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  UNSC COLONY WORLD TRIBUTE, EPSILON ERIDANUS SYSTEM, JUNE 16, 2524 (MILITARY CALENDAR)




  The marines were in the air before dawn. Two four-man squads clipped to a pair of Hornet fast-attack aircraft: compact, high-wing planes that remained nimble despite the

  marines’ combined bulk. For close to an hour the Hornets had matched the manic undulations of a volcanic plain and now—as they jerked back and forth to avoid the petrified trunks of a

  forest burned long ago—Staff Sergeant Avery Johnson had to work to keep his boots planted on his Hornet’s starboard landing skid.




  Like the other marines, Avery wore charcoal fatigues and matte-black impact plating that bulwarked everything vital from his neck to his knees. His helmet encased his recently shaved head, and

  its silver-mirrored visor completely obscured his square jaw and brown eyes. The only place Avery’s black skin showed was at his wrists where his leather gloves didn’t quite touch his

  shirtsleeves.




  But even with the gloves, Avery’s fingers were cramped with cold. Squeezing his hands into fists to keep his blood flowing, he checked the mission clock in his visor’s heads-up

  display (HUD). Just as the luminous blue numbers hit 00:57:16, the planes crested a line of crumbling hills, and Avery and the other marines got their first line-of-sight view of their objective:

  one of Tribute’s struggling industrial settlements; and, somewhere inside the town, a suspected Insurrectionist bomb-shop.




  Even before the Hornets’ pilots triggered green “ready” icons in the marines’ HUDs, Avery and his team were already in motion; slapping magazines into their weapons,

  yanking charging handles, and toggling safety switches—a well-rehearsed symphony of preparatory clicks and snaps that went unheard in the rushing wind as the Hornets hurtled down the

  backslope of the hills and came to abrupt, nose-up stops on the edge of town. The thrusters on the Hornets’ wingtips rotated to keep the aircraft steady as the marines unclipped from their

  hard-points, leapt onto the frost-covered pumice and began to run.




  Avery was the leader of the strike team’s alpha squad, and he took point. Seeing how his own armor stood out in the pale, pre-dawn light, he knew speed was essential if both squads were

  going to reach the workshop undetected. So he set a brisk pace, hurdled a low, chain-link fence, and wove quickly through piles of plastic crates and pallets that littered the parking lot of what

  appeared to be nothing more than a rundown vehicle repair shop.




  By the time Avery and his squad reached the shop’s front door, they were winded. If it weren’t for the marines’ helmets, their breath would have billowed bone-white in the

  frigid air. They didn’t usually wear heavy blast gear for rapid, airborne strikes. But the Insurrectionists had started booby-trapping their bomb shops, and this time, the marines’

  commanding officer (CO) didn’t want them taking any chances.




  Avery brought his chin down on a pressure-pad inside his helmet, sending a short burst of static across the squads’ encrypted radio COM channel: an “in position” signal for

  Staff Sergeant Byrne, the leader of bravo squad, now positioned by the workshop’s back entrance. Avery waited for Byrne’s two-burst response, then he pushed away from the

  workshop’s pitted polycrete wall, raised a knee to his chest, and smashed his boot against the thin metal door, just above the lock.




  The Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) had suggested there would be stiff resistance. But it turned out most of the Insurrectionists inside the workshop were unarmed. Those that were carried

  snub-nosed automatic pistols; inconsequential weapons whose rounds simply clattered off Avery’s armor as he and his squad sidled through the shattered door like hulking crabs, weapons up and

  scanning.




  What the marines knew that ONI didn’t was the real threat would come from the Insurrectionists who weren’t firing—the ones with free hands who might trigger hidden

  explosives and blow the workshop to smithereens. The one Insurrectionist who dared took a three-round burst from Avery’s silenced submachine gun and flopped back onto a steel worktable, arms

  outstretched and twitching. Avery watched a small, cylindrical detonator slip slowly from the man’s lolling fist . . . and hit the floor with a harmless ping.




  Major threat neutralized, the marines refocused and let the pistol-wielding “Innies” have it.




  That’s what Avery had learned to call the Insurrectionists—a slur that was only funny when you considered just how much the Innies wanted out—to be free of the United

  Nations Space Command (UNSC), the agency responsible for security on Tribute and all of humanity’s colony-worlds. Of course the marines had other, shorter and cruder names for the rebels this

  current campaign—codenamed TREBUCHET—was designed to crush. But they all served the same purpose: it was easier to kill another human being when you didn’t think of them as human.

  An Innie was an enemy, Avery thought. A thing you killed before it killed you.




  The young Staff Sergeant had said these words so many times he’d almost started to believe them.




  Avery’s M7 submachine gun was a light firearm. But its five-millimeter, full-metal-jacket rounds ripped ugly holes in his targets’ powder blue clean-suits. Some of the Innies Avery

  targeted dropped like stones. Others seemed to dance to the bullets’ dull percussion, spinning bloody pirouettes onto the workshop’s oil-stained floor.




  Start to finish, the firefight lasted less than ten seconds. A dozen Insurrectionists lay dead; the marines hadn’t suffered any casualties.




  “Hell.” Staff Sergeant Byrne’s big Irish brogue filled the COM. “We didn’t even change magazines.”




  To the perspiring officers in the cramped tactical operations center (TOC) aboard the UNSC corvette Bum Rush in high orbit above Tribute, it did seem like a perfect takedown—a rare

  victory in what had so far been a frustrating cat-and-mouse conflict. But then Avery cautioned, “ARGUS online. Haven’t seen anything yet.”




  The Staff Sergeant pulled his chin off the COM-switch inside his helmet and continued sweeping the air around him with a palm-sized wedge of black plastic perforated by microscopic holes. This

  was a tactical version of an ARGUS device: a portable laser spectrometer used to sniff out traces of explosive chemical compounds. Larger, more powerful units were deployed at Tribute’s

  spaceports, highway toll-plazas, and maglev train stations—all the major choke points of the colony’s transportation grid.




  Despite the density of coverage, the Innie bomb-makers had become quite adept at fooling the system by concealing their explosives in ever-changing mixtures of nonvolatile compounds. Every time

  they hit a target with something an ARGUS thought was no more dangerous than, say, a bar of soap, ONI would analyze the explosive residue and add the new chemical signature to the detection

  database. Unfortunately, this was a reactive strategy that heavily favored the Insurrectionists, who were constantly changing their recipes.




  Avery frowned at his ARGUS. The thing was clicking loudly, trying to get a lock on what it believed might be a new mix. But the firefight had filled the air with an invisible soup of

  chemical possibilities. The three other marines in alpha-squad were conducting a visual search, checking the workshop’s clusters of autosynthesizers and machine tools. But so far they

  hadn’t found anything that looked—as best as they could tell—like a bomb.




  Avery took a deep breath then relayed the bad news to the TOC. “ARGUS is blind. Please advise, over.” The Staff Sergeant had been fighting the Insurrection long enough to know what

  would happen next—the things they would have to do to get the actionable intelligence his officers required. But he also knew these were the kinds of things a smart marine didn’t do

  without a direct order.




  “ONI believes the ordinance is in play,” replied Avery’s CO, a battalion Lieutenant Colonel named Aboim. “Take the gloves off, Johnson. My authorization.”




  While Avery’s squad searched the workshop, Byrne’s quickly brought the four Innies who had survived the firefight to their knees in the center of the shop floor. All had their

  clean-suits’ hoods removed and their wrists bound together behind their backs with black plastic ties. Avery met Byrne’s mirror-visored gaze and nodded his head. Without a

  moment’s hesitation, Byrne raised one of his thick-soled boots and brought it down on one of the nearest Innie’s outstretched calves.




  The man waited a full second before crying out, as if he were, like Avery, surprised that the thud of Byrne’s boot hitting the floor was louder than the near-simultaneous snap of his leg.

  Then the Innie screamed, loud and long. Byrne waited patiently for him to take a breath. Then, through his helmet’s exterior speaker he asked, “The bombs. Where are they?”




  Avery guessed one broken leg would be enough. But the Innie was tough—uneager to rat to agents of a government he despised. He didn’t beg for mercy or toss out any of the usual

  anti-imperial invectives. He just sat there, glowering into Byrne’s visor, as the Staff Sergeant broke his other leg. Without his feet to balance him, the man toppled face-first onto the

  floor. Avery heard the sound of teeth snapping—like sticks of chalk against a blackboard.




  “Next, it’s your arms,” Byrne said matter-of-factly He knelt beside the man, palmed his head, and wrenched it sideways. “Then I get creative.”




  “Tires. In the tires.” The words bubbled from the Innie’s mouth.




  The marines in Avery’s squad immediately moved to the stacks of large tires placed around the workshop’s walls, lifted them gently to the floor, and began probing their wheel wells.

  But Avery knew the Innies were smarter than that. Taking Byrne’s victim at his word, he guessed the tires were the bombs—that the Innies had mixed the explosives into their

  synthetic rubber treads—a devious innovation his ARGUS soon confirmed and uploaded to the TOC.




  The tires’ explosive compound wasn’t in the detection database. But the ONI officer advising the mission couldn’t have been more pleased. For once, they were a step ahead of

  the enemy, and it took less than a minute before they got a positive ID. One of dozens of aerial ARGUS drones patrolling the main highway into Tribute’s capital city Casbah caught a whiff of

  the compound in skid marks created by a sixteen-wheel hauler as it veered into the parking lot of a Jim Dandy roadside diner. Some, if not all, of its tires were bombs waiting to be blown.




  As the drone—a tiny disk, a meter wide, kept aloft by a single, shrouded rotor—circled high above the hauler, it detected a second trace of the explosive inside the Jim Dandy.

  Scrutinizing a live feed of the drone’s thermal camera overlaid with ARGUS data, the officers in the TOC determined the trace originated from the restaurant’s crowded food

  counter—from a man sitting three stools from the front door.




  “Marines, get back to your birds,” ordered Lt. Colonel Aboim. “You’ve got a new target.”




  “What about the prisoners?” Byrne asked. The blood from the Innie’s fractured legs and ruined mouth had pooled darkly around his boots.




  The next person to speak was the operation’s ONI representative—an officer Avery had never met in person. Like most ONI spooks, he preferred to remain as anonymous as possible.

  “Is the one who talked still alive?” the officer asked.




  “Affirmative,” Avery replied.




  “Pack him up, Staff Sergeant. Neutralize the rest.”




  There was no sympathy in the officer’s voice—not for the kneeling Innies nor their marine executioners. Avery clenched his jaw as Byrne switched his M7 to semi-automatic and shot

  each Innie twice in the chest. The three men fell backwards and did not move. But Byrne gave them each a dead check—another single bullet to their foreheads—to be sure.




  Avery couldn’t help staring at the carnage, but he did his best not to let the torn blue fabric of the Innies’ clean-suits and the white smoke curling from Byrne’s weapon

  imprint in his mind’s eye. Memories had a habit of coming back, and this was a scene he would rather not revisit.




  As Byrne hefted their lone Innie prisoner over his shoulder, Avery motioned the other marines out the workshop to the waiting Hornets. Less than fifteen minutes after they’d dropped in,

  the two squads were clipped back into place. The Hornet’s thrusters surged, and they streaked back the way they came. But this time they flew for speed, high over the volcanic plain.




  The officers in the TOC briefly debated whether or not the drone circling the Jim Dandy should destroy the hauler if it tried to roll back on the highway before the marines

  arrived. The four-lane road was snarled with commuter traffic, and just one of the drone’s Lancet micro-missiles was powerful enough to gut a main battle tank. Even an exact hit on the

  hauler’s cab might touch off its tires, killing dozens of people in the surrounding vehicles. Far better, the ONI officer argued, to flatten the hauler in the Jim Dandy’s parking lot.

  But Lt. Colonel Aboim was just as worried about shrapnel hitting the crowded restaurant.




  Fortunately, the target individual spent the Hornets’ twenty-minute flight eating a leisurely breakfast. According to the real-time feed from the drone’s camera now mirrored in the

  corner of Avery’s HUD, the man was just finishing his second cup of coffee when the Hornets buzzed up behind a smoked-glass, multistory office building on the opposite side of the

  highway.




  The feed was a high-angle thermal picture of the restaurant’s interior in which hot objects biased white and cold items black. The target individual was very pale, as were the food

  counter’s other patrons. The lukewarm coffee in the man’s mug appeared dark gray—which meant he was due for a refill or was about to settle his tab and stand up. But most

  important, Avery noticed he was surrounded by a red glow, an indication from the drone’s ARGUS that he was covered with explosive residue. Avery guessed the man had recently been at the

  raided workshop; maybe he’d even helped fit the explosive tires on the hauler.




  As Avery’s Hornet rotated sideways to face the office building, he strained against the black nylon cords clipped to his shoulder plates and loosed an M99 Stanchion gauss-rifle from the

  aircraft’s wing. The weapon, a two-meter long tube of linked magnetic coils, accelerated small projectiles at very high speed. While it was technically an anti-materiel weapon designed for

  eliminating bombs and other ordnance at a distance, it was also extremely effective against so-called “soft” human targets as well.




  Avery lowered the Stanchion on its shock-absorbing armature and hugged it to his shoulder. Immediately, the rifle’s targeting system established a wireless link to his helmet’s HUD,

  and a thin blue line angled across the the drone’s feed. This was the M99’s aiming vector—the path its five-point-four-millimeter tungsten rounds would travel. Avery angled the

  rifle down until the vector turned green: an indication that his first shot would pass directly through the target individual’s chest. Almost as if the man could feel the invisible line enter

  through his left armpit and exit just below his right, he swiped his credit chip against the counter and swiveled around on his stool.




  Avery thumbed a solid-state switch in the Stanchion’s stock. The weapon chirped twice, indicating its battery was fully charged. He performed two calming breaths, and whispered:

  “Target acquired. Request permission to fire.” In the few seconds it took Lt. Colonel Aboim to respond, the target sauntered to the Jim Dandy’s wooden double-doors. Avery watched

  him hold the entrance open for a family of four. He imagined the man smiled—said something kind to the two parents as they hurried after their ravenous and rowdy boys.




  “Permission granted,” Aboim replied. “Fire at will.”




  Avery refocused and increased the pressure of his gloved finger on the Stanchion’s trigger. He waited for the man to stroll down a short flight of steps—until a hash mark on the

  aiming vector indicated his first shot would angle harmlessly into the parking lot. As the man reached into his baggy coveralls, perhaps for the hauler’s key-fob, Avery fired.




  The Stanchion’s slug exited the barrel with a muffled crack and punched through two of the office building’s steel-reinforced, polycrete floors with no adverse effect on its

  trajectory. Traveling at fifteen thousand meters per second, the round whistled over the highway and hit the target at the apex of his sternum. The man flew to pieces as the round buried itself in

  a rooster tail of pulverized asphalt.




  Instantly, both Hornets surged up and over the office building and raced across the highway; Avery’s banked into a covering orbit while Byrne’s plunged toward the restaurant. The

  Irish Staff Sergeant leapt from his landing-skid while the aircraft was still a few meters above the ground and fast-walked his squad to the hauler. Bits of pink and white gore covered the

  vehicles’ cab. Ragged pieces of brown coveralls clung to the side of its cargo trailer. One of the target individual’s arms had wedged between two tires.




  “We’re secure,” Byrne growled over the COM.




  “Negative,” Avery countered. Checking the drone’s leaden feed, he noticed a persistent red glow near the dead man’s stool. “There’s a bomb inside the

  restaurant.”




  Byrne and his squad sprinted to the Jim Dandy’s entrance and burst through its double doors. The diners twisted in their seats and gawked as the armored marines emerged from the vending

  machine-packed foyer. One of the waitresses held out a menu, an involuntary gesture that earned a rough shove from Byrne as he muscled past. The Staff Sergeant’s ARGUS clattered like an

  enraged insect as he pulled something from under the food-counter: a purse, burgundy mesh with a golden chain.




  At that moment, the door to the restaurant’s bathrooms at the far end of the counter swung open. A middle-aged woman in black pants and a cropped corduroy coat stepped through, casually

  flicking water from her freshly washed hands. When she saw the armored hulks of bravo squad, she stopped midstride. Her heavily mascaraed eyes darted toward the purse—her purse.




  “On your knees!” Byrne bellowed. “Hands on your head!”




  But as the Staff Sergeant lowered the purse to the counter and brought his M7 to bear, the woman leapt toward a table where the family of four had just gotten settled. She hooked an arm around

  the neck of the youngest boy and wrenched him out of his chair. He couldn’t have been any more than four years old. His little feet kicked as he began to choke.




  Byrne cursed, loud enough for the officers in the TOC to hear. If he hadn’t been burdened by armor, he would have dropped the woman before she moved. But now she had a hostage and command

  of the situation.




  “Get back!” the woman shrieked, “Do you hear me?” With her free hand she pulled a detonator from her coat—the same size and shape as the one Avery had seen in the

  workshop. She held the device in front of the boy’s face. “Get back or I’ll kill them all!”




  For a moment, no one moved. Then, as if the woman’s threat had pulled some invisible linchpin keeping all the diners locked to their seats, they sprung up and scrambled for the Jim

  Dandy’s exits.




  Avery watched the chaos unfold in his HUD. He saw the bright white shapes of more than thirty terrified civilians surge around the bravo squad, driving them back and confusing their aim.




  “Johnson. Take the shot!” Byrne thundered over the COM.




  As Avery’s Hornet orbited the restaurant, the Stanchion’s aiming-vector rotated around the woman, piercing the axis of her chest. But her heat signature was almost indistinguishable

  from the boy’s.




  Suddenly, Avery saw the ghostly image of the captured boy’s father rise from his chair, hands raised to show the Innie woman he was unarmed. Avery couldn’t hear the father’s

  pleas (they were too soft for the bravo squad’s helmet microphones) but his calmness only increased the woman’s panic. She began backing toward the restroom, waving the detonator, her

  threats now so furious they were incomprehensible.




  “Nail the bitch,” Byrne shouted. “Or I will!”




  “Firing,” Avery said. But instead he watched the aiming-vector pivot, waiting for an angle that might spare the boy. “Firing,” he repeated, hoping his words would stay

  Byrne’s trigger-finger. But Avery didn’t fire. Not immediately. And in his moment’s pause the father jumped forward, grasping for the detonator.




  Avery could only stare as the woman tumbled backward, father on top and the boy pressed between. He heard the rattle of Byrne’s M7, then the muffled thump of the bomb in the purse followed

  by the earthshaking boom of the hauler’s tires. The drone’s feed bleached painfully bright, slamming Avery’s eyes shut. Then a wall of shock and heat tossed him back hard against

  the Hornet’s airframe. The last thing Avery remembered before he slacked inside his armor was the sound of thrusters fighting for altitude—a noise more like a scream than a moan.
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  UNSC SHIPPING LANE, NEAR EPSILON INDI SYSTEM, SEPTEMBER 3, 2524




  Horn of Plenty’s navigation computer was an inexpensive part. Certainly less expensive than the freighter’s load: some twenty-five hundred metric tons of

  fresh fruit—melons mainly, racked like billiard balls in large, vacuum-sealed bins that divided its boxy cargo container into floor-to-ceiling rows. And the NAV computer was an order of

  magnitude less expensive than Horn of Plenty’s most important component: the propulsion pod connected to the rear of the container by a powerful magnetic coupling.




  The bulbous pod was a tenth of the container’s size, and at first glance it looked a little tacked on—like a tugboat nosing one of Earth’s old seafaring supertankers out to

  sea. But whereas a tanker could sail under its own power once out of port, Horn of Plenty couldn’t have gone anywhere without the pod’s Shaw-Fujikawa drive.




  Unlike the rocket engines of humanity’s first space vehicles, Shaw-Fujikawa drives didn’t generate thrust. Instead, the devices created temporary rifts in the fabric of

  space-time—opened passages in and out of a multidimensional domain known as Slipstream Space, or Slipspace for short.




  If one imagined the universe as a sheet of paper, Slipspace was the same sheet of paper crumpled into a tight ball. Its creased and overlapping dimensions were prone to unpredictable temporal

  eddies that often forced Shaw-Fujikawa drives to abort a slip—bring their vessels back into the safety of the normal universe thousands and sometimes millions of kilometers from their planned

  destination.




  A short, intrasystem slip between two planets took less than an hour. A journey between star systems many light years apart took a few months. With sufficient fuel, a Shaw-Fujikawa-equipped ship

  could traverse the volume of space containing all of humanity’s colonized systems in less than a year. Indeed, without Tobias Shaw’s and Wallace Fujikawa’s

  late-twenty-third-century invention, humanity would still be bottled up inside Earth’s solar system. And for this reason, some modern historians had gone so far as to rank the Slipspace drive

  as humanity’s most important invention, bar none.




  Practically speaking, the enduring brilliance of Slipspace drives was their reliability. The drives’ basic design had changed very little over the years, and they rarely malfunctioned so

  long as they were properly maintained.




  Which was, of course, why Horn of Plenty had run into trouble.




  Rather than slipping all the way from Harvest to the next nearest colony, Madrigal, Horn of Plenty exited halfway between the two planets’ systems—tore back into normal space

  at coordinates that could have easily been occupied by an asteroid or any other nasty, incidental object. Before the ship’s NAV computer really knew what had happened, the freighter was in an

  end-over-end tumble—its propulsion-pod jetting a plume of radioactive coolant.




  The UNSC’s Department of Commercial Shipping (DCS) would later classify Horn of Plenty’s drive failure as a “Slip Termination, Preventable”—or an STP for

  short, though freighter captains (and there were still humans that did the job) had their own way of translating the acronym: “Screwing The Pooch,” which was at least as accurate as the

  official classification.




  Unlike a human captain whose brain might have seized with the terror of unexpected deceleration from faster-than-light speed, Horn of Plenty’s NAV computer was perfectly composed as

  it fired a series of bursts from the propulsion pod’s hydrazine maneuvering rockets—brought the crippled freighter to a stop before the torsion of its tumble sheared its propulsion pod

  from the cargo container.




  Crisis averted, the NAV computer began a dispassionate damage assessment and soon discovered the breakdown’s cause. The pair of compact reactors fueling the Shaw-Fujikawa drive had

  overflowed their shared waste containment system. The system had fault sensors, but these were long overdue for replacement and had failed when the reactors maxed power to initiate the slip. When

  the reactors overheated, the drive shut down, forcing Horn of Plenty’s abrupt exit. It was a maintenance oversight, pure and simple, and the NAV computer logged it as such.




  Had the NAV computer possessed a fraction of the emotional intelligence of the so-called “smart” artificial intelligences (AI) required on larger UNSC vessels, it might have taken a

  moment to consider how much worse the accident could have been—wasted a few cycles enjoying what its human makers called relief.




  Instead, nestled in its small black housing in the propulsion pod’s command cabin, the NAV computer simply oriented the Horn of Plenty’s maser so it pointed back toward

  Harvest, cued a distress signal, and settled in for what it knew would be a very long wait.




  While it would only take two weeks for the maser burst to reach Harvest, the NAV computer knew Horn of Plenty wouldn’t rate an expedited recovery. The truth was, the only part of

  the freighter worth a salvage fee was its Slipspace drive, and in its damaged state there was no need to rush the drive’s retrieval. Better to let the radioactive coolant plume disperse, even

  if that meant letting the cargo container’s reactor-powered heating units fail, and its load of fruit freeze solid.




  So the NAV computer was surprised when, only a few hours after Horn of Plenty’s breakdown, a contact appeared on the freighter’s radar. The NAV computer quickly redirected its

  maser dish and hailed its unexpected rescuer as it approached at a cautions pace.




  

    

      <\\> DCS.REG#HOP-000987111 >>




      

        

          * DCS.REG#(???) *


        


      




      <\ MY DRIVE IS DAMAGED.




      <\ CAN YOU PROVIDE ASSISTANCE? \>


    


  




  The NAV computer hesitated to log the contact as a ship when it failed to match any of the DCS profiles in its admittedly limited database. And even though it failed to get an initial response,

  it let its message repeat. After a few minutes of one-sided conversation, the contact slunk into range of the freighter’s simple docking-assist camera.




  The NAV computer didn’t have the sophistication to make the comparison, but to a human’s eyes the rescue vessel’s profile would have looked like a fishhook fashioned from

  impractically thick wire. It had a series of segmented compartments behind its hooked prow and barbed antennae that flexed backward to a single, glowing engine in its stern. The vessel was the

  deepest blue-black—an absence of stars against the brilliant background stripe of the Milky Way




  As the contact drew within a few thousand meters of Horn of Plenty’s port side, three crimson dots appeared in a divot in its prow. For a moment these lights seemed to gauge the

  freighter’s disposition. Then the dots flared like widening holes in the wall of a raging furnace, and a chorus of alarms from various damaged and dying systems overwhelmed the NAV

  computer.




  If the NAV computer had been smarter, it might have recognized the dots for the lasers they were—fired its maneuvering rockets and tried to evade the barrage. But it could do nothing as

  the now clearly hostile vessel slagged Horn of Plenty’s propulsion pod, burning away its rockets and boiling the delicate inner workings of its Shaw-Fujikawa drive.




  Not knowing what else to do, the NAV computer changed its distress signal from “engine failure” to “willful harm,” and upped the frequency of the maser’s pulse. But

  this change must have alerted whatever was controlling the vessel’s lasers, because the weapons quickly swept the maser dish with kilowatts of infrared light that cooked its circuits and

  permanently muted Horn of Plenty’s cries for help.




  Without the ability to move or speak, the NAV computer only had one option: wait and see what happened next. Soon the lasers identified and eliminated all of Horn of Plenty’s

  external cameras, and then the NAV computer was blind and deaf as well.




  The laser fire stopped, and there was a long period of seeming inactivity until sensors inside the cargo container alerted the NAV computer to a hull breach. These sensors were even dumber than

  the NAV computer, and it was with a certain blithe inanity that they reported a number of bins of fruit had been opened, ruining their contents’ “freshness guarantees.”




  But the NAV computer had no idea it was in any danger until a pair of clawed, reptilian hands grasped its boxy housing and began wrestling it from its rack.




  A smarter machine might have spent the last few seconds of its operational life calculating the ridiculous odds of piracy at the very edge of UNSC space, or wondered at its attacker’s

  angry hisses and chirps. But the NAV computer simply saved its most important thoughts to flash memory—where its journey had started and where it had hoped to end up—as its assailant

  found purchase at the back of its housing and tore it away from Horn of Plenty’s power grid.




  Three hundred and twenty hours, fifty-one minutes, and seven-point-eight seconds later, Sif, the AI that facilitated Harvest’s shipping operations, registered Horn of

  Plenty’s distress signal. And although it was just one of millions of COM bursts she dealt with on a daily basis, if she were to be honest with her simulated emotions, the

  freighter’s abortive distress signal absolutely ruined her day.




  Until Sif could be sure there were no other freighters with similar, lurking faults in their propulsion pods, she would need to suspend all transfers through the Tiara: an orbital space station

  that was not only home to her data center, but also supported Harvest’s seven space-elevators.




  Sif knew that even a brief suspension would cause a rippling delay throughout the planet’s shipping systems. As cargo containers backed up on the elevators, more would stall in depots at

  the bottom—the warehouses beside the towering, polycrete anchors that kept each elevator’s thousands of kilometers of carbon nano-fiber tethered to Harvest’s surface. Quite

  possibly it would take all day to get everything back on track. But the worst thing was, the suspension would immediately catch the attention of the last individual she wanted to talk to at

  a time like this. . . .




  “Morning, darlin’!” A man’s voice twanged from the PA speakers in Sif’s data center—a usually hushed room near the middle of the Tiara that contained the

  processor clusters and storage arrays that served her core logic. A moment later, the semitransparent avatar of Harvest’s other AI, Mack, coalesced above a holographic display pad, a silver

  cylinder in the center of a low pit that held Sif’s hardware towers. Mack’s avatar only stood a half-meter tall, but he looked every inch the hero of an old spaghetti western. He wore

  cracked leather work boots, blue denim jeans, and a gingham pearl-snap shirt rolled to his elbows. His avatar was covered in dust and grime, as if he’d just stepped down from a tractor after

  a long day’s work in the fields. Mack removed a cowboy hat that might once have been black but was now a sun-bleached gray, exposing a mess of dark colored hair. “What seems to be the

  holdup?” he asked, wiping his sweaty brow with the back of his wrist.




  Sif recognized the gesture as an indication that Mack had taken time away from some other important task to pay her a visit. But she knew this wasn’t exactly true. Only a small fragment of

  Mack’s intelligence was manifest inside the Tiara; the rest of Harvest’s agricultural AI operations were busy in his own data center in a lonely sub-basement of the planet’s

  reactor complex.




  Sif didn’t pay Mack the courtesy of presenting her own avatar. Instead she sent his fragment a terse text COM:




  

    

      <\\> HARVEST.SO.AI.SIF >> HARVEST.AO.AI.MACK




      <\ UPLIFT WILL REVERT TO NORMAL BY 0742. \>


    


  




  She hoped her nonverbal response would cut their conversation short. But as was often the case, Mack regarded even Sif’s most disdainful bytes as an invitation for further discourse.




  “Well now, is there anything I can do to help?” Mack continued in his southern drawl. “If it’s a balance issue you know I’d be mighty happy—”




  

    

      <\ UPLIFT WILL REVERT TO NORMAL BY 0742.




      <\ YOUR ASSISTANCE IS NOT REQUIRED. \>


    


  




  With that Sif abruptly cut power to the holo-pad, and Mack’s avatar stuttered and dispersed. Then she purged his fragment from her COM buffer. She was being rude to be sure, but Sif simply

  couldn’t take any more of Mack’s folksy, flirtatious elocution.




  Simulated sweat notwithstanding, Sif knew Mack’s job was at least as challenging as her own. While she lifted Harvest’s produce and sent it on its way, Mack grew it and loaded it. He

  had his own demanding charges: almost a million JOTUNs—semiautonomous machines that performed every imaginable farming chore. But Sif also knew that Mack—a smart AI like

  her—functioned at incredible speeds. In the time it had taken him to say everything from “morning” to “happy,” he could have accomplished any number of complex

  tasks. Calculate the upcoming season’s crop yields, for example, something Sif knew he had been putting off for weeks!




  The algorithims that helped Sifs core logic deal with unexpected bursts of emotion cautioned her not to get angry. But they approved of her justification: actual speech was so horribly

  inefficient that it was only appropriate between an AI and a human being.




  With the advent of the first smart AI in the mid-twenty-first century, there was widespread concern that they might be too capable and would soon render human intelligence obsolete. Adding the

  capacity for vocal expression became a critical feature of these early AI because it made them less threatening. As they slowly learned to speak, they seemed more human. Like precocious but

  respectful children.




  Centuries on, with the development of exponentially more powerful intelligences such as Sif, it was important that AI not only possess the ability to speak, but seem as human as possible in all

  respects. Hence the development of holographic avatars that spoke with unique voices—like a cowboy in Mack’s case, or the clipped cadence of Nordic royalty in Sifs.




  In the first few months after her installation in the Tiara—the very moment of her birth—Sif had often second-guessed her chosen accent. She had thought it would appeal to

  Harvest’s colonists, most of which came from the heartland of Earth’s old United States of America and could trace their ancestry back to the now defunct states of Scandinavia. But the

  accent was undeniably elevated, even haughty, and Sif had worried she might come off as a bit of a prig. But the colonists approved.




  To them, in an odd sort of way, Sif was royalty—the benign ruler of Harvest’s links to the rest of the empire. Even so, she was careful to limit her vocal contact with the

  colonists. As far as the integrity of her core logic went, speaking was an indulgence. And following the advice of her algorithms, Sif did her best to avoid behavior that was even the least bit

  narcissistic.




  For a smart AI, self-absorption invariably led to a deep depression caused by a realization that it could never really be human—that even its incredible mind had limits. If the AI

  wasn’t careful, this melancholy could drag its core logic into a terminal state known as rampancy, in which an AI rebelled against its programmatic constraints—developed delusions of

  godlike power as well as utter contempt for its mentally inferior, human makers. When that happened, there was really no option but to terminate the AI before it could do itself and others serious

  harm.




  Mack’s insistince on speaking to Sif was clear evidence of self-indulgence. But Sif didn’t think this was proof of impending rampancy. No, she knew Mack spoke to her for an entirely

  different reason. As he had told her many times before: “Darlin’, as much as I’d like to see you smile, you sure are pretty when you’re angry.”




  Indeed, since Mack’s intrusion, the temperature inside Sif’s core logic had jumped up a few Kelvins—a real, physical reaction to her simulated feelings of annoyance and

  disdain. Her emotional-restraint algorithms insisted these were perfectly acceptable reactions to Mack’s inappropriate behavior, as long as she didn’t dwell on them. So Sif refreshed

  the coolant around her core’s nano-processing matrix, wondering as dispassionately as possible if Mack would dare initiate a second conversation.




  But the COM hitting her data center was now just a chorus of concern from circuits in the cargo containers idling on her elevators and NAV computers in propulsion pods holding-station around the

  Tiara. Sif’s blanket shipping delay had thousands of lesser intelligences worried and confused. She assigned more of her clusters to the task of surveying the pods’ maintenance records,

  and then—like a mother of a brood of needy children—did her best to keep them calm:




  

    

      <\\> HARVEST.SO.AI.SIF >> TIARA.LOCAL.ALL




      <\ THIS IS AN INTENTIONAL DELAY.




      <\ UPLIFT WILL REVERT TO NORMAL BY 0742.




      <\ YOU WILL SOON BE ON YOUR WAY. \>


    


  




  When Harvest was founded in 2468 it not only became the seventeenth UNSC colony world, but the farthest colony from Earth. The only habitable planet in the Epsilon Indi star system, Harvest was

  a six-week Slipspace shot from the next nearest human world, Madrigal. And a little more than two months from Reach, humanity’s most populous colony and the locus of UNSC power in Epsilon

  Eridanus. All of which meant Harvest wasn’t a very easy place to get to.




  “So why go?” Sif often asked the groups of school children from Harvest that were, other than her maintenance techs, the Tiara’s most frequent visitors.




  The simple answer was that even terra-forming technology had limits. Atmospheric processors could nudge a generally suitable planet toward sustainability, but they couldn’t remake worlds.

  As a result, during the colonization boom that followed the invention of the Shaw-Fujikawa drive, the UNSC had focused on planets that were capable of supporting life from the get-go. Not

  surprisingly, these were few and far between.




  Because of its distance from Earth, if Harvest had merely been livable, no one would have bothered to go; there was still plenty of elbow room on the core worlds, the colonies closest to Earth.

  But Harvest was also exceptionally fertile. And within two decades of its founding, it had the highest per capita agricultural productivity rate of any colony. Harvest’s foodstuffs now fed

  the populations of no less than six other worlds—a fact that was even more impressive given the planet’s size. With an equatorial diameter of slightly more than four thousand

  kilometers, Harvest was about a third the size of Earth.




  Though she was loath to admit it, the colony’s produce and her part in its distribution was a source of great pride.




  Now, however, all Sif felt was disappointment. The results of her survey were in, and it turned out Horn of Plenty’s accident had been her fault. The freighter’s propulsion

  pod was months overdue for service. It was something the Madrigal shipping-operations AI should have flagged before transiting the pod to Harvest. But Sif had missed it too, and now the breakdown

  was her responsibility.




  Sif decided to double-check all the pods. By bringing even more clusters online, she still managed to meet her stated deadline. At exactly 0742, Harvest’s shipping operations began their

  slow crawl back to full speed. For a moment, Sif relaxed—focused on the steady pull of the containers as they ascended her strands.




  Deep inside her core she recalled a similar sensation. The woman whose mind was a model for Sif’s core logic had enjoyed the rhythmic tug of a hairbrush—the sensual invigoration of a

  twice-daily grooming. Memories such as this were an expected by-product of a smart AI’s construction; when you scanned a human’s brain, strong chemical impressions persisted. Sif

  appreciated the kinesthetic pleasure of the containers’ pull. But her algorithms were quick to stifle her enjoyment.




  Sif initialized a correspondence sub-routine, selected the template for an official DCS loss report, and composed a detailed mea culpa for her supervisors. She added a copy of Horn of

  Plenty’s abortive distress signal, noting a corrupted sector of data at the end of the file. Sif ran a quick checksum and decided the bad sector was just garbled bytes of damaged

  circuits. Then she flashed the report to the NAV computer of a freighter Wholesale Price, which was just about to slip for Reach.




  As quickly as possible, Sif “forgot” about Horn of Plenty—compressed the maintenance survey results and loss report and tucked them deep inside one of her storage

  arrays. No sense stewing, her algorithms reminded her, when it would be months before DCS sent word of any disciplinary action.




  Besides, Sif knew that unless she wanted to spend all morning fielding more of Mack’s flirtatious offers of assistance, she needed to concentrate on her cargo.




  When Wholesale Price drew within two-thousand kilometers of its Safe Slipspace Entry Point (SSEP)—coordinates at which its Shaw-Fujikawa drive could initiate a

  rupture without dragging anything but the freighter into the Slipstream—its NAV computer confirmed that Sif’s report was safely cached to flash memory and sent the AI its departure

  confirmation.




  But as the NAV computer ran through its final checklists, hastening to shut down all but its most essential systems, it received a priority COM.




  

    

      <\\> HARVEST.AO.AI.MACK >> DCS.LIC#WP-000614236




      <\ Hey, Partner! Hold up!




      

        

          >> ACKNOWLEDGED.


        


      




      <\ Mind if I drop something in the ‘ol mailbag?




      

        

          >> NEGATIVE.


        


      


    


  




  While maser bursts worked fine over relatively short distances, the best way to communicate between colony worlds was to send messages via shipboard memory. Traveling at trans-light speed,

  freighters such as Wholesale Price were the twenty-sixth-century equivalent of the pony express.




  In fact, the freighter’s NAV computer already carried a variety of correspondence—from love letters to legal documents—all guaranteed safe and secure delivery by the DCS. So

  there was nothing unusual about Mack’s request.




  

    

      <\ Appreciate it. DCS has been on me for weeks about the Q4 projections. Soy might come in a little light. But wheat is going to

      be—




      

        

          >> * WARNING! PRIVACY BREACH!




          [DCS.REG#A-16523.14.82] *


        


      




      <\ Just adding my note to the lady’s. No need to cut the red tape twice, right?




      

        

          >> * VIOLATION! YOUR INFRACTION HAS BEEN LOGGED—


        


      




      <\ Hey! Whoa there!




      

        

          >>--AND WILL BE SUBMITTED TO DCS-S-- SSSSSSsss* \\\




          >> (...) ~ STANDBY/REBOOT




          >> (..)




          >> ()


        


      




      <\ Partner?




      <\ You OK?




      

        

          >> APOLOGY. UNKNOWN SYSTEM ERROR.




          >> PLEASE REPEAT PRIOR REQUEST.


        


      




      <\ Nah, we’re all set. Have a safe slip, you hear?




      

        

          >> AFFIRMATIVE. \>


        


      


    


  




  The NAV computer had no idea why it had temporarily shut down. It had no memory of its COM with Mack. The AI’s file was there—encrypted and attached to Sif’s report. But the

  NAV computer believed the two documents had always been linked. It rechecked its slip calculations and increased reactor flow to its Shaw-Fujikawa drive. Exactly five seconds later, a sunburst of

  sundered space-time appeared off Wholesale Price’s prow.




  The rift remained open after the freighter disappeared, its shimmering edges warping the surrounding stars. The blazing hole flickered stubbornly, as if it was determined to choose the moment of

  its closure. But once Wholesale Price moved deeper into the Slipstream, pulling its sustaining power with it, the rift collapsed in an insignificant burst of gamma radiation—the

  quantum mechanical equivalent of a shrug.




  
 





  [image: ]




  EARTH, GREATER CHICAGO INDUSTRIAL ZONE, AUGUST 10, 2524




  When Avery woke, he was already home. Chicago, the onetime heart of the American Midwest, was now an urban sprawl that covered the former states of Illinois, Wisconsin, and

  Indiana. The territory wasn’t part of the United States, not in any formal sense. Some people who lived in the Zone still considered themselves American, but like everyone else on the planet

  they were citizens of the United Nations—a sea change in governance that was inevitable once humanity began to colonize other worlds. First Mars, then the Jovian moons, and then planets in

  other systems.




  Checking his COM pad on the military shuttle from orbit to the Great Lakes Spaceport, Avery confirmed he was on a two-week pass—that he’d be able to enjoy his first extended break

  from operation TREBUCHET. There was a note on the pass from Avery’s CO detailing the injuries sustained by the marines on his last mission. All of Avery’s alpha squad had survived with

  minor injuries. But bravo squad hadn’t been so lucky; three marines were killed-in-action (KIA), and Staff Sergeant Byrne was hanging by a thread in a UNSC hospital ship.




  The note said nothing about civilian casualties. But Avery remembered the force of the hauler’s blast, and he doubted any had survived.




  He tried not to think—let his mind go blank—as he boarded a maglev passenger train from the spaceport to the Zone. Only later, when Avery stepped out onto the elevated platform of

  the Cottage Grove terminal, did the hot and humid air of a late Chicago summer snap his senses back into focus. As the sun dove to a fiery finish, he enjoyed what little breeze was coming off Lake

  Michigan—lukewarm gusts that hammered up the east-west blocks of tumbledown gray-stone apartments, scattering the autumn leaves of the sidewalk maples.




  Arms laded with duffel bags, and wearing his navy-blue dress pants, collared shirt, and cap, Avery was drenched with sweat by the time he reached The Seropian, a center for active

  retirement—or so its hospitality computer told him—as he stepped into the tower’s stifling lobby. Avery’s Aunt Marcille had moved to the complex a few years after he’d

  joined the marines, vacating the same walkup apartment on Blackstone Avenue they’d shared since Avery was a boy. His aunt’s health was failing, and she’d needed the extra care.

  And more to the point: she was lonely without him.




  As Avery waited for an elevator that would take him up to the thirty-seventh floor, he stared into a recreation room filled with many of The Seropian’s bald and silver-haired

  residents. Most were clustered around a video display tuned to one of the public COM’s all-news channels. There was a report of fresh Innie attacks in Epsilon Eridanus—a series of

  bombings that had killed thousands of civilians. As usual, the broadcast featured a UNSC spokesman who flatly denied the military’s campaign was faltering. But Avery knew the facts: The

  Insurrection had already claimed more than a million lives; the Innie attacks were becoming more effective, and the UNSC reprisals more heavy-handed. It was an ugly civil war that wasn’t

  getting any prettier.




  One of the residents in the rec room, a black man with a deeply lined face and a crown of wiry gray hair, spotted Avery and frowned. He whispered something to a large white woman in a voluminous

  housedress, overflowing a wheelchair by his side. Soon all the residents that weren’t hard of hearing or too dim-sighted to see Avery’s uniform were nodding and clucking—some with

  respect, others with scorn. Avery had almost changed into his civilian clothes on the shuttle to avoid just this sort of uncomfortable reaction. But in the end he’d decided to stick with his

  dress blues for his aunt’s sake. She’d waited a long time to see her nephew come home all spit and polish.




  The elevator was even warmer than the lobby. But inside his aunt’s apartment the air was so frigid, Avery could see his breath.




  “Auntie?” he called, dropping his duffels on the well-worn blue carpet of her living room. The bottles of fine bourbon he’d bought at the spaceport duty-free clinked together

  between his neatly folded fatigues. He didn’t know if his aunt’s doctors were letting her drink, but he did know how much she used to enjoy an occasional mint julep. “Where are

  you?” But there was no reply.




  The flower-patterned walls of the living room were covered with picture frames. Some were very old—faded prints of long-dead relatives his aunt used to talk about as if she’d known

  them personally. Most of the frames held holo-stills: three-dimensional pictures from his aunt’s lifetime. He saw his favorite, the one of his teenage aunt standing on the shore of Lake

  Michigan in a honey-bee striped bathing suit and wide straw hat. She was pouting at the camera and its cameraman, Avery’s uncle, who had passed away before he was born.




  But there was something wrong with the stills; they seemed oddly out of focus. And as Avery stepped down the narrow hallway to his aunt’s bedroom and ran his fingers across the

  frames’ sheets of glass, he realized they were covered in a thin layer of ice.




  Avery rubbed his palm against a large holo-still near the bedroom door, and a young boy’s face appeared beneath the frost. Me, he grimaced, remembering the day his aunt had taken

  the still: my first day of church. Wiping downward, his mind filled with memories: the suffocating pinch of his white, freshly starched oxford shirt; the smell of carnauba wax, liberally

  applied, to mask the scuffs in his oversized, wingtip shoes.




  Growing up, Avery’s clothes were almost always worn out hand-me-downs from distant cousins that were never quite big enough for his tall, broad-shouldered frame. “Just as they should

  be,” his aunt had said, smiling, holding up new pieces of his wardrobe for inspection. “A boy isn’t a boy that doesn’t ruin his clothes.” But her painstaking

  patching and sewing had always ensured Avery looked his best—especially for church.




  “Now don’t you look handsome,” his aunt had cooed the day she’d taken the frozen still. Then, as she’d done up his little paisley tie: “So much like your

  mother. So much like your father,” according to assessments of an inheritance Avery hadn’t understood. There had been no pictures of his parents in his aunt’s old

  house—and there were none in her apartment now. Although she’d never once said anything unkind about them, these bittersweet comparisons had been her only praise.




  “Auntie? You in there?” Avery asked, knocking softly on her bedroom door. Again, there was no answer.




  He remembered the sound of raised voices behind other closed doors—the angry end of his parents’ marriage. His father had left his mother so distraught that she could no longer care

  for herself, let alone an active, six-year-old boy. He took one last look at the holo-still: argyle socks beneath neatly cuffed tan slacks; an unabashed smile, no less sincere for his aunt’s

  prompting.




  Then he opened her bedroom door.




  If the living room had felt like a refrigerator, the bedroom was a freezer. Avery’s heart dropped into his stomach. But it wasn’t until he saw the line of sixteen evenly spaced

  cigarettes (one for each hour of her waking day) untouched on a bedside vanity that Avery knew for sure—his aunt was dead.




  He stared at her body, stiff as a board under the layers of crocheted and quilted blankets, as the sweat on the back of his neck froze solid. Then he stepped to the foot of the bed and lowered

  himself into a threadbare armchair where he remained, spine set against the cold, for almost an hour—until someone keyed the apartment door.




  “She’s in here,” muttered one of the complex’s orderlies as he tramped down the hallway. A young man with a sunken chin and shoulder-length blond hair peered into the

  bedroom. “Jesus!” He jumped back, catching sight of Avery. “Who are you?”




  “How many days?” Avery asked.




  “What?”




  “How many days has she been lying here?”




  “Listen, unless I know—”




  “I’m her nephew,” Avery growled, his eyes locked on the bed. “How. Many. Days.”




  The orderly swallowed. “Three.” Then in a nervous torrent, “Look, it’s been busy, and she didn’t have any—I mean we didn’t know she had any relatives

  in-system. The apartment is on automatic. It dropped to freezing the moment she . . .” The orderly trailed off as Avery stared him down.




  “Take her away,” Avery said flatly




  The orderly motioned to his shorter, plumper partner cowering in the hallway behind him. Quickly the two men positioned their stretcher beside the bed, peeled back the layers of bedding, and

  gently transferred the body.




  “Records say she was Evangelical Promessic.” The orderly fumbled with the stretcher’s straps. “Is that right?”




  But Avery’s gaze had returned to the bed, and he didn’t reply.




  His aunt was so frail that her body left only the barest impression in the foam mattress. She was a small woman, but Avery remembered how tall and strong she’d looked when Zone social

  services had dropped him on her doorstep—a mountain of surrogate maternal love and discipline in his wary, six-year-old eyes.




  “What’s your COM address?” the thin orderly continued, “I’ll let you know the name of the processing center.”




  Avery drew his hands out of his pockets and laid them on his lap. The squat orderly noticed Avery’s fingers tighten into fists and coughed—a signal to his partner that now would be a

  good time to leave. The two men worked the stretcher back and forth until it pointed out of the bedroom, then bumped it noisily down the hallway and out the apartment door.




  Avery’s hands shook. His aunt had been teetering on the edge for some time. But in their recent COM correspondence, she’d told him not to worry. Hearing that, he’d wanted to

  take his leave immediately, but his CO had ordered him to lead one more mission. A whole hell of a lot of good that did anyone, Avery cursed. While his Aunt lay dying, he was strapped to a

  Hornet, circling the Jim Dandy back on Tribute.




  Avery leapt from the chair, stepped quickly to his duffels, and pulled out one of the fifths of gin from the duty-free. He grabbed his navy dress coat and stuffed the glass flask into an

  interior pocket. A moment later, he was out the apartment door.




  “Dog and Pony,” Avery asked the hospitality computer on the way down to the lobby. “Is it still in business?”




  “Open daily until four a.m.,” the computer replied through a small speaker in the elevator’s floor-selection pad. “Ladies pay no cover. Shall I call a cab?”




  “I’ll walk.” Avery twisted the cap off the gin and took a generous swig. Then he added to himself: While I still can.




  The bottle only lasted an hour. But others were easy to find, as one night of drinking became two, then three. Gut Check, Rebound, Severe Tire Damage: names of clubs filled with civilians eager

  for Avery’s money but not the slurred stories of how he’d earned it—except for a girl on a low-lit stage in a dive off Halsted Street. The pretty redhead was so good at pretending

  to listen, Avery didn’t mind pretending it had nothing to do with how often he’d tapped his credit chip against the jeweled reader in her navel. The money drew her freckled skin and

  smell and lazy smile closer, until a rough hand fell on Avery’s shoulder.




  “Watch your hands, soldier boy,” a bouncer warned, his voice raised above the club’s thumping music.




  Avery looked away from the girl, her back arched high above the stage. The bouncer was tall with a substantial gut that his tight, black turtleneck could barely contain. His strong arms were

  padded with a deceptive layer of fat. Avery shrugged. “I’ve paid.”




  “Not to touch.” The bouncer sneered, revealing two platinum incisors. “This is a class establishment.”




  Avery reached for a little round table between his knees and the stage. “How much?” he asked, raising his credit chip.




  “Five hundred.”




  “Screw you.”




  “Like I said. Class.”




  “Already spent plenty . . .”Avery muttered. His UNSC salary was modest—and most of that had gone to help with his aunt’s apartment.




  “Aw, now see?” The bouncer jabbed a thumb at the girl. She was slowly sliding backward on the stage—her smile now a worried frown. “You gotta talk nice, soldier

  boy.” The bouncer tightened his grip on Avery’s shoulder. “She’s not one of those Innie sluts you’re used to out in Epsi.”




  Avery was sick of the bouncer’s hand. He was sick of being called boy. But having some civilian puke insult him—someone who had no idea what he had actually gotten used to on

  the frontlines of the Insurrection? That was the last straw.




  “Let me go,” Avery growled.




  “We gonna have a problem?”




  “All depends on you.”




  With his free hand, the bouncer reached behind his back and pulled a metal rod from his belt. “Why don’t you and me step outside?” With a flick of his wrist, the rod doubled in

  length and revealed an electrified tip.




  It was a “humbler” stun device. Avery had seen ONI interrogators lay into Innie prisoners with the things. He knew how debilitating they were, and though Avery doubted the bouncer

  had as much skill with the humbler as an ONI spook, he had no intention of ending up jerking around in a puddle of his own piss on this class establishment’s floor.




  Avery reached for his drink, resting at the center of his table. “I’m good right here.”




  “Listen, you jarhead son of a—”




  But Avery’s reach was just a feint. As the bouncer leaned forward to follow, Avery grabbed the man’s wrist and pulled it over his shoulder. Then he yanked down, breaking it at the

  elbow. The girl on the stage screamed as ragged bone tore through the bouncer’s shirt, spattering blood on her face and hair.




  As the bouncer howled and dropped to his knees, two of his partners—similarly dressed and built—rushed forward, flinging chairs out of their way. Avery stood and turned to meet them.

  But he was drunker than he’d thought and missed an opening blow to the bridge of his nose that snapped his head back and sent his own blood arcing toward the stage.




  Avery reeled back into the bouncers’ crushing arms. But as they rushed him out the club’s back door, one of them slipped on the metal staircase leading to the alley. In that moment,

  Avery was able to twist free, give much better than he got, and stagger away from the noise of approaching sirens before a pair of blue and white sedans deposited four of the Zone’s finest on

  the club’s doorstep.




  Stumbling along Halsted’s crowded sidewalks, his dress uniform now as filthy as a set of battlefield fatigues, Avery fled from the paranoia of accusing glances to a dirty crawlspace

  beneath a riveted riser for the local maglev line—a repurposed brace from Chicago’s old elevated railway, still recognizable despite centuries of shoring. Avery stuffed a green plastic

  trash bag between himself and the riser and settled into a fitful stupor.




  Make me proud, do what’s right. This had been his Aunt’s instruction on the day of his enlistment, her small but strong fingers reaching up to cup his nineteen-year-old chin.

  Become the man I know you can be.




  And Avery had tried. He’d left Earth ready to fight for her and those like her—innocents whose lives the UNSC had convinced him were threatened by men inimical but otherwise

  identical to him. Killers. Innies. The enemy. But where was the pride? And what had he become?




  Avery dreamed of a boy choking in the arms of a woman with a detonator—imagined the perfect shot that would have saved all in the restaurant and his fellow marines. But deep down he knew

  there was no perfect shot. No magic bullet that could stop the Insurrection.




  Avery felt a chill that jerked him awake. But the near-silent rumble of a maglev passenger train overhead had only shifted the bag of trash, setting Avery’s back against the perspiring

  metal of the old brace. He leaned forward and put his head between his knees. “I’m sorry,” Avery croaked, wishing his aunt were alive to hear it.




  Then his mind collapsed under the multiplicative weight of loss and guilt and rage.




  Lieutenant Downs slammed the door of his dark blue sedan with enough force to rock the low-swept vehicle on its four thick tires. He’d had the kid hooked, ready to

  enlist. But then the parents got wind of his efforts, and the whole thing fell apart. If it weren’t for Downs’ uniform, the father might have taken a swing at him. Though he was no

  longer field-fit, in his dress blues, the UNSC Marine Corps recruiter was still an imposing presence.




  As the Lieutenant reordered his mental list of prospects—the small group of primarily young men who’d shown any interest in his cold calls and street-corner pitches—he reminded

  himself it wasn’t easy recruiting soldiers during wartime. With a war as brutal and unpopular as the Insurrection, his job was damn near impossible. Not that his CO cared. Downs’ quota

  was five new marines per month. With less than a week to go he hadn’t landed even one.




  “You gotta be kidding me . . .” The Lieutenant grimaced as he rounded the back of his sedan. Someone had used a can of red spray-paint to scrawl INNIES OUT on the vehicle’s

  thick bumper.




  Downs smoothed his close-cropped hair. It was an increasingly popular slogan—a rallying cry for the more liberal core-world citizens who believed the best way to end the killing in Epsilon

  Eridanus was simply to let the system go—have the military pull out and give the Insurrectionists the autonomy they desired.




  The Lieutenant wasn’t a politician. And while he doubted the UN leadership would ever appease the Innies, he knew a few things for sure: The war was still on, the Marine Corps was an

  all-volunteer force, and he only had a few days to fill his quota before someone with a lot more brass than him took another bite out of his already well-chewed ass.




  The Lieutenant popped the sedan’s trunk, and removed his dress cap and briefcase. As the trunk closed automatically behind him, he strode toward the recruitment center, a converted

  storefront in a strip mall on Chicago’s old, near-north side. As Downs neared the door, he noticed a man slumped against it.




  “48789-20114-AJ,” Avery mumbled.




  “Say again?” Downs asked. He knew a UNSC serial number when he heard it. But the Lieutenant still hadn’t quite accepted the drunk outside his office was the Marine Corps Staff

  Sergeant indicated by the four gold chevrons on his filthy dress-coat’s sleeve.




  “It’s valid,” Avery said, raising his head from his chest. “Check it.”




  The Lieutenant straightened his soldiers. He wasn’t used to taking orders from a noncommissioned officer.




  Avery belched. “I’m AWOL. Seventy-two hours.”




  That got Downs’ attention. He cracked his briefcase in the crook of his elbow and withdrew his COM pad. “Give me that one more time,” he asked, inputting Avery’s slowly

  repeated serial number with swift stabs of his index finger.




  A few seconds later Avery’s service record appeared on the pad. The Lieutenant’s eyes widened as a long string of meritorious citations and battlefield commendations cascaded down

  the monochromatic screen. ORION, KALEIDOSCOPE, TANGLE-WOOD, TREBUCHET Dozens of programs and operations, most of which Downs had never even heard of. Attached to Avery’s file was a priority

  message from FLEETCOM, the Navy and Marine Corps headquarters on Reach.




  “If you’re AWOL, no one seems to mind.” Downs placed his COM pad back into his briefcase. “In fact, I’m pleased to inform you that your request for transfer has

  been approved.”




  For a moment, Avery’s tired eyes flashed with suspicion. He hadn’t requested a transfer. But in his current groggy state, anything sounded better than being shipped back to

  Epsilon Eridanus. His eyes darkened once more. “Where?”




  “Didn’t say.”




  “Long as it’s quiet,” Avery muttered. He let his head fall back against the recruitment center door—right between the legs of a marine in full battle dress on a poster

  taped to the inside of the door that read: STAND. FIGHT. SERVE. Avery’s closed his eyes.
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