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PROLOGUE
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The young woman lay in a patch of razor-grass at the edge of a tree line with the smell of frozen dirt and the sour, sickly scent of her poorly-fed body in her nostrils. A breeze churned the brittle blades, gnawed her flesh with a thousand icicle teeth despite the bulk of animal hide cloaks and stolen fatigues.

She moved with the wind, let it hide the rustle as she edged forward. The barrel of her rifle parted the foliage and she pressed her eye to the weapon’s scope. Everything sprang into flat greenish, light-enhanced view.

Looking downhill into a broad bowl, she saw open fields divided by well-maintained fences and gravel and dirt roads carving down out of the surrounding hills. Patches of ice stood out in haphazard patterns across trampled grass. It was late winter and the low altitudes of the valley were unlikely to see another heavy snowfall. She panned slowly, alert for movement.

The light was poor, even with a clear sky through which stars gleamed by the thousands. Lurinari had no moon, as her mother had once told her Earth had. No friendly light in the sky chased back shadow here and Earth was a myth, a mother world that had forgotten its children scattered across the stars.

Her sight dragged across higher grounds and came to rest on a walled manor.

The wall had been quite functional when built. Even two hundred years after its colonization, Lurinari had boasted less than thirty million inhabitants scattered across its vastness. The wall kept back not only native predators with a taste for large game but the occasional bandit.

It had done little good when the Invaders came.

A motionless figure caught her eye, a sentry standing over the spot where an Invader missile had once breached the wall with fiery ease. She could see into the courtyard, her mind’s eye remembering well-worn grass where she and her sister played, learned to ride, where she fractured an arm attempting to break in a new colt.

She remembered also the place in the yard, near the main door, where Grandfather had been gunned down, hobbling for safety. Only meters away, the patch of grass where the Invaders had kicked and clubbed Father into a bloody lump, twitching in the crisp spring sun. Inside the manor house dwelt more horrible memories, snatches of violence, the terrifying flash of energy weapons, her mother’s screams, the awful, disinterested silence in which the Invaders carried everything out.

The guerilla’s stomach twisted in hot, liquid protest to a week without decent food. She’d been on foot some time on errands to the settlement of Teshima. And she’d gone quite a stretch out of the way—as she always did—to see what she had once called home.

The main gate ground open. The woman tensed, thumbed off the safety on the converted hunting rifle as electric prickles of fear danced through her muscles. She’d been careful, was always. Sophisticated sensor suites monitored the manor and surrounding countryside and the Invaders, themselves, could sense things a person could not. She shrank low into rahillabuy hides, the white speckled browns and greens of the animal superb camouflage in this climate as well as masking most of the wearer’s infrared signature.

A squad of Invaders issued from the gate, spreading like oil on water into a semicircular formation. Their steps matched one another precisely on a course straight and unimaginative. Their plodding, monotonous air gave them away as the Invaders’ slave-beasts. Harvested from those taken in war, they were mindless things whose only will was their masters’. The resistance bands had taken to calling them the “living dead”, which they were, after a fashion.

Behind them came an Invader mounted on a stallion whose familiar size and gait made it a probable descendent of the steeds her family had once bred on these lands. She focused on the rider, clad in a featureless black bodysuit, unarmored, easy and confident in the saddle.

The Invader was male, almost human-looking, a pale, shaved head contrasting his garb. The occasional metal glint at the base of his skull gave away cybernetic interface ports. His face carried no expression, mouth a tight line while puffs of frosty breath left through his nostrils.

The gate grated shut at his back but the Invader gave no sign of noticing. He and his bodyguards moved down into the bowl. Their course would carry them near the tree line.

The guerilla slid the crosshairs over his broad-jawed face. Her tongue played in the back of her mouth, worsening the ache of a loose, rotten molar.

The range was long, but she’d made more difficult. One stroke of the trigger to send a high-density slug punching through the Invader’s left cheekbone. One more payment to the debt of a twenty-year old partisan who had watched her entire world, her mind and body, violated.

And her soul?

Her finger took up most of what remained of the trigger pull.

Then stopped.

She licked dry, cracked lips, tasted a hint of blood. Killing the one would bring the others, angry, fast and more than a match for a nearly starved holdout with an ancient rifle no match for their plasma weaponry. Logic forced relaxation. She had promised herself a lifetime ago that she would survive this war. She would not betray that for a pointless moment of bloodletting.

She watched the Invader and his morbid entourage move past, then slid backward through the grass into the trees, slowly, patiently. She shivered, she endured the twisting of her gut and she craved sleep.

Finally, she was clear, able to scuttle back through brush and bramble and put safe distance between her and the corpse of her home. When enough time had passed and each step no longer held the whispered promise of death, the anger returned to pump through her limbs.

She stopped, went down on one knee for a rest as lungs took burning breaths. The cold sting of half-frozen tears on her cheeks surprised her. She wiped them away, looked around at the forest. She remembered this place, had played here as a child. She wondered when she stopped being that girl, wondered at what terrible moment the woman she might have been died and the thing she was now was born.

My name is Sandy Schweppenberg...and this was my home...
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BOOK I – PATHFINDER


CHAPTER ONE
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Devin Crozier was supposed to be conditioned against fear. Training, surgical enhancement, and hypnosis were all supposed to give him an edge against man’s oldest instinct. But crammed into a coffin of dark, shuddering blastisteel, moving at better than a thousand kilometers a second, he was hard-pressed to keep the cold tightness from his gut.

Powerful gravity drives strained under high acceleration somewhere above him, sympathetic vibrations thrumming through metal and plastic, rubber and padding, flesh, bone, muscle and nerve. Joints felt battered to jelly. Thought hurt. Crozier swallowed, remembered water’s clear taste and hated the synthetic stink of the helmet clamped down over his face as respirators kept recycled air whispering in.

He tried to move, felt the straps bite, knew it was a mistake. The technicians who had buckled him into this nightmare and sealed its covers down over him had warned against it. Muscle balled up into a knot of sharp pain in his left hamstring. Crozier bit down, complicating his error with more tension. The urge to scream against the cave-in panic mounted.

He pulled in a deliberate breath, concentrated. 

His mind’s eye drew a cottage overlooking a lake of water clear enough to reflect the snow-capped spine of a mountain range. Evergreen forest nearby teemed with rabbit, deer and fox hunted in the cold sting of early winter air. His wife sat cross-legged on a rug thrown across the porch, posture serene with meditation while a breeze tousled brown strands across closed eyes. When they opened, they were bright with humor.

Another breath dragged air in through clenched teeth as calm drove tension back. Sweat dampened the inner lining of Crozier’s battle armor, tickling in his armpits, stinging across skin rubbed raw by straps and confinement. He held the image close, a talisman against the fear trembling around him.

Power to the gravity drives increased, a new, urgent note drumming through Crozier’s frame. He swallowed again. Tongue dried against the roof of his mouth. Fear had a desert-grit taste.

A section of his helmet visor lit up with a hologram of a battle-armored figure in a cockpit with personalized graffiti emblazoned across a black helm. The pilot’s blast visor was not down, leaving freckled features visible enough that Crozier could wince at the shocking youth. Barely a woman, he thought. But they all looked like kids, anymore, and it had been a long war.

“You holding on all right down there, Major?” the pilot asked, voice snarling over the static of energies fluctuating wildly outside the hull.

The “insertion module” was a gutted Mark IV tracking missile nestled under her Venger-class starfighter. In place of a fifty-megaton anti-matter charge, it carried cocooned in its core Major Devin Crozier, 21rst Coalition Pathfinders.

“Good so far, Lieutenant—” he paused, straining to recall the pilot’s name “—Reese.”

“We’re braking for final approach,” Reese said, voice clear over the interference for a moment. “I’m tying your helmet AI to the battle computer so you can observe our progress. The link will remain until you...jettison.”

“Thank you,” Crozier said, meaning it. If Death held all the cards today, he at least wanted to see it coming. “And good luck.”

“To both of us,” Reese replied with a touch of bravado that did not seem forced. She was good—to be selected for this run, probably one of the best—but young. And the young didn’t believe in Death, didn’t know how fast it would come in the blind-sided slaughter they were about to enter.

A three-dimensional battle schematic replaced Reese’s image. In its center hung the orb of a world blessed with ample ocean, mountainous continents teeming with life, and a crust rich in heavy metals. Its blue-green sent a wince of longing for home through Crozier.

Lurinari.

A former Citizen-world of the Galactic Coalition, Lurinari had been at its height a growing power in the Middle Sectors with its blossoming population and its burgeoning industrial base. But the planet’s good fortune had not gone unnoticed by eyes less friendly. When the Korvans began their war for domination—nearly nine standard years ago—Lurinari laid directly in the path of their interstellar blitz.

Korvans.

Crozier felt the name of the Coalition’s blood enemy sting in his skull. They were cybernetics gone mad; a people no longer human. Driven by a nightmare vision of a society, their technology—their Awareness—made thought accessible to all and only the privileged enjoyed privacy, or even individual thought.

Existentialism twisted into cyber-fascism.

Crimson beads flickered into being about the holographic Lurinari. Small designations came next, the starfighter’s artificial intelligence identifying contacts across the void by the signature of gravity drives and fusion reactors.

Defense and surveillance satellites, light picket vessels, and Korvan fighters, roused by early-warning sensors and rising in angry red swarms from the surface. Golden halos drew themselves around a quintet of icons circling the occupied world in geosynchronous orbit. Korvan orbital battle platforms, high priority targets.

Across the holographic emptiness came a host of blue symbols, a Coalition strike force, two hundred and ten starfighters strong, tasked with clearing its space of anything Korvan, from the battle stations down to weather satellites.

Crozier had sat in on the final-stage briefing, watching pilots and wing commanders, their calm smiles as they sipped terrible coffee in a room that stank of cigarettes and bodies that didn’t get cleaned enough during the long, interstellar journey. There was little subtlety to the plan, no guile, no maneuver. A hammer blow attack with only speed and numbers to promise success.

“Strike wing Alpha, forty seconds to engagement range,” said a voice Crozier didn’t recognize over the tactical network. A string of terse acknowledgements followed.

A new pair of red icons snapped into Lurinari’s skies, immediately highlighted in flashing double haloes. The AI labeled them Tamrak-class corvettes. Fast and well-armed, a part of Crozier recalled, better than anything the Coalition had in the same class.

And they weren’t supposed to be here.

“Shit.” Reese’s voice held the resignation of one accustomed to poor intelligence and reconnaissance.

“Alpha, re-deploy along Contingency Four parameters,” the voice of what must be the senior wing commander said over a flurry of chatter on the tac net. “The corvettes have target priority. Tighten it up, people! Twenty seconds!”

“—the hell are they doing here?” Crozier heard the growl Reese had muted from the network but not her internal intercom. On the holographic display, formations shifted and jogged into last moment adjustments. It didn’t seem like much. It didn’t seem enough.

Crozier caught a guilty part of himself praying. He remembered something his wife had said a lifetime ago, something about there being no atheists in foxholes. He saw her again, playful smile tickling beneath his eyelids. He saw the girls. How long since he last held them?

Red icons birthed a swarm of white arrowheads. Tracking missiles launched across the void as the outnumbered Korvans advanced behind them. The leading wave of Coalition strike ships responded in kind. The opposing volleys met and passed each other, hundreds of projectiles crisscrossing at absurd velocity. Crozier felt the bite of a cramp in his gut. What the hell am I doing here?

Arrowheads flashed, clawed out of space as starfighter energy weapons opened fire. Scattered flickers became a rash across the hologram as tiny AI’s guided missiles in a gleeful stampede for annihilation.

An arrow intersected a red icon with an anticlimactic flash. Then Death was everywhere, wading into the melee as blue and red mixed, swirled. The tactical network, disciplined until now, sizzled with the shock, terror and intensity of embattled people and machines. Shouts for help, orders, screams of metal and flesh. But the carnage remained crisp and sanitary on the hologram.

In a moment, the first wave of Coalition fighters was clear and the second came tearing through dazed survivors to rake the orbital stations and satellites. The battle platforms met the attack with fresh missile salvos, ravening streaks of energy fire and torrents of hyper-velocity slugs. The massacre spilled into the high orbits of Lurinari.

Crozier closed his eyes, could imagine the battle as it crackled in his ears. Particle beams, bolts of plasma and lasers slashing spacecraft, turning hulls into slag. Whirling wreckage colliding with survivors. Crippled vessels dropping into the upper atmosphere, beginning to take on a cherry glow as their pilots burned and filled the intercom with long, crackling screams.

“Fifteen seconds, Major,” Reese said in a voice tight with concentration.

The words snarled through Crozier. Death took on a blow-to-the-abdomen immediacy. His body tightened, focus on task forced the fear he wasn’t supposed to be feeling to a lower corner of his consciousness.

The intercom snapped and hairs stood up across Crozier’s body in tingling ripples as Reese pulsed her energy weapons. A tight pattern of jolts slammed through the hull, through Crozier, startling with their violence even though he recognized them as the conventional missiles firing. Another chain of blows rattled him, more muffled and somewhere aft, chaff and electronic decoy pods releasing.

“We’ve been acquired!” Reese said, gritted teeth audible. Crozier’s eyes flicked about the hologram. New waves of missiles rose from the planet, fired from ground installations. A trio of the newcomers bore down on the blinking icon of Reese’s craft. “Major, request evasive maneuver!”

“Denied,” Crozier replied evenly, though a scream lodged at the back of his throat. Only a tiny window existed through which the insertion could be carried out. Last second deviation meant failure. “Stay with the pre-programmed approach.”

“Sir.” Interference might have hidden fear-tinged anger. “Ten seconds.”

Crozier’s eye caught the double halo of a corvette. The captain of the ship was bringing his command down into a lower orbit, perhaps in the hope ground launched missiles might drive off its assailants. Its course would intersect Reese’s.

“Five seconds!” Crozier heard proximity alarms sounding behind Reese’s voice. The drones tracking her tail hounded closer.

The chill came, always did when events escalated beyond worry, beyond any control of his making. Nerves slipped into detached numbness, like it was happening to someone else.

He had felt the same sensation years before in the trembling hold of that dropship landing his platoon on Weyland IV. The same iciness as the hatches fell and piercing cyan flashes ravaged his platoon—Sergeant Elton wailing as charred skin crumbled from her face; that kid, Esposito, charging a Korvan plasma cannon position though both his arms were blown off.

A single note rang through Crozier’s pod. He heard his breath escape as the hologram across his helm visor blipped out, plunging him into darkness. He had a moment of free fall queasiness as the insertion module drifted free of the starfighter’s envelope of inertial dampening. Then a shattering body blow of acceleration and sound as the thruster kicked in, driving Devin Crozier down on Lurinari with no more subtlety than a bullet. A groan escaped his clenched jaw. Vision began to gray. He pinched his eyes shut but the color of approaching blackout did not fade.

Another crushing impact, this one punching him into his restraints as the fervor and attitude of his descent changed. The thruster module had completed its burn, had broken off and was fallen away to burn up along with the compact computer that had guided his last millisecond course corrections. Crozier felt a gentle chain of thumps, knew they were bands of foil shedding in reflective clouds meant to add further to the illusion of the module breaking up, simple battle debris slagging away in the atmosphere.

Shuddering increased, worsened as air grew thicker, produced more drag. Crozier found himself able to swallow. He tried not to think, tried not to feel the heat growing around him, bringing a new sheen of sweat. This was the worst part, the part he’d dreaded.

Ablative shielding boiled away in a bath of incandescent plasma. The designers had included a secondary shell against catastrophic failure but Crozier had little faith in the thrown-together technology and the ramshackle plan whose flaws he realized only now when it was far too late.

He had to stop volunteering for this madness.

He’d volunteered to take point in that anti-matter minefield on Weyland IV, even after his platoon had taken forty-percent casualties in the previous one, the day before. He’d volunteered for the second tour of duty, even though it meant missing the birth of his second daughter and his wife begged him not to. He’d volunteered for the Pathfinders because, by then, he had nothing else to lose.

The first charges lit with a bang, cracking the seared eggshell of the insertion module. Crozier tensed, hadn’t been aware of the passage of time. Secondary charges split the outer shell, cast it fluttering away in symmetrical pieces. He pinched his eyes shut, ground his teeth as the banshee’s howl of wind filled his existence.

Just like a jump. Arch your back and kick yourself in the ass.

The final strip of explosives crackled, jarring flashes and sparks. The backup shell and support frame disintegrated, tumbled away and he was falling through the Lurinari night.

Crozier opened his eyes. He was perhaps three kilometers up, darkness and stars vast around him, wisps of cloud and the unlit mass of Lurinari’s largest, most populated continent below him.

A holographic counter flashed in the upper left corner of his visor, seconds since separation from the module, an estimate of time left to the surface. Active sensors, the radar in his helmet, were forbidden for gauging descent, would point him out to Korvan observation like a bonfire.

Seconds howled by. Lurinari’s higher mean density gave it a gravitational pull 1.06 times that of Earth, meaning that when he hit, he would hit so much harder. Calm held, but the sudden nearness of the ground brought on a moment of dizzying uncertainty.

Above, eye-piercing boils of light scarred the sky as the space battle raged on, brief stars of nuclear fire. A part of Crozier wondered if Reese had made it.

The helmet gave a pattern of chimes and the counter blinked red. On the final note, automated ripcords snapped loose, opening the compact parachute with a sound too much like cloth tearing. Crozier felt the slam of sudden deceleration, the bite of straps into shoulders and crotch.

Trees and blackness rushed to meet him. He experienced a moment of panic. Then he was passing through the upper canopy, boughs snapping, a rain of pine-like needles, the flutter of startled animals. And one blow after another until he hit ground with bone-hammering force.

He was down.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Sunrise spilled across the jagged line of the Coreal Mountains and underlit the lingering tatters of last night’s storm in gold. As Lurinari’s sun began a new twenty-seven-hour day, it drew dazzling streaks across the hazy vastness of the Coreal Valley nestled neatly between the distant Karahks and the near and familiar Coreals.

HaustMarshal Tan-Ezatz watched daylight’s stately birth with more emotion than was properly Korvan. But the glory before her, seen from a sentry’s post near the highest point of the pyramid of Korvan headquarters, awoke sensations older even than the Korvan race’s human origins.

Younger Korvans, pure in the idealism of the racial Quest, sought with religious zeal to purge emotion. But at seventy Terran years, weary with time and war, a spark of non-rational feeling was a gift Tan-Ezatz granted herself.

Sunlight touched the skyline of Mondanberg below her, glinting across the gaudy spires common of Grak architecture, casting long shadows across the cooler brick and marble of human structures and the lower dome-shapes of Shmali buildings. Tan-Ezatz took a long breath, cybernetically perfected sense of smell taking in the redolence of the District Capitol. The bite of sulfur from coal mines, the more rustic tang of wood smoke, the hot, synthetic stink of the fusion plant and below it all more subtle nuances of sweat, skin, unclean bodies, rot, poverty.

Fear.

Worms, the HaustMarshal thought with disgust. Disgust at the mismatched chaos around her, the ill-fitted parts of worm society. They spread their disorder wherever they went, reveled in it, even flourished in it. The worms brought living entropy to a Universe already harsh, violent and unpredictable without them, the antithesis of the Korvan ideal. 

Only the Korvans stood firm, a pure light of order in the hostile sea of existence.

Standing over the city, Tan-Ezatz tried to feel the heady days of the early victories again. Memories of battered worm worlds, their skies filled with Korvan battle fleets, their streets choked with the vanquished, played across her mind, the details clear, sharp as if happening now. But the essence, the reality of them was thin, slippery and elusive.

Momentum had slipped away, far-flung supply lines and dogged worm defenses had ground the offensive down, dragged it into a slugging match where lives were spent by the millions—just as they had bogged Tan-Ezatz down on this world, this Lurinari. Strike and maneuver gave way to attrition and such a war was one the disciplined, precise but terribly outnumbered Korvan race was doomed to lose.

Enough. Tan-Ezatz turned from the panorama before her and strode along the ramparts that ringed the pyramid at alternating levels. Mondanberg was already awakening with sounds of vehicles in the street, animals stirring amongst trash in back alleys, the murmur of worm conversation, plant whistles announcing shift change. She experienced another wave of revulsion, this time at the racket the worms made, their primitive animal verbalizations, grunts that barely suggested sentience.

Distaste brought more memories, of cities slagged by fire rained from orbit. Thermonuclear sterilization. But, no. This world they had to take intact, life-supporting planets being in limited supply. Wealthy ones, even more so. And they needed the worms, too, after a fashion.

Heavy weapon emplacements lined the ramparts at even intervals. Tan-Ezatz passed one in her wandering. A pair of battle armored figures stood still as death with plasma rifles held across their chests, flanking the weapons turret entrance. Chill wind whipping down out of the north did not cause them to shiver just as insects humming about them in the summer would not draw a swatting hand in response. Their eyes held a disinterested emptiness.

Minrohausts. Beings harvested from any of a hundred worlds, perhaps this one, to service the Korvan Imperative. Lobotomized, enhanced and reprogrammed along strict parameters that left them no memory of their life, of individuality, only the will of the Korvan race.

Tan-Ezatz stretched out her consciousness let her mind merge with the Awareness until she found these particular Minrohausts’ harmonics. She found minds as blank as the gazes that lay over them.

Disappointing. Occasionally, a Minrohaust’s mind—especially the particularly long-lived ones—held a hint of self, a fragment of personality emerging. Some officers discouraged such development, even feared it. A Korvan could kill with a thought, send a jolt across the Awareness and slag the brain of an offending slave.

Tan-Ezatz rather preferred Minrohausts with a touch of animation to them. It gave them better survival instincts, occasional aggression, even tactical imagination.

A new presence whispered through the communal intellect that was the Awareness. Tan-Ezatz did not have to turn to see the young Korvan Fanrohaust approaching to relieve his comrade in the turret. She heard the youth’s crisp acknowledgment of her, sensed the mix of obedience and apprehension and felt the boy’s questioning of her presence.

As he stepped by into the weapon emplacement, she sought deeper, heard thoughts of discomfort at the cold, soreness from repeated and rigorous drill, a fleeting fantasy image of some worm female seen on Mondanberg’s streets, and a fragment of longing for home. The Fanrohaust did not know for certain the HaustMarshal probed his thoughts, but suspected, as the lower ranks of Korvan society often did.

Fanrohausts were the middle class, the NCO’s, the lower management, the foremen. Their hierarchy in the Awareness allowed them to read one another, and be aware of it being done to them. They could command Minrohausts and have dreams of higher things, but their privacy was never assured.

Such was the lure of Ascendance. Haust rank brought one to the upper-strata of Korvan life. A Haust stood apart from eighty percent of Korvan-kind. They were the leaders, the thinkers, the motivated and inspired.

And a Haust was honored with the name of the familial genotype from which they were conceived. No longer known by a number and rank, but a name.

Higher rank would bring more privilege, but the ascendance to Haust was a true milestone and the driving factor in Tan-Ezatz’s society. She’d felt its competitive dynamic the day of her fourth year when she was released from her birth-crèche, had her hair shaved clean, and received her first implants. On that day she heard the whisper of the Awareness, of her race, and was filled with a fierce love for her people as she understood she’d never be alone again.

“HaustMarshal, it is time.”

Not so much a voice interrupted her musing as a ripple across the Awareness, a current of meaning, intent, and emotion. Communication without ambivalence, the dream, the strength of the Korvan race.

“I am aware,” Tan-Ezatz answered with a touch of amusement. The intruder was her Chief-of-Staff, HaustCommandant Bakta. Impatience shaded his words. He was not physically present, waited in her office, instead. She sensed he knew how little she looked forward to this briefing.

Changing course for the nearest lift, she said, “Let us begin.”

With an abruptness that was painful, her mind filled with crowding presences, a cabal of senior Hausts and their respective bands of subordinates.

She took a deep breath as she reached and entered the lift, steeled her mind against the wave of their personalities, emotions, and quirks. Fear—tightly-controlled but recognizable—colored their highest thoughts. Desperation lingered close behind. Only the younger commanders burned with outrage. The older officers felt dark, fatalistic.

The doors to the lift closed and it lurched downward.

Tan-Ezatz tried to feel young as she began. “The worms become more determined with each passing cycle. Last night’s attack took our satellites, our battle platforms, and most of the automated defenses. Orbital Defense indicates they expended 87.2% of their remaining ordnance and Starfighter Command is decimated. We may have twelve functioning fighters when the repair crews are finished. Taking such losses into account, we no longer have the capacity to hold the high orbitals, should the worms press their advantage.”

“When can we expect reinforcements?” asked one of the young commanders.

Tan-Ezatz wanted to fill the Awareness with her snarl at the officer’s naivete. With a touch of venom, she replied, “We must take steps to secure our position without counting on re-supply.”

“Can we expect a worm invasion, then?” asked a presence laden with foreboding. HaustCommandant Dramen-Singlo, senior amongst those in conference.

“Unlikely, at least in the near future,” she answered. “Deep space sensors show nothing within strike range. This may have been preparation for an offensive. The worms are softening us up, crippling our aerospace assets, and gathering data on our ground defenses.”

“How long?” Dramen-Singlo asked.

“Uncertain. But we cannot wait for word from Homeworld or for re-supply. We must consolidate now.”

Tan-Ezatz issued a mental order to the compact artificial intelligence that had occupied a large portion of her brain since childhood. A holographic map appeared to her and would be seen by her commanders at the same time. It displayed the southwestern corner of Lurinari’s largest continent, Freebourne. Mondanberg lay on the map’s northern edge, at the mouth of the Coreal Valley. South of the Coreal Mountains spread a wide expanse of plains, interrupted by the occasional stretch of rolling hills, that continued to the southern coast and a string of six cities highlighted there in blinking yellow.

“The worm Free City States,” she said, making no attempt to suppress the wave of determination that prickled through her. Across the Awareness, she felt her subordinates’ resignation at the mention of a topic discussed all too often.

Two-thirds of Lurinari’s surface area had fallen in the first eighteen months of the invasion. But what remained had occupied the Korvans for the last seven years, a prolonged siege of monstrous proportions where victory was measured by cities and villages subdued, sectors pacified. The contest had consumed tens of thousands of Korvans and Minrohausts and strained logistics nearly to the point of collapse.

And yet, these six coastal settlements that the worms called “Free” continued to hold out. Four and a half million indigenes clinging to a narrow strip of land, entrenched behind kilometers of defenses and hidden under overlapping layers of deflector shields so powerful they shut out all light, leaving the defenders to exist in a state of perpetual darkness.

“After last night, you cannot still consider the Spring Offensive salvageable,” Dramen-Singlo said with disbelief crackling about his thoughts. His Coreal Military District, the closest stronghold to the front lines, had had its resources pinched the worst in preparation for the new assault on the city-states.

“We must consider it,” Tan-Ezatz replied. “If the worms mount their counter-invasion while the city-states remain unconquered, we will face a battle on two fronts.”

She sensed agreement amongst some of the younger officers, particularly those who’d been slated to lead in the offensive, those with reputations to make. But a rumble of dissent issued from the senior commanders.

She longed to send jolts of rage down through the Awareness at them, the fools, the weaklings who refused to face the knowledge that the Korvan race, the Dream was in desperate danger across a thousand battlefields. Only action could save it.

Habit stepped in, calming words from childhood teachings, still warm in Tan-Ezatz’s memory. Anger clouds the mind, dulls the will. Anger must be mastered. A tool fashioned to one’s will. Just like the Universe.

“The Order of Battle for the Spring Offensive assumed full aerospace commitment,” Dramen-Singlo said. “Without it, we must take into account higher casualties amongst the Ground Strike Divisions. Resources will have to be shuffled. Timetables altered.”

The lift reached the administrative levels. Tan-Ezatz stepped from the elevator into the long, dimly lit hall leading to her office. Her footsteps echoed in the still, crisp air. She made out the faint hum of machinery, smelled concrete, steel, and the slightest tang of other Korvans.

“Are you suggesting we scrap the offensive?” the HaustMarshal asked as she reached her office door. It slid open with a whisk of lubricated alloy.

“I am suggesting postponement,” Dramen-Singlo replied.

Tan-Ezatz entered her office. The chamber was large, boasting broad holographic maps and readouts, a wide desk, a long, rectangular conference table and a wall-sized work of art she’d appropriated from the rubble of the former planetary Governor’s mansion. Korvans, as a people, tended to prefer spartan living and working arrangements. Materialism was a weakness for races not blessed with a cybernetic racial memory of a thousand-thousand lifetimes. But Tan-Ezatz was old and a very senior officer and allowed the odd...quirk.

HaustCommandant Bakta sat at the conference table, a broad-shouldered, wall of Korvan with the pinkish pale skin common of their race, data jack studs glinting along the base of his bare skull, and blotches of old scar across his forehead. The simple, monk black of his tunic had no pins of rank, no wasteful adornment that might be found on a worm uniform. His eyes met hers, an accident rather than an acknowledgement.

“I don’t like it,” Bakta said in response to Dramen-Singlo. “Postponing the southward drive twenty-two months ago cost us heavily, even though Mondanberg surrendered without a fight. I think you underestimate the worms’ resolve.”

“Just the opposite,” Dramen-Singlo replied. “The worms, well entrenched and with good numbers on their side are a considerable foe. All the more reason to hold off until we can muster an overwhelming force.”

“An overwhelming force is not something we’re likely to possess on this world again,” Tan-Ezatz said, sitting down across the table from Bakta. “I don’t think I need to remind any of you that there are eighteen million worms on this world as opposed to our seven-hundred thousand. Surprise and initiative are critical.”

“Neither of which we are guaranteed, especially after last night,” Dramen-Singlo said.

“If we moved quickly, they would be,” Bakta replied before Tan-Ezatz had framed a response. “I estimate the addition of the 10th Ground Strike Division to the offensive could compensate the loss of aerospace assets.”

Dramen-Singlo’s outrage snapped across the Awareness. “You cannot be serious. The Coreal Valley Military District is still an active sector. Stripping our garrisons here would encourage untold uprising.”

On that point Tan-Ezatz had to concede. Control of the Coreal Valley was held together by thin strings of outposts, kept in supply by precarious cross-country rail-lines left over from the days of worm rule. The unruly region was far from pacified.

“How long a postponement do you suggest, HaustCommandant?” she asked, felt a dull ache building in the rear of her skull. The old weariness haunted her often, anymore, pain in the bones, in the imperfect seams between organic tissue and cybernetic alloy.

“Eleven months, HaustMarshal,” he answered. “By then, we will have diverted forces from the north and harvested additional Minrohausts. Perhaps we will even have reinforcements, by then.”

Not likely. “So it is to be a Winter Offensive, then?”

“Yes.”

Tan-Ezatz sensed the pressing will of the senior commanders. The pain in her bones grew, buzzing behind her eyes.

“I will consider it.”

A flicker of relief issued from Dramen-Singlo and some of the other officers. For an instant, she tried recall the days when Korvan commanders had schemed, politicked, even begged for the chance to attack. Now they scrambled for more time, for hope when the Universe had none left to offer. The specter of defeat hovered at her shoulder, whispered cold truth. She shook herself mentally, ground the thoughts into her subconscious where they could not reach her.

“Prepare contingency plans for a Winter Offensive,” Tan-Ezatz said to her officers. “We will determine their viability and come to a final decision, then. Does anyone have something new to present?”

She tasted a swirl of apprehension and relief across the Awareness. The HaustMarshal wanted to spit.

“Good day to you, then, Hausts.”

The pressure of other minds cleared from Tan-Ezatz’s mind.

Silence. It was not something a Korvan often appreciated, with the ever-present voice of the Awareness. But neither external sound nor thought pierced Tan-Ezatz’s consciousness for several full seconds. Bakta, familiar with his commander’s moods, let the silence drag.

“They’re scared,” Tan-Ezatz said finally. “I never thought to sense such fear in Korvans.”

“Dramen-Singlo is a coward.” Bakta’s thoughts burned with contempt. “Without his bleating, the others would be less daring. On Homeworld, the Omniptorate would already have stripped him of his rank, perhaps even expelled him from the genotype. You should consider his removal.”

“We cannot afford a shakedown at this point,” Tan-Ezatz replied, allowing the slightest hint of exasperation. Bakta was a tremendous Chief-of-Staff and a soldier, but a HaustMarshal had to consider the political. “Morale remains good, but only tenuously so. Re-organization after last night’s defeat stands a strong chance of imperiling that. And the Dramen-Singlo genotype is not without its influence.”

“He schemes against you.”

Tan-Ezatz did not respond. She alone on Lurinari—not Bakta, not anyone—had the rank to truly know the labyrinthine plots and subplots twisting through Dramen-Singlo’s mind, know the cesspool of insecurity, fear and paranoia festering just beneath. But she could not fear him any more than she could allow herself to fear the mere HaustLieutenant in the field, cursing her name across the Awareness as his unit was committed to battle.

Bakta’s tone relented. “So, we’re going to scrap the Spring Offensive?”

“We may have no choice,” Tan-Ezatz answered. “They have a point. Without aerospace control, the attack becomes a gamble.”

Of course, it had always been a gamble, even prior to the disaster of the worm orbital raid. But she was a gambler by nature, known to ignore advice, estimates, tables and analysis. It was how she’d reached her hallowed rank, what made her Tan-Ezatz, HaustMarshal and individual.

“If you think so.” Bakta most obviously did not.

“This subject pains me, and I have enough aches,” Tan-Ezatz said. “We will think on this no more today. What other annoyances have you lined up for me, this morning, Bakta?”

The HaustMarshal knew quite well what need done this day, could access it most easily in the databanks of the Awareness or her own onboard AI. But a good Chief-of-Staff could judge the ebb and flow of a commander’s tolerances far better than any computer algorithm and from that adjust a schedule or workload.

“Meeting with Orbital Defense. Then, Logistics and Supply. The worm Governor, Kavanaugh, is here to plead again. And there is the matter of HaustColonel Zarven.”

Zarven. I almost forgot that headache.

Tan-Ezatz leaned forward, elbows to the table where they could support her weight. “Zarven first. The others can wait. And I’d like to be alone and undisturbed for at least an hour, Bakta.”

“Certainly.” Bakta rose and strode around the table. On his way to the exit, he brushed her shoulder with a hand. A needless gesture of tangible comfort and a mortal offense if undesired. But Tan-Ezatz and her Chief-of-Staff were old comrades, indeed, and intimate on...many levels.

The door hissed shut behind him.

Tan-Ezatz let her eyes wander from the featureless top of the conference table to the work of art across the wall. Holo Sculpture, pure holographic expression, in this case, a re-interpretation of the ancient earth myth of Lucifer’s expulsion from Heaven by a local artist.

Swirls of cloud kicked into lightning-shot fury by swarms of sword-armed angels who dueled across the tormented sky with fork-tongued demons. The piece never looked the same, changing dependent on the angle at which it was viewed, the time of day, even the nature of the person viewing it.

If Tan-Ezatz looked at it long enough, the angels and devils became starfighters in a dogfight across the stars.

***
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HAUSTColonel Zarven was the essence of flamboyance. Two and a half meters tall, he would already be difficult to ignore with a broad, wedge-shaped upper body and massive fists that looked capable of doing grievous damage. He wore regulation black marred by fiery red trim, epaulettes glittering with a row of three diamond patterns of his rank across each, and a high collar highlighted by twin ruby skulls that seemed to mock Tan-Ezatz with their flashing grins.

The emblem of the Omniptorate Special Commandos.

And there was his smile. Amongst a race to which outward displays of emotion were not just useless, but discouraged, the expression wrinkling his broad-jawed, scarred visage was nothing less than arrogant defiance.

But none of these things was as disturbing as the fact that when Tan-Ezatz looked at the man, when she reached out her mind to touch his, she found nothing. Not a blank, not a mind wiped of content. Nothing. A null, as if the man before her was not there, was, for lack of a better term, dead to her. Such was the power of the Omniptorate. Its lowliest member could not be probed, could shield their mind from even the highest scrutiny not brought from within their own Order.

Of course, she had sensed his presence, in a way. A ripple of fear passed through the Awareness wherever the Omniptorate went, a shock wave shuddering through Korvan minds as they passed.

Tan-Ezatz allowed a long enough pause for composure. Her rank kept her free of Omniptorate screening and only a mandate directly from the Uberminds on Homeworld could override that. But you never really knew.

“HaustColonel, welcome to Lurinari.”

“Thank you, HaustMarshal. A pleasure to be here.” His words felt blank, without inflection or the faintest hint of emotion.

“I apologize for the rough nature of your arrival,” she said. “The worms have no sense of timing.” Zarven and his 18th Special Commando Battalion had been in the last stages of shuttling down from the corvettes that had ferried them in-system when the worms struck.

He laughed out loud, a booming noise, startling not only because of its volume but because it shattered the serenity of the chamber. For a moment, Tan-Ezatz thought he might be brazen enough to speak out loud, as well.

“Quite all right.” Zarven’s words carried politely across the Awareness, though it was clear in them that he sensed the senior officer’s discomfort. “My command is groundside and safe. Any lost material can be replaced.”

“Excellent,” Tan-Ezatz said. She paused again. It was infuriating that she could not sense, not know what went on behind Zarven’s challenging blue eyes. She was forced to concede it frightened her. “Before we begin, HaustColonel, I must ask if you have any Special Orders for me from Homeworld?”

Zarven’s smile remained in place but changed.

The bastard’s enjoying this.

“No, I have none,” Zarven said after a pause that could not be an accident. “I and my command are here at your request.”

“Most excellent.” Tan-Ezatz forced relaxation before she continued. “I trust you have reviewed our situation on Lurinari?”

“I have. Not uncommon, unfortunately, among our occupied worlds. Although the level of destabilization is decidedly more critical here. Pacification appears to have been considerable less thorough.”

“Many of the occupied worlds are frontier planets with sparse populations,” Tan-Ezatz said. “Lurinari had twenty-four million when we first landed. We had to kill or harvest twenty-five percent of the inhabitants just to get this far. It’s an ugly war, HaustColonel.”

“No disrespect intended,” Zarven said, his words annoying because Tan-Ezatz was not aware that she’d allowed her irritation to show. “Merely an observation. In fact, I look forward to the challenge.”

Meeting Zarven’s gaze, Tan-Ezatz could not escape the sensation of viewing something feral. Part of her recalled that the Zarven genotype was known for curious mutations—one of the reasons the strain was tolerated. More often than not, products of the Zarven line were purged for exceeded racial tolerances. Occasionally, it produced officers noted for eccentricity. Once in a while, it produced something extraordinary.

“You will operate in the Coreal Valley,” Tan-Ezatz said as one of the holographic displays on the wall came to life with a map of the region. She savored a surge of wicked pleasure when she thought of Dramen-Singlo hosting a battalion of the Omniptorate’s hand-picked thugs. Little victories...

“We seized this sector twenty-two months and four days ago. Some of the worst resistance came from natives of the valley who disbanded into the forests and mountains days prior to Mondanberg’s surrender. They have proven to be very devious worms, indeed.”

“The valley is held under sway by our outposts throughout the region, by the railroads, by traffic along the Estrek River, and by the cooperation of the ‘collaborator’ factions we’ve turned into something like a worm government in the major settlements. In the last ten months, however, escalating partisan activity has come to threaten this co-existence. The rail-lines have been cut repeatedly and the work-crews sent to repair them ambushed. Patrols have been attacked; outposts bombed. Assassination has taken its toll on leading collaborator citizens and recently we’ve even found mines planted in the river. Taken separately, these are annoyances. They are fleabites—worm-bites, if you will. Together, they constitute a growing epidemic.”

Tan-Ezatz folded her hands before her on her desk, as if doing so would help her order her thoughts. “I have seen this on other worlds. Ground Strike Divisions are superb tools of conquest but they are sledgehammers, not fine tools. Legions of Minrohausts are ill-suited to the task of counter-insurgency.

“You have free reign, HaustColonel. Kill the worms. Find their holes and burn them out. Put the entire valley to the sword, if you must.

“Pacify.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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The band of partisans moved through the forest at a smooth but cautious pace, hardly more noticeable than a breeze gently stirring tree and shrub.

Sandy Schweppenberg had point, eyeing, then deciding to avoid a narrow trail worn by a rahillabuy—the lithe herbivores one of the few species to actually thrive alongside Coalition colonization, with their natural predators hunted nearly to extinction. Sunlight cut beams through the trees, hot on her back. The stink of sweat dampening the inside of her hide jacket touched her nostrils.

She moved in quick bursts, low to the ground, her battered rifle nearly dragging the dirt. Her head and eyes panned sharply about, the motions of a hunted animal. This was dangerous land, swept often by Invader patrols. Why the Coalition had inserted their offworld spy-man here eluded her logic and angered her because it risked them all.

He’d better be worth it.

Sandy halted by a large evergreen, sinking low amongst brambles. She eyed her surroundings, cautious for sudden motion that might give away ambush. She hated moving during daylight. So easy to be spotted.

The wind blew, a cool breath chilling her damp clothes. The sun passed behind a cloud, the forest dimming for a moment. She waited. Light returned a minute later, bringing the terrain back into sharp detail.

She raised her hand and gestured for the next guerilla in line to come up. They all took turns at point, one hour shifts to keep each sharp. Each was trusted, had survived this region and this war longer than most. All except the offworlder. He they kept in the center, unfamiliar with the ground, a danger, a risk.

She sensed her replacement’s approach more than heard it. She caught a shadow in her peripheral vision, felt a hand pressed to her back. She touched the fingers with her own, patted them. Sandy risked a glance over her shoulder to smile at her twin sister before she took over the lead position.

Cynthia Schweppenberg wore hides similar to Sandy’s, the speckles of white over greens and browns blending quickly into the forest as she moved ahead. Her hood lay back and she wore a battered Militia cap with earflaps, leftover from the days when Lurinari had a Defense Force. Braided auburn locks poked out from beneath the hat.

Cynthia carried a drum-fed submachine gun, was a terrible shot compared to her twin. The light rounds had a poor chance against body armor, but if the air was full of them, one was likely to find a soft spot.

The rest of the group moved by Sandy, shadows and sounds. She heard the offworlder, cursed the noise of his gear, the tear of fabric snagged on spine-root, the weary cadence of his breathing. She turned to watch him go by, determined to scowl, to let him know how much he endangered her and her comrades.

He was a tall man, this Crozier, big with muscle and a layer of subcutaneous fat that bespoke regular meals and time to let them settle. He clutched his modern blaster weapon tightly, almost protectively. She marveled at the way his fatigues, battle armor, even the bulbous helmet matched their surroundings. She had seen similar gear on the Invaders but dared not scavenge it off their dead—even the uniforms could be traced, a fact many partisans had discovered too late in the early days.

The spy-man’s movements were uncertain with fatigue and soreness, his frame and reflexes still unaccustomed to Lurinari’s pull. She’d seen it on offworlders often enough. The first few weeks would exhaust him, but he’d soon shed the excess, weather down to a sharp point like all of them.

Or he’d die. She’d seen that often enough, too.

The helm visor hid his eyes, but the rest of his face was visible, tan and darkened further with stubble across a hard-looking jaw. A drop of sweat fell from his broad nose. As he stepped by, he smiled at her, teeth even and white enough to draw admiration and envy.

Sandy’s anger with him grew as the gesture of human friendliness drew a reflexive smile in response, gapped and yellowing. Her grin became a snarl as he passed. Shame at her state tingled in her chest, and rage that he made her feel so, reminded her of her filth, reminded her that she was less than a woman.

But, as she took her place at the rear of the band—no less nerve-racking, as she had to be wary of pursuit—she could not shake a new feeling worming its way up into her heart.

She hoped that Crozier would not die in the first few weeks, as so many had.

***
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A BUILDING WIND AROUND mid-morning brought a wave of clouds from the southwest, churning over the worn and wearied looking monoliths of the Coreal Range. The small company turned down into the lowlands where increasingly rugged hills would shield them from the elements.

The partisans slithered and slid along rock and root until they reached the depths of a dry streambed, strewn with shards of sandstone. From there they crawled under a lip of rocky overhang and scuttled into a wet gloom smelling of gouged clay. After a handful of seconds, they emerged into a lozenge-shaped cave, the ceiling barely high enough to sit up straight.

Crozier leaned against rock, feeling tired and clumsy and uncertain as his gear weighed down on him in Lurinari’s higher gravity. Proto-ration wafers, first aid kit, stimulant patches, and a bandoleer of spare clips and charge packs for his weapons— 10mm heavy pistol worn at his hip, BR-9 Blastrifle slung at his shoulder.

The battle armor was the worst drag. Covering shoulders, torso, forearms, and thighs, it was proof against blast, shrapnel, and—sometimes—rifle-caliber rounds. His helmet carried an onboard AI complete with compact sensor suite as well as a small library. His smart-fiber and synthe-leather fatigues matched their surroundings, chameleon-like, merging into the gritty brown of the cave even as he sat taking stock of himself.

His bones screamed for sleep but he would not, could not heed them. Not until he was given leave to do so. He could feel the guerillas’ resentment toward him, their gruff acceptance of a burden. Their eyes were needles that could pierce the unprepared and pump them full of the nightmares they had seen.

Respect was a universe away. Until he had it, Crozier would not sleep or accept comfort when the others could not.

“Glow strips only. No fire.” The leader of the partisans sat beside Crozier. His voice was something between a lisp and a growl, had been the voice the night before that told Crozier he’d been intercepted by his contacts, not by a Korvan patrol.

Some of the guerillas broke out lengths of tape that cast a weak greenish glow across the grotto and pressed them to the wall. Crozier raised his visor, eyes thankful to see without enhancement. He took note of graffiti on the rock, names, obscene pictures and jokes he did not understand.

His gaze slid across his new companions, four humans, a Shmali, and a Grak—the group leader. They were a cross-section of this world’s pre-invasion population. Lurinari had been settled as a “peace world”, a cooperation between the main member-races of the Grand Coalition, and a rarity as it had been one of the few worlds where the concept had worked—for the most part.

“How are you faring, Major?” the Grak asked. He was short and compact with a stooped posture. Light brown hair covered his body, streaked with black over the drooping flaps of his ears. A huge forehead, lined with twin rows of knobby horns, protruded over round black eyes and a flattened nose. Notched, stained teeth jutted upwards out of a pronounced under-bite and gave his speech its lisp.

His name was Ro Atchraq and he was Crozier’s primary contact.

“I’m good, thanks.”

Ro looked him over. “These last couple days have been hard for you. You should sleep.”

Crozier shook his head. “I’m all right. I can do my part.”

The Grak put a clawed hand on his shoulder. “No shame, Major. You are still new to our world. You will be more help to us rested.”

Crozier wanted to protest but the heavy sheath of pain and weariness tightened, demanding he take the offer. He nodded, decided he could earn respect another day.

Ro looked at the others. “Cynthia, Vorsh, you take first watch.”

One of the twin sisters, the one with the longer, reddish hair, paused halfway from taking off her boots. She gave Atchraq a look, let out a sigh, and slid her footwear back on. She picked up her submachine gun and scampered into the dark of the exit.

The Shmali, Vorsh, spat something in his native tongue that could only be a curse or an insult. He had no hair to speak of on his pale, anemic-looking skin and no visible ears. Huge eyes shined silver-blue and frigid as polar waters. As his mouth cocked into an irritated snarl, rows of needle-like teeth glittered.

Ro and Vorsh locked eyes for a moment that chilled the cavern. Crozier recalled that the Grak and Shmali had, historically, never been on the friendliest of terms. Vorsh, who had already stripped his assault rifle across an oily rag, reassembled the weapon without looking at it and broke the unspoken engagement with a hiss as he swept from the chamber.

“The rest of you, sleep,” Ro said to the others, his eyes on Vorsh’s exit. He paused, his profile bestial in the weak light, then followed the Shmali from cavern.

“At it again,” one of the remaining companions said with a snort. The greenish light gleamed across his smooth, shaved scalp as he shook his head. His skin was black as coal ash. His lips curled upward into an amused smile, distorting the shape of his gray-speckled goatee. He met Crozier’s eyes once then looked away.

The youthful partisan beside him had disheveled straw-blonde hair and a face made craggy by the scars of acne and childhood malnutrition. The boy’s lips protruded, seemed to pucker like a fish.

He slid close to Crozier. “Cameron Carlisle,” he said, extended a long-fingered hand. “You’re Crozier, right? Come to help us whip the Screwheads?”

Crozier nodded, accepting the hand. “That’s right.”

Carlisle pointed at the black man. “Over there, that’s Cole Worthy. He’s from up north, ‘round Farpoint. He was with the Defense Force back when—”

“Cameron...” Worthy’s voice was a polite but scolding bass that silenced the youth. The man nodded to Crozier once.

The boy seemed to consider a moment before gesturing toward the cave’s other remaining occupant, the second twin. “And that’s Sandy Schweppenberg. Her and Cynthia are sisters...’course, well, you probably guessed that...”

Sandy gazed up from cleaning her rifle, a heavy hunting model with a military-issue scope. The dark brown pools of her eyes looked as though they had stared through the crosshairs more times than could be remembered. Her brown hair was short and ragged with the occasional flash of red. Her scowl faded for a second as she regarded Crozier.

“They say you’re from Earth,” Cameron said.

“That’s right.”

“What’s it like?”

“Crowded.” For a moment, Crozier remembered the apartment-cubicle he and his wife had shared as newlyweds. Making love as the flimsy walls shook and disturbed the neighbors. He shut his eyes, winced the memory away. “Big cities, pollution, too much crime to walk the streets safely. But there are open places like what you have here. More of them than there used to be, too. A lot of people have left Earth over the last couple centuries. All of the opportunities are out here.”

“Umm...yeah...” Cameron looked down.

Crozier saw Worthy shake his head and Sandy looked up with sharpened ice in her eyes.

Oh, I’m an idiot. Opportunity to these people meant a day without fear.

Crozier’s embarrassed gaze drifted to the stock of Cameron’s assault rifle, stained wood with rude carvings. Not carvings. Hatch-marks.

“That’s...a lot.”

Cameron looked up with a grin. He ran his fingertips across the notches, a caress he might have given his first love, in a different world. “Naw...lost track after a while.” His gaze went to Crozier’s blastrifle, alight with desire.

“Want to see?” Crozier asked, lifted the weapon.

Cameron nodded, handed his rifle over in exchange. His uneven, blackened teeth showed as his smile grew.

Crozier examined the boy’s weapon, recognized the make. NA-17, manufactured on Nova for corporate security agencies and frontier world militias. Vorsh and Ro carried them, as well. It was sturdy and easy to maintain with a curved thirty-five round clip of dense, ten-millimeter slugs. The rifle stood an even chance of punching through modern body armor, when aimed with care. The fire select toggle was rusted permanently at semi-automatic.

Cameron’s hands worked their way over the dull gleam of Crozier’s blaster. “Haven’t see one ‘a these since the war began. This one’s smaller than the ones I remember, though, fold-up stock and short barrel.”

“For close quarters,” Crozier replied. “Personal preference, really. You lose some beam coherency without the longer, refractive barrel. But if you’re in tight with something nasty...”

Cameron looked at Crozier, his expression almost disquieting. With something like reverence, he handed the blastrifle back to its owner. 

“You’ve been fighting the Screwheads a long time?”

For a heartbeat, Crozier saw a blasted, fog-enshrouded moonscape on Weyland IV. Rain had swept through, after the last bombardment. A body with no legs lay face down in the churned muck, arms wide, as if hugging the ground. Twines of smoke still rose from holes chewed in the corpse’s torso by shrapnel.

Crozier took a long breath and nodded with a tight grin.

“Feels like all my life.”

***
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COLE WORTHY WATCHED the offworlder as Cameron yipped on at him. The kid was like that, clingy. Growing up with no folks in the middle of a war zone would do that to a boy, Cole figured. This Crozier was the youth’s new God.

At least, until the Korvans got him.

Who could say? Maybe this Crozier was the genuine article. The Free City State people sent “advisors” now and then, sometimes offworlders smuggled in. Ro always went along with them, the loyal subject, Defense Force veteran with his duty. The specialists would arrive with their enthusiasm for the Cause and their big ideas and they’d end up killing a few more partisans before getting it, themselves. And the group got ever smaller, so few left now it was painful to look at each other.

But Crozier had a distant light in the eye, like fires had hollowed him out and left something cold. And there was none of the usual offworlder arrogance. He kept quiet, watched the others, and learned.

Maybe the Coalition had finally sent something real, were finally interested in winning.

Cole mentally shook himself, forced the optimism down. He’d been losing this war for too long to allow hope. He leaned back against the cave wall, crossed his arms across his chest and blew out a relaxed breath.

Cameron talked on, Crozier occasionally offering a deep-voiced reply.

Cole thought about Kat and the boys. It had been seven years now. The last time he saw them was outside Lotos, right before his battalion was rushed north. Kat, black curls loose in the wind with a determined mask fixed over the fear as she waved, the boys clutched close, their eyes uncertain, accusing.

Four days later, the battalion was dead and he was a prisoner on his way to be converted into one of Living Dead slaves of the Korvan victors.

Cole shut his eyes. He and the other survivors had been herded north in a long caravan, watched by Korvan tanks and guns. Winter claimed many, their frozen, contorted figures littering the roadside, crusted with fresh snow and slush and blood. Their captors killed at any sign of aggression or defiance. Survival in the dark iciness meant submission of the lowest kind, eyes to the churned road, sometimes crawling, shivering in the clinging wet, feeling his toes numb and the nails crack and peel off.

And then the scream of gravity drives at night, the delta-shapes of Lurinari starfighters dropping from the sky. Elation, at first, then horror as the prisoners watched their own ships swing in low to vomit lightning. Shrieks and the buffeting of fireballs, chaos whirling about, prisoners breaking for cover, shot down by Korvans torn between containing their charges and the air raid. Vehicles split open, poured fusion fire across friend and foe. Cole crawled from the madness, burned and freezing at once, until he reached safety and began running. He never stopped, never looked back.

He hadn’t stopped running to this day.

Worthy opened his eyes. Cameron had stopped talking, had pulled his cloaks over with his rifle cradled close as his eyes drooped into sleep. Sandy had done the same. Crozier was flexing limbs and stretching, his face tight with discomfort.

“Sore?” Worthy asked.

Crozier looked up and gave a self-conscious smile. “Yeah. I trained for this in elevated gees but...guess it wasn’t enough.”

“Give it a few days.”

“Yeah.”

Worthy pointed an index finger. “You’re hauling too much.”

Crozier’s eyes held resistance. “Everything I have is necessary.”
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