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    “Well, that sucked.”




    Christine lay on her suit’s backpack and stared up at Jupiter through her visor. No visible cracks, and she was still breathing O2-mix, that was a good start. Her suit wasn’t overheating or freezing, that was better. She turned her head to look around for who had spoken, but her neck hurt from the crash so she stopped moving. All she could see was sky, unless she sat up. Christine wasn’t ready to risk trying that just yet.




    “That really sucked.” Parello. Her new side gunner. She recognized his voice this time. Less than a week in the squad, he’d transferred in from D company. Knew it was him because it was the only voice she didn’t know like her own heartbeat. Also, he sounded like he actually came from Earth rather than one of the inner colonies. Nobody came from Earth anymore.




    “Anyone else?” There should be twenty answers, there was only the one.




    “Hey, Captain Christine the Fighting Machine! You made it, sir!”




    “Don’t call me that, Sergeant.”




    “Why not? You reputation reaches far and wide. Guess you earned it, too. There is no way in hell we should be alive.”




    “Let’s check suit integrity then see if we’re the only ones.” But she lay there a moment longer looking up at the gas giant. Her back was on Io, and the planet named for the god of thunder filled a quarter of the sky, forty degrees of arc.




    Jupiter felt as if it filled her whole world and was crushing down upon her chest. She could see every band, every swirl and detail as if she hovered just over the cloudy surface rather than lying on her back like some stunned-puppy recruit four-hundred thousand klicks away.




    Everything was so vibrant, right down to her own stink in the suit’s air recyclers. She’d never come so close to death before, maybe that’s what did it, made everything seem so alive. Even if they were on a dead moon.




    Shock. She was in shock from the crash and had to get moving. Her first attempt to sit up almost elicited a groan from all of the muscles she’d wrenched.




    “I’d be glad to check on my suit’s systems, sir, but I can’t see shit.”




    Christine nudged the heads-up display with her chin. Toggled to the third screen. The Health and Usage Monitoring System reported that she had a full load: O2, water, ammo. Screen four of the HUMS reported that her O2 scrubber, tracking, command, and waste recycling were okay. Though she wasn’t impressed with the hundred percent suit integrity rating. After what they’d just been through that couldn’t be accurate; but at least she wasn’t leaking.




    Then she hit the squad screen.




    Two signals. Her and Parello. Emma and Marko were gone. She hit the extended menu which should have give her the read on the troops from the Royal Marines they’d been trying to deliver to the backside of Europa.




    Flatlines.




    She forced herself upright and scanned the Ionian hillside in the shadowless half-light of Jupiter. Scattered bodies. Not even someone with just a dead radio. No movement, except herself and Parello. He sat upright with his back toward her.




    “Just the two of us.”




    “Maybe the circuit’s just gone bad.”




    She could see the entire half platoon of Her Majesty’s Special Operations Forces scattered across the broad hillside of yellow volcanic ash. Knowing they were going down hard, she’d ejected the troops at twenty meters up, giving her shot-up Stinger ship all the braking thrust she’d dared right before kicking them loose. Damned spaceship’s HUMS hadn’t tracked something that was damaged, they were always slow to update on mechanical faults in a catastrophe. She should have allowed for that, but there hadn’t been time. Not with how imminent their crash had been.




    Whatever it was, it had been too much and the Stinger had shredded right in the middle of the squad, each soldier falling slowly in the light gravity. Half had already been dead from the attack, the other half… She didn’t see a whole lot of hope that anyone else was alive.




    She headed over in Parello’s direction, just two careful long strides in the fifteen percent Earth-normal grav. Christine dug in a heel to stop and cursed when she turned and saw Parello’s face plate, his entire visor was one big star crack. There was no way it should still be intact.




    “You okay in there, Sergeant?”




    “Trying not to breath hard. Puff of air hits this wrong and it’s really going to ruin my day.”




    Christine hated shit like this. They all practiced something like a helmet change in atmo a thousand times so that it was instinct, but you were never dumb enough to try it in the field. Not until you had to. She didn’t know anyone who’d had to. At least not that lived to tell about it.




    She didn’t need to check the readout on the body lying not far from Parello; a spar of the Stinger’s landing strut was punched through the suit’s chest. With a quick slap, she released the latch and twisted the helmet free, barely registering the thick red hair that had made Andrews so easy to spot in a crowd. No blood inside the helmet.




    “Ready to change helmets in five,” she told Parello.




    He reached up to unfasten his own latch. His hands appeared steady. Good man.




    Per training, she spoke calm and steady by rote. “Final deep breath. Close eyes. Remember to exhale slowly. And. Now!”




    Parello spun the helmet off, the visor shattering even as he did so, tiny shards blowing outward to ping lightly against her own visor. He quickly dumped his helmet straight back, again per training, getting both it and his arms out of her way. She slapped Corporal Andrews’ helmet on him and gave it a twist to seat the latch. “Continue to exhale for five.” She knew her voice would sound thin as the helmet pressurized.




    After five seconds, Parello opened his eyes, then blinked a couple times.




    “You’ve got pretty eyes, Captain Merrill. How come I never noticed that before?”




    “Because you just transferred in last week. Still glad you did?” She was going to ignore the “pretty eyes” remark. They allowed cross-rank relationships now, had for a century, but she’d always found it useful to keep her distance when in command. Actually, to keep her distance from anyone.




    “I’m alive. So, it’s working for me.” He started tapping his chin to toggle the display. “Oh crap! Literally.”




    “What?”




    “My crapper’s gone. No wonder my ass hurts.” He shifted his hips back and forth on the ground and grimaced.




    She flipped him over, on Io he weighed about as much as a sack of potatoes. Sure enough, his suit’s recycling unit had taken a direct hit. Probably all that saved his life as something had hit it real damn hard. That shock would have gone right up the pickup funnel pushed partway inside him. Must have hurt like a son of a bitch.




    “Detach that one for me, will you?” Christine pointed to the recycling unit on the closest body lying just a half-dozen paces off. Staff Sergeant Halberson’s suit. Knew it was him by the sheer size of the man, didn’t even know suits came that big before she met him. Got to be a weird kinda jock to sign up for a career in cramped space quarters when you were that size. Of course, the Special Operations Royal Marines were nuts to begin with anyway.
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