combat, even if you’ve got some dumb ass like Kilmeade or Carson telling you what to do.
“You’re the one on the ground doing the real work. Whether a good plan goes to hell or a bad plan gets salvaged is up to you. What you do matters and you know it. Stop second-guessing yourself.”
Alicia didn’t respond right away. She chewed on his words, realizing they made her feel better even if some of them only reminded her of other problems. Finally, she reached up to the shadows above her rack, where her hand found his. “I’m glad you’re here, Rav.”
“Always glad to play back-up as long as you take the lead,” Rav huffed. “If they left all the ass-kicking to me, we’d be in real trouble.”



CHAPTER NINE
Desperate Measures
“While all three of our marine support personnel have performed well in combat, Gunnery Sergeant Janeka has repeatedly challenged my authority and the authority of the Ministry. Given the gunny’s long experience and the restrictions of our circumstances, I don’t see an effective way to confront and correct her behavior before the next phase of our mission. She seems set in her ways.
“I plan to rely more heavily on Corporal Wong instead, as she worked effectively with me during the raid and limited her attitude accordingly. While Wong shows similar signs of resistance as Janeka and Ravenell, I believe she will at least perform acceptably and defer to my lead if separated from the others.”
--Mission report, Agent John Carson
  January 2276
 
“Codes received. Transmission line secure. Please provide clearance-level voice response for final approval: alpha-six-lima-seven.”
Seated in the pilot and co-pilot’s chairs respectively, Carson and Janeka looked up to the man standing behind them. Tiller cleared his throat. “Alpha-six-lima-seven,” he said.
Every living body on Westwind crowded the cockpit. Medina sat in the astrogation chair behind the pilots’ seats. Alicia stood with Ravenell behind Tiller. They even left the hatch to the passageway open to provide a little extra standing room. In a moment like this, no one worried much about naval operational standards.
No one dressed like it, either. Everyone in the cockpit wore the business clothes provided by the Ministry back before they left Archangel. At Medina’s urging, they’d worn those clothes for the last few days, too, just to get the creases out and provide some wrinkles and other signs of wear. It would help back up their story.
Outside the bridge canopy, the planet Headwaters loomed as a bright blue and white orb in an endless night. A freighter passed by closely enough to be seen by the naked eye. Headwaters was a well-developed planet with a heavy commercial presence. Its space lanes were constantly busy.
“Voice analysis confirmed,” came the response over the communications link. The point-to-point transmission beam made for perfect clarity along with extra security. “What can we do for you?”
“We have in-person-only information to deliver. Top level. Highest priority,” said Tiller. He stuck his finger in his collar.
“Don’t worry about sounding nervous,” Medina counseled quietly, her hand on the “mute” button for the link. “With news like this, you’re bound to be nervous. It’s natural. Use that.”
“Understood,” said the voice on the other side of the link. “Please relay your manifest.”
Medina complied with the press of a few holographic keys. The next two minutes passed in tense silence.
“Please confirm your crew and passenger count?” asked the disembodied voice.
Tiller looked to Medina. The agent pointed to him and then held up her hand with all five fingers, silently coaching him through with a few other gestures. “Uh, myself and five others,” said Tiller. “P-personal security and, uh, assistants.”
“Confirm again: personal security?”
“Of course, I have personal security!” Tiller snapped. “Why wouldn’t I?”
“Understood, sir. My apologies,” said the voice. “You are cleared to land. Please set your navigational systems to follow the automated instructions accompanying this transmission.” After a pause, she added, “I’m instructed to emphasize the automated path. Your ship will be a tight fit.”
“Acknowledged, base,” spoke up Medina. “We’re happy to comply. Out.” She keyed another command. “Audio is cut off. We can speak freely.”
“So does that mean they’ll bring us directly into the facility?” Carson asked.
“Yes, straight in,” said Tiller. With the line cut, his tone and demeanor shifted from nervous energy to nervous resignation. “They don’t want me showing my face in connection with this company or this project. It’s the same reason they used audio-only and kept this to a tight beam connection. With all the different corporate holdings on Headwaters and all the loose local regulations, industrial espionage is rampant. Anything that might connect me to what’s going on down there would garner too much interest from competitors.”
“If everyone’s spying on each other and the law is so lax, why the hell would you put a secret like this down there?” asked Ravenell.
“It’s like Maurras, only better,” said Tiller. “No inspections from local authorities. Hardly any regulations. No interference from the planetary government. The company can handle security however they want to. And the facility was ideal.”
“Did you have the facility and then go looking for your test subject?” Ravenell pressed. “Or did you catch this poor Noonie and hang onto him until you had a place to stick him?”
“Ravenell,” said Janeka. It was enough to end the line of questions.
“That’s the signal. We’re on automated control now,” announced Carson. He turned to look at the others. “Everyone ought to take their places. We’re a rag-tag bunch of escapees now, not a tight team. What is it you military types say? ‘Mill about smartly?’”
Alicia rolled her eyes as she turned and walked down the passageway. Every time Carson tried to use military jargon he came off like a grandmother desperate to be hip with the youth. It didn’t lessen the tension at all, either.
Before she knew it, she was in the galley with Ravenell. “Everything about this plan sucks,” she muttered.
“It’s working so far,” he replied. The tall young marine in a dark, slightly rumpled suit glanced over his shoulder to the woman walking up behind him as he added, “Right up until we get in there and Tiller turns us over to his buddies.”
“Tiller will play along,” said Medina. “It’s his best shot at survival. He knows we sent off video of his interrogation. That means he’s compromised. His only chance now is the gratitude of Archangel’s government for his cooperation. These people are likely to walk him out to a ditch and shoot him in the back of the head if they see his confession, and he knows it. His kind of business is a cutthroat world.”
“Uh-huh. They won’t even take the time to walk the rest of us out to the ditch.”
“Believe me, if we had a safer option, we’d take it. This is the best way to get the job done.” She stepped past him to turn on the galley monitor and link it to Westwind’s canopy view.
Alicia crossed her arms over her chest. “It’s not just the risk that bothers us. It’s the chances of not pulling any of this off at all.”
“This is a limited-access facility,” said Janeka as she came into the galley with Tiller in tow. “There may be hundreds on site, but not thousands. Only a portion of those hundreds will be security personnel. Most of the rest will want to keep their heads down, same as the Maurras raid. And the two of you have been outnumbered in every combat mission you’ve ever faced,” she added. “You’ll do fine.”
Alicia looked her up and down. Both of them wore slacks and blazers, but Janeka’s clothes were a little looser and more utilitarian than her own. Her arm was fine now, too. Janeka got to play one of Tiller’s bodyguards; Alicia had to play personal assistant. “I’d do better if I had a gun,” the younger woman muttered.
“They’ll take my gun and Carson’s as soon as we get there,” said Janeka. “Doesn’t matter if the credentials Medina worked up for us pass with flying colors or not. These people won’t let us walk around armed regardless.”
“Hell of a city,” murmured Ravenell. He gestured to the view of the landscape on the galley monitor as Westwind cruised in. They found themselves over a coastal zone where decades of terraforming had provided lush grasslands and woods. The sun was low in the sky on this part of the planet, making for a picturesque horizon. Yet what caught their attention was the sprawling, modern skyline ahead.
Towers reached into the sky throughout the city. It seemed to have more than one downtown core, though the emblems on the tallest buildings explained why. All the major players seemed to have their own enclaves here. They saw the familiar logo of the powerful Lai Wa corporation, the big white emblem of NorthStar, and of course CDC’s stylized red letters all at the tops of the highest towers like flags marking out territory. They saw others, too, some denoting smaller but still influential corporations and a few for other groups.
“The Union Assembly has that whole building?” asked Alicia as they flew past a tower bearing the governmental seal. “They need that much space?”
“With so many other big players here, why wouldn’t they?” replied Medina. “The Union may not have much power to regulate, but the Assembly still provides a lot of diplomatic service between human worlds.”
“I can think of something they should be able to ‘regulate’ here,” Ravenell muttered with a dark glance to Tiller. “If they knew about it.”
“You can bet they’re doing plenty of surveillance and spying, too,” said Medina. “Even if it’s not part of the Union’s mandate, they like to keep an eye on the big players. And I imagine lots of that space is taken up by Union Fleet concerns, too.”
Their flight path took them to the other side of the city, where towers, busy streets, and airspace gave way to industrial zones. Buildings here stood lower and wider, taking up much more ground and enjoying wider lanes of traffic. Westwind curved to one side, almost returning to the city as she came in low to a spacious compound occupying a sprawling, walled-off bit of real estate.
“This doesn’t look all that military. Not anymore, anyway,” said Alicia. She saw mostly big warehouses and lots of dead space. Several large, circular emplacements took up much of the grounds, all of them covered with thick metal sheeting. None of them rose more than two meters out of the ground. Alicia and the others knew the real construction work here had gone down rather than up. Almost a century ago, this had been a planetary defense facility. Those great circles once housed weaponry that could strike far beyond near-orbit.
“I-it’s not supposed to look military,” stammered Tiller. “The site was ideal for this project, but the fewer eyes it attracted, the better. The idea was to make it look boring. Obvious security would’ve drawn too many eyes.”
“And that’s why we’re going to pull this off, Mr. Tiller,” said Medina in a calm, reassuring tone. “We’re not the threat they’re prepared for. All you have to do is stick with the story. It’s okay to be nervous. You were shot at. You saw people hurt. You also recognize what a disaster the first raid was, but all of that was out of your hands. Get through this and we’ll make sure you’re protected in exchange for all your cooperation.”
Alicia held her tongue. The notion that Tiller would have anything close to a normal life after all he’d done galled her. Cooperative or not, she didn’t see how he could possibly do enough for her team to make up for what he’d done. But it wasn’t her call.
One of the round emplacements opened up at its center, where the large metal covering split and retracted to reveal a deep shaft lined with ceramic-like insulating panels. Catwalks surrounded by transparent tubes surrounded the top, leading into the sides of the great pit and linking it to the others in the complex. Once upon a time, all of this was meant to channel power and bleed off heat for the great plasma cannon in the center of the complex. The underground location protected the equipment from orbital attack as well as protecting the city in the event of a catastrophe. Now, with the weaponry removed, it was merely a ring of deep, hi-tech pits good for containment of hazardous materials or even more hazardous secrets.
Westwind hovered into place over the pit and began her descent, heightening everyone’s tension. The pit reached at least ten stories down before ending in a landing pad just barely large enough for the courier ship.
“Breathe,” Janeka all but ordered her companions. Where Medina sought to calm everyone’s nerves with soothing tones, Janeka provided the reassurance of cold steel. “There’s no piece of this mission that can’t be done. People have to work down there, and people make mistakes. This is a laboratory. If they all lived on hair-trigger paranoia, they’d never get anything done. You will find opportunities. Don’t think about the whole thing. One step at a time. Breathe.”
The monitor showed stairs from the landing pad leading to thick security doors. Technicians in jumpsuits stood near the steps to take care of the ship. A larger group of men and women stood with them, all in security uniforms and carrying pulse rifles.
“There’s not a single suit out there,” noted Tiller.
“Of course not. That’s reasonable,” said Medina. “We’re arriving unexpectedly. They don’t know who is with you. Remember the story. Remember what we discussed.” She waited with eyes on Tiller until he nodded in confirmation. “Tell yourself it’s the truth. You’re the CEO of an interstellar corporation. There’s nothing you can’t handle here.”
Carson appeared from the cockpit. “We’re completely powered down. They want us to walk out onto the landing pad. They’re being professionally cordial, but it’s clear they aren’t taking anything for granted. Are we ready?” He saw nods all around, except of course for Tiller’s grim frown. “I’m your head of security, so I’ll go out first. You follow me. Alicia, stick close to him, okay? Get into character. Let’s go.”
They disembarked without further discussion. Alicia followed Carson and Tiller out with her hands at her sides where the security troopers could see them. With a few glances, she came to the same conclusion as Carson. While nobody pointed any of those guns at the newcomers, the security detail had casually spread out into good firing positions. The silo doors closed up overhead. The thick doors below the landing pad stood closed, too. Security wasn’t taking any chances.
“Mr. Tiller?” said a square-jawed, handsome trooper who stepped out from among the rest. He presented a friendly enough face, but everything from his build to his stride suggested he was a career bad ass like Janeka or some of the more competent marine officers Alicia knew. “I’m Captain White with the facility’s security force. I understand you know our verification procedures?”
“Yes,” said Tiller. He stepped forward to meet White as the captain produced a small device from his pocket and held it up to Tiller’s face. “My name is Roger Tiller,” he said, satisfying the voice print requirements once again. The retinal scan and facial recognition checks were subtler, but Alicia knew both would be run by the device. Stress analysis would be part of the package, too, but thankfully Tiller had plenty of justification for the results that would provide.
“That checks out,” said White, his demeanor still guarded but pleasant. “We’ll have to give your companions here a check before we go any further, of course. Before we get to that, what can we do for you, Mr. Tiller? From the looks of your ship, you’ve been through a bad time.”
“I need to see your project head immediately, Captain,” said Tiller. “My facility was attacked and we barely escaped. We came straight here, and with good reason. It might be best if you handled your checks quickly so I can speak with the principals here. This will be in-person only information, so I can’t get into details in your landing bay.”
White’s eyebrows rose, but clearly he suspected something on those lines given the condition of the ship and her passengers. “Very well,” he said. “My team will have to give the ship a look-over. It’s powered down? Thank you.” He turned back and waved to one group of troopers, who moved forward to the ship.
Carson cleared his throat. “Sir?” he prompted.
“Oh. Yes,” Tiller spoke up. “Captain, you’ll find a few guns on board. They belong to my personal security team here.” He gestured to the others, pointedly not including Alicia.
White’s eyebrows rose slightly, but he didn’t seem shocked by this. He glanced to Carson, who added, “We’ve got two bodies in cryo beds, too. Part of the ship’s crew. They didn’t survive their injuries, unfortunately.”
“Understood. I’m sorry to hear that,” said White. He gave his people a go-ahead nod and turned back to the newcomers. “I’ll need to see your identification. I will also need you to hand over your holocoms and any other devices on your person. As you’ve probably gathered, this is a high-security facility. We’ll need biometric readings, too. And your names, of course,” he added with a crisp smile.
Several of White’s subordinates stepped up to take care of the matter. Alicia put her worries about the ship out of her mind. Either it would hold up to inspection or it wouldn’t. They’d already gotten through the check at Maurras and a militia boarding inspection upon arriving in the Headwaters system without trouble. She also had to put her faith in Medina’s ability to forge identification data. The agent had spent much of her time on the trip perfecting it all. Thankfully, CDC’s strategy of separating its assets meant the team didn’t need credentials to match those used here on Headwaters. As far as these guys were concerned, Alicia and the others were from an entirely different company.
“Name?” asked the trooper who took her small chip card and her holocom.
“Alicia Chong,” she answered. She met his inquiries about simple facts like date of birth with equal ease.
“Profession?”
“I’m Mr. Tiller’s personal assistant,” said Alicia. “Uh, secretarial, I mean. I’m not part of the, ah, bodyguard team,” she added with partly sincere nervousness.
“This holocom is still locked,” said the trooper holding her device.
“Mr. Tiller?” Alicia asked.
“My assistant carries a lot of sensitive data,” said Tiller. “In-person-only data. It’s not something we can open up for you here. Or mine, for that matter.”
White hesitated long enough to consider it. “We understand, but we can’t let it into the facility. Is it okay if we keep it here?”
Tiller nodded, then blinked with sudden memory of the plan. “Can I bring my assistant along with me? She keeps track of a lot of things I don’t. It could be important for the meeting. My chief of security here might be relevant, too,” he added, gesturing to Carson. “Obviously I can vouch for everyone here.”
“I’ll have to clear it, but it sounds reasonable. I suspect the others will have to wait elsewhere. Minimal access protocols. I’m sure you understand.” White turned away to a console at the edge of the landing platform, picking up a handset connected by wire to make the call. He smirked a bit at the raised eyebrows he saw from the visitors. “This place is designed to block and degrade signal transmission. Some things have to be handled the old-fashioned way.”
Alicia suspected from everyone’s tone that Tiller would get what he requested. For all the high security paranoia, at some point doors had to open up for the sake of business. Tiller was a trusted ally. More importantly, rank had its privileges. People always bent over backwards for men of Tiller’s stature. It almost made Alicia want to punch Tiller for being who he was, and White for falling for it. Still, she maintained her faÃ§ade of slight nerves and professional deference. Her disgust with all of this didn’t override her need to take advantage of it.
The rest of the security team carried on with their checks. Alicia and the others were each scanned for weapons and electronics with sniffer units and other handheld instruments. Everyone held up fine to the cursory interview questions. One of the guards emerged from Westwind with the weapons the crew had left out in the open for the inspectors to find. 
“Okay,” said White, returning to the conversation. “You’re cleared for entry. As I expected, we’ll have to ask most of your team here to wait in one of our break rooms while you meet with the managers. You can have your assistant and your security chief here accompany you, though. Again, no electronics. Are we all ready to go?”
“Yes, please,” said Tiller. “Time is critical.”
Alicia found some small reassurance in his response. Medina had told Tiller to impress a sense of urgency on everyone. With any luck, that and his degree of influence would make their enemies a little sloppy. So far, he’d played his role as well as they could hope.
White nodded and gestured with one hand for the others to follow. Much of his security team fell in behind them. Doing her best to keep it subtle, Alicia feigned a last look at the tall interior of the pit to get a glance at their escorts. She counted at least six, plus White and the guard at his side. No one brought their weapons up or even gave the visitors any dirty looks, but the numbers game was plain.
Thick doors with redundant seals opened at the bottom of the steps to the landing pad. Alicia and the rest walked into long, rounded white hallways, all of them brightly lit in contrast to the dark chaos she’d found in the Maurras raid. However, she found plenty of helpful signs along the way through the passages as she had in the other raids. Many rooms had simple designations like “Lab 8” or name placards for whoever inhabited a given office. Others provided important information like the directions to engineering and emergency exits. Alicia did her best to keep track of their path.
“Must’ve put in a lot of work on this place,” observed Ravenell as they walked. “Looks more like a hospital than anything else.”
“Martin, we should probably keep the small talk to a minimum,” Carson reminded.
White threw him a casual smile. “All the renovations serve a purpose. Plus it’s not as grim this way. But your boss has a good point. At least until the higher-ups have a chance to talk. Sorry for the inconvenience.”
“It’s no problem, Captain White,” said Carson. “We’ve been cooped up on that ship with no one else to talk to and nowhere else to go for over a week. This is progress. We’ll manage.”
“Hopefully I’ll at least provide some more comfortable accommodations for the wait here,” White said. They came to a room with hallway windows and a helpful placard designating it as a lounge. The space held simple lunchroom tables and chairs as well as kitchen facilities and a few couches. “This is where we’ll have to split up,” the captain explained. “Sorry for the inconvenience. It’s a security issue. Please make yourselves at home. Our chef isn’t on duty right now, so anything you want out of the machines is on me. The entertainment suite is open for your use. Receive-only, of course.
“Mr. Tiller, Mr. Carson, and Ms. Chong, was it? Please come with me,” White finished.
Alicia risked a backward glance at the others as they filed into the breakroom. The escort party broke up. Only a couple of the guards stayed with the other half of Alicia’s team, with one chatting amiably about sticking around in case they needed anything. Some of the other guards peeled off as if to return to other duties elsewhere. She couldn’t know how far they’d go or what would happen once the group was fully separated.
She didn’t like it. Separation of the team had been raised as a likely complication during the earliest planning stages of this mission. During those discussions on Westwind, it had seemed like just another risk they’d have to take. Now it felt like a bad omen of an imminent disaster, and one they all had to simply play along with.
Neither Janeka nor Medina looked back to Alicia. Medina kept their hosts engaged. The gunny stayed quiet. Only Ravenell met Alicia’s glance with his own, sharing with her a grim, wordless commiseration: Well, fuck.
Her designated companions and their guides continued on. Alicia followed. They now had only two escorts, White and another guy. Everyone else peeled off. Soon the group passed through another big security door. The sound of the door shutting behind them and separating Alicia from her fellow marines left her heart pounding.
Breathe, she told herself, though in her head she heard her mentor’s voice. You can do this. Act natural. Breathe. They kept walking, putting more distance and more turns along their path away from her friends, but Alicia fought down her concerns.
“Oh wow. That’s a view,” said Carson, snapping Alicia out of her worried thoughts.
The hallway bent to the left in a gentle curve. She could see a good twenty meters or more before the curve ended her line of sight, but the path ahead wasn’t what caught Carson’s interest. A long window took up much of the wall to their right, revealing a taller and wider silo than the one that had taken in Westwind. The window matched the rounded design of the hallway, allowing for an upward view at the ceiling high above and the catwalks along the walls reaching to the top.
Apart from those catwalks, the walls and ceiling of the silo seemed almost featureless. Alicia saw no seams between insulation panels. It all looked fit to serve as one big projection screen. With a downward glance, she saw techs making the rounds on large boxes of gear. Each box bore the common warning symbols for high power and antigrav effects.
“This was originally the primary projection chamber for the old plasma weapon,” White explained. “They had a big targeting apparatus up top, of course. Just launching a beam straight up into the sky makes for a pretty limited weapon, so they had to direct it all, but the final supercharging of the blast came through here. The other silos were mostly holding tanks for pre-heated plasma. Obviously all that gear is gone now. Obsolete these days.”
Carson threw Tiller a prodding glance. Their prisoner spoke up. “I’ve never gotten a full tour. What is this chamber’s purpose now?”
White looked back to Alicia and Carson before answering. “Are the others here already aware of our work?” he asked.
“They know enough.”
“This is a habitation tank for the specimen,” White explained. “When it’s not going through procedures or other work we tend to let it move around in here. The docs figured it needed to stretch out and fly from time to time or it starts to atrophy or something. I don’t know the specifics.” White gestured up toward the top of the chamber with a swirling motion. “They turn on the antigrav generators and suck out all the air to simulate space. The walls all go black and present a background of stars. Nobody thinks it’s fooled, of course, but it seems to prefer being in here over anywhere else in the facility. I suppose a fish would rather have a fish tank with some plants and rocks than a plain, tiny jar, right?”
Alicia felt her fingers curl up, but stopped herself before she made fists. She breathed. She held her silence. She thought to herself, Please God, at least let this mission go far enough that I can wring this guy’s fucking neck.
“Anyway, I guess there’s no harm in telling you,” said White. He brought them to the end of the hallway, where another door awaited. With a touch of his hand to the reader on the wall, White unlocked the security system. He glanced to Alicia and Carson with another tight smile. “If you didn’t know what we do here already, you’d be in for a bit of a shock before we got where we’re going.”
She didn’t mind if that comment left her looking a bit wary. White might think it odd if some executive’s personal assistant could match his casual callousness.
Their path held to the curve of the main silo until it broke off down a straight hallway. Soon the passage opened up, taking them past another long window, though this one spread out beside a security door rather than showing off another silo.
The window looked down into some sort of tiered control room full of computers, gear she couldn’t identify, and people in lab coats. The scene reminded her of the lab with the Krok back on Maurras, except for the way it descended in two tiered levels like a small theater. Instead of a stage, however, the room opened up below the bottom two levels to display a large table slightly tilted toward the viewer. Upon the table, flanked by guards with rifles and combat jumpsuits, lay a pale and inhuman shape spread out and held in place by ugly restraints.
The alien closely matched every picture and holo she’d ever seen of its kind. Its narrow body ran nearly three meters from close-set feet to a head with only a small mouth and four dark eyes. Its wings of tightly-stretched flesh spread to either side, held down by straps attached to the table. The only difference between this one and the recordings she’d seen was the deathly pale color of its skin. In that, it reminded her of the cadavers back at the CalderÃ³n laboratory, though this one was clearly alive.
Alicia gasped, unconsciously coming to a halt at the window. No one in the control room seemed to notice their new audience. “Can he see us?” she asked.
“Hm? Oh, no way,” White chuckled. “No, you’re looking at a high-fidelity projection. It’s the same technique they use on warships to protect the canopy in combat. That image is up against thirty centimeters of metal and insulation, although it’s a pretty faithful image of what’s on the other side. Even the angle is right. We used to have transparent plastics there but we had a little incident that required some remodeling.”
“What happened?” asked Carson.
“The tech crew underestimated that thing’s energy levels. It blasted the whole control room out with a projection from that top pair of eyes on its head. Killed six people. Set us back months. We’ve gotten a little more careful since then.”
Alicia listened closely, wrenching herself from her shock. Gawking wouldn’t help here. Nor would it do any good to speak her mind. She tried to take in the scene with a tactical eye, noting the door to the bottom left side of the control room and the stairs in the false “window” that seemed to lead down from there. Apparently one could get there from inside the control room.
“What are they doing to it?” she asked.
“Not too much right now. That’s where they feed the thing. It soaks up a bunch of different wavelengths of light and other electromagnetic stuff. I’m not up on the physics. At this point lunchtime is over and they’re just doing routine readings, which can take a while. You can’t be too careful with it. The control room incident came out of a pretty minor oversight. You don’t want to see the damage it could do on a full stomach, so to speak.” 
Alicia watched the creature as a couple of techs walked around it with instruments, poking and scraping its wings. The Nyuyinaro didn’t seem to react, but she didn’t know if it wasn’t able or if it simply didn’t care to. She knew nothing of its body language or facial cues.
Human or not, only an idiot could miss the depths of despair and misery on that face. Only a monster could ignore it.
“We should keep going. Our room is only a little further down the hall here.” White gestured to the doors up ahead. “I wouldn’t normally give visitors a tour through the lab area, but it brings us to the people you need to talk to. Right through to the conference room here.”
Alicia looked back to the lab window. This time, something distracted her from the Noonie: a distantly familiar face among the techs and scientists. He didn’t notice her passing, as he was turned her way for only a moment, but it was enough to put his features to memory and remember where she’d seen them before. He was middle-aged, with dark hair and a simple mustache. Something about his nose and the wrinkles on his forehead stuck with her. His escape from Archangel space had set this whole mission into motion.
She had to continue on her way, leaving Dr. Hilbert to his work. Alicia got one last look at the prisoner strapped to the table. Then the window fell out of view.
Dread and worry turned to anger. She corrected her earlier silent prayer. It wasn’t just White. She wanted to wring a great many necks in this place. Janeka’s last-minute advice rang in her head. Despite the careful procedures and watchful eyes on the visitors, security here wasn’t all about protection from infiltrators. The guards were focused on their prisoner.
She also understood how Carson and Medina could do their thing as spies. White’s fellow guard stood waiting for her at the open conference room door with a patient smile. She returned his smile in a wordless lie, but it was easier now. Fuck you, bastard, she thought. You don’t deserve honesty from me or anyone. I don’t feel bad about this at all.
The conference room table and its chairs could accommodate a larger meeting than this. Only two people awaited them inside, one a blonde woman in a lab coat and the other a well-groomed man in a sharp suit. They both stood with concerned looks as Tiller entered, followed closely by Carson.
“Roger, our security people said you suffered some sort of attack,” said the suited man. He offered his hand across the table as Tiller came to a seat. “Are you alright?”
“Yeah, I’m…I’m fine, Mike,” said Tiller. “Linda, hi.”
“We’re glad you’re okay, Roger,” responded the woman in the lab coat as they all sat down. Something about her demeanor suggested less empathy and more concern for practical matters. “What happened?”
Alicia took up a seat to Tiller’s left. It put her closest to the door, yet that still put eight empty seats and a few open meters between herself and the exit. Carson sat on Tiller’s other side. White didn’t sit right away, but rather stayed on his feet right behind the visitors as if only to make Alicia nervous. The other guard lingered in the doorway as it closed.
“Some team of soldiers attacked my offices,” Tiller began. His voice sounded uncomfortably dry. He gestured nervously with his hands, moving them without much meaning. “It happened in the middle of the day. They just… they just flew in….”
“Sir,” said Carson, placing his hand on Tiller’s shoulder. “We’re here now. We made it in time. You can slow down.” He looked up to White. “Could we get him some water?”
“Sure.” White glanced around the room, probably looking for a secretary or some other subordinate he could delegate to, but the minimal access approach left him without any menial laborers on hand. He stepped away to the counter and cabinets on the other side of the room to take care of it himself.
“I’m sorry for interrupting,” Carson continued. “Call me James. I’m Mr. Tiller’s head of personal security. This is Alicia, his personal assistant. Is it appropriate to address you as Linda and Mike, or would you prefer something else?”
“That’s fine,” Linda replied with barely restrained impatience. “Go on, Roger. What happened? Was the facility taken?”
“N-no. Not taken,” said Tiller, glancing to Carson. “They didn’t attack the whole campus. It was a small group. They landed on the rooftop in a ship and started shooting up the place. It happened fast.”
“Who were they? What about the project? Why come here?” Linda pressed.
“Nobody dropped any hints of their identity,” Carson answered, once again speaking up to take the pressure off Tiller. “Professionals. No doubt about that. Maybe a dozen of them. They hit the lab and killed the specimen. We know that much. But they were also after Roger here, so we had to get him out.
“They pursued us even after we got away from the site. We took off out of the atmosphere to get a clean break and they had a ship waiting for us there, too. They tagged us once before we managed an emergency FTL jump. They might’ve wanted Roger alive, but they were willing to kill him if they couldn’t manage it. At that point, we thought it best to get out of the system entirely.”
“I guess that explains the damage to their ship,” said White from across the room. “Looked like it could’ve been nasty.”
“They came in on the pretense of delivering a Dr. Schroeder, whom we were expecting,” Carson went on. “That suggested an inside job. Roger knew of a similar personnel transfer happening here, so he was afraid you were in for the same sort of hit. That’s why we came straight to Headwaters.”
“We had our ‘personnel transfer’ days ago,” said Mike. “You’re saying you came here to warn us of something that old?”
“I didn’t know what else to do,” Tiller replied. It was an honest enough response. “They shot up my office. They shot my guards. I couldn’t go home.”
White brought over a tray with a crystal decanter of water and several glasses, setting it down in front of the guests. “You’re in a secured compound built for military use with platoon of guards on site now, sir. Nobody’s getting to you here.”
Alicia glanced at Tiller, wondering if White’s assurances would prompt him to expose the whole gambit. Instead, Tiller just stared off into space through the decanter, seeming to wrestle with something.
Then she caught on to the sudden hesitation at the table. Everything seemed to pause. Alicia looked around the room and came to the same sort of realization White had only a moment ago: Shit. They expect me to do this part. I’m the lowly secretary. Apparently it was her job to pour the drinks. Holding back a grimace, Alicia rose out of her seat to reach for the decanter.
“What about the project? You said they killed the specimen?” Linda pushed.
“They got the Krok, yeah,” Tiller mumbled with a nod. “They got the project data. They got everything.” He claimed the glass of water from Alicia with a shaking hand and gulped it down as if he might find some solace or protection at the bottom.
Alicia kept her hand on the decanter. White had filled it nearly to the top. After pouring only one glass, it was still heavy. Solid. Useful.
White loomed behind them as the conversation continued. Clearly, he wanted to stay close to the strangers. He maintained a steady, balanced stance with his hands together gently over his belt buckle. He was a trained fighter, the biggest person in the room, and armed. Alicia had a crystal decanter full of water.
She took up another glass and poured slowly, doing her best to look awkward and unsure of herself. That part wasn’t hard. What was important was the excuse to stay on her feet while going otherwise unnoticed.
“So you think they know about this place?” Mike asked.
“We have to assume so,” Linda fumed. “It’s too great a risk, especially if they got the project data from Roger’s site. If they found out about his project, they might find out about ours from the same source, whatever it is. Even if they don’t, anyone who knows about the Maurras site will keep sniffing around. We have to scrub this site and move the project somewhere else entirely. Damn it. Two days after a major breakthrough and now this.”
“We’re not going to decide this here at this table,” said Mike. “We have to put the other principals into the loop first.”
“Sure, but it’s the inevitable result. We might as well accept it now and get prepared. I’ve got a specimen and a research team to prep for transport and data to get backed up.” Linda ran a finger over the bracelet on her wrist, activating the holocom mounted there. A holographic screen appeared in the air over her hand, first flashing a security clearance icon and then opening to a command page.
“Wong,” said Carson.
Alicia whirled around in a full circle to give the decanter some momentum as she swung it into White’s head. He’d had his attention on Carson when she moved. That detail created only the slightest delay in his response, but it cost him. The decanter shattered against his skull, sending water and crystal shards flying. White dropped instantly.
Others moved as soon as she attacked. Tiller put his face down on the table, covering his head with his arms. On the other side of him, Carson lunged forward to catch Linda’s wrist. He pinned her hand to the table, keeping her holocom screen open. Mike reached out in her defense, instinctively but without technique. Carson backhanded him hard with a closed fist, knocking him away.
Alicia focused on the other dire threat still remaining. She completed her spin as if she knew she’d connect all along, scooping up one of the glasses and hurling it toward the guard at the door. Though the guard already had his sidearm out, he naturally flinched at the sight of an incoming object. Alicia leaped up onto the table as the guard dodged her glass. By the time he recovered, she cleared half the distance between them in a charge along the length of the table.
It wasn’t where he’d expected her to be. None of her moves followed his expectations. He got his pistol up and fired, but she was already in a roll off of the last half-meter of the table and then down much too low on the floor.
He didn’t want to fire wildly. There were friendlies in this room. He had to aim. Alicia knew it, too. That tiny detail gave her just enough time.
The guard had his pistol up with both hands. Alicia rolled up and moved her head and body to the right, keeping herself off his line of fire. She hadn’t practiced her roll or her crazy approach, but the rest of this desperate move came out of constant practice with Janeka on board Westwind for the last few days. Her left hand slapped at the gun to turn it away. Her right came down on the back of the weapon and his hands, helping her push it up and away from her body as it went off.
All of it happened while her momentum kept carrying her. In almost the same instant of her hands hitting the weapon, her knee came up into his groin. Alicia followed up with a backfist, tagging him in the nose. She didn’t want to invest all her energy in wrestling for the pistol. That was what her opponent would expect rather than this sudden flash of movement and violence. She unloaded on him with vicious strikes, hitting at every opening as long as the barrel wasn’t pointed at her.
The struggle was decided in seconds. Alicia tore the gun from the guard’s hands as he lost his balance and stumbled backward into the doorway. She took for granted the gun would be keyed to his exclusive use by a magnetic signature in his gloves, but it still made for a harsher weapon than her bare hand. Alicia pistol-whipped him mercilessly, leaving him stunned, bewildered, and bleeding within only a few blows.
She looked back, expecting the worst. Instead, she saw Linda bent halfway across the table as Carson pulled her wrist, still holding it against the tabletop. If she or anyone else had shouted, Alicia missed it in her fight with the door guard. Carson flung some harsh words at Linda and Mike, apparently cowing them both, but Alicia didn’t listen. Tiller rose from the table, having stayed down with his arms over his head the whole time. Most importantly of all, White remained on the floor.
It gave her more time to finish things with the door guard. He’d almost regained his senses in this two-second pause. Alicia planted her foot in his temple, knocking him for a loop once again. The stunner holstered at his other hip presented a way to finish this. Like his laser pistol, the weapon was keyed to his personal use, but a little rough treatment got the stunner into his gloved hand long enough to deactivate the safety setting. With a sharp electric crack and a flash of light, Alicia rendered the guard unconscious.
“It was about time,” she muttered toward Carson.
“Good work,” he grunted. “Give me a hand here?”
She was already on her way over. Alicia hardly gave White a second glance before she fired the stunner at his prone form. The decanter may have given him a serious concussion, but she had no way of knowing how quickly he might recover and wasn’t interested in taking the chance. His body jerked at the sudden influence of so much electricity and then lay still on the floor.
“Give Mike there a nap, too,” Carson instructed. “I don’t like his attitude.”
“Wh-what?” Mike protested. “All I—nngh!” Another electric flash cut him off. Mike fell to the floor on the other side of the table.
“Oh my god,” breathed Tiller.
“You didn’t have to do that!” Linda protested. “He isn’t a threat!”
“Maybe, but it felt good,” said Alicia.
“Linda, listen to me,” said Carson. “Now that we’ve got this all under control, you’re going to hold still while I pull off your holocom. You’re not going to give it any voice commands or pull any other tricks. This will not go well for you if you try anything. Understand?”
She nodded, looking at him with a mix of open resentment and fear. Carson relaxed his grip on her wrist and removed the bit of jewelry that housed her holocom.
With the situation under control, Alicia relieved White of the laser pistol and stunner on his belt. As soon as she had the security settings deactivated, she set them both on the empty chair beside Carson and returned to White to pull off his utility belt. He had too many potentially useful tools there to let it go unclaimed. Holsters were more convenient for guns than pockets.
By the time she was finished, Carson had several screens open from Linda’s holocom. The woman in the lab coat now stood with her hands free from Carson’s hold, rubbing one wrist with a fearful scowl. “Who the hell are these people, Roger?” she asked. “What have you done?”
“I couldn’t—” Tiller began.
“You don’t need to answer that,” Carson cut him off. His eyes flicked to Linda. “How much access to the project data do you have from here?”
“I’m not telling you anything,” she replied. “Roger might not have a spine, but I do.”
“Linda, that approach isn’t going to do you much good,” said Carson. “If this room was being monitored, security would already be at the door. You’re obviously in a bad situation. Exactly how bad it gets is up to you. Now, how much access to the project data can I get from your holocom?”
“Go to hell.”
“We can either leave with data or we can drag your sorry ass out of here as a prisoner for interrogation,” Alicia snapped at her. “There’s a good chance you’ll get shot in the crossfire along the way if we go with option two. Which is it?”
Carson blinked. He glanced to Alicia, then back to Linda. “She’s not wrong.”
Linda’s scowl wavered, but despite her nerves her contempt held strong. “There’s more project data than I could carry on a simple holocom, and we wouldn’t carry it around on personal devices in any case. Do you think we’re idiots?”
“Sure, but could I access it from here using your holocom?” Carson asked.
“No. This whole facility is built to block signal transmission. Nothing gets in or out. And we don’t keep research computers on the network wires. You’re not getting anything out of me.”
“So that data is limited to specific computers?”
“Of course, it is,” she said, and then glanced to their other prisoner. “And I’m not going to just walk you into the lab like this idiot—” She cut herself off, but it was too late.
“Don’t beat up on yourself for letting things slip,” said Carson. “I do this for a living. You don’t.” He turned the stunner on Linda and pulled the trigger, sending her falling to the floor with an electric flash.
“Oh god!” Tiller blurted.
“It’s a stunner. She’ll be fine. Linda was done talking, anyway. She realized she was getting sloppy and would only try to be trickier if we continued. Besides, we’ll never get an uncooperative prisoner out of here. Not when we need to move fast. You’re going to have to keep up with us as best you can, Mr. Tiller. It’s your only hope.
“Besides, you heard her. They’ve made a breakthrough. We can’t allow that. We need to get that project data and shut this all down.”
“That lab is behind a security door,” argued Tiller. “It’s full of techs and armed guards. We’ll never get through that. We need to focus on getting out of here alive.”
“Right. The door,” said Alicia. “That is a problem.” Presumably security at that door was as tight as the rest of the facility. She hadn’t seen any keypads or device-driven locks, so the doors were most likely responsive to biometric recognition. She glanced around at the bodies on the floor, but found half the solution to her problems amid the furniture. “Carson, help me with White here.” She and the agent quickly set to hauling the security captain into one of the seats. Suddenly Alicia felt thankful for little amenities like wheeled office chairs.
“Wait, what? You’re going to roll him around in that? This is suicide!” Tiller protested.
“So stay behind Carson and maybe they’ll get you last,” said Alicia. She pushed White to the exit, then paused at the doorway to listen carefully for whatever it might be worth. If anything waited outside, she couldn’t hear it. Alicia glanced back to ensure Carson was ready before she keyed the door open.
She swept the hallway with her laser pistol up, ready to take out anything threatening. The passage lay empty. She couldn’t know if the hallways were monitored by cameras or not, but she had to assume they were. Thankfully, the lab was a straight shot down the hallway without obstructions like stairs or heavy doors. They had no reason to take this slowly. She wrenched the chair and its occupant out into the hall.
Basic training demanded endless hustle. Janeka and the other drill instructors often put Alicia and her fellow recruits in situations demanding improvisation, too. Alicia spared a fleeting thought for those days as she ran down the hall pushing an unconscious, drooling prisoner in a desk chair in front of her. If middle school horseplay got the job done, the navy would never criticize her for it.



CHAPTER TEN
No Good Options
“At a glance, the Nyuyinaro might seem almost relatable to human eyes. Bilateral symmetry, feet and shoulders, eyes over a mouth on a discernible head—all of these are visual cues we can relate to. But the Nyuyinaro are far more alien than even the Krokinthians. They have vastly more conscious control over their biology than we can ever hope for. By their own claims, they began as an avian race and consciously evolved their way farther and farther up into their atmosphere until they could reach the stars.
“To humans, this of course sounds absurd. But we have plenty of evidence of what they can do. Remember, it was the Nyuyinaro who figured out how to talk to us, not the other way around. They did that without the aid of machines of their own. They used ours. How is the rest of this any more difficult to believe?”
--Mai Nguyen, Introduction to Xenobiology
 
She only had to stop once to prevent White from slumping right out of his chair. The wheels rolled along quietly on the smooth floor as if to give Alicia their vote of approval. Her plan only looked ridiculous. In practice, it worked out just fine.
With the laboratory window in sight along the wall up ahead, she slowed enough to make sure Carson and Tiller kept up. The delay gave her one last look inside, too. “I count three guards in the control room. Maybe ten others. You watch left, I’ll go right,” she suggested.
“On it. Go,” Carson replied.
She pushed again, looking to her right through the window as she passed. Her luck held. The technicians had their minds on their work, while the three guards inside had their eyes on the scene in the holding room below. No one saw her roll White to the door, whirl the chair around to blunt its momentum, and then hold his limp hand up against the reader on the controls.
The door beeped. Straight ahead, a random man in a lab coat turned back from his control station to look at her. Alicia shoved the chair and its sleeping payload into the scientist at full speed. White’s unconscious body brought the scientist down with a loud yelp and an awkward crash.
The ruckus drew plenty of attention, but no one knew what to make of it. Guards trained for trouble hesitated, thinking it might be an accident or a prank. That bought Alicia three critical seconds to pick her targets. It also meant she had her weapon up first.
Red beams of light flashed across the control room. She put down the guard closest to her before he could get off a shot. People screamed and threw themselves to the floor or crawled under desks as Carson added to the laser fire.
While the enemy wore protective gear and had carried better weapons, none of them had any real cover. Alicia and Carson had a long bank of computers and other gear to hide behind. With the elimination of Alicia’s first target, the two intruders held the high ground.
Alicia snapped through a turn to her left, aiming and firing again. Though her first shot went high and left, she corrected without thinking. An instant later, the second guard caught a flash of light through his head. She kept firing, as did Carson, but by now the last guard knew he had to move.
The guard by the big projection screen ducked to one side. The image behind him flickered as the beams struck, but Alicia saw the guards in the holding area react. Someone had gotten to an alarm or shouted a warning over a speaker. Two of the Noonie’s minders were already hustling up the stairs with their pulse rifles ready.
A stray blast cut through the monitor to Alicia’s side, creating a burst of sparks and smoke. She ducked reflexively to evade the laser blasts that followed. Though her opponent didn’t aim carefully, his return fire let her know the advantage of surprise had run out. The projection of the holding area blinked out, leaving behind nothing but a blank wall marred by a few burns.
The remaining guard wielded a pulse rifle while Alicia had only a pistol. Her cover broke up his sight line and offered a little concealment, but nothing that would stop one of his blasts. He would have friends any second now, too.
While tactical worries ran through the back of her mind, her opponent thankfully had even bigger challenges. He had to lay down suppressive fire without hitting any of the scientists. His shots went high. Alicia’s didn’t. She caught him in the stomach, bringing him to his knees before a second shot burned a hole through his chest.
“Stay down!” Carson roared over the din of frightened people and blaring alarms. “Everyone stay down where you are!”
“Watch the main door,” Alicia warned, launching herself up over the first bank of computers. She jumped up onto the second bank and ran along its length, rushing for the other door in the bottom left corner of the room leading to the holding chamber. She wanted to be where her enemies wouldn’t expect when they came in ready to shoot. If that meant being high up but out in the open, so be it. At least she’d be a moving target.
Someone yelped from under one of the work stations as Alicia passed over her. Another man peered out from under his desk, only to duck back in fear of being stepped on. She crossed the remaining distance just as the corner door slid open.
The guards took the doorway like they’d been trained. Each man looked to one side of the entryway in his first glance. Neither of them looked high enough up before Alicia took her first shot at point-blank range, searing his heart and lungs with a fatal ray of light. She let her momentum bring her crashing into the other guard before he could turn his gun on her, knocking him into the corner of the open doorway.
“Oof, what? Crazy—ngh!” the guard blurted before Alicia stuck her weapon into his side and pulled the trigger. Alicia felt him stiffen with agony before he fell into the small aisle between the wall and the control bank. The door shut automatically behind him.
Alicia spun, looking for more opponents. She found none. Alarms still blared, but for the moment, the violence had ended. On the upper tier, she saw Carson nod once with apparent relief, or perhaps approval of her tactics. Then he was all business again.
“Okay, everyone get off the floor and move against the wall down there. Everyone but you,” Carson corrected, pointing to a tech near one of the computer terminals. “You stay. The rest of you go. Now!”
“Do it,” Alicia pressed. She paused only to scoop up the weapons from her fallen opponents. Though the weapons were surely under security keys like the ones she and Carson had claimed, a random civilian might still pick one up and get themselves shot. “We’re not here to hurt you. We just want you where we can see you. Move,” she demanded.
 The shift happened quickly. Alicia did her best to keep track of the frightened men and women in lab coats, but she also had to watch that side door. Thankfully, Carson remembered to lock up the main exit up on his tier before he did anything else. She didn’t know if it would hold a security response team for long, but the sparks flying from the control panel when he was done with it suggested it would at least make for an inconvenient combat entry.
Naturally, getting out that way again might also be a problem. The chamber downstairs still held a threat, too. Alicia gave the side door to the lower chamber one more wary look before she hustled up to the top level to join Carson. By then, the lone tech Carson had kept at his side was stuffed back into a desk chair at a computer terminal.
“I want all of it,” Carson told the tech as Alicia arrived. “Full database access, full notes, all of it. Everything you have in this lab. Burn it to multiple holo chips if you have to.” He glanced to Alicia. “Good work. I’m impressed.”
“Thanks.”
“We seem to make a good team.”
“There’s still a guard downstairs,” Alicia reminded him.
“You’re going to have to take care of him on your own. And the alien,” Carson added.
Alicia blinked. “Wait, what?”
“I have to watch the door and supervise the data transfer here,” said Carson. “That’s the most important part of this. We need their research. You heard them, they’ve made a breakthrough.”
“No, what do you mean, ‘and the alien?’”
“We need to eliminate it. That’s your job. I’m taking care of the data. You go down there and take it out.” He spoke without concern at first, his eyes entirely on the screens as the computer tech complied with his demands. Then he noticed Alicia hadn’t complied and turned his eyes to her. “We can’t leave it here. We came here to stop this.”
“Yeah, not to kill it,” Alicia protested.
“What else did you think we were going to do?” Carson hissed. “We can’t let that thing fly off to the rest of its buddies. They don’t know one human from another. It’ll start a war. Hell, it’ll probably do that as soon as it gets out of this facility. They can talk to each other over God only knows how many light years like you or I making a holocom call across a city.”
Alicia shook her head. “This isn’t what I signed up for.”
“How is it not?” Carson kept his voice low, but his face turned red. His eyes darted from Alicia to the tech and back again. He looked to their other prisoners, too. “This isn’t the time or place for a discussion. You know that. And you know this is why we brought you. We needed you for back-up muscle.” He pointed to the dead guard on the floor not far away, taken down by Alicia’s opening shots. “This is who you are.”
He didn’t hold her gaze. His attention was still split between Alicia and the computer tech. It made a certain amount of sense, as the data was indeed useful, but he seemed even more focused on it than ever. She wondered how much Linda had raised the stakes back in the conference room when she said the word “breakthrough.” Linda hadn’t said what her breakthrough meant or what it was even about. Carson probably didn’t know, either, but he didn’t seem to care.
The agent glanced to her again. He backed off from his heavy approach. “You don’t have to like it, Alicia. But either we take it out or we risk a war, remember? We can’t take it with us and we can’t leave it here. You saw what it looked like. Go put that thing out of its misery.”
She glared at him, but words failed her. He wasn’t wrong about the danger. They couldn’t take the Noonie with them, either. The guard downstairs was a threat. A response team could hit the main entrance within minutes. They had to be assembling now. The last thing she and Carson needed to add to that was a gun at their backs, too. None of this supported her objections.
She moved back down to the bottom tier. Little more than a minute had passed since the last shot. Hopefully, as Carson suggested, any response team was still assembling. Unless security had a group sitting around waiting to jump at something like this, they’d have to ensure other sensitive areas were locked down and everyone else was safe before throwing more manpower at this room. With the alarms going, Janeka and the others might already be causing a distraction, too...if she and they were lucky.
Alicia turned away with a knot in her stomach. She spotted Tiller crouched beneath a nearby computer bank. He reminded her of how far this mission had already gone, and how it had changed. Her eyes swept the bottom tier of the room, where the collection of techs and scientists huddled against the projection wall. “What about Hilbert?” she asked once she saw the scientist in the crowd.
“He’s not that important right now,” Carson answered without looking back. The frightened computer tech and the flashing screens at his fingers had the agent’s full attention.
“Was he ever?”
“There’s no time to explain. We’ve got higher priorities.”
Alicia’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah,” she decided quietly. “Yeah, I guess I do.”
Hilbert met her gaze and gulped.
“Get away from the door,” she said to the other prisoners as she hustled back down to the lower tier. “Move between the two banks of desks and stay low.”
“B-but you told us to—” began one tech.
“I changed my fucking mind,” Alicia snapped. “Go! No, not you, Hilbert. You stay here. Right here,” she instructed, pointing to a spot near her. She kept her attention mostly focused on the side door. If the last guard hadn’t come up yet, he was probably staying by the Nyuyinaro. She doubted he’d be waiting right behind the door. Still, it wasn’t something she could afford to take for granted.
Alicia pressed herself against the now-blank display wall beside the door. She held her pistol at the ready before keying the controls, ready to shoot whoever might wait on the other side. The door opened to reveal only a bare wall a little more than a meter away and a stairway landing. A heartbeat later, bright blue flashes of rapid pulse laser fire lit up the landing from the stairway below.
She looked back at the rest of the control room. Carson glanced over at the sound, but saw Alicia was unharmed. Hilbert crouched low as she demanded. Everyone else stayed under cover. Soon enough, the barrage ended.
“Asshole, we’ve already taken out all your buddies up here and Captain White along with them,” Alicia snarled without poking her head through the doorway. “You can go down fighting if you want or we can arrest you and get you a fair trial. Your choice.”
It was worth a try. Impersonating legitimate authorities seemed like a minor addition to the crimes she’d already committed. She expected a sharp rejection laced with profanity, or maybe more pulse fire. Instead, a husky voice called out, “I want to talk to a lawyer.”
“We’re not bringing lawyers down here until everyone’s wrapped up, moron. You know that. Throw your weapons out onto the bottom of the stairs and you’ll live to see one. Do it now.”
A clatter at the base of the stairs soon answered her demand. “Your pistol and your stunner, too,” she said.
Another clatter followed. “I don’t have a stunner.”
“Hands where I can see them as I come down the stairs. You and everyone else down there.” With that, Alicia swept around the corner with both her weapons up and ready to fire.
Three men awaited in the dim red room with their arms raised. One wore a guard’s protective gear. The other two were in lab coats and ordinary clothes. Racks of technical gear and other equipment lined the walls. She saw power conversion units, computers, and large, currently dark lamps pointed at the table in the center of the room.
The Nyuyinaro remained on the table where it was bound. Watching.
“The fuck?” The guard blinked. “You’re not really—nnf!” The electric flash of the stunner in Alicia’s left hand cut off whatever else he had to say. The guard collapsed to the floor, his unprotected head hitting hard. A second glance at the captured alien banished any regrets Alicia might have had about playing rough.
“You two. Back up. Back away from him. Slowly.” She watched the other two men comply, glancing down only once at the fallen guard as she passed to make sure she didn’t trip over him. Then she saw the sudden movement of one of those white coats in her peripheral vision.
The man had his hand on the sidearm at his hip in a flash. It seemed so incongruous with his outfit and his appearance Alicia hesitated until he drew the pistol with a desperate look on his face.
He didn’t have much of a chance. She gunned him down before he got off a shot. The last man standing before her yelped and jerked away at the sight of a laser beam tearing through his co-worker’s chest, but thankfully he didn’t try anything as stupid.
“You. Are you armed, too?” asked Alicia.
“Y-yes, but I won’t do anything. D-don’t shoot.”
“Ditch the lab coat slowly and turn around with your hands up.” She waited as he complied, spotting the pistol at his hip. Alicia stuffed her own into its holster as she moved up and took his weapon. “What is this? Even the scientists here carry guns?”
“In this room, yes,” said her prisoner. “In case anything happens with…with the specimen.”
“Might do you more good if you wore it outside your lab coat.”
“W-we’ve talked about that, but—”
“Oh God, I don’t really care,” Alicia grumbled.
She turned her gaze to the alien again. He watched her silently, leaning its head forward and following her with all four of its dark eyes. Alicia knew it was a mistake to assign a gender, of course. She didn’t know enough for that, but calling the Noonie an “it,” even in her head, seemed wrong. She still didn’t pretend to understand his body language, either, but something about that had changed. Given what he had just seen, it wasn’t hard to guess what he might be thinking or feeling.
Carson wanted her to kill the captive alien. He had his reasons.
Alicia gestured to the bodies on the floor. “This isn’t who I am,” she said.
“Huh?” asked the tech. The Noonie didn’t react at all.
“Nevermind. This gear—can you operate it from in here?” she asked. “I’m betting they can control it from upstairs, but you probably have local control as well?”
“Uh. Yeah.”
“This is what you use to feed him, right? Is it dangerous? Radioactive or anything like that?”
“N-not really. I mean, a little, but we’re in here when it’s running. It’s not dangerous as long as you don’t stand right in the way.”
“Turn it on. Full power. Let’s go.”
The tech turned around with his eyes wide. “Wait, what? It already got the regular daily.”
“You mean he got exactly enough to keep him from starving?” Alicia snapped. “I’m not talking about his daily bread and water. Crank this gear up. Now.”
“You don’t understand how dangerous that is! For both of us! Everyone!”
“You’re in a lot more danger if you don’t get on it, buddy,” Alicia replied, her voice turning cold. “Don’t make me tell you again.”
The tech let out a dreadful sigh, but he turned to one of the nearby workstations as instructed. His first few keystrokes brought up audible warnings as a computerized voice pointed out that he was exceeding daily allowances and other safety limits. After a grim look back at his captor, he muted the voice and continued on.
White light from large arrays in the room washed out every other source of illumination in the room. Alicia looked over the tech’s shoulder until she saw a power rating bar turned to maximum. Other data streamed past. Along with the simple presence of light, the lamps put out a spectrum of other emissions she didn’t try to understand. She didn’t have time to read up on it.
The Nyuyinaro writhed against the bonds as if trying to stretch. Chalk white flesh quickly turned translucent as faint colors glowed from within, swirling under the skin like a light show behind a curtain. The effect occurred all over the alien’s body, though nowhere as intensely as within the wings. “What’s happening?” asked Alicia.
“It’s processing and convert—uh—it’s metabolizing,” the tech corrected, reaching for a simple answer. “It’s metabolizing fast and that is not good.”
“Are we hurting it?”
“No, I mean that’s not good for us!”
“We’re not an ‘us,’” Alicia murmured, watching the alien.
“We’re both human,” protested the tech. “That thing isn’t.”
“Stop calling him a thing,” she said. Alicia walked toward the table, trembling with a fear she rarely felt. This wasn’t the sort of fear she experienced in combat. She knew that fear would never go away, nor would she ever truly master or vanquish it, but she learned early on to accept it and move on. That fear didn’t leave her shaking. Not like this.
Despite her tremors, Alicia reached out to the bonds on the Nyuyinaro’s feet and hit the release. The alien slowly pulled his long, thin feet free, gingerly flexing them. Those eyes stared at her as she unlatched the straps restraining his wings and tail.
“C’mon, guy,” Alicia said softly. “Show me you’re okay. Show me you can tell I’m not like the others.”
“It doesn’t speak English,” said the tech. “It can’t even hear you. It lives in space.”
“I didn’t ask you.”
“Christ, what are you trying to accomplish? Besides getting us all killed in here? This thing is gonna blast us like that gun in your hand in a few minutes. And that’s to say nothing of what it’ll do if it sits under these lights long enough.”
“Minutes?” Alicia blinked. She didn’t know how long it would take to bring the alien back to health, or even if this would be enough. In the heat of the moment she hadn’t considered how much time it might need or how far a small charge might go. White had made it sound like even a little could yield major results, but he was a security specialist, not a scientist or a lab tech. How much did he really understand about the Nyuyinaro’s biology?
A loud crash and a chorus of screams echoed from up the stairs. The hum of lasers and the pop of solid-state gunfire came with it. “Alicia!” Carson shouted from above.
“Shit,” she hissed. She started for the stairs, then stopped and looked back at the tech and the Nyuyinaro. So far, the tech had cooperated, but if she left him alone with the alien…
In a rush, the Nyuyinaro rolled up onto its feet, reaching forward with those wings until they covered the multicolored lamps. The wings began to glow ever brighter—and, Alicia realized, the entire room and every light on every piece of equipment dimmed.
“Oh, what the hell is this?” breathed the tech.
Another crash echoed from upstairs. Alicia hurried to back Carson up. She made it all the way to the bottom step before the room was suddenly bathed in a bright, flickering red light coming from behind her. It drew her eyes back to the alien.
The Nyuyinaro glowed brightly, giving off the red light that covered the room. Then it all went out. The room went completely dark but for the light from the door at the top of the stairs.
When the light reappeared a second later, it blasted from the Nyuyinaro’s top pair of eyes straight through the wall blocking the control room up above.
* * *
“The Interstellar Academy of Motion Picture and Holographic Arts and Sciences has rebuffed calls to relocate this year’s Tommy awards from Fairhaven. The planet is the main hub of the NorthStar Corporation, whom many see as the primary aggressor in the Archangel dispute along with CDC and Lai Wa. In its statement, the Academy cited contract obligations and the potential disruption of travel plans for thousands. The Academy made no judgment on the matter other than a plea for a speedy return to peaceful negotiations.”
Ravenell stepped away from the coffee dispenser as the holographic news anchor rattled on about entertainment news. The projection took up much of the space along the far wall of the break room as the anchor strode from one inset projection to the next. To one side, she referenced some man in a suit speaking at a podium. On her other side, Ravenell saw clips from the red carpet at last year’s Tommys.
The young marine didn’t see the point of using such a sophisticated system just to watch the news. A simple wall screen would do the job. He suspected someone installed the needlessly hi-tech toy to make the facility workers feel appreciated while they worked in a secret pit on one of the few unanimously recognized interstellar crimes.
“It’s a ‘dispute,’ huh?” he muttered.
“I imagine that depends on what network you watch and who owns it.” Janeka had a mug in her hand, too, but she didn’t try to keep her tone quiet. To the contrary, she seemed shockingly casual. “You know, I still haven’t seen half of the movies nominated this year. My son has some strong feelings about the Best Interactive, though. He’s run through Solar Scavenger Hunt almost once a day since it was released. If that doesn’t win, I’m afraid he’ll burn the house down.”
Ravenell looked at her in near shock. He knew the gunny had a husband and a very young son, but he never heard about them. He also never heard her speak in this kind of pleasant, friendly tone. Even after basic training, where Janeka had been the absolute terror of Ravenell’s recruit company, she had only lightened up enough to grunt out the occasional bit of praise. Now she sounded like a different person.
“I don’t really want to talk politics anymore. It gets everyone so tense.” She smiled at him. It was a warm, completely human smile, yet so incongruous with the woman he knew it stole every word from his mouth.
In the early days of basic training, Ravenell figured her unyielding drill instructor demeanor was a form of method acting required of the job. Time went on and he came to accept Gunny Janeka as the true Janeka. Now she spoke as warmly as any of his relatives at a family Christmas.
He didn’t know which was the true Janeka, but one of them clearly deserved a Tommy for her performance.
Ravenell glanced away nervously, afraid his surprise would draw attention from their pair of security minders. Medina had kept the two guards occupied with casual conversation up until now, but finally one of them wandered over. He had a friendly enough smile under his red mustache and goatee. Fred, if Ravenell remembered the guy’s name correctly. It was hard to keep track. Mostly Ravenell remembered the guard’s weapons, the protective plates and padding sewn into his jumpsuit, and the fact that Fred was built like a linebacker.
“You sure you don’t want anything to eat?” Fred asked. “I did some time in a corporate navy before this job. I know how it is once you go from the fresh stuff to those condensed packages when you’ve been in FTL for too long. You start getting crazy for real food. We may not be full-service at this hour but I imagine we can beat whatever you had on that courier ship.”
“Oh, I’m fine,” Janeka demurred. “We ate on the way in. It would’ve been nice to wait, but for all we knew it was going to be hours of waiting rooms and debriefings as soon as we made it here. Martin, you want anything?” she asked, turning to Ravenell.
He blinked. “Nah, I’m fine, thank you,” Ravenell replied, forcing himself to engage rather than trying to hide behind silence. “Maybe later. Like you said, it’ll be nice.”
“Suit yourselves.”
“Mostly it’s good to get caught up on the news,” said Janeka, gesturing to the holo. The system had paused automatically once its sensors determined no one was actively watching. “That’s the part of space travel that always drives me nuts. You get used to the time delay on a given planet after a while, but as soon as you move to another world you’re a week ahead on half the news and a week behind on the rest. Sometimes it’s even more confusing depending on which direction you’ve gone.”
“Yeah, I hear that,” Fred nodded. “Most of it is still the same. Nothing really changed in the war in Hashem. The stock market’s still in the dumps ‘cause of that mess in Archangel, but now everyone’s arguing about whether or not that’s a long term problem. Seems silly, though. It can’t go on long, right? The markets will bounce back.” He shrugged. “Anyway, that’s if you care about that sort of thing. Doesn’t seem to affect us much down here.”
Ravenell practically swallowed his tongue. Janeka smiled. He didn’t understand how.
Then the alarm went off. Loud claxons worthy of a starship going to general quarters blared in the lounge and outside in the halls along with flashing red lights. After life on a military ship, it was all Ravenell could do not to immediately reach for a helmet that wasn’t there to seal up a vac suit he wasn’t wearing.
Fred and Audra, the other guard, jumped back from their guests and drew their weapons. Neither pointed their pistols directly at the others, but the way they closed in together and kept their focus on Ravenell, Janeka, and Medina said plenty.
“What’s going on?” asked Medina, standing a couple meters apart from the two marines—and now the two guards as well.
“We need you to stay still right where you are, please,” Audra replied in a warning voice. “Stay still and stay quiet. Fred?”
“I’m good.”
Audra reached for the communications handset on the wall behind her without taking her eyes off their guests. “Security net. Priority.” She waited only a second for a responsive beep, hardly audible over the alarms. “This is Hill. We’ve got our three under control in Lounge Two here. No, they didn’t try anything. Okay. We can do that.”
The instant Audra had the handset back on its receiver, Janeka charged at Fred. Ravenell followed but not as fast as he would’ve liked. He half expected Janeka to pull some sort of move, but she surprised him almost as much as she seemed to have surprised the guards.
She turned Fred’s pistol away as he fired, sending the red beam up over her shoulder. Her fist came up into the corner of his jaw and hit with a loud, debilitating pop. Fred went down with an ugly wail. Janeka kept moving as if she knew he’d fall even before her punch landed, reaching for Audra’s gun as the woman turned on her.
The gunny was still faster than Ravenell. Faster than Medina coming in from the other angle, too. She wasn’t faster than Audra’s trigger finger. Ravenell heard the loud pop of Audra’s solid-state pistol and saw a burst of blood from the gunny’s lower back just over her hip.
Then he was by her side, smashing his elbow into Audra’s face. Janeka trained him for these struggles. She wanted maximum violence to keep their opponent off balance and disoriented. If Janeka had the gun, she would turn it away from herself while Ravenell pounded. If not, solid punches would hopefully prevent more shots.
Audra fell back under his impact. His weight and momentum carried her away. Medina came in, too, striking with kicks as the guard stumbled to the floor. Within seconds, their enemy was a disarmed and stunned wreck.
Seeing Medina take control of the situation with Audra, Ravenell spun around again. Fred lay sprawled out on his back and unconscious, his pistol out of reach. That meant Ravenell could focus his attention on the matter that really concerned him. “Gunny,” he said, rushing to the woman kneeling on the floor. She clutched her gut in obvious pain. “How bad is it?”
“I ain’t dead yet,” she managed through gritted teeth. “Didn’t get any bone. All went through the gut. Take care of the door before you worry about me.”
“I’ve got it,” said Medina. She already had the safety on Audra’s gun unlocked and the guard bound with her own handcuffs. The agent quickly got into position to guard the exit. Her hand hit the window controls to bring down a set of blinds.
“Think I saw a first aid kit in the restroom back there,” Janeka huffed.
“I’m on it.” Ravenell darted into the room, finding the small box mounted on the wall with no trouble. He returned with much the same speed, dropping to his knees at Janeka’s side again. The kit didn’t offer much. It was stocked mostly to take care of minor accidents and mild, inconveniencing problems rather than major trauma, but he could work with it. “You might want to lie down for this.”
“Nuh-uh,” she replied, her voice ragged. “If I lie down I’ll only focus on the pain.”
“I can give you—”
“No painkillers,” she interrupted. “Anything in that box of trash will mess up my head. Can’t have that now. I can handle this.”
“Lemme see,” Ravenell told her. He pushed up her coat at her back to look at the exit wound. It wasn’t hard to find, especially with the hole left in her shirt. As she said, the bullet hit below the ribs and above the hip, catching no bones. He was almost relieved Audra carried a solid-state weapon rather than a laser, or the damage could have been much worse. Still, there could be plenty of other problems. “Shit, I hope this didn’t hit your kidney.”
“Yeah. Me, too,” she replied.
The kit provided only a single set of puncture pens. They were designed for much smaller and shallower wounds than this, but any help against infection or shock was better than nothing. Ravenell jabbed the first small rod into the wound and squeezed hard to get out every droplet, hoping it would be enough for the job, then repeated it with the second pen. As soon as it was empty, he smeared what little clotting gel he could get from the kit on her wound and covered it with an adhesive bandage. He worked fast, though that didn’t make him feel comfortable with the results. By the time he moved around to her front, Janeka could at least let go of her stomach so he could get at it.
“Pretty brave move you pulled there,” he said. “That could’ve gone way worse.”
“It was only math,” Janeka countered with a pained gasp and a shake of her head. “I knew I could cross the distance and put that guy down in time. Figured the other one might get off a shot at me, but not at all three of us.”
Ravenell shook his head, covering the entry wound at her gut with the same gel and another barely adequate bandage. “How’d you know I’d be able to keep up?”
“I trained you,” she said as if it were obvious. “You think I didn’t know how this would play out before I moved?”
“We’re gonna have company soon,” said Medina. “These two have a pistol and a stunner each, and we’ve already stayed here too long. There’s only a couple of spare magazines of slugs for that semi-auto, too.”
“All our better guns are back at the ship,” Janeka grunted. “Nothing the others do makes any difference if we can’t get out of here. Might be able to get back to the landing bay and deal with whoever is guarding it if we move now.”
“No, we’ve gotta find Carson and Alicia,” Medina countered. “They need back-up and we need to continue the mission, not get into a protracted fight.”
Ravenell shook his head. “We don’t even know where they—”
The lights dimmed inside the lounge and the hallway outside, cutting off his argument. The holographic news anchor at the display suite against the wall blinked out of existence. Everyone snatched up weapons and watched the windows, all expecting an assault at any second.
It didn’t come. Instead, they heard a distant, echoing crash that sent an ominous vibration through the room. Emergency lights flicked on. More alarms rang.
“Containment breach in Lab Four!” warned a voice over a PA. “Containment breach in Lab Four. Armed intruders inside the facility. Response teams, report in. Staff will shelter in place. This is not a drill.”
 “Okay, that’s a hint,” Ravenell corrected. “Those blast doors are for containing meltdowns, not locking anyone in. We can probably get through ‘em on manual override. I don’t want to leave the others hanging, but we don’t know where they are. We know how to get back to the ship, at least.”
“We need to do both,” said Janeka. “They’ve got only so many guards in this place. We’ve gotta keep them from focusing on anything. That’ll help the others, too.” She winced with pain, but nodded to Medina. “Take the laser and go after the others. You know more about dealing with security systems than we do if you run into trouble, anyway.”
Janeka picked up the other pistol and held it out to Ravenell. “You secured the ship for us last time. I need you to do it again. Get back there and trade this in for something better.”
“Last time I had Medina with me.”
“Last time I could back up the others. We’re down a couple people this time around. We work with what we’ve got.” Janeka gave a nod to Medina. The agent paused at the door only long enough to sweep the hallway for targets. Then she was gone.
“What about you?” asked Ravenell. “I can’t leave you here.”
“Yes, you can. I’m not going anywhere ‘til this clotting gel has a chance to set. Leave me a stunner. I’ll move as soon as I’m not about to tear myself open again.”
“I don’t like any of us going out alone,” he grunted, but he handed over the stunner as instructed and took the remaining ammunition from the unconscious guard.
“Neither do I. You can do this, Ravenell. I trained you. And I’ve got a husband and kid to get back to. I don’t do suicide missions, and I don’t give ‘em out, either. We need a distraction and an extraction. You’re all we’ve got for the job.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Unrestrained Violence
“I thought the full-contact sparring was crazy enough. More often than not somebody winds up going to the infirmary. I guess the navy doesn’t care about how much all that medical care costs. Almost everyone comes back ready to go the next day. What’s even crazier is how many of us basically got used to it. Same as most of us got used to living in a great big underground emergency shelter complex. Not that we didn’t miss the sun, but we adjusted.
“Today Gunny Janeka and Chief Everett said we’re gonna play ‘capture the flag’ three nights a week. Not much in the way of rules, apparently. Just a flag somewhere in this oversized basement that we’ll have to take or defend or whatever. Somebody asked, ‘What are the rules?’ and Janeka said, ‘No weapons. Do not deliberately injure one another.’ That was it.
“Then Chief Everett grinned and said, ‘Next week, we’ll turn out the lights.’”
--Recruit Martin Ravenell
  Personal Correspondence, 2274
 
The blast continued for several seconds, sweeping from side to side across the upper wall. Few man-portable weapons could manage such a wide, sustained beam. Normally only heavy weapons connected to generators could put out such power. Alicia saw the alien shoot a cannon blast from his head.
In the glow of light created by the blast, the alien no longer looked so haggard or emaciated, either. She saw taut muscles under his skin as he put out that primal scream of light and destruction. Dust and debris caved in from the blast as masonry and metal burst under the sudden, intense heat, but Alicia hardly felt warmer at all despite her close proximity.
Instead, she felt her breath catch with the overwhelming dread of a terrible mistake.
As soon as the blast ended, the alien leaped up from the table onto the bottom edge of the hole he had created. The Nyuyinaro seemed to have targeted the control room up above through nothing but memory alone. His wings and tail still lingered halfway inside as the creature perched on the still glowing-hot ledge and peered into the upper room. Alicia hustled up the stairs, but didn’t make it before she heard the high-pitched sound of another blast of energy from the alien’s eyes. This time it came along with screams and gunfire.
She had her weapon up, unsure if she would have to shoot the alien she’d only just freed. The control room lay shrouded in smoke, lit only by embers and a few emergency lights as she came around the doorway at the top of the stairs. The alien had wrecked the room, laying waste to workstations and instrument panels. Thankfully, Alicia saw plenty of people in lab coats huddled in corner spaces but still moving, whimpering, and giving every other sign of life. She didn’t have to worry about that.
The destruction seemed worse on the top tier of the control room. The main entrance had been completely blown out, leaving a great, smoking gap out into a dimly lit hallway. Alicia felt her heart stop as she looked for Carson amid the destruction. She saw no sign of him. It was too dark and chaotic to take anything for granted, but from her vantage point at the side door to the holding room she couldn’t see Carson at all.
She heard voices from outside the control room. Male and female, all of them urgent.
“Adam’s down!”
“Jesus, what was that?”
“Cover the door! Cover the fucking door!”
“Back-up! We need back-up now! Full containment breach in—”
The alien glowed again, though this time with a soft white instead of red. He leaped from the hole in the display wall at the bottom of the control room. His wings spread out wide and then tucked in quickly as he shot forward through the room. In the blink of an eye, he crossed the control room and escaped out into the hallway.
Shouts of alarm followed, along with a crash and the hiss of laser fire. The Nyuyinaro flew past the window and out of view again as it headed down the hall. “Get after it,” shouted one of the guards in the hall. “Get that thing!”
Alicia rushed up the steps to the top tier. She could make out human silhouettes in the hall as she came through the dust and smoke. The guards on the floor outnumbered those who moved, though many of the dead weren’t even intact. She didn’t think about that. She focused on the guy in the helmet and combat jacket nearest to her and the woman in similar battle gear only a few feet away. Both carried laser rifles. Neither saw or heard her coming.
She slipped in only a couple of feet behind the male guard before firing at the other. At such a close range, the woman’s armor wasn’t enough to hold back the full power of Alicia’s weapon. The shot hit her dead center in the back and put her down instantly. Her comrade whirled around with his rifle to face the threat, but Alicia was too near and ready for his reaction. Her left arm blocked the barrel of his rifle before he brought it fully to bear. Her right hand slipped in under his forearms and his weapon, pistol in hand. The fight ended with one more pull of her trigger.
Carson’s trick at disarming the security functions on her pistol proved tough to repeat with the fallen guard’s rifle. She got the little holo screen up, but no option to cancel it out revealed itself. Unless she wanted to waste precious time figuring this out, she was stuck with her pistol. More shooting erupted down the hall, along with another sustained, high-pitched blast. She had to catch up.
Sudden, broad pain struck across the back of her head as she rose. Alicia tumbled forward on the shadowy floor with none of the control she’d learned from gymnastics or martial arts. She hit hard with an elbow, a shoulder, and naturally her head again. Her first panicked thought conjured an image of a bullet cracking through her brain, but she banished that almost as quickly. She wouldn’t be thinking if that had happened.
A boot struck her in the gut, hitting hard enough to turn her over on the deck. Alicia tucked in with her arms and legs and rolled defensively. Fighting to keep her eyes open despite the pain, Alicia caught a glimpse of her attacker as he moved in under one of the remaining emergency lights.
“Guess I’m not completely recovered,” huffed White. The big man still bled from cuts along the side of his face from the shattered decanter. “Should’ve put you out with that kick.”
Alicia cursed herself for losing track of him. She reached for the stunner at her hip, but his foot came down again fast enough to stomp it out of her hand. The move cost White his balance for a brief second, though he recovered well. Alicia gave up on the weapon, seizing the chance to roll up and get back on her feet. She didn’t know where it had gone, anyway. Her opponent came in with another attack fast, throwing a punch that caught her in the hip. The impact knocked her back and kept her on the defensive.
More attacks came in. She blocked as best she could, but he was definitely a match for her level of skill. He was also bigger and stronger, which made for a bad combination. The darkness and the raging storm of pain in her head didn’t help, either.
His next punch opened up an opportunity. She counterattacked with a left cross into his gut, but regretted it as soon as it landed. He absorbed it with little trouble, catching her wrist before she could pull it back and twisting hard. His other elbow came down on her arm. Alicia felt the sudden, wrenching pain that might well be her shoulder popping out of joint, only to lose track of it as that same hand came back at her face in a closed fist. Her head rocked back from the impact. She found herself on her back once more.
The world spun. It hurt, too. She had to get control again. Had to regain the initiative. If she could just—
His booted foot came down hard on her left ankle. It was the first time he’d made her cry out in pain.
“I don’t have time to tie you up. Don’t go anywhere,” he grunted.
Gunfire and shouts continued on down the hall. White leaned over to grab a rifle from among the fallen. He glanced back at her once, making her tense up for a desperate roll that might buy her another half second of survival, but he didn’t shoot.
“Ought’a be an interesting interrogation,” he huffed, clearly to himself. Then he keyed up a holo screen from his rifle’s computer system. “Access. Captain White. Open command protocol alpha. Disable all weapons within five meters. Override. Confirm.” Alicia heard tiny beeps all around them.
She tried to push herself up off the floor. His boot came at her head again. Noticing it too late to block or dodge, Alicia leaned into it like she’d been trained to rob it of momentum and blunt the impact. Her forehead was now her best defense.
It felt as stupid as it sounded as her head bounced off White’s heel. The impact of the back of her head against the deck cut off any further self-criticism. It cut off the alarms, too, and the flickering lights. It even cut off her pain as everything went black.
* * *
“Sweep the whole hallway, Johnson,” hissed Sergeant Li.
The younger guard turned back. “I did,” he protested
Li pointed his rifle and the light shining from under its barrel around the corner of the mounting to the big blast door. “You stopped at a forty-five degree angle,” he explained. “You have to sweep around the whole ninety degrees before you advance. What if someone’s waiting there? Then Wheeler and I come through thinking you already cleared it and we all get our asses shot off.”
The man to Li’s right said nothing. Neither did Gupta, stuck up at the front with Johnson. They didn’t need to pile on, and they didn’t have time regardless. “Keep going,” said Li. “Do it right at the next door up ahead.”
Johnson turned his attention back to the dark hallway and continued on as ordered. All four guards kept their rifles up and at the ready, both out of tactical readiness and out of the simple need to light their way.
“If it makes you feel any better I don’t think Bat Boy is big on stealth,” grumbled Wheeler. “He wasn’t last time he got loose.”
“He’s stealthy enough to make all our optical gear useless,” Gupta pointed out. “We’re stumbling around in the dark with flashlights like fucking cavemen.”
“Yeah, but he ain’t quiet,” said Wheeler. “Fucker can’t even hear.”
“You assholes aren’t much better,” Li snapped, still trying to keep his voice low. He didn’t worry about an enemy hearing him. They had the hallway to themselves. No voice would carry through the thick metal blast door up ahead. Still, he had to lead by example, and he also needed his team to control their nerves. “We’ve trained for this. Might be more than the Noonie on the loose, but we’ve trained for shooters, too. Get a grip.”
“Haven’t trained much for the power going out,” muttered Wheeler. “Supposed to be reserve systems and redundancies. What the hell happened?”
“The doors work and so do your guns,” said Li. “That’s what matters.”
Nothing opened up between the last blast door and the next. Every office and lab entrance to either side remained shut. Blue indicators at each door control panel marked their “safe” status per lockdown instructions. It was an imperfect system and Li would have preferred to check each room for danger as they passed, but station security had priorities. Everything else took a back seat until the Noonie was under control again or dead.
Johnson stopped short of the end of the passage. So did everyone else. “Boss,” he whispered, finally paying heed to the sergeant’s instructions. “The blast door isn’t sealed.”
The problem was easy enough to see under the lights from their rifles. The door was only a couple centimeters off from its seal at the deck, but that left enough of a gap to notice if anyone actually looked. Li grunted in acknowledgment. “Probably nothing, but good looking out.” He slipped past Johnson to reach the door control panel. As with the others, the door’s independent power supply still functioned. The scanner recognized the codes in Li’s glove and sent the door sliding upward.
Johnson and Gupta moved in. Once again, Johnson didn’t sweep quite all the way around the corner of the thick door frame with his rifle. Li scowled as he fell in behind the younger guard. As usual, the moment Johnson did something to earn a little praise, he goofed up something else. Li stepped through the door ready to deliver another admonishment as soon as he checked the corner. Discipline mattered.
 Something stopped his rifle before he made a full sweep. He saw a dark face at the edge of the light from his rifle and felt the weapon tugged out of his control. Everything turned from surprise and fear to horror with a boom and an explosion of pain in his abdomen. Li slumped forward on his feet against his attacker.
Ravenell held the guard up as he expired, using him as a shield while he opened up on the next guard immediately to his side. More urgent shots followed, along with startled cries and the strobe-like effect of rifle lamps spinning all around as his enemies reacted to the ambush.
He put down his second target before anyone had a weapon brought to bear. The third hesitated, clearly unsure if the man slumped against Ravenell was dead and not wanting to hit him. Ravenell kept firing, shooting down his third target before the fourth fired. Even if the bullets didn’t penetrate their body armor, at this range they were powerful enough to knock his enemies down.
They had each other at point blank range. The limp man hanging against Ravenell jerked as the incoming blasts struck, lasers burning through the back of his victim’s body armor and setting off convulsions as internal tissue exploded. Ravenell even felt the heat against his torso as the beams struck against the guard’s chest plate. He thought for sure he was dead, too, and simply hadn’t realized it yet.
Ravenell kept firing anyway. He was already committed to this. He was trained for it, too. Nobody in the marines ever taught him to shoot from behind a human shield, but they drilled for close-in shooting all the time. His panicked opponent did Ravenell the favor of standing still while trying to burn through his expired boss. The guard paid for that mistake with his life.
The body against Ravenell was the last to fall. The young marine stood in the dark corner gasping for breath, looking from one smoking guard on the floor to the next to confirm he’d gotten them all. It wasn’t his first shootout, but it was the closest, and every fight still left him a little shaken. His ears rang from the noise of his pistol, something he didn’t normally have to worry about while wearing a modern helmet or at least sticking miniaturized baffles in his ears. He had no such protection for this mission.
Light from the rifles on the floor reflected off the walls, giving him far more illumination than he’d had a few seconds ago. He looked down at his suit. Nothing marred his blazer or his shirt. His first target had protected him from the last. No burns. No holes. Not even a scratch.
Again.
“Shit!” he hissed, snapping up his weapon again and turning it to the open doorway. He knew as soon as he moved it would have been too late, but no further dangers presented themselves. The whole team was down. Ravenell wondered if he’d known subconsciously that it was only the four of them all along, or if he’d only been lucky. The first possibility seemed like the sort of arrogance that got men killed. The latter made sense, but it wasn’t quite as comforting. Luck ran out sooner or later.
 His eyes swept the scene again. Luck played a role, but he’d been taught to fight, and he’d been taught to think critically about it. He won by virtue of surprise and training. He also benefitted from his surroundings. The hallways were dark. Flashlights on the rifles mitigated that somewhat, but they also spoiled natural nightvision. These guys had exactly enough trigger discipline to doubt their first glance before shooting. For Ravenell, practically everyone in these tunnels was a target. For the enemy, friendly fire was a constant danger.
Technology could usually mitigate all that. Most helmets carried at least some sort of optical suite far better than an ordinary rifle-mounted flashlight. Plenty of small arms carried targeting systems with computer aids and friend-or-foe identifiers. Such tools might be expensive, but this place didn’t suggest a tight budget.
His gaze fell across a doorway across the hall marked “Lab 6A.” The designation meant nothing to him, but it reminded him of where he was. Security here wasn’t built to defend against commando raids. They were here to keep the Noonie under wraps. Against an alien like that, optics systems and targeting computers could be useless. Hell, they could become a vulnerability.
This was low-tech close-quarters fighting in the dark. He didn’t know how many hostiles were between him and the ship, but most of the enemy had to be focused on getting the alien under control and securing the facility, too. He didn’t have any back-up, but he didn’t have far to go, either.
These guys had come from where Ravenell was going. That meant they felt like they had the ship secured, but it also meant they were now down four guys.
“You can do this,” Ravenell breathed. He claimed a rifle and a couple of power cells from his foes. At a second glance, he noticed one of them carried an assault rifle rather than a pulse weapon. The ringing in his ears made him consider the different benefits of both rifles. Ravenell killed the lamps on the two weapons, slinging one over his shoulder and hoisting the other at the ready. “You can do this.”
He hustled the rest of the way down the corridors. Emergency lights flickered brighter the closer he got to the landing bay. Ravenell reversed his grip on his pulse rifle and swung for the lamps. By the time he got to the corridor’s end, only the tiny glow of the blast door control panel guided his path. He hit the button.
The landing bay looked much dimmer than when he’d left it. Only a handful of the big track lights reaching up the long shaft to the surface remained lit, along with a good amount of the foot lamps up on the landing bay. Ravenell had a clear view of the ship from the bottom of the stairs leading from his spot to Westwind’s platform. He also saw the first of the armed guards looking curiously at the open door.
Ravenell put him down with the pulse rifle a heartbeat after they saw one another. Then he turned his aim to the lights along the shaft.
“Cover! Get to cover!” someone yelled from the platform up above. Other voices shouted out warnings and instructions. Somebody called for a medic.
Ravenell focused on his shooting, putting out one tall lamp after another. Light fixtures didn’t move. They didn’t shoot back. They even offered a nice, visible glow. It was the easiest target shooting he’d ever done. Soon enough, the only remaining light came from the lamps illuminating the landing platform itself and the last track lights rising up directly above Ravenell’s doorway.
“How many are there?” asked a woman’s voice. Ravenell promptly unslung the other rifle from his shoulder, letting the laser rifle dangle from the crook of his elbow.
“I think there’s only one of ‘em,” answered someone else.
The voices fell off. Apparently someone remembered the concept of noise discipline. He knew they’d be working up a counterattack in whispers and hand signals. Someone was sorting out a flanking maneuver, suppressive fire, and all the rest. It was time to move.
No human targets poked out over the edge of the landing platform, but he couldn’t wait for any. Ravenell pointed the assault rifle at the side of Westwind’s hull and let it rip. The gun roared to life, spitting bullets at the ship that ricocheted off the hull with sparks and even more noise. As soon as the magazine emptied out, Ravenell bolted from his spot in the doorway and ran around the left side of the platform.
He heard more startled words and urgent orders from up above as he ran. Whether he’d hurt anyone or not, the gunfire had its desired effect. Ricocheting bullets flying everywhere scared the hell out of anyone with any sense. The gun made his enemies unsure of how many foes they faced, kept them off balance, and made an incredible racket—which was exactly what he’d come down here to accomplish.
“Shit, get on the comm,” urged the presumptive woman in charge as Ravenell darted around the bottom of the platform. “Call in back-up, now! South tunnel!”
Ravenell didn’t know whether to be satisfied or worried. He came down here to make a mess and pull some of the heat off the others. Apparently he had accomplished that. Now he needed to survive the consequences of his success.
Several other sets of stairs led up to the platform, each rising from different blast doors on the silo walls. Ravenell skipped the closest and moved to the next, hoping the noise from the assault rifle would at least leave everyone else’s ears ringing long enough to cover his footsteps. The laser fire raining down on his previous position helped, too.
“Keep ‘em pinned,” said the leader. “Stay on it.”
“I can’t see any of ‘em, the light’s all wrong,” said another.
They were noisy and focused in the wrong direction. Ravenell started climbing the platform.
“Shit, the Noonie’s loose and we’ve got other shooters in the base,” said whoever had the communications handset. “Control has people coming, but this is a fucking mess.”
Creeping over the edge, Ravenell quickly made out at least four guards. They stayed behind the mobile resupply units and other clutter brought in around Westwind. One laid in a prone position on the edge of the landing platform to shoot down at the open blast doorway. All four were turned mostly toward his point of entry, leaving him only slightly back and to the right of their focus, but any one of them could look back to him at any second. He could take out one without a problem, perhaps two before they fired back. On the other hand, he didn’t know if he’d seen all of them yet. There wasn’t much cover available from here, either.
Westwind’s gangway sat extended and open a little over twenty meters away. The distance in between lay completely open and the ship’s internal lights were on, which together made him an easy target if anyone turned around at the right moment. He nearly dismissed it as too risky, and then realized they’d probably look around the rest of the landing bay soon enough. The ship would likely be the only place they wouldn’t look.
“I wonder if they withdrew,” said a guard.
“Shit, you think we’re a distraction target, maybe?”
The assault rifle was out of ammo. Ravenell carefully pulled it from his shoulder and hurled it as high as he could over Westwind’s hull. As soon as it was in the air, he took his first quiet steps. With the clatter of the gun on the deck below, he hustled forward while every eye and gun was turned in the wrong direction.
“Fuck, what was that?”
“Watch the sides,” ordered the leader. “Don’t get tunnel vision!”
Her words came a heartbeat too late. Ravenell made it up to Westwind’s steps and slipped inside before anyone turned his way. He kept his laser rifle up as he entered, fully expecting to walk right into some guard or tech hiding inside the ship, but nothing came. For the moment, he was in the clear.
He thought immediately about the smuggling compartments filled with weapons and armor. Then he thought about the much bigger guns Westwind had to offer. Ravenell fought down the urge to seal up the gangway too soon. He left it open, wanting neither noises nor the movement of shadows or changes in light to give him away. The young marine slipped into the cockpit and took up the pilot’s chair.
Okay, cool out, he told himself silently. They don’t know you’re here. You’ve got time to think this through. It only seems like every breath is a fucking eternity. Take your time. Get it right. Win this.
He looked over the dark controls, remembering lessons going as far back as basic training. Those first few days of orientation while on the way to Maurras were even more important. Ravenell didn’t need to be a master pilot here. He only needed to remember which systems would give off noise and bright lights and which ones would work independently of main engine power.
Exterior monitors ran silently on their own batteries. Ravenell draped his blazer over the screens to smother the displays until he could dial down their intensity. In seconds, he had a full 360 view around Westwind. Audio came up, too, low but clear. The systems revealed a total of six guards, vindicating his earlier concerns about not seeing them all. Their voices came through the cockpit speaker as he mentally rehearsed one more system run-up sequence.
“I don’t see anyone here,” reported one guard.
“Whole sweep. Nobody on the sides,” agreed another.
“Boss, I think they pulled back,” said one of the men watching the open blast door. “There isn’t anyone down there now. I don’t even see shadows moving.”
Switched to battery power, thought Ravenell as he reviewed indicators and keyed in controls. Charge is good. Manual operation enabled. Tracking is keyed to proximity monitors.
Gangway switch is over there. Don’t forget that or today’s going straight to hell.
Safeties off.
Looming near the prone guard, the apparent leader straightened up a bit and put her hands on her hips as she considered the situation. “Shit. Okay, call control again. I think we may have been the distraction.”
“You’re not wrong,” grunted Ravenell.
With a sudden sequence of mechanical thunks, the chin turret dropped out of Westwind’s nose. Barrels extended, pointing straight at the guards in front of the ship. The guards spun around in surprise as the gangway closed up and the cannon turret hummed to life.
The blast swept away everything between the cannon and the silo walls in a flash of red light. Thunder from superheated air and shattering insulation panels shook the chamber. Even protected by the ship’s hull, Ravenell cringed reflexively.
His eyes widened at the destruction he’d wrought. Half the guard detail was simply gone. The rest tumbled down the slanted sides of the landing platform. Silo walls built to withstand misfires from a far more powerful weapon held firm, but the signal-dampening panels installed by the new residents weren’t made to resist laser fire. Pieces of shattered panels crumbled and fell from the impact zone.
Ravenell fired up the engine sequence. It wouldn’t be long before he could run up the ship’s ES systems, which would easily withstand just about any small arms the security force might bring to bear on him. “Go ahead and ignore this distraction,” Ravenell muttered.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Too Far to Stop Now
“Basic training is supposed to teach recruits they can achieve more than they ever thought possible. Recruits should be stressed to their limits in order to overcome and surpass those limits. At first glance, Recruit Wong presents an interesting challenge: she is an Olympic-level athlete, and is therefore accustomed to such rigor. One might think basic training would be a lesser challenge for her.
“However, no one gets out of my recruit company without growing. If Recruit Wong is already beyond our usual expectations, we shall raise those expectations. In the interests of fairness, we’ll have to hold the other recruits to those same standards.”
--Gunnery Sergeant Janeka, Recruit Company Oscar Training Records
  June 2274
 
Air wheezed noisily in and out of the room, barely giving her enough to breathe. Something sounded broken in the ventilation. She tried to inhale deeper, but that only made the noise worse.
Wait. That’s not the ventilation. That’s me.
Shit. How long have I been out?
Alicia rolled over with her body aching from skull to hip. Her ankle didn’t feel good at all. Her arm wasn’t dislocated, but it was a near thing. Somewhere underneath all that were probably a few bruises to her pride, too. She rarely lost a sparring match and had never lost an actual fight. First time for everything, she conceded silently, though this milestone was particularly unpleasant. The fact that it had been an ambush only further vindicated Janeka’s emphasis on fighting dirty. It worked.
She had no time for the loud complaints of her body. Alicia got to her hands and knees. Gingerly, she rolled her ankle and found she could make it move despite the pain. Whatever damage he’d done, he probably hadn’t broken anything with that stomp. At the very least, adrenaline would keep her going. It would have to.
Bodies still littered the hallway. The lights still flickered. None of the techs and scientists seemed to have emerged from the control room. From the looks of things, Alicia hadn’t been out all that long. Hopefully it had only been a few seconds.
A red indicator on the first rifle she found confirmed her fears about White’s last words. Now she knew why he risked leaving her behind without restraints. The Archangel Navy and every other military had their weapons safety practices, but a networked override was a new level of paranoia. Locked and disabled or not, though, Alicia kept the rifle. If nothing else, she could use it as a club. She still had the utility knife on her belt, too—another impractical weapon, but at least it gave her one more option. Now all she had to do was fight her way through a high-tech facility while armed like a Neanderthal, and a wounded one at that.
“I won gold on floor exercises and I’m an Archangel marine,” she seethed. “You really think I can’t run you down and kick your ass on a sprained ankle?”
Gunshots and shouts echoed down the hall. Alicia limped toward them.
The trail wasn’t hard to follow, given all the bodies strewn along the corridor. Many were badly burned, along with laser scoring across the deck and the walls. She doubted she’d find much in the way of usable weapons among the dead. That was frustrating, but the carnage wrought by the Nyuyinaro at least meant fewer guards for Alicia and the others to fight.
Then again, she still didn’t know where the others were. She hadn’t seen Carson on her way out of the control room, nor Tiller for that matter. It seemed entirely likely she’d doomed the mission already. Worse, she had no way of knowing about the rest of the crew. She didn’t know if they were captured, or free, or even if they were still alive. All she had left was this.
“Hold fire! Don’t just shoot it, for fuck’s sake. We want to recapture it, not kill it.” White’s voice carried around the bend to the corridor. Alicia slowed, trying to remember the path now that the hallway was shrouded in darkness. She probably wasn’t far from that long, broad window to the “habitation tank” White had showed off on the way here.
At his orders, the laser fire stopped. Alicia grimaced. That sounded like more than a few guns up ahead. She continued on, limping as quietly as she could, though she had no idea what she could do against more than one opponent in the state she was in. Not without a working gun.
More charred bodies around the bend explained the gunfire. This hallway was as dark as most of the others, though light spilled through the shattered window of the habitation tank. Men and women in guard uniforms stood at the window, several with their attention and their weapons directed up through the four-meter gap. Even the mountings for the window were practically melted.
White strode over to them. Alicia realized she must have lost only a few seconds to her blackout if she’d caught up this closely to him while limping.
“Boss, that thing killed a shitload of people,” protested one guard, though not without a little deference in his tone. “He’s all charged up and ready to go.”
“It can’t be charged up enough to escape, or it would be gone already,” White corrected. “It has to know that tank puts it close to the surface. If it could burn through the silo doors, don’t you think it would’ve tried by now?” His firm voice and controlled demeanor helped his subordinates regain their composure.
Through the crowd, Alicia saw the Noonie’s shadow dash across the far wall of the silo. She guessed the alien kept to the very top of the chamber, both to maintain some distance from his pursuers and, as White noted, to get as close to the surface as possible. Alicia briefly thought of an escaped bird gliding around to stay out of reach, but she knew the Noonie was smarter than that. Continual movement made the alien a harder target. The catwalks ringing the silo offered some small degree of cover, too.
“Has it tried to burn through any of the doors up there?” White asked.
“Not yet, anyway,” answered a guard. “Once it tore through us and blew out the window it flew up and stayed there. Figure it’s only a matter of time before it tries blasting through. It already fucked up a lot of the catwalks.”
“Huh. Why would it do that? Unless it’s afraid of us coming up to get it or it’s trying to buy itself time. Maybe it’s low on juice after making all this mess,” White thought out loud. “It might be trying to figure out a better plan. Or maybe it’s just being a pain in the ass. Let’s get one of these monitor stations working here so we don’t have to poke our heads out into its line of fire. They should be on the emergency circuit if you reboot. Dunford, get on it.”
One of the guards set to work on the monitor banks by the window. Another spoke up. “What the hell happened, Captain? First we heard a report of shooters in the base, now this.”
“Those assholes who came in on that ship with Tiller are a bunch of spies or something. I left one of them unconscious back by the control room. No clue what she was trying to accomplish. Whatever she did gave the Noonie a chance to get loose. It looked like Tiller and her other buddy got killed when the Noonie blasted its way out of the control room. Saw ‘em both laying there in the debris.”
Alicia winced. Carson and Tiller might have died in the shootout with the security team that attacked the control room. They might also have been killed by the alien she’d unleashed. She had no way of knowing. Suddenly, Alicia felt colder than she’d ever been in her life.
What if she’d gotten them killed?
“That still leaves the other three, though. Are they accounted for?” White asked.
“Last comms relay we got said they had ‘em under guard in the breakroom. It’s only been a few minutes since then.”
“Hey, I think I got this monitor booting up,” announced Dunford.
“Put it on holo projection,” said White. “Let’s see what we’ve got.”
A three dimensional image flickered to life amid the group of guards depicting the silo and its flying occupant. As the guards said, many of the catwalks lining the silo had been cut apart, leaving big gaps for anyone trying to climb to the top. The big overhead doors that made up the silo’s ceiling showed the carbon scoring of laser blasts from the guards’ weapons, along with at least one serious black scar across the surface that had to have come from the Noonie.
“Okay. Looks like it threw a test blast at the doors but couldn’t cut through, so I imagine it’s low on juice,” White considered. “Either that or maybe it’s conserving energy for another fight or a new plan. Who knows with that thing? Anyway, I doubt it’ll be able to charge up enough on the emergency lights in there to put out a serious blast like it used in the control room.
“We might want to talk to a couple of the docs and find out, though,” he continued. “Mendez, Cooper, head back to the control room and see if anyone can come help us figure this out. Also, find that infiltrator. I left her on her ass with a couple broken bones and a concussion outside the control room. Get her zipped up tight, too.”
Aw shit, thought Alicia. She leaned back along the curve of the wall. The darkness helped, but the hallway offered nowhere to hide. With a grimace, she considered her weapons and tried to formulate a plan for a last stand. White’s chosen errand boys nodded and turned toward her.
Then a loud boom like thunder echoed through the halls. Everyone froze.
“That sounded like it came from the main concourse,” said a guard.
“Or the landing bay,” White realized. “Son of a bitch.”
Alicia’s spirit leapt. I’m not on my own.
As the guards spoke, Alicia saw things change on the holo projection. The Nyuyinaro began to glow with a faint red hue along his wings. He perched on one railing of the catwalk, where he turned his head toward the silo doors that made up the ceiling.
White and the others didn’t notice. “Damn it, we have to move. Mendez, Cooper, get—”
The Noonie’s wings went dark. A wide red beam shot from the lenses over his eyes, striking the ceiling with a clap of thunder that reverberated through the hall. The light reflected across every inch of the silo walls. As with the first, more distant boom, everyone stopped. This time they knew where to look. The holo flickered, but held firm.
So did the silo doors.
With its glow diminished, the Noonie leaped off its perch to slam itself against the barrier. It bounced back without effect, only to soar up and throw itself up into the silo doors yet again.
Even this far in over her head, Alicia felt every bump against the ceiling hit in her chest. She couldn’t change what had happened so far. Carson and Tiller were gone, possibly because of her own actions. The alien in the silo didn’t know them, though, couldn’t have seen them or understood the whole situation… and he was still a prisoner. If it was too late to save Carson or Tiller, it was too late to turn back on the rest of this, too.
“Guess you’re out of juice now, asshole,” White grunted. “Okay, fine. Cooper and I stay here and watch this thing. Mendez, go. Everyone else, head back down the concourse and back up the others. Now.”
Alicia backed up a few more steps, practically hopping on her good foot as she stuck close to the wall and the shadows it offered. The group at the window broke up at White’s command, most of them heading further down the long, curved hallway. Mendez ran in her direction. She set her dead rifle down in the corner. She had a better tool for this particular job.
He nearly saw her in time. The irregular shadows in the dark hallway drew his attention, but he didn’t recognize the danger until she made her attack. His mouth opened right as the utility knife came for his throat.
It was an imperfect weapon, slashing forward in the hand of an injured, graceless fighter, but it got the job done. Mendez didn’t cry out. He gurgled, struggled, and fell to the deck only once he was wrapped up in Alicia’s arms. He landed on his back with his rifle tangled between them.
She pressed the knife in. Mendez flailed, but he didn’t cry out. He couldn’t.
“It still hasn’t blown out the railing at the top,” said Cooper. “There are doors up there. Think we can get a team up that way?”
“That’s my plan,” said White. “We’ve got stairways leading to both sides. Just gotta get an organized response together.”
Alicia held firm on Mendez to make sure he wouldn’t be further trouble, pushing down the revulsion in her stomach along with the exertion of her muscles. She didn’t need this to be pretty. She only needed it to be quiet.
One down. Two to go. I can do this. Alicia pulled the rifle away from Mendez, turning it around to get the grip in the guard’s hand where she could deactivate the security setting. It was a simple enough task. The rifle would hardly beep, and then she could take out Cooper and White in a single burst of pulse lasers.
Mendez coughed.
“You hear that?” Cooper asked. “Mendez?”
White light from Cooper’s rifle barrel cut through the darkness right beside Alicia. She rolled off Mendez as the light moved toward them, buying herself half a second more to turn and rise to her good foot before she was caught in the glow. “Oh, shit!” Cooper blurted.
She flung Mendez’s rifle at the light. The move saved her life. Rather than firing, Cooper flinched. The beam from his rifle flashed up toward the ceiling as soon as her weapon was in the air. Alicia charged, sucking up the pain in her next big stride as her injured foot touched the deck and pushed downward. Cooper and White grunted as the rifle clattered against them both in the darkness.
Alicia closed the distance in long strides, wincing with pain until she ducked into a roll. Lasers lit up the air over her head as she somersaulted forward. Floor routines she’d left behind a lifetime ago—almost three years now—came back to her like she’d practiced only yesterday. She didn’t have the momentum she wanted and this deck offered no bounce, but she came up on her right foot with explosive energy.
Even White had lost track of her erratic movement in the shadows. She knew that when she brought her elbow down on his nose without being shot. White fell backward under her weight, his rifle firing off a wild blast into the ceiling. Though Alicia fell with him, she was ready for a hard landing. Once she hit the deck, her legs swept out at Cooper’s to bring him down, too.
She knew what would happen next before Cooper dropped. Alicia slapped both hands down on the floor and pushed up as fast as she could. Once again, she missed the spring she used to get from a proper mat, but Alicia pulled off the move better than anyone else could. She practically flew back from a push-up.
White got halfway into a seated position before he fired. The scream he heard wasn’t the one he wanted at all. Cooper jerked in agony as his lungs burned.
In truth, Alicia hadn’t gotten her shoulders a full meter up in the air and came barely an inch off the floor at her toes, but to White she practically levitated. She spun, too, landing across his rifle with the full weight of her torso to pin the weapon and his forearms against his legs. Her right hand snapped out in a backfist across his face, compounding the injury she’d inflicted on his nose.
“Get off!” White growled. He wrestled his way out of their awkward tangle, making good use of his superior size and strength, but he lost control of his rifle in the mess. Alicia practically flopped over onto the floor, but spun around again to kick the weapon further from his reach.
The security chief sprang forward with his fist driving at her face. She caught his wrist and tried to twist it into a hold, but didn’t have the leverage she needed. White surged in to slam her away hard with his full weight. He knocked her toward the wrecked wall under the smashed window.
The back of her head hit the surface in a perfect reminder of his opening move of their earlier fight. Alicia saw him coming at her again and shot out both feet in time, catching his hip and groin. Leverage and strong legs allowed her to shove him off hard enough to create some space. She caught a look at his surprised face in the light from the habitation tank before she’d shoved him away. White had to flail with his arms and take big steps backward to keep his balance.
The light gave her more than a look at his expression. She wondered if she needed to fight this battle all alone.
“You really want a rematch with me, girl?” White huffed. They both rose with signs of injury and fatigue, but clearly he stood on steadier feet than Alicia.
She looked him up and down, figuring he’d want to press his size advantage now that it was a straight-up fight rather than an ambush from behind. Alicia shook her head. “Rematches are for sports, asshole. I’m not here to play games.”
White grunted in reply, then rushed in. He surely wanted to back her into a corner and rob her of any advantage of technique or room to maneuver. Alicia held her ground, staying up against the windowsill in what surely looked like a fatal error.
She let a jab come in just a little too close for a block, jerking her head as if he’d clipped her. She dropped a little, too, all of it happening too fast for her opponent to realize anything was faked. White launched another attack without hesitation, committing to a haymaker in hopes of finishing her off.
Alicia took an even bigger risk. She dropped to her left knee, turning and hooking her left arm under White’s groin. By the time his lunging punch caught nothing but empty air, Alicia was already heaving upward again, first on her good foot and then on her bad—with White now overextended and over her shoulders.
A surprise throw like this one would be bad enough on a flat judo mat. Up against a low wall with an open gap, the ending would be much worse. Alicia sent the big man over the edge with a startled yelp.
She heard a clatter of debris as White landed. He couldn’t have fallen far, she realized, though mostly she thought about the god-awful pain in her ankle now that she’d put it through such torment. Alicia leaned on the windowsill, pushing herself up and intending to look over the ledge to see if White would still be a problem.
A sudden blast of laser fire shot straight down in front of her from the top of the silo. Alicia jerked back, processing the loud hiss of the blast and the all-too-human cry of pain in the second after they happened. She soon smelled burnt flesh in the air on the other side of the open window.
Everything fell silent. Lights still flickered in the hallway behind her, but she saw no threats and heard no one approach. The world seemed limited to the dark passageway, the bright silo, and the alien looming somewhere up near the top of the chamber.
A pulse rifle lay inside the light spilling from the window. It was White’s, Alicia realized, but Cooper’s wasn’t far away. Finally given a few seconds to breathe, Alicia limped over and picked up a weapon. The security settings were easier to disengage with nobody to interfere. Setting Cooper’s hand into the grip felt creepy and wrong, but she’d already done worse.
Her eyes fell across the holo projection of the interior of the silo. The Nyuyinaro still perched along the top walkway, now looking up to the ceiling once more. Those last bits of conversation between Cooper and White came back to her. As they noted, the catwalk still held firm at the top, where she saw side entrances and control panels. She saw an emergency access panel, too.
Before she knew it, Alicia caught herself tracing out a route to the top along what remained of the catwalks. She could make it up there, even on one foot. Or she could try to sneak and fight her way up through more corridors and probably staircases since elevators would be a terrible idea.
“You’ve been doing crazy-assed shit all day,” Alicia muttered to herself. “Why stop now?” She slung the unlocked rifle over her back and tightened the straps before limping over to the open window. “Hey up there! If I come out, are you gonna shoot me?”
Then she sighed. “He doesn’t speak English. He can’t even hear. Right. Guess I’d better hope everyone’s wrong about all humans looking alike.” Alicia gripped the windowsill, peered up for the closest handholds, and gave it one last try if only to calm her nerves: “Don’t zap me.”
She leaned out of the window. No flash of red light ended her world. Alicia climbed the rest of the way into the silo, swinging her bad foot over the edge and heaving herself up onto the first viable rail. The Nyuyinaro peered down at her through several levels of broken and burned catwalks but otherwise didn’t move.
Alicia climbed up and over to the ledge of one catwalk, then jumped up using only her good foot to catch hold of the next level. She moved hand over hand around to where she could pull herself up like she did so many times on the monkey bars in her youth. None of the metal was comfortably rounded like a playset, but it was all surely easier than hanging from the top edge of a skyscraper. The gymnast swung and climbed.
Doubts rose along with her as she ascended. Naturally, not every platform or handhold felt steady. Worse, every door she saw at every level presented another likely danger. At any moment, one of those doors could open and armed guards would shoot her down. Main power could come on at any second, giving someone in a control room somewhere a view of the silo’s cameras and a chance to lock the whole place down remotely.
Above it all, the alien sat at the top and watched her climb. It didn’t shoot her. That was as good a sign as she could hope for.
The top catwalk remained intact unlike the rest. Alicia made the final jump for it with a sudden rush from trepidation to relief as she traded her last broken bit of footing for a steady platform. She swung and heaved herself up until she could throw one arm over the side, abandoning form for practicality. No one would mark her down for executing a sloppy pull-up here. Even greater relief washed through her as soon as she got one leg over the edge.
Alicia rolled herself over. The rifle strapped over her shoulder meant she couldn’t lie on her back, so she stayed on her side to catch her breath. The Nyuyinaro watched in silence.
“Okay. I made it. You didn’t shoot me.” Alicia rose slowly, her eyes on the alien perched on the catwalk railing. She didn’t see much of a glow to him anymore. He looked more like he had on the table back at the control room, when he was pale and weary. The memory brought on unsettling thoughts.
“Did you decide not to shoot me, or are you out of energy for it?”
The alien didn’t answer.
Alicia took a limping step forward. The strap from her rifle dug into her neck. She reached up to adjust it.
The alien hopped down from the railing to stand within arm’s reach.
She limped back a step, feeling her breath catch in her throat. The Nyuyinaro made no other move. Was that a warning? Her fingers came away from the rifle strap, but nothing in the alien’s stance changed. She noticed the bifurcated tail swaying behind its back. The Nyuyinaro didn’t have hands, but even if he was out of energy, he could still fight with that tail. He didn’t, though. He merely watched.
“Alright. I’m guessing we’re good, right?” asked Alicia. “Okay. Listen, buddy. I need to get by you.” She slowly raised her hand to point past the Nyuyinaro to the other end of the catwalk, where a large control panel was mounted on the wall beside a blast door. “That’s the override for the silo doors over there.”
The alien didn’t respond. Alicia sighed. He probably didn’t understand the body language of pointing, given how he didn’t even have arms. Alternately, she couldn’t be sure he cared. Regardless, she still needed to get to the control panel.
She took a tentative step forward. Then another. The Nyuyinaro held still until she was right in front of him, limping in close enough to hug. She leaned to the right of the platform and gestured with her arm to get past.
The alien turned and gave way.
“Okay.” Alicia limped forward. She brushed her shoulder against the Nyuyinaro’s wing as she passed, feeling a sudden worry that he might be insulted or threatened by the contact, but the alien didn’t react. She limped ahead, leaving him behind.
The panel looked simple enough, as emergency controls usually were. She’d made it up here. Now her only obstacle was her concern that this was a monumentally bad idea.
Then the side door slid open and Carson staggered through with a rifle in his hands.
“Oh shit, are you okay?” asked Alicia. His clothes bore all the holes and stains to match the décor of the smashed control room where she’d lost him. Presumably he didn’t make it up here without facing resistance, either.
“I’ll be fine,” he huffed. “Got the data.” His eyes looked past her to the other occupant of the catwalk. “He’s still up? Are you out of ammo? Nevermind, I’ve got it.”
“Carson, no.” Alicia put her hand over the barrel of his rifle. “Don’t do this.”
“What do you mean? Why didn’t you kill it?”
“He’s not an ‘it,’ Carson,” she replied. “I don’t know if he’s really a he or a she or whatever, but he’s not an ‘it.’ He hasn’t hurt me.”
“Are you fucking insane? It blew up that whole lab! And how the hell did that happen, anyway? After I sent you down there to kill it?”
“I didn’t sign up to kill defenseless prisoners!”
“You signed up to follow orders. What, do you think that thing is gonna be grateful to you? It could start a war.”
“We’re not doing this, Carson.”
“I’m not going to debate with you. Get out of my way.”
“You’re gonna have to make me,” said Alicia.
She didn’t give him time to reply. Alicia shoved the barrel up and to the side. The rifle went off, putting a red laser blast into the unyielding silo doors and burning Alicia’s hand on the barrel. She yelped, reflexively tugging her hand back, and lost her balance to her injured ankle as Carson shoved her aside. Alicia’s arms grabbed for the safety rails to keep herself from rolling right off the catwalk.
Another wide blast of red light cut through the air beside Alicia with a loud hiss. No screams or other sounds came with it, let alone a return blast. Carson’s rifle clattered off the catwalk’s safety rail and fell over the edge. Hardly anything of Carson remained at all.
Still clinging to the rail, now out of sudden fright more than any need for stability, Alicia looked back. The alien stayed in place, but for the first time she saw that face tilt slightly toward her. It wasn’t a nod; there was no up-and-down motion, only a minor movement to suggest she was now the sole subject of the alien’s attention.
His wings didn’t glow. No lasers came from the bulbous top pair of black eyes. The other pair of eyes merely watched and waited.
“You could’ve taken us both out,” murmured Alicia. “You could still take me out, couldn’t you? But you haven’t.” She looked to the scattered ashes and tattered threads on the catwalk that remained of her mission leader. Carson was her teammate, but he’d also intended to kill the Nyuyinaro. It was self-defense.
The alien knew the difference between Carson and Alicia.
“You know I’m trying to help,” she said.
The alien watched and waited.
Alicia limped to the control panel. Clear labels identified every button and switch. It wasn’t complicated. “I can’t do anything more for you from here. After this, you’re on your own.”
She didn’t expect a reply. Their conversational dynamic didn’t seem likely to change.
Her fingers touched the controls. She looked back to her silent companion.
“Don’t make me regret this,” she said, and pushed the final button.
Lights flashed. An alarm sounded. Motors ringing the silo doors overhead revved up to life, pulling the portal open. Soil and dust fell through the gap that appeared directly over the middle of the silo, opening up to a starry night.
The swirl of colors returned to the Nyuyinaro’s wings, which spread wide as it looked up to the open air. Alicia thought it looked alive again, perhaps even joyful. Without a second look back, the alien took to the sky.
* * *
Medina saw it all on the holo projection outside the shattered window at the base of the silo.
The agent spotted the light from the silo and the projection further down the hall, but she moved warily lest she walk into an ambush. The bodies on the floor weren’t moving, though, and she hadn’t faced a live opponent for the last several minutes. A couple of accidental encounters with guards along her way here kept her on her toes, but thankfully she’d been the sole survivor of those run-ins.
The sight of the Nyuyinaro standing there unrestrained alarmed her. Recognition of Alicia at its side confused her. Then she saw Carson’s appearance, and the result, and understood everything. “You stupid girl,” the agent growled, rushing forward to the window as the alarm rang and the alien took off.
She knelt at the windowsill, glancing up to quickly find her targets. Only one remained by the time she got there. She raised her pistol and took aim.
“Medina.”
The sound of her name broke through her focus. She recognized the threat conveyed by that voice. She turned around.
Janeka staggered out of the shadows. Her blazer now rode around her waist, tied off over her wounded gut on top of whatever combination of clotting gel and bandages kept her stomach together. The gunny held a rifle in her hands, low and level but not quite pointed at Medina. The dark scowl on her face matched the danger in her tone.
“I don’t see a hostile target in this display.” Janeka barely tilted her head toward the holo projection, now showing Alicia as the sole occupant of the silo. Her eyes never came off Medina. “Who are you planning to shoot?”
“Wong let that alien take out Carson.”
“That looked like an unfortunate misunderstanding to me,” said Janeka. Her wounds strained her voice, but she didn’t waver. “Combat is chaotic. Accidents happen.”
Medina’s eyes flared. “She let that thing go.”
“So she resolved this operation? Then our mission is accomplished.”
“We didn’t come here to—!” Medina cut herself off.
“No?” asked Janeka. Each and every word came out like another dagger set out on a table. “Then what did we come here to do, Agent?”
Medina didn’t respond. She took in another breath, looking Janeka over. “You’re hurt.”
“And you had a head start on me,” said the gunny. “You only had to get through a few guards on your way here. I could’ve taken a nap and still caught up to you. But here we are.”
The stomach wound didn’t seem to hinder Janeka’s staredown. Or her intensity.
“With Carson down, you’re in charge, Agent,” said Janeka. “Those booming sounds from down the hall would seem to imply Ravenell has secured the ship. Might I suggest we all go home?”
* * *
Alicia half expected the alien to blast off in a rush of color, or perhaps simply wink out of existence in a sudden faster-than-light leap. Instead, she saw a gradual rise, glowing ever brighter as the Nyuyinaro flew higher and higher. A lightshow of bright colors seemed to celebrate newfound freedom before the escapee left the atmosphere.
The display lasted only seconds, but every casual eye and every camera in line of sight would remember it.
“Alicia.”
She looked around in surprise, then down below. Janeka leaned out of the window at the base of the silo, bringing Alicia’s mind back from the stars and down to more grounded concerns. “Get it together. We’ve got to go.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Gravity
“Hey you,
“I’m back. Routine training mission like always. You know the sort. I could use a week in bed with you after this one, but I doubt I’m gonna get any leave time in the near future. Hell, I’m not even sure when I’ll be able to send a decent video. Mostly I wanted to check in.
“Send me whatever holos or pictures you’ve got of our little one. I could use them.
“Love you both.”
--Gunnery Sergeant Janeka
  Personal correspondence, February 2276
 
“You disobeyed a direct order. By your own admission.”
“I disobeyed an illegal order, sir.”
“And that’s for you to decide on the spot?”
“I didn’t have a lawyer or a rulebook to consult, sir.”
“Corporal Wong, do you think a smart mouth is gonna help you here?”
“I answered the question. If you think my answer was smart, I’ll take that as a compliment.”
She didn’t smile. None of the men on the other side of the long table smiled, either. She wore the same uniform she’d left behind on Raphael when she departed for the mission. Everyone else here wore suits, except for the rear admiral at the far end of the table. Alicia felt better for the presence of at least one navy officer, though he didn’t say much.
Everyone but Alicia sat, too. She stood. The arrangement of bodies, the Archangel flag in the corner, and the rest of the setting all made it feel like a court martial. All they lacked was a gallery…and a judge advocate to speak on Alicia’s behalf.
Minister Kiribati glanced past the man on his left to the officer, but the admiral said nothing. Kiribati frowned. “Corporal, the attitude doesn’t help your case,” he said.
“Am I on trial, sir?” asked Alicia.
“Not. Yet.”
“I’m not sure what you mean by her attitude, Minister,” spoke up the admiral. He had almost the same asteroid colonist accent as Brent. “She’s been nothing but polite.”
“Her tone isn’t respectful,” said one of the men beside Kiribati. Alicia had forgotten their names. At this point, she thought of them as Left Suit and Right Suit.
“Tone is subjective,” said the admiral. “She sounds respectful to me.”
“People talk to each other like this in the military?” scoffed Right Suit.
“You aren’t in the military.”
Alicia fought back her grin. She didn’t know this guy or if he was on her side, but she liked his style.
“Thank you for that observation, Admiral Branch,” Kiribati broke in with a sigh. “Let’s not get derailed here. Corporal, Agent Carson gave you a direct order, which you decided was illegal. Rather than object or refuse, you left him with the expectation that you would carry out his order and instead you did the exact opposite.”
“No, sir. We were pressed for time and I didn’t want to contradict my team leader in front of prisoners. I moved in to assess the situation and I found someone being held captive and tortured. Navy rules are perfectly clear on that point.”
“You remembered Naval regulations on the spot there, Corporal?” scoffed Left Suit.
“I never had to memorize rules for basic humanity, sir.”
“It wasn’t a human being,” growled Right Suit.
“The alien was a helpless prisoner being held by our enemies against Union law, sir," replied Alicia. “I didn’t sign up to be an executioner.”
“So you let it loose,” said Left Suit. “You aided its escape, even after it turned violent. And when Agent Carson caught up with you and moved to eliminate the alien himself, you interfered. You let that thing kill one of our own.”
“No, sir. I didn’t know the Nyuyinaro would kill Agent Carson. I was only trying to reason with him. The Nyuyinaro defended himself.”
“And then you let it go.”
“We came to disrupt and expose the operation,” said Alicia. “I accomplished the mission.”
“God damn it, girl, you risked a war with an alien race!” snapped Right Suit. “Against all of humanity!”
“No, sir. CDC did that.”
“The Noonies don’t know the fucking difference.”
“The fact that I’m standing here suggests they do, sir.”
Right Suit looked about ready to spit actual fire from his mouth. Left Suit stared coldly. Both struggled for words to say until Admiral Branch cut them off with his mild tone. “Well, I’m satisfied,” he said.
The suits turned their glares on him. “The navy didn’t lose any of its people,” said Left Suit.
“The navy extends its sincere condolences to the ninistry for its agents killed in combat with the enemy,” Branch replied. A tight smile followed.
“Gentlemen,” spoke up Kiribati. His voice cut off any response from the other suits. “We’ve all made our points.” He leaned back in his seat, crossing his arms over his chest. “You’ve had a lot of time to think this through, haven’t you, Corporal?”
“The return trip took almost two weeks,” said Alicia. “We couldn’t head home at top speed on what fuel we had left. We’ve been in debriefings for two days now.”
“And your story hasn’t changed. We have no other surviving witnesses, aside from what little of this Agent Medina and Gunnery Sergeant Janeka saw. We have no recordings of the incident. There’s nothing to contradict your account. All very convenient,” Kiribati finished, with more of a hint of resentment than suspicion.
He tapped a small jewel mounted on one of his rings, bringing up a holo screen in front of him. Alicia saw mostly text, though she couldn’t read backwards fast enough to recognize it as a flash message.
“As it turns out, the results of your actions are even more convenient for you,” said Kiribati. “I’m looking at a confidential report from our people at the Union Assembly now. Union Fleet Intelligence cordoned off that research site a few hours after you left, and now the whole issue is restricted. Nobody is denying the Nyuyinaro sighting on Headwaters, but no one is taking any public blame for it, either. Officially, it’s an isolated, unexplained incident.
“It’s therefore just a coincidence that the CDC has suddenly been hit with massive fines from the Union Assembly, the Fleet, and a number of other system governments. It would appear a great many of their contracts with planetary governments are being canceled, too.” Kiribati sniffed, then killed the projection to look back at Alicia. “CDC was in dire straits over financial issues before they invaded us along with NorthStar and Lai Wa. I’ll have to let my analysts crunch all this data and wait for more news to trickle in, but at a glance I’d say CDC will be lucky to survive the rest of this year.”
Alicia’s breath caught in her throat. She knew this would be a scandal for CDC. She didn’t realize it could hurt them that badly.
“Without the research data, we don’t know what CDC learned from the Nyuyinaro,” Kiribati went on. “By now, Union Fleet Intelligence will have scoured the place and swept up everyone they can, so they will likely have those secrets. We had planned to share our data from the Krok experiments as proof of CDC’s actions, but that still left us with the results of their research. We had also planned to keep this matter quiet, so as to resolve it without any wrath from our alien neighbors. That would have given us room to bargain and to prevent further escalation.
“However, as… frustrating as it may be to admit, your resolution may have turned out better than our strategy. Left to backroom deals and politicking, CDC might have limited this damage. Instead, because of you, all those corporations and other groups watching each other on Headwaters saw enough to piece together the truth. Even if they keep the general public in the dark, the Union has no choice but to respond mercilessly lest anyone else think they can get away with the same crime.
“We’re fighting a war against three powerful enemies. You may have mortally wounded one of them,” Kiribati finished. “This was messier than I would like, but you brought results. In truth, I’ve been in a similar position myself many times.”
Alicia had no idea what to say to that. Wisely, she decided to say as little as possible. “Yes, sir,” she replied.
“Regardless, this entire mission is beyond our highest security rating. You will not discuss this with anyone. You will not even discuss it with your fellow marines from the mission. It never happened. Understand?”
Alicia glanced to Admiral Branch, who only nodded. “Yes, sir,” she said.
“I think that finishes things, Admiral,” said Kiribati.
“Report back to your unit, Corporal,” said Branch. “Dismissed.”
Alicia hesitated. Something about this seemed abrupt. The explanation hit her within seconds: they might be happy with her results, but none of these ministry guys were about to thank her for her service.
She felt much the same way. “Aye aye, sir.”
* * *
They hardly discussed the mission during the entire eleven-day trip home from Headwaters. Alicia remembered Janeka’s warning about recording devices on Westwind all too well. The gunny had apparently gotten the same message across to Ravenell at some point. He talked about his fight back to the landing bay, but said little else regarding what they’d been through. He seemed to want to say more, but held back. Medina, of course, said as little as possible all the way home.
Yet even with Medina left behind on Raphael, no one said anything about the mission during the return shuttle trip from Raphael to Beowulf. Ravenell seemed happy to get back to familiar surroundings and solid friendships. Janeka kept to her usual curt, businesslike self. 
None of the endless debriefings on Raphael were as good as decompressing with people Alicia actually trusted, but her comrades seemed ready to play along with the ministry’s orders in absolute good faith. By the time they reached their destination, Alicia felt like the elephant in the room might fall over and crush her.
“Welcome aboard Beowulf,” said one of the shuttle crew over the PA. “Ship’s time is 1930 hours. We are in ready condition and alpha standby status with no drills currently underway.”
Other passengers disembarked like it was an ordinary day. Much of the deck department had knocked off from standard working hours. Those remaining on watch stepped up to their normal work of securing and refueling the shuttle. Beowulf struck the balance of staying battle-ready while affording her crew some semblance of a regular work schedule. Nobody knew the things Alicia knew, or how their war had just changed.
“Wong. Ravenell. With me,” said Janeka. She took them away from the hub of activity, heading for the open passage leading to sections of the ship dominated by Bravo Company and the rest of the marine detachment. Unexpectedly, she turned off to one side, bringing them into an open space just short of the corridor left open for equipment storage. Janeka looked around the corner of the passageway, then out at the hangar deck. Her voice remained as steady and firm as always, though slightly quieter now. “I take it there’s no court martial on the calendar?” she asked.
Alicia blinked. Janeka asked it with perfect calm, while Ravenell seemed unsurprised by the question. “Woah. I—wait, you were worried about that, too?” Alicia asked.
“Hey, I don’t know much about what went down, but it’s pretty easy to figure out from what little I heard,” said Ravenell. “You didn’t want to waste a prisoner, so you let it escape. Carson tried to stop it and he died.” He shrugged. “What happened at your debriefing? Are they pissed?”
“Yeah, they’re pissed,” Alicia huffed. “But I guess CDC is getting spanked pretty hard by all the people who found out, so Kiribati is letting it go. No court martials. Just a lot of dirty looks. Kiribati more or less said he cared more about the results than the rest and dropped the whole thing. Honestly, I’m a little creeped out that I’m not in trouble.”
“That man,” muttered Janeka. Her dark scowl suggested Alicia was right to feel unsettled by the outcome.
“They really think CDC might be done after all this,” added Alicia.
“That feels like too much to hope for,” said Ravenell.
Alicia shrugged. “Kiribati made a pretty convincing case. He says it may never come out into the open, but all the big players know what CDC was up to and they’re out for blood. I dunno if it’ll be the end of ‘em, but we hurt them bad.”
“We did,” said Janeka. “You both did an outstanding job. I’m glad you were there.”
She said it without warmth or excitement, but Alicia and Ravenell knew how to interpret the gunny’s words. Anything better than criticism or condemnation was effectively praise. A statement like that was practically unheard of.
“Wow,” Alicia managed.
“Um. Thanks,” said Ravenell.
“Don’t thank me. Any time I get another of these shit missions, I’m taking you with me.”
Alicia bit her tongue. That was more like the gunny she knew.
“We’re past the normal work day,” said Janeka. “Report in and get settled. I imagine I’ll see you in the morning. Dismissed.” With that, she left them behind.
“Might be able to grab late chow in the galley if they haven’t closed everything yet. You up for it?” asked Ravenell.
“Nah. I should be hungry, but I’m not. Might fight through to get something in the enlisted lounge later. I kinda want to just go see people now. Unless you need the company?”
“So we can sit together and not talk about this more?” Ravenell laughed. “I just didn’t want to leave you on your own. I’m good. Probably run into you later.”
“See you, Rav,” said Alicia. She threw him a wave and turned down the passageway to their berth deep in the ship’s marine country.
Soon she walked in a maze of grey metal bulkheads. Endless bits of neatly stowed gear and labels for every little thing decorated the passage. She saw familiar faces along the way, some of them even waving in recognition of her return. Most of the company had already turned to whatever recreations they could squeeze into these few hours of relative free time.
 Only a couple of marines were in her squad’s berth when she arrived, and they were in their racks with the lights turned down low. Such was often the case, depending who had what duty shifts overnight. A couple of racks that were empty when she’d left now held sheets, pillows, and personal touches. The squad had taken on new members while she was gone. Things had changed in her absence.
With no one to talk to here, Alicia quietly stowed her gear and left again. She didn’t expect much from her squad, anyway. Though she had friends there, they weren’t the people she wanted to see.
She found much of Third Platoon in their usual evening hangout, scattered around couches and chairs in a lounge not far from her berth. They had the lights low for the holo entertainment suite at the end of the room. For once, instead of the usual shoot-‘em-ups or sports events, she found them watching the latest broadcast from the Solar News Service.
Alicia saw the holographic image of the anchor standing between a floating image of CDC’s corporate logo and a list of names under the heading, “Pullouts and Cancellations.”
“God damn, they must’ve fucked something up bad,” someone laughed.
“Sshhh!” another marine hissed.
“This announcement from StellarCast Communications effectively ends all plans to purchase new ships for its courier fleet from CDC,” said the news anchor. “The deal was expected to reach into the tens of billions of credits for the corporate giant. This is only the latest in a sudden flurry of bad news for the CDC, already dangerously extended with its military operations in Archangel and—”
“Call it what it is, fuckhead! It’s an invasion!” blurted out a voice amid the audience. She punctuated her complaint with a handful of popcorn that flew harmlessly through the holographic news anchor.
“Didn’t your mom ever teach you to keep your mouth shut while people are watchin’ a vid, Enriquez?” asked a voice more familiar to Alicia than the others.
“Everything nice I can do with my mouth, I learned from your mom, Collins,” Enriquez replied. More popcorn flew, this time in another direction.
Alicia moved in, following the trajectory of return fire. Third Platoon was in good spirits tonight. She found Brent stretched out in one of the few big upholstered chairs complete with an ottoman, placed behind the front row of couches. Rules strictly forbade pulling rank for seating arrangements and the like in the lounge. To grab this chair, he must have come out on top in whatever nonsense went on during morning PT today.
“Hey Sarge, you got room for one more on there?” Alicia asked quietly, kicking the side of the chair.
She saw his face split into a grin at her arrival. He glanced around the room as he went through the usual calculus they had to perform when around others—which, on a navy ship, was virtually constant. He knew from her opening line she was okay with risking a little public affection. Now it came down to which of his own guys was in the room and who might give him shit for this.
Either things were safe, or like Alicia, he didn’t care tonight. “Probably gonna be a tight fit. We might have to cuddle.”
“Oh no,” said Alicia. She climbed over the plush armrest as Brent slid over to make room. His arm settled in around her shoulders. It felt good. The kiss she felt on her cheek felt better.
“Welcome home,” said Brent.
“Thanks. How much did I miss?”
“Two actual engagements and about a million false alarms. Think they gave up tellin’ us if they’re sounding general quarters for a drill or for the real thing anymore. But we’re doin’ okay. Oh, and we did another mining colony evacuation right after you left. One of the moons out on Ophanim. That’s about it. What about you?”
Her eyes flicked to the glowing hologram of CDC’s bad news, then to Brent’s. “Routine training mission,” she said, making no effort to disguise it as anything less than a blunt lie. She shrugged. “We’re all okay. That’s all I can say.”
“Gotcha.”
She leaned in and kissed him, abandoning any concerns of looking over her shoulder first. If they got yelled at, that was fine. She could take that. “I want to tell you more. I can’t.”
He nodded. “I know. It’s fine.”
“I think you’d be really proud of me this time.”
“When am I not?”
She smiled at him gratefully. Whatever his normal frustrations about covert ops and secrets between them, he wasn’t pressing them tonight. Alicia settled in against him.
The news cast moved on. So did Third Platoon’s attention span. Debate started up between sports fans and movie watchers over what to put on.
“I missed you,” she said quietly. “And these jackasses.”
“We missed you, too,” Brent laughed.
“Oh, hey. Sorry. One more thing I gotta do.” She brought up the menu screen from her holocom, swiping through the commands floating in the air over her lap until she got to her personal message screen.
“Dear Mom,
“Sorry I haven’t written in a long time. I know you got the message that I’d be out of contact on a training mission for a while. We got back to the ship about fifteen minutes ago. Mostly I wanted to get out a quick note to let you know I’m okay.
“There’s not much to tell about the last few weeks. You’ll be glad to hear I did absolutely nothing that will earn me any medals.”
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