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## CHAPTER 1 — DON'T COME DOWN
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THE CORRIDOR FLIPPED sideways and Tavian Drayke went with it.

His shoulder hit what used to be the ceiling. The grav-plate under the deck stuttered — half a second of up, then down, then whichever direction wanted him dead first. His ribs took the wall. His teeth took his lip.

He spat blood and kept running.

"LEFT!" Lira's voice, ahead of him, behind a wall of smoke. "LEFT, now — "

He went left.

A plasma round chewed the wall where his head had been. The corridor lit up green for a flash and then dropped back into the emergency red the Vault of Saints had been bleeding for the last six minutes. Somewhere overhead a klaxon was trying to alarm but the speaker was blown — what came out sounded like a man drowning slow.

The Vault was dying. Tavian was trying not to die with it.

"Tavian — keep moving — "

"I'm moving."

"Move faster — "

He cleared the corner. The gravity flipped again, ceiling-to-floor, and his stomach went up his throat. He hit the new deck rolling. Came up with his sidearm pointed back the way he came, because that was where the boots were.

Three goons. Black Tithe livery. Helmets dark, faceplates dark, the gold tithe-mark stamped over their left eye like a brand.

He squeezed off four shots. Two went wide because gravity was still arguing with itself. One caught a goon in the throat-seam between helmet and collar — the man went down spraying. The fourth shot took the second goon in the knee and he folded screaming.

The third one kept coming.

"Lira — "

"I see him — "

Her rifle barked twice from somewhere ahead. The third goon's chestplate came apart in two clean pieces. He hit the deck face-first and slid.

Tavian didn't stop to admire it. He was already up, already running. His thigh wasn't right. His thigh had stopped being right about ninety seconds ago when something — bullet, shrapnel, who the hell knew — had punched through the meat above his knee and lodged in. Every step was a fresh bad word.

He found her at the junction. Lira. Hair half out of its tie, blood on her cheek that wasn't hers, rifle still up. She wasn't even breathing hard. He hated her for that a little.

"You're hit," she said.

"I noticed."

"Bad?"

"Walking."

"That's not what I asked."

"Walking is the answer, Lira."

She grabbed his collar and dragged him into the next corridor. The Vault of Saints groaned around them — a station too old to be standing, too valuable to be condemned, too full of cartel money to ever be inspected. It had been holding itself together with bribes for forty years. The bribes weren't working tonight.

"Where's the docking sleeve?" he asked.

"Two sectors. Down and starboard."

"Down and starboard is on fire, Lira — "

"That's why we're going down and starboard. They won't follow into the fire."

"We're going into the fire."

"Yes."

She didn't slow down. He kept up because the alternative was bleeding to death on a cartel floor.
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THE CARGO BAG BOUNCED against his hip every step and reminded him.

The canister was in there. The thing they'd come for. The thing that had made the Black Tithe go from let them buy their way out to send the headhunters.

He hadn't looked at it yet. He hadn't had time. Lira had grabbed it off the pedestal in the vault chamber and shoved it in the bag and they had been running ever since. He could feel the shape of it through the canvas — cylinder, about the length of his forearm, heavier than it should be. Cold. Cold enough that condensation had soaked through the bag and was pooling against his hip.

Whatever was inside it was kept very cold and very still.

The Black Tithe had paid them three hundred thousand to take it.

Then someone had paid the Black Tithe four million to make sure it didn't leave.

Then the Black Tithe had decided to keep both payments and the canister and also their heads, in that order.

Welcome to Tuesday.

"Down here — "

Lira kicked open a service hatch and dropped into it without checking. He followed because checking was for people who had options. The drop was longer than he expected. The landing was worse. His thigh sang an aria.

They came out in a maintenance crawl one deck below. The air down here was hot. Hot enough that the sealant on the wall panels was sagging. Somewhere ahead, orange light. Somewhere ahead, the fire.

"Lira."

"Don't."

"This is a bad — "

"Tavian. We are not having this conversation."

She pulled a strip of something out of her jacket — fabric, packing tape, some Lira invention — and slapped it across her mouth and nose. Tossed him one. He caught it. Tied it on.

She looked back at him. Just for a second.

There was something in her face he didn't get to look at long enough to name. Then it was gone and she was running again.
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THE FIRE CHAMBER WAS where the Vault's old reactor had been before they'd ripped it out and sold the parts. What was left was an open shaft three stories tall, full of recycled atmosphere that had nowhere to go, currently full of an electrical fire that had nowhere to go either.

There was a catwalk. Half of it.

Lira hit the catwalk at a sprint. Tavian hit it three seconds behind her and the metal was hot enough through his boots to remind him what hot meant.

Halfway across, the catwalk gave.

It didn't snap. It peeled. The bolts on the far end let go one at a time, ping ping ping, and the whole walkway started tilting toward the drop.

Lira jumped.

She made it.

Tavian didn't.

The catwalk dropped out from under his bad leg and he went with it. He got one hand on the railing — the rail came with him for two feet and then stopped, jammed against something, and he was hanging there in air that wanted to cook him.

"TAVIAN — "

"Working on it — "

His grip was sweat. His leg was useless. Below him was a forty-foot drop into burning slag.

He looked up.

Lira was already lying on the deck-edge above him, arm reaching down, face set in the kind of expression that did not permit alternative outcomes.

"Give me your hand."

"I'm trying — "

"Now, Tavian — "

He swung. His free hand caught hers. Her fingers locked around his wrist and she pulled, full body, both feet braced — and he came up over the edge in a clatter of elbows and pain and metal.

She didn't let go of his wrist right away.

He didn't ask her to.

"You're a stupid man," she said, breathing hard for the first time all night.

"You're not wrong."

"Get up."

He got up.
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THE DOCKING SLEEVE was three minutes of running away.

They didn't have three minutes.

Behind them somewhere, the boots were back. More of them now. Tavian could hear it through the deck — that particular cadence of Black Tithe formation breach: two-pair-two, leapfrog, never the same gunner forward twice. They were a professional outfit. That was the worst part. You could survive amateurs. Professionals you had to outrun.

The corridor narrowed. The pressure doors ahead were closing — slow, automatic, the station trying to seal off its dying decks the way a wounded animal pulls its limbs in.

"Lira — "

"I see it — "

The door was at chest height and dropping.

She didn't slow down.

She slid. Full baseball slide, rifle held flat against her chest, boots first under the door with maybe four inches to spare. He heard her hit the deck on the other side.

He had two seconds.

He couldn't slide. Not with the leg.

He did the only thing left. He threw the cargo bag under the door — heard it skid — and then he hit the deck hard on his good shoulder and rolled.

The door clipped his boot.

It clipped his boot.

The hydraulic took the heel clean off, and then the door slammed shut behind him with a sound like a vault closing.

He lay there on his back, staring at the ceiling, breathing.

Lira's face appeared above him. Upside-down. Smudged. Almost smiling.

"You owe me a boot," he said.

"I owe you nothing."

She grabbed his collar and hauled him up.

The docking sleeve was right there. The Verge was right there. Through the viewport he could see her — long, narrow, ugly-beautiful, his ship, the only thing in his life that hadn't betrayed him yet. The hull was that strange dark color it got in low light, not quite metal, not quite anything. The black coral underneath the plating was awake. He could feel it from here. The ship knew he was coming. The ship was unhappy.

He didn't blame her.

They cleared the sleeve. Lira hit the airlock cycle on the run. The inner door opened and they were inside and Tavian was already limping toward the cockpit and Lira was already at the comm panel hollering the unlock sequence and the ship was already coming awake under their feet, deck-plates warming, lights flickering green in that slow way the Verge had — like something half-asleep being shaken awake by people it loved.

"Strap in — "

"I'm strapping — "

"Tavian, strap — "

The Vault of Saints exploded.

Not all of it. The bottom three decks. The decks they'd been on ninety seconds ago. The shockwave hit the Verge mid-undock and threw her sideways into open space, and the docking sleeve tore away in a shriek of metal, and the airlock hissed warnings, and Lira was screaming jump coordinates that didn't matter as long as they were away.

Tavian punched the jump.

The Verge bucked. Coughed. The black-coral inner hull pulsed — a deep, sick shudder that ran from bow to engine. Something inside the bulkhead made a wet noise.

Then the stars went out.

And came back wrong.
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HE WASN'T SURE HOW long he was out.

The cockpit was dim. The console in front of him was running diagnostic loops in a color he didn't like — that ugly amber the Verge used when she was telling him I'm hurt and you should be ashamed of yourself. The viewport showed a star that wasn't his star.

His thigh had stopped screaming. That wasn't a good sign. That meant it had moved on to other forms of complaint.

He sat up slow.

"Lira."

A groan from the nav seat. She was alive. She was also bleeding from a cut over her eyebrow that hadn't been there before the jump.

"I hate you," she said, eyes still closed.

"Noted."

"Where are we."

He looked at the console.

He looked at the console for a long time.

"I don't know."

She opened her eyes.

"You don't know."

"The Verge doesn't know either. Star chart's empty. We're somewhere it doesn't have logged."

"Tavian."

"I know."

"Tavian. We can't be off chart. Off chart means we can't jump back. Off chart means we don't have a direction — "

"I know, Lira."

She sat up the rest of the way. Wiped blood out of her eye with the back of her wrist. Looked out the viewport at the strange star.

"How much fuel."

He checked.

He checked twice.

"Enough to coast."

"To where."

He didn't answer. He pointed.

Out the viewport, hanging in the dark like a bruise somebody had forgotten to press on, was a planet. Wrong-colored. Cloud systems moving the way cloud systems shouldn't. Lightning running sideways across the upper atmosphere. No moons. No satellites. No light on the night side except — once, twice — a flicker that might have been a fire.

Lira looked at it for a long time.

"No," she said.

"Lira."

"No, Tavian."

"We don't have a — "

"There is nothing on that planet. Look at it. Nothing lives there. Nothing's supposed to live there."

"Then we won't run into anybody. Win-win."

"Tavian."

"Lira, we have fuel for coast. That's it. We have no jump. We have no charted exit. We have one rock with atmosphere within reach. The math is the math."

She stared at him.

Then she stared at the planet.

Then, very quietly, the comm console chirped.

They both froze.

A signal. Faint. Thin as wire. Coming from the planet.

Tavian leaned forward.

It crackled in, broken-up, distant:

"...—anyone—hear—this—..."

He didn't move for a second. His thigh picked that moment to start screaming again. He barely noticed.

He keyed the comm.

His voice came out scraped raw.

"Yeah. I hear you."

Silence.

Then static.

Then, clearer this time — almost a whisper — closer to a person than he'd expected:

"...don't—come—down—..."

Tavian sat back in the chair.

He looked at Lira.

Lira looked at him.

Then he leaned forward and keyed the comm again.

"Too late for that."
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THE DESCENT WAS BAD.

The Verge wasn't built for hot entries. The Verge was built for slow approaches and patient docking and the kind of gentle planetary insertion you do when you have options. What she got was a half-fueled crash dive through an atmosphere that fought her.

The shielding cooked off in the first thirty seconds. The starboard wing-strut started shrieking at sixty. By ninety, Tavian had stopped trying to steer and started trying to land, which was a different skill set entirely.

Lira was screaming numbers. He was screaming back. The black coral under the deck plates was vibrating in a way that made his back teeth ache — the ship was in pain, she was telling him so, and he was making her do this anyway.

"Forty seconds to surface — "

"I see it — "

"Tavian the angle's wrong — "

"I see it — "

The lightning ran sideways past the viewport. Up close it wasn't lightning. It was something electrical but it didn't move like lightning, it moved like something looking around. He didn't have time to think about that.

The ground came up.

He pulled.

The Verge hit hard. Not a crash. A landing in the same way a sledgehammer is furniture. The whole ship slammed down on her belly and skidded — Tavian's harness bit into his shoulders so hard he saw colors — and they plowed across some kind of black-grass plain for what felt like a city block before the keel finally caught on something and they spun, ninety degrees, and stopped.

Quiet.

Sudden, perfect quiet.

The kind of quiet you only get when something that was making a lot of noise suddenly isn't.

Then the Verge groaned.

Long. Low. From everywhere.

The black coral was furious.

"Status," Tavian said, because that was the word.

Lira was already at the panel.

"Hull integrity — sixty-one percent. Starboard wing — gone. We are not flying out of here. The drive core — " She paused. "The drive core is bleeding."

"Bleeding."

"Coolant. The bio-line. Something punched it on the way down."

He closed his eyes.

The Verge needed that line. The black coral fed off it. Without it, she'd be sleeping inside a week.

Or worse.

"Lira."

"What."

"How long can she hold."

Lira didn't answer right away. She was running her hand along the wall panel — not looking at it, feeling it, the way she did when she was talking to the ship the way only Lira could.

"...Four days," she said finally. "Maybe five. If we patch the line and feed her something."

"Feed her what, Lira, we're — "

"I know. I know what we have. I know what we don't have. I'm telling you what she needs."

He opened his eyes.

Outside the viewport, the dark was waiting.
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SHE WENT OUT FIRST.

He didn't want her to. She didn't ask.

He stood at the airlock with his hand on her shoulder and she shrugged him off and keyed the ramp and the outer door opened and the planet's air came in.

It smelled like a coin you'd left in your mouth too long.

Lira took two steps down the ramp. Stopped. Lifted her chin. Breathed in once, careful, through her teeth.

Then she did the thing she always did — that small thing he'd watched her do on twenty different worlds — she just listened.

Tavian watched her go very still.

Beyond the ramp, the landing zone was a flat black plain — not soil, not stone, something in between, glassy in patches, fibrous in others. Past that, a treeline. The trees were the wrong height. The trees were the wrong color. They were the color trees got when they were finished being trees.

Lira took one more step.

Then she stopped, mid-step, and Tavian saw her shoulders lock.

Out at the treeline — far, the edge of vision — something moved.

It wasn't an animal.

He couldn't have told you how he knew. He couldn't have told you what it was. It moved behind the trees, between two of them, and it moved at the wrong height, and it moved at the wrong speed, and then it was gone.

Lira came back up the ramp.

She didn't run. Lira didn't run. But she came up the ramp at a walk that was committed to not being a run, and when she cleared the airlock she punched the ramp-close herself, and she stood there with her hand on the panel until the outer door sealed.

Then she put her forehead against the cold metal of the inner door and breathed.

"Lira."

"I'm not going back out there."

"Lira — "

"Tavian. I am not going back out there."

He didn't push.

He'd never seen her face look like that before.
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HE SUITED UP IN SILENCE.

The Verge had one good environment rig. He wore it. The visor was scratched and the left-side intake whined when he breathed deep and the seals on the wrist gaskets had been re-glued more than once. It would hold. It had held before.

He put the sidearm on his right hip. He put the bonesaw — half tool, half weapon — on his left. He put a hand-scanner in his thigh pocket that was probably going to be useless and brought it anyway.

Lira watched him from the cockpit doorway with her arms crossed.

She'd cleaned the blood off her face. She hadn't put her rifle down.

"Comms?" he asked.

"Open channel. Voice and bio. I'll see your heart rate."

"That's romantic."

"Don't."

He almost smiled. Didn't.

"Lira."

"What."

"If something happens out there — "

"Tavian."

"If something happens — "

"I will come get you."

"You said you weren't going back out there."

She looked at him.

"I lied," she said.

He let that sit a second.

Then he keyed the airlock.

The ramp came down.

The wrong air came in.

He stepped out into the dark.
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THE VERGE WAS A HUMP of metal behind him within a hundred steps.

Within two hundred, she was a shape.

Within three hundred, she was just a glow.

The black grass crunched under his boots — not the crunch of dry vegetation, the crunch of something brittle and not quite plant. The air through the rebreather tasted of metal anyway, like the seal wasn't quite holding.

The treeline got closer.

He kept the sidearm low and ready. The bonesaw was a weight on his other hip and he was glad for it.

"Comms check," Lira said in his ear.

"Five by."

"Heart rate's high."

"Yeah."

"Slow your breathing."

"Working on it."

He stepped into the trees.

The light went.

Not slow — went. Like a switch. Two steps in and the open plain behind him was a memory and the canopy overhead — whatever it was, it wasn't leaves, it was something — was eating every photon. He clicked the suit-light on. The beam carved out maybe ten feet of forest in front of him and gave up.

The trees were warm.

He hadn't expected that. He put his palm against the trunk of one and the bark gave under his hand like meat. He pulled his hand back. The bark closed back up.

"Lira."

"I see your readout. What is it."

"The trees are warm."

"Define warm."

"Body temp warm."

A pause on the channel.

"Tavian. Come back."

"Not yet."

"Tavian — "

"Lira, I need to find the signal source. We need to know what's down here. We need to know if there's anything down here we can use to fix the bio-line."

"Then make it fast."

He moved deeper.

The forest didn't get less wrong. It got more wrong. The trees weren't growing the way trees grow. They were arranged. Not in rows — nothing that organized — but in spacing. Like they'd been placed. Like a child's diorama of what a forest was supposed to look like.

Then he heard it.

He stopped walking.

It was small. It was small enough that he almost didn't catch it through the rebreather. He killed his footfalls. He held his breath.

There.

A voice.

A child's voice.

Up ahead. Maybe fifty feet. Off to his left.

Calling a name.

He couldn't quite make out the name. The acoustics were wrong in here — the warm trees seemed to absorb sound and then let it out again somewhere else, somewhere it hadn't started. The voice was small and reedy and tired, and it called the name once, paused, called it again.

It almost sounded like his name.

It almost sounded like Tavian.

He raised the sidearm.

"Lira," he said, very quiet.

"I hear it. I hear it on your mic. Tavian, come back. Tavian. Come back."

The child called the name again.

Closer now.

It was moving.

It was moving toward him.

He didn't shoot. He didn't move. The training said don't shoot what you can't see. The training said identify the target. The training had been written by people who had never been in a wrong forest on a wrong planet listening to a wrong child say their wrong name.

"...hello?" the voice said.

Tavian's mouth went dry.

"...is somebody there? please — please, I'm — I'm lost — I can't — I can't find — "

The voice broke. Like a real voice breaks. Like a child crying.

He took half a step forward.

He shouldn't have.

He should not have.

But he did, because something in him — the part that wasn't a soldier, the part that wasn't a thief, the part that was just a man who had lost things — moved his foot before his brain could catch up.

The voice stopped.

Completely stopped.

The forest went silent in a way that wasn't natural — in a way that meant something nearby had also gone silent, and was listening.

His earpiece crackled.

Lira's voice, very flat, very controlled, the voice she only used when she was actively trying not to scream:

"Tavian."

"I'm here."

"There's something on the camera feed."

"What."

"Behind you. Behind you, Tavian. It's right behind you."

He didn't turn around.

Not yet.

He could feel it now. He could feel the warmth of it on his back through the suit. Whatever it was, it had gotten close while he'd been listening to the child. While he'd been moved by the child.

He could hear it breathing.

It was breathing in time with him.
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HE TURNED AROUND SLOW.

Not because slow was tactical. Because slow was all his body would give him. His thigh had stopped being a leg and started being a liability, and the wound through the suit had started to leak something he didn't want to think about, and the thing behind him was breathing in time with him and he didn't want to break the rhythm because the rhythm was the only thing in the universe right now that wasn't a scream.

The suit-light swung with him.

The beam crawled across warm bark, across the wrong-spaced trees, across the dark between them —

— and stopped.

On a face.

Tavian's hand on the sidearm went numb.

It was a child. It was a child. It was a child, maybe nine, maybe ten, standing two arm-lengths away in the dark with its bare feet sunk ankle-deep in something that wasn't dirt. Hair matted. Eyes wide. Mouth open just a little, like it was about to say something. Like it had been about to say something for a long time.

It was holding very, very still.

"Hey," Tavian said. Quiet. He didn't lower the gun. He didn't raise it either. He held it in that no-man's-land between threat and promise and he said it again. "Hey, little man. You hear me?"

The child didn't blink.

The child wasn't blinking.

"Tavian." Lira in his ear. Whisper. Pure whisper. "Tavian. Look at his mouth."

He looked at the mouth.

Black thread.

Just a little. Just the edge of it. A single dark filament caught at the corner of the lips, soft as spider-silk, twitching faintly in the air the child wasn't quite breathing. It moved like it was aware of being seen. It pulled itself back into the mouth slow, like a tongue thinking better of it.

The child smiled.

It didn't smile like a child.

It smiled like a child remembered smiling.

"Hi," the child said.

Tavian shot it.
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CENTER MASS. THREE rounds. The body kicked back two steps and folded down into the dark soil — not folded over, not crumpled — folded down, the way a deck chair folds, joints bending in directions joints don't bend.

Tavian was already moving. Backwards. Sidearm still up.

"Going," he said into the comm. "Going. Going. Going — "

"I see you — I'm tracking — Tavian what was that — "

"I don't know. I don't know. It looked like — "

The thing on the ground twitched.

Tavian stopped backing up.

The thing on the ground sat up.

It sat up wrong. The ribs went first — he saw them, he saw them through the thin shirt — they hinged open in two halves like a coat, like a damn coat, and what was underneath wasn't a chest cavity. What was underneath was a knot of black thread the size of a fist, twitching, and a second pair of arms that hadn't been there before, smaller, child-sized, folded.

The second pair of arms unfolded.

The thing on the ground stood up.

It still had the kid's face.

The kid's face was smiling.

"Hi," it said again. Softer this time. Pleased. "Hi."

Tavian's brain went into the cold place. The cold place was where he kept the part of himself that wasn't a person — the soldier part, the survivor part, the part that didn't ask questions about a thing while the thing was still walking toward him. He emptied the sidearm into the chest knot. He saw the black thread shred under the rounds. He saw the kid's face spasm — actual pain, actual surprise — and the thing staggered one step.

Then the thread re-knit.

He watched it. He watched it happen. He watched the knot at the center of the kid's chest pull itself back together in real time, fibers stitching across the bullet holes like they were being woven by something on the other side, and the staggering stopped, and the smile came back, and the second pair of arms started to reach for him.

He turned and ran.

His thigh said no. He ran anyway.

"Lira — Lira it's coming — it's coming, what's behind me — "

"It's behind you — fifteen meters — "

"Coming faster?"

"Faster."

He hit the edge of the treeline at a stagger and the open black-grass plain spread out in front of him and the Verge was a glow at the far end of it and he was not going to make it. The thigh. The thigh. The thigh was done. Every other step his knee tried to fold and he was running on willpower and panic and the bonesaw was banging against his hip and he had the wild thought — the saw, use the saw — and he didn't have time to follow the thought because something hit him between the shoulder blades.

Not a tackle. A grab.

A hand. A small hand. A child's hand. Closing on the back of his suit.

He went down on his face in the black grass and the thing came down on top of him and he heard it laugh, he heard it, it laughed the way a kid laughs at the end of a chase, breathless and delighted, and then it bit him.

Through the suit.

It bit through the suit at the meat of his shoulder — the seal popped, the suit hissed, his rebreather screamed an alarm — and a single drop of something warm and wet and not-his hit the inside of his collar and ran down his chest.

He felt it touch his skin.

He felt the spore go in.
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WHAT HAPPENED NEXT, Tavian didn't remember in order.

He remembered the bonesaw coming out of its holster — wrong-handed, off-balance, the way you draw a weapon when you've stopped thinking and started just reacting.

He remembered the whrrrr of the saw kicking on. The bonesaw was a tool. Industrial. He'd used it for cutting through bulkheads and dressing salvage and one time taking the leg off a man who would otherwise have bled out. The blade was diamond-edged. The motor was loud.

He remembered the kid-thing rearing back, second pair of arms scrabbling at his shoulders, kid-face wet and smiling — and he remembered driving the saw up under its jaw at full throttle.

He remembered the spray.

The spray was not blood.

The spray was something darker than blood and thicker than blood and it came out in pulses, like the thing had a circulation but the circulation was running on something else — something that pumped slower, deeper, colder. It hit his visor. It coated the inside of his collar. It got in his eye, the eye, the one not under the visor seal —

— and the kid-thing's head came off.

Not clean. The saw bound up in the bone for a half-second and then the head came apart, and the thing on top of him went limp from the neck up but the second pair of arms kept moving, kept grabbing, and Tavian had a moment of pure animal horror watching the headless body try to figure out where he'd gone — and then he remembered the knot. The chest knot. The black thread heart.

He sawed through that next.

He didn't stop sawing until the thing on top of him stopped moving.

He didn't stop sawing then either, for a second. He had to make himself stop.

The forest was quiet.

His own breathing was loud.

The bonesaw whined down and clicked off.

Tavian Drayke lay on his back in the black grass under a sky that wasn't his sky, under a thing that wasn't a child, in a suit that wasn't sealed anymore, with someone else's blood on his face and someone else's something in his shoulder, and he laughed.

He laughed once. A short, broken, wrong laugh.

Then he stopped, because the laugh sounded too much like the kid's laugh, and he didn't want to know if the kid had been laughing because the kid had been infected, or because that's what they do.

"Tavian." Lira. Flat. Controlled. The trying-not-to-scream voice again. "Tavian. Talk to me."

He coughed.

He spat black into the grass.

"I'm here," he said.

"Get back to the ship. Now. Get back to the ship right now, Tavian, do you hear me — "

"I hear you."

He rolled the thing off him.

It was heavier than it should have been. Heavier than a kid. The chest cavity was open and the inside was moving, still, even with the head gone and the heart-knot sawed in half — single black filaments waving slow, looking for something. He looked at it for one second too long.

Then he saw the seam.

Right at the base of where the throat had been, between the neck-stump and the open ribs, a soft greenish-pale line ran along the underside of the chest wall. He hadn't seen it before because he'd been busy not dying. Now, with the thing dead — deader — the seam glowed. Just barely. A faint pulse, fading.

He understood, with the cold clarity that comes when your survival depends on understanding fast, that he had killed this thing by accident.

The seam was the kill point.

He'd hit it on the second saw-pass without knowing.

Read it. Don't kill it. Read it.

He filed that away in the cold place.

Then he got up.
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IV.
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THE WALK BACK TO THE Verge was a hundred and fifty meters and it took him eight minutes.

He counted because counting kept the panic flat.

His thigh wasn't a leg. His shoulder was on fire. The suit-breach alarm in his ear had given up and started just flashing red. The visor was smeared with something he wasn't going to wipe off until he had a wall between him and that forest.

Lira didn't talk for the first three minutes. She just watched his bio-readout. He could tell, because the channel was open and he could hear her breathing — careful, measured, controlled, the breathing she used at firing ranges.

At the four-minute mark she said:

"There are three more."

He stopped walking.

"Three more what."

"Three more on the forest edge. Camera's catching them. They're not coming out. They're just standing there."

"Watching me?"

"Watching you."

He started walking again. Faster. Faster than the thigh wanted.

"Why aren't they coming?"

A long pause.

"I think they're waiting to see if you turn around."

He didn't turn around.

He kept his eyes on the Verge.

He kept his eyes on the Verge through the smear on his visor and through the sting in his uncovered eye and through the heat building under his suit collar where the thing had bled on him, and he did not turn around, not even when he heard — far behind him, faint, faint, faint —

— a child's voice.

Calling his name.
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V.
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THE RAMP CAME DOWN before he reached it.

Lira was at the bottom of it, rifle up, scanning past him at the treeline. She didn't lower the weapon when he limped up. She didn't lower it when he passed her. She didn't lower it until the ramp was sealed and the airlock was cycling and the inner door had locked behind them with a sound that was the best sound he had ever heard.

Then she put the rifle down.

Then she put her hands on his shoulders.

Then she looked at the breach in his suit.

She didn't say anything for a second.

"Med bay," she said. "Now."

"Lira — "

"Med bay, Tavian. Strip. Now."
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