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Chapter 1

The Coalition requisition crew arrived on a Tuesday morning in the dry season, which on Tavo meant the creek bed behind the Vasco claim had been dust for six weeks and the water allotment meter on the eastern wall was reading thirty percent below the agreed minimum for the third month straight.

Kade was on the roof when they came, clearing grit from the solar panels with a stiff brush and watching the crawler raise its rooster tail of red dust along the access track. The morning was already hot, the kind of dry-iron heat that came up off Tavo's flats with no warning and no apology, and the panels were warm enough under his palms that he worked quickly, strip by methodical strip. He counted the vehicles out of habit: one flatbed with mining survey gear racked along the sides, one administrative crawler with the pale-blue Coalition stripe running its full length, and two escort drones riding low and parallel, their optical clusters swiveling with the idle attention of something that was never quite asleep.

He came down from the roof before they stopped.

His mother was already at the gate by the time he crossed the yard, wiping her hands on the rag she kept tucked in her belt, the one that had been yellow once and that fifteen years of Tavo sun had faded to the same rust color as everything else on this claim. His uncle Pav was a few steps behind her, slower at sixty-two and smarter about how he spent his speed. Kade positioned himself at his mother's shoulder and tried to look older than nineteen.

The man who climbed out of the administrative crawler was soft in the way that people got when they hadn't missed a meal in a decade, with a Coalition civil-service pin on his collar and a tablet already open in his hands. He had the expression of someone who had delivered bad news so many times that it had stopped being bad news and started being just news.

"Sena Vasco?" He glanced between them.

"That's me," Kade's mother said.

"Coalition Infrastructure Authority, Grid Development. We're here regarding the Tavo-Seven relay station site survey." He turned the tablet so she could see the header. "I've got a requisition order covering the water allotment attached to this claim. Parcels forty-four through forty-seven on the Volk register."

The rag stopped moving in her hands.

"Those are our parcels," Pav said, from behind her. "That's our water draw. We've held those since Kade's grandfather filed the original claim."

The civil-service man nodded in a way that did not change his expression at all. "Yes, sir. The order acknowledges prior claim. You'll receive compensation per the standard emergency-appropriation schedule." He swiped the tablet. "The relay station footprint requires rerouting the draw pipe network along this corridor. It's a logistics requirement. The structure needs cooling water."

"A relay station," Kade's mother said. The two words came out very flat.

"Line Corps communications infrastructure. The project is operating under wartime urgency provisions."

Kade looked past the man at the survey crew already unloading stakes from the flatbed. Two of them walked the fence line without asking, pointing and taking measurements, moving through the property like people who had already decided it was theirs. One pulled a ranging rod from his kit and planted it in the soil beside the water pipe housing, the motion a man uses when posting a claim marker.

"We have a winter crop in," his mother said. "We have twenty hectares of dust-grain that doesn't grow without that water."

"The compensation schedule accounts for crop losses under the emergency provision." The tablet came forward again. "I'll need your signature acknowledging receipt of the order, ma'am. That triggers your first compensation payment."

"What if I don't sign?"

The man's expression did shift then, just slightly: not cruel, not sympathetic either. Simply familiar with the question and its answer. "The order is already in effect. The signature just lets us process your compensation. Without it you'd need to file an administrative appeal, which I can give you the form for, but the appeal timeline runs twelve to eighteen months and the project breaks ground next week."

She held his gaze for a moment. Her shoulders stayed level, her chin up. She had held herself the same way at his father's memorial, that refusal to bend where anyone was watching.

Then she took the tablet and signed.

Kade stood in the yard and watched them go. The drones lifted last, rising with the self-important silence of machines that weren't needed here but could be. The flatbed turned at the road marker and headed north toward the ridge where the relay station would go.

His uncle said nothing. His mother went inside.

Kade stood there until the dust settled.

*  *  *

He spent the afternoon on the eastern fields, checking the dust-grain by hand the way his grandfather had taught him. The stalks were thin this year, thinner than last year, which had also been thin. The ground between the rows was cracked in hexagons of pale red clay, contracted by the heat until the surface looked less like farmland and more like something abandoned a long time ago. Tavo's soil gave you exactly as much as you put into it and then slightly less, a slow negotiation that wore people down across generations. His grandfather had put in thirty years and turned scraped rock and compacted mineral waste into something that almost qualified as farmland. His mother had put in fifteen more.

The relay station would need about a third of the water draw to run its cooling systems. He had worked that out from the requisition order's footnotes, standing in the yard while his mother was signing, reading fast and keeping his face neutral. A third of the water meant a third of the viable field, which meant they couldn't cover the lease costs on the equipment, which meant they would sell the equipment or let the claim lapse, and either way the land was gone inside three years. The Coalition had just bought itself three years of not thinking about it.

He was still in the fields when the sound reached him.

It was the wrong kind of sound. Low and concussive, felt more than heard, the kind Kade associated with the deep-bore charges the mining outfits ran on the far side of the ridge. But those were scheduled and announced, and this was neither. This had no buildup and no warning, just the pressure arriving through the soles of his boots all at once, a fact before it was a sound.

He stood up and looked east.

The smoke column rose from the Deren Valley, maybe eight kilometers as the crow flew. It was black at the base and gray-brown above, the kind of smoke that came from something structural, something that was going to keep burning because the thing feeding it had been designed to last. A second column climbed into the sky, thinner, farther north. Then a third.

He had never seen a Thresher strike. He had heard them described, and he had watched the Coalition news feeds with their careful camera angles and their confident voices explaining the containment of the threat, the efficacy of the response, the progress of the campaign. Nothing in the feeds had the weight of that smoke, its color, the spread of it because no one over there had anything large enough to stop it.

The alarm system in Deren Valley went off about thirty seconds later, which told him the strike was already done and what was left was just the fire. Alarms on Tavo did not warn you. They told you what had already happened.

He walked back to the house. His mother was on the porch, watching the smoke. She had her hand over her mouth. Not crying. Just watching.

"Deren had a hundred and forty people," she said, without looking at him.

"I know."

They stood there together until the light changed and the smoke was orange in a darkening sky, and then she went in to make dinner because what else was there to do. He heard her at the range, the ordinary sounds of it, and he stayed on the porch a few minutes longer, watching the columns thin at their tops where the upper wind caught them.

*  *  *

He didn't sleep. He lay in the narrow bunk that had been his since childhood, in the room that still had the mineral charts his grandfather had tacked to the walls, their corners gone soft and brown with age. He ran the numbers again the way he kept running them. Without the water allotment, the claim lasted three years. With the water allotment, the claim lasted maybe five, because Tavo's water table was dropping regardless. His mother was fifty-three. Pav was sixty-two. Neither of them would be able to work the claim past sixty-five on Tavo's particular combination of thin atmosphere and hard labor. On a world with more oxygen and less gravity you could push to seventy. On Tavo you couldn't.

The relay station the Coalition was building would probably not stop what had happened in the Deren Valley. It might delay it somewhere else. It might not.

He was not a political person. He had not enlisted before because he did not think of himself as the kind of person who enlisted, a vague feeling rather than a reasoned position. His mother had never encouraged it. His uncle Pav, who had done two years in the merchant fleet before his knee gave out, had never encouraged it. The war was something that happened to people in the news feeds, in places with unfamiliar names.

The Deren Valley was six kilometers from the eastern fence line.

Kade sat up. His uncle kept the enlistment terminal in the administrative drawer, the one with the Coalition directory tiles and the insurance forms and the original land claim documents going back four generations. He knew it was there because he'd seen Pav use it to file the water allotment registration when Kade was twelve.

He got the terminal from the drawer and sat at the kitchen table. The light over the range was the only one on, orange and low. Outside, the smoke was gone from the sky, replaced by Tavo's ordinary dark: no moon, close stars, the distant prick of the orbital platform's running lights doing their slow transit across the black. The house was quiet in the way houses go quiet after everyone inside them has gone to bed carrying something they didn't say at dinner.

The enlistment portal for the Line Corps was three screens deep, past a Coalition general services home page and a military recruitment gateway that had stock footage of armored soldiers moving in tight formation across terrain that looked nothing like Tavo. He didn't watch the footage. He clicked through to the form.

Name. Age. Colony of residence. Physical history, which he filled out honestly: one broken wrist at fourteen, reset and healed, one case of dust-lung at sixteen, treated and cleared, no cardiac issues, no neural flags. Education. Work history. Next of kin.

He sat with the cursor blinking in the "reason for enlistment" field for a long time. Long enough that the terminal dimmed its screen once and he had to tap it back awake.

He typed: _Deployment opportunity and colony service._ Which meant nothing and was true the way things were true when you didn't want to say the actual thing. The actual thing was closer to: the land is ending, the valley is burning, and staying here has stopped meaning the same thing it used to mean.

He submitted the form at two in the morning, Tavo local time. The confirmation screen came back with a report date for Ostren in twelve days.

He sat at the table for a few minutes longer, listening to the house settle in the cold. He was nineteen and he had just signed away his next four years, possibly more, and he felt nothing except a faint, concrete relief that a decision had been made, that the numbers he'd been running had been replaced by a different set of numbers, a different set of problems.

He put the terminal back in the drawer. He went to bed.

In the morning, his mother looked at the confirmation on the household account and did not say anything for a long time. Then she said: "At least they'll feed you regularly."

He thought that was as close to a blessing as he was going to get.

*  *  *

The twelve days were ordinary days, which was the strange part. He worked the fields. He helped Pav seal the north-wall insulation before the cold season. Pav said nothing about the enlistment except to ask, once, whether Kade had read the whole form before he signed it, and when Kade said yes, Pav nodded and went back to mixing the sealant compound without comment. The Coalition survey crew came back twice to take more measurements near the ridge, and Kade watched them with the same detachment he'd have given a weather system: something moving through that would leave changes in its wake, already past the point where he could alter its course.

On the fourth day, someone from Deren Valley came by looking for shelter: a woman named Calla and her two sons, eight and ten, who had lost their claim in the strike. They had walked most of it. Kade's mother put them in the storage room off the kitchen and didn't discuss it as anything other than the obvious thing to do. She gave the younger boy the extra blanket from Kade's closet shelf without asking Kade whether he still wanted it.

On the eighth day, the Coalition feeds ran a segment about the Deren strike, which they described as a localized Thresher incursion that had been repelled at the perimeter. They showed footage of armored Line Corps units advancing through terrain that was not the Deren Valley. They showed a spokesperson in a clean room in a building that was not on Tavo.

Kade watched it with his uncle, who turned the feed off halfway through and said, simply, "That's not what I heard from the folk in Deren."

"No," Kade said.

On the twelfth day, he packed what the Line Corps allowed: one bag, thirty kilograms, no claim documents, no equipment. His mother walked him to the transit station. She embraced him once, tight and brief, and then stepped back and put her hands in her pockets. Her eyes were dry. She was not a woman who performed grief in public, or anywhere much that Kade could see.

"You write when you can," she said.

"I will."

"Don't volunteer for things just because you think you have to."

He nodded. The transit crawler was boarding.

"Kade." She waited until he looked at her. "The water allotment was already going. We knew it two years ago. You know that."

He didn't answer. He wasn't sure which of them she was trying to convince.

The transit crawler sealed its door and pulled away from the station. Through the scratched port window, he watched Tavo's rust-colored flatlands fall behind: the ridge, the relay station survey markers in their orange rows, the distant smudge of the Deren Valley still dark where the fires had scorched the rock. The survey markers were the last things he could make out, neat and regular as stitches in the ground, marking off what was no longer theirs.

He turned away from the window and looked at his hands instead, steadier than he'd expected.

He had twelve days of transit to figure out what came next.
Chapter 2

Ostren was the kind of moon that made you feel like the planet it orbited was doing it a favor. From the transit window it was brown-gray with cloud cover that hung like dirty insulation, broken only where the industrial corridors of the garrison towns cut straight lines across the flatlands. No mountains. No obvious character. Just the settled certainty of a place that had been made into what someone needed it to be and had no opinion about the matter.

Kade pressed two fingers to the cold porthole and watched the cloud layer thicken around their descent. He'd had about ten hours of sleep on the orbital platform, broken into pieces, and his body had the hollowness of someone who had eaten on schedule rather than appetite. He was nineteen and had been off Tavo twelve days. Not enough time to have processed anything.

The Line Corps shuttle from the orbital platform held forty-eight recruits from six different colony postings, and in the time it took to drop through Ostren's atmosphere, Kade had exchanged about fifteen words with the people around him. The man on his left had the posture of someone who had slept on bad bunks before and formed opinions about them. The woman across the aisle was reading something on a personal slate with the fixed attention of someone who was not actually reading it. Everyone was doing the same thing Kade was doing: running the math on what they'd signed up for, in a context where the math was starting to feel real.

The shuttle shuddered through a thermal layer and the lights flickered and someone two rows back made a sound that was supposed to be a laugh. Nobody joined in.

Camp Volk was thirty kilometers from the nearest garrison town, which Kade figured was deliberate. You couldn't walk to town in the evenings, and there was nothing close enough to want instead. From the landing pad it looked like every training facility he'd ever seen pictures of: a place designed by people who believed comfort was something you could only earn once you no longer needed it. Low prefab structures arranged in grids. Gravel paths worn to ruts. A perimeter fence that served less to keep anything out than to mark the boundary between the world and what the Line Corps was making inside it.

The welcome was brief. A corporal with a data-slate walked them from the landing pad to the assembly area, a flattened expanse of gravel and cold light where a hundred and twelve recruits were already standing in uneven rows when the shuttle contingent arrived. Kade found a place and stood in it. The morning was gray and about eight degrees colder than Tavo's winter, and the compound smelled of processed air and motor oil and the damp that meant the exercise corridors had been recently disturbed. He pulled the collar of his issue jacket tighter and said nothing, because no one around him was saying anything and it seemed like the right read.

Nobody spoke for about four minutes.

Then Staff Sergeant Brandt walked out.

He was not what Kade had expected, which said more about Kade's expectations than about Brandt. Medium height, lean, somewhere in his late thirties, with a face that recorded what happened to it without apologizing for the record. A jaw that looked set the same way every morning for twenty years. Hands that rested at his sides with a stillness that was managed potential more than rest. He walked like someone who knew exactly how much energy each step cost and had no interest in spending more. He stopped in front of the assembled recruits and looked at them a long moment, the way a mechanic looks at equipment that has been described as functional.

"Good morning." His voice was not loud. He didn't need it loud; the quiet he carried made people listen. "My name is Staff Sergeant Brandt. I am not here to welcome you to the Line Corps. The Line Corps doesn't need you to feel welcomed. It needs you to function under conditions that will try to make functioning impossible."

He paused. The cold air moved between them. Kade became aware of the sound of his own breathing.

"Most of you are going to be disappointed by that sentence, because you came here with an idea of what this was. I don't know where you got that idea. I don't particularly care. What I care about is whether any of you can do anything useful when you're frightened and exhausted and the person next to you needs you to be competent."

He scanned the rows. Kade had the brief, irrational sensation of being individually identified, his name read off something not visible. He didn't look away.

"This morning we're going to do a simple exercise. You're going to carry a weight across a course. You're going to do it as a unit. If you can't manage that, I'll know what I'm working with."

He stepped aside, and two NCOs Kade hadn't noticed brought out the dummy.

It was the size of a full-grown man in kit, stuffed firm and ballasted with what felt, when Kade's turn came to grip it, like lead shot run through the limbs and torso. Deliberately uneven, so the weight shifted with the carry angle and punished groups who didn't level their grip. It had a harness with four handles, two on the chest and two at the hips, enough to let four people carry it in a proper litter carry if they organized, or five fumble it in a crowd carry if they didn't. It had a face painted on it, not a joking face, not a cartoonish one. Just two eyes and a straight line for a mouth, enough to make it a person rather than a bag. Kade registered that and did not examine it.

The course was four hundred meters through a drainage channel that had been deliberately flooded the night before, then up a twelve-degree slope of bare clay, then over two low barriers made of railed timber, then across a hundred-meter flat to a stake in the ground that meant done. The recruits were to carry the dummy the full distance without dropping it, without setting it down, without switching out more than twice.

Brandt gave them sixty seconds to organize.

They spent most of those sixty seconds staring at each other. A woman with a logistics contractor's patch on her civvie jacket tried to get the group into a carrying order, which took forty seconds and left everyone less certain than before. Kade grabbed one of the chest handles without asking, because the dummy was going to fall if nobody organized the front two positions, and someone else, a man from the shuttle whose name he didn't know, took the other and at least had the instinct to square his feet correctly.

"Move," Brandt said.

They moved.

The first hundred meters were bad but manageable. The drainage channel was thigh-deep in cold water with a bottom that sucked at boots and redistributed weight in ways that made the carrying positions wrong every third step. The cold hit through the issue trousers immediately and worked up, a shock and then a steady leaching. The dummy wanted to slide, wanted to rotate, and everyone holding it wanted to adjust and everyone adjusting fought everyone else adjusting. Kade gripped his handle until the edge cut into his palm and focused on keeping the front end level because the two people at the hip handles were overcompensating on the tilt, pushing up when they should have pushed forward.

At the hundred-and-fifty-meter mark, a man somewhere in the middle of the group said "I can't," in a conversational tone, and let go of the dummy and stepped back. The dummy lurched. Kade braced hard, shoulder wrenching, feet finding purchase in the mud below the surface water. The man stood in the drainage channel with his hands loose at his sides and watched them, and Brandt said nothing because there was nothing to say. They carried on.

The slope was worse. Twelve degrees sounds modest until you're pulling your boots out of sucking clay with every step and the thing you're carrying weighs as much as a person and is getting heavier because your arms have been under load for six minutes and mud weighs more than it used to, and the incline means the hip carriers have to push up harder and the chest carriers have to resist the weight shifting back into them. Kade's left shoulder had gone wrong somewhere in the channel, a grinding sensation when he adjusted his grip that told him he was going to feel this tomorrow and possibly the day after. He did not change his grip.

At the foot of the first barrier, a woman near the back said she needed to set the dummy down. Two people around her agreed. Brandt walked alongside the group at a pace that kept him always visible without ever appearing attached to their progress, his hands still at his sides, nothing in his face invested in the outcome.

"Set it down and you start over," he said.

They didn't set it down. The attempt to negotiate the dummy over the barrier lip cost them something anyway. The dummy's painted face hit the top rail as they pivoted it over and the whole group lurched and for a moment Kade thought they were going to lose it entirely, the weight swinging wide, and then somehow they didn't, and the two people who had been arguing about setting it down were quiet after that. Quiet in the specific way that meant they had spent the question and were running on something else now.

Second barrier. The flat.

Kade's hands were past the point where grip was a conscious decision. His fingers had formed to the handle shape and he was running on mechanics rather than intent, which was either efficient or a sign he was about to fail. His wet trousers had chafed to rawness at the inner knee and he could feel the cold in his feet in the way that meant he'd stopped feeling it a few minutes ago. The recruit carrying the left hip handle had started breathing in a way that meant he was not going to make it to the end, the cadence of someone trying to manage a problem that was past managing. Kade angled the carry slightly to compensate before he'd decided to do it.

The second person to drop out went on the flat, at the sixty-meter mark. She let go of the handle, stepped off the line, sat down in the mud with her elbows on her knees, and that was that. Nobody said anything. Nobody had breath to spare.

Kade was watching the finish stake when the weight shifted wrong.

The man on his right at the chest handle stumbled, nothing dramatic, just a boot catching uneven ground where the flat wasn't as flat as it looked, and the dummy swung outward and Kade overcorrected and his left foot went into a depression that wasn't supposed to be there. He felt himself going. He fought it for half a second, tightening every muscle he had in an attempt to be bigger than the physics, and then he was down on one knee with the dummy coming with him and his hands were still on the handle but the dummy hit the ground because there was no other option.

The group ground to a halt.

Brandt said: "Set it down. Return to start."

The third person to drop out did so right there, walking off to the side without explanation, and Kade understood it completely. He got back to his feet. His knee was bleeding through the uniform fabric, a slow dark spreading. He bent and took his grip on the handle again and his shoulder gave that same grinding signal and he catalogued it and set it aside.

"Return to start," Brandt said again, and his voice was not unkind and it was not kind either. It was precise.

They ran the course again.

And again.

Two more people quit between the second and third runs. The ones who stayed were not the strongest or the fastest. Kade couldn't identify the pattern. Not toughness exactly, not willingness to suffer. Something closer to an inability to let the dropping of the dummy be the last thing you said about yourself, which was its own kind of limitation, possibly, but it was the one that kept you in the drainage channel.

He ran the second and third courses in a state of reduced cognition where the handle was everything and the finish stake was everything and everything else had fallen to the outer edge of his attention. On the third run somebody had the instinct to call a step count and people followed it, and the dummy did not drop. Kade noted that without deciding to note it. His body was running and the part of his mind that was still active was watching the person carrying the left hip handle to see if the breathing was going wrong again.

He did not drop the dummy on the second or third run.

He also did not undo the first.

*  *  *

When the exercise ended and Brandt counted them out and dismissed the group to the medical station, he did not address what Kade had done specifically. He addressed only what he intended to do with what he'd learned, which was apparently to continue as if the morning had been informational rather than evaluative. He looked at them all with the same mechanic's attention he'd started with, noted something on his data-slate, and dismissed them with two words.

Kade sat on a bench in the medical tent with his knee cleaned and dressed and his hands wrapped in a warming cloth, and he went over the drop frame by frame the way he had always gone over the things he failed at. The depression in the flat. The man on his right stumbling. The overcorrection. Each element laid out in sequence, examined for the intervention point.

He could identify every part of it. He could not find the point where he could have saved it. The variables had compounded faster than his reaction time and the dummy had hit the ground and that was what had happened.

That was the part that stayed with him: not the failure but that he'd seen it coming and not been able to stop it, and the understanding, sitting cold in the medical tent while Ostren's gray light came through the flap, that there were going to be more moments like that. The uniform did not prevent them. The training would not prevent them. You would see the thing coming and not be fast enough and it would happen anyway, and the question Brandt was apparently asking was not whether that would happen but what you did with yourself after.

Three bunks down, a man was saying to nobody in particular that the exercise was designed to be impossible and that failing a designed-to-be-impossible exercise was meaningless.

Kade didn't say anything. He thought the man was probably not wrong about the design. He also thought the man was going to tell himself that story every time it mattered, until the story was a way of not learning anything.

He didn't say that either. He rewrapped his hands in the warming cloth, waited until the feeling came back to his feet, most of it unpleasant, and went to find his bunk assignment.
Chapter 3

The bunk room held twelve, which meant six bunks in two rows and a footlocker at the base of each, the lockers bolted to the floor in the way that communicated they would outlast the recruits assigned to them. The ceiling was bare concrete. The lighting was a strip of fluorescents running the length of the room with one bulb slightly off from the others, flickering at a frequency just below the threshold where you could tune it out entirely. The room smelled of cleaning compound and the damp-concrete smell of a building constructed cheaply in a climate that didn't suit it, overlaid with something that would take Kade another week to identify as the accumulated sweat of every recruit class that had slept in the same eight hundred square feet before them.

He found the room from the number on his assignment card, checked it twice because the corridor numbering in the barracks block made no intuitive sense, and walked in to find a man already sitting on the lower-left bunk with his bag open on his lap.

The man looked up. He had broad shoulders and a farmer's hands, thick across the knuckles and weathered in a way that said soil work rather than machines, and the kind of settled face that meant either he was very calm by nature or he had already decided not to let the day affect him. Hard to tell which from the outside. He put out his hand.

"Tam Okoro. Came in from Pellin Station."

Kade shook it. "Kade Vasco. Tavo."

"Mining colony, Tavo?"

"Agricultural, mostly. Mining secondarily." He set his bag on the upper bunk across the room and started unpacking into the footlocker. His shoulder pulled on the left when he lifted, a reminder he didn't need: the mud course was still in him, the exact point where the dummy's weight had ground down on the joint on the clay slope and he'd compensated wrong and it hadn't been enough. The bruising had gone deep and the movement was manageable and he meant to keep it manageable without a medic, because a medic meant flagging it and flagging it meant the record showed it, and right now the record was the only thing between him and something he wasn't ready to name.

"Pellin's agricultural too," Okoro said. He went back to his own bag, unpacking with the same unhurried organization he appeared to apply to everything, each item going to a specific place for a specific reason. "Grain and protein crop, mainly. My family runs a forty-hectare cooperative. Seven families, shared equipment lease." He said it in the tone of someone giving a precise inventory: not proud, not embarrassed, just accurate. "I'm sending back what I can from the Line Corps pay. It's better money than seasonal work and at least theoretically more structured."

Kade looked at him. "You're here for the money."

"I'm here for the regular money," Okoro said, with a distinction that seemed to matter to him. "And because my cousin talked me into it, and my cousin is usually right about things, which I've found annoying." He pulled a photograph from his bag, creased at one corner, and put it on the shelf above his bunk without ceremony, the way a man puts a photograph on a shelf because it belongs somewhere rather than because he is making a statement. Kade caught a glimpse: a group of people outside a low building, the sky above them wide and pale, everyone squinting into the same light. "You?"

"I'm here because there wasn't much point in being somewhere else."

Okoro considered that for a moment, with the same even attention he seemed to give everything. "That's honest."

He picked up a piece of paper from his bag and uncapped a pen and started writing. Not a letter from home. A letter home. Kade noted the distinction and went back to his kit, running a one-handed check with the good arm while his left shoulder carried the minimum it had to.

The third man came in about twenty minutes later, while Kade was testing the tension release on his primary buckle system and Okoro was on his second page. Kade heard him before he saw him: boots with a deliberate cadence, the stride of someone who knew he was being observed and had decided not to adjust for it either way. He was Kade's age or close to it, and he carried himself like someone who had grown up being told he was going to do something important. Not arrogant. More like someone who had internalized an expectation and was still working out what to do with the weight of it.

He had good kit, better than issue: the connective hardware on his pack frame was Line Corps-commissioned rather than recruit-standard, the kind that came from going to a quartermaster with specific knowledge of what to request. The stitching on his field bag was tight and even. The bag had been packed before, and packed correctly, and the person who taught him had known why the order mattered.

He looked at the remaining bunks, selected the lower right with a single even assessment, and set his bag on it.

"Colm Trask," he said, without offering a hand.

Okoro introduced himself from behind his letter, not looking up, the easy introduction of a man who had already done this once today and knew how it went. Kade gave his name without elaboration.

Trask's eyes moved around the room, cataloguing, the same inventory read Kade used when he first walked into any space, but steadier and more practiced. They landed on Kade's footlocker and stayed a beat. "Tavo," he said, reading the colony stamp.

"That's right."

"Mining or agricultural?"

"Agricultural. Mining secondary."

Trask nodded and began unpacking. The system was efficient and had an order to it that predated today, an arrangement built by muscle memory rather than improvisation. He had done this before, or been shown by someone who had done it in conditions that made the order matter.

"Your father's name is on the Volk memorial block," Okoro said, without looking up from his letter. Not a question.

A pause that lasted exactly as long as it needed to. "That's right."

"Sergeant First Class Trask. Third Platoon, forty-seven campaign." Okoro looked up then, briefly, the acknowledgment of a fact that deserved acknowledging before returning to the letter. "My uncle did the same rotation. He said your father was a good man."

"He was." Even and offered nothing further. Trask returned to his unpacking and Okoro returned to his letter and the room held a specific kind of quiet that Kade had learned on Tavo to recognize: people in proximity deciding, without discussing it, not to crowd each other.

He finished his kit check. The shoulder was manageable. He put the question of it away.

*  *  *

The first week at Camp Volk ran on a schedule that left six hours of sleep and no unstructured time Kade could identify. Brandt had the platoon on PT at oh-five-hundred every morning, a circuit that did not change from day to day but found new ways to be unpleasant depending on the weather, which on Ostren meant cold and wet more often than not. The circuit seemed calibrated to find whatever weakness each person had brought from home and expose it to the group in the most informative way possible.

For Kade, the weakness was the shoulder. The circuit found it every time, the specific exercises that loaded the joint from angles the mud course hadn't finished with. He worked around it. The workaround cost him half a second here, a repetition there, and he filed each deficit the way he used to file water-yield numbers back on Tavo: accurately, without sentiment.

The cold was a separate problem. Tavo ran warm and dry and the winter on Ostren had a wet quality that got into the kit seams and through the recruit-issue base layer in ways that required a kind of internal management, a compartmentalizing that walled the body's accounting problem off from the task in front of it. He got better at it across the week. By the fourth day he could run the PT circuit with ice in his boot treads and keep most of his attention on the movement rather than the temperature. He didn't know if that was something you could practice or something that just happened to you, but the result was the same either way.

The fourth day also brought the first kit assembly exercise: strip, inspect, reassemble under time pressure and NCO noise. Not mechanically complicated. Designed to check whether pressure degraded the sequencing, whether the hands stopped listening to the brain when someone was shouting and the clock was running. For about a third of the recruits it did.

The spring-tension couplings on the primary harness were the usual failure point, a component with four orientations of which three appeared correct and only one actually was, the difference between them a matter of millimeters and the right tactile feedback from the locking mechanism. Kade stripped and reassembled in order, fast and clean, the kind of speed that lives in the hands rather than the head. He had been doing something similar on farm equipment since he was twelve: different mechanisms, same underlying requirement. Know what you're touching well enough that you don't have to think about it, because when you need it you'll be thinking about something else.

At the next station, a recruit named Mendez got the coupling wrong. Not wrong in an obvious way: wrong in the way that looked right, the second-most-common orientation seated and locked but not correctly indexed. Kade saw it on the second repetition. He saw it again on the third.

He said nothing. Not his station. Mendez's NCO was standing six feet away.

He noticed Trask watching him from across the room.

After the exercise, in the corridor outside, Trask fell in beside him without appearing to decide to. The corridor was long and concrete and smelled of the same cleaning compound as the bunk room, the overhead lights buzzing faintly on a voltage they weren't quite suited to. "You saw Mendez had the coupling wrong."

"Yes."

"You didn't say anything."

"Not my station."

Trask matched his pace. "In a field situation, Mendez's coupling fails and you're the closest one, that's a problem."

"Sure. Field situation. Not a training room with his NCO standing six feet away."

"The NCO didn't catch it either."

"I noticed. His problem to solve."

Trask was quiet for two paces. Not thinking about whether to continue, Kade read, but about how. "You're from Tavo. You worked your family's claim on your own."

"My family's claim, so yes."

"And you're planning to run your kit that way here. Manage what's in your reach and let the adjacent stations sort themselves out."

The flatness that came over Kade was the sensation of being argued with by someone who had a point and had framed it in the most inconvenient way available. "I'm not planning anything. I'm doing what makes sense for where I am."

"Doing what makes sense for where you are is what gets people killed in combined operations." No raised voice. The distance from the rest of the platoon gave them a corridor of privacy, not comfortable but sufficient for plainness. "My father spent fifteen years in the Line Corps. I asked him about it often, at different ages. The answer changed in the specifics but not in the substance. He said the biggest threat wasn't the enemy or the terrain. It was the person next to you who was very competent at his own task and had decided that was sufficient."

The words had been said before. Carried rather than rehearsed. The way you carry something someone told you that turned out to be true and that you've tested against enough situations to know the weight of it.

"Your father," Kade said, "didn't buy you any slack with Brandt today."

It came out wrong, and he knew it in the moment, not afterward: the sharpest tool he had, used to deflect instead of answer. Trask's expression didn't change much. A fraction of formality settled over it, inward-moving, the way a window closes.

"No," Trask said. "He didn't."

He held Kade's gaze for one more second, then peeled off toward the next junction, his stride the same deliberate cadence as when he'd walked into the room the night before.

Kade stopped walking. The corridor ran empty around him, just the buzzing lights and the faint sound of boots elsewhere in the block.

He ran the exchange back once, not looking for the tactical error but the other kind. The coupling had been wrong, the NCO had missed it, he had calculated that it was not his lane to speak, and the calculation was defensible by every procedure he'd been given. It had also been exactly what Trask said it was: a man managing his own station and calling that sufficient.

He had been doing that most of his life. Tavo taught it. A forty-hectare allotment teaches you that there is more work than hands to do it, and the work within your reach is the work you are responsible for. The eastern fields were not the barracks block at Camp Volk. He understood the distinction, in a general way. He did not yet know what to do with the specifics of it.

He went to the next block on the schedule.

*  *  *

That evening, Okoro put down his letter-writing and said, without preamble: "You and Trask are going to have the same argument about four more times before one of you gets tired of it."

Kade was on his bunk running another kit check because the motion occupied his hands and freed up a certain quality of thinking. "Probably," he said.

"In my experience, those arguments either go on until somebody leaves or they stop because you've both said everything and found out you agree on most of it." Okoro picked up his letter again. "Usually the second one, if you're not idiots."

"Useful wisdom."

"I am a useful person," Okoro said, without any vanity in it. "Ask my cousin."

The photograph above his bunk caught the fluorescent light at an angle that made the pale sky in it look almost warm. Seven people outside a low building, everyone squinting into the same flat colonial light. A cooperative with seven families, shared equipment, forty hectares of grain and protein crop, and one person who had come to the Line Corps for the regular money and the structure and not complicated it with anything further. Kade found that clarity almost enviable.

He lay back and looked at the ceiling. Through the wall: laughter somewhere down the corridor, the low complaint of someone about the food, the ordinary noise of people learning proximity. The off-frequency fluorescent was in here too, further down the row, its barely-not-tunable rhythm present at the edge of everything.

He thought about Brandt. Brandt would be at the other end of the barracks block, or wherever Staff Sergeants went at night. Kade had an image of him at a table with a report and handwriting that matched his voice: direct, nothing decorative, exactly as much as the space required. He didn't know if that was accurate. He knew what the morning had shown him, which was that Brandt wasn't performing the function of a training NCO. He was the function. Kade hadn't had words for the distinction before tonight, and now he did, and it changed everything Brandt had said and not said.

He had failed the mud course. Not quit: the three who quit were a different number and a different category. He had failed. The shoulder had given him the distance it would give him and he had reached the end of it. The distinction between failing and quitting didn't make him feel better, but it was accurate, and accuracy was the thing you could work with. Sentiment got in the way of working.

He turned the coupling question over one more time. Not to solve it: to put it in the file that said things requiring more data before a conclusion was possible. Trask's father had fifteen years in the Line Corps. Trask had grown up inside an understanding of combined operations that Kade had come to Camp Volk entirely without, and the gap between those two starting points was real. The coupling being wrong was data. Kade saying nothing was data. What the sum meant about working alongside the people in the adjacent stations, day after day, in conditions that had not arrived yet but were coming, was not a question one week gave him the materials to answer.

He set his wake for four-thirty and closed his eyes.

Down the row, Trask's light was off. His breathing was steady and even, the breathing of a man who had filed his day and let it go. Kade wondered what that felt like.

Brandt's voice came through the barracks speaker at oh-four-fifty-five, ten minutes ahead of schedule, and the day decided the question for him.
Chapter 4

The armorer's bay smelled like machine oil and burnt polymer, and the smell hit Kade before the doors finished cycling open. Denser and harsher than the equipment bays he'd grown up near on Tavo, where everything smelled of ore-dust and clay underneath whatever else was going on. This place had no earth in it. Just synthesis and heat-work and the chemical signature of materials engineered to absorb punishment and keep functioning. Kade had worked around heavy equipment since he was twelve. Some machines were tools and some machines were something you had a relationship with. He was already revising his category for the Mark-7s before he cleared the threshold.

The bay ran the length of half a football field, suits racked on the walls in rows so even they looked bolted there by habit. The overhead lighting was the flat, unflattering kind that showed everything. It showed the repair patches on two of the chest plates, the carbon scoring on a third, the faint discoloration along the left shin of one suit where heat-stress had worked at the composite over time. Kade looked at the scoring and the patches and filed what they meant.

He'd seen Line Corps armor before, in Coalition recruitment materials and the occasional news broadcast, always shot at angles that made the troopers look more than human. In the flesh, the Mark-7s looked less like a soldier's second skin and more like something a soldier could get buried in.

"Don't touch them yet," Brandt said from somewhere behind the line. He moved at a pace that suggested he had all the time in the world, which meant he had none. "You're here to look. In my experience, recruits who can't look without touching can't wear without breaking. So look. Tell me what you see."

Silence. Kade studied the nearest suit. The chest plate was thicker than his forearm was long. The joints were sealed with articulated shielding that could probably be breached with the right tool at the right angle, but not by accident, not by anything that didn't know exactly what it was doing. The helmet sat on a separate stand with the visor down, and it gave nothing back when he looked at it. On Tavo, the heavy excavator rigs had the same quality: size that didn't brag.

"Armor," Trask said from two places down the line.

"That's a description, not an observation." Brandt stopped. "Vasco."

"The joints are the weak points," Kade said. "Everything else is built to protect them."

"Wrong. The joints are the most obvious weak points. There's a difference." Brandt walked to the nearest suit and tapped the chest plate with two knuckles. The sound it made was dense and flat, the sound of something that had already decided it wasn't going to move. "You know what the actual weak point is?"

No one answered.

"The person inside." He let that sit. "The Mark-7 is rated to stop a direct coilgun round at two hundred meters and protect the wearer against overpressure from any standard-yield munition that doesn't land in their lap. It will keep you alive through things that would kill you six times over in fatigues. That is true. I need you to hear it so that when I tell you the next part, you understand I am not being dramatic." He looked down the line. "The suit will also allow you to walk on a fractured femur. It will allow you to continue a patrol with two broken ribs. It will allow you to operate with internal hemorrhaging you will not be aware of because the pressure seal is doing your circulatory work for you. And you will not know any of those things are happening, because the suit will not tell you. It is not a doctor. It is a machine. And machines do not care if you die inside them, as long as they can keep moving."

Kade looked again at the carbon scoring on the third suit and thought about what kind of fire left that mark, and what the person inside had been doing while it happened.

*  *  *

They broke into pairs for fitment, and that was where Kade first put a name to the face that had been watching the coilgun racks across the bay since the morning's manifest check.

Wynn Sato was not large and not loud. What she was, Kade noticed, was precise, the way a well-calibrated instrument is precise: no wasted motion, no wasted words, and an expression that said she had already measured everyone in the room against some internal standard and was quietly noting where they fell short. She carried that expression like it cost her nothing. Kade had the feeling it had cost her plenty, over time, and she'd decided to stop paying.

The armorer assigned her to the fitment station beside Kade's, and she gave him one neutral look and turned back to her fitment cradle.

"You've handled these before," Kade said, because her hands went to the chest harness points without looking.

"I've read the manual," she said.

"The manual doesn't tell you where the harness points are without looking."

She paused for half a second, then resumed. "My uncle flew a Coalition transport. He had a display model. I was twelve." Her tone did not invite further questions. Kade did not ask any.

The fitment took most of the morning. The armorer walked them through calibration: stand still while the scanner mapped joint angles, wait while the suit's servos adjusted to match, then stand up without falling over when the weight redistribution hit. The whole process was slow and faintly humiliating, like most mechanical processes involving a human body. Trask stumbled. Okoro caught himself on a rack. The suit closed around Kade and gave him the momentary, irrational sense of being swallowed by something with no interest in his opinion about it.

He took two steps, then three. The servos were quieter than he'd expected, the feedback through the boots enough to feel the floor without being confused by it. He could tell where his feet were. That was more than he'd hoped for and less certainty than he was used to, and the gap between the two was where the trouble would live.

"Don't lead with your hips," Brandt said from the side of the bay, arms crossed. He had not put on a suit. He watched them all with the expression of a man who had seen this particular comedy performed too many times to find it funny anymore. "You're not walking. You're moving sixty kilograms of hardshell through space. Think about the geometry."

Sato was already moving well. She'd taken four steps, stopped, bent at the knee to test the joint response, straightened. There was a deliberateness to it that looked like practice, though not the kind she'd admitted to. Across the bay, a recruit named Garris said something under his breath to the man beside him while watching her, something Kade didn't catch but understood by the direction of Garris's eyes and the small dismissive angle of his chin.

Then Garris caught his heel on the bay floor and went sideways. Sato's arm came out without hesitation. She had his elbow before his knee hit the deck, taking his weight and redirecting it in one motion that took either very good reflexes or very good peripheral awareness, and probably both.

Garris muttered something grateful. Sato let him go and returned to her own calibration as though the interruption had not happened. She did not look at Garris. She did not look at Kade either, but the set of her shoulders said she was done being underestimated today and had filed the moment for later.

*  *  *

The weapons bay was separate and smelled worse: solvent and carbon residue and the faint ozone ghost of discharged coilgun rounds, a smell that stayed in the back of the throat. Instructor-Corporal Voss ran them through weapons safety in a voice that suggested he'd given this speech so many times the words had worn smooth and lost their edges. Kade listened anyway. He had learned, somewhere in the last few weeks, that the edges came back if you held the words against something real.

The recruit-issue coilgun was the M-4 standard, a long-barreled single-discharge model that was not, Voss explained with the energy of a man correcting a record for the hundredth time, a rifle. It did not use propellant. It used the same electromagnetic principle as the ship-mounted railguns they would never get close to, scaled down to something a Line Corps trooper could carry and maintain and fire without a vehicle underneath them. The round was gone before your body registered pulling the trigger. There was a silence at the firing point that took some adjustment.

Kade had fired one twice before, at a mining company equipment test when he was sixteen. He knew the lack of recoil, the shot already out in the world before it felt like you'd made a decision. He did not say so. He listened to Voss and stepped up to the line when his name was called and qualified in the adequate-but-not-remarkable range, which was where he wanted to be until he understood what adequate-but-not-remarkable cost him in this place, with these people watching.

Sato qualified last, because Voss went down the line in bunk-assignment order and she was near the end. She had been standing against the wall with her arms at her sides and her helmet visor down, watching the qualification board with an attention that looked like patience but wasn't. When her name was called she lifted the visor, took her position, ran through the check sequence without hurry, and fired her qualification string.

Voss looked at the target board. He looked at it for a moment longer than he had looked at anyone else's.

"Do it again," he said.

"I'm within tolerance," Sato said.

"I know you're within tolerance. Do it again."

She reloaded and fired the string again. The rounds went where the first set had gone, to a degree of precision that was not supposed to be possible from a standing position in a standard Mark-7 rig at eighty meters. Her groups were not tight. They were the same point, repeated.

Voss marked his board and said nothing else. He did not look at Sato when he stepped away from the scoring panel. What he did, the moment she stepped back from the line, was walk to Brandt, who had appeared in the doorway at some point in the last few minutes, and show him the board without comment.

Brandt looked at it. He looked at Sato, who was running her weapons check with the same unhurried precision she'd brought to everything else all morning, the M-4 broken down across her gloves in the motion of a person who finds repetition clarifying rather than tedious. He did not say anything to her.

Sato's jaw tightened, satisfaction or something else. From where Kade stood it was impossible to tell, and the ambiguity did not seem accidental. She had been here before, not this bay, not this board, but this moment where the evidence was visible and the acknowledgment withheld, and she had decided some time ago how she felt about people who made her prove it twice.

*  *  *

Kaya Reyes they met in the afternoon, in the context of a simulation that had gone wrong in the most educational possible way.

The day's second block was a movement drill, suited, over the training field's low obstacle course. The course was not particularly dangerous, which was why no one was watching for it when Okoro put his foot between two terrain boards and came down wrong on the dismount from the second wall. The suit absorbed the torque that would have snapped his ankle clean in fatigues. It also continued to load-bear without flagging a warning, so that Okoro stood up, walked three more paces on a joint that had no business holding weight, and said in the mild tone of a man reporting that his coffee had gone cold, "I think something's wrong."

Reyes, positioned off to the side with a medical kit large enough that Kade had assumed it was a joke or a personal eccentricity, was across the field before the sentence finished. She was not fast to look at. She moved with a focus that made speed secondary, every step placed to cover ground without advertising urgency, and arrived without appearing to hurry. By the time Kade reached Okoro, she had the ankle brace deployed from her kit and was running her hands along the joint with the sureness of someone who had done this to people who were actually injured and needed actual answers.

"You're going to feel it in about four minutes," Reyes said, to Okoro, without looking up from the joint. "The suit's managing your proprioception right now. When I pull the calibration override..."

"I know," Okoro said. He sounded unsure that he knew.

"You don't, but you will." She glanced up at him, no unkindness in it, just the frank regard of someone who had decided his comfort was a lesser concern than his recovery and expected him to understand that about her. "Sit."

Okoro sat. Reyes adjusted the brace, removed it, repositioned it three degrees, and re-applied it with the speed of someone following steps she could perform in the dark and trusted. She pulled a scanner from her kit and swept the joint, reading the numbers with professional dissatisfaction, the look of someone whose data was telling her something she'd suspected and didn't like.

Brandt materialized at Kade's shoulder. "What are you watching, Vasco."

Kade started to say he wasn't sure, because he wasn't, and then he said, "The medic."

"What about her."

Reyes had set the scanner aside and was talking quietly to Okoro, explaining what she was going to do next in a voice too low for the distance, her hands steady on his shin in a way that was both clinical and, Kade noticed, deliberately grounding. She was not performing competence at him. She was competent, and letting that be enough.

"She's not practicing," Kade said. "She's working."

Brandt said nothing, which Kade had started to recognize as a form of agreement.

*  *  *

The day ended in the bay with the suits back on their racks and Brandt at the front of the room with his hands behind his back and the expression of a man who had something to say that no one was going to enjoy hearing, but that he was going to say anyway because not saying it would cost more eventually.

"The Mark-7 will extend your operational envelope past the point where your body is capable of telling you something has gone wrong. This is not a design flaw. It is a feature that will keep you in the fight when leaving the fight would cost lives. What it will not do is tell you when the cost of staying is higher than the cost of leaving, because that is not a calculation a machine can make. That is your job." He paused. "It is a job that is very easy to get wrong when everything feels fine, because the suit has decided everything feels fine on your behalf. So I am going to tell you now, and I am going to tell you once, and I expect you to remember it, because the alternative is that you don't." He looked down the line. "If you are in the suit and something hurts, report it. If you are in the suit and something doesn't hurt when it should, report it. If your instinct says keep going and your body says something is wrong, you call that in before you decide. The suit cannot kill you. You can kill yourself, by trusting the suit more than you trust the person you brought inside it."

Kade stood in the line with his arms at his sides and his hands carrying the fine vibration of a full day's calibration work. He thought about Okoro's mild voice saying something's wrong, and the three more paces that had happened between the wrong thing and the knowing. He thought about Reyes with her hands already moving before Okoro had finished the sentence, ahead of the problem because she had already accounted for the suit's silences in whatever model she ran. He thought about Sato's jaw tightening, and all the ways a person could
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