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For the second time that day, I questioned myself. I reached out and touched the ruptured armour. A piece of something black and blood-wet was stuck inside; and beyond the shattered face-plate Reiker’s face was necrotised and withered. Hurriedly, panic rising inside like the storm out, I scanned the other bodies. Each of Hooper’s Raiders had been killed in exactly the same way: armour breached by a handful of black spines, punching cleanly through the ablative plate.


But how can they …?


Something enormous and heavy hit me side on, with tremendous force. Splinters of pain erupted all over my torso and I sprawled into the snow, rifle slipping from my fingers.


Then I was falling.


I reached out with my open hands for something to grip onto. Found nothing. The white sky spiralled above me.




BY JAMIE SAWYER


The Lazarus War


Artefact


Legion


Origins


Redemption (ebook novella)




Copyright


Published by Orbit


ISBN: 978-0-356-50550-3


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 2016 by Jamie Sawyer


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


Excerpt from Leviathan Wakes by James S. A. Corey
Copyright © 2011 by James S. A. Corey


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Orbit


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




To Jake and Benji – my best buddies




“The UAS Endeavour’s mission remains of interest to all Alliance military agencies … It was the first and only time that any meaningful dialogue has been established between humanity and an alien race. Exactly how this was achieved, and whether it can be replicated in the future, remains unclear. All files pertaining to the Endeavour operation continue to be protected by Congressional Code Alpha-9, a rarely invoked secrecy clause which permits Alliance agencies to withhold disclosure of materials said to be prejudicial to state interests …”


Extract from Secret Histories: Conspiracies within the Alliance, by Professor Frederick Boswell, published 2279


“Everyone has heard of the Endeavour, right? She’s the modern-day Mary Celeste. She went missing with all hands, never accounted for. Probably the greatest mystery in space-faring history. Not just her, but the rest of her fleet as well – sixteen starships in all.


“Ships go missing all the time. We’re at war – whether the Pentagon wants to admit it or not – but a fleet of that size, that magnitude? No, that doesn’t just happen. Someone knows where the Endeavour, and her sister ships, went. We’re not being told the whole truth.


“Either that, or they weren’t being honest about why she was really out there. Governments have a history of lying to their people. History has shown us that the bigger the government, the more likely they are to lie. And the Alliance government? Well, that’s just about the biggest Gaia-damned government that the human race has ever seen …


“Not counting the Asiatic Directorate, of course.”


Interview with Azra Asami, head of the Anti-War Coalition, broadcast by Core News Network, 27 July 2281


“The Endeavour’s mission was nothing but an unmitigated success. What’s to hide? She went out into the dark, settled the Treaty, and that led to the longest period of peace the Alliance has ever enjoyed. The Krell threat was neutralised overnight. Sure, we lost some people out there. Sure, that’s a shame. But it’s a cost exercise, and from where I’m standing the books balance.”


Extract from speech made by President Francis to Alliance Congress, 29 November 2281 (prior to his assassination by Directorate forces)








AFTER ACTION INTELLIGENCE REPORT


*** EYES ONLY ***


CLASSIFICATION: TOP SECRET (RED UMBRA)


TO: SECTOR COMMAND, CALICO BASE


FROM: CAPTAIN T. OSTROW, MILITARY INTELLIGENCE


SUBJ: OPERATION PORTENT (DAMASCUS), FURTHER ACTION REQUIRED


OPERATION DATE: 10/08/2283












The primary objective of Operation Portent was to harness an Artefact located in an area of space known as the “Damascus Rift”. It was intended that this Artefact be used against the Krell Empire, to slow or otherwise disturb War-fleet 856. This operation was, to a large extent, a failure, leading to the loss of numerous Alliance warships, and several thousand personnel. Notable survivors are Major Conrad Harris’ squad (the “Lazarus Legion”), as well as the considerable fleet asset UAS Colossus (with her attendant crew). Major Harris and his squad were recovered by a passing security patrol, on their return to what remained of Liberty Point.


I write this report to draw Sector Command’s attention to several live intelligence leads in the aftermath of Operation Portent.


Firstly, “Williams’ Warfighters” remain at large. There have been as many as sixteen unconfirmed sightings of the Warfighters in the last six months. If the Colossus managed to escape the Damascus Rift, then it remains possible that the Directorate warship Shanghai Remembered did the same. The relevant members of Williams’ Warfighters must be terminated with extreme prejudice, and all sightings logged with Military Intelligence.


Secondly, both the Helios and Damascus Artefacts remain insecure. Alliance forces have not been back to either site. These sites may be in Directorate hands, and we must assume that any technology located there may be used against the Alliance [see also Tysis World, and other Shard holdings, in linked documents X-996 onwards]. It is my view that the Shard technology is a significant war-asset, which should be exploited wherever possible: that these very significant sites could be under Directorate control is of particular concern [see Science Division files – REDACTED – INSUFFICIENT CLEARANCE].


Thirdly, and in my submission most importantly, the whereabouts of the UAS Endeavour remains of crucial importance to the war effort. Her mission to [REDACTED] may be the answer to our current predicament. If the [REDACTED] can be used against us, this may prove to be the tipping point for the Alliance military. It is my recommendation that this should be prioritised and pursued as soon as resources become available.


Following his return to active duty, Major Harris has been the beneficiary of a promotion to the rank of lieutenant colonel. Several members of the Lazarus Legion have similarly been promoted; the surviving members are on active duty. Their current activities revolve around operations on the Directorate Rim. This is not a satisfactory use of resources.


It is my final recommendation that the Legion be reassigned, and that Command considers [REDACTED].


Captain T. Ostrow, Alliance Military Intelligence Universal calendar date: 1 October 2284










CHAPTER ONE


RIGHTEOUS FURY


Six months after the Damascus operation


We deployed out of the Jaguar’s aft ramp.


Rounds slashed the air, pinging against the dropship’s hull, ricocheting around inside the cabin. That and the snow made it hard to see where we were, let alone who was out there, and we were greeted with a wall of white: cold and impenetrable.


“We’re taking some serious fire,” Lieutenant James said. He was piloting Scorpio One, our designated transport. “I can’t stay on-station much longer—”


The dropship swayed in the high wind, undercarriage grinding against the roof of the building on which we had landed. Quite frankly, that James was able to keep the boat in the air at all was impressive.


I zoned out: had more important things to worry about, such as staying operational. My null-shield lit – creating a miniature lightning storm in reaction to the incoming fire. The heads-up display on my tactical helmet flashed with warning icons, the communicator-bead chiming as bodies went down. Simulants were dropping all around me. Three greens on my left flank bought the farm before we’d even got out of the damned dropship: bodies cut to ribbons by armour-piercing, depleted uranium rounds.


And it wasn’t just Scorpio One. My ear-bead was filled with panicked reports from the other squads, officers calling in casualties across the theatre.


“Lazarus Legion!” I yelled. “Form up on me!”


As some asshole once said, no plan ever survives contact with the enemy.


Six hours earlier, the briefing room aboard the UAS Independence was filled with personnel. Mostly, not simulants but real skins – troopers dressed in fatigues waiting for the drop. It was a big turnout: the Lazarus Legion, of course, but three other simulant teams as well – Hooper’s Raiders, Baker’s Boys, and the Vipers. They were all good outfits, squads that I’d specifically picked for this operation. Together with James and the flyboys of Scorpio Squadron, the Independence’s briefing room was packed out.


“We’re currently six hours from the objective,” I said. “Welcome to Rodonis Capa; a star system unremarkable in the extreme, located on the Rim of Asiatic Directorate territory.”


Faces were bathed in the soft green glow of the projected graphics, as the display powered up and the briefing began. We were sailing in-system, moving on the singular point of interest in this sector. The star was faded and bitter; a G-class sun that had been in decline since before Neanderthal man had left his caves. Six whittled nubs of rock, any atmosphere they had once possessed long bled off, circled the star. Those worlds were largely inhabitable and long dead. The exception: that was our target.


“This is Capa V,” I said, zooming in on a muted white ball. “This is where we’re going.”


Capa V was a world barely within the circumstellar habitable zone, a planet that clung to the heat and light of its distant mother-star.


“I’ll bet it’s lovely in the summer,” Martinez said, with his usual dryness. He yawned; from the look on his face he hadn’t long been awake. “Someone wake me up when we get there.”


“Bottle it, padre,” said Jenkins. “This is it.”


Martinez had been acting as unofficial chaplain to the platoon, offering sermons of damnation and damnation in equal measure. There was even a rumour going around that Martinez had been ordained. Sperenzo’s team were of the Creed – Latter Day Catholics, proper fanatics – and it was open for debate whether the Venusians would disobey an order from me if it were at odds with one of Martinez’s. The Venusians, identifiable by their tanned skin and Latino features, watched Martinez expectantly.


He raised a dark eyebrow. “For real?”


Lieutenant Keira Jenkins looked to me, the prickle of anxiety about her lean face. “I got a feeling. Now settle down, people, and listen up.” There were murmurs around the table, but no one spoke out of line. “The floor is yours, Colonel.”


Jenkins was harder, angrier than I’d ever seen her. We’d been conducting raids like this for the last six weeks: searching for anything that might lead us to Vincent Kaminski or the survivors of the Damascus operation. The result was that Jenkins, more so than the rest of the team, had become an over-coiled spring. Long hours aboard the Independence waiting for intelligence to come in had been filled with zero-G gymnasium sessions. She was more than ready for this.


Looking at her, then at the image of Capa V, I suddenly felt very tired. I couldn’t take another false lead, not when we’d had so many already.


“You take this one,” I said to Jenkins. “I want to see how you’d do it.”


“Copy that.”


Captain Baker, commanding officer of Baker’s Boys, jabbed me in the ribs with his elbow. “Won’t be long before you lose her,” he said. “Sooner or later she’ll want a team of her own.”


Baker was probably the oldest Sim Ops officer on the Programme – certainly the oldest survivor of the Liberty Point Massacre – and had been a veteran of the Alliance Army long before induction. His Boys, on the other hand, were all fresh faces – barely a handful of transitions between them. The eager look in their eyes was unnerving.


“Later rather than sooner, I hope,” I said.


“Pay attention, people,” Jenkins said, and the room fell silent. “As the man says, our destination is Capa V. Known to its Directorate residents as ‘Cold Death’.”


A briefing file opened on the display.


Capa V was a uniform, brilliant white: a world in the grasp of an ice age from which there would be no return. Great ice shelves claimed half of the planet, frozen seas the rest. Only very occasionally were there breaches in the ice: blue streams indicating liquid water down there, streaks of black where rocky plateaux broke through. Empty, featureless plains were the order of the day.


“Looks cold,” Baker said. I knew exactly what he was trying to do: to test Jenkins, to push her to the limit. But on an op like this? I already knew that wasn’t a good idea. Regardless, he went on, “And you know how my rheumatism plays up in the cold.”


“Stow it, Baker,” Jenkins said. “Local weather is a pleasant minus twenty, but expect it to feel even colder with the wind chill.” The image magnified. “At your age, you’ll probably want to stay buttoned up.”


Sufficiently cowed, Baker went quiet.


Jenkins continued. “There are three settlements on Cold Death, and our target is here.”


A small outpost – labelled QUIJONG BASE – lay in the south, nestled at the foot of a titanic mountain range. The base specifications rolled over the display and I quickly took in the relevant details. Several kilometres squared, over a hundred buildings and hangars of unknown purpose: arranged in a neat network, interspersed with work-yards and open areas, gridded by roadways with the occasional concrete barricade. Numerous communications towers and potential HQ locations. Lots of surface vehicles, but no visible air support. A single landing bay sat on the edge facility, suggesting that the compound had at some time been air-capable, but this was currently empty: dusted with a thick layer of snow.


“Six days ago, an M9 Sentinel surveillance drone captured a data-feed from this outpost. This contained an embedded security key known to be employed by Directorate forces when handling the movement of captured enemy combatants. Command believes that there are POWs down there.”


“Prisoners of war?” Sperenzo said. She was a small, compact Venusian woman – one of Martinez’s kin, her face claimed by a mess of gang-tattoos, hair cut short to her scalp.


Jenkins nodded. “Like I said, this is the shit. What’s more, Command has been able to identify that these POWs are from the Damascus incident.”


“Fuck me,” Baker said.


I fought the urge to smile.


“How’d they find that?” Martinez asked, his eyes narrowing as he inspected the intel. “Seems too good to be true …”


“Maybe it is,” I said.


Whatever the truth, Jenkins was more than sold on the idea. “The Directorate might have people in deep,” she said, “but we have people in deeper. An intel source has identified this as a prison facility. The source has so far proved reliable.”


“About those maps,” PFC Dejah Mason said. “What are those things?”


Always with the questions, I thought. Dejah Mason was the youngest member of the Lazarus Legion. Whether her inquisitive nature was as a result of her age or her disposition was hard to say, but she was a damned good soldier. Young, blonde and Martian, I feared for any man or woman who dared underestimate her.


She pointed out a circular formation in the middle of the map; as big as a dropship, glazed with ice but not snow. It was made of metal: like a concealed missile silo or the entrance to an underground facility.


“It looks like a pit,” Mason said. “Or a covered shaft.” Jenkins scrolled over the site, magnified the image. “Possible mine,” she said. “Limited heat detected, no radiation.”


Mason frowned. “So we don’t know?”


“No,” Jenkins said. “We don’t. That a problem, Princess?”


She was using Mason’s new callsign; the tag by which she’d become known since dropping the label “New Girl”. Mason pulled a face as she looked down at the holo.


“Not necessarily,” she said. “But it doesn’t look … right.”


“Christo,” Baker said, rolling his eyes. “We know all we need to. Let’s get down there already!”


“What’s the mission plan?” Captain Hooper of the Raiders asked. He was Tau Cetian, and the youngest officer on the strike force; right out of officer training. The holo-badge on his lapel flashed “99”: indicating the number of transitions he’d undertaken. Not bad numbers for a kid only five years on the Programme. If he made it, I predicted good things for Hooper.


“Objectives will be uploaded to your suits before we drop,” Jenkins said. “But in short, we’ll make planetfall together and spread out once we get dirtside. Primary targets are these buildings.” Flashing indicators marked the sky-eye view of the settlement. “Live capture and retrieval is our goal. Like I said, I’ve got a feeling about this place.”


I hope that you’re right, Jenkins. I really do.


“What’s the predicted level of resistance?” Mason asked. Jenkins sighed. “Mili-Intel suggests minimal. There’s a garrison down there, but they don’t know that we’re coming.”


Sperenzo whistled. “So far as we know.”


“In any event, consider enemy forces secondary,” Jenkins said. “Repeat: objective is retrieval of personnel. We’re coming in-system dark, and Intel hasn’t heard any Directorate chatter concerning our presence. Independence has already knocked out their communications satellite, so they won’t have the chance to call for help.”


The Independence would be anchored in high orbit; observing the objective and our progress. She was fitted with the best in stealth tech – hopefully enough to evade the Directorate’s counter-surveillance. The orbital comms rig – the satellite to which Jenkins referred – had been blasted to space junk an hour ago. There was plenty of debris circling Capa V, and so the ground forces were unlikely to have read much into the loss of their comms.


Even so, I scrolled over the global map of Capa V. Our objective was in the south, and a few thousand klicks north was another base: largely uninhabited, according to surface scans. Further still was a refinery platform, protruding from a frozen sea.


“Going to have to watch for activity from those outposts,” I said. Something about them made me feel uneasy. “The idea that they could mount a response to our incursion can’t be ruled out.”


Jenkins pulled a face. “Apparently both are automated. Command says that they aren’t of tactical significance.”


“I’ve heard that before.” I keyed a command on the console, updated the tactical brief. “I want Independence to keep eyes on those outposts at all times.”


“Affirmative,” Jenkins agreed. “As we’re expecting this to be a live exfiltration operation, Scorpio Squadron will be providing air support and pilots.”


She glanced over at the flyboys, across the tac-display. Lieutenant James and his team were already skinned up, looking every bit the part of Alliance Aerospace Force pilots. They were using next-generation simulants. Those were gene-engineered skins designed to be lived in, replicas of human bodies with enhanced capabilities and response times. The trade-off to looking real was that the bodies were not as strong or durable as combat-sims. Even now, I’d never actually seen James’ real body.


“We’ll be dropping in MX-11 Jaguar heavy dropships,” he said. “Lazarus Legion and Baker’s Boys will be on Scorpio One; the Vipers and the Raiders on Scorpio Two. The third and fourth Jaguars – Scorpio Three and Four – will be empty. They’ll be available for evacuation of any recovered personnel. Once the ground pounders drop, all dropships will remain on-site for close air support.” He waved at the station map. “The Jags have anti-personnel rockets and heavy slug-throwers. That should keep the Directorate heads down until you search those buildings.”


Air support was likely to be the key to the success of this mission. In the event that we found prisoners, it would allow us to get people off Capa, but also provide some shock-and-awe. If the Directorate were caught by surprise, a couple of dozen Banshee anti-personnel missiles would cause quite a stir: persuade them that a much larger strike force was inbound.


“Just try not to leave us behind this time,” Jenkins said.


James looked affronted.


“What?” Jenkins said, in mock-ignorance. “You have form, jockey. Just sayin’ is all …”


“All right, people,” I said, ending the discussion. I didn’t want this briefing to be derailed. Over the last few weeks, Jenkins had vociferously argued that James was the only reason we were out here. Maybe she was right, but dwelling on it didn’t change things. “Let’s do this—”


Captain Ostrow burst into the briefing room, jostling himself into a place at the tactical display. He scowled bitterly.


“I’d rather that you hadn’t started the briefing without me,” he said.


“Sorry,” Jenkins said, “but we’ve finished without you too.”


Ostrow was the Military Intelligence officer assigned to the Independence, and as such he was technically supposed to sanction every operation that we conducted in Directorate territory. According to our mission parameters, we needed him to endorse that we had “just cause” for each mission: that we weren’t acting outwith our military authority. He was a genuine pain in the ass.


“Funny how that worked out,” Mason said, smiling. “I’ve been looking over this intel,” said Ostrow, “and I’ve got to say, I’m not convinced. This is the third target you’ve identified this week—”


“The third potential,” I said, firmly. I could use their own language against them, if Mili-Intel wanted to play it that way. “Which means that it could be an actual.”


“It could be a mining station,” Ostrow countered. “It’s just as likely. And this supposed intelligence chatter could be explained by movement of contraband, of arms or warheads …” He shook his head. “The board is a no-go on this operation. It’s a red signal.”


The room settled into an agitated quiet, troopers waiting for my response. Their concern wasn’t necessary. I had absolutely no intention of backing down; not on this or any other operation in Directorate space. The bastards were going to pay for what they’d done to us, and we were going to get our people back.


“I’ve read the intelligence files too,” I said, “and I’m approving this mission. I’ll answer for it if I’m wrong.”


“Which is exactly why you shouldn’t be conducting these operations yourself. You’re too damned close. He was your man. This is Directorate space, for Christo’s sake. Just our presence here is violating so many treaties that I don’t have time to list them …”


I heard the pinch in Ostrow’s response as he trailed off. He knew that he had gone too far. I saw Martinez’s face drop across the display, and held up a hand to warn him not to react.


“They killed thousands of servicemen and women in Damascus,” I said. “Did that violate any of your goddamn treaties?”


“I realise that,” Ostrow said, reading the anger that his comment had generated around the table. Even so, he gave it one last try: “That aside, this operation is not sanctioned by Command or the Pentagon. Resources are tight enough as it is; with the losses at Liberty Point, you should be on the frontline! This could trigger a major diplomatic incident—”


“Another major diplomatic incident,” I corrected.


“We’re already at DEFCON one—”


Jenkins looked at me expectantly. Eyes are windows into the soul, the old cliché went. When I looked into her eyes, I saw hurt and sadness: a combination of emotions that I knew only too well. There was no way I could add to that. Kaminski and Jenkins had been together, for what it was worth, and she had taken his loss worst of all.


“The mission is a go,” I said, ignoring Ostrow. “On my approval, if no one else’s. Strike force proceed as briefed.”


Every soldier in the briefing room slammed a hand to their hearts.


I looked down at my missing left hand.


Both hands on my plasma rifle, I faced the snowstorm. It was blindingly bright outside, and although I was wearing a full tactical helmet I fought the very human urge to put a hand up to my face to shield my eyes. The sky was a brilliant white – Rodonis Capa nothing more than an ineffectual blur on the horizon – and the snow was so intense that it was disorienting.


“Everybody out,” Jenkins yelled over the comm-net. Sealed inside our powered combat-suits, this was our only method of communication. “Go, go, go!”


I kicked off my boot-magnetics and armed my M95 plasma rifle. The Trident Class V suits were insulated and carried full life support, but even wrapped in that battle-tech the cold hit me immediately. The Directorate’s nickname for the world – Cold Death – seemed more than apt. I felt the pull of Capa’s gravity: the dropship had been gradually moving into the world’s gravity well since we’d broken orbit. A surge of combat-drugs – a cocktail especially designed to keep me killing – hit my bloodstream.


As planned, Scorpio One had landed on top of a low, flat building – a hangar of some sort. The other teams started to call in to Jenkins; meeting the same level of resistance. The Raiders were pinned down a couple of hundred metres south, in one of the open yards between structures, and the Vipers were taking heavy fire beside a garage in the east—


Blam!


A lucky round breached my null-shield and I felt the slug pop against my shoulder. It bounced off my combat-suit armour plating, but it still hurt.


“Fuck!” I yelled, gritting my teeth.


The ablative plate was good but, as demonstrated by the three dead sims underfoot, given enough kinetic fire eventually we’d go down like any other skin.


“You okay, sir?” Mason asked.


“Try not to get shot,” I said. “Hurts like a bitch.”


“Area is hot,” came the voice of an Independence observer, watching our progress from orbit. “Advise immediate relocation from that site, Lazarus. Multiple hostiles closing on your position.”


“Lazarus Actual copies.”


To describe the theatre as “hot” was a significant understatement. Fire slid by all around us, from both the roadways below and guard-posts liberally sprinkled throughout the compound. Most of it was small-arms fire – I guessed assault rifles and machine guns – but it was hard to tell in these conditions.


Barely visible through the half-light of the snowstorm, my tactical helmet identified the three other dropships. The Jaguars were big and heavy: hulls a dark grey, with bloated crew cabins and stubby wings. They were lifters, not fighters, and carried only light armament. The precise, planned formation in which they were supposed to land hadn’t survived contact with Capa V, let alone the enemy.


I took a decision. “Make for safe altitude, Scorpio Squadron.”


“Baker’s Boys have been assigned the landing pad,” Jenkins said. “If the Raiders take the—”


In my peripheral vision, I saw a flash of light. Immediately, I identified it as a laser weapon: a mounted cannon of some sort, big enough to generate a searing beam of ruby energy.


Scorpio Three was a couple of hundred metres to my left. She’d been skimming low over a concrete block, empty and ready for evacuees, access ramp grazing the roof.


The beam panned, like a searchlight, and hit the ship’s underside.


“Down!” I shouted.


The wreckage of Scorpio Three went down fast, VTOL engines failing, and the shock of the exploding Jag dropship made the hangar shake. It landed somewhere in the middle of the compound, throwing up a plume of black smoke. Directorate troops – identifiable only as flashes of heat in the storm – began to move on the site.


James cursed over the comm. Scorpio One fired off a couple of Banshee missiles, unsuccessfully seeking to chase the source of the attack, and lifted skyward.


“Scorpio One pulling out—”


“Copy that. Two has evaded further anti-air fire …”


“… Tagging multiple tangos on east wall. Looks like a laser cannon—”


The other ships started to do the same: hulls occasionally flickering with incoming small-arms fire.


If we wanted to stay operational, we needed to get moving. “Legion, move on that satellite dish,” I ordered. “All other squads, take immediate cover.”


I hunkered down behind the light cover and started to plan our next move. Spy-feeds from the stealthship that had scoped the outpost were superimposed onto the interior of my helmet face-plate, demonstrating where we were supposed to be.


“Looked a lot smaller from orbit,” Martinez said, gruffly. “And when there weren’t people firing at us.”


“Do you get that a lot?” Jenkins asked, ducking back as a grenade exploded on the other side of the dish. Hot frag showered the area, sparked against our shields.


“They weren’t supposed to know that we were coming …” Mason said.


“Devil’s eyes are everywhere,” Martinez said with a shrug. “Doesn’t matter,” I said. “Getting these buildings pacified and searched; that’s what we’re here for.”


The outpost was situated between two mountains, crisscrossed by gantries and metal catwalks that provided numerous defensive posts. The scant overground constructions were all snow- and ice-covered; metalwork made brittle by constant exposure to the elements.


Mason knelt beside me and reached into the deep snow with her gloved hand.


“So this is snow …” she said, almost wistfully. Although Mars was mostly terraformed, it was a planet without such a weather system. “I never thought that I’d get the chance to see it. Almost pretty.”


“If it wasn’t so fucking cold,” Martinez added. “Not like home at all. You ever heard of a simulant getting frostbite?”


“No,” said Mason, “but I think I’m about to be the first.”


“Not this again,” Jenkins said. “And for your information, this is most certainly not snow. This is an impression of snow. Check your wrist-comps for the chemical composition. There’s barely any H2O in it.”


“She’s from California,” I whispered, as I tried to get my bearings, decide where we should be heading. The cold was numbing, seemed to slow my thought-processes. “I guess she knows all about snow.”


“Better than these two off-worlders,” Jenkins said.


A stream of hard rounds hit the snow beside me.


“How many shooters we got out there?” I asked.


“I’d bet less than a hundred,” Jenkins said. “Fifty on it.”


“I’ll take that bet …” Martinez said.


“Button it, troopers,” I said. “We need to act fast. Drones away. Directive: identify and flag hostiles.”


The Lazarus Legion deployed their surveillance drones. A dozen autonomous flying units detached from our backpacks and sailed out into the snow. Even as I watched, two were caught by gunfire, exploding in a hail of sparks. The others began painting hostiles. Almost immediately, ghostly green figures appeared on my HUD. Ah, that’s better: I can see them. The drones sent back heartbeat, heat signatures, the whole deal. The info-streams combined with those of the rest of the strike force.


Martinez, back against the dish, clucked his tongue. “You owe me fifty, Jenkins.”


At least two hundred bodies were circling the compound, converging on our location.


Jenkins checked her plasma rifle. “Tell you what, I’ll pay you in Venusian dollars. That suit?”


“Fuck you, Jenkins,” Martinez said. The Venusian dollar wasn’t worth the unicard it was stored on. “You know I only bet in American notes.”


Mason sniggered. “Unmarked, so I hear.”


There …


Something on the drone feeds wasn’t right.


“You see that?” I asked the Legion, broadcasting the feed to their HUDs as well.


“It wasn’t on the orbital images …” Mason said.


The edge of the compound was a ragged, snow-bitten fence, studded with towers. One of those overlooked the landing pad: a tall, skeletal structure, with an armoured booth at the top. The sky illuminated as something up there activated, accompanied by a whip-crack every time that it fired. I magnified the image. A handful of Directorate troopers were manning the booth, firing a multi-barrelled laser weapon into the sky. I panned the drone’s position, took in the rest of the security fence. The other sentry towers were only half-completed: this was the only anti-air weapon that worked.


“No way that the flyboys will be able to pick up with that thing covering the strip,” said Jenkins. “That cannon will bring down anything approaching the landing pad.”


“Plan has changed,” I declared. “We’re moving on that tower before we commence the sweep.”


I opened the general channel. “This is Lazarus Actual; do you read me Baker?”


“Affirmative,” Baker said. His suit transponder placed his team somewhere on the ground, but it was difficult to say precisely where. “We’re pinned down. Where’s our air support?”


“Fucked, is where,” I said. “You saw that ship go down. Intel was wrong. They have anti-air.”


He grunted. “Figures.”


“Keep your heads down and stay alive. We’re going to solve the problem.”


“Copy.”


I keyed the channel to Hooper. “Hooper, I want you to stay on overwatch.”


“Solid copy, Lazarus,” he said.


Hooper’s Raiders were already in position. The five-man team were equipped with M-23 Long Sight plasma rifles: a proper sniper’s weapon. That was their speciality, and the team was known for it. I saw the flash of rifles from the tallest structure of the outpost; firing almost incessantly. Hooper’s team would provide covering fire to the other teams as they moved across the base.


Finally, Sperenzo’s Vipers.


“Sperenzo,” I said, “run harassment. Move towards your objective and wait for a lull in the fighting.”


“Not expecting that any time soon,” Sperenzo managed. “But we’ll try.”


“The Legion is going off plan. We’re taking out the guard tower so that Scorpio can provide air support. Lazarus out.”




CHAPTER TWO


RETRIBUTION UNREALISED


We dropped from the roof and made double-time across the compound.


Squads of soldiers materialised out of the snow: equipped with assault rifles, wearing snow-camo hard-suits. There were Directorate soldiers everywhere. Resistance was far heavier than we’d anticipated.


I vaulted over a concrete barricade: a tank-trap that had been set up in the middle of the road. Two Directorate troopers knelt behind it, hooked to a missile launcher. One acted as spotter, the other as operator. As we ambushed their location, the soldiers fell back, abandoning the launcher and firing pistols at us. Martinez caught both with his plasma rifle, slicing their hard-suits open with precise energy pulses.


I cursorily inspected the nearest body. The emblem of the People’s Army was printed on the soldier’s chest-plate. These were regular militia; a stock Directorate military garrison.


“Perimeter is ahead,” Jenkins declared.


A ragged black line rose out of the snow: a simple chain-link fence topped with barbed wire.


“Use those snow-crawlers as cover,” I ordered. “Move on my mark.”


We dashed as one. I slid into cover behind the crawlers; pumped my grenade launcher and fired two frag grenades out into the snow. I caught a Chino soldier, but several others retreated back into cover at the other end of the road.


“Everyone intact?” I asked.


“Affirmative,” Mason said.


“I have eyes on the target,” Jenkins said. She poked her head from behind the crawler, looking to the fence and the guard tower.


“We’ve got to bring that thing down,” I said. “Lay down frag grenades, move up to the foot of that tower.”


“I’ll take the right,” Jenkins replied.


My M95 plasma rifle – now ancient by military standards, performance far surpassed by the later upgraded M110 model, but still my preferred long-arm – illuminated the area.


I dashed for another snow-crawler, took up a position behind it. Mason and Martinez hunkered down beside some cargo drums: from the fence, a heavy automatic weapon of some description began to fire, throwing rounds against those. I saw Jenkins from the corner of my eye, moving fast between burning crates. More Chino troopers were flanking us. Her null-shield lit as she moved.


“I’m on this,” she panted.


“Stay in cover! We’ll take the tower from the eastern ridge, move back around—!”


“I said that I’m on this,” she hissed.


The guard tower anti-air weapon swivelled on its mount, slowly sweeping over the compound. Fuck. That was a big-ass laser: if it hit Jenkins, combat-suit or not, she’d be wasted.


“Get back into cover!”


Brazenly, Jenkins pumped her grenade launcher.


The volley of grenades traced a clear, delicate trajectory; barely slowed by the wind. The tower was supported by four thin legs, planted into the snowy ground, and one of those was caught by the exploding ordnance. Jenkins kept firing. Her face, behind the visor of her helmet, was contorted in abject rage. Rounds hit her torso, bounced off her chest-plate. The combat-suit camo-field failed, illuminating her outline very precisely. It was as though sheer determination was repelling the enemy.


The structure wobbled.


From my position, I could just see the tip of the sentry tower: could see the soldiers crewing it yelling and waving below. They began to drop from the nest; to jump rather than fall.


Jenkins charged her underslung launcher again and again. The grenades whistled as they fired, peppering the foot of the guard tower.


“She’s bringing it down!” Mason said.


The tower slowly toppled into the snow. It was tall enough to catch a series of gantries as it went; throwing the scream of metal-on-metal to the wind, the pleasing concussive boom of another explosion. The gorge around me echoed with the sound. Snow began to slide from the steeper mountainsides, cascading against the perimeter fence.


Jenkins just stood there for a moment. The Directorate troops had ceased firing and started to fall back – moving inside the compound.


“You okay?” I asked, as I jogged over to her position.


She nodded at me grimly. “I’m fine. I just needed to work out some stress.”


Martinez exchanged a glance with me but said nothing. This was Jenkins now. She was different; had been changed by what had happened in Damascus.


“This is still a military operation,” I said. “Follow orders.”


Jenkins looked irritated behind her face-plate; as though she had forgotten that this wasn’t personal, that this was supposed to be a rescue operation rather than some opportunity to vent our anger on the Directorate. The expression was fleeting though, and she nodded in agreement.


“Solid copy that.”


Scorpio One flew low overhead. The Jaguar fired a volley of Banshee missiles from hard points under each of its stubby wings, and various positions inside the compound ignited in brisk blooms of yellow light.


“James has the airspace under control, at least,” Mason said.


“About time,” said Jenkins.


The dropships conducting strafing runs over the compound did wonders to suppress the Directorate. Meanwhile, the Raiders stayed on overwatch – keeping hostiles off the rooftops and picking out RPG placements. Baker’s Boys and the Vipers began calling in their objectives, securing buildings and searching the compound. Assisted by the drones, they made swift progress through the overground structures.


Seven minutes on the mission clock, the Legion assembled in an abandoned barracks.


“Nothing so far,” Martinez reported. “Whatever this place is, it isn’t a POW camp.”


Jenkins marched two captured Directorate troopers into the barracks. They had been disarmed but still wore battered hard-suits, and had been identified as officers. Tan-skinned, much older than most of the Directorate troops, both men were speaking at the same time.


I nodded at Jenkins. “Keep them covered. Suit: run translation.”


My combat-suit obliged. Selected the relevant dialect and began a translation.


“We know nothing!” they said collectively, my suit speaking in stilted electronic tones. “We are overseers of the mining facility …”


It went on. They both sounded very convincing. Had it not been for the couple of hundred Directorate troops that had just tried to kill us, I might’ve even bought it.


“Put them with the others,” Jenkins ordered Mason.


Mason prodded the two men with her rifle, encouraging them outside. Both remonstrated about being made to go out in the cold without full headgear, but Mason barked orders in broken Chino – using her suit translation package – and the two men quickly decided that their chances of survival were better outside than in.


They should be scared, I thought.


There was a yard in the middle of the compound, partially sheltered from wind and snow by a configuration of large buildings; overlooked by Hooper’s sniper team. Mason lined the men up with the rest of the prisoners. There had been ten or so soldiers with sufficient intelligence not to throw their lives away; with enough common sense to lay down their arms. Most were kneeling in the snow, fingers locked behind their heads.


“They aren’t Swords,” Mason said to me.


She was referring to the Swords of the South Chino Stars; the elite Special Operations unit that was responsible for the Damascus incident. And she was right – none of the prisoners were Swords. They were better equipped and more dangerous than the People’s Army, and would probably have put up more of a fight.


“Not every Directorate agent wears a uniform,” Martinez said. “We should watch them, jefe.”


If nothing else, we’d take them back with us. It was scant justification for the military operation, but it might please Ostrow. Mili-Intel could milk these people: see if they had any useful intel.


Jenkins prowled between the lines of kneeling prisoners, and we watched as she did her thing. By now, I’d seen the show so many times that it’d lost its impact on me.


“You know who we are?” she asked, her suit-speakers turned up to maximum volume so that they could be heard over the wind.


At least a couple of the prisoners understood Standard, and they nodded anxiously. Jenkins stood at the end of the line; her rifle stowed, her PPG-13 plasma pistol cocked. She waved it at the prisoners. As one now, the group quivered. The cold did nothing to reduce the hate-heat emanating from Jenkins.


“Then you will know not to fuck with us. We’re the Lazarus Legion, and we came here to get our people back. I want to know where they are.”


“We know nothing!” one of the solders shouted in Standard. “We only work here – guard the mines!”


The prisoners began to babble all at the same time.


“Bullshit!” Jenkins spat. She bolted towards the nearest prisoner and slammed her plasma pistol into the woman’s face. “We’ve been listening to your transmissions. You have Alliance prisoners down here!”


This one was less easily shaken. The woman was slim, muscled, with long dark hair and almond eyes. For the briefest moment, the prisoner reminded me of Elena. I shook my head and buried the thought. Face collecting snowflakes, the woman gave no response.


“I mean it,” Jenkins said. “Start answering questions if you want to live.”


Mason stood beside me. She looked unimpressed by the display. “Do we have to go through this again?” she asked.


Jenkins pressed the muzzle of her pistol against the woman’s head and the weapon’s arming indicator flashed. The man beside the endangered prisoner recoiled – probably glad that it wasn’t him that was about to get wasted.


“Unless someone starts telling me what is really going on down here, I’m going to blow this bitch’s brains out. Then I’m going to kill someone every minute, until I get some answers.”


The male prisoner said something in Chino. Spoke too fast for my suit to translate.


“Don’t fucking mess with me,” Jenkins hissed at her prisoner.


The woman’s eyes remained steely cold and she stared at Jenkins. Snow had begun to plaster her hair.


“We have nothing for you here,” she said. “We have nothing.”


Jenkins kept the gun pressed there for a long second. Martinez and Mason watched her, an air of uncertainty hanging between them—


My ear-bead chimed.


“Lazarus!” came a gruff voice. It was Baker.


I held up a hand to stay Jenkins’ wrath. She paused, eyes still boring into the female prisoner’s head.


“I read you Baker. What is it?”


“We’ve found something,” Baker said. “You should come down and see. I’m uploading my coordinates.”


My HUD flashed with Baker’s location: his surviving team had collected in a garage near to our position.


“Inbound,” I said. “Lazarus out.” I waved at Jenkins.


“Stand down.”


With marked reluctance, Jenkins lowered the pistol.


“I really thought that she was going to kill that one,” Martinez said.


“Wouldn’t be the first time.”


Mason sighed. “And probably won’t be the last.”


“Mason, Jenkins; with me. Martinez, get those prisoners cuffed, then join us at Baker’s position.” I couldn’t trust Jenkins out here with the prisoners. “Keep watch on them, padre,” I said. “None of them dies unless I say so.”


“Affirmative,” Martinez said. He sounded more than a little relieved with my decision. He shook his head. “Retribution unrealised is a terrible thing.”


Baker cracked open the enormous shutter-style doors, and by the numbers we entered the depot. My drones flitted around me like fat flies – taking readings and reporting – but Baker’s Boys had been the first personnel on-site. The storage shed was a hulk of a building, a vast garage filled with industrial vehicles: ore scoopers, snow-crawlers and tractors, all arranged in neat lines.


Baker’s squad had been depleted to only three simulants. They squatted beside a snow-crawler, faces tight behind their illuminated face-plates.


“We’re not quite sure what we have here,” Captain Baker said. He nodded at one of his troopers; a green with the name ROBINS printed across his chest.


“I keep getting readings inside the shed, sir.”


Jenkins tutted. “We came all the way cross-compound because someone got readings? Jesus.”


Robins swallowed but stood his ground. “Bio-scanner readings, ma’am.” He held up his wrist-comp: pointed out the sensor grid shown on the vambrace unit. “Lots of readings. They’re coming and going.”


“There’s nothing else in this area,” Baker said. “Hooper has visual on the roof. Nothing above us, nothing outside.”


I patched into the kid’s scanner results. Blips appeared on my HUD. There were several life-signs – the micro-throb of possible heartbeats, the flush of heat signs. That could mean nearby bodies, but the readings were erratic and unclear.


“See?” Baker said. “Something isn’t right.”


“Could be a scanner malfunction,” Mason suggested. Robins shook his head. “I don’t think so. We’ve all been detecting the same readings—”


“Listen!” I insisted.


I heard a noise over the comms.


A soft wailing: an intrusive spike of static at the back of my mind. It was strong enough that I winced, put a hand to the side of my helmet.


“You okay, Colonel?” Mason asked.


“Fine,” I said. “Anyone else hear that?”


Mason and Jenkins looked back at me with blank faces. It sounded like distant moaning. I looked to the open depot doors. It was easily explainable as the sound of the wind moving through the structure, but the wind had dropped.


I swallowed.


I knew that noise. It was the Artefact.


This can’t be happening again. It had been a long time since I’d last heard the sound, and these days it rarely ever happened while I was awake: tended to come in dream and nightmare, mostly. I’d managed to repress it with my own brand of self-medication.


This is different …


It was coming, I realised, from beneath us. I slammed a foot on the ground. The combat-suit was heavy; that and the simulant inside made for a big weight. The metal decking produced a metallic thump. I did it again, producing the same echo: loud enough to be heard even inside my armour.


“There’s something underneath us,” I decided. I pointed.


“Get that crawler out the way.”


Mason clambered into the cabin, activated the engine. With a low grumble, the big crawler pulled forward. The Legion and Baker’s Boys circled where it had sat: looked at the patch of floor that had been uncovered.


“Well I fucking never …” Baker said.


There was a circular hatch – big enough to accommodate a man in armour – set into the ground. The frost-covered metalwork was worn, had recently been used, and the nearby area had been disturbed with a series of footprints. My HUD glowed with heat markers. They had a power supply down there. Beneath us, probably unaware that they had been found at all, the bio-signs disappeared off my screen. Either moving deeper underground, or fooling the scanner. I’d come across Krell that could do that – could manipulate their biological processes to avoid detection – but I wasn’t aware of any such human tech. Still, the Directorate were full of surprises.


I prised open the hatch set into the ground, grunting as it came free, and the moaning sound became more precise. Something is calling me down there … Jenkins gasped. Baker started barking orders to his team, to give me room and provide covering fire.


I dipped my suit-lamps. Half-expecting to be met with a face full of flechettes, I peered into the shaft. A vertical shaft: precisely machined, made to accommodate human proportions. A series of metal rungs had been sunk into the compacted ice – forming a long and precarious ladder to whatever was beneath.


“There are lots of scanner returns down there,” Jenkins said. Her voice quivered with excitement.


“How many?”


She swallowed. “A hundred? Hard to say.”


“It’s like they’re on top of each other …” Mason whispered.


The shaft was deep enough that it disappeared into darkness. I unclipped a flare from my suit webbing. Flicking the activator, I tossed it down. Listened to the gentle chink as it hit the floor.


“You want to send a drone down first?” Mason offered.


“No,” I said. “I need to do this myself.”


I could see the flare at the bottom of the shaft now. Fizzing, throwing ragged light over a grilled floor plate. There was a facility of some sort below. My danger-instinct insisted that this was a very bad idea, but I needed to know what was down there.


“I’m going in. Jenkins, watch my six.”


“Affirmative,” she replied.


As I went, the moaning got louder and louder until I couldn’t dismiss it any more.


It took me a couple of minutes to clamber down the shaft. One hand on the ladder rungs, the other clutching my PPG-13 plasma pistol: half-aimed at the segment of tunnel directly beneath me. The ladder was glossed with ice but as I climbed I realised that there were also fresh markings on the rungs – as though they had recently been used. Boot prints.


“How’s it going, sir?” Jenkins asked.


“Fine. Any movement up top?”


“Nothing so far. You want me to come down and help?” she asked, with painful eagerness.


“No. I’m good.”


It was a tight fit in full armour. My shoulders grazed the tunnel walls, and the expectation that I would be shot on the way down the shaft never left me. The flare light gradually diminished until I was alone. My left hand began to shake as I descended.


I reached the bottom of the shaft and panned the corridor with my plasma pistol; let the targeting software analyse for potential targets. This deep underground, the tunnels had been bored out of the ice: chemically treated to retain stability. The floors were decked with metal plating. Glow-globes were strung from electrical cabling in a line along the ceiling. Meltwater drip-drip-dripped from the ceiling and huge transparent icicles had formed overhead—


A hand brushed my combat-suit. Stained, bone-thin fingers.


I instinctively pulled away.


Then the noise hit me. A hundred voices, rising in a ghostly choir: individually quiet, collectively devastating. I couldn’t hear actual words but the overall impression was undeniable. Cries for help, for salvation.


“Shit …” I said, the word escaping my lips unbidden.


I’d seen war. I’d seen horror: alien, human and even – with the discovery of the Shard – machine. There was little that could move me, that could genuinely shake me. But what I saw in that tunnel did just that.


“I’m at ground level,” I said into my comm. “They have people down here.” I swallowed. “Lots … lots of them.”


Metal cages lined the corridor on either side of me, and skeletal hands were reaching from within. The cages went on for as far as I could see – as far as my suit-lamps would penetrate the dark – and each was crammed with bodies.


We’d found the prisoners.


Maybe I’d been stunned by what I’d seen, or maybe I’d just grown sloppy. Either way, I missed the prison guard until she fired the pistol.


She was facing me, but retreating – arm outstretched, firing again and again. I recognised the snap of a semi-automatic slug-thrower: a heavy calibre weapon firing at close range.


My null-shield failed to respond and two rounds hit my shoulder. There was a sharp spark of pain as the bullets impacted. AP rounds, I guessed: high-density anti-armour. Warnings flashed across my HUD, suggested immediate defensive action.


For a second, I was as frozen as the world around me.


Seeing one of them again, after so long … It was almost as debilitating as the pain.


She was Special Operations: a Sword of the South Chino Stars. Clad in full combat-armour; a hard-suit black as space, segmented like an upright insect. No helmet: her face made pale by the cold, bald head pocked by tattoos and kill-markings. She fired again and again, weapon flashing as rounds discharged—


Before I could react to the gunfire, she reached out with her other hand. Slammed it against the wall. The tunnel was suddenly bathed in red light, accompanied by the ring of an emergency siren—


Plasma fire erupted behind me and the Sword collapsed to the floor.


“Thank me later,” Jenkins said, at my shoulder. “You’re getting slow.”


The spell was broken and I snapped awake. “I told you to wait upstairs.”


“And I knew that you’d need back-up …”


Jenkins’ voice trailed off. Her face slackened with a mixture of fear and astonishment. Hands reached for her, like they had for me. They were animals on auto-pilot: that was what they had been reduced to. Filthy, dying and exhausted, some of the prisoners were nothing more than eyes embedded in flesh-wrapped skulls.


“We … we need to get them out,” said Jenkins. “They need suits, water, food …” She amplified her suit-speakers.


“We’re here to get you out, people. It’s going to be okay. There are transports up-top. Follow us and embark as quickly as possible. If you cannot walk, make yourselves known and we will assist.”


The cage doors opened with the groan of ill-maintained gears. The prisoners let out a half-hearted cheer. Some had started weeping, others rattling against the prison bars. There was no telling how long they’d been down here. Those in the worst condition recoiled further into the caged alcoves, covering their ears as the siren rang out.


This should’ve been a victory but something felt wrong here. The dead guard’s body had fallen at an absurd angle. There were three gaping holes in her chest, caused by Jenkins’ plasma fire. The guard was wild-eyed, nerve-staples across her naked scalp. Her time and place of birth were tattooed in universal code across her cheekbone: together with the name of the cloning-vat from which she’d been birthed.


Before she’d been shot, the guard had been reaching for something. I traced her actions and identified an unmarked control panel on the wall. Now activated, buttons glowing red in the dim light. The purpose of the unit wasn’t immediately clear to me but I considered the possibilities. There were no other soldiers down here: had she been trying to summon help? I checked my comm, watched the vid-feed from my surveillance drones. They were currently circling the overground hangar, and had reported no new movement. Nothing had changed in the compound above.


“She opened the cages …” I whispered to myself.


Why did she do that? Why set off an alarm anyway? The Directorate commando was a top-of-the-line gene-enhanced soldier; no doubt her head filled with metal. She’d have an in-line communicator – a device that would allow her to communicate with the rest of her squad – somewhere in there.


Events overtook me before I could explore any of these doubts. Prisoners flooded from their cells and Jenkins was organising them, lining them up. There were servicemen and women from every agency here – Navy, Marines, Army – identifiable by their faded and torn uniforms. They responded sluggishly, zombie-like.


“Vincent Kaminski!” Jenkins yelled. “Any survivors from the Damascus expedition make yourselves known to me!”


For a long, fraught moment no answer came. Could we come this far not to find them? I felt Capa’s cold grasp my heart: felt my tired bones aching despite the simulant body.


“What took you so long?” came a broad Brooklyn accent, from the back of one of the cells. “Whenever you’re ready, we should get the fuck out of here.”


PFC Vincent Kaminski, lost legionnaire, stood among the prisoners. A wide, inane grin was plastered across his face.


“’Ski …?” Jenkins asked. “Is it really you …?”


“It’s me,” he said.


Jenkins’ reaction was immediate and unprofessional. She pushed her way through the dazed prisoners, and flung her arms around Kaminski.


“By Christo,” he said, burying his face in her armoured shoulder. “I wondered whether you’d ever find me …”


Kaminski was in bad shape. His face was dirt-stained and bruised, head shaven. He wore a yellow vacuum-suit, the type used in evacuation pods: the words UAS COLOSSUS printed on his arms, in faded white print.


“We never stopped looking,” Jenkins said. “Not for a second.”


Beside a simulant in full combat-suit, Kaminski’s emaciated form looked even smaller. He winced as Jenkins wrapped her arms around him. The bruising to his face made it obvious that he had taken a beating: a narrow line of studs in his head indicated where he had been nerve-stapled. I started to wonder how long he’d been down here, what the Directorate had done to him, but knew those questions would have to wait.


“Steady, California,” he said. “Watch the ribs. Think I’ve got cracked something …”


Jenkins stepped back, evaluated Kaminski with wet eyes. “Thinking again? Isn’t that what got you in trouble in the first place?”


’Ski smiled, but the reaction was muted and weak. “Lesson learnt. I’ll try not to do that again.” He ran a hand over his chin; through the rugged beard that had grown there. “I need a shave. Good to see you, Harris.”


I felt almost as much emotion in the moment as Jenkins. Kaminski was my oldest friend, and we’d grown through the ranks of the Alliance Army – and then Simulant Operations – together. We fist-bumped, but gently. Kaminski’s hands were blackened and blood-encrusted; poking from the cuffs of his torn vac-suit.


“And you, ’Ski,” I said. “Jenkins is right; we never stopped looking for you.”


“I don’t doubt it,” ’Ski said.


My tactical helmet had started a medical analysis of Kaminski’s condition: he had borderline malnutrition, with a repressed heart rate. The spiral of his body consuming fat reserves had already started, would probably have become fatal in a few days – weeks at best.


“Looks like we got here just in time,” I said.


“Not just for me, either.”


Another thin and dishevelled figure hobbled towards us. A man with a black-and-grey beard, dressed in the same style of suit as Kaminski.


“Professor Saul?” I asked.


“Harris,” he said. “I am most glad to see you. Yes, yes.”


Saul was gaunt, tanned skin pulled tight over his cheekbones, and his beard was patchy and irregular. The vac-suit hung off his frame, pooled at his booted feet. He hadn’t eaten in a long time, and hadn’t seen proper sunlight in even longer.


“You aren’t here to accuse me of being a terrorist again, are you?” he asked of me.


“Not this time,” I said. “I’m glad to see that you made it out alive.”


“Only just,” Professor Saul said. He tapped a hand to his leg; flinching awkwardly. “The Directorate haven’t been kind to me.”


Saul’s eyes were sunken into his head, one milky orb glaring at me blindly. He too had been beaten; face lacerated, both cheeks swollen with purple contusions. From the way that he moved – slowly, imprecisely – I guessed that he was even closer to death than Kaminski. His left leg dragged uncomfortably as he walked.


“We have a strike force,” I said. “Lots of simulants and dropships, ready for evac.”


“I hope that it will be enough,” said Saul.




CHAPTER THREE


SAME AS US


“Holy Christo and all that is Venusian,” Martinez said.


Mason was just speechless as she took in the line of shivering bodies; with the same horrified expression as Jenkins. It was pretty much a universal reaction to what we were seeing.


“Hello works just as well,” Kaminski said, as he clambered out of the hatch, Jenkins grabbing his arm. “But maybe you don’t know the words in Standard or something …”


“Ever the asshole,” Martinez said. “Good to have you back.”


“There was no one left to ride on you,” Kaminski said. “I could hardly leave the job to Mason.” He nodded at her, a little of his old self returning. “Glad to see you got your stripes, New Girl.”


“No one calls me that any more,” Mason said.


“Not to her face, anyway,” Jenkins said.


Kaminski reached out, fist-bumped with Mason. He frowned as he read the nameplate on her chest. “I’m not sure that PRINCESS is much better …”


“She picked it herself,” Martinez said.


“Save the chat for later,” I said. “We’ve got prisoners down here.”


Baker and his troopers stood back as the ragged column of POWs filed into the hangar. The prisoners were silent, following whatever commands we gave them.


“I hate to ask the question, but are we going to have enough ships to get these people off Capa?” he asked over our closed comms.


“No one gets left behind,” I said. “We’ll make return trips if we have to.”


“Of course, sir,” Baker said. “We haven’t heard from—”


My ear-bead chimed.


“Lazarus!” came a panicked shout: I immediately recognised Hooper. “We’ve got renewed resistance out here!”


I heard gunfire over the comm-link, Hooper yelling an order. Distant thunder was audible through the hangar walls. Kaminski and the prisoners seemed to shrink in response to the noise.


“Hooper – you need to lock that down,” I said. “We’ve got prisoners, moving to the landing bay.”


“Something—”


Hooper’s bio-signs vanished from my HUD. Not just his, but those of his squad as well. The comm-line went dead.


“Overwatch is down,” I said. “We need to move fast.”


“Copy that,” Jenkins said.


I called up a map of the compound on my HUD: plotted a route cross-facility. The most direct path was beneath the tower that Hooper had been using as a sniper’s nest, and around the covered mine shaft that we’d discussed during the briefing. About a klick through the snow.


I turned to the survivors. “Follow the Legion and stay down. We’ll go through the central yard and to the landing pad.”


The compound had come alive again: the lull in activity well and truly broken. Gunfire poured down from every roof parapet and gantry. Mortar rounds exploded overhead: made the ground shake. Hot frag peppered the sector, forced us into cover behind some stacked cargo containers.


I took point, holding the Directorate back with plasma fire. Jenkins’ null-shield flared, and prisoners hid behind her armoured bulk. Martinez and Mason carried those most badly injured or malnourished; scooping them under armoured arms like children. Baker and his remaining soldiers took up the rear, throwing whatever ordnance they had left at the enemy.


“The mortar shells are to suppress us,” Mason said.


“I know,” I said. “We’ve got to keep moving.”


The wind had picked up again, with enough force that I had to brace against it. I dreaded to think how the survivors felt without proper survival gear. The centre of the compound was ahead, the comms tower reaching up through the storm. One of the circular structures – the pit or shaft, whatever it was – lay a hundred or so metres north. We were getting close.


“What’s the latest on Scorpio Squadron?” I asked Jenkins, as we advanced. “Have they touched down yet?”


I couldn’t see much above ground level, and with the Directorate active again the ships would be running dark.


“ETA three minutes,” Jenkins said. “They’re experiencing heavy resistance.”


“Do we have anyone else left down here?”


Jenkins shook her head. “Sperenzo is off the grid, and Hooper is long gone …”


The remains of Hooper’s squad lay in the snow. They’d probably fallen from their posts, high on the tower. The simulated bodies were riddled with rounds, pouring crimson blood into the snow – weapons and equipment sprawled around them.


“Move up on the mine shaft,” I ordered. My M95 user display flashed with LOW AMMO, and I only had one power cell left. Hooper’s team carried compatible ammunition: the Long Sight used the same cell. I waved at Mason and Martinez. “Get the survivors into cover. I’m restocking.”


The rest of the team moved up, and I dashed to the bodies of Hooper’s Raiders. All five of them had crashed out here, their armour already sinking into the snow. I stooped beside a soldier called REIKER – the name flashing on my HUD, stamped onto the combat-suit chest-plate. I pulled the body towards me, using the strength-augmentation of my own armour to shoulder the weight—


Reiker had been hit by a gunshot to the chest. Not a big wound, but noticeable by the extreme blood loss that it had caused. Something made me pause, for just a moment: my intuition screaming, causing me to examine the body in a little more detail.


For the second time that day, I questioned myself. I reached out and touched the ruptured armour. A piece of something black and blood-wet was stuck inside; and beyond the shattered face-plate Reiker’s face was necrotised and withered. Hurriedly, panic rising inside like the storm out, I scanned the other bodies. Each of Hooper’s Raiders had been killed in exactly the same way: armour breached by a handful of black spines, punching cleanly through the ablative plate.


But how can they …?


Something enormous and heavy hit me side on, with tremendous force. Splinters of pain erupted all over my torso and I sprawled into the snow, rifle slipping from my fingers.


Then I was falling.


I reached out with my open hands for something to grip on to. Found nothing. The white sky spiralled above me.
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