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The worst of times brings out the best of people.

This is for the rescue workers who died going up the stairs.



One

“And the moral of the story: never call a two-star general a bastard to his face.”

Stretching out his regenerated leg, Captain Rose leaned away from his desk and drummed his fingers against the inert plastic trim. “I’m a little surprised you didn’t already know that.”

“You and me both, sir.” Staff Sergeant Torin Kerr stared down at the general’s orders on her slate. “You and me both.”

“Still, I suppose you could consider it a compliment that General Morris wants you on this reconnaissance mission.”

“Yes, sir, but somehow when I think of ‘an unidentified alien vessel drifting dead in space,’ the word that tends to stick is dead. And I’ve barely recovered from the last time the general took a personal interest.” Before looking up, she cleared her screen with more emphasis than was strictly necessary. “Considering how the diplomatic part of the last mission got redefined as getting our asses kicked, I just hope I can survive what he considers recon.”

The captain smiled, pale skin creasing at the corners of both eyes. “You kicked some ass yourself, Staff.”

“Yes, sir, I did. Although I admit I had help from a platoon of Marines and Lieutenant Jarret. Both of which,” she added, “I wouldn’t mind having with me this time.”

“Should I authorize an armored unit as well?”

“I wish you could, sir.” Hooking her slate onto her belt, Torin drew in a deep breath and accepted the inevitable. She’d made herself memorable to the top brass and would have to live with the consequences—although the little information she had made survive the consequences seem more accurate. “He wants me on the next Coreward shuttle. There’ll be transportation arranged once I reach MidSector, but he doesn’t actually say where I’m going.”

“He’s a general, Staff. He doesn’t have to say. Ours is not to question why.”

“Yes, sir. The next shuttle leaves in just under two hours. Unless the general’s arranged for me to skip decontamination, I’ll have to hurry.”

The captain nodded, agreement and dismissal combined. “See that you hurry back, Staff Sergeant. I’ve got a new First, and he’s got a shitload of new recruits he could use your help with. This is a lousy time for you to go gallivanting around the galaxy.”

“I’ll be sure to mention that to the general, sir.”

“I’m hoping you’re smarter than that, Staff.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Staff?”

She paused, just outside the door’s proximity sensor.

“General Morris’ parentage aside, it’s entirely possible he recommended you for this mission because you’re the best person for the job.”

“General Morris’ parentage aside, sir, I never doubted that.”

* * *

And it started out as such a good day, Torin growled silently as she walked to the nearest vertical. Admin had finally cleared the files sending Binti Mashona to sniper school, Corporal Hollice was getting a well-deserved promotion to sergeant, a number of the new recruits actually seemed to have arrived with half their brains functioning, and, thanks to the situation on Silsviss, Sh’quo Company was so far down on the rotation that the Others would have to overrun the entire sector before they were sent back out. I should have known something would happen to fuk it up. 

*Report to shuttle bay twelve for decontamination in forty-six minutes.*

Years of practice kept her from visibly reacting to her implant’s sudden announcement. It hadn’t taken Captain Rose long to post her orders to the station system.

A quick glance up and down the vertical showed a cluster of people descending but a clear fall below them all the way to C deck. With every intention of using General Morris’ name not only in vain but in any way possible should the necessity arise, Torin dove headfirst down the shaft. The turn in mid-fall slowed her slightly, but she was still moving fast enough to set off the safety protocols when she grabbed the strap and swung out onto the deck.

*Please exercise more caution in the verticals. This is a level one warning.*

Torin tongued in an acknowledgment without breaking stride. She could live with a level one. It took three in a Tenday before the station reported them and she’d be gone long enough that this particular warning would be wiped by the time she returned.

Unhooking her slate, she began locking down her desk as she walked—sealing her personal folders and encrypting the rest to Sergeant Chou’s access codes. Anne Chou would be senior noncom for the platoon while she was gone and would at least give Lieutenant Jarret someone he’d already…

“Is it true, Staff?”

She looked down at the Krai private who’d suddenly appeared beside her. Given their difference in height, all she could see was the mottled top of his hairless head, which gave no clue at all to the meaning of his question. “Is what true, Ressk?”

“That instead of a promotion and comfy tour at Ventris Station teaching diritics how to survive, General Morris has detoured you to a Recon mission.”

“I’m impressed; those orders have been on system for less than ten minutes.”

Ressk lengthened his stride to keep up, bare feet slapping against the floor. “I guess once you pull somebody’s brass out of the fire they expect you to keep doing it.”

“That is the way the universe tends to function.” At the lock leading to SRQ, she paused. “You got a reason to be on this level, Ressk?”

“Sergeant Aman wants to see me, Staff. And when I saw you, I thought I’d say…”

The pause lengthened.

“Private?”

His nose ridges flushed. “Could you talk to the general, Staff? Exploring an unidentified alien vessel floating dead in space—that’s always been my dream!”

Torin blinked. “You’re kidding?”

“No, Staff, I’m not. You know there isn’t a sys-op I can’t get into. I could be useful on this kind of a mission.”

“I don’t doubt that, but I’m sure there’ll be specialists…”

“I’m faster. If it’s a matter of life and death, you’re not going to want some specialist…” The word emerged somewhere between an insult and profanity. “…taking their time, doing everything by the book.”

“Ressk…”

“I haven’t even read the book!”

*Report to shuttle bay twelve for decontamination in thirty minutes.*

“If I can, I’ll talk to Captain Rose before I go.”

“Thanks, Staff. You’re a real chirtric.”

It wasn’t every day she was called a delicacy, Torin reflected as she continued toward her quarters, but even if she managed to talk to Captain Rose he’d have no time to speak to the general before the shuttle left the station.

* * *

The captain’s Admin clerk agreed to pass the message along. “You do know that captains aren’t in the habit of paging two-star generals and suggesting they should make use of personnel with what amounts to illegal computing skills, don’t you, Staff?”

“Not my problem.” Torin thumbed her kit bag closed. “I told him I’d try to talk to Captain Rose. The captain was unavailable, I spoke to you. My conscience is clear.” Her slate made a noise somewhere between a snort and a snicker. “You have something to add, Corporal?”

“Just my best wishes for a successful mission and a safe return, Staff Sergeant.”

“Thank you. Kerr out.”

The double tone closing the connection sounded as she glanced one last time around the room, noted both living and sleeping areas would pass at least a cursory inspection, and crossed to the door. The empty sockets of the Silsviss skull on the shelf over her entertainment unit seemed to follow her every move. A couple of the more politically correct Battalion NCOs had objected to having the skull of a sentient species mounted in the Senior Ranks’ Mess, so rather than stuff it into a recycler, she’d brought it home.

“Don’t look so concerned,” she told it. “I’ll be back.”

*Report to shuttle bay twelve for decontamination in twenty minutes.*

In spite of a crowd on the lower beltway, she made it with seven minutes to spare and could walk across the lounge to the shuttle bay without challenging the belief, widely held by the lower ranks, that sergeants and above controlled time and therefore never had to hurry.

“Staff Sergeant Kerr!”

Torin checked her watch, then turned. His lilac eyes a couple of shades darker than his hair, Second Lieutenant di’Ka Jarret, her platoon commander, rushed around the end of an ugly gray plastic bench and hurried toward her. As incapable of looking awkward as any of his species, he didn’t look happy. “Sir?”

“You were just going to leave?” He didn’t sound happy either.

“The general’s orders were specific, sir. I had forty-six minutes to get to decon and you were at Battalion. Captain Rose sent you a copy of the orders.”

“I received the captain’s transfer, Staff Sergeant,” the di’Taykan informed her, drawing himself up to his full height. Torin stared at the pheromone masker prominently displayed at his throat and just barely resisted the urge to crank it up a notch. A small indiscretion some months prior had left her more susceptible to the lieutenant’s chemical invitation than she should have been. One night he’s a pretty young di’Taykan—one of the most enthusiastically undiscriminating species in the galaxy—and next morning he’s her new second lieutenant. There were times Torin thought the universe had a piss poor sense of humor.

Had her time been her own, she could—and would—have waited indefinitely for him to continue. His last declaration had exhibited an indignation junior officers needed to be trained out of—the greater portion of the universe, not to mention the Marine Corps, ticked along just fine without them ever being consulted.

However, as she was currently on General Morris’ clock…

“I sent a message as well, sir. Wrote it on the beltway. Station should have downloaded it to your slate by now.”

She half expected him to check his inbox. When he didn’t, she allowed herself a small smile. “I appreciate the chance to say good-bye, sir. You must have really hauled ass to make it all the way down from Battalion in time.”

“Well, I …”

“Staff sergeant Torin Kerr, report to decontamination at shuttle bay twelve.”

“Tell the whole station,” Torin muttered, as her name, rank, and destination bounced off the dull green metal walls of the lounge.

“I think they did.” The lieutenant’s hair and ears both had clamped tight to his skull. “You’ll, uh…” When Torin lifted an eyebrow in his general direction, a skill that had been well worth the price of the program, he finished in a rush. “…you’ll be coming back?”

“I always plan on coming back, sir.” She took a step closer to the decontamination lock. “Every time I go out.”

“I know. I mean…”

“I know what you mean, sir.” One of the most important functions staff sergeants performed was the supporting of brand-new second lieutenants while they learned how to handle themselves in front of actual—as opposed to theoretical—Marines. The realization that this relationship wasn’t necessarily permanent, that said support could be pulled out from under them at the whim of those higher up the chain of command, always came as a bit of a shock to the young officers. “During the time I’m temporarily detached from the company, you can have complete faith in Sergeant Chou’s ability to handle the platoon.”

“I do.” He opened his mouth to continue, then closed it again. After a moment’s thought, he squared his shoulders, held out his hand, and said only, “Good luck, Staff.”

“Thank you, sir.” When, like any di’Taykan, he tried to extend the physical contact, she pulled her hand free and moved into the decontamination lock’s proximate zone.

“Staff?”

A half-turn as she stepped over the lip and into the outer chamber. The lieutenant was smiling, his eyes as light as she’d ever seen them.

“Is it true you called General Morris a bastard?”

* * *

Torin stowed her bag in the enclosure over her seat and took a look around the military compartment. Forward, a pair of officers sat on opposite sides of the aisle. The Human artillery captain had already slid his slate into the shuttle’s system and, from the corner of the screen Torin could see, had accessed the hospitality file—although it wouldn’t dispense his drink until they were in Susumi space. Her seat on full recline, it appeared that the di’Taykan major had gone to sleep. Torin wondered if she’d already made the captain an offer and was resting up. And if that’s why the captain was drinking.

In the aft end of the compartment, half a dozen privates and a corporal were settling in. According to their travel docs—available to sergeants and above from the shuttle’s manifest—the corporal from Crayzk Company’s engineering platoon was heading Coreward on course and the six privates were on their way back to Ventris Station to be mustered out.

She had the NCO compartment to herself.

As the shuttle pulled away from the station, the walls separating the sections opaqued. Although the center aisle remained open along the length of the compartment, it was easy enough to maintain the illusion of privacy between the ranks—an illusion Torin was all in favor of. She as little wanted to be responsible to the officers as she wanted to be responsible for the junior ranks.

Half an hour later, the shuttle folded into Susumi space. Since little changed from trip to trip, they’d be spending only eight to fourteen hours inside, emerging four light-years away at MidSector at the same time they left. Torin pulled a pouch of beer from her alcohol allotment and settled back to watch the last three episodes of StarCops, one of the few Human-produced vids she hated to miss.

But neither Detective Berton’s attempt to find the smugglers bringing the highly addictive di’Taykan vritran into Human space nor Detective Canter’s search to find the murderer of a Krai diplomat could hold her attention. She might as well have been watching H’san opera. When the third episode featured a government official throwing his weight around, she thumbed it off and glared at her reflection on the screen.

If General Morris wanted a recon team to investigate an unknown alien spacecraft, the Corps had plenty of teams he could choose from. Torin didn’t know whether he wanted her to replace the staff sergeant from an established unit or to be a part of a team he’d built from scratch, but either way she didn’t much care for the idea. It was inefficient. And bordered on stupid.

She could do the job. She understood that as a member of the Corps, she was expected to pick up and move on as the Corps saw fit. And she took full responsibility for the actions that had lodged her in the memory of a two-star general.

But stupidity at high levels really pissed her off.

Because stupidity at high levels was the sort of thing that got people killed.

A Krai territorial cry sounded from the rear compartment, closely followed by a stream of happy Human profanity. Jerked out of her mood, Torin was startled to see she’d been brooding for almost an hour.

The profanity got a little less happy.

Not her problem.

She heard the corporal’s voice rise and fall and then the unmistakable sequence of flesh to flesh to floor.

Now it was her problem.

Standing, she shrugged into her tunic and started down the aisle. No point in letting a bad mood go to waste…

The corporal was flat on his back. One of the Krai privates—probably the female given relative sizes—sat on his chest, holding his arms down with her feet. He wasn’t struggling, so Torin assumed he’d taken some damage hitting the floor. The smaller Krai had a pouch of beer in the foot Torin could see and was banging both fists against the seat in front of him, nose ridges so dark they were almost purple. The di’Taykan were nowhere to be seen—all three of them had probably crammed themselves into the tiny communal chamber the moment the shuttle had entered Susumi space—which left, of the original six privates, only a Human who seemed to find the whole thing very funny.

He spotted Torin first. By the time she’d covered half the distance, his eyes had widened as the chevrons on her sleeves penetrated past the beer. By the time she’d covered the other half of the distance, he’d stopped laughing and had managed to gasp out something that could have been a warning.

Too late.

Transferring forward momentum, Torin wrapped her fist in the female Krai’s uniform, lifted her off the corporal, and threw her back into a seat.

The sudden silence was deafening.

She reached down and helped the corporal to his feet.

Someone cleared his or her throat. “Staff, we …”

Her lip curled. “Shut up.”

The silence continued.

“If I hear one word from any of you while Corporal Barteau …”

No one seemed at all surprised she knew the corporal’s name.

“…is telling me what the hell is going on back here, I will override your seat controls and you will spend the rest of the trip strapped in.” Eyes narrowed, she swept the silent trio with a flat, unfriendly stare. “Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, Staff Sergeant.”

“Good. Corporal.”

They walked back to the wall dividing the lower ranks from the NCOs.

Torin pitched her voice for the corporal’s ears alone. “You all right?”

“Just a little winded, Staff. I didn’t expect her to jump me. They’d been drinking, and I think she was showing off for Private Karsk. I was studying.” He nodded toward the schematics spread out over the last two seats. “I asked them to keep it down. Next thing I knew…”

An unidentifiable sound from the back of the compartment pulled Torin’s head around. All three privates, sitting exactly where she’d left them, froze, wide-eyed like they’d been caught in a searchlight. She held them there for a moment—half hoping they were drunk enough to cause more trouble—then turned slowly back to Corporal Barteau.

He shrugged. “They’re on their way home, Staff.”

“I know.”

“Privates Karsk and Visilli were at Beconreaks and Private Chrac, she was aircrew, Black Star Evac. They flew at…”

“I know, Corporal, I was there. Your point?”

“I don’t think they deserve to be put on report. Not for celebrating the fact that they’re going home.”

“I agree.”

He looked surprised. “You do?”

Torin exhaled slowly and forced the muscles in her jaw to relax. From the corporal’s reaction, she suspected she’d looked like she was chewing glass. “Yes. I do. I’ll have a word with them and, if we get to MidSector without any more trouble, that’ll be the end of it.”

“You’ve already scared the piss out of them,” the corporal acknowledged.

“Yeah, well, I’d say that was my intent except the shuttle service would make me pay for having the seats cleaned.”

* * *

Feeling considerably more clearheaded, Torin accessed the hospitality screen and a moment later pulled the tab on a pouch of beer.

Ours is not to question why.

I’ll do, she said silently, with a sarcastic toast to absent brass, but I’ll be damned if I’ll die.

* * *

The detoxicant Torin had taken when they folded out of Susumi space had done its job by the time the shuttle docked at MidSector. Although the military and civilian passengers had been kept separate during the trip, exit ramps emerged into the same crowded Arrivals’ Lounge.

There were a lot fewer uniforms in the crowd than Torin was used to.

“Excuse me.”

Torin had a choice. She could stop, or she could walk right over the di’Taykan standing in front of her. She stopped. But it was a close decision.

The di’Taykan had lime green hair and eyes, the former spread out from her head in a six-inch aureole, the latter so pale Torin wondered how she could see since none of the light receptors seemed to be open. Her matching clothing was unusually subdued—in spite of the color—and the combined effect was one of studied innocence.

Torin didn’t believe it for a moment. Anyone studying that hard had to be working against type.

“One of my thytrins was supposed to be on that shuttle, Sergeant di’Perit Dymone. I didn’t see him get off so I was wondering if he, well, missed his flight again.” Her hair flattened a little in embarrassment. “He missed the last flight he was supposed to be on.”

Looking politely disinterested, Torin waited.

“I thought maybe, if he didn’t miss this flight, he might still be on board.”

“No.”

“Are you sure…” She dipped her head and her eyes went a shade darker as she studied Torin’s collar tabs. “…Staff Sergeant?”

“I’m sure.”

“But…”

“I was the only NCO of senior rank on board. Your thytrin missed another flight.”

“Oh.” Her hair flattened farther as she stepped out of the way, one long-fingered hand fiddling with her masker. “I’m sorry to bother you then.”

Torin swung her bag back onto her shoulder. “No problem.”

“Um, Staff Sergeant, would you like to…”

“No. Thank you.” When a di’Taykan began a question with would you like to, there was only ever one ending. And that was probably why the girl’s thytrin kept missing his flight.

By the time Torin reached the exit, she’d been delayed long enough for the lines to have gone down at the security scanners. Wondering why the Niln next to her was bothering to argue with the station sys-op—top of the pointless activity list—she slid her slate into the wall and faced the screen. In the instant before the scan snapped her pupils to full dilation, she saw a flash of reflected lime green. The di’Taykan? Scan completed, she turned.

On the other side of the lounge, now nearly empty of both the shuttle’s passengers and those who’d come to meet them, the di’Taykan had crouched down to speak to a Katrien. Although conscious of being watched, they glanced up and smiled. For an omnivore, the Katrien had rather a lot of sharp-looking teeth in its narrow muzzle and although Torin couldn’t see much of its face around an expensive-looking pair of dark glasses, something about its expression made her fairly certain she’d seen that particular Katrien before. She just couldn’t put her finger on where.

*You have been cleared to enter the station. Proceed immediately to docking bay SD-31. Your pilot has been informed of your arrival.*

Torin tongued in an acknowledgment and stepped through the hatch, the Katrien’s identity no longer relevant.

Facing the lounge exit was a large screen with a three-dimensional map of the station. As Torin stepped closer, a red light flashed over her corresponding place on the map and a long red arrow led to the legend: “You are here.” Torin would have bet her pension that the graffiti scrawled next to it in a script she didn’t recognize said, “And your luggage is in Antares,” or a variation thereof.

Shuttle departures were down one level. Unfortunately, SD-31 was not a shuttle bay. All MidSector and OutSector stations had a squadron of two-person fighters for station defense plus a few extra bays in case of fighters arriving without their ships. As no MidSector station had ever been attacked, their squadrons were on short rotation. There were few things more disruptive to a sentient society than a squadron of bored vacuum jockeys.

“Docking bay SD- 31.”

The map rearranged itself. A second red light appeared. A green line joined them.

Okay. That was going to take some time.

“Shortest route. Species neutral.”

Not significantly shorter.

The MidSector stations had been in place longer than Humans had been part of the Confederation and over time they’d grown almost organically.

“Like a tumor,” Torin muttered, heading for the nearest transit node. OutSector stations had been designed for the military after the start of the war and were a lot more efficient. She hoped that when informed of her arrival her pilot had kept right on with whatever it was a vj did when he wasn’t flying or fighting with Marine pilots because they wouldn’t be leaving any time soon.

At the node, she wasn’t really surprised to find a link had just left. Given the way her day had been going, she wouldn’t have been surprised to have found the links shut down for unscheduled maintenance and that she was supposed to cover roughly eight kilometers of station on foot.

Ours is not to question why.

A trite saying rapidly on its way to becoming a mantra.

By the time the next link arrived, the platform had become crowded. A trio of di’Taykan officers at the far end—pink, teal, and lavender hair—provided a visual aid for anyone who wondered why the Corps had switched to black uniforms, and about forty civilians filled the space in between, including four representatives of a species Torin couldn’t identify.

There were also a number of Katrien. Hard to count because they were shorter than many of the other species but easy to spot since every single one of them appeared to be talking—sometimes to other Katrien, who were also talking. MidSector was close to their home system, which explained the numbers. Torin watched only the occasional broadcast coming out of the Core but she seemed to remember a Katrien news program announcing that their Trading Cartel had taken over a significant number of both X-and Y-axis routes.

When the link finally arrived, Torin took a center seat, plugged her slate into a data console, and ran “alien ship dead in space,” then “ship of unknown origins,” paying a little extra for a secure search. Nothing. Great, the one time I could use a little help from the media, General Morris managed to keep the lid on.

Impressive if only because the Marines had arrived in more than one contested system to find the media there first.

At her final node, Torin had her link to herself and at the end of the line stepped out onto an empty platform. Four Katrien bounced out of the link behind her and one out of the link behind that. Although she hadn’t paid much attention to fur patterns, the dark glasses on the single Katrien, now hurrying to join the others, seemed familiar.

I’m in friendly territory, Torin reminded herself. No reason to assume I’m being followed. Two different people could easily be wearing the same expensive eyewear.

But she crossed the platform toward them anyway—paranoia and survival instinct were two sides of the same coin when the job description involved being targeted by projectile weapons. The single Katrien cut off a high-pitched and incomprehensible flow of sound as she reached the group, and all five turned toward her.

She scowled down at the source of her disquiet. “Do I know you?”

A heavyset individual—Torin didn’t know enough about the Katrien to assume gender—spread hands that looked like black latex gloves extending from the sleeves of a fur coat, and replied in a friendly sounding torrent of its own language.

*Translation not available.*

“Do any of you speak Federate?”

A second torrent, even friendlier sounding than the first.

*Translation not available.*

All five were now smiling toothily, the Katrien who might or might not have been following her a little toothier than the rest. Torin knew better than to make cross-species generalizations, but it looked smug. If they were living on station, they spoke Federate; no question they were being deliberate pains in the ass. Maybe they disliked the military on principle.

Many of the Elder Races were pacifists—to the point of extinction when the Others showed up, which was, after all, why the Humans, di’Taykan, and Krai had been invited in.

Maybe the Katrien was the same Katrien she’d seen in the lounge. Maybe it told the others to play dumb for the soldier. Fuk it. It was a free station. She was not going to get involved in the game.

But this time, she noted the fur pattern. If she saw this particular smugly smiling Katrien again, she’d know it.

Her answering smile was less toothy but more sarcastic: “Thank you for your time.”

They shouted something after her as she left the platform. Torin tongued off her implant before it could tell her once again that a translation was unavailable. Some things didn’t need to be translated.

* * *

There was a vacuum jockey leaning against the orange metal bulkhead outside SD-31. Torin wondered how the Navy flier could look so boneless and still remain upright. He straightened as she approached.

“Staff Sergeant Kerr?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Lieutenant Commander Sibley. I’m your ride.” He palmed the lock and stood aside as the hatch opened.

Torin peered into the tiny suiting chamber and looked back at the pilot in time to see him slide a H’san stim into his chest pocket. Humans chewed the sticks as a mild stimulant. They were nonaddicting and completely harmless although they had a tendency to stain the user’s teeth and, in extensive use, turn subcutaneous fat bright orange. Although the sticks were frowned on, they weren’t actually illegal, and Navy pilots, operating in three dimensions at high speeds, often chewed to give themselves an edge. Navy flight commanders, who preferred their pilots alive, usually looked the other way.

Lieutenant Commander Sibley followed her gaze and grinned. “I know, Staff, it’s a filthy habit. And I’m not trying to quit.”

“Not my business, sir.”

“True enough.” He stepped into the chamber. Torin followed. “We’ve got a one-size-fits-most flight suit for you. I take it your suit certifications are up to date?”

“Yes, sir. If either branch of the military uses it, I’m certified to wear it.”

The suits were designed to fit loosely everywhere but the collar ring and the faceplate so one size fit well enough. Exposure to vacuum caused a chemical reaction which stiffened the suit and filled the spaces between it and flesh with an insulating foam capable of maintaining a constant temperature of 15°C for thirty minutes. Since the suits came with only twenty minutes of independent air, pilots who found themselves free of their fighter’s life-support pod didn’t have to worry about freezing to death.

Among themselves, Torin knew the vacuum jockeys referred to the suits as buoys—markers to make it easier for the Navy to find the bodies.

Theoretically, pilots weren’t supposed to come out of their pods even with their fighters shot to hell all around them. In Torin’s experience, theory didn’t stand a chance up against reality. Theoretically, species achieved interstellar space travel after they’d put war behind them, but apparently no one had told the Others.

They checked each other’s seals and packs, then Lieutenant Commander Sibley opened the outer door. SD-31 held, as expected, a two-person Jade although for the moment all Torin could see of it was the access to the pod.

“Ever ridden in one these jewels, Staff Sergeant?”

Torin’s stomach flipped as she stepped out into the docking bay and the gravity suddenly lessened. “No, sir.”

His hazel eyes held a gleam of anticipation as he showed her where and how to stow her bag, then he waved at the tiny rear section. “We’re point five gees in here, Staff, so just step in, feet about this far apart…” He held out white-gloved hands. “…and settle into place. Your pack fits into the back of the seat and, if you do it right, all hookups are made automatically.”

And if I do it wrong? Torin wondered as her feet hit the deck and she sat down on a disconcertingly yielding surface. Apparently, she’d have to find out another time as straps slid down around her shoulders and disappeared into the seat between her legs. Great. We can fold space, but we can’t improve on the seat belt my father uses on his tractor. The screens to either side of her remained dark, but on the curved screen in front, half a dozen green telltales lit up.

“You’re in.” The pilot leaned up out of her section and dropped into his own, considerably faster than she’d done it. “Probably best if you keep your hands in your lap, Staff Sergeant. None of your controls are live, but you’re in my gunner’s seat and I’d just as soon we didn’t shoot off bits of the station. Navy frowns at that.”

Every time it happens, Torin snorted, but all she said aloud was, “Hands are in my lap, sir.”

Almost before he was strapped in, the pod sealed. An instant after that, they dropped out into space.

Zero gravity flipped her stomach again. Torin swallowed hard as acceleration pressed her first against the straps and then down into the seat. Lieutenant Commander Sibley had cleared launch on his implant, probably so he could hit space without giving her warning. Two diagonal moves later, they were upside down relative to the station.

“Be about an hour and a half before we reach the Berganitan. I hope you’re not claustrophobic.”

Well, sir, if I was, I’d have probably found out years ago crammed into the troop compartment of a sled with a couple of dozen muddy Marines while the enemy tried to blow us the hell up. At least you’ve got windows.

But all she said aloud was, “Not that I know of, sir.”

She spared a moment wondering if there was any significance in General Morris’ apparent fondness for the Berganitan. Maybe it was the only ship the Admiralty would let him play with.

The Jade suddenly dropped away from the station. About thirty meters out, it flipped over.

Shouldn’t have told him I’d never been in a Jade before. She’d probably thought a lieutenant commander was a little old to play “let’s see if we can get the Marine to puke.” More fool her. All vjs were crazy, from raw ensigns right up to Wing Admiral di’Si Trin herself—something she should have remembered. Well, counting the ten hours and forty-seven minutes in Susumi space, it has been a long day.

* * *

Lieutenant Commander Sibley added a few final flourishes as he brought the Jade up to cruising speed. “If you have to hurl, Staff Sergeant, bite the black tab at the base of your faceplate. It’ll open a pouch.”

No answer. Not even the sound of a lost lunch.

“Staff?”

Her telltales were green. She was conscious. Heart pumping at sixty/sixty. Respiration slow and steady.

Then it dawned on him. While he’d been flying a pattern designed to test the limits of Human physiology, his passenger had gone to sleep.




Two

“Staff Sergeant Kerr?”

“Yes, sir.” The lieutenant waiting outside the fighter bay had hair and eyes the palest blue Torin’d ever seen on a di’Taykan. His Glass Cs had been perfectly creased, his boots and brass magnificently shined, even his masker gleamed.

He seemed momentarily disappointed that her spit and polish matched his.

“I’m Lieutenant Stedrin, General Morris’ aide. The general wants to see you right away.”

She’d been traveling for the last fifteen hours. What she wanted was a shower—although perhaps wanted wasn’t the most accurate word.

Stedrin’s eyes darkened, as though he were trying to see her expression in more detail. Then he stepped back and gestured to the right. “The Corps’ attachment is this way.”

They walked in silence, watched covertly by the Berganitan’s crew. Torin and a warrant exchanged nods as she passed his work party, but the lieutenant might as well have been moving through an empty ship. She wondered if he’d have shortened his stride had she not been tall enough to keep up and decided, after casting a quick glance at the rigid muscles of his jaw, he probably wouldn’t. Must make him real popular with the Krai. Why the hell didn’t he just message my implant?

“The general thinks highly of you.” Stedrin made the sudden announcement in a tone that suggested the general was alone in that regard. “He says that without you, it’s doubtful we’d have gained the Silsviss as allies.” The pause was too short for a reply. Too long to have been anything but deliberate emphasis. “I think you’ve taken as much advantage of that as there is to be taken. Do you understand me, Staff Sergeant Kerr?”

“Yes, sir.” And that answered the message versus personal touch question. He’d come all the way down to the fighter bay to warn her to play nice or she’d have him to deal with. The overachieving, armament-up-the-butt attitude was unusual for a di’Taykan. Willing to lay odds that he had a minimum of eight letters in the unmentioned half of his name—which would put his family low in the Taykan caste system—she kept her face expressionless under the weight of his regard.

“I get the impression you’re not taking this seriously, Staff Sergeant.”

Stepping forward, she checked that the lock lights were green and opened the hatch separating the Marine attachment from the Berganitan proper. “Sorry, sir.”

“For what?” he demanded, walking over the seals with the self-conscious care of one who’d spent very little time in space.

“For your mistaken impression, Lieutenant.” She dogged the hatch closed and turned to meet his eyes. “I take everything I do seriously. It’s how I keep my people alive.” After a moment, she let him look away.

Hair clamped tight to his skull, the lieutenant took a step back, opened his mouth, then snapped it closed again. Torin gave him credit for recognizing he was in a battle he couldn’t win and waited patiently while he brought his emotions under control. The general’s compartment was barely three meters down the passage, and the last thing he’d want was to have General Morris inquiring about his temper.

Or wondering where the hell he’d been.

Seconds before Torin was about to point that out, the di’Taykan turned on one heel and marched down the passageway, graceful in spite of a rigidity of spine that promised they weren’t through.

* * *

“You’re looking better than the last time I saw you, Staff Sergeant.”

“Thank you, sir.” So was he. Last time she’d seen the general, he’d had two black eyes, a broken nose, and a poleaxed expression—all of which she’d been essentially responsible for.

Given his current expression, he was thinking pretty much the same thing. “Yes, well, we’ve a new situation here, so let’s put the past behind us, shall we?”

“Yes, sir.”

It was more neutral noise than agreement, but General Morris took the words at face value, smiling and nodding—both of which put Torin on edge. Damn, she hated smiling generals.

“You’re probably wondering why I had Lieutenant Stedrin bring you to me.”

She was, but she wasn’t expecting an explanation. The pause went on long enough so Torin began to think the general himself was also wondering. She was about ready to throw in another Yes, sir, to prod him forward, when he squared beefy shoulders and said, “You’ll be Senior NCO for this mission and, as you were my personal choice, I felt I should be the one to introduce you to the officer commanding.” He touched the edge of his comm unit. “Lieutenant.”

“Sir.” Stedrin’s voice snapped out of the desk so crisply Torin knew he’d been hovering over it, waiting for the call.

“Have the captain report to my office immediately.”

“Yes, sir.”

Generals did not make introductions for staff sergeants.

Staff sergeants did not ask generals what the hell they were up to.

Unfortunately.

General Morris sat back in his chair and steepled his fingers, looking over their blunt ends at Torin. “How much do you follow politics, Staff Sergeant?”

“I don’t, sir.”

“You just do your job?”

Best to ignore two-star sarcasm.

“Yes, sir.”

He nodded and continued. “As you’re well aware, politics are a part of my job. The balance of power in Parliament is very tenuous right now. Many of the old races feel the Confederation isn’t making enough effort to deal with the Others diplomatically—in spite of the fact that diplomacy so far has resulted in nothing but dead diplomats. There’s a very real possibility that the arguments between the various factions could result in the same crippling of the government as happened back in ’89 when, with defense spending stalled, the Others took over most of SD38, including the Ba’tan home world. It would be nice,” he continued dryly, and Torin got the impression he was talking as much to himself as to her, “if this time, things could stabilize without such a drastic kick in the collective ass. Surprisingly enough, it’s been the Krai who’ve been causing the most trouble of late, throwing one faction against the other so that the military will take notice of their complaints that there aren’t enough of their people in top positions. They’ve been insisting Krai officers, Navy and Marine, receive more chances to serve in those places where promotions are most likely.”

“The front lines, sir?”

The general looked startled by her question. “No, not the front lines. They’re looking for a higher survival rate.”

Aren’t we all.

“Sir!”

Torin wondered if Stedrin stood at attention when he addressed the general over the comm. It certainly sounded like he did.

“Yes, Lieutenant?”

“The captain is here, sir.”

“Send him in.” General Morris stood, tugged his tunic into place, and came around the desk, shooting Torin a look that seemed almost apologetic.

Bugger it. That’s not good. She’d been standing easy, so when the door opened behind her, she came around ninety degrees, presenting her back to neither the general nor the entering officer.

He looked vaguely familiar. Which wasn’t necessarily relevant since the Krai as a whole had very little color or size variance and, to any species without a highly developed sense of smell, all seemed pretty much the same.

“Staff Sergeant Kerr, I’d like you to meet your commanding officer for this mission, Captain Travik.”

Oh, crap.

Captain Travik’s rescue of the besieged research station on Horohn 8, his reckless charge through the Others’ perimeter recorded by the station’s sensors, had captured the attention of the public and made him a celebrity. He’d been feted all through the sector, his image turning up every time the Corps got mentioned on any kind of a popular broadcast, his reputation growing as every new program fed on the one before it, his ego growing with his reputation.

Most of the Marines who landed under the captain’s command hadn’t survived.

To the public, that made him even more the hero.

To the Corps, particularly those who’d studied the recording, that made him a reckless hotshot who knew how to manipulate the media.

And here he was.

Because the Krai government wanted more Krai in top military positions.

Torin glanced over at the general and thought of a few more things to call him.

* * *

They folded into Susumi space early evening ship’s time when the last two members of the recon team finally arrived. According to the data on the desk in Torin’s small office, the twelve Marines had been detached from as many different units for security reasons. A decision had been made at the highest levels to keep the media away from the alien vessel and individual Marines moving about the Sector were deemed a lot less noticeable than a squad taken from one location.

From a combat perspective, it was inefficient, but Torin couldn’t fault the security reasoning. She only hoped they’d be spending enough time in Susumi space to make the word team relevant. Even with specialized training in common, it was going to take a while to shake three different species and twelve different personalities into a smoothly functioning unit.

Although there’d be common ground the moment they knew who was commanding.

Might as well get it over with.

* * *

“That was Staff Sergeant Kerr giving us a ten-minute warning,” Corporal di’Marken Nivry announced, upper body leaning through the hatch. “She wants us all. You two better get some clothes on and get in here.”

The two dripping Marines on the shower platform exchanged glances as identical as Human and Krai physiognomy allowed.

“Briefing’s tomorrow morning,” Werst growled, turning the air jets on. “She can’t wait?”

“She doesn’t have to,” Nivry reminded him and disappeared.

Lifting both heavily muscled arms over his head, Werst turned and scowled at the man standing next to him. “What?”

August Guimond scrubbed his fingers through the maximum amount of thick blond hair the Corps allowed, smiling broadly. “She was checking out my package.”

“Dirsrick anbol sa serrik tanayn.”

“That’s Krai, isn’t it?” Guimond turned off the air and stepped down. “What does it mean?”

“Roughly: who the fuk cares.”

* * *

Torin glanced around the compartment. Five di’Taykan, five Humans, two Krai—pretty much the usual split for the Corps. The engineers, Lance Corporal Danny Johnston and Corporal Heer, were sitting together, slates out. The two highest caste of the five di’Taykan—Privates First Class di’Por Huilin and di’Wen Jynett—appeared to be playing “my family compound is bigger than yours,” and looked as though they’d been interrupted in the midst of getting to know each other better. Which was pretty much standard operating procedure for di’Taykans and a heartbeat after she left all five would be in the communal compartment. For a moment it looked as though Pfc di’Sarm Frii was having a small spasm and then she saw the earphones almost covered by swinging ocher hair—although his hair seemed to be keeping a different beat than either hands or feet.

And Private First Class August Guimond, who was one of the biggest Humans Torin had ever seen, must have found something or somebody pretty funny given the size of his smile.

The rest were waiting more or less attentively for her to speak. The other Krai, who therefore had to be Pfc Werst, cradled a mug of sah in both hands. It took a security scan to release the stimulant to the Krai and, given the effect on Humans, Torin was glad to see Werst also wore an expression that promised critical damage should anyone try to take it from him.

She drew in a deep breath, noted that the silence became more attentive, waited for a blocky blonde—Lance Corporal Lesli Dursinski—to drive an annoyed elbow into Frii’s ribs, and began. “My name is Staff Sergeant Kerr and I am your Senior NCO for this mission. Like you, I got dragged away from my team and my friends and the job I was doing and, like you, I know that doesn’t matter one goddamned bit. The Corps calls—we answer. This is your new team…” A sweeping gesture with her right hand. “…these are your new friends…” Followed by a sweeping gesture with her left. “I don’t care if you like each other, but you will respect each other’s abilities and you will work together as Marines. Whenever that seems too difficult for you, remember there’s sixteen of us and over two thousand sailors out here.” Her left eyebrow lifted and her tone dried out. “I’m not saying that it’s us against them, I’m just saying that sixteen Marines, working together, should have no trouble with two thousand sailors.”

“Bring ’em on, Staff!” Pfc di’Benti Orla was on her feet. “I could do two thousand sailors myself before breakfast!”

One of the Humans, Corporal Harrop, snickered. “Yeah, I’ve heard that about you.”

Orla flipped him the finger, a Human gesture the di’Taykan had adopted wholeheartedly. “Fuk you!”

“After breakfast.”

“Deal.”

When Harrop looked startled, Torin grinned and shook her head. “You have served with di’Taykan before, Corporal?”

“Sure, Staff. Hundreds.”

“Then stop looking so damned surprised. At the moment,” she continued, now that the room’s attention had returned to her, “I know little more about this mission than you do; we’ll be first on an alien deep-space craft found drifting by a civilian salvage operator. Briefing’s tomorrow morning, 0900 hours, across in the Berganitan. General Morris would like us all to attend.” Torin paused long enough for the expected rumble of complaint but not so long that the rumble turned into something more. “Whether he expects our presence to reassure or intimidate the civilian scientists who will also be in attendance remains unclear at this time.”

Lance Corporal Ken Tsui snickered—there was one in every team who always got the joke—and several Marines smiled.

“At the briefing,” Torin continued, “we’ll meet our commanding officer, Captain Travik.”

Johnston’s slate squawked as he closed his fist around it. A heartbeat later, eleven of the twelve started talking at once.

“…serley asshole couldn’t command his way out of a wet…”

“…had a thytrin with him at Horohn…”

“…part of a fukking PR show…”

“…bastard tries that ‘hero’ shit on me…”

“…General Morris trying to get us fukking killed…”

Torin folded her arms and met Werst’s eyes across the room. He took a long drink of his sah, expression no different than it had been before she’d started speaking. One by one the other Marines noted her position and their protests trailed off.

“All right, now that you’ve got that out of your system,” she told the renewed silence, “let’s get a few things clear. One, General Morris is not trying to get us killed. The Krai in Parliament want more senior officers, and Captain Travik was the politicians’ choice. Unless the general wanted a repeat of ’89, his hands were tied.”

“Fuk the politicians,” someone muttered.

Torin snorted. “Thank you, but no. Two, this is not a public relations show. Until we’ve determined exactly what we’re dealing with, we’re under level four security and a full media lockout—which is why they didn’t move in an existing team. The media watches troop movements, they don’t watch individual Marines.”

“Staff?”

“What is it, Dursinski?”

“Why a full media lockout?” The lance corporal’s frown fell into two well-defined vertical lines in the center of her forehead. “Is there something about this ship they’re not telling us?”

“Probably. But I’m sure if you all put your little minds to it, you could come up with an infinite number of reasons for command to keep the discovery of this ship away from civilians until we’ve determined what it is.”

“Well, if it’s one of the Others’ ships, they could get hurt.”

“While I appreciate enthusiasm, Private Guimond, I wasn’t actually asking for reasons.”

Head cocked to one side, his lips moved as he silently repeated her previous statement. “Oh.” His smile grew a little sheepish. “Sorry, Staff.”

“It’s okay. Three…” She swept the room with a flat, emotionless gaze. “…Captain Travik is a Marine Corps officer and his orders, passed to you through me, will be obeyed. What you think of him personally is irrelevant. Do I make myself clear?”

A ragged chorus of, “Yes, Staff.” Scattered nods. Werst took another drink.

“Good. Form up in the passageway at 0830. I’ll see you then.” She paused, one hand on the hatch, and turned back to the room. “Private Orla.”

“Staff?” The young di’Taykan looked startled to be singled out.

“I’m sorry to hear about your thytrin. For what it’s worth, I expect your contact with the captain will be minimal.” When Orla nodded, Torin stepped out of the compartment and closed the hatch behind her.

“You told them?”

Torin pivoted on a heel, just barely resisting an urge to ask Lieutenant Stedrin why he was lurking about the enlisted compartments. “Yes, sir. I did.”

“Why?” The question held equal parts curiosity and challenge.

“If they found out about Captain Travik tomorrow at the briefing, that’s all they would have found out. Now, it’ll be old news, already dealt with, and they’ll be able to concentrate on information that might keep them alive.”

“I doubt the briefing will be that dangerous, Staff Sergeant. Good night.”

“Good night, sir.” Torin watched until the lieutenant turned the corner, trying to decide if he had the sector’s driest delivery or the Corps’ worst grasp of tactics.

* * *

“You’ve been pretty quiet, Werst,” Guimond observed as the horror stories and complaints began to die down. “What do you think about serving under Captain Travik?”

“Why do you want to know?”

“I just…”

“You think because I’m Krai, I’m going to defend him?”

“No, I…”

“I think he’s a grandstanding asshole at best and a murdering asshole at worst, but we won’t be dealing with him.” Werst scowled into the depths of his sah. “We’ll be dealing with Staff Sergeant Kerr. He’s her problem.”

“Okay.” Guimond grinned. “What do you think of her?”

Werst shrugged. “Chrick.”

“What don’t you find edible?” Ken Tsui demanded, getting himself another beer. “She’s not recon.”

“She was. She started out Fifth Re’carta, First Battalion, Recon. Went in half a dozen times, got wounded, made corporal, got transferred. What?” Nivry demanded of the room as whole. “I looked her up.” The corporal held up her slate. “It’s all in the attachment’s database. You can bet she’s downloaded everything in there on us.”

No one took the bet.

“I heard the general picked her personally,” Johnston offered, scratching at the faint shadow of whiskers across his chin.

“And we were randomly generated?” Nivry snorted. “With the whole sector to choose this team from, they’d have picked the best.”

“And you think you’re proof of that?”

“Damned right. Anyone in here think they’re not?” She paused for effect and got an answer.

“He’s not.” Jynett jabbed her elbow into the ribs of the di’Taykan beside her.

“Suck up,” Huilin grunted, rubbing at the damp patch of spilled beer on his shirt.

“Slacker.”

“All right, let’s be…”

“Relax, Corporal, we took our HE1 course together. This one…” Huilin raised the remains of his beer in an exaggerated toast. “…placed top in the class.”

Jynnet’s glass rose to touch his. “Which means poor Huilin had to settle for second.”

“I was robbed.”

Nivry’s eyes lightened. “Which proves my point. We were picked because we’re the best. Staff Sergeant Kerr was probably picked because she could get the job done even under the handicap of Captain Travik.”

Across the room, Corporal Harrop said something that sounded distinctly rude in one of the remaining Human languages. With all eyes on him, he shrugged and translated. “No one’s that good.”

Werst drained his sah, stood, and tossed the cup into the recycler. “She’d better be.”

* * *

Craig Ryder held a full house, kings over threes, when his ship, parked in one of the Berganitan’s shuttle bays, informed him it was 0600 hours. He tongued in an acknowledgment, then looked up and swept the table with his second best smile, the one designed to distract from the situation—which was, at the moment, the happy fact that he’d taken a month’s pay or better off everyone at the table. “Afraid this’ll have to be the last hand, mates. Duty calls.”

“Duty?” One of the two watching di’Taykans, long since tapped out, stared up at him from under a moving fringe of lavender hair. “Calling you?”

“As it happens, I’ve got a briefing to attend in under two hours and—you know how it is—I’d like to make a good impression.”

“On who?”

“On whoever it would do me the most good to impress, of course.”

“Well, as it happens,” Lieutenant Commander Sibley echoed, tapping his own cards on the edge of the table, “it’s up to you.”

Ryder allowed his smile to pick up a slight predatory edge as he aimed it directly at the vacuum jockey. “So it is. I see your hundred and I raise you…” Eyes locked on the opposition, he picked up a stack of markers and threw them into the pot. “…three hundred more.”

The Krai between them glanced at the cards in her right foot, took a long draw on a pouch of beer, and shook her head. “I fold.”

“Down to you and me, Sibley.”

“You wish,” he muttered, frowning at his hand.

The second di’Taykan made a suggestion.

Both Humans ignored him.

“Well?”

“Why not.” Sibley looked up and grinned, pushing his last markers into the center of the table. “I call. What’ve you got?”

Ryder laid out his cards.

The grin slipped sideways but held. “Buh-bye,” he sighed, throwing in two jacks, two tens, and a seven.

The Krai, who’d played cautiously all night, still had a few markers left; the rest Ryder scooped up and dumped into his belt pouch. “Always a pleasure doing business with the Navy.” He lifted his beer in a flourishing salute, drained it, and tossed the empty pouch down on the table. “Hope you lads don’t mind cleaning up…”

It was almost a question.

He was gone before anyone answered.

The markers were a comfortable weight against his hip as he made his way back to shuttle bay four—nothing like turning a profit to improve the time wasted in Susumi space. Later, he’d head down to QSM and cash in, but right now he needed to reach his ship before someone in Navy gray checked his pass and discovered his clearance didn’t include this part of the Berganitan.

They—they being the anal retentives in uniform running the show—hadn’t wanted him along. Too bad. He alone knew where they were going, and he had no intention of handing that information over gratis. Restricting his unescorted movements beyond the confines of the shuttle bay had been their way of taking a petty revenge. The sergeant at arms had made it quite clear they’d slap a security chip in him if they found him where he didn’t belong.

That said, he still preferred to play on the other guys’ turf—it made the opposition overconfident and kept the repair bills from coming out of his account if the game got out of hand. As friendly little games so often did.

A couple of techs on morning watch looked up from an open panel as he passed, but he made it back to the Promise without attracting any unwelcome attention. He’d refused the generous offer of access to the Berganitan’s system—and the reflective access that would give the Berganitan to him—and, because he’d always been a cautious man, he’d locked his implant and his ship down tight. A quick check after boarding proved the security protocols on both were intact; as far as anyone who might care would ever know, he’d spent the night sound asleep.

“And wouldn’t that have been a waste of time?” Tossing the belt pouch onto his bunk, he stripped off for the shower.

He’d sincerely meant it when he’d said it was a pleasure doing business with the Navy—a vacuum jockey’s idea of saving for retirement was drawing to an inside straight. Probably a result of too much time spent in zero gee.
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