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ONE

“GUNRUNNERS,” Werst snarled, sliding over the almost buried shell of the APC as rounds impacted against the metal. “Gunrunners, they told us, not users.”

“Logical progression.” Ressk fired a quick burst through one of the second-floor windows on the ruined anchor, interrupting the gunrunners’ fire long enough for Werst to get to cover. “Especially if they knew we were coming.”

“How could they know we were coming?” Werst demanded.

“The Justice Department has a leak.”

“A leak?” Werst leaned around the back end of a destroyed APC. “You think that’s possible, Gunny?”

“They were a little too prepared,” Torin admitted, helmet scanner registering heat signatures at the windows where they’d already identified shooters through the less technical method of being shot at. Unfortunately, if a scanner existed that could see through walls built to withstand both the rigors of space and an atmospheric entry, she hadn’t been issued one. The building at the center of every new colony, the anchor, was a cross between a Marine Corps Susumi packet and a large vacuum-to-atmosphere transport. Thirty meters by twenty meters by six meters, it held everything the colony needed to get started and once emptied became a community center, a hospital, and—if necessary—a fortress. Designed to be nearly indestructible, it was part of the Confederation’s promise to the Younger Races that they’d be supported as they spread out through known space. Nearly indestructible hadn’t been enough for this particular anchor to entirely survive a Primacy landing force during the last year of the war.

Although, to be fair to the anchor’s designers and engineers, it also had to survive the Confederation Marine Corps retaking the colony and no one had yet come up with anything—buildings, transportation, tech—that was Marine proof. Marine resistant, yes. Proof, no.

Again, to be fair, the anchor was in better shape than the rest of the colony.

Sh’quo Company, Torin’s old unit, hadn’t been part of the attack that had driven the Primacy out of Three Points, but she could read the story of the battle on the ruins and debris and she knew the weight of the senior NCO’s vest, heavy with the number of bodies they’d carried out. Bodies reduced to their basic components for ease of transport and stored in small metal cylinders. No Marine left behind.

Her hands were steady on her KC-7, the familiar weight of the Corps primary weapon canceling the twitch toward the places on her own vest where her dead had rested. The combat vest was a recent addition to the Warden’s uniform, as was the KC. Change came slowly to the Wardens, to the entire Confederation, but change came whether the Elder Races welcomed it or not.

Not that Torin expected anyone to welcome the need for armed response teams.

“Gunny, I’ve got hostiles on the roof. Two, no three…moving a large rectangular crate up through the trap.”

Boots on the ground, the angle kept Torin from picking up any of the action two stories up. In place on one of the remaining rock formations that had given Three Points its name, Binti Mashona had a clear line of sight. “Do you have a shot?”

“No. They’ve got a good idea of where I have to be, and they’re using the crate to… Fuk me sideways, it’s a mortar.”

Specs flashed along the lower edge of Torin’s visor as the mortar came on line.

“Well, that answers a question we didn’t give a shit about,” Werst muttered. “One of the dirtbags was artillery.”

“Not likely,” Ressk argued as Torin squeezed off two quick shots—one to herd, one to hit. A di’Taykan screamed. “We’re almost in the building with them and their structural integrity was breached before we got here.”

“The glass was broken,” Werst interjected.

“That’s what I said. If one of this lot was artillery, they’d have known to open with the mortar.”

Torin’s team had almost reached the building, using the cover of darkness and the surrounding ruins, when the gunrunners had opened fire. They hadn’t tripped a perimeter alert, and there’d been no sentries set to give the alarm. They might have been spotted through a second-floor window, but Torin doubted it. The response had been too fast, too accurate. For variable definitions of the word accurate given they had zero casualties to two gunrunners bleeding. Selling illegal weapons had taken precedence over practicing with them.

“I have a clear shot on the mortar, Gunny, targeting and ignition.”

“Can you take it out?”

“Please, this close I could hit it with a rock.”

“Take the shot.”

Profanity followed close behind the impact of high speed metal on metal.

Ressk fired at the flicker of a shadow in one of the windows. “I was hoping for an explosion.”

“Weren’t we all.”

Mashona fired again. “Careless. One down. The other two hauled her back inside.”

Three gunrunners bleeding.

“All right, enough. Quick and quiet is a bust. Craig.”

“Torin.”

“Land it. Alamber, distraction on contact.”

“You got it, Boss.”

“Ressk, Werst, heat imaging off and get ready to move. Plan B.” Her own scanner back to neutral, her eyes readjusting to the night, Torin adjusted both her weight and her grip on her weapon, ready to run. Shifting in place, she leaned away from the spray of dirt thrown up by a missed shot. It had missed by a smaller margin than previous shots—odds were good any ex-Marines in the anchor had begun to remember their training. On the one hand, it was about time; up until now, their aim had been embarrassing. On the other hand, as she was one of the targets they were aiming at…

She felt the shuttle’s approach as much as heard it, a deep hum in her bones that announced Craig was fighting gravity with everything the VTA had. The Navy surplus vacuum-to-atmosphere shuttle provided by the Justice Department had been straight up and down, sturdy enough to save their lives when it crashed, but with the flight capability of a brick. The Taykan-designed VTA they’d acquired next was faster, significantly less sturdy, and had been built with the added feature of horizontal travel at the bottom of a gravity well. It wasn’t an attractive feature, she noted, as the VTA came into sight, but it got the job done.

“Blocking team implants in three, two, now,” Alamber announced as the VTA descended toward the roof, his voice in her PCU barely audible over the roar. “Distraction in three, two…”

The raised metal edge crumpled under the weight, but the roof held as Craig set her down.

“…boned the bad guy, Boss.”

Sergeants and above came out of the military with jaw implants, full comm units set into the bone. The Justice Department had provided implants for their Strike Teams, but the expense of installation and upkeep prevented most civilians from using the tech. Including those civilians who used to be enlisted Marines. Odds were high that the pulse Alamber had sent over the most common military frequencies had knocked the fight out of the people making the decisions inside the anchor.

“Move!” Torin broke into a run, head down to protect her face from the airborne debris. Craig had brought the shuttle up on their one eighty using the anchor to block the exhaust, but it had still thrown an impressive amount of heated grit into the air. The grit would nullify the gunrunners’ heat imaging, had any of them managed to keep their attention on the job at hand while a few metric tons of VTA landed on the roof and their leaders writhed on the floor.

She was close enough now to hear the screaming.

Human, very probably male, and a Krai, no idea of gender. Eleven years on various battlefields had allowed her to add can identify species by sounds of pain to her skill set. Three years out of the Corps and it remained useful.

The air lock on the narrow end of the anchor had been blown apart either by the Primacy or the Confederation or a combination of both. The reality of war meant the winner often held real estate that had been destroyed in the taking or in the retaking. The first-floor common room had long, narrow windows, an obvious entry point given the lack of glass, but the gunrunners had reinstalled the exterior shutters that essentially made the wall a spaceship hull. Impenetrable to anything Torin’s team had with them.

Except…

During destruction of the air lock, the end wall had buckled enough to twist the nearest window a centimeter off square, the shutter not entirely secure, a triangle of light visible at the upper right and lower left corners.

Torin pulled the coil of wire from her vest as she ran, whipped it out to its two-meter length as she reached the anchor, dropped to one knee to slide it through the lower gap, and thumbed the release on the capacitor before shoving it through hard enough to clear the interior sill. Then she stood and braced her forearms against the wall.

“Distraction’s shut down, Boss.”

They’d spent part of the trip out here arguing the fine line between pain as distraction and pain for the sake of causing pain. None of them had much sympathy for the gunrunners; they spent too much time dealing with their customers.

Using fingers and prehensile toes, Werst reached the second-floor window as the wire ignited.

“Hope they weren’t stupid enough to store their ordnance in the unstable corner,” Ressk muttered as his foot gripped her shoulder.

Torin hoped so too. The Justice Department insisted that property damage be kept to a minimum, and Torin didn’t want to spend another afternoon justifying an accidental explosion. When Ressk pushed off, she caught the line Werst sent down and went up hand over hand until she could grab the windowsill and haul herself over.

“Almost Krai-like,” Ressk told her as her boots hit the floor.

“I can fake anything for two meters.” Torin resettled the weight of her vest on her shoulders, swung her KC back around, and waved the two Krai toward the door.

The room was still configured as a barracks, Three Points having barely moved beyond the entire colony living in the anchor when they were attacked. Given that space was large enough to keep any one system in the OutSector from having much of a strategic significance in an interstellar war, the Confederation had assumed the attack had been over real estate with a proportionate nitrogen/oxygen atmosphere, a gravity within specific tolerances, and readily available water. Turned out, the assumption had been incorrect. There’d been no logical reason for the attack as the war had been run as a social experiment by sentient, polynumerous molecular polyhydroxide alcoholydes—a discovery no one would have believed had Torin not got the shape-shifting, organic plastic hive mind to admit it on camera moments before they departed known space to analyze the accumulated data. She’d been cleaning up the mess they’d left behind ever since.

The second-floor hall was empty. Scanners showed two thermal signs behind the closed door of the anchor’s infirmary—one Human, one di’Taykan—and the blood that had drawn a dotted line between the stairs leading to the roof and the infirmary suggested they weren’t doing what a Human and the most enthusiastically indiscriminate species in known space were usually doing behind a closed door. Torin pointed at the lock. Ressk moved forward, touched his slate to it, and rewrote the code. The coiled spring latches rang out as they slammed into place, metal against metal—not a lot of what went into space could be called delicate, and that included most of the people.

At the clang Torin switched her attention to the main stairs, but it seemed no one on the lower level had heard the clang over the shouting. For the most part, they were shouting about the explosion as well as someone named Ferin’s inability to keep watch, summed up at high volume. “… lazy, blind, serley chrika! Get your head out of your own ass!”

Two locked in the infirmary, four downstairs standing, three on the ground. All nine gunrunners accounted for.

Except …

The infirmary windows faced away from Mashona’s position.

“Craig, keep an eye on the north side of the building. We’ve got two hostiles locked in the infirmary and the odds are good the more mobile will make a run for it.”

“No honor among thieves?”

She could hear the smile in his voice and answered it with one of her own. “Not that I’ve ever noticed.”

“Only four dirtbags left to take out.” Werst drew his lips back off his teeth. “Hardly worth a team effort. Want us to wait up here, Gunny?”

In answer, she started down the stairs, and they fell into position behind her.

Their orders were to apprehend the gunrunners. Where apprehend meant bring them in alive or face the staggering amount of paperwork required to document every corpse. Their task made more difficult given that the people they were trying to apprehend shot to kill.

“Ferin, Yizaun, check the weapons are secure. Mack, get that shutter dogged in. Shiraz, you’re bleeding all over the fukking floor, do something about it.”

“Who put you in charge, Harr?”

Harr paused at the foot of the stairs, facing back into the community hall. “That’d be when those fuktards took the chief out.”

Torin could see a line of blood running from the corner of his mouth where he’d driven his teeth through his lower lip, but a Krai jawbone was one of the toughest organic substances in known space and the pulse Alamber had sent through his implant had done a lot less damage than it would have to a Human or di’Taykan. It had done enough damage, however, that Harr was on the bottom step before he noticed them pressed along the right wall.

His eyes widened, his nostril ridges began to close, and Torin grabbed him around the throat, yanking him forward into the butt of Werst’s KC. She’d stepped out into the community hall before he hit the floor.

Shiraz, slumped against the wall, awkwardly trying to wrap a blood-soaked cloth tighter around her shoulder, Torin ignored. Mack, his broad back toward her, muscle straining the seams of his shirt, was going to be more of a problem.

She couldn’t shoot a man in the back.

So she shot him in the back of the knee.

He screamed, hit the floor, rolled, and came up holding…

Torin had no idea what it was, but she’d looked down enough muzzles while in the Corps and after to recognize one now. It was small, dwarfed further by Mack’s hand, and it was definitely a weapon. An easy to conceal and therefore illegal weapon. His first shot hit the wall behind her and ricocheted, drawing an impressive string of profanity from Werst. Pain had Mack’s arm shaking like a recruit’s knees, and Torin figured if he hit her at all, he’d hit her by accident. As it happened, it was an accident she didn’t want to have.

“Rehab can rebuild your knee,” she snapped, “not your head.”

Might’ve been the threat, might’ve been the pain—the odds were about even as his arm dropped to the floor with an impressive thud. Ressk kicked the weapon away.

The Krai and the di’Taykan charging in through the door at the far end of the hall should have taken a shot from the doorway first. Should have. Didn’t. The belief in their own invulnerability—and Harr’s reference to the chief—said Navy.

“Werst, go high.”

“Going high, Gunny.”

There hadn’t been a lot of ship-to-ship boarding parties during the war. The Artek had managed to latch on and get successfully through one hundred and fourteen hulls in five centuries, but the training required to fight giant bugs translated badly into fighting bipedal mammals. Other boarding parties had left no survivors, so the lessons learned were lost. On the rare occasions that ships had been deployed without Marines on board, Navy boarding parties would have been sent to defend or retake stations. As those boarding parties would be all the close combat most Navy personnel would ever see, Torin could only hope that these two had never been part of one.

The Krai—Ferin, given the Krai fondness for r’s and the lack in Yizaun—launched toward Werst, grabbing impressive air. Yizaun, the di’Taykan, reached for Torin, ready to grapple, intent on pulling her close enough for pheromones to shift her attention. Torin kicked Ferin in the stomach. Werst climbed Yizaun like a tree, wrapped both feet around his neck, and dropped down his back, using weight and momentum to drop the di’Taykan to the floor, rolling free at the last moment.

The gasping Krai’s wrists and ankles secured, Torin turned her—she was almost certain the gray on green mottling was a female pattern—onto her side so she wouldn’t choke on her own vomit, and then reached over her to crank the di’Taykan’s masker up from the lowest setting.

“Thanks.” Werst slapped a zip-tie around the di’Taykan’s slender wrists. “Serley chrika fights dirty.”

“Smartest thing any of them did.”

Werst adjusted the crotch of his trousers, lips drawn back off his teeth. “Yeah, well, your affected bits are less protruding.”

The di’Taykan were the most sexually nondiscriminating species in the Confederation. The pheromones that let their own species know they were available, made every other species incredibly receptive—and, so far, it had been every other species. The maskers let the rest of the Confederation make a choice about accepting or declining the perpetual invitation. Using the pheromones as a weapon was considered to be, as Werst had said, fighting dirty.

Personally, however uncomfortable she might be for the next little while, Torin approved of fighting to win. She saw little point in doing it otherwise.

Ferin drew in a long shuddering breath and, when Werst looked down, opened her nostril ridges, licked her lips, and purred out what sounded like an extended series of consonants in the Krai’s most common language. Torin could only assume Ferin intended seduction, given the words she recognized. Werst laughed. Ferin bared her teeth, nostril ridges slamming shut.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m threatened,” he muttered searching the di’Taykan for weapons while Torin patted Ferin down, carefully staying away from her mouth. The Krai could bite through bone. Torin had seen one amputate the leg of a bondmate when no other option had been available.

“Looks like you’ve got things under control, Boss.”

Pulling a knife that was more an all-purpose tool than a weapon from a pocket on Ferin’s jumpsuit, Torin twisted far enough to see Alamber standing by the stairs, the muzzle of his KC pointed at the floor, his finger nowhere near the trigger. She hadn’t wanted him taught—a large part of her wanted no one taught to use a weapon ever again, but the practical part, the part that acknowledged the amount of old damage needing to be dealt with before that could happen, the part that wouldn’t kick the young and damaged di’Taykan from her team as long as he wanted to stay, well, that part wanted to give Alamber his best chance of staying alive. And sometimes, regardless of her personal preference, he couldn’t stay in the ship.

Sometimes Craig couldn’t either, but that was an entirely different problem.

“Help Ressk with the wounded.” She straightened and stepped back as Ferin lunged for her ankle. “I can’t handle another three days writing reports.”

Alamber stared down at the bloody cloth wrapped around Shiraz’s shoulder, his pale blue hair flicking back and forth in disdain. “They don’t have sealant?”

“Didn’t expect to get shot,” Ressk grunted emptying another tube around Mack’s knee, immobilizing it.

“But they fired first!”

“So they aren’t too bright.” Ressk’s upper lip pulled back off his teeth as he secured Mack’s massive wrists with a double zip-tie. “And it sounds like they were Navy.”

“Good call about the window, Torin. The di’Taykan was out on the knocker. I convinced him he’d be healthier if he stayed inside.”

With two gunrunners still unaccounted for, Torin headed for the single door in the wall opposite the windows. “You think he’ll stay?”

“I dropped a shuttle on the roof—he’s dummied out that I’ll drop it on him if he tries.”

“That’ll work.” Torin beckoned Werst over and, when he was ready, opened the door.

The anchors were designed to be similar, not identical, and she had no idea what this internal room had been intended to hold. Currently, it held twelve crates of weapons as well as an unconscious Human and a wounded Krai sitting, back braced against the closest case, holding a KC pointed at the door.

Torin preferred to believe that an ex-Marine in the same circumstances would have pulled the trigger the moment the door opened. She locked eyes with the Krai, who was young and terrified and in pain, and she raised a single brow. The Krai swallowed, audibly, then carefully set the weapon down and raised both hands, fingers and nostril ridges trembling.

“Werst, see to…”

“His,” Werst interjected.

“…his wound.” The fabric over his left hip had been cut away, and a sloppy bandage seeped blood. “I’ll see to the chief.”

Process of elimination—of the others, only Harr had an implant and they’d heard Harr say the chief had been taken out.

Even in profile, the chief looked like a lifer, forced to retire after thirty with another hundred years in front of him and no idea of what to do next. Lifers shared a common expression built out of three decades of shared experiences, an expression Torin had intended to wear had the plastic aliens not cut her career short. Although she’d have found a fukking hobby before running guns.

The chief’s pale hair had been buzzed close, a glimmer over his scalp, and an impressive amount of blood had pooled under slack features. A quick check pulled his cheek from the floor with a sucking sound, and determined the blood had come from his nose. Past tense. Nothing to worry about, then. His pulse was thready, but his position had kept his breathing clear.

“We’ll corral them all in the common room.” Gripping the chief’s wrists, she lifted his upper body far enough off the floor that his head was in no danger of further damage, and dragged him toward the door. Growing up on Paradise, the first of the Human colony worlds, had given her a minor strength advantage over the original Human design. Unfortunately, gravity at the Three Points Colony was almost exactly the same as it was at home, canceling her advantage. “I want them where we can keep an easy eye on them.”

“And away from the guns,” Werst added, lifting the injured Krai until he could balance on his good leg. The numbing agent in the sealant now covering his wounded hip had gone a long way toward bringing some green back into his face.

“Are you going to kill us?”

Torin dropped his age down a few years. “Kid, if we wanted you dead, you’d already be dead.”

“You know, the chief said we couldn’t trust the Berin gang. He said, given a chance, you’d most likely turn on us.”

“The chief’s probably right. But we’re not the Berin gang.” She met Werst’s gaze and grinned. “We’re the Wardens.”

“The Wardens don’t…”

“They do now,” Werst grunted.

Out in the common room, they propped five of the seven gunrunners against the end wall. Harr, eyes unfocused, nostril ridges bleeding, snarled inarticulate profanity under his breath, only pausing long enough to add another mouthful of blood and saliva to the pattern on the floor. Yizaun slumped, defeated, ends of his fuchsia hair twitching. Shiraz, loosely secured because of her shoulder, had nearly cut Ferin’s wrists free before anyone noticed their position had nothing to do with comfort.

“Alamber!”

“I searched her, Boss, I swear.” Pale blue hair hugging his head, he dragged Ferin out of reach, then dug his thumb into the muscle of her calf to get her to release his ankle. While not as articulated as their hands, Krai feet could grip with more force. “I don’t know where she was hiding it.”

Ferin yelled out something in Krai. Werst laughed.

“Doesn’t translate,” he said, when everyone turned to look.

“And it’s anatomically impossible,” Ressk added.

“Yeah, like that’s ever…”

Raising a hand, Torin cut Alamber off. “We don’t need to know.”

Shiraz smirked.

Torin rolled her eyes, cut the old ties—the Mictok webbing that had replaced the old plastic ties needed a specialized blade—and secured Shiraz’s wrists to the sides of her belt, then her belt to her clothes. Minimum strain on the injured shoulder, but she’d have to strip to get free.

The kid watched it all with wide eyes, curled into the angle between the floor and the wall, trying to make himself look smaller.

The chief and Mack had been laid out on the floor, the chief’s head turned to one side in case his nose started to bleed again. Eyes closed, Mack hummed a song popular when Torin was in school and looked happily stoned.

“Heavy-duty pain blockers,” Ressk explained. “The good drugs. Should last three hours, maybe two given his size. Seemed safer.”

Torin took another look at the two Humans. Lying side by side, the chief, who wasn’t a small man, barely came up to Mack’s shoulder. “Good call.”

“You want us to get the two upstairs?”

“No, they’re not going anywhere.” She took off her helmet, leaving the PCU in her ear, and picked up the tiny weapon Mack had been using. It looked larger in her hand than it had in his, but not by much.

“You ever see one of those before, Gunny?”

“No.” Anyone familiar with weaponry would recognize it as a gun. Barrel, trigger, firing chamber, magazine… Torin thumbed the magazine release and popped the first round, frowning at it cupped in the palm of her hand. Although smaller than the rounds used in the KC-7, it was, once again, easily recognizable. A distance weapon, small enough to be concealed, broke any number of Confederation laws. Torin thought one law would have been enough—don’t make distance weapons small enough to be concealed—but she wasn’t a politician. “Mashona, hostiles are contained. Come in.”

“Coming in, Gunny.”

“If you don’t kill us, we’ll come after you. We’ll get our merchandise back!”

Ferin elbowed Shiraz in her bad arm. “Shut up!”

“Why should I?” Her eyebrows, dyed an iridescent purple, folded into a deep vee as Shiraz glared at Torin. “They can’t just waltz in here and take what’s ours and expect us to like it!”

“Seriously, shut the fuk up!”

“No. This was our big score, and they can’t …”

“Do you want them to kill us, you dumb shit!”

That shut her up.

Alamber cocked his head, pale blue eyes darkening, lid to lid, as more light receptors opened. “Why would you think we’re going to kill you?”

“Why wouldn’t you?” Ferin muttered. “No one believes that honor among thieves shit.”

“Boss?”

“They think they’ve been betrayed by the people, and I use the term loosely, that were supposed to buy the guns. We’re not the Berin gang.” Torin swept a gaze over the conscious. It was a gaze she’d used on Marines who’d thought they could buck the Corps and the shit had risen over their heads. Navy or not, all five of them recognized it. Harr tried to square his shoulders. Now she had their attention, she tapped the insignia on her chest. “We’re Wardens.”

Ferin snapped her teeth. “Gren sa talamec! Peacekeepers aren’t armed.”

“Surprise. Craig, let the C&C know we’re ready for them.”

“Will do. Any dead?”

“Not yet.”

“Aces. Good for you.” He kept his tone light, but she knew he meant it.

Torin turned the small weapon over in her hands and checked the chamber was clear. The rounds were shorter, blunter, and given the length of the muzzle, accuracy would be unlikely over thirty meters. This wasn’t a weapon for war. At least not the kind of war she knew. Tucked in her waistband, under a jacket, no one would ever know she was carrying it until she used it. Memory replayed countless lessons from children’s programming right up to basic training, lessons about fair play and respect and acknowledgment of intent. Her grip tightened, metal digging into her palms. “I want a look in those cases. Ressk, with me.

Werst, Alamber, if you have to shoot them, don’t destroy body parts that can’t be fixed.”

Werst grinned. “Wasn’t Major Svensson pretty much a brain in a jar before the Corps tanked him?”

“Good point. Don’t destroy body parts the Justice Department can’t afford to fix.”

The cases were unlocked, ready, she assumed, for the Berin gang to inspect the merchandise. Eight held KC-7s, the ninth KC-12s, the larger weapons used by the heavy gunners, exoskeletons augmenting their strength. There were no exoskeletons, and she assumed another group dealt with that half of the equation. The tenth, eleventh, and twelfth cases held ammunition. Standard rounds for the sevens, and for the twelves…

“Impact boomers. Grenades.” Ressk straightened. “There’s burners in there, too, Gunny.”

Rules of combat disallowed flamethrowers against living targets. Both Torin and Ressk had seen the rule broken. As neither the gunrunners nor the Berin gang were operating within any rules at all, Torin carefully didn’t consider what the burner rounds could be used for. It would do nothing to improve her mood, and Justice also had paperwork for when prisoners arrived unnecessarily broken.

There were no more of the small weapons.

She set a KC carefully back into the crate and rubbed her fingers together. “Factory sealant.”

“Brand-new,” Ressk agreed. “Not stolen from a Corps depot, then.” The Corps had the KCs out of the box, cleaned and sighted before the supply sergeant finished filing the delivery documents. “On the way to a Corps depot, maybe?”

“No. The crates are too clean.” It had been a long time since Torin had seen a weapon that wasn’t ready to fire, but she remembered a stack of crates in supply, delivery information stenciled on all six surfaces, a low-tech solution to prevent potential high-tech interference from the enemy.

They’d been sent out after gunrunners. Armed and violent and ready to shoot first, the gunrunners were exactly the sort of dangerous criminal the Strike Teams had been formed to deal with.

Their brief had said only, stolen weapons—where they’d been stolen from, unimportant.

Wiping her fingers on her thigh, Torin had a feeling it was about to become important. “Remember when Big Bill getting his grubby hands on a Marine armory was the worst possibility we’d ever encountered? Good times.”

“At least they only had the one mortar. They don’t seem to be selling the big stuff.” When Torin turned toward him, Ressk shrugged, a human motion the Krai had adopted but had never really mastered. “No harm in looking on the bright side. These assholes get their hands on a sammy and there goes our arrest record. Well, not these assholes,” he amended after a moment. “But there’s plenty of assholes out there.”

“Not arguing.” There seemed to be more assholes, and more ambitious assholes appearing every day. “We have any information on the Berin gang?”

“Not a word, Gunny. Could be new.”

“And expecting to be very well armed.”

“Unless these guys are wholesale and the Berin are the distributors.”

Nine cases of weapons. Three cases of ammo. Enough to fight a small war. Torin drummed her fingers against a case. “They’re organizing.”

“If they are …”He shrugged again when she turned to look at him. “Not enough data. You can’t gut feeling a broad social analysis. What am I saying,” he added before she could speak, “you can, but that’s only a single data point, Gunny. I can tell you there’s probably a Human at the root of this.”

“Can you?”

“Twelve cases. You lot have a hindbrain attachment to your duh-zen. No other species defaults to it.”

She stared at him for a long moment. “Don’t even…”

“Humans First was pretty pissed when Richard Varga died in rehabilitation.”

“We took that organization down.”

“And the remnants reorganized pretty damned quickly when Varga died,” Ressk reminded her. “Put out a new mission statement, removed the apostrophe, started recruiting.”

“Son of a fukking…”

“Torin, C&C’s on the way in. Three hours twenty-seven to orbit.”

“Why weren’t they in orbit?” The Clean-up Crew, C&C, didn’t hit dirt until the shooting ended, but they usually matched orbits with the Promise to cut the wait time.

“Supply drop to a mining platform. Company called in a favor. Justice agreed since we were in-system anyway.”

“Roger that.” Torin pressed her palm against the case of guns and shook her head, although she wasn’t sure what she was denying. “Come on.” Ressk fell into step beside her. “We need to get those two in the infirmary down,” she called to Werst as they reentered the common room, “before they come up with a way to use damaged, abandoned medical supplies as a defense.”

Werst snorted, nostril ridges flapping. “Not likely. They’re Navy.”

“Fuk you,” Shiraz muttered, chin on her chest.

“Oh—and, Torin, Analyzes Minutiae to Discover Truth wants me to remind you that contact destroys evidence.”

“The evidence is nine cases of stolen weapons, three of ammunition, and a firefight.”

“I’ll tell him you said so, then.”

“You didn’t identify yourselves as Wardens,” Ferin snarled, responding to Torin’s side of the conversation.

“You opened fire before we had the chance.”

“We thought you were the Berins!”

“You’re not allowed to shoot them either.”

“They’d have shot us!” She clenched her feet. “Chief got word they were coming in early. We wouldn’t have engaged if we knew you were Wardens. And you never read us our rights!”

“I don’t have to read you your rights. I have to not shoot you in the head.”

“But if you’re arresting us…”

“Subduing you.”

Ferin’s nostril ridges flared open. “So we’re not under arrest? We can …”

“Shut up!” It seemed Harr had pulled himself together while Torin and Ressk were in the storeroom. “You don’t tell them shit!”

“That’s right,” Alamber said cheerfully. “You don’t. You tell it to Asks a Million Questions Until You Find Yourself Spilling Your Guts.”

Harr frowned. “That’s not a real name.”

“No,” Alamber admitted, “but I’ve been trying to convince her to change it.”

“Dornagain?”

“Duh.”

“Coming here?”

“We take you down, they write you up.” He grinned and his eyes lightened. “I’m thinking of having buttons made.”

When Ferin continued to look confused, Torin leaned in. “After you’re written up, you’ll be under arrest.”

Every clean-up team included at least two Dornagain Wardens to deal with the extended bureaucracy involved in sending Confederation citizens into rehabilitation.

“Dornagain,” Harr repeated. He swept an angry gaze over Torin’s team. “We’d rather deal with you fukkers.”

Torin smiled down at him. “You’d be surprised how often we hear that.”

* * *

Last of her team out of the anchor, Torin let the deep rumble of Finds Truth Through Inquiry’s instructions to the captives carry her up the stairs and onto the roof.

“No, as a felon injured while in a position of temporary authority due to the chain of command being disrupted by the Strike Team, you were intended to fill out form FFA334. It appears you filled out FFA333. You’ll have to begin again. We need three copies.”

She’d bet her pension Harr was thinking, Shoot me now.

Both hands resting on top of her weapon, Binti Mashona waited by the ramp into the VTA. “I don’t want to be the sniper anymore, Gunny. I never get to have any fun.”

“You shot out the mortar.”

“Okay, hardly any fun.”

“Good shot, by the way.”

“Only kind I make.” She grinned and followed Torin inside, one of five people Torin gave no second thought to having armed at her back.

“At least no one was shooting at you. If they’d had TI, we’d have been holed.” Unarguably, her people were better shots, but thermal imaging made it a lot easier to find enemies in the dark. Fortunately for them, the ex-military, violent offenders the Strike Teams dealt with had a strange distaste for wearing helmets.

“Hey, no one was shooting at me, but I took damage. There are bugs on this planet. Bugs that bite.” She thrust out an arm, uniform sleeve tugged up.

Dark skin and the pale dawn light combined to hide any evidence. “There are bugs that bite on every planet. Suck it up.”

“Harsh.”

Torin secured both their weapons while Binti dogged down the hatch. “We have a seal,” she called when the lights turned orange—a Taykan-built VTA used orange and blue rather than green and red. Humans adapted. It was one of the things they did best. “Run decontamination.”

“Running decon.” Alamber twisted around and peered over the top of the second command seat. “How long, Boss?”

“All the way back to the Promise.” The ship was in a low orbit, only fifteen hundred kilometers up. Hopefully, the trip would last long enough for decon to do its job. “There are bugs on this planet that bite,” she added as his hair flattened and he made an unhappy noise. “And I don’t like the thought of planetary microbes mutating in space, joining together, gaining sentience, and starting another war.”

His hair flipped. “Yeah, like that’ll happen again.”

“Long odds occasionally pay off. ’S why chumps play the lottery.” Craig tipped his head back. Torin bent forward and kissed him. “Strap in,” he said against her mouth. “Let’s rattle our dags and get out of here before cleanup needs another form filled out. Plastic?”

“Some.” She dropped back into her seat and dragged the crash harness down over her shoulders. “All inert.”

They both knew she hadn’t touched every piece of plastic in the anchor and in the ruined APCs around it. They both allowed the comfort of close enough. They had to, given that the marker left in their brains when they’d passed through a section of sentient, polynumerous molecular polyhydroxide alcoholydes arranged into the shape of a spaceship didn’t always evoke a reaction. Torin wanted a reaction. She wanted a reaction, and then she wanted enough of them in one place to hold down and… And what? And demand an apology from the remnants of the plastic aliens lingering in known space who’d thrown two galactic civilizations into war as a social experiment? Demand restitution? Demand that they restore the lives lost on both sides while they accumulated data? No. Not only was there no way for them to make amends for the centuries of death and destruction they’d caused, for the continuing violence from a population trained to war, but previous interactions proved they felt they had nothing to make amends for.

Torin kept that hold down and… open ended, certain she’d resolve it in time. Sooner or later, they’d have an ass she could kick.

Meanwhile, she touched—and Craig touched—as much plastic as they could. Just in case.

Not one of the xenoneurologists who’d tested them, singly and collectively, had been able to determine how the protein marker worked or why it only worked part-time. They didn’t know why the alien in General Morris’ office had reacted to Craig or why the aliens in the prison hadn’t reacted to Torin until she’d forced the issue. The general consensus, based on sweet fuk all as far as Torin could see, was that the aliens were running smaller experiments within the larger. She believed that as well as being patronizing, probably telepathic, voyeuristic hive minds, they were also contrary, psychopathic shitheads.

The Confederation had collectively decided to get rid of as much plastic as possible.

Impossible to get rid of it all, all at once.

Research into plastic substitutes tossed out something new every couple of tendays.

Natural materials had made a huge comeback. So had environmental protections.

“I almost forgot,” she added as the VTA shuddered and lifted off, heading back to the Promise, “there’s a chance Humans First is involved in the gunrunning.”

“Fukking Humans First,” Craig sighed. “They make the rest of us look bad.”

“Or good in comparison,” Binti offered. “And at least they got rid of the apostrophe.”

* * *

Thirteen hours later, Torin pushed wet hair back off her face—she’d been in the shower when the alert sounded—and frowned at the information about the incoming ships scrolling across Promise’s main board. “Their public files are too perfect; they’re shouting nothing to see here.”

“You have a suspicious mind, luv.” Craig dragged a shirt down over damp skin.

“It makes me good at my job.”

“Should we tag them?”

They had no way of knowing if the pair of ships heading in-system held the Berin gang, but even if the bullshit in their public files turned out to be true, their trajectory, riding the momentum from their Susumi wave, meant they hadn’t used the buoy and that meant an unregistered jump. As this was a MidSector system and both gas giants had mining platforms, the ships were, at the very least, guilty of a traffic violation.

She was starting to think like a Warden.

Torin wasn’t one hundred percent sure how she felt about that. The Confederation Marine Corps had been the core of her identity for a long time.

“They just snagged our PFs.” The Strike Teams had slightly less than perfect public files, designed to be seen and forgotten.

“So they’re scanning.” Wardens scanned automatically, filing information on every ship in range. Most ships didn’t. Civilian salvage operators might, or might not, have developed a program Justice Department scans slid past. The CSOs were prickly about government interference, and Torin had heard about the possibility through unofficial channels, so she was ignoring it for the moment.

“We could engage.” Craig dropped into the pilot’s seat. Metal joints creaked a protest, the sound a background noise rather than a warning as the chair had held them both during some athletic maneuvering.

Rather than sit in the second chair, Torin rested her arms on the duct-taped upper curve behind Craig’s head and, in turn, rested her chin on her arms. “And end up in a high-speed chase across the galaxy?”

“Why not? We’ll use Presit’s equations to follow them through Susumi.”

“We’ll jump out, smack into a solid object, and die young.” Pilots who missed a decimal point in a Susumi equation were given memorial services.

“Then I herd them in too close to a gravitational field to make their jump.”

“You’ll match speeds, hook them with a grappling cable, and reel them in?”

“Don’t be daft, I’d have to bugger their engines first.”

“With?” The Wardens’ ships weren’t armed.

“Force of personality.”

She rose up and leaned down to kiss the top of his head. “Well, we don’t deal with traffic violations and until they start shooting at us, they’re not our problem so…”

His hands stilled on the board. “If they are the Berins, they’ll want those weapons.”

C&C had minimal defenses, a single member of the Younger Races there to protect the nonviolent species that had, until a year ago, been the only Wardens. They were still working the kinks out of the new system, but not even an ex-Marine could stand between two shiploads of criminals and a dozen cases of arms and ammunition.

“Ablin gon savit!”

“I get all aroused when you swear in Taykan, Boss.”

“You get all aroused when you read training manuals,” Torin said absently, staring down at what their scanner continued to pull up about the pair of distant ships.

“Depends on who’s being trained in what.” Alamber dropped into the second chair and yawned, eyes paling as light receptors closed. “Who’d we scan?”

“Possibly the Berin gang.”

“We taking off in hot pursuit?”

“You two need to cut back on your Star Wardens.” The vids had gotten very popular since the addition of the Younger Races to the Justice Department, although given that the dialogue tended toward “He’s the law, I’m the enforcement.” Torin wasn’t sure why. Still, they couldn’t leave the clean-up team undefended. “Trajectory?”

“Theirs?” Craig pulled a line of streaming data up to the front of the screen. “Close enough to Three Points for government work.”

“ETA?” Riding their Susumi wave, the potential Berins were moving a lot faster than the Promise.

“Five, give or take.”

“Can we intercept?”

“If I micro jump us from here to here…” He pulled up a hard light projection. “… we can cut them off.”

A wise man back on Terra had once declared space was big. The corollary to big was empty, at least outside the Core. Even in the MidSectors the distance between ships—unless those ships were very unlucky—made anything but fictional pursuit impractical. Although micro jumps into Susumi space could cover millions of kilometers in a few moments, they fell somewhere between suicidal and are you fukking kidding on the dangerous ideas scale and while all six of the Strike Team pilots had done simulations, an actual micro jump remained theory. So far, circumstances had never fallen on the jump side of is this worth dying for.

Still hadn’t, Torin noted silently. “What are the odds that C&C will be dirtside when they arrive?”

“There were nine bad guys down there, Boss. Odds are Finds Truth will still have them filling out their WGB78s.”

Craig was ship’s captain; his was the final word within Promise’s bulkheads, but she commanded the team, so this was her call. She straightened, squaring her shoulders. “Drop our public files. Let them see who we are.”

“You think the Berins will run?”

“From Gunnery Sergeant Torin Kerr and Strike Team Alpha?” Alamber replied before Torin could. “If they’re smart enough to dress themselves, they’re smart enough to run. You good with me trying to ride our scan into their OS, Boss?”

“Knock yourself out.” He hadn’t managed it yet, but if …when he did, they’d be able to take control of any ship close enough to scan and enjoy a brief window where their quarry couldn’t escape into the vast emptiness of space. And then a coder on the other side would develop a block. Torin didn’t subscribe to the belief that criminal meant stupid; Alamber was proof of that. He’d been part of Big Bill’s pirate support organization, pulling his own weight from the moment his vantu had died, leaving him alone, young, and unethically brilliant. He’d helped Torin’s team escape, engineering his own escape at the same time. Technically, Torin should have handed him over to the Wardens and rehabilitation, but she’d promised him a place for as long as he wanted it and she’d done everything she could to keep that promise.

If the Justice Department suspected Alamber’s background—and Torin wasn’t arrogant enough to assume they didn’t—they either refused to act without proof or they considered his inclusion in Strike Team Alpha to be a part of his rehabilitation. She was good with either possibility.

“They’re bringing their engines on. Canceling momentum.” Craig leaned back, right hand splayed across the bottom of the screen, fingers bracketing the data from the long-range scanners. “And they’re running.”

“Back to their entry point?”

“It’s the easiest math. Ninety-eight percent probability they jump out where they jumped in.”

“You made that number up.”

“I did. Still true.”

“Tag them.”

Craig had been a civilian salvage operator before Torin, before the Primacy, before the gray plastic aliens and the end of the war. He’d worked alone, tagging and collecting battle debris and then selling it back to the military. He claimed he could hit a moving piece of live tech the size of his fist from ten kilometers out, and Torin had no reason to doubt him. Unless the Berins had a CSO in their crew, they had no idea of what he could do.

“Tags away.”

The tags were small and fast, small enough that when their vector intercepted the vector of the ships in—Torin leaned over the back of the chair and scanned the screen to find the relevant data—in three and a half hours, they’d read like space dust impacting against the outer hull. In spite of that, they were large enough to send out a tight beacon only the Navy and the Wardens could read. Alamber called them HI PAMS—essentially short for Hello, I’m a Bad Person, Arrest Me. The name had been slow to catch on. Werst insisted it was because he’d left out the B. “Bad person; that’s the relevant part right there. Makes no fukking sense without the B, kid.”

“And that’s another section of space preserved for truth, justice, and good government.” Craig stretched, spine cracking. “Go us.”


TWO

“SO, MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT when we could logically expect even gunrunners to be tucked into bed dreaming of mayhem, they were all up, waiting for you. Lovely.” Lanh Ng looked down at his desk where Strike Team Alpha’s reports took up most of the surface, and frowned. As the first Human Warden, he’d been tapped to command the six newly formed Strike Teams although, with the teams having been structured for independent operations, his job seemed heavily weighted toward translating the actions of the Younger Races under his nominal leadership to the Elder Races who made up the bulk of the Justice Department. Torin wondered if they’d given him a choice. “You’re certain you didn’t trip a sensor?”

“They left no security in orbit, the ship was inert, and Alamber swears it was clear dirtside.”

“So either they were more alert than you believe, or someone warned them you were coming. I don’t like that word, someone. A few gunrunners trying to turn a profit on death and destruction; means and motive are clear. Throw in too many someones and the conspiracy theorists come out of the duct work.”

“It might not be that complicated,” Torin offered.

“Humans First?” He rearranged the reports, files flashing across the desk. “Ressk makes a good point about the dozen crates—Human involvement, however, doesn’t necessarily mean Humans First. You captured most of the core group, and we’ve had no indication…” His lip curled; no indication was Warden-speak for nothing to bring them in on yet. “…no indication that the new membership is doing anything other than recruiting and issuing the occasional manifesto reminding us all that Humans died in the Elder Races’ war…”

Ignoring that Taykan and Krai died as well, Torin added silently.

“…and we deserve more than we’re getting.”

“They removed the apostrophe.” Torin had been willing to take them down for calling themselves Human’s First, but the Justice Department had waited until rhetoric had turned to action, waited until Human’s First had swarmed stations, killed those who stood in their way, and stolen ships with Susumi capabilities before sending her team in.

A dark brow rose. “Your point?”

“They’ve gotten smarter, and they weren’t happy about Richard Varga dying in rehab.”

Back when Richard Varga had taken control of Human’s First, he’d fed the self-entitlement of a few discontented speciesists and built them into a movement, the bulk of his recruiting aimed at veterans damaged in service. Human’s First under Varga had been too busy whining about how it wasn’t fair to organize more than random violence. Humans First, after Varga, had found a focus.

“No one was happy about Varga dying in rehab,” Ng pointed out, as though he’d followed her thoughts to the same conclusion. “His death pulled the scattered remnants of

the cause together and gave them a piece of grit to recruit around—if he’d lived, they’d have died out before he finished his program.”

“Justice ruled his death natural causes.”

Ng met her gaze and held it. “The investigation didn’t find enough evidence to rule otherwise.”

Which meant only that they hadn’t found enough evidence to rule.

Nothing she could do, nothing any of them could do, but wait until Humans First crossed the line again.

“So just for fun …” He leaned back in his chair, fingers linked on the edge of the desk. “… let’s say Humans First tipped your gunrunners off. How did they know your team was on the way in?”

“Scooped our signal.” Ressk and Alamber could make code sit up and beg; they were good, better than good, but they weren’t unique. “If they’re rebuilding, they’ll want to keep as much of an eye on us as we do on them.”

“Possible.”

“And…” Torin had to consciously relax her jaw to get the words out. “…there’s always the chance that one or more of the Humans in the Justice Department is sympathetic to the cause.”

He stared at her for a long moment. “Not possible. The department runs extensive background checks on every employee.”

“Yes, sir.”

Commander Ng hadn’t been Corps, his rank might as well have been supervisor or project manager, but he’d learned to interpret the variations of that response faster than many officers ever managed. “I won’t be able to convince my superiors to have the behavior of every Human on this station examined for suspicious activity. The violations of privacy alone…” He rubbed his temples. “Your gunrunners included Krai and di’Taykan.”

“They could be hiring out the dirty work to less…uniform groups. Rebuilding in the background, setting up others to take the heat.”

The noise he made wasn’t so much agreement as acknowledgment that he’d heard her. “While it would make our jobs easier, it’s unlikely Humans First is behind every group of armed lunatics we apprehend. And remember, the burden of proof remains with us.”

Humans First. The Berin gang. Gunrunners. Centuries of war. Groups of mercenaries without names or secret handshakes. Millions of people from under-evolved species trained to violence and not all of them willing to give it up. The largest difference between those people and the Strike Teams created to bring them in was their targets, Torin acknowledged. The level of violence was much the same. “The Elder Races had a good thing going until sentient plastic got involved and they had to let the badly socialized kids join the club.”

Ng opened his mouth. Closed it again. Shook his head—although not, Torin realized, in denial. He took a deep breath and squared his shoulders, physical cues to a change of topic. One hand flat on the desk, he shuffled reports with the other. “The after actions look complete for a change. Pass on my thanks to Warden Mashona for adding details beyond the number of shots she fired, the mapped trajectories, and a complaint about her perch. If I have any questions after C&C comes in, I know where to find you.”

“I’ll leave you to your filing, then, sir.” Ng didn’t consider the sir necessary. After working under him for the last two years, Torin did. She touched her slate to his desk, signed out of the meeting, and headed for the door.

“I see Ryder offered to micro jump.”

And stopped. “It wasn’t necessary. He had no trouble tagging.”

Ng made the noncommittal hum again. “Every Strike Team pilot we have declares the need for a micro every time they go out. Gossip has the Navy putting a research vessel together, and they want Justice to make the first jump.”

“That’s good.”

Frowning, he looked up from his desk—although his hands continued moving over the surface. “What is?”

“That means even the three ex-Navy pilots on the Strike Teams consider themselves to be Wardens now.” Old loyalties could twist teams out of alignment and the lines between us and them had to be clearly drawn when live ammunition was involved.

Brows at his hairline, Ng locked his gaze on her face. “So you’re saying we should beat them to the jump?”

“Hell, no! It’s micro suicide. Let the Navy do it.”

* * *

“This place is so shiny new, I’m afraid to touch anything,” Craig grumbled as Torin closed the hatch to their quarters behind her.

Berbar, Justice’s station in MidSector Seven, had expanded when the three contract teams became six Strike Teams, resulting in forty-two new Wardens—Humans, di’Taykan, and Krai—added to the roster. Justice stations in other MidSectors were implementing teams using Berbar’s protocols.

The quarters were generous, if unimaginative, painted in muted shades of gray or blue or green for the Humans and the Krai, and considerably brighter shades of purples and yellows for the Taykan. Justice—and Torin assumed Justice in this case meant specifically the Elder Races on station—wanted its new Wardens to feel calm and serene when not actively utilizing the violent skills they needed to do the job.

Strike Team Alpha had moved into their new quarters immediately before leaving for Three Points, and they still looked like barely finished construction. Shiny new, as Craig said.

“I keep thinking,” he added, “that I can smell wet paint.”

“Paint doesn’t smell…”

He turned to face her. “Depends on where you’ve salvaged it from. Pedro pulled six containers from a shipyard once. We had to evacuate half the station until it dried. And just so we’re clear on this,” he continued before Torin could respond, “I’m calling plausible deniability, so you’re hanging Bony.”

“That’s fair.” She shrugged out of her uniform jacket, crossed the room, and lifted the Silsviss skull off the entertainment center onto the installed supports. She’d had to get a special dispensation to display the remains of a sentient species, but Justice, after more meetings than anyone should have to attend, had finally been convinced that insulting the Silsviss—who had, after all, presented her with the trophy—would be a diplomatic faux pas likely to delay an already complicated integration. Back in the Corps, the brass had briefly considered the implications of pissing off an entire planet of warlike giant lizards and signed off on the trophy without discussion. “Given what the Ciptrans display…”

“Expect it’s different when you’re displaying your own species. How’d the final debrief go?”

The full team debrief occurred as soon after arrival as possible, before memories had begun to shift, but Ng liked to sit down with his Strike Team Leads, one on one. Torin suspected he’d do personal debriefs with every team member had there not been only twenty-seven hours in a day.

“No sudden insights.” She stepped back until they were standing shoulder to shoulder, staring up at the skull. “There’s too many outstanding variables to accuse Humans First of being involved. Hopefully, Finds Truth will bring back a detail we can hang an investigation on.” The Dornagain’s interrogation style reminded Torin of water against rock. In the end, water always won.

Craig leaned into her space, his arm a line of heat around her waist. “So, fifty-four hours of obligatory, post-mission down time.”

His mouth traced a warm, wet line along the curve of her throat. The rest of the team had scattered and they had space in their new quarters for a full-size bed. “I can think of a way to fill a few hours,” Torin allowed.

He hummed an agreement, the buzz against her skin lifting the hair on the back of her neck. “There’s four new episodes of Star Wardens on the EC.”

Sliding her hand under his waistband, Torin tugged him closer. “And I should hit the range.”

“Need to supervise the QSM restocking the Promise.” They separated long enough for him to drag her shirt over her head. “Last time the fukkers shorted the beer.”

“I’ve got three new Wardens who have to retake How the Justice Department Defines Excess Force and I’ll need to knock some heads together before they retain anything.” She tightened her grip and he shuddered.

“Later?”

“Works for…me.”

* * *

“Harveer, I’ve found something!”

Harveer Arniz roused herself out of a half nap and cautiously stretched her aching back. Maybe her department head had been right. Maybe she was too old to go tramping across the galaxy. Maybe she should have given her place on the team to a younger scholar.

“Harveer!”

She snorted. Maybe her department head was a politically motivated asshole. “What is it, Dzar?”

Across the shelter that soil sciences had claimed as their lab, Dzar bounced on her stool, tail lashing. “High levels of urea, but that’s…”

“That’s not unexpected.” Arniz blinked her inner eyelid, counted to three, and wondered, not for the first time, when they’d started accepting ancillary students right out of the egg. She was sure ancillaries used to be…older. “The soil you’re analyzing came from a sealed latrine.” The defined edges made for an easy introduction to fieldwork. They’d mapped it, recorded all flora and fauna within its perimeter, and drawn a core for soil profiling. “I’d be more surprised if you weren’t reading high levels of urea.”

“But these levels are extremely high! Carnivore high!”

Keeping her own tail still—she’d been out of the egg for more years than she wanted to recall—Arniz carefully moved around the piles of trays and half assembled equipment and waved Dzar off the stool. “Then there’s a possibility we’ve learned something new about the pre-destruction inhabitants of the city.” Adjusting the focus and silently cursing the inconvenience of elderly eyes, she ignored the quiet protest of how there hadn’t been any post-destruction inhabitants, assuming she hadn’t been intended to hear it. “The analysis of latrines can uncover a great deal of unexpected information. People dump everything, including other people, into the pri…” She flicked her inner eyelid closed, once, twice, and squinted at the data on the screen. “Plastic?”

“That’s what I was trying to tell you!”

“Were you? Well, then, I apologize for interrupting.”

“This is the only trace of plastic that’s ever been discovered in the pre-destruction layer! I’ve read the Mictok reports; after three years on site, they’re certain the pre-destruction civilization hadn’t reached a tech level necessary for the production of plastic.”

True enough, although that hadn’t been how they’d phrased it.

“And as all evidence suggests our site is the same age …”

The concurrent ages having been the reason the university had finally been given permission to begin exploration, Arniz added silently.

“…and as there’s been no evidence to date that civilizations in this hemisphere were any further advanced…”

They’d been on the plateau at the edge of the jungle for less than four tendays, much of that time spent either grumbling about the paths laid out by the botanists or arguing over how the early results by the geophysicists mapped onto observable surface features. They had a preliminary layout for the area of the city not covered by jungle, but evidence of anything else was speculative at best.

“…we need to ask ourselves, why is there plastic in this latrine? And not only that, it’s surrounded by components, organic polymers of high molecular mass, as though there was a higher concentration present at one point.”

“The components are hardly rare.” Arniz took advantage of Dzar’s pause for breath. “Let’s concentrate on the actual trace of plastic, shall we?”

“But, Harveer…” Dzar slumped, her tail tip touching the ground, when Arniz turned to glare. It was a good glare; she’d perfected it over three decades of teaching. “Yes, Harveer. But why …”

“First, we’re going to make absolutely certain the site wasn’t contaminated. And if it wasn’t …”

“It wasn’t.”

“Of course, it wasn’t. It was fifteen point two seven centimeters down in an undisturbed latrine, and I trained you. That said, you need to put together the data to prove it. Go all the way back to the initial Ministry for the Preservation of Pre-Confederation Civilizations survey. While you’re working on that, I’ll go talk to Dr. Ganes.” Ganes, an ex-Navy engineer, kept the ridiculous amount of equipment they’d dragged along with them up and running. He was also responsible for uploading communications to the university’s orbiting Susumi drones. Most of the scientists on the dig kept a wary distance from Ganes, the only member of the Younger Races on the team. Arniz appreciated his efficiency, tried to stay upwind of the damp musk the Human exuded in the heat, and thought he was too damned tall. She could see no evolutionary reason that any species needed to be much more than a meter high and no reason for the Ciptran to exist at all. As they did, and as she wasn’t an evolutionary specialist, she let it go. But not happily.

“Why talk to Dr. Ganes, Harveer?”

She blinked and shook herself free of reflections. “He needs to shift data allocation from one of the other teams. It’s not like architecture is using much.” Centuries of exposure had worn the arc of the city out on the plateau down to surface and subsurface, and, so far, subsurface referred only to foundation stones. Orbital scans had found actual buildings in the jungle, ranging from ruins of walls to intact interiors, but their permissions held them to the plateau. Harveer Salitwisi had become even more annoying than usual, knowing there were visible ruins under the canopy and yet being unable to explore them.

“We’ll upload the data about the plastic?”

“No, I thought I’d upload the urea stats, seven or eight thousand times.” When Dzar looked confused, right thumb rubbing at the smooth scales on her left inner wrist, Arniz sighed. She was a good kid, from the same southern province as Arniz, her name a sensible length rather than the random spew of letters they used in the north. Sheltered, and shy around other species, she had the makings of a halfway decent scientist; easier to work with, though, if she’d develop a sense of humor and a few less obvious ticks. “Yes, Dzar, we’ll be uploading all information about the plastic, about your discovery of the plastic, as well as the proof that the site hasn’t been contaminated. I want a clear and detailed procedural trail.”

“To prove that the plastic aliens were here pre-destruction…”

“Dzar.” Arniz cut her off. “Let’s just concentrate on the plastic you found. On the science, not on crazy theories of how the plastic aliens might be responsible for the sudden planet-wide destruction that wiped out hundreds of separate civilizations, thousands of kilometers apart.”

Dzar’s mouth dropped open, her tongue flicking out to taste the air. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

Turning her head so as not to fog the primitive, static display, Arniz sighed again. Young. So very young.

* * *

Commander Ng hadn’t been happy when Torin had informed him that if Justice wanted the Strike Teams to continue tidying up the post-war peace, their skills in controlled violence needed to be maintained. They needed more than the gym, provided for fitness and funded by denial, they needed a range. She didn’t know how Ng had convinced the Justice Department, but given how the Elder Races felt about weapons, she suspected simple logic hadn’t been enough. She also suspected Ng, a former lawyer, had enjoyed doing the browbeating even if he refused to admit it. Eventually, the Justice Committee to Examine a Proposed Expansion of Strike Team Training Facilities had agreed to add a range to the new section of the station and, in a surprising triumph of need over budget, had paid a premium to bring in the construction company used by the Corps.

Torin had no complaints about either setup or safety—the finished range was a copy of the Level 26 range on Ventris Station—but she continued to agitate for a planet-based training facility. Firing live ammo in a high-tech container surrounded by vacuum had always seemed like tempting fate; no matter that the bulkheads had been lined with an organic gel interlaced with Mictok webbing, the semisolid mass designed to absorb impact.

Given that Mictok webbing was extruded from the ass of giant, sentient spiders, Torin had never asked who or what provided the gel. As long as it worked, she was happier not knowing.

The surrounding vacuum had been why she’d handed the testing of the small gun they’d confiscated at Three Points to Binti. Just as Torin knew she could hit almost anything she aimed at with a KC-7, she knew Binti could hit anything she aimed at. Period. Corps sniper training after their “diplomatic mission” to Silsviss had honed a natural talent.

Binti’s first shot with the small gun hit the outer ring on the left side of the target at the fifty-meter flag. Her second moved right two centimeters. Her last three made a tight group a centimeter left of dead center.

“Honestly, Gunny…” She straightened, removed the magazine, checked the chamber, and laid the weapon on the table behind the shield. “…if you’re not me, I’d say maximum effective range is no more than seventy meters. I could maybe make the shot at a hundred, hundred and twenty, but the short sight radius on this thing is stupidly limiting.”

“And with practice?” They’d found nine rounds in the small gun’s magazine, a tenth in the chamber. They’d been lucky it hadn’t gone off again when Mack had thrown it to the floor.

“Meh. It’s just not very accurate.”

Torin reached past Binti’s hip and picked it up. Even considering it was missing the magazine, it was lighter than it looked, made of the same alloys as the familiar KC-7. Same alloys. Same firing mechanisms. So much smaller.

“It kicks,” Binti continued as Torin closed her fingers around it. “There’s no room for dampeners, and all the movement fuks with accuracy.”

“It doesn’t need to be accurate at distance. You can hide this. Get close.”

“Get close? While being shot at?”

“It’s not a soldier’s weapon.” It wasn’t a weapon for war, or at least not the kind of war both sides knew they were fighting. The implications were as ugly as the small gun.

“I think it’s a prototype.”

“Based on?”

“The three ways to improve it I’d worked out by the second shot.” Binti recorded the hits, then cleared the target. “I get why some people are into miniaturization, but I don’t get why anyone would make a working model of something like this.”

Torin did. “Violence has been spreading now the war is over. The Wardens have brought in specialists to deal with it.” That was the opening line of the vid Justice had put together to introduce the Strike Teams to the public. Torin had argued they should stay covert. Commander Ng had decided to use their existence as a deterrent. With no way to measure uncommitted crime, there was no way to discover if it had worked.

Arms folded, Binti stared at her for a long moment, both brows up, then huffed out a sigh. “You think this is for protection against a perceived rise in violence? At an effective range of seventy meters? Against what?”

“Other people with these.”

“Yeah, given the shit we have to go through before and after we use our weapons—and we’re the law—not going to happen.”

“Legally.” Torin set it back down on the table. The last thing the Wardens needed were easy to conceal weapons loose among a civilian population. Actually, fuk the Wardens; it was the last thing anyone needed.

“You have a suspicious nature, Gunny.”

“So I’ve been told.” It wasn’t paranoia if it kept people alive.

They turned together as the hatch opened and Dr. Deyell entered, high stepping over the lip, feathers ruffled, head twitching back and forth as he tried to see into all corners of the range at once. “This one isn’t mistaken about being allowed to enter?”

“Light was off. You’re good, Doc.” The young Rakva was the only member of Strike Team R&D who enjoyed interacting with the Younger Races. All other interactions were tainted with apprehension, as though R&D expected the Strike Teams to explode into unprovoked violence at any moment. The Rakva, like the Katrien and the Niln, weren’t among the original members of the Confederation, and, considered less Elder by some, were often referred to unofficially as the Mid Races. It had been a Rakva doctor who’d worked his feathers off to keep her desperately outnumbered platoon alive during the Silsviss attack and a Rakva doctor who’d saved her after severe radiation poisoning. Torin had a soft spot for the species.

Deyell’s rudimentary beak curved into a smile. “Ah, Strike Team Alpha Lead, this one finds it very convenient to find you already on the range.”

Torin suspected the station sysop had fingered her. Grabbing a handful of Binti’s shirt as the sniper began to move away, she muttered, “Where are you going?”

Binti grinned. “That one finds it convenient to find the Strike Team Alpha Lead on the range. As I’m not leading anything, I’m out of here.”

Teal-and-gray feathers smoothed out as Deyell crossed to set the case he carried on the table. “If we’re going to test fire the new prototype, this one will need you as well, Warden Mashona. You’ll put the dart exactly where this one tells you, removing a potential variable.”

“Damn.”

“Ah.” His crest rose and he poked at the small gun. “This one sees you have found a pistol.”

“A what?”

“A pistol. A weapon your species used in the past. Well, all the Younger Races had versions of it, but this particular example seems to be very Human in design, so this one uses the Human word. This one combed countless historical records in order to develop a functional delivery system for a tranquilizer and found a few remaining references to the pistol.” Feathers fluffed on his brow. “The implication was that all three species seemed absurdly fond of the design. But…” He gave himself a shake and the feathers settled. “…this one isn’t here for a history lesson.”

Pistol. It had a name. Torin thought the “name it, know it” belief was bullshit, but it would make it easier to write the report. In her single year as a Warden, she’d written more reports and filled out more forms than in fifteen years as a Marine and was in favor of anything that got her through them faster.

Deyell opened the case. “Now, to the new design for the delivery system.”

None of the other designs had worked, but Justice remained unhappy about their Strike Teams using lethal force, so R&D kept trying. “They’re using lethal force against us”  had been considered, at best, an irrelevant argument.

“Unlike the previous attempt which fired compressed air from an HPA…”

“And had an effective range of fifteen meters,” Binti said, picking up a dart and flicking the green fluff on the blunt end.

Deyell plucked the dart from her hand. “…we used a rifle blank and a 1CC dart loaded with a new compound that guarantees an almost instantaneous result on Humans.”

“Almost?” Torin’s brows rose. “And what about non-Humans?”

“Or Humans who mass less than we do,” Binti added. “Collins, the pilot on T’Jaam, is barely a meter and a quarter.”

“We’ve calibrated for mass and metabolism and worked up a variety of darts. Not only for Humans, but for Krai and for di’Taykan as well.”

For the violent Younger Races brought in to fight a war the Elder Races were too socially evolved to fight themselves. The only races the Strike Teams were sent out to stop.

Torin shook her head. “A variety of darts that we’d need to load into a single-shot weapon…”

“The labeling is very clear.”

“…while under fire.”

“This one admits it continues to be a work in progress. If you could…” He held out the tranquilizer gun.

Binti took it, fingers wrapped possessively around the barrel and the grip. “Your turn at the pointy end, Gunny.”

Torin sighed and signed the KC that had been modified for the tests out of lockup. It shot dissolving rounds at a considerably lower velocity than the usual 953 mps. The rounds stung, but beyond a minimum of fifty meters would leave only bruising even if they hit bare skin. In the interest of not losing an eye, Binti pulled on a helmet and activated the visor.

So did Torin. Given that she was on the pointy end of the exercise.

“Effective distance?” Binti asked as Torin began to walk up range.

Deyell tapped his fingers against his beak. “Numbers suggest sufficient accuracy for testing at 80 meters.”

“Numbers suggest?”

“The lack of empirical data is why this one is here.”

“Go out to seventy, Gunny.”

“We can regrow arms and legs and organs, and yet this one wonders why we can’t equip our Wardens with nonlethal weapons.”

Binti snorted. “False comparison.”

“Humor this one. It’s been a long day.”

“Ready, Gunny?”

Torin turned at the seventy, feet braced, weapon hanging at her side, muzzle pointed toward the floor, her finger away from the trigger. Fighting both training and experience that demanded to know what the hell she thought she was doing becoming a target, she squared her shoulders. “Ready.”
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