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Teaser chapter

ONE

FROM HER POSITION ON ONE of the upper gdleries, Gunnery Sergeant Torin Kerr sudied the
Humans, di’ Taykan, and occasiond Krai filling the public termind from bulkhead to bulkhead. About
haf, the half who'd probably never left their home worlds before they boarded the recruiting shuttle,
were gathered in clumps of their own species. The other half were showing off how much more socidly
evolved they were than their country cousins.

“They're surprisngly cute when they’ reyoung.”

Fighting to keep her expression neutral, Torin turned, came to attention, and snapped off aperfect salute.
“Asyou were, Gunny.”

Now she could smile. “ Glad to see you up and around, Mgor.”

Magor Goran Svensson returned the smile, carefully rearranging the muscles by his mouth. “Glad to be up



and around.” Although his nose was as prominent as she remembered, his face had the shiny, unlived-in
look of new tissue and the regrowth of silver-blond hair was as high and hard as any oldEarth drill
ingructor could want it. The fingernails of hisleft hand, the hand that rested on an old-fashioned wooden
cane, were a pale greenish gray and, against the matte black of hisuniform, his skin was an unfortunate
corpse-white. Under hisuniform, the mgor had been rebuilt dmost from scratch.

That almost had wormed itsway into nearly every conversation Torin had been apart of in the just
under twenty-eight hours she’ d been on Ventris Station. At what point did the pieces of the Marine put
into the tank stop being a Marine and start being merely pieces? Had there been enough of Goran
Svensson put in to get Goran Svensson out, or was thisjust something that |ooked like the mgjor and
sounded like the mgor but was nothing more than shaped mesat?

Asfar as Torin was concerned, it was ano-brainer. Sh'quo Company and the Battalion’s heavy
weapons company had been dropped on Carlong in support of Captain Svensson’s people, who werein
imminent danger of being overrun. Unfortunately, imminent had proven to be a consarvative estimate, and
all three companies had fought a bloody withdrawa to the pickup point only to find the Otherswere
keeping the Navy too busy to get them out. During the battle, the captain had proved himsdf agood
officer and afine Marine, and Torin had no intention of losing ether.

It only validated her good opinion to later discover he was aM’tg), one of the forty percent of Corps
officers promoted from the ranks. Until she had evidence to the contrary, the only change between the
Marinewho' d gone into the tank and the Marine who' d come out was that the former was a captain, and
the latter amgjor.

“Congratul ations on the promotion.” Mgor Svensson nodded toward Torin’sdeeve. “I hear you were
busy while | wastanked. A few battleswon, a new species courted, and an unknown aien spaceship
outsmarted— I’ m surprised they didn’t commission you.”

“It was mentioned.”

The mgor held up his hand and grinned, this second smile more like the one Torin remembered. “I don't
think | want to hear your response. Actudly, | don’t think | need to hear your response, but | promise
you, | don't take it personaly.” Helet the hand fal but not before Torin noticed the way hisfingers had
started to tremble. “1 also heard you took some time for romance.”

“Sr?’ If he'd said he' d heard she' d taken some time to go exploring gas giants, she’ d have been less
surprised.

“With the civilian salvage operator who found said alien spaceship. Some of the medica personnd here
on Ventrisrecently transferred off the Berganitan, and they’re very taken by your touching love story.”
Torin snorted. “Love story?’

“S0 no romance?’

“No, gr.”

“Too bad. Thefinefolk in PR would be all over atouching love story.” Tightening hisgrip on the cane, he
moved to the edge of the gdlery and glanced down. “How many do you think we'll keep?’

A little taken aback by the sudden changein topic, Torin frowned. “Sir?’

“Mogt of them will finish their contract and go home. Some of them, the lucky ones, will never see battle
eveninthemidst of awar. But in every new group there’ salways a couple—likeyou . . .” Thegrin
flickered again. “. . . like me—who find ahomein the Corps and that means there have to be a couple
down there”

Ah. Keep. Now the question made sense. Torin studied the crowd again. The recruiting shuttle dropped
off seventy-two recruitsat Ventris every tenday—two full training platoons. 150 days later, between sixty
and seventy Marines graduated from Basic. The mgor was asking her to distill down those sixty or
seventy to the few who' d stay.

“Her,” she said after along moment. “The di’ Taykan with the lime-green hair and the orange jacket. The
recruitsclosest to her are calmer than the rest, and she' s standing so that she can see both exits. She's
probably from amilitary family that’s served for generations, and she'll stay until biology forces her out.”
“What about her?” The mgor raised hishand just far enough off therail to indicate atall, fair-haired
Human staring a the inner entrance to the gtation asif she could open it through force of will done. “ She



looks like she wantsto be here.”

“A littletoo much. That attitude says | know what'’ s best, and it'll be afight to get her to listen. She's
probably from one of thefirgt families, and she thinksit means something here. | very much doubt she'll
make it through Basic.” The fourteen first families off oldEarth were as close as humanity cameto an
aristocracy these days.

“I’ve got ten that says she does.”

“| don’t want to take your money, Sr.”

“Commendable, but I'’m more than willing to take yours.”

“Tenitis, then.” Torin turned dightly, not enough to draw the attention of those down below but enough
to direct the mgjor’ s attention where she wanted it. “ See the Human standing by the outer doors, just to
the right of the termina map? Brown hair, hands shoved in his pockets?’

“Looks like he' swondering what the hell he' s doing here?”

“Yes, gr, that’ sthe one. We' ll keep him.”

“Put your money where your mouth is, Gunny.”

“I'll giveyou twenty onthisone, Sr.”

She heard the rustle of fabric asthe major turned to face her. “Now why would you do that?”

Torin watched the recruit lean back against the map and jump forward again, face flushed asthe map
announced where hewas. “He reminds me of me.”

“Mgor Svensson!”

Torin kept her atention on the mgjor as he pivoted carefully around the cane, wobbling dightly. Only
when she was sure he' d successfully completed the maneuver and was now scowling down the gdlery,
did she look up at the Navy corpsman approaching at arun. Fuchsia hair whipping back and forthin
agitation, the corpsman did to a hdt, looked into the mgjor’ sface, and clearly reconsidered taking his
am.

“Sir, you' re not supposed to be out of bed.”

For adi’ Taykan, the most enthusiastically indiscriminate race in known space, to not turn that statement
into ablatant innuendo, Mg or Svensson had to have detanked in an impressively bad mood.

“And yet herel am.”

“Sr, Dr. Soan'll kick my assout an air lock if she finds out you' ve been walking around in the public
aress of the gation.” One hand roseto fiddle nervoudy with his pheromone masker, and eyes the exact
same fuchsiaas his hair widened pleadingly. “Please come back to Med-op with me.”

Major Svensson sighed. Torin suspected he was aiming for world-wesary, but there was too much plain
old weary init. “If you put it that way, Corpsman. I’ d hate for you to get into trouble on my account.”
“Thank you, gr. I'll get achair.”

“No. | can manage.” Before Torin could protest, or even before she could quite figure out how to phrase
aprotest, the mgjor added, “But if you’ d be more comfortable giving me your arm so that | don’t wander
off again, | could live with that.”

“Yes, gr.” No mistaking the relief in the corpsman’ svoice.

Fingers of hisfree hand wrapped around the corpsman’s elbow, the major braced his cane and turned
his upper body just enough to bring Torin back into hisline of sght. “I’'m glad | happened to run into you,
Gunnery Sergeant,” he said formally. * Seemsfitting we should spend afew minutes talking to each other
since everyoneon this station seemsto be talking about us. Nearly everyone,” he amended, histone
lightening as he nodded toward the recruits. “If you get afew free minutes, I’ d gppreciate the company.”
“I'll comeby if | can, gr.”

“Mgor..."

“I know, | know. Don’t just stand there, Corpsman, start walking.”

The corpsman wisdly refused to allow Major Svensson to set the pace; they moved dowly and carefully
toward the decompression doors. He glanced Torin’ sway as he helped the mgor over thelip, and just
before the door closed she heard the older man snap, “Yes, itis.”

Had he asked if that wasredly Gunnery Sergeant Kerr?

Apparently everyone on the station was talking about her—except when they were talking to her and



then they were talking about the mgjor. Beginning to think it was no coincidence Mgor Svensson had
happened to take awalk in her direction, Torin frowned down at the new recruits, not really seeing them.
Shedidn't like being the center of attention; that never ended well. Once certain people started
overreacting to other people doing nothing more than getting the job done, life tended to get interesting.
Given that shewasinvolved in fighting a centuries-old war with an indeterminate foe, Torin figured her life
was quite interesting enough.

The sound of the inner doors opening jerked her attention back to the terminal.

“Listen up, children, because I’ m only going to say thisonce.”

Torin stared in dishelief at the familiar figure standing just insde the open doors. Hands tucked behind his
back, scarlet hair moving dowly back and forth, his uniform more like a matte-black shadow than actua
fabric, stood Staff Sergeant di’ Allak Beyhn.

A little over ten years ago, he' d stood in exactly that position, said exactly those words and had, over the
next 150 days, gone on to be one of the main reasons Torin had become a career Marine.

It couldn’t be the same Marine.

It had to be another di’ Taykan trained by him, another di’ Taykan with the same coloring who' d picked
up the same phrases and mannerisms. An imitation, not the redl thing. He' d had more than afew yearsin
back when he’ d been her DI, so Staff Sergeant Beyhn had to have moved on to qui’ Taykan—the
breeding phase—and | &ft the military.

“| am Staff Sergeant Beyhn.”

Or not.

He swept ascarlet gaze over therecruits. “When | give the word, here’ swhat you' re going to do: you're
going to pick up your gear and move in an orderly fashion through these doors. Onceinside, you'll make
aquick left, proceed to the end of the corridor, and arrange yourselves on the yellow lines. Anyone who
can't figure out how to accomplish that should consider enlisting in the Navy.”

A couple of the recruits snickered.

Staff Sergeant Beyhn's expresson madeit clear he wasn't kidding, and the snickering stopped. “Thisis
your last chance to reconsider your decision to becomeaMarine,” he continued, redirecting his attention
to theroom at large. “No one will think any less of you if you decide to turn around and take the next
shuttle home”

Torin had never heard of anyone taking him up on the offer; the recruiters made sure that anyone who got
thisfar would make it past the yellow lines at least, but she supposed there was aways afirst time.

No one moved.

She checked the brown-haired young man by the map. He was frowning thoughtfully.

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr.”

All attention snapped suddenly to her asthe recruits followed Staff Sergeant Beyhn' s gaze up to the
gdlery. She saw two or three heads dip together and was sure she heard awhispered “ Slsviss,” the
gbilants making the word carry.

“When you have amoment, Gunny.”

Fighting the urge to snap to attention and shout, “ Sir, yes, sir!” Torin nodded. “1’m on my way down,
Staff.” If he could use the diminutive, she could use the diminutive. She' d have to keep telling hersdlf that.
He nodded in turn, one smooth dip of the head—it was hard to tell at that distance, but she thought the
ablin gon savit was amiling, fully aware of what her ingtinctive reaction would be. Stepping back out of
the doorway, he snapped, “L et’s move, people!”

The brown-haired young man was in the last group of recruits through the doorsinto Ventris Station.
Torin made anote to check his name; he was going to win her an easy twenty.

The station studied her identification for amoment and then let her in through the decompression door a
the end of the gallery—big open spacesin stations made people nervous, so the designers added
redundanciesto their fail-safes—and by the time Torin dropped down aleve the recruits were moving
off thelines and into the hygiene unit. Given that di’ Taykan hair wasn't hair a al but auniform length,
multistrand sensory organ and the Krai had no hair to speak of, the Corps had come up with a
compromise for their Human recruits that acknowledged they were part of an integrated universe and



managed to satisfy tradition aswell. The hygiene unit removed dead tissue from dl three species, so for
the 150 days of Badic, it was business as usud for the di’ Taykan, adightly shinier scap for theKrai, and
on Human heads, stubble. If nothing ese, the stubble made it perfectly clear that no Humans were going
to get by on their looks.

Torin maintained her own hair at di’ Taykan length, but she knew Human Marineswho kept their
personal hygiene unitslocked at the dead tissue setting. She thought it made them look like they’ d just
been detanked, but hell—if they wereinto an | nearly had my ass shot off hair style, who was sheto
complain?

Staff Sergeant Beyhn stood by an inner wall, watching the last recruits crossinto processing. Up close,
he looked tired, like he hadn’t been deeping. di’ Taykan didn’t get bags under their eyes, but he was
close

“They'renot mine,” hesaid as Torin joined him. “1’ ve got a group coming up on one twenty | should be
with right now, but for the last few days this place has been jumping like the sedls are blown, and
assgnments have therefore been late coming down.” He turned to face her. “Y ou wouldn’t know why,
would you, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr?’

“I hear Mgjor Svensson has recently been detanked, Staff Sergeant.”

He made a noise that from a Human would have been noncommittal but from adi’ Taykan bordered on
insulting. “Don’'t give methat crap, Gunny. The whole station knows that you single-handedly brought the
Silsvissinon our Sde and followed it up by outsmarting abig yellow spaceship and bringing your recon
team safdly home.”

“Not dl of them.” Torin closed her hand around the memory of the smal, meta cylinder that held the
remains of PFC August Guimond.

Beyhn stared at her for along moment, his eyes moving from near pink to scarlet as more and more light
receptors opened. Finally he nodded, his expression relaxing, and Torin redlized that she’ d been
measured and not found wanting.

A smart person would havelet it go. “You thought | might be.. . .”

“Getting too big for your britches.”

Torin blinked. “What?’

“Meansfull of yourself. Picked it up from aMarine who came through on hisSLC.”

There could only be one Marine that fond of oldEarth idiom. “Hollice?’

“That' sthe name.” He headed down the corridor, and Torin fell into step besde him. “So, sinceit’s
unlikely they promoted you for just doing your job, I’'m guessing you' ve got blackmail materia on that
Generd Morriswho seemsto like you so much.”

Asit happened, she did, but snce her old DI wasn't actualy digging for information, she merdly said,
“Qursis not to question why, Sergeant.”

He snorted. “Y eah, that' swhat they keep telling me.”

*Your 0930 briefing has been moved to L6S23C29.*

Torin tongued an acknowledgment and checked the time.

*(0858*

No need to hurry.

“New implant? Y ou half winced just there,” the sergeant continued when she raised an inquiring brow.
“Like you were reacting to the memory of pain.”

She fought the urge to cup the left side of her jaw, recently cracked by the techs back at Battalion who'd
ingtaled her new unit during the short time she' d spent with her company on the OutSector station before
being ordered coreward to Ventris. The bone ached and the skin over it felt tender. “Good cal.”

“Not redlly. Automatic upgrade when you hit Gunny,” he reminded her. “Been along time since| got
cracked, but | seem to remember them saying it wouldn't hurt.”

“Yeah. That'swhat they say.”

“Lying bastards. Where you heading?’

“L6S23C29.”

“Y ou remember how to find your way around?’



“I do.”

An ability to negotiate Ventris Station was a hard-earned skill. Theword tesseract had been mentioned
on more than one occasion. Other, |ess scientific words were used more frequently, the Corps having a
long higtory of crestive profanity and two new languagesto practiceit in. Torin had refamiliarized hersdlf
with the more unique aspects of station navigation early that morning on her fivek run.

“Wdll, if you find your way to the baby-gitter’ s club sometime when I'm not hand feeding the future of the
Corps, I'll buy you adrink.” Then he glanced at the haf dozen chevrons surrounding the crossed KC-7s
on her deeve, looked up, and nodded; that same single dip of the head. “ Good work, Marine.”

He' d been thefirst person to call her Marine. She' d just finished two tendays on Crucible, her and the
rest of Platoon 29, learning to actudly use dl the information they’ d had crammed into their heads over
thefirst 120 days of training. They’d been in ranks, bloody but unbegten at the pickup point, and, asthe
VTA’shatch opened, Sergeant Beyhn had yelled, “ Double-time, Marines. We re moving out.” That had
been—and remained—the proudest moment of her life.

“Don’t get al choked up on me now,” he grinned as he opened the door into Hygiene and the sound of
seventy-two recruits being sanitized drifted into the corridor. “1 bet Sergeant Hayman you' d make Gunny
before | got out and Jude' sjust contributed a solid fifty to my offspring fund.”

Torin didn’t bother hiding her shudder. “That’ sthe scariest thing I ve ever heard.”

“Thet | bet afifty onyou?’

“That you have an offpring fund.”

Level 6, Section 23, Compartment 29—according to the station directory, she couldn’t get there from
where she was. Torin snorted and headed for the nearest vertical . All routes on Ventris Station led to the
main parade square. Logicaly, from the main parade square, it was then possible to get to any addressin
the gtation.

They should never have let the H' san help with the design. She dowed to let an approaching captain
into the shaft first, waited for the next available rising strap, and stepped across awholelot of nothing to
catch hold of it. The public termind was on level one, but there were fourteen sublevels under that. Her
somach did alazy loop in the zero gravity, then settled.

Even with the workday underway for dmost an hour, the shaft was busy. She nodded at a descending
technica sergeant, politely ignored apair of officers sharing astrap while they discussed their latest
liberty, and raised an eyebrow at aKrai recruit adjusting her uniform as she passed, one foot holding the
strap, both hands attempting to straighten her collar. The Krai had no problem in zero gee—no nausea,
no disorientation—but other species weren't so lucky. Human and di’ Taykan recruits who' d spent their
wholelives dirtsde were tested in zero gee modules before they were dlowed into the shafts, but even
then it was pretty much a guarantee that the rest of the station would be dodging wobbly globes of vomit
and the embarrassed recruit trying to clean them up a some point during the first thirty days of every
Basic course. Since anew course Sarted every ten days, it paid to pay attention in the verticals.

At Leve 3, Torin grabbed the bar over the door and flipped out into the deck. The link station was right
where she remembered it. By thetime thelink arrived, there were eight Marineswaiting with her, and she
had less than twenty minutes' travel time lft.

Not a problem.

Likethe public termind, the main parade square had been designated as an “outside’ area of the station.
On her way around to the link station that would take her to Section 23, Torin snapped off three sdutes
and then stopped by arecruit who stood staring around at eighteen potentia exitsin rising panic.
“Where do you need to be?’ she asked.

Pde gray eyes holding an equa mix of determination and fear locked on her face. “Sir! This. . .”

“Don’'t cadl medr, I'm not your DI. Cal me Gunnery Sergeant.”

“SrlYes 9. .. Yes, Gunnery Sergeant! Thisrecruit needsto be at L4S12 main administration.”

She checked his collar tabs. Hewas till in hisfirgt fifty. “Areyou cleared for verticas?’

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant!”

“Takethat shaft . . . That shaft!” Shereached out and turned his head. “ Takeit up two levels. Turnright
immediately out of the shaft. Kegp moving until you get to Section 12 then take the first vertical you see



back down aleved.”

He glanced at hiswatch. “I have to be therein four minutes!”

It was hard not to smile. “ Then you' d better hurry.”

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant!”

She watched him double-time off, turned back toward her station, and saluted aKrai lieutenant wearing
aVentris patch who was staring at her with disapproval.

“The recruits need to learn their way around on their own, Gunny.”

Stifling asigh, she stopped walking. Sheredlly didn't havetimefor this. “ The recruits need to learn they
can depend on other Marines when the chips are down, Lieutenant.”

“And what does helearnif you tdl him how to get where he'sgoing?’

“That it isn't aweaknessto ask for directions.”

“Hedidn't ask for directions, Gunny.”

“Now heknows hecan, gr.”

The lieutenant’ snoseridgesflared. “ Y ou can’'t ask for directionsin combat!”

Torin did not drop her gaze to the lieutenant’ s chest and an absence of ribbons but was so obvious about
it, she might aswell have. “ Y ou’' d be surprised, sir.” She snapped off another salute and wasin the link
and gone before he redlized he' d been dismissed.

She reached L6S23C29 with three minutes and forty-two seconds to spare.

And found her reputation had preceded her.

“Congratulations on the promotion, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr.”

“Thank you, Captain Stedrin. And you on yours.”

The captain smiled, pae blue hair flicking back and forth. “I suspect the genera thought it was easier to
promote me than to break in another aide. Besides, we' ve got an actud staff now, and he probably
believesthe extra bar will make it easier for me to take command.”

“I don’t think you' Il have any trouble, Sir.”

Captain Stedrin’shair sped up alittle. “That’ s quite the compliment coming from you, Gunny.”

“Yes, gr.” Shemeant it, though. When they’ d first met on the Berganitan, Lieutenant Stedrin had been a
typica “sick-up-the-ass’ young officer—not, asit happened too different from the lieutenant she' d just
been talking to on the parade square athough the attitude was temperamentally unusua for a

di' Taykan—but he' d made the right decisions when it mattered, and while he might never be much of a
line officer, she' d been in the Corps long enough to know that a good staff officer, one who cared about
the Marines more than the paperwork, was worth hisweight in ammo. Maybe not the impact boomers,
but definitely the regular rounds.

She glanced acrossthe front of the smadl lecture hall to where Generd Morris, ill without that third star
and his promotion to Tekamal and apparently destined to be her persond pain in the brassfor yearsto
come, was speaking to adi’ Taykan mgor. The deegp orange hair made it a sure bet that it was Mgjor
di’Uninat Alie, the Intelligence officer who' d debriefed Torin just after she' d arrived a the Sation. “The
generd’ sfilling her in on what he considersthe pertinent points, isn't he, Sr?’

“| think that’ sagiven.”

Genera Morris had chosen her for the mission to Silsvah. She supposed it was acompliment that he'd
believed her capable of doing what was necessary to bring the Silsvissinto the Confederation before the
Others could recruit them, but she' d lost thirteen Marines on what was supposed to be ceremonia duty,
and while she had no trouble following orders, she didiked being manipulated. He'd dso chosen her to
lead the recon platoon into Big Y €llow, the unidentified dlien vessdl found floating dead in space.
Probably another compliment. He' d needed a senior NCO capable of riding herd on a glory-seeking
officer destined for promotion to placate the Kra members of Parliament, but since Captain Travik had
spent most of the mission unconscious, the officid reportswere dightly different than the redlity of the
gtuation.

Torinredly hated palitics.

Fortunately, she wasn't expected to smile as the general gpproached.

“Staff Sergeant Kerr. Good to see you again. I’ ve just been telling Mg or Alie what she can expect.”



“Sir.” Captain Stedrin cleared histhroat, a Human noise the di’ Taykan had adopted. “It’'s Gunnery
Sergeant now.”

“Why, soitis” General Morris florid cheeks flushed darker as his gaze flickered to her collar tabs and
back. “ Congratulations.”

“Thank you, Sr.”

“I"'m looking forward to hearing what you haveto say.”

13 S r?!

“About the Silsviss”

Hewas staying? Wdl that was just fukking wonderful. “ Yes, Sir.”

With afind, patronizing nod, the general moved toward an empty seet in thelast row. Captain Stedrin let
him get most of the way there before he caught up and bent to murmur something in the generdl’ sear.
Standing by thelectern, Torin couldn’t hear the captain’s part of the conversation, but the genera’s,
“What now?’ came through loud and clear. After amoment, and an ingpection of the captain’sdate, he
shook his head and stomped off out the rear door.

Captain Stedrin shot her avery di’ Taykan grin as he followed.

The bastard had waited until the last minute to clear the generd out just to watch her sweet. Nice one.
He' d known from the beginning they’ d be leaving, or he’ d have left his date with the others on the table
near the lower door. Torin had been warned her date wouldn't record—Compartments 21 to 39 were
configured to prevent it—but dates were designed to be ultimately flexible, and there was only one way
to be certain no one would enter the information with a stylus and that was to take them out of the hands
of their owners. She suspected there were certain things about the way the Silsviss had joined the
Confederation that the highest levels of the Corps preferred the genera population never knew.
Ultimately, there’ d be no way to prevent it, but—in the here and now—the top brass was doing what
they could to dow things down.

“Areyou ready, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr?’

Shefaced Mgor Alie and nodded, an echo of Staff Sergeant Beyhn'ssingledip. “Yes, gr.”

“Y ou don’'t look nervous.”

“Arethey likely to shoot at me, Sr?’

Themgor seyeslightened as she smiled. “| doubt it.”

“Then!’ll befine”

Torin assumed every one of the thirty officersin the room—there d be other rooms and other ranks
later— had read not only her report, but General Morris' report,Lieutenant Jarret’ s report and probably,
depending on their clearance levels, both the diplomats and Cri Sawyes report. Shewasn't hereto go
over the facts of the mission one moretime lest something crucid had been left out that effected the
acceptance of the Slsvissinto the Confederation and their eventud integration into the Corps. Shewas
here because later, after the facts had been presented one more time, there' d be questions and she was
the only one who could answer many of them.

It was both clichéd and dangerousto believe that insight into a species could be gained by wholesde
daughter, but Torin waswilling to bet that, here and now, no one knew the Silsviss quite like she did.
Sate to hand in case she needed to refer to her notes, she faced the tiers of seats and began. “During the
mission in question, | was a Staff Sergeant with 7th Division, 4th Recar’ta, 1<t Battalion, Sh'quo
Company. My orders were to put together a platoon out of able-bodied Marines to accompany a group
of diplomats and their support staff—M ictok, Dornagain, and Rakva—to Silsviss under the command of
Second Lieutenant di’ Ka Jarret . . .”

There d been diplomacy for awhile, but then dl hell had broken loose.

When she reached the point in the story where the Berganitan had returned to Silsvah and sent down a
VTA to lift them off—the VTA they’ d landed in having been lost in a swamp—she saw afew of the
officersbegin to dtir. Either they hadn’t heard what happened after liftoff and they thought she was nearly
done or, more likely, she wasjust getting to the part they wereinterested in.

“The Silsviss have apack mentdity. They know where each onefitsin the pack, and the strong fight to
rise. They'd just joined our pack, and they wanted to see how much they could push us around.”



“They wanted you to kill Generad Morris.”

The statement came from a Human lieutenant colonel. He might have fet safely anonymousinthedim
light amid the other twenty-nine black uniformsin the room, but Torin had spent too many years
pinpointing smart-ass comments from the ranksto let him get awvay with it. Glancing over a him, she
abandoned the last 4.5 minutes of prepared speech and said, “No, sir. They wanted meto believe it was
the generd’ sfault and then use what | had learned about the Silsvissto save the treaty by killing him.”
“And why didn’'t you?’

“Because weweren't joining them, Sr. They werejoining us”

“Generd Morris report said hewaswilling to die.”

“I wasn't privileged to read the generd’ sreport, Sr.”

“But you would have killed him if it had been necessary?’ He was leaning forward now, one hand pae
and obvious where it gripped the dark fabric over hisright knee.

Torin lifted her chin, locked her eyeson hisface, and said, “Asit wasn't necessary, Sir .. .” Sheloaded
implication into the pause. “. . . we'll never know.”

The lieutenant colondl looked away first and, as his gaze dropped, Mg or Alie stepped forward. “ Since
we seem to have aready opened the floor to questions, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr will now address any
other pointsyou may want clarified.”

Interesting emphasis, Torin thought as a Krai mgor began the officid Q&A.

For the most part, the questions stayed fairly closeto her observations of the Silsviss military and how
well shefdt they’ d integrate. Asthey revisited the same points over and over again, Torin became
increasingly grateful that she wouldn't be part of the team designing the integration protocols. Given how
long it had taken before the Krai joined mixed fireteams, she figured she'd be long retired before she had
to worry about maintaining discipline with di’ Taykan-sized lizardsin the ranks.

When the briefing finaly ended, just before 1300, Torin followed the magor’ s silent order and stepped
back to let the room empty before she left. With the mgjor acting as abarrier between her and any
further questions, she kept her gaze locked on the far wall to give no one achanceto draw her into
conversation.

Asthelast officer retrieved his date and disappeared out the door, Mgor Alie turned toward her and
smiled. “Thank you, Gunny. Grab some food, and I'll see you back here at fourteen hundred. The
officers attending this morning have orders not to approach you out of thisroom, so you should be
allowed to get to the SRM in peace.”

“Thank you, Sr.”

The captain who' d asked the first question had been Intell, seeded into the group by Mgor Alie. It was
inevitable those particular questions would be asked, so the mgor had arranged for them to be asked
under controlled conditions. Thetiming, before the Q& A officialy began, had alowed her to cut the
guestions off when the information she’ d wanted rel eased had been covered. It was asmart move.
Torin gppreciated smart, but she had no intention of mentioning that to the mgjor. Intell got alittle snotty
when one of their subtle plans turned out to be that obvious.

The afternoon session was anear exact copy of the morning’ s—minus Generd Morris smal part.
Finished at 1800, she skipped the Senior Rank’s Mess and headed to a pub she remembered fondly
from her last course on gtation. She was expecting acall and didn’t want it going through the duty officer
before it reached her in the SRM. Off-duty and in apublic part of the station, the message would be
bounced straight to her implant.

On the OutSector stations the lowest two or three levels of the center core were set aside for off-duty
and civilian personnd. On agtation the size of Ventris, certain broad concourses had been set asde for
stores, bars, and cantinas. The recruits were given access to the lowest concourse on their last tenday.
They never saw the other four until they returned to Ventrisas Marines.

Sutton’'s, on Concourse Two, was about half full. A group of privates and corporals were watching
mixed league cricket on the big screen in the corner. Apparently it was an oldEarth sport the Elder Races
had taken to the way the H’ san took to cheese, but Torin couldn’t see the attraction. Along the other
sde of the bar, eight of the small tableswere full, two of them pushed close so agroup of four officers



and their companions could eat together. Three di’ Taykan sat at the bar itself, bodies close and looking
about five minutes from heading to someone s bunk for the night.

Torin took one of the small tables, where she could see both the door to the concourse and the door
behind the bar leading to the kitchens, and coded her order into the tabletop. To her surprise, Elliot
Westbrook, the grandson of the origind owners, came out with the first part of her order.

“Gunny,” he said as he set down the beer, “I hear you single-handedly got the Silsvissto join up. Any
chance you can give me a scouting report on their beverage selection?”’

Seemed that Mgor Svensson was right; everyone on the station was talking about her. Still, it never hurt
to cooperate with the man cooking dinner and, while information about how she' d single-handedly got
the Silsvissto join up was classfied, what the giant lizards drank was not. What' smore, if they were
going to join the Corps, it was an important cultural touchstone. “ The upper ranks drank fermented fruit
juices, but the lower ranks usudly drank beer.”

“Good to hear.”

“The beer wasusudly green.”

Elliot grinned. “So they're lrish?’

When her pie arrived, he left her to it, heading back to the bar muttering notes about ales and lagersand
fermentation timesinto hisdate.

Shewas just mopping up thelast of the gravy when the cal came through.

*|”ve docked. Section 8, dip 17.*

Pushing her plate away, she tongued an acknowledgment and murmured, “On my way,” just loud enough
for theimplant to pick up.

They were naked twenty-two minutes | ater.

TWO

PUSHING DAMP HAIR BACK out of her eyes, Torin rolled up on one ebow and frowned down at
her companion. “I get theimpression you missed me.”

“Funny, because| got theimpresson | wasright ontarget . . . OW!” Tugging her fingersout of hischest
hair, Craig Ryder wragpped Torin' shand in his, immohbilizing it. Since she wasn't planning on going
anywherefor awhile, she dlowed him to think he could hold her. “Youwin,” he said. “I missed you.
You'rejust lucky | needed to register new salvage tags.”

“You'retaking like I’m the only one here who got lucky.”

“Wouldn't dream of it.” Hewaggled his brows suggestively. “But you are saying you got lucky, then?’
She freed her hand, moved it lower on his body, and squeezed. “A couple of times.”

“Bloody cheek!”

But thistime when he grabbed for her, Torin rolled off the bunk and rose to her feet out of reach. “ That
thing’' stoo small for comfort.”

“You'd better be talking about the bunk, mate. And you are not Sitting your bare ass down on my control
pand,” he growled as she moved the very smdl distance to the other side of the cabin.

Torin snorted. “Not after what happened the last time.” Scooping his discarded shirt off the floor, she
tossed it on the pilot’ s chair covering the mgjority of the duct tape and sat. One of the reasons the bunk
was too narrow for them both was that Craig Ryder was abig man. Undressed, there was alittle
softness at hiswait, but most of his bulk was muscle, his arms and shoulders so broad and heavy, they
digracted from his height.

“What?’

All right. Maybe she had been staring. “Rumor hasit that thisisaromance.”

“Redlly?’ Craig rolled up on hisside, head propped up on one huge hand. He looked amused, the
bastard. “Who' s been talking, then?’

She shrugged a shoulder, suddenly wishing she hadn't brought it up. “ Some of the medical staff off the
Berganitan are on station. Apparently, I’ m atopic of conversation.”

“Apparently?” When she shrugged again, he laughed.

“Fuk, dl you ve donein the last year was convince arace of aggressivelizardsto join up right before you



outsmarted abig old alien spaceship. Can't see why they’ d be talking about you. Obvioudy, they're
talking about me.”

“You?’

“Don’'t mean to skite, but I'm the other haf of the romance, aren’t 17’

Torin scratched at the drying sweat on her ssomach. “Thereis no romance. There' s sex.”

“Good s=x.”

“Granted.”

“That'll do, then.” Blue eyes gleamed. “ So what the hell are you doing dl theway over there?’

L ater, when she stepped out of his shower—which meant stepping out of histiny hygiene unit into the
main cabin—he handed her amug of coffee and said, “Y ou ever hear what happened to the escape pod
fromBig Ydlow.”

Torin took adrink, set the mug on the small, half-circle table folded down from one of the cabin walls,
and started dressing. “It’sa piece of unknown aien technology, | expect R& D hasit tucked away
somewhere, probably somewhere on this station—al though there’ s dways a chance that one of the Elder
Racesrabbited off with it. All | know isthat the whole thing’ s been classified Top Secret, and | have
ordersnot to talk about it during my current the Slsviss are our friends tour.” Skimming her pantsup
over her hips, she reached for the mug again. “Why?’

“I rodeit from Big Y dlow, yeah?’

“Yeah.” She knew where thiswas going.

“That makesit my savage, doesn't it?’

“Technicdly, the Berganitan retrieved it.”

He folded his arms, the motion causing the worn swesgts he' d pulled on to fal alittle farther from his
was. “1 wasinit. And in savage, likelife, possession is ninetenths of the law.”

The vacuum jockeys from the Berganitan had rescued him, directing the spherical escape pod into anet
in one of the ship’s shuttle bays. Given the mulish expression he was wearing, Torin decided not to
remind him of that. “Y ou must have madeinquiries,” she sad, buttoning her shirt.

“I did. No one knows anything about it.”

“That' s becauseit’s classified Top Secret.”

“No. They won't talk about Big Y elow, but they don’'t seem to know about the escape pod.”
“You'reacivilian. Neither branch of the military islikely to tel you what they know.”

“Please.” Fingersdigging in his short beard, he snorted. “I ded with the military dl thetime. | know when
they’ re fukking me around and thiswas more like they honestly didn’t know.”

Torin set the empty mug back on the table and frowned. “Maybe they didn’t know. Y ou couldn’t have
been taking to anyone with avery high clearance.”

“That' spossible”

She stared at him for along moment. “Y ou want me to ask someone, don’t you?’

Hegrinned. “Itis good sex.”

“Not that good.”

“Liar”

“Fine. There san Intel mgor running the Sisvissbriefings I’ mdoing. If | get achance, I'll ask her.” She
did afoot into her right boot and bent to tie the laces. “How long will you be docked?’

“Odds aregood I'll be gone by 1400 tomorrow.”

Histone pulled her attention back to hisface. If hewas off station by 1400, thiswasit. They’ d probably
see each other again when she got back to her unit. Civilian salvage operators weren't unknown at
OutSector stations, but only the brass knew how long they’ d keep her here. “All right, I'll ask at the
morning briefing.”

“Ta”

Both boots secured, she moved to the hatch and paused, |eft hand rising to touch her jaw. “The
upgrade sgot asignal strong enough to reach shipsin space.”

Craig's brows rose when she stopped, clearly expecting more.

Shedidn’'t have any more.



Hisfingers went back to hisbeard. “ Y ou’ ve got the Promise’s codes.”

“1 do.” Her left hand settled against the scarred surface of the hatch. The upgrade went to grades Gunny
and above, so that if they had Marines dirtside, and the comm unit got hit, they could cal for evac. They
weren't for . . . She glanced back at Craig; from the way the corner of his mouth was twitching, he knew
exactly what she was thinking. Cocky bastard. Stepping out onto the ramp, she turned again. “Be
caeful.”

He nodded. “Y ou, too.”

“Mgor Alie”

Themgor'shair lifted. “Isthere a problem, Gunny?’

“No, gr.” di’ Taykan didn’t have the concept of persona space, so Torin stepped alittle closer. They
were standing, once again, at the front of Compartment 29 waiting for the morning’ s group of senior
NCOsto finish taking their seats, and Torin figured that her odds of getting an answer were better if the
magjor thought she couldn’t be overheard. In theraw light of day, minus post-coita endorphins, thiswas
obvioudy abad idea, but she’' d told Craig she' d ask—and that left her only two options. Keep her
word. Or not. “The CSOwho.. . .”

“You'reseaing.” Thewordswere tamefor adi’ Taykan. The innuendo wasal it could be.

“Yes, gr.” Torin responded to the words aone. “He was wondering what happened to the escape pod
off Big Yelow.”

Themagor’ shair flaitened. “ Thedien ship isclassfied, Gunny.”

“Yes, gr.”

“And classified means you' re not to spesk of it.”

“No, gr.”

“Not even to your vantru.”

Given the mgor’ s expression, now was not the time to mention that vantru—more or lesstrandated as
primary sexua partner—was a bit strong, if only because of the di’ Taykan weight the word carried and
not because she was actudly getting any anywhereelse.

“I"ve got no way to keep him from mentioning it to me, Sir.”

“NinLi aviliang”

Like many sentient races, the primary Taykan religion had not only the concept of damnation but the
profanity to go witht.

“Yes, gr.”

But whilethe mgjor had said, “ The alien ship isclassified ,” her expression had added, “ What escape
pod?” It wasfast, gone dmost before Torin saw it. Someone watching alittle less closdly would have
missed it entirely,but Torin had spent years|earning to spot bullshit and next to some of the di’ Taykan
she' d commanded, for whom bullshit was avocetion, Mgor Alie was an amateur.

Her anger at not knowing had given her away.

Intell hated to think there were thingsthey didn’t know.

At 12:45, Torin set down her lunch tray and pinged the Promise from atable termina in the SRM.
“What the bloody hell did you ask at that morning briefing?”

Torin poured creamer in her coffee, the artificid stuff Sgnificantly safer than thered cream in the other
jug. Therewere no cows on Ventris Station. “1 asked the mgjor about your possible salvage.”

“Just like that, then?”

“Y ou wanted to know.”

“| expected you to be a little more.. . . | don’t know, circumspect.”

“I sad I’'d ask.” Shetook a preliminary swallow—the coffee had probably been started by the first cook
on Ventris—and added a splash more creamer. “ Thisis not the kind of thing that | can snesk about trying
to discover for you. Nor would | if I could.”

“1 had a visit this morning from a couple of Marines who thought | needed to be reminded of
what classified meant.”

That wasn't entirdly unexpected. “And?’

“ They pointed out that military salvage tags don’t grow on fukking trees.”



Neither wasthat. It was, after dl, the only handle they had on him. “Happy ending?’

“They're letting me balil, if that’s what you mean. In fact, they pretty much told me to rack off.”
She heard him sigh, could see him sitting back in the pilot’ s chair, feet resting on the spot his heels had
worn shiny on the control pand. “ I’ m never going to see that salvage, am |? Never mind. Don’t
answer that. Areyou in the crapper for bringing it up?”

It surprised her that he'd ask. “Not so far.”

“ Good. Let me know when you' re back at OutSector.”

“I' will.” She cut the connection, ate her soup and her sandwich, and wasn't at al surprised to find a
Marinewaiting for her in the corridor outs de the mess when she left.

“Comein, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr. | won't keep you long.”

Torin entered as ordered and came to attention in front of the desk, staring at the gray-green plaque on
thewall just over Generd Morris head. It wasthe same color as Mg or Svensson’ s fingernails and that
led down paths she' d rather not travel—although artificid fingernail was not the strangest building
material she' d ever seen used. She couldn’t quite make out what battle the raised | etters commemorated.
“Damn it, stop doing that. Y ou know | hateit.”

“Yes, ar.” Sherelaxed dightly into parade rest.

“What escape pod, Gunny?’

That drew her attention to hisface. “Sr?’

Hands linked, he tapped joined index fingers againg hischin. “Y ou asked Mgor Alie this morning about
an escape pod from Big Yelow.”

Not aquestion but she answered it anyway. “ Yes, Sir.”

“What are you up to?’

13 g r?!

“There was no escape pod, Gunny.”

By the time she' d made sergeant, Torin could remain expressionless under any condition. That skill came
in handy now. There had been an escape pod. She' d seen Craig Ryder get into it on Big Y elow and had
seen the dlien ship spit the pod out into space. One of the Jades from the Berganitan’s Black Star
Squadron had caught it up in an energy field and maneuvered it back to the ship, tossing it into anet
strung across shuttle bay oneto catch it. General Morris had been there when Craig had emerged from
the pod.

General Morriswas apolitician at heart, but hewasn't that good aliar.

He believed there was no escape pod.

“| spoke of the escape pod in my mission report, sir.”

“No, you did not.”

Yes, | damned well did. “If | could see. . .”

“No, you can’'t. The mission reports concerning Big Y elow are classified.” He leaned back, eyes
narrowed within the folds of flesh. “But | assure you, Gunnery Sergeant, there was no mention of an
escape pod in your mission report. Nor in any of the others. Nor at any of the debriefings.”

The recon team had been debriefed separately and then sent back to their respective units. It was
possible, if unlikely, that no one else had mentioned the escape pod. But she had. She remembered it
Clearly.

“We' d lost the first one because we misinterpreted the controls, but the second one launched with
CSO Craig Ryder inside.”

The Elder Racesingsted they were againgt violencein dl forms; Torin found herself wondering how they
felt about mind control. And why would they wipe Generd Morris memory but not hersor Craig's?

“I understand how the kind of attention you’ ve been under lately can go to your heed, but you, of al
people, should know better than to exaggerate for the sake of your audience. Not that you should have
an audience,” he continued as Torin blinked a him. “Y ou know the information about Big Yéelow is
classfied”

Okay. Firm ground here, a least. Even the patronizing tonewasfamiliar. “ Yes, Sr.”

“Thanksto Presit aTur durVaintrisy at Sector Central News, the greater part of the



Confederation—those who were not actualy on the mission—knows exactly what we want them to
know. And we don’t want them to know anything else.” His eyes narrowed above florid cheeks. “Doll
make myself clear, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr?’

“Yes, gr.”

“Good. You're going to have to hurry to make your afternoon briefing.”

“Yes, sr.” She came back to attention, pivoted on one hed, and left the office. Well, that was a
whiskey tango foxtrot conversation.

“Gunny.”

Torin stopped at Captain Stedrin’s desk.

He glanced toward the open door to the outer office, where two corporals and the Krai private who'd
been sent to fetch her toiled over the generd’ s data entry, and beckoned Torin closer.

Sheleanedin.

“Look, if you were anyone ese, you' d have been up shit creek for that stunt thismorning. I’ m finding it
hard to believe that the Marine | knew would make up a savage clam even for a vantru. Y ou're golden
right now, Kerr, but don’t let it go to your head.”

“No, gr.”

Lieutenant Stedrin—Captain Stedrin—had also been there when Craig came out of the escape pod.
She made it to her afternoon briefing on time, but only just. Distracted by the certainty that something
hinky was going on, she dropped into the wrong vertical and had to start again from the parade square.
Magor Alie met her as she entered the compartment. “ Problem, Gunny?’

Torin glanced at the multi-Sector chronometer on the front wall. She had thirty-seven secondsto spare.
“No, gr.”

The matter-of-fact tone seemed to throw the mgjor a bit; the movement of her hair sped up, and she
frowned dightly.

Does she expect me to tell her that General Morris kept me late? Torin wondered. If Mgor Alie
expected her to fed chastised and show it, well, the H’ san would take up knitting fird.

Maybe, because shewas, after dl, an Intelligence officer, the mgor was wondering why Gunnery
Sergeant Kerr had asked about a nonexistent escape pod.

Probably not, Torin acknowledged as she stepped forward to lay out her experiences with the Silsviss
for thefourth timein two days. The integration of large, aggressive lizardsinto the Corps was of more
immediate concern than either the possible existence of escape pods or apossibly delusional NCO.
Two more days of briefings finished off the staff officers and NCOs, and she spent the day before she
began at the Recruit Training Center going over her notes and making some of the changesMgjor Alie
had suggested. She no longer ae done; every medl in the SRM became a sort of mini-briefing. Since
going out would only expose her to questions from officers and speculation by other ranks, she stayed in.
She was rapidly reaching the point where being shot at by the Silsvisswould be preferable to having to
talk about them. It didn’t help that most of the private questions—and many of the briefing room
questions for that matter—involved second-guessing the decisonsthat had been madein thefield.

“ Contamination levels were rising slowly; why didn’t you stay with the VTA?”

“Why didn’t you empty the armory? Why wasn’t every Marine carrying two or three weapons?”
“Why didn’t you put your ammo for the emmy under cover so it couldn’t be hit?”

Asthat second-guessing was coming from Marineswho' d spent most of their tour on their asses behind
adesk, Torinfigured it was inevitable that she' d end up in the gym late one night, pounding the snot out
of some pompous desk jockey. When it finally happened, it started with aKrai technical sergeant
demanding to know why she hadn’t killed Cri Srah when she had him in the choke hold. Then it moved
into the declaration that, if it had been his people sent into ambush, he' d have made the Silsviss pay.
Finaly, it ended with him pinned to the floor, Torin’sknee on histhroat.

She had a bite taken out of her padding—Krai invariably bit, but the padding dowed them down a
little— and afew bruises.

Theincident would have broken the monotony except that it had been so gppalingly predictable.

She spoke to the one fifty recruitsfirst. On their last tenday, they were amost done with Basic and,



having returned from Crucible, were cons dered Marines— nothing left but finishing up the appaling
amount of documentation the military required before posting. There were no recruitsin onethirty or one
forty; they were on Crucible and probably wishing, if Torin’s memory of those twenty days was anything
to go by, that they were anywhere el se.

It took afew years of actua combat to put Cruciblein perspective.

The one twenty recruitsincluded Staff Sergeant Beyhn's Platoon 71 aswell as Platoon 72 under the
command of DI Staff Sergeant Connie Dhupam.

“Y ou haven't stopped by for that drink, Gunny.”

“Only time I’ ve had free, you were with your platoon, Staff.”

“They’re keeping you busy.” He snickered, but not unsympathetically, at Torin’sexpresson. “Thisisn't
your job. Y ou should be out there keeping the kids I’ m sending you dive. Why the hdll aren’t they
putting your second lieutenant through this crap?’

“Lieutenant Jarret was unconscious for the find battle and in Med-op for the aftermath.”

“And you're Genera Morris golden Gunny.”

Torin snorted. “For my sins.”

By day one hundred and twenty, recruits had survived long hours of training both physica and menta and
were showing the arrogance that was anatura result of that survival. Two tendays on Crucible would
temper that arrogance, but nothing would ever completdy removeit. AsMgor Alieingtructed the two
platoonsin the discretion expected of a Marine given senditive information, every singlerecruit leaned
dightly forward to show they were listening.

It was the appearance of rapt attention, at least.

Most of them looked intrigued, afew looked amused, dl di’ Taykan hair wasin movement, and the half
dozen Krai were showing teeth. One or two of the recruits were showing no expression at al, and Torin
decided they werein Staff Sergeant Beyhn's platoon only because that was where she' d begun.

They hadn’t read the diplomatic reports, but they’ d studied every word written by Marines about the
battle and the politica aftermath. It was possible, Torin redized, that this group of recruits could
represent the first Marinesto integrate with the Silsviss. They were only on athree-year contract, so it
was unlikely, given the speed of politics, but it was possible. As shetaked, it became obvious there were
going to be alot more questions than usud; at least adozen recruits looked asif they wouldn't makeit to
the end of the briefing without interrupting.

They did, but Torin would have bet her pension that a couple of them managed to wait only because of
the DI s standing behind and to either side of her.

The sergeants handled the Q& A, motioning recruits up onto their feet.

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr .. .”

The standing recruit was atall, medium-dark Human, her nose given remarkable prominence by the
deadhead hair.

“...Isittrueyou havethe Silsviss skull the pack leader gave you in your quarters back on OutSector?’
“Essentidly. | put it in storage when | got my ordersto head here.”

“Thisrecruit wonderswhy you kept it.”

“Seemed rude to throw it out.”

“Then this recruit wonderswhy you didn’t give it back to the Silsvissfor proper buria.”

“Because that would have been dangerous. The skull is more than a battle trophy. When the new leaders
of the pack handed it over, it symbolized them showing their throats to the victor. Giving it back would
have meant we planned on killing each and every one of them.”

“But givingit back now . .."

Torin raised an eyebrow and cut her off. When she figured the pause had continued long enough, she
sad, “What would giving it back now mean, Recruit?’

Her brows drew in. “ Disrespect?’

“Areyou asking?’

Shejumped at the tone. “No, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr!”

“All right, disrespectand . . . 7



“A chdlenge”

The short sharp crack was the sound of aKrai in the second row beginning to snap his teeth together,
suddenly redlizing where he was, and trying to stop just alittle too late. He managed to look sheepish and
gpologetic amultaneoudly.

“And what would a chdlenge mean, Recruit?’

“Afight”

“A fight,” Torin agreed. Shefound hersdf wanting to remind them that every species hastheir own way
of treating the dead but knew their DIswouldn’t appreciate her inference that they hadn’t already learned
that lesson. Insofar asit didn’t interfere with the functioning of the Corps, the Corps respected those
differences.

“A fight with who, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr?” Thisrecruit was male, Human again, with the heavy muscle
that came from working a physical job before he' d signed up.

“Depends on who received the skull.”

“Soif it went back to the representative of the Silsvah World Council, would we find oursdvesfighting
the entire planet?’

“It' spossible” And that would certainly interfere with the functioning of the Corps. Which waswhy she
had the skull in her storage locker. Well, that and because a couple of the more politically correct NCOs
at Battalion didn’t want the skull of asentient species hanging in the SRM. They'd just have to choke it
down when the Silsviss arrived because it was definitely going back up then.

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr.” Even at parade rest, the di’ Taykan recruit’ sinherent grace was evident. Torin
could seealong list of aristocratic forebearsin his posture—no one got that self-assured inasingle
generation. He reminded her of Lieutenant Jarret and she would have been willing to bet hisfamily name
had no more than three lettersin it. His cobalt-blue hair swept dowly back and forth as he asked, “Is
there a chance we can see the skull, Gunnery Sergeant?’

Torin could fed Mgor Alie getting ready to stepiin.

“Thatis” therecruit added, “if you don’t think the Silsvisswould mind.”

There was no way the mgjor could answer that. If she knew what the Silsvisswould or wouldn’'t mind,
Torin wouldn't be there.

With no doubt that the recruit had phrased the second half of the question so that the mgor would not
have the deciding voice, Torin kept both expression and tone neutrd. “ The Silsvisswould understand
showing battle honorsto the young. They’ d dso understand using the skull to explain Silsviss strengths.”
“What strengths can you learn from askull, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr?’ Kral, mae; hisvoice on the edge
of insolence.

“Why don’t wewait until you get alook at their jaws and you can ask methat again.”

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr?” Another di’ Taykan. Emerad-green hair thistime. “When you were facing
those hundreds of Silsvissand your platoon was surrounded and amost out of ammo, were you afraid?’
“Gunnery Sergeantsdon’t fed fear, recruit. We eat overgrown lizards for breakfast and wash them down
with aside of H’san. However, since | was only astaff sergeant at thetime, | can tell you that the
moisture controls on apair of Marine Corps Class Aswork to design specifications.”

That got alaugh.

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr, isit true you knew Maor Svensson before he was tanked?’

Motivated only by guilt for having not yet goneto see him, Torin let the mgor move in on that one and
remind the recruits that they were hereto discussthe Slsvissand only the Silsviss.

“Kichar'sinlove”

Miransha Kichar ignored him and continued polishing her boots.

The pink-haired di’ Taykan lounged against the wall beside her bunk and grinned. 1 saw theway you
were looking at the Gunnery Sergeant when she snapped a you this afternoon during your little question
and answer riff. You'rein love”

“Isthat abad thing, Sakur?’

Sakur turned enough to direct hisgrin a the Krai on the next bunk. “Loveis never abad thing, Hisht. But
the Gunny will never return Kichar’ s affection, and that’ s sad.”



Hisht’ s nose ridges flared as he considered the di’ Taykan’ swords. His jernine lived deep in the foredts,
and until the day he' d climbed to the crown of the prayer tree and seen the airship go by, he had thought
he would spend dl hislife surrounded by his extended family. Staring up at the Silver ship, adeep
curiosity had grabbed him, and he had eft al he knew and followed its path and, eventually, when he
finally became aware of just how much there was outside hissmall bit of forest, he had ended up here
surrounded by people who were not people as he had known them and who did not aways think the
way people thought. It was exciting and confusing, and he did not dways have the right wordsin his head
to understand. “ To love without lovein return is sad,” he said at last, even though he knew that wasn't
the point being made.

“BEven Hight getsit.” Sakur laughed. Laughed harder when Kichar glared up a him.

In the forest, Sakur’ s behavior would be that of ayoung maetrying to get afemal€e sattention. In the
Marine Corps, he was merely acting like apain in the ass. That was a concept Hisht had no trouble
understanding.

Staff Sergeant Beyhn took along swallow of hisbeer and set it back down on the bar of the RT/SRM.
“You run agood briefing,” he said. “Everyone seemsto think so.”

Torin dropped her head into her hands. “God, help me. I'll never see my unit again.”

It was beginning to look that way.

After shefinished speaking to the remainder of the recruits, right down to the latest group to step off the
recruiting shuttle, the Corpswanted her to ook at afew smulations of the battle and findly review the
officia documentation that came out of her briefings. After that, Ambassador Krik'vir, the Mictok who'd
been one of the diplomats on Silsvah, wanted her to address a Parliamentary committee.

“Parliamentary committee,” General Morris snorted, staring down at the request. “ Half adozen species
rummaging around trying to reach a consensus on what beverage they should have on morning breek.
Ridiculouswagte of time.”

Torin had never been so much in agreement with the general.

“Unfortunately,” he added, “we have no good reason to refuse them. | will, of course, accompany you to
the Core.”

And her prospects went from bad to worse.

Onthefirst day of her threg/ten, Torin went for her run, took care of her kit, spent two hours at the range
blowing away atarget she mentaly painted with General Morris face, and finally headed over to see
Major Svensson. The station alowed her into Med-op, but there was a door, adesk, and adelay before
she could get to the convalescent compartments.

“I'm afraid the mgjor’ s physica thergpy’ srunning a bit late, Gunny.” The yeoman on duty at the desk
peered down at her screens. “Ah. He swith Elusoy . . .”

“Di’ Taykan?” Torin asked asthough that explained everything. Which, consdering the circumstances, it
pretty much did.

The young petty officer nodded and colored faintly. “Y ou can wait.”

“Thank you.” Hands clasped behind her back, Torin wandered dowly around the small waiting room.
The half dozen uncomfortable chairs were empty, but she had no desireto sit. She read the charts on the
wall, checked the display of biscuitsfor her date, discovered they were dl at least three years out of
date, and found herself back at the desk. “Y ou were on the Berganitan, Y eoman?’

Shelooked up, startled.

Torin hid asmile. Mg or Svensson had mentioned there were personnel in Med-op whose last posting
had been the Berganitan; that waswhy she’ d looked. “Y ou’ re wearing the ship’ s ribbon.”

“Oh. Right.” A quick glance down at the single ribbon on the left Sde of her chest. “Yes, | wasthere
whenyou . . . When we transported you to . . . you know. And back.”

“Right”

“I put together some of the data for your medical files”

“Thank you.”

She shrugged narrow shoulders, aquick up and down motion, and smiled shyly. “It' sokay. It swhat |
do. | did Craig Ryder, too. We scanned him—just a quick scan just in case—before he went back out



for you.”

Her tone, her expression, pretty much everything about her explained the rumor of romance the mgor
had heard. Rubbing one finger long the inert trim of her desk, she stared up at Torin like Torin wasthe
heroinein aH’ san opera.

“That' sright. I got my people out of Big Ydlow, and | got the guy.”

“Gunny?’

“Never mind.” It was easier to be amused by the whole thing. Considering some of the other rumors
she' d heard about how she' d taken out asquad of Bugsin hand-to-claw combat, thiswas mild. There'd
only been one Bug. And she' d shot it before it had achanceto grapple. “Y ou wouldn't have any idea
what happened to the escape pod Mr. Ryder got back to the Berganitan in, would you?’

“ Escape pod?’

“It wasin shuttle bay one.”

Brows, shaped to within ananometer of regulation, drew in. “1 don’t remember an escape pod.”

“How did he get back to the ship, then?’

“Oh, that.” Shesmiledinrelief at having the answer. “A Jade brought himin.” Her desk chimed. “Ah.
Major Svensson’s back in hisroom, Gunny, and . . .” Her fingers danced over ascreen. “And he's
approved your visit.” The door beside the desk did silently open. “Go right ahead. HE'sin M20.”
“Thank you again.”

“It' snothing. Gunny?’

Torin paused, hafway through the door.

“Areyou, you know, sill seeing him?’

Why not? It wasn't like she was ashamed of it. And it was ardlief not to answer yet another question
about the damned Silsviss. “ Occasionaly.”

“Gosh”

“Gosh?” Torin repeated to hersalf asthe door did closed. “ Gosh?’ It seemed the Navy was not only
enligting preteens but then promoting them to petty officer, third class. Under other circumstances, she
wouldn’t have been at al surprised to find the yeoman had forgotten about the escape pod, dismissed it
as unimportant next to the love story playing out in her clearly overactive imagination. However, given
that her lack of memory matched Captain Stedrin’sand the generd’s. . .

There was something wrong, but the whole station was so focused on the ultimate integration of the
Silsvissthat she was the only one who could seeit. Or, less egatigticaly, the yeoman had never known
there was an escape pod and, hdll, it wasn't like Genera Morris had never lied to her before. She only
had hisword for it that no one €l se had mentioned it at their debriefings. Captain Stedrin would follow the
generd’sorders.

Except ten years at war had given her good ingtincts for when things were heading from screwed up as
usua toward totaly fukked and right now her ingtincts were yelling the equivaent of firein the hole.

The Elder Races had to beinvolved.

M20 was a private room, larger than Torin had expected and obvioudy intended for long-term

conval escence.Although the bed dominated the space, there was dlso apair of comfortable looking
chairsand afully loaded desk. The vid screen on thewall had been set at window, and the mgjor, clearly
aming for redism, had chosen the station’ s docking yards as his view.

Post-therapy, Mg or Svensson looked alot better than he had up on theterminal gallery.

He il looked newly made but significantly less shaky. If the huge smile he welcomed her with was any
indication, he was dso in amuch better mood.

Station rumor had him so badly injured his body hadn’t been able to completely rebuild and he' d been
patched together with nonstandard parts. Although the fingernails of hisleft hand were still greenish gray
and hewas painfully thin, al the parts Torin could see looked standard.

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr.” Still smiling, he shrugged into arobe. “1’m glad you're here. Y ou look bored.”
“g?

“What would you do if | said | could get you two weeks off station with aKC-7 in your hands?’

Two weeks away from briefings and speculation. Two weeksto actually work asaMarine. What would



shedo for that? " Something entirely inappropriate, Sir. Something that would probably lead to you having
to be re-tanked while you recover.”
“Widll try to contain your enthusiasm; you' re going with meto Crucible.”

THREE

“DR. SLOAN WOULD LIKE TO FIELD TEST some of my new parts and given that combat zones
are generaly considered iffy prospectsfor research, she' s decided to send me to Crucible with one of
the next one twenty platoonsgoingin.”

Torin said nothing as Mg or Svensson crossed the room and sat down. He seemed fit enough, but
crossing three meters of leve floor was one hdll of alot easer than surviving twenty days on Crucible.
She added afew things to what she wasn't saying as the mgjor fought to gain control of achair that
seemed determined to recline and massage.

“Don't let thisworry you, Gunny,” he muttered, catching sight of her expression asthe chair finaly
accepted his commands. “| was technically inept with everything but aK C-7 going into the tank. The
pointis...” Onecorner of hismouth curved up in asdf-mocking smile. “. .. 1 canonly goif | havea
babysitter. Command called it an aide, of course, but, between you and me, I'd prefer to cal aspade a
fukking shovd. | don't anticipate the job congsting of much more than picking me up if | fal down. You
interested?’

“Very, sr.” Thejob would consigt of significantly more than merely picking the mgor up if hefel down.
Shel d beafool to think otherwise, but anything would be better than more time spent dealing with further
inane speculation about the Silsviss. “1"ve il got briefings scheduled, sr.”

“That' s been taken into account. If you'll work through your next two days off, you can complete your
briefings halfway back through the second fifty. Y ou start again at day ninety when you get back and dll
our little outing will cost you is one more double briefing as you pick up the newest recruits.”

“Chegp at hdf the price, sr. But Mgor Alie...”

A raised hand cut her off. “ Right now the Corpsis very motivated to keep Dr. Sloan happy and Dr.
Soan wants mefield tested and I" ve decided | want you with me. Y ou let Command dedl with Mgjor
Alie”

“Sir, Generd Morris. . .”

“They’ll dedl with Generd Morris, too.” Silver-blond brows drew into an exaggerated frown. He' d
ganed tissueflexibility sincethat morning on the gdlery. “I’ m beginning to think you don’t want to go to
Crucible with me, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr.”

“I’'m sorry you got that impression, sir. I’'m looking forward to it.”

“Good. I'd..."

Torin pivoted on one hedl as the door behind her opened.

“...likeyou to meet Dr. Soan,” the mgjor continued. “Whaose timing isimpeccable as dways. She'll be
going with us”

The woman in the doorway was about a meter and a third, thin—athletic—with reddish brown hair and
gray-green eyes. Impossibleto tell her age; with the human life span creeping toward a century and a
half, she could be anywhere from thirty to eighty. She wore no collar tabs or any other rank insignia,
which was hardly surprising, Torin redized an ingtant | ater, since she wasn't wearing auniform. Dr.
Sloan—whom the Corps was so motivated to keep happy they were sending her to Crucible—was a
avilian.

Command' s reason for dlowing Mg or Svensson his choice of aide suddenly became clear. Torin had
gotten civilians dive off Sllsvah and Big Y elow—not al the civilians she' d arrived with, granted, but there
probably wasn't another senior NCO currently on Ventriswith her experience in shepherding the
untrained through combat Stuations.

“Y ou must be Gunnery Sergeant Kerr,” Dr. Sloan said, before Torin could speak. Striding acrossto the
major, she added, “I’ ve been hearing alot about you lately. | imagine you' |l be glad to get off the
ddion.”

“Yes, maam.”



“Maam?" Sherolled her eyeswithout actudly looking up from reading the mgjor’ s numbers off the top
of the chair, the readout a brilliant orange against the burgundy fabric. “No. Cal me Dr. Soanor, if that's
aproblem, call me Kathleen. You call mema am, and | look around for my grandmother. How’ sthe
hand working?’ The question went to Mg or Svensson.

“Good.”

“Sill aching?’

“Alittle”

“And the headaches?”’

“They're not lagting aslong.”

“No more memory lgpses?’

“Not that | can remember.” The mgjor tossed agrin at Torin that clearly said, Funny, eh?

Torin had just started to wonder if she should leave when Dr. Sloan straightened and turned to face her.
“How much do you know about Mgjor Svensson’ s case, Gunnery Sergeant?’

“g?

He nodded. “It’sdl right, Gunny. The doctor’ s security clearanceis higher than yours and mine put
together.”

Given theway her career had been going lately, Torin somehow doubted that. “I know that he was
severely injured on Carlong and the only thing that saved him was that the surviving corpsman attached to
his company was too raw to know he should have died.”

“Hewasabraininajar, Gunnery Sergeant. A brain and aspine and damned little el se that hadn’t been
damaged.”

“My teeth,” said themgor dryly, “areorigind.”

“Human teeth aren’t Kral teeth, but they last,” the doctor acknowledged, patting him absently on the
shoulder. “Gunnery Sergeant, do you know the difference between what happensin atank and cloning?’
Easy question. She’ d watched enough of her people go into tanks over the years. “ The tank encourages
the body to repair itself, keeping those who have been badly injured dive while this occurs. Cloning
crestes duplicates, and using cloning tech on any species deemed sentient isillegd.”

“And the medica profession is of two minds about that.”

Given the Krai’ sfondness for the taste of Human flesh, Torin wasn't. Tanks of Humans cloned for the
dinner table was not something she wanted to contemplate.

“Had | been ableto use cloning technology,” Dr. Sloan continued, obliviousto Torin's culinary line of
thought, “I could have finished rebuilding the major without having to resort to bioengineering. Thereé sa
limit to how long abody can stay tanked and thrive, just asthere’ salimit to how long abody can remain
in the womb, and in order to makeit possible for Mgor Svensson to be detanked essentialy whole
within that time limit | integrated polyhydroxide a coholydesinto the matrix.”

“Organic pladtic.”

The raised eyebrow suggested polite surprise.

According to the preliminary anadyss from the scienceteam—before everything went to hell and most of
the scientists had ended up bagged—-Big Y dlow had been made at least partidly of organic plastic. Torin
didn’t care what the doctor’ s clearance might be, she was not citing the dien ship as her source. It was
onething to talk about a classfied mission with someone who aready had dl the details because he'd
been there, or shewasin Intell and another thing entirely bringing it up to an outsider.

“Polyhydroxide alcoholydes are, in many respects easier to work with than Human tissue. They'reless
complex so they grow faster; athough getting them to grow into the exact parts you need has never been
easy. And you realize that when | say grow, I’'m smplifying for the sake of brevity. I" d recently got hold
of some new, more molecularly flexible polyhydroxide alcoholydesand . . .

“Dr. Soan convinced it—them—to become a skeleta lower arm and hand when my body was too
pooped to create new bone. We need to seeif this. ..” Mgor Svensson waved hisleft hand intheair. “.
.. will drop off and ooze back to the safety of thelab at the first Sgn of trouble.”

“Drop off, 9r?’

“Hishand is not going to drop off.” Dr. Soan’ s tone suggested thiswas not the first time she' d said those



words, but she was hoping it might be her last. “1t' s an experimenta use of anew variation of an old
substance, Gunnery Sergeant, and | want to test the results under anumber of different conditions.
Twenty days on Crucible should give me enough data to work with. And yes,” she added once again
before Torin could speak, “I know what happens on Crucible. I’ ve watched the files. Infact, | watched
your filewhen Mgor Svensson requested you. Platoon 29 was't it? Don't worry; thistrip will be
nothing likethat trip.”

They never were. That was the problem.

Themagor grinned. “ Still want to go, Gunny?’

An 0ozing, organic plastic hand still sounded preferable to spending those two tendays answering stupid
questions about the Silsviss. “Yes, gr.”

Major Aliewas philosophical about losing her for twenty days. “1 have new reports from the Marines at
the embassy on Silsvah that | want to integrate into the data we aready have. By the time you get back,
we may only need you in aconsulting position. Y ou' Il be going back to Sh' quo Company,” she added
when Torin showed no reaction.

That reaction she let show. “I am very glad to hear that, ma am.”

Some of these recruits might also be going to Sh' quo Company, shetold hersalf looking out at the
tiersof black uniformsand picking out individua faces asthe mgor began the familiar opening statement.
The rest would be going to units different only in that they weren't, specificaly, hers. What these potentid
Marines were about to learn from her might keep them alive through the rocky days of integrating another
aggressive peciesinto the Corps. Thinking of the Marines, not the Silsviss, made the whole tedious
process seem lesstedious. After al, keeping Marines alive was what she did.

Might have been smarter to come to that five days ago. It annoyed her that she' d been as caught up
in putting the Silsviss a the center of dl things as everyone else. Unfortunately, there was just something
about large lizards with automatic wegpons that overwhel med the mammalian hindbrain.

Generd Morriswas dightly less philosophica about her impending absence.

“Isthere a shortage of senior NCOs on this gtation that no one has told me about?’ he snarled. “Thereis
absolutely no reason Maor Svensson hasto take you rather than any one of ahundred others.”

There weren't ahundred others on the station with her experience—General Morris himself had seento
that. Torin, still at attention, stared at the wall beyond the generd’ s head and tried once again to read the
raised |etters on the plaque.

“We were to have addressed a Parliamentary committee. . .”

We?

“. .. but suddenly acivilian doctor and amgor’ sleft arm are more important than the smooth running of
the Confederation. Fine.” Shoving himsalf back from the desk, he surged up onto hisfeset, eyes narrowed
and nogtrilsflared. “ Go, then. But | will have afew wordsto say about thisto Command!”

“Yes, dr.” She snapped around in atextbook about-face and headed for the door.

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr.”

“Yes, ar.” And around to face him again.

“If | discover you requested this. . . mission . . .” Thisword dripped with disdain. “. . . I will not be
pleased.”

“Yes, gr.”

She left while he was ill working out what that meant.

“Well, Gunny, think you can handle one convaescent officer and acivilian, or should | stand ready to
help out?’

“I think you' Il have your own handsfull.” Torin's gaze flicked past Staff Sergeant Beyhn and over the
two platoons of 120slined up in the shuttle terminal, packs at their feet. “ Half of that lot looks like they're
ready to shit themsalves, and the other half lookslike they aready have.”

“New combats always go baggy assed,” the staff sergeant snorted dismissively. “Theserecruitsare as
ready as any 120s. They know what they’ re getting into. They’ ve heard the stories.”

Hisvoice deliberately carried. Torin saw more than one set of shoulders hunch forward and arainbow of
di’ Taykan hair begin jerking back and forth. At thirteen tendaysin, they’ d overheard twelve sets of



stories from the recruitswho' d returned from Crucible while they were training. The stories—overheard
because 150s didn’t lower themselves to speak directly to lesser mortas— wereinvariably exaggerated
enough to be dismissed and vague enough to be believed. It was one thing to know intdllectually that they
were probably being bull-shitted and another thing entirely to prevent aviscera, emotiona reaction.
Torin remembered what it felt like standing in their place. Heart pounding, palms swesting, dying to finaly
prove hersdlf, and refusing to even consder the faintest possibility that she couldn’t cut it.

“ Boarding will commence in three minutes.”

“Y ou heard the sation,” Beyhn barked, turning. “ Get your thumbs out of your butts and your gear up off
the deck. Kichar!”

Therecruit who' d asked Torin thefirst question after the briefing about the Silsviss skull snapped to
attention. “Sir, yes, dr!”

“What inthe sanLi do you have in your pack?’

“Sir! Everythingonthelig, Sr!”

“Everything?’

“Sr, yes, gr!”

“Y ou remember you' re going to be humping that pack up one side of Crucible and down the other?’
“Sir, thisrecruit aso remembersthe drill ingtructor saying that we' |l only have what we bring in and that
thereis always a chance we may not be able to access dl of the supply caches, sir!”

“Do you aso remember, Kichar, that | told you that the last thirty items on the list were suggestions
only?’

“Sir, thisrecruit took your suggestion, Sir!”

Torin hid asmile asthe di’ Taykan recruit with the light pink hair rolled hiseyes. Snce di’ Taykan eyes
had no whites, it was a subtle expression and easy to hide from those who'd had little interaction with
other species.

“| saw that, Sakur.”

“Sr, yes, gr!”

Harder to hide from one’ s own species, however.

“Give metwenty,” Beyhn snapped. “With the pack on,” he added as Sakur started to shrug out of it.
“She' skeen, and he' safuk-up,” the DI sighed for Torin's ears done as Kichar’ s knees threatened to
buckle under the weight of her pack and Sakur dropped. “I’m not sure which oneisthe bigger paininthe
s

Given theway Sakur was moving through the push-ups, Torin would have been willing to bet he had
nothing in his pack that had merely been suggested and that he’ d dumped as much of the required as
he' d thought he could get away with. She also had no doubt that hel d manage to survive everything
Crucible threw at him. Hiskind aways did, working the angle that Crucible wasintended to test potentia
Marines, not actudly kill them.

At least not on purpose.

“ Begin boarding.”

With a hiss of equaizing atmospheres, theinner air lock doors opened.

Beyhn nodded at Staff Sergeant Dhupam who began moving Platoon 72 onto the shuttle. “I’ [l see you on
board,” hetold Torin. “Look at the bright side. At least, working with Svensson, you know you’ ve got
yoursdlf an officer who certifiably hasabrain. Once we hit Crucible, dl you'll haveto do is keep your
major on aclose rein and impress upon your doctor that . . .”

The pause continued just alittle too long.

“Staff Sergeant Beyhn?”’

“Right.” He blinked and nodded, his eyes shifting shades as the light receptors opened and closed. “I'll
see you on board.”

Torin watched him crossto join his platoon’ stwo junior DIs, became conscious of someone watching
her, and shifted her gaze just in time to catch the di’ Taykan with cobalt-blue hair looking away. Looking
worried. He d asked about the skull during the Q& A after the briefing—di’ Arl Jonin. She’ d been right
about hisfamily name.



“Problem, Gunny?’

Magor Svensson and Dr. Soan were standing just to the left of the air lock, waiting for the recruitsto fill
the rear compartment before they took their seats up front.

“I don't know yet, air. I'll keep you informed.” The mgor looked significantly lessfragilein combats,
Torin noted as she crossed to his sde. Although, she admitted silently, that could have had moreto do
with her perception of that particular uniform rather than the officer wearing it. And speaking of wearing
... She gtared in some fascination at the doctor’ sjacket. A patchwork of pockets, it covered her from
chin to mid-thigh and was such abrilliant blue that Jorin’s head would have disappeared up againgt it.
“You didn't get that on gtation, did you, Dr. Soan?’

“No, | did not.” Dr. Soan patted a sequence of bulging pockets, pulled out her date, and checked the
screen. “I ordered it from an outfitter’ s catalog,” she continued without looking up. “It’ s guaranteed
wind-proof, waterproof, insect-proof, and has been sprayed with a substance that makes it unappetizing
totheKrai. | had afriend in med school who kept egting the deeves off my lab coats. He thought it was
very funny, but I"’m not going through that again.”

“Marines don't eat each other’ s clothing, Doctor.”

“No, | don't imagine they do, but sincel’m acivilian, | prefer to be prepared.” She dipped the date
back into her pocket. “ Are you married, Gunny?’

“Uh, no, maam.”

“Doctor.”

“Right.” According the doctor’ srecords, she' d been married for twenty-two years and, obvioudy, to an
understanding partner given the length of time they were about to spend apart.

“Probably smart to stay single, given your job. My husband just sent me alist of al injuries suffered on
Crucible over the last twenty years. Ther€ ve been rather alot of them.”

“Good thing we have adoctor with usthistime, then.”

Dr. Soan grinned, the corners of her eyescrinkling. “I think I’ [I mention that to John.”

She had an earbud in, Torin redlized; that was how she’ d known her husband had pinged her. A much
gmadler verson of the persona communication units used in the Corps, the pickup filament was dmost
invisible againg her cheek. There d been tak of outfitting Marineswith asimilar PCU—removing it from
the helmet entirely—but in the end it was decided that in combat Stuationsit was preferable to have
Marines able to use both ears without technologica interference, and asthe current PCUswere small
enough to beworn in the ear if necessary, there was no need to change them. Torin personally felt that
the last thing the di’ Taykan needed was an excuse to remove their helmets.

*You can bring your lot on board any time, Gunny.*

Torin tongued an acknowledgment to the shuttle' sair crew. “Sir, they’ re ready for us.”

“Our gear?”’

“Already loaded, Sr.”

“Then let’ s not keep them waiting. Dr. Soan. . .”

The doctor flicked the microphone back into the bud. “Ready. I'd like to do some testsin zero gee.” she
sad as she watched the mgjor step carefully over the lip of theair lock. “ Do you think they’ d be willing
to cut the gravity on the shuttle?’

Heturned just enough to flash agrin back over his shoulder. “I doubt they’ll be running the gravity.”
“Good thing | got the optional mag soles, then.” Torin and the mgjor glanced down at the doctor’s
boots—mid-calf and the same blue as the jacket—and then up at each other. They were very nice
looking boots.

“Same ouitfitter’ s catalog, Doc?’

“I’m not sure, actualy. | ordered from anumber of them, and it’ s easy to lose track when the packages
gart to arrive. But these boots.. . .” Sheflashed afond smile at her toes. “ They’ ve got environmental
controls that go from one hundred down to forty below.”

This meant the doctor’ s feet would survive conditions the rest of her wouldn’t. As Torin followed her
charges onto the shuttle, she wondered just what that outfitter’ s catal og thought they were outfitting

peoplefor.



Asthe only nonrecruits heading out to the Confederation Ship NirWentry, they had the shuttle' s forward
compartment to themselves. Dr. Sloan took readings while the mgor dlowed hisleft am to float fredly.
Torin, gtting far enough away to givethem theilluson of privacy, went over the information on the
NirWentry 's Marine packet so that, when they arrived, she could settle Mgjor Svensson and the doctor
immediately into their quarters.

Marine packets were infinitely adaptable to the needs of the Corps and as adaptable to the needs of the
Navy asthe Corpswould alow. Attached to the transporting ship, the packets dways had a small power
plant for life support and at least one vacuum-to-atmosphere vehicle. If detached in battle, they could be
towed to safety— dthough the term safety came with variable definitions. Thistrip, the configuration
included two sets of platoon compartments with a shared common room, acompartment for the DIs, an
upper compartment for the officersand aircrew of the VTA, and quarters with private hygiene unitsfor
her, the doctor, and Major Svensson.

The equationsfor Ventristo Crucible had long been worked out and refined so they’ d be spending only
fifty-five hours, just under two days, in Susumi space. For atrip that short, there was only the one mess.
Torin had no ideahow Dr. Sioan felt about eating with a crowd of not-quite-trained Marines, but if she
objected it, would be easy enough to get her aplace at the table with NirWentry s medica staff.

In Torin's experience, the Navy ate well. With any luck, Mgor Svensson would be invited to dinein one
of thewardrooms, leaving her to seek out old friends—or make new ones—among the chiefs and petty
officers

At fifty-eight minutes out, the shuttle€’ sdocking bell chimed.

“So soon?’ Dr. Soan looked up from her date, brow furrowed as the mgjor dipped his hand under the
strap on his seat’ sarm, securing it for docking. “I could use another ten or fifteen minutes.”

“Gunny?’

Wasthere a problem?* Sir.”

“What do you think the odds are that they’ d move the NirWentry to a berth farther from the station?’
No, not aproblem; just the mgor playing silly buggers. “Not good, Sr.”

“Sorry, Doc. Gunnery Sergeant Kerr says the odds aren’t good.”

“Uh-huh. Gunny, how long will we be on board ship?’

“Just under two days, Ma am. Doctor.”

“Two days.” Dr. Sloan smiled up at the mgor. “Try to remember that while | have accessto theship’s
medical facilities; | could order an enemafor you every hour on the hour.”

In Torin's professond opinion, that skirmish definitely went to the doctor.

Recruits were known to spend alot of time thinking about Crucible—it loomed on the horizon of their
first one hundred and twenty days and, after their return, they carried it triumphantly through their last ten.
By the timethey joined aunit or began their specidist training, they had so many other thingsto think
about that Crucible became relegated to memory and was rarely dragged out for reexamination.

Thelast few days aside, Torin hadn’t thought specificaly about Crucible for over ten years. Fortunately,
the desk in her quarters contained afull set of files on every possble training scenario aswell asthe nuts
and bolts behind them. Asthe mgjor gill hadn’t told her which of the two platoonsthey’d be
accompanying, she uploaded both assigned scenariosinto her date. And then, taking advantage of the
opportunity, she uploaded the last dozen scenarios run. When she finally got back to Sh’ quo Company, it
would help to know just what exactly their newest Marines had been through, and it wouldn't hurt to
reinforce her rumored omniscience.

Individual sectors within each scenario were run from a Combat Processing Node—a hidden computer
that controlled the drones and other armaments thrown at the recruits while they wereinsde its area of
influence. Mixing and matching sectors alowed for an impressive variety of scenariosand linksto afleet
of observationa satellites that kept each scenario under constant observation, which meant that CPN
programming could be updated and adjusted to fit redlities on the ground. Marinesin the Orbital Platform
in orbit around Crucible were plugged into both the ObSats and the CPNs and could stop a scenario if
things got out of hand or do an emergency Dustoff in the case of seriousinjury. Aswell, the CPNs could
aso be overruled from the ground at the discretion of the senior drill instructor.



While Torin’s desk would mark the position of the CPNswithin the scenario, it wouldn't extend her
clearance to arelease of the control codes—Ileaving her unable to change or even accessthe
programming should something go wrong. That seemed alot like tempting fate to her.

“Cdl me paranoid,” she muttered daving her date to the desk and trying again. Torin didn’t actually mind
being caled paranoid—any state of mind that got her people homein one piece was agood thing in her
book.

The firdt three times she tried to access the codes, she was informed that they were issued to the senior
DI only. If you are the senior DI for this scenario, input your identification number now.

The fourth time she got a security flag and her desk went dead. Her 1D was enough to get it to reboat,
but her next attempt at the codes pulled up ascreen informing her that any further attempts would result
in her desk being cut off from the system.

“| can’t get them either,” Mg or Svensson admitted when she pinged him to let him know. “And the
system’ slocked down tight. We should have dedlt with this before we |eft the station.”

She appreciated the we. It was a safety backup that should have occurred to her.

“Don’t worry about it, Gunny,” he continued. “If anything happensto the senior DI that sets off his
med-alert, hisdate will automaticaly squirt the codesto any date held by a corporal or above. We're
covered.”

“Y ou should at least have the codes for the Orbital Platform, sir.” And when she said you, she meant we.
“I agree with you, Gunny. Unfortunately, the Corps doesn't, and every point I've madein favor of one or
both of us having them has been answered with avariation on codes are issued to the senior DI only. |
suspect they want to make sure you and | don't interfere in the running of the scenario.” He rubbed his
regrown left hand over his brand-new face. “Thisistraining, not combat—they may be afraid we'll
forget”

They had never been in combat if that was what they thought.

“What the fuk is the matter with you?” John Stone reached past Kichar and grabbed the sdlt. “| asked
for thistwice”

“Sorry, | wasthinking of something dse”

“She' sdistracted by the presence of her onetruelove,” Sakur snorted, on the other side of the table.
“The gunny,” he added when Stone frowned. “ She can’'t look away.”

The big Human haf turned and peered toward the far end of the mess where the gunny, the mgjor, and
the doctor shared atable with the officersand crew off the VTA. “Waeird egting in the same room with
officers” he grunted. “Weird suddenly redlizing there are gods higher than the DIs”

Aseveryonein earshot looked unsettled, Kichar rolled her eyes. “The highest ranking DlIs are staff
sergeants, S0 we were bound to be spending time with higher ranks eventualy.”

Stone shook hishead. “Yeah, but the Disare. . .”

“Training specidigts. A Marine Corps career choice. That'sall.”

“That'sal?" Sakur muttered. “ They just spent 120 days teaching usto be in awe of their every utterance.
Ston€ sright. They are the gods of our smal world.”

“Our world is about to get bigger.”

“Y eah, but they're still the gods of Crucible,” Stone pointed out, forkful of mashed potatoes halfway to
hismouth.

“That' sridiculous,” Kichar snorted. “We respect them because of what they know, because of what they
can teach us, but they’re not gods, they’ re Marines. Marineslike we' ll be.”

“Oh, no.” Sakur peered across the mess at the group of DIs. “We will never be Marineslike that. Well,
you might,” he amended. “ Given the stick up your ass. Which I d be more than willing to replace with . .

“Shut up.”

Asthemagor’'saide, Torin accompanied Mg or Svensson and Dr. Sooan out of the Marine packet when
the doctor insisted they needed to touch base with the medical personnd on the NirWentry.

“The ability to grow polyhydroxide acoholydes into accurate replacement bone would be invauable to
both branches of the military,” Dr. Soan pointed out when the mgjor protested and then added in atone



that suggested he stop being such ababy about it: “ They just want to scan you—not do avivisection.”
Torin could understand his reluctance. If she'd just been sprung from Med-op after nearly two years, she
wouldn'’t be happy going back in either. She couldn’t see why he’ d need an aide, but she understood not
wanting to leave the packet without backup. If nothing e se, the doctor wouldn't be able to pick him up if
hislegs gave out, and no Marine, given achoice, would trust asailor to stland them right side up.

On the other side of the packet’ s air lock, the bulkheads changed to Navy gray.

Both implants chimed asthe NirWentry’ s sysop picked them up, but the ship’s security went to full audio
when the grid registered athird body without identification. “ You are now on board the CS NirWentry .
Personnel without implants identify themselves to the ship, stating name and rank.”

Dr. Soanrolled her eyes. “Kathleen Soan. Doctor. Civilian.” She stressed the find word.

“ Destination?”

“Sick bay. Dr. Weer is expecting us.”

“Dr. Soan, you are cleared to proceed. Advance to the end of this passage. Turn right. Continue
along the new passage until you reach a vertical on your left. Take this vertical to Level 9. Turn
left as you exit. The medical unit is at the end of that passage. You will be able to see it fromthe
vertical.”

“I can never decideif they’ re being helpful or patronizing,” she muttered asthey walked to the end of the
passage asinstructed.

“Peatronizing,” Mgor Svensson declared. “Gunny?’

“It' saNavy thing, sr.” She'd heard aMarine pilot once explain that it originated from the Navy’s
vacuum jockeys not being able to find their asses without both hands and ahoming beacon, but that
wasn't something she could repest in her current company.

From the hatch to vertical was the longest distance she’ d seen the mgjor walk; he seemed to be having
no visble difficulties, but surrounded by Navy, it was unlikely he' d let any show.

He stumbled but made a quick recovery asthey |eft the vertica on level nine.

Not quick enough for Dr. Sloan to miss. “Y ou should have brought your cane.”

“Yousad | didn't need it anymore.”

“Y ou convinced me you didn’t need it anymore. Not quite the same thing.”

Onceindgck bay, an officious medica yeoman told Torin to take achair while Dr. Weer—who' d clearly
been regtraining himsalf from meeting them at the air lock—escorted Mgor Svensson and Dr. Soan to
the exam room where he’' d do the scans.

Themgor glared Dr. Weer’ shand off hiselbow. “ Gunnery Sergeant Kerr goeswhere | go.”

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr will beintheway,” Dr. Sloan pointed out before Dr. Weer or the yeoman could
respond. She wrapped her fingers around the mgor’ sarm and gaveit alittle shake, asthough daring him
to protest her touch. “You'll bein and out faster if Dr. Weer doesn’t have to maneuver around her.”
“Fadter, eh?’ Heclearly liked the sound of that. “How long should thistake, Doc?’

NirWentry’s CMO shrugged, nose ridges flaring. “An hour. No more.”

“Fine.” Maor Svensson locked hiseyeson Torin'sface. “If I'm not out in an hour, Gunny, | want you
riding to the rescue.”

“Yes, gar.”

Hemeant it. So did she.

“Staff Sergeant Kerr?” When shelooked up from her date, the petty officer, who'd just walked into the
compartment, grinned. “ Sorry, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr.”

It took Torin only amoment to place her; she' d been one of the Berganitan’ sriggers on thetrip out to
Big Ydlow. “Petty Officer Tritir. What are you doing off the Berganitan?’

Trigtir shrugged and, when Torin nodded, sat—in the same ugly, uncomfortable orange chairsthey had
back in VentrisMed-op. “Wdll, after our lagt little adventure with impact and the conservation of
energy,” therigger snorted, “the Berg’sin for some extensive repairs. While she’ sin dock, the most
recent crew in got moved out to other ships. I'mrigging for Dark Matter Squadron now—it’sagreat
crew, but | miss Chief Graham and dl, soI’m in for going back as soon the Berg needs me.”

“What happened to your foot?’



The petty officer stretched out her leg and gingerly flexed long, opposable toes, the series of blisters
across her ingtep diding up and down with the motion. “Pilot error. Rookie L. T. brought hisJadeina
little hot.”

“Asinburning?’

“Asin melt apiece of the docking mech and spray hot metal acrossthe bay.”

“Ouch.”

“Yeah, tell me about it.” Sheleaned back with asigh. “ So, what are you doing here, Gunny? | thought
we had aload of recruitsfor Crucible. Y ou’ re not DI-ing now?”

“No.” Torin could truthfully say that becoming adrill instructor had never occurred to her. “I'ma
temporary aide to Mgor Svensson.”

“The brain that got tanked?’

“That’ sthe one”

“Wadll, at least you' re working with an officer you know hasabran.”

“| take comfort in the thought.” She was starting to think that if she got acredit for every time she heard a
variation on that theme, she' d be able to take an early retirement. “Have you heard how Lieutenant
Shylinis?’ Thelieutenant had been gected by her pilot, Commander Lance Sibley, just before heflew
his Jade down the throat of an enemy ship, his death saving the lives of those Marineswho' d survived
Big Yélow. Trigtir had been one of the riggersfor the lieutenant’ s squadron.

“I heard pysch' s <till watching her redlly closaly. She sstill talking kind of crazy.” The Krai rigger stared
down at her feet. “ di’ Taykan don't react well to that kind of isolation.”

Torin couldn’t see anyone reacting well to floating in hard vacuum surrounded by haf a Jade with
minimum air and no control over position, but vacuum jockeys were abreed apart and, asfar asshe
could see, awhole, working Jade provided only adifference in degree. At least gected compartments
came with aBFFM beacon.

They sat dlently for afew moments, then Trigtir said quietly, “ That was quite thetrip, wasn't it, Gunny?’
“Itwas”

“You, uh...” Shedropped her voice even though the yeoman at the desk had been pointedly ignoring
them both. “. . . you ever wonder wherethat serley thing wasfrom?’

“I’ve done ahbit of wondering.” Torin spent haf asecond weighing her options and then figured what the
hell; when the universe dropped an opportunity in aperson’slap, that person wasafoal if they didn’t
pick it up. “These days,” she continued, stretching out her legs and looking alot more relaxed than she
felt, “1’ve mostly been wondering what happened to the escape pod. Commander Sibley did some fancy
flying to drop it into that shuttle bay.”

“Escape pod? What . . "

“You didn't hear about it?” She didn’t know about it. Torin recognized the express on—she should,
she’ d been seeing it enough. Crossing her feet at the ankles, Torin pushed no big deal with her posture;
the last thing she wanted now was for the petty officer to mention to one of her officersthat Gunnery
Sergeant Kerr was asking about nonexistent, highly classified escape pods. “No surprise. Y ou were up
to your assin repairstrying to keep your squadron flying.”

They talked in generd terms about the fight; Torin’d had a closer ook at the Black Star Squadronin
action than she ever wanted to have again. When Trigtir wasfindly caled in to have her foot tended,
Torin pulled out her date.

Therewasno way in hdll Petty Officer Tristir wouldn't have known about the escape pod, not when one
of her Jades had been responsible for bouncing it into the shuttle bay. Granted, she might have been too
busy to have thought much about it when it arrived, but after the fight, on the way home in the boredom
of Susumi space, the whole ship would have been talking about carrying one of Big Y dlow’ s escape
pods, and survivors of Black Star Squadron would have been distinctly proprietary about it, especialy
given theway Commander Sibley had died.

Therefore, logicaly, Petty Officer Trigtir had to have known about it. And now she didn’t.

Torin remembered.

Craig Ryder remembered.



Why?

What did they have in common that everyone e seinvolved in the misson didn’t?

Wheat el se besides the obvious?

Was there anything el se besides the obvious?

Sex asadefense against mind control ?

All the mission reports, including hers, had been classified. Had she been able to find ataker, Torin was
willing to bet that, were she back on Ventris and able to get into the main data banks, she'd find all
references to the escape pod had been removed from those reports.

But by whom?

There had been none of the Elder Races on the Berganitan, although there had been three of what the
histories referred to as the Mid Races; those who' d joined the Confederation after it had been
established but before Parliament had gone searching for aggressive speciesto protect them againgt the
Others. There’ d been a Ciptran, afew Niln, and too many Katrien given the sudden arrivd of Presit a
Tur durValintrisy and her news crew. Torin hadn’t liked the reporter when she met her and didn't like her
much better after . . .

She stared down at her date, not actualy seeing it.

After.

There was something she and Craig and Prest a Tur durVdintrisy had in common.

After the explosion that trapped them on Big Y dlow, the three of them—and Captain Travik, Torin's
injured CO—had been sucked down through a meter of floor dowly enough for the alien ship to scan
them. Eventudly, dl the survivors had passed through seemingly solid parts of the ship, but al other
incidents had happened in red time. Wasit possible that whatever the ship had done to them during the
extended scan had somehow protected them from having the Elder Races wipe their memories of the
escape pod?

Therewas only one way to find out.

Captain Travik had died of hisinjuries, hisbody lost to space but, asfar as Torin knew, Presit was il
very much dive. Sitting forward in the chair, the date down between her knees where her body blocked
the screen from any possibility of prying eyes, Torin put together amessage.

Craig: Talk to the reporter. Find out if she remembers the EP. We three may be the only ones who
do.

She' d send the message the moment the NirWentry |eft Susumi space. Going out on apersona burgt, it
would belegdly private. Most of Parliament hadn’t much liked the idea of a Confederation Military at al
and had done everything they could to limit their autocracy. Anything that might give away the position of
shipsor troops got automeatically flagged and the message pulled to be dedlt with by the lowest levels of
Intell, but everything else from bitching about the food to describing the particulars of abaitle wasfair
game. Given that the Corps encouraged their recruits to write home regularly, her message would
probably be buried in with sixty others and not even noticed. Still, if memories were being erased, then
mail might be read, so there was no point in being obvious about things. Best to give Craig just enough
information and no more,

Once Presit redized something was going on, she'd. . .

She' d what?

Rase high holy hdll probably.

Torin straightened and stared across the waiting room, fingerstightening around her date.

Maybe the Elder Races had a good reason for erasing the memory of the escape pod; one Torin had no
need to know. Need to know had been the operating credo of her entire career. Officers made the
decisons, she saw to it they were carried out with aslittle loss of Marine Corpslife as possible. She
didn’'t ded with the big picture, shetook care of the details. Thiswhole thing could easily be part of abig
picture she wasn't even aware of. By gtirring things up—and having Craig prod Presit would definitely
gtir things up—she could be placing the entire Confederation at risk.

She could be placing Marines at risk.

Thumb sweeping over the screen to del ete the message,she got to her feet astheinner hatch swung open



and Mgor Svensson emerged.

“Fifty-sx minutes, Gunny. Y our looming presence seemsto have kept them honest.”

“| wasn't aware | waslooming, Sir.”

“Metgphoricdly, Gunny.”

“Yes, sr. Where sDr. Soan?’

“Dr. Soan and Dr. Weer are having my head examined.”

13 g r?!

“They'relooking &t the scans of my head to seeif they can figure out what' s causing my headaches.”
Torin stood aside as he exited into the corridor and then fell into step beside him. “If they’ re debilitating,
ar...”

“Y ou' re about to suggest that we don’t need to go to Crucible, aren’t you, Gunny? Don't bother
answering,” he continued before she could speak, “I know how you think. They are not debilitating and
we are going to Crucible dthough, should they figure out what bits of my brain are hurting and why;, |
won't turn down ameagic pill.”

“Glad to heer thet, Sir.”

“And you ve got to look at the bright side, Gunny. At least there' smedica evidence that you' re serving
under an officer with abrain.”

“Yes, gr.” A very early retirement indeed.

FOUR

“WE’'LL BE GOING NORTH WITH PLATOON 71, Gunny, dropping into NHS19.” Mgor
Svensson tapped the position on the map displayed on hisdesk. “1t’ s midwinter there: cold but dry.
Patoon 72’ s going to the tropics, just over three thousand k south, but I’ ve had enough of being warm
and wet for the time being. The scenario involves us attempting to get an important civilian out of a
combat zone to the pickup point; the platoon will be supporting us. Neither my orders nor yours will
supersede the senior DI’S.”

“Andthejunior DI’S?’

Themgjor grinned. “1 expect that’ Il depend on their orders.”

“Yes, gar.”

“Y ou look doubtful, Gunny.” Hewaved hisleft hand. “ Afraid thisislikely to drop off?’

“Not actudly my problem, gr. I’'m concerned about Dr. Soan.”

“Y ou don’t think thirty-seven Marines can keep one not particularly large civilian dive? Eveniif thirty-two
of them aren’t quite Marines? Don’'t worry about it,” he continued before Torin could answer, “she'll be
wearing an observer’ s chit. The sysem will be unableto fire directly at her.”

That would have been reassuring, except experience had taught her that direct firewas usudly alot less
dangerous than random fire; soft target rounds tended toward the impersondl. It was aso significantly less
dangerousthan artillery fire, which often resulted in large, indiscriminate explosons collgpsing buildings
and/or landscapes, and entirely less dangerous than friendly fire, which was unfortunately likely when
thirty-two recruits were given live ammo and tossed into a smulated combat Situation. Since experience
had taught Mg or Svensson the same thing, Torin stuck with aneutrd, “ Yes, Sr.”

His expression suggested he' d clearly heard the subtext. “ She'll bein full combats under that jacket of
hers, Gunny, with al the built-in safeties the squintsin R& D can devise and let’ s not forget that the
system would have to get through you and meto take her down.”

“That'snot my concern ether, sir; since Crucible is designed to challenge one twenty recruits, we should
be ableto kick its ass. I'm concerned about whether or not Dr. Sioan will bewilling to put in the full
twenty days once she gets ataste of what it'll be like. Since the point of the exerciseisto get to the
pickup point and the OP won't send down transport without a serious injury registering, does she know
ghe' sinfor the duration? Escorting awilling civilian isawhole different ballgame than escorting one
who' s kicking and screaming and wanting to go home.”

“I don't think Dr. Soan’ sthe kicking and screaming type, Gunny, and—more importantly—I think she'll
dick it out. She maintains an amazing focus on the tiniest details of what she' sworking on—which would



be, currently, me or rather . . .” Hewaved the hand again. “. . . this, but that kind of focus blurs out the
bigger picture, so if we can keep her and her date undamaged, we' Il belaughing. Besides. ..” One
finger tapped the map, and NHS19 expanded to fill the desktop, multicolored lights flashing throughout
the section.”. . . you' ve dready uploaded the scenario, so I’'m betting that by the time we' re dropped
you'll be ableto run it with your eyes closed.”

“Yes, dr.” It was good to work with an officer who knew what to expect.

Jonin was in the corridor, lingering by the hatch to her quarters when Torin left the mgor afew minutes
later. The di’ Taykan recruit looked conflicted.

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr?’

Since Taykan in the di phase would have sex with anything thet fell into their uniquely broad definition of
compatible, it didn’t take a genius to figure out why he wasthere. “No, thank you, Jonin. Not interested.”
“It'snot that, Gunnery Sergeant. Although . . .” Helooked momentarily intrigued, remembered she'd
aready sad no, and started again. “If | may ask you aquestion?’

She should have known; di’ Taykans never looked conflicted about sex. “ Go ahead.”

“As| understand it, you outrank Staff Sergeant Beyhn? And the other DIS?’

That wasn't among the questions she’ d expected. “ Glad to see you were paying attention when they
were teaching you the command structure of the Corps, Recruit.”

“No, it'snot that, it's. . .” Hishair drooped. “If it happened that there was a problem with Staff Sergeant
Beyhn, would | go to you?’

“Isthere aproblem?’

Helooked conflicted amoment longer, then said smply, “1 don’t know.”

About to tell him to come back when he did know, Torin reconsidered. Whatever the problem he
suspected, it had vigbly upset him and while he wasn't specificaly her responsibility, in agenera way
they dl were—where they meant not just these two platoons of recruits but the NCOs she outranked as
well. “Can you tell mewhat kind of aproblem it may or may not be?’

“I gpologize, but | can't. It spersond.”

His eyeswere so pale, so many of the light receptors closed, she' d be amazed if he could see her at dll.
“Personal aboutyouor. . .”

“Jonin!”

He snapped to attention at the sound of the staff sergeant’ s voice and just for a second, Torin could have
sworn he looked terrified. Staff Sergeant Beyhn's sudden arrival had wound him so tight he practically
twanged when he moved. “Sir, yes, Sir!”

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr is not interested in your 120 kayti . AsK her again when—make that if—you
aurvive Crucible”

“Sr, yes, gr!”

“Now get back into the common room. Staff Sergeant Dhupam is about to review waysto take out a
drone”

The recruits were encouraged to do as much damage to the systems on Crucible asthey could. This
awaysturned out to be more difficult than they expected.

Jonin didn’t ook at her again before he moved, but he haf turned as he passed the sergeant and Torin,
watching closaly, saw hisnodtrilsflare. The di’ Taykan had an extremely sengitive sense of smell and the
pheromones they produced were the secret of thelr successin interspeciesintimacy. Since most other
species found constant sexua arousd to be at the very least distracting, di’ Taykan wore pheromone
maskers when in mixed groups.

Was Jonin trying to tdll her that Staff Sergeant Beyhn' s masker was mdfunctioning?If it was, it was
happening at alevel Torin couldn't detect. Asthe sergeant moved closer, she felt no desireto do her old
DI up againgt the bulkhead—and was, in point of fact, profoundly relieved by the total absence of those
fedings

“So, | hear your mgjor decided to come dirtside with 71. | don't suppose you influenced hisdecisonin
ay way?'

“Me, influence an officer’ sdecison? Never happen.” When Beyhn snorted, she grinned. “And in this



caseit didn’t happen; the mgjor just preferred to spend twenty days cold instead of overheated.”

“I’'m happy he' shappy, and I'd have to say I'm fairly happy about it mysdf. Sergeant Jiir, now, he's
unhappy. You know how Kra hate the cold.”

“I expect he' Il have enough to do to keep warm.”

“Y ou’'ve gone over the scenario?’

“I have”

“Good. It never hurtsto have backup.”

“Speaking of backup . . .”

“Y ou're not getting the codes,” hetold her flatly. “Not you or your mgjor. Y ou' re observersonly, and |
know you; given hdf achanceyou'll think you' ve come up with abetter way to do things, so I’m not
putting the power to make changesinto your hands. Now . . .” Hishair flipped in the generd direction of
the recruits common room. “... I’ d better get back in there; Conni€' s alone with the horde. Gunny.”
“Staff.” Since she had no reason to watch him walk to the common room hatch, Torin entered her own
quarters, crossed the room, and frowned down at the matte black surface of the desk. She’ d never had a
conversation with adi’ Taykan so devoid of innuendo. Staff Sergeant Beyhn hadn’t reacted with as much
asaraised brow to either the mgjor being overheated or the prospect of Sergeant Jiir having enough to
do to keegp warm. And, as disturbing asit might be when it concerned her old drill instructor, Humans
awaysfet alow levd of attraction to the di’ Taykan, even with the maskers. Since the di’ Taykan were
doing everything they could to neutralize this, susceptible members of the Confederation learned to ignore
it.

There had been nothing to ignore with Staff Sergeant Beyhn. There was nothing there.

Dropping into the chair, she caled up al available medica fileson the di’ Taykan. If the staff sergeant was
coming down with something, it would be best to catch it before he was dropped into a Crucible winter
with thirty-two recruits, a convaescent major, and acivilian doctor.

She found nothing that listed lack of overt libido— hers and his—as a symptom and had to assume that
his masker was just more efficient than mogt. If it was blocking enough of the pheromonesto drop them
under the levels even his own species could scent, then it was no wonder that Jonin had gotten upset. To
the younger mal€' s senses, it would be asif his senior DI had become awaking, talking mannequin.
Although. ..

None of the other di’ Taykan recruits seemed affected—or, more accurately, none of the other recruits
had come to her with the problem. The best solution seemed to involve taking acloser look at the rest of
the platoon before she came to a decision about approaching the sergeant. Facing down a thousand
Silsviss had less potentia for disaster than coming between a senior DI and his platoon right before
Crucible.

There were agroup of Krai working the ropes over in acorner, but, otherwise, Torin had the NirWentry
'slarboard gym to hersdlf. She didn’t much like treadmills, but 0530 of day two in Susumi space had
seen the Marine packet filled with recruits pounding adong the corridors and up and down ladders over
the convoluted five k course their DIs had worked out. A few moments' observation had shown no

di’ Taykan, including Jonin, having any obvious difficulties asthey passed Staff Sergeant Beyhn and yelled
out the nine-digit core of their seventeen-digit ID number, so she headed off-packet for alittle peace and
quiet.

Not even vacuum jockeys ran through the convoluted corridors of the big destroyers and either the
starboard gym was the more popular or not many members of the NirWentry’s crew worked out this
ealy.

She' d just hit the three k mark and was starting to pick up speed when Maor Svensson stepped through
the hatch followed by ayawning Dr. Soan. They both acknowledged her. Then, to her surprise, asthe
major headed for the resistance machines Dr. Sloan claimed one of the other treadmills, docking her date
and dipping on avisor. Had she been asked, Torin would have said that the doctor was there only to
observe the mgor’ sworkout. Just as well she hadn’t been asked since she hated to be wrong.

She aso hated not being able to see where she was actualy putting her feet, but, given the new contours
of her treadmill, the doctor had no such problem and preferred an environment that involved goat tracks



cork-screwing up the side of mountains.

A fast two kilometers later, dripping swesat onto the deck, Torin crossed to seeif the mgor needed a
hand. He' d set hisweight station into an ergometer configuration. As he sweated and swore and
struggled to complete hislast few reps, she checked the data pad.

“Sir, these sttings arelittle high.”

“Cleared to work at 450 watts,” he panted, face flushed scarlet.

“You'reat 670 right now, Sir.”

“No...

“Y our drag factor isincreasng margindly with every rep—671, 9r.” Theveinsin histempleswerevishbly
pulsing, thelarger veinsin histhroat standing out like blue wire raising the skin. Hislipswere nearly
purple, hislungs not up to the demand for oxygen. His hair had spiked into wet triangles. If he didn’t
stop, she was ending the program.

He stopped, dropping the oars, and sagging back as the seat reconfigured as a bench. Chest heaving, his
armsfell to hang limp, fingertips leaving damp circlesonthe mats. “I st . . . resstance. . . with no
increases.”

“Then there saglitch in the system.” Almost everyone right out of the tankstried to do too much too
soon, but—for now—she' d give him the benefit of the doubt. She reached out as hetried to sit, diding
an a'm behind his shoulders and removing it as soon it seemed he could manage on hisown. Themgjor’'s
datawas dready in her date. Had his med-aert gone off, she' d have had areason to keep holding on,
but asit hadn't, she'd just haveto pick him up if hefell. With any luck, he'd fal straight down and hit the
mats, not the deck. “I'll tag the unit out of order; the next user might be Navy and thisthing could
damage their more ddlicate physiques.”

“That'swhat | like about you, Gunny,” the mgjor gasped. “ Always considering others. | just thought . . .”
He blinked down at his hand as she wrapped trembling fingers around the curve of awater bottle. “ Right.
Good idea. | just thought,” he began again after along, careful swalow, “that | was out of shape. Pull
started to get heavier, but, fuk, everything does.”

“Look at the bright side, sir.” Torin snapped her date back onto her belt. “ At least you know you can
break a one-thirty/five-hundred-meter split.”

“Y egh, and ashorter split might have killed me.”

“Also agood thing to know.”

“In case the scenario on Crucible includes arogue rowing maching?’

“It never hurtsto be prepared, sir.” Hewas 4till flushed, but his skin was so fair it showed every little bit
of color to an extreme. A better indication was the healthy pink of hislipsand theway his breathing no
longer sounded quite so pained. In Torin's professiond opinion, he'd live.

“Might not hurt you,” he barked, the sound clearly intended to be alaugh but not quite making it. “But
I’'msureashel goingtohurtla. . .”

“Thisis gpparently averson of taking it easy I'm not familiar with.”

Torin turned as Mgjor Svensson stared past her at the gpproaching doctor. Given the apprehension on
the mgjor’ sface, aMarine she' d seen use hisempty KC-7 asaclub to hold back an advancing squad of
Others until reinforcements arrived, she was almost prepared for Dr. Soan’ s expression.

“| should stuff you back into atank until you regenerate some common sense,” the doctor snapped.
“Electrode stimulation does not rebuild the kind of muscle strength that alows you to act like adamned
fool.” When he tried to stand, two fingers on his shoulder pushed him back down onto the bench. As
they weren’t in aSituation where it mattered, Torin preferred to believe that he didn’t resist the pressure,
not that he couldn’t. “Oh, no, you' re not going anywhere until | seeif you' ve done any damage.”
“Crucible,” the mgjor began.

She cut him off, eyeslocked on her date. “We re not on Crucible now. Nor isit likely that you' |l be out
sculling and performing arepetitive series of multiple overexertionswhile on Crucible. | thought | made
this perfectly clear right from the beginning that I’ d only agreeto thislittle adventureif you acted likea
sentient speciesinstead of aMarine.”

Torin cleared her throat.



“Present company excepted, Gunnery Sergeant. All right . . .” Eyes narrowed, she held the mgjor inan
unbreakable stare Torin found impressive even peripherdly. “. . . | am going to see Dr. Weer about
putting you back under his scanner so that we can compare your condition yesterday to your condition
“I'm swestier.”

“WEe | take that into account. Maintaining the tight hand grip required to hold on to an oar for extended
periods of time puts the forearms at risk for overuse injuries, and as each stroke dso involvestwigting the
oar pardld to the water with awrist extension, you couldn’t have possibly chosen aworse exercise.”
“Or abetter oneto test the new arm.” He waggled pae eyebrowsin her general direction.

Shedidn’t seem gppeased. “Y ou are going to Sit here until your heart rate drops to under seventy-five
bests per minute, and then you' re going to report immediately to sick bay. Gunny, | assume you have his
gatsinyour date. You'll seethat he stays put until seventy-five.”

“I’m sorry, Doctor, but | don't take ordersfrom you.” That expectation needed to be dealt with now,
before things got dangerous. Torin met the doctor’ s stare with one of her own.

After along moment, Dr. Sloan sighed and nodded. “Fine. For the mgjor’ s own good, would you please
keep him here until his heart rate drops below seventy-five beats aminute.”

“Yes, ma am. Aslong ashe doesn't order otherwise.”

Magor Svensson waved hisleft hand. “No, no, I'll be good.” The nailslooked alittle darker than they
had. Torin hoped he hadn’t damaged himsalf—for anumber of reasons, not the least being that shereally
didn’t want to return to Ventris and another series of Silsvissbriefings. “I did set themachineat a
resstancefive,” he said after the doctor left. “Not too hard a pull nor too fast a stroke.”

Back on Ventris, Dr. Sloan had mentioned memory lapses. Given that the doctor would no doubt
mention them again when the mgjor joined her in sick bay, Torin said only, “I’ velet maintenance know it
needsto belooked at, sir.”

For amoment, she thought he was going to ask if she believed him, but he decided to let her comment
stand.

“That lookslike fun.” The mgor nodded &t the Krai flipping back and forth among the ropesin the
corner, changing the subject with al the finesse of heavy artillery. “Lookslike one of those big cargo nets,
doen'tit?’

It did. Odds were good it looked just like the net on the Berganitan that had caught Big Yelow's
escape pod.

“Credit for your thoughts, Gunny. Serioudy,” he added when she turned her atention back to him. “You
were looking angrier than the moment demanded.”

Angry? Shewasn't angry, shewas. . .

Angry.

Angry about being lied to. Angry that there was nothing she could do about it.

And alittle surprised about how angry shefelt.

“If youwant to talk about it.” He waved ashaking hand. “I’m not doing anything at the moment but
svedting.”

She hadn’t been under Mgor Svensson’ s direct command last time they’ d fought together, and it was
unlikely that after the next twenty days she' d ever be under his command again. They had very little
persond history and, after two tendays on Crucible, likely no personal future. But for dl that, they shared
aremarkably smilar past and looked forward to more of the same: combat and the Corps. She
respected him as both aMarine and an officer. If he was willing to listen, then maybe she should talk.
Anger clouded judgment.

Clouded judgment got Marineskilled.

There was no point in mentioning the escape pod; the major would have no reason to know about a
piece of classified salvage he hadn’t persondly brought in. But then, it was't really about the escape pod
anymore,

“Mgor, do you ever wonder if the Elder Races are screwing us over?” She was amazed by how
conversationa the question sounded, none of the anger leaking out.



Or maybe, given Mgor Svensson’ s expression, shewas dightly ddusond. “Us?’

“Human, di’ Taykan, Kral.” In the pause, one of the Krai in the far corner dropped about two meters
from ropeto rope, caiching himsdf by hisfeet as his companionsyeled insults. “ Soon the Silsviss.”
“Screwing us over how?’

“Manipulating data. Patronizing the Younger Races. Only telling us what they think we need to know.”
Removing information they don’t want us to have. How paranoid was she to believe that making
such a statement aoud was not agood idea? Rhetorical question.

“That’ sabit more than a one-credit thought, Gunny.”

“Yes, gr.” Therote response helped her regain control of her voice.

Heleaned forward, arms resting on hislegs, water bottle dangling from one hand. “We, the' Y ounger
Races, havefull representation in Parliament.”

“Yes gr.”

“The Elder Races promised usthe starsif we' d just channel our aggression at their enemies, and they’ve
kept that promise.”

“Yes gr.”

“However, it’ sinteresting to note that not one of the diplomatic attempts to negotiate an end to thiswar
have ever included amember of the three races actudly fighting thiswar. Since hostilities started before
we got involved—and my we equasyour us—all we haveisthe Elder Races word for it that they don’t
know why the Othersarefighting.”

Behind Torin's completely neutral expression, her thoughts charged thisway and that, searching for a
hard target. Suddenly, shefdt alot less persondly paranoid.

Magor Svensson smiled and stood. “ At acertain point in the rebuilding process, they have to give your
brain conscious control over parts of the process, so they wake you up. | had timeto do alot of thinking
... §peculating. So, the answer to your question is, it' sentirely possible. Unfortunately, there’ sno way
we—where we gill equasyour us—can ever be sure what the Elder Races are up to, so since we'rein
it up to our eyebdls, we might aswell just keep doing our jobs.” Reaching ahand under hisshirt, he
rubbed at the swest drying on his ssomach. “Now, what' sinteresting to meisthat you haven't been
spending qudity time at the chop shop with nothing to do but think and encourage cdll divison so
something had to have prompted your question. Careto tell me what it was?’

“I’d rather not, sir. Not without proof.”

“That anger’ s not going to distract you from doing your job?’

“No, gr.”

“Becauseif there sachance it may, you need to ded with it. And | mean dedl, not just lock it
away—that does no one any good.”

Hewas right. Stirring things up couldn’t put the Confederation any more &t risk than the Elder Races
aready had. She straightened, not quite coming to attention. “Yes, Sr.”

“How’'smy heart rate?’

“Seventy-sx, Sr.”

“Close enough. Let' sgo seeif I'm dtill cleared to play silly buggers with the children.”

“Northern Hemisphere Section 19 is temperate and currently two monthsinto a four-to-five-month
winter. The temperature will not vary much beyond five degrees below zero and five degrees above. As
the environmental controlsin our combat uniforms are good to five degrees|lower and forty degrees
higher, why are you now being issued with cold wesather liners?” Staff Sergeant Beyhn scanned his
platoon and sighed. “ Go ahead, Kichar, before you rupture something.”

“Sir, Marines must be able to fight without tech in case the Others take the tech out, gir!”

“Y ou think we' Il keep her,” Mgor Svensson murmured as the sergeant began to go over the details of
the cold weether gear with the recruits.

Torin finished adjugting thefit of the new linersin her boots and straightened. “Kichar? Not likely, sir.
She'll do her tour, then she'll spend the rest of her life talking about how her timein the Corpswasthe
best part of her life. She'll talk alot about how people who didn’t serve won't understand—whichistrue
enough about some things but will have bugger dl to do with most of what she'll be referencing. She'll



join aveteran’ s organization and organize the shit out of it. Eventudly, she'll runit.”

Themgor grinned. “ Seems harmless.”

“Unless she' sheading for officer’ straining, Sir.”

His grin broadened. “I’ ve had second lieutenants just like her.”

“Did they survivetheir second battle?’

He opened his mouth and closed it again while Torin piled hat and gloves on top of her folded bodyliner.
Yearsinit had given her enough familiarity with the one-piece garment. She was able to pull gear for both
hersdlf and the mgjor she knew would do, leaving only the bootlinersto befitted. It wasonething if a
deeve was ahit long and another thing entirely for footwear to go wrong. Marines were infantry. They
used their feet.

Major Svensson stared thoughtfully into the crowd of half-dressed recruits. “Now | fed like we should
hack Kichar’ sfilesand direct her away from officer training if that’ s where she' s headed.”

“Shelll survivealot longer if she' snever in command,” Torin agreed, glancing over a wheretherecruit in
question—already in her combats while most of her platoon were still working out the sedlsin the
body-line—was reaching for her vest. Overachieverswere only apain in the ass until they became
responsible for other lives. Then they became dangerous because they tended to demand those they led
share their views. Sometimes, experience dulled down the shine a bit, and the Corps got itsmoney’s
worth. More often, because at least they led from the front, they didn’t last long.

Beyhn nodded once in approva at Kichar as he passed her—she did, after al, have the fastest gear-up
time—and then continued moving among the recruits, touching a shoulder here, adjusting ased there. He
wastouching alot. That was usud for adi’ Taykan, and Torin would have thought nothing of it except he
seemed. . .

Fussy?

Hewas alot moreinvolved than hisjunior DIs, going so far asto wave Sergeant Jiir off in order to adjust
aKrai bootliner himself when it would have made more sense to have Jiir do it. Torin made amenta note
to make certain the Krai sergeant checked thefit later. They weren't her platoon, but they were Marines
and Krai feet with their opposable toesrequired a speciaist’ stouch.

Had the staff sergeant been so involved when she' d been training?

Actudly, when shewasin training, she' d been too damned intimidated to notice.

“All right.” Beyhn moved back to one end of the VTA’ stroop compartment and touched the big screen.
“The purpose of thisexercise isto move from our drop point here to our pickup here” A second touch
and the pickup point lit green. “We'll be covering 340 kilometers of mixed terrain—you’ re getting off
easy because we Il be escorting acivilian. There are three villages en route; we may control them, we
may not. During our gtroll, systems representing the Others will be trying to stop us. WE Il betrying to
take them out. Smpleredly. Even you lot should be ableto doit. Thismap is being loaded into your
datesas| speak. I'd suggest you familiarize yoursdves with it, but | shouldn’t have to remind you of such
basic surviva prep by now, should I? Any questions?’

“Sir’” A short Human, so skinny he' d look like a mushroom with his helmet on, stepped out of the
crowd. “Isit likely to snow whilewe re there, Sr?’

“Do look like awesther satellite, McGuinty? There' s snow on the ground now, and it’ swinter; the
chances are good it’ll snow. Y ou want to know more than that, check the data yoursdlf.”

“Sir! Will we be able to access the actud wegther satdllite from the planet, Sr?’

“No, you will not be ableto access any of the satdllites from the planet. | will. Whether I'll bother is
another question.” Half aturn and he pointed at adi’ Taykan near the back. “Y esh, Ayumi.”

“Sir, do the di’ Taykan have to wear the hats, Sir?” A pae gray toque hung off one finger and her
emerad-green hair drooped at the possibility of having to cram it on her head.

“No.” Beyhn held up his own toque. “ Because we' re comfortable at |ower temperatures than either the
Humans or the Krai, we do not have to wear the hat; the helmet liner will be enough. However,” he
continued over aragged cheer, “we do haveto carry them. Just in case.”

“Sir!” Pde pink hair flipped back and forth on arecruit towering over the Krai beside him. “In case of
what, Sr?7’



“Who the hell knows; that’ sthe point.”

The staff sergeant sounded the way Torin remembered him.

“Youwill al beissued two FG3s, you're carrying the threes because they have longer det times and that
lessens the chance of someidiot losing ahand. Scouts— and this position will rotate daily—uwill be
carrying demo chargesaswdl. And by theway . . .” Hiseyes narrowed and his hair, out from hishead in
ascarlet corona, ftilled. “. . . you will be recruits moving across country in a scouting position, you will
not be Scouts. If by some miracle any of you lot turn out to be among the bare sixty percent that makesiit
through the eighty-day Scout course, then you can call yourselves Scouts, not before. Now . . .” Hishair
gtarted moving again. “. . . snce we re alittle short on heavy gunners. . .”

Heavy gunners began their training after Basic. Vids of Marines|earning to use their shiny new
exoskeletons and destroying government property in avariety of amusing waysinvariably showed upin
the SRM.

“... the fourth member of every fireteam will beissued with the KC-9.” Beyhn reached behind his back
and pulled the weapon out of alocker, blind. It looked impressive, but Torin saw he' d positioned himself
to makeit impossible to fail—it never hurt to give perceived omnipotence ahand. “ Y ou’ Il remember this
from your time on therange,” he continued. “1 know you' ve only fired afew rounds, but if you're
qudified on the seven, you can fire this. Bigger and heavier than the KC-7, recruitswho carry it tend to
have a shortened life expectancy in combat, so you'll be switching off daily. Some Marineslike it better
than the 7; there’ s no accounting for taste.”

“Sir, why do recruits who carry the KC-9 end up as early casudlties, sir?’

“Did you missthe part about it being bigger and heavier, Pirg]?’

“Sr, no, sir!”

“Doesit come with augmentation?’

“Sir, no, ar!”

“Then you know the reason. And take your hat off.”

Nose ridges flushed, Piroj reached up and pulled his toque off.

Leaning closeto her ear, Mgor Svensson pitched hisvoice under Beyhn's. “Need to hear any more,
Gunny?’

“No, gr. He s about to assign fireteams, and that doesn’t concern us.”

Gathering up their gear, they left the VTA and headed back toward their quarters. Barely six paces from
the hatch, the dl clear sounded as the NirWentry left Susumi space. The background mechanical hum
changed pitch dightly asthe Susumi engines shut down.

“Y ou think Staff Sergeant Beyhn decided to choose fireteams now in order to distract the children from
the possihility of a Susumi equation gone wrong?’

Torin raised an eyebrow.

“Sorry, Gunny, stupid question. Dr. Sloan’ s gear settled?’

“Yes, gr. She' swearing Corps combats, but the rest is hers.”

“More catalogs?’

“Apparently. And | wouldn’t mind getting alook a a couple of them; her bodyliner isthe next thing to an
HE suit.” According to the specs, with the plumbing connected, it would recycle waste indefinitely,
maintain the wearer’ s body temperature at whatever was normal for any of five separate species, protect
againg most types of light-to-moderate radiation, play most entertainment files, and it camein fifteen
colors, including two that looked gray to Human eyes. Dr. Sloan had gotten her hands on an impressive
st of long underwesr.

“Y ou think someoneis sdlling Corps tech to the genera public?’

“No, gr, but | think the Corps might want to consider changing suppliers. She' s got asweet setup on.”
The mgor made anoncommittal noise and asked. “ Trainers or off the rack?’

“For the doctor, Sir?’

“Wadll, | know I’'m not wearing any goddamned trainers, Gunny and I’ ve got a strong suspicion you're
not either so, yes, for the doctor.”

“Off therack, gr, given her observer status. | was concerned the programming in the trainers might



confuse the drones.”

Therecruits combats—caled trainers, dthough the officid name was Extremity Targeting Garments,
ETGs—contained microcircuitry that worked with the drones deployed, Crucible directing fireto where
it would do the least damage. While Torin had nothing againgt the less damage part of their function, the
directing fire bit was aded breaker. Thelast thing she wanted was her own uniform directing the
enemy’ sfire toward soft tissue damage. She' d wear her own combats and force the damned dronesto
am just like everyone else who shot at her had to.

It seemed the mgjor felt the same way.

The recruits might have aswell had they been told.

“So the Doc knows we' re boarding at 0630 tomorrow; that 71 got thefirst drop?’

“Yes, ar. Sheknows.”

They waked afew paces farther.

“So, what' sthe name of the di’ Taykan with the pale pink hair?’

“Di’ Terada Sakur.” Torin frowned up at him. Wasthisarecruit who' d come to the mgor instead of her
with aproblem? And wasit the same problem Jonin thought he had?“Why, sir?’

Svennsson grinned. “I bet mysdlf that the moment you knew which platoon we were dropping with,

you'’ d learn who waswho.”

Not a problem; conversation. It was going to take awhile to get used to that with an officer, but they
were alittle short of other peopleto talk to. “I could be wrong about the name.”

“Butyou aren’t.”

“No, gr.” He knew she was right because he knew the names aswell asshe did. “1 bet myself you'd do
the exact samething.”

“We redly need some more people to gamble with.”

Torin grinned, hearing the mgor voice essentialy what she' d just been thinking. “No argument, Sir. | owe
mysdf fifty credits”

“Fifty?1 only bet twenty onyou.”

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr; there' s nothing wrong with that piece of equipment in the larboard gym. Record
saysresistance was st to rise incrementally every rep. No upper limit.”

Torin did afew notes about Platoon 71 off the comm screen, enlarging the chief petty officer’ simage.
“Thank you, Chief. Sorry to waste your time.”

She shrugged. “Not a problem. Y our mgjor’s probably in worse shape than he thought. Can’'t be easy
coming back after being tanked so long.”

“No, | don'timagineitis.”

“Hewasthebrain in the tank, wasn't he?’

“Yes, hewas”

“Wall, at least you know he' sgot one.”

“I find that agreat comfort, Chief.”

With the comm screen dark, Torin drummed her fingers againgt the inert trim on the desk. Mgjor
Svensson had believed it when hetold her he/ d set the resistance at five, no rises. The Chief had no
reason to lieto her. Therefore, the smplest explanation was that the major had set the machine
incorrectly without noticing. The smplest explanation was usualy the right one, but something about the
Stuation suggested complicationsto Torin, the kind of complications that were likely to show up later and
bite someone on the ass.

The mgjor was right, though; rogue rowing machines weren't usualy part of a Crucible scenario.

To Torin’ssurprise, Dr. Sloan was not only up and ready for her 0600 breakfast but unimpressed Torin
had doubted her.

“Early hours are nothing in my profession, Gunnery Sergeant. People seldom need adoctor a convenient
times”

“I anwdl aware of that, ma am. Doctor.”

“Andyour VTA isnot sgnificantly different, except in Sze, to the vehicles used by the Satellite
Ambulance Corpson Derver.”



“You'refrom Derver, Dr. Sloan?’ She knew that of course; she' d run source on the doctor before they
left Ventris.

“Youredly suck at smdl tak, Gunny.”

Torin swalowed the last of her coffee. “Y ou' re not the first to mention it, ma am.”

“Doctor.”

“Right.”

Just before she stepped onto the VTA, Torin downloaded a new, more detailed message to Craig into
the packet’ s buffer. All messageswould be streamed out as soon as the NirWentry exited Susumi space
on her trip back to Ventris, returning with the 150sthe VTA would belifting off Crucible after dropping
the 120s.

130s as of today, Torin corrected herself.

If the Elder Races were lying about the Others, about the whys and wherefores of awar they’ d created
the Corpsto fight, well, the mgor was right. There wasn't anything they could do about it. But if the
Elder Raceswere wiping memories of Big Y ellow’ s escape pod, then that she could do something
about. In light of larger possibilities and what those might mean to the Corps, she couldn't let it lie.
They’ d trained her to fight back.

The anger born of frustration left with the message. The anger born of betrayal, shelocked down, ready
to use when she needed it.

FIVE

MAJOR SVENSSON COULD HAVE SAT UP forward with the aircrew, but he choseto sit back in
the troop compartment. Apparently oblivious to the covert attention he was attracting from the recruiits,
he stowed his pack, snapped his KC-7 onto the rack, and dropped down onto the seat with agrunt. Dr.
Soan shot asingle, questioning glance toward the sixty-four faces dl staring in her generd direction, then
took the seat to hisright. After stcowing her own gear and the doctor’s, Torin took the next empty sedt,
approving of the mgor’ s choice.

“Strgp in, people!” Staff Sergeant Beyhn' s voicefilled in al the empty placesin the troop compartment.
“Pay datention to what you' re doing; if you screw up your webbing and go bouncing around during
descent, not only will 1 be annoyed, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr will be annoyed. And you don’t want her
annoyed. I’ m sure she' d be perfectly willing to hang your skull next to the other one she' sgot.”
“Thiswould be the Silsviss skull?” Dr. Soan asked as Torin strapped her in.

“Yes, maam.”

“I hope we have a chance to talk about the Silsviss over the next few days. It would be fascinating to
discover the differences between them and the other reptilian species dready apart of the
Confederation.”

“The biggest difference seemsto be that the Silsviss shoot back.” Out of the doctor’ sline of sight, Mgor
Svensson grinned at Torin, well aware of how much she didn’t want to talk about the big lizards.

With any luck, Crucible would give the doctor enough to think about. With the edge of her boot, Torin
shuffled the other woman'’ sleft foot dightly to one sde and did the toe of the bright blue boot under the
floor strap.

“Isthat redly necessary, Gunny?’

“Yes, ma am. Doctor. It'll be arough ride down.”

“The pilot won't take it easy on the recruits?”

Torin secured the doctor’ s second boot and straightened. “ The pilot will do everything he can to make
them shit themsdlves”

“Oh”

“Yes maam.”

“Doctor.”

“Right. Thisisyour quick release.” Reaching out with one finger, she tapped the gray plastic cylinder
centered on the webbing that crossed the doctor’ s chest. “When Staff Sergeant Beyhn gives the order
for Platoon 71 to snap-off, twist it hard to the left. Not now.” Fingers around the doctor’ swrist, Torin



moved her hand away from the release. “If you snap-off before the order isgiven, you'll set off . . .”
The darm was louder than Torin remembered.

“...that,” shefinished asthe echoes of the Siren died down.

“Kichar! Whet the sanLi areyou up to!”

“Sir, thisrecruit’ srelease was resting afull three centimeters off center, Sr!”

Torin couldn’'t see Beyhn' sface, but she could dmaost hear him blink at that response. When hefindly
responded, it took afull sentence and ahdf before the dishelief I€eft hisvoice.

“I will dedl with you later, Kichar. Right now, stirap back in and don’t fukking move until | tell you to!”
“Sr, yes, gr!”

Hitting her seat at the same time asthe senior DI, Torin was pleased to see that her ready light wasn't the
last on.

“ Release from NirWentry in thirty seconds.”

Dr. Soan’s coat rustled as she shifted indgde her webbing. Torin shared a glance with the mgjor over her
head and said, “Y ou know you don’t need the coat, Doctor. Between your bodyliner and the combats,
you' re ready for whatever this planet throws at you.”

“I likemy coat.”

“ Release in fifteen.”

The doctor’ s knuckles whitened as she tightened her grip on her lower straps.

“I notice ther€’ s no corpsman dropping with us, Gunny.”

Torin raised an eyebrow at the mgjor. Corpsmen never went dirtside on Crucible. Part of the scenario
was to test how much of thefirst aid training the recruits had absorbed—and in case they hadn't, dl three
Diswere qualified medics,

“Why would there be a corpsman?’ Dr. Sloan snorted before Torin could answer. “1 doubt ther€' Il be
anything a corpsman could handlethat | can't. Or do you expect me to be taking readings off you
28/107

“I just thought . . .”

“No, you didn’'t.”

“ Release in five, four, three, two, one. Release.”

The VTA shook as the clamps released with asound like bolts tearing free, and they dropped away from
the NirWentry, passengersin the troop compartment bouncing againgt their webbing.

“That wasfor effect, right?’

“Yes maam.”

She was shaken enough to let the honorific stand. * Y ou don't think that’ s alittle childish?’

“Jug alittle” Mgor Svensson sighed happily asthey left the big destroyer’ s AG field and the zero gee
kicked in. “But pilots on thisrotation are glorified bus drivers; they’rejust trying to juice things up abit.”
“Childish,” sherepeated, dowly releasing her grip on the webbing. “ So what happensif someoneis
serioudy hurt after we land? Beyond what amedic—or |—can deal with? Dr. Weer discussed the
NirWentry’ s schedule with me, and hissick bay is gone eight days out of ten.”

“There saplatforminlow orbit,” Torin told her at the mgor’snod. “It hasasmdl VTA if we need an
emergency dustoff.”

“Doctors?’

“No, but six Navy corpmen and deven Marines plus three full immersion tanks and a Susumi beacon
ableto punch ahole back to Ventris.” The beacon took so much power it was single use only, but snce
it was a high-tech equivaent to an emergency flare, that didn’t much matter.

“If you're going to puke,” Staff Sergeant Beyhn announced, glaring around at the double row of recruits,
“usethe bags. That’ swhat they’ retherefor. And if you puke, don’t think for one moment that your
buddieswill ever let you liveit down.”

Sakur leaned over Hisht and muttered, “1f you' re going to puke, Kichar, do it by the numbers.”

“There snumbersfor puking?’ Hisht demanded, head turning from oneto the other. “I never remember
thet!”

Kichar shot the di’ Taykan adisdainful glare. “Y ou're not funny.”



“He makesajoke?’

“He was making ajoke,” Sakur corrected. “Y our Federate till needs work, buddy. Y ou should get
Kichar to help you. Might give her extraass kissing pointswith the DIS”

“But you say di’ Taykan like asskissng.”

“Different kind of asskissing. Areyou trying not to smile, Kichar? You are.” Sakur’ s eyes darkened to
amost fuchsiaas more light receptors opened. “1 can see amuscle jumping in your jaw. Y ou know,
Marines are dlowed to laugh; if we weren't, they’ d have never let Hisht herejoin up.”

“Heisright,” Hisht agreed. “1 am hereto bethelight in your life”

“You are hereto beaMarine,” Kichar snapped as Sakur snickered and bumped Hisht’ s shoulder with
hisebow.

The Kra stared up a her, eyes narrowed. “ Are your underwearsin aknot again?’

“Underwear. Singular. And no!” She shifted ingde her webbing so that she was pointedly looking avay
from them—it was as much as she could do under the circumstances. Two tendays with the two of them
in her fireteam would definitely test her resolve. From where she was strapped in, she could just see
Gunnery Sergeant Kerr’s profile, and she locked her gaze on it, vowing that no matter the provocation,
she would be worthy.

With only one Marineto worry about, and he didn’t need supervision at the moment, Torin turned her
mind to the upcoming scenario. They had 340 kilometersto trave in twenty dayswhich meant aminimum
of seventeen k aday—amorning stroll under righteous conditions. Taking the terrain, the smulated
attacks, and the fact she' d done this once aready into account, she knew there d be days when they
traveled alot farther and days when they went nowhere at al. Seventeen kilometerswith acivilian could
easly seem like a hundred, although the doctor’ s choice of treadmill program was reassuring.

“Now thisislikean SAC drop,” Dr. Sloan observed happily. “ Smooth but fast.”

“Atmoin five, four . .."

The mgjor snorted. “Hold that thought, Doc.”

“...two, one.”

Torin had been through worse atmospheric buffering but not for awhile. Either they were diving through
one hdl of astorm, or the pilot was going for anew diveto dirt record. “It helpsif you keep your teeth
together, ma am. That way you don't bite off chunks of your tongue.”

“Thank you, Gunny.”

“Sergeants” Staff Sergeant Beyhn managed to make himsalf heard over the rising ambient noise. “Have
your squads sound off by fireteams!”

“What about their tongues?’ Dr. Sloan demanded through clenched teeth.

“Their tongues belong to the Corps, ma am.”

The VTA rocked sideways. Hard.

“Thisisridiculous” Dr. Soan’'s eyeswere open painfully wide and there was adark spot of color high
on each cheek. “And unnecessary!”

“Could beworse, ma am.” Torin blocked ayawn. “We could be jumping in.”

The doctor’ s head snapped around. “ Jumping?’

“Three-minute freefal with afifty k weight to make sureyou fdl fast enough to clear the VTA’sAG fidd
beforeit sucksyou up. Not aproblem if you' re one of the last out, but al those weights dropping after
the three count are apain in the assfor the jumpers aready on thedirtinthe DZ.”

Dr. Soan stared at her like she was studying a new and unexpected life-form. Y ou have got to be
kidding me.”

“I don't think gunnery sergeants come with a sense of humor,” the mgjor pointed out.

“Officersjump first,” Torin told the doctor solemnly.

“Pull the other one,” she snorted but settled back in her webbing with asmile.

Torin accepted the mgjor’ ssilent well done with anod. The story was essentially true dthough fifty k of
fine particul ate released onto the wind was more annoying than dangerous. Some officers jumped firg,
some anchored the line—it depended on their jump experience.

“Joninl” Sergeant Jiir' svoice rose abovethedin. “I said, sound off!”



“Sir!” The anonymous voice sounded impressed. “He sadeep, Sir!”

“Areyou sure he' s adegp and not unconscious?’

“Sir, he ssnoring, Sr!”

“Wdl, wake him the hel up!”

What would be nerves of stedd on a Human was probably no more than adi’ Taykan using time with no
sex to rest up for sex later. Regardless, Torin appreciated the recruit’ s ability to snoozein the midst of
chaos. It was askill dl Marines needed to learn eventudly, and it seemed like Jonin had it nailed.
Apparently di’ Taykan aristocrats developed interesting skill sets.

“Two to dirt. Temperature outside minus three degrees C.”

“You heard the pilot!” Beyhn bellowed, dapping his hdmet on. Hemetsrose down the line of recruits as
his platoon followed suit. * Check your environmenta settings. On my release, 71 will retrieve packs and
weapons. When that door opens, and | give the word, you will disembark in pattern 42Alpha. Mgor
Svenson!”

“Staff Sergeant!”

There was adigtinct snap in the mgjor’ s voice, Torin noted with amusement. It seemed agood DI threw
all ranks back to basic.

“Sir, you will disembark when landing Siteis called secure.”

“Roger, Staff!” He reached into an upper vest pocket and pulled out agray plastic wafer about a
centimeter square. “Doc,” he said, pressing it onto her forehead with the ball of histhumb, “thisisfor
you. Don't worry about losing it; you'll need a specid solvent to get it off. | want you tight to my left
side,” he continued as Dr. Sloan ran her fingers over the observer’s chit. “ Aslong as you can keep up,
we |l leave you to move on your own.”

“Aslongasl can...Andif | can’'t?’ she demanded.

In answer, he looked over her head. “ Gunny?’

Torin tightened her chin strap. “Not aproblem, sir.”

“What?’ Dr. Soan’ s attention jerked back and forth between them. “She' Il carry me?’

“She'll carry you.”

“It won't be necessary.”

He nodded. “ Good. Gunny, you' re on our Six.”

“Yes, gar.”

Thelightsin the troop compartment flashed. “ Dirtside. No enemy sighted!”

“Releasl”

Torin was on her feet and into her pack before Dr. Sloan got clear of her webbing.

“71, go! Go! Go!”

With the sound of thirty-plus pairs of boots damming against the deck ringing in her ears, Torin hung her
KC- 7 around her neck, grabbed the doctor’ s shoulder, and turned her so that she was facing the mgjor.
With her other hand, she hauled her pack off the rack. “Give me your armg!”

Dr. Soan thrust her arms back, and Torin did the straps up them into the mgjor’ s grip. He settled the
pack and, till holding the straps, started moving the doctor toward the door.

“Securel”

Torin hit the dirt on the doctor’ s hedl's, heard the door close behind her, and raced for the treeswhere
the platoon had gone to ground. She was pleased to seethat Dr. Sloan wasright at the mgor’ sside as
they passed the fireteams holding a defensive position at the edge of the woods. Safely insdethe
perimeter, the magjor stopped running and put out one hand to catch the doctor. Torin spun around in
timeto seethe VTA scream out of Sght. Her helmet scanner registered only empty landscape; she knew
the scenario had no attack planned until the morning of day two but she kept her weapon up and ready
until Staff Sergeant Behyn gavethedl clear.

They’d landed in afield, open but for afew scrawny leaflesstrees, some clumps of thorn bush, and a
scattering of small evergreens—half adozen of them crushed by the weight of the VTA. Golden spears
of dead grass stabbed up through the eight centimeters or so of hard snow, and the dark gray clouds
over the trees to the south promised more snow to come.



From where she stood, in mixed deciduous forest 19.5 meters from the landing site, Torin’s scanner put
asmilar forest 2.2 kilometersto the east, 233.7 metersto the south, and 167.2 metersto the west of the
clearing.

“The pilot said the landing sitewas clear.” Dr. Sloan dumped back againgt atree, yanked off her toque,
and used it to fan her face. “Why the mad dash for cover?’

“If they know we reincoming,” Torin told her quietly, “the Others occasiondly hide snipers under an
electronic camouflage the scanners don’t away's penetrate.”

“Don't dways penetrate?’ The doctor’ s brows rose. “But sometimes they do? So these snipers sit out
here. . . there. .. and risk being spotted and killed from the air. Why would anyone do that?’

“Because sometimesit works.” Confederation forces occasionaly did the same thing. For the same
reason. “ About athird of al Crucible scenarios used to include an immediate attack upon landing, but
Command deleted that from the programming about eight years ago. Too many VTAswere taking
damage”

Dr. Soan pulled off amitten and touched her observer’s chit. “ Couldn’t Crucible be programmed to miss
the VTAS?

“They weren't taking hitsfrom Crucible, ma am.”

It didn’t take her long to work it out. “ Oh, wonderful,” she sighed. “Herel am in the woods with agroup
of barely trained Marines who, precedent suggests, would be likely to shoot at their own transport if
under attack. Tell methat my little bit of plastic will protect me from them, too.”

“Sorry, ma am. Y ou’ re under the same danger from friendly fire astherest of us.”

“What' sfriendly about it?’ she demanded pulling mitten and toque back on as she cooled down from the
run.

“Not much,” Torin admitted asthe mgjor rejoined them.

She stared at the mgjor’ s combats, then at Torin's, then at the rest of the platoon. On board ship, they'd
been mottled gray, urban camouflage; here they were white with pale shadows zigzagging across them.
“Chameleon fabric?’

“Within certain very limited parameters, yes.” Mgor Svensson grinned at her. “Y ou stand out a bit,
Doc.”

“It does’t matter,” Torin explained hurriedly as the doctor Sighed and began unfastening her bright blue
coat. “ The system only seesthe chit, and it' sbest to give thislot asfew opportunities for mistaken
identity aspossible”

“Sothisisn't why you mentioned my coat onthe VTA?

“No, ma am. If | thought you' d be safer without it, I’ d have said exactly that.”

She zipped up and shot the mgjor an exasperated look. “Forewarned, Mgor. | have laxatives with me
and | will usethemiif you keep yanking my chain.”

Squad One, Team One had been assigned the first scout position. When one/one gavethe dl clear, a
kilometer northwest of the landing site, Staff Sergeant Beyhn put the remainder of the platoon into a
narrow diamond pattern, tucked histhree extra personnd into the center, and gave the order to move
out. Torin thought hiswarningsto be careful went just alittle over the top, but on reflection she redized
that perhaps she' d gotten too used to Marines who' d been blooded and who, in turn, had done some
damage of their own.

The woods were quiet, the sounds of thirty-six Marines and one doctor dmost completely muffled by the
snow. In the summer, the underbrush would have dragged at feet and equipment, masking poor footing,
but most of it had died back and what hadn’t was | eafless and easy to get through. The few evergreens
werelow and avoidable. The walking wasn't quite as easy asit would have been out in the open, but it
was close. With scanners preset to Crucibl€e strue north and 337 degrees keyed in, it was impossible to
go off course; aminor deviation showed as ared line, anything more than five degrees sounded darms.
Late in the scenario, Torin knew the scanners would be taken out by a particularly nasty piece of
programming used by the Others on Arim’s Moon and reverse engineered by Corps R&D. The recruits
would be dependent on the equipment between their earsinstead of on their heads so, given that their
heads were il cluttered up with the kind of preconceptions that would kill in acombat Stuation, Torin



had every intention of enjoying the certainty of tech while she had it.

“Looks like we're about to run out of woods.”

Kichar sgnaed for quiet and indicated they should remain in place while she went forward to have a
look. Tucked behind the largest of the remaining trees, she peered out across a clearing her scanner
marked as 827.3 meters and, dso, completely empty. Scanners could be fooled. Carefully moving out
into the trangtional growth, she swept her gaze | eft to right, marking a disturbance in the snow at about
twenty-two degrees, three meters east, and visualy confirming her scanner’ s data.

No enemy inSght.

“All right . . .” Hours of practice alone on her bunk put her voice just over the edge of her PCU’ s ahility
toread. “. .. comeonup.”

Therest of her team approached alot less quietly, but then, she'd told them it was safe.

“WE re not going to get around that,” Sakur noted, leaning out far enough to see that the clearing was
actualy an extended east west break in the trees. “We |l haveto cross.”

“Two by two, double-time; covered from thetreesfirst onthisside. . .” Hisht waved across the open
ground. “. . . then from over there.”

She nodded. “Last one sweepsthetrail in case the Others have air support and do aflyover.”

Sakur snorted. “That’ salittle paranoid.”

“WEe re supposed to be paranoid.”

“We gonnacheck out the tracks?” Lynne Bonninski, the fourth member of the team and currently
carrying the KC-9, shifted her grip on her weapon. “Because I’ d just as soon not double any farther than
| had to.”

“Hisht and | will detour to check them out on our cross. Y ou and Sakur take the shortest points. Sakur,
you...”

“Sweep, yeah, | got it. With what?’

“This” Noseridges nearly shut in the cold air, Hisht reached down and snapped a branch off asprawling
evergreen.

“You didn’'t scan that, did you?’ Kichar sghed. “Y ou have no ideaiif it's poisonous.”

“lsn’'t.” Proving his point, Hisht shoved the collar of hisbodysuit down and bit the end off a branch.
“Prickly, though,” he added after chewing a couple of times.

“But you're handing it to adi’ Taykan, not another Krai, and he' s not wearing gloves under mittens.”
“I’ve scanned, I’m good.” Sakur snapped his date back in place and took the branch. “But you'’ d better
move before you have to ping group and tell Staff Sergeant Beyhn there’ sbeen adelay. Y ou don’t want
him crawling up your butt.”

Since she couldn’t argue with that—the staff sergeant had been very clear about no contact unlessthe
body of the platoon had to be warned about the route. “Hisht.”

“I come”

Her stride longer, she reached the tracks seconds before Hisht and stared down at them, hoping for
some kind of ingght into the species who had made them. “They look like. . .”

“Cloven hooves,” the Krai announced, catching up.

“Not Others, then. At least not Others we know.”

“Not Others. Look.” He pointed at a cleared bit of earth. “ There they scrape the snow away to get at
grass. Grass eaters. Chrick.”

“What don’t you consider edible?” Kichar wondered asthey started moving again.

“Rocks. Most rocks,” he amended thoughtfully asthey reached the trees.

“Of course,” Bonninski muttered afew moments later, “we had to follow your tracks, or the mad
sweeper here couldn’t delete them, could he?”

Kichar felt her cheeksflush. “1 never .. .”

“Niceto know dl those times the Staff gave me cleanup duties paid off,” Sakur declared as he backed
under cover and tossed the branch away. “I have completely obliterated any chance of us being identified
by our footprints. What?' He looked from Human to Human, then grinned. “Ah, Bonbon mentioned your
fuk-up. Good on you. Y ou need more of them.”



“Fuk-ups can get Marineskilled,” Kichar growled. “Tag and let’ smove out.” She didn’t bother waiting
to make sure he' d thumbed the marker onto one of the trees at the edge of the clearing. Sakur might be
an annoying pain in the ass, but he did his job—which was more than could be said for her right now.
Supid. Supid. Supid. Gunnery Sergeant Kerr would have never missed anything so obvious. She'd
just haveto try harder.

After checking for the scouts' tag, the bulk of the platoon double-timed acrossthe clearing in four lines,
recruits of threg/three sweeping away identifiable footprints. If the Others did happen to sumble over
their tracks, they’ d have no way of knowing how many Marines were dirtsde. The scenario knew
exactly how many, of course—not only were they under constant satellite surveillance but their stats had
been programmed into the sector so that any injuries severe enough to set off amed-dert would
immediately ping the OP.

Setting the recruits to sweeping, therefore, had no intringc use particularly sincein this part of the
scenario Crucible had no air support. The ability to keep thiskind of information to themselves more than
anything convinced Torin she'd never make it as a DI—she' d have the whol e platoon moving dick and
doppy, trying to throw the system off by getting them to an unexpected camp and then, in case that didn’t
work, setting up an ambush for the scenario’ s attack. Winning quickly and decisvely meant fewer
casudties.

“What isthat?’

Torin followed the doctor’ s pointing finger and, pulling off her mitten, scooped adark brown pellet about
acentimeter in diameter out of asmdl pile. “Herbivore shit,” she said, squashing it between thumb and
forefinger as shewaked. “Not that old ether. It was't quite frozen through.”

“Y ou’ reawoman of many talents, Gunny.”

“I grew up on afarm. Y ou shovel enough shit, you remember things about it.” Shetossed it away,
rubbed her fingers on her leg and frowned as once again amitten rose to rub againgt the chit on Dr.
Soan' sforehead. “Isthat bothering you?’

“No. Yes. It'sjust alittle obvious.”

“It'ssupposed to be,” Mg or Svensson interjected from her other side. “It’ sto keep you from getting
shot. It can be read from under your clothing, but I’ d rather not take the chance that the signal might be
blocked.”

“And | appreciate that.”

But Torin noticed she continued to rub at it every now and then.

After an hour and forty minutes of walking, they caught up to the scout team at the east end of anarrow
lake where they dready had ahole through the ice and their spare canteensfilled. After confirming their
new azimuth with Staff Sergeant Beyhn, they started out again while the rest of the platoon dropped
packs and topped up their water supplies.

“Areyou surethisissafe?’ Dr. Soan asked, diding her backpack down her arms and arching her back.
“There are dien microbesin that water, after al.”

“Any microbe that can survive the purifying processinside our canteens deserves to have achance a the
indde of aMarine.”

“These canteens can take pretty much any liquid with more hydrogen than oxygeninit and turnitinto
water,” Torin explained, tightening the lid as Dr. Sloan shot the mgjor an exasperated look. “I1t’ sthe same
tech asin our HE suits, so purifying actud water isfarly rudimentary.”

“Still, if we need water, we' re surrounded by snow. Wouldn't that be cleaner?’

“Takes energy to turn snow to water,” Mgor Svensson told her asthey walked off thelake. “We'll useit
if wehaveto, but. . .”

Torin missed everything after the but as she headed over to Staff Sergeant Beyhn. Standing where he
could see thelake and both trails, his cheeks were flushed a deep red and, based on the flicker of water
vapor by hisface, he was bresthing heavily. When she got close enough, she saw that the ends of his hair
were in constant motion under the edge of his helmet. Trouble was, they weren't moving in unison.

When di’ Taykan hair grew that agitated, the di’ Taykan in question was |aboring under some strong
emation.



She considered and discarded anumber of tactful waysto find out what she needed to know and finaly
figured, screw it; they had thirty-six recruits humping packs across a frozen landscape assuming every
moment they were going to come under fire. Thiswas no time for good manners.

“Y ou okay? Y ou look like shit.”

“Thisismy last group.” Heturned pae eyeson her, glare off the snow shutting down most of hislight
receptors. “My last set of recruits. Once | get them through, once | know they’ re safe, | can go home.”
Ah.“You'regoing to retire?’

She couldn’t read hisexpression. “It' stime.”

“You'renot Sck?’

“Me?’ His posture changed subtly, any softness, any uncertainty disappearing. “1 have never felt better,
Gunny, and | plan to run your mgjor’ s ass ragged from here to the pickup point.”

“Glad to hear it, Staff. He needs the workout. Oh, and . . .” She shifted her weight as she recognized her
body’ sreaction. “. . . you might want to turn up your masker. Even at thistemperature, you'realittle
potent.”

Hand to histhroat, he flashed a strangely triumphant grin and strode toward theice. “Back in position,
71! We're not gathered here for Mon gleen; get ready to move out!”

Fedling the pinprick of someone sregard between her shoulder blades, Torin pivoted on one hedl and
caught Jonin’ s gaze before he looked away. A gesture held him in place and, after aquick glanceto
ensure the staff sergeant was till out on theice, she walked quickly to hisside.

“What' swrong with him?’

“You'renot adi’ Taykan, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“Tell me something | don't know, Recruit. What' s up with the staff sergeant?’

“I'm very sorry, but I'm not ableto tell you.”

He looked miserable but not as miserable as he was going to look if he kept crucia information from her.
“Why not?’

“Because the information concerns the di’ Taykan as a people, not the Corps. If | told you, and the other
di’ Taykan in the platoon discovered that | had acted in such a culturdly insensitive manner, then they
would. ..” Hesighed. “Actudly, they wouldn’t.”

“Wouldn't?” Torin felt both her brows rise in unfeigned astonishment. If di’ Taykan didn’t bother defining
aphysicd activity, they could only be referring to one thing. If Jonin discussed the Staff sergeant’s
problem, they wouldn’t? Critical injuries barely stopped the di’ Taykan. Thiswasbig. “If it affectsthe
Corps, Recruit, it'sno longer adi’ Taykan matter.”

“I’'m aware of that, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr. If it becomes a Corps matter, | promisel’ll cometo you. |
should never have said anything on the ship.”

“Too late now.”

Jonin shrugged, the gesture eegantly saying in spite of combats and pack: We all make mistakes.

Torin watched him amoment longer and was impressed in spite of hersdf by the way he met her eyes.
“Goon,” shesaid at lagt, jerking her chin toward the rest of the platoon, “your fireteam’sforming up.” As
he doubled across the snow, she wondered if the other di’ Taykan in the platoon had given him trouble
after he' d cometo her. Probably not. In the Taykan class system, di’ Arl Jonin, with athree-letter family
name, socidly outranked the rest and since that wasn't areaction that ever completely vanished, even
from Marines with sgnificantly more experience, these recruits would be unlikdly to buck the system.
Shedidn’t like not knowing what was going on—and she was damned sure Beyhn' simpending
retirement was not the whole story—~but there was nothing she could do to force theissue. No point in
informing Mgor Svensson until she had intell alittle more concretethan it’s a di’ Taykan thing.

Three hours of easy humping late—ow ground was significantly easier to crosswhen it was frozen
solid— they caught up with the scout team and broke for lunch to the south of asmall woods. With good
linesof sght in the other three directions, they set only aerid pinsin case of an enemy flyby.

Dr. Sooan watched with interest as Torin expanded the sides of aration pouch, poured in alittle water,
snapped the heating filament, and pedled the flap back to expose athick chicken stew with threelarge
dumplings. “Thisisn't bad,” she murmured chewing thoughtfully. *Y our packaging must be quite complex



to recondtitute with this much flavor.”

“Yes, maam.” Seemed like the safe answer. The packaging wasn't Torin's concern unless it stopped
working.

The piece of meat on the doctor’ s spork steamed in the cold air. “ Can | assume this has never been
anywhere near an actua chicken?’

“Would that be a problem?’

“No, just asurprise. Thecivilian equivdent isalittle tastier, but asit containsthe liquids aready, it' saso
abit heavier.”

Torin shrugged and scooped up abit of gravy. “ A bit weighs up when you'’ ve got other gear to carry.”
“I'msure. Y ou know, you could get al your nutritional and energy requirements from a cgpsule which
would be even lighter to carry.”

“WE re carrying those, too, ma am, and emergency ration packs, and the scenario has us using both
before we' re done, but research has shown that Marineslike to eat.” Out of the corner of her eye she
spotted the two Krai recruitstaking turnsto sample bits of theloca flora. They’ d sample the fauna, too,
if they could get their hands on it. Sergeant Jiir, sitting with the other DIs, was irring his coffee with a
gtick and morosdly biting the end off it every now and then. He' d likely be less morose if he'd been
dlowed sah, theKra stimulant of choice, but givenitshighly illegd effect on the Human nervous system,
the Corps no longer permitted it in uncontrolled environments.

“All right, people, let’shaul ass. Sunset’sat 17:41 and we' ve got twenty-three k to go.” Staff Sergeant
Beyhn got to hisfeet and the platoon followed. “ Two/one, you' re scouting this afternoon. Do you know
where we' re supposed to end up?’

“Sr, yes, gr!”

It was aragged but confident response from the four recruitsin the fireteam.

“You sure?’ Hishair whipped back and forth over hisears so quickly it looked like afan-shaped wave.
Torin noticed that none of the di’ Taykan werelooking directly at him. “I don’t want you getting lost out
there”

“Sir, we'resure, Sr.” Pirgj, the Krai who' d been so fond of the issued toque, seemed to be team leader.
“Move out, then, but be careful. We don’t want to lose you. The enemy knows we' re here, so proceed
accordingly.”

“Sr, yes, gr!”

Astwo/one checked their azimuth and moved out, the rest of the platoon gathered up the garbage and
dropped it into abag held by Sergeant Kim Annatahwee.

“Does she carry the trash the rest of the way?” Doctor Sloan asked just as the sergeant activated the
molecular charge and the bag flattened. “ Never mind.”

“It'savariation on our body bags,” the mgor told her. “Only dightly lessrespectful,” he added asthe
sergeant shook the fine dust out onto the breeze. “We carry our Marines back with us.”

Torin touched the part of her vest designed to hold the metal capsulesin individual pockets and said a
short prayer to whatever gods looked out for the Corpsthat, thistrip, those pockets would stay empty.
Twenty-three kilometersin four hours and forty-one minutes meant an average speed of just over their
standard hump speed of 4.8 kilometers an hour. Not exactly asprint but still intended to cover some
ground. On relatively flat terrain—which their mapsindicated thiswould be—and with no interest from
the enemy— which everyone but the platoon and Dr. Sioan knew wouldn’t happen until morning—it was
an easy enough speed to manage. The plan wasto cover the maximum distance possible on the first day
to take the edge off the recruits and to make up for days later in the scenario when they’ d be pinned
down.

Major Svensson had decided to keep the doctor in the dark about the scenario for acouple of reasons.
Thefirst because he wasn't one hundred percent positive she wouldn't let anything dip to the platoon and
the second because he had a truly warped sense of humor. The second reason was Torin's, but she
suspected the mg or would happily agree with it as he seemed to be enjoying the way the doctor peered
suspicioudy at every shadow.

Camp that night was just across the narrow isthmus that connected the peninsulathey’ d been crossing to



the mainland—the geography enough of an explanation to the recruits for the distance covered. The scout
team had located a hummaock of higher ground back from the water and set perimeter pins. It wasthe
logical place to make camp for the night—it was high enough to be defensible, clear enough to have good
lines of sight but with enough cover to shield the platoon from the air. Because it wasthe logical placeto
make camp, it was where the enemy would mount their first attack.

The di’ Taykan seded their shelter halves together to create one large, abeit low, communal quarters.
Most of the rest stayed in fireteam combinations—although the two teams that had each lost two

di’ Taykan got together. Because they were aunit within aunit, Mgor Svensson suggested that the three
of them combine halvesto increase body heat. Torin was fine with thai— recruits dumped most body
issues by about day two or they didn’'t last to day three, so hers had been gone for some time now—~but
she was unsure about the doctor’ s response.

Dr. Soan snorted. “1’m molecularly familiar with the mgjor’ s body, Gunny, but isn't that fabric hested?|
could have ordered asingle shelter that would maintain seventeen degrees C indefinitely.”

“They're heated,” Torin told her, snapping the three pieces of smart fabric together and activating the
sedl. “But they’ re dso so well insulated that body heat will keep them comfortable with lessrisk of the
enemy picking up the energy output.” The fabric had been designed to prevent thermal imaging; with no
power running, they were aimost invisible to enemy scans. She stepped back, keyed a color code into
her date, and nodded as the shelter blended almost perfectly with the surrounding snow.

“Remember whereit is,” Mgor Svensson warned. “ The children should betired from their nice long
walk, but they’ll ill be jumpy and they’ re armed and you don’t want to crawl into the wrong tent.”

“Key your date to recognize thislocation and to vibrate when you get close,” Torin said asthe doctor
stared around at the nine nearly identical mounds, growing even harder to see asthe sun st.

The tenth mound, the di’ Taykan shelter, cycled through afew vibrant colors before Staff Sergeant Beyhn
growled something they were too far away to hear and the fabric blended like the rest.

“Interesting that the staff sergeant seemsto be deeping done.”

Torin frowned as she watched Beyhn set up asingle shelter. “He' saDl, gr; they' rerecruits.” But it
sounded like a question even to her own ears.

“When has rank ever mattered to adi’ Taykan, Gunny? Where d he degp when you were here?’
“Commundly.”

“I think I"’m going to go have aword with him.”

She watched him walk away, then she watched him walk back. “He didn’t quite tell you to mind your
own ninLi business?”’

“Got it in one, Gunny.” The mgor frowned down at aloose thread on the cuff of his mitten. “ So, what do
you suggest we do?’

“Watch and wait, Sir. So far, whatever it isisn't affecting the Corps. When it does, we'll ded withit.”
“And if it ssomething you can’'t ded with?’

Torin stopped watching the staff sergeant long enough to lift an eyebrow in the mgjor’ sdirection.
Grinning, he spread hishands. “ Sorry. Spoke without thinking.”

That night, Torin woke as the mgjor skimmed out of his deeping bag and |eft the tent. He was gonefor a
little over an hour. Shelay there, listening to the doctor deep, and watching the secondstick by on her
deeve until 0147 read 0251. He was gone long enough that her concern had begun to outweigh the
certain knowledge he wouldn't want her going after him. Seconds from deciding she didn’t give agood
Goddamn what he wanted, he returned.

He shimmied back into hisbag, sghed, and said quietly, “ Still awake, Gunny?’

“Yes gr.”

“Wadll, if you'rethat concerned about my bowels, you should talk them over with the doctor in the
morning. Right now, get some deep.”

“Yes, gar.”

Sincethefirg attack against Platoon 71 would happen in just over three hours, that seemed like agood
idea



SX

SUNRISE WASN'T UNTIL 0709, but when Torin left the shelter at 0600, the predawn light, hel ped
out by aminima overnight freshening of the snow cover, provided sufficient illumination for persond
hygiene and breakfast. Except for the self-heeting pouch, oatmed hadn’t changed in millennia. Torin liked
the connection to the pat, liked the thought that Humanity had gotten some things right long before that
first Confederation ship had shown up and made their offer of advancement for aggression.

Pouch of coffee held temporarily in her teeth, she pulled one for the mgjor as he emerged looking
bleary-eyed and dightly cranky and pulled another for the doctor afew moments later—pleased to see
that they’ d both snapped their bedrolls back to carry configuration. While they ate, she dedlt with the
shdlter.

“Kidsare doing anicefast job of breaking down,” Mgor Svensson observed, crushing his empty coffee
pouch in one hand.

Dr. Soan' s gaze swept the camp, lingering in aprofessona way on each recruit. “ They look tired.”
“Tired?” The mgor snorted. “Not likely, Doc, it'sonly day two—their depilatories haven't even sarted
to wear off. By day twenty they’ Il be scruffy and red-eyed and bruised and bleeding and crazy with
exhaudion.”

Sheraised adisdainful brow in hisdirection. “And that’sagood thing?’

“That' swhen they gart feding like Marines.”

She snorted. “ And my question stands.”

He grinned and turned his attention back to Torin. “Beyhn’ s got them hopping thismorning.”

“Actudly, gr, | haven't seen Staff Sergeant Beyhn thismorning.” As she handed him hisfolded shelter
half, she scanned the camp. The di’ Taykan communal shelter had been broken down into sixteen packs,
dightly darker rectangles of packed snow marked wherethefireteams shelters had been, and Sergeants
Jir and Annatahwee were both moving around the platoon. The new snow madeit difficult to seethefew
larger shelters till up; had she not known where it was, the staff sergeant’ s small one would have been
esentidly invisble. “1 don't think he sout yet.”

“Giving hisjuniorsabit of arun?’

“That' spossible, sr.”

Neither of them believed it. Mgor’ s Svensson’ s tone made his opinion clear and, from the way the junior
DIskept glancing at their senior’ s shelter, Torin could see they were growing concerned. Before she
could suggest she check things out, Jonin left aclump of di’ Taykan and approached Beyhn's shelter.
They watched while he dropped to one knee and leaned in toward the entrance.

“Can you hear what he' s saying, Gunny?’

“No, gr.” She could see his mouth forming words, but the angle was too tight for her to make any of
them out.

“Hair’ sredly moving.”

“Yes gr.”

Hair till moving, Jonin stood and backed up, giving Staff Sergeant Beyhn enough room to emerge and
riseto hisfeet. Hisown hair perfectly ill, he pulled the recruit into aquick hug—not unusual for

di’ Taykan dthough lessusud for drill instructors—and then set about packing up his shelter. Jonin stood
where he was for amoment, his hair only marginaly less agitated, then rgjoined hisfireteam.

“The question becomes, Gunny, how much do we interfere?’

Torin glanced down at her deeve: 0708. “No timeto interfere right now, Sir.”

Magjor Svensson grinned &t her. “ Oh, come on, you' ve got awhole minute. Loads of time to straighten
thislot out. A senior NCO should be able to win the war in that much time.”

“Thirty secondslessnow, sr.”

“Thirty seconds might be pushing it. Dr. Soan?’ When she glanced up from her date, he waved & the
chit on her forehead. “ Just checking.”

0709. The sun rose.

All hdll did not bresk out.

“Any chance we read that wrong, Gunny?’



“No, gr. Firgt attack was to occur thismorning at sunrise, catching the recruits asthey prepared to move
out.” She nodded to where Staff Sergeant Beyhn and histwo junior DIs had their headstogether. “I’d
say they're aso wondering what’ sgoing on.”

“System failure or program glitch?’

“Second ismorelikdy, sr.”

“Why don'tyou. . .”

“See what the staff sergeant hasto say? Yes, sr.” Asshewaked away, she heard Dr. Sloan move up to
take her place.

“Y ou're molecularly active thismorning, Mgor.”

If the mgor had areaction to thisinformation on amacro leve, Torin didn’t catch it. Beyhn met her
hafway, his hands spread.

“| am as confused as you are, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr, although I’ m not disgppointed to have the first
attack postponed. It’ Il give thislot a chance to calm down abit more before loud noises and bright lights
getsthem dl geared up again.”

Since the recruits knew attacks were inevitable, Torin couldn’t see how waiting for the other boot to
drop would calm anyone. As she remembered it, once the first skirmish with Crucible was over, Platoon
29 had settled down to the business of being Marines. Still, Beyhn knew Platoon 71 better than she did,
s0 she' d take hisword for it. “ System failure or program glitch?’ she asked, echoing the mgor’ s question
to her.

“Program glitch,” he snorted. “I told the lieutenant on the platform that the cold’ slikely messing with the
node. They’ll try and work it out on their end. I'm impressed with how that civilian of yoursiskeeping
up,” he continued. “ Still, redl test’s how she acts when the shooting starts. Keep an eye on her.” Then he
nodded, spun on one hed, and headed back into the middle of the camp, yelling, “Two/one! You're
soouting thismorning! What' syour azimuth?’

“Sirl 307 degreesfor two kilometers, then 281, sir!”

“Wel, what are you doing still standing here? Haul ass”

“Sr, yes, gr!”

Making her way through the churned up snow back to Mg or Svensson and Dr. Sloan, Torin checked
her deeve. The temperature was holding steady at minus seven degrees; cold enough for Humans,
miserable for the Krai, but not even close to atemperature that should bother adi’ Taykan. She
wondered why, in that case, Staff Sergeant Beyhn had mentioned only the cold as a possible reason for
messing up the scenario.

And why he' d spent the night done.

And why he’ d been so dow to risethismorning.

And whether or not he was capable of reprogramming the node that was a mere 3.5 kilometers east
aong the shore of the bay. Given that he was the only one on Crucible who currently held the codes.
Maybe it’stime | took some of that accumulated leave. Thanks to the Elder Races and Big Yellow,
I’m starting to see conspiracies everywhere | look. But she couldn’t shake the thought loose, and as
they formed up to hit thetrail, she kept at least part of her attention on Staff Sergeant Beyhn.

“Oh for fuk’ s sake, Lirit, what' sthe delay now?’

“I"'m caught on abush!” Tossing her helmet clear of the thick underbrush, impressively clingy in spite of
thelack of foliage, Lirit jerked the KC-9 free and used the butt end to try and pummel her way free.
“Why isit dways me?’

“Y ou're carrying abulkier wegpon than you' re used to,” McGuinty suggested, dropping down onto a
fdlenlog and pulling astim stick out of avest pocket. Technicdly, they weren't illegdl; vacuum jockeys
practicaly lived on them, but that didn’t mean he had any intention of alowing the DIsto seehim
indulging.

Pushing her own helmet to the back of her head, alowing the front half of her hair to spread out inan
emerad-green fringe, Ayumi snorted. “Nine extrakilos. That shouldn’t be a problem.”

“It'snot theweight.” Lirit made adiagona moveinto what looked like less dense growth. “Not just the
weight,” she amended, jerking it free again. “ The magazine sticks out at aweird angle, and the scope



won't stay locked down.”

“That’ s not good about the scope.” McGuinty chewed thoughtfully. * Should mention it to Staff Sergeant
Beyhn when we meet up at noon.”

In spite of Lirit’ sthrashing, the silencein the clearing got louder.

“Opens up, up ahead.” Piroj tucked his date back in hisvest as he rg oined the fireteam afew moments
later. “Y ou get free here and it should be easy going for awhile. Still no sign of the enemy.” Hisnose
ridgesflared, the expression bardly visible between toque and the raised collar of hisbodyliner. His gaze
skittered over the two di’ Taykan and landed on the Human. “What?’

McGuinty swallowed. “1 mentioned Staff Sergeant Beyhn.” The di’ Taykan had gotten progressively
weirder about the senior DI over thelast couple of tendays. The moment they’ d hit Crucible, the
weirdness had intensified.

“What the fuk iswrong with you guys? It slike he s suddenly gonedl revenk and you lot are busily
ignoringit.”

“Revenk?” Ayumi wondered.

“Inedible”

“So, anything inorganicis revenk?’ She had her date out.

“Y egh, and stop trying to change the fukking subject. What' s up with Beyhn?’

“Hey, ingtead of worrying about the taff sergeant, worry about me!”

“Oh, for yinahay’ ssake, Lirit, it'sjust bushes! We dl got through it, and Piroj couldn’t even see over it.”
Ayumi lined up with Lirit' s bright yellow head and began forcing the interlaced branches out of the way.
“If they were shooting at us, you' d be totally baked!”

Lirit glared at the other di’ Taykan. “Good thing they’ re not, then, isn't it. And I’ m actualy half ameter to
your right. Y ou're working at the thickest part!”

“Y ou know, | think they want usto drop it,” McGuinty said thoughtfully. He tucked the rest of the stim
stick away and stood. “ So, let’ stalk about how much their woodcraft sucks. And I’ m station-born, so if
I’'m saying it sucks, it truly does.”

Pirgj pulled out his knife—one of the persona possessions he' d brought aong—and flicked it open.
“Ayumi, move. Thisistaking too fukking long; rest of the platoon’ll be up our assinaminute.”
McGuinty frowned as Ayumi moved away without either argument or innuendo. The latter proved, more
than anything, that the di’ Taykan were dangeroudly distracted. It was getting to where he might actualy
need to have afew words with Sergeant Annatahwee over lunch—Human to Human. He hated to do it,
though; talking behind the di’ Taykan' s backs seemed uncomfortably close to being asnitch.

He couldn’t decide whether he admired the efficient way Piroj hacked Lirit free or if he was appdled by
the destruction of habitat—knew he couldn’t have done it, though. No station-born could. Red actual
growing things were trested with dl the reverence an oxygen producing system deserved and to teke a
knifeto one. ..

For haf a second he thought the explosionsin the distance were the sound of station security charging
through the decom doors and about to come down on them with both feet, then his brain caught up with
the here and now.

“Incoming!”

“No, it' sbehind ug”

Lirit charged through the remaining bushes and whirled to stare back adong her path. “ The platoon!”
“But they’ refollowing us and there was nothing!”

“We saw nothing.”

“That fukking sounds like something!”

“Y ou need to contact . . .” Ayumi began, but Piroj cut her off hard.

“No! That'll give our position away. Platoon’ swalked into an ambush—enemy knows how far ahead
scouts work, they think we' re out of the picture. Lirit’ s kept us close enough we can haul ass back there
and ambush the ambush. Scanners down, team. Let’shaul ass.”

Torin dropped to one knee and raised her weapon as around blew through the eight centimeters of snow
and till had enough left to kick up aspray of frozen earth. Angle said the shooter wasin thetrees. The



only tree close enough to give that kind of cover was a huge evergreenat about forty degrees, so shefired
five quick shotsinto the branches 3.5 meters off the ground. She could hear the DIsyelling orders, could
hear the staccato dam of weaponsfire, could hear branches and smal trees blowing apart, but al she
could see was the way those branches moved when shot, exposing the edges of afamiliar energy sgnd
to her scanner. Three more rounds and a blaze of red light as the drone tumbled out of the tree and
dammed into the snow.

Three answering rounds from farther out on the right tumbled her back into the hollow where the mgjor
lay, half over Dr. Soan.

“Right in themiddle of our fukking formation!”

“Yes, dr! Good thing therewas only theone.. . .” A hdf rotted log exploded right by her face. Spitting
out abit of frozen fungus, she surged back up onto her knee and snapped off half a dozen shots. The
second dronefell, surrounded by a shower of evergreen boughs. “. . . tree,” she finished dropping down
agan.

“Might be more than two drones.”

“That' swhy I’'m gtill down here, sr. Doesn't look likeit, though.”

“If you can see them in your scanners, why didn’t you shoot them first?’ the doctor demanded, using
elbows and kneesto dig alittle degper down into the hollow.

“They took us by surprise, ma am. That’ sthe whole point behind an ambush.”

“Why didn’t your scouts seethem?’

“Thisisjust aguess, Doc, but I’ d say they were hidden.” The mgjor rolled over onto his back. “Looks
like you got them, Gunny. Left or right?’

“Right, r.”

“Doit!”

Asthey garted to move, surprisingly strong hands locked around Torin's ankle and the mgjor’ swrist.
“Just where,” Dr. Sloan demanded, “do you two think you' re going?’

Torin yanked her ankle free. “We re under attack, ma am.”

“Really?’ She had to shout to be heard. “ That explainsal the noise.”

“WE re being attacked from both sides of the march,” Mgor Svennson explained, signaing for Torin to
stay put for the moment. “Wethree arein the middle of the march. The gunny and | can't firefrom here
because there are Marines between us and the enemy.”

“And that’ s about you; what about me?’

“You're chipped. You're safe”

“Then wouldn’t you be safer with me?”

“We d be safer behind you, but it doesn't work that way, ma am. We need to be part of thisfight.”

The doctor waved a hand toward the evergreen. “What were you just doing then? Never mind,” she
snapped before Torin could answer. “In this scenario of yours, you' re protecting me, so if you want to
keep to the scenario, you should stay here.”

“Yes, ma am, but this attack is off the scenario, so we need to be where we can do the most good and
that’ swith the recruits”

“Off the scenariol”

When Torin rolled her eyes, the mgor waved her on. “You go. I'll explain.”

“Yes gr!”

The ambush had pinned the platoon in an area of second growth—yprobably growing up after having
been shot to shit in a scenario some years earlier. They had very little cover and were, for the most part,
attempting to become one with the ground, hoping their combats would make them look like just another
mound of snow.

A well-armed mound of snow, Torin amended as she crawled toward the line on the right. She paused
asthetrunk of asapling about three centimetersin diameter exploded beside her, splinters thudding into
her pack like hail, the top of the tree blown back and hung up somewhere behind her. Okay. That wasn't
good. The drones were programmed to keep from creating potentialy deadly shrapnel near the recruits,
but as shewasn't in trainers, she was gpparently fair game. A quick scramble on elbows and knees



brought her up to thefalen log Kichar and her fireteam were using to extend their cover and in under the
protection of the recruits combats.

About three meters away on the other side of the log, the underbrush got thicker and the trees got
digtinctly bigger.

A splash of red pooled around Lynne Bonninski’ sright calf. The drones fired nonletha rounds but the
mesety part of exposed extremities was consdered fair game.

“Bonninski 7’

“Just acrease Gunnery Sergeant! Hurts, but I'm fine.”

“Good.” The sed sprayed over the wound looked like it was holding, but she leaned forward and
checked the readout on the recruit’ s deeve. In the adrenaline rush of battle everyone underestimated
wounds, and Torin had no intention of having anyone bleed out. Bonninski’ s combats agreed with her
assessment of theinjury, so Torin settled for tossing a double handful of snow over the red.

“Too vishle” she explained when the recruit turned to look. “Blood on snow can give your position
away.”

A figt-sized chunk exploded out of the top of thelog.

“I think they know where we are, Gunnery Sergeant!” Sakur yelled as the fireteam ducked.
“Thetimeto duck,” Torin snapped, “is before the hit, not after. After you shoot back along their
trgectory before they have a chance to take cover. You!”

Hisht jerked, chin coming up out of the collar of hisbodyliner.

“Load up your impact boomers!”

His hands responded before his brain did. He snapped the standard magazine out of the KC-9 and
snapped the impact boomersin.

“On my three, we re going to lay down covering fire and you' re going to blow the biggest tree you can
seeto hell and gone.”

About to raise hiswegpon, Hisht froze. “1 . . .” Noseridgesflared open asfar asthey’d go, he began to
shake.

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr, hecan't...”

Torin shot Kichar alook that stopped the words cold. “Hisht!” Shelocked eyeswith him, fully aware
that, to the rura Krai, trees were home and food and safety and to destroy aliving tree was one small
step away from murder. Hisht wasin the Corps now. “I guarantee there' s something hiding behind that
treetrying to kill your team! Y ou hesitate, they’ re dead!” Reaching out, she turned his face toward the
older growth forest. “ Sakur, Kichar, am high. On my three!

“Onel

“Twol

“Threg”

Drones were programmed with the same ingtincts of salf-preservation nonmechanica soldiers exhibited.
Most living things wanted to stay that way, regardless of species. Blanketing fire from four KC-7s kept
the drones down long enough for Hight to aim and fire.

A glint of metd in the flying debris. Four shots and a sudden blaze of red light. Torin had no ideawhich of
them had actudly hit the drone, nor did she care.

“How did you know?’" gasped Bonninski as they dropped back behind the log.

“If you can’t see the enemy, you shoot at what you can see—the shit they’ re using for cover. Where
would you have been if you’ d been on that side shooting at us?’

“Behind that tree?’

“Isthat aquestion?’

“No, Gunnery Ser...”

The grenade hit the snow by Kichar’ s boot with an ominous thud.

Torin ripped the grenade shield off her vest, scooped up the explosive, and flipped it back a enemy lines.
“Down!”

It blew back behind the enemy position.

When she lifted her head, earsringing, dl four recruitswere staring at her. “Never do that,” she snapped,



reattaching the shield to her vest. Ingtinct had kicked in before brain cells. *'Y ou dap your shield on the
grenade, hit the anchors, and pile whatever’ s handy and inanimate on top. Y ou pick it up, it could blow in
your face. If I'd thrown it too close to atree, asplinter in under the edge of your helmet would kill you
too dead to tank.”

“But that grenade was thrown from close in, so you knew you had more time because it had spent less
timeintheair. And ashield isonly good once; it won't take a second cover, so using it like you did saves
it for later when you might not have the opportunity of areturn throw. Also, if their own grenade returned
does enough damage to the enemy, they’ Il think twice about continuing to use them. Right, Gunnery
Sergeant”?”’

Unableto decideif shewasimpressed or annoyed by Kichar’ sanayss, Torin snorted. “Essentidly right.
But until you get to arank where you don't haveto listen to me—which would mean you' ve stayed adive
about as long—you use your shield the way the nicefolksin R&D intended.”

“It wasjust athunderstick,” Sakur snorted. “We' ve got the frag grenades, not the drones.”

“Y ou sure of that, Sakur?’

“The Corpsisn’'t going to blow usup.” Heblinked at Torin’sexpression. “Isit?’

“No way of knowing, so you trest everything on Crucibldike it can kill you because some of it can.” She
turned to Hisht. “Y ou okay?’

His nose ridges were wide open; short, shalow breaths blew out a constant thin cloud of water vapor.
“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant.”

Hedidn't look okay, but she’ d ded with that later.

“Rest of the platoon’s pinned down in that thinned bit.” Piroj adjusted his scanner and tried to pick up
individua heat sgnatures, but with only the facesradiating it wasn't easy. “Doesn’'t look likethey’ ve
taken alot of damage—thetreesare small, but they’ re screwing up the enemy’ slines of sight. Our Sde’'s
using impact boomers. Crucibleisn’t.”

Elbows planted on the rock, Lirit kept the KC-9 pointed at thefight. “1 heard agrenade, though—
unshielded. Didn’t sound like one of ours.”

“Stupid to tossagrenade in awoods,” the Kral grunted. “ Fighting’ s too close. Wood shards can do us
eadly asthem. Y ou people dwaysforget apointy stick’ Il kill you just as dead as heavy ordinance.”

“We people?’

“Non-Kra.”

“I think if agrenade went off,” Lirit snorted, “I’ d be more worried about shrapnel from the grenade than
bits of tree.”

“Your mistake.” He adjusted his scanner again and frowned. “If our guys stay down, they’re not in bad
shape. They're hard to seein dl that uneven ground. Hard to see means hard to hit, and most of them
seem smart enough to lay off the explosves.”

“Wereyou adeep in tactics, then?’

Heglared at her through the transparent overlay of the scanner. “What?’

“Why would the enemy hold a platoon stationary?’ When he didn’t answer immediately, she answered
for him. “Air rikel”

“Fuk!” Turning, he did down the outcrop of rock they’ d been using as a vantage point, hitting level
ground less than ameter from the rest of the fireteam. M cGuinty staggered back, Ayumi brought her
wegpon up. When Lirit landed beside him asecond later, startling them again, the profanity started.
“Forget that shit,” Piroj snapped, “there could be an air strike by any minute and that could take the
whole platoon out!”

“Anair strike?” McGuinty moved back in close. “How do you know?’

“The platoon’s pinned, being held in place. Simpletactics”

“I told him,” Lirit added.

“So we have to get them moving.” Ayumi swept a skeptical gaze over the other three. “How?

“Easy.” Pirgj shifted hisweight from foot to foot. “We make the enemy think they’ ve been flanked.
Ayumi and McGuinty, go left until your scanner saysyou're lined up with the drones. Lirit and | will go
right. Ten minutesto get into position, then we al start shooting. The enemy won't be hiding from us, so



that' |l give us an advantage targeting. Take out as many of them asyou can, but mostly bring down sound
andfury.”

Lirit grinned and snapped in her impact boomers.

“Air gtrike?’ Sakur’'s eyes darkened to near fuchsia

“Number one reason to immobilize the enemy. Make them atarget for your air support.” This part of the
scenario wasn't supposed to have air support, but then, this part of the scenario wasn't supposed to have
happened so Torin wasn't ruling it out. “ Two responses. One, we move forward fagt, out of thekilling
corridor.”

“Not going to happen, Gunnery Sergeant!” Bonninski jerked her head toward the thicker trees, and
amost in response another piece got blown out of the top of their log.

“It'snot as easy asyou think to hit amoving target you can barely see,” Torin told her. “On the other
hand, once they redlize we re moving, it's not awaste of ammo to spray the whole damned area. They’d
be guaranteed to hit something. Marginaly more survivable than an air strike, though.”

“But if they’ re not firing letha rounds,” Sakur began. Paused. “One shot in thelegisnonlethd, haf a
dozen...

“Could cut your leg off at theknee,” Torin told him matter-of-factly, pleased that he was thinking.
“Swell,” Bonninski sighed. “ And the second response?”’

“Takethe fight to them. Charge them behind a spray of impact boomers. Hit them with the lighter stuff as
they break cover.”

“And we learn whose morale is stronger.”

Thistime there was no question, Torin wasimpressed. “Exactly.” She nodded at Kichar, whose cheeks
darkened under her scanner. “If oursis, they run. If theirs equals ours, it comes down to hand-to-hand.
To hand. Occasiondly claw. And that is aways more survivable than an air strike.”

“What if they have more stronger morale, Gunnery Sergeant?’ Hisht asked.

Torin snorted, glad to see he was taking an interest again. “ That won't happen.”

“Actualy, Gunnery Sergeant,” Kichar began reluctantly, “on Norton’sDown, the. . .”

“I didn’'t say that it has never happened,” Torin interrupted. “I said it wouldn't happen. Not here, not
NOW.
They lay quietly for afew moments; the enemy kept up random fire, the recruits shot back enough to
keep them from advancing. Torin saw no more of the red flares that indicated a drone had been taken
down, but neither did she hear any of the screaming that suggested arecruit had. There' d be more small
suff, like Bonninski’ s crease—the point of Crucible was to teach proto-Marineshow to act under fire,
and that didn’t work if they knew they wouldn’t be hurt—but aslong as everyone kept their heads, they
should get through thiswith minima damage. Right up to and not including that possible air strike.

There had been a scenario afew years ago; a platoon had gotten pinned four daysin and an air strike
had knocked the lot of them out with gas bombs. They’ d woken with headaches and dead Marine
scrawled on their combat vests. Their DIs had not been impressed and had bounced the whole lot of
them back to day one hundred. The second time through, they’ d kicked Crucibl€’ s ass. Two of them had
landed in Sh' quo Company, and Torin had to admit they were among the most motivated Marines she'd
ever known.

If she, personaly, got caught in agas-out today, she was going to be very pissed.

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr?”’

“Kichar.” Torin shot at aweird-looking shadow and dropped back down onto the packed snow.

“What would you do here?’

“I'mdoingit.”

“No, I meant, what would you do in response to this Situation, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“If I wasyour senior DI?’

“Yes, srl” Her cheeks darkened again. “ Gunnery Sergeant.”

“But I’'m not your senior DI, and thisis his platoon. I’ m therefore going to do what Staff Sergeant Beyhn
tellsmeto do. Just likeyou are.”

Sakur glanced up at the sky through the bare branches of the trees. “ Staff Sergeant Beyhn hasn't told us



to do anything, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“And yet the entire platoon went to ground and returned fire.. . .” Two quick shots at that same weird
shadow. “. . . and are till dive.”

“Y eah, but that’ s because we weretrained . . .”

“By?

“Staff Sergeant Beyhn.” Sakur shook his head, took a quick shot of his own, and dropped down to grin
at her. “Point taken, Gunny.”

What the hell; they were pinned down together behind arotten log, in afrozen forest, expecting an air
srike, and—so fa—no one in this particular group of recruits had done anything particularly stupid. She
let the gunny stand.

“ Gunny?’

“Mgor.”

They were with Platoon 71 but not of it; the private channel reinforced that. The enemy’sguns made it
eader to keep her voice under eavesdropping volume in such close quarters.

“Not a lot of com chatter. Of any kind.”

“No, gr, thereisn't.”

“You think the DIs are being a little too quiet?”

Officidly, they had the codes for the group channd. She was pleased to discover that the mgor had
picked up the codes the DIswere using as well. Not that those codes were doing much good right now.
“| suspect they changed codes the moment we hit dirt.”

“| sure as hell hope s0.”

So did she since other reasons for the silence were more disturbing, athough they better explained the
total lack of orders from Staff Sergeant Beyhn. DIsdid not get injured on Crucible. But then, Crucible
didn’t change scenario parameters after the platoons were dirtside either.

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr?”’

“Kichar.”

“Can’'t the enemy lock on your com signd?’

“Y es. Bare minimum of fifteen secondsto get alock,” she added as Kichar opened her mouth again.
“And at that, they have to be actively scanning for asigna.”

“Areyou of knowing they aren’t, Gunnery Sergeant?’

Hisht' s Federate apparently took a beating under stress. “No, I’ m not. That’s why we kept it under
fifteen. There satime code on the upper left of your scanner; it reset automaticaly off the OP when we
landed. Useit.”

Hiseyes nearly crossed as hetried to look at her and his scanner smultaneoudly.

The unmistakable blast of impact boomers sounded from the treesto her left, near the leading edge of the
platoon and then, a heartbest |ater, from the other side.

Hight' sridges dammed shut. “They rain destruction!”

Archaic but succinct. Also, wrong. “No, those are ours.”

“ Platoon!”

And here, findly, was the staff sergeant.

“ Fireteams in the back half of the march, advance toward the enemy on my word. Give me sound
and fury, but don’t waste ammo! Go!”

“Hidt?’

“I canrainfor my team.”

“All right, then.” Torin rose with the rest of the fireteam under cover of the impact boomers.

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr?” Kichar had to shout to be heard as they advanced. “Why only the rear
fireteams?’

“Why do you think, Kichar?’ Something dammed into her combat vest, but no darms sounded, so she
ignoredit.

“Because the front teams would wak into the fire from whoever flanked the enemy.”

“Whoever?’



“The scout teeam?”

“Don’'t ask me questions you know the answer to, Kichar. It'sannoying.”

“How do you program morale?’ Maor Svensson asked, a coffee pouch in hisright hand and hisleft
under Dr. Soan’'sdate. “That’ sgot to be skirting closeto that old Al issue.”

“Wadll, | don’t blame them for running. Whedling. Hovering. Whatever it isthey do.”

“They havelegs and feet, so mosily they run.”

“Good for them.” Hands shoved deep in her pockets, the doctor paced seven strides away, seven back.
“I"d haverunif I'd had any idea of whereto go!”

“Y ou were perfectly safe, ma am.” Torin would rather have been circulating around the fireteams with the
other NCOs, but from the look Beyhn had shot her when he' d discovered both she and the mgor had
been in the thick of the fight, she suspected she wouldn’t be welcome. “ The drones were programmed to
missyou. Y ou did theright thing, staying where weleft you.”

“And at therisk of being annoyingly repetitive, you left me!” Color burned high on each cheek. “You
were supposed to be protecting me.”

“Inthe old scenario.”

She turned on the mgjor, pulling off amitten to jab afinger a him. “1 am not a scenario!”

Magor Svensson shrugged carefully so as not to move hishand. Y ou weren't in any danger, Doc.”

They had gone back for her when the platoon had started doubling away from the killing corridor,
tucking back into formation and staying beside her as they made the best time possible over the rough
terrain until the scout team had led them down into arough gully where arock overhang would give them
cover in the event of enemy air support. Where, between the rock and their gear, they’ d be invisible from
the air. Wounds were tended, al of them too small to require the doctor’ sinvolvement. Pain killers and
gtimulants were pulled from packs as energy levels sagged with the fading of adrendine.

“ Gunnery Sergeant Kerr.”

Torin looked up to see Beyhn and the two sergeants standing together at the edge of the gully. It took a
moment for her to redize what was wrong—all three had their helmets off and one of them, probably
Beyhn, was subvocdizing into hisimplant. “ Staff Sergeant.”

“ A moment of your time.”

That didn't sound like arequest. Interesting.
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“Go ahead, Gunny. Y ou want me to come with?’

“Forget it,” Dr. Soan snapped. “Y ou're staying right herel” Crouching, she checked the screen on her
date. “ Adrendine seemsto cause an interesting response in the polyhydroxide al coholydes.”

The mgor frowned down at what he could see of hishand. “ Defineinteresting?’

“I can't yet. But they're ftill remarkably active on acdlular level, perhaps even more than they were last
night. How badly doesyour head hurt?’

“It does't.”

Shefolded her arms.

“It'sno big dedl.” When her foot started to beat out an impatient rhythm againgt the snow, he sighed,
took aswallow of hiscoffee, and looked up at Torin. “I guess|’m staying here.”

Thethree DIswere quiet as Torin walked up to them. They shuffled closer when she stopped, and
indicated that she should remove her helmet. *'Y ou want to make sure Mgor Svensson isn't listening in,”
she said asshe dipped it off.

Beyhn'seyes darkened. “Isthat a question, Gunny?’

“Not redly, no.” Helmet tucked under her arm, she scratched under the edge of her toque, then nodded
at the brilliant blaze of the staff sergeant’ s hair. “Bad examplefor the other di’ Taykan, Staff, and
noticeable from above.”

“The enemy hasno ar support in this part of the scenario.”

“Do you know that for certain? The scenario has dready been changed, and that attack seemed air strike
specific.”

“Forget about the air strike! Therewasno air strike!” 1t took avigble effort for him to lower hisvoice.



“The quegtion is: who changed the scenario?’

“Thismorning you thought the cold had fukked with the program.”

“A failure of an attack program to launch isonething,” he snarled. “ A whole new attack is something
entirdy different.”

“Can’'t argue with that.” He expected her to, though; Torin could seeit in hisface and, in spite of the
cold, shewas Hill getting a pheromone hit off him. Thistime, she was close enough to seethat his masker
was on the highest setting. Time to change the subject. “| think your masker’ s broken, Staff.”

“No.” Looking miserable, Sergeant Annatahwee shook her head. “This one came off one of the recruits.
Worked there but not on him.”

“He isgtanding right here!”

Annatahwee shifted her weight. “ Sorry, Staff.”

Pushing past the rising desire, Torin forced hersdlf to concentrate. “ Check to seeif one of the recruitsis
carrying aspare. Maybe two in tandem will work.”

“Good ideal” Sergeant Jiir began to ped away from the group, but Beyhn grabbed his shoulder and
pulled him back. Nose ridges completely closed, he still reacted to the staff sergeant’ s touch but
managed to stop himself before he rubbed up against the much larger mal€e' sleg.

“Doit later,” Beyhn snapped. “I think an unscheduled ambush is higher priority than your species —both
your species —inability to contral its biology. The ambush has convinced me that the changes are atest.”
Torinfiled thefirgt part of his statement away for futurereaction and concentrated on the second. “A tet?
What kind of atest?’

“There have been rumorsthat some of the DIs have been giving the scenario specifics away to thelr
recruits. The recruits have fewer screwups, the DIslook good. Y ou look good enough and you' Il move
up the promotionsligt.”

Sand on the front lines and you'’ [ move up the promotions list, Torin thought asthe staff sergeant
continued.

“Too many platoons|ook too good, and it sets off darms. Eventually, Command does something.”
“Thisisadangerous something,” Torin pointed out, breathing shallowly through her teeth. “If the DIs
don’t know what' s going on, there sagood chance recruitswill get hurt. Badly hurt.”

No one disagreed with that assessment.

“Have you contacted the OP?’

“If we're being tested,” Beyhn snarled, “that’ s the last thing we want to do. We take whatever they can
throw at us—and we don’'t go crying to our sheshan.”

“They haveto tell you what they’re up to, Staff Sergeant.”

“Dothey?’

Torin didn’t actually have an answer for that.

“We need to see the scenario you downloaded,” Annatahweetold her. “To seeif it’' sthe same asours.”
“You think | may bethe safety?”’

“No,” Beyhn declared, histone unarguable. “I think you and the mgjor are part of the test. Observersto
see how we react when things are changed.”

“I’'mnot.” Unless she didn’t know she was. She could be here to be exactly that, an observer sentinto
dlay the suspicions of Command, unaware of it until her debriefing back on Ventris. If they’d sent her in
with ordersto observe, that would have been one thing, but putting her in another position to find out
what was really happening after the fact, after Marinesdied, that really pissed her off. “I don’t mind
following orders,” she growled as she pulled out her date. “But | hate being manipulated.” Two tapson
the screen pulled up the scenario. She passed it over to Beyhn, and the three DIs huddled over it.
“Chreen!” Jir snarled amoment later, showing teeth. “Identica download.”

“What about Mgjor Svensson?’ Beyhn handed the date back. “ He has the download?’

“Hedoes”

“Canyou get alook at it?’

“Themgor was as surprised as | was this morning when that attack never came.”

“Hewould be, wouldn't he?” The staff sergeant focused past her shoulder, and Torin knew he was



watching the mgjor and Dr. Soan. “ Crucible seems like a strange place for physical therapy.”

“He came out of combat, he’ s going back into combat. Crucible lets Dr. Soan run tests under controlled
combat conditions.”

“Not as controlled as they should be.”

True. “All right. I'll check the details of Mgor Svensson’s download, but | till think you should contact
the OP and find out what’ sup.”

“Isthat an order, Gunnery Sergeant?”’

Beyhn' stone was aggressve enough it pulled Jir’ slips back off histeeth. “It’ syour platoon and it’ s your
scenario,” Torintold himflatly. “It' sasuggestion.” The for now was heavily implied. With no intention of
blemishing Beyhn's spotlessrecord last trip out before retiring, Torin would pull rank al over hisassthe
moment she thought he was actively putting hisrecruitsin danger. It was weirdly easy not to think of his
ass. The pheromones seemed to be down to more normal levels and those in the air had dissipated.
“The OP will be observing the tes—think on that.” Hislip curled. “I’'m sure they have orderstolieto any
DI who askstoo many questions.”

“Then let me have the codes, and I'll ask them some questions. Y ouwon't comeintoit at all.”

“I will not beleft out of it!” Hair whipping back and forth, he pivoted on one hed and stomped off. It
wasn't much of astomp, given the combination of inherently graceful di’ Taykan body language and the
snow, but the intent was clear.

Torin did her hemet on and smiled at the two junior DIs. “What the hell isup with him?” she demanded
as Annatahwee took half astep back and Jiir closed hislips over histeeth in aconciliatory movement.

“I wish we could tdl you, Gunny.” The Kra sergeant pulled his helmet back on over histoque. “He's
been touchy lately—not in adi’ Taykan way, but . . .”

“Yeah, | getit.” Sherolled amittened hand in the air, indicating he should move on.

“We thought it was just the thought of retiring. He doesn’t want to, this has been hiswholelife, but he got
amessage from home and, well, it smakinghim .. .”

“Slightly crazy,” Annatahwee put in dryly. “We' ve been cutting him dl kinds of dack, but . . .”

But, indeed. Most Marines never lost their trained reaction to asenior DI—even those currently working
with him. Command would have made sure that neither Jiir nor Annatahwee had gone through in one of
Beyhn's platoons, but, other than that, they were on their own.

“What about the pheromones?’

“They’re strong. Or they don't exist at dl. Wefigure they’retied to hisemotiond state and, you know,
welivethroughit.”

“The Corps needs more femae Krai,” Jir moaned. Looked up at the other two. His nose ridges snapped
shut. “Sorry.”

Torin waved it off. “I've heard it before. Has Jonin spoken to ether of you?’

They exchanged glances and shrugged.

“He saleader anong the di’ Taykan recruits,” Annatahwee offered.

“Three-letter last name, I’ m not surprised. There' s something going on with him and the staff sergeant.”

“ Something about their families?’

“Could be.” Taykan hierarchy didn’t usually cause problems, but if Beyhn was being forced to retire by
hisfamily and Jonin’ sfamily were their direct superiors. . . Torin could see how that might be trouble.
“Jonin’sin my squad. I'll talk to him.”

“Jonin’s not who we need to talk to,” Jiir snorted. “We need to talk to the guy in the sky, and the staff
sergeant’ srefusing. Stupid fukking system that only givesthe codes for the OP to the senior DI. What the
hdll isup with that?’

“The Corps movesin mysteriousways,” Annatahwee muttered.

“Should we need to, and I’ m not saying we do,” Torin added, “can we contact Staff Sergeant Dhupam
and get her codes?”’

Jir' snoseridgesflared. “The platoons are ddliberately isolated. All necessary contact would be made
through the OP. And we can’t contact the OP because we don’t have the codes unless the staff
sergeant’ smed-aert goes off.”



Right. She knew that. Thelast part anyway. The odds were good that at the moment both sergeants
were conddering the placement of nonletha wounds.

“1f you' re finished with my sergeants, Gunny, | need them back.” Back on his PCU, Beyhn sounded
amog jally.

Torin figured there were two ways she could approach Mg or Svensson about hisdownload . . .

“Sir, may | examinethe scenario in your date?’

... but the direct approach seemed best.

“In case I’ve got adownload of what' s actualy happening?’

“Yes, gr.” It was aconclusion anyone with more than three functioning brain cells might come to.
Shifting his wegpon away from his body, he took his date from hisvest and passed it in front of the
doctor. “Isthiswhat you four were doing back in the gully?’

“Yes, dr.” Thefooting was secure enough she could split her attention between walking and scrolling
through the mgjor’ s scenario. Point by point, it wasidenticd to hers. “Dr. Soan?’

“I don’'t have ascenario of any kind on my date.” The doctor stepped up on afdlen log the other two
had been able to step over, shifted the weight of her pack, and stepped down. “And | guarantee no one
could have put one there without my knowing.”

“He should call the platform,” the magjor mused, gaze seeking out Staff Sergeant Beyhn walking up
ahead. “ See what they haveto say.”

No mention of his nameto attract attention. Torin wondered how long the OP would attempt to contact
Staff Sergeant Beyhn before they sent the VTA down to find out what the hell was going on. “And if the
OP saysthings are proceeding as planned, Sr?’

“Then at least we know there’ sa plan, however fukked, and no one changed things on the fly last night.
I’ sunusual for di’ Taykan to deep alone,” he added as Torin leaned around the doctor to look at him.
“His pheromones are abit off.”

The mgor flushed. “Y eah, noticed that, too. | could order him to contact the platform. Y ou think it may
come down to me taking command of the platoon, Gunny?’

“It had occurred to me, sir.” Essentidly.

That night, they camped 16.2 kilometers from their first camp in aheavy copse of trees next to thelarge
lakethey’ d been pardlding al day. Although the ambush had delayed them, the origina scenario would
have delayed them aswell, so they were within the five-kilometer adjustment of where they should be.
They drew water from the wide mouth of asmall creek and set up sheltersin arandom pattern within the
area covered by the perimeter pins. The di’ Taykan set their communal shelter up againgt ariseinthe
land; by the time they finished, it had become part of the landscape.

“The di’ Taykan know how to work with snow,” Mgor Svensson acknowledged, accepting his med with
anot entirely hidden grimace. “Let’ s hope none of them get lost on their way back from the latrine, or
they’ Il never find it again,” he added, waving off Torin’s offer to switch meals.

“No maskersingde the shelter, Sir, so | doubt it.”

“I'd like to take some readings asit gets colder, Mgor.” Dr. Soan stared suspicioudy at her peppered
noodles, before winding one around her spork. “ Do you think you could keep your mitten off for—oh,
say— forty minutes?’

“After | eat.”

“Of course. But before you spend another hour behind abush.”

“An hour?” Torin asked, not liking the sound of that considering how long he' d been out of the shelter
lessthan eighteen hours earlier.

The mgor sghed. “1 wasn't behind abush for an hour.”

“Fine, you chatted with afew recruits after you finished. Y ou were behind abush for fifty-five minutes.”
Waving aspork of noodles, the doctor continued before he could protest again. “I’d adso liketo take a
few readings on your bowels. We regrew your lower intestine from scratch, and whileit doesn't involve
any new technology, it could be. . .”

“Dr. Soan!” All three of them rose as Kichar charged through the trees toward them. “Y ou’ re needed
ma am! Staff Sergeant Beyhnishaving asaizurel”



SEVEN

TORIN ROCKED TO A STOP dmost on Dr. Soan'shedsand stared at the fifteen di’ Taykan
surrounding Staff Sergeant Beyhn's shelter. Just under half of Platoon 71 was di’ Taykan, standard
numbersfor infantry, and grouped together they made an imposing—and colorful—barricade.
Somewhere in the group, Masayo could be heard praying; Torin hoped she was praying that the whole
multicolored lot of them would come to their senses before bad things happened.

Sergeants Jiir and Annatahwee appeared to the left of the shelter, skirted the outer di’ Taykan, and
hurried around to Torin’sside.

“They won't let usin,” Jiir snarled, hislipsal the way off histeeth. “I don’t want to start anything, but . .
“But we can hear the staff sergeant in there, and he doesn’t sound good,” Annatahwee finished. “His
med-aert went off about fifteen minutes ago, but the readings don’t make any sense.”

“Giveittome!” Dr. Soan threw out an imperious hand.

When the mgjor nodded, the sergeant handed Dr. Soan her date.

“Yes,” she muttered amoment later, staring down at the screen, * Saying these don't make any senseis
an understatement.” Her head snapped up at the sound of an extended moan. “That’sit. I'm...."

“I’'m sorry, Dr. Soan.” Jonin stepped away from the others—far enough for separation but close enough
to maintain the protection of numbers. “We can’'t dlow you to come any closer.”

“Don’t beridiculous.” Shetook a step |€eft, then astep to her right, a subgtitute for forward motion. “If
the staff sergeant hashad asaizure. .

“It wasn't asaizure. Staff Sergeant Beyhn's condition is purely a Taykan metter.”

“Staff Sergeant BeyhnisaMarine, and that makes it aMarine matter.” Mg or Svensson pushed past
Torin to stand at the doctor’ s Sde as another moan rose from the tent in the center of the ring of recruits.
“Move”

“No, gr!” Jonin cameto attention but stayed where he was, hair flipping randomly around hishead. “I’'m
sorry, Sir! But we can't.”

“Can't?

“Jonin . . .” Torin drew his attention before he could answer. Everyone involved in this standoff was
armed, and the di’ Taykan looked spooked enough to do something stupid. Stupider. And their vison
was dgnificantly better than either Humansor Kra inlow light. “. . . isthiswhat you were worried was
going to happen?’

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“Y ou knew about this, Gunny?’” the mgor demanded without taking his eyes off the massed di’ Taykan.
“Not exactly, sr.” Shewasn't happy about Jonin not coming to her when this became a Corps matter, as
it had the moment Staff Sergeant Beyhn had become unable to do hisjob, but now wasn't the time.

A third moan twisted and became a pained wail.

“Dr. Soan, have you had Taykan patients?’

“Of course | havel”

“Jonin, Staff Sergeant Beyhn obvioudy needs medicaattention. Y ou lot aren't able to provideit, or you
wouldn’t all look scared shitless. Let Dr. Sloan through. No one else needsto goin.”

“Thisign't...”

Thewail did sdeways and lifted the hair on the back of Torin’s neck. It was hard to tell, given the lack of
light, but the di’ Taykan closest to her seemed to be breathing heavily.

“Jonin!” The pae pink hair made Sakur easy to spot in the dusk. “We don’'t know what to do! Maybe
the doctor does!”

“What would a Human know?’ Jonin demanded angrily, whirling to face this breach in solidarity.

“How the fuk would | know?” If Jonin sounded angry, Sakur sounded desperate. “I’ m not adoctor!”
“Jonin!”

He turned and refocused on Torin.

“What do they say about corpsmen?’



“About ... ?”

“About corpsmen, Recruit! Or weren't you listening during training?’

“Sir!” After 122 days of training, he responded involuntarily to the tone. “ That corpsmen have no
species, gr!”

“Neither do doctors. Now let her in.”

For amoment, Torin thought he was going to refuse. Then his hair flattened, he nodded, and stepped
asde. Behind him, the living barricade split. Every movement she made expressing her very negative
opinion of the sSituation, Dr. Soan ssomped toward Staff Sergeant Beyhn's shelter. The barricade closed
behind her.

“Y ou might want to mention at some point,” Mgor Svensson growled by Torin'sear, “that | outrank
you.”

“They’ rerecruits, Sir,” Torin reminded him at the same low volume. “ Officers are beyond their
experience. NCOs, they understand.”

“Y our thoughts on what we should do about this?” He jerked his head toward the massed di’ Taykan.
“| think we should break it up, sir.” The longer it continued, the worse it looked to the rest of the platoon.
“It' sdl yours, Gunny.”

“Thank you, Sir.” She meant it, too. The mgjor stepping back made her job easier. “All right; Jonin,
Sakur, Lirit—take up perimeter positions around Staff Sergeant Beyhn' sshdlter! Therest of you. . "
The southwest perimeter pin went off.

“...rgoinyour fireteams, now! Defensive positions Move!”

They moved. Inanimate objects moved when she used that tone.

Southwest wasthe |ake.

“Sergeant Jir! Light it up!”

She heard the sergeant ydll, “ Sone!” and amoment later aflare exploded over theice.

“Holy fuk!”

Torin didn’t recognize the voice, but it was afair response. What was atank doing out there? Squinting
into afreezing wind, she searched her scanner for air support or drones. Nothing. So the more relevant
question would be: why was atank out there dl alone?

Thefirgt shell went long. One of the sergeants must have activated the screamer in the northeast
perimeter pin and messed up the shdll’ s guidance system, but even haf akilometer on the far sde of the
camp, the explosion was dtill nearly desfening.

“Son of afukking bitch!” Maor Svensson rose up onto his elbows to stare over the rock they’ d dropped
behind. “ That was no thundershot!”

Thundershots, amuch larger verson of the grenades thrown by the drones, were sound and fury and
impressive pyrotechnics but essentidly harmlessif everyone kept their heads.

“Sounded like an HE antitank round, Sr.”

“Y ou hiding atank you' re not telling me about, Gunny?’

“No, gr.”

“Then what the hell isgoing on here?’

Her scanner picked up no life sgns. The tank was essentialy abig drone. “ Seemslike Crucibl€ strying
tokill us, gr.”

The second shot blew a hole in the woods to the west.

Bresthing heavily, Sergeant Jir dropped to the snow beside her. “ Serley thing' sfiring antitank rounds!
There must’ ve been a screwup in the load commands.”

“Why doesthe Crucible even have HE roundsin atraining area?’ the major asked tightly.

“We use them sometimes to make apoint, Sir.”

“Y ou might want to rethink that, Sergeant.”

“Yes, gr. What do we do?’

“Wedopit,” Torin growled.

“With sevens and nines? No way, Gunny! Not at that distance!” Scanner down, Jir nodded toward the
tank. “ There' sa 20 mm machine gun top mounted. We get close enough and it’ll read the trainers and



pop us off.”

“Then we don't take out the tank; we take out theice.”

“Withwhat?” Jiir rose to gesture out at theice, remembered why that was abad idea, and ducked back
down again. “It'sholding atank! A grenadewon’t crack ice that thick, and we' d be Sitting vertak getting
close enough to set ademo charge.”

“Give me aperimeter pin. Stone!” Prone behind aridge of frozen beach gravel, the big Human turned his
head at the sound of hisname. “I need your 9.”

Jiir pulled apin out of hisvest as Stone cleared two meters of open shordline between one heartbesat and
the next and dove behind the rock.

“Activate the pin, Sergeant.” Torin handed Stone her KC-7 and hooked the KC-9' s strap over her
shoulder. Plucking the activated pin from the sergeant’ s palm, she dropped it down the barrdl.

“Never do this,” the mgjor mentioned conversationalyas she got to her knees and raised the weapon to
her shoulder. “The barre’ slikely to explode.”

“But...”

A third shell exploded in the trees southeast of the camp. Given the tank’ sfiring pattern and their position
outsde the southwest pin, they’ d just run out of options.

“The Gunny’ s done this before. Heads down!”

Problem was, if the pin jammed, the barrel could explode. It was't likely given relative sizesand the
stupid-proof construction of the wesgpon, but it was possible. Weighing that possibility against the
certainty that the tank would wipe out the camp and everyonein it with its next couple of shots, Torin
amed low and pulled thetrigger. A spray of ice Sx metersin front of the tank and seventy degrees off
marked where the pin impacted. “ Set the screamer!”

“Impact probably destroyed it,” Jir muttered, jabbing at hisdate.

“There sachance,” Torin admitted. The pinswere Marine-resstant, but very few things were built
Marine-proof. She watched in her scanner asthe tank’ s big gun pivoted around to the right searching for
this new perimeter pin. Confused by the screamer, it fired.

Theshdl dammed through theice.

The recruits holding defens ve positions dong the shore were completely silent.

Water and ice together muffled the explosion.

Half a heartbest later, sounding like a platoon’ sworth of KC-7sal firing a once, the ice began to crack.
With aboom that echoed off the trees, the rear of the tank dropped.

The tracks spun, grabbing air and spraying water up over the tipping dab.

Three seconds later, it was dl over. The only sound on the lakeshore was the sound of waves dapping
agang theholeintheice.

“On Carlong,” Mgor Svensson said into the silence, “there was abig old icewall holding back ariver.
Gunnery Sergeant Kerr fired aperimeter pin at it, and the enemy’ s mortars took it down, wiping out the
leading edge of their advance. Bought us afew hours where no Marines died. She was a staff sergeant
then, of course.”

“Of course,” Jir muttered, staring out at the spreading patch of open water. “ Aren’t tanks supposed to
be waterproof?’

“Not as much asthey’d like you to think. I’ Il keep thisfor awhile,” Torin told Stone, gesturing with the
KC-9 astherecruit got dowly to hisfeet. “| want to make sure| didn’'t damageit. All right, people!” She
raised her voice, letting the sound lift the surrounding fireteams up onto their feet. Beyhn was out and
Cruciblewas using live ammo; she' d be damned if she was giving way to apair of sergeants. “I want a
tightened perimeter and damage reports. Movel” She turned to the mgjor. “ That last shell sounded too
close to the camp—thefiring system had probably started to compensate for the screamers. We may
haveinjured.” Had she been part of the platoon, she' d know because the medica information on every
recruit would have been in her date. Asit was, she knew the mgjor hadn’t been hit, and that wasit.
“Ded withit, Gunny.” He turned back toward the camp. “Assoon as| get the codes out of Beyhn's
date, | want afew wordswith our eyesin the sky!”

“Yes, ...



“Gunny?’

Momentarily unable to form thewords, Torin pointed past his shoulder at the rising streek of light
drawing agleaming, deadly line againg the night sky.

“That can’'t...” Heshook hishead. “. . . can’'t be what it looks like.”

“I hopeyou'reright, Sir.” Because it looked like a surface-to-air missile.

A moment later, pieces of the OP began to rain fire through the atmosphere; shooting stars against the
darkness that represented the deaths of the eleven Marines and six Navy corpsmen who had been on
board when the missile hit. There could also have been up to adozen wounded recruits from the other
three platoons dirtsde in the sick bay—no way to tell watching from the ground as the station fell and
burned.

All dong the shore, Marines who' d been on their way back to camp stood and stared at the sky.

Torin took adeep breath and when she was certain nothing but what she intended would show in her
voice, snapped, “1 could have sworn | gave you lot something to do!”

“They blew up the Orbital Platform, Gunnery Sergeant!”

“Someone did,” she dlowed. “ And there' s not adamned thing we can do about it, but we can do
something about a blasted perimeter and possible casudties, so move!”

They moved.

When it was just her and the mgjor on the frozen beach, Torin glanced a her deeve. “They timed the
misslefor just after the NirWentry’sjump to Susumi.” Sheforced her teeth to unclench, forced her
tongue away from her implant. The upgrade had reserve power, but who the hell was she going to talk
to. “Eight days before another ship’sin system.”

“The OP had a Susumi beacon,” Mg or Svensson said in the same quiet voice. “ They might have had
timeto get amessage off.”

“Yes, gr. That'spossble”

But neither of them believed it.

A splintered branch about twelve centimeterslong and less than one in diameter had been flung likea
dart under the edge of Recruit di’ Lammin Oshyo's helmet, into and through her right eye socket, and
then her brain.

“There sno exit wound.” Torin straightened and wiped wet hands on her thighs. “Probably splintered
further when it hit the back of her skull.”

“Y ou keep telling them to keep their helmets on,” Sergeant Annatahwee muttered. “Likeit fukking
meatters sometimes.”

There was nothing Torin could say to that, so she moved on. Soon Sung Cho, the recruit positioned next
to Oshyo, had taken afacid laceration from a second piece of flying debris. It had opened his cheekbone
deep, but Cho had pinched the wound closed and sprayed alayer of sealant onit. A handful of snow had
scrubbed the blood from his combats. One injury, one death, one tank; it could have been alot worse.
Perimeter pins had been reset and teams two/one and two/two—less Lirit who remained at Beyhn's
shelter— were standing the first four-hour watch, individuas placed close enough together that their lines
of sight overlapped. If tanks were out there firing live rounds, bets were off on what €l se might show up.
Perimeter pins might no longer be enough. Moonlight and starlight reflected off the snow, and the sentries
navigated the bands of shadow between the treeswith their scanners down, using aslittlelight as
possible.

“Campissecured, Sr.”

“Good.” Mgor Svensson glanced toward the lake, just barely visible through the trees. “Wheat the hell do
you think isgoing on, Gunny? Thisis morethan just aglitch.”

“Best guess: someone has hacked Crucible' ssystem, Sir.”

“The Others?’

Torin thought amoment before answering. When the Others came into Confederation space, they
invaded to advance their perimeter. If Crucible was suddenly in contested real estate, then the Corps had
alot more to worry about than the loss of itstraining facility. If the Others had devel oped anew battle
plan, however, aplan to take out the Marines at the source . . . “Thisisalittle subtle for them, sir, but



they are who we refighting. There sno ship in system eight days out of ten; if they timed it right, they’d
only have the Orbitad Platform and its satellites to avoid—easy enough for agood pilot inasmal VTA.
Once down, they find the nearest CPN . . .”

“Not exactly difficult,” the mgor grunted, pulling off helmet and toque as one unit and running ahand
back over his head. “The damned things aren’t more than aday’ s march apart.”

“In case something goeswrong.”

Heraised apae brow. “Wherewrong isn't referring to antitank rounds being fired at recruits?’

“Yes, sr. Thenodes can't be too well hidden, or they wouldn't be very useful in an emergency. Oncethe
Others have cracked the system, they wait until the Navy’s gone, then they blow the OP and control the
satdlites with an uplink from the ground. They have surveillance, the tank proves that—they know where
we are—and at |east some control of the peripherals.”

“Which thetank aso proves.”

The tank gave the Others the most firepower for the least amount of reprogramming.

“Yes, gar.”

“If it ss0 easy for the satdllite to find us, why the hdll didn’t it spot them?’

“Eader to hide from someone who isn't looking for you, Sir. Not to mention,” she added dryly, “the
ETGs mean we ve got aplatoon of recruits with BFFM s built into their combats.” To acertain extent, dl
combats carried enough tech to act as a Better Fukking Find Me. Thetrainersjust went the extra
distance.

“Not to mention: do we gtrip them down?’

“Maybe we should hold that in reserve, Sr.”

“Right.” Headgear back in place, he sighed deeply, blowing out an impressive plume of air and nodded
toward the center of the camp. “Well, while we re contemplating fighting awar in long underwear, let’s
tackle the moreimmediate problem.”

“Staff Sergeant Beyhn.”

“Y ou reed my mind, Gunny.”

“Just part of the service, ar.”

There were ten di’ Taykan around Beyhn' s shelter— of the origina fifteen, one was dead and three were
on watch, so that meant one waslikely in the shelter. Dr. Sloan emerged as Torin glared apath clear to
the entrance.

“He sessentialy stable,” she said, then focused on the two non-di’ Taykan as she pulled on her mitts.
“Everything okay?’ She' d seen to the wounded, complimented Cho' s quick thinking, and then returned
to the gtaff sergeant.

“For certain values of the word okay,” the mgor told her. “What' swrong with Staff Sergeant Beyhn?’
“Waell, he'sanidiot.” One of the di’ Taykan growled. Before Torin could respond, the doctor snarled,
“Don’'t even go there. I’'m not telling you anything you don't already know!”

“Nice someone knows,” Mg or Svensson said pointedly.

“He ddayed the change,” Dr. Sloan snorted. “Used mail order drugsto repress, thus my diagnoss of
idiot.”

“What change?”’

“He sbecoming qui.”

“Qui' Taykan?’

“No, qui seraseral Of course qui’ Taykan. And because of the aforementioned drugs and repression and
idiotic-acy, it snot going well.”

The Taykan had three distinct biologica divisonsover thar life span: the di’ Taykan, the qui’ Taykan, and
thetir Taykan. The qui’ Taykan were the breeders— temporarily fertile, extremely conservative, and
seldom if ever seen away from territory the Taykan claimed astheir own. And that essentialy summed up
everything Torin knew about them. They weren't part of the Corps, so they weren’t her problem. So
they previoudy hadn’t been her problem.

“Jonin.”

“I couldn’t. ..l wantedto. . .” Hishair spread out from his head in acobalt corona, avisible indication



of how upset hewas. “Wedon't talk about it. It isn’t done.”

Behind him, the other di’ Taykan shifted—the movement eerily coordinated.

“It'sgoing to be done now,” Mgor Svensson growled.

Torin had never seen adi’ Taykan look so completely miserable, and she’ d seen them covered in blood,
missing their favorite body parts.

“Yes, gar.”

“And put your damned helmet on!”

“Yes, gar.”

“I thought | could detect adifference before we left Ventris Station, certain variationsin his scent. And
then, that morning when we formed up in the shuttle termind, Staff Sergeant Beyhnwas. ..” Jonin
paused, searching for theword, “. . . softer, but by the time we |eft, hewasright back to beinga. . .”
The second pause suggested Jonin had remembered his audience and was reconsdering hisinitia
description.

“Aggressve son of abitch?’ Mgor Svensson suggested mildly from the sump hewas using asa
command center.

Jonin nodded, hair under the edge of his helmet moving against the motion. “Yes, sr.” Hedidn't look
comfortable with the description, but then he was using aforma aristocratic cadence that once again
reminded Torin of Lieutenant Jarret back at Sh’ quo Company, and aggressive son of a bitch didn’t
exactly fit the tone. No matter how accurate a description of the staff sergeant it might be.

“Once we were on the NirWentry,” Jonin continued, “there were other recruitsin both this platoon and
in Platoon 72 who began to notice changesin the staff sergeant’ s scent. Some of them cameto me. |
suspect dl the di’ Taykan had noticed the changesin scent at this point, but most of them kept it to
themselves. Many of them probably denied even noticing. This. . .” He swallowed, took a deep breath,
and kept going. “. . . to become qui is very private and persond. To spesk of it even among ourselves
goes againgt what we have been taught dl our lives”

“But some spoke of it.”

“Yesdr. There are dways those bound less by cultural expectations than others, and some were
beginning to consider this. . . Situation more as Marines and lessas di’ Taykan.”

“But enough as di’ Taykan that they wanted you to do something about it.”

“Yes, gr. | gpproached Gunnery Sergeant Kerr.”

“And didn't actudly tell me anything,” Torin pointed out.

“I..." Heglanced down at his hands, the long fingerslaced together, then back up again. “No, | didn't.”
One foot shifted, digging a hole in the snow, but he offered no excuses. Torin respected thet, even
through her annoyance. * Usually, when the change comes upon you, you return to your family and go into
seclusion with those of your closest thytrins who have aready changed. They assst in the process. No
disrespect intended, but Staff Sergeant Beyhn waited too long.”

“That' salittle too obvious to be disrespectful,” the magjor noted.

“Yes, Sr. Anyway, it kept getting worse. The staff sergeant’ s decision making began to be affected.”
“The delay in coming to adecision when we were pinned down . . .” Themgjor glanced at hisdeeve. “. .
.thismorning.”

The Crucible day had been divided into twenty-seven hours, sixty-six minutes—as closeto the
twenty-eight hour cycle on the stations as the Corps could manage. It was only 2240. Still the second
day of atwenty-day scenario.

“Yes, gr. Thequi don't . . .” He swallowed and kept going, his eyes so light Torin doubted he could see
through them. He couldn’t close them, not while talking to asuperior, so he did what he could. Torin
didn’'t entirdly blamehim. “. . . ded well withrisk.”

“Wonderful.” Running both hands up under the edge of histoque, Mgor Svensson turned his atention
from Jonin to the doctor. “But the staff sergeant isn't qui yet?’

Dr. Sooan shook her head. “No. Likel said, the drugs he used to delay the change have messed up his
system. He' s changing now, but it’ s hgppening dowly and painfully.”

“Ishefunctiond?’



“Definefunctional. He' s breething on his own, his heart is beating. We can get liquids down him, but I'm
not so sure about solids.”

“Can hewak?’

“No.”

Under the circumstances, that was't unexpected.

“All right, we move him on adtretcher.”

“I’d rather not movehimat dl, Mgor.”

“Unfortunately Doctor, staying hereisn’t an option.” The mgjor forestalled further protest by turning his
attention back to Jonin. “How does the staff sergeant’ s condition affect the di’ Taykan?’ When Jonin
paused alittle too long before answering, the mgor Sghed. “We just had a Single species mutiny, Recruit.
There sobvioudy an effect. What isit?’

“We haveto protect him, gir.”

“Haveto?’ Imperatives with the Taykan took only one form. He nodded toward Jonin’s masker. “New
pheromones?’

“Yes, gr.”

The mgor’ s attention shifted to Torin. “Did you know about the pheromones when you ordered this one,
Sakur, and Lirit to stand guard?’

Torin shook her head. “No, Sir, but they obvioudy weren't going to leave him aone, and that seemed the
best compromise.”

“Good cdl.” Hedrew in along breath and let it out dowly. Information gathering had finished, Torin
redized. Timefor decisons. “The staff sergeant’s masker is't enough to block the effect?”

Torin frowned as Jonin'shair filled. *Y ou’ ve taken the masker off him, haven't you?’ she asked.

He straightened; shoulders squared, chin up. “It’ swrong.”

“For the qui’ Taykan to wear amasker?’ Maor Svensson |ooked less than thrilled, and Torin didn’t
blame him. In accepting three different speciesinto the Corps, Command had redlized it would haveto
make certain concessions, but some of those concess ons were damned inconvenient.

“Yes, gar.”

Interesting that Jonin’ s tone suggest he didn’t quite agree with the party line. It sounded to Torin like he
waslooking for away out. “Mgor?’

The mgor sighed. “Go ahead, Gunny.”

“It isentirely possible Oshya died because she was distracted by Staff Sergeant Beyhn' s situation. This
stopped being training the moment that tank showed up. Thisis combat now. If the di’ Taykan want to
protect the Saff sergeant, they have to have their wits about them. They have to be Marines.”

Jonin’s eyes began to darken. “We can protect him better if he' sin the masker.”

“Yes”

He stared at her for along moment, his eyes amost cobat again. Then his shoulders relaxed and his hair
began to move, long dow sweeps front to back. “ Permission to give that astherationale for your order
to the other di’ Taykan, Sir?’

Magjor Svensson snorted. “ Do it. And then get the masker on Staff Sergeant Beyhn. Doubleit if you have
to.”

“Even with the masker, one of uswill haveto bewith him at al times, gr.”

“Aslong as he' snot waking, I'll make sure the stretcher bearersare di’ Taykan.”

“Thank you, Sir.” He stood and took a step away.

“Jonin.”

“Sr?’ Startled by the stedl in the mgjor’ s voice, he stopped.

“Do not forget that thisisaMarine Corps problem, not yours alone. If you ever try to take mattersinto
your own hands again, | will personally seeto it that you are not only brought up on chargesleading to, at
best, a dishonorable discharge but given agood swift kick in the ass on the way out—and when | say
you, | mean every di’ Taykan in this platoon. Do you understand?’

“Yes gr!”

The salute was pixe perfect. Torin had no ideahow he managed to pivot on one hed in ankle-deep



snow, but he managed it. “ That went better than he’ d expected,” she said quietly as Jonin rejoined the
other di’-Taykan a Beyhn's shdlter.

“Y ou gave him an option he could work with as both di’ Taykan and Marine. Nice work, Gunny.”
“Thank you, sr.” The di’ Taykan aristocrats who became Marines tended to head for officer training, and
Torin redlized she d just been shown why that was very much to the benefit of the Corps. They’ d been
raised to lead and some of them had been well raised, indeed.

“I"'m not sure about calling it the saff sergeant’ s condition though.”

“Seems a better choice than calling it the result of the staff sergeant’ s dumbass behavior, sr.” Just for that
moment, Torin didn’t bother hiding her disgust. Maybe the Situation with the Elder Races had | eft her
feding alittle sendtive about betraya, but by putting his own desires ahead of the Corps, Beyhn had
abdicated hisresponsbility for the Marines under his command—and that was the one thing she couldn’t,
wouldn’t forgive.

Magor Svensson stared at her for along moment, his expression unreadable.

Torin honestly didn’'t careif he thought she was being too hard line. She only hoped he wasn't going to
suggest shetry to be more understanding of Staff Sergeant Beyhn' s motives because that would definitely
put acrimp in their working relationship.

“I think we' Il stick with condition,” he said at last. Folding his arms, he stretched out his legs and crossed
them at the ankle—a parody of relaxation. “So, what do we do now? We re not in what anyone would
cal adefensible position, and once the Others gain better control of Crucible' s systems, we'll be
thoroughly fukked. It'll take time. I’ m betting the Corps programmers were sufficiently paranoid to layer
security on the scenarios and even the drones themselves, but afew decent techs, given enough time,
could take out every Marine on the planet. Zero risk of retaliation and they’ re gone by the time the Navy
gets back.”

“We need to know how far their control extends,” Torin said, frowning. “1f we could get into the closest
CPN...

“Not without Staff Sergeant Beyhn's codes.”

“They'll beon hisdate”

“Behind heavy encryption,” the mgjor snorted. “If those codes get into the wrong hands.. . .” Hisvoice
trailled off into irony given whose hands currently held the system.

“I think | can dedl with that, Sir.”

His brows rose up to meet the edge of histoque. “Y ou have hacker skills | don’'t know about, Gunny?’
“Not exactly, sr.” Since the Others had the satellites, they had the ability to pick up the sgnasfrom the
PCUs—dll dirtside frequencies were logged with the Orbital Platform on approach. Easy enough to fix
by changing frequencies and setting up eavesdropper darms, but, for the moment, keeping their location
secret was worse than pointless. Torin switched from group to the NCOs' channdl. “ Sergeant Jiir.”

“ Jiir here. Go ahead, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“A moment of your time.”

“On my way.”

The mgjor looked intrigued. “ Sergeant Jiir has hacker skills| don’t know about?’

“No, gr. Hehas....” AsJiir chose that moment to jog up, Torin turned her attention to him. * Sergeant,
who' sthe best hacker in the platoon?’

“Gunny?’

She could hear the concern in hisvoice and smiled. “By the time a platoon hits one twenty, there're
awaysafew recruitstrying to crack the system.” Back in Sh' quo Company they had alance corpora
who could not only crack the system but break it into bits and make those bits march in straight lines.
Torin wished Ressk was here right now. “Which one of them were you watching in case they actually
managed it?’

“That would be McGuinty; he's station-born, been in and out of al kinds of sysemshiswholelife. But . .

“Hée snot introuble, Sergeant. In fact, he could very well save our collective asses. Have him pick up
Staff Sergeant Beyhn'sdate and bring it here.”



McGuinty shoved hishelmet back on his head and frowned at the mgjor. “Y ou want me to hack into the
staff sergeant’s date and get the codes that give accessto the CPNs, Sir?”’

“Isthat a problem, Recruit? Sergeant Jiir said you were close to cracking the Ventris codes.”

“Did he? That’ sgrest, Sir.”

“Not exactly,” Mgor Svensson pointed out dryly, “but snce we' re about to take advantage of your
ills we'll let that dide.”

“Sir! Yes, ar!” When the mgjor raised a brow, histhin cheeks flushed. “ Sorry, sir. Won't Staff Sergeant
Beyhn befurious abouit . . . that doesn’t matter, doesit, Sir?’

“No.”

Cautioudy, looking ready to dive for cover with the dightest encouragement, McGuinty glanced over at
the date now daved to Torin's. “Whendoyou . . .”

“The moment the gunny finishes transferring what she needs. Which would be right now,” he added as
Torin tapped out of the connection and passed the staff sergeant’ s date back to the recruit.

He looked from the mgor to Torin and back to the mgjor again. “Will the two of you bewatching, Sr?’
“What part of now are you having trouble understanding, McGuinty?’

“None, Gunnery Sergeant!”

“So get to work.”

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant.”

Torin sighed, put her hand on his shoulder, and pushed him down into asitting position on the other end
of themgjor’ slog. He gave a muffled squeak, and keeping his eyes|ocked on the screens, pulled out his
date and daved it to the staff sergeant’s. After afew minutes, he looked up.

“I’m going to haveto open. . .”

“Open what you need to,” Torin interrupted. “If any information gets out that shouldn’t get out, I’ [l know
who passed it on.”

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant!”

She went reluctantly when the mgjor beckoned her away, fully aware that her presence was intimidating
but hoping to use it to speed things up.

They didn’t go far, stopping at an old ssump where the mgjor sank down and sat staring up at the stars,
right hand absently working the muscles of histhigh.

“I wasjugt thinking.”

Torinwaited. A thinking officer wasn’t dways agood thing.

“With Staff Sergeant Beyhn down—we ve got the codes alowing usto contact the OP.” Torin tracked
his gaze as he stared up into the sky, at the empty space between the stars where the Orbital Platform
had been. After along moment, he sighed. “All right, then.” Pulling off his mittens, he rubbed his pams
together. “ They change the scenario, we change the scenario. No more games, no more moving from
point A to point B. Our mission now is surviving until the Navy gets back. Huddle with the sergeants,
they know this place alot better than we do, and find us something we can hold.”

“Yes, gar.”

“Dungtan Mills.” Sergeant Jiir tapped his screen, and everyone' s maps scrolled north. “It'sset up like a
colony that’ s been taken by the Others. Training platoon hasto get it back. Sergeant Dleer’ sgroup ran it
just before they reset this section.”

“Soit’sfull of dronesjust waiting to be activated,” Annatahwee sghed. “Why isit we' d want to go
there?”

“It'sset up likeacolony,” Jir repeated, like that should make his reasoning obvious.

Torin, born and raised on Paradise, the first new world the Confederation had settled Humans on,
smiled. Every year growing up, she' d been forced on a pilgrimageto the First Landing Historicd Site.
“You'rethinking it'll have an anchor.”

When the Confederation set acolony of the Y ounger Races down on anew planet, the first building, the
anchor, was a cross between the Marine Corps packets and alarge Vacuum-to-Air transport. Thirty
meters by twenty meters by Six meters, it could withstand both the rigors of space and an atmospheric
entry. It held everything the new colony needed to get started and once emptied became a community



center, ahospita, and— if necessary—afortress.

“I grew up on Sacurr,” Jir told them. “And every year we went to the Festival of First Seedingand I'm
telling you, seventy-one years later that anchor was il in grest shape. The verrkark thingsare
indestructible.”

Annatahwee frowned at her screen. “ And Dunstan Mills has one?”’

“Should have”

“But you don’'t know for sure?’

“Itssetuplikeacolony . ..”

“So you keep saying,” sheinterrupted sharply. “But why would they waste one of these indestructible
anchor things on Crucible?’

“To teach Marines how to do their jobs,” Torin said before Jiir could answer. “Any colony the Corpsis
sent to defend—or retake—will have an anchor. Therefore, any colony used in training needs to have an
anchor aswell. It won't need to be completely tricked out, but it will need to have the same structura
integrity. If Dunstan Millsis set up like acolony, it will have an anchor, and when we can get to it, we can
hold it for aslong aswe need to.”

Annatahwee shook her head. “They know where we are, and they’ [| know where we' re going.”

“They’ll know that no matter where we go, so we might as well head somewhere that’ s worth the trip.”

“Y ou want meto what, Sr?” McGuinty stared up at the mgor with wide eyes.

“There' saCPN at ninety-seven degrees and 1.3 kilometers ; use the map on the staff sergeant’ sdateto
find it, then use his codesto gain access. If the Othersaren’t in control, shut it down. If they are, take the
system back.”

“The syslem? The whole system? Sir, if the Others arein control, taking the system back won’t be easy.
They'll have encryptions, air. Alien encryptions. Thosg |l taketimeto break.” His gaze turned inward, his
brows nearly touching over hisnose. “Maybealot of time,” he muttered.

“Did | say it would be easy, McGuinty?’

The brows snapped apart. “No, sir! How long do | have?’

“We removing out at dawn.”

“Dawn. Right.” He glanced up at the sky as though the stars would give him some hint of when dawn
would be. “I'll disable the staff sergeant’ sdate so it can receive but not send. That'll isolateit, and I'll use
it to back up my work. If you get me to another CPN, | can pick up where| had to leave off.” The
slence pulled his atention back to hislisteners. “Uh, if that’ s okay, Sir.”

“By dl means, disable the staff sergeant’ sdate.” The mgor wasn't bothering to hide his amusement.
“And we |l see what we can do about getting you hooked back up if you haveto bail tonight. Take
another recruit with you—someone who won't be fascinated by what you' re trying to do and will
therefore actualy keep watch and keep an eye on thetime. They'reto check in with the gunny once
you' ve got to the CPN and, if you can’'t immediately shut the node down, every hour after.”

“Yes gr.”

“Wel, go!”

“Sr, yes, gr!”

A few minutes later, as Torin brought the information on Dunstan Millsto the mgor, there was just
enough light to see a pair of shadows heading for the trees; McGuinty and . . . had to be Firgj. The lack
of height madeit aKrai, and Piro] wasin McGuinty’ sfireteam.

“I'll tell the sergeantsto take M cGuinty and Pirgj’ steam off watch and scouting rotations,” Torin said as
the shadows deepened and shelost sight of the two recruits. “If Lirit and Ayumi become the primary
sretcher carriersfor Staff Sergeant Beyhn, that’ Il put al of two/one on specid duties and make it easier
to draw up afair rotation.”

“What do you figure the odds are he can use the staff sergeant’ s codes to shut down this node and keep
the drones off usfor this sector at least?’

“Honedly, gr, not high.”

“Oh?How do you figure, Gunny?’

“Because that would be just too damned convenient, Sir.”



Finding the CPN wasn't the problem; it was exactly where Staff Sergeant Beyhn'smap said it would be,
tucked in behind afalse front on an outcrop of rock. And access wasn't a problem with the staff
sergeant’ s codes.

“That' sinteresting . . .”

“Interesting how?’ Piroj demanded from his position on top of the rock. “Interesting where you can shut
it down and we can haul ass back to camp? Or interesting where I’ m standing around here dl night
watching you try and try and win the war by using your ten precious fingersto rearrange afew onesand
zeros?’

“Interesting where this CPN has definitely been tapped and once you get insde abit, it lookslike the
Othersare usng aweird variation of Marine security encryptions.” McGuinty bent closer over the
screen, bare fingers flying over the surface from one input to the next. “Itis't. It can’t be. But it looks
likeit could be”

Piroj snorted. “lsn't. Can't. Could.”

“I amost cracked Ventris.”

“Y eah and almost right now is going to get our asses bagged.” He turned dowly in place, dataflashing
across his scanner. No enemies. No wildlife either, though that was no surprise, not with the damage that
tank had done to the woods. He came from Nadlirk, the largest city on Kraiyn, had grown up on streets
close enough to the spaceport that he could fed the ground shake whenever one of the shuttleslifted off,
but even he felt the pain of those shattered trees. He' d hate to be Hisht, who came from far enough
upcountry that he' d probably never even touched ground until he was considered an adullt.

The trees here were in one piece, not too big, though, with the rock so close to the surface. The snow
had been disturbed around the base of the outcrop when they’ d arrived and something had gone charging
out of the clearing. Maybe more than one something—al the wildlife he'd ever seen had beenin bars
after payday. He guessed that for red wild animals, 1.32 kilometerswas till alittle closeto dl the
explosons.

“It' sthe dmost that makesthisafukker,” McGuinty muttered. The screen flickered, then steadied, then
flickered again. “ Convinces you that you think you know what you' re doing, then after an hour or so
kicksyou in the nuts and runs off laughing.”

“I think you need to cut back on the stim sticks, McGuinty.” Sighing, he settled into the most comfortable
position possible. “I'll let the gunny know we re going to be here for awhile.”

McGuinty and Pirg] were young—pulling an dl nighter wouldn’t hurt them. It'd certainly hurt alot less
than having every drone on Crucible suddenly show up to pound the shit out of them. Torin had learned
through experience that when facing another long hump on no deep, perspective was everything.

Since she was up, she made afast, lent circuit of the sentry positions. She wouldn't have bothered with
more seasoned Marines at the posts, but thislot were on their first time out and it wouldn't hurt for her to
check up on things.

No one was deegping and no one shot at her—things were going better than she' d anticipated. The night
was quiet beyond the perimeter. The Others seemed to have blown their offensive capabilities with the
sammy and the tank.

“Gunny?’

Torin turned toward the quiet voice. “What isit, Sergeant?’

Her face aflare of red on the scanner, but otherwise nearly invisblein the dark, Sergeant Annatahwee
stopped close enough for them to talk without waking the camp. “I’m not sure we' re doing the right
thing, moving off the scenario.”

“We re moving off because we' re five days from anything we can hold against adetermined assault if we
Say on.”

“A determined assault by what, though? If the Others are on Crucible,” she continued before Torin could
respond, “the odds of them showing up in this section and facing off againgt us are pretty dim. They have
awhole planet to cover.”

“I’m more concerned with their control over the planet’ sarmamentsthan | am with them persondly,”
Torin pointed out. “Y ou agreed we' d be better off heading two days north to Dunstan Mills.”



“I know, Gunny, but I’ ve been thinking. If the Others have cracked the surveillance satdllites. . .”
“Which the tank seemsto indicate they have.”

“.. . thenthey’'ll know where we' re going as soon as we start to move. Dunstan Millsisthe only possible
destination on that heading. They could easily have the dronesin the colony reprogrammed and waiting
for us”

“Ezsily?

“All right, not easily, but . . .” Annatahwee glanced around, as though expecting a protest or support from
an outside source. Torin wondered if she' d been talking things over with Jiir. “We' re supposed to keep
moving. That’swhat this scenario is about; moving the platoon to where it’ s supposed to be.”

“I’d say that standard operating procedure blew with the OP.” Seemed Annatahwee didn’t like having
her scenario messed with.

“But, as Marines, we're supposed to keep moving,” sheinsisted.

Torin bit back a suggestion that the sergeant not tell her what Marines were supposed to do. “If we
weren't dirtside playing silly bugger, then, yeah, we' d continue in our assigned AO, but Since thereé sno
actual reason to keep moving west and thirty-six very good reasons to find a place we can defend, we're
heading for Dunstan Mills. And the anchor.” Her tone suggested that was the end of the discussion, and if
she still had doubts about there being an anchor, she should keep them to hersdlf.

Fortunately, Sergeant Annatahwee caught the subtext and kept face and voice carefully neutra as she
asked, “Will you be taking Staff Sergeant Beyhn's squad?’

“No, divide hisfireteams between you. I’ [l handle the platoon; you two keep handling the pieces. Y ou
know these Marines, | don't.”

“Recruits”

“Sorry?’

She stiffened disapprovingly, the shadows that marked her shoulderslifting and squaring in place. “Y ou
cdled them Marines, Gunny. Until they finish Crucible, they’ re dill recruits”

“Crucible changed the rules, Sergeant. Thisis now acombat Situation and, for that, we need Marines.”
“Saying they’ re Marines doesn’t make them Marines.” Sergeant Annatahwee took a step back as Torin
gmiled.

“It doesif | say it,” she growled.

Torin did out of vest and boots and into her bedrall thinking that the shelter seemed empty with Dr. Sloan
spending the night watching over Staff Sergeant Beyhn. Perspective was afunny thing since, with al three
of them in residence, the shelter had been on the crowded side. With oneless body, it was definitely a
little cooler, but she' d dept in worse and so had Mg or Svensson, who was snoring softly, left arm
thrown up over hiseyesto block the dim light from her deeve. Assheflicked it off, hisnalls glowed
green and then faded so quickly, she wouldn’t have seen it had she not been looking directly at them as
darknessféll.

| wonder if he knows they do that? Making amenta note to ask him in the morning, Torin dropped off
to deep.

With Staff Sergeant Beyhn semiconscious and strapped to a stretcher, doped to the eyeba lswith a
tranquilizer Dr. Soan indsted was safe at any stage, Jonin stepped forward as the senior di’ Taykan.
While the sergeants had been seeing to the breakup of the camp, Torin had taken him aside and
explained what he needed to do.

His hair sporead out from his head, ends trembling dightly, he stared down at the body bag with dark blue
eyes. “ Fraishin sha aren. Valynk sha haren.”

Pushing hisleft mitten down, Sergeant Jiir bit asmall piece off the base of histhumb, chewed, and
swvalowed. “Kal danic dir k' dir. Kri ta chirkdan.”

“Wewill not forget. Wewill not fail you.” As hefinished speaking, Mgor Svensson nodded, once, and
Torin dropped a knee to the packed snow, activating the single chargein the bag.

The bag stiffened, then flattened. When Private di’ Lammin Oshyo had been reduced to ash and that ash
contained, Torin picked up the smal metal cylinder and dipped it into one of the measured pocketsin her
combat vest. She was the senior NCO, and it was part of her job to seethat all her Marines made it



home.

“Movethem out, Gunny.”

“Yes, gr.” Sheswung her pack up over her shoulders and buckled it down. “Listen up, Marines! Asof
last night, this became a combat mission; Crucible' s stopped playing by the rules, so we need to reach a
position we can defend until the Navy finishesits|atte and sashays on back here. Y ou’ ve got the new
route and our destination on your dates. Sergeants, move your squadsinto position and let’s haul ass.”

EIGHT

YOU WERE RIGHT.

That got his attention. He checked again, but the message had indeed been sent by Gunnery Sergeant
Torin Kerr to Civilian Salvage Operator Craig Ryder, point of origin the CS NirWentry. His codes had
opened it, and the ship’ s security protocols had verified hers. A little worried about just how, exactly,
he' d been right, Craig propped his heels up on Promise’s control panel and kept reading.

Those I’ ve spoken to—people who should know about the escape pod—seem to have forgotten it
ever existed. The brass has forgotten . . .

Generd Morris. Only brassit could befor Torin. Interesting that she wasn't mentioning names.

... and saysit wasn’t in my report or anyone’s report, and not one of the team mentioned it in
their debriefing. His aide agrees with him. Nothing unusual about that last bit except that |
believe both of them believe what they’ re saying.

A yeoman and a member of Lieutenant Commander Sbley’s deck crew off the B. also believe the
escape pod doesn’t exist.

She was paranoid enough not to spell out Berganitan but figured that Sibley, being dead, was safe. Safe
from what? Respecting the paranoia of a professiond, he cranked his security protocols up anotch.
Memories have been wiped and not by the military— civilian watchdogs would never allow us to
develop that kind of tech.

True enough. A military of any kind gave most members of the Confederation bleeding piles and agood
portion of those members would—if not for the aggression of the Others—happily stuff Humans,

di’ Taykan, and Krai back onto their home worlds and blockade them in. Had even the hint of arumor of
ether branch working on mind control tech dipped out, shrill shrieks of hysteriawould havefilled known
gpace; deafening and impossible to miss.

Logically, it had to have been done by one, or more, of the Elder Races—there's something about
Big Yellow' s escape pod they don’'t want us to know.

As Craig remembered it, it wasn't that great an escape pod—a smoothly featureless gray spherewith a
padded interior designed for multiples of asmallish species or something Human-sized with no friends.
Nothing about it seemed worth hiding. And mind wiping? What the hell was the point when everyone
knew about Big Y ellow? The dien ship had been dl over the vids for days after they got back. What was
S0 different about the pod?

Maybe that they had the pod.

Maybe the Elder Races didn’t want tests run. Who knew what shite would be discovered?

He wished Torin had sent voice instead of text; he couldn’t read emotion into words on ascreen. That
strong emotion prompted her to message, well, that was obvious. No other way Torin would have ever
admitted he wasright and she, by implication, was wrong. But which emotion. Fear? Anger?

Actudly, if there was something in known space Torin Kerr was afraid of, he didn’t want to know about
it. Anger, then. Much safer. The Elder Races had betrayed the Corps, which meant they’ d betrayed
Torin persondly, and she was righteoudy pissed.

“Bloody, fukking hell.” He rubbed both hands back through his hair and tugged hard enough to stretch
his scap. He d just wanted Torin to check on his salvage, not find a conspiracy and then put thingsin
motion to take it down.

The big question seemsto be: Why weren’t you and | wiped?

“Y egh, you think? Because I’ m thinking who, specificdly, isdoing the wiping isalittle more important.”
What' s different about us?



“Besdes adonger even the H' san envy?’

And it has nothing to do with your dick.

Mind reading was apparently part of her job description. He wasn't sure how he felt about her ability to
read him. Although, in dl fairness, that had been agive-away.

| believe they couldn’t memory wipe us because we wer e deep scanned by Big Yellow. | believe the
alien ship may have changed our brain wave patternsin some way. There's only one way to be
sure about this.

His eyes widened as he redlized where she was going. “Please don't.”

There’ sonly one other person deep scanned by Big Yellow who survived. You're going to haveto
find Presit a Tur durValintrisy and see if she remembers the pod.

Moaning, Craig dropped hisface into his hands. The Katrien reporter was not one of hisfavorite
people— she was an arrogant, self-absorbed show pony. Although, in al fairness, she thought he'd
crawled out of the arse end of the universe, too. Eventualy, because not looking at it wasn't going to
makeit go away, helifted his head and finished the message.

If she remembers, tell her what I’ ve told you and let her blow this wide open. Classifying the pod
isone thing, screwing with memoriesis something else again. If they' ve wiped out knowledge of
this, what else have we forgotten? If they can adjust the memories of the Cor ps, what have they
told us to do that we don’t remember doing?

Y eah. Anger.

If all goeswell, I’'ll be back on V. in about twenty-four days.

“What if it doesn't go well, en?” he asked the screen. “What if this mind wiping they of yours catches on
that they missed you and tries take you out on Crucible? What then?’

Then | get annoyed and kick their collective unnamed asses.

Even & thispoint in their—whatever the hell it wasthey had—it wasn't difficult tofill in Torin's
responses. Bottom line, once past dl the tougher than any four H’ san shite she waved around, she was
an uncomplicated person. An uncomplicated person who hadn’t asked him to look up that yappy little
reporter but had told him he was going to have to find her. Not only find her but get her to shut up long
enough to listen to what he had to say. Fine. But did he have to stick around while Presit took on the
Elder Races? No, he bloody well did not. He' d find a nice safe place to watch the shite hitting the fan.
Because what if that mind wiping they of Torin’s caught on that they’ d missed him? What then? Unlike
Gunnery Sergeant Torin Kerr, he didn’'t have the Marine Corps at his back.

Compressing the message, he tucked it in behind his strongest encryptions. The thing that pissed him off
most about Torin's expectations was that he kept trying to live up to them.

“You had me at what €lse have we forgotten,” he muttered as he dropped his feet to the deck and began
the search for Presit a Tur durVaintrisy. “No bloody need to add well-armed amnesiacs to the problem.”
“Mined?’

“Yes gr.”

The mgor glared down at the spray of blood and tissue across the snow. “Looks like we' ve got
evidence the Others are kegping an eye on us. Hell, even if they haven’t the capacity to watch al of us,
al thetime, on thisheading, thisisour likeliest route and they’ d have been playing the odds to switch the
mines on the moment they got our first heading. The swamp’ s frozen, but too exposed, and following the
top of the ridge would be dangerous.” He turned and squinted at the uneven spill of rock. “An ankle
breaker without a stretcher. Withone. . .”

“Yes, gr.” Factor in ice and crevices masked with drifts of snow and even the di’ Taykan would have
difficulty taking that particular high road while carrying Staff Sergeant Beyhn. The thirty meters of flat land
between ridge and siwvamp was the best route north. Low evergreens, their needles sharp enough to cut
through exposed skin, hugged the base of the rock. Spindly trees—so close to willowsin appearance
and habitat that Torin gpplied the name even though they were an entirely different species on an entirely
different world—grew in sparse clumps between the evergreens and the swamps. Theland
itself—yprobably boggy in the summer—was mostly flat and easy to move over.

At the moment, however, the most distinguishing festure of the areawas the hole lft by the mine—earth



and rock and bits of bloody flesh spread out in atwo-meter radius. By heading nearly due north since
before dawn at the fastest possible pace the stretcher bearers could maintain, the platoon had moved far
enough off the path of the training scenario that the mine field hadn’t been marked on anyone's
download.

There were plenty of high-tech ways to do soft tissue damage, but mines were chegp and so basic a
congtruction that they couldn’t be disarmed from orbit, requiring the significantly more dangerous physica
contact. While it was atruism throughout most of known space that the shortest distance between two
pointswas astraight line, it was equaly true asfar as the Corps was concerned that the shortest distance
between two points had probably been mined. Both sides used them and athough the Corps PR insisted
the Others had used them first, Torin wouldn’t have been willing to swear that was the case.

No way of telling when these particular mines had been planted athough they’ d undoubtedly been
serviced the last time NHS19 had come up for maintenance. DIs bringing their platoonsthis way,
knowing the mineswere part of their scenario, would use them as teaching tools and object lessons;
blowing them for the best effect.

Activating them wouldn’t require reprogramming but merely the flipping of an off/on switch. Even with
only partial control of the systems, the Others could easily manage that.

One/one had been on point, aminimum distance out in front.

“We'rein bizarro land now, Gunny, keep them close,” Mgor Svensson had told her asthe team
moved out. “ We can'’t take a chance on having a team cut off.”

Torin had agreed with the mgjor’ s assessment.

Inthe lead, Hisht had been hugging the bushes, desperate enough for green that he waswilling to put in
the extrawork to avoid the clumps of needlesthat capped each branch. He hadn’t noticed the
stubby-legged herbivore until he nearly stepped on it. He jumped back as the animal rocketed up out of
its nest, tripped over hisown boot print in the snow, and fdll flat.

Pieces of the animal, chunks of dirt, shards of rock and shrapnel from the mine passed harmlessy over
his head.

Sakar was hit twice on hisway to the ground, but his vest absorbed most of theimpact.
Kichar’shemet deflected arock that would have caved in the side of her skull.

Farthest from the blagt, favoring the leg that had been creased in their first skirmish, Bonninski hadn’t
been hit by anything either large or solid enough to do damage.

Major Svensson looked at the four imprints of bodies in the snow, then over a the Marineswho'd been
bruised and frightened but were still very much dive. “ Sometimesthe gods smile,” he grunted.

“Yes, gr.”

And sometimes they kick you over and stomp you flat.

The mgor knew the corollary aswell as Torin, so shedidn’t bother mentioningit.

Doctor Soan, who' d gone through the shelling with considerable aplomb for acivilian, had reached her
limit on explosions. She quickly checked bruises and inconsequentia lacerationswhile kegping up a
steady stream of snark about the sort of people who' d leave explosives lying around for other peopleto
step on interspersed with adetailed list of just what exactly said explosives were capable of doing to
Human, di’ Taykan, and Krai bodies.

Sergeant Annatahwee started toward her, intending to shut her up.

“Let her talk.” Torin blocked the sergeant’ s path.

“I don't think the recruits need to hear the gory details of what’ | happen to them if they step onamine.”
“I do. A few gory details now could stop alot of gore later.”

“She' sfreaking them out.”

“She' sfreaking you out; at least hdf of them seem fascinated. Let her talk.”

Annatahwee stared past Torin's shoulder for amoment,then she nodded, spun on one hee—not an easy
maneuver given the snow—and stomped away.

“Trouble, Gunny?’

“No, gr.”

He pushed his helmet back on his head and scratched under the edge of histoque. “Options.”



“The mines have no energy signature for the scannersto read, and while | have areader on my date, |
don’'t have awand.” She paused, one brow up. The mgor would have areader on hisdate aswell,

she' d bet her pension on that. The only question was—would he have one of the filaments that actually
swept the ground when the origind scenario had not included mines?

“Reader,” he nodded. “But no wand. Y ou aways forget to pack something. | probably left the lightson,
too.”

Running the mines without awand had asurvival rate just above suicidal.

“WEe |l be exposed out on the swamp, but the snow isn’t deep and we' [l make good time. Wewon't be
as exposed on the ridge, but we' [l move alot more dowly.”

The mgjor squinted up at the top of the rocks. “ And there' s something to be said for having the high
ground.”

“Yes, gr.”

“Mind you,” he continued, “with this particular high ground what'slikdly to besaidis, ‘Help, I'm fdling.’
Odds of trouble from above?’

Torin glanced up at a pewter colored sky. “Likely, if you' re talking about snow. Tota crapshoot if you're
talking about Crucible coming at usfrom the air. We' re moving blind with no way of knowing what the
Others have availableto activate in this sector.”

“All right. Without wands, the straight and narrow pathisout. | don't liketheideaof thislot having to
fight the landscape as well as an unknown enemy, o that knocks us off theridge. Lookslikewe' re
sprinting up the frozen swamp, Gunny. Any chanceit’smined, too?’

“Adimone gr. Andif itis, we'll be ableto pick it up on the scanners.”

“Wewill?’

“Crucibleisaclassroom, gir. If there samine in the swamp, it’ sjust there to reinforce the lesson these
mines have taught. If apath isobviousto you, it's obviousto the enemy,” she added when he indicated
she should expand on just what that lesson might be. “ And you should always watch where you walk.”
“What if, in this case, they’ re teaching us that you can’t get there from here?’

“Then we're screwed, Sir.” But the subtext said, Slop being an ass just because you can. Sir.

He heard the subtext and grinned. “Move’ em out on the ice, Gunny. We ve got milesto go beforewe
deep.”

Prest aTur durVaintrisy worked for Sector Central News, their main offices for this part of the sector at
MidSector Station. Craig liked MidSector Station. It was a short Susumi jump away, it usudly had afew
cheap berths open, and there was a decent chop shop at sub27 where he could get afew partsfor the
Promise a an “| see no removed seria numbers’ price.

Unfortunately, Presit, who conddered hersdlf an investigative journdist rather than afuzzy paininthe
arse, wasn't at MidSector Station. Fortunately, Craig had been with her on Big Y elow while she
covered the top news story of the year; that plus his best smile and alittle heavy charm convinced one of
the office PAsto spill.

“She' swhere?’

“Presit a Tur durVaintrisy arein orbit around Rosenee.” The Katrien on his screen scrunched up her
very pointed muzzlein distaste. “There are being riots on agas mining platform.”

“Isshelikely to be there for a couple more days?’

“Easlly. Apparently, she are getting to the bottom of things.”

Craig grinned at the tone. Presit hadn’t made hersalf too popular around the Station, it seemed. “Let’s
hope | get there before someone shows her the bottom of a gastube, then.”

“There are no need for you to be hurrying.”

“Any other time I’ d agree with you, but thistime | need to chew over some old newswith her. Thanks
for theinfo.”

“You arewelcome, Mr. Ryder. But if you are please not |etting her know how you are finding her.”

It took him amoment to untangle the syntax.

“Don’'t worry, darlin’,” hetold her at last. “I won't et on who gave me the drum.”

She might have looked relieved, but it was hard for anonfurbearing speciesto tell for certain. After he



signed off, he called up dl current Susumi equations for Rosenee, agas giant out toward the edge of the
sector’ sy-axis. Asthe basic equations would need specific adaptations for his ship, he poured himsdlf a
fresh cup of coffee and settled down at the console to do some basic math.

Bigger ships, shipswith crews, had Susumi engineers. He had agood program, a head for numbers, and
abasic desireto survivethetrip.

“Sergeant Jiir! Long-range scanner’ sgot an energy signa a 193 degrees!”

Jir jogged over to the Marine' sside. “ Show me, Stevens.”

“Idon’'t..."” Stevenstipped her head l€ft, thenright. “ Damn.”

“You'velogtit?

“It was at the edge of the scanner’ srange,” she explained, continuing to try and coax the reading back.
“Itwasbarely . . . There! 193.77 degrees”

From hislower angle he might have seen aflicker of something at 193.77, but he wasn't sure. At 193.84,
though, his scanner showed afuzzy point of contact. “Don’t loseit again,” he snapped. “And let me
know the moment you get better definition.” Stepping away from her position, he tapped his com with
one mittened hand. “Gunny, we ve got incoming on our Six.”

“ How many?”

“Still too far back to get separate sgnals.”

Long-range was relative with the basic helmet scanner. Marines were infantry and generdly not
particularly interested in anything they couldn’t shoot with a KC-7—on the other hand, they were very
interested in what might be showing up to shoot at them. Had they been carrying any artillery, they'd
have had an actua |ong-range scanner. Asit was, they could grab an energy signd at five kilometers
under optimum conditions. Fortunately, the total absence of any ambient energy in the areamade the
current conditions about as optimum asit got.

“ Let me know the moment we get a number.”

“Sergeant Jir! | havethree sgnas, Sergeant.”

He stomped back beside her and squinted through his scanner. “They’ re fill a the edge of scanner
range, Stevens. I’ m only seeing one.”

“They’ ve split and come back together acouple of times. Never more than three contacts, though.
There! Seethe split? Three contacts.”

His noseridgesflared. * For maybe half a nanosecond. Are you sure?’

“Sir! Yes, gr!”

“Three,” Torin repeated. “ Good work, Sergeant. All right, people, let’s pick up the pacel” Asthe
platoon began to move faster over the frozen swamp, she trotted forward to tell the mgjor.

“Three drones againgt thirty-six of us?’ he snorted as shefél into step beside him. “The Others never
struck me as that bad a math.”

“Nor me, gir, but it’ slikely taking them some time to program the CPNs. It'seasier to free up the
long-range drones the way they freed up the tank—they’ re throwing what they can at us while they work
at gaining enough control over Crucible to destroy us.” She pulled off amitten and thumbed amap up on
her date. “We re off the scenario, so there’ sno telling what resources each CPN has, but . . .” A touch
on the screen and the node they were approaching lit up. “. . . if we camp in tight, we can not only give
McGuinty another chance to crack the system but extend the node’ s no fire zone over the platoon.”
“Nofire zone?

“None of the scenarios | downloaded ever included making camp right on top of anode. Every camp
has been aminimum of one kilometer away. It looks like the drones have safety protocolsthat keep them
from firing near their controllers and by camping tight and forcing the Others to work through that on top
of everything else, we'll delay them gaining control of this specific CPN.”

“Unlessthey’ ve dready got control and we re walking into an ambush.”

“WEe |l watch for thet, Sr.”

He scratched histhroat under the collar of the bodyliner. “ Or during the night they could gain control of
everything but the safety protocols and ambush usin the morning.”

“That’'spossible, gr. We Il take that into account when we move out.”



“Business as usud, then, Gunny? Stay sharp and out of the bag?’

“Yes gr.”

“And the three drones behind us?’ He jerked his head.

Torin turned, looking past the Marines, past the thick tufts of rushes stuck up through theice, drifts of
snow fingering out from their leeward sde. She smiled. “We ve got three Marineswho shot Expert, Sir.”
Siver-gray sky, slver-gray snow; Stone checked his sights again and thanked any gods who were
listening that the drones were not silver gray. At least the dronesthey’ d seen so far hadn’t been. These
could be, of course.

A rudleto hisright.

“Cam down, Cho,” he murmured, eyes on the Sky. No point in shutting down dl energy systemsif the
drones sensed movement.

“They should be here by now. What if they changed heading?’

“Gunny said to give them an hour. Said if they haven't passed by then, they won't.”

“Wadl, how long'sit been?”’

“Twenty-seven minutes.”

“Seemslonger.”

Hewasn't arguing. It had been the longest twenty-seven minutes he’ d ever spent lying camouflaged ina
snowbank.

“What if we can't seethem,” Cho muttered. “ Snow and sky’ sthe same color.”

“Not to me,” Lirit snorted from Stone' sleft. “l cansee. . .”

“Incoming.” He shifted dightly to better track the center drone. “Twelve o' clock.”

“Got them.”

“They’ removing fag.”

“Y egh, but right toward us.”

“Onmy word.” Gunnery Sergeant Kerr had put Stone in charge. Because someone hasto be, she'd
sad. And you' re marginally the best shooter. You have to hit them simultaneously; if they start
evasive action, you'll be SOL. It wasn't exactly shooting at amoving target; it was more like shooting at
atarget that kept getting bigger. The question became: how much bigger should they be alowed to get?
“Stone. . "

“Wait forit.”

The center dronefilled hisgunsight: triangular wings clearly visible, folded extremities a shadow against
the main casing. He refused to look up and see how closeit actualy was.

“Acquireyour target.”

“Oneacquired.”

“Three acquired.”

“Two acquired.” Maybe he didn’'t need to say it. Hewasn’t sure. “Fire on silent three count.”

Deep breath on one. Hold it on two. Squeeze the trigger on three.

Three shots so close together they sounded like one. An instant after that, the echo bounced back off the
ridge.

Two dronesflared red and dropped out of the sky.

Thethird drone hit theice and didn’t bounce.

The crack asit broke through sounded like afourth shot.

The sounds as the ice continued to crack brought up memories of asinking tank and Stone threw himself
back out of the drift, tripped over the rushes and landed in atangled pile with both Cho and Lirit who
had, evidently, done the same damned fool thing. The di’ Taykan got to her feet first. Head cocked, she
held up ahand for silence.

The other two Marines complied. Theice continued to crack.

“Son of afukking. . .”

And then it stopped.

It was suddenly so quiet, Stone thought he could hear his nose hair freeze.

“Didn’'t comethisfar. We're okay.”



Crack.

“Not that humping our butts out of hereisn’'t adamned good ideal”

Asthe only Marine besdes the mgjor with recon experience, Mg or Svensson had put Torin on point
with one/three—moving one/one, too jumpy to be sharp, into the body of the moving platoon.

“ From here on in, we teach these Marines how to stay alive and that means we utilize all that
government training we' ve benefited from over the years.” He swept a pale gaze across his
NCOs. “ Since we' ve got a whole platoon of greenies under attack, we'll all be getting our hands
dirtier than we might be used to.”

Dirty wasn't a problem—cold, though, that was making things a bit dangerous as Torin, on her somach,
cheek pressed againgt the snow, both arms buried amaost shoulder-deep, had begun to lose feding in her
fingers. On the other hand, the cold—or more specifically an eddy in the vapor plume her breath madein
the cold air—had given away the position of the upper filament just before her shin would have hit the
lower, s0 she had no plans of complaining too loudly.

“All right, Ashlan . . .” Sheworked her right hand free. “. . . give me back the scarab.”

“I dill can’t believe you saw that ling,” he muttered as he set the tool back in her hand, waiting until her
fingers had closed around it before he let go.

“I didn’'t seeit.” She carefully worked the blades back into the spool’ s access hole, right hand pressed
againg her left arm asit moved lest she cut anything better left in one piece. “| saw apattern | couldn’'t
identify.”

“But you knew what it was,” heinssted.

“Experience is the best teacher, Ashlan; everything on Crucible has been faced by Marines in combat
more than once. Next time, you'll know what itis.” It had been dmost seven yearssince she'd runinto
thisparticular bit of nasty business—athough run into was a bad choice of words since not running into
it was the preferred choice. Once seen and the spool found, it was still atricky bastard to disarm.
Unfortunatdly, it had been longer than seven yearsfor the mgjor, Annatahwee had only worked on
smulators, and Jiir' sarms were too short. “Nobody move.”

Working in micro movements that made the musclesin her forearms ache, she touched the blunt edge of
the blade to the first line of tension, then the second, and cut the third, careful not to even touch the
fourth. She was close enough to be safely under the filament’ srewind path, and if the other four stayed
where she put them. . .

Someone cried out.

No point in asking who' d moved when turning to look would answer the question. Snapping the scarab
closed asit cleared the hole, she did it into her combats as she rolled up onto her feet.

The handful of snow Lumenz held againgt his chin turned rapidly red. His expresson asmuch
embarrassment as pain, he fumbled in hisvest with his other hand for atube of sedant. Even Marines
able to wade ankle-deep through battlefield gore could freeze at the sight of their own blood and Torin
was pleased to see Lumenz hadn't.

As he tossed the snow aside and sprayed the dice closed, she stepped closer. He stiffened, waiting for a
reaming out, but she only nodded as he spat out amouthful of foul tasting chemica, and said, “You're
lucky you didn't lose your nose.”

On either sde of an impressive protuberance, his cheeks flushed.

“Bury the bloody snow.” Swinging her weapon around into her hands, she double tongued her implant to
let the mgjor know the path had been cleared. “ All right, one/three, let’smove.”

“Gunny?’

“Lumenz”

“Why couldn’t we have marked the trap for the platoon and waked around it?’

“Because the filamentsdon’t dwayskill.” She dlowed the rage, present since she' d identified the trap, to
rise. “They . . . wound indiscriminately.” She hated the damned things; not only because of the damage
they could inflict on their actud targets but because of the wild animd lying legless and il thrashing
beside thefirst one she’ d ever seen. Swearing in dl three of the Corps languages, her sergeant had dit its
throat and then disarmed the trap. No one in the squad mentioned that they were losing time and every



one of them saluted the animd asthey passed, itstorment having saved the Marine on point asimilar fate.
“But, Gunny, thetime. . .”

“Fuk thetime.” They wereracing the Others ability to hack the security on the drones, and any time
spent not moving toward Dunstan Mills might come back to kick their collective asseslater. To his credit,
the mgor had |eft the decision of disarming the filament up to her. Even knowing that the Others were
activating lessonsin the shittier parts of war al along thetrail, and that they couldn’t safely make up the
time, she dill couldn’t, wouldn’t leave that fukking thing up.

Consdering what they’ d already run into, she circled around an old piece of deadfdl rather than stepping
over it, onethree following carefully behind like heavily armed ducklings. Tentative heavily armed
ducklings.

“Caution, not fear,” she snapped.

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant!”

In unison. While they might be afraid of what they’ d face on thetrall, they were definitely afraid of her.
Not good. She dided the rage back, packed it down until she could stuff the memory back into the
compartment marked do not open it had been dragged out of. A deep breath of cold, damp air. These
Marines were here on Crucible to be taught, so she' d teach them.

“Adilan...”

The di’ Taykan lengthened his stride until he was beside her. *Y es, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“How do we know thistrap was rigged recently?’

“Um. .. because wejust got here? The enemy’ s either watching us on a satellite feed or they’re
extrapolating our path from the topography,” he added hurriedly when she raised a what the hell are
you talking about brow. “They couldn’t have figured out we were going to choose this particular gully
until two or three kilometers after we came off the swamp, so they had to have rigged the trap recently.”
“Granted. But not the answer | waslooking for. Thingis. ..” Another deep breath. “. . . specifics
change, so you want to keep things as smple as possible. Filament isawaysrigged right in front of
pursuit because it’ sindiscriminate; dead or injured wildlife will giveits position away.”

The silence had adifferent fee now. The Corps had little use for Marines unable to connect the dots and
she could almost hear these three making connections.

“Gunny ..."

No, shewasnat filling in details. “If you run into filament—and trust mewhen | say | mean that
euphemidtically—it meansthat you' re climbing up the enemies’ butt. It could mean they want to dow you
down while they set up an ambush in better terrain or that they’ re heading for somewhere they think they
can defend, and they’ re dowing you down to make sure they can get there.”

“But today . . .”

Torin shrugged, cutting off the question. “Today it's probably nothing more than asmple ‘if, then’
satement. If Platoon 71 goesthisway, then we' |l activatethis. If it goesthat way, then we'll activate that.
And as soon as we' ve reprogrammed enough drones, we' |l drop everything we' ve got on them and wipe
them off the planet.”

“They may not.”

“Yeah, they will.” A triangular crack in the rock ahead and to the | eft was large enough for adrone. She
brought the team to astop, sent Lumenz to check it out, and kept alight on it asthey passed. “ Because
it swhat I’d do.”

“If they know we re here, then they know where we re going. On this heading, there sonly onelogica
placeto make astand.” Ashlan seemed to be thinking aoud.

Torin gppreciated that—both for the thinking and the doud. “ And?’

“And they’ |l have baked a crif,” muttered adry voice from the rear.

Kami, the second di’ Taykan in the squad, had a cynicism unusud in her species. It made her seem
remarkably Human in spite of the lavender hair and eyes, but Torin had long since learned not to fall into
the “sounds like must belike’ trgp. Ducking under alow hanging branch, she snorted. “ Even so, knowing
when and where the battl€' s going to be beats planning on the fly.”

The di’ Taykan’ s mittened hand came into her periphera vision as he reached out to move the next



branch dong. “Y ou makeit sound so smple.”

“Wel, it' swar; it'snot rocket science.” Then the memory of what had once been accomplished by three
Marineswith asurface-to-air missile launcher, agame chip, and the guts from afield kitchen twisted her
mouth into agrin. “Usualy,” she repested.

“It’ sgood to be more than just an observer, isn'tit, Gunny?’

Torin, watching Sakur and Jonin carefully moving Staff Sergeant Beyhn from the stretcher into his shelter,
wondered how the hell Mgjor Svensson expected her to respond to that. Asfar as she was concerned,
she’ d never been an observer. Her job wasto fulfill mission objectives while keeping those Marines she
was responsible for dive. She had been responsible for the mgjor and Dr. Sloan; she was now
responsible for the mgjor, Dr. Soan, and Platoon 71. Her hand rose to touch the smdl meta cylinder
holding the remains of Private di’ Lammin Oshyo—it was nothing more than amatter of degree.

Wasit good to be back in actua combat instead of playing silly buggers againgt a system that guaranteed
only the extraordinarily stupid or inordinately unlucky could get hurt? Actualy, yes. Everyoneliked their
work to have meaning.

And no.

Given the present circumstances, only afool or an optimist would assume they’ d seen their fina KIA,
and Torin was neither.

Fortunately, the mgjor kept talking. “| hated being sent to Crucible while Marineswerefighting awar. If |
was combat ready, | wanted to be back in combat. Y ou know?’

Shedid. “Yes, gr.”

Which did not mean that he wanted the war to come here just so he could be back in the thick of it. Too
many officersliked to makeit al about them, but Mg or Svensson knew there was war enough to go
around.

They’ d kept moving through dusk and into early dark in order to makeit to the theoretical safety of the
next CPN. Torin had half expected the dronesto attack at their closest perimeter, and when that attack
never happened thanked any gods listening that they’ d beaten the Others’ reprogramming. She only
hoped that the other three platoons of recruits spread out over the planet were doing as well.

Fumbling his date back onto his belt, the mgjor sank down onto an ancient rockfal at the base of the cliff
and amogt, but not quite, made it look as though hislegs hadn’t nearly given out under him.

Torin watched him as she set up their shelter and because he had abit of color back in his cheeks when
shergjoined him she asked only, “How’ sthe hand, sir?’

He had his mittens off, thumb of hisright hand digging into the pam of hisleft. “ltches. The part | hate
most about hedling.”

“Dr.Soan..."

“Isbusy deding with the saff sergeant. Trying to get enough information to dedl with the staff sergeant,”
he amended as an incredulous shout of “ You have got to be kidding me!” rose out of the middie of a
cluster of half adozen di’ Taykan.

Lirit stumbled back as the doctor pushed past her, the cluster opening to watch the doctor scomp away,
adark dash of blue againgt the gray-on-gray the uniforms and the snow had become after sunset. If Torin
had to guess, based on body language and the movement of their hair, al six of them were embarrassed.
And that was a description she couldn’t remember ever having applied to adi’ Taykan.

“They redly don’'t know anything,” Dr. Sloan announced the moment she was close enough, where close
enough meant she obvioudy didn’t care who overheard, “when that blue hair . . .”

“Privatedi’ Arl Jonin,” Torin interrupted.

“Right. Fine. When Private Jonin said his people don’t talk about this, he meant it literdly.” She dropped
her volume dightly as she planted her bootsin front of Torin and Maor Svensson, but only dightly. “I
have only theoretical knowledge of the change, and even | know more details than these Marines do.
Thisisgoing to happen to their bodies someday and the only information they haveisthat they should
head home at the first indication the change has begun.”

“A Taykan heading into qui while il in the Corps gets an immediate medicd discharge,” Mgor
Svensson told her quietly.



“And that’ sabig help now. Staff Sergeant Beyhn has been having aseries of smdl seizuresashisbrain
chemistry adjuststo the new normal.” The doctor sketched mitten-thick quotation marksin the air
around thefinal word. “But, unfortunately, since | don't know where things are supposed to end up, |
can't actualy define norma, so any response | makeis based on aless-than-informed guess.”

“Come on, Doc, you do experimenta proceduresdl thetime. A lot of that is guesswork.”

“It’ sthe less-than-informed I’ m having trouble with,” she snapped. “And speaking of . . .” She pulled her
date from one voluminous pocket. “Let’ s see your hand.”

He held out hisright hand.

Dr. Sooan looked down at his pam and her brows dipped. That was enough to pull hisleft hand around
tojointheright.

Torin wasimpressed; she couldn’t have doneit better herself.

Asthe screen it up with numbers and what looked like a smdl graph, the doctor frowned at her date.
“You'redill very active on the molecular level and the temperature in the surrounding tissue is up one
fourteenth of adegree.”

“And that means?’

“That you' re dtill very active on the molecular level and the temperature in the surrounding tissue is up one
fourteenth of adegree.” Moving the scan up hisarm, her frown degpened. “Thejoinisholding, but |
need probesof . .."

“Doctor!” All three of them turned to see Jonin haf out of the staff sergeant’ s shelter. Thefour di’ Taykan
who had assigned themsalves guard duty on first watch brought their weapons up. “It’ s happening again!”
“What' s happening again?’ the mgjor demanded as Dr. S.oan started to move and Torin made agesture
that suggested those weapons be lowered immediately or they’ d end up somewhere extremely
unpleasant.

“Could bealot of things. Thisis me off to my next learning experience.” She stopped four strides out and
half turned. “ Arewe likely to be attacked tonight?’

Torin shook her head. “The odds are againgt it, ma am. We re right on top of the CPN, and they’ re too
expensveto lose”

The noncombatant chip rode up and down on her forehead as she frowned. “ The Others care about the
Corps budget?’

“No, ma am, but they’ d have to reprogram each droneindividualy and crack anumber of safety
protocolsto bring the dronesin this close.”

“And that' s not likely to happen because? | mean, sincethey’re clearly dready able to hack the system?’
“It would mean that of dl the Marines on Crucible, they’ re choosing tonight to focus al their
reprogramming attention on us. Possible, but as| said, the odds are againgt it. And even if they are,
hacking through safety protocolstakestime.”

“Good.” She snapped out the word like it was the final one on the subject and continued on her way to
the shelter.

Torin watched as she dove inside, saw the sides of the shelter bulge and shook her head. “ That’ s got to
be alittle crowded in there.”

“I think the doc can handleit, Gunny.”

And Sakur emerged right on cue, hishair whipping back and forth as he stood and glared down at the
door he' d just been summarily backed out of.

“So dl that screwing around with the staff sergeant’ s date that you were doing today . . .” Firoj shuffled
left, then right, then finally gave up attempting to see around histeammeate. “. . . I’ m guessing you were
besting hishigh scorein Delaysa Tong.”

McGuinty’ s gaze flicked between his date and the node' s screen. “What the fuk are you talking about?
“You'renot in, areyou?’

“What was your first clue?’ He scowled at the scrolling lines of code, frustration level rising, and touched
the screen, freezing the numbersin place.

Pirgj juggled hiswegpon from hand to hand. “Fact I'm still anding here freezing my ass off and not in
the shdlter, boots off and starting to warm up, that gave methefirst clue. Fact you're still playing with that



thing gave me the second.”

“Oh, yeah, playing. Thisisfukking fun and games.” The Others might not have gotten around to
reprogramming Crucibl€ s drones, but they definitely controlled the system, locking him out with
encryptionsthat weren't just aien, they were weirdly alien, and that was distracting because he kept
thinking they weren't dien at dl—and then they were again. But numbers were numbers and code was
code, and he’ d been so close to cracking the insanely-more-complicated V entris security when they
shipped for Crucible that he should have been able to get this. Except hewasn't. Itjust . . . kept . . .
dipping . . . by. “Crap!” Sate shoved under hisarm, he began working the screen with both hands asthe
light in the niche began to pulse.

“Ah, shit, look at thelights. Are you doing that? M cGuinty?’

“Shut the fuk up!” The CPN, built into aniche carved out of thewall of asteep-sided gully, wasidentical
to the previous CPN, and both were kissing cousins to the station consoles he' d grown up with. The
weird aien encryption did not—thank God—extend to the security protocols. This sudden cascade, he
could stop. Probably.

“McGuinty! What' s happening?’

“What part of shut thefuk up don't you get?’ Thiswas't especidly complex, it was just moving fast.
Thetrick wasto get ahead of itand . . . “Got it!” The pulsing stopped. The light settled back down to the
traditional dim glow, and his heart settled with it. Heredly wanted astim, but he didn’t darerisk it with
the rest of the platoon so close.

“Y ou said you disconnected the security codes!” Piroj smacked the barrdl of hisK C-7 against
McGuinty’ s shoulder.

“I did!” As hisbodysuit sucked up the swest, McGuinty turned his back on the node and smacked the
barredl away, glaring at the other Marine. Pirgj’ s noseridgesflared, hislip pulling up off histeeth, and
McGuinty forced himsdlf to calm down. He needed dl hisfingers. “All right, so | missed one. If | hadn’t
stopped it, we' d have lost the core.”

“The datastorage?’ With no chalenge to respond to, Pirgj’ s ridges snapped closed with onefinal puff of
water vapor. “That where the command codes for the drones stay when they’ re home?’

“Yeah. No. Sort of.”

“If the drones don’t have commands, what happens to them?’

“I dunno. | guessthey fdl out of the sky.”

The words hung between them for amoment, then Piroj shrugged. “So, I’'m not raised in acan,
techie-type, but wouldn't that be agood thing? L east while we' re up this node’ stree?’

... inthisnode s territory, McGuinty trandated, and then the implications smacked him in the chops.
“Crap. Crap. Crap!” Whirling around, he stared at the screen. Stopping the core dump had been ingtinct.
Station kidslearned early on that hard vacuum was unforgiving of mistakes and that hacking any system
on gation meant smdl, careful, specific changes. Control maintained at dl times. That control had nearly
given him Ventris. “But we re not in afukking vacuum now,” he muttered. Hisintervention had knocked
him right back to the beginning, tossed him out through the layers of encryption he'd dready broken. The
Corps cregt, the only thing currently on the screen, seemed to be mocking him.

“Problems, Marine?’

He snapped to attention at the sound of the mgjor’ s voice, heard Piroj doing the same.

“Sr! No, sr!”

“Glad to hear it. Asyou were.”

Backing up until he was beside histeammate, M cGuinty wished Mg or Svensson had stopped about two
metersfarther away. Probably intentionally looming. Officers probably do that. He wasn't quite as
short asthe Kra—Not quite as good looking either, Piroj had pointed out toothily—but the mgjor was
tall enough, and close enough so that distinction became moot.

“So...” Mgor Svensson frowned down at the node.

“Thisisasfar asyou ve gotten?’

Heactudly fdt hisears heat up. “No, sir! | got tossed trying to prevent acritica error.”

Beside him, Pirgj shifted hisweight from boot to boot.



“Wadl, why don't you two relax for amoment whilewe seeif | can get usin alittle further.” The mgjor
paused, right hand raised, bare fingers nearly touching the screen. “1 assume | need to disable the security
codes?”’

“Yes, g, but only becausel . ..” Marines don’t make excuses, Recruit! He could al but hear Staff
Sergeant Beyhn'svoice. “Yes, gr.”

Magjor Svensson moved one-handed through the first few layers of security. He seemed to know what he
was doing.

But then, my eight-year-old niece could get thisfar in.

After afew more minutes, the mgjor made a peculative sound, pulled off his other mitten, and began to
work two-handed. If he could work the screen two-handed, he definitely knew what he was doing.
Speed mattered when bresking systems. McGuinty wondered if the mgjor was station-born.

And then he just wondered what the mgjor was doing since his chance of seeing the screen through the
broad shoulders now blocking it was zero to zilch. He' d have moved in on another guy in the platoon,
but one twenty days of training suggested officers got shitty about being crowded.

When he glanced over at Piroj, the Krai gave a been-there-done-that kind of shrug.

Magor Svensson worked in silence while M cGuinty wondered how long they were going to have to stand
there. It had been along, hard hump, and if the mgjor thought he was going to break the node, then
maybe other people could go get some deep. Not that the major was going to break the node or
anything because McGuinty wasinto his second night of tearing through the both the Corps encryptions
and that weird dien shit and he hadn’t even found the drones' programming yet, and he knew how good
hewas.

Hewas just working up agood head of resentment for officers who showed up and showed off and kept
people who knew what they were doing from their jobs when the mgjor jerked, muttered, “What the
hell?" and stepped away from the screen. When he turned, rubbing his head with the hedl of hisright
hand, he looked as frustrated as McGuinty felt.

“Itwas. .. Therewas. ..” Heturned just enough to glare a the node. “Well, at least | ...” The pause
was dmost too long then he shook hishead. “It'sall yours, McGuinty, and good luck.”

“Yes, gr.”

He stumbled as he walked away, catching his boots on the deep footprints others had left in the snow
banked against the side of the gully, and McGuinty remembered how recently he’ d been detanked.
“Mgor’ s not doing too bad considering he was afloater not so many tendays ago.”

Piro] seemed to be reading his mind, and that was just fukking scary. “He got five screensin, that’ s not
too bad. At least there' sabunch of really basic crap | don't have to redo.”

“0Oo000, hitel” The Kra snapped histeeth together and McGuinty grinned.

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr? Can | spesk with you?’

“No one' s stopping you, Kichar.” Torin took another pull on her pouch of coffee. Under her earnest
expression, the young Marine looked even more tightly wound than usud. Given the events of the day, it
was't hard to figure out why.

“It' smy helmet, Gunnery Sergeant.” In the reflected light of moon and stars, the helmet in question wasa
rounded blur—built-in camouflage darkening with the setting of the sun. “ Damaged equipment isto be
reported to the senior NCO.”

In previous, abeit limited conversations, Kichar had tended to sound like avid Marine—all clichéd gung
ho. Right now, she sounded like a twenty-year-old whose fireteam had detonated a mine that had thrown
up arock that had nearly killed her. Easier to process Private di’ Lammin Oshyo' s death—it had
happened to someone dse. Torin held out her free hand. “Let’ sseeit.”

Kichar glanced around the camp, pulled the helmet off her head, and reluctantly passed it over.

Given thelight levels, the damage wasn't alot easier to see up close and persond but arough,
palm-sized patch on the right side indicated where the photovoltai ¢ covering had been destroyed.
Although she knew very well what had happened, Kichar needed to talk about it with someone who
was't dl Oh, my God, you nearly died! “Let’s hear the report, then.”

“Gunnery Sergeant, the helmet was damaged at 10:13 this morning when one/one detonated an



anti-personnel mine, probably a L08 on thetrail. During the subsequent explosion, a piece of rock about
gx centimetersin diameter dammed into thisMarine shemet.”

“More of aglancing blow than adam.” Torin turned the helmet upside down on her knee and checked
theinside. She couldn’t fed any damage and assumed one of the sergeants had checked it while they il
had the light. “ Good thing these weren’t built by the lowest bidder.” Dark brows drew in over araptor’'s
nose as Kichar responded to her quip. “Areyou dl right?’

The brows were rductantly lifted. “ Y es, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“Did you have the doc check you out just in case?’

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“What do you think | should do about your helmet?’

“It'sdamaged, Gunnery Sergeant. | had the suggested diagnostic chip in my pack, but | can't repair the
photovoltaic cover.”

“Uh-huh.” A little more coffee seemed cdled for.

Torintook along swallow. “Kichar, in acombat Stuation, which thisis, there sreally only one response
I, as senior NCO, can maketo thiskind of damage.” She saw Kichar square her shoulders, waiting for
the reprimand, and had to remind herself that Platoon 71 was technicdly il in training where ruleswere
rules and sergeantswere vengeful gods. She' d probably find alittle yelling comforting, but Torin was
neither her mother nor her DI. “Thiskind of damage. . .” Torin tapped the rough spot. “. . . seemsafar
exchangefor afunctioning brain.”

“Gunnery Sergeant?’ Kichar seemed more confused than relieved.

“Equipment gets damaged in battle, Private, no way around it. However,” she added dryly passing the
helmet back, “if you see arock coming at your head, it’ still best to duck. Easier on your headgear.”
“Duck, Gunnery Sergeant?’

“If you seeit coming—where it appliesto anything damaging coming at you. Sometimes, it' srocks. Did
you seethisrock coming?’

“No, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“Then ducking couldn’t have helped you.” Torin shoved the empty pouch in her pocket. “R& D comes up
with new wegpons dl thetime,” she said as she stood and stretched. “ And yet, in spite of new tech, in
spite of dl that time and money they spend teaching Marines how to be Marines, we can gtill be taken
out by something asssimple asarock.”

“A rock!” Kichar spat theword at the night, reaction breaking through her tightly wrapped control as
anger. “I could have been killed by arock!”

“And you wouldn’'t bethefirg.”

“We can be killed by rocks, Gunny!”

“Yeah, it sinaulting.”

“Insulting?” Torin admired the way her voice had begun to rise on the second syllable and got dragged
back down to alower volume on the third. The dark brows dipped in again. “Y ou don't think that after
al thistech and dl thistraining, it would be humbling?’

“Not likely.” The snort conveyed Torin' sfedings perfectly in asituation where facia expressions couldn’t
be seen. “Nothing humblesaMarine, Kichar, or we' d have packed this shit inlong ago. Y ou' re not on
watch, so you should get some deep. It' s another long, fast hump tomor . . "

“Stop him!”

“What the hell?” Naked di’ Taykan weren’t unexpected in the Corps, or anywhere else in known space,
but Torin had never seen one bounding up the side of a snow-covered gully before. Out of uniform,
uncamouflaged, Staff Sergeant Beyhn was easier to spot than the rest of the Marines—there wasn't
enough light to see hair color but as Dr. Sloan was doing the shouting, Torin went out onalimb and
made the identification. Haf adozen clothed and hemetless Marines were right behind him but unwilling
to reach out and grab the closest body part.

And that’s a hesitation | never thought would apply to a di’ Taykan.

Given how protective they’ d dl gotten, she assumed they didn’t want to hurt him.

Unfortunately, the staff sergeant didn’t share their warm and fuzzy fedlings. He turned at the top of the



gully and kicked out, catching his closest pursuer in the chest, sending her plummeting dong with the

di’ Taykan directly behind her.

It was a hard enough shove that they only bounced once before they hit the packed snow at the bottom.
Torin, Kichar hard on her hedls, was there before the impact blizzard settled. “Lirit?’

“I'm okay,” she gasped, struggling to her knees, arms sinking past her elbows into the snow. “We have
to catch him, Gunny!”

Torin met the mgor’ s eyes over Ashlan’ still body. “No argument here.”

It took nearly three hours, and they might not have found him until dawn had the wind not shifted,
blowing the gtaff sergeant’ s scent back over the searching di’ Taykan and sending them into afresh
frenzy.

He was unconscious when Sakur and Jonin carried him back to his shelter.

So was McGuinty, lying crumpled to one side of the smoldering node, bits of hot metal having melted a
pattern into the snow around him.

NINE

“I WASWORKING THROUGH ONE of the new encryptions, not the Corps stuff but one the
Others added that was kind of wound through the Corps stuff, and the pattern just kept diding away.
See, everyone sgot apattern, Gunny. Kral, di' Taykan, Human; if you're even alittle plugged in, you can
look at Corps code and figure out what race laid it down. Mictok, they’re base eight, so | can’t crack
their shit but | can finger it, you know?’

“No, | didn't.” It made sense, the Mictok having eight legs and dl, but the giant spidersweren’'tinthe
Corps, so their math wasn't Torin’s concern. “Focus, McGuinty.”

“Sorry, Gunnery Sergeant. | . ..” He blinked bloodshot eyes and stared over Torin'sleft shoulder like he
was looking for answers on theinsde of shelter. “I1sPirgj in trouble? | convinced him to go join the
search for Staff Sergeant Beyhn.”

“McGuinty!” Her voice pulled his gaze back to her face. “1 will ded with Private Pirgj. Y ou will tell me
what happened at the node.”

“I don't know, Gunnery Sergeant.” His shoulders rose and fell within the confines of the bedroll, and he
sounded both miserable and guilty. “I was concentrating on what | was doing and then | was opening my
eyes, only thelight wastoo bright, and Dr. Sloan was asking meto pull her finger.”

Y ears of practice kept Torin'sreaction dided back to asingle blink. “1 think she was asking you to
follow her finger.” Shewaved her index finger in front of hisface, stopping as belated understanding
dawned.

“That makes more sense,” he admitted. “Isthe CPN destroyed?’

“Y ou remember that?’

When she raised a brow, thin cheeks darkened and he said, “No, Gunnery Sergeant. | heard you and
Sergeant Jiir talking after the doc brought me round. It was't me. | never triggered something that would
causeit to explode.”

“I know.”

He blinked and swallowed. “Y ou know?’

“Dr. Soan says you were taken down by achoke hold.” Thiswasn't exactly what the doctor had said
but rather the trandation into Marine. “ That’ s not something apiece of flying debris could manage. You
don’'t remember being grabbed?’

“No.” One hand struggled up from the depths of the bag to touch histhroat. Torin could just seethetips
of palefingers against the darkening bruise. “But they’ d have grabbed me from the back, so evenif | did
remember— and | don’t—I wouldn’t have seen them. How did they destroy the node?’

“I have no idea, McGuinty. Come morning, you can tell me.”

“Y es, Gunnery Sergeant!”

Smiling dightly, in spite of everything, at his attempt to give the trained response, Torin backed away
from the bedroll. With the injured Marine aone in the shdlter, there was room to turn, but the last thing he
needed right now was an accidenta boot in the head. Besides, discipline tended to suffer when senior



NCOswaved their assesin the face of their Marines. di’ Taykan excepted , she amended, watching
McGuinty’ seyesclose.

As her feet pushed through the shelter’ sflap, his eyes snapped open. “I’m better when | have aroof,
Gunny.”

“I hear you,” shetold him, dlowing her smileto show. “I’ m better when | have something to shoot at.
Get some deep, McGuinty.”

As she sttled her weight back on her heds, pulling her upper body through the flap, his eyes closed and
his bresthing deepened. Rocking up onto her feet, Torin stroked off the light on her deeve, then pulled on
togque and helmet as she turned.

“Youwereright,” she said to the waiting doctor. “Hewasalittle loopy.”

“Did you find out who did it?’

“No, ma am. He doesn’'t remember.”

“Hemight eventudly.”

Torin made anoncommittal noise, then asked about the staff sergeant.

Dr. Soan folded her arms, the puffy deeves of her jacket making the motion awkward. “No change;
athough it' sagood thing the Taykan have alower body temperature to begin with.”

“Privaie Adhlan?’

“Concussion. I've got him in the shdter with the staff sergeant. They both seem calmer with the physica
contact, and I’ be able to get more deep. Speaking of deep, Mg or Svensson’s out for the night. He
covered alot of ground today, more than may have been smart, and his headaches are back. | doubt
tonight’ sisthefirst on Crucible,” she continued before Torin could demand details, “but it sthefirst he's
come to me about. Don’'t worry, Gunnery Sergeant, he's had worse.”

“Worse?’ Torin prodded. Her eyes had findly adjusted to the ambient light provided by starlight on
snow and what she saw on the doctor’ s face was not reassuring.

“For awhile, right after he came out of the tank, he waslosing dmaost an hour aday. Then afew minutes.
Then therewas a pain and pressure but nothing entirely unexpected given the extent of the damage.
When | cleared himfor this. ..” Shewaved both handsin the universal signfor | have no idea what the
hell thisis. “. .. he'd gone dayswith aclear reading. Tonight, well, like | said, I’ ve seen worse, but I'm
reading dilation of blood vessals, major stimulation of the trigeminal nerve and the subsequent release of
senstizing chemicds, there' sa series of neurona clusters—in the sensory ganglions, the brainstem and
thethadamus—that are .. . .” She stopped, took acloser look at Torin’'sface, and sighed. “ Y ou don't
redlly care about this, do you, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“No, maam.”

“All right, short form: hewasin pain, he' sbeenin worse. I’ ve given him a sedative and, best case
scenario, he'll be at least as mobile as Ashlan and McGuinty by morning.”

“Worg case?’

“He |l wake up feding the pressure of each ingle hair like aknife blade into hisscalp. If that’ sthe case,
I"ll up hisseratonin levesuntil he sfunctiond.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

As Torin started to pass, Dr. Sooan reached out and grabbed her arm. “ That throat grip that
incapacitated Private McGuinty; could you have doneit?’

Torin shook her head. “1’m not redlly about precise application of pressure, Doctor. | could havekilled
him, but I'm not sure | could have just knocked him out.”

“Thenwho?’

“I don't know.”

“I wasthinking that these recruits didn’t spring fully formed from the head of Zeus.”

“Ma am?’ It had been along day and along night and Torin was four downed Marines and a body bag
past having the patience for riddles.

“Theserecruits had lives before they became Marines.”

“We do a security check, ma am. The Confederation has rules about not giving wegponsto those likely
to abuse them.”



“Of course” Asshedill held Torin’'sarm, Torin waited while she gazed around at the cluster of nearly
invisble shdters, then up at the stars, then at Torin. “ The ideawas to test the mgor’ srecovery under
controlled conditions. I’'m beginning to think it was abad idea.”

Piroj was waiting for her by the destroyed node. He came to attention as she approached.

Torin stopped about two meters away and stared down at his face—any closer and she' d have been
garing down at the top of his head. Height differences created distinct difficultieswith getting in the face
of theKral.

Although he had hisbodyliner pulled up over hislower face, she knew hislipswere up off histeethin an
ingtinctive reaction to threat. She locked his gaze with hers and waited. It didn’t take long for clouds of
water vapor to sart thinning as his body redlized chdlenging would be aremarkably suicidal thing to do
and his nose ridges closed. Behind the bodyliner, his teeth were now covered.

“Private Firo).”

Hetwitched. “ Gunnery Sergeant!”

“Stop shouting, it' sthe middle of the Goddamned night.”

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“Y ou were watching Private McGuinty’ s back.”

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“And yet when Private M cGuinty suggested you join the hunt for Staff Sergeant Beyhn, off you went.”
“Heconvinced . . .” Her expression cut the protest dead. “ Y es, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“Y ou deserted your post, Private McGuinty was attacked,and our chance of controlling Cruciblein the
immediate future was sabotaged. Did | miss anything?’

“No, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“Y ou're damned lucky you weren't ordered to watch McGuinty’ s back, Private, because then we' d be
talking about more than an error in judgment.” And one just aslikely to be made under the same
circumstances by Marinesalot lessraw, but she wasn't going to tell him that. “What isthe best time for
the enemy to infiltrate an encampment?’ She whipped the question at him hard enough to hurt.

“When the functioning of the camp has been disturbed by adiversion either presented or taken advantage
of, sir!” His nose ridges opened and closed. “I mean, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“Right out of the book. Try to remember it next time.” Moving up beside him, she crouched and swept
her light over the ground. The snow around the node had been aternately churned up and packed flat by
half adozen sets of boots before she' d put Piroj on guard. “1 hope you haven't let anyone disturb the
Ste, Private, because that was an order.”

“No, Gunnery Sergeant. | mean, no one has disturbed the site.”

Not that it mattered. She had as much hope of finding an enemy track in that mess as the teams out
circling the camp looking for access tracks did. The hunt for Staff Sergeant Beyhn had provided the
perfect cover. Straightening, she switched her attention to the remains of the CPN. Given the pattern of
the debris, it had obvioudy been destroyed from within. A salf-destruct to prevent recruits from messing
with their scenarios? Turning components and housing to dag seemed excessive.

“Private Pirgj, | am now giving you an order to watch McGuinty’ s back.” The packed snow immediately
in front of the node where no dag had spattered marked where McGuinty had fallen. “He s till our best
bet at regaining control of the system, and nothing getsin the way of that. He doesn’t take a crap without
supervison. Undersand?’

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“Good.” Stepping back, she caught his gaze again and didn't let hers soften athough her voice was
kinder when she said, “Dr. Sloan says McGuinty’ll be fine by morning. No lasting damage done. HE' s
aready adeep, so you might aswell be, too. Go.”

“Nothing. No tracks; no signs of any kind.” Sergeant Annatahwee smothered a yawn with the back of
her fist. “No surprise. We made amess of the perimeter searching for the staff sergeant and if the Others
madeit to theridge, well, there salot of bare rock. If we had ascout—hell, if we had something besides
aplatoon of greenies. ..” No need to define how they could use ascout. They al knew.

“And we have no idea of what we relooking for,” Sergeant Jiir put in, shifting hisweight from foot to



foot. Helooked fidgety, but it was more likely a psychological reaction to the cold—movement equaled
warmth even when environmenta controls did the actua warming. “The Others have put fourteen species
in uniform and for al we know, this group that infiltrated Crucible could be afifteenth.”

Torin nodded because neither sergeant had said anything she disagreed with. “ The sammy that took
down the OP, that didn’t go up from our immediate neighborhood. Same hemisphere, sure, but not so
close we needed to be expecting callers.”

“They must’ ve known someone was fukking with their programming. All they had to do was usethe
observationd satdllitesto see who was standing by the CPN being fukked with,” Jir muttered into the
neck of hisbodyliner.

“But aphysica attack makes no sense when they’re so far away. And there’ s another three training
platoons down here, with their senior DIs till in charge. They must be trying to access the nodes as
wdl.”

“Then maybe one of the Others got bored with surveillance and was sent out for some one-on-one shit
disturbing before they caused trouble at the base.”

“But why sent to us?’

Jir shrugged, a Human motion the Krai had picked up. “Why not? Onein four chance, those are pretty
good odds.”

“Not so good asdl that,” Annatahwee corrected.

“There' saways armored and artillery down here. And R& D has a couple of setups, too, though | don’t
know if they’ re dirtside now.”

“Then there'll be a ship back before the NirWentry?” The moment the Navy cleared Susumi space and
discovered the Orbital Platform had been destroyed, the Others still dirtside would have no chanceto
run. With the system free of the enemy’ s ships, the Navy would have no distractions to keep them from
finding the Others, even with awhole planet to search. Torin wondered if she could swing aposting on
the team sent in to take the nest of Othersout.

“Sorry, Gunny,” Annatahwee broke into her thoughts, “but the NirWentry’ s got transport duty al to
herself. Back every eight days, like clockwork. Sometimesit'sjust us; sometimeswe' ve got awhole
artillery company packaged up with us.”

“Sergeant, if you know where you can get usawhole artillery company . . .”

“If they’re dirtside, they’ re not even in this hemisphere, Gunny. They’ ve got this massive desert just

bel ow the equator that they practice blowing up.”

“So given the size of the planet and the number of Marines scattered acrossit, we' re looking at
ridiculously long odds when we consider that the Others chose our camp to dance into when they were
nowhere near us alittle better than twenty-seven hours ago.”

Jiir frowned up at her. “So what are you saying, Gunny?’

“ These recruits had lives before they became Marines.”

If the Elder Races could wipe out the memory of Big Y elow’ s escape pod, they could fake apast for a
recruit and get it through the Corps security. Which hadn’t been what Dr. Sloan’d meant, but that didn’t
make her observation any lessrelevant. And there was nothing to say they hadn’t set this operation up
years ago; Annatahwee and Jiir could as easily be compromised as any of the recruits. Hell, even Beyhn
wasn't off the hook. His conditioning could have been what drove him up onto hisfeet. He could have
doubled back and taken out McGuinty and the node while the di’ Taykan were searching the woods for
him. Mgor Svensson? Dr. Sloan? Unlikely, but given that she was considering an Elder Races mind fuk
on agdactic scae, thelineleading to unlikely had aready been crossed.

“Gunny?’

Sheforced both hands to unclench. “ Just thinking about ridiculoudly long odds, Sergeant.” Get her
people to safety, take out whoever tried to stop them— conspiracy theoriesweren't going to be much
help. “Sunriseisat 0711. Get them up a 0530. We ve got just over eleven hours of daylight, and | want
us moving the moment there’ s enough light to keep the stretcher bearers from breaking an ankle.”
“Oneltwo is scouting tomorrow. Will you be going out with them?’

“Asit slandsright now.” And al three turned toward the shelter where Mg or Svensson dept. “Makes



more sense than sending them aone,” Torin continued.

“They’re short one.”

Torin touched her vest. “I know.”

“Gunnery Sergeant.”

“Dr. Soan.” Torin handed the doctor the pouch of coffee she'd just opened for hersalf and pulled
another one out of the kit. She’ d seen the camp locked down, then grabbed a couple of hours' deep,
years of practice getting her out of her bedroll and then out of the shelter at 0515. The air had started to
loseahit of itsbite and was S0 still she half wished she' d gotten up earlier to enjoy the peace alittle
longer. No birds or animals stirred, no breeze rubbed branches or rustled evergreen needles; the only
sound she could hear wasthe faint, rhythmic creak of a sentry’ s boots against the packed snow and that
was more acomfort than an intrusion.

Dr. Soan sttled beside her on the rock, swallowed, and sighed. “Nice morning,” she said after aminute.
“When can we expect the fireworks?’

“Hard to say. With the CPN destroyed, the drones it controls are either inoperative or locked into their
last commands unless the Others managed to reprogram before the destruction, in which case they could
attack at any time.”

“Either. Or. Unless.” The doctor shook her head. “ So you have no idea?’

“I know there’ s nothing showing on my scanner.” Torin savored her first mouthful of coffee,

“Small mercies,” the doctor muttered, then added in what Torin had come to recognize was her
professiona tone, “Did you get any deep?’

“Enough. You?’

“Enough.” She cocked an eyebrow as Torin gave adisbelieving grunt. “I1t may interest you to know,
Gunny, that your profession is not the only one cgpable of functioning through high stress, life-and-death
gtuationswith little deegp.”

It seemed safer to murmur an apology than to mentionthat few life-or-death Situations were low stress.
“Saff Sergeant Beyhn?’

“Back to yesterday’ s semiconsciousness, occasondly seizing ddirium.”

Tucking her coffee pouch into its pocket on her vest, Torin pulled out her date. “Ashlan’ s stats are
reading near normd.”

Dr. Sioan glanced down at the screen and snorted. “Normal post-concussion; no blood vessdlstorn, but
no guarantee there won't be problems later. I’ d rather he wasn't about to exert himself.”

“It safast twenty-six kilometer hump in full pack over rough terrain with the possibility of enemy action,”
Torintold her blandly. “ That’ s hardly exertion for aMarine.”

“Then | guessit’'sagood thing he hit hishead.” She nodded at the date. “Have you got everyone' s stats
inthere?”

“Yes, ma am. But | can’t accessthem unlesstheir med-derts go off.”

“Because that would beinvasion of privecy?’

“That’ swhat they tell me.”

“What doesit say about Mgor Svensson?’

“Magor Svensson’sdert never went off.”

“So by Marine Corps standards his pain wasn't debilitating enough?’ She turned her attention to her
coffee so deliberately she was clearly buying time to cam down.

Torin returned to her own coffee. The odds were good that because the mgjor’ s pain hadn’t been caused
by traumathe med-aert hadn’t recogni zed it—headaches were cons dered ignorable and brain aneurisms
fatal. It was poss ble the program needed alittle tweaking in the middle ranges.

“Doesthe military even have a position between going al out and casualty?’ Dr. Sloan wondered—her
thoughts gpparently having been following the same paths.

“Yes, ma am. Wein the Corpsrefer to that position as being in the Navy. If you want to check on the
magjor while he' still lying down,” she added, glancing down at her deeve, “you' ve got lessthan aminute
to get into the shelter before he's on hisfeet requiring a coffee and a Sitrep.”

“You d be surprised a what | can accomplish in lessthan aminute, Gunnery Sergeant.” Tucking her



coffeeinto an inner pocket, she strode toward the shelter and disappeared inside.

As Marines began emerging and the camp took on the appearance of a somewhat ghostly anthill in the
pale predawn light, Torin grinned to hear the mgjor’ svoicerise loud and clear over the ambient noise.
“For pity’ ssake, Doc, can | ded with my bladder before you start messing with my head?’

Hewasfine. And he' d just let the camp know it.

“Staff Sergeant? Can you hear me?” Jonin did hisarm behind the staff sergeant’ s shoulders and lifted him
until he was supported againgt his chest. His eyes closed and his hair till, the older male twitched and
shuddered and turned to drive his head against Jonin's chest so hard that his vest had to absorb part of
the impact.

“You okay?’ Sakur asked as Jonin grunted.

“Fine.” He shifted just enough to move the staff sergeant’ s elbow out of his crotch—two maskers
cranked up full couldn’t prevent aresponse, not with physical contact in the equation. “ Give methe
pouch.”

Sakur passed it over, then took one of the staff sergeant’ s hands between both of his and gently rubbed
the chilled skin, murmuring soft words of comfort in a Taykan didect Jonin didn’t know athough he
found the cadence of home soothing.

“Staff Sergeant Beyhn, you haveto eat.” Slipping the nipple between dack lips, he squeezed some of the
nutrient up out of the pouch. “Please, comti.” Maybeit was the old endearment, one his sheshan had
used to him when he was small, maybe it was nothing more than hunger induced by the taste of the paste,
but the staff sergeant began to suck and swallow, one hand working the fabric over Jonin’ sthigh,
rhythmicaly crushing and releasing his combats.

“Should hisface be so flushed?” Sakur wondered quietly.

“I don't know.” He kept telling them he didn’t know, but falling back on Taykan hierarchy was a comfort
inuncertaintimes. Unless you' re the one fallen on. “Careful, comti,” he murmured, lips againg the staff
sergeant’ s hair. “Not so fast.”

“Y ou think he took damagelast night?’

“The doctor saysno.”

“We should've found him sooner.”

“He s not helpless. He rememberswhat it isto be aMarine, or we would have found him sooner.” But
the words warred against the thought of qui out alone in the woods, unprotected, and the memory ached.
Not the only thing aching.

Pouch emptied, Jonin gently lowered Staff Sergeant Beyhn back down on the stretcher. “Let Ayumi
know we're coming out,” he told Sakur as he secured the straps. He heard alow murmur at the entrance
to the shelter and turned to see awide open triangle, the fabric of the shelter framing legs and boots and
Sow.

Given his condition, it was awkward guiding the stretcher out into the predawn light and from the careful
way Sakur moved, he seemed equally affected.

Ayumi, every light receptor open, the dark green of her eyes nearly black, took the handles of the
sretcher from him asthey cleared the shelter, took onelook at him as he straightened and shook her
head. “Y ou’ re going to have to do something about that before we move out.”

“No shit,” Sakur snorted. He jerked his head down the gully toward a clump of evergreen bushes.
“Jonin?’

The staff sergeant’ s pheromones weren't as overpowering out in the open, the cold air aiding the
maskers, but that wasirrelevant really because twenty minutes of close, closed-in contact had left him
nearly keening with need. His only answer was to start for the bushes. Raw and open, he could sense
every di’ Taykan in the camp athough that eased alittle when Sakur fell into step beside him and his
arousal blanketed the awareness of the others.

“Wherethe hell areyou going?’ Sergeant Annatahwee stepped in front of the two di’ Taykan, halting their
progress toward the edge of the camp. “We re moving out in fifteen. Do not tell me you' re taking the
timefor aquickie”

“Wewereinwith Staff Sergeant Beyhn,” Jonin began. “ Two maskersaren’t enoughto. . .”



She held up ahand to cut him off, asudden flush of heat defining the problem for her. “Yeah. | get it.
And you're working yours overtime, too.” A glance down and she shook her head. Given they were
wearing bodyliners under their combats that had to be painful. “Fine. Go. But makeit fagt!”

“Yes, Sergeant!”

“Y ou could come with, Sergeant,” Sakur suggested as they passed.

“Y ou could hump that long with your pack if you don’'t moveit,” she snapped, barely resisting the urge
to follow. “And put your Goddamned helmets on!”

McGuinty peered into the melted interior of the node then straightened and shrugged. “Massive power
urge?’

“Areyou asking me?’

“No, Gunnery Sergeant!” He flushed, picked at abit of plastic until it came off in hishand, stared at its
sharp edges for amoment, and shoved it into a pocket on his combat vest. “It’ sthe only thing that makes
“Nicethat something does,” Torin muttered.

“I fed fine,” Ashlan protested, sitting on the indicated stump and frowning as Dr. Soan held her dateto
histemple.

“Uh-huh. Y our hair’ snot moving.” Sheflicked it with her fingertips, and it fell to lieinert againgt his skulll.
When sheflicked it again, he shuffled just enough sideways on the ssump that he could rub his shoulder
againg her. “Not an invitation,” she sighed.

“Haf aplatoon of hysterica di’ Taykan running around the woodsisalittle fuzzy, which is probably a
good thing for dl concerned, but | remember therest.” Mg or Svensson looked up from tightening the
straps of hispack and caught Torin'seye. “It’slong odds that the Others are playing persondly with us
given they’ ve got the whole planet to cover.”

“Yes, gar.”

“Long, but better than the dternative.”

I nteresting emphasis on the last word. Torin thought back to their conversation in the gym and wondered
if themgjor believed the Elder Races had placed a saboteur in the Corps. Or, because the possibility
made her so furious, was she reading more into histone than was there?

“Isthere any chance Staff Sergeant Beyhn, not being in hisright mind—or at least hisusua mind—is
responsible for what happened at the node?’

“I'm not ruling anyone out, Sir.”

“From now on, no one goes anywhere alone. Tdll the sergeantsit’ sfor the troops own safety—which
has the added benefit of being the truth.”

“Yes gr.”

“S0..." He draightened and grinned. “When you say you haven't ruled anyone out, are you on your li<,
Gunny?’

She returned the grin and pretended she didn’t notice the way hisleft hand was trembling. “ That would
beridiculous, ar.”

“Gunny?’

“Private Cho.” Torin moved out and around rather than under one of the big evergreens, scanning the
dark recesses between the branches as she went. They were an hour out from the node and till no
energy readings. She was beginning to think that McGuinty’ s massve power surge had grounded the
drones.

“Do you think wée Il make Dungtan Millstonight?’

“Yea”

A few paces more, then atentative protest from the Marine on her |eft.

“Don’'t you mean that if we relucky, we Il make Dungtan Millstonight?’

“Afraid I'll call bad luck down on us, Stevens?’

“No, Gunnery Sergeant! We make our own luck in the Corps!”

Had to be said, but Torin wasjust as happy she hadn’'t had to say it.

“It are surprising to be seeing you here, Mr. Ryder.” Presit a Tur durValintrisy smiled up at the waitress,



her teeth aflash of pointed white within the dark fur of her muzzle, and wrapped a small hand around the
pinched waist of her glass. Againgt the glossy black of her fingers, her nailslooked like they’ d been
chromed. “1 are not knowing there are salvage out by Rosenee.”

“Thereign't,” Craigtold her, shooting asmile of hisown at thewaitress. What' s a coupl e of battlers
like usdoing in a place like this? it asked her. When she set his beer down, her breasts pressed against
his shoulder. Tactile sympathy.

Presit cleared her throat, the sound not quite an impatient growl. “ Then thisimportant story we are
needing to talk about are not being about salvage?’

“It'snat, it's...”

“Good. Because | are knowing nothing about salvage.” She stroked her whiskers, left Sde then theright.
“Sowhen | are getting your message that you are here at Rosenee and you are needing to be talking
about an important story with me, | are not imagining what you are needing to be talking with me about.”
“Big Ydlow.”

Her exaggerated shock was so perfect—both handsin the air, her eyeswide, ears up and swiveled
forward, thetip of her tongue very pink against dark lips—that Craig forgot how much he didiked the
chattering little furball and actualy laughed.

“Yeah, okay, | get it, you're not surprised.” Hetook a drink—whoever was brewing the local beer had
half an idea of what they were doing—set the glass back on the table, and leaned forward dthough
between the ambient noise and minima volume the Katrien' s acute hearing required there waslittle
chance he' d be overheard. Presit paused, apiece of skewed fruit from her cocktail halfway to her mouth,
and leaned in to meet him. “1 hauled ass out here beyond the black stump,” he said, “because we need to
speak about the escape pod.”

Then he waited.

“Why?" she asked and ate the fruit.

“Y ou remember the escape pod?’

Even in the minimd illumination of the bar, the Slver edging the dark fur of her shouldersrippled with
highlights as she sat back and plucked another skewer of fruit out of her drink. “Oh, yes, | arejust saying
to mysdf thismorning, | are wondering what are happening to that escape pod from Big Yellow.” Presit
sighed heavily, ate thefruit, and fixed him with aflat, black stare. “1 are remembering the escape pod,”
shetold him, her tone suggesting he get to the point. “Why?’

“You didn't mention it in your broadcasts.”

“Y ou are having seen my broadcasts. How sweet.” Chromed claws stroked through her whiskers again.
“| are not mentioning the escape pod in my broadcasts because Generd Morris are been asking me not
to, in return he—and the military—are guaranteaing me exclusive rights when the story are bresking.”
“No one remembers the escape pod.”

She sighed. “No one remembers because it are never mentioned on vids.”

“People who were there don’t remember.”

Her nails sounded metallic againgt the plagtic table. *Y ou are remembering. | are remembering.”

“Y eah, and Gunnery Sergeant Kerr are.. . .” He fought hisway out of the Katrien syntax and started
again. “Gunnery Sergeant Kerr remembers. No oneelse”

Theimpatient tapping stilled as Presit’ s upper lip curled. “Gunnery Sergeant Kerr? That are higher than
saff sergeant.” When Craig agreed that it was, thelip curled higher. “ She are having been promoted,
then.”

“Listen up, you bloody galah, she' saso the one pointing you at the biggest fukking story of your career,
50 let the old shit go and ask yourself why no one but the three of usremembers. Why only us?’
“Wearenotincommon...” Her eyes narrowed and athough the thick fur madeit difficult for himto tell
for sure, he thought she was frowning thoughtfully. “We three are being together on Big Yéellow . . .”
Without looking, she picked out the last skewer of fruit. “Many are together on Big Y elow, though, not
only us.” She dipped thefirst piece of fruit off the skewer and chewed dowly. The soft gray fur on her
throat moved as she swallowed. “We are not getting on or off together.” The second piece of fruit
followed thefirst. “We are not being alone together . . .~



“Oh, for fuk’s sake, we were al sucked through the floor and brain scanned!” He returned aglarefroma
neighboring table. “Don’t even go there, mate,” he wearily warned the young turk in the suit that probably
cost as much as his Susumi drive. “I’'m having onefuk of aday.”

“Y ou are having aworse day if you are getting me thrown out of here,” Presit hissed. “Thisare the only
decent restaurant on station!” She thumbprinted the bill and did off her chair, glaring up a himin away
that made her seem alot more dangerous than anything a meter high should. “We are talking elsawhere.
Now.”

Craig sighed and stood. At least she hadn't expected him to pay for the drinks.

“There are being no evidence that the Elder Races are erasing memories.”

Craig gretched out hislegs, the only comfortable way to St in achair with hisass barely up off the deck
and shrugged. “Who, then?’

“We are only having Gunnery Sergeant Kerr’ sword for it that the memories are gone,” Presit snorted.
“Perhaps she are wanting me to be breaking this story and be made afool.”

“Y eah, not entirely an unattractive prospect, but if you break this story, it’ d bring some bad news down
on the Corps and she d never go there.”

After along moment, the reporter heaved an exaggerated Sgh. “ Y ou are being right. She are totdly a
pawn of the military structure.”

“Notapawn...”

Siver-tipped ears swiveled forward.

It didn’t seem worth the energy to argue alosing position. Thiswas a conversation where he had to pick
hisfights. “Yeah, dl right, she'salittle overly invested.”

“I are not so much concerned with there being no memory of the escape pod,” Presit murmured, her
attention dropping to her date, “ as there being other memories tampered with. The military must not be
having given ahidden agenda.”

“Having given?’

Sheignored him. “Y ou are trusting her word, | are not having to. | are areporter, | are only interested in
thefacts. Ah!” Trilling in Katrien, sheturned her date toward him.

Craig snorted. Light levelsin Presit’s quarters were low enough he could barely make out the screen let
adonetheinformation onit.

“I arefinding three Katrien scientists who are having been on the Berganitan whenit areinvestigating Big
Ydlow.”

All but two of the scientistswho' d been on Big Y dlow were dead.

“If they never |eft their labs, what are the odds they even heard about the escape pod?’

“One are being astructura components engineer— she are hearing about it, | are guaranteeing! | are
messaging her for being interviewed. If she are not remembering . . .” Her teeth gleamed as she grinned.
“...thenweare having astory.”

“All right, then.” He stood, remembering thistime to hunch forward and not dam his skull into the low
cdling.

“| are having afew thingsto betying up with my very important sory here, so we areleaving tomorrow,
then.”

That jerked him erect. “We?’" he snarled, rubbing the back of his head.

“There are being no commercid flights from hereto Cetem—they are being at the univeraty there. | are
having to be traveling Coreward and then be transferring two, maybe three times. That are taking too
long.”

“No.”

“You are not being my first choice either.” Shewaved off his protests. “1 are remembering your ship and
how scented she are being, but you are being here. | are messaging Sector Central News, and you are
being paid.”

“It'snot about being paid, mate.”

She shrugged. “Y ou are not liking othersin your space. Retri serintare heh—stop grooming yoursdf.
This are about the story. Y ou are saying Gunnery Sergeant Kerr are asking questions. Sheare not a



reporter. She are not know how to ask questions. If there are being mind wiping, and she are asking the
wrong questions, then maybe they are knowing there are memoriesthey are missing. We are not having
timeto be dedling with you having issues!”

Both hands pressed hard againgt the celling in avaiant and bloody futile effort to keep it from coming in
on him, he sghed. It was hard to argue with the same position that had sent him looking for the reporter
inthefirg place. “Y ou have apoint,” he admitted reluctantly.

Crossing the room, she patted him on the knee. “| are dwaysright. Y ou are remembering that and we
aredoingfine”

They stopped a midday only because they had injured.

“We re not making thekind of timel’d like.”

Torin kept her gaze moving over the platoon and not on the purple-gray half circles under Mgor
Svensson’ seyes. “We re moving into deegper snow, Sir. It sonly to be expected, but we' Il make Dunstan
Millsbeforefull dark.”

“Think ther€'ll be awelcome there?”

“| expect ther€'ll be something, Sir.”

“Think wée Il run into whoever attacked uslast night?”

That hadn’t occurred to her. “We haven't seen any tracks, sir. They might be following, but | very much
doubt they’ re out in front. Not when they till control the system.” McGuinty and Piroj were ditting alittle
gpart from the others, and McGuinty had the staff sergeant’ s helmet balanced on hisknee.

The mgor followed her line of sight. “ So what’ s tech support up to now?’

“I'm seaing if he can pull some particulars off Staff Sergeant Beyhn' s scanner. According to the
sergeants, the senior DI gets a better look at the drones.”

“Going to spread the program among the troops?’

“If McGuinty can get it off, Sr.”

“Socidig movethere, Gunny.”

“Knowledgeis power, gr.”

“Y eah, that was kind of what | meant.” He grinned and massaged his|eft hand through the mitt. “ Still no
sgnof any local drones?’

“No, sr.” Thedi’ Taykan not on watch were clustered around the staff sergeant’ s stretcher. Torin
wondered if they’ d determined aminimum safe distance, or if they just didn’t care about taking a hit from
his pheromones. They were damned well going to walk with the consequences, so she hoped they’d
thought it through. “1’m alittle surprised there’ ve been no more long distance drones moving in.”

“With this CPN out, they’ll have to take the scenic route.” Sheturned to look at him then, and he smiled.
“The long-distance drones navigate from node to node.

Lagt night's meltdown meansthat instead of following usfrom point ato point b . . .” Hereached down
and drew agtraight lineinthe snow. “. . . they’ll have to take the scenic route around.”

“So whoever blew the CPN last night did usafavor.”

“Somehow, | doubt they intended to.” As he straightened, he used hisright hand to move hisleft out of
the way.

“gp?

For amoment, it looked asif he might not answer, then he lifted his head and snorted. “ Just aweak arm,
Gunny. Therest of me sfine. No head pain, no memory loss, no need to fret.”

“HasDr. Soan..."

“Dr. Soan’sbeen alittle busy. Don't worry,” he said as he stood, “1 can keep up with acouple of
concussions and a stretcher.”

“Yes, gr. Where. . ”

The mgor sighed. “To takeapiss, Gunny. I'll let you know if | have any trouble.”

Shetopped his sarcasm with sincerity. “ Thank you, Sir.”

“Didyou eat?’

“| ate”

“Mud’ veinhaed it. How areyou feding?’



“Like’ve acquired an obnoxious growth | can't get rid of,” McGuinty snapped turning to glare a the
Kra dtting besde him. “Back off!”

“Can'tdothat.” Inthegray light of day, with his heartbeat back to norma and the fear that he' d fukked
up badly enough to be sent home fading, Piroj hadn’t been thrilled about his baby-gtting duties. They
weren't, however, completely without amusement value. “ Gunnery Sergeant Kerr said | wasto watch
out for you, and that’ swhat I’ m going to do.”

“Wadll . . .fine” Gunnery Sergeant Kerr trumped annoyance. “ Can you do it from alittle farther away!”
“Nope. Went away last night and look what happened.” He considered resting his chin on McGuinty's
shoulder but tossed the idea as being too di’ Taykan. Also, his chin didn’t quite come up to McGuinty’s
shoulder regardless of how closeto anorma height the Human was. “What are you doing?’

His attention dropped back to the helmet. “Gunny asked me to separate out the staff sergeant’ s drone
identification program. Apparently, he can see them better than the rest of us.”

“Y egh, didn’t do him much good.”

“Wasn't adrone took him down, Piroj—it was biology. If it wastech, | could fix it.”

“Likeyou fixed the CPN last night?’

“Fuk you, man.”

“Hey!” Hands up, Pirgj carefully kept histeeth covered. “Just asking.”
“I didn’t melt the fukking node!”

“Okay, then.”

McGuinty Sghed. “1 didn’'t.”

“Okay.”

“I had aworm running, something that might dide in degp enough to get me the data | needed, but it got
fired. | figured | could refine acopy of it, but then Gunny put meonthis. . .” Hetapped thehelmet. “. . .
and | haven't had time.”

“Can you wak and separate?” When McGuinty frowned up at him, he jerked his head toward the larger
meass of the platoon onitsfeet. “Lookslike we re getting ready to move out.”

“Oh, greet . . .”

Piroj swung his pack up onto his shoulders and frowned at the soft white flakes drifting past his nose.
“Hey, it ssnowing.”

“Shoot me now,” McGuinty moaned dipping the date into his ves, reaching for hispack. “1 hate
westher.”

Barely visble behind acurtain of faling snow, Dunstan Millswas aclugter of prefab buildingswithin the
curve of afrozenriver. There wasasmdl hydroe ectric power station—adummy but a good-looking
one— thirty or forty individua dwellings and atwo-gtory building that, with any luck was exactly what
they werelooking for.

Lying flat on one of the ubiquitous ridges of rock, Torin adjusted her scanner and tried for more detail. A
dummy anchor, built like the power station as a prop, would do them no good. They needed ared
anchor, one used by Marine engineersto put thisfake colony into place on Crucible and then left as part
of the scenario.

It looked good, but she could only be ahundred percent certain by getting up close and persond, and
that, unfortunately, wasn't going to happen right away.

Sliding down to rgjoin one/one, who' d taken point after the break, she frowned at the data scrolling
across her scanner from the EY E she' d left up on the vantage point. Too small to be read by the enemy
and usdless more than three meters from a scanner, it was having alittle trouble with the snow.
Cadlibration helped, and the blip from the nearest sentry regppeared where it was supposed to be.

“You don’'t post sentries unless you' re expecting trouble,” Kichar declared. “ The enemy hasthe town.”
“Looksthat way,” Torin agreed. Another time she’ d have been amused by Kichar’s certainty.
“Activated or reprogrammed, Gunny?’

“Activated. If they’ d reprogrammed, they’ d never have positioned a sentry.”

“Because when we saw the sentry, we knew they had the town.”

“I think we' ve dl got that, Kichar.”



“What about the Other that blew the CPN and took out M cGuinty, Gunny?’

She ran the scan one moretime just to be sure. “ There sno life Sgns anywhere in the settlement. Only
drones, so now we need to figure out how to besat the scenario.”

Sakur’ s eyeslightened as he drew hisfocusin to his scanner. “We don't know what the setup is.”
“Surewe do. Firg, it's supposed to teach you lot something.”

“Teach uswhat?’ Sakur muttered.

“Good question. We figure that out and we' ve beaten it. In this scenario the enemy has attacked the
planet Dunstan Millsison. They’ ve attacked the planet, Bonninski, because the Others don’t attack a
singletown and they’ re our only enemy.”

“How didyou . .. ?" Bonninski flushed as Torin raised abrow. “Never mind.”

“A platoon of Marines—platoon because that’ s the recruit training Size—has been sent out to elther
protect or evacuate the people of Dunstan Mills, but they arrive too late and trap the enemy in the town.”
“And we know the enemy isin the town because we' ve seen the sentry.”

“Kichar...” Torin Sighed and let it go. “That' sright. But there'll be sentries.” She stressed the plural.
“There, and there at least.” She positioned them in the sketch on the snow. “Logicdly, here aswell if
you're defending al approaches. The enemy in the town fedl sthat they have adefensible position, and so
they make astand. The recruits mission isto take the town back in as close to one piece as
possible—probably for the sake of the power station.”

“What about for the sake of the townspeople, Gunny?’ Hisht asked quietly.

“The Others don't take prisoners. If they’rein control, the townspeople are dead.”

For amoment, only the soft hiss of snow.

“Enemy scannerswill see aplatoon coming.” Using atwig, Sakur drew in the scan overlap between the
sentries. “There' sno way to get into the town without being seen. What' sthat supposed to teach?’

“I'd say thefutility of war,” Torintold him. “But aswe generally like you to discover that on your own,
the scenario’ s got to be set up so there is away into the town. I'd say adiversion here, big enough so it
doesn't look like one.” She poked another hole in the snow by the map. “ Then the bulk of the platoon
comesinfromhere...” A lineaong the edge of theriver. . . . and infiltrates the power plant where the
majority of the enemy has gone to ground. Two reasons | think they’rein the power sation,” she said
before they could ask. “Firg, if they’rein the anchor, there’ s no way to get them out and we' re back to
thefutility of war. Second, the power station iswhy they’re here, and so they’ |l protect it. Now,
experience tells me that the scannersright on top of the station are alittle wonky—because the recruits
are moving and the enemy isn't, they can use that to their advantage during the attack. Once the enemy’s
security has been breached, they’ Il scatter, and the exercise becomes a vicious house-to-house fight for
the remainder of the two tendays. From the scenarios I’ ve downloaded, the Corps never puts drones
and smdll buildings together without it becoming a vicious house-to-house fight.”

“If that’ sthe scenario,” Hisht said dowly, staring at the sketch asif he could see answersin the snow,
“what happens differently in the red world?’

Torin grinned. “In the real world, we don’t give a crap about the power plant and we know that drones
in scenarios don't shoot to kill. And we ve got Dr. Soan.”

“So, if we'reinjured, she can patch us up?’ Bonninski asked alittle wide-eyed asthe rest of the platoon
caught up to their position.

“Dr. Soan,” Kichar said gleefully, before Torin could answer, “iswearing a non-combatant chip. The
drones can’t shoot at her. The drones can't even see her.”

TEN

“YOU WANT ME TO DO WHAT?”

“Walk through the settlement to the power station.” Crouched in the lee of the rock, boothedls tucked up
under her butt, Torin traced over the route with the point of her stick, gouging it alittle deeper into the
snow. “ Confirm that amgjority of the enemy isingde, place the charges where marked on the schematic
I’ll download into your date, and get back here as quickly as possible so that they can be detonated
before the Others have the opportunity to reprogram the scenario.”



Dr. Soan shook her head, smiling tightly. “Y ou misunderstood the question, Gunnery Sergeant. | wasn't
asking for clarification, | was asking if you wereinsane. I’'m not walking into that.” She gestured toward
Dunstan Mills, outlines of the buildings barely visible behind agently fdling curtain of snow. “I’'mnot a
soldier, I'm adoctor!”

“If you don't do this, Dr. Soan, you' |l have plenty of chancesto practice your trade.” Torin straightened,
never taking her eyes off the doctor. “In thetimeit would take usto crack this scenario, the Otherswill
have their chance to take control of the drones.”

“Maor..."

“Sorry, Doc.” Mgor Svensson frowned down at Torin’s sketch. “ There may be a better way to do this,
but we don’'t have the timeto think of it. We need a position we can fortify—and we need it now. The
last thing we want isto be caught in the open between the drones from the settlement and any
long-distance drones that might be on their way. If we had any more of those chips. . .”

“Fine” Yanking off her mitten, she shoved her thumbnail up under the lower edge of the plastic square on
her forehead. “Y ou can havethisone.”

“You're going to hurt yoursdlf,” the mgjor said quietly after amoment, grabbing her wrists and pulling her
hands down to her sdes. “Remember, | told you it wouldn't come off without a specid solvent. You'll be
saving lives, Kathleen,” he added, diding his grip down to her hands and wrapping hisfingers around
hers.

“Y ou also told me that the dronesin an operative scenario don't shoot to kill, and you . . .” Shefreed a
hand to point a Torin. “Y ou told methisis an operative scenario. So why can’t we wait until morning?’
“For now thisis an operative scenario,” Torin agreed. “ The Others know we re here—they turned it on.
Y ou heed to destroy the drones before they can be reprogrammed to shoot to kill.”

“And we wouldn’t ask you if there was any other way,” Mgor Svensson assured her.

She stood for along moment, the snow beginning to pile up on the bright blue shoulders of her jacket,
then she sighed. “ Do you guarantee the drones won't notice me?’

“Judt to be on the safe Sde, you' Il maintain comm slence, but that chip rendersyou invisble until the
Othersreprogram,” Torin told her. “ After that, we can't guarantee anything but afight we might not win.”
“| thought Marines didn’t know the meaning of defeat.”

Torin kept her hand from rising to touch the cylinder in her vest. “We don't like it, ma am, but we know
what it means”

Her gaze flicked down, as though she’ d sensed the movement Torin hadn’t made, and she Sighed again.
“All right, let’ sget it done, then. First, how do | confirm the enemy isingde? Send in aquestionnaire?’
“No,” Torintold her asthe mgor grinned, “we |l load one of our scanning programs onto your date.”
“You canjust do that?’

She believed they could just do that, Torin redlized, and shedidn’t likeit. Theirrationd fear that the
military could messwith civilian lives became no more legitimate just because someone was messing with
themilitary.

“Gunny?’

She' d paused just alittle too long. Unclenching her jaw, she faked reassurance. “No, ma am. We need
your security codesfirg. You can just put them into my date,” Torin added holding it out, “and I’ [l never
seethem.”

Lipspressed into athin line, Dr. Soan did as Torin suggested.

“Y ou can change them later,” Mg or Svensson reminded her.

“Don’'t think | won't.” She frowned at her screen. “Thisisit? MAR-SCAN?’

“Yes, ma am, and there’ samapping program aswell.”

“Whichwill?”

“It' sdark and it’ s snowing, Doc. Y ou might need alittle help staying on course.”

“I might need alot of things, but | doubt I’m going to get them,” shetold the mgjor tartly. “Let me haveit,
Gunnery Sergeant. And it had better not mess up any of my diagnogtic programs.”

“WE re one hundred percent behind that aswell, Doctor. If you' |l check your screen....”

Backlit, it wasasmall rectangle of light in the gathering dark.



“Thisiswhere you' re supposed to go,” Torin explained asthe green line on the doctor’ s screen flashed.
“Thisisyou.” At oneend of theline, ared light blinked dowly. “Y ou don’t need to see your
surroundings; you only need to seethis”

The edge of amittened hand brushed snow off the screen. “Oh, joy.”

“And thisiswhere you place the charges.” Theimage changed to an outline of the power plant. “We
don't know how the droneswill react to our communicating with you—they' Il pick up thesignd evenif
they can’t crack the code, and we d rather not draw any more attention to you than absolutely
necessary.”

“Thank you.” Definitdly more sarcasm than gratitude.

“Because you'll be on your own, we' ve designed things to be as smple as possible. Just match up your
red dot with the yellow dots showing on the outline of the building, unwrap the charge.. . .” Torin held up
the small cube of explosives and mimed stripping off the back of the paper cover. “. . . and pressit to the
nearest hard surface. Y ou activate it by ripping off thistab.”

“Lovely.” Dr. Soan turned a cube between her fingers, carefully not touching thetab. “ Theselittle things
will be enough to drop the roof?’

Torin nodded. “ Set in the right places, yes. Once they’re activated, they’ll link up, blow smultaneoudy,
and the pressure wave will collgpsethewalls.”

“That seems admost too easy. Shouldn’t it be harder to blow things up?’

“That depends on what side you're on, ma am.” The pack of explosives dangled off Torin’shand for a
long moment before Dr. Sloan took it and hung it off one shoulder.

“Don’t worry about being seen or heard,” Mg or Svensson told her. “1 know you’ ve walked along way
today dready, and I'm sorry, but speed isyour only criteria.”

“It samost dark.”

Torin reached out and tugged the deeve of the doctor’ s borrowed combats out from under her jacket,
thumbing the cuff light on.

Dr. Soan snorted and turned on the much stronger light in the cuff of her jacket.

“Weredlly need alook at that catalog, Gunny.”

“Yes, gr.”

“She’ s past the sentry,” the mgor announced. As darknessfell, the EY E had switched to reading heat
ggnds. “ A noncombatant chip isawonderful thing, Gunny, although, | haveto admit, it fedsabit like
chegting.”

Her back against the rock, sheltered from both the snow and the enemy’ s scanners, Torin watched the
red line spooling out beside the green across the screen of her date. “It'snot cheating to use dl available
resources, gr.” After amoment, the silence lifted her attention to the mgor’ sface. His expression
confused her. “ Sir?’

“Whatever it takesto get the job done, Gunny?’

“Yes gr.”

“Fulfill the mission objectives, seethat you kill asfew Marines as possble?’

Because he' d phrased it as a question, she answered. “No, sir, that’ s your job. My job isto fulfill the
mission objective in such away that my people survive.”

“Semantics”

“Perspective. Sir.”

To her relief, he smiled. 1t wasn't ahappy smile, but his mouth moved in roughly the right directions. I
stand corrected, Gu. . . Son of abitch!”

“gp?

Eyes clamped nearly shut, both palms at histemples, he scowled up at the falling snow. “Damned low
pressure system is playing hell with my head.”

And their doctor, his doctor, was trudging through afake settlement carrying enough explosivesto flatten
the very red walls of the fake power station.

“Arethefireteamsin pogtion?’

“Oneftwo and three/one are till on the move sir. Both teams have awaysto go yet . . .” She glanced



down at the doctor’ s position. “. . . but they’ll be therein plenty of time.”

“What about the staff sergeant’ sdrone ID?’

“Sorry gr, McGuinty hasn't been ableto teaseit out yet. HE s till working on it though and with any luck
we can upload it to the rest of the platoon before we move out.”

Hewatched Dr. Soan’ s progress amoment longer. “Which won't be happening any time soon.”

“No, gr.”

“Hurry up and wait. Hurry up and wait.”

Torin waited in turn for some sort of punch line, but it never came. Collar up and scanner down, Mgor
Svensson settled down in the snow like the rest of the platoon—pack on, wegpon resting diagonaly
across his body. Combats and bodyliners would keep them warm and dry, and field rations required
nothing more than afree hand. The only difference between the mgor and the platoon was that they
watched the sky darken and the snow fal while he watched her, the shimmer of his scanner barely visble
across hisface.

Seemed like agood ideato ignore him.

“Ayumi, put your Goddamned helmet on.”

Three/one moved around the south edge of Dunstan Mills, heading for the river and the third sentry
Gunnery Sergeant Kerr had marked on her sketch of the settlement. It was along way to hump based on
the gunny’ s assumption that there’ d be adrone at that point needing removal, but then, Stone figured
other Marines had humped farther based on other gunnery’ s sergeants assumptions, so no harm, no foul.
And, besides, the onething he’ d learned for certain after 120-odd days of training was that the gunny’s
job was to know things and his job was to do what he was told.

Technically that applied to sergeants and above, but specificdly it wasal about the gunny.

Given the size of the trees around them, it was a good bet that the nearly knee-deep powder now
covered more soil and lessrock. The branches overhead, in spite of being bare, were interlaced thickly
enough to keep out most of the faling snow which, unfortunately, aso kept out alot of the ambient light.
Scanner down, Stone felt like he was back in the quarry, dust forcing him to operate hisloader by way of
the readout on the screen. The scanners the Corps used were more complex but essentialy the same,
and it had surprised him alittle that a number of recruits washed out because they couldn’t adapt to
seeing their immediate surroundings through atech filter.

Up ahead, Vegaon point and Jonin right behind her showed on his scanner outlined in anicefriendly
green, camouflage and light levels making them neerly invisible to the naked eye even though Jonin was
amost close enough to touch. On the lower left corner of his screen, his scanner noted that another

Marine followed three paces behind. He knew it was Alison Carson, the fourth member of the fireteam,
evenif the scanner didn'’t.

Stone frowned as Jonin stumbled, boots catching on something under the snow. Not good. Picking up his
pace, he closed his hand over the di’ Taykan' s shoulder and shook him none too gently. “Hey. Get your
mind back inthe game.”

Jonin twisted out from under hisgrip and turned just enough to glare. “I'mnot . . .”

“Youare,” the big man told him camly as V ega stopped and came back six pacesto see what had
stopped them. Y ou' re walking like you' re Human, covering ground with your head up your ass.”

“Up Staff Sergeant Beyhn' s ass,” muttered Carson from behind Stone' s shoulder. When Jonin switched
hisglareto her, she snorted, “Oh, come on, Jonin, I’m not telling you anything you don’t know.”

“WEe ve got some distance to cover before we' rein position,” Stone continued, ignoring the interruption,
“and | think we need to know now if you' refit to go on or if it'd be safer for al concerned . . .”

“That being us,” Carson added.

“...if you head back.”

“To Staff Sergeant Beyhn.”

“Shut the fuk up, Carson. | know it's some kind of biological imperative thing you guys have got going,”
Stone continued, his scanner showing that Carson had taken half a step back, “but if you can’t get past
it—wdl, I’'m not dying for your biology.”

Jonin’s eyes were dark—hardly surprising given how many receptors he' d need open to see—and he



waswearing the I’ m a hot-shit aristocrat expression that training had pretty much dapped out of him by
day seventeen. Being the focus of the other di’ Taykan in the platoon had not been good for him.

“Y ou've got to put the saff sergeant down,” Stone said levelly, wondering if the gunny had sent threef
one on the long hump not because they were the only intact fireteam with a shooter but to get Jonin away
from speciesissues. “Gunnery Sergeant Kerr seemsto think you' re good to go or she wouldn't have sent
you. Now, if she hadn't, | don’t know if she' d have sent us out one short or if she' d have sent another
teamn, but me, | wouldn’t want to be the oneto tell her she waswrong because | have afeding the
survivd ratefor ...

“Shut up, Stone.” His eyeswere lightening, and the di’ Taykan aristocrat had been replaced by someone
who looked tired and pissed off about equally. *Y ou made your point. Quit beating it to death. | can do
this”

Now he could.

Stone nodded and said, “ Okay.”

“Wel, McGuinty?’

McGuinty quickly swalowed the butt of his stim stick and shook his head. His helmet wobbled, sending
clumps of accumulated snow falling down onto his shoulders. “ Sorry, Gunny. It' d take me weeksto
Separate out the staff sergeant’ s program for the drones. It' swound in and around too much other crap.”
Torin tucked Beyhn' shelmet under her arm. It had been worth a shot, worth taking the time from the
attempt to regain control of the CPNs. But now . . .

“I’'m back onit, Gunny.” He held up the staff sergeant’ s date before she could speak.

“Good work, Marine.”

Temporarily attached to one/two, Duarte followed in Cho’ s footsteps, the indentations of his boot prints
in the snow showing briefly, paely greenin her scanner. di’ Lammin Oshyo was dead and she had
replaced her in the fireteam and that wasjust alittle creepy.

Oshyo isdead, and | am her.

No one was supposed to die on Crucible. Wish they were dead, yes. Actudly die, no.

Her bootsfdt like they weighed ten kilos each and her nose was running again. She wiped it next to the
frozen snot dready on the back of her mitten and wondered if being chosen for the walk around to the
north side of the fake settlement actualy meant anything, or if she had just been standing closest to the
three remaining members of one/two when the gunny’ d had to make a choice.

Each of the three potentia sentries—and two of them would remain potentid until two/one and three/one
had gained their positions and marked them—had been assgned one of the recruits who' d shot Expert.
Stone, Cho, and Lirit. Kichar was fine with that; it made sense that Mgor Svensson and Gunnery
Sergeant Kerr were making use of the skillsthey had available. She, hersdlf, had shot three points under
Expert and that might have had some bearing on why her team had been chosen to back up Lirit who
was on her own what with McGuinty gill working the staff’ s date trying to crack the system and Pirgj
ordered to stick to McGuinty and Ayumi staying with the Staff Sergeant.

The only problem wasthat Lirit’ starget was the sentry first spotted by Gunnery Sergeant Kerr, the
sentry closest to the platoon’ s position. The team would be going in well within range of the gunny’s
scanner.

Gunnery Sergeant Kerr would be watching her . . . their every move.

They could have been sent to one of the farther positionsif not for Hisht, but the Kral’ s short legs had
made the day’ s march harder on him than anyone but Piro] and Sergeant Jiir. Kichar glanced over at
Hisht, the pouch of rations he was eating giving away his position without her needing to use her scanner
to determine which of the mounds of snow and camouflage was him. It probably hadn’t hel ped that Krai
weren't fond of the cold.

She was not going to turn and look a Gunnery Sergeant Kerr athough she thought she could fed the
gunnery sergeant looking at her.

Inside her mittens, her pal ms were swesting.

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr, thisis Private Stone. Three/ oneisin position and have targeted enemy eyes.
Over.”



“You' ve got about a half an hour if Dr. Soan maintains speed. 1’1l ping you before the fireworks
start.”

“Roger, Gunny. Out.”

Nice to know the other two sentries were exactly where she expected they’ d be. It raised the odds
they’ d be right about the rest of the drones gathered in the power station.

It turned out to be closer to forty-five minutes, Dr. Soan visibly tiring as she covered thefina kilometer
back to the platoon, the circle of light her deeve cast on the snow skittering Sdeways at odd moments,
the red line looping to both sides of the green. The moment she was far enough from the sentry, Mgor
Svensson went out to meet her, nearly carrying her the last few meters.

Torin had objected and then shut her mouth about it. She hated waiting, too.

“Next time,” Dr. Sloan panted, dropping onto the rock ledge the major had cleared of snow, “you can
just go yoursalves and get shot. | honestly don't care.”

“Next time,” Maor Svensson agreed, dropping to one knee so he could look into her face. When he
was satisfied with what he saw, he handed her a canteen.

Shetook along swallow, wiped her mouth on the back of her hand, and said, “Y ou know you have a
bunch of Marines down there by those trees, right?”’

“They’'reat the ZP,” hetold her. “The Zero Point. Any closer and the enemy sentry would haveto do
something about them.”

“What? The drones know we' re here?’ Leaning forward, she punched him in the shoulder. Torin glared
at thewatching Marines until they stopped smiling. “1 thought the whole point of my little trek through the
twelfth circle of hell was so the drones wouldn’t know we were here.”

“No, it was s0 they wouldn’t know we were planting explosives. They know we have Marinesat all
three ZPs. They know these Marineswon’t attack because attacking a sentry over that distance, a sentry
that' s aware of you, isstupid at best and suicide at worst. While we' re covering the distance, they’d have
nothing to do but shoot at us.”

“I thought they couldn’t kill you.”

“They can't. But the ETGs only ensure nonlethd until the programming changes, and we don’t know
when that’ Il happen, sowecan'trisk....”

Dr. Soan raised ahand, cutting him off. “I get that we don’t want the programming to change,” she sad
wesrily, “and I'll take your word for the rest.”

“Sorry. The point is, they’re dug in and defensible, they can afford to belax.”

“They'renct lax,” shesghed. “ They’ re programmed. They' re drones.”

“Ah, but they don’t know that.”

It took her amoment. She frowned as meaning pushed past exhaustion. “Y ou people. . .”

When shelet it lie there, the mgjor patted her arm— not unsympathetically, and stood.

“Makeit hgppen, Gunny.”

“Yes, dr.” Torin turned to face the settlement. It wasn't necessary; she could detonate the charges no
matter which way she faced, but she preferred to look the enemy in the eye—or sensor array—even if
the gesture was purely symbolic because of the dark. A tap on her comm to make sure the entry teams
werelistening. “Heads up, people.. . .” Behind her, she could hear the sound of Marines readying their
weapons. “. . . we're about to blow.”

Both sergeants, Torin, and Mgor Svensson had dl done demoalition training—although only Torin and the
major had applied that training in combat. A quick run over their options and they’ d agreed to err on the
sde of caution and use dl the available charges. Training platoons didn’t travel with an abundance of
explosive power; privatdy, Torin hoped they’ d have enough.

The sound wasn't as loud as she' d expected; a series of distant bangs when she' d been hoping for blam.
Turned out the blam had been momentarily delayed. The power plant lit up the night sky, painting the
Settlement with stresks of orange and red.

“Holy crap,” someone observed.

Either the drones were extraordinarily explosve with only alittle encouragement or the charges had
gotten stronger since she' d taken her last course.



Three squads at the ZPs. Another three ready to move in adirect lineto the anchor. Get it. Hold it. The
find three squads, including the walking wounded, to remain in place, guarding the doctor and injured.
Torin and the mgjor were going in with the second wave. It only made sense; together they had more
combat experience than everyone ese in the immediate area combined, and if the bulk of the drones
hadn’t been destroyed with the power station or if the Others managed to reprogram before they had the
platoon under cover, they needed to be on the scene and able to make the necessary decisions.
Individually, they had more combat experience than everyone else in the immediate area combined.
Using theinformation Torin sent him, the mgjor could make the necessary decisions safely back beyond
the ZP. Unfortunately, the mgjor didn’t seeit that way.

Jir lost the toss and remained with the reserve squad.

The explosion was not only intended to destroy the mgority of the drones but aso to pull the enemy
sentries out of their defengive positions. In Torin’s experience, there was nothing like an attack inside the
perimeter, the sudden, explosive evidence of fallure, to throw sentries off their game.

The distinctive crack of KC-7s proved her point.

“ One/two reporting target down. Moving in.”

“ Three/one reporting target down. Moving in.”

“ One/one reporting target down.” Torin could hear thereief in Kichar’ svoice and she grinned. *
Moving in.”

“All right people, let'sgo.”

Thefirst surviving drone nearly took off Sakur’s head. Would have had Hisht not knocked the di’ Taykan
to the snow as around dammed into the building behind him, spraying them with smoking debris.

“ Ablin gon savit!”

“Highly welcome,” Hisht ydlled back, rolling cleer.

Sakur scrambled up to hisfeet, heart pounding, hair stinging his cheeks asit whipped around under the
edges of hishemet. “I thought they were programmed not to kill us,” he snarled knocking the snow from
his wesgpon.

“You have not died,” the Kral pointed out as Lirit caught the dronein ashort, sharp burst and blew it to
bits.

The second surviving drone came around the corner of one of the buildingsthey’ d dready searched and
moved out onto the road behind them. It got off three fast shots before Kichar took it down with asingle
shot of the KC-9.

Sakur’ s vest absorbed most of theimpact of al three enemy rounds. “Why me again?’ he demanded,
wincing ashisvest logt its defensverigidity.

“Y our sparkling personality?’ Kichar offered, smacking him on the shoulder as she caught up. “Let’s
move.”

“No sympathy?’

“For bruisng?’ she snorted. “Not likely. Now move, we have another eight buildingsin this sector.”
“Youcan't...

“I can,” she growled, glad of the mittensthat hid the way her fingers were trembling. “ The gunny put me
in charge of thisteam. Now move!”

Thethird, fourth, and fifth surviving drones were together in a building on the north side of Dunstan Mills
not far from the sentry’ s position. With one/two keeping up steady but random fire, Stevens crawled
forward to toss both her grenades through one of the broken windows near where her scanner showed
them asred circles behind the barrier of thewall. As she moved, the distance registered kept changing.
Just like we practiced on the range, shetold hersdf, hissng through her teeth as melting snow dribbled
down theinsde of her cuff. These things can’t kill us. Unlessthe Others had reprogrammed in the last
few minutes. And they could have. Shut up, brain! The first grenade made a perfect arc through the
broken window. As the second grenade |ft her hand, a three count after the firgt, she turned and raced
back toward alow wall. Still counting, she dove for cover—she' d made the move a hundred times back
on Ventris. Could amost hear Staff Sergeant Beyhn yelling at her to hustle.

Four of the five roundsfired from the building hit thewall.



The enemy killed the first grenade. But not the second.

“Textbook example of using an adrendine rush againg the enemy,” loeyn said smugly astherest of the
team dropped down beside her, kicking up aspray of snow.

“Hardly surprising,” Cho snapped at the di’ Taykan. “Thisisaclassroom.” Then he took agood look a
Stevens podgtion. “Areyou dl right?’

Steven’ s stared up at him with wide eyes, then twisted around, trying to examine her right cheek. “They
shot mein the asst When | went over the wdll, they shot mein the ass!”

“No one ever died from getting shot in the ass,” Duarte observed, her heart pounding so loudly she could
barely hear her voice over it. “ And your med-aert didnt even go off.”

“It fukking hurtg”

“It bounced off you. It didn’t even go through your combats.”

“| got shot inthe assl”

“Then you left your ass up where they could shoot it! Thisisn't an exercise! Didn't Oshyo teach you
thet?’

“Oshyo?’ Stevensglared at Duarte. “Don’'t even talk to me about her!”

“Not the time to be talking, period,” Cho growled, grabbing her arm. “We have to finish clearing this
section. Can you wak?’

“It fukking hurtg”

Herolled hiseyes. “Can you walk?’

“Yes, | canwalk!” Sucking cold air past clenched teeth, she stood. “ Still hurts.”

“Stll not going to die,” Duarte murmured as she passed. Oshyo had died.

Torin could hear the entry teamstaking fire, and prayed that the Others hadn’t reprogrammed.
Grenade!

One of theirs. And only one. Odds were good it meant that one of the teams had taken out asmall
enclave of drones.

Torin tried not to think about the odds in combat. That way led to hard liquor and an early body bag.
Head down, staying close to the mgjor’ sleft side, she pounded aong the streets that gave them the
fastest path to their chosen building.

“Definitdy the anchor,” Mgor Svensson panted by her |eft shoulder as dl three squads paused, pressed
tight up againgt the buildings closest to their target. “Let’ s hear it for the and retentivesin Parliament who
ingst every colony starts the same way, thereby ensuring that the and retentives in the Corpsdrop an
anchor into their training colonies.”

Two storiestdl, set back from theriver, it commanded agood view of the entire settlement—which was
very likely why the scenario included at least one drone on the roof.

“Son of abitch!” The Marine on point dove back toward safety as rounds from the roof kicked up a
spray of snow.

Being able to seethe drone as ared circle ameter in from the edge seemed a bit moot. They knew it was
there.

“Any way to be certain they’ re dill targeting nonlethd areas, Gunny?’

“Only onel canthink of, sir.”

“Not sure walking out there and | etting him shoot you isagood idea, Gunny.”

“Hadn’t intended to let him shoot me, sir.” Although she had given it amoment’ s consideration.

Safest decison wasto act asif they could die a any moment and the anchor had to be reached anyway.
They crossed one a atime, broken pattern running, trusting to the night and to camouflage and to
whatever godsthey persondly believed in. Unless the shooter was very good or very lucky, moving
targets wearing combats designed to fool the eye were damned near impossible to hit with a persona
weapon. Unless the Others were in control of the dronesin which case the trainers worked remarkably
like atargeting beacon.

Torin crossed firgt, only because she had the best odds of identifying and disarming any traps on the
doors. And being one of the only grown-ups s getting old fast, she sighed as she sprinted acrossthe
open ground, twisting, turning, and adding about another fifteen metersto the run. Her boots seemed to



have been gaining weight dl day and now felt like dragging afull-grown Krai around on the end of each
leg.

The outer doors were unlocked and open about six centimeters, snow drifted across the threshold and
into theair lock entry. The inner doors were wide open. The scenario had |ft the explosive equivaent of
abucket of water propped on one of the outer doors, and Torin had it disarmed before the next Marine
arrived. Annatahwee had sent two/two over with ordersto take out the drone.

“Remember that if it's on scenario, the Others don’t surrender. It' [l salf-destruct. If it’sbeen
reprogrammed, it'll just try to kill you,” shetold them asthey passed. Because she hadn’t been intended
to hear it, and because she hadn’t told them anything they didn’t aready know, sheignored Ducote' s
murmurmed, “Y es, Mother.” She had no idea how Staff Sergeant Beyhn had survived a career of taking
new Marinesto Crucible. After only three days, she had to constantly fight the urge to shove them out of
the way and do things hersdlf.

Of course, the staff sergeant’ srecruits had never been in any real danger.

A spray of snow chased Kirassai to the building.

“Break the pattern up!” she yelled, grabbing the di’ Taykan's arm and hauling her up onto the step.
“Keep it fresh and keep it moving!” Pushing Kirassa to the left edge of the door, she snapped, “Watch
90to 180! Shoot anything you seethat isn't one of us.”

“Ducote!” Sergeant Annatahwee on group channel asthelast of the second squad started toward the
anchor building. “ Isthere a particular reason why that bastard droneis still shooting at us and not
at you?’

“Yes, Sergeant! We can’'t get onto the roof. We' d need a demo charge to get through the door.”
And the charges had been used.

Three/two was across. The drone still had a shot at Major Svensson, the sergeant, and three/three as
well asthe three squads working their way in from the sentry positions.

“ One/one, one/two, three/lone—we have a shooter on the roof of the anchor. Repeat a shooter on
the roof of the anchor. Advance with extreme caution.”

During shipping, the access to the roof had been sealed between two pieces of spaceship hull. The
colonists would cut out the inner piece, open the door, cut out the outer—the door opened in and
couldn’t be locked from outside. If two/two couldn’t get through it, the drone had fused it somehow.
Another learning experience, as Dr. Soan liked to say.

Major Svensson was across. Then Sergeant Annatahwee,

Then Meir dipped on ice under the snow and landed hard on his back. The drone had aclear shot at his
face, the one uncovered part of hisbody. A guaranteed letha shot. Meir jerked at the impact, then
scrambled to hisfeet and raced for the doorway, blood seeping up from the crease across his | eft bicep.
“It' sstill ascenario,” Torin declared asthe sergeant nearly dragged Meir off hisfeet getting him up and
into the building. “ That means somewhere insde isthe way to get through that door!”

“Onit!” Handing Meir off to Leford, the sergeant ran inside, yelling for Ducote and crew to leave the
door and start searching the upper level for a cutting tool.

“Hopeit wasn't in the power gation,” the mgjor murmured quietly enough so only Torin heard.

When the last two Marines made it across, Torin followed them into the anchor, leaving Kirassai at the
door on watch.

Straight ahead, awide hall led to another set of doors. Almost directly to the left, through awide bregk in
theinterior wal, was alarge rectangular room with long, narrow windows taking up nearly the entire far
sde. It had probably started as storage for construction supplies and become the community hall when it
emptied out after the other buildings were built.

“Three benniesin awesgpons|ocker, rear of thisfloor, near what looked like holding cells,” the
sergeantannounced, grinning broadly as she rgjoined Torin and the mgjor. “ Ducote steam are cutting the
door out now.”

“Good work.” Mgor Svensson pushed himself up off the wall and walked past Torin into the community
hal. “Let’ s get the rest of the building secured.”

Torin answered Annatahwee sworried frown with anoncommittal shrug and followed. The mgor might



be reaching the end of hisreserves, but until he fell over, she could do nothing abot it.

Her light picked out apile of objectsin the middle of the room just as her nose recognized the familiar
amell of rot. The hair lifted off the back of her neck. She could hear the mgjor’ s bresthing hitch and then
speed up.

“Medt bags,” Sergeant Annatahwee said quietly. “ They set them out under astasisfield when they set up
the scenario. When it' s activated, the stasisfield isturned off. It sto get therecruitsused to . . .”

“I know.” Torin cut her off. “ Get them used to what you find because the Others don’t take prisoners.”
“Yeah. I'll havethe di’ Taykan put their nosefiltersin,” the sergeant added. “We' Il move these out once
weknow . .."

Three quick shots.

“Gunny ...”

For onelong moment Torin thought the next words out of the mgjor’ s mouth were going to be with me,
and she had avision of him charging forward and falling flat on hisface.

His expression suggested he was having the same vision.

“...takecareof that!”

“Yes, gr!” She pounded the length of the room and through asmal door in the middle l&ft of the
building’s center wall. A quick turn, and she wasin the lower leve toilets. As sheran past the open gals,
the Marine by the sinkswhirled around, weapon up, just asthe rest of her fireteam piled through the door
in the other end of the room.

“What the hell isgoingon . . .” Two more long steps and Torin could seethe Maring sface. “. ..
Vaughn?’

“Sir! | saw something, Sir!”

“Don’'t cdl medr, Vaughn.”

“Y es, Gunnery Sergeant.”

The shattered mirror made it fairly obvious what she' d seen.

When the mgjor grinned, the rest of VVaughn'steam took that as permission to ride their teammate
mercilesdy. Torin let it go on for about thirty seconds.

“All right, people, that’ s enough. Isthe building secure?’

Vaughn looked relieved to have the teasing interrupted. “No, Gunnery Sergeant!”

“Then unless you were planning to take adump on company time, what the hell are you doing in here?’
“Weweredravn by .. .” Iful frowned, tangerine eyes darkening. “ That was arhetorica question, wasn't
it, Gunny?’

“Yes, it was. Now, move!”

The anchor held nothing of note but the bennies— il in use a the roof access—the meat bags, and a
supply cache holding both food and ammo.

“Makes sense,” Magjor Svensson observed, tossing a H’ san Style Chicken short of the pile. As Torin
bent to retrieve the package, she used the new angle to watch him work the fingers of hisleft hand
againg histhigh. “If this scenario was afull exercise, the training platoon would probably be running short
right about the time they took the anchor. With thislot, we can settlein for along winter’ snap.” He
shone hislight around the communal kitchen, squinting in the reflected flare of the sainlesssted. “Map’s
got the CPN in the anchor, so wherethe hdl isit?’

“I doubt it’sin thekitchen, dr.” Torin said as she straightened. “ Since the training platoon using this
scenario is supposed to end up inside, it's probably very well hidden.”

“ Sergeant, we' re through to the roof.”

“ Advance with extreme caution, Ducote. If the drone decidesto salf-destruct, there |l be shrapnd.”

“ Roger that.”

“l couldgo up . ..” Annatahwee began, giving voice to the wordsin Torin’s head.

“No.” Mg or Swensson dragged off histoque and dug hisfingers through sweet-darkened hair. “Let
two/two handleit.”

One shot. The KC-9.

“ Sergeant, Bynum just blew it to shit.”



“Good work, Re. . .”

Torin caught her eye.

“...Marines. Bring dl the pieces down. We want to make sure there’ s nothing left to reprogram.”

“ Roger, Sergeant. On our way.”

“So that’ sthat.” The mgor shoved himsdf up off thewall, swayed once, and steadied. “L et the teams
coming in from the sentry points know the shooter’ s been taken care of and then let’ s get this place
squared away.”

One of the upper windows had been smashed by a piece of debris from the power station, the roof
access was now a hole with edges till seaming dightly in the cold, and the outer air lock door closed but
no longer seded—otherwise, the building was in good shape.

“I wonder if the toiletswork.”

“Only oneway to find out, Sir.”

There was no power—lights, hest, toilets were non-functiond.

“ Sergeant Annatahwee, put two Marines on the roof and then start clearing out those meat bags. Once
the common room isempty, sart dismantling the inside wall—they made it by snapping the exterior
shutters together, and we need to get them reinstalled.”

The sergeant’ s eyesflickered once toward Torin—fast enough, Torin hoped, that the major had missed
it. “Sir, we don't have the right tools.”

“They’rein here somewhere, Sergeant. I’ m betting the scenario includes securing this building, and you
can't do that without those shutters.”

“Yes gr.”

“Gunny, you and | are going to check out the power station. | want to be sure none of those drones
survived.”

The power station wasn't far and moving might be better for him than remaining still snce he couldn’t
collgpse until dl theteamswerein. “Yes, sr.”

A twigt of hislipslet her know he knew what she was thinking.

“Any chance that explosion |eft any dronesin one piece?’ he asked asthey headed dowly toward the
main mass of rubble.

Torin kept her hand on the trigger guard of her KC- 7. “Long odds, sir.”

It had stopped snowing athough cloud cover continued to block both moon and stars. Their boots
whispered through the snow on the ground. Distant sounds were muffled and inditinct. At least no one
seemed to be doing any more shooting.

The power station walls had looked to have been about four meters high before the explosions. If they
were athird of meter now, Torin would be very surprised. The few larger pieces of the heavy metal roof
lying across the rubble looked as though burning fists had punched through it from below.

“Built-in charges,” Mgor Svensson said suddenly. “ The training platoon was supposed to save the
power station. The charges might have been Crucible sway of reinforcing what abad ideait isto use
explosives around a building you' re supposed to save.”

“Makes as much sense as anything,” Torin muttered.

“Why, thank you, Gunny.”

“Sorry, gr. | didn’t mean that the way it sounded.” Although given that training platoons weren't exactly
bad-ideafree, it didn’t make as much sense that they’ d risk the loss of the drones to one. As she swept
her light over the wreckage, her scanner registered residual pockets of heat but no power signatures. The
dataretrieved from Dr. Soan’s scan showed thirty-nine drones had been insgde the station.
“Lookslikethe doc got them dl, Gunny.”

“Yes, gar.”

It was dways easier when the enemy didn’t bleed.

The mgor bent and grabbed a piece of metal only to haveit dip through hisfingers and clatter back
down onto the wreckage. “Damn mitten, can't get agrip . . .”

The mitten madeit hard to tell for certain but, to Torin, it had looked more like he hadn’t had strength
enough in hishand.



They got back to the anchor just as three/one emerged from between two of the south buildings, visible
as green sketches on the scanners. Mgjor Svensson headed across the open ground to meet them, so
Torin followed dthough shewasn't happy about it.

He opened up the beam of his cuff light and familiar faces appeared between helmets and vests. Carson
had abit of frozen snot on one cheek. “What do you have for me, Private Stone?’

“Sir, scans show no active dronesin any of the buildingsin this sector, Sir.”

“Good work. Drop your packs with the others in the common room and lend ahand getting that wall
down. We need those windows shuttered before that building’s secure.”

“Yes, gr.” Stone beckoned to histeam, and dthough they clearly would have preferred a chanceto sit
down and get alittle rest, they followed him over to the anchor. Torin couldn’t decide if he was a natura
leader, or if the other three weretired enough they didn’t really give a shit about who wastelling them
whét to do aslong asthey didn’t haveto think for themsdlves.

She checked her deeve. Twenty-three forty-two. It had aready been along day—and it wasn't over
ye.

“Gunny, check on the other two entry teams. If they’ re within thirty, then give Sergeant Jiir aheads up.”
“Yes, gar.”

The other two teams put their ETA a under fifteen. Jiir sounded relieved to be contacted. “ | was
beginning to think you’ d forgotten about us, Gunny.”

“Wewere just making the beds and putting the mints on the pillows, Sergeant. Bring themin.”

As she signed off, four Marines emerged from the anchor carrying the first of the long meta shutters out
the double doors. Impossible to tell who they were given the distance and the dark except that two of
them were obvioudy di’ Taykan.

Torinflicked her light in their direction. “Kirassai! Iful! Get your damned hemetson!”

“But the drones have been destroyed, Gunnery Sergeant. And there’ s enough light for usto see.”

“Did that sound like arequest, Iful?’

“No, Gunnery Sergeant!”

“It'slate,” she Sghed amoment later as the shutter crashed to the ground. Both di’ Taykan had released
their grip and grabbed for their dangling hemets a the same time. Profanity madeit clear that no one's
feet had been under the heavy dab. “And they’ re new at this.”

The mgjor snorted. “ And you scared them.”

“They need to get over that.”

“No one ever gets over that, Gunny. Come on, let’s give them ahand or we'll be at thisal night.”
Around adecimeter thick, the shutters were heavier than they looked, and the length made them
awkward. It took al six of them to maneuver the first shutter into the southernmost window embrasure,
“Essentidly,” the mgjor grunted asit finaly sngpped into place, “you' relooking at aremovable piece of
gpaceship hull.”

Torin took another look. “1 think | was happier believing there was more than this between me and
vacuum, Sir.”

“Theingde of thewindow enclosureisfilled with expanding foam.”

“Well, that makes dl the difference, Sir.”

With two Marines kegping pressure on the shutter, aquick search found amanua mechanismtolock itin
place.

“It’ [l take one of the same toolswe re using to dismantlethewall,” Iful muttered peering under the
faceplate. He sraightened to find the other five staring at him. “Uh, some of my thyrtins havea
jurdingon . ..” He paused and glanced at Kirassai.

She shrugged and offered, “ Repair shop?’

“...and | worked therewhen | wasn't a school.”

“So you' re saying you know tools?’ the major asked.

“Yes, gr.”

“Good. Go get the one we need.”

“Yes gr!”



They had the second shutter up by the time one/one came in from the east and the third was on its way
out the air lock when one/two emerged from between the buildings to the north. Moving dowly and
carefully, three of them were clearly matching their pace to the fourth.

“Stevens, you' relimping.”

“Shegot shot inthe ass, Gunny.”

“Isyour name Stevens, loeyn?’

“No, Gunnery Sergeant!”

“Stevens?’

“| got shot inthe ass, Gunny.”

Shesaid it like she' d cometo termswithit, so Torin didn’t smile. “Go drop your pack insde, then get a
handful of snow againgt the skin. Now you' re not moving, it' sgoing to start to swell. And have Dr. Sloan
look at it when she gets here.”

They were shifting the last shutter into place when dl six di’ Taykan outside turned toward the east. Torin
was't surprised to discover that was the direction of what might, by virtue of massive exaggeration, be
caled abreeze.

“Heads back in the game, people!”

They jerked, as one, and returned &t least the visible part of their attention back to the final shutter.

It was 0146 by the time Sergeant Jir, Dr. Sloan, Staff Sergeant Beyhn, and the final four fireteams made
it into the anchor. Torin had seen to it that Humans stood watch on the roof and by the doors, allowing
the di’ Taykan to cluster around the stretcher in the common room. With the windows shuttered, it was
pitch-black outsde the overlapping circles of cuff lights.

“Playing favorites, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr?’

“Allowing abiologica imperative alittleleeway, Dr. Soan. How’ sthe staff sergeant?”’

Eyes shadowed and alittle sunken, the doctor yawned. “He had a bad moment when we first started
moving, but the di’ Taykan you left with us gathered around the stretcher and he settled.”

“Good.”

“For certain values of theword good, yeah, | guess. But he’ sstill caught in some kind of hormonal
systemsfailure, and | till don’t know what to do about it.”

“Adilan?

“He hasapurpling lump the size of my fist on his head, but other than that, he' sfine”

“You?

“I had anap in asnowbank, Gunnery Sergeant. I'm peachy.” She yawned again and sumped against the
wall. “What happens now?’

“Now, we block the outer doors, sedl the inner doors, and—except for the team on watch on the
roof—we get some deep.”

“And tomorrow?’

With body heat and insulation bringing up the ambient temperature in the anchor, Torin pulled off her
togque and ran ahand through sweety hair. “Tomorrow wefix the outer door, we find the node, we may
send out teams to search the settlement for things other than drones. Mostly we wait.”

“Waiting.” A sweeping glance covered most of the Marinesin the room. “Not what they expected from
ther Crucibletrip.”

“No, but they’re getting alot moreredigtic look &t lifein the Corps.”

“Wating?’

“Wedo alot of it, ma am. And it beats being shot at.”

ELEVEN

“CETEM INSTITUTE OF SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY.” His hand resting on the top of the
skimmer, Craig Ryder frowned up at the sign. “CIST? Y eah, adegree from CIST isredly going to
ingpire confidence in progpective employers.”

“It are being an example of why dl universties should be having arts programs,” Presit said dryly,
adjusting mirrored sunglasses as she started toward the nearest building. “ They are needing someone



who are putting the lettersinto words. Y ou are bringing the equipment.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Why should | be paying for strong arms to be carrying our equipment when | are paying to be
traveling with you?” Presit had wondered.

“ Because I’m not your bloody beast of burden!”

She'd shrugged. “ | are preferring to be with others of my species, and | are having crew here who
are ableto go, but | are not bringing them because you are not having room. If you are not
carrying, then we needing to bring another with us and you are needing to put another in your
ship.”

That wasn't happening—the seventeen-hour Susumi jump had been hell with just one smdl, furry,
incessantly jabbering reporter on board. He' d finally locked her in the head to keep from spacing her.
Two more and he wouldn’t have madeit. Easier by far to carry her gear.

Even consdering that it included full editing cgpakilities, an enormous digital memory, and could beam a
show onto the network from anywhere it could hit a Susumi beacon, the recorder wasfar larger than it
needed to be. In an effort to keep the media honest, Confederation law stipulated that al recording
equipment must be large enough to be easily seen by the general public and carry obvious network
identification. It wasn't heavy—Craig suspected that haf the casing covered nothing at all—but it was
awkward.

Hedidn't ask what had happened to her previous set of strong arms or why Presit had shown up at his
ship with ahuman-sized recorder. Not only did he not want to know, but he suspected he' d strangle the
reporter hafway through the explanation. Sure, he was going to carry the damned thing, but aguy liked
to be asked.

13 Rywl n

Dragging the recorder out of the back, he released the skimmer to the boarding platform and hurried to
catch up. Given their respective leg lengths, it didn’t take long.

Lifting her sunglasses, she leaned toward the door’ s security module for aretina scan while sngpping out,
“Pregt aTur durValintrisy, Sector Central Newsl” as though the module would care.

When the door irised open, she shot Craig alook promising painful retribution if he didn’t follow
immediately—eedly readable in spite of the mirrored lenses and the species differences. Reminding
himself that Torin redlly fukking owed him big, heleaned into the scan and followed.

Gad a Tur durEdkabidge preened under Presit’ s attention, claw tipsfluffing out the fur of her ruff asshe
explained the implications of her current research. Craig had lost interest early on and, tucked safely
behind the bulk of the recorder, was playing solitaire on one corner of the monitor. He d begun to
suspect that the size of the equipment had been chosen as much by the technicianswho had to carry it as
by political mandate. The memory held more games than he had on his ship, atruly eclectic sdlection of
music, the most recent seasons of half adozen Human-centric drama vids, and a partitioned section he
couldn’t access without a Guild membership.

“Fascinating!”

The frightening part, asfar as Craig was concerned, was that Presit actualy sounded fascinated. The
reporter was clearly a skilled and well-practiced liar.

“| arejust thinking . . .” Presit’ ssmall, sharp teeth gleamed as she continued. “. . . how much more you
are being able to accomplish if you are being given apiece of the dien ship’s escape pod to study.”
“Escape pod?’ The scientist snorted so hard her whiskers twitched. “ There are being no escape pod!
There are being no physical, actua piece of the alien ship to study. Our away team are dl killed in the
exploson, and nooneese. ..” Shesared a Predt pointedly. “. . . are bringing back samples.”

“It are possible the military are hiding the escape pod.”

“It are possible, but it are not happening. Our lab team are desperate for samples—we are knowing if
there are an escape pod on board. We are not having alowed anyone to hide such athing. If the military
are saying they are hiding an escape pod, they arelying. And that,” she added shrewdly, “are actudly
what you are coming here to ask me—if the military are hiding an escape pod. No.” Shesighed. “And it
are too bad because Parliament would be making them giveit to us.”



“Isthereachance. . .”

“l aretdling you, no. | aretopinmy field . . .” On the other side of the room, three Katrien trilled. Craig
had no idealif they were colleagues, grad students, or cleaning staff, and neither did he care. Gad a Tur
durEdkabidge trilled something back and then ignored them. “1 are knowing every structura components
engineer they could be having caled in—there are being not so many a aleve to study dien
congtruction. If there are an escape pod, | are knowing about it. | are not knowing, so . ..” She spread
her hands. “. . . there are no escape pod.”

“I are remembering an escape pod.” Arm tucked so closeinto her sde that the fur blended into the fur on
her torso, Presit drummed her claws againgt abit of hard plastic on the skimmer’ s door. She had ingsted
that Craig set the recorder on the opposite seat and that he share hers. Given that he wanted to retain
some hearing in the upper registers and the reporter was growing increasingly shrill, he'd givenin. Even
given how tiny shewas, the two of them sharing a seet | eft little room for movement. “Y ou are
remembering an escape pod. Staff Sergeant . . .”

“Gunnery Sergeant.”

Her lip curled. “... Torin Kerr are remembering an escape pod. Everyone €l se are being made to forget.
We are having been deep scanned by Big Y dlow. Everyone else are not. It are not too large aleap to be
assuming that the scan are having done something to keep our memories from being erased. That are
what we know. What we are not knowing iswho are erasing memories.”

“It hasto be one of the Elder Races.”

“Why?

“Becausethey’d rase high, holy hell if it was someoneese”

“That are undeniable,” she admitted toothily.

Craig could undergtand the teeth. The Katrien were among the Mid Races along with the vast mgjority of
those who made up the Confederation and, like many of them, believed that the Elder Races were just
that— elder. Not better; older. They resented the influence the founders of the Confederation il
wielded and resented even more the fact that those founders were, at the very least, more intellectudly,
scientificaly, technologicaly advanced. Ethically more advanced was atopic of hot debate on all the
Mid Race worlds.

“Why are being nothing more than speculation. How areimportant only for scientists watching. Which of
the Elder Racesit are being, that isthe story!” She craned her head back to stare up a him. “We are
going to Ventris Station.”

“I"'m not exactly popular a Ventrisright now.”

She waved that off with asingleflick of her small hand. “Y ou are not being important. Genera Morrisare
being a Ventris Station, and Generd Morrisare liking me very, very much. Generd Morrisare being
ranking officer affected, so he are who we are needing to spesk to. | are convincing him, he are finding
the escape pod, | are exposing paterndigtic dien autocracy!” The possibility of exposing paternaistic
aien autocracy had her bouncing in the seet. 1 are winning the Retrenzic Award for thig!”

He d never heard of the award, figured it must be some kind of journo thing, but the thought of winning it
definitely got Presit stoked. “It’ s going to take some fast talking to get me aberth at Ventris.”

“You areleaving that to me.”

“When | say fast, | don’t mean speed.” Mot Katrien languages sounded like a cat fight on caffeine.
“Am| looking likeavortzma?’ she snarled.

No seemed to be theright answer.

Asthey pulled into the disembarking platform at the space station stop, Craig froze half out of his sedt.
“What if we're the ones whose memories have been tampered with? What if Big Y dlow planted the
memory of the escape pod in our heads?’

Presit stepped out onto the platform. “I areliking to seeit try,” she snorted.

Wrestling the recorder out of the cramped space, Craig couldn’t decide which he found more
disturbing—that he found her certainty comforting or how much Presit was beginning to remind him of
Torin.

At 0711, Torin watched the sunrise from the roof of the anchor and wondered how long it would be until



the Others brought in drones to replace the ones destroyed with the power station. With al of the section
to pull from and their destruction the only logical desired result, they’ d soon be facing more than they had
to date.

A single tank? Three long-distance drones? The activation of a couple of Sationary trail busters?
Pethetic.

Granted it had been luck alone that no one had died in the minefield, and if the mgjor hadn’t sent her out
on point, the filament would have taken out one or maybe two of the lead team, but given what Crucible
had on tap, they should never have survived the first night. Weapons that were no more than achadlenge
when the senior DI knew when and where and how to shut them off were lethal in the hands of the
enemy.

It was hard to bdlieve that the Others had goneto al the trouble of inserting ateam thisfar behind the
front lines and not included a hacker good enough to crack the individual security codes on the drones.
Granted, that soldier could have been taken out of the action in any number of ways—probably not by
suddenly going through puberty cubed; Staff Sergeant Beyhn would likely be the sole owner of that
digtinction for awhile— but any number of other ways. And it was also entirely possible that the Others
knew exactly how much time they had until the Navy returned and they were having alittlefun. It wasn't
likely; Torin had fought againgt the Othersal her adult life and was't in the habit of demonizing the
enemy, but it was possible.

Scanner down, she swept the horizon one moretime.

Nothing.

Something about thisdidn’t fed right.

“ Gunnery Sergeant Kerr!”

“What isit, McGuinty?’

“We' ve found the CPN!”

“I'll beright down.” She studied the sky to the southwest amoment longer, then nodded to the sentries
and went ingde.

Jir met her in the upper hall. Although body heat and kickass insulation meant the anchor had begun to
warm up, thethree Kral gill wore their toques dthough Jir at least had pushed the collar of his bodyliner
down in under the edge of his combats. “We were overthinking it,” he said as they headed to the Sairs,
Torin matching her srideto the Kra’s. “ There san admin office in this building, right? Kitchen, lockup,
medica centre, community hal, and admin office. And what do you find in an admin office?’

“A dek?

“A desk,” he repeated, standing asideto let Torin enter the officefirg.

Although the smdl window high in the outer wal remained unsealed, most of the light in the room shone
up from the surface of the desk.

“The desk works?’

“The desk isthe CPN.” Perched on the edge of an absurdly ordinary office chair, McGuinty grinned.
LiketheKrai, hewas il in histoque. In spite of the dark circles under his eyes, made even more
prominent by the lack of light, he looked both excited and confident. “1t was al Major Svensson.”
“What was al Mgor Svensson?’

“Hefound it, Gunny. He got it to work.”

A week ago, Mg or Svensson couldn’'t operate atherapeutic chair.

“Whereisthe mgor?’

“Mgor’'swiththedoc,” Piroj put in from behind McGuinty’ sleft shoulder. Torin was pleased to see he
hadn’t assumed his duty’ d ended now they wereinsde. * Said getting the desk working made his head
hurt. She took him up to the medical center.”

“The big room on the second floor full of junk?’ She' d gone past on her way down but hadn’t looked in.
“Saysmedica center on the door, Gunny. Seems like that's good enough for the doc.”

Torin couldn’t redlly blame Dr. Sloan for trying to find alittle normalcy in her Stuation, eveniif it was
nothing more than asign on adoor. She waked into the room and ran her fingersaong their reflectionin
theinert plastic trim of the desk. “ So the Others till control the system?”



“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant.” McGuinty sounded surprised by the question. Then hisbrowsdrew in ashe
redlized what it meant and surprised became mildly insulted. *Y ou thought aMarinein one of the other
platoons might have cracked it? Gotten control back?’

“It wasapossihility.” And one she had no intention of gpologizing for mentioning. “What eseisin here?’
“Nothing. It sjust aCPN hiding in plain Sght. | dready have the staff sergeant’ sdate daved
in—software was alittle dicey, so rather than screw around, we' re on ahardware link—and as soon as|
getinalittlefarther, I'll download aworm | creastedto. . .”

Torin'sraised hand cut him off. “1 don’t need to hear it. Y ou know what you' re doing, and that’s good
enough for me. Let me know when you' ve got results.”

“You know,” Jiir said quietly asthey walked away, “ Staff Sergeant Beyhn' sdways saying that Marines
don't doif, they do when.”

“I know.” She knew because that was where she'd learned it.

The gtaff sergeant was il in the community hall— any space smaller and the attending di’ Taykan were
unable to cope with the strength of the pheromones. They’ d dept piled around him and asit had calmed
him—more than anecdotally, the doctor’ s scanner had confirmed it—they kept as many hands touching
him as possible. Hands because Torin had point-blank told them to keep their combats on.

“When those drones attack, they won't wait ninety seconds for half the platoon to tuck their
collective asses back into their uniforms. You don’t keep him calm by risking yourselves or the
rest of the Marinesin this anchor, and if he wasin hisright mind, Staff Sergeant Beyhn would tell
you that himself.”

With the big windows sedled, the only light in the hal came from the units embedded in the combat
deeves. One of the shelter halves had been rigged up over the stretcher, and the staff sergeant’ slight
pointed up at it soitsinner surface could reflect and diffuse the beam, illuminating the immediate area.
The rest of the room was dark, most of the di’ Taykan having chosen to keep their lights off. There were
three, no, four around the staff sergeant, Ashlan and Kaimi were on the roof on watch with their fireteam,
Iful was cannibalizing parts of the kitchen to ensure that the outer doors could be secured, three more
were with their teams searching for the pieces removed to open up the smaler windows, and Oshyo was
dead. That left four of the origina fifteen unaccounted for, but as only orders would move them out of
sight of the stretcher, she had no doubt they were somewhere in the darkness.

Standing in the doorway, in her own circle of light, Torin frowned. The staff sergeant’ s condition had
divided the platoon on specieslines and that wasn't good. If Platoon 71 came out of thisthinking they
were Human or di’ Taykan or Krai rather than Marines, then the Corps d lost all thirty-six recruits, not
only the one Torin carried out in her vest. Odds were excellent that when the drones attacked, combat
would focus them and 120 days of training would reassert itsdf, but—in the meantime—she needed to
keep thisrift from growing.

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr.”

“Private Jonin.” He might have intended to startle her by appearing suddenly out of the darkness—he
was dill very young, and youth was a constant, mostly unconscious struggleto find aplacein the
pack—or he might have merely walked quietly acrossthe hal while her thoughts were elsewhere. Asit
had been close to adozen years since she' d been startled by anything short of heavy artillery, and that
rarely, Torin decided to give him the benefit of the doulbt.

“We werewondering if Ashlan waswell enough to be standing sentry duty.”

We? And the benefit of the doubt lasted—she glanced at her deeve—nearly seven seconds. After barely
sx hoursin the safety of the anchor, it sounded asif they’ d gone from a platoon of Marineswith an
injured NCO to agroup of di’ Taykan and everyone ese.

“We thought that maybe one/three could come in and instead two/three could . . .”

“Y ou thought?” Her tone made it quite clear that she doubted he had the capacity for thought.
“Twolthree gear up and join onefthree on the roof,” she snapped, CPU on Group Channel. “We're
sending teams out to check the closer buildings and we'll need better coverage. Threg/one. ..” She
locked eyes with Jonin as she spoke. “. . . and one/one gear up and meet me by the airlock in two.”
“Gunnery Sergeant . . .”



“Littlelessthan two now, Private. And you' ve till got to retrieve your helmet.”

That would leave two di’ Taykan with the staff sergeant and give the rest a new speciesto concentrate
on. And aslong as she didn’'t hear what they were saying about her, Torin wasfine with that.

“Sounds like things got busy for aminute there, Gunny.” Sitting up on an examination table, vest off and
combats pooled around hiswaist, Mgor Svensson looked up from his date and around Dr. Sloan.

“ Anything you wanted to tell me?’

“| sent a.couple of teams out to check the closer buildings, Sir. There' s extra coverage on the roof.”

“I heard that. What do you expect them to find?’

“| don’t expect them to find anything, sir, dthough they might. If the scenario was set up asa
house-to-house. . .”

“And that would be the logical assumption based on the way the Corps has used settlementslike thisin
the past.”

“. .. thenthere could beitems of valuein some of those buildings intended to be found.”

“Waan't the entire settlement checked last night?”

“Only for drones, gir.”

“I see” He sucked air through histeeth as Dr. Soan unsedled the front of his bodyliner and ran an
extension out of her date dong his collarbone. “That’ s cold.”

“Yes, itis”

When that seemed to be al the response he was going to get, he sighed and returned his attention to
Torin. “ After two days hard humping, you wouldn’t think you’ d need to keep thislot busy.”

Torin glanced at the doctor and chose her words carefully. The problem was not one acivilian needed to
be advised of. “Marines need to be Marines, sr.”

A paebrow rose. “Do they?’ He stared at her for along moment, and she thought she saw
understanding dawn. He was too good an officer not to have seen what was happening. “1 leaveit in your
hands, then, Gunny. Not that | could get involved even if | wanted to—Dr. Soanisgiving me afull
workup before we start getting shot at again. She seemsto think I'm flagging abit.”

If flagging meant running on nearly empty, stressing new body parts, and likdly to fall flat on hisfaceat an
inopportune moment, then, yeah, Torin could agree with that. And if he’ d been up early enough to get the
CPN running, he hadn’t gotten much deep.

“It'shardly afull workup,” the doctor snorted. “I’ m sure you remember what those are like, Mgor, and
thisisalot lessintrusive.” She sounded asif she regretted that.

Heindicated hisdate. “While | was being molecularly dissected, | got ahead start on writing up my
report. How would you prefer to be referred to, Gunny? Asrising heroicaly to meet the Situation
head-on or more than alittle pissed about the whole thing?’

“ Somewhere between the two would befine, Sir.”

Neither of them mentioned that the mgjor’ s date might survive where they didn’t and anything he wrote
would haveto tdll their story for them. Neither of them had to.

Asthe two sergeants came into the room, the mgjor set his date aside and caught Dr. Sloan gently
around the wrist with hisgood hand. “That’sit, Doc. All we' ve got timefor.”

Shefrowned, first at hishand then into hisface. “I’'m not done.”

“Bookmark it, then, because | need to meet with my people.”

“I'd rather finish.”

“And I'd rather be on Ventrisdrinking a cold beer and fairly certain no one was going to try and blow
me up. Unfortunately, neither of usisgoing to get what we want.” He continued to hold her wrist until she
moved the date away and then he released her.

“You'redill my patient,” she pointed out sharply.

“And their commanding officer,” hetold her, nodding toward the line of NCOs. “Right now, and until the
NirWentry returns, that comesfirst.”

Asthe mgor pulled his combats back up over his shoulders, Dr. Sloan turned to Torin, clearly about to
plead her case. Whatever she saw in Torin’s face both snapped her mouth shut and propelled her toward
the door. Where she paused. “1 want to go on record as opposing thisinterruption. Your hedth. . .”



“Is not more important than my Marines, Doctor. If there stimelater, I'm at your disposal.”

No mistaking the dismissal. Dr. Soan pivoted on one good-to-forty-below hedl and stomped out of the
room.

All four of them remained slent while her footsteps echoed in the stairwell and then disappeared on the
lower level. Torin figured she' d gone to check on Staff Sergeant Beyhn and wondered if patients who
didn’t talk back counted as spending quality time,

Magjor Svensson glanced over at the window in the second-floor medica center—empty of anything that
might be considered medical and then trashed by the  Others’ as part of the scenario—and then back at
the NCOs. “ So, what do we do when the drones arrive; do we hunker down and assume the anchor can
take anything they can throw at usfor the next seven days, or do we stand up and fight?’

Both sergeants|ooked to Torin. “ Unfortunately, sir, as much as| might prefer to have the platoon sit
safely undercover waiting for the NirWentry to return and put the fear of her not inconsiderable gunsinto
the Others—not to mention let loose two squadrons of vacuum jockeys bored out of their tiny minds by
flying exercises around atrangport run—that can’t happen. The anchor has weaknesses that the drones
will exploit.”

“Which ae?’

“We till haven't found the rest of the plates that reseal the windows—both up here on the second floor
and the smaller ones on thefirst floor. Debris from the explosion at the power station smashed through
one of them, proving that high impact polymer or not, they’ll till shatter with the right incentive. Also,
they open and that weskenstheir structura integrity.”

“Open windows aren’t unusud in anew colony,” Annatahwee put in. “Low-tech solution to the
ventilation problem.”

Torin nodded. “True, but I'm surprised the Corps bothered ingtaling them in an imaginary colony.”
“Perhaps they picked the anchor up surplus with them adready in place,” the mgor offered.

Jir' snoseridgesflared. “Morelikely that they were expecting recruits to shoot out them during the
scenaio, Sir.”

“Thenin fine Marine Corpstradition, we'll just have to exceed expectations.” He glanced over at Torin.
“Were the windows our only weakness, Gunny?’

“No, gr.”

“Thefact that the outer doors no longer sed isreally moot as long aswe don’'t take the anchor into
“Yes, gr.” She smiled politely. Even good officers, officers who werein every other way ajoy to serve
under, wanted their attempts at humor acknowledged. “Private Iful is certain he can secure it without
making it unusable”

“Golful.”

“Yes, sr. Our biggest problem concernsthe hole in the roof.” She handed off to Annatahwee.

“We know there' sfliersin this section, Sr—we were due to run into one on day fifteen, and I’ ve heard of
at least two morein other section scenarios. Three definitely, maybe more. When they pass over the
anchor, they’ re going to read the hole.”

“And having read it, will return and drop something explosivein it. What' s your solution? Can we put the
hatch back in place?’

“No, gr, the bennieswere drained cutting it out. But we have ateam dismantling the metal stdlsinthe
non-operdive latrine”

“And one of those pieces will stop what aflier can throw down? That' s one high-tendle crapper.”

“Not exactly, sir.” One of those pieces couldn’t even stop the round from aKC-7 that Torin had shot
into it. “We re going to stack two pieces, work them through on the diagonal, then wrap them in ashelter
haf before laying them over the hole”

“And the shelter hdf isfor...?

“Camouflage, Sir. To hide the fact that the pieces aren’t actually apart of the roof.”

“Youthink that’ Il work, Gunny?’

Shewouldn’'t have ordered it doneif shedidn’t at least hopeit would work. “Yes, Sir.”



“So...” Torinturned with him to look at the sergeants. “. . . what's coming at us?’

“Shouldn’t be that much of aproblem, gir.” Jir glanced over at Annatahwee who indicated he should
continue. “WEe ve never run into aflier in ascenario that had more than afive-tube, light-weight launcher.
Crucible usudly uses air support to make a point, and once that point’s made, then it’sal small caliber
chaser rounds—no real danger unless a platoon’s caught in the open.”

Torin gave him the chaser rounds, but . . . “'Y ou can make one hell of apoint firing five rockets. Andina
scenario, the flierswouldn't be shooting to kill.”

“Y eah but most of those rockets are flashbangs.”

“Mosgt,” Torin repeated. “ And therest?’ Because if most were, then some weren't.

“Gasif the platoon holds a position long enough to be taken down, incendiaries sometimesand . . .”
“And sometimes Crucible goesfor the big bang,” Annatahwee finished. “Blast fragmentation warheads
with impact det fuses.”

Magor Svensson stared at her in astonishment. “Fired at training platoons.”

Torin felt as appaled as the mgjor sounded. She' d seen the damage those things could do, and the
thought of recruits coming under fire from their own side. . .

“They're not generdly fired at the recruits, Sr.” Annatahwee explained abit defensively. “Just near
enough they get theidea”

“And what' stheidea?’ he demanded. “ That sometimes artillery makes you shit yoursef?’

“Yes, gar.”

“Sorry, | asked.”

“If thefliersare packing actua heet, there' s never been morethan oneinfive, ar.”

“I think onein fiveis sufficient, thank you, Sergeant. And given that our friend the sunken tank seemed to
be carrying an unlimited supply of high explosives, I’m not counting on the fliersto be shooting blanks.”
“Not exactly easy to hit ameter-square window moving at speed, Sir.”

He snorted. “Even the bad guys get lucky occasiondly, Gunny. Any other surprises we should know
about. High-heat, high-pressure thermobaric warheads maybe?’

The sergeants blinked in unison. “No, Sr.”

“Glad to heer it.”

“Thedroneswon't be ableto reload air,” Jir put in quickly. “ Once they’ vefired their five, that’ sit.”
“But we don't know how many are on theway,” Torin reminded them. “ At least three—and that’ sfifteen
chanceswe' Il get a BFW—but no top number. We could get waves of them asthey’re pulled in from
progressively farther into the section. Or pulled in from other sections.”

The mgjor turned to stare at her. “Thank you, Gunny.”

“You'rewelcome, Sr.”

“How adaptable are these fliers, Sergeant?’

Jir glanced at Annatahwee and answered. “ Sir?’

“The Otherswon't have programmed in the specs of the building. If they just fly to wherethey can get a
lock on the building and fire, then it’ sacrap shoot if they hit anything they can penetrate, but if they take
abounce at the building and anayze the structure on aflyby, then they’ Il be aiming a the windows and
the holein theroof.” Sliding off the exam table, he picked up hisvest. “Not aproblem if they’refiring
training rockets, but . . .”

“...if they'refiring afrag rocket, then we'rein trouble.” Torin finished when it became clear hewas't
going to.

“You'reajoy to work with, Gunny.” Together, they turned their attention on Sergeant Jiir. “ Adaptable,”
the mgor prodded.

“Yes, gr. In scenarios, the fliers are able to determine where the recruits are so as not to hit them.”
“Thenif they’ ve been order to hit therecruits. . .”

“They canfind them, sr.”

So ingtead of being camouflaged, the platoon would be going into battle with anice big target painted on
them and they had nothing big enough to jam the flier’ s scanners. Scanners. . .Torin frowned. “What's
the range on most of these things, Sergeant?’



“Depends on the scenario,” Annatahwee answered.

“Therée straining benefits to having them roar in up close and persond, and there’ s benefitsto having
them fire from maximum range and just having the rockets appear asif . . .

“By magic,” themgor finished dryly.

“Yes, dr. But they fire from maximum range in response to one or more of the recruits sending up an
energy sgnd that can be read by the enemy. It' s a cause-and-effect part of thetraining.”

“Intended to teach them not to send up energy signasthat can be read by the enemy?’

“Yes, dr. If wegivethem no reason to fire at distance, then they’ Il roar straight in close for maximum
psychological effect.”

“ And the maximum psychologicd effect isonce again getting them to shit themselves?’

“Sr.” Don't poke at the sergeants, Torin'stone said clearly. What happens on Crucible isn’t their
fault. “When you say dtraight in,” she asked Annatahwee, “do you mean no evasive maneuvers? ust . .
. Shedrew alineinthe air. When the sergeant nodded, she grinned. “Then closeinis better for us. If the
fliersarein range of our weapons before they fire rockets, we have a chance to take them down.”

The mgor’ s brows rose and both sergeants turned to stare.

“Y ou packing asammy you neglected to mention there, Gunny?’

“No, gr. If they’ re coming in agtraight line, the scanners can plot their course and massed fire from the
nines...”

He nodded. “Good thing we found that ammo. Best shooters from each team on the roof, and wetry to
take the bastards out. What kind of armor are these things wearing?’

“Not much,” Jir admitted. “ They’ re drones, and weight isan issue. Even if arecruit gets off ashot during
arocket attack, asingle 7 or even a9 won't do much.”

“Sincewe |l be using adl nine heavies, that’s good newsfor us.”

“Sir, al the drones adapt to being shot at and if | were reprogramming them, that’ snot something I'd
change.” Jir' s nose ridges had closed tight. He obvioudly wasn't happy. “If thefliersaren’t destroyed,
they’ Il target the roof. We d have to be very lucky to not |ose everyone up there.”

“If theflier isn't destroyed and it’ s packing anything more than atraining rocket, we run therisk of losing
everyonein the building, so let’sassume the fliers will be destroyed.” Mg or Svensson ran a hand back
over hishead and sghed. “Gunny.”

“g?

“ Assumptions make alousy battle plan. Come up with acontingency in casethe fliersaren’t immediatey
destroyed.”

“Yes, gr.”

He could see the southwest corner of the anchor, which meant he could see the southwest corner of the
big common room where Staff Sergeant Beyhn lay fighting the change. It was wrong, it was so wrong
that aqui would be here, in danger. Even more wrong that he wasn't over there with him, protecting the
future of the. . .

And that was whereit got weird. He d never spent time with aqui who wasn't amember of hisown
family, either by blood or by ritual. Just what, exactly, was he protecting the future of ? The Taykan? Fuk
that. There were plenty of Taykan around. Staff Sergeant Beyhn'sfamily?

Frowning, he drummed hisfingers againgt hisweapon.

“Sakur!”

He jumped and turned away from the window to find Hight staring up a him, the lower half of hisface
actualy out from under the bodyliner.

“| asked you what you look at.”

“Sorry. | didn’'t hear you.” Another glance out the window.

The Krai moved closer. “ Y ou are worried for the staff sergeant?’

“About the aff sergeant. Yeeh. | wasthinking . . .”

“That explainit,” Hisht snorted. “I smell burning and | thought to mysdlf, must be Sakur thinking.”
Grinning, he easily ducked under the di’ Taykan's swing, but as he straightened, he sobered. “Thewhole
platoon isworried.”



“Itis?’ It hadn’t occurred to him that the staff sergeant’ s condition was affecting anyone but the

di’ Taykan.

Hisht sighed, all nose ridges open, and nearly disappeared behind a plume of water vapor. “Not the same
worry with not the same biology, but that doesn’t make our worry less than yours. He was strong like a
harshak inagae. Tree,” he added when Sakur frowned. “Very big strong tree; we build our citiesin
them. No matter the wind, they never fal.” He shrugged, one shoulder and then the other, the Human
gesture ill needing alittle work. “Until they do, and then no one can believeit.”

“For fuksake, Hight, that makes|ess sense than you usudly do.”

“It'shard to believe some things can fall. Some people. If he was someone elsg, it would not be so hard
to believe”

Sakur glanced out the window, then back at histeammate. “Y ou' re saying the di’ Taykan are
overreacting because of who Staff Sergeant Beyhnis”

Hisht shrugged again. “I' m saying the di’ Taykan are not the degpest thinkersin known space, that maybe
it would help if you used your nosefilterswhile you' reinsde, and that we' Il dl be glad when the saff
sergeant ison hisfeet again.”

Before Sakur could decide if he—and his species— had been insulted, Kichar appeared in the doorway
of theinner room.

“Isthere any particular reason you two are just sanding there?’ she demanded while, safely out of sght
behind her, Bonninski rolled her eyes. “We ve cleared this building, there’ s nothing here, so let’smove
s

Hisht shifted hisgrip on hiswegpon. “And | will also be glad when thisis over and that oneisaonewith
her water dreams of Gunnery Sergeant Kerr.”

“Wet dreams, brother.” Sakur rapped his knuckles againgt the top of the Krai’ shelmet. “And | hear
you.”

They regrouped outside the building as Kichar marked alarge white X, a1/1, and a zero on the door.
“Okay . .."” Sakur leaned against the wall, cradling hiswegpon, legs crossed at the ankles. “. . . | get that
the X meansthe building was searched, | get that 1/1 refers to us—the team at the top—and | get that
the zero means we found nothing except artfully adorable. . .”

“Adorable?’ Hisht murmured to Bonninski.

She snorted. “He' sjust being an ass.”

“. .. tableaux set up to make usthink that the occupants of the house had been dragged out by the
Otherswithout putting up much of afight, but you know what | don’t get?’

Kichar waited expectantly.

“I don’t get why you packed a permanent marker.”

Shefrowned. “It was on the dternativesligt. It'snot just for marking buildings but for marking trails and
leaving messages for the platoon if you' re scouting.”

“Kind of low tech,” Bonninski muttered.

“Exactly. You can't hack writing on arock.” Kichar dipped the marker back into a pocket on her vest.
“And it luminesces under adeevelight.”

“Itwhat?’

“Glowsinthedark,” Sakur told the Krai who was staring at Kichar in confusion.

“Thisisfukking supid.”

Stone shrugged and continued rolling another layer onto the aready sizable bal of snow.

“WEe re marking searched buildings with snowmen!”

“Look, Carson, if you packed an indelible marker, then whip it out.” He set the ball on top of the larger
onedtting directly in front of the building’ sdoor. “If you didn't, we'll just continue using the materid at
“It'sasnowman!” she protested again.

“And adamned fine one,” Vega added as she snugged the third and smallest ball down on the pile.
“We'rejust lucky the temperature’ sup abit and this stuff’ s packing.”

“I hate snow.” Pulling off her mitt, Carson held her hand against the snowman'’ s head. The white of the



snow made her skin look even darker. “1 stand out. That sucks when things are shooting at us.”

“Stand behind Stone,” V ega suggested. “He' s big enough to provide cover for the whole squad.”
Carson nodded, poking her finger into the snow and making a pair of eyes. “True.”

“We rewadting time.” Hair moving under the edge of his helmet, Jonin returned from pacing and glared
down at the snowman. “We need to cal this building cleared and move on.”

“S0 you can get back to the staff sergeant.”

Hetransferred hisglareto Carson. “1 should be there.”

“Not if we're out here,” Stone said quietly, brushing snow off his mittens. “ Are we going to have to have
that talk again?’

“No, but . .."

“No buts.” He closed his hand over Jonin’s shoulder. “ There' s haf adozen di’ Taykan with him. Right
now, you' re with us. Or you' re not with us. Choose.”

The sllence went on dmost too long.

Hiseyes gradually darkening, Jonin stared down at Stone’ shand. “I can think of better things you could
dowiththat,” hesaid at last.

“He sback,” Vegasnorted.

Eyes narrowed thoughtfully, Stone waited amoment before he let go. Jonin’stone hadn’t been
completely convincing, but the words were completely di’ Taykan— he just wasn't sure that was agood
thing right now. “Hand me that bit of broken flashing off the edge of the window. | want to leave our
snowman with awegpon.” When Jonin passed it over, he twisted the bit of metd, set it in place and
stepped back. “ There, that’sthe. . .”

“ Private Sone, what the hell are you doing?”

The team turned as one to see afigure, indigtinguishable at that distance from any other Marine, on the
roof of the anchor.

“Marking this building as searched, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“Not like that you' re not. The weapon goes up to the snowman’ s right shoulder.”

Asthe other three exchanged slent but speaking looks, he bent and fixed it.

“ Better.”

Therewas till no sign of the enemy. Torin moved away from the edge of the roof hearing herself
explaining to Command why the platoon had been moved off the designated scenario after the
gppearance of asingle tank and a distant surface-to-air missile that hadn’t been aimed at them.
“Gunny!” The amount of teeth snapping Piroj managed in that single word was not agood sign. “ We' ve
got a problem!”

She was running before he finished. “What kind of problem?’

“With the CPN!”

No point in caling him on the lack of detailsin hisreport; if it was atech problem, she'd be in the room
before he could finish explaining.

When she got there, both Piroj and McGuinty had their hands around the staff sergeant’ s date—although
technicaly Pirgj had his hands around McGuinty’ s— and seemed to be trying to pull it from the port.
“What' s hgppening?’

“I sent inaworm,” McGuinty grunted. It came back with something that’ s destroying the date.”

Every screen on the desk seemed to be open, code moving across them al too quickly toread. “It’'s
wiping the data?’

“Y eah, that, too. But it' saso frying the hardware. Not so totally fried aslast night, but . . . shit!” Witha
smdll nasty enough to dam Pirgj’ s nose ridges shut, the date came free. Both Marines stumbled back,
bouncing off the outsde wall. McGuinty pulled his hands and the date from Pirgj’ s grip, glanced down at
it, and tossed it away. “It’ stoast, Gunny.” Bending, he flicked on his scanner—for the magnification,
Torin realized—and shone hislight into the port. “Thisisfused. Unusable.” Scanner off, he ran histhumb
down the nav bar aong the side of the desk then tried each screen inturn. “And I’m completely fukking
locked. . .”

The desk made a deep, whining noise and every screen went blank.



McGuinty smacked his palm down on the glossy black surface.

Nothing happened.

“That’ sthat, then,”

“That' swhat?’ Torin demanded. His hand lft a print behind, but that wasdll.

“The CPN is dagged. Maybe they added too much juice last night, but this. . .” Another smack. “. . .
may not be melted but it sjust as dead.”

“Lagt night was apractice dagging?’ Piroj snorted. “How’ d they do this one? Hijack an ObSat?’
“Probably.” McGuinty sghed and pulled off hishelmet. “I’'m not sure what al that code was, Gunny, but
| can tell you onething, there sonefuk of alot of something on the way.”

“When we are moving out of Susumi space, | are sending this message to Ventristhat instant.” Cradled in
the pilot’ schair, Presit swung away from the board and flashed amouthful of sharp teethin Craig's
direction. “ Parliament are not dlowing the military to be keeping the press away. If you are showing
legitimate press credentias, then public reations officers are needing to find your ship aberth. Evenif
your ship are not one they are wanting to be seeing back again. Why are the Marine Corps not wanting
to see your ship back again, Mr. Ryder?’

“The Corps,” Craig told her from where he sat on the pulldown bench by the cabin’s one small table,
“didn’t like me asking about classfied information.”

“But why are Big Y elow being classified to you?’” She combed chromed claws through her whiskers,
first one side then the other. “Y ou were there, so they are overreacting.”

Craig blinked. That last sentence had been in fluent Federate. Seemed like there might be some basisto
the theory that the Katrien could unscramble their syntax, but they enjoyed pissing off therest of the
Confederation too much to bother. He supposed that at lessthan ameter tall and covered in plush fur
they needed every advantage to keep the larger races from considering them almost unbearably cute.
Personally, he found the Katrien' s size an advantage. The amount of room taken up by the Susumi drive
meant that salvage vessasthe size of the Promise had next to no living space. Smaller lungs needed less
oxygen and extrgpolating from lung size and body weight, he could caculate her diffusing capacity and
from there her absorption rate, but if he took the percentage down from twenty-one to say, nineteen then
itwould lagt . . .

“Y ou are wearing your there are too many people in here face” she sad, not unkindly. “Betaking a
deep breath.”

“Just what | don’t want to do,” he muttered, took amouthful of coffee, and made aface as he swallowed
the cold, dightly greasy liquid. Carrying three injured Marines, two Katrien, and an elderly Niln avay
from Big Y dlow in an areabarely more than fifteen square meters had kicked his phobia about sharing
spaceright inthe arse, but it hadn’t kicked it entirely out of his head.

And thistrip, Presit spent most of her timein the cabin instead of spending it locked in the head with the
landing party’ sonly surviving Katrien scientist grooming and bitching.

Grooming and bitching.

Hefrowned.

Katrien were avery socid species and they didn’t like being on their own. Presit had been the only
Katrien on Rossenee Station—the station’ s OS had been very clear about that when he' d had it comm
her. He had thought that meant she was working with anon-Katrien crew, but now he redlized that made
Nno sense, not given species preferences and the fact that Sector Central News was predominately
Katrien staffed. She'd said she had a crew with her, but he suspected now that she'd lied. Moretelling,
she' d taken commercid transport to get to the station when she' d arrived at Big Y dlow in anews ship.
Which she' d damned near destroyed. Might aswell have destroyed since the military had confiscated the
pieces.

Her crew had been killed in the explosion.

A lot of very expensive gear had beenlogt.

The story she' d returned with, while exclusive, had been very limited in scope both because she'd had to
rely on the military for dl her visuals and becausethey’ d left Big Y ellow knowing little more than they had
going in—unidentified dien ship, constructed of polyhydroxide acoholydes, interior ableto tekea



number of shapes, capable of performing detailed brain scans athough probably only with contact. Four
points, that wasit.

Presit aTur durVdintrisy was no longer Sector CentraNews fair-haired girl—or silver-tipped female—
and she wanted that position back. She' d been willing to travel out to Rosenee in search of astory big
enough to put her back on top. No wonder she’ d jJumped at a chance to investigate the missing escape
pod.

It dso explained why she' d curbed her ego enough to keep him from wanting to dump her out the air
lock.

“Y ou are stopping staring a me! Now!”

Most of thetime.

Having seen sometruly bizarre things during her yearsin the Corps, things beautiful and terrible, Torin
was able to school her expression as she came out onto the roof. But it was close.

“This happens every time she comes up here?’ she asked Lirit quietly.

“Every time, Gunny. They're nesting on the roof of that building there.” Lirit pointed and, diaing her
scanner up, Torin could see piled mud and entry holes and an impressive amount of bird shit. “When
she’ snot around, they go back, but as soon as she appearsagain . . .”

They looked as much like pigeons as it was possible for anonpigeon to look. The detail s were wrong,
but the overal resemblance was uncanny. And they seemed to love Dr. Soan. She stood in the middle of
the roof, staring off at the dense cloud cover that had filled the sky to the west, blatantly ignoring the
circle of birds bobbing and strutting around her feet. Where the snow hadn’t been packed tightly enough
for them to walk, they’ d flap afew paces before settling down and walking again.

“She used to run at them, try and chase them off. Hell, wetried, too, but nothing works. Shooting them
seemed alittle over the top athough Sergeant Jir did wonder how they might taste.”

TheKra had asmpleresponseto wildlife. If it got close enough, and it was moving dowly enough, they
tried to eat it. Torin made a note to keep the sergeant off the roof at the same time as the doctor.
Wondering what would happen if she got closer, Torin waked forward.

Thecircle of birds parted around her and closed up again asif she were arock and they were astream
and by the time she reached the doctor’ s side, she’ d become part of the core of the pattern.

“Dr. Soan.”

“Good afternoon, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“Any idess?’

Dr. Soan turned, dowly, and stared up at Torin through narrowed eyes. “ About what?’

“I’'m sorry, had you not noticed the birds?’

“Oh, ha” Armsfolded, she resumed staring to the west. “I’'m not doing anything, they just keep coming
back.”

“Maybeyour jacket . .. ?

“Iswhat? Stuffed with birdseed? Emitting mating coos on afrequency only these birds can hear? Looks
liketheir big blue mother?'Y ou’ re so good at getting various and varying species to do what you say, you
tell them to shoo.”

“Shoo?’

“Fine, pick atougher word.”

No longer bothering to hide her smile, Torin leaned dightly forward and said, “ Scram.”

Thebirdstook off dmost as one bird, their wings chopping at the air. Torin felt something scrape across
her helmet, then they were gone and the last set of tail feathers disappeared surprisingly quickly into the
nes.

“Okay. That was. . . interesting.” Turning on the spot, Dr. Soan examined the empty circle. “Isthis
something the Corpsteaches dl their NCOs, or isthisataent you a one possess?’

“It wasn't me.”

“It sounded like. ..

“They didn’t look up a me. Just before they took off, they looked to thewest.” Torin adjusted her
scanner, quickly running through the available audio frequencies when visud gave her nothing. When she



findly heard the hum, it was dmost too late. Grabbing the doctor’ s arm, she began dragging the other
woman toward the access hatch. “Incoming!”

Marines on the roof opened fire as the drone dove out of the cloud cover, rapidly becoming awicked
looking wedge. A heartbeat later it swooped low and, too far from the hatch for safety, Torin threw the
doctor down and threw hersalf on top of her as cover, trusting her vest would protect both them both.
Extremities could be patched. Rounds splattered into the roof, one smacked into the center of her back,
and then the drone was moving on. Rolling clear, she brought her weapon up but didn’t pull the trigger.
Shedidn’'t have ahopein hdl of hitting it and had no desire to waste ammo she' d need | ater.

The drone circled wide around the anchor, then disappeared back into the cloud cover heading west.
“Ceasefirel You can't fukking hit it if you can’'t seeit!” Torin’searsrang in the sudden silence. “Anyone
make contact?”’

“I'hitit, Gunny ...”

Lirit. That made sense.

“.. . but it wobbled and kept flying.”

“Nicetry.” And she meant it. “ Unfortunately, we re past the point where that means anything.” And she
meant that, too. Dr. Soan was ill flat on the roof, staring at her arm lying bent and bright blue againgt
the snow. “Y ou okay, Doc?’

Eyeswide, shedowly lifted her arm. There on the roof was arough line of impact that traced the angle of
her elbow, the snow pack having kept the rounds from ricocheting and doing the kind of random damage
no tech could prevent.

“Wadll, that answersthat question. The system’ s <till honoring your noncombatant chit.”

Dr. Soan smiled tightly. “Oh, joy. Correct meif I’'mwrong, but if I'm imperviousto bullets does't that
mean | should belying on top of you?’

A very good point. Torin grinned. “I'll try to remember that the next time, Doc.”

Breething heavily, Lirit held down ahand. “What was that, Gunny?’

“A scout.” Shelet the private pull her to her feet and stood working her back, checking for bruising, but
her vest had doneitsjob. “About athird the Sze of aflier, too light to carry anything but low cdiber
rounds that probably wouldn’t have pierced your combats. It was just making a point before the main
forcearrives”

“What point?’

“That the main forceis about to arrive.” She switched her comm to Group. “Mgor?’

“1 heard. Get ready for them, Gunny.”

“Yes, gr.” Only the foolish and the insane looked forward to combat and Torin was neither but, just the
same, it wasimpossible not to fed relieved that the other shoe had findly dropped. “Marines, battle
gationd Thisisnot adrill!”

TWELVE

“WHY SEND A SCOUT?" Kichar asked suddenly. “They’ ve warned usthat they’ re on their way in
timefor usto get ready for them. According to everything we ve been taught, according to everything
I"ve read, that makes no sense.”

There was amoment’ s silence in the second-floor room as the three remaining members of the team
thought about thét.

“Maybe they'retaunting us,” Sakur suggested. He pulled his helmet off and his hair expanded out to
surround his head in apae pink halo. “Maybe there’ s so much coming at us, it doesn’'t matter that we
know. We don't stand a hurfil’ s chancein sanLi of surviving.”

“| don't want to dieon atraining run,” Kichar muttered. “ That’ sjust al kinds of wrong.”

“| sasld maybe,” Sakur pointed out.

“Maybe you should put your helmet on!” She leaned forward and peered down into the street, one hand
gplayed flat againgt the glass.

“Isshe dtill team leader?’ Hisht asked Sakur quietly.

The di’ Taykan sghed as he replaced hishemet. “ The gunny didn’t say different.”



They had two windows in one of the second-floor roomsin the middle of the west wall, both about 1.3
metersfrom the floor and allittle under ameter square. The lower section did up and over the upper, the
overlap bardly visble until the window was opened. Both windows had been tested, opened and closed
to make sure the cold or the Corps hadn’t messed up the smple track system. Sakur and Hisht were at
one, Kichar at the other. Both windows were now closed.

Bonninski had asked to carry the KC-9.

“I don’'t mind the extraweight, Gunny,” she' d pointed out, “and if we re going to be shooting, I'd just as
soon get the bigger bang for my buck.”

Sakur, asthe only di’ Taykan in earshot, had made the obvious comment.

“Didn’t seem that much bigger to me,” Bonninski had snorted.

Torin had mentally compared Bonninski’ s scores on the range to the rest of her team. Kichar’ swere
margindly higher, but Bonninski’ swere high enough that her desire to carry the heavier wegpon made up
the difference. Maybe the H’ san could turn shit into shine, but in her experience, heavy gunnerswere
born, not made. She' d nodded and Hisht had traded the 9 for a 7.

Standing on a broken footlocker in order to see out the window, Hisht used hisdeeveto rub off the
fogged circles built up by exhalations, thought of Bonninski on the roof, and was just asglad it wasn't
him. “The drones have been reprogrammed, that isright?’

“That isright,” Sakur repeated agreeably.

“Istheir are changed or only their do?’

Kichar leaned out to get a better look at Hisht while Sakur shook his head as though he was trying to
Jjiggle the question into making some kind of sense. “ That sounded like Federate,” he muttered.

Hisht sighed. “ Drones have been brought from al over this sector, perhaps thiswhole section, and are
now programmed to attack us. Thisisright?’

“Following you sofar, big guy,” Sakur told him.

“Some of those drones were once programmed to act like the enemy’ sinfantry. If wewound, they act
wounded. Like wewould bewounded if they hit us. | ask: arethey till infantry or only drones?It’s
harder to hurt machines.”

“Istheir are changed or only their do?” Kichar repested, eyeswide. “ That’ s one damned good
question.”

Torin thought so, too. The Others had taken the silly bugger part of Crucible to awhole new level.
Layerswithin layers and each of them making her job more difficult. “McGuinty, you get that?’

“ Got it, Gunnery Sergeant.”

She waited amoment, then prodded, “And?’

“And. .. ? Oh. Did the Others change the core programming? | don’t know.”

“Best guess, McGuinty.”

“Uh, probably only their orders have been changed, but their core programming will remain the
same. Unless that’ s what took them so long to get here; the Others were changing the core
programming. Except, | don’t think they did because that would be a stupid waste of time except
that Hisht isright, it is harder to hurt machines, so it might be worth the trouble.”

“So, basicaly, we'll know when they get here.”

“ Sorry, Gunny.”

“Hey, sameold, same old.” Her tone was an audible eye roll designed to let her listeners know shewas,
a worgt, mildly annoyed by the Stuation. “Y ou never know what’ s going to show up until it arrives.” Jir
and Annatahwee hadn’t seen combat since they’ d made corporad and Mg or Svensson’ s last meeting
with the enemy had maxed out histank time, which didn’t exactly inspire confidence in raw troops—the
platoon would be taking their cuesfrom her. If shelost it, the whole house of cards could come tumbling
down. Fortunately, she had no intention of losing it; it would take too damned long to find it again, and
shedidn’t havethat kind of time. “ Stay sharp, people, and sing out the moment you' ve got alocked
sghting.”

The mgor had set up acommand post in the admin office, using the glossy black surface of the inert desk
asamapping station. He' d sketched out the anchor and placed the teams. Torin frowned down &t the



desk.

“Y ou brought asoluble white marker, Sr?’

“Not me.” He grinned, the expresson momentarily lifting the sirain from hisface. “Kichar. She sbeen
humping half a support basein her pack. If she wasn't so stiff necked, she could be one hell of ablack
marketeer.”

“Theday isyoung, Sr.” She glanced up at thewal behind him. 1 see Iful got the window sedled.”
Disassembling parts of the kitchen to securethe air lock’ s outer door had given the ex-mechanic new
perspective on the anchor’ s construction, and after passing it adozen times, he' d realized that the counter
separating the outer lockup from the hall had been made from window panels.
“Sadyoutoldhimtodoit firg.”

Fortunately, al the remaining windows on the first floor had the same profile, so no time had been lost
sorting out which pand went where. Unfortunately, they dl had to be sedled from the outside, and not
even the di’ Taykan weretdl enough to set the pandswithout help. Threg/two was till outsde hauling a
storage cube from window to window, closing up the north wall.

“Didn’'t want to chance you being taken out, Sir.”

“| appreciate your concern, Gunny, certain as| am that it has everything to do with your concern for my
well-being and nothing at al to do with you needing a place to passthe buck.” As Torin gavethe quip
about as much of asmile asit deserved, he ran ahand—hisright hand, she noticed—over the pde
bristles of hishair. “That scout wasway too far out in front.”

“Good newsfor us, then, ir. | think the lag between scout and attack means we' re facing only abasic
programming change,” she explained when he indicated she should continue. “The scout got herewhen it
did because that’s how much fagter it isthan the other fliers. My gut says the drones have been pointed at
us and told to attack, nothing more. No strategy, no tactics—they’ re just to overwhelm us by sheer
numbers”

“And that’ s good newsfor us because?”’

“Because those minimum three flierswill be hitting us sequentialy not smultaneoudy, and because
numbers mean squat againgt agroup of well-led, motivated Marines.”

He stared at her for along moment. “Y ou’ ve been here before.”

One moment the surrounding low hills were merely an empty purple horizon. The next they were
crowned with Slsviss. The thrumming from a thousand throats grew louder and ended in a bass
note so deep it continued to buzz through the silence that foll owed.

“Yes, ar.” There were, unfortunately, alimited number of waysto fight awar. Surrounded by a superior
number and holding until the Navy showed up just happened to be one of the ways she' d regrettably
become familiar with.

“Youwon lagt time.”

Once again, she kept her hand from rising to touch the cylinder in her vest. “1 logt thirteen of my people,
ar”

“Our people, Gunny.”

Histone was mild and his expresson neutrd. She watched him rub hisleft hand with the fingers of his
right and remembered why he' d been tanked for solong. “Yes, ar.”

He heard the gpology and nodded, accepting it. “McGuinty seemsto think he could use hisdateto jam
their scannersif he could bounce it through something with a strong enough sgnd. If you go down, | told
him he could crack your jaw for your implant.”

“Happy to help the cause, sir.” If the fliersfired from as close in as the sergeants seemed to think, then
the much greater range of hers and the mgjor’ simplants wouldn’t be necessary, even the sergeant’s
implants would be strong enough. Not that it mattered as she doubted even Dr. Soan would be ableto
extract them from the jawbones of their owners. And except for theimplants. . . “The desk.”

“Gunny?’

“It'snot working, but it' s not dagged either, and the CPNs are in communication with both the OP and
whichever of the ObSats the Others have taken.” When the mgjor nodded, eyes bright, she touched her
CPU. “McGuinty. Admin office, now.”



“On my way, Gunnery Sergeant!”

After only four daysin the snow, cold had become rdative. Y esterday, during the first part of the hump
to Dunstan Mills, it had been freeze-nodtril-hair cold. Then, it had snowed and that had brought the
temperature up and, thismorning, it had been comparatively bamy. If Stone leaned forward dightly he
could see one of the snowmen they’ d built still standing guard.

“Y ou see something on the ground, Stone?’

He snapped his head up. “No, Sergeant Jiir.” He wished now he' d taken histoque off before he' d come
up to the roof; his scalp felt damp and itchy, and he couldn’t take his helmet off to scratch it. Shouldn't
have been looking at the snowman either. When the fliersfindly showed, they’ d roar in close beforefiring
their rockets and the 9swould have dmost no time at dl to get enough roundsin front of them to stop
them. If helet his attention wander, dmost no time became no timeat dl.

Oneflier showed—they dl fired.

Two showed—hdlf fired at each.

Three showed—athird.

Heknew hishaf, he knew histhird, and he suspected he should have taken a piss before coming up
here.

If the fliers had been reprogrammed to fire at their maximum range, well, then the nine of them on the roof
had the best seatsin the house for the light show.

Jonin refused to believe that taking responsibility for his people had been abad thing. Staff Sergeant
Beyhn' strangition had destabilized them, thrown them right out of the Corps and their training, and they
needed to be given the stability of home.

Hewasdi’ Arl. Hisfamily understood respongbility.

Weapon braced againgt the edge of the window, he did his bare finger in through the trigger guard and
looked through the scanner, al light receptors open, then at the scanner, most of them closed. Then
through. Then at.

Hewas cold, and that was ridiculous.

Hewasdi’ Arl and he understood responsibility well enough he suddenly found himself relieved that
Gunnery Sergeant Kerr had taken it away.

“Morning weleft, | got aping from one of my thytrin.” Ayumi leaned against the window frame and
grinned down at Pirgj. “ She bet me her Crucible would be worse than mine.”

“How much do you stand to win?’

“I didn’t have timeto take the bet. We' d dready been ordered to the shuttle bay.”

Pirgj shifted hisgrip on hisweapon and, balanced precarioudy on tipped crate, rubbed hisright foot
againg the back of hisleft cadf. “Too serley bad for you.”

“Tdl meabout it. So, why’ d the gunny want McGuinty?”

“No idea. Maybe she wanted him to change the ring tone on her implant.”

McGuinty squatted by the ruins of the desk, lifting onetiny piece after another and holding it to his
scanner. When they hadn’t been able to find the actua way insde, Torin had made anew one. Like
many things, the desk had proved to be Marine-resistant but not Marine-proof.

“I candoit. My dateto thisunit.” The piece held up in McGuinty’ s pale fingerslooked like any other as
far Torin was concerned. “ This unit amplifiesthe sgna and bouncesit at the enemy. Thesigna jamsthelr
scanners”

“What kind of range?’ Mgjor Svensson had saved the desktop, whole but for a cracked corner.
“Disgtance, pretty far. Area? No idea, sir.”

“How long?’ Torin demanded.

“Aslong asthe power in my datelasts” He blinked at her expression. “Right. How long beforeit’'s
working. Don't know, easy bit of coding, hardware sdl Marineissue, so hopefully no biggie getting them
tosnog . . . and | should get to work, right?’

“Good cdl.”

Any touch, skin-to-skin, seemed to help keep Staff Sergeant Beyhn calm, and that was a good thing
because the di’ Taykan had been ordered off to wait the way Marineswaited for al hell to break



loose—in whatever way that differed from the way normal people, non-Marineswaited. Right hand
lightly resting on the smooth skin of the staff sergeant’ s shoulder, Dr. Soan looked around at her empty
infirmary set up at one end of the common room and prayed that it would stay empty.

With the index finger of her |eft hand, she picked at the noncombatant chip on her forehead and thought
how much more useful it would be wereit attached to someone actudly in combat.

“Three/two, talk to me.” Torin's place was with the major until he said otherwise, and she knew the
wisdom of not exposing command, but she hated being inside where she couldn’t see. Especidly now,
when her gut said the party was about to start.

“ Just sealing the last window, Gunny.” Iful sounded dightly breathless. “ Latrine, west side.”
“Leaveit”

“But...”

“Get ingde, now!”

“Hlier a 343 degrees Marine zero!”

Lirit' svoice. Farther south on the roof, Stone shifted alittle to the right and picked up the coordinates. At
the absolute outside of the scanner’ srange, it was faith aone that trandated the energy signatureinto a
flier. And then it was't.

“Oneflier locked.”

“No sgn of the other two!”

“Fuk, it' sfadt!”

“Don’'tam at whereit id” Sergeant Jiir' svoice; thefamiliar DI cadence. “Let your scanner tell you
whereit’sgoingto be”

Using abelt, rather than the fifty-round box mag, the KC-9 fired 600 RPM, 200 |ess than the lighter
KC-7. Stonefigured that from the moment his scanner told him to fire until he threw himself flat behind
the low parapet of the roof maybe six seconds had passed. Little better than six rounds a second. Sixty
rounds from each 9. Nine 9 sfiring. Roughly 544 rounds. Every tenth aboomer. Fifty-four boomers. All
heading for the spot their scannerstold them the flier was going to be.

The flyerswere deltawings, awedge no more than two meters dong the back edge and avery littleless
along each side. In order to take it down, they’ d have to damage the propulsion system tucked in just
under the nose—where damage meant blow it the fuk up.

Fukking impossible to shoot down aflier that way.

Except it looked like it was heading down the same time Stone was.

He hit the roof, did in tight behind whét little shelter there was.

Impact.

It was one hell of alot louder than he’ d expected.

Impact but no explosion.

Debris dammed againgt the west side of the anchor, but the weight of the structure kept them from fedling
the ground-shock effect.

“Threeftwo?” No way Iful and histeam had time to make it the length of the west wall and then around
the south wall to the air lock.

“ Took the long way, Gunny. We're eastside at the northeast corner, we're good, and we're on our
way in.”

“Roger that. Onelone.. . .” Kichar’ steam held the center west position and with the flier coming in just
dightly southwest. “. . . report.”

“ Both windows blew out. Show mostly. Some.. . . dirt? We're knee-deep in debris but no injuries.”

“Twoltwo . . .” Second squad wasin the medica center. They could spareateam. “. . . help them dig
out.” Torin glanced over at the major who nodded and said one word.

“Go.”

“Onetwo?’ Shetook the stairs three at atime. Chunks of snow spilled out the door of the west room
into the hall. Oneftwo had the room farther south, just off the direct impact.

“ Lost both windows, but the south window blew out, not in. loeyn’s bleeding, cut by something,



maybe the window.”

“I'monit.” Sergeant Annatahwee followed two/two out of the medical center as Torin reached the
second floor. “If loeyn needsthe doc, I’ pull someone from three squad to cover.”

Torin nodded her thanks and continued up to the roof.

No way to get an accurate distance on point of impact since the flier had clipped one of the surrounding
buildings and gone through another before hitting the ground. Forty meters out, maybe forty-two. Too
damned close either way.

“Can’'t say I'm impressed with the workmanship,” Jiir said asthey looked at the shattered structure,
pieces scattered aong the trench the flier had subsequently dug in the ground.

“The Corps probably never expected anyoneto drop aflier onit,” Torin noted absently as she traced the
trench to thewest wall of the anchor. Half buried under snow and frozen earth and bits of building, the
flier lay upside down about two meters from the wdl. Only avery little of the debris had hit the roof. The
Marines under cover had taken more damage than the nine exposed.

Jiir dropped to one knee on the pargpet and leaned forward. “If thisthing’ sonly carrying training rockets,
we re going to fed likeidiots for doing dl this damage to ourselves.”

He had a point. The launch tubes had been twisted up on impact. The top two were clearly carrying
flashbangs, but the rocket to the left, nearly buried in snow . . . The Corpstagged everything, but there
might not be enough vighbleto get afirm ID. Torin pulled out her date and tight pinged the tube. After a
moment, specs scrolled up on the screen. * Cheer up, Sergeant, that’ s a blast fragmentation warhead.”
“Niceto know we didn’'t achieve the impossible for nothing.” He frowned down at the warhead. “BFWs
are detonation on impact.”

This seemed rather miraculous considering that the flier had completely destroyed a building, then flipped
over and skidded along the ground for twenty meters or so except . . . “They’re not armed until they
leave the tube, and thisonelookslikeit' s till tucked intight.” Torin tossed in aquick slent thanksto
whatever gods were watching over them. Maybe Private Masayo's praying had actudly attracted some
positive atention.

“I don't likethis” Torin ressted the urge to grab the back of Jir’suniform as he leaned farther out. The
Kra knew heights, and he wouldn’t appreciate the sentiment. “ The drones have boomers, too, and if one
them getsashot in at that later on and it blows, we could still be in trouble—they don't call them big
fukking warheads for nothing. An explosion could dam the bulk of theflier into the lower wall and buckle
it

“WE I just have to hope the drones aren’t capable of that kind of laterd thinking.”

Jir blew amournful cloud of water vapor through his nose ridges as he straightened and brushed snow
off the knees of hiscombats. “Y eah, but | was assuming they’ d do it by accident.”

“Could they yank it out, arm it, and throw it at us?’ Bonninski asked |leaning out and taking alook of her
own.

Torin and Jiir turned to stare at the private.

“That oneisofficer materid,” Jir said at last.

“Flier at six degrees of Marine zero. Flier at minus forty-three Marine zero.”

Lirit'svoice, sSmultaneoudy on the PCU and echoing back off the surrounding settlement. Thelast time,
athough she' d hidden it well, Torin, listening down in the admin office, had been able to hear the strainin
her voice asthefirst flier had been sghted. Thistime, she sounded cocky. Not surprising, considering
that they’ d brought the first flier down with no casudties, but the trouble with doing the impossible was
that they now had to do it again. And again.

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr! I’ve got it working. We can jam theflier’ s scanner!”

She turned as McGuinty appeared suddenly up through the access, his date and the amplifier cradled in
bare hands. What was that the Krai said? One leaf never falsbut they al do. It looked like things were
findly going their way.

“Dr. Soan helped me connect some of the smaller pieces,” he continued. “ She' sgot agreat eyefor the
litle shit.”

“Probably from surgery.”



“No, shesaid it was from beading. It'sahobby,” he added. “ She makesjewelry.”

Torindidn’t actudly care. “ Sergeant Jiir, thefliersare yours. Private McGuinty . . .” she grabbed his
shoulder and hauled him toward the edge of the roof. “ Set it up and let it rip. Marinesinsde, move well
away from the west sde of the building. Take shelter againgt debris.” Contingency plans had changed; it
was obvious the fliers weren't supporting other drones.

Rocking alittle as shelet him go, McGuinty dropped to the roof and set the amplifier down on the top of
the parapet. “| till don’'t know the area,” hetold her, aligning his date.

“Then am it a minusforty-three and hope it’swide enough to cover the other aswell. Sergeant, flier at
minusforty-threewill beflying blind.”

“Roger, Gunny. Let’'sdo it again, people. Watch your scanners.”

Torin's hands tightened on her wegpon as the 9s sarted firing.

At 170 meters, theflier at six exploded.

The voice of experience suggested aboomer had set off BFW in the tube—the flashbangs wouldn’t have
taken out theflier.

Braced againg the blast effect, minima at the distance, Jiir shot Torin aquick grin and yedlled, “What do
you know; they do explode on impact.”

Theflier a forty-three went through thefireball.

“It'staking hitd” Cho yelled.

“Yeah, but isit taking damage?’ Lirit.

“Has't fired rockets yet!” Bonninski.

“It can't see anything!” McGuinty whooped. “It won't fire at what it can’'t see.”

Stone followed the changing coordinates on his scanner, leaning back and then dropping to one knee as,
proximity beacon gtill apparently working, the flier pulled up and over the anchor.

Torin thanked those gods again.

It was maybe seventy-five meters straight up from Marine zero when it blew.

Earsringing, thrown to her knees by the shock wave, Torin heard four flashbangs go off—after theinitid
explosion, and closer than seventy-five meters. Thefifth . . . Not aBFW. Memory threw up Jir' svoice
liging theflier' sload.

“. .. most of those rockets are flashbangs.”

“Most,” Torin repeated. “ And the rest?” Because if most were, then some weren't.

“ Gas if the platoon holds a position long enough to be taken down, incendiaries sometimesand . .

“Filterd” She grabbed McGuinty’s arm with one hand dragging him down to the roof as smoking debris
began to fal from the sky while she used the other hand to rip thefilter off her vest and dap it over her
mouth and nose.

“Stay curled!” Jiir snapped out DI sure over the sound of athousand small impacts. “Let your vest and
helmet do their jobs!”

It honestly would not have occurred to Torin that Marines would need to be reminded of that.

A few of theimpactsweren't exactly smal, but, because of where and how theflier had findly blown,
most of the larger debris had been flung out beyond the perimeter of the roof. So, besides the shock
wave, the Marines had mostly had to contend with the bits of rockets that had gone up margindly after
theinitiad explosion. Since both the flashbangs and the gas warheads were designed to be essentialy
shrapne free, Torin had high hopes no one had been hit with anything bigger than vests or helmets could
handle.

Thegas, though . . . the gaswas dgnificantly heavier than the air it found itsdf in and wasfollowing the
shock wave down. There'd be little or no dispersdl.

Onething Torin had always liked about gravity, it worked fast. Lifting her head, she scanned the
immediate area for debris and when none seemed to be falling, she stood. Without her support,
McGuinty sagged over, curled around his date, filter over his mouth but not his nose. With hishemet
cocked sdeways over histhin face, helooked about sixteen.

Kirassai had dapped her filter on too high, covering her nose and missing afull seal on her mouth. Her



helmet had come off when she went down and her hair looked an even brighter fuchsia than usua against
the snow. Even unconscious, she looked remarkably pissed off about the whole experience. Knedling
beside her, Lirit looked up & Torin as she passed.

“Will Kirassa bedl right?

“Shelll befineinan hour or two,” Jir answered as Torin kept moving.

Private Esteban Bynum, the shooter from two/two, hadn’t got hisleft arm under hisbody in time, and the
only sizable piece of theflier to hit the roof had come down on hisleft arm just above the elbow,
breaking the bone. Torin keyed his med-aert quiet and then stiffened the arm of his combatsto
immobilize the bresk.

Panting, he stared up at her, pupilsdilated. “Hurts.”

“Of courseit does,” shetold him. “I1t’ sabroken arm. Probably hurtslike hell. If we get a buddy to help,
do you think you can make it down to the doc?’

“I'don't. .. know.”

“Wadll, let’ s gtart with standing.” Hand in the center of hisback, she gently lifted him into a Sitting position.
Cheeks chaky behind hisfilter, he swallowed two or three times, Adam’ s gpple jerking up and down in
histhroat. Torin held him steady until she knew he wasn’t going to puke. “Ebinger, if you could lend a
shoulder . . ”

Ebinger, the shooter from two three tucked himsdlf under Bynum’ s good shoulder. “I’ ve got him,
Gunny.”

Standing looked doubtful for amoment, but then Bynum took a deep breath, nodded, and said, “1 can
doit, Gunny.”

“No shamein being carried if you can't.”

He shot her the sort of 1ook only ayoung man in pain was capable of. “Didn't break my fukking leg,
Gunnery Sergeant.”

“True enough.” Leaving themto it, she crossed back to McGuinty, tucked his date and the amplifier
safely away in hisvest, then hauled him up and tossed him over her shoulder. “1t’ snot like he weighs
much,” she pointed out as she turned to see Marines staring. “ And | know you lot have better thingsto
look at than me. Eyes on the horizon, people. Stone, can you handle Kirassai 7’

“No problem, Gunny.”

Stone was nearly astal asthe di’ Taykan and considerably broader.

Jir paced her back to the makeshift hatch. “How did you know it was gas?’

She shrugged the shoulder not holding McGuinty as Stone and Kirassai started down. “I’ve heard alot
of artillery and | knew it wasn't aflashbang or aBFW.”

“Could have been an incendiary.”

“Could have, but it didn’t sound like one. Besides, wearing afilter without gasisinfinitely preferableto
breathing gas without afilter. What' s next?’

“If they're hitting us sequentially based on the speed they travel, long-range drones probably.”

“Wadl ...” Shegrinned. “We know how to dedl with those.” With only her head and McGuinty’ s ass
abovetheleve of theroof, sheturned to look out at the five recruits il stlanding. “Nice shooting,
Marines. Well done.”

“Threefliers down and three Marines taken out.” Maor Svensson shook his head as he led the way
across the room in the west wall that had taken the brunt of the debris thrown up by the downed flier.
“Onefor oneisnot theway I'd liketo seethisgo.”

Torin wondered if three for fifteen would make him fed any better, considering each warhead asa
Separate attack but said only, “ Privates Kirassal and McGuinty will be up and around in aout an hour,
and Bynum madeit clear he could fire one-handed if necessary.”

“Andwhat did Dr. Soan haveto say to that?’

“A few words | wasn't aware she knew, Sir.”

The mgjor grinned, then sobered as he climbed the ridge of hard-packed snow and looked out the
window. “Thisisnot good.”

Safely behind him, Torinrolled her eyes. “No, gr, itisT't.”



Theflier had thrown up enough debristo create arough ramp from the wreck to the second-floor
window, mostly snow but liberally mixed with dirt and pieces of the destroyed building. Solidified by hest
and pressure, it would give the drones aroad right into the anchor.

“We need to get thisout of here, Gunny. Any ideas?’

“Two, gr. If we' ve got the time, we do alittle hard shoveing.”

“ Registering six-long distance drones at maximum scanner range, minus six degrees Marine
zero.” Liritagan.

“Andif wedon't havetime?’ Mg or Svensson asked, dropping back into the room.

“One boomer fired straight down, drop agrenadein the hole.”

“There san unexploded BFW down there, Gunny.”

“Unarmed, sr. You' d need to drop the grenade right on it to set off the detonators.”

“ Regigtering eight long-distance drones!”

Torin sghed, breath pluming as she stepped into the open window and looked west. “ Private Lirit, isthat
eight new drones or arecount?’

“Uh, a recount, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“Mention that next time.”

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant!”

And there they were, eight blips on her scanner— harder to lock onto from the second floor but on their
way.

“Why only from thewest?’ the mgjor wondered, eyes on his own scanner.

“Because we're near the far east edge of the section. Because it was easier for the Othersto reprogram
drones dready activated for Platoon 71’ s scenario. Because the species of Otherswho landed believes
the east to be sacred.”

He shot her alook that said stop being a smart-ass so clearly he could only have learned it before he
was commissioned. “ Y ou're alowed to not know, Gunny.”

“Inthat case, ar, | don’t know. But the second suggestion isthe most likely.”

“True enough.” Blinking to help hisfocus adjust, he glanced down at the wreck. “ Since we don't seem to
have the time to shovel, looks like you' re using that grenade. Try not to blow up the warhead.”

“Yes gr.”

“ And when McGuinty wakes up, have him teach the particulars of hisjamming deviceto someone. He
can’'t be the only one who knows how to useit.”

“Yes, gar.”

“You arebeing quiet.”

Not entirely certainif that had been acomment or an ingtruction, Craig ignored the reporter—a speedily
acquired habit—and concentrated on the control panel. Promise wasn't as young as she once was, and
afew sysemswere alittle eccentric about fully shutting down after docking. Given how happy they'd
been about seeing him gone such ashort time ago, he had a strong suspicion that the Corps would view
“alittle eccentric” asgroundsfor kicking him the hell back into vacuum.

“| aredoing dl thetaking.”

Ah. Aningruction, then.

“Y ou are being strong and silent and are carrying the equipment unless you are being asked adirection
question. General Morrisareliking me, and he are being my best chance to be exposing thelie. You are
brushing my back now.”

That pulled his attention off the fluctuating temperature gauge. He spun the pilot’ s chair around to find
Prest staring up at him, agtiff bristle brush held out in one smdl hand. “I’' m what?’

“Wadll, | arenot being ableto doiit,” she sniffed, upper lip curled and showing teeth. “| are looking fine
for spending timeintiny, smelly ship, but | are not looking fineto be seeing General Mortris.”

And Craig suddenly redlized one of the reasons why the K atrien were such asocia species—no matter
how flexible the little furballs were, grooming parts of their own backs had to be pretty much impossible.
Which led to the further realization of how much Presit needed this story to work out for her. Being on
her own proved she' d fallen alot farther than he' d thought.



“Y ou are thinking too much!” she snapped. “ Just brush!”

Or maybe she considered anywhere not at the top such an enormous step down that she waswilling to
put up with attention from aiens just to get back up there. He frowned at hisreflection in her mirrored
glasses and, as more teeth began to show, took the brush.

He had afedling she wasrolling her eyes as she turned.

Given their height differences, he had to bend at the waist, an awkward fold forward out of the pilot's
chair, belt digging into flesh. At least when he' d been completely fukking freaked about having other
peoplein his ship he'd managed to avoid being pushed around by a meter-high bottle brush. Telling
himsdf it was apity brushing, he set to work.

The outer, slver-tipped fur was silky deek, diding over hisfingerslike warm water, and her
charcoal-gray inner coat was both soft and thick enough to sink afinger in up to the second joint. The
Katrien were mostly fur. There were no mats, no tangles, and no real reason he could see for him to be
brushing her, but she stood quietly while he moved the stiff bristles down the center of her back and
maybe that was reason enough. It was very nearly the only time she' d been quiet sSince she' d come on
board—curled up in ahammock strung across the small cabin, she even mumbled in her deep.

He wasn't sure how long he was expected to continue brushing, and when the buzz of an incoming
message jerked her away from histouch, he straightened gratefully.

“Promise, thisis Ventris Control. We require you to give over all security and system codes before
you will be allowed access to the station.”

System codes? Those questions about Big Y ellow’ s escape pod redly had stuck awrench up someone's
ass. Other vidits, they’ d never asked for more than basic security at docking. Before he got his mouth
open to argue that he' d as soon et the Others have his system codes, asmall hand grabbed a chunk of
histhigh.

“Sonofa...!”

“| aretaking this” Presit purred.

Impressed by the number of sharp white teeth he could see, he plucked her grip off hisleg and slently
did the chair away from the console.

“Ventris Control, thisare being Presit a Tur durValintrisy of Sector Centra News. This ship are being for
thistime aregistered media conveyance. According to article 471 of the Confederation Military Charter,
you are not alowing more than basic security codes from any mediavessel. Nor are you alowing to be
interfering with any mediaaccess. Nor are you alowing to not be answering any media questions.”

Most of known space could care less about most of the answers the media got from the military, but that
didn’t seem to be dowing Presit down.

“My viewers are wanting very much to know why you are refusng medid srights.”

“Ma’am, it's security . . .” Thevoice cut off sharply.

Craig grinned. What was security for acivilian salvage operator they didn’'t much like wasn't just security
for amediavessd.

“Promisg, thisis Ventris Control. Security codeswill be sufficient.”

“| are certainly hoping s0,” Presit sniffed. “ Y ou are reminding General Morris | are docked.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Y ou are letting me know when Captain Stedrin arrives.”

“Ma’'am, it's station night cycle. . .”

“Wearewaiting.” She drew achromed claw through the fur of her throat, and Craig cut the connection.
“You're sure Morriswill listen to what you haveto say?’

“Of course—he are paranoid. He are military, and military are having ajob that isto be shot a.” She
combed her clawsthrough her whiskers. “If my job are to be throwing mysdlf at desth, | are being
paranoid, too.”

Two of the long-distance drones got through, landed, became standard infantry drones, and began
returning fire. The good news, they didn’t have ahopein hell of hitting anyone. The bad news, by late
afternoon another forty-two drones had arrived and there were definitely more on the way. The anchor
was surrounded and by dark, they’ d beaten back two attempts on the air lock door.



Thefirg attack answered Hisht’ s question. They fought like infantry, but they took injurieslike machines.
All the windows on the second floor were gone by midnight, and the temperatureinsde began to fall.
They stopped the third attack around 0230 with afifty-galon pot of dushy water. Torin'd had two/two
tear the pot out of the big commund kitchen, fill it with snow thrown in from the downed flyer’ s ground
wave, tossin acouple of extrafire sarters from Kichar’ s pack, and then dump it off the roof over the air
lock.

The water almost froze on the way down, that’s how cold it had gotten.

The drones moved so dowly asthey retreated, there was plenty of timeto am, and it needed only single
shots to take them down.

Torin nodded in approva asthelast dronefdl. Six days now until the NirWentry returned. She had a
fedling that, even with the cache in the anchor, they were going to need the ammo.

The patch of ice at the south end of the building discouraged further attacks as soon as the drones
accumulated enough data to convince them they’ d been built with inadequate traction.

Machinesdidn’'t deep.

At 0453 M cGuinty jammed an incoming flier on gpproach, maintained the connection asit passed over
the anchor, and directed it into explosive contact with the hills on the other side of theriver.

“If I can keep contact long enough,” he explained, “I can get into its sysop and then it slikeabig old
remote control. Whoosh.” Hetraced an arcin the air with hisdate. “Bang!”

“And you didn’t think to mention that before?” Torin asked, ignoring the orange traces of stiminthe
corner of hismouth.

He shrugged alittle sheepishly. “It was anew modification, Gunny. | wasn't sure it would work.”
“Uh-huh.” Torin stared out at the burning wreckage. At least three of its warheads hadn’t gone off in the
crash. Something to remember. “Y ou're heading straight for specidist training after Crucible, right,
McGuinty?’

Thin cheeks darkened and he stared at the toes of hisboots. “I hadn’t actually thought about it, Gunny.”
She grinned and gripped his shoulder as she steered him down off theroof. “1 was't actudly asking,
McGuinty.”

“ Gunnery Sergeant Kerr. We need you on the roof.”

Torin glanced over at the mgor, who nodded. “On my way.”

When shejoined Sergeant Annatahwee, she was surprised to see her facing south. In answer to Torin's
slent question, Annatahwee said only, “ Check 264.”

Torin zeroed. Turned into the coordinate and swore. Even at the absolute outside edge of her scanner’s
range there was no mistaking what she saw coming up the frozen river. Tank. “ Fukking wonderful,” she
Sghed.

“At least there’ sonly one of them.”

“It'satank, Sergeant, one' senough. And, if you'll recall, the last tank we faced wasfiring HE rounds.”
“Wedon't know this one's been reloaded.”

“Wedon't know it has't,” Torin snorted. On the bright side, tanks were noticeable. There' d be no
covert attacks. Not that the Others had been doing much more than the most basic surround-and-pound
so far. “Isthere areason endemic to Crucible that it’snot firing?” If they could see the tank, the tank
could seethem.

“They’re used to train the recruitsin antitank warfare o their programming has them moving in close
before they engage.”

“Thelast onefired on usfrom the middle of thelake.”

“Not exactly the middle, Gunny.” Catching sight of Torin's expression, she added. “But close enough.”
The 20-mm top-mounted machine gun made it impossible for infantry to get closeto atank even with
sufficient cover. Once again, they’ d haveto take it out from adistance.

“I wonder how deep theriver is,” Torin muttered, watching the tank’ srelentless grind forward. It was
moving dowly enough they’ d have afew minutesto come up with a solution. McGuinty would haveto
reconfigure his jamming program for the tank, and that would not only leave them defensdess againgt
more fliers—she d never liked the sound of defensaess—but wouldn't actudly solve the problem of the



tank. Better to let McGuinty get what deep he could. “ The drones don’'t actualy see us,” she said dowly,
“they’ re targeting our combats—uniforms, vests, boots, helmets—everything that puts out somekind of a
sgnal. If acouple of Marines stripped down to their bodyliners and went out with grenades.. . .”

“The drones would read the grenade the moment it was activated.”

“Good point.” That aso took Dr. Sloan and her non-combatant chip out of the equation. Not that Torin
had been looking forward to suggesting the doctor take a brisk walk through three dozen or so drones
and blow up atank.

“And there’ sthe problem of the drones charging the door if we open it to send ateam after the tank.”
Torin grinned as a plan came together. “ Actually, Sergeant, | think I’ ve got that covered.”

Torin had to give Mgor Svensson credit for one hell of apoker face. He was showing at best polite
interest while the Marinesin the room al wore avariation on “ You have got to be fukking kidding

me.” Asidentica an expression asvarying physiognomies alowed.

“Let’'sjust seeif | have ahandle on what you' re suggesting. Someone strips down to their bodyliner, is

lowered out thiswindow . . .” His gesture at the blown window was admirably casud. “. . . removesthe
launch tube containing the BFW from the downed flier, and is pulled back ingde with the tube. Did | miss
something, Gunny?’

“No, ar.”

“And then we launch the BFW and blow up the opposing tank.”

“Yes, gar.”

“| can't decideif that’s crazy or brilliant.”

“Doweget avote, Sr?” Sakur asked behind him.

Torin saw the ghost of asmile pull at the mgjor’ s mouth. “No, Private, you do not. Gunny, what makes
you S0 certain they’ re only targeting the sgnas from our gear?’

“They’ re not shooting at the doctor’ s pigeons, Sir.”

Thistime, he couldn’t stop the smile. “Very convincing.”

“Yes gr.”

“Not exactly good enough, though.”

“I didn’t think it would be, sir.” She met his gaze, held it, and waited.

After along moment, he sighed. “Go ahead.”

Torin took off her mitts, handed Kichar her wegpon—ignoring the blush that stained the private' s high
cheekbones—and bent to undo her boots.

“Sr,isthegunny .. .”

“Ves”

“I could hdlp.”

“Y ou could be quiet, Sakur.”

“Yes, gr.”

Vest and combats took no time at all, then she set her helmet on the pile and stepped in front of the
window. Shefdt lighter although her uniform weighed aslittle as tech alowed.

Nothing.

“Maybethey’ re not paying attention.”

Her reply wasto step back to the pile, pick up her vest, and toss it across the same space.

Four shotsblew it across the room.

“Sakur, get that for me, would you. Stay low.”

The mgjor shook his head and started toward the door. “It' sa crazy plan, Gunny. Go for it. I'll tell
McGuinty we' Il need the launch codes”

“Kichar.”

“Gunnery Sergeant!”

With anice solid piece of the anchor between her and the drones, Torin pulled her combats back on.
“Go get that fifty feet of rope from your pack.”

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant!”

Kichar pounded off and Torin looked up to seetherest of the team watching her. “What?’



“How did you know she had the rope, Gunny?’

Torin thumbed the front seal closed. * It seemed to be a reasonabl e assumption since she brought
everythingeseonthelid.”

“Gunny?’ Hisht paused, one boot off. “1 brought the rope, too.”

“Y ou willing to have Kichar in your pack?’ When he nodded, she thumbed her PCU. “Kichar.”

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant!”

“Grab the rope out of Hisht's pack while you' re down there.”

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant!”

“| don't suppose any of the rest of you brought rope?’ she asked, bending to lace her boots. “ Or maybe
an antitank gun?’ she added when there was no more rope in the offing.

Sakur snorted. “It wasn't on thelist, Gunny.”

Torin snorted right back a him. “I’m betting it will be next time.”

“It may not need dl three of us,” Sergeant Jir admitted, pulling off hisboots and spreading long toes
ingdetheliner. “But it'll go faster and easier with dl three of us, and that tank is getting closer whilewe
ague”

“We have three NCOstto thirty-five brand-new Marines,” Torin reminded him. “We can't afford to lose
you.”

“And that’ swhy you were on point, Gunnery Sergeant?’

Okay, she had to give him that one; they were aso alittle short on anything but basic skills. “ Anything
happensto you, and I’m going to get cranky.”

Hewastoo good to let triumph show in hissmile. “I'll be careful.”

Sincein this particular ingtance, careful would actualy count for something, she nodded and rejoined
Hisht by the window. In next to no time, hisfifty feet of rope had become a net with braided carrying
handles. “1’m impressed.”

His noseridgesflared and he ducked hishead. “Itisahigh trees kill.”

High trees. Kral for back country. “When we get out of this, I'll send amessageto your jernil, thanking
her for teaching it to you, because that net’ s going to make thisone hdll of alot easier.”

Helooked up then. “Y ou are not Krai. How did you know . . . 7’

“I’'m agunnery sergeant, Hisht. We know everything. Krai, Human, di’ Taykan—if it's part of the Corps,
we know it.” Specifically, it had been alucky guess. Seemed the sort of skill agrandmother would teach.
13 R r()J .”

“Gunny?’

“The rope secure?’

“I"’dsend my jernil downit, Gunny.”

“Too bad she' snot here.”

The drones didn’t shoot at the rope—it had registered asinert, but Torin had long since learned not to
take that kind of thing for granted.

The Kra’ sbootlinerswere alot more flexible than either di’ Taykans or Humans' but not quiteflexible
enough to grip through. Liners and mitts shoved behind rope belts, they climbed with feet bare and did
the liners back on when they reached the wreck. Quickly clearing snow from the point where the launch
tube connected to theflier required alittle latera thinking.

“Un, Gunny, arethey doing what it looks like they’ re doing?’

“Doesit ook like they're pissing oniit, Kichar?’

“Uh.. "

“Then that’ swhat they’re doing.”

Although it was difficult to clearly see what was happening, Pirgj’ svoice carried. “Well, I'm sorry,
Sergeant, but the whole long underwear, surrounded by a hundred drones programmed to kill me,
standing next to aBFW thing has me abit clamped up.”

“Point and shoot, Private!”

“Sr, yes, gr!”

Torin was beginning to realize that ingtinctive responsesto a DI had some advantages.



“ Gunnery Sergeant Kerr.”

“Sergeant Annatahwee.”

“Thetank'll bein firing range in three minutes.”

“Roger that. Any ideawhat it' s carrying?’

“Not until it starts shooting, Gunny. It doesn’t have the weight restrictionsthe fliersdo, so . . .”
“Yeah, | get the picture.” Sheleaned toward the window. “ Tank’ swithin three minutes, Sergeant.”
“Tube rdeaseis bent, Gunny. Hisht, hand methat hunk of . . . whatever the hell that is.”

Thefirgt crack of meta against meta wasn't entirely unexpected. Unfortunately, neither was the reaction
from the drones.

“Chreen! Chreen! Chreen! Fuk!”

Torin figured the single shot had been an attempt to elicit aresponse the drones could lock in on. “You
guysdl right?’

Jir answered without |ooking up from the tube release. “Y eah. We're good.”

“Good thing Hisht aready emptied his bladder,” Piroj snorted.

“Gren sa talamac!”

“I"m going to stuff thismissle up your assinaminute,” Jir growled. “On my mark, both of you pull.
Three two one, mark! That'sgot it.”

Tube and missile went into the net.

The drones took another three shots. One rang off the launch tube.

“| think they’ re going to notice it moving, Gunny.”

This had dways been the most dangerous part of the plan. “ Get back up here.”

Using hands and feet both on one length of rope, the three Krai were back inside amost before she
finished talking while Sakur and Kichar hauled up the second length, launch tube dangling off the end.
The drones began firing. Marines along the west Side of the anchor returned fire, hopefully keeping them
from locking on the moving target.

“Tank in one minute, Gunny.”

“Y ou heard the Sergeant, Marines! Clear the medica center!” The best defense usudly included not
being where artillery firewas going to land.

“Gunny, the warhead!”

Roundswereringing off themetd.

Torin took the top off adronerising up to am. “There sno chance of them blowing it unlessthey getina
lucky shot with an explosive. . .”

The explosion took out a piece of window trim.

“...round,” shefinished asthe launch tube hit the floor, the clank barely muffled by the net. “ Everyone
dl right?’

“Gunny, you're bleeding!”

She checked a cut on the edge of her jaw as she crossed to the net. “Minor. Everyone € se?’

“Same kind of minor, Gunny.”

“Good. And good work, Marines. Get dressed.” She scooped up the net, tube, and missile. “1I’ll be on
the roof.”

Unfortunately, it took alittle longer than aminute.

Thetank’sfirst shell dammed through the broken windows on the south side of the anchor. Torin
stumbled as she stepped out onto the roof, recovered, and sprinted for the south end, dumping the net as
sheran. At the south end of the roof, she dropped to one knee.

“McGuinty?”

Y awning, he sscumbled forward, touched adate to the top of the tube, and peered down at the screen.
“It' srunning.”

“Whose dae?’

“Duarte’s. Lots of room once | dumped her porn.” He blinked. “I shouldn’t havetold you . . .”

“I know what pornis, McGuinty.”

“Right.” He backed away. “ As soon asthelaunch codelocks, it'll fire.”



“Tank’ slining up another shot!”

“Thank you, Sergeant.” Torin adjusted her stance dightly.

“Uh, Gunny?’ McGuinty’ sfrown tipped hishelmet forward. “How are you planning to aim that thing?’
Eyes focused through her scanner at the tank, Torin grinned. “Point and shoot, McGuinty. Point and sho .

A heavy recoil on launch could knock aflier out of the sky, o acertain amount of movement had been
built into the mechanism that joined the tubes to theflier. Missing that mechanism, Torin was flung back
about two meters, landing heavily on her ass, earsringing.

“Gunny! Youdl right?’

In the distance, the tank burned.

Tossing the tube aside, Torin grinned. “I'm good.”

THIRTEEN

TORIN WATCHED THE SUNRI SE through her scanner, habit marking thetime and the
temperature. The cold air was bracing—where bracing meant not quite cold enough to freeze her nose
hair but cold enough to chase away the fatigue of anight on her feet. She’ d cycled thefireteamsin and
out of the community hall al night, making sure everyone got &t least acouple of hours deep. They were
young; they could manage on next to nothing for afew days. Fortunately, when youth fled, experience
took over. Torin and the mgor were old hands at grabbing a minute here, a minute there—combat
napping—and both sergeantsing sted that after years of shepherding recruit platoons through Crucible,
they’ d probably spent as much time awake in the field. Remembering her own Crucible and how the DIs
never seemed to deep, appearing when needed as well as when they were the last thing the recruits
wanted to see, Torin believed them.

They’ d passed the hundred drone mark around 0630. Fortunately, their programming seemed to consst
of nothing more complicated than thisis the enemy, this is where the enemy is, shoot them. Whilethe
drones were respongve to externa stimuli to the extent that they refused to just stand still and be shot,
they weren’t able to plan anything complex enough to keep the Situation from turning into asiege.

The NirWentry would be back in six days. They could survive asiege, but there were definitely more
tanks coming and probably morefliers.

The snow squeaked under boot treads behind her, and she smiled. “ Good morning, Dr. Sloan.”

“I guess gunnery sergeantsredly do know everything,” the doctor murmured as she came around to
gand & Torin’sright.

“Actudly, ma am, the scanner registered a presence behind me, and since you' re the only noncombatant
we'vegot . .."

“Ah.” She reached up under the edge of her toqueto rub at the chip.

“Which doesn’'t, however, affect your actua statement.”

The soft whuff of laughter was awelcome sound. “1’m glad to hear that, Gunny. Y ou should let me look
at that cut onyour jaw.”

Cut? Torin pulled off amitt and touched her face. She' d forgotten she’ d been hit. Remembering identified
the pain that shot along her jaw when she' d yawned. “It’ sjust ascratch, I'm fine. How are you?’

“Me?’ She sounded surprised to be asked. “I’m tired, I’ m not happy about what's happening .. .” A
pause while three birds landed at her feet. “. . . and apparently I'm gtill irresistible to dien pigeons. You
don't haveto be here,” she snapped asthey gave her achilled look. “Y ou could be tucked up al safe
and warm in your colony, so don’'t blame meif you' re cold.”

Torin heard a snicker from one of the Marines on the roof and turned to see Ebinger watching, abroad
smile on hisface. “Y ou expecting those birds to attack, Ebinger?’

He started. “No, Gunnery Sergeant!”

“Then keep your eyes on the enemy.”

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant!”

“1 don’'t see any drones.” Dr. Sloan frowned and took a step closer to the edge.

“If you could see them, we could shoot them; so they tend to stay hidden.”



“Ah. Makes sense” Armsfolded, she sghed. “Thismust fed awfully familiar to you, Gunny, being
surrounded by an overwheming number of the enemy.”

“WEe re not exactly being overwhelmed, Doc, but | take your point.” She'd had that familiar feding for a
while now. It seemed she couldn’t get away from the Silsviss. She'd cometo Crucible to avoid talking
about them and ended up practically reenacting the battle at the other temperature extreme.

“Wadl, you beat them thefirg time and you seem to be up to whatever they throw thistime.”

“We”

The doctor turned, brows drawn in. “Pardon?’

“Wereuptoit,” Torintold her.

She glanced over a Ebinger who had his eyes|ocked on the nearest building. “Right. Sorry.”
Feathersfluffed out, one of the pigeons bounced from boot print to boot print and gave a soft, mournful
CO0.

Dr. Soan threw up her hands. “ That’ sit; I'm going back insde. | have enough going on | can’t cope with
fedling guilty about these stupid birds getting chills because of me.” She paused as she passed. “Oh, and
the latest diagnogtic data suggests something may be about to happen with the aff sergeant.”
“Something?’

“Yes. Something. It samedica term meaning | till don’t know what’ s happening, but whatever itis, it's
about to change. Y ou hadn’t asked, so | thought I’ d better tell you.”

“I figured you would. Has Mgor Svensson been informed?’

“I'm on my way to interrupt his report writing now.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

Torin waited until the pigeons reached the colony—if the drones started shooting at them, she needed to
know—did one last round of the Marines on the roof, then followed the doctor’ s boot prints toward the
access hatch.

The sudden pain in her jaw snapped her head up and locked her knees. Eyes watering, she gained
enough control of her tongue to punch the emergency response code into her jaw implant. The satic
sounded like she had awasp’ s nest in her head, but the contact was so faint she couldn’t adjust the
volume,

“ Shhhtzaft Sergeant Dhupam . . . Platoon sevshshshtz two . . . using slate and implant to
bounshshtz off shshshtzalitte . . .”

Gunnery sergeants and above had implants that could reach shipsin orbit independent of an externd
sysop. Dhupam had avery handy Marinein Platoon 72 if he'd managed to boost her signal, hoping that
either Torin or Mg or Svensson would pick it up.

“ Ashshshzenton OP . . "

Accident. They were in the wrong hemisphere to have seen the sammy go up.

“. .. not effecting shshshhtzerio but with no shshshshzt of med-evac . . . have dialed back to
shshshshstzing pattern.”

Holding pettern.

“...only shshshtzance. . . message . . . Staff Shshshshtzeant Beyhn changshshshtz. . .”

Another burgt of static. Two nests of wasps. Angry wasps. And then silence.

Torin breathed as deeply asthe cold alowed and fought the urge to beat her head against the nearest
solid surface just to make it fed better. She scrubbed amitt across her face, wiping off freezing tearsand
drying snot, and glanced around to see if anyone had noticed. No. Good.

So Staff Sergeant Dhupam thought she needed to warn them that Staff Sergeant Beyhn was changing.
Apparently, she’ d drawn the correct conclusionsfrom hisincreasingly erratic behavior. Might have been
more useful if she' d shared the information—or suspicion—Dbefore they’ d hit dirt, but Torin would take
that up with her later.

Platoon 72’ s scenario hadn't been affected by the loss of the Orbital Platform, but with no chance of
med-evac, Dhupam had diaed back to a holding pattern.

Therefore, Platoon 72 wasn't under attack.

Torin wondered if Platoons 69 and 70 were under attack. If, in fact, anyone was under attack except for



them. And then she wondered why the Otherswould only attack one of four recruit platoons. Unless
they were being significantly more subtle than Torin’ s experience showed them to be, they wouldn'’t.

So, if not the Others, who?

“Generd Morris” Presit swept into the generd’ s office—force of persondity substituting for sze—and
extended ahand. “| are so pleased to see you again. Y ou are looking very distinguished.”

Recognizing that the camerawas at least recording and very likely broadcasting, the general stood and
managed to get around his desk to her hand before it looked too much like he' d been planning on aless
gracious reception. Peering into the monitors and pretending the camera’ s pattern recognition program
wasn't doing al thework, Craig took amoment to admire the old goat’ s political savvy.

“PrestaTur durVaintrisy.” He bowed over her hand. “To what do | owe the honor?’

“There are being thingswe must discuss.”

“Y ou know the Corpsis more than happy to give the mediathe full disclosure mandated by law.”
“Good.” Shetook her hand back and smiled toothily up at him. “Please be retaking your seat.”
Helooked dightly startled. “My seet?’

Her amile broadened. “Y ou are going to be wanting to Sit.”

“Very wel.” Still conscious of the camera, he returned back behind his desk. “Our datalists Craig Ryder
asaCivilian Savage Operator. When did he become part of your crew?’

“When | are asking himto.”

The mediawas under no legd obligation to disclose anything to the military, and Craig gave Genera
Morris credit for amogt hiding what he thought of that. As Presit arranged hersdlf in one of the fauix
wood-and-leather chairs, he set half the cameraunit on atripod, locked the focus on the generd’ sface,
and took the other half of the unit behind the desk.

“Y ou are not minding Mr. Ryder back there, General?” Presit asked sweetly. “He are needing to capture
my reactions. Because of the glasses. . .” One claw tapped the edge of her mirrored lens. “. . . it are
delicate work.”

“Of course| don’'t mind. Y ou do what you haveto.”

Given the color risng on the generd’ s broad face, Craig would have bet serious cash that he not only
minded, he minded alot. Craig didn't exactly blame him. His position had little to do with the cameraand
alot more to do with making the general uncomfortable by putting someone he didn’t exactly trust not
only in hisspace but in his blind spot.

Good thing he' s more politician than Marine at this point.

Had Torin been gtting in the generd’ s chair, Presit would never have gotten away with it. And he might
not have survived it.

Presit settled herself more comfortably, one leg tucked up under afringe of slver-tipped fur. Her smile
was genid and alittle frightening. “ So, Generd Morris, you are telling uswhy you are lying about the
existence of the escape pod from the alien spacecraft that are being known to our audience as Big
Ydlow.”

Inside the matte black of hisuniform, the generd’ s shoulders stiffened. Anticipating action, possibly
violence, Craig shifted away until his back was againgt the wall. If the genera happened to come up
swinging, he wanted maneuvering room.

“There was no escape pod. | am not lying.”

Therewas no action either, just more stiffening. Craig wondered if the desk was on and shooting a data
stream straight to awatching cadre of Intelligence officers. It sure as shit would be had he been running
the Corps.

Presit ran her claws through her whiskers. Right side. Left Side. “But | are remembering an escape pod.
Soyou aresaying | arelying?’

“No...

“I arenat lying, then?’

“You are mistaken.”

From the sound of things, the genera had his butt cheeks clenched so tightly they were about to cut off all
oxygento hisbran.



“Andwhy are | being mistaken but you are not?’

Craig dapped a something tickling his ear, the gesture ingrained during a childhood on Vardie. The
native bugs had very much enjoyed the imported food supply—proof the Elder Races weren't infdlible.
“| assure you, Presit, | am not the only one who believes there was no escape pod.”

“You are believing? But you are not having proof?’

He dapped at his ear again, turned, and saw only an expanse of pale gray wal broken by an ugly, darker
gray plague. The Corps didn’'t waste Confederation money on decorating, that was for sure. Still, it made
sense to have the vid screen on the wall opposite the desk; no point in Smulating awindow the room’s
occupant couldn’t see.

“Asyour audienceiswell avare, you can't prove a negative.”

“Y ou are being able to prove negative charges, negative baances, negative space. . .”

Paying minimd attention to the discussion being recorded, he tried to focus on what the damned plague
was actudly for. Although the citation was definitely in Federate, individud letters were strangely
unreadable. Craig reached out and rubbed his thumb over one corner. Plagtic. And alittle greasy.

“Fine. Then why, if you are not mistaken, if thisalleged escape pod isred, do | not remember it?’

“Y ou are having had your memory adjusted.”

“By who?’

“Who are able?’

“| assure you that neither branch of the military is. ..

“| are not speaking of the military,” Presit interrupted.

Generd Morris snort sounded dmost relaxed. “Now, you' re being ridiculous. Thereis no way that any
of the Elder Races would use mind adjustment techniques on any member of the Confederation. That
would belikeaskingthe H'san to . . . to water-ski.”

“I are not knowingwhat . . .”

“Actudly, | think he' sright.” Craig turned in timeto caich apair of nearly identical glares shot hisway.
Heignored them and indicated the plague. “Where d you get this, Generd ?”’

“It was presented by . . .” The general stopped, flushed, and snarled. “What does that have to do with
any of this?

“Wadll, you' re missing an escagpe pod and, while we were on board, Big Y dlow shuffled itself around into
any number of ace shapes, and this. . .” He pressed onefinger to the plague. Ashe pulled it away, afine
line of gray plastic followed, the end of the tendril reaching out to stroke hisfingertip. “. . . knowsme.”

“ Sergeant Annatahwee.”

The sergeant turned, covering ayawn. “ Gunny?’

“Two days ago, after the minefield when | went out on point, did Mg or Svensson leave the platoon at
any time?’

“Why? Doc Sloan wantsto know if hetook aleak?’

Torin waited, her expression designed to stop further questions.

Annatahwee straightened, unaware she was doing it. “ The mgjor stayed within the bulk of the platoon the
entiretime you were gone.”

“Thank you.”

“ Gunnery Sergeant Kerr! Stone on the south wall. We' ve got movement!”

“Don't tell me the damned drones are charging the fukking air lock again.” The sergeant fdl into step
beside Torin asthey ran for the sairs. “ They may have minima self-programming capability, but you' d
think they’d learn they can’t get in.”

Torin snorted. “ There smore of them now. They may be trying to overwhelm that specific defense with
numbers”

The main room on the south wall had been abarracks, originaly for the builders of the settlement and
later fo—actudly, Torin neither knew nor cared.

Crouched below the window, Stone grimaced as the two NCOs pounded through the door. “Drones on
the roof keegping us pinned, Gunny!”

“Thank you, Private. I’d noticed.” Torin dropped to one knee as half adozen rounds smacked into the



wall behind her, provoking an answering volley from the fireteams on the roof of the anchor. “ Sergeant
Jir?

“We're on them, Gunny, but for every one we blow, another one movesin.”

“There sadozen—no, sixteen! heading for the.. . . Holy shit!” Carson flattened as around clipped her
helmet. “. . . doordl”

After thelast attack the drones had made on the air lock, Iful had loudly pointed out that grenades and
flying bits of drone debris dso damaged the doors, and he' d thank them to lay the fuk off with exploding
thingsright next to hisrepairs.

A ricochet pinged off the room’s door with afamiliar metallic sound, scraping off alayer of blue paint.
Torin tapped it with the butt of her KC-7 and grinned across the space at Anatahwee. “1 think we just
found two of thisroom’swindow sedls, Sergeant.”

Mitten off, Annatahwee scraped at the blue in the joint between the two pieces that made up the door. “I
can't believe they bothered to paint them.”

“Pin hinges.” Torin pointed at the hingesin question. “ Easy to take apart.”

“A little hard to reingtd| the window shidds right now, Gunny!”

“Don'tingal them.” Torin mimed lifting the door and shoving it out the window. Like the other parts of
the spaceship hull, it would be damned heavy. “ Drop the door on the drones.”

“ Gunnery Sergeant Kerr! Kichar on the west wall. We' ve got movement, too.”

“Go ahead.” Annatahwee' s eyes gleamed at a chance to do some serious damage. “1’ve got this.” Torin
nodded and headed for the west wall as she yelled, “ Three/one, get your collective butts over here and
help me with thisdoor.”

“Uh, Sergeant, that'll leave no one at the window.”

“So? It snot like you' re shooting out it!”

There were drones on the roofs to the west aswell.

“ Could use some more shooters up here, Gunny!”

“Ontheir way, Sergeant.” Staying low as she crossed, Torin put her back against the wall between the
two windows. “ Twolthree, get to the roof now!”

“On our way, Gunnery Sergeant!”

Four pairs of boots pounded past outside the room.

“Arethey trying for what' sleft of the debris ramp again?” Torin asked as shejoined one/one.

“Not thistime, Gunnery Sergeant. There sthirty, maybeforty drones at the base of the building!” Kichar
had her helmet scope up and over the sill. “It looks they’ re trying to get the sections out of the windows!”
Hisht leaned out far enough to stare at her. “I thought that needed specia tools?”’

“They'redrones, you assl” Sakur punched himinthearm. “They are specid tools!”

“Iful! Can we drop grenadesto the west?’

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant! It’slikely that any damage you do to the building will only cram those
window sectionsin tighter.”

Likely?“How likdy?’

“1"d put serious money on it.”

“Good enough.” Torin gripped Bonninski’ s shoulder as the private began to rise up, grenade in hand.
“Don’t waste them. One per window, then get new intell. Bonninski, Since you' re o eager. Sakur.”
One/two held the other west room. “loeyn!”

“Onit, Gunny!”

“Ready grenades, drop—do not throw, drop on my mark. One, two. . .”

In the pause there was alarge explosion and some cheers from the south end of the anchor.

“...threg, mark.”

No way of teling right off how much the snow amplified the red flare that still came off destroyed drones.
Kichar frowned at her scanner, one hand twisting her scopefirst Ieft then right. “ They’ ve taken damage,
Gunnery Sergeant.”

“We dropped three fukking grenades on them. | sure asfuk hope they’ ve taken damage!”

Torin agreed with Sakur’ s sentiment.



“They' re ill massing at the window sections.”

“One more time, Bonninski, Sakur, loeyn, on my mark.”

The explosions sounded louder. It was possible dronesthat had taken damage the first time took fatal
damagethistime.

Kichar pumped afigt intheair. “They're pulling back!”

“ Drones are leaving the surrounding roofs, Gunny. Whatever they weretrying, it's over.”

“Thank you, Sergeant Jiir. Good work, Marines.”

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr?’

She paused in the doorway—wishing she could lean againgt it, knowing she couldn’'t. Shedidn’t get to
betired until thiswas over. “What isit, Kichar?’

“I wasthinking that if we secured the shelter haves over the windows, artillery might have amore difficult
timetargeting them.”

Thewadll over the window was perfectly smooth. “And how do we secure them?”

“I have bonding materidsin my pack, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“Bonding materias?’

“Glue. And duct tape.”

Glue and duct tape. Okay. “It'sagood idea, Kichar. Seethat it's done.”

Sheflushed. “Me, Gunnery Sergeant?”’

“It'syour glue and duct tape.”

On her way down to report to the mgjor, Torin met Annatahwee half carrying Stevens out of the south
room toward the stairs, the private sleft arm red and wet, ahole in her combats just under the shoulder.
“Shetook around,” the sergeant explained. “Missed the bone.” Sealant glistened through the hole. “I
told her that Doc Sloan’ |l patch her up as good as new.”

“Firgt | get shot in the butt and now this.” Tearsthat all three of them ignored rolled down Stevens
cheeks. “Why me?’

“Roall of thedice, Marine,” Annatahwee told her cheerfully. “ And look at the bright Sde, you' ve got ared
doctor. Usually, on Crucible, we make do with the cheat sheets you lot downloaded onto your dates
from your firgt aid course.”

Stevens expression suggested she didn’t find the sergeant’ s comment even alittle comforting. “Usudly,
on Crucible, thedronesaren’t shooting to kill.”

“No one ever died from getting shot in the arm, Stevens. Can you make it to the doc on your own?”’
“Yes, Sergeant.” Adding in an undertone as she started down the stairs. “I didn’t get shot in the fukking
leg”

Torin grinned at the echo of Bynum'’ s protest leaving the roof and then stopped grinning when she caught
the look on the sergeant’ sface. “What?’

“Telling Stevens about the first aid on the dates reminded me. | don’t know if it means anything, but that
afternoon you were asking about, well, the mgjor never |eft the bulk of the platoon, but he did have his
date out nearly every timel looked hisway.”

“While hewaswaking?’

“Y eah. The doc had to grab hisarm once; he nearly walked into atree. | figured he was probably helping
McGuinty with trying to get the program back from the Others.”

Figured. Torin noted the past tense, knew she’ d caused it with her question.

Technically, Mgor Svensson was still on medical leave.

And Torin had been the second most talked about Marine on Ventris,

At what point did the pieces of the Marine put into the tank stop being a Marine and start being
merely pieces?

The question was right there in Sergeant Annatahwee' s eyes, and Torin didn’t bother pretending she
couldn’'t seeit. “Mgor Svensson isone of thefinest officers |’ ve served under,” she said.

Is.

Sergeant Annatahwee nodded, waiting.

“I haveto tak to Dr. Soan.”



“And then?

And then, if shewasright, then the Situation was going to get complicated very fast in very messy ways.
They were the only platoon under attack.

Gunnery sergeants and above had implantsthat could reach shipsin orbit. Mgors were definitely
covered in the and above. If the implants could reach ships, then one could certainly reach the much
lower orbits of the observation satdllites.

“Andthen, we ll talk.”

“No, you' ve been scanning the mgjor; | need you to scan the polyhydroxide acoholyde as though it was
the patient.”

Dr. Soan gared at Torin as though she' d grown a second head. “Because you think I’ ve put a piece of
an dien escape pod in Mgor Svensson’sarm?’

It sounded alot more possible coming from the doctor than it had in Torin’shead. “1 think it' s plausible.
Interneura connectionsaren’t builtinaday. You'll find the molecular activity and heat you' ve been
reading are bits of the piecein hisarm heading into his nervous sysem.”

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr, | think you need to St downand let me. . "

“He' sbeen working the date with hisleft hand. Mgor Svensson isright-handed.” When that gave the
doctor pause, Torin continued. “You said it yoursdlf. Thisfeds. ..” Her gesture took in the anchor, the
platoon, the surrounding drones. “. . . awfully familiar to me. But it' s not the Silsviss. Not just the
Silsviss” she amended because it was that, too, pulled from her memories when she' d been scanned.
“Everything we' ve faced has been survivable—we just needed to find the way. It'satest. And the last
time agroup of Marinesweretested like this, | wason Big Yellow.”

The doctor sighed and scrubbed ahand up over her face. * Y ou're sure it was Staff Sergeant Dhupam
who contacted you? Thet it wasn't some enemy trick.”

“I'msure”

“And we rethe only platoon under attack?’

“Yes, maam.” Torin didn’'t know about Platoons 69 and 70. Nor did she care. “If I'mright, you can’t
let the mgor know you' ve seenit in the scan.”

“Redlly? Because | was planning on legping backward, hand over my heart, and exclaiming in horror that
he had a piece of alien tech taking over hisbody.” The doctor snorted. “ Give me alittle credit, would
you; hewon't bethefirst patient I’ ve kept the details of adiagnosisfrom. The odds are good | won't
even wake him up.” She pulled out her date, fingers moving dmost reluctantly over the pad. “If you're
wrong about this, Gunnery Sergeant, I’ [l want to scan your brain wave patterns.”

I’m not wrong. Shewas used to being right. She knew how it felt. “ Y es, ma am.”

“Twenty-seven percent of the polyhydroxide acoholyde in the mgor’sarm has migrated—primarily to
his nervous system.”

It was Doctor Sloan’ sturn to be stared at as though she had two heads—four, considering that both
sergeants were involved in the expression.

In the kitchen, asfar from the door to the admin office and the degping mgjor asthey could get and keep
itinsght, asfar from any of the platoon asthey could get and remain in the anchor, Torin had told Jir
and Annatahwee what she believed and then had Doctor Sloan back it up with fact. It had been an
effective one/two punch, leaving their audience regling and unable to back away from the truth.

“You sad primarily to his nervous system.” Sergeant Jiir’ s nose ridges opened and closed and opened
again. “Whereds=?’

“Hisfingernails,” Torin answered. “ They dlowed Big Y ellow to accessthe CPNs directly.”
“Sohe'sheen . ..” Jir waved ahand, unable or unwilling to finish the sentence.

“Yes. And he' s been using hisimplant to reach the ObSats and using the ObSats to beam down
activation commands. Except for the reschedul ed attack on day two, he’ s been making it up as he goes
aong. That'swhy everything'sbeen so.. . .” Not easy. She searched for another word. “. . . basic. He
probably started reworking that first attack the moment we got the scenario and only had to get to the
CPN touploadit.”

“Probably added some kind of an interference program to keep the Orbital Platform from checking in,”



Annatahwee said dowly, running her thumb back and forth aong the edge of the metal counter. “This
time of the year, the weather’ saways a bitch. He only had to put them off for afew hours because. . .”
“Because that night, he shot them down.” Jiir raised his head, his expression blesk. “ Gunny, the mgor
killed seventeen marines!”

“Eighteen.” Torin touched the cylinder in her vest. “But it wasn't the mgor.”

“There were times when he wasn't Mgor Svensson,” Doctor Sloan explained hurriedly before Jiir could
gpeak again. “ Times when his consciousness was—let’ s say deeping, for lack of a better word—and the
dienwasin control.”

“Sothedientech...”

The doctor held up her hand, and al three Marinesignored the tremble. “Y ou don’'t understand.”

“That’ sfor damned sure,” Annatahwee muttered.

“It'snot dientech. It' sthe actud dien. The polyhydroxide a coholydes are dive; each moleculeisa
separate entity. My theory isthat working together they create akind of hive mind within whatever shape
they take. And the shapethey’rein now isinsde Mgor Svensson.”

According to the doctor’ stheory, Big Y elow hadn’t been an unidentified alien spaceship, it had been an
unidentified dien. Torin had to admit she wasn't exactly surprised.

“Theré san dieningde Mgor Svensson!”

“Technicdly, awholelot of diens,” Doctor Sloan amended. “But only one consciousness. | suspect
they’'re—it's...” Her browsdrew in. “Oh, gredt, it'sfun with pronounstime again.” Shesighed. “I
suspect the dlien entity is probably observing the mgor, from theingde.”

They dl thought about that for amoment. Torin stared at her reflection in the brushed stedl of the cabinets
and wondered what the dienswould see.

“If there snot many of them,” Annatahwee asked suddenly, “why aren’t they dl in hisbrain?’

The doctor rolled her eyes. “| liketo think I’ d have noticed if the lower bonesin hisleft arm and his hand
up and disappeared, Sergeant. Aslong as| continued scanning the major, they could hide what they
were doing. It wasn't until Gunnery Sergeant Kerr had me scan them .. "

Three pairs of eyesturned to Torin. She waited. It didn’t take long.

“What do we do now, Gunny?’

“We shut the dliens down, and we get the mgjor back.” No doubt, no question. Statement of fact.
“Evenif | had thefacilities, | doubt | could remove the dien from hisarm.” Doctor Sloan glanced toward
the admin office and lowered her voice. “ The moment | began, it would know it had been discovered.
Andfromhishead...”

“It'sinhisbrain!” Jir pointed out.

“That’ snot aproblem.” She waved off the sergeant’ s protest. “Y ou’ d be amazed at how much of your
brain you can manage without. I’ m more concerned with how much of itisin hisspina column. 1t might
be easier just to keep the major sedated.”

“Areyou sure your drugs will sedate the dlien?” Torin asked her. “Becauseif they don't, we'rein the
same place we' d be with you attempting surgery. It would know we wereonto it.”

“Y eah, but what could it do?” Annatahwee wondered.

“It'd run for the brain and threaten the mgor’ slife unlessweleft it lone.” Torin looked around at the
watching faces. “ Asfar as|’m concerned the mgjor is being held hostage by ahodtilelifeform.”

A moment of slencewhilethat sank in.

“Then maybe we should negotiate with it,” the doctor suggested.

“How?’ Jiir demanded. “By letting it take over the mgjor completely? Using hismouth, hisears?’
“Thenwe velost the mgjor,” Annatahwee added.

Doctor Sloan looked to Torin. “1t should be the mgor’ s choice.”

“Except that we aready know it can control the major. We wouldn’t know who was making the choice,
andif | wasthat dien, I'd vote to say right wherel am.”

“Bonus points for thinking yoursdlf into a polyhydroxide acoholyde, hive mind dien, Gunnery Sergeant.
But you don’'t know that.”

“I won't risk that.”



“You sad thiswas atest, like the tests you faced on Big Y dlow. You don’'t know the dien entity is
hodtilel”

“It' skilled eighteen Marines. That' s hostile enough for me.”

“And me” Jir grunted.

Annatahwee nodded.

“Dr. Soan, if | understand you correctly, you believe the alien needs a certain critical massto operate?’
For amoment, Torin thought the doctor wasn’t going to reply, but she finally sighed and said, “To
operate the mgjor, yes. Human beings are very complex. Which is not to say the Krai aren’t complex,”
she added, glancing at Sergeant Jiir, “just that the diensarein aHuman currently, and . . .

Torin cut her off. “What happensif we take off hisarm?’

The doctor blinked. “Hisarm?’

In answer, Torin raised her left hand.

“Y ou want me to amputate hisarm?”’

“It' sthe fastest way to separate alarge part of the aien from the mgjor. Would it take the dien below the
number it needsfor control of the mgjor’ s consciousness?’

“How the hell should | know?’

It wasthefirst time Torin had heard the doctor swear. “ Educated guess.”

“Idon't...”

“Yes, Doctor, you do.”

She rubbed both hands over her face and sagged back against the cabinets. “Removing the mgor’ sarm
will probably take the dien below functiondity as the twenty-seven percent that has migrated is il
connected to the seventy-three percent that remained behind. This seemsto indicate that they’ re working
together and not as two separate units. Happy? But you' re out of luck,” she continued before Torin
could respond. “I don’'t have anything with me that will go through bone. | had hoped we were alittle
past bettlefie d amputationd”

Torin bent and pulled her heavy eight-inch knife from the sheath in her boot.

“Y ou have got to be kidding me!”

“Actudly, yes” The sergeants snickered as she resheathed the knife.

“Too bad the bennies are empty,” Jir muttered thoughtfully. “Cut and cauterize.”

It was too bad. But they had adoctor with them, and Mgor Svensson had survived worse than an
amputation. “Kichar hasan ax in her pack.”

“Of course she does,” Annatahwee snorted.

“Anax?’ Brows nearly touching over her nose, Doctor Sloan sounded like she' d prefer to take an ax to
Torin.

“It hasto befadt,” Torin said flatly, “ or more of the dien will move out of thearm and we'll losethe
major. Sergeant Annatahwee.”

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr.” Her wet boot soles squeded against the floor as she straightened.

“Get Private Kichar' sax.” A raised hand held the sergeant in place while Torin worked through what had
to be done. “ And bring Private Hisht back with you.”

“Back country boy.” Jir nodded in understanding as Annatahwee pounded up the stairs. “Barely down
out of the trees”

Doctor Soan’ s gaze shifted from Torin to Jir and back to Torin. “What do you need Private Hisht for?’
“We need someone who can handle an ax.”

Hisht examined the edge of the ax head and nodded. “ It’ s sharp and heavy for itssize.” When he looked
up, his eyeswere shadowed. “But the bone will splinter.”

“The doc will take care of that. Can you do it?’

“Y ou do not order me?’

“No. I'm asking. Sergeant Jiir will do it if you can't, but you’ ve got alot more recent experience with an
ax than he does.”

“I thought . . .” He turned the handle between hisfingers, nose ridges clamped shut. “ A thing likethis, |
think you do it yoursdlf.”



She wanted to. It would make her life, not to mention Hisht's, awholelot easier if shecould. “A large
part of my job is knowing whose skills give us the best odds of survivad in any given Stuation. | haven't
used an ax in dmogt fifteen years, so you' re the mgjor’ s best chance for afast, clean cut.”

“But you don't order.”

“Not something like this, no.” Although, to be honest, shewould if she d thought even for amoment that
Hisht would refuse. Another large part of her job was knowing what the Marinesin her charge were
capable of—physicaly and emotionaly.

“ Gunnery Sergeant Kerr! McGuinty on the roof! Incoming flier!”

Torin touched her PCU. “Take it down, Private.”

“Will do, Gunny!”

“ Sergeant Annatahwee, keep the drones pinned, too busy to mount an attack. Thiswould be abad time
for them to try anything.”

“Onit, Gunny.” Annatahwee headed for the stairs, squeezing Hisht' s shoulder briefly as she passed.
Hisht turned the ax around in his hands one more time, then helaid it gently on the counter and bent to
unlace hisboots. “I'll doit.”

“Thank you. Sergeant . . .”

Jir nodded. “I heard. I'll help keep the dronesbusy.” He paused by Hisht until the younger Krai looked
up. “Ka sablin ser chrick. Deran heven Mgor Svensson.”

Hisht's eyes widened, then he laughed.

“What did the sergeant say?’ Doctor Sloan murmured by Torin'sear.

“He said that no matter how good it smelled, Hisht wasn't to est Mgor Svensson’sarm.”

When Torin entered the anchor’ s admin office, Hisht and the ax tucked in behind her, the doctor had
Major Svensson perched on the edge of the desk chair, bare to the waist. In the harsh glare of the lamps
from Doctor Sloan’smedica kit, his skin still had the pallor of the recently detanked. Pebbled from the
cold—the admin office was one of the warmer roomsin the anchor, but that wasn’t saying much—he
looked appalingly like a chicken recently killed and plucked. And not a sizable chicken ether; in the last
few days, he'd lost alot of the weight he' d put on prior to leaving for Crucible. He definitely looked
thinner than he had that morning in the NirWentry’sgym.

Where the rowing machine had been reprogrammed.

A test of how much control the alien had over the mgor’ s body?

“...it'sinteresting to note that not one of the diplomatic attempts to negotiate an end to this war
have ever included a member of the three races actually fighting thiswar. Snceit all started
before we got involved—and my we equals your us—all we have is the Elder Races’ word for it
that they don’t know why the Others are fighting.”

And how much control did it have over the mgor' smind?

If the Elder Races hadn’t removed the knowledge of the escape pod, if the escape pod had done that
itsdlf asit shifted shape and spread through the military, what other memories had it changed?

She wasn't too worried about why—Doctor Sloan’s smart-ass comment about thinking like a
polyhydroxide a coholyde hive mind aside, that wasn't her job. The Corps had battaions of
xenopsychologists trained to trand ate motivations and reactions across species lines.

“Gunny?’

“gr7

He grinned, bending forward and shivering dightly asthe doctor ran the head of her scanner up hisspine.
“Y ou look like you' re thinking deep thoughts. Cut it out.”

“Yes, ar.” Right now, her only concern should be getting thirty-five brand new Marines, three DIs, one
doctor, and seven eighths of amgjor off Crucible aive. *Y ou look like shit, Sir.”

There were degp shadows under bloodshot eyes, a pulse thrummed visibly in histhroat, and when he
wasn't spesking, hislower lip hung dack, trembling dightly. “Interestingly enough, that’ swhat the doctor
woke me up to tell me. Y ou sure you didn’t go to medica school, Gunny?’

“I think I’d have noticed, Sir.” She was close enough now she thought she could fed the heset rising off his
body. She couldn’t—not through vest and combats and bodyliner—and this was a bad time to develop



animaginaion.

He was about to ask what she wanted, why Hisht was with her. She could see the question fighting its
way through the exhaustion in his eyes. He wouldn't ask about the ax, though. He' d assume she had that
covered.

Then Dr. Sloan took a step back to stand beside the desktop where the mgjor had sketched out al the
known positions of the drones aswell asthe crash sites of theflier and the shell of the destroyed tank.
She held up the empty ampoule, and nodded. Reluctantly.

Major Svensson had been born on Earth. Torin was third-generation Paradise at 1.14 Earth gravity. Not
enough difference to change the basic Human shape. Enough to kick the mgjor’ s date across the room
and him down. Hisht balanced on his|eft foot, wrapped his right foot around the mgor’ sleft wrig,
braced hisleft hand against the mgjor’ sleft shoulder, and swung the ax. One blow, perfectly placed two
centimeters above the point where alien pretended to be bone.

The sedative took effect dmost before the ax impacted with the floor giving the mgjor no timeto protest,
to struggle, to scream, before his eyesrolled back in his head and he went limp. Doctor Sloan bent over
the stump and sprayed sealant and kept spraying as Torin flicked out abody bag and Hisht used hisleft
foot to tossthe mgjor’ slower am inside.

Individua molecular entities or not, the dien couldn’t pass through solid objects easily or it would never
have used Mg or Svensson’ sfingernails as aquick and dirty interface with the CPNs. The body bag,
needing to withstand that one massive charge, was the most molecularly dense container they had and
therefore the hardest to get through.

“You canbekilled,” Torin said grimly, her mouth by the lump in the bag. The di’ Taykan scientists had
accidentally destroyed a section of thewadl during ther initid investigation of Big Y ellow by setting off an
explosion. Shewaswilling to bet that the charge in the body bag would have the same effect. “A single
molecule of you leavesthe bag, and | activate the charge. Stay where you are, and sooner or later we'll
get to atrained negotiator.”

“The polyhydroxide acoholyde remaining in the mgor isno longer active,” Doctor Sloan announced, still
working on the slump. Her date lay on the major’ s bare torso, reader pointed at his head. “ Dormant.

Y ou’ ve removed more than two thirds of the whole and taken it below critical mass.”

“And the two thirds we removed?’

“What about it?’

“Isit dormant, or isthere gtill aworking consciousness?’

“How the hell should | know,” she snapped. “Evenif I’ d had time while kegping Mgor Svensson from
bleeding to death, | can't take areading through the body bag.” Both her hands werered. “ Get his
clothing back on him; his core temperature’ s dropping.”

Torin did behind the mgjor and gently lifted historso onto her Iap, hishead lolling againgt her shoulder.
His skin was damp. Sedatives, or that split second when he redized what was about to happen? No way
to know, but given the sharp, bitter smell, she' d guess the latter. She reached for his bodyliner and found
Hisht'shands dready there. “ Areyou dl right?’ she asked astogether they skimmed the bodyliner back
up over the mgjor’ sgood arm.

The young Krai sighed, nose ridges clamped shut. “What needed to be done was done.”

“And it couldn’t have been done without you. Not as cleanly,” she amended. “Not aswell.”

Meeting her gaze, he attempted ashrug. “1 am glad | didn’t screw up.”

“Wedl are” Both handsingde the left deeve, Torin stretched the bodyliner out to three timesits usua
diameter, guided it carefully over the mgjor’ s seeled ssump, and folded up it over the remains of hisarm.
When she did her handsfree, the fabric conformed to its new dimensions.

An explosion off the east wall rocked the anchor. Torin curled forward to shield the mgjor’ s upper body.
A moment of silence, then the group channel came dive.

“Nice flying, McGuinty.”

“ Sorry, Sergeant, it almost got away from me.”

“But it didn’t, which iswhy | said nice flying. Teams on the east wall, check in.”

With the windows aready empty, there were no injuries, dthough apiece of burning debris had dammed



through three/two, leaving athin line of char on Masayo’'s helmet. She declared the gods had saved her.
No one argued.

“What will you tell the rest of the platoon?’ Hisht moved away from the mgjor and pulled hisbootliners
out from where he' d stuffed them in behind hisvest and dipped them on, some of the tension leaving his
face as hisfeet began to warm.

“The problem’ s been taken care of.” According to the mgjor’s med-aert on her date, the mgjor had
taken massive trauma but was now stable and sedated. “I’ll tell them the truth.”

“Taken care of 7’ That brought Doctor Sloan’ s attentionup off her kit. “Y ou have an dien life-forminsde
an amputated arm—and | use the word amputated in its broadest sense—inside abody bag. In what
universeisthat aproblem taken care of 7’

“Magor Svensson isno longer under the control of said dien life-form.” Torin grabbed histoque off a
protruding bit of disassembled desk, laid it on the floor and gently set the mgor’ shead down onit.

“Y ou had his arm chopped off!”

“And that solved the only problem I’ m really concerned about.” She stood, crossed the room, and
picked up hisdate lying haf propped on the wall where she’ d kicked it. The ready lightswere on, so she
clipped it to her vest—Marine Corps dates were built to stand alot more than an applied boot.
“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr?’

“Private Hight.”

“When you tell them, can you not tell them | did the chop?’

“Y our teamwill figureit out. It' sKichar'sax.”

“Fguring it out cannot bethe same astelling. I'm not sorry, | just . . .” His shrugs were getting more
Humen.

Hewasn't sorry, but he didn’t want them to think he was bragging about it either. Chopping off amgjor’'s
armwas, well, pretty maor. Torin clamped down on atotally inappropriate grin. “1 won't tell them.”
“Thank you.”

“Rgoin your team. Leavetheax. I'll dleanit and returnit.” She held his gaze until he nodded and
watched him leave the room, picking hisway carefully around puddles of melted snow. Then she turned
to the doctor who' d just finished cleaning her hands. “When you' velaid out hisbedroll in your infirmary,
I’ll carry Mgor Svensson in.”

“Y ou can do that? Of course you can. What about . . .” She gestured at the body bag.

“Either it stayswhere it is and becomes someone else’ s problem, or it doesn’t and it becomesno one's.”
“It saninteligent life-form, Gunnery Sergeant!”

Torin pitched her voiceto carry to the outline of the mgjor’ sarm. “ That depends on whether or not it
daysin the bag.”

There were molecular disturbancesin Generd Morris brain.

Watching the old guy toss chunks when he redlized that, while he’ d been working on his desk, aien bits
had been dipping into his cranium from the plague on the wall kept Craig from taking advantage of the
draight line o negtly provided by the Situation. Although honestly forced him to admit it had lessto do
with sympathy and more to do with there being no one around who' d appreciate the joke.

Apparently, there' d already been some discussion among the Corps' geek squad that Big Y ellow had
been aliving organism and that, combined with the way the generd’ s plaque reacted to both him and
Presit, had got Ventris Station hotter than aH’ san on chilies.

Presit had dug in her claws and demanded the Katrien Parliamentary representative be present before
she’ d submit to even the most minimal noninvasive procedure but had been quite happy to volunteer
Craig for anything up to and including vivisection just aslong as she could keep her cameras running.

“ Cameras off! Thisisa matter of Confederation Security!” The Intelligence officer snatched his
hand away from the controls as Presit bared her teeth. “ You can’t broadcast this!”

“| are broadcasting this,” she growled. “ | are broadcasting from the moment we are leaving
Craig Ryder’s ship. You arerecalling laws of full media disclosure, or you are turning me off in
front of entire galaxy. You are choosing. Smile,” she added as he hesitated, “ it are likely your
maternal iswatching.”



As he' d been given a choice between having ahystericalhissy fit in front of haf of known space or
cooperating fully, Craig had agreed to cooperate with both Intell and the geek squad—sequentialy and
smultaneoudy— aslong as Presit and the cameras were never more than ameter away. Presit may have
been kidding about the vivisection, but he knew his own specieswell enough not to discount it.

The one thing that had made the whol e experience bearable was the certain knowledge that whatever he
was going through was nothing compared to what Generd Morris, Captain Stedrin, and anyonewho'd
served on the Berganitan wasfacing.

On the other hand, there were limits.

He caught the wrist of the Krai medicd officer, sopping her hand and the instrument she held out awvay
from hisbody. “ Sweetheart, you' re buying me drinks before you probe me again.”

“But this. . .

“No. You ve dready found the protein marker Big Y elow left behind.” He crossed barefeet at the ankle
and winked & the camera. “Everything elseisorigind equipment.”

“But...”

“I said no.” He waited until she nodded before he released her.

“I told you we should have strapped him down,” she muttered to her assistant as she turned away.

The assgant’ seyeslightened. “I’ [l buy him the drinks.”

There was something vaguely comforting about how predictable di’ Taykans could bein any given
gtuation. Vaguely, Craig reiterated silently as awhole new group of officers entered the Iab. The Corps
weren't big on fruit salad, so it was hard to tell rank from adistance, but something must have cued Presit
that this ot was more important than the last Snce she abandoned the Intelligence officer she' d been
grilling in the corner and reached his side with the other cameraat about the same time asthe haf dozen
Marines.

“High Tekamad Louden, we are thinking you are taking this serioudy now.”

The Commandant of the Corpsinclined her head. “Presit a Tur durValintrisy, the Corpsistaking this
very serioudy indeed. Mr. Ryder . . .” Her eyeswithin afine network of lines were the same paegray as
thewallsof thestation. “. . . do you know who Lieutenant di’ Fegarin Shylin is?’

Craig frowned. “Lieutenant Shylin?’ When he closed his eyes, he could see the Jade move into the path
of the bug fighter, see one escape pod g ected, see the explosion that saved the lives of the Marinesin his
cargo pod and probably his own aswell. When he opened his eyes, Louden’ s expression had softened
dightly, and he wondered what hisface had told her. “ She' d be Commander Sibley’ s gunner.”

“That's correct. She's been wrapped in what the doctors call a separation psychosis since Commander
Shley’ ssacrifice”

“Out of her mind with grieving, then.”

“Yes. Essentidly. Therearewaysto . ..” Words were examined in the pause, and Craig gave the
commandant credit for sticking with the basics. “. . . force coherency. It isn't something we careto do,
but she was on the Berganitan, and, as we have checked on every other crewmember not separated by
Susumi space, | spoke to Admira Kirter, and he agreed that thiskind of a potentia foothold situation
cdled for extreme measures.”

“Potentia foothold? We are thinking it are much, much more than potentid.”

The commandant silenced Presit with alook. 1 just received amessage from the physician in charge of
Lieutenant Shylin’s case on Dirinate Station. She remembers the escape pod.”

“If you were looking for one of your own to remember . . ."

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr isnot here, Mr. Ryder, and given the circumstances you shared, it islikely she
aso will have the protein marker Ieft behind by the alien scan. Lieutenant Shylin however, does not. Nor
does she have the differing protein marker everyone else on that misson carriesfromthe. ..” A glance
around the lab and amoment of irony in her voice. “. . . probing. We are now certain that your memories
were not the ones adjusted.”

“I’d think the plaque playing patty-cake might have given you aclueontheat, but . . .” heraised ahand. “.
.. | get that you' re paranoid. And you know, given that you’ ve got maybe point zero, zero, zero one of
that escape pod’ s mass accounted for . . .” He flashed the commandant hisbest smile. “. .. | can



understand why you would be.”

One of the officers behind her, a colond wearing Intell tabs, opened his mouth, but she raised ahand and
cut off his protest before he could giveit voice. It was the sort of trick Torin would pull, and Craig bet
that the commandant had been promoted out of the ranks. “Our initia scans have determined that the
plagueisnat, in point of fact, aien technology, but a polynumerous molecular species.”

“Now that are something my viewers are being interested in.” Presit moved forward. “High Tekemd, are
“The H’ san shut your broadcast down sometime ago,” the commandant said bluntly. “And | have neither
the time nor the inclination to pretend any longer. Be slent, and you may continue recording. Do you
know what | mean when | say polynumerous molecular species?’ she asked Craig, ignoring Presit’s
Sputtering but essentidly silent protests.

“Lotsof littlediensmaking up one life-form.”

The colonel, who had been quieted, looked startled.

“Not just apretty face here, mate. The scientistson Big Y dlow said it waslike an organic plastic. What
stands out like dog’ s balsto me now isthat it’s more organic than plastic and that the whole
shape-shifting thing was just the bits reconfiguring. If you can reconfigure into what you want, you can dip
amolecular-sized probe into peopl€ s heads off aplaqueor acollar tab . . .”

Every hand but the commandant’ sroseto their collars.

Craiggrinned. “. . . or abeer stein. Which meansthat even when there’ s not enough of them to be
conscious, each piece can carry out orders.”

“Y ou’ ve given this some thought.”

He laced hisfingers over hisstomach. “1’ ve been sitting here for awhile.”

“WE re going to have to scan every piece of plagtic on the sation.” The colond didn’t seem happy he
findly got awordin.

“Onthe gtation?’ Craig snorted. “ Dream on. Y ou’ re going to have to scan every piece of plagticin

known space.”

FOURTEEN

“YOUR BEST BET TO GET IN will bewith the codes you’ ve been working up to crack the CPNs.”
McGuinty looked down at the mgjor’ sdate, one thin finger, the nail bitten down almost to the quick,
rubbing dong the casing. “ So the dien that wasin Mgor Svensson’sarm, it waslike, organic plastic?’
“Similar.” Therewere weirder thingsin known space. Torin had never met any of them personally, and,
frankly, didn’t want to, but in the grand scheme of things, sentient organic plastic made up of
molecular-szed pieces a least made a certain logical amount of sense—which was more than could be
said for at least two members of the Methane Alliance,

“It'sjust that when | checked the CPN that blew, you know, the night Staff Sergeant Beyhn went running
around naked inthesnow and . . .”

“I' know what CPN you’ re talking about, McGuinty.”

“Right. Sorry, Gunny, it'sjust . . .” He reached into one of the front pockets on hisvest and pulled out a
dark shard. “. . . | picked this up out of the debris. It didn't look melted like the rest.”

Torin held out her hand, and he dropped it into her palm. Holding it between thumb and forefinger, she
frowned down at her reflection in the familiar glossy, charcod-gray surface and remembered.
“...thematerial at the back of the hole is different. The explosion changed the organic part—in
layman’ s terms, we cooked it. I’ m extrapolating a bit from available data, but if we smack this
stuff hard enough, it’s going to shatter.”

This particular piece looked very much like it had shattered.

“Okay, McGuinty, two things. Firgt, tell methe Corps position on picking up battlefield souvenirs?’
Hischeeksflushed. “Don't doit.”

“Succinct and to the point. Don’t do it.” Not that there was ahope in hell of stopping it, but the Corps
position was clear. “ Second, you' re one lucky son of abitch.” Holding the shard between thumb and
forefinger, she snapped it easily into two long narrow pieces, the sound strangely loud in spite of



background noises that included the drones wasting ammunition firing through the broken windows.
“These particular bits of dien are dead, which iswhy they haven't dipped through that scrape on your
knuckles one molecular strand &t atime and taken up residencein your brain.”

The flush vanished as he blanched. “I don’t think molecular srand isactualy . . .”

“You' remissng my point, Private.” She handed him back hisbits of dead dien. “If you don’t know what
something is, don’'t touchit. If it triesto touch you, don't let it. If you can't stop it any other way, shoot
the fukker. Becauseif it comesto it, in order to save the rest of your platoon, someoneis going to have
to cut your arm off. Am | making mysdlf clear?

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant!” McGuinty was so obvioudy not staring at the dark stains on the floor of the
admin office that they became the dominant feature in the room.

Torindidn’'t look at them either. “Take the mgjor’ s date up to the second floor where you’ ve got some
decentlight and try to work out how the hell he managed to upload the changes in the command codes
through hisimplant. If we can get that, we can use my implant to shut the damned drones down.”

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant.” His boothedls shrieked against the wet floor as he pivoted. “Uh, Gunny ... 7’
He paused in the doorway and turned, titling his helmet back off hisface. “What happens when Major
Svensson wakes up?’

“I imagine he' Il be abit pissed off.”

“Because I’'mtrying to crack hisdate?’

She couldn’t stop the corners of her mouth from twigting into something very likeasmile. “Trust me,
Private, you're going to be way down on hisshit ligt.”

“I’m getting no brain wave patterns off theremaining dien.. . .”

“ Brain wave?” Torin interrupted, reproducing the emphasis.

Dr. Sooan sighed. “I could explain the specificsto you, Gunnery Sergeant, or you could accept what I'm
telling you and save us both the aggravation. I’ snot thinking in any way | can register it, but it is
moving.”

She couldn’t stop her hands from tightening on her wegpon. “It' swhat?’

“Moving. Returning to hisarm. At thisrate, it'll dl be at the edge of the sump in about six hours”
“Moving without thinking.” Not a question. She'd seen Marines do it often enough—their brains shut
down, reacting to externd stimuli. “They’ refollowing orders. They’ ve been discovered, so they're
retreating. They’ re trapped insde the mgor, so they’ re looking for away out and heading for the place
where his physicd integrity has been breached in abig way.”

“Uh-huh.” Eyes narrowed, arms crossed, Dr. Soan stared up &t her. “Y ou got dl that from moving?’
“It makes sense”

The doctor snorted. “Maybe in your world.”

They’ d brought the body bag into the infirmary and laid it out near the mgjor. A bit macabre, perhaps,
but efficient. The doctor was the only one who could set up the kind of molecular monitoring system
Torin needed to ensure the alien stayed in the bag, and, at that, she had to monitor the bag, not the dien.
Although Staff Sergeant Beyhn remained oblivious, everyone ésein the common room—everyone ese
who came up with an excuse to be in the common room— aternated between staring a the mgjor’'s
stump and staring at the magjor’ sarm. Even the di’ Taykan Sitting with the staff sergeant was paying at
least as much attention to the other drama playing ouit.

The Berganitan brought back an escape pod from Big Yellow.

All of known space had seen the vids of the dien ship.

Turns out Big Yellow wasn’t an alien ship but a shape-shifting alien, and the escape pod was a
piece of it. Once inside the Berganitan it shifted into one hell of a lot of different pieces and one of
them eventually ended up inside Major Svensson’s arm. Using a type of alien mind control . . .
Accurate asfar asit went.

... it hijacked the major’ s knowledge of Crucible and turned the drones against us. We solved the
problem by removing the arm and the remaining seven eighths of the major isfine. There will be
no new reprogramming of the drones, so let’s concentrate on dealing with the old shit. And yes,
flinging all our gear a few kilometers away would draw the drone’sfire. If you can figure out a



way to build a catapult with what we currently have in the anchor, let me know.

After 120 days of training, there was till alot these new Marines didn’t know, but one thing they were
certain about, the one thing that had been downloaded over and over into the heads of all three species
from the first day they stepped onto Ventris Station, was that every word out of their DI’s mouth was the
Corps own truth. Thiswas one of the many reasons Torin had no interest in ever ending up in RTC. If
successfully completing the mission and getting her people out diverequired alie, she dlie.

Fortunately, Platoon 71 didn’t know that and had accepted her Sitrep at face vaue.

Alien. Amputation. All clear.

Torin dropped to one knee beside Mgor Svensson’ s bedroll and frowned at the stump of hisarm. The
sed ant was semipermeable—if the dien wanted out, she had a strong fedling that the sealant wouldn't be
abletokeepitin.

“Gunny ..."

“Magor.” Sheturned her attention from the ssump to hisface. He still looked like shit and didn’t smell
much better. Because the room couldn’'t have falen more silent if someone had flipped aswitch, she
could hear the rough rasp of breath moving dow and shalow through his mouth.

Peering up at her through a sedative haze, he managed to pull his browsinto the gpproximation of a
frown. “Y ou had my arm cut off.”

“Theartificia boneturned out to be an dien life-form, Sir. Just dedling with afoothold Stuation.”

“Jugt?’ It might have been asnicker, it might have been acough. Shelifted his canteen to his mouth, and
he drank gratefully. When hefinished, and she tried to move the canteen away, the fingers of hisright
hand closed loosdly around her wrist. “ The headaches and the memory lapses? The dien?’

“Yes, gar.”

“Didl...7

She thought about deliberately misunderstanding but only for amoment. “No, sir. Thediendid.”

“Inmy body.”

Torin snorted. “ At the risk of sounding overtly di’ Taykan, Mgor, you' re not responsible for the actions
or reactions of another specieswhileit’sin your body.”

That time, definitely asnicker. “I’ ve never had any complaints.”

She glanced at the body bag and decided not to mention the exodus happening under his skin. “Y ou may
thistime, Sr.”

“Y ou cut off the mgjor’ sarm. With my ax.”

Only Kichar'semotiona emphasis on the second statement kept Hight from flinching. He peered through
his scope, swept his sector for dronesand said, “It isagood ax. Sharp. | was impressed by the edge.”
Sheleaned out just enough to see him around Bonninski. “ Thank you. | take care of my tools.”

“It shows”

“Wadll, there s no point in carrying something if it’ s not in the best condition possible. And you,” she
added to Sakur, “you said I'd never useit.”

“Youdidn't useit,” Sakur snorted, eyes paein the glare off the snow. “Hisht did. Obvioudy, the best
man for the job.”

“Stll, if Gunnery Sergeant Kerr had counted on the contents of your pack, she’ d have had to gnaw the
maor’ sarm off.”

“No,” Hisht sghed, his mouth flooding with salivaat the thought, “1’ d have done that, too.”

The snowball dammed into historso, nearly knocking him over. The dronestook a couple of shotsat the
movement, one/one sent afew rounds back at the drones, and when silence fell again, Bonninski
muttered, “Let’ snot talk about eating people. That'sjust gross.”

“Eating officers,” Kichar corrected.

“Grosser,” the other woman snorted.

“What happened to the arm?’ Sakur wondered.

Hisht shrugged. He thought he was getting better at it. “ Sergeant Jir told me not to est it.”

The second snowba | missed.

“High Tekamd Louden ...” The mgor had clearly not expected Craig to be in the room with the



commandant. She did to an undignified hat and dramaticaly lowered her voice. “. . . wehavea
gtuation.”

“Go ahead.”

She glanced at Craig, who smiled and waved. Mostly just to seethat vein pop on the mgjor’ s forehead.
“Commandant, it's. ..

“If it sabout the dien,” Louden snorted, “then speak up. AsMr. Ryder had to tell usit was here, | don't
think we' rein any position to keep secrets about it from him, do you?’

“No, sr.” Although she clearly did. “The plague that wasin General Morris office?It’s...” A deep
breath and avisible girding of metaphorical loins. “It’ s disgppeared.”

“Disappeared.”

It wasn't aquestion, but the mgjor answered it anyway. “Yes, Sir.”

“How?"

“Probably broke into its component molecular parts, skittered away, and re-formed into a couple of
dozen new and exciting things afew secondslater.” As both the mgor and the commandant turned icy
gazesin hisdirection, Craig shrugged. “ Just aguess.”

“High Tekama Louden, we. ..” The colonel cameto ahdt just insde the door, his expression as
identical to the mgor’ sasdiffering physiognomies could makeit.

“We have agtuation?’ the commandant suggested. “What isit, Colone?’

“Some of those who have the marker indicating they’ d been tampered with . . . they’ ve sent coded
messages into space.”

“Break the code.”

“Wereworking onit, Sr.”

“And track the messages.”

“Wecan't, gr. They were sent into space. No actua coordinates.”

“That' s going to complicate the search.” Three pairs of cold eyesthistime. Craig shrugged again. “ Space
ishig.”

After amoment, Louden nodded. “He' sright.”

The major made asound that could have been a protest. The colond, with afew more years
experience, managed to remain both silent and expressionless.

“If we' re going to stand even a chance of finding al the pieces of that escape pod,” Louden continued,
“we re going to need dl the help we can get.”

“Gunny!”

Torin sraightened, held McGuinty at the door with araised hand, and crossed the common room to his
gde

Nearly bouncing in place, he started talking as soon she was close enough. “I’ ve isolated the code Mgor
Svensson used to access the satdllites, and | think | can figure out how to patch it through your implant . .

“Youthink?’

“It'salittlefunky.” He tapped the screen. “1 wouldn't have recognized it, but the major had the actua
ObSat codesin aseparatefile, and | recognized the sequencing. | can't do it the way he did it—the way
the aien did it—I don’t think that way because you know, it'salien, but it'saso sort of Marine codes
like | thought at the beginning, so I’ m pretty sure | can work something out.”

“You don't need to tell me that you' re working, McGuinty. | know you are.” Y ears of practice kept her
from patting him on the head. “ Just let me know when you’ ve got something.”

“I’ve got something. Okay, | found something, Gunny. On hisdate.” Hewaved it.

Torin snorted. “1f you found the mgor’ s porn, McGuinty, | don’'t need to know about it.”

“Hehas porn?’ Thin cheeks flushed. “1 mean, no. | didn’t. | found messages that weren't going to the
ObSats, they were just going out into space.”

“Missing the ObSat?’

“Well, yeah, but on purpose. There was no destination; he was just jacking them off.” Torin had never
actually seen anyoneturn that red, that fast. “Uh . . .”



Anather time she might have let him muddle through an explanation, but his skills had agood chance of
saving their collective butts, so shetook pity. “It'sal right, McGuinty. | understand the reference.” A
sudden spat of wegpons fire from the south wall while she considered the new information. “ Okay, wrap
the messages and everything to do with them as securely as you can and transfer them to your date and
Pirg)’s” Storing them in acouple of other places might ensure they actualy got back to the geeks at
Command. “Concentrate on putting together that uplink. Once we shut this shit down, we can
concentrate on the less-than-immediate danger.”

“How?’ He stared up &t her like she' d have an answer.

Having the answers were part of her job.

Shegrinned. “If | told you, I’ d ruin the surprise. Backups, upload, then the fun stuff.”

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant.” He half turned, then turned back again. “Isit okay if | work on theroof?1t’'s
just easier if I'm dready up thereif another flier gets spotted.”

“Do | look like your mother, McGuinty?’

“Uh...

Suddenly suspecting she might, Torin cut him off. “Do your job and don’t get shot. | don’'t giveaH’san’s
ass about where you do either. Got that?’

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant!”

She hid asmile as he sarted toward the stairs and then remembered something. “Hey, McGuinty, |
thought you worked better with aceiling.”

“Kind of samdlsin here, Gunny.”

After only three days? It wasagood thing for McGuinty’ s station-born sensihilities they weren't going to
be there for the full two tendays, then. Torin had heard of station-born Marines who, with adrendine
fading, had passed out from the combined odorsin theretrieval VTA. Possibly apocryphal, but even with
wastes seded into empty food pouches and stored in the usaless latrines, the anchor was beginning to
hum abit.

“Gunny?’

“Sr.”

Nothing like thirty-six unwashed Marines to make a place smell like home, she thought returning to
Magor Svensson’sside.

He closed his eyes when shetold him of McGuinty’ sdiscovery. “What have | done?’

“Not adamned thing, Sr.”

“Y ou think the Corpsisgoing to seeit that way, Gunny?”

“Yes, gr.”

Opening hiseyes, hefought the painkillersto focus on her face. “Why?’

“Wehavethedien, gr.”

“And we have my scansidentifying it as an alien consciousness within your body.” Dr. Sloan crouched at
Torin’sleft. “ Privates Bynum and Stevens want to know when they can return to duty.”

Major Svensson dropped his head to the right and frowned through the shadows at the young Marines,
both of them standing with one arm held immobile by their combats and strapped up againgt their chedts.
“He has abroken arm, and she got shot inthearm.”

“That’sright.”

“Broken arm. Shot inthearm.” A small wave of the ssump. “There s some kind of smart-ass comparison
kind of remark to make about that, but | just can’t get hold of it right now. Remind meto try again later,
Gunny.”

“Yes gr.”

“And tdl Bynum and Stevens that the Corps has a policy on letting Marines doped up on painkillersfire
live rounds.”

“Yes, gar.”

“Asagenerd rule,” he added sotto voce to the doctor, “wetry to discourageit.”

“I’d be happier to hear that if it didn’t imply it occasionally happens anyway.” Reaching for her date, Dr.
Soan bent over the sump. “They’ re starting to pile up at the edge of the. . . at the edge. Pileup being a



relative statement, of course, given their size.”

“Thediensremaining in your body appear to betrying to leave,” Torin explained to the mgjor.

“If they makeit out, don't let them get away.”

Torinwasn't entirely certain how she was supposed to stop amolecular-sized, shape-shifting dien but
something would probably come up. “Yes, sr.”

Sitting back on her hedls, Dr. Soan ran ahand up through her hair. Something about her looked . . . off,
athough Torin couldn’t pinpoint what. “Look, Staff Sergeant Beyhn is stable, my other two patients are
sulking, and you two would probably be happier if | was esewhere, so you could discussthis, fighting
person to fighting person. As|’m an accommodating person just generdly, I’'m heading up to the roof for
someair.”

“Youdon't havetogo, Doc..."

“I won't begonelong, but | needto...” A quick wave at the sealed wall of windows. “. . . look at the
sky for amoment or two. | promise I’ |l stay out of everyone sway. And besides, you' d have to wrestle
meto thefloor and clap meinironsto stop me.”

“Got irons, Gunny?’

“Not onme, Sr.”

“Guesswe can't stop you, then, Doc.” His eyestracked her as she stood and Torin was reminded again
of how long he' d been under the care of the medica profession. For aman who' d been as severely
wounded as he had, Doctor Sloan’ s presence probably helped him fedl secure now he was wounded
agan.

“McGuinty seemsto think things are getting abit whiff,” Torin offered as the doctor disgppeared up the
hall.

The mgor made a sound hafway between asnort and alaugh. “This? We re here for another five days
until the NirWentry returns. His ddlicate sengibilitiesarein for ashock.” His mouth twisted as he stared
at hisstump. “Did we have fighting person talking to do, Gunny?’

“I wasthinking that after McGuinty gets the upload specs worked out, and we shut the drones down, he
can cannibalize the desk and try to give the dien avoice. We can find out where.. . .”

There wasasmal gray square on the center of the stump.

“Gunny?’

She bent forward, gently dipped afingernail behind it, and pulled it free. A small line of gray plastic came
with it, but whether it was going into the mgjor’ sarm or coming out, she had no idea. Asthe square
elongated and curled around her finger, stroking it in away that dmost seemed content, she realized what
itwas.

Doctor Soan’ s noncombatant chip.

The something that had looked off.

The sky looked close enough to touch. The clear, cold blue of the morning had become pale gray clouds
hanging over the settlement promising more snow. The way Stone saw it, more snow was agood thing.
The dronesweren't infinitely adaptable, so eventudly they had to bog down. He checked his snowman,
fired back at the drone that had exposed itsdlf to fire a him, rolled back up onto hisfeet, and redlized his
scanner had gone hinky.

Heturned, saw McGuinty fiddling with something by the access hatch. Wondered if he' d screwed up his
jamming thing. Saw Dr. Soan emerge, blinking in the thin light. Saw her spesk to McGuinty and laugh . .
. and fuk, McGuinty wasn't much taller than the doc. Heard awhistle off over the settlement.

Turned.

Frowned at apoint of darkness against the pale gray.

Watched it grow.

Redlized what it had to be about the same time he redlized his scanner wasn’t working. At al.
“Incoming!”

Torin gtarted up the Sairsthree a atime. * Sergeant Jiir!”

“ Gunny?”

“Get Dr. Soan off theroof!”



McGuinty heard Stone yell. Took amoment to save the final bit of code. Looked up. Saw theflier,
three-dimensiond againgt atwo-dimensiona sky. Had to be an optical illuson that it was heading right for
him. He snapped the mgjor’ sdate onto his vest and yanked off his own, fumbling the amplifier into place.
Sergeant Jiir wasted a second responding to Stone'scry.

Wherethe hell had that flier come from, and why weren’t their serley scannersworking?

And what the fuk was taking M cGuinty so Goddamned long? Theflier was going to lock targeting
coordinates in asecond, and then they were all screwed.

The private was standing close to the access hatch, right beside the doctor. Good, two vertak, one
stone— he could ded with them both at the sametime. Jiir started to run. “McGuinty!”

Hedidn't look up fromthe date. “It’ stoo close, Sergeant, | need more timeto lock!”

Then Dr. Sloan stepped sideways, puiting her non-combatant chip between McGuinty and theflier,
effectively kegping the flyer from targeting McGuinty.

Smart move, Doc! Jir thought. Save the guy most likely to save the whole platoon!

Theflier launched dl four missles

The sergeant redlized the doctor’ s forehead was bare at about the same time.

McGuinty saw blue. Bright blue.

Sound and fury.

Pan.

Hurt to breathe. Hurt to open his eyes.

Hedid both anyway.

“Gunny?’

“Not now, McGuinty, I'm alittle busy.”

Halfway up to the access hatch, jammed sdeway in the narrow stairs, Torinignored al the shouting . . .
“Dr. Soan isdown! | repeat Dr. Soan is down!”

“ S0 are the fukking scanners!”

“It hurts! It hurts!”

“ Sergeant! She's bleeding!”

... and concentrated on clamping her left hand over the bleeder in McGuinty’s neck. Looked likea
piece of shrapnel had . . .

Not shrapnel. Bone. And abit of bright bluefabric.

Looked like apiece of Dr. Sloan had skipped off the top of hisvest and ripped a hole about a centimeter
down from hisjaw. The high collar of the bodyliner had probably saved hislife by snagging the rough
edge of the bone and changing the angle of entry.

A nick inamgor blood vessdl was onething. A severed vessal—something abit morefatal.

She snapped his sedant free and held the tube between her teeth as she grabbed her canteen and
thumbed thelid off. A splash on his neck. She had to see what she was doing. Canteen balanced on his.
.. lap was close enough, given the way they were jammed in. Knife out of her boot. Slice carefully away
from her fingers, keeping the vein clamped, opening things up enough to make sure the sealant hit the hole
intheven.

Start spraying even before she had her |eft hand away.

Pack the wound with sedlant.

Wait.

Findly bresthe.

“Gunny?’

“What isit, McGuinty?’

“I think the doctor exploded.” He frowned, his eyesrolled up, and hishead lolled against Torin's
stomach, temple hard up againgt Private Oshyo’ s cylinder.

“Gunny!” Sounded like Sergeant Annatahwee was right behind her on the stairs, but Torin couldn’t turn.
Not far enough. Not and be able to use her spine again later. “ Are you hurt?’

Good question. She' d been dmost al the way to the access hatch when al hell had broken loose on the
roof. McGuinty had landed more or lessin her arms a heartbest later and she' d barely managed to stop



them from damming al the way down to the second floor. Fortunately, hewas askinny little shit. “I'mdl
right.” Where all right could be defined as none of the partsthat currently hurt, hurt too much to ignore.
“Get your hands under McGuinty’ s shoulders here, lift him over me, and pass him back. | can’'t move
until he' sclear.”

“Given where your kneeis, Gunny, I’m not sure we can clear him until you move.”

Oh. That was her knee. In combats, they al looked the same. “Try.” Because moving it—moving her
right leg— didn’t seem to be an option.

The sergeant’ sarms camein to Torin'sleft. As shelifted, Torin got her one arm under McGuinty and
helped.

“Fuk, that’salot of blood.”

“It'shison me, not dl hison him,” Torin grunted. As historso moved past her ear, and the pressure
holding her in place changed, she amended her all right to mostly all right.

“Yours?

“Dr. Soan's”

“Fuk.”

“Yeah.” Gravity would have taken her the rest of the way down the stairsif not for the sergeant’ ship
againg her back. Reaching up, she straightened her leg, sucked air through her teeth and got hersalf
turned around. M cGuinty had just reached the second floor, held by Ayumi and Lirit while Pirgj
frantically patted him down looking for moreinjuries. “He s got ableeder in his neck. It'ssedled, but be
careful. Get him to the infirmary—Piroj, careful means you need to stop groping him and let Ayumi and
Lirit carry him. They’ re the same height. When you get there,” she continued as Piroj reluctantly backed
away. “Tell ...” It took her asecond to pull the name out of memory. “. . . Fint, he’snow the medic.”
Flint had aced thefirst aid course. In about ten seconds he was going to regret that.

“ Gunnery Sergeant Kerr!” Mgor Svensson’ s voice on the command channel cut through the chatter.
He didn’t sound good, but he sounded focused. “ What the hell is going on up there?”

“Hier took ashot at the roof, blew McGuinty back through the hatch and delayed me on the stairs,
probably killed Dr. Sloan.” Given the bits that came through the roof with McGuinty, the odds were
stronger than probably, but Torin wasn't willing to commit without proof. “I’m on my way up now.”

“ Kegp meinformed.” Hedidn't ask if shewasall right; if she wasn't, he expected her to tell him.
“Yes, gar.”

About to stand, she noticed afamiliar chip on the stairs; she’ d probably dropped it when she' d caught
McGuinty. She'd likely never know why the dienswho made up the chip had decided to leave Dr.
Soan, and she honestly didn’t care. They’ d left and, asadirect result of that leaving, the doctor was
dead.

“Pirg!”

“Gunny?’ He moved out around Sergeant Annatahwee.

Torin looked down at the piece of aien ship—no, the collection of diens—tippling acrossthe pam of
her hand and remembered. They’ d been in Big Y edlow’ s copy of the hydroponics garden on Paradise
Stetion. . .

“Heer, don't eat that. It'snot areal gitern, it’s part of the ship.”

The engineer looked sheepishly down at the fruit in his hand. “ Ship’s partly organic, Staff.”

A quick glance at Wer st showed the other Krai staring challengingly back at her. Hisjaw might
have been moving. Nothing she could do about it now, and besides, if it came down to a one on
one, Big Yellow against a Krai digestive tract, smart money would be on the colon.

Neither Heer nor Werst had suffered any ill effects.

She tossed the chip to Piroj, who caught it one-handed. “ Eat that.”

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant.”

She was standing before he swallowed. The stairs were clean. Most of the blood had been on McGuinty.
Theroof . . .

It had started snowing again. Big, thick flakes drifted dowly down to spatter the red with white.

The bulk of Dr. Sloan’ sbody lay on the far side of the hatch from where the spray pattern suggested



she’ d been standing. The missile had hit the center of her chest, four inches of jacket and her sternum
offering enough resistance for it to blow. They could tank abrain and aspind cord if the med-evac
arrived in time, but everything above and most of what was between the impact and the heavier bone of
the pelvis had been destroyed.

“Eat with aspoon,” Piro] muttered.

A typicdly Kra diagnoss but inarguable.

From the sound of it—and, about to emerge, Torin had been close enough to hear it clearly—the doctor
been hit by atraining missile. Intended to be dl light and noise but with more than enough explosive
chargeto kill after being embedded in a soft target. Looked like the other two thunder sticks had missed
Marines, limiting their damege.

The actua explosive warhead had hit the northeast corner of the anchor, clipping it off, and most of the
shrapne had been blocked by the building.

Most.

Sergeant Jir knelt by apronefigure, another Marine knedling beside him.

Torinflipped up her date. 1zebela Vega: muscle damage right thigh, right buttock. Thigh bone
nicked. No major blood vessels breached. Nothing vita hit, thanksto the vest. That was Carson
beside Jiir, then, because both Stone and Jonin were unmistakable. One team accounted for.

From the exchange of fire with the Marines on the second floor, the drones were taking advantage of the
disruption caused by theflier.

“Do not break cover, people!” Torin snapped into her PCU. “Y ou' re hel ping no one up hereif you get
killed, and you do not want to cause me that much paperwork! I'll check with Jiir,” she added to
Annatahwee. “Make sure no one else got hit.”

Her combats had aready tightened around her |eft knee, offering support to the swelling joint.

Jiir looked up as she limped over. Thefront of hisuniform and hislower nose ridges had been splattered
with blood. Hefollowed her gaze and shook his head. “Not mine. Not Vega seither. Dr. Soan's.”
Torin glanced back toward the spatter pattern staining the snow. “McGuinty looksworse. The doc got
around.”

“Soit seems”

“\Vega?

“Stable. I've dmogt finished field sedling. They can strip her down and do a better job when we get her
downgairs”

Vegamoaned.

“It'sokay,” Carson murmured, brushing snow off the other Marine' sface, drawing red lines on pale skin
with bloody fingers.

“And the scanners?’ Torin asked.

“Serley thingsjust stopped working,” the sergeant told her, diding the sedlant tube back into hisvest.
“It'show theflier got so close”

Although her PCU was obvioudly working, everything else was out. The distant horizon wasjust that,
distant. “Couldn’t have been apulse, or no one inside would have been affected.”

“You think it smore of themg . . . of thealien’ sreprogramming?’

“Might be.” But shewasn't sure she'd put money onit.

Jir rolled back up onto hisfeet and stood. “Carson, Jonin, get her indde.”

Asthedi’ Taykan hurried across the roof, Carson picked Vega' s weapon up out of the snow and dung it
across her back. “Dr. Sloan’sdead,” she said. “We're so screwed. Who' s going to fix us now?’

“WEe |l fix each other, Private Carson. Just like we would have had to do had Dr. Sloan not been with
us.” The sergeant’ ssmile held very little humor. “ That’ swhat training on Crucible sdl about. Hint the
medic now?’ he asked Torin as Carson and Jonin carefully hoisted their moaning teammate.

“He had the best scores,” Torin answered absently. Something Jiir had said . . .

Training on Crucible. Scenarios.

The scenario they’ d been scheduled to run had included surviving the fina four days scanner free. It
involved a captured weapon the Corps had reverse engineered that wiped out specific tech and |eft the



recruits dependent on their unaugmented senses done. It was avaluable lesson to learn, and Torin had
been looking forward to it.

Except . . .

If the weapon had been apart of the fina four days of the scenario significantly farther to the west, how
had it gotten here? It hadn’t been carried by adrone. It needed too large and heavy a power source. But
if it was here, and it certainly seemed to be, it needed to have been carried on something that wouldn't
mind theweight.

“Jir, what does Crucible mount heavy equipment on?’

He shrugged. “Tanksusudly. They'rethe eesiest to RC.”

“Shit. Marines off the roof, now!” She began hobbling for the hatch. “ Marines on the second floor, drop
the shelter halves over the windows! Movel Movel Movel”

“Gunny!” Mgor Svensson, wondering what the hell was going on.

“Good oddsthere' satank out there, sir. With the scanners down, we're blind and we have nothing to
dopit with.”

“So all we can do isgive it no specific targets like Marines or windows.”

“Yes, gar.”

“ Get in here, Gunny.”

“Workingonit, Sr!”

To give them credit, the Marines on the roof were moving. Torin’s bad leg brought her last to the
access, aposition she' d have taken anyway. Stone was the only other Marine on the roof.

“What about Dr. Soan’ sremains, Gunny?’

She glanced over at the boots. They till looked greet, but she' d never find out what catalog they came
from now. “WE Il bag it later,” she snapped shoving him toward the airs. “For now, it' s best eft up here
inthe cold. Move!”

His head and shoulders were exposed above the edge of the roof, and she was covered only to the knee
when she heard the digtinctive whistle of an gpproaching 125mm HE round. Grabbing the shelter
cloth-wrapped cover, she dragged it free of the new snow and let herself fall, twisting onto her back and
pulling it over the open hatch just asthe first shell exploded.

Stone' sbody cushioned her fal.

“You okay?’ she asked rolling off him into the ush that covered the second floor at the bottom of the
dairs.

He gasped out, “Fuk you' re heavy!” and, reassured, Torin accepted Sergeant Annatahwee' s hand up,
taking al her weight on her right leg. Jir dipped past them and adjusted the hatch.

“Thetank had to have been aiming at a Marine on the roof. There are no Marines on the roof now, so it
has to acquire another target before it fires again. Dr. Sloan’s body may be enough of an anomaly—I
have no ideahow sendtive itstargeting programsare. . .” Unfastening her vest, she shot aquestion at the
sergeants— who shook their heads. “. . . no one does, apparently, so we' ve got to bag the body, but we
cartdoitinuniform.”

“You can't doit, Gunny.” Annatahwee caught Torin’s hand, stopping her from removing the vest. “Not
with that leg. Y ou take your combats off, I’ m betting it won’'t hold you.”

Torin was betting it would. “ The tank might be able to read the bag as well asthe doctor’ sbody. | can't
order aMarineto go to the roof to be targeted.”

“| can. Annatahwee, it’s your go.”

“Yes, gr.”

“ Gunny, you certain that whatever knocked out the scanners didn’t knock out the camouflage
function in the shelter halves as well?”

“Unfortunately, sr, with our scanners down, there’ s only oneway to find out.” Jiir was disappearing
under hisload of Annatahwee' s gear. Torin took her weapon from him, and he nodded his thanks.
“Marines, pull back from the west wall! Get another wall between you and those windows!”

“A di’ Taykan could get undressed faster,” Jiir muttered.

“Thank you, Sergeant Obvious.” Annatahwee stepped out of her boots up onto thefirst step, avoiding



the dush on the floor. She refused Torin' s bag, having snapped her own off her vest. “What should |
ay?

Good question. “Magor Svensson, did Dr. Sloan ever express any religious beliefs.”

“Nonethat | recall, Gunny.”

“Restin peaceit is, then.” The sergeant nodded and raced up the sairs. A shoulder under the makeshift
hatch, and sherolled out onto the roof, diding the hatch back into place as one/one and the three
remainingmembers of one/two came out of the west rooms.

“Uh, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr, you' redripping.”

“Not aproblem, Kichar,” she said without turning. “ Aslong as|’m not dripping any precious bodily
fluids”

“It lookslikedush.”

“Then let’ snot worry about it.” Combats were entirely waterproof, but Torin could fed acold wet spot
where some dush had soaked into the collar of her bodyliner. She missed the timer on her scanner;
subjective time was just too damned dow. Depending on how far out the tank had stopped, the snow
might be dowing the targeting computer, but there wasn't much wind and it wouldn’t dow it for long. She
wanted to tell Annatahwee to hustle, but she knew the sergeant was moving asfast as Humanly possible.
Maybe she should have sent adi’ Taykan.

Sergeant Annatahwee and the next round landed S multaneoudly.

Torin grabbed the front of her bodyliner asthe sergeant did past, aspray of snow drifting down with her,
blownin by the blagt.

“1 don’t know why we even have those stairs,” Annatahwee muttered, as Kichar raced by and adjusted
the cover. “No one seemsto be using them.” Twisting within the fabric, she got her feet under her and
stood, holding out afamiliar meta cylinder as Torin released her. “Will you . . . 7’

“They might aswell stay together.” Torin dipped the doctor into her vest next to Oshyo. “What . . .” She
cut the question off as Annatahwee held out McGuinty’ s cracked date and the crushed amplifier. There
were plenty of dates, McGuinty could use, but the amplifier, that was another matter. “Wdll, that's
annoying.”

Sakur made a choking noise.

Torin turned toward him, lifting an enquiring brow. * Problem, Private?’

He opened his mouth, but atank round hitting the west wall drowned him out. When the noise died, and
Torinwas clearly gill waiting, he shook his head, the ends of his hair swinging in achoppy counterpoint
under the edge of his helmet. “No problem, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“Good.” Shetouched her PCU. “Listen up, people. The tank’ sto the west—everything’s coming in on
the same trgectory and not hitting awindow, so the shelter halves are working. West windows stay
covered. Clear the windows on the other three walls; we need to know what the drones are doing.”

“ Drones are making a move on the door, Gunny!”

They were efficient little bastards, she’ d give them that. “All right, you lot.” Her gesture took in both
displaced teams. “ Get in there and help.”

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr?”’

“Kichar.”

Another round hit thewest wall. And another Six seconds after that.

“It'strying to blow through,” Torin said in response to Kichar’ sexpression. “Don’t worry, thisthing was
built to be dropped in from orbit. That tank’ s carrying nothing that can hurt it. What did you wart,
Private?’

“Want?" Her eyeswidened. “Right.” She nodded toward the closest door, the door to the fake medical
facility. “These are dl made of the partsthat sed the windows. Why don’t we crush more of them?’
“Because we don’t want to leave the drones too much cover . . .” Torin waited out another round. “. . .
closetotheair lock. They’re not programmed to pick the pieces up and use them as shielding, but we
gill don’t want to provide. . .”

The distinct sound of agrenade cut her off.

“Whoever threw that better have taken out more than one drone,” she yelled at the doorless entrance to



the south room.

“Sx, Gunny!”

“Four, you dipshit!”

“Those other two are fukking limping!”

“Four’sgood, six is better. Now, shut up and get your attention back on those drones!”

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant!”

Unison. Torin smiled, handed Annatahwee her weapon, and then turned her attention back to Kichar as
the sergeant trotted off to check on the dron€e' s attack. “Don’t you have somewhere you have to be,
Private?’

High cheekbonesflushed. “Yes, Gunnery Ser .. .”

The new round sounded different. Torin had half a heartbesat to identify the sound before the roar made it
obvious.

“Fuk! Incendiary!”

“But the shelter halves are fireproof!”

“Freresgant, Kichar.” Torin splashed through the dush and laid her hand on the door in the inner west
wall. “Damned littleisfireproof given enough accelerant.” The metd didn't fed hot but that was hardly
surprising. As she' d just told Kichar, the anchor had been designed for an atmospheric entry and these
doorswere made from part of the outer shell. Only one way to find out if their camouflage had been
breached.

“One, soft target impact. Two, soft target impact.” Standing to one Side, she opened the door.

Three.

Hanging ingde the north window was a sheet of flame. Over the smoke and the stink of burning shelter
half, Torin could smell the distinctive odor of acetate. Not good.

Four.

The burning fabric dropped to the floor and went out, smoking heavily.

Fve

It was till snowing, the flakes blown back by the heat of the flames roaring on the side of the building.
Sx.

Torin dammed the door and dove to the left, one arm wrapped around Kichar, taking the younger
Marineto the floor with her as an explosion blew the door off its hinges, damming it acrossthe hal,
followed by aspray of shrapnd that ricocheted around the second-floor landing sounding like aswarm of
angry wasps. Large, angry wasps. Very large.

“Why are the fukking tanks loaded with nothing but live rounds?’ she snarled asthe last few piecesrang
againg thefloor. Ralling clear of Kichar, shetried for her feet, bit back an oath, and found a shoulder
shoved up under her arm, heaving her back to the vertical. “ Thank you. Now move, we haven’'t much
time”

“Gunny?’

“We'refine. Six-second reload!” Torin snapped, and Sergeant Annatahwee' s head disappeared back
into the south room. She gave Kichar a shove toward that same door, told her to join her team, and
headed for the stairs. The round that came through the window while she was halfway to thefirst floor
was athunder gtick.

Okay, not only live rounds. Sometimes, it wasimportant to be [ucky.

“...and now it’ slobbing everything it fires through that window. Aslong aswe pay attention to the count
and stay out of the second-floor hdlway when it slikely to be buzzing with the nasty shit, we should be
fine. Fortunately, it doesn’t have an angle straight through from the window to the door without moving a
few degrees south.”

Used to the rhythm now, Torin cradled her helmet againgt her side and braced for the next impact.
Nothing.

“Maybeit’smoving,” Mgor Svensson said dryly. “ Stop giving it ideas, Gunny.”

“Sorry, ar.”

They could joke because she' d said it, not him. She could see that knowledge in hiseyes. Along with



something ese.

“Painkiller wearing off, Sr?’

“I'm...”

She raised an eyebrow and stopped the next word cold.

“...ready for another,” he amended.

As he swallowed, she stretched her bad leg out and crouched on the other to examine the stump. It
looked good—qgiven that it was the brutally hacked-at remains of an arm—but there was a shadow she
wasn't happy to see. When she stretched out afingertip toward it, it stretched out to meet her and an
ingtant later, she had another piece of Big Y ellow, twice the size of the chip rolling around her pam. It
had extruded out of the mgor’s arm and through the sedlant too fast for her to seeit move. Or maybein
piecesto small for her to seeit move dthough that wasn't much more reassuring.

“Isthat what | think it is, Gunny?’” All things considered, the mgjor sounded remarkably unconcerned. It
could betraining, not alowing those under his command to see him flustered. It could be the painkillers.
It was probably abit of both.

“Yes, gr.”

“Seemsto likeyou.”

“Yes, gr.” Likely because of the same brain scan that alowed her to remember the escape pod.

“What exactly are you planning on doing with it?’

Closing her fingers around it, she felt it moving within the confines of her hand, not trying to escape, just
fedling for the edges of its space. She wanted to throw it aside and wipe the fedling off her hand. She
hung on. “1 plan onfeeding it to Private Pirgj, Sr.”

“That seemsabit harsh, Gunny.”

Torin shonethe light alittle more fully on hisface. Helooked serious.

“Why don’t you put it in the body bag with the rest?’

“Sir, opening the body bag may result in the rest escaping.”

“Except that precedent suggestsit’ll legp right into your hand. 1t' s an unknown life-form, Gunny.
Something brand new in known space.”

“Yes, gr. And it’ s responsible for two deaths and severa injuries and the amputation of your arm.”
“Andit’ sour prisoner.”

He could have madeit an order. A lot of other officerswould have, even though, technicaly, giventhe
amount of painkillers he was on, he wasn't in command.

Torin opened her hand and stared down at the dien. Collection of aliens. Life-form. For dl she knew it
was staring back. It hadn’t exactly surrendered, but the magjor wasright, it was their prisoner, and
Marinesdid not et their prisoners. Not even the Kral, who' d previoudy had along tradition of doing
just that.

Shuffling awkwardly back, she turned, snagged the body bag with her free hand and dragged it closer.
“Sir, youmay wantto...”

He snorted. “Not thefirst time I’ velogt an arm, Gunny.”

It was surprising tricky unsealing the bag; she’ d never doneit before. It wasn't exactly asurpriseto seea
large lump of alien waiting at the sticky end of the mgor’ sarm. It rose up and touched her hand. The
smaller piece flowed into the larger, then the larger settled back inside the bag.

She' d seen how fast it could move. If it wanted to be gone, she wouldn’'t have seenit leave. It might have
been afraid she could fry it beforeit could get clear, not knowing the charge wouldn't go off if the bag
was unsedled,but Torin didn’t think so. Although it was aways dangerousto layer known behaviors onto
an unknown species, it seemed to be cooperating.

Thumb on the sedl, she paused, leaned allittle closer. “1f you can hear me, we' |l see what we can do
about getting you avoice as oon aswe ve finished passing your littletest. Until then . . .”

It almost looked asif it waved as she reseded the body bag. But the shadows were tricky, and it could
have just been an effect of thelight.

FIFTEEN



“MYy blood?” McGuinty asked, fingers just above the screen of hisbroken date. The stains were adark
and ugly redin thelight from his cuff.

“Probably not,” Torin told him. “Probably Dr. Sloan’'s.”

“She, uh. ..” Heblinked rapidly, ignoring the tears that ran down his cheeks. “ The doc, she thought she
was saving me, you know?’

“Shedid save you. But you' ve saved us dl afew times; you were due.”

“Shedied for me.”

“Technicdly, she died to give the platoon afighting chance, so you can spread the guilt around.”
“Idon't...”

Torin waited. They needed McGuinty up and functiond. Without him, they had nothing to fight that tank
unlessthey scampered out to the other crashed flier in their bodyliners and carried back the unfired
missles.

When helooked up at her, only his eyes moving because of the sedled holein his neck, hisface was
blesk. “How do you stand it, Gunny?’

“By remembering it’ s not about you.” Turning so her bad leg could stretch out aong the length of his
bedroll, she squatted beside him and touched the back of his hand, skin to skin as though hewere

di’ Taykan. “It’ sabout Dr. Sloan—nher choice, her sacrifice, her death. Then you try living up to her
example”

“How?'

“Wall, to start with . . .” She settled back, weight on her hedl, knuckles of her left hand against the floor
for baance. “. . . can you fix the amplifier?’

Dishdlief replaced bleakness. Heflicked atiny piece of circuit board off his ssomach and onto the floor.
“It'snot broken, it’s been destroyed. With time and parts, | might be able to fix my date—but not the
amp.”

“And you' d need the amplifier to actudly send the jamming signd?’

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“Then forget your date for now. Keegp working on getting asigna through my implant up to the ObSats.”
“The mgjor’ s date took some damage.” Setting his own date aside, he took up the mgjor’s and scraped
abit of dried blood off the casing.

“Isit functiond?’

“Well, yeah, but | can’'t guarantee that none of the data s been corrupted.”

“Only two guaranteesin the Corps, McGuinty. Firg in, last out, and no one getsleft behind. Thereisa
third, lesser-known guarantee,” she added as McGuinty’ s brows began to draw down, “but it involves
the Navy and alot of lubricant, and it’s need to know, so | can’'t tdll it to you until you get that first
hook.”

He stared at her for along moment, hisdisbelief shifting parameters, then he snorted. Then he smiled. His
lipswere gray and it wasn't much of asmile, but he had aholein hisneck big enough to shove her thumb
into and a certain amount of soft tissue damage, so she' d takeit.

“Y ou comfortable?’

His upper body had been propped up at about thirty-five degrees on packs padded with bedrolls. “I
can't move my head.”

“Can you seethe screen on the date”’

“Well, yeah, but . . "

“Then you don’t need to move your head.” Thistime, she wrapped her hand around his
forearm—reassurance with abit of distance. “Just get us an uplink before that tank startsfiring again.”
“Maybeit’sout of ammo.”

“These things have next to no weight restrictions, Private, so | very much doubt that. 1t'sal up to you.”
“But no pressure.”

“You' reaMarine, can't seewhy therewould be.” She gripped hisarm alittle tighter, then reached for
his canteen, dropping an andgesic and multivitamin from her vest into the water where they dissolved
amost ingtantly. The Corps firss CMO had hated taking pills. *'Y ou need to replace the fluids you lost,”



shetold him, handing it back. “ Drink this.”

“Hurtsto swalow.”

“Tough.”

McGuinty took asmall mouthful and made aface, even though both additions were tastel ess.

“Get it dl downyou,” she said as she stood.

“Gunny?’ He stopped her before she could walk away. “Isthiswhat it' slike dl the time?’

Being covered in someone else’ s blood trying to jury-rig a solution before artillery blows usto
hell? The slent corollary was dmost louder than the actual question.

Torin raised an eyebrow and snorted. “ Of course not. Sometimes it gets exciting.”

“All right, if McGuinty was your recruit most likely to hack the syslem, who was most likely to crack the
casing and hot-wire atunepod into the shower system?’

Jir snorted. “1 remember hearing about that. That was one of your platoon?’

“Ingrid de Buda, she' steaching now at MidCore Station.”

“Well, with thislot, I'd say your best bet is probably Iful if you want something cregtive.”

“| want the remains of that desk cannibalized to give that alien avoice. Pull the transducers—audio out
and in—and the speakers and come up with away for it to interface. It doesn’t have to sound good; it
just hasto be audible.”

“Yeah, that' s creative.” Nose ridges dowly opened and closed. “Y ou want to talk to it?”

“I want some answversfromit.”

“Youthink it'll tak to you?’

She shrugged. It seemed to like her, but she wasn't about to mention that.

Jiir stared up at her for along moment, then he nodded. Torin had no ideawhat he was nodding about,
nor did she particularly want to know. “Y ou think it spesks Federate?’

“It seemsto program in Federate, so | assumeit’ s got the verba part worked out.”

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr!” Bynum, caling her from his position by the mgjor. He' d taken over observing
the alien dutieswhile, a couple of meters away, Stevens held the light so Flint could remove the shrapnel
from Vega sass.

Torin gave hima“one minute’” sign and turned back to Jir. “ The dien’ sdready proved it smorefamiliar
with our tech than the mgor was, just giveit something it can work with. Zero broadcast capabilities.”
“I'll get Iful onit.” The sergeant sounded doubtful, but Torin didn’t care. She’ d seen what Big Y dlow
could do—if bitsof it had something to say, they’ d talk. As Jir cdled Iful and told him to get hisbuitt to
the office, she crossed to where Bynum was shifting hisweight from foot to foot, eyes never leaving the
magjor’ sface.

Thelast lot of painkillers had knocked Mg or Svensson cold athough according to hismed-dert hisvitas
were steady. Stress levelswere reading high, but Torin felt that could probably be explained by having
just had his arm hacked off. “What' sthe problem?’

Bynum pointed.

Thereweretwo gray tear tracks running in narrow lines from the inside corner of the mgjor’ s eyes down
toward the corners of his mouth, the path ignoring the effects of gravity on aliquid. “Wdll, that's. . .
interesting.” Grabbing Bynum'’sgood arm, Torin grunted, “ Stand ill,” as she lowered herself down.
Reaching out, she lightly touched the mgjor’ s cheek at the end of the nearer line. Theline closed the small
distance between them, thickened asthelast of it pulled free of the tear duct, and then wrapped aspird
around her finger. A moment later, the second line joined it— merged into it. Therewas no discernible
weight, but it felt warm againgt her skin.

While she was down there, thighs straining, bad leg stretched out to the Side to get her in close enough,
she checked the stump. What she saw didn’t exactly surprise her. 1t looked like the dien—aliens—had
been waiting for her. Or waiting for the bit of itsaf attached to her finger. As she stretched out her hand,
the semipermeable sedl blushed momentarily gray, aghost of movement did across her fingers, and
suddenly, therewas dien puddied in her pam. Enough aien that she could fed the press of itsweight at
the end of her arm. The weight had afinality about it that suggested there’ d be no more.

Major Svensson had been abandoned.



Torin trusted her ingtincts but had no intention of announcing that without afull body scan in support.
“Up,” shesad.

“Uh, Gunny, when you reached for the ssump, how did you know what you had with you wasn't going to
jump back in?” Bynum asked as he hauled her back to the vertical.

“Why would it go out the eyes and back in the arm?’

“Why do the Krai est their grannies?’

Making assumptions about aien motivationswould, in some parts of known space, end with dessert, and
the odds were about even where the cherry would be placed. Torin knew that, but she also felt she knew
Big Yédlow, at least as much as anyone did, and this particular bit of it seemed to like her, for lack of a
better word. She bent at the waist to open the body bag—they were just going to have to cope with her
assintheair, there were only so many one-legged squats shefdt like performing.

Thisnew bit flowed into the main bulk as eagerly asthe last bit had.

“Still working on getting you avoice,” shetold it asshe closed it in. It seemed resigned, but that might
have been lack of deep talking. Another night with less than three hours, and she was going to have to
take one of the stims she carried. She was definitely starting to miss the days when she could stay up a
tenday on coffee and adrendine.

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr!”

Ayumi. And quite possibly the di’ Taykan reaction to her assin the air. She sighed and straightened and,
by the time she turned, redlized Ayumi’ s call had nothing to do with her. Staff Sergeant Beyhn had arced
up off hisbedroll until only his shoulders and hedlswere touching.

“Shit”

Shedidn’'t have hisgtatsin her date.

And the only person on Crucible who had the dightest idea of what was happening to him had caught a
misslewith her sernum.

Up close, hiseyeswere so paedl the light receptors had to be closed, tendons were standing out on his
throat, and a fine sheen of sweat made his skin glimmer. His breathing was ragged and desperate
sounding, not so much like hewastrying to force air past a constrictionbut like he was breathing too
quickly and too shalowly for his system to ded withiit.

“Itlookslike asaizure”

Suddenly he collgpsed, hiswhole body going limp.

Almogt hiswhole body.

Impressive. And more than she really wanted to know about her former DI.

“Hint!” She held out her hand, and he put Doctor Sloan’ sdate into it. Fortunately, the doctor had left it
in the infirmary when she’ d taken that last aring on the roof. Or not so fortunately—symbols and
numbersfilled the first screen. The second was mostly fluctuating bar graphs. “ Can you reed this?’

“No.” He pointed at a section of bars congstently spiking into the orange. “But that can’t be good.”
Keening, Beyhn drummed his hed's against the floor. He reached out wildly. Ayumi grabbed hisflailing
hand and hung on.

“Gunny, you haveto do something!”

She could see that. * Sedatives?’

Hint shook hisheed. “I'mafraid I’ ll kill himif I give him any more, but | think thismeans he' sdying
anyway. Dr. Soan would have known.”

Torin had asudden vivid memory of boots and blood and snow. “Not redlly relevant, Marine.”

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant!” Then his shoulders sagged. “It’ sjust the staff sergeant seems so desperate.”
Hedid at that. Painfully desperate. “ Ayumi.” The di’ Taykan looked up, green hair whipping around her
head so quickly Torin could have sworn she heard it cut through the air. “Let go of hishand for a
second.”

“Gunny ...”

“Givemea one Ventris Sation and then you can hold him again.”

“But...

“Doit!”



The bars spiked past the danger zone and the value of at least half the numbers jumped. She could see
when Ayumi let go, she could see when, almost sobbing, she took hold of the staff sergeant’ s hand again,
and she had afeding, given the condition of Beyhn’s body that she knew what had to be done. “Hint,
take his other hand.”

The effect of her last command till lingering, Hint dropped instantly and wrapped both of his hands
around the fingers Beyhn had twisted in his bedroll.

“Ayumi, give me another one Ventris station.”

The same spikes as before,

“Let him go, Hint.” Asthe new medic stood, Torin handed back the doctor’ s date and touched her
PCU.

“Jonin.”

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant!”

“Meet meinthekitchen.”

“What hasn't Staff Sergeant Beyhn had since this started?’

“Sex.” Thelonger hewas on thefirgt floor of the anchor, the faster Jonin’shair moved.

“Sex,” Torin repeated. No surpriseit was thefirst thing Jonin had thought of . It wasthe first thing a

di’ Taykan usudly thought of. “Y ou told me that when a change comes on you, your closest thytrin help
you through the process. | think I know what kind of helpitis. | think someone needs to have sex with
him.”

Jonin’s eyes darkened, paled, and darkened again. “ Gunnery Sergeant, Staff Sergeant Beyhnisqui.”

“I know. That'swhy we' rein the kitchen, so we can talk about thisin private.” It wasn't like she could
order one of the platoon’ s fourteen surviving di’ Taykan to have sex with the staff sergeant for medicina
reasons— this went above and beyond knowing what her Marines were capable of. The kitchen also
had the added benefit of being asfar from the staff sergeant asit was possible to get and still be on the
first floor. “Physical intimacy. . .” She paused, aware she sounded like abad STD vid, and started again.
“Sex isimportant to your species. The staff sergeant has an erection we could use to punch through that
tank, and Ayumi’ stouch isthe only thing keeping his numbers on the chart. HE s not reacting to anyone
but another Taykan. We have to try something, or he’ sgoing to stroke out.”

“And die?’

“Without an immediate med-evac, probably.”

“What you say makes sense,” Jonin admitted reluctantly. “It is very likely true he must have sex or die”
Torin frowned, studying the private sface. “Which you knew,” she said dowly. “Long before | brought it
up.”

“We suspected it, Gunnery Sergeant. Wedidn't know.”

“Did you tdl your sergeant what you suspected? Did you tell Dr. Soan? Do we have to havethe thisis
a Marine Corps problem discussion again, becauseif we do, I’'m going to have it with my boot up your
s

“There was no point saying anything. Staff Sergeant Beyhn is qui. We cannot have sex with him.”

Torin sghed and only bardly resisted the urge to dam her forehead into the counter acouple of timesjust
S0 the growing pain behind her eyes made sense. “I know di’ Taykan who didn't careif their partners
were mammals, S0 you' re going to have to explain the problem to me. Why can't you have sex with him?
Don't the partsfit?’ Thelook he shot her wavered just one Side of insubordination. In the interests of
getting through an uncomfortable conversation as quickly as possible, she decided to give him the benefit
of the doubt. “ Okay, the partsfit. What’' sthe problem?’

“Heisqui, we are not. Therefore, we cannot have sex with him. We must protect him and nurture him
but cannottreat him asif heisother than qui. We do not want himto die, but . . .”

“BUY

Jonin’seyeswent dark, light, dark again. “But heisqui.”

“Arethere laws againg it? Will it damage ether the Saff sergeant or whoever iswith him?’

“No.”

“No to what question, Private?’



“Noto al three questions, Gunnery Sergeant. But heisqui.”

The content of the Corps xenocultura courses definitely needed to be expanded. Torin decided to stick
with what she knew. “He'saMarine. You'real Marines. Marines can have consensua sex with other
Marines”

“If that’ strue, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr, if wearedl, first, Marines, then why are you speaking to me as
though | lead the di’ Taykan of the platoon? If you do not truly believeit, why should we?’

She redlly wanted to smack that smug, superior, upper classlook off hisface. Mostly because he was
right. Staff Sergeant Beyhn' s condition had pushed her right into the same species-specific way of
looking at things that she’ d warned Jonin about. The staff sergeant was either aMarine or qui’ Taykan.
He couldn’t be both and survive. “Thank you, Private.” And she meant it. “That will bedl.”

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant.” He paused at the door. “Gunnery Sergeant?’

“Yes Jonin.”

“Staff Sergeant Beyhnisqui.”

“I think we' ve covered that.”

“Thequi are breeders.”

She'd called on Hight to hack off Maor Svensson’s arm rather than asking for volunteers because his
skills made him the best Marine for the job. In this particular instance, there were anumber of Marines
who could help the staff sergeant athough it wasweird to think of sex based solely on gender.

“But Staff Sergeant Beyhnisqui!”

“I’m going to shoot the next Marine who saysthat.” She almost meant it, too. “L ook, we have aMarine
with amedica condition—you sx are the only Marinesin the platoon qudified to help. I’'m asking for a
volunteer to do what’ s necessary to keep the staff sergeant dive.”

The presence of the six female di’ Taykan around his bedroll had stopped the staff sergeant’ s numbers
from spiking, but they were till climbing steadily, and some had already crossed into the red. Masayo
seemed to be praying—no big surprise—but the otherslooked like they were considering the possibility
and given where their eyes were tracking, the staff sergeant seemed to be making acasefor their
participation al on hisown. The di’ Taykan were, if nothing else, predictablein their reponsetoa. . .
Chdlenge.

She had a sudden memory of Haysole surrounded by Silsviss.

“Y ou know, it just occurred to me. No di’ Taykan has ever had sex with aqui’ Taykan before—you guys
can’'t have alot of new frontiersleft.”

Six parsof eyeslightened speculatively.

“Wadll, there sthe H’' san,” Lirit murmured, sketching something—T orin neither knew nor wanted to know
what—intheair.

“Prize money for that keeps going up,” Kirassai agreed.

But the taboo seemed to be holding, and the staff sergeant was running out of time. Hisnumberswere . .

Numbers.

When anew specieswas introduced to the Corps, the brass made sure there were minimum numbersin
every sngle category, enough to create a support system and allow functioning under new and
occasiondly terrifying conditions. Torin had hoped to send the other five Marines back to their positions,
but that no longer seemed possible.

She sighed, hoping she sounded like she wastired of the whole Stuation—not exactly astretch. “Fine,
since nothing seemsto be shooting at us right now, why don’'t you dl pick up the staff sergeant’ s bedroll
and carry him carefully into the kitchen, close the doors, and make up your mindsthere.”

“Heisour DI,” Lirit said thoughtfully. “That’ sgot to be asclose as a thytrin bond.”

“We d be saving hislife” Ayumi’shair had begun to move at the same speed asthe staff sergeant’s.
“Or you could just stand around and talk about it about it,” Torin snorted.

Kami glanced around at the other five, picked up asigna invisible to anon di’ Taykan, and nodded.
“Let'sgo.”

“Keep an eyeon hisgats,” Torin warned them, handing Ononan Dr. Sloan’sdate. “And keep the noise



down,” she added as, three to aside, they picked up the bedroll and headed for the kitchen. “ There are
Marinesin thisroom trying to convaesce.”

“Gunny?’

She turned to see Flint nod down at Major Svensson. Since he didn’t seem panicked, she assumed the
major had woken up. When she got closer and saw the diver of pale gray between hislashes, she
redlized thiswas, indeed, the case. The question became: How long had he been awake?

“Don’t think I’ ve ever heard of anyone having to talk adi’ Taykan into having sex before, Gunny. This |l
be onefor the record books.”

That long.

Although his skin didn’'t have alot more color in it than his eyes, he managed most of agrin as he added.
“There'll probably be another Bronze Clugter iniit for you.”

“Yes, gr.” She paused just long enough to make her point and added. “Need your painkillers adjusted,
ar?’

He laughed then, aharsh dry sound in the back of histhroat.

Suggesting Flint go check on Vega, Torin eased hersaf down to the floor beside the mgjor, popped the
lid, and handed him his canteen. An arm behind his shoulders lifted him enough to drink. When he passed
the canteen back, she lowered him gently back to the bedroll.

“I won't bregk if you drop me, Gunny.”

“I"d rather not prove that wrong, Sir.”

“How’stheleg?’

She glared down the length of her stiffened combats toward her boot. “ Awkward. Annoying. Pretty
much as expected, Sr.” Turning dightly, she nodded toward the ssump of his arm—the sedlant had shown
no gray sincethelast of the aliens had been removed. “ It seems asthough you' re free of dien life-forms.”
“Glad to hear it. S0. . .” He settled his shoulders against the padding and wrestled his focus onto her
face. “. . . bring me up to speed, Gunnery Sergeant.”

No point in mentioning that his speed was bardly above afull stop. “Yes, Sr. Private McGuinty is
recreating the uplink used to control the drones. . .”

Mg or Svensson rolled his head left until he could see McGuinty tucked into afar corner of the common
roomworkinginacirceof light.

“. .. Iful isfurther cannibalizing the desk to givethe Big Y elow diensavoice. Thetank has stopped firing
at us, which isgood news, but now we don’t have alocation for it, which isbad. It did some damageto
the second floor but nothing too serious, and no one was hit. One/one and oneftwo have been moved
back to the west wall but we' re staying off the roof for the time being. All tech except for the PCUsis
dill off-line. The Situation with the rest of the drones has not changed. And Sx Marinesare usng sex to
dabilize Staff Sergeant Beyhn.”

Pde browsrose. “ So, basicdly, another glorious day in the Corps?’

“Yes gr.”

“Andthediensare...?”

“Stll in the body bag with your severed arm, sir.”

They turned together to look. The lump of the arm was obvious, the diens not so much.

The mgor took amoment to breathe—in, out, in again—before saying, “ That' s alittle gruesome,
Gunny.”

“It does't seem to be bothering them, Sir. Also the Krai have offered to est your arm should the need
arise, but the need would have to be dire and I’'m not sure we want to encourage that kind of behavior.”
“I’'m damned surewe don't,” he muttered, eyes closng again.

“Yes, gar.”

“What thehdl . . . ?" Back againgt the wall under the window, Stone frowned at the rounds smacking
into the upper third of the back wall of the anchor’ sfake barracks. They made ugly holesand an uglier
sound and no sense at all.

“Why are wetaking fire?” Carson whined, cradling her KC-7 againgt her chest. “It’ snot like they can hit

us, it'sjust annoying.”



“What do you think, Jonin?’ The di’ Taykan had been quiet snce coming back from talking with the
gunny, and Stone was starting to get abit concernedinan | hope | don’t have to smack him upside the
head again kind of way.

Jonin pulled off hishemet, his hair spreading out in a cobat-blue aurora. “1 think the same thing you do.
They’retrying to keep our heads down.”

Carson snorted. “Working.”

“If they’ retrying to keep our heads down, you se ckenen ton ivernin, there' s something they don’t want
usto see”

“Hey!” Shejabbed him with an elbow. “If you're going to insult me, do it in Federate.”

Eyeslight, Jonin smiled. “Fine, you're...”

“Play nice, kids.” Stonefigured if he had to, he' d just knock their heads together and, without the buffer
of Vegabetween them, their stubborn skulls connecting would make avery satisfying sound. He yawned
againg the back of his hand. “ Should wetell the sergeant?”

All three of them leaned out enough to get alook at Sergeant Jiir at the other end of the room.
“Ishedoing what | think he'sdoing?’ Stone asked.

Jonin shrugged one shoulder. “Y ou think he' staking off his combats, so he can look out the window
without being shot?”’

“Y egh, pretty much.”

“I don't think it'll help. The drones aren’t actudly aiming. He sjust aslikely to take astray round if he
strips naked.”

“And thank you for that image.”

“Wadl, | think he' sfukking nuts,” Carson snorted, settling back against the wall.

It was darker outside than Jiir’ d expected. Sunset came early in this hemisphere at thistime of the year,
and agentle curtain of soft white snow helped reduce the visibility. Fifty meters, tops, and he doubted a
Human or di’ Taykan could see even that far. Kra vison had evolved to ded with shifting patterns.

He spotted movement between the buildings. Drones from the west and east, moving in on the south.
“Fukking ablin gon savit, serley chirka!” A round scored the edge of hisjaw. The angle too shalow for
penetration, it skittered aong the heavy bone and continued over his shoulder. Slammed around, he
dropped to the floor and scrambled for his sedant, still swearing in dl three languages.

“Sergeant!”

Pd ssan’ s voice. Probably Palssan trying to move his head.

“Don't get your fingers near hismouth!”

One of the Humans. Probably Leford. Samefireteam.

He shoved Passan away and, as the sedant hit the wound, numbing it, he blinked himself back to amore
immediate awareness of his surroundings. There were still rounds hitting the upper third of the back wall,
and dl eight Marinesin the room seemed to be staring at him.

“What?" he demanded.

“Y ou were hit, Sergeant Jir!”

“Wdll, that explainswhy my serley jaw fukking hurts,” he snapped, shrugging his combats up over his
shoulders and reaching for hisvest. “I'm heading downgtairsto talk to the Gunny. Stone, you'rein
charge. Jonin, get your serley helmet on!”

“. .. and maybe hdf the drones that were attacking the east and west walls are changing positions,
moving south.”

Leaning againgt thewall by the air lock, Torin pushed ahand back through swesety hair. Assuming their
programming didn’t include doing dumb assthingsfor the hell of it, there could be only one reason the
droneswould be shifting their numbers. “Any sgn of the tank?”

Jir snorted; he' d clearly been thinking the samething. “Not yet, Gunny, but it's nearly dark and starting
to snow again. Thetank’ll be at the door before we can seeit.”

“Odds are good that’ swhere it’ sheading,” Annatahwee muttered. “ Two, maybe three shots on that
door, and we' re wide open. How do you figure it knows?’

“Knowswherethe door is?” Torin shrugged. “Maybe the dronestold it. Y ou guys said they had basic



sdf-programming. Maybe it got enough intdll off itstargeting scansto identify the building. Doesn't
meatter.”

“So we're screwed.”

Torin ignored Annatahwee' s matter-of-fact observation—accurate though it may have been. “1t shows
up before McGuinty’ sfixed that uplink, we ignore the drones—unless the little fukkers have figured out
how to fly, they can't get to us—and throw everything we have left at that tank to buy him moretime. It'l|
be close enough the 9s can do damage and afew well-placed grenades could throw the targeting off.”
Both sergeants stared at her, their expressonscloseto identical inthe dim light.

“Okay,” she admitted, “they’ d have to be very well-placed grenades.”

“If it saming at the door, it won't be aming at the roof,” Jiir pointed out. “And because it has the tech
blocker mounted, it won't be carrying atop gun.”

“Good. WE Il put weapons on the roof the moment it’s up close and personal.”

“Not what | meant.” Heleaned in, dropping hisvoice dightly. “We do what we did to salvage theflier. |
climb down aropein my bodyliner with al the grenadeswe have left.”

“While the drones are firing randomly to keep our heads down?’ Torin nodded toward the gouge along
hisjaw. “How’ sthat been working out for you so far? And you even think about throwing me some
‘good of the many outweighsthe needs of the one’ bullshit, and I’ll flatten you.”

“Gunny ..."

“Yeah, okay, fine. It'saplan. It'snot agood plan, but it saplan. Hold it in reserve.” She yawned and
pushed off the wall. “Y ou two make sure the 9s are ready to move to the roof the instant they hear the
word. I'll check on McGuinty.”

Annatahwee jerked her head toward the north end of the anchor and kitchen. “What about the recruitsin
with Staff Sergeant Beyhn?’

“Go tdl them they’ ve got ninety secondsto finish up, then they’ re to move the staff sergeant back to the
infirmary and check with you for duty stations.”

“Why me?”

Torin grinned. “Y ou brought it up, Sergeant.”

“Why ninety seconds?’ Jir wondered as Annatahwee rolled her eyes and headed down the hall.

“It sSOPfor di’ Taykan inthefield.”

“Leaveit to the di’ Taykan to have standard operating procedures for sex.”

“Areyou kidding?’ Torin snorted. “ They have combat positions. Get a couple of teams building a
barricade out of the packs—half circlefrom there...” Shepointed. “. . . to here. If we don’t stop the
tank in time, we may be able to bottleneck the drones and hold them alittle longer.”

“Soon, Gunny,” McGuinty grunted without looking up from the screen.

Torin trandated that as sooner if you'll go away and stop interrupting. Bad leg out behind her, she
bent and picked up his canteen. Still mogtly full. “I told you to drink this.”

“I wasworking.” His skin had picked up agreenish tint, and he wasn't so much blinking as maintaining a
congtant up-and-down motion of hiseyelids.

“I don’'t giveaH'’ san’ sasswhat you were doing.” Her tone snapped his gaze up off the screen. “If | tell
you to do something, you do it. Isthat clear?’

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant!”

“So drink the damned water.”

“Y es, Gunnery Sergeant!”

Shewatched him take three small swallows, then turned as the door in the far end of the common room
opened and the di’ Taykan emerged, the six of them once again carrying the sergeant’ s bedroll. “Keep
drinking,” she snapped, and started across the room.

They were stting the bedroll back in its previous position when she reached them. As an observation
that the staff sergeant seemed limp would no doubt be taken entirely the wrong way, she merely bent and
checked hispulse.

“He sadeep?’

“Wadll, therewere six of us, Gunny,” Ayumi pointed out.



“And he'sold,” Lirit added.

“He sadeep,” Hint agreed, standing at the end of the bedroll and poking afinger at the doctor’ sdate.
“Histemperature' slow, but al his other stats are back to norma.”

“Soitwor..."

“Gunny! Tank’s approaching the open area to the south!”

“Roger, Sergeant. Get lights and weapons on the roof! Y ou six, duty stations! Move! And put your
Goddamned helmets on!” she added as all six took alook at the packs stacked waist high between the
common room and the hall and pounded back the way they’ d come, heading for the stairs. “ Should
fukking record that and just loop it through their heads,” she muttered, grabbing the bedroll by Beyhn's
head. “Hint, help me carry him back into the kitchen.”

It wasthe farthest point from the door. And the tank. She should have had him | eft there.

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant. Your leg. ..

“Not the time to get on me about lifting with my back, Hint. Stevens, Bynum, throw your good arms
under Vegaand get her in there, too.”

“Gunny, wecan...”

“Y ou can go down fighting if the drones get that far. Until then, move!”

Bonninski squinted through her sights, the bulk of the tank just visible between the buildings. They had
maybe ten minutes before it maneuvered itsaf around to get aclear shot. “ Sergeant, without the scanners,
how are we supposed to hit anything crippling?”

“WEe retaking out the targeting array.”

“Sergeant, we can't see the targeting array!”

“Thisiswhere you prove you were paying attention to the lectures on artillery specs, Bonninski. Y ou see
the tank?’

Sheblinked alarge snowflake off her lashes. “Y es, Sergeant.”

“Widll, you should know serley well where the targeting array iswithout having to seeit, shouldn’t you?
Ready 94 Firel”

The mgor safely stowed in the kitchen, Torin and Flint heeded for McGuinty.

His eyeswere closed, one hand lying pam up at his side, the other gtill clutching the mgjor’ sdate.

Hint dropped and pushed two fingers carefully against the skin at the edge of the sed on histhroat. “He's
under, Gunny.”

“| can seethat.” Shekicked the canteen. Still mostly full. If they survived this, she was going to have
wordswith Private McGuinty.

“Gunny!”

Sheturned to see Iful gracefully legp the waist high barricade of stacked packs.

“I think I’ ve got something that’ Il work. For the diens,” he added when she stared at him amoment too
long.

“ Sevens, don’t waste ammo on drones you can't see!” Annatahweg' s voice cracked out over the
Group Channd. “ If they get into the anchor, we'll need every round.”

Taking the cobbled-together voice box from Iful, Torin tossed him her date and snapped, “Record this!”
as she bent to open the body bag. The seal had barely cracked when the aliens surged out and then back
again through the larger opening, like fluid under pressure. Setting the bits of eectrica flotsam down, she
snatched her hand back as they engulfed it.

Not the time to wonder if they could hear her. “Tell us how to turn the drones of f!”

“That' saspeaker,” Iful whispered asthe gray blob rearranged itself.

“Still. Collecting. Data.”

The voice reminded Torin of an ancient midi file at one of the precontact museums. Then, dmost too fast
to see, the bag held asmall jumble of assorted el ectronics, asevered arm, and . . .

“Wha isthat, Gunny?’

“It' sexactly what it lookslike,” Torin snarled. The diens had re-formed themsdvesinto askeletal hand
and a set of truncated lower arm bones. Aliens? What aliens? it was saying. Nothing in here but some
polyhydroxide alcoholydes used for medical purposes. No idea how we got out of the arm. Okay,



maybe she was reading abit much into it, but they were clearly not planning on saying anything else. She
resedled the bag with avicious emphasis she wished she could use on the dien. “Grab the mgor’ sdate
and seeif you can figure out how far McGuinty got on that uplink while Flint and | drag his ass out of
here”

“We do what Gunnery Sergeant Kerr did!”

Sakur turned to stare at Kichar, alittle startled by the sudden outburst. “We what?’

“ She used the tank to stop the tank! The second night by the lake,” Kichar added when Sakur and Hisht
dared a her blankly. “She had it shoot through theice so it sank!”

“Solid ground out there, genius,” Sakur snorted, hair flicking toward the window. “Not ice.”

“So we change the specifics” Her eyeswere gleaming. “Hight, your people use nets, right?’

“Yes but...”

“Weweight the corners of ashelter hdf, you throw it like anet over the tank, the camo in the half
scramblesthe tank’ sinterna sensors, an HE missle goes off in the tube. Bang. No more tank.”

The 9stook another shot, their combined firepower having no effect &t al.

“That might just work,” Sakur admitted.

Kichar rolled her eyes. “Thanks for sounding so surprised! Get ahaf from the east windows. Stay low,
don’t get shot. Hisht, come on, we' Il tell the sergeant.”

“What do you plan to weight the half with?’ Torin asked.

“Boots,” Jir told her. “ Hisht'sand Pirgj’s.”

The linerswould keep their feet warm, and they’ d be happier without the boots. Given the situation, they
might be the only happy Marinesin the area. Wdll, them and Staff Sergeant Beyhn.

“That' sapretty big distance to cover horizontaly.”

“We use the wind, Gunny, it’s what we do. And we're stronger than we look.”

Shecouldn’t doit, but since shewasn't doing it, that didn’t matter. “Y ou have ago. Good luck. And
Kicha?

“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant?”

“Good idea”

“ Thank you, Gunnery Sergeant!”

“Gunny?’ Iful appeared suddenly at her |eft shoulder. “1 think McGuinty was done. Looks like he was
running afind diagnogtic.”

“Am?,

“It' snot one hundred percent, there' s till corrupted filesin the program, but if I'm reading thisright, it
should run. We just need to work out how to execute. Maybeif | turnthe dateoff and . . .”

Torin grabbed hiswrist before he could follow through. “ Do we know when McGuinty saved last?’
Iful’seyespaed. “No, Gunny.”

“Don’'t dose anything. Don't turn anything off. Just find the program.”

“Tank will bein position to fire on the door in less than ten seconds.”

“That’ snot redly helping, Kichar.”

She flushed. “ Sorry, Sergeant.”

“7dl Covering firel Keep their heads down! Hisht! Gol”

Wearing only his bodyliner, Hisht surged up onto hisfeet alittle west of the tank, the angle allowing for
thewind. Therewerealot of roundsin the ar and while ninety percent of the firing was at the drones, ten
percent wasn't, and afew of the rounds buzzed by uncomfortably close. He thought about home,
wondered for amoment why he' d ever left it, gratefully stretched out histoes, and imagined throwing his
jerkeen’s heavy hunting net over apassing flock of vertak.

The shelter half opened up, then the weighted corners began to drop as Hisht toppled forward off the
edge of theroof. No branchesto grab, nothing but astraight drop . . .

Then therope around hiswaist jerked him back.

By the time he untangled himsalf from Sakur’ s grip and smacked the di’ Taykan’ s hands away from his
crotch, the shelter haf had landed, covering about two thirds of the tank.

“I don’'t know, Gunny . . .”



He could hear Sergeant Annatahwee talking.

“. . . between the snow and the dark and the camo function, it's damned hard to see. We may have
enough coverageor . .."

The explosion was everything the vids said atank exploding at close range should be. Only louder. Ears
ringing, Hisht shoved Sakur off him and crawled to the edge of the roof.

Thetop third of the tank had split open like afungus throwing spores.

The bottom third, damaged servos howling loud enough to be heard even by the half deafened, continued
grinding toward the double doors.

“Oh, fuk.” He felt Sakur’ s hand close over his shoulder. “It’s going to crash Straight through the door.

Y ou think it’ s got enough left?’

Hisht pointed toward the drones massed in and between the buildings. “ They think so.”

Plagtic casing of the mgjor’ s date creaking in her grip, Torin would have rather charged through the air
lock and tossed abag of grenades under the tank than alow an aien program to bounce into orbit by
way of her skull. Unfortunately, it wasn't an either/or scenario.

She took adeep breath, tapped transmit into her implant with the tip of her tongue, and started the
program.

“Number three squad, down to the barricade. Everyone else—stop as many drones as you can before
they get to the building.”

An uncomfortable vibration in her teeth, abuzz in her jaw, told Torin the interface was working. She
amost thought she could fed bits of the code going by, but that was ludicrous. All she could fed was. . .
Pan.

The buzz had become a buzz saw.

Since she hadn't noticed the magjor screaming at any time in the last five days, it had to be the corrupted
files. Corrupted files fukking hurt. Who knew?

It took her amoment to redlize that the shriek of metal separating and the crash of the air lock doors
damming back into the anchor was not actudly happening insde her head.

Although, at the moment, putting her head under the tank seemed like awonderful idea.

The sound of KC-7sfiring at close quarters got her attention. When had shefalen to her knees? Both
knees. And, holy fukking hell, that hurt!

And then it didn’t because there was only enough wetware space available to handle the pain in her jaw.
“Ablin gon savit, Gunny! Y our facel”

Hest. Burning.

“Ifull Turnit off!”

Torin curled her body around the date. They’ d have to go through her to get it. She’ d seethisout.

She noticed the quiet first. Well, the relative quiet— there were boots and voices and the damming about
of meta and plastic. Probably the drones being mistreated. Shetried to say something about misuse of
Corps property, but her mouth didn’t seem to work. It didn’t seem to hurt either, so she wasn't exactly
complaining.

At some point during the upload, she' d falen onto her side. Her face wasin apuddle. Not dush. Too
warm to be dush.

Oh.

Blood.

There seemed to be alot of it pouring out of her mouth.

“Gunny? Gunny, can you hear me? Fuk! How do | sedl thiswithout blocking her throat?’

She wondered who Flint was asking, Dr. Sloan being dead and dl and the rest of the platoon having no
more ideathan alitter of kittens. Sheliked kittens. Well, sheliked cats, but there needed to be kittens
fird.

Then it wasn't so quiet; something roared past the anchor and someone ydlled it was morefliers.
“Whoever just ID’d that asaflier isredoing their vehicle recognition course!” Annatahwee bellowed
closeby.

VTA, Torin thought and let go.



“Wewill not dlow Big Y dlow to win by changing our livesto suit itsinvasion!”

“One escape pod,” Torin snorted a the Promise’smain vid screen. “Hardly aninvasion.”

Arm thrown over her waist, Craig gave her aquick squeeze and said, “ Shut up.”

On the screen, the Confederation Premier, a Dornagain female currently named Listens and Congders,
unfolded to her full height and stared gravely at Presit, her golden fur dmost red under the studio lighting.
“Whilewe do not at this point know if Big Y ellow wasworking alone or as part of a planned act of
aggression by the Cthers. . .”

“Not very aggressive,” Craig muttered.

Torin snorted. “Maybe not where you were.”

“...wewill continue aswe have. Wewill be vigilant, but we will take up our livesagain.”

“«OFf1”

The screen went dark before Presit could ask her next question.

“I waswatching that!” Torin protested.

Craig stopped her before she could get an elbow back into a sengitive spot. “ Y ou’ ve seen it before.”
“Yeah, but | still had tank head.”

“The posturing was the fun part. From here on, it devolvesinto palitics. Presit’sin fineform, and at least
twiceit lookslike she'sabout to bite the premier on the ankle.”

“Serioudy?’

“Serioudy.”

Settling back againgt Craig’s chest, Torin snickered. “1 remember that, but | thought it was the tank
taking.”

“Y eah, wdll, you were lucky you missed the live action verson.”

Not alot of people would consider having the lower half of their face rebuilt as lucky, but Torin agreed
with him. By the time she came out of the tank—its surface scribbled over by every surviving member of
Platoon 71 before they were posted away from Ventris Station— the hysteria had essentidly played itsdlf
out.

Not to say there hadn’t been afew loose endsto tie up.

“Do you redize, Gunnery Sergeant Kerr, the scope of the diplomatic incident you could have created
between the Taykan home world and the Corps? At the time of the incident, Staff Sergeant Beyhn was
qui.”

Hands tucked behind her back, Torin’sright index finger twitched. “Yes, sr. So | wastold.”

The colond standing to theright of High Tekama Louden’ s desk frowned, searching for insubordination,
but Torin's delivery had been letter perfect.

“Fortunately,” the Commandant of the Corps continued, “qui’ Allak Beyhn spoke for you. He said that as
he was aMarine at the time of the incident that made it aMarine problem not a Taykan concern, and it
therefore required aMarine solution.” She paused, waiting.

“Yes gr.”

“Do you usudly consider sex to be aMarine Corps solution, Gunnery Sergeant?’

“That would depend on the problem, sir.”

The colond sputtered but remained essentidly slent.

“The six Marineswho were part of your solution are refusing to say which of them administered the
lifesaving action, asit were. Y ou seem to have had an influence on them.”

“Thank you, Sr.”

The colond sputtered abit more, but the high tekama said only, “I’ m recommending you never be
alowed near arecruit platoon again.”

Gunnery sergeants did not smile at the Commandant of the Corps, but, at this point, Torin thought she
could probably get away with alowing honest fedingsto show in her voice. “ Thank you, Sr.”

“Y ou are indeed carrying the same protein marker as Civilian Sadvage Operator Craig Ryder and the
reporter Presit a Tur durVaintrisy.”

Torin bit back aweary, no shit.

Noseridges flaring, the maor/doctor stopped by the edge of the examination table and leaned in close.



“| saw your interrogetion of thedien. Still. Collecting. Data. What do you think that means, Gunnery
Sergeant.”

“Noidea, Sr. You need to ask the dien.”

Hisvoice dropped, and he leaned closer till. “Can’t. It'sgone. Every piece of it the Corpshad in
custody, including the bit you cleverly trapped in the body bag. Officidly, they’ veleft known spaceto
rgoin Big Ydlow. Unofficidly, though?’ Hetapped his skull. “1’m scanning my brain at frequent
intervas.”

Torin bit down on her brand-new tongue.

From her position on one of the upper galeries, Torin braced her forearms on therailing and studied the
Humans,di’ Taykan, and occasond Krai filling the public termina from bulkhead to bulkhead. They were
S0 young. Shedidn’t think she'd ever redlly noticed that before.

“We have to sop meeting like this, Gunnery Sergeant. People will art to talk.”

She straightened, turned, came to attention, and snapped off a perfect sdute.

“Knock it the hell off, Gunny.”

Her new mouth felt stiff when she amiled. “ Glad to see you up and around again, Mgor.”

“I'vebeen up for awhile.” As she rested her weight back on the railing, he took up an identical position
beside her. “ Armstake lesstime to regrow. | wouldn't have been tanked at al except . . .” They
watched agroup of di’ Taykan surging close then apart, looking like some kind of multicolored undersea
creature from above. Eventualy, he said, “ Apparently, there' ve been no lasting effects. Psych just
cleared mefor light duties”

“Light?’

“Nothing sengtive”

“Nothing sensitive about combat, Sr.”

“That' swhat | told them, Gunny. They weren’t amused.”

“Psych’ satough room, sir.”

He gtared at hisleft wrigt, the skin pae a the edge of his cuff. “I hear Intell’ sbeen dl over you.”
“They’vebeen . . . thorough. There was arumor going around that they wanted the H' san to come in and
lift the memoriesright out of my head.” Shefdt theorigind haf of her lip curl. “ Commandant shot them
down.”

“Why do you figure, Gunny?’

“| suspect there may be thingsin my head she doesn’'t want the Elder Races to know, Sir.”

“Major, do you ever wonder if the Elder Races are screwing us over?’

“It’ sinteresting to note that not one of the diplomatic attempts to negotiate an end to this war
have ever included a member of the three races actually fighting this war. Snce hostilities started
before we got involved, all we haveisthe Elder Races’ word for it that they don’t know why the
Others are fighting.”

He switched his gaze to hisright wrist and made a nonspecific noise.

Torin rubbed the inert trim aong the edge of her desk and waited for the call to go through. He' d dready
have been contacted, of course, but thiswas still something she had to do.

The desk chimed. The man on the center screen, frowning up at her in some confusion, looked tired.
“Dr. John Sloan?’ When he nodded, she took a deep breath and rolled both hands into fists down on her
lap where he couldn’t see them. “My name is Gunnery Sergeant Torin Kerr; | waswith your wife on
Crucible. ..”

Her new implant had the same old codes.

*1"ve docked. Section 12, dlip 9.*

Craig Ryder made it back to Ventris as soon as the Corps alowed.

The bunk on the Promise wasn't redly big enough for both of them for any length of time, not if they
weren't actively using it, but they’ d stayed there to watch the recording of the premier’ s speech, and it
didn’'t seem like they were going to move any time soon.

Torin suspected they were stuck together, but she was comfortable so she didn’t mention it.

“So, you'll bergoining S quo Company.” Craig' s not-a-question was warm against the top of her



head.

“The premier said we were going to take up our lives again. That' swheremy lifeis”

He shifted just enough to prove her suspicions, then pulled her in closer ill. “Y ou know, your life could
be...

Time passed.

She was tempted to ask Could be what? just to hear what he' d actualy say, but looking around the
cramped, worn cabin she realized that maybe it could.

Just not quite yet.
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“GUNNERY SERGEANT KERR! Good to have you back!”

“Good to be back, Sergeant Hollice.” Torin thumbprinted the rel ease that would send her gear straight to
her quarters and fell into step beside the sergeant as they crossed the shuttle bay. “ And congratul ations
on the promotion.” Adrian Hollice had been in her squad when she was a sergeant and then, when she
made staff sergeant, her platoon. She' d fast-tracked him onto his SLC and had been pleased to see her
decison justified when Command had given him histhird hook. Not that she needed reassurance that
she' d been right—these day's, she needed reassurance that Command didn’t have its head so far up its
collective assit was cutting off al oxygen to its collective brain. “ The squad have any trouble getting used
toit?

“Not after Ressk and Mashona knocked a couple of heads together. They said I’ d been leading them
around by the diran avirrk for months anyway, | might aswell get paid for it.”

Torin grinned. The Corpstried to keep combat units together when it could. Familiar faces strengthened
both stability and loyalty under adverse conditions, and Marines had their own ways of working through
the disruptions promotions brought.

“The captain was alittle afraid they were going to send you to Recar’ taHQ,” Hollice told her asthey
stepped onto the lower beltway.

“Sowas|.” She'd asked to be returned to Sh' quo Company. They were short NCOs and, asshe'd
pointed out, she' d be wasted in astaff position. Although the Corps reserved the right to send her
wherever the hdll it pleased, both points were inarguable and she' d gone home. It hadn’t hurt that the
Commandant of the Corps had agreed with her—although wasted in a staff position had not been the
phrase used.

Given the hour, the lower beltway was nearly deserted.

“They’ ve started sweeping our Divison,” Hollice said asthey rode toward the heart of the sation.
“Started at 1 Recar’ta, of course, so the war could bloody well be over before they get to us. Scuttlebutt
saysthey haven't found anything.”

Hetugged at hiscollar tabsand Torin hid asmile at thetell. In apoker game, he' d have been bluffing. In
aconversation, he wastrying to draw her out. Thiswaswhy he' d come to meet her; she' d been with the
recon team on Big Y ellow—the alien spaceship that turned out to be the actud dien, or diens, the
terminology remained uncertain—she d initiated the investigation into why no one remembered Big

Y ellow’ smissing escape pod, and had actualy spoken to a collective of the dien on Crucible. Granted,
melting her jaw had meant she d been tanked during theinitid There are aliens among us! hysteriaand
she’' d missed the development of the search protocols, but she was the closest thing to an authority in the
Sector.

“Y ou think they will, Gunny?” Hollice prodded. “ Find anything, | mean?’



“Find bits of ashape-shifting, organic plastic dien that boots through our security protocolslike cheddar
through aH'’ san?’ Torin asked him blandly. “ One that can separate into microscopic piecesto avoid
detection and then recombineitself back to sentience when the danger has passed? | very much doubt
it.” Search protocols be damned. “Not unlessit wants to be found.”

“Gregt.”

She had to admire the dryness of hisdelivery. He' d deserved that promotion. “Not redly.”

“What doesit want?’

“It told meit was collecting data.”

“Studying us?’

“Soit seems”

“Why?

“No idea. We may never know.” Little pieces of plastic were ubiquitous throughout Confederation
space. Thedien could be apart of any of them. It could be any of them. It could mimic other materids,
and while the partsthey’ d most recently been in contact with had been gray, Big Y dlow proved rather
conclusively that didn’t have to be the case. The handrail on the beltway could be recording data for the
alien—asthe alien— while she passed. Torin, who by both circumstances and disposition was more
paranoid than most, had made a conscious decision not to think about that.

“It could make us dl forget it was ever here,” Hallice pointed out, hisvoice fraying abit around the
edges.

“Not dl of us, Hollice”

Heturned, stared at her for amoment, and smiled. “That’ sright. It can’t messwith your head.”

“Took alook inside and was scared off. If it wantsto get to Sh'quo Company, it’ | have to get through
me.” Which was both the truth and compl ete bullshit since she had no more way of sopping the dien,
sangly or collectively, than she had of convincing the Navy that a straight line was the shortest distance
between two points. But it was bullshit Hollice needed to hear and bullshit he needed to repest to his
squad. Or maybe it was the part of the statement that was the truth he needed to repeat. Whatever
worked.

The shortage of NCOs meant that Torin had only to put in arequest to the station Sysop to have her old
quarters reassigned. The recon mission to Big Y dlow had been atemporary posting but the promotion
before traveling to Ventristo brief Command on the Silsviss had destroyed the certainty of around trip
ticket—integrating an aggressive reptilian species into the Corps would take decades and she'd
essentialy been responsiblefor their willingnessto join. That made her, if not an expert on the species,
someone whose opinion Command intended to exploit. Fortunately, new information from the Marines
stationed at the Embassy on Silsviss had pushed her experience from the center of the target. Some of
those Marines were trained xenopsychologists rather than noncoms with good ingtincts and awillingness
to kick asswhen required and, more importantly, none of them had been expected to kill asenior officer.
Torin suspected afew people were concerned because they still weren't sureif she’ d have gone through
with it had Generd Morris sacrifice actualy been necessary. She supposed it didn’t help that when
asked directly she'd said, Asit wasn't necessary, | guess we' Il never know.

Which was the absolute truth;, it wasn't something anyone could know until it happened—no matter what
they believed themsdves cgpable of.

When she dialed the door open, her quarters looked just like she remembered them, right down to the
Silsvissskull hanging on thewall over her entertainment unit. Weird, snce when she' d left for Ventris,
she' d put everything she was't taking with her in Sation storage.

“Messages?’ she asked as the door did shut behind her.

She' d verbalized so the station did the same. “ One message to Gunnery Sergeant Kerr from Staff
Sergeant Greg Reghubir. Asfollows:

“Welcome back, Gunny. We figured the last thing you’ d need to do was sort your crap out so we did it
for you. Lance Corpora Ressk saysyou need stronger encryptions on your storage unit.” Greg sounded
matter-of-fact but Torin would have bet hard currency that he’ d changed his own unit’ s setting
immediately after he saw what Ressk could do with an eight-digit code. “ Twenty-thirty tonight in the



SRM; don't belate or we' Il start without you.”

Torin patted the skull fondly as she passed it on her way to the shower. It was good to be home.

“There' sbeen alot of action out on the edge of the Sector. L ong-range sensors have picked up Susumi
portas here, here, and here.” Captain Rose touched three points on the star field currently mapped out
on the briefing room’s HMU and frowned at the resulting red lights. “Navy swearsthey’ re not
responsible”

Second Lieutenant Jarret’ s lavender eyes darkened as light receptors opened to give him a better look at
themap. “Civilians, Sr?’

The captain sighed. “It' s dway's possible some dumbass corporation or university has decided to scout
the perimeter—those types dwaysthink they’ reinvincible until they find out they aren’t and we haveto
pull their butts out of the fire—but | don’'t honestly think so. We usudly get somekind of ahead' sup just
so we' re available to pull those buuts out of the fire and, so far, no one' s admitting they’ ve gone visiting.”
“What about independents, Sir?” Second Lieutenant Heerik was brand new, on her first posting with
none of her enthusiasms blunted, and more than one of Sh' quo Company’ s officers and NCOs bent over
their datesand hid agmile.

“What kind of independents did you havein mind, Lieutenant?’

“Wél, maybe Civilian Sdvage Officers.” Her nogtril ridgesflared. It was a CSO who found Big
Ydlow.”

And Torin felt the attention of the room shift to her.

“Gunnery Sergeant Kerr?”’

Torin had served with the captain long enough to know he was amused her relationship, or whatever the
hell it was she had, had made it into a briefing—al though the odds were good no one else could seeit.
“CS0 Craig Ryder found Big Y dlow because of asmall error in his Susumi caculations.” She waited out
the murmur of reaction. Small errorsin Susumi calculations were usudly fatd errors. “ Spaced asthey are
...” She nodded toward the map. “. . . these portals are clearly deliberate. Salvage operators follow
rather than lead, and there' s nothing happening out there. No debris, no reason for them to be
deliberately jumping thet way.”

“Unlessthere s something happening out there,” Lieutenant Jarret said thoughtfully.

“Unless,” Captain Rose agreed. “Which iswhy the Navy has sent the Hardyr out to have alook around.
Captain Treis came out of Susumi space here. ..” Another touch on the stlar map illuminated afourth
portd, thisonegreen. “. . . and is proceeding with due caution to thissystem . . .” Onelast touch. “. . .
here” The system was equa distance from al three red portals.

“How long is due caution expected to take, Sir?’ Lieutenant Joriyl wondered.

“You'll likely be headed Coreward before it happens, Lieutenant.”

Her pale orange eyes darkened as she smiled. “ And not amoment too soon, sir.”

Lieutenant di’ Pin Joriyl wasthe senior platoon officer. With her heading into Ventris on course that meant

Torin blinked as she redlized that meant Second Lieutenant di’ Ka Jarret would be senior. The voice of
reason and experience for Second Lieutenant Heerik and an even greener twoie to be named later. It
hadn’t been quite ayear since avery green Lieutenant Jarret had been tossed into astew of giant lizards
and diplomacy gone bugfuk and, suddenly, Torin felt old. Lifewas moving just alittle too fast of late.
“Captain Treiswill keep Recar’ ta Station informed, Recar’ tawill keep Battdion informed, and if we're
redly lucky Battaion will let us know what the hell isgoing on before they ship us out to dedl withiit.
Platoons are nearly at full strength for thefirst timein along time, so let’ s make sure everyone s geared
up and ready to go.” The star field flicked off. Captain Rose swept his gaze around the room and then
nodded, once. “Details have been downloaded to your dates, now get out there and get ready to save
the galaxy’ s ass yet again. Gunnery Sergeant Kerr, remain behind.”

“Yes, gr.” Torin stood as the officers and NCOs made their way out of the small briefing room, Jarret
throwing her adigtinct we'll get together later before turning his attention back to Heerik, who
continued talking about the best responses to possible foothold situations, unaware of expressons
passing nearly ameter over her head. Torin had been Jarret’ s Staff sergeant for that giant lizard bugfuck



diplomacy trip and she’ d been impressed by the way the young officer had handled himsaf—both
independently and under her guidance. If he stayed beyond hisfirst contract, he' d be a credit to the
Corps and she' d be happy to serve under him again.

When the room emptied, she followed Captain Rose and First Sergeant Siaos Tutone through the door
to the captain’ s office.

“Opinion, Gunny?’ he asked, dropping into the chair behind his desk. Captain Rose' s voice had dways
seemed about three Sizestoo big for hisbody but here, in the reative privacy of his office, he sounded
tired. No, weary. Tired of dl the crap that came from being afair distance down the military food chain.
Or maybe Torin was reading too much into it.

“I think three Susumi points definitely indicates the Others are interested in something in that end of the
Sector,” shetold him. “I think the lack of any significant attempt to hide their presence meansthey're
coming through in force. | think the Navy should have sent more ships becauseif the Others get that
force on the ground, we re looking at Battalion moving the whole Ground Combat Team out in response.
And | think that the music selection in the Senior Ranks Mess changed for the worse while | was gone.”
“That would be my sdlection,” the first sergeant pointed out. His voice was as deep asthe captain’s,
athough lessincongruous, rumbling up asit did from the depth of an enormous barrdl chest. Torin was
tall but Tutone topped her by a head and ahaf—taler even than most di’ Taykan—and proportionately
broad. His hands were enormous and muscle strained againgt the confines of hisClassC's.

“Good choice, Firdt. It'spast time | broadened my musical tastes,” Torin added, dthough shewasn't
sure whether she was aiming for more or less sncerity.

Tutone grinned, teeth flashing white againgt the rich mahogany of hisskin.

Captain Rose leaned back in his chair and smiled aswell. “Welcome home, Gunny. It'sgood to have
you back.”

“Thank you, Sr.”

“Recar’ ta Station agrees with you, by the way. When the orders come down, they’ |l come down for the
entire GCT. That’ swhy you're here, specificaly here with Sh quo Company when we don’t generdly
rate agunny. Aman’s short and she’ s not reupping. Unless we deploy in the next tenday, that’ll leave
Jurd s platoon with a shiny new second lieutenant and Heerik, who' sadmost as shiny, with a green staff
sergeant. We' Il move the new staff sergeant in under Jarret, since he' s got awhole year of experience. .
" Pdle eyesrolled dthough for the most part he kept the sarcasm from hisvice. “. . . but that’ sgoing to
leave the company scrambling for experience among the officers and senior NCOs. We need you to bea
kind of utility player, coming in off the bench where needed both at the platoon level and keeping the
company connected.”

“Off the bench is a sports metaphor,” Tutone offered. “Basebal.”

Histone was dry enough that Torin couldn't quitetell if he was being hel pful or facetious, so she settled
for aneutrd, “ Thank you, First Sergeant.” The league on Paradise had teamson al three mgor
continents and the year sheléft to join the Corps, New Alland—aminor continent or large idand
depending on who was speaking—had petitioned to have their teams recognized aswell. According to
the news download in the most recent packet from her younger brother, they till hadn’t managed it.
“Until we ship out,” Captain Rose continued, “you’ |l base at adesk by First Sergeant Tutone's, your
primary duty to liaise with the rest of the GCT as we attempt to get ready for whatever’ s coming down
the fukking pike. Eventualy, | expect you'll bein thefirst sergeant’ s desk.”

New gunnery sergeants were expected to indicate which way they intended their careersto go—to the
combat position of first sergeant or to the saff position of master sergeant. After theincident on Crucible
where both the system and the officer in charge had been taken over by unknown dien forcesand Torin
had led the training platoon of one-thirty recruits while they fought both the syssem and the diensto a
standdtill, Command had made it quite clear which choicethey’ d prefer Torin to make. Fortunately, it
was the choice she wanted to make. Tutone' s desk had been her goal since she'd received her
corpord’s hooks.

“I waan't planning on going anywhere, r.”

For an ingtant, Torin thought the first sergeant had been reading her mind and then she redlized he' d been



responding to the captain’ s stlatement.

“Glad to hear that. Firdt, | wasjust starting to get used to you. So, Gunny, isit true what Command says,
that there' s nothing we can do about the microscopic bits of abig yellow dien scattered throughout
known space?’

“That'sthegist of it, Sr.”

“Since the search teams haven't found anything, any chance they’ ve buggered off back where they came
from?’

“Thebit | spoketo told me they didn’t have enough information, Sir. | expect they’ re till collecting data.”
“Why can’t the search teams find them, then?’ Before she could answer, Tutone raised amassive hand.
“Never mind. The answer is probably that they can’t find their anus with both handsandamapso...”
He waved off the end of the sentence.

“Any chance that when they spoke to you, they were messing with your head?’ the captain wondered.
Given that some of them had just emerged from Mgor Svensson’ s head, Torin sure as hell hoped not. “I
don't think so, Sir.”

Captain Rose sat and stared up at the celling for amoment. Specifically stared, at thering of gray plastic
around the recessed light over his desk. Tutone followed the captain’s gaze but Torin refused to look.
“It’ slike discovering the enemy isan inanimate object,” he muttered, dropping his gaze. “ Any inanimate
object.” Then he shook his head and double tapped his desk, blows ringing against the plastic. “All right.
Let’sget going on ajob we can do.”

Both NCOs recognized the dismissal, coming to attention and snapping out a“ Sir!” in unison.

Rolling his eyes, the captain stroked one hand down the edge of the lower, right Sde screen. “I'm
sending your first problem out to your desk, Gunny. And | know you' ve got thingsto ded with, First
Sergeant, S0 let’ s have alittle less smartass spit and polish and little more work out of both of you.
Gunny?’

Torin paused at the door. “Sir?’

“Can we be expecting Generd Morristo drop by any time soon?’

General Morrishad become Torin's persond pain in the brass. He' d sent the platoon out to Silsviss,
he' d sent her out to Big Y ellow, and he' d been contaminated by the alien. Torin had afeding he blamed
her for the latter. After dl, if she hadn’'t blown the whistle, he' d never have known. Or, specificdly, no
onewould ever have known it about him. Given their history, the thought of him showing up once again at
the Four Two made her fed alittle chilled. Their time spent together never ended well.

“I ancerely hope not, Sir.”

“Glad to hear it.”

In the outer office, Torin settled in behind her desk— easy enough to identify asit wasthe onethefirst
sergeant hadn’t settled his bulk behind—and opened the file the captain had sent.

“New desk, new job, eh, Gunny?’

Shelooked up to find the first sergeant watching her. “ Same old war, Firs. Same old war.”

He smiled and nodded but she had asuspicion that he didn’t entirely agree with her. She had no problem
with that. There were dayswhen she didn’t entirely agree with it hersalf.

“ Do you ever get the feeling that there are things the Elder Races aren’t telling us?”

“It isworth noting, Gunny, that none of the diplomatic missions sent to the Others have ever
included a member of the species doing the actual fighting.”

Granted, it had turned out not to have been the Elder Races messing with the memories of those who
knew about Big Y ellow but Big Y dlow itself and, while that was moderately |ess distressing than the
aternative— aways better to be screwed over by an unknown factor than an dly—that didn’t actudly
address either question. Were there things the Elder Racesweren't telling the Humans, di’ Taykans, or
Kra who fought their war? And why hadn’t one of the three Y oungest ever been invited to join the
missions sent out to try and end the war? Over a century of attempted diplomacy had resulted in afew
thousand dead diplomats so why hadn’t Parliament tried every possible option?

And, most importantly, had she been discussing the Elder Races with Mg or Svensson or with the dien
living in hisbrain? If the former, was there discontent growing within the Corps? If the later, did the diens



know something the Y oungest didn’t?

Too many questions.
Torin wanted to go back to the days when the only question she ever asked was, What do | have to do

to get my people out of here alive? Unfortunately, once the round was out of the barrdl there was no
guffing it back in.



