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ONE

“REMIND ME TO TELL the commander we need more recruits from the Navy,” Torin muttered, checking the seals on Binti’s HE suit.

“That a comment about my piloting?” Craig asked as he maneuvered the Promise into position, carefully avoiding the line of sight from both Mictok Station Trilik and the pirate ship tucked between the station and the gas giant.

“You’re the best damn pilot I ever saw,” Torin told him, “but a boarding party says Navy to me.”

“A serley small boarding party,” Werst grumbled as Ressk checked his seals. “We need more recruits. Period. I’m not saying we aren’t the definition of kickass,” he continued, “but there’s only the four of us going in.”

“There’s only six non-Mictok on the station and two on the ship,” Alamber pointed out. “I’ll be into the system as soon as you’re inside, Craig will take the ship, and—given you’re facing less than two-to-one odds—I don’t understand why Binti and Ressk are going.”

Werst’s nostril ridges flared. “When you put it like that, it does seem like overkill.”

“No one dies,” Torin reminded them, using the pressure of her chin against the suit’s wide collar to turn the magnetic plates in her boots on, then off again. “Pirates may be a waste of oxygen, but I’m not spending the better part of a tenday filling out paperwork before having my ass hauled before the Rehabilitation Committee so I can explain why social expectations weren’t met.”

Binti grinned. “By us or by them?”

“Either. Or.”

The Hazardous Environment suits were bright orange, di’Taykan danger orange, although the color had been chosen for its visibility rather than any cultural reason. “The Marines don’t leave people behind,” Staff Sergeant Beyhn had told Torin’s group of recruits, as he’d told a hundred groups before and would tell a hundred after. “If you have one of these on,” he’d added before the warm fuzzy feeling of belonging had faded,  “we’ve got a chance of finding your body even if the beacon craps out.”

The suits worn by Strike Team Alpha were Marine Corps suits, or as ex-Marine as Torin, Werst, Ressk, and Binti Mashona. The Warden’s insignia on the center chest was less overt than the Justice Department preferred, but as the Strike Teams were considerably more overt than the Justice Department preferred, Torin figured it balanced in the end. The helmet made use of H’san technology and held two different shapes; down the back like an empty bag and snapped up over the head into a rigid polarized sphere. Helmet up, the suit could support the tanks by filtering any combination of external oxygen and nitrogen into something essentially breathable. It recycled all fluids almost indefinitely. Self-contained, the suits were comfortable for six hours, livable for eight, and, if breathing remained an option, became progressively nastier after that.

If all went well, they’d be out of the suits before the plumbing had a chance to recycle the morning’s pouch of coffee.

Torin didn’t expect it to go well. Precedent aside, the anticipation of all hell breaking loose helped keep her people alive. Suits secured, she checked with Binti and the two Krai, then turned toward the control panel. “Ready when you are.”

“We’ll be in position in five,” Craig told her. “Opening inner airlock door.”

The airlock opened into the control room. Back when Craig Ryder had been a Civilian Salvage Operator, the control room had been the Promise’s single cabin, the greater part of the ship the Susumi drive. Justice had upgraded and expanded the Promise when she’d nearly been destroyed by pirates, adding the ability to attach packets as needed, but she remained Craig’s ship. The other Strike Team pilots flew decommissioned Navy Corvettes—the smallest Naval vessel with a Susumi drive. The other Strike Team pilots would have shit themselves before ghosting into docking position on a gas giant mining station using momentum and air jets and hard-earned skill.

“We’re still a surprise, Boss,” Alamber called from the second seat as the inner door opened and Torin led the four suited members of her team into the airlock. “Speed matched to within five point seven kilometers an hour. Exit in seven minutes…mark.”

The countdown appeared on the lower right curve of her helmet.

The inner door sealed, and the pressure began to equalize.

“You really think we can take back the station with six people, Gunny?”

“How many people do we have?”

Behind the lightly polarized surface of her helmet, Binti’s brows rose. “Six.”

“Then we’ll take back the station with six people.”

There’d been a rise in violence in Sector Seven—in MidSector as well as OutSector—spreading the Strike Teams thin, preventing them from doubling up. Torin would have preferred to take more Wardens into the pirate-held station, but as there weren’t any available, her preferences were moot.

The six of them, in pre-Strike Team Alpha days, had taken down an entire pirate fleet. A single ship draining the tanks at a Mictok-run mining station should be a walk in the cake. Torin frowned. Maybe not cake. Pie? Not for the first time, she missed the late Sergeant Hollice and his command of oldEarth idiom.

Over the last five tendays, three other mining stations had been hit, quick and quiet, the Wardens informed after the fact. The violence had been minimal by Torin’s standards, but two Mictok and a Bril had been killed. The Elder Races hadn’t fought back because the Elder Races didn’t fight back, which was one of the reasons the strike teams existed—the Younger Races cleaning up the damage done to their three species over the long years of the war. That said, everyone agreed the Bril’s death had been accidental. They were a strangely fragile species with some of their important parts in unexpected places. Informed of the previous attacks, the manager of Mictok Station Trilik had a dopted the very non-Mictok attitude of assuming the worst and had deployed long-range scanners. The moment the scanners had picked up an unscheduled tanker in-system, they’d sent a message to Berbar Station, the Justice headquarters in Seventh Sector and evacuated all but essential personnel, fully aware that had they waited until the tanker came close enough to identify, it would have been too late. The pirates would have blocked the signal.

Having noticed ships leaving the station en masse, smart pirates would have headed for home. Perhaps the pirates thought the Mictok—who had close to a monopoly on mining the Confederation’s gas giants—hadn’t shared information about the previous attacks. Perhaps they thought the Mictok would be embarrassed to send for help before they knew for certain they needed it. Perhaps they’d never actually spoken to a Mictok, as Torin didn’t think it was possible to embarrass one of the giant spiders. Perhaps, after three successful robberies, they’d gotten cocky. There hadn’t been resistance, so there wouldn’t be resistance.

Wrong.

Three minutes.

With the pressure equalized, the outer airlock door opened.

One minute.

“Speed matched to within six meters per hour. Five. Four. Three…”

“On my word.” Torin watched the seconds count down.

“Speed matched.”

Three. Two…

“Go! Go! Go!”

The Promise was one hundred and one meters from the station—one meter closer and the station’s docking computers would have taken over, announcing their approach. Craig could have nestled his ship up to the airlock—to any airlock—without help, but the Mictok insisted on safety first, most likely because a good seventy percent of the gas they mined was combustible. Thirty percent of the seventy was highly combustible. The potential for disaster put the docking arm used for the arrival and departure of personnel on the opposite side of the station from the gas giant, the bulk of the station a shield against the planetary storms and the tanks filled with potential explosives. This also put the airlock the Strike Team was heading for on the opposite side from the tanks and the pirates emptying them.

On the one hand, they were less likely to be seen.

On the other, they had the entire width of the station to cross once inside.

Torin unmagged her boots three meters before she hit metal, twisting and allowing the much less powerful magnets in her gloves to make first contact, preventing eighty-six accelerating kilograms from slamming into the station and setting off an impact alarm. The pierc-ing, panic-inducing nature of the alarm meant no one, on any station, wanted the sensors reacting to every passing piece of space debris so only those large enough, fast enough, or solid enough to damage the outer hull set off the klaxons. These large, fast, and solid measurements were consistent across the Confederation and, for all Torin’s comments about the Navy, the entire boarding party had done this before. A few meters to the right, Ressk filled her peripheral vision. Werst touched down above them, his head to theirs. Binti’s aim had put her close enough to the airlock controls she had to shift to the left when Ressk hand-walked over.

No one expected people to cross vacuum and open the door. No one set alarms for the unexpected.

On the other hand, as no one wanted personnel trapped outside a station should the worst happen, the emergency access codes for the airlocks were also consistent across the Confederation.

Torin believed the definition of the worst needed changing.

By the time Ressk had keyed in the access codes and the outer door had begun to open, they’d all moved close enough to quickly slip inside.

The inner door opened automatically when the pressure equalized, reminding Torin of how few Primacy attacks had come this far into the MidSectors.

*All life signs still gathered at the tanks, Boss—six Human, two Miktok.*

Humans had been the only species positively identified by survivors at the other stripped stations. “Please tell me the two life signs still on the pirate ship aren’t Human.”

*Wish I could, Boss, but the ship has a hard shell up and I can’t get more than the basics. The happy making news is that I’ve got clean air and, even happier, no one’s monitoring the station sysop. You’re clear to advance.*

“You heard him, people.” Torin unsealed her helmet, rigidity releasing as it dropped down her back. “Let’s go.”

Sergeants and above came out of both branches of the military with communication implants set into their jawbone. About two thirds of the Strike Team personnel had arrived with implants, and Justice had offered installations to the rest. Weapons used during the thefts at the earlier stations raised the odds the pirates were ex-military although there’d been no other identifiers. Once they had the stations locked down, they transferred the contents of the storage tanks, and were gone—no images, no sounds, no DNA left behind. If the assumption of a military background was correct, a percentage of the pirates had to have implants, opening a way for the Strike Teams to eavesdrop or jack in and use the technology as a weapon.

This trip out, Alamber had been unable to locate a signal.

With Mictok held hostage, they were left with no option but to put boots on deck and do it the hard way.

Out of the docking arm, the corridors through the station were wide and well lit, the bulkheads covered in the art the Mictok were admired for throughout the Confederation. Considering that a high percentage of Confederate species were mammals and the Mictok most decidedly were not, that either made art a universal language or art critics as a subspecies listened to their hindbrains and refused to piss the Mictok off. Torin glanced over at the thick ridges of color and decided it was likely six of one, half a dozen of the other.

Excluding the tanks and the docking arms, the station was round; eight main corridors headed diagonally from the rim into a central space. Their path took them in, across the center, and out. Fast and easy. Except that the central space had been filled with webbing. Going around meant backtracking and making their way through side corridors that hadn’t been designed for the convenience of bipedal visitors.

“Fuk me,” Werst muttered.

As they approached, Torin studied the thick white cables laid out in an obvious path through the middle of the web and knew if she stopped on the edge, she might not get going again. Knew that if she kept running, so would her team.

“You know, without boots,” Ressk began just behind her left hip.

“No.” Krai feet were almost as flexible as their hands, and Ressk wasn’t wrong; without their boots they could cross the webbing as quickly as a Mictok, but no one skimmed out of an HE suit. If they’d had that kind of time, they could’ve gone around.

The web flexed as Torin landed on it, one boot on one cable, the other on an identical cable fifteen centimeters away. A continuation of the main corridor design for visiting bipeds, the cables had been connected by a thinner cable in a pattern woven too closely to slip through. Slipping off didn’t appear to have been considered. Mictok didn’t slip. The cables rose and fell under Torin’s boots, the undulations rhythmic enough she could keep her balance.

Until Ressk joined her. Just over a meter high, he was heavier than he looked, and his shorter stride on the cables set up a competing rhythm. When Binti joined them, the cable went up where a stride before it had gone down. Torin’s right leg sank knee-deep into the interior webbing before springing back up again with enough force her knee nearly smacked her in the chin. She’d have fallen had the gravity not been a third less than she was used to and had Ressk not grabbed the loop of strapping at her hip and thrown his weight against it.

The whole web rippled.

“Werst …” She swayed, but regained her balance. “…implant cadence. Double-time.”

From the back of the march—historically, pre-implant, the position most likely to be heard, codified over the centuries by the militaries of all three Younger Races—Werst began a mouth-closed hum, laying down a rhythm they’d all been trained to follow. A rhythm that let their feet move without any interference from their brains.

It’s too narrow.

It’s wobbling.

It’s a web!

Which was not to say Torin’s brain, at least, didn’t try.

“That was fun,” Binti forced out through clenched teeth as she reached the other side. “I vote we strip to our skivvies and travel through the cold, merciless vacuum of space on the way back.”

“Be a lot easier without boots,” Ressk agreed.

“Missing my point,” Binti told him. “It’s a spider thing.”

“Human spider thing,” Werst grunted, jumping up onto the deck beside his bonded.

*I saw that vid. I didn’t get how they could have missed the obvious thing to do with eight arms.*

“Alamber…” A di’Taykan could turn anything to innuendo. And, if given the chance, usually did. That said, he had a point about the eight arms.

*Still a clear run to the tanks, Boss.*

“Let’s go, people.”

The control room for the mining operation took up about a third of the arc facing the gas giant and overlooked the two docking positions on either side of the stacked tanks. The pirates, plus the Mictok hostages, were currently in the control room. It being unlikely they’d surrender without a fight, Torin wanted the pirates in one of the docking arms, an area designed to deal with explosive decompression.

On this mission, Strike Team Alpha carried bennies. Made up of a molecular disruption charge and a cutting laser, they were designed for use on ships and stations. The MDC exploded the cellular structure of organics, the amount of damage dependent on a combination of power level and length of contact. The cutting laser, while not originally intended to be a weapon, had certainly been used as one, but both options lessened the danger of random holes in the hull. This trip out, in their continuing effort to keep the Strike Teams from shooting people, R&D had also equipped each of them with species-specific gas grenades—three grenades per Warden, one grenade for each of the Younger Races.

In their previous attacks on the mining stations, the pirates had carried KC-7s, the standard Marine weapon that fired explosively propelled solids and was immune to enemy EMPs. Or, on occasion, badly aimed friendly EMPs.

*I have control of the station, Boss. You’re about a minute thirty to the hatch.*

“Craig?”

*Ready when you are, Torin.*

“Go.”

The klaxon blaring from multiple speakers was a sound specific to mining stations; fragile habitats attached to enormous tanks of volatile gasses. Torin knew there were no leaks, no possibility of immediate explosion, but her pulse still pounded at her temples, subharmonics screaming at her hindbrain to run. Run far. Run fast.

*They’re running.*

“Codes?”

*Have been changed.*

The stream of profanity spilling through the open hatch between the boarding party and the port docking arm suggested the pirates had discovered their airlock codes were no longer functional and they couldn’t get to their ship.

*Control room access locked down.*

Nor could they retreat to the control room.

Torin paused, waited for the team to fall into position, then stepped through the hatch. Clustered around the airlock connecting the station to their ship, were six pretty standard Humans. Two were paler than Torin, their skin the near translucence of those who never saw natural light. One them, a female a good two meters tall, had veins and arteries tattooed on the visible skin of her arms and face. Torin had seen more Human circulatory systems than she’d ever wanted to—including bits of her own—and she found it disconcerting as decoration. The other four were various shades of beige and brown although none of the six came close to matching the deep, rich tones of Binti Mashona. Five of them were yelling.

The sixth…

*Hey, Boss! There’s only one Mictok registering in the control room. The docking arm’s too well shielded for me to get a clear signal, but our hostage situation might be ongoing.*

“Acknowledged.”

*You knew that already, didn’t you?*

“I did.”

The sixth pirate held a Mictok up against her body by an eyestalk. The Mictok could have gotten away; the grip allowed her enough lateral movement to bring her mandibles up to soft tissue, but the Mictok were one of the Elder Races. Socially evolved above violence, The Elder Races had formed the Confederation out of likewise evolved species, those who’d reached the ability to destroy themselves and moved past it. Great in theory, less great in actuality when the Primacy had attacked and the Confederation was unable to defend itself. Their solution had been to grant the Younger Races—Humans, Krai, and Taykan—an early membership in exchange for their agreement to fight in an intergalactic war. Torin didn’t know about the Krai and the Taykan, but Human history said they’d taken one look at the advantages, signed on the dotted line, and chambered a round. The end of the war had flooded the Confederation with a large number of all three Younger Races trained to violence, a significant portion of them unwilling to play nicely with others.

The Elder Races were having trouble dealing. Ethically. Politically.

Occasionally, one on one.

The Mictok stood on her four rear legs, high enough to take the pressure off her eyestalk. The four legs in the air waved ineffectually. Torin could see the reflection of her HE suit as a line of orange across the smooth black surface of the Mictok’s eyes, but she could see no way to get the hostage clear without damage. Or death. Not the death of the Mictok, granted, but coldly killing the pirate had to be a last resort.

“They’re all Human, Gunny.”

As they so often were these days. “Prep grenades. Deploy on my word. Alamber, turn off the alarm.”

The shouting carried on for a moment in the sudden silence then, voice by voice, stopped until the only voice came through the speaker by the access hatch. “What the hell is going on in there?”

“Wardens,” Torin answered. “You’re under arrest. You, on the ship, power down. You lot…” She swept her gaze around the pirates gathered by the hatch, three of the captive Mictok’s eyes following the sweep. “…drop your weapons.”

“Fuk you, Warden!” The speaker was the eldest by a visible margin, his skin wrapped loosely around muscle and bone, the lines around eyes and mouth scored deep.

*I have control of exteriors, Boss. They’re locked on the nipple.*

“We have your ship secured,” Torin told them, her tone slipping from Warden to gunnery sergeant, leaving no room for disbelief. “You have nowhere to go. Drop your weapons, surrender, and I’ll ask the Dornagain to go easy on you.”

“What are they going to do?” the tattooed woman sneered, even as the barrel of her KC had begun to dip toward the floor. “Bureaucracy us to death?”

“Stacks of forms in triplicate,” Torin acknowledged. “It’s terrifying to watch.”

One smile. One dawning realization. Four cornered rats. Tough room.

“We could shoot our way out!” one of the rats snarled, waving his weapon in a way that made Torin think of recruits who wanted to hit back after a lifetime of being bullied. They seldom made it through basic.

“Don’t be an idiot,” the eldest snapped before Torin could respond.

“They’ve only got bennies!”

“Because they’re not idiots. You don’t carry projective weapons in a station, for fuksake.” Odds were high that muttered observation had come from one of the two who were spacer pale. Torin suspected it was the weight of that knowledge, pounded into thick heads by Marine and Navy DI’s, that had kept them from firing the moment they’d realized they were trapped.

“So we trash the station! Who cares?”

Torin met the tattooed woman’s eyes and raised a brow. Got a silent What can you do? in return. Ex-Navy. Petty officer at least.

“You want us, Warden?”

Torin snapped her gaze back to the woman holding the Mictok. She was a good half meter shorter than Torin, with the kind of wiry build and ropy muscle that told of poor nutrition through puberty. Not everyone chose to accept the Confederation’s guarantee of a healthy standard of living. Enclaves of Humans insisted on living the way they believed Humans should live—back to the land, happily ignoring that the land was on a planet very different from the planet they’d evolved on making back irrelevant. Torin had served with a few and every one of them had resented the hell out of the way they’d been forced to grow up. She could see that same resentment in this woman’s pale eyes, along with a good dose of crazy.

“You want us?” she snarled again, lips drawn back off her teeth, the cords in her neck prominent, a shimmer across the lower third of her face. She shifted her grip on the Mictok’s eyestalk and placed her other hand flat against the gleaming curve of exoskeleton. “Fine. But we’re not going down without a fight.”

The Mictok howled.

The hair lifted off the back of Torin’s neck. She saw the muzzle of a KC rise and flipped her helmet up. “Gas!”

The Mictok tucked her legs in and keened.

Torn ducked the thrown eyestalk, leapt the arc of glossy black carapace…

The pirate collapsed, screaming as Torin’s right heel shattered her leg and Torin’s left hand ripped the filter off her face. Her eyes widened as she sucked in air, then rolled back, then closed.

“Gunny! They’re all down.”

Blood roared in Torin’s ears.

*Torin! The ship’s doing a runner!*

Not blood. Engines powering up way too close to the station.

“How’d they get off the nipple?”

*They haven’t. Yet!*

Translation: They were about to rip their way free. The clamps on military stations had been designed with a breakaway option, in case the station took damage and ships had to be launched. Civilian stations were missing this helpful feature. When the ship ripped away, a chunk of the station would rip away with it.

“Alpha Team!” The deck plates buckled. Boots unmagged, she rode it out. “Grab a body! Get out of the docking arm and secure the hatch!” She closed her fist around a handful of overalls, turned, rocked in place, and realized the injured Mictok had begun to spew webbing. When stressed, they webbed themselves into small spaces. Seemed they considered the potential for explosive decompression stressful.

They weren’t wrong.

“Mashona!” Torin swung the pirate up and over the Mictok. “Get her out!”

Metal screamed. Alarms screamed back.

Had the webbing been as thick as the webbing across the station’s center, it would’ve been faster to pry up the deck plates. Fortunately, propelled by pain and panic, these strands had been extruded in fits and starts, only a few actually connecting to bulkheads or deck, and none of them had completely solidified.

The docking arm tipped thirty degrees.

Torin dropped one knee to the deck and slashed at the sticky white strands holding the Mictok in place.

*Torin! Move!*

“Working on it!” The last strand cut, she flipped the Mictok over and shoved her toward the inner hatch, legs curled into her belly, curve of her carapace providing almost no friction, dignity sacrificed to survival. “Mashona! Incoming!”

Binti’s answer was lost in the crack of a weld separating and the roar of air leaving the station. Torin caught a quick glimpse of the Mictok in Binti’s arms, or more precisely, Binti wrapped in the Mictok’s legs, before the inner hatch slammed shut and sealed.

*Gunny!*

“Not my first blowout.” Staying low, she pivoted and let the escaping air press her against the inside of the outer hatch. “I’m suited, I’m fine.” Any injury she could survive counted as fine. The trick would be keeping her suit in one piece as decompression pulled debris toward her. An abandoned KC hit the hatch a centimeter from her elbow and she looped her arm through the strap. It never hurt to pick up another weapon. The hatch buckled, the crack along one edge widening as escaping air shredded the seal. Bottom line, hatches were holes in the hull, and holes in the hull, however functional, would always be the weakest point.

She felt the vibration in her bones when the hatch broke free. Boots and gloves magged full, Torin rode the slab of metal out into open space.

Proximity readouts along the lower edge of her helmet spiked.

Open, like empty, being a relative word.

Shards of the nipple. Shards of the clamps. Shards of the arm. Torin felt multiple impacts against the hatch. And if that wasn’t enough fun, the pirate’s engines had baked the area immediately around the station. The hatch offered her some small amount of protection and while she had a full RAT in her future, as long as the pirates didn’t try for a Susumi jump, she’d survive.

As long as she didn’t pass directly through the energy trail.

As long as she hadn’t been thrown far enough to be caught by the gas giant’s gravity well.

As long as she didn’t hit something solid and end up crushed between that and the hatch.

She had no idea what would happen should the tanks, on either the ship or the station, rupture. Nor did she want to find out.

Stars whirled around her. She closed her eyes and rode out the spin, teeth clenched. It was common knowledge that the Krai, as a species, never suffered from any kind of motion sickness. Lucky fukking Krai.

*Torin!*

“I’m fine.”

*I can’t get a line on you until you clear their ship!*

Craig had begun to sound a bit frayed. She needed to get on top of that. “Sitrep?”

*Like that, then? Fine. I’ve grapples on the ship. The bastards aren’t moving. Their shielding thinned over the bow when they surged ahead; Alamber was on the knocker and took control.*

*Microsecond window, Boss, but I’m just that good.*

“Werst?”

*Station lost some pressure, but emergency seals are holding. Bad guys have been restrained. Hostage seems to have a little trouble telling the good guys from the bad guys and won’t shut the fuk up. I haven’t shot her.*

“I’ll make a note of your restraint on the…” The hatch hit something big. Torin’s teeth snapped together. She swallowed a mouthful of blood, realized she’d stopped moving, and unmagged her gloves to have a look.

She’d impacted with the pirates’ ship, high on the port side. The hatch had either picked up some free-floating magnetism from the explosion, or emergency protocols had magnetized it for easier recovery, or the ship’s hull had been magnetized by passing space pixies—Torin neither knew nor cared. There’d been no equal and opposite reaction flinging her out into space on a new trajectory, and that was all that mattered. Off the hatch and onto the ship, she clumped up to the clear arc that allowed the persons in the control room to look out at space. The members of the Confederation were split eighty/twenty on the need for a visual backup, if only in the control room. Humans acknowledged windows were an unnecessary affectation, that if their instruments went dead, they were in a lot more trouble than eyeballs alone could rectify, and remained firmly in the twenty percent. Structural integrity be damned, they wanted a window.

“Alamber. Patch me through to their control room.”

*You’re in, Boss.*

She could see a Human male scurrying from station to station, blood dribbling down his face from a split high on his cheek. With her boots and one glove attached to the ship, she slammed the butt of her rescued KC against the clear ceramic three times.

BOOM!

BOOM!

BOOM!

She couldn’t hear the impact, but the man in the control room could. He leapt back, tripped over his own feet, and stared up at her from his sprawl on the deck.

Torin depolarized her helmet and smiled. “You’re under arrest, asshole.”

* * *

“C&C will be here in two hours and twelve minutes.” The Clean-up Crew—predominantly of Dornagain, Rakva, and Niln—never arrived until after all possibility of shooting had ended. Unfortunately, as the C&C ship contained the brig as well as a full medical suite, the Strike Teams were stuck making small talk until they arrived. First aid could only be applied to prisoners for so long before it became unnecessary touching and had, as expected, been applied to these particular prisoners while Torin took the scenic route back from her unscheduled EVA. She swept a measuring gaze over her people as she stepped into the station control room. With the plumbing hooked in, stripping out of the suit became not only a more complicated procedure, but one that required a minimum of privacy. In a room with both the Mictok and the prisoners as an audience, the other three members of the team had remained suited. Torin had stripped out of hers on her way through the Promise. Stripped, dressed, took the first course of radiation meds, and reassured both Craig and Alamber that she was fine. The Corps considered multitasking a promotion requirement for a third hook, two further promotions and five years out hadn’t dimin-ished her ability. “Mashona, sitrep.”

Binti nodded toward the line of zip-tied Humans sitting against the curve of the inner wall, prudently away from any live equipment. “No injuries on the side of right. The bad guys have been bagged and tagged. They shook off the gas over thirty to forty-seven minutes depending on mass, and are all reporting headaches. Unanimous description: the back of my fukking head feels like it’s in a vise.”

“Poor sweet babies.” Torin saw another discussion with R&D in her future. Thirty to forty-seven minutes wasn’t long enough. Their desire to do no damage to a sentient species might be admirable, but they needed to stop trying to reinvent the wheel and talk to planetary law enforcement.

“Yeoman Fredrick Solomon had a nose bleed, which is why he looks like a slaughterhouse.”

“I have sensitive sinuses,” the eldest pirate muttered, cracking the dried blood on his upper lip.

“He does,” Binti agreed. “We used his spray to stop the bleeding. And you seem to have broken Private Marie Neems’ leg.”

The woman who’d ripped the eyestalk off her captive sat with her right leg immobilized, her left ankle zip-tied to the inflated sleeve, her expression the slack muscled, not-quite-there that came with the good drugs.

“Fuk you,” Neems slurred. “Fuk both of you. I’m nobody’s private.”

“The happy drugs have not made her happy,” Binti added, grinning.

“My bet, anger’s the biggest part of her core programming.” Ressk moved closer and lowered his voice. “We couldn’t retrieve the eyestalk. I don’t suppose you grabbed it during your exit?”

The emphasis on exit made it sound as though she’d been skiving off. Because none of them were the type to overreact to explosive decompression. “I did not.”

“Pity.” He frowned. “Do they regrow? Eyestalks?”

“No idea. You and Mashona go get out of your suits. Werst and I will stay here. You go when they get back,” she added as Werst began a protest. “No one stays alone with the prisoners. We’re doing this by the book. Go.” She layered a few silent consequences for delay onto the command.

Werst and Ressk exchanged a speaking glance that Torin chose to ignore, then Ressk followed Binti out the hatch.

“By the book.” Folded hands resting on his weapon, Werst stared up at her. “How pissed is Ryder about your unplanned exit?”

As a Civilian Salvage Operator, Craig had spent years in and out of vacuum, enough time his HE suit had left permanent divots in his skin. A good fifty percent of the battle debris CSOs dealt in couldn’t be tagged from the ship and, working alone, Craig had done all the up close and personal inspections himself. He understood what it took to survive in vacuum and, although he trusted Torin’s ability to keep herself alive, he hadn’t been happy when she’d been flung from the station.

“Too many variables,” he’d growled, slotting her suit into the charge station. “And nothing you could do about half of them.”

“Don’t let that get out. I have a reputation to uphold.”

“A reputation won’t keep you alive.”

She’d sealed her uniform tunic, leaned forward, and kissed him. He was right.

Werst couldn’t react to her being flung out into space, but Craig could. The job couldn’t acknowledge how many ways there were to die while dealing with the lingering violence of a centuries-old war, but the relationship could. Craig could say, “You scared the crap out of me, don’t do that again.” Werst said it by asking about Craig.

It was emotionally constipated, but it worked for them.

“Didn’t answer my question, Gunny.”

“No, I didn’t,” she acknowledged.

“All right, then.” Gloves retracted into his sleeves, Werst scratched under the edge of the suit’s collar. “What happened to their pilot?”

“He’s locked on their ship. He’s armed himself and set up to take us out as we come through the airlock, but I expect he’ll get bored eventually. Oh, and Alamber’s running Taykan opera through the sound system.”

Werst snickered. “Kid’s got a mean streak.”

Humans found Taykan music half a tone sharp. “How are the Mictok?”

He shrugged. The Krai had never quite gotten the hang of the Human gesture, but had enthusiastically adopted it regardless. “Told us not to bother them, that they were keeping the station from exploding.”

Torin glanced over at the corner where the injured Mictok sat, damaged eyestalk covered in webbing, the other Mictok, the one who’d been left in the control room, had webbed her into place with several thick strands. Pulled out of her ass. Or close enough to make little difference. Get it off me. Get it off me. “Seems like we’re out of danger. Go get out of your suit as soon as one of the others returns.” She headed toward the corner. “Keep an eye on the prisoners.”

Werst acknowledged the order, then added, lip curled, “They’re being stoically silent.”

“Our lucky day.” The background clatter of two pairs of mandibles beating out one of the Mictok languages stopped as Torin drew close enough for conversation. “If you need medical,” she said, meeting two of the injured Mictok’s remaining eyes, “we can secure the control room.”

“And who are you?”

It was almost refreshing to run into someone unfamiliar with the vid of Torin confronting the plastic aliens. “Warden Torin Kerr. I’m the leader of this Justice Department Strike Team.”

“Oh, you are, are you? The leader?” A slender arm waved dismissively. “You’re Human. They’re Human. And yet you needed Krai to help you take out your trash.”

The Mictok spoke Federate. Torin couldn’t blame the staccato sentences on a bad translation. “I beg your pardon?”

“We should never have allowed such an inferior species into the Confederation! You have no respect for life. You brought nothing with you but violence!”

“We were invited into the Confederation to fight a war the Elder Races were losing,” Torin pointed out.

“You don’t know that! You’re barely sentient! You’re repeating what you were told!”

“How do we know you didn’t bring the war with you?” All eight of the uninjured Mictok’s eyestalks turned to Torin. “How do we know you didn’t start the war? You wanted Confederation technology, so you lied to make us think we needed you!”

“We never saw a war!” the injured Mictok snapped.

Torin raised her hand and touched the place where, had she been wearing her combat vest, the cylinders holding the remains of dead Marines would rest, ready to be carried home. No Marine left behind.

“Humans attacked the station and took our harvest, too violent to work for what they want!” The uninjured Mictok jabbed a digit at Torin. “Humans, Taykan, Krai; the Younger Races should go back where they came from. You should all go back where you came from. We are lesser because of you!”

“You should shut the fuk up, bug!”

For a moment, just a moment, Torin thought the words had been hers. Then she realized Neems had taken an interest in the conversation.

“We died for you, you creepy crawly bigot!” Voice slurred by the painkiller, she still achieved impressive volume.

“Yeah? Says who? You? Why should we believe you? Why should we take your word for it?”

Neems squirmed into a more upright position, lips curled back from her teeth. “You don’t have to take my fukking word for it, there’s vids…”

“Fake.”

Torin, who’d faced down generals and giant lizards in her time, maintained a neutral reaction to the Mictok’s declaration.

Neems did not. “Fuk you, bug!”

“So easy for you to fake,” the uninjured Mictok mocked. “None of the Elder Races were there to prevent the lie.”

“Gunny…”

Torin’s hands had curled into fists. She straightened her fingers and returned to Werst’s side.

“Are all Mictok assholes?” he muttered under the sound of Neems listing increasingly creative ways the present Mictok could messily die.

“Statistically unlikely.” But the only Mictok she’d known had been diplomats, and diplomats were by trade opaque. On Silsviss, they’d painted red crosses on their backs and carried the injured off the battlefield—that had been truth. But could she believe anything they’d said?

The other prisoners had begun egging Neems on.

“Stoically silent?” Torin asked.

“Provoked.” Werst turned toward the corner as the injured Mictok shouted something about Krai chewing up the other races and spitting them out. “We swallow,” he growled. “We don’t waste food.” He turned back to face Torin as the prisoners cheered and said, “Can we shut them up, Gunny?”

“The prisoners, probably. But since we can’t quiet the Mictok, might as well let them respond.”

“We should lock you in the bottom of your gravity wells and let you kill each other!” Consonants had devolved to a snap of mandibles.

“Think you can keep us there?” A fine spray of spit from Neems’ mouth glistened under the artificial light.

“We’ll take you back to mud and sticks where you savages belong!”

Werst’s nostril ridges half closed. “On the other hand, we have gas grenades left. Mixing them together might take the Mictok out.”

“The Younger Races are all too stupid to know how close to non-sentient you are!”

“Tempting.” Torin acknowledged. “Very tempting.”

She could understand the Mictok who’d been taken hostage har-boring some resentment. A Human had ripped her eyestalk off. From where she stood, all Humans were violent, unpredictable, dangerous animals. Extending that opinion to the Krai and Taykan indicated more deeply held beliefs, likely influenced by the current political discussions of what to do with the Younger Races now the war was over, the least of which was patronizing, the worse bordering on genocidal. Not that the Elder Races would ever do anything so violent, but an angry Mictok gas tech wasn’t the first to suggest confining the Younger Races to specific planets for the safety of the rest.

It wouldn’t happen, but the political rhetoric had clearly found adherents who bought in.

None of the planets where the Younger Races would be quarantined had a single species population and every so-called solution ended in massive population displacement. Even on oldEarth, the needs of the embassies had created multispecies communities, some of the residents there for generations with more right to stay than Torin who’d never been closer to her species’ home planet than a four-day Susumi jump.

“You want to see violence?” Neems spat. “The people you want to lock away have all the weapons! And know how to use them!”

She wasn’t wrong.


TWO

“DEFO HUMANS FIRST,” Craig muttered as the pressure equalized and the airlock opened at Berbar Station. “We get in a bingle with a Human crew these days and they’re always Humans First. Can’t just be violent criminals, can they? They’ve got to be de-ranged revolutionaries.”

“They’ve been busy little bipeds,” Torin agreed and counted the demo charges before handing Werst the case. She had no problem with him building an emergency pack—she had one of her own—but he could do it on his time and with gear she wasn’t ultimately responsible for. “SOP, people: armory, debriefing…”

“Armory, medical,” Craig amended as the Strike Team headed down the docking arm. “You went through thirty meters of dirty radiation,” he added before Torin could object. “You need to be checked by something more comprehensive than our autodoc.”

“I’m…”

“You wouldn’t let one of us skive off,” Ressk said from behind them.

“Fine. Armory, medical, team debrief. I’ll let Commander Ng know…”

“Told him when we came out of Susumi, Boss.”

Torin sighed. “You want to chime in on this, Werst?”

Werst snorted. “Can’t see the need.”

“Binti?”

“Planned on escorting you, Gunny.”

Alamber gave an interested hum and, without turning, Torin knew his pale blue hair had flicked up. “Doc Collins covering this shift?”

“That’s what the schedule says.” Torin could hear the broad grin in Binti’s voice. “And Doc Collins is one fine piece of…” Binti paused. “…medical practitioner.”

“Thank you for not objectifying the support staff,” Torin said dryly. There’d been memos. With the number of di’Taykan now on station and the growing number of civilians who’d never previously worked with the di’Taykan, they needed to pay more attention to interspecies compatibility. Military culture had accepted that the Taykan in their di’ phase were the most sexually indiscriminating species in known space, tried to keep up, and finally surrendered in exhaustion, cheering from the sidelines. Civilians were…complicated.

She paused at the hatch and looked back down the docking arm, her team the only people in sight. Painted a soft gray and illuminated by two strips of pale pink, a color determined by the supplier of said paint to soothe the aggressive tendencies of all three Younger Races, the far end appeared impossibly farther away than Torin knew it to be. She couldn’t remember ever seeing the docking arm so empty. It wasn’t unusual to have no one between them and the exit, Strike Team Alpha had the closest berth to the station, but it was strange to see the arm empty of mechanics, engineers, or pilots on their way to, or from, the other five ships. At the very least, she’d expect to see someone from the newly formed quartermaster’s unit restocking supplies. “Craig, how many ships in?” She hadn’t bothered to check as they docked.

“Just us.”

“Just us?” Things hadn’t been that busy when they’d left.

“You want me to check where the other teams are, Boss?” Alamber had his slate in his hand.

“Please.” She could look it up herself, but part of her job involved keeping Alamber from being bored. A bored Alamber liked to prove he could crack security systems like sainit shells.

Commander Ng had pointed out to his superiors that Alamber provided an essential service, and the end result wasn’t so much official approval as an inability among the senior staff, Elder Races all, to come to a decision. As the only ranking Human Warden available when Torin had suggested armed response teams be part of the Justice Department rather than private contractors, Ng had been given command by default. He’d been a Justice lawyer when duty had called him to the tribunal examining culpability for the destruction of Vrijheid Station, his rank was a title without substance, and Torin had expected him to hand the Strike Teams over to a replacement with military training at the first opportunity.

His reason for remaining in charge had been succinct. “This is not, nor must it ever become a military operation.”

Torin had come to agree with him and, shortly thereafter, had come to respect him. She’d definitely had worse COs.

“Sent the duty list to your slate, Boss. Delta and Beta are out together, but the rest are one on one.”

“So not one hefty, all in incident,” Craig added. When Torin glanced over at him, he grinned. “Tell me that wasn’t what had your knickers in a knot.”

Torin grinned back as she unclipped her slate. “I may have wondered why we weren’t invited to the party.” Alamber’s version of the duty list included the full briefing packets each team had received before leaving, technically not something he should’ve been able to access. She quickly flipped through the files, separating out enough information to settle immediate concerns, then buried them in with the C&C report Alamber had pulled the moment Promise came in range of the station. The Strike Teams had access to C&C at the full debrief, not before, but Torin liked to be forewarned.

Finds Truth Through Inquiry had pulled confessions from the prisoners on Mictok Station Trilik with impressive speed in spite of the Dornagain’s preference for paper and their belief that slow and ancient ways of communicating helped the prisoners consider their position. Most of the Strike Teams assumed it was a form of punishment. According to the time stamp, Truth had sent the first files on their way to Justice even before Promise had reached the traffic buoy and jumped.

The Humans First manifesto had been scribbled over Marie Neems’ prisoner identification form.

“We shall take what is our due. We shall fight to take our rightful place. We have bled for the Confederation, and that makes it ours. I’m not filling this shit out!”

The first three declarations were obviously a regurgitation of the party line. Torin doubted Neems would spontaneously use shall.

The passageway outside the docking arm was also emptier than usual. Not surprising; fewer people to support, fewer support personnel. Torin nodded at two Niln engineers as they passed and turned her team toward the armory—situated far enough from the DA that it shouldn’t go up if the arm was destroyed, far enough from the rest of the station to be jettisoned by emergency protocols if the engineers had miscalculated. They were no longer at war, but live ordnance was as unforgiving to accident as it was to aggression.

The Strike Teams’ entire habitat could be jettisoned if needed, in whole or in part.

On the one hand, Torin wondered what the hell Justice thought was going to happen. On the other, she appreciated that level of paranoia.

Craig leaned in and bumped Torin’s shoulder with his. “There’s been a lot more of the Humans First shite in the air lately. You think they’re up to something?”

“Other than what they say they’re up to?” Ressk asked from behind them. “Can’t get away from them mouthing off about how they’re going to take over the Confederation.”

“All mouth, no action,” Werst scoffed.

“Yeah?” Ressk turned to his bondmate. “Look at what they’re steal-ing; it’s been eighty percent raw materials for the last ten tendays. They’re building an infrastructure, and if Anthony Marteau is with them, it’s going to be a well-armed infrastructure.”

While Marteau had hidden his illegal weapon deals less completely than he’d assumed, unable to anticipate Alamber’s familiarity with blackmarket record keeping, he’d been able to hide himself from the Wardens for over a year even though Humans First hadn’t been exactly covert of late. Had Torin been able to take the Strike Teams out to kick in a few doors, she knew she could find him. Unfortunately, she also knew that would make them part of the problem they’d been formed to solve. Or contain, at least. Generations of Humans, di’Taykan, and Krai trained to violence and then cut loose wasn’t a problem that could be solved at the Strike Team level. Using her small celebrity to speak up about the need for expanded veterans services had forced a few people to acknowledge the effects of war, but she doubted she’d accomplished much more than inspiring yet another round of Parliamentary committees.

“If Marteau’s making more pistols, we’re fukked,” Binti declared.
“We can’t defend ourselves, let alone anyone else, against a weapon we can’t see.”

“Pistols could be the least of our problems.” Alamber sounded as though he’d given it some thought. “Marteau grew up on the floor at MI, teethed on a KC-7. He’s got carbon steel bones and propellant in his blood. I started doing what I do young, and that’s made me great…”

“And modest,” Werst muttered.

Alamber ignored him. “Marteau started younger. Think what kind of weapons he could develop without Parliament peering over his shoulder.”

Torin heard the distinct snap of Krai teeth coming together, and Ressk said, “Parliament can shove their constraints up their gren.”

“Yeah,” Binti agreed. “Why send us out with the best when they can send us out with gear approved by committee.”

“You didn’t think your body count was high enough, then?” Sometimes Craig poked for the sake of poking. This time, he sounded serious.

Binti thought so, too, and answered using the same low growl. “Our body count was too damned high. End the war sooner, though, lower body count.”

“The war went on as long as the plastic wanted it to go on,” Torin pointed out, keeping her hands at her sides.

“It takes time to collect sufficient data on a new species.” The vaguely humanoid plastic alien cocked its head. “Creating extreme situations erases all but essential behaviors and shortens the duration of the study. We began the conflict to shorten the duration of the study, we continued the conflict until we had sufficient data.” 

“The war was a social science experiment.” Torin spat out the words. “It wouldn’t have mattered if we’d been using rocks and pointed sticks.”

“Might have caught on to them sooner if they’d held us to that,” Binti muttered as they entered the armory, then raised her voice, “Hey, Sarge, can you have a look at my bennie? I’m feeling trigger resistance, and I can’t find the cause.”

Sergeant Urrest was the oldest Krai Torin had ever met. Fine bristles completely covered her head, paler than the lightest of her gray-on-gray mottling, almost white in the bright light behind the armory counter, and her nostril ridges had begun to smooth out. She’d been a lifer, retired only when the Corps had forced her, and had moved immediately from the armory serving 2nd Recar’ta, 1st Battalion to the armory serving the Justice Department’s Strike Teams.

“Did you want us keeping our weapons in our quarters?” Torin had asked when the question of hiring Urrest had come up.

Commander Ng’s face had blanched.

Sergeant Urrest had helped hire a staff of eight, all of whom seemed happy to concentrate on the Strike Teams’ basic weaponry—the KC-7s and the sniper’s KC-9, with a significantly smaller variety of ammo than the Corps enjoyed. But then, they had a significantly smaller variety of enemy. There were none of the big KC-12s the heavies carried because there were no heavies. The Humans who became part of the Corps’ heavy armor had no trouble finding work. The rare ability to jack into a machine had civilian applications—more civilian than military if truth be told. Torin hoped that the extensive psych evaluations required to become a heavy had weeded out sympathies toward the speciesist rantings of Humans First, but she wasn’t counting on it. Every interaction the Strike Teams had with Humans First assumed heavy gunners until proven differently. Better to prep to deal with a problem they’d never face than to have it blow up in their collective faces. Literally, blow up.

Under Urrest, the Strike Teams had personal storage in the armory, but were no longer allowed to walk in and out at will. Weapons were signed for, both arriving and departing. By everyone. When it turned out the definition of weapons included personal knives, Urrest had closed her nostril ridges, folded her arms, and stood her ground. They didn’t need knives on the station.

Torin knew that. Craig didn’t carry a knife. Nor did Alamber. Commander Ng didn’t. Their ex-Naval personnel were happy to sign their knives in. The Marines who’d seen combat were not. They followed orders, but they weren’t happy about it. Torin’s therapist called her blade a crutch. Torin called her therapist a few names in return and skipped the next session for perfectly valid reasons.

Anyone who thought the Marines had completely disarmed were delusional.

“Give it here.” Urrest wrapped a hand with prominent knuckles around Binti’s weapon and glared down at the energy read. “You re-charged on the ship.”

“I was trying to isolate the problem.”

“Well, stop. It’s a bennie, not a KC. What do you know about it, eh?” Urrest swept a narrow-eyed gaze over the rest of them while callused fingertips ran lightly over the stock and barrel. “Anyone else decide to mess with equipment they don’t understand? No? Hand them over, then.” She nodded down at the live screen on the front of the rack. “And don’t skip the thumbprints. I’ve got more things to do than hunt you lot down.”

Torin felt Werst shudder. After Strike Team Alpha’s first mission with Urrest in charge of the armory, Urrest had cornered Werst in Musselman’s. No she didn’t want a beer, damn it, she wanted what she thought were intelligent adults to take responsibility for the safe stow-age of dangerous and expensive equipment. Members of the other off-duty Strike Teams in the bar had thought Werst’s dressing down and his wide-eyed reaction hysterically funny—mostly because the stream of edged words hadn’t been aimed at them. Closed communities ran on gossip and the tale had grown in the telling, resulting in one hundred percent compliance with Urrest’s requirements, a better result than any number of less overt reminders. A result the sergeant had been fully aware would occur, given the slight nostril flare she’d flashed at Torin on her way out of the bar.

Snapping her bennie onto the rack, Torin checked that both ID numbers—hers and the weapon’s—had registered correctly and carefully pressed her thumbprint onto the screen.

“Nalvon, front and center!” Urrest had a sergeant’s ability to fill all available space with her voice. A young di’Taykan emerged from the depths of the armory in answer to her call. “Soon as they’re all racked, run these weapons through diagnostics.”

His hair flipped back. “Rack says they’re fine, Sarge.”

Urrest’s lip curled. “Rack’s not responsible for lives lost if a weapon misfires in the field. We are.”

“He’s new,” Torin said as Nalvon waited for Ressk to finish racking his bennie. Nalvon’s hair and eyes were an unforgettable bright orange, his eyes nearly fluorescent with most of his light receptors closed in the shadowless illumination Urrest preferred.

“Served with me at battalion. Wasn’t entirely useless,” she added, “so when I heard he’d run out his contract, I scooped him up. So far, he’s proven to be almost teachable.”

While Nalvon’s right hand continued moving over the pressure pad, he lifted the left and genially flipped her off.

“I can still kick your ass, boy.” Eyes narrowed, she studied Torin’s face, glanced over at Nalvon, and focused her attention back on Torin. “Going to be a time when you don’t know everyone on the sticks-and-stones part of the station, Gunny, and it’s going to happen sooner than you think.”

“You know something I don’t?” Torin watched Alamber slide in beside the rack, close enough to Nalvon his pale blue hair mixed with the orange.

“I know the oil you prefer on your whetstone’s come in. I sent it to your quarters.”

Both di’Taykan snickered.

Urrest sighed. “That gets tiresome, boys.”

* * *

Leaving the armory, Torin made one more attempt to avoid medical. “The autodoc…”

Craig cut her off. “I don’t give a rat’s ass about the autodoc. I want training not programming to have a look. Trained professionals,” he amended before she could point out he was the team’s medic. “Not talented amateurs. You went through a ship’s exhaust.”

“I went through quickly.”

“Torin.”

* * *

“You went through a ship’s exhaust?” Dr. Tyrub’s tongue flicked out, and he glanced up from the diagnostic strip pressed to Torin’s chest. “Do ships have exhaust? Doesn’t that imply burning fuel?”

“It’s an energy trail,” Craig explained.

The doctor sighed. “I’m aware. I’m making conversation.”

“Torin went through the energy trail.”

“So I understand. Intentionally?”

“Explosive decompression,” Torin explained in turn. “I was ejected from the station.”

“Good thing you were in your suit, then. Or you’d be dead.”

“You think?” Craig muttered.

“I think it’s a good thing she was in her suit, yes. I also think the autodoc’s response is a basic albeit effective treatment. Given the level of exposure, fecal elimination…” He paused, inner eyelids flicking over round, protruding eyes. “Of course fecal matter is always eliminated, so I suppose it would be more precise to say radioactive matter excreted in feces.” He paused again, small domed head swaying back and forth on a half meter of neck. The Slaink brain was centrally located in the oval bulk of the body, and, if they avoided bleeding out, they could survive decapitation, but other than that, they were essentially bipedal lizards, larger than the Niln, less dangerous than the Silsviss. The Slaink, like the Mictok, were among the elder of the Elder Races, and no one knew why Dr. Tyrub had agreed to become the Justice Department’s radiation specialist, bringing his entire extended, multigenerational family to Berbar Station. Torin trusted Alamber to find out if it became relevant. “Never mind.” Hooking a claw under the diagnostic strip, he pulled it free. “The point is, your current medication is doing its job, neutralizing and eliminating, but I’d feel better if we sped things up, using the treatment I believe Dr. Je’lip used after you returned Captain Ryder’s ship to Hinare Station. It’ll straighten out the DNA damage.”

“Potential DNA damage?” Torin asked.

Dr. Tyrub’s smile exposed the bony ridges that lined the inside of his mouth. “Actual.”

Torin could hear I told you so in every breath Craig took.

“Would I be correct in assuming you have ova banked? An excellent idea,” he continued before Torin could respond. “As I understand it, the genetic material in Human ova can be interestingly fragile and if you ever want to have offspring, this would have… Actually, the incident on Hinare Station would previously have…” He glanced down at her chart, flipped through a few screens, and frowned. “Never mind.”

* * *

“So, children.”

“I’m not against the idea,” Torin acknowledged.

“There’s a lot of kids on a salvage station. I’d always thought I’d have a few of my own someday.”

“Define a few.”

“Torin.”

She licked Craig’s bare shoulder, the skin warm and salty, then said, “I could eventually be convinced.”

“When you’re through saving the universe?”

“When we’re through. Although, I was thinking, more specifically, of when the mammals of the Confederation point out that the Primacy has been using artificial wombs for centuries and the children produced in them are still capable of forming deep interpersonal bonds with their parents.” She frowned. “Or the equivalent.”

Craig made a soft, speculative sound. “We were at war with the Primacy for centuries.”

“And now we’re not.”

“Parliament may not consider them the best example.”

“Then Parliament can push a missile out the barrel of a KC-7,” Torin muttered. “Besides, there’s enough new people around the station now. Younger Races. Elder Races. Those who mistakenly think the Strike Teams are just as dangerous as the people we bring in.”

“Instead of more dangerous?”

“My point is that we don’t need to add another small, screaming, pooping body to the mix.”

“You’re enchantingly maternal.”

“Bite me.” She threw an arm across his chest, tucked her right leg under his, and went to sleep.

* * *

Five of the seven people in Interview Room Three held coffees, two held cups of sah, a Krai stimulant illegal for Humans to consume. Two Krai, three di’Taykan, two Humans, their brand-new Justice Department Strike Team uniforms still showing shipping creases. From where Torin stood outside the hatch, her slate slaved to the security cameras, she could see three knives and two Taykan ven blades. They’d have to be better than that. She made a mental note to have Werst speak with them. For all he was a meter high, never in his boots, and essentially hairless, Werst hid an impressive number of weapons on his person.

Torin’s slate held copies of every recorded detail about the members of the newest Strike Team—from their first childhood civil evaluations before they began school to the final report that accompanied their discharge papers. She’d read about their specialties, their recorded strengths and weaknesses, and their psych profiles individually and interlinked. Death and the Corps threw Marines into fireteams with little concern about how well they’d work together. The Corps expected that their identities as Marines would overrule their differences; if that didn’t work, there was always fighting or fucking those differences out. In Torin’s experience, Death cared even less than the Corps. The Justice Department, still uncomfortable employing violence, formed teams around minimal personal conflicts. Torin, and the other Strike Team leaders, had analyzed hundreds of applications, sent their preferred choices up to the brass, revisited what remained after legal paranoia, Elder guilt, and psych had finished with them, created teams with as many combinations as possible, and reshuffled again after psych finished face-to-face interviews. All applicants under consideration had served in the military, but not all who’d served could do the job. The extended process took forever, but Justice insisted on being obsessively comprehensive about their choices when those choices would receive a personal locker in the armory and then be sent out to police the civilian population.

“Very specific members of the civilian population,” Torin had pointed out. “Armed members of the civilian population,” she’d added in case there’d been any misunderstandings.

It hadn’t expedited the process.

Torin had presented her team to Justice fully formed, but those carefree days of Gunny-knows-best were long gone. They were building something here and the base had to be strong if it was going to last.

The seven people in IR3 were the last full Strike Team Justice would fund for Berbar Station. From now on, they’d fill Strike Team losses from the distilled list of approved applicants—those who hadn’t moved on to other teams in other sectors. Seven teams should be enough. For all violent crime caught the headlines, it remained the exception and not the rule on an interstellar scale. Some ex-military shrugged their service off. Some struggled not to collapse under the burden of memory. Most figured out a way to apply their training to civilian life, went to their therapy sessions, maintained contact with people who’d served with them, and were glad to have gotten out alive. Only a very few took the violence they’d learned and applied it.

Fewer still applied the violence they’d learned to keeping the peace.

Slate back on her belt, Torin twitched her uniform tunic into place. In her opinion, a copy of every recorded detail wasn’t worth as much as observing candidates for ten minutes under fire, but Commander Ng had refused her request to shoot at them.

She opened the hatch and stepped into the room.

Three Navy, four Marines. Still easy to tell them apart, but then Torin would probably always find it easy. Lorkin, one of the Krai, was visibly young, the rest that indeterminate age where experience and ability still marched in step. Elisk, the elder of the two Krai was a Naval lieutenant, Marie Bilodeau, the young Human, a Marine lieutenant who left the Corps before her second promotion by way of her knee to a major’s balls. The major had been given a dishonorable, Lieutenant Bilodeau had taken an escape clause. Captain Ranjit Kaur, the Strike Team Ch’ore Lead, had served with the major and argued for the lieutenant’s inclusion on the teams. Two officers, one noncom, four enlisted; the seven had been training together for a tenday now and stood like a team—talking, listening, aware. No one sat in the half circle of uncomfortable chairs. When Torin stepped into the room, a di’Taykan female—SN di’Numanja Tylen—and a human male—Master Corporal Harris Zhou—shifted to opposite edges of the group. Not overtly, but far enough to provide cover if required. Torin hid a smile. Technical Sergeant di’Ahaski Yahsamus didn’t bother to hide hers.

Pilot, sniper, tech, leader, and three highly trained and motivated utility players.

Strike Team Alpha had two, not three utility players, but one of them was Werst, so Torin considered the odds remained in their favor.

She’d seen Zhou before, back when he’d arrived at Ventris Station for basic training, hiding how much his step into a new life mattered behind a frown and a slouch. He’d reminded her of herself—she’d discovered from his application he’d also been from Paradise, although that hadn’t been a factor at the time—and she’d bet Major Svensson he’d be a lifer. He’d had two accelerated promotions, completed sniper training, and had planned on staying in for his full thirty. After the plastic’s manipulations had been exposed, he hadn’t been able to reconcile providing data for a social experiment run by polynumerous molecular polyhydroxide alcoholydes with what he’d believed he’d been fighting for. He’d tried, but when his contract ran out, he’d walked away. When Zhou met her eyes, Torin could see the betrayal still lurking behind the calm assessment and he still reminded her of herself.

The team didn’t immediately acknowledge her presence, well aware overt enthusiasm was more likely to be ridiculed than appreciated, also aware that waiting too long would be disrespectful. Torin was pleased to see that, as a group, they’d mastered the tricky timing—if only because it was a good indication of their cohesion as a group. When she saw she had their attention, she nodded, once, the motion an echo of DI Beyhn, Zhou’s presence reminding her of the staff sergeant long since turned qui and out of the Corps. “Welcome to Berbar Station, Strike Team U’yun.” Like the military they came from, the Strike Teams alternated Human, Taykan, and Krai designations. “You have your uniforms, you’ve had your quarters and ship assigned, you’ve spoken to Commander Ng; I’m here as the Strike Team Lead who drew the short straw to remind you that you are no longer in the military.”
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