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“Where’s the sniper?”

“Here Lead.” Snipe stood and looked down at a short, pudgy man.

“You’re tall. Why are you wearing a skirt?”

“The people who—”

“Never mind. Can you make the shot?”

“Don’t know, haven’t been—” 

A buzz interrupted her, and the man made a throat-cutting motion and pointed her toward a dark corner of the room. The dozen or more people spread around the room froze and silenced themselves as Snipe made her way to a chair. There was quiet tap on the door followed by a quick exchange of knocks and the door was opened to admit a man, then swiftly closed without a sound.

The new man spoke quietly, “Sorry I’m late Byron, crosswind in the bay. No followers.”

“Right. She’s too tall, I’ll have to see what Mew can do.” He waved toward the corner. “Brief her.”

Snipe rose from the chair as the man approached her; he extended his hand. ‘‘Allo luv, I’m your spotter. Call me Phillip. What’s your name?”

“Sn—”

Quickly raising a hand, he said, “ I mean your nom de guerre.”

“My given name—”

“Didn’t they give you an alias in briefing?” His brows drew together momentarily then he said, “Never mind, let’s call you Mary. Okey-dokey Mary, how many shots have you made with the A2ThouPoint07 AutoSnipe System?”

“None. What do you need me for if you have a computer-controlled system?” 

Phillip’s face froze; he rotated toward the room. “Byron,” his voice sliced through the low hubbub. Byron’s head jerked up, then he walked quickly over to where Phillip stood. “She hasn’t used the rifle system.”

Byron’s face hardened. “What’s she called?” he demanded of Phillip.

“Mary,” Snipe answered for herself, “and before you ask, I’ve had no briefing on the planet, the conflict, the mission, or this task. All I know is the gravity is almost standard and the atmosphere is oxygen rich.”

Byron spat out, “Arbitrator’s bimbo.”

Snipe rose to her full height and glared down at the pudgy, sallow-skinned man, “Let’s keep this polite, shall we? I’m a trained sniper and combat engineer, I’ve got almost a decade of experienced time in service, I survived missions on Snar and Coal, which ought to tell you how good I am. Now, how about briefing me, and I’ll get this job done.”

Byron’s face went blank then he made a “do it” gesture to Phillip as he turned on his heel. The spotter stared at Snipe for a few moments then found his voice. “This is an insurgency type of war. Our Nancy Merc snipers provide the cutting edge, and all the logistical support is provided by the locals. We use ‘noms’ because...,” he paused when Snipe raised her hand.

She asked, “When do we have to make the next shot?”

“Ah, well, um—”

“Spit it out sp—Phillip.”

“Dawn.”

“Which is how many hours from now?”

“Well Mary, that’s a little complicated. Actual sun over the horizon will be in,” he pulled up his sleeve to look at a sophisticated chronometer, “four hours and two minutes. But first light will start in about three hours and, depending on atmospheric conditions, you will need to make the shots in about three and a half hours.”

“Drek. Skip the general briefing and focus on what I need to know to hit the target.”

“Hmm. Well, we are on the third floor of an apartment building. That floor-to-ceiling window,” Phillip pointed to where two men were working on the casing that held in a three-yard-square sheet of glass, “will be lifted out. You will shoot through the open space out over the valley to hit the cockpit of a large sand-gathering machine as it leaves its garage.”

“Where’s the gun?” Phillip flinched. “All right, where’s the rifle?” This time Phillip blinked. Snipe ran out of patience. “I’m not calling it the A2ThouPoint07AutoSnipe System every time I speak, so where is the fraking gun?”

There was a rustle, a cloth was spread on the floor, and people appeared from the shadows of the large room, each laying down a part to the gun and sliding back to sit along the walls. A large, burly man came forward and assembled the Sniper System with swift, precise, and almost silent movements. Snipe watched as a sniping rifle, longer than she was tall, materialized, with a heavy, half-yard-long suppressor screwed onto the end of the barrel. Slowly, she walked around the weapon, examining each detail, her face giving no hint of her feelings. Finally, Snipe looked up at Phillip. “Does the suppressor need to be that big and heavy to mute the noise of the shot?”

“More a problem of hiding the flame,” stated Phillip.

“Nothing lighter available?”

Again, Phillip shook his head with a look that told her not to push the issue. 

“Ejection port?” asked Snipe.

With another shake of his head, Phillip said, “Self-contained. The magazine holds the ammunition, automatically feeds it into the firing chamber as required, and the spent casing is collected inside the magazine.” His grin quivered as he added, “No brass to clean up.”

“Target?”

Phillip sobered as he handed her a pair of binoculars. 

Snipe looked at them. “Are these glass prism binoculars?”

“Yeah. Some of the tourist park activities use them. Passive, no electronic signature. They get the job done. Dead ahead, two miles out, where the curve of the sand drift creates a false horizon; you should see the corner of a large, long shed on your right.”

“Got it.”

“Five machines, each about half the size of a space shuttle, will come out of the shed and go behind the hill. They have a glass driver’s cockpit on top near the front. Targeting the closest machine, you will have one minute or less to get two shots through the glass.”

“Two shots?”

“Ballistic rounds go through the electronic defence systems, but the bullets bounce off the curved copula. That’s why the first bullet is loaded with an acid which burns a hole through the shatterproof glass. The second shot has to hit the acid hole.”

“How big is the hole?”

“Thumbnail size. The second bullet seals the hole and discharges a gas into the cockpit. It always knocks out the driver. Allergic reaction gives them a terrible hangover, throwing up for a week, the runs—won’t kill them, but locals want to make them so sick they quit. Locals want the word to get around amongst off-world drivers so that none of them will take jobs operating the sand-gathering machines.”

Snipe was not listening. Thoughtfully, she said, “First shot at a moving target, two-mile range. Second shot at a one-inch moving target at two-mile range. A minute to put in both shots. How good is the Firing Computer?”

“Superb, the Firing Computer always puts the first shot on target.”

“Uh-huh, what’s the problem with the second shot?”

Phillip’s mouth tightened. “We must shoot from town across the valley. The planet is about equal ocean and land which...” A dead-eyed look spread across Snipe’s face. The spotter started again, “OK. The problem is fog in the valley. Every morning there is mist or fog which sometimes goes up and sometimes goes down. There might be light wind above the haze. There is not enough time for the Firing Computer to register changes and calculate the second shot. The only solution has been for a human to use intuition to make the second shot.”

“What’s the success rate?”

“First shot is one-hundred per...” Again, Snipe got the dead-eyed look. Phillip swallowed. “Less than fifty percent.” Snipe raised an eyebrow. “Jeez Mary, you’re one tough bi—shooter. About ten percent.”

“Jeez yourself, Phil. Later you can explain why the shot has to be made at dawn, through fog, across a valley, in a town. Is this Firing Computer as good as our ShotPuters?”

“Close, it has all the capabilities of our ShotPuters. Gives excellent solutions for planet gravity, Coriolis effect; variables in wind and humidity make it difficult to get overall reliable solutions. Success depends heavily on the shooter’s skill. Also, the A2ThouPoint07 AutoSnipe is an older system, the Firing Computer interface had to be adapted. Makes it a little slower.”

Pushing aside her exasperation with the increasing number of uncontrollable variables, Snipe asked in a flat voice, “Can you set up simulations on this unit?”

“Of course, what do you want?”

“Dry shot, no atmospherics to start with. We’ll add the humidity and the wind later.” Snipe started making simulated shots. The ShotPuter was worse than slow, and she began to understand why hardly any of the second shots were on target.

Byron walked up to them with another man. “This is Bartholomew, our logistics officer. He’s going to get you some better clothing. Go with him.”

Snipe turned to Phillip. “I will take the shot lying down and I will need some elevation. Can you build me a foot-high firing platform?” 

Phillip pursed his lips but nodded. “I’ll have it ready by the time you’re done with Mew.”

Bartholomew was already heading toward the door of the apartment; Snipe took long strides to catch up and followed him down a dimly lit corridor. “We’ve added a security picket around the building. This floor, the third, is safe. Only Underground people, our employers, live here. The lower floors are all trustworthy people, just not active in the Underground. Did you know the locals call this planet Sand? Never mind.” Mew made a brushing motion with his hand and assured Snipe, “Everything will make more sense when you’ve had a complete briefing.” He went on, “You’re a challenge to us. The original settlers here were almost all between four and five feet tall. I guess they got sanded down.” He squawked at his own joke. “You’re the first Merc we’ve had who was taller than the locals. Being over six feet makes you stand out like a giraffe.” He opened the door to an apartment and led her into a bright, cheerful room. She closed the door and turned to face the light. Bartholomew’s jaw dropped. “Stars preserve us, you’re too beautiful.”

“First time anybody told me that,” snapped Snipe.

Flustered, the logistics officer said, “Uh, Jane, come here.”

A local woman, almost the same height as Snipe, appeared from a bedroom. There was a small smile on her pleasant, innocuous face. Bartholomew explained, “Jane is one of our local people. Probably the only one that is anywhere near as tall as you. Luckily she lives near by and was able to bring some clothes that should fit you. I’ll leave so you two can sort that out. Mind you don’t dally.” He gave Jane a stern look. “Mary needs to do some more practice shooting.”

Jane pointed toward a bedroom door. “I’ve laid out some clothes on the bed.”

Snipe began to hold things up to see how well they would fit her. 

“I brought some denims; some people call them jeans. I thought you might like long ones because, ah, being a soldier, you might have, ah, scars and things like that which would attract attention. Maybe you wouldn’t want people to see your legs.”

“Good thinking, Jane.” Snipe looked at the array of clothes in front of her. Raising her head she asked, “What is going to happen after I’ve taken the shot?”

Janes mouth fell open. “Nobody’s told you?”

“No.”

“The Corporation’s Security Operation has very sophisticated sensors. They will be able to find the path your bullets took and backtrack your shots to the apartment. It will be a very painful death for anyone who is caught in the apartment.”

A frown began to form on Snipe’s face. “How do we get out of here?”

“We leave the area as quick as we can. The weapon will be taken apart and carried away piece by piece by my people, who you call locals. Somebody will guide you—I don’t know who. The biggest risk is for the cleanup crew, like the guys who put the glass back in the window, because they leave last. We spread out all over the town and go to our jobs, as if it were any other day, hoping we won’t be caught.”

“Where am I supposed to go?”

“Uh, I don’t know. I guess the Entertainment District; you’ll be amongst people from off-planet, so you won’t look like a giraffe.”

“What’s the Entertainment District and what’s a gi—” Snipe shook her head. “Never mind. What kind of clothes do people wear there?”

“Let’s see. It’ll be early in the morning, so best to dress as if you were a local going to work or a Tourer going out for breakfast. Denims and this blouse, which is pretty but not too flashy,” Jane suggested. “What about shoes?” 

“Well not those high heels. If I’m too tall already, those will just make things worse, and I hate wearing them. Stupid things. What about those?” she pointed.

“Sandals. They’re good for town and beach.” 

Snipe pushed her feet into the footwear and picked up the blouse. “Let’s go.”

“Aren’t you going to wear that?”

“The blouse? Not now, I’ll be lying on my stomach to fire the gun. It would get rumpled, and it might get stained with oil from the gun.”

“Everybody will be more comfortable if you wear a T-shirt while you make the shot.”

Snipe’s brows drew together for a moment before she said, “All right then.”
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“Mary.” 

Snipe had her eye on the gun’s reticule, waiting for the next simulation to start. “Yes?”

Phillip spoke carefully, “The window for the live shot will start in twenty-one minutes. I need to set up the ShotPuter.”

“Right.” Snipe rolled away from the gun. Stretching her neck, she asked, “Got any input for me?”

“No. You made seven out of the last ten shots. Mew needs to brief you on your exfil.”

Snipe frowned as she stood up, trying to remember what “exfil” meant. 

“The Galactic Corporation’s operatives are known as Corpos—they show no mercy. They do not follow the usual practice of ransoming mercenaries. If captured alive, you will be tortured. I advise suicide,” rasped Mew. “You will leave with Phillip. You are to act as if you are from off-planet and going with him back to his boat. Speak as little as possible. Do exactly what you are told. Maz.”

“Maz,” Snipe responded automatically, thinking, ‘Maz!? He thinks I could get killed leaving the house?’ Tamping down her surprise, Snipe turned back to the bed frame, which had been converted into a firing platform for her.

“You were right about needing the extra height.” Phillip looked up from his ShotPuter’s display screen. “Low humidity this morning. If we’re lucky the mist will go down into the ground and the second shot can go over it.”

“What about the wind?”

“Almost none so far. No gusts. Best conditions we’ve had in a long time.”

Snipe nodded and began settling herself behind the long gun. Tipping it up on the bipod, she felt the weight of the suppressor pulling the barrel down. She moved herself forward a bit to get her shoulder firmly behind the stock.

“Negligible recoil,” said Phillip.

“Nothing’s negligible on this shot,” murmured Snipe as she slowed her breathing and let her senses reach out. “No more chatter.” She emptied her mind, feeling her way into an ethereal place. In it, she reached over the two miles and brought the machine garage close. Some part of her noted, ‘Vertical metal siding pitted by blown sand.’ Far away, Phillip’s voice announced, “Target in five, four...” Monstrous claws at the front of the sand-gathering machine jerked into view followed by a huge body. Its metal had been burnished by blowing sand so that it shone like a mirror. Snipe’s eyes slitted as she searched for the tiny glass cockpit; when she found it high up the prow of the machine, her finger tightened on the trigger. There was a slight push back into her shoulder as the bullet went away. She felt a small clunk. “Loaded,” a voice told her. “Now for the shot that counts.”

Snipe’s tongue skimmed out, stroking the air. Her finger eased the trigger towards her. The distracting sound again, “Window gone in five—” Her ears closed, time elongated, the gentle motion of her finger ended. With agonizing slowness, Snipe rose into real time. 

“She hit it, by gum, she hit it.”

Snipe rolled away from the gun. She told Phillip, “Your chatter distracted me. Next time, no talking while I’m shooting.”

Already the locals were dismantling the gun. Snipe stood swaying slightly. Phillip caught her arm; pulling on it lightly, he said, “Time to go.” As they went out the apartment door and down the building’s stairwell, Phillip whispered, “That was magnificent.”

A small smile touched Snipe’s lips. “It was a good shot.”

At the bottom of the stairs, Phillip held up his hand. “The Corpos shouldn’t have been able to backtrack the shot this quickly, but I’ll take a look and make sure.” He stepped through the solid wooden door. In a few seconds, his hand reached in and drew Snipe out into the cool morning air. Phillip flagged down a passing car and pulled the door open so that Snipe could slide into the back seat.
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The small, silent vehicle merged into the sparse traffic and sped along a wide, tree-lined boulevard, passing delivery trucks and bicycles.

“All I see are people going to work,” muttered Phillip. Raising his voice slightly, he asked the driver, “See anything?” The man shook his head.

Noticing the men’s vigilance, Snipe asked, “Anything I can do?”

“You wouldn’t recognize trouble if you saw it,” said Phillip. “Scrunch down a bit if you can. We’ll be at my boat in about five minutes.”

The avenue passed through a district with bars, restaurants, an assortment of stores, and a few tall hotels. The buildings gave way to a waterfront with residential streets running inland. Snipe marvelled at the brightly coloured homes lit by the early morning rays of golden light. Her reverie was broken by the driver asking, “Is here good, mate?”

“Yeah. U-turn, could you?” Phillip got his door open, telling Snipe, “You’re tipsy.” In response to her blank look, he impatiently ordered, “Act as if you’re a little drunk.” He put an arm around her waist and quietly closed the door of the little car, which sped off toward town. 

In a normal but quiet voice, Phillip said, “Just down here, luv.” Snipe leaned on him as they walked down the jetty and contrived to look as if she were clambering awkwardly into the sparkling blue sailboat. Phillip guided her down a companionway into the main cabin. She stood up carefully so as not to bump her head on the roof. 

Phillip held a finger to his lips, turned to a console, and quickly tapped in some code. In a moment, he said, “All right, no intrusions. There’s a head up front and a closet of clothes. A pair of plimsolls or bare feet will be better than those sandals while you’re on board. I’ll get us under way.” He turned and disappeared onto deck.

Snipe found the small bathroom, washed her face, and raked her hand over her fuzzy hair. After replacing her blouse with a loose, light blue T-shirt, she hunted through a collection of shoes in the bottom of the closet until she found some light, rubber-soled walking shoes. Carrying those up onto deck, she asked, “Are these plimsolls?” Phillip nodded.

Looking around, Snipe saw that they were far from shore, sailing out toward the deep blue sea under a bright blue sky. She took in a deep breath and was surprised by the absence of an ocean’s usual salty smell. 

Snipe’s forehead wrinkled. “Why doesn’t it smell briny?”

“I’ve got briefing materials you can study; they explain it better than I can.” Phillip pressed a button and started toward the hatch.

“Hey! Don’t you have to steer or something?”

“No, no,” Phillip laughed. “The AutoSailor will look after the boat while we do other stuff.” In the cabin, he rummaged through his console then gave her a handheld computer.

Snipe made a face. “I suppose I better be up to speed before we get to the training camp.”

Phillip’s face twisted into deep creases. “Training camp?”

“Yeah, I’m supposed to train snipers, right?”

“No. Your job is to shoot, like you did last night, once every two or three weeks, and live as if you were a local for the rest of the time.”

“Oh frak. Did they drop me on the wrong planet? I’m not a spy. I’ve got no training for clandestine ops.”

“Not the wrong planet. The Bat commanding this sector sent a message saying the Arbitrator wanted you on this planet and he, the Arbitrator, would arrange for you to be smuggled dirtside. If you’ve got no training in covert ops, how did you get onto the planet? “

“Arbi and I were in the XT ship’s gymnasium shooting some hoops, real laid back, not even breaking a sweat. Five of his minders came in and said the pubs on Sand were great and the women willing, so they were going dirtside to hang out. Arbi says, ‘Go with them, I’ll see you later.’ I went.”

“Arbi is the Arbitrator? Minders are bodyguards?” 

Snipe nodded.

Phillip asked, “Did he tell you about the mission or anything?”

“I’d been getting itchy feet. A week or so ago, he told me he’d got me an assignment and gave me recognition phrases. When Arbi’s bodyguards were dirtside, here on the planet, and walking toward a bar, a man came up beside me and worked the recognition code into his pickup line. After I gave him the correct response, the two of us peeled off. He took me into a bar where a waitress led me into the kitchen; I was met at the back door and taken to another place where I changed clothes. Got stuck with that fraking skirt. Then another guy took me out again and handed me over to yet another person who brought me to the apartment where you met me. Felt like I was in a spy story or something, kinda ridiculous.”

“Deadly serious. Local Underground, the fighters we work for, use that kind of security all the time.”

Snipe began pacing back and forth across the narrow cabin. “Why would the Battalion Lead put me in here? I’ve never been a spy. I don’t want to skulk around looking over my shoulder all the time. Just give me someone to shoot. Bat’s in charge of the Nancy Mercenaries for a few thousand planets, there must be someone better than me.”

“There’s no better shooter, I’ll bet on that,” said Phillip, folding his arms and leaning back against a bulkhead as Snipe continued to stomp around. “Would you like to blow off some steam?”

“What’d you have in mind?” growled Snipe. “Have me climb to the masthead a few times?”

“Can if you like. I was thinking more...” Phillip made an open-handed gesture toward the cabin’s double bed.

“Oh, yes please,” declared Snipe, pulling the T-shirt over her head.

Some time later, she abruptly sat up in the bed. Shaking Phillip’s shoulder, she told him, “Something is burning.”

His eyes popped open, then he relaxed. “Just fumes from the oil refinery.”

Snipe climbed out of bed and put her head up through the companionway hatch. Looking toward shore, she could see billowing clouds of steam and smoke rising into the sky. “Why did they build it dirtside? Surely an orbital refinery would have been just as good and would leave the planet’s ecology undisturbed?”

“Got that right! That’s what this fight is about. Locals want the Corporation to build an orbiting refinery and stop all that drek destroying their air. At the current rate the whole planet will be dead in another hundred years.”

Snipe caught a look of awe on Phillip’s face. “What?” she asked.

“You’re the first Merc I’ve seen without scars.”

“Huh. Arbi shoved me in a regrowth tank. I’ll get some more scars soon enough.”

Sourly, Phillip observed, “More likely to get dead on this mission.”

“Why didn’t the Bat refuse to put me in here? I have no experience or training.”

Phillip froze. “None at all? Not even the usual three to six months on a training deck? I could understand not being able to train on an A2ThouPoint07 AutoSnipe System, it’s practically an antique. But you’ve had no covert ops training, not even for another mission?” Phillip’s mouth tightened as he shook his head angrily.

“Never mind, we’ll work it out, and you’re so cute when you’re angry.” She ran a finger down his jawline and leaned in to kiss him. Some time later Snipe felt him swing his feet out of the bed then go up onto deck. In a couple of minutes, he came back past her and went forward into the head. When he came out, Snipe went forward for her turn in the bathroom and then came back and watched Phillip cooking in the tiny galley.

“Want some eggs and bacon, coffee with real cream, and toast with butter?”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope, not really what Sanders call a ‘proper’ breakfast, but it should tide you over.” As he expertly flipped eggs, he explained, “The settlers for this planet were meticulously prepared: their embryo bank included chickens, pigs, and cows, which come down to us as bacon, eggs, cream, and butter.”

“Unlike our ancestors, who crashed.”

“Plan C—”

“Rhymes with Nancy,” laughed Snipe.

“Yeah,” chuckled Phillip. “Take the coffee and mugs, I’ll bring the rest in a minute.”

Snipe was sitting in the cockpit, enjoying the breeze, when Phillip brought up a tray laden with food. 

“So where is your automatic sailor taking us?” she asked as she crunched the last piece of bacon.

“My magnificent electronic companion is taking us up the coast on my standard Tourer cruise. You’ll see all the land features of the planet. We started at the sand beaches, went past the Entertainment District, then Tourer Town, where all the locals who are entertainment workers live. After that, we had some open space, then the refinery that you smelled, then past some of the agricultural areas the Landers created, Lander Town, more farms, and finally the black rock desert that makes up most of Sand’s land mass.”

“How long will we be out?” asked Snipe.

“We’ll anchor before sunset, and tomorrow we’ll go ashore to check out the desert. Day after that we’ll head back; by then Mew should have worked out what to do with you.”

“Ship me off-planet if he’s got any sense.”

“Huh,” grunted Phillip. “You still don’t get it? Nobody’s going to refuse to do what an arbitrator asks them to do.”

“Why is that anyway? An arbitrator decides something and all the corporations, big and small, do what he says.”

“That’s the corporations’ idea of law and order, I guess. An arbitrator settles a dispute. If any corporation refuses to do what the arbitrator says, then all the all the other corporations refuse to do any business with them.”

Snipe’s face scrunched and she shook her head. “I understand what you’re saying, but it sounds like one big honour system to me.”

“Works though.” Phillip shrugged as he stood up and walked back and forth across the deck, casting a keen eye over the surrounding waves.

“You do that a lot,” commented Snipe.

“Huh?” Phillip looked at her for a moment. “Oh, checking the environment, you mean. Yeah, the way Corpos just yank Sanders off the street makes us all a little snakey.” 

Snipe’s eyebrows rose and her head gave a slight jerk.

Phillip’s brows furrowed, then he said, “You’re right, Sanders don’t even know what snakes are. A slip like that could give me away if a Corpo heard it.”

“What is it the locals call themselves?”

“They have this thing about putting ‘er’ on the end of everything. A person from this planet is a Sander.”

“All right, remind me what the Sand-ers want?”

“You’re just trying to avoid reading the briefing.” Phillip grinned. “Here’s the short and dirty: This planet’s Galactic Corporation—I forget which one it is, not that it matters, all the corporations act the same way—takes sand off-world to use in construction and glassworks spaceside or on other planets. Pays for the sand by bringing in oil. Sanders want a space refinery orbiting around the planet; Corporation won’t build it.”

The boat lifted on the gentle swell and the breeze ruffled Snipe’s short hair as she gazed at the rocky black seashore. “They tried arbitrating it, I suppose.”

Phillip nodded. “First thing they tried, more than two centuries ago—the ruling was ‘inherently legitimate,’ whatever that means.”

“Means trusting settlers signed their own death warrant.”

“Seems so.”

“How long has the Underground been fighting the Corporation’s Operatives?”

“Corpos, they call them,” answered Phillip. “About two hundred orbits. An orbit of their sun almost takes a standard year. Say, two hundred years.”

Snipe’s eyebrows drew together and her mouth tightened. “Those virus bullets must have made a lot of drivers sick by now. Don’t see how it will get them what they want.”

“Yeah. We’ll pick this up later,” said Phillip. “I’ve got to get us anchored, make sure everything is battened down, check the weather, even though there are hardly ever any storms, and generally get things, as our Sander friends like to say, ‘Ship-shape and Bristol fashion.’“

“I’ll do the dishes,” said Snipe.

“Oh no you don’t,” laughed Phillip. “You go and study your tutorials.”

~~~~~
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As the very first glimmer of dawn touched the cabin’s porthole, Snipe pulled on her plimsolls and stepped up onto deck. She could see Phillip’s dark outline at the stern of the boat. Sliding up beside him, she asked, “Watcha doing?”

“Fishin’.” Phillip’s answer sounded like a smile. “Pass me that net, would you?” Expertly, he lifted the fish on board, slipped the hook out of its mouth, and dropped it into a bucket. 

By the time the sun was coming up over the horizon, they were seated in the cockpit eating crispy fillets. “You’re right,” Snipe acknowledged. “Tea is better with fresh fish.”

“Hmm,” answered Phillip, “how’d you make out with the tutorials?”

“All right. When will I need to shoot next?”

“Gave up on being shipped off-planet, did you?”

Snipe’s mouth twisted. “How are the Sanders going to force the Corporation to a negotiating table by making a few employees sick?”

“When the Resistance became the ‘Underground,’ they tried to stop the Corpos retaliations by not killing anyone and only damaging industrial machinery.”

“From the history tutorial, it seemed as if the Sanders changed tactics from Resistance to Underground about seventy orbits ago.”

Phillip nodded. “That’s about right; they have developed this extremely clandestine society. It may sound like they’re just having a laugh with the Ye Olde English stuff, but really it’s a defensive code like our Bat Lang. You or I could spend years learning Ye Olde and never get it right.” 

“That why you live all alone on a boat?”

“Partly. I take Tourers out for sailing lessons or bring them up here for a night or two. It’s a good cover. I have a full electronic diagnostic suite hidden in the AutoSailor so I can analyse data from the ShotPuter and try to improve our accuracy.”

“Hey, can we take a look at my shots?”

“Of course, but in the evening, the bright sunlight on water makes it hard to get enough contrast on the monitor.” Phillip stared at the water. “What the Corporation seems to want is for the people on Sand to die out. Then they could completely automate the sand-scooping operation and sell the raw oil somewhere else.”

“Thought Corporations had an agreement not to conduct genocides.”

“Right. This Corp seems to be getting around that by having the climate kill the people.” Phillip began stacking dishes onto the tray, suggesting, “Let’s go look at the desert.”

“Do we have to? Whenever I get near sand, I feel as if a Blood Worm is about to wriggle over my shoe and find a pulsing vein to suck on.”

Phillip’s laugh rang out, “You’ve been a bad student. You skipped the tutorial section on Sand’s deserts.”

“I did not. I just, sort of, delayed it, so I could read it in daylight.”

Phillip went down the companionway in front of her, calling over his shoulder, “Go look in the clothes closet for a swimsuit.”

“What do I need a swimsuit for? There’s nobody here.”

“We’re not that far from town. A motorboat could appear at any minute, or a four-wheel drive could come bouncing over the rocks.”

Snipe threw some skimpy, bright-coloured bits of cloth over her shoulder and was muttering expletives to herself when she came across a dark blue one-piece swimsuit that would stretch from halfway down her thighs almost to her neck with space for her arms to move freely. Grinning, she slipped into it and turned to go up onto deck. Half-way up the companionway she stopped to watch Phillip’s bronzed muscles ripple as he pulled on a pair of shorts. Catching her expression, he asked, “What?”

“Talk about beautiful bodies,” said Snipe with a vivacious curl of her lips.

“Yeah, but I have scars,” he laughed and dove over the side. Snipe followed him and they swam swiftly to shore. 

“Careful,” warned Phillip as they waded out of the water.

“Verdomme,” Snipe swore, “these rocks are hot. Did you bring my plimsolls?”

“Uh-huh, you need to read the tutorial about the formation of the desert.” As he lectured her, Phillip opened a watertight carryall and tossed her the plimsolls and a large, floppy hat. He led the way up the hill to an outcropping. Without realizing what he was doing, he took an overwatch position and surveyed the surrounding country, looking for signs of other people. Snipe explored the landscape, examining some stubby bushes and clumps of tough grass. She moved away and disappeared behind some boulders. There was surprised shout. Phillip trotted toward her, cranking his head around looking for trouble as he called, “Mah Yesh?” 

Snipe reassured him, “Col Tov. Col Tov.” Neither noticed that she had dropped into the Nancy Merc Battle Language. “Look at the beautiful flower.” Snipe pointed to a knee-high plant sprouting from a sand-filled crevice.

“It’s a Bird of Paradise,” said Phillip, gazing at the long, pointed leaves protecting bright orange petals which enclosed a central flower. “You’re incredibly lucky to see it; they only flower once every seven years, and the blossom never lasts more than two or three days.”

“The purple centre looks so fragile. Where do they get water?”

“The outer leaves with a fold in the middle catch moisture from the onshore breezes or from the morning mist.” Phillip ran a finger over Snipe’s dry shoulder and fished a water bottle out of his bag. Next, he brought out a large piece of soft mesh material and shook it free. “Here, put this on the top of that ledge and weigh it down with rocks.” He pulled out a couple of collapsible rods to hold up the corners of the cloth, then tossed some self-inflating cushions onto the ground and sat on one, careful not to lean back against the blistering heat of the rock behind him.

Snipe walked around the flower, admiring it from all angles. Returning to the shade, she looked at the food Phillip had laid out and asked, “Is that a real apple?”

“Yeah, amazing eh?” said Phillip as he passed her a slice. “If you ever hear people talking about ‘birds,’ go into evade and escape mode. ‘Birds’ is the Sanders’ universal panic code.” Phillip opened his mouth and closed it again, then looked down at the apple core in his hands.

“Now tell me what you really wanted to say,” prompted Snipe.

“Just so you know, mmm, Tourers, men, might uh—”

“Offer to pay me for sex?”

“It’s not really like that. It’s
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