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PROLOGUE




MAIN MESS BAR, VECTES NAVAL BASE, NEW JACINTO—CAPITAL OF THE COALITION OF ORDERED GOVERNMENTS. DATE: LAST WEEK OF BRUME, 14 A.E. 

I’m not a people person. But you probably guessed that already. And no, I don’t want you to buy me a beer.

If you think there’s some nice guy inside me trying to get out if only someone would give me a chance—forget it. But then you’re dumb, like 99 percent of human beings. You can’t help it.

“Come on, Baird. Don’t be an antisocial dick all your life. Take a day off.” Her name’s Sam Byrne; all mouth, leather, and tattoos, and about my age—so she’s old enough to know better. She slams a brimming shot glass on the bar and shoves it at me. “Muller’s teaching us to play navy chess.”

“Oh, that’s so exciting. I think I just wet my pants.”

Sam waits a beat and then snatches the glass away. If it’s Dizzy’s moonshine, she’s doing me a favor. “Fuck you, then,” she says, and stalks off.

I need to cultivate that Marcus Fenix thing. He can sit at a bar on his own all night and no asshole goes near him. But then he’s Fenix. It’s not just the Embry Star war-hero vibe. It’s something  else. It’s like the guy’s got warning buoys around him, even though nobody’s ever seen him really lose his shit with anything except grubs.

Even morons still have some survival instincts, I suppose.

Shit, I wish someone would turn off that frigging TV behind the bar. Listen to that asshole yakking on about the future and the chance to build something better. What fucking future? We haven’t got homes or running water for most of the refugees yet, but whoopee, we got a TV channel on air. Actually, it’s just radio with still shots. Everyone’s got a radio. There’s a few TVs in the communal areas, and the civvies here think that’s terrific. A boon. An improvement. Well, hoo-fucking-rah.

Dumb people are lucky. I envy them.

I mean it. Ignorance really is bliss. The problem with being in the top 1 percent—yeah, I am, does it make you squirm because I say it?—is that you understand just how badly fucked the world is. And it’s not getting any better. It’s just changing. But any shit looks better to most folk as long as it’s different.


Nice new media channel for the people. You think? Well, Chairman Prescott needs a way to feed all the dumb bastards his propaganda. And keep the frigging journos busy so they don’t actually do any real reporting, of course. And you think we should celebrate because the grubs are gone and we can start over? No, we just replaced the Locust with a new kind of two-legged vermin—Stranded crime gangs. We’ve bombed the world back to the last century and sunk our own damn city, so now we’ve got no manufacturing, no infrastructure, and no way to rebuild the rest of Sera.

But Prescott says it’s all going to be fine because we’ve got shitloads of fuel thanks to Gorasnaya. Flip that coin, though, and the other side is taking in four thousand ungrateful Indie bastards who were still technically at war with us until a couple of months ago.

Look, I could go on forever. But even a dumbass like you gets the idea by now. Right?

A big, heavy hand slaps me on the shoulder and grips it like a  vise. It’s Cole. Most people would be more use as pet food, but Cole’s not one of them. I just don’t get why such a smart guy is so happy all the time.

“Baby, you want a Cole Train charm lesson?” He leans over and whispers loudly in my ear. “You’re never gonna get any action if you treat the ladies like that. Not even sheep ladies.”

“That was Sam.” The bitch always wants to arm-wrestle, out-drink you, or out-swear the boys. “Not ladies.”

“Come on. You know Bernie wants you to spawn plenty of blond surly know-all grandkids for her.”

Cole can get away with that. For some reason, he never pisses me off. “Yeah? She better place her bets on Dom, then.”

He sighs under his breath, for real, not his Cole Train act. “I think she’s gonna have a long wait.”

Dom’s a mess. I don’t expect a guy to shrug off having to blow his wife’s brains out, but he started mourning and making her into a saint ten years ago when she first went missing. If he didn’t move on then, what’s going to shift him now? Look, he’s not stupid. I stick with Delta Squad because they’ve all got opposable thumbs and IQs in the three-figure range. But that doesn’t mean they’re all sane.


So me and Cole sit at the bar and drink in silence. Sam’s enjoying her navy chess at full volume. I don’t want to spend too long looking in case they think I give a shit, but if I just turn a little I can see full shot glasses on the board instead of chessmen—moonshine for the white pieces, rum for the black ones. Oh, I get it. There—Muller’s taken one of Sam’s pieces, so he downs the shot in one. So how do they know what kind of piece it is?

See, this is what I mean about dumb people. That’s not chess. It’s checkers. But they’ll be too shit-faced to care by the time they’ve finished.

The mess doors open. Someone cheers. The barracking starts. “It’s a dog!”

Another smart-ass chimes in. “Don’t talk about Sergeant Mataki like that. The word’s bitch.”

That’s as far as the jeering goes. Bernie Mataki just gives  them that look, like she thinks they’re cute little boys of no real importance, which always works better than Sam’s shotslamming. Don’t think I’ve changed my views on letting women serve frontline—bad idea, bad, bad idea—but Bernie can shut the guys up. Maybe it’s because she’s old and eats cats. Maybe it’s her service record. And it just might be because everyone knows she cut off some guy’s balls. But she really does have a dog on a leash, a big, wild-looking thing with a wiry gray coat, thirty kilos at least.

“Isn’t he a beaut?” She rubs his ears and he looks up at her with big brown puppy eyes, just like frigging Hoffman. The whole bar stops to ooh and ahh like they’ve never seen a dog before. “Meet Mac. He hunts Stranded. I’ve borrowed him for a while.”

“Does he do tricks?” Cole asks.

Bernie walks the mutt over to me. This thing’s head is level with her hip. It looks like a wolf that’s had a bad hair day. “Mac, this is Blondie. No humping his leg, okay? No, I’m talking to you,  Baird.”

If I react I’ll only encourage her. “Does your pedigree asshole-hound know you eat pets, Granny?”

“Just cats. He’s fine with that. Aren’t you, fella?”

“Nice doggie,” Cole says. “You’re gonna save us a lot of time.”

“Come on. Let’s go walkies.” Bernie could put a saddle on that damn dog and ride it. I hope it’s okay around helicopters. “If we  can’t flush out those Stranded bastards, let’s see what dogs can do. Time we found out where these tossers are holed up.”

“Can we call ’em gangs or somethin’, Boomer Lady?” Cole asks. “On account of most Stranded bein’ like Dizzy. Harmless. Nice, even.”

Navy chess doesn’t do a thing for me. But hunting assholes . . . now that’s a sport a guy can take some pride in. Yeah, Cole’s got a point. This is a whole new species of Stranded. Not the parasitic bum variety—this is organized crime, piracy, rape, murder. Don’t give me any of that bleeding-heart crap about how we’ve all got to stick together now that we’re trying to rebuild human civilization. There’s never been a better time than this to put out the trash.

“Okay, call ’em vermin,” I say. “And I vote that Mac gets to keep the chewy bits.”

Anyone outside the curfew zones with no business being there is fair game. Right?

Don’t look at me like that. You don’t know what it’s been like for the last fifteen years. I don’t regret a damn thing, except not doing some of it sooner. What are you—my frigging mother?
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CHAPTER 1


COALITION OF ORDERED GOVERNMENTS NAVAL BASE VECTES

 



NONCITIZEN INCIDENT LOG SUMMARY THAW 1 TO BRUME 35, 14 A.E., INCLUSIVE.

 



Attacks on property: 35 
Attacks on civilians: 20 
Casualties, civilian: 15 injured, 6 dead. 
Casualties, COG personnel: 18 injured, no fatalities. 
Casualties, insurgents: 30 dead. 
(Injury data unavailable. No wounded detained.)






VECTES NAVAL BASE, NAVY OF THE COALITION OF ORDERED GOVERNMENTS, NEW JACINTO: FIRST WEEK OF STORM, 15 A.E. 

“Welcome to New Jacinto,” said Chairman Prescott. “And welcome to the protection of the Coalition of Ordered Governments. May this new year be a new start for us all.”

Hoffman had to hand it to Prescott; he could always manage to look as if whatever lie he was telling at the time was the holy truth. The two men stood on the jetty as the Gorasni container ship  Paryk disembarked its human cargo, five hundred civilians from  an independent republic that had still been officially at war with the Coalition until last month. They were part of the COG now, whether they liked it or not. Hoffman guessed that they didn’t.

“They don’t look in a party mood, Chairman,” Hoffman said.

A statesmanlike half-smile was nailed to Prescott’s face, probably more for the benefit of his local audience—a detachment of Gears, a medical team, some civilian representatives—than for the new arrivals.

“I hope it’s disorientation and seasickness rather than a lack of gratitude,” he said.

Hoffman eyed the procession, looking for potential trouble-makers and wondering if any of the refugees spoke the language well enough to see the irony in the COG’s title. Governments?  There was only one government left, a city-sized administration on a remote island a week’s sailing time from Tyrus. That was all that was left of a global civilization of billions after fifteen years of fighting the Locust.

But on a sunny day like this, not a typical Storm day at all, Vectes must have looked pretty good compared with the mainland. No grub had ever set foot here, and it showed. The Gorasni bastards should have been grateful. Safe haven and food in exchange for all that extra fuel they didn’t need? It was a good deal.

“Maybe they just hate our guts.” Hoffman tried to imagine the mind-set of a pipsqueak nation that ignored the Pendulum Wars cease-fire. That was some serious grudge-nursing. “It was their leader’s idea to join us. I’m betting he didn’t take a vote on it.”

“Let’s hope they think of it as a bring-a-bottle party.”

The Gorasni certainly weren’t arriving empty-handed to drain the COG’s limited resources. They were surrendering their imulsion supplies—an operational offshore drilling platform—in exchange for a refuge. In a world burned to a wasteland, fuel and food were the two assets that meant there’d be a tomorrow. Hoffman wasn’t crazy about the Indies and he was damned sure they weren’t crazy about him, but these were desperate times.

Can’t be too choosy about our neighbors. At least they’re not Stranded. They’re not killing us—yet.

A security detail of Gears lined the jetty, channeling the  refugees to the reception team at an old storehouse that was built into the fortresslike walls. Hoffman glanced at the faces around him and wondered if any war could ever make you forget the one that preceded it. But the Vectes locals had never even seen a Locust. Their monsters were still the Indies, the old human enemy from an eighty-year war—the people landing on this jetty.

“Bastards.” An elderly man from the Pelruan town council wore a chestful of Pendulum War medals on his threadbare jacket, including the Allfathers’ Medal. No, he wasn’t about to forget. “Can’t forgive any of them. Least of all those who still aren’t sorry for what they did.”

Hoffman noted the campaign ribbons and chose his words carefully. It was hard to navigate that dividing line between mortal enemies one day and new allies the next. The name that made his bile rise wasn’t Gorasnaya, though, so he could look at these Indies with a certain distance.

Should I? I know what they did. I know what the old guy means. But they weren’t the only ones. We all did things we weren’t proud of.

“They’re Indies with plenty of fuel,” Hoffman said at last, conscious of Prescott eavesdropping. The man could look engrossed in something but that slight tilt of the head said he was taking in everything within earshot. “Nobody’s asking you to forgive. Just take their imulsion as war reparation.”

The old man stared at Hoffman as if he was an ignorant kid rather than a fellow vet.

“My comrades died in a Gorasni forced labor camp.” He tugged at his lapel so Hoffman could see a timeworn regimental pin with the trident badge of the Duke of Tollen’s Regiment. “The Indies can shove their fuel up their ass.”

“Mind my asking why you’ve come today?”

“Just wanted to see how they looked without a rifle in their hands,” said the old man. He was probably in his seventies, maybe only ten or fifteen years older than Hoffman, but the border with old age always moved a few years ahead with each birthday. “Everyone needs to look their monsters in the eye. Right?”

And all monsters needed to acknowledge their guilt before forgiveness could begin. Gorasnaya hadn’t even come close. Maybe that would never have been enough anyway.

“Right,” said Hoffman.

The veteran turned his back on the stream of newcomers filing along the quay and hobbled away. The Gorasni weren’t going to get a welcome parade from the townsfolk in the north of the island, that was for sure.

Prescott took one step back and bent his knees slightly to whisper to Hoffman. “Doesn’t bode well, Victor.”

“What did you expect?”

“It was a whole war ago. It’s history now.”

“Not here.” While most of the world fried, Vectes had waited without much to distract it. The island had been cut off from the rest of the COG when the Hammer of Dawn was deployed, although whether it thought itself lucky now was another matter. “It’s still yesterday for some of them.”

“And you?”

“I never served on the eastern front,” Hoffman said. He had his bad memories like any other Gear, but they had nothing to do with Gorasnaya. “I don’t imagine some Indies have fond recollections of us, either.”

Prescott inhaled slowly, eyes still on the procession of Gorasni. “I won’t allow human society to rebuild ghettos, but let’s be prudent. Keep the refugees apart from the rest of the civilians until we’re absolutely sure that everyone’s used to the idea. Like the rehabilitated.”

“Is that what we’re calling them now?” Hoffman had now had a bellyful of euphemisms. “Let me strike the word Stranded from my operational vocabulary, then. I thought we were keeping the  rehabilitated ones separate for opsec reasons so they didn’t tip off their unrehabilitated buddies about our patrols.”

If Hoffman’s irritable lack of deference irked Prescott, the man didn’t let it show. In fact, the slimeball smirked. “Who says a certain caution about the Gorasni refugees isn’t for operational security too?”


Refugees was an ironic term. Everyone on Vectes—except the native islanders—had fled from Old Jacinto only months earlier. Lines were drawn fast in this new post-Locust world. Hoffman glanced up the jetty to watch three Pelruan councilmen talking in a tight knot, one of them far too young to have served in the Pendulum Wars anyway. So were a lot of the Gorasni. That didn’t mean they hadn’t inherited opinions from those who weren’t.

Nobody’s ever seen more than a few months of peace. Any of us. How long does it take people to forget? Or do we never manage to?

“Trescu’s going to keep his people in line, and so will we,” Hoffman said at last. He didn’t like the look of a couple of the men disembarking, in particular the way their jackets hung as if draped over something bulky underneath. Gorasnaya might have been relaxed about arming civvies, but the COG wasn’t. They’d have to deal with that, diplomatically or not. “It’s all about keeping folks fed and busy.”

“The voice of experience.”


And you know where I acquired it, don’t you, asshole? “Nothing’s more trouble than hungry, bored people.”

“Where is Trescu?”

“With Michaelson, working out tanker rosters.”

“Good.” Prescott lost interest in the refugees right on cue. He checked his watch and took a couple of steps up the jetty in the direction of his office. “I want a permanent detachment of Gears on that rig. Can’t be too careful.”

“Already in hand, Chairman. I’m putting Fenix and Santiago on it. They’re heading out shortly to do a security assessment.”

“Wouldn’t they be better tasked rooting out the Stranded? We can destroy a Locust army, but suddenly we can’t eradicate a few hundred half-starved vagrants.”

“I know who my best problem-solvers are, Chairman.” And I’m the frigging chief of staff here. I decide how I deploy my men. Hoffman ignored the sly criticism. “That imulsion platform is going to be a bigger problem than pest control.”

Prescott gave him a brief frown but didn’t ask for an explanation. It didn’t take a genius to work it out anyway. Gorasnaya couldn’t protect that damn rig—or maintain it—without having to crawl  to the COG for help. It was going to tie up COG resources. But the COG needed the imulsion to keep the fleet running, build a city, and drag this damn place out of the last century.

Prescott gave Hoffman his best statesman’s public relations smile—no display of teeth, just a curl of the lips. “I have absolute faith in you, Colonel. We would never have survived this far without your leadership. I look forward to the report.”

Prescott had a way of saying things that Hoffman knew were anything from bullshit to barefaced lies, but that were somehow true as well. Not a single word ever escaped Prescott’s mouth by accident or without being cross-checked first. The bastard probably thought Hoffman was an overpromoted grunt who couldn’t grasp the real meaning. He had that slightly amused you-don’t-get-it look.

Hoffman threw up a perfunctory salute and took a shortcut to CIC on the way to see Michaelson. He was halfway along the next quay before he fully unpicked the words. Prescott was lining up someone to blame if the shit hit the fan. Leadership was Prescott-speak for responsibility. As in—not his. Mine. Crafty asshole.  Even though Prescott had absolute power, his politician’s reflex to duck and dive was as strong as ever.

Not entirely true. His power comes from my Gears. Always has. And now—even more so.

Ah. I get it. He’s testing the water with me. Is he starting to worry what the army will do if things don’t turn out as he’s promised? Is he scared of a coup?

Hoffman paused to look up at the anchor and cog naval crest that towered above the base, a striking stone column against a glass-clear turquoise sky that made the season look more like Bloom than Storm. Optimism wasn’t his style; but just being in a place where the walls weren’t bullet-pocked, the pavement wasn’t shattered by grub emergence holes, and the horizon wasn’t permanently shrouded in dark smoke made him dare to believe things might be on the upturn.

He’d never admit to that, of course. Everyone would think he’d finally gone senile. He walked into the ops room, and the duty watch sat bolt upright in their seats.

“All quiet, Lieutenant?” he asked, leaning over the comms desk to check the incident log for Stranded raids. There were a couple a week, a lot of damage but relatively few serious civilian casualties yet. Any dead civvie was bad news for morale, though. “Are those vermin breeding in the sewers or something? I’m catching hell from the Chairman.”

“One more enemy contact an hour ago, sir.” Donneld Mathieson edged his wheelchair away from the console. “Two confirmed dead by Sigma Squad.”

“And where’s Lieutenant Stroud?”

“Out on patrol. Testing canine units with Sergeant Mataki. Remember?”

Yes, he did. He’d promised Anya more frontline tasks and now he had to honor that. “I’m all in favor of low-tech solutions.”

“And I need to task that woman who used to be in Major Reid’s EOD team.”


Reid. Two-faced asshole. “Which woman?”

“Private Byrne.” Mathieson paused. He had a habit of punctuating with silences, and the longer the silence, the more negative adjectives he seemed to leave unsaid. “Sam Byrne. The one who does everyone’s tattoos.”

“Ah. Her. Yes, it’s a Kashkuri thing.”

“You knew her father, didn’t you? She mentioned it.”

Knew him? One of my own. Twenty-sixth Royal Tyran Infantry. Anvil Gate just isn’t going to let me forget it today.

“I did,” Hoffman said. “Team her up with Mataki and Stroud. I pity the Stranded asshole who runs into that gang of harpies.”

Hoffman never openly expressed concern for a female Gear’s safety, but Mathieson probably knew him well enough to decode the comment. There was no allowance for gender. Either women could do the job as well as a man or they couldn’t, and if they couldn’t—then they didn’t serve on the front line. But Anya Stroud lacked experience, and Sam Byrne always had to prove she could take more risks than a man even when she didn’t have to. Bernie would have her hands full keeping an eye on two liabilities at once.

Bernie knows what she’s doing. She’ll be a steadying influence. Stick Byrne with the men, and she’ll be too busy picking fights with them.

“Indeed, sir,” Mathieson said. “I’ve always thought that women are a lot worse than us when they get going.”

Maybe it was a general comment. Maybe it was about Bernie, because her line in rough justice had evolved from common knowledge into regimental mythology now.

Either way, Hoffman didn’t take the bait. “Wise to steer clear of the ladies. How many patrols have we still got out?”

“Eight, sir. One more thing—probably nothing, but I took the precaution of monitoring the Indie ship-to-ship channels. One of their frigates is in trouble.”

“They’ve only got one. What kind of trouble?”

“It struck something submerged, radioed for assistance, and then lost contact.”

“Ran aground? What kind of goddamn weekend sailors are they?” Quentin’s going to be pissed off. He really wanted that frigate for NCOG. “Have you told Captain Michaelson?”

“Not while he’s with Commander Trescu. I don’t think the Indies know we can eavesdrop on that frequency. And I don’t know how Trescu keeps in touch when he’s ashore, because he doesn’t route calls through here.”

“You’ll make a politician one day, Donneld.”

“No need to be insulting, sir . . .”

Hoffman would have taken that entirely as a joke if he hadn’t known how badly Mathieson wanted to return to a combat role. With the limited prosthetics available now, that wasn’t going to be anytime soon. The COG had sunk most of its technology along with Jacinto. Everything that could have helped Mathieson walk again was under a hundred meters of seawater.

There was a hell of a lot of rebuilding to do, and it wasn’t all bricks and mortar.

“Keep me posted,” Hoffman said. “I better go see how our gallant captain is getting on.”

CNV Sovereign was the navy’s flagship, but that wasn’t saying  much these days. She was overdue at least five major refits. The daily struggle to keep the carrier running showed, from the rust streaks on her superstructure to the broken jackstaff at her stern. She was an equally sad picture below decks.

As Hoffman made his way through the passages to Michaelson’s day cabin, he had to duck to avoid jury-rigged cable conduits sagging from the deckheads. The wiring was exposed in some places and even routed through vent hoses in others. Even in the cabin itself, cables snaked across the deck and vanished under the bunk. The captain sat in one of the timeworn blue leather chairs, chatting to Miran Trescu just like the two of them had been buddies at naval college. It all looked a bit too cozy for Hoffman.

“Don’t let me interrupt, Quentin,” Hoffman growled. “I can come back when you two are done discussing barnacles. Commander, do I hear you’ve got a ship in trouble?”

Trescu didn’t turn a hair. “A missile frigate, Colonel. Nezark.  We have patrol vessels out looking for her.”

“Do try to keep me up to speed with these things.” Hoffman parked his backside on the edge of Michaelson’s desk and gave him a meaningful look. “We’re all COG now. Your military secrets are our military secrets.”

“Force of habit, Colonel—my apologies.” Trescu’s mouth smiled but his eyes didn’t. “Probably a major electronics failure. No radio and no radar.”

“That would explain the collision, then.” Michaelson twitched an eyebrow. So Trescu hadn’t told him that. Hoffman didn’t elaborate, because he knew he’d learn more by comparing what he already knew with what Trescu told Michaelson when he was gone. “And I take it you’re happy now for Delta Squad to land at Emerald Spar for a security assessment.”

Trescu smiled. “We can trust one another. We have kept our bargains, yes?”

“We have.”

“Then they may board the platform. I advise caution.”

“Why? Your guys a little trigger-happy?”

“Rigs are dangerous places. For anyone.”

“I’ll be sure to pass that on.”

Hoffman headed back to his office. Maybe Prescott had started him off on the wrong foot today, but he found himself picking over Trescu’s comments for hidden meaning. There were probably none to find. He always assumed the worst, so the only surprises he ever got were that the situation wasn’t quite as badly screwed as he first thought.

When Hoffman reached his office, the door was ajar. It was only a midsize storeroom but it had a wonderful view, and that was all he needed, chief of staff or not. When he sat down at the desk, its varnish polished thin by decades of someone else’s elbows resting on it, he found a gray-furred lump sitting on a sheet of old paper. There was a note scribbled on it: THE REST OF THE RABBIT IS IN A STEW. IT’S WAITING FOR YOU IN THE MESS.

So it was a rabbit’s foot. Yes, he could see the claws now. He thought these things had to be cured and preserved longer than a day or two, but maybe Bernie decided he needed some urgent luck. At least the borrowed dog was earning its keep.

He had to smile. “Crazy woman,” he said to himself. The severed foot would stink the place out in a few days. “You South Islanders. Feral, the lot of you.”




KING RAVEN KR-80, INBOUND FOR GORASNI IMULSION DRILLING PLATFORM EMERALD SPAR, 350 KILOMETERS NORTHWEST OF VECTES. 

It was a lonely thing marooned in the middle of a vast ocean—the tallest man-made structure left in the world. If Dom Santiago needed reminding how little remained of the old Sera, the pre-Locust Sera, this rig did the job just fine.

White cascades of bird shit and rust coated its upperworks. Dom scanned it through his binoculars, one hand gripping the Raven’s safety rail. A group of platform workers huddled on the edge of the landing pad. Gray gulls were lined up on one of the crane jibs like an honor guard. Beneath their roost, something equally gray turned and twisted in the wind, but the Raven  banked too sharply for Dom to work out what it was. It might have been a weather-shredded flag.

He couldn’t even recall what Gorasnaya’s flag looked like. Stripes? An eagle? The geography lesson was long forgotten. Gorasnaya had never been all that important until now.

“Man, that’s a long way from home,” Cole said, staring out the crew bay. “Imagine being stuck there and runnin’ out of coffee.”

Baird seemed riveted by it. “Awesome engineering. You know how deep that water is? Three thousand meters. Our submarines can’t go much below three hundred. Those tethers had to be sunk via a remote.”

“Aww, Baird’s in love with another hunk of metal,” Cole teased. “Baby, you gonna end up marryin’ a bot. Maybe we better ask Jack if he got a sister.”

“Come on. It’s clever shit. Admit it.”

Cole laughed. Dom didn’t find the rig awesome at all, however impressive it was. He didn’t like the idea of somewhere he couldn’t walk or swim away from if things went to rat shit. He wasn’t even sure where the nearest land was. “You certain that thing isn’t going to fall over? Looks top-heavy to me.”

“They all look like that,” Marcus said, unmoved.

Gill Gettner’s voice cut into the radio circuit. “Those things are built to withstand hurricanes. It’s exploding in a fireball that you ought to worry about.”

“I meant the shitty state of repair, Major,” said Dom.

“Good point. Jump out and test the helipad for stability.” Gettner never sounded as if she was joking. She probably wasn’t. Her crew chief, Nat Barber, peered out of the hatch as if he wasn’t too sure either. “I’ll just hover.”

Dom wondered how the hell the battered platform had lasted this long. How did Gorasnaya maintain it, let alone defend it? They had even fewer resources than the COG. When the Raven settled on the pad—Dom never trusted that crazy bitch Gettner not to be literal—he half-expected to hear the creak of buckling metal. But it held. He jumped down after Marcus, and the squad went to meet the Gorasni welcome wagon.

They were a grim-looking bunch, and Dom couldn’t help but notice all four of them were cradling huge wrenches. Maybe they had a lot of servicing to do today. He didn’t plan to turn his back on them and find out the hard way.

“So you’ve come for our dowry.” The biggest guy held out his hand to Marcus, but Dom noted he still had a firm grip on that wrench. Marcus shook the man’s hand without a blink. “Remember that looks aren’t everything. I’m Stefan Gradin. This platform is my personal kingdom, so nobody fucks with it, okay?”

“That’d be why your boss wants us to help you out—when you’re busy,” Baird said, but Cole nudged him in the back.

Marcus grunted and peered over the side of the helipad. “What’s your capacity?”

“One hundred and fifty thousand barrels a day at full production.” Gradin had a heavy Gorasni accent but he was perfectly fluent. “In practice, twenty thousand. We don’t need to process more and we haven’t got the bulk tankers anyway.”

“What else haven’t you got?”

“I thought you were here to look at our security.”

“Yeah. So I am.” Marcus glanced at the wrench but didn’t wait to be shown around. He slid down the ladder onto the deck below and paced around, checking out the platform from various angles. Dom could see that he was working out how he’d launch an assault on the rig, noting the vulnerabilities and blind spots. “How many times have you been attacked?”

Gradin followed him like close personal protection. “Six, maybe seven times this last year. But only the tankers in transit. Never the platform.”

“Lose any men?”

“Yes.” Gradin nodded. “And so did they.”

Dom, Cole, and Baird trailed down the ladder after Marcus. Dom kept the three other wrench-wielders in his peripheral vision. It was a tough job to hijack a structure like this, but that wouldn’t deter the seagoing Stranded. He’d seen them take lethal risks even against the COG.

But Stranded wouldn’t want to wreck the rig, of course—the  imulsion was too precious. And they’d need the crew alive to run the drilling and processing, and that would eat up manpower. Yeah, it made sense to try to hijack the tankers instead. That way they got to keep the fuel and a ship.

Marcus pointed down at the deck. “What’s below here?”

“Crew quarters.” Gradin paused like he was debating whether to risk giving Marcus more information. They really had taken this no-surrender shit seriously, then. After a few seconds, he seemed to give up and pointed at various structures like a tour guide. “The section in the center is the drilling module. The other side of that is for treatment and condensate handling. That’s where gas is flared off when it builds up. The big flame. You know?”

“I get it,” Marcus said. “And the only way to board is to fly in or climb the legs.”

“Then it’s like hijacking a big ship. Same problems, except it doesn’t go anywhere.”

Marcus just nodded. Gradin seemed to have thawed enough to slip the wrench into a pocket on his pants leg. Now the squad got the rest of the tour. The crew accommodation looked ragged after years of neglect, but still pretty comfortable and well equipped, like a run-down business hotel that had seen better days. The deck vibrated under Dom’s boots in two distinct rhythms—the steady throb of machinery and the slower, more ragged pulse of pounding waves. It felt like ships he’d been in. When he got outside again and the spray peppered his face, he had a sense that the rig should have been heading somewhere.

It was only when Dom reached the end of the drill module gantry and studied the cranes that the reality of life on Emerald Spar really hit home.

A gull swooped in and took a peck at the tattered flag, making it swing around. Now that Dom was close enough, he could see that the ragged shape wasn’t a flag at all.

It was the top half of a badly decomposed human body dangling from a rope.

Marcus seemed to notice at the same time. Gradin nodded as if he’d been waiting for them to catch on.

“They want to play pirates?” he said. “Good. We play pirates too. Amuse the gulls.”

Baird perked up. “Does that deter them?”

“We don’t care,” Gradin said.

“Okay, so you can take care of yourselves.” Marcus made no comment about the half-pirate dangling from the crane. “But we’ll put a squad here. And I didn’t see any close-in defenses.”

“We don’t have any.” Gradin tapped his wrench. “Just these—and plenty of rifles.”

“Your navy can afford to lose a few deck-mounted guns. How many of your security cameras are working?”

“About half.”

Marcus looked at Baird, who just nodded. He was gagging to play with this rig and now he had his chance.

“We’ll fix that,” Marcus said. “And you’ll need a detachment of Gears on every tanker run.”

While Baird and Marcus went off to draw up a parts list, Dom explored the platform with Cole. One of Gradin’s wrench party trailed them at a constant five paces. A name was embroidered on his orange overalls—EUGEN—but there was no guarantee that it was his. He spoke for the first time when Cole swung ahead of Dom and went to climb a ladder for a better look at the drilling deck.

“No, you stay here,” he said. He pushed in front of Cole and barred the way. “Too rusty. And you—too heavy.”

Cole was a big guy even by Gears’ standards, still built like the pro thrashball player he’d once been. He gave Eugen a broad grin. “Thanks for lookin’ out for my safety.”

He might have meant it, of course. Cole was like that.

Eugen, stony faced, beckoned them to follow and walked away toward the crew accommodation section. These Indies really were paranoid. As Dom picked his way down metal stairs wet with salt spray—not easy in bulky boots—he passed a roaring air-con vent and heard female voices drifting up from somewhere, but the words meant nothing. The vented air smelled temptingly of fried onions. It was one of the most delicious scents Dom could imagine. It smelled of home—the home he grew up in.

Eugen shook his head. “My wife,” he said, suddenly and unexpectedly frank with them. “Still damn angry with me.”

So one of the voices was hers, then. The Gorasni guys had their families with them. Or maybe they’d just paired up with coworkers because this was a lonely and scary place. Dom was finding it less sharply painful now to think about other folks’ families; Maria was gone, and at least now he knew she was gone for good, not just missing and suffering in ways he could only imagine. He hated himself for sometimes feeling relieved by that.

These days, it was his kids he felt worst about. He felt he hadn’t mourned them enough.

“Okay, we’re done here.” Marcus hauled himself over the edge of the deck by a grab rail and stood up. “We’ll ship out as much equipment as we can on the next inbound tanker.”

“And when will you send Gears to bravely defend us poor ignorant Gorasni?” Gradin asked, straight-faced.

“Soon as I radio back to Vectes,” Marcus said, equally expressionless. “And they’ll bring their own supplies.”

Dom couldn’t work out if Gradin had finally decided the COG wasn’t the worst that could happen to him or if his war still wasn’t over yet. The whine of the Raven’s engine starting up cut through all the sea and machinery noises like someone calling Dom’s name in a crowded room, and he found his legs making for the helipad a few seconds before his brain engaged.

Gettner was in more of a hurry than usual to get airborne. She lifted clear before everyone had strapped in. Barber had his head down, hand pressed to his right ear as he listened to voice traffic.

“Never mind us,” Baird said. “We’re just ballast. Dump us overboard anytime, Major.”

The cockpit door was dogged open. Gettner seemed preoccupied, because she didn’t tell Baird to go fuck himself like she usually did.

“Going back via the scenic route,” she said. “Just to check what’s getting our new friends so excited. I don’t suppose you asked them about their missing frigate.”

Marcus grunted. “They weren’t in a chatty mood.”

“Well, their CIC’s crapping themselves about that ship. What are you getting now, Barber?”

Barber didn’t answer for a few seconds. He was staring straight ahead with his palm resting against his right ear, listening intently to his radio.

“Wreckage,” he said at last. He must have been listening on a Gorasni ship-to-ship channel. Dom wondered what language they were speaking if Barber could follow the chatter. “They’ve found a couple of buoys and some polyprop line. Nothing else. They’re discussing how fast she went down. I’m missing a lot, but that’s the gist of it.”

“Shit.”

Marcus did a slow head-shake. “It was broad daylight. Even without radar—you can navigate by sight and charts. You sure they said grounded?”

“That’s another weird thing,” Barber said. “The ship was nowhere near any hazard. Sandbanks can shift over a few years and catch you out if you don’t keep charting them, but rocks can’t. And we have to be talking about a big, rigid obstruction here.”

Dom could guess what everyone was really thinking. The Stranded pirate fleet could have raised its game. He couldn’t imagine how patrol boats could take out a frigate, though, not even with a belt-fed grenade gun, but he said it anyway.

“Shit, you think the Stranded got lucky with a missile system?” No, that was dumb. He tried to think of the ways he’d been trained to sabotage a warship as a commando. They were all beyond the scope of the average Stranded. “Or was the frigate a wreck waiting to sink?”

“Last radio message said they’d struck something beneath the hull,” Gettner said. “They must have based that on instruments, ship handling, noise, whatever. They’d know if they’d been hit by anything explosive . . . Wait one, I’ll try offering assistance again. Because those paranoid assholes aren’t going to volunteer anything.”

Gettner switched to the shared emergency channel. Dom had  to retune to eavesdrop. He caught Marcus’s eye, then Baird’s, but neither was offering theories.

“COG KR-Eight-Zero calling Branascu Control, do you require search assistance?” Gettner asked. “We’re two hours from  Nezark’s last position.”

Branascu Control—which was probably now on board a warship heading for Vectes—took a few moments to respond.

“We are grateful, KR-Eight-Zero,” said a female voice. “But we have ships in the area already. We are . . . revising our charts to take account of seismic activity.”

“Say again, Branascu?”

Baird perked up. “Whoa, shit . . .”

“Seismic activity,” Branascu Control repeated. “Sonar is detecting uncharted solid formations just beneath the surface. Perhaps this is connected to the geological disturbances when you sank Jacinto.”

Even Gettner didn’t snap back an answer to that.

“We’ll warn off our vessels, then,” she said at last. “Flash us if we can assist. KR-Eight-Zero out.”

Baird curled his lip, evidently not impressed by the cover story. “I call bullshit,” he said. “Collapsing the bedrock under Jacinto couldn’t cause seabed shifts like that more than a thousand klicks away.”

“Yeah, and if we told them we did it by blowing up a lambent Brumak, they’d call bullshit too,” Marcus said. “I bet Prescott left out that detail.”

So Gorasnaya wasn’t leveling with the COG, and the COG wasn’t sharing everything with Gorasnaya. It was a shitty start to a relationship. Dom focused on the view of the ocean from the Raven’s open door and reminded himself how much cleaner and better this was than dying, besieged Jacinto.

“Fuck it, we’ll find out soon enough,” Gettner muttered. “Worst-case scenario—piracy. Most likely—floating death traps crewed by morons.”

Ships went down all the time, Dom told himself. The ocean was a dangerous place, as unknowable and deadly as anything the  grubs had cooked up underground. That meant he didn’t have to worry about pirates armed with antiship missiles—just the natural hazards of a world that was always trying to kill you.

That, at least, was something to be grateful for. As far as the sea was concerned, death was nothing personal.
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CHAPTER 2


Power is about perception. The COG thinks it’s still got it. It hasn’t—it’s just a town with a few ships and a fraction of its old army. But it can’t think small when it needs to. That’s our advantage. You want to go back to the status quo, where the COG runs Sera? Where it can wipe out the rest of the world just to save its own ass? Now’s the best time for the whole disenfranchised community to unite and deal with the COG—the seagoing trading communities, the enclaves ashore, and our associates on Vectes. They call us pirates. But our time has come.

(LYLE OLLIVAR, HEAD OF THE LESSER ISLANDS FREE TRADE 
ASSOCIATION, SUCCESSOR TO THE LATE DARREL JACQUES, 
PREPARING FOR A NEW WORLD ORDER)






TWO KILOMETERS NORTH OF NEW JACINTO, VECTES: EXCLUSION ZONE PATROL, TWO DAYS LATER. 

The Gorasni refugee camp had sprung out of nowhere like some kids’ pop-up book, orderly rows of identical but threadbare tents hugging the outer wall of the naval base. Bernie had to give the Indies full marks for rolling up their sleeves and getting on with it.

“They’ve posted their own guards,” Anya said, elbow resting on  the vehicle’s open window. “Look. Do you think that’s to keep something out, or something in?”

Bernie drove around the perimeter more to show the Gorasni that the COG was on the case than in any expectation of trouble. The security fence—erected by the refugees, no help requested and none given—was a mix of razor-wire and chain-link fencing. In a world of shortages and make-do, it was a weird thing to bring along for the trip.

But then fences were a fact of life now. They kept things out—and they kept things in.

A couple of men wandered along the other side of the Gorasni wire with rifles over their shoulders, passing a smoke back and forth. Bernie gave them a perfunctory wave and drove on. Everyone was used to patrolling to keep an eye out for grubs, so it wasn’t a habit anyone was going to abandon overnight—with or without Stranded gangs around.

“It might be for us, ma’am,” she said. “Maybe they think we had something to do with sinking their frigate.”

“That was weird. I hate mysteries.”

“Did we?”

“What, sink it? No, Michaelson wants every hull he can grab.” Anya made a little puffing noise as if something had occurred to her. “Prescott wouldn’t tell me anyway.”

“You wouldn’t think he still gave a damn about secrets, would you?”

“Do you think people change? The Gorasni, I mean.”


Or Prescott. Or Marcus. “No. We haven’t, have we?”

“Good point.”

Bernie wasn’t too worried about the Gorasni. If they’d been Indies from Pelles or Ostri, that would have been another matter. That had been her war, her mates killed, her knee-jerk hatred. But it was the Stranded who were uppermost in her mind now. Somehow the bastards just melted into the countryside.

We’ve forgotten how to fight our own kind. Gone soft. Out of practice.

A wet nose caught her ear from behind and smeared dog snot  on her face. Mac, confined to the back seat, wanted to see what was going on. He thrust his head forward, tongue lolling. Anya leaned away a little.

“He won’t bite, ma’am.” Bernie revved the Packhorse to climb out of a shallow ditch and rejoin the paved road. “Not unless you ask him to. Mac? You want a nice juicy bad guy? Seek!”

Mac barked once. He didn’t bark much, and in the small cab it was loud enough to make Anya flinch. Bernie translated it as  What the fuck? Here he was, being told to seek when he was stuck in this tin box with nothing to scent or see. She could see the disdain on his face. He thought humans were wasting his time.

Anya rubbed Mac’s head warily. He yawned, displaying an impressive set of teeth. “It just feels too much like sport.”

“Vermin control,” Bernie said. “Someone’s got to do it.”

People could be squeamish about strange things, Bernie decided. Anya slipped into a combat role pretty easily for an officer who’d spent her entire career in Ops, but using dogs to chase down other humans seemed a step too far for her. Hosing them with heavy-caliber rounds from an Armadillo’s gun turret obviously wasn’t. Anya had done that without blinking. She had a lot of her mother in her.

“I’m not criticizing,” Anya said at last. “They had the same offer of amnesty as their families.”

“Another brilliant Prescott idea. Every Stranded male we kill—one more woman inside our walls with a death to avenge. We can’t trust them.”

“Not really an amnesty, then, is it?”

“No, ma’am. It’s politics. Although it’s not like he needs their votes, is it?”

“So what would you do?”

Bernie tried to keep her mind on the route ahead. These Stranded bastards had already booby-trapped a construction site up by the reservoir, and raids were a constant threat. Either they had a huge arms cache or they were getting resupplied somehow. Either way they didn’t seem to be running out of ordnance.

“Ma’am,” Bernie said, “are you asking what I want to do, what  I know I ought to do, or what the rules of engagement say we can  do?”

“I’m just asking a friend who also happened to be my mom’s friend what she thinks is right.”

Bernie had never thought of herself as Helena Stroud’s friend. The major had been her commander. There’d been mutual respect and equally mutual loyalty, but friendship was for equals.

“There’s no right answer,” Bernie said.

“Any answer would do.”

Gears had this kind of conversation about grubs without bat-ting an eye. In fact, it rarely even warranted discussion; every grub had to die. It was a fact of life. There was no truce to be had, no peace to negotiate. But there’d probably be no cease-fire with these gangs, either. The solution was inevitable, even though that didn’t make it any easier to say.

“You really want to put an end to it?” Bernie said. “Then wipe them all out. Leave nobody to bear a grudge. It only takes a few survivors to keep a blood feud going.” She realized how bad that sounded, but she meant it. “Give it a century or two, and we’ll evolve into two separate factions at war again. It’s our national sport.”

“But would you do it?”

Bernie didn’t know. She was sure she’d do it in the heat of the moment, provoked or under fire, because she’d already done a lot worse. Cold policy was another matter, though. She still wasn’t sure why. Maybe Anya was just testing to see how close she was to whipping out her knife again and settling scores the personal way.

“I’d probably need an excuse,” Bernie said. The countryside changed from scattered building sites to newly plowed fields awaiting sowing, furrows so straight and even that they looked like a landscape of brown corduroy. “Or a reason. Same thing.”

Anya didn’t sound shocked. “Prescott says pragmatic politics means accepting that the right outcome often comes from the wrong methods.”

“Yeah, he’d slot every last one of them if he thought he’d get away with it.” Bernie cut Prescott some slack for being willing  to get his hands dirty. “At least he’s not some fancy academic moralist.”

Maybe we’d all do it. Maybe even the best of us would do one shitty thing if we thought it would do some good. Nobody knows for sure until they have to make the choice.

“Okay,” Anya said, “At least I’m not missing an easy answer.”

Bernie changed gear as the Packhorse groaned its way up the hill. She made sure the subject was closed by giving Anya something more immediate to worry about. “Keep your eyes open, ma’am. Remember how different things look from ground level.”

Anya was used to seeing the battlefield through an airborne bot’s camera. But bots like Jack were in short supply now, and that meant keeping them in reserve for critical jobs. Patrolling the thousands of square kilometers between the naval base and New Jacinto in the south and Pelruan on the north coast had to be done by Gears. Anyone who didn’t have authority to be off-camp—everyone except farmers, work parties, and their protection squads—was a legitimate target. The exclusion zone meant what it said.

We didn’t protect Jonty, though, did we? Poor bastard.

She still didn’t know which of the Stranded had murdered the old farmer. That was a pretty good reason for slotting all of them as far as she was concerned, just to make sure.

The dash-mounted radio crackled. “Byrne to P-Twelve, over.”

Anya took the mike one-handed, still cradling her Lancer. “Stroud here. Go ahead, Sam.”

“I’m ten klicks south of the hydro plant. Recent enemy activity—I’m looking at a lot of disturbed soil on the main road. Grid six-echo, five-nine-zero by two-eight-eight.”

“Explosives?”

“A remote device,” Sam said. “I can’t see if there’s a wire. But it’s too far off the track to drive over it, so it’s not a mine. Someone’s got to be watching the road with a trigger in their hand.”

Anya hesitated for a moment. Bernie didn’t see her reaction because Mac shoved his head forward again.

Come on. You could do it in Ops. You can do it now.

Bernie waited agonizingly long seconds, giving Anya a chance to make the decision before she intervened. She had to learn to make the call herself.

“You can’t deal with this on your own,” Anya said. “Stand by for backup.”

That probably sounded like fighting talk to Sam. “Look, I can work out where they are, okay?” Her accent made her sound even more aggressive than she was. “They need line of sight. They need to bury the det wire. So the only vantage point is a wood five hundred meters from the road. The rest of this place is open fields.”

Bernie checked the terrain on the map. It was open country, the road overlooked by a tree-covered hill, the kind of location you could slip into at night but couldn’t approach unseen by day. If there was a Stranded unit there, the best option was an air strike, but they’d hear the Raven coming half an island away.

And here I am, calling them units like they’re real troops . . .

Anya flicked the mute button on the mike. “You think we could ambush them instead, Sergeant?”

“Overland?” Bernie visualized the location as best she could and began estimating where they’d have to leave the Packhorse to make an approach on foot. “It’ll take an hour or so to get in position, if we’re the closest unit.”

“Okay.” Anya frowned to herself, then opened the mike again. “Sam? Sit tight . . . Control, this is P-Twelve. Contact in grid six-echo, five-nine-zero by two-eight-eight—Byrne’s located a roadside device and thinks enemy personnel are still in the area. We’re going in. Any other units nearby?”

“Control to P-Twelve,” said Mathieson. “Are you asking for air support?”

“Negative.”

“Wait one.”

Bernie kept a wary eye on the countryside as the Packhorse idled in the middle of the road. Eventually Mathieson came back on the radio.

“P-Twelve, Rossi’s unit is ten klicks north of Byrne’s position,” he said. “He’s moving in. Control out.”

Sergeant Rossi was an old hand; he’d expect a lot from Anya as the senior officer, and it looked like she was all too aware of that. She slapped her palm on the dashboard.

“Let’s do it.”

Bernie refolded the map with the six-echo grid uppermost and handed it to Anya. “Okay, we’ll go off-road at the stream and come around the back of that incline. It’s on foot from there. Where are you going to put Rossi?”

Anya pored over the map. “Here . . .”

“How about a little further over here?” Bernie pointed. “Then he can cut them off to the north or the east.”

“Good call, Sergeant.” Anya nodded. “Thanks.”

It was a sergeant’s job to nursemaid the junior officers until they were safe to be let loose on their own. Bernie was all too aware that this would be Anya’s first real firefight. She wouldn’t have the armored protection of a ’Dill and a bloody big gun this time. Mac could probably smell the sudden tension, because he started making little whining noises in the back of his throat and squeezed his head past Bernie’s shoulder to poke his nose out of the open window.

“Good boy,” Bernie said. “Quiet, now. Okay?”

Mac was only thirty kilos of vulnerable, unarmed meat, but somehow having a dog alongside made Bernie feel a lot safer. It was primal. A dog said weapon to any human.

“Byrne, Rossi—Stroud here,” Anya said. “Anything moving?”

“Byrne here. Nothing, ma’am.”

“Rossi here. Where do you want us?”

“Five-eight-zero by three-eight-zero, close to the stream.”

“Roger that.”

He didn’t sound worried. Bernie glanced at Anya as she released the switch on the mike. She’d definitely honed that reassuring voice to perfection over the years, but she kept licking her lips in a way that said she was scared shitless. Bernie was, too—sensibly afraid, the way any sane soldier should have been—and almost hoping the Stranded would make a run for it before they showed. But they were scumbags, and they had to be put down. She felt ashamed of herself.

I really am getting too old for this shit. Baird’s right.

“Where’s Sam from?” Anya asked. “I can’t place her accent.”

“Tyran father, Kashkuri mother. She’s from Anvegad—Anvil Gate.”

Anya seemed genuinely distracted for a moment. “I didn’t realize.”

“I like to know what I’m taking on. It’s a habit to cultivate.” Bernie watched Anya doing the mental calculations. Everyone did, wondering if Sam was old enough to remember the siege. “No, ma’am, she was born a few months after it all ended.”

“Sergeant’s telepathy.” Anya looked embarrassed, too diplomatic to ask the obvious questions. Any mention of Anvegad and its COG garrison—its romantic Kashkuri name reduced to the prosaic Anvil Gate—inevitably led to Hoffman’s involvement there. “Handy.”

“Sam’s had a lot to live up to.” Bernie hesitated, because she’d never said aloud to Anya what everyone thought—that her war-hero mother was a tough act to follow. “Like you.”

But Anya didn’t say anything. She kept her eyes on the road. They were ten klicks from Sam’s position now, and Bernie started looking out for a break in the fields where she could drive across uncultivated land rather than churn up crops.

But she still had her personal radar tuned to anything that didn’t look right.

Gears didn’t see roads the same way civilians did. Civvies looked for oncoming traffic and hazards from side roads. Gears looked for choke points, kill zones, and ambushes. They were always on the alert for combat indicators. Bernie found herself checking for blind spots and cover to either side.

“Five hundred meters is a damn long wire,” Anya said. “Must have taken them some time to bury it.”

“They’re not in any hurry.” As she drove, Bernie was starting to get that feeling. The instinct was born of years moving through hostile places, rational clues that could be analyzed later—a weird stillness, things that should have been there and weren’t, a thousand subliminal details—but now it simply told her to get ready to fight. “It’s a war of attrition. We’re not used to that.”

“Why are you slowing down?”

“That bend ahead.” The angle was so tight that the road seemed to vanish into an isolated stand of trees. For once, she couldn’t see any birds around. “If I was going to jump someone—look, humor me, there’s something not quite right.”

Anya picked up the mike again. “P-Twelve to Byrne, P-Twelve to Rossi, stand by. Possible contact, grid six-delta . . . zero-one-three, two-five-four.”

But there was bugger all that the others could do for them if the worst happened. Anya checked her Lancer. Bernie prepared to pull off the road down a shallow slope fifty meters ahead. The road was in poor repair here, a mass of potholes and cracked concrete patches, and suddenly that surface became the only thing she could focus on.

Yeah, something’s wrong.

The Packhorse bounced as the nearside front tire hit a hole. The next thing she knew—something smashed down hard on her head, the Packhorse was going up and not along, and the road vanished. The dog fell on her, yelping. She had no idea how, but she was sure she was falling too. And then she hit bottom.

For a few moments, she couldn’t work out where the hell she was. Then she realized she was lying with her head under the steering column and the Packhorse was upside down, maps and water bottles and windshield fragments everywhere. The driver’s door was gone. She could taste smoke, cordite, and blood.

“Shit.” That was all she could manage. She fumbled for her Lancer—it had to be close by—but caught a handful of fur instead. Mac whimpered. At least he was still alive. “Anya? Hey,  Anya!”

“Get clear. Come on.” There was a metallic sound and a loud grunt. Anya’s voice seemed to be coming from a distance. “Can you hear me, Bernie? Can you move?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I can. I can.” Bernie grabbed her Lancer automatically, struggling out of the crushed gap where the door had been, expecting to come under attack. It’s an ambush. What happened? Grenade round, bomb, or what? She went into the drill  without thinking. Assess, cover, evacuate. Just because you were still alive, it didn’t mean the incident was over. “You hurt?”

Anya crouched beside her against the underside of the stricken Packhorse, Lancer raised. The vehicle had come to rest in a shallow roadside gully, stopped from settling completely on its roof by the slope. “Can’t tell,” she said, scanning 180 degrees. “You sure you’re okay?”

“I’ll wet my pants and cry later.” Bernie suspected she might well do at least one of those, but the operative word was later.  Right now she took a strange comfort from the fact that she could still handle it. She was scared shitless and in shock, but the hard-wiring created by years of drill pushed that aside and went straight into a defensive routine. “Let’s call a cab. If we start walking, we’ll get picked off or hit another mine.”

She had to assume that. The words were out of her mouth before she remembered that she had to leave more decisions to Anya. Never mind. Either way, she learns. Anya pressed her finger to her earpiece, her voice just a little shaky.

“Control, this is P-Twelve. Control, come in. This is P-Twelve. We’ve been hit, position grid six-delta, main road—”

“P-Twelve, we’ve got you,” Mathieson said. “We’re scrambling a bird.”

“No hostiles spotted, but we might be bait.”

“Understood. Injuries?”

“We’re both T-three.” Not in immediate danger—and if either of them was bleeding internally, they were too pumped on adrenaline and shock to feel it. “The Packhorse is wrecked.”

“P-Twelve, I’m diverting another squad to Byrne’s position. Wait one.”

Bernie edged around the rear of the vehicle, head level with the burst nearside tire. There was a ragged crater about thirty meters behind them. One side of the road had been ripped up, and lumps of concrete were scattered around. It was a smaller hole than she expected.

Shit, we drove over it. Or we hit it and it threw us forward. A few seconds—that’s all that saved us.

That reality would sink in later. The tailgate of the Packhorse looked like someone had hosed it with random caliber rounds. The front end was just mangled by the hard landing, still hissing hot, rusty water from the broken radiator. The vehicle’s tail had taken the blast. Whatever the device had been, it had detonated late. And it had been planted since yesterday’s patrol. It was hard to spot disturbed soil out here because of the thick vegetation that flanked the roads.

Astonishingly, Mac was wandering about, sniffing the churned soil around the vehicle and looking none the worse for his experience.

A fresh trail for the dog. Shit, now would be the best time to track these bastards.

“You don’t look too good, Bernie,” Anya said. “You sure nothing’s broken?”

“I hit my head. I can use that as an excuse for being cranky for days.” Bernie had had more than a few close calls with ordnance over the years. Doc Hayman said an explosion didn’t have to kill you or even knock you out to do brain damage. “I really should get the dog on the trail. It’s less than a day old.”

“You’re going straight to triage,” Anya said firmly. “And that’s an order.”

Bernie suddenly felt that tracking these bastards was more important than anything. Mac seemed okay. And if she had any brain damage, there wasn’t much Doc Hayman could do about it. They had no state-of-the-art neurology unit. The COG had just lost a century in technology terms.

She could hear the clicking of cooling metal, so at least the blast hadn’t deafened her. Eventually it gave way to a distant droning sound overlaid with the chatter of rotor blades. The Raven was coming.

“Two explosive devices today,” Anya said, still scanning trees a couple of hundred meters away. “You think they’ve got a new strategy?”

“If they have,” Bernie said, “I’d love to know how they’re being resupplied.”

“P-Twelve, this is Byrne.” Sam’s voice buzzed in Bernie’s earpiece. “Rossi’s in position. You’re going to miss the party.”

Bernie supposed that was Sam’s way of checking they were still okay. “Sorry for the no-show. I’m sure we’ll get another chance to have a girls’ day out with extreme violence.”

Mac paused in his investigation of the soil and stared out across the grassland into the trees, trauma apparently forgotten. It might have been rabbits that got his attention.

Bernie found herself hoping it was bigger quarry.




KING RAVEN KR-239, TWENTY KILOMETERS NORTH OF VECTES NAVAL BASE. 

The Packhorse lay belly-up like a dead animal. The dog was sniffing around in the grass at the side of the road, but Baird couldn’t see Bernie or Anya yet.

They were here, though. They were still in radio contact, but that didn’t seem to make Marcus any less agitated. The warning signs were no more than a fixed stare and a twitch of jaw muscles, but Baird knew him well enough by now to see when the guy was wound up. He really didn’t like Anya doing any hairy-assed stuff. Baird wondered if they argued about it in private.

They occasionally disappeared at the same time. Baird noted things like that.

“Well, at least I know where to set down safely,” Sorotki said. “Seeing as Mataki’s been kind enough to do the route-proving and trigger the device . . . I’ll land on the road.” The Raven banked in a loop, coming up on the other side of the overturned vehicle. Bernie and Anya were crouched in its cover with their rifles ready. Bernie shielded her eyes from the grit whipped up by the chopper’s downdraft. “Stick to the paved surface, boys and girls. No telling what those bastards have planted either side.”

Bernie’s voice came on the radio. “You can set off mines with downdraft, you know.”

“Stand by, kitten-killer . . .”

Baird leaned back into the crew bay to talk to the crew chief. Mitchell was huddled over the Raven’s door gun like he was trying to hatch it. “Hey, the Pack’s in one piece,” Baird said. “We can lift it underslung.”

Mitchell didn’t take his eyes off the ground below. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re just too caring?”

“I never leave a wounded machine behind.”

“Dizzy can swing by with the salvage rig later and haul it back. Casevac first.”

“It’ll be picked clean the minute we leave. You think these assholes don’t stake out their devices or know when they catch something?”

“Too bad.” Marcus did his slow head turn, the one that said he was seriously pissed off, and fixed Baird with a cold blue stare. “We’ll just have to reclaim the shit when we catch up with them.”

Baird wasn’t scared of Marcus, but he knew when to back off. The man wasn’t knowable. Although Baird knew what Marcus would do in a given situation, he didn’t know how his mind worked, and that bothered him. Any mechanism—human, animal, machine—could be analyzed, its component parts evaluated, and its workings and functions understood. Not understanding Marcus was the most unsettling thing about him.

Yeah, but you’re not immune to all this shit, are you, Marcus? Look at you sweating over Anya. Caring screws you up, man. Just switch it off. Life gets a lot easier then.

Sorotki set the Raven down on the road. Bernie and Anya emerged from behind the Packhorse, tottering under the weight of an ammo box and two fuel cans.

“Can’t leave it here,” Bernie said. She had maps stuffed under one arm. “Got to clear the vehicle.”

Baird blocked Bernie’s path and tried to take the crate from her. “Women drivers. You must have inherited extra lives from all those cats you ate, Granny.”

She hung on to the crate, but he could see she was struggling. “Thanks, I can manage this.”

“Sure you can.” He wrestled the box from her arms. He wasn’t sure if he was embarrassed for her, or just trying to avoid looking  as if he gave a shit. “And then you’ll have a stroke, and I’ll have Hoffman on my back for letting you.”

Marcus relieved Anya of the fuel cans and steered her toward the Raven. Bernie shrugged wearily. “We’re going to need some mine-clearance kit, Blondie. Invent something.”

“Already got a plan for putting a mine flail on a grindlift rig. Now get your ass in that bird before you break anything else.”

“Arse.” She ignored him and snapped her fingers at the dog. Mac trotted to her side and sat to attention like he was waiting for orders. “Mac? Want to find bad guys? Seek.”

“You got perforated eardrums, or just going senile? Time to go.”

“It wasn’t much of a bomb. I’m fine.” Mac was already rooting around and making a line for the trees. “The trail’s less than a day old, though. Best time to follow it.”

“Head injuries. Subdural hematomas.” Baird wondered if he was going to have to haul her on board. He found himself worrying inexplicably about how to grab her. “Delayed onset of cerebral swelling. Coma.”

“Thanks. You’re such a cheery little bastard.”

But she gave him a motherly pat on the back, just like she did with Cole, and went after the dog. Marcus was still examining the crater. He looked up.

“Where the hell’s she going?” he asked.

“Asshole hunting. It’s an Islander thing.”

“And you let her.”

“Hey, I’m not a geriatrics nurse.”

Marcus sighed and pressed his earpiece. “Mataki? Get back here.”

There was a pause before she came back on the radio. She must have been in a dip, because Baird could only see gray hair and the top of her backpack bobbing above the grass as she walked.

“Mac’s picked up a trail,” she said. “You want to pass this up?”

“How hard did you hit your head, Mataki?”

“Not hard enough to forget I owe these tossers a really bad time.”

Marcus didn’t bother to argue. He gestured at Baird to follow her and pressed his earpiece again. “Sorotki? We’re going after them. Get Lieutenant Stroud back to base.”

“Roger that,” Sorotki said. “Call us when you need us.”

Anya’s voice interrupted. “Look, I’m fine. I should be out there with—”

But she was cut short by the whine of the engines as the Raven lifted clear. Baird didn’t approve of women in combat roles, but it was asking for trouble to override her like that—and not just because she outranked Marcus. She wouldn’t take that dismissal lightly, whatever the motive.

“Wow, harsh,” Baird said. “You won’t be getting any for a long  time.”

“Shut it, Baird,” Marcus muttered.

Baird never had much control over his mouth, and he knew it. Something smart-ass always emerged unbidden; he couldn’t even blame it on stupidity. Sometimes it was fear, sometimes frustration, but mostly it was habit, and he wished he could just keep it zipped. He realized that all the people closest to him—this squad—were those who seemed to understand that and knew when to ignore him.

It was kind of comforting. For once in his life, he felt easy with a group of people.

His earpiece radio clicked. “They’ll hang around, won’t they?” Bernie said. “They’ll be somewhere relatively close.”

“They’ll want to know if they hit their target,” Baird said. “They’d have to be deaf not to hear the explosion.”

“Are we checking the farms for missing chemicals? They make their own sodium chlorate and nitrate fertilizer here.”

“Oh, great.”

“You can kill someone with most anything if you want to. Farms need agricultural chemicals, Blondie.”

“Spoken like a farmer, Granny.”

She had a point, though. The Stranded would use whatever they could find to make explosives, whether that was weed-killer, fertilizer, or even old and unstable TNT. And when they ran out  of the chemical stuff, and then ran out of bullets, it would be pit traps with shit-smeared wooden stakes at the bottom. Whatever they used, however low-tech the guerilla war became, people would still end up dead or injured.

We’ll end up chasing them forever. Too many places to hide. Not so many places for them to target, though. They’ve got to come to the settlements or ambush vehicles in transit. Time we lured these assholes into our own ambushes.

Marcus grunted, finger pressed to his ear. He was listening to the comms between Rossi and Control. “They’ve lost them,” he said. “Sam’s gone back to dismantle the device. She says she needs the materials.”

“Crazy bitch. Good luck civilizing her, Granny.”

“Waste not, want not, Blondie.”

“We beat grubs, man. We should have done the same with these assholes and bombed the shit out of them when they were all still in one place.”

“Amen,” Bernie murmured.

Marcus cut in. “I think we should all shut the fuck up.”

The dog led them along a zigzag path toward a patch of woodland. Baird caught up with Bernie as she came to a halt at the edge of a steep bank. A couple of meters below them, a stream glittered through a mesh of thin tree trunks jutting out from the slope, and Mac trotted back and forth along the edge, sniffing the air.

Bernie snapped her fingers to get his attention. “Seek, Mac. Did they cross here? Did they? Go on. Find ’em.”

The dog picked his way down the bank and paddled a few meters along the shallow bed, looking lost. Baird didn’t trust all this wilderness shit.

“You sure that mutt can hunt?” he said. “If all it takes to throw him off the scent is some water, he’s not a lot of use.”

“Blondie, who’s the survival expert around here?”

“Here we go again. The wild woman of the frigging woods.”

Marcus squatted on his heels to watch Mac casting around but said nothing. After a few moments, the dog paused, showed a lot  of interest in a mud scrape on the opposite bank, and went charging up the slope.

“Game on,” Bernie said.

She set off after the dog, probably still buoyed up on the adrenaline of the explosion. Baird wondered how long she’d last.

“If he finds a Stranded camp, does he have the sense not to go charging in?”

“Probably not. Better keep up with him.”

It was hard going over ground knotted with tree roots and blocked by undergrowth, but the dog seemed to know where he was heading, and Bernie looked like she believed him. She kept pausing to check broken branches and other signs of recent foot traffic. Baird, radio tuned to the squad frequency, overtook her.

“Wait up,” Marcus said suddenly. “Listen.”

Baird stopped and Bernie passed him again. Someone had to keep an eye on the dog. Marcus gestured to Baird to listen in, and that meant switching to Control. Marcus was rarely without that damn earpiece, even off duty. Baird was pretty sure he slept with it in place most nights.

“Well, shit.” Marcus stared into the trees with that defocused look that said he was listening rather than looking. “It’s showtime.”

Baird switched channels. His ear was filled instantly with a welter of voice traffic straight out of the nightmare they thought they’d finally left behind on the mainland. Squads out on the roads were calling in explosions and ambushes. It was hard to pick out the detail. He found himself listening intently for Cole’s name in case he’d decided to help someone out and been caught up in this shit.

Mathieson’s voice was deceptively calm. “Say again, Ten-Kilo. How many down? Is Andresen T-one? How bad is he?” Then a more familiar voice cut in—Anya. She was back in Ops by the sound of it. “Ten-Kilo, KR unit Three-Three is inbound for casevac, estimate ten minutes. Stand by.”


Andresen. Baird didn’t hear what had warranted his T1 triage rating—serious abdominal wound, traumatic limb amputation, whatever—but he knew the sergeant well, and that somehow shocked him more than the whole Locust war. Baird had lost  comrades every day to grub attacks and dealt with it. But this wasn’t the war, and they weren’t up against grubs who didn’t know how to be anything else but murdering assholes, and that made Baird spitting mad. They hadn’t survived years of grub attacks to get picked off by human vermin. He’d never felt this angry in his life. The urge to hit back almost choked him. But he was stuck in the middle of nowhere with nothing to kill.

Marcus just looked through him, unblinking. “Fenix to Control. Checking in. Need us to do anything?”

That gave CIC a breathing space to respond in their own time. Anya came on the link. “Marcus, we’ve got ten incidents ongoing, including one involving Gorasni troops. It looks like a coordinated campaign. If you need air support, you might have a wait on your hands.”

“No problem, Control. No contact here so far.”

“Hoffman says to remember to bring back some live prisoners.”

Marcus suddenly focused on Baird. “I’ll make sure we don’t forget that.” He paused. “Keep us posted on Andresen. Fenix out.”

Marcus liked Andresen. Bernie did, too. They both drank with him in the sergeants’ mess. Baird suddenly didn’t feel he was wasting time tracking a few assholes through the mud.

“Shit, I heard.” Bernie walked back toward them. She had Mac on a leash now, straining to hold him. “And that’s how a handful of arse-wipes can screw up a trained army. Come on. Mac’s busting to kill something.”

“I bet the Gorasni are just ecstatic to find their new home’s a battlefield,” Baird said. “That’ll take their mind off their missing frigate.”

“Cheapest form of warfare.” Marcus shook his head, that slow side-to-side gesture that was more disgust than anything. “Not a battlefield yet.”

“Yeah, tell that to Rory,” Bernie said, leaning back on the leash to slow the dog down. “If he survives.”

They resumed the trail in silence. Baird’s pulse was still thudding in his neck. It didn’t slow down to normal until Mac came to a sudden halt and stood with his ears pricked, staring intently past the trees at the slope of a rocky hillside. He never made a sound.  Baird was expecting him to bark like a guard dog, but he just stared, and not even movement around him broke his concentration. The mutt was definitely trained to hunt with a handler.

Bernie crouched next to him. “What is it, fella? You got something?”

Marcus gave the dog a wide berth and stood on the other side of Baird with his binoculars in one hand. He didn’t seem comfortable around the animal. Baird squinted at the hillside and tried to imagine what the dog would see from here. Maybe he could smell something, or even hear it. The dog’s senses were much more acute than his own.

Then he saw it. It was just a fleeting moment, but he was certain; a wisp of smoke or a fragment of ash from the rocks, gone in a couple of seconds on the breeze. Mac’s nostrils twitched.

“Camp, maybe,” said Baird. He directed Marcus, trying not to blink and lose the point he’d focused on. “Elevation forty degrees, left of the bushes. See the deep shadow?”

Marcus panned with his field glasses. Bernie cradled her Lancer, catching her breath, and Baird had an unwanted thought about whether he’d have softened toward his mother if she’d lived to be old and gray.

No, she’d still be a bitch. And this isn’t guilt.

“Shit.” Marcus lowered his binoculars. “Caves. Just like old times.”

Caves were meant for entering. Baird wasn’t afraid of what he’d find inside. He’d already found real monsters under his bed way too many times to fear his own kind.

“Hey, flea-bag,” he said to Mac, looking for the best route up the hill. “That better not be rabbits in there.”




VECTES NAVAL BASE, NEW JACINTO. 

Dom had always wondered if Cole had what it took to shoot another human being, but the last few months on Vectes had cleared up that question pretty fast.

Yeah, he could pull that trigger, all right.

They were officially off duty, but that didn’t mean a thing now. Medics moved in as KR-33 touched down on the parade ground, and all they carried out of the crew bay was an occupied body bag. Two of Rory Andresen’s squad walked to the infirmary under their own steam, faces covered with blast wounds. It had been an everyday scene in Jacinto, but it sure as shit shouldn’t have been one here, not now. They’d left all that behind.

Cole walked up and stood beside him, a half-cleaned section of Lancer chain in one hand and a time-frayed wire brush in the other. Dom didn’t meet his eyes.

“It’s Andresen,” Dom said. Just saying his name made it real. Up to that point, it had somehow been optional whether to believe the guy was really dead. “I just heard from Anya.”

“Aww, shit, man.” Cole shut his eyes tight for a moment. “Where’s his old lady?”

“Reid’s gone to find her. They come through fifteen years of grubs and he dies here. He dies now. I tell you, there’s no frigging sense in it.”


Sense. Yeah, that was it. There really had been some sense to fighting grubs, even though nobody knew what the hell the assholes had really wanted to achieve other than wipe out every human on Sera. Now Dom was back to the gray areas of the Pendulum Wars, where his enemy was someone whose motives he knew and shared. Humans should have known better. It was harder to take.

He checked his Lancer. “Should have gone with Marcus . . .”

“Yeah, maybe, but—”

Whoomp.

Cole’s voice was drowned out by a blast that made Dom drop instinctively. There was a split second of silence before the ball of smoke and flame shot up above the level of the naval base walls, and he found himself running toward the explosion. Everyone who didn’t have their hands full right then did the same thing. He couldn’t pick out the exact location, but it looked like the Gorasni camp beyond the perimeter walls.

If it was inside the walls, then the COG’s problems were a lot worse than anyone thought.

But it wasn’t. Cole and Dom reached the northwest gate in time to see a couple of open trucks heading up the main access path into the mass of Gorasni tents beyond the perimeter. The smoke was spiraling up from the far side of the camp. Even CIC seemed to be having trouble working out what had happened and who’d been hit. The Gorasni were chattering away in whatever they spoke, and CIC was trying to get sense out of them in Tyran. It wasn’t working out too well.

Dom’s instinct was the same as every Gear’s in that base—to deal with the situation, whether by helping the injured or securing the site. They strode into the camp, but two Gorasni guards moved in on them right away.

“We have everything under control,” one of them said in Tyran. He sounded as if he’d been trained to repeat the phrase but didn’t actually understand it. “Thank you.”

“That’s a bomb, baby.” Cole always wanted to help. He really did. “That don’t look like under control to me.”

“You want to do something?” the guard said. He understood Tyran just fine, then. “You do your job, Gear. Keep the roads free of bombs. You don’t know how? We show you. But later.”

“You’re not in Gorasnaya anymore,” Dom snapped. “There’s no goddamn border here.”

“We have people trained. Too many of you run around here—you just get in their way.” The guy’s tone wasn’t aggressive now. But he didn’t move, either. “Thank you.”
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