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High Value Target:  A Staff Sergeant Gracie Medicine Crow, United Federation Marine Corps, Short Story

Thanks for reading High Value Target.  I hope you enjoyed it.  As always, I welcome a review any outlet.  You can read Gracie’s novel, Sniper or another short story, “BOLO Mission,” both available online.

Staff Sergeant Gracie Medicine Crow knew the centipede was trouble.  She had seen the brown, 12-centimeter-long creature crawl up, antennae questing in the air for whatever centipedes sought.  “Animals won’t attack a human for no reason,” her mother used to say, back at along the Greasy Grass Creek in Montana.  This centipede had obviously never heard that bit of tribal lore, because it crept up to her, stopping just half a meter from her face, before disappearing down her right side and out of view.  Gracie had waited impatiently, knowing what would happen next.

Sure enough, a few moments later, a searing lance of fire struck her right thigh.  Evidently, her bones (the armor inserts that provided protection by instantly hardening when struck by a projectile) didn’t consider a centipede’s massive pinchers noteworthy.

Who the hell introduces centipedes onto a planet? she fumed as she tried to keep still.  Do they really fill some vital ecological niche?

Gracie had been in her hide for over 22 standard hours.  That was only after a three-day insert and a fifteen-hour stalk to get into position, so she was not in the best of moods.  Having a centipede take a chunk out of her thigh hadn’t improve that any.

And for what?  She could observe nine SevRev terrorists lazing about their camp some 750 meters in front of her, but they didn’t look like a group waiting for the number-two priest of the entire Seventh Revelation sect.  The SevRevs were a doomsday cult, anxious to bring about the End of Days, and they had perpetrated some horrendous acts of terrorism, so this was a priority mission—but a mission that Gracie was now pretty sure was going to be a bust.  She hoped that one of the other three members of the operation was having better luck, if for no other reason that if one of them registered the kill, she could retrograde and get the hell off of this dust-ball of a planet.  Gracie was competitive to a fault, and she wanted the kill for herself, but she’d cede it to one of the others if it would bring the mission to a close.

Without turning her head, Gracie’s eyes flicked off the SevRev camp and out past them to the north.  Three klicks beyond the camp, Rancine would be in position, overlooking a SevRev security outpost.  Rancine was her spotter, still just a PIG—a “Professionally Trained Gunman”—without a kill to his credit.  He was a good kid, eager to learn, but she wasn’t sure he was ready to be off on his own.  Without rock-solid intel, however, both Shaan Ganesh’s sniper cell and hers had to be broken up to widen the sweep.  For the hundredth time, she wanted to break comm silence to check up on him, biting back the urge.  At some point, every Marine sniper had to sink or swim on his own.

The fire in her leg simmered down to a dull ache as her nanos rushed the spot.  They’d close off the bite and neutralize any venom, but they wouldn’t do much for the pain other than secrete some barely effective local painkiller.  She couldn’t accept any system-wide meds if she wanted to be able to accomplish the mission—if it ever came to that.

She hadn’t felt another bite, so either the centipede didn’t like her taste, or it had merely been letting her know that this little piece of the planet was its kingdom, and Gracie was trespassing.  If Gracie had to bet, she’d go with the taste.  She was beginning to reek, despite the efforts of the best antiperspirant nanos the Corps could buy.  It was a wonder the terrorists couldn’t smell her all the way down to their camp.

To most people, it would have been a wonder that the terrorists couldn’t see her as well.  The SevRevs’ camp was well placed.  With a lake at their backs and almost barren land to their sides and front, the terrorists had superb fields of observation, and the tiny fold in the dirt where Gracie lay didn’t seem large enough to offer any concealment.  But at 750 meters, with a skill developed over years of practice and with the tarnkappe covering both her and her weapon, Gracie was virtually invisible to anyone at the camp.  Any mistake, though, any sudden movement, could reveal her.

The tarnkappe was a great, if low-tech, piece of gear.  It was passive camouflage, the type she favored.  It essentially bent light, channeling it over and around an object.  Gracie’s tarnkappe had light fibers running both lengthwise and widthwise, so she couldn’t be easily seen from head on or directly from the sides, but with any sudden movement, she could be spotted.

Gracie knew she could have stalked closer to her FFP, her Final Firing Position.  However, the SevRevs, although not known for their investment in technology, still had rudimentary sensors that could be able to pick her out at up to 500 meters or so.  With her M-23 Windmoeller .308, the Marines’ standard-round Sniper Rifle, she was confident of a kill out to almost two klicks.

Gracie had her Windmoeller’s bipod extended, buttplate resting on the ground, so she was not expending any energy supporting it.  At 750 meters, her Miller Scope could just about read the labels on the SevRevs’ uniforms. If it ever became go time on this mission, Gracie thought it would be child’s play to take out the target.

She took a small sip from her water tube.  After so much time in the field, she was used to the reclaimed water.  It wasn’t much different than on ships, where all water was reclaimed, but as with a ship’s reclaimed water, the flat, processed taste did nothing to hide the fact that it had been urine only an hour ago.   

Something brushed by her shoulder, and she almost startled.  The centipede was making its way back up Gracie’s side.  She had to will herself still. 

Gracie could feel the centipede climbed over her right elbow.  She tried to relax—her mother also told her that animals could sense fear, and that would make them aggressive.  True or not, she didn’t want to take the chance.  The creature was near her right hand, and she couldn’t afford to have her trigger finger affected by another bite.

Gracie’s discipline in a hide was one of her strong points, but she tilted her head up and over the stock of her Windmoeller, losing her cheek weld.  She had to see what the centipede was doing.  It kept crawling, a hundred or more pairs of legs working in a weirdly fascinating wave.  It followed the barrel of her rifle, out towards the opening in the tarnkappe.  Gracie let out a breath of relief as the centipede emerged from the tarnkappe, only to hold it again as the creature stopped to lift the front thirds of its body off the sand and rotate, its antennae going crazy.  It turned to face back towards Gracie.

Don’t even think it!

But it did.  The head section came down as it doubled back.

What is it with you?  You want piece of me?  Tell you what, big boy, that isn’t going to happen!

Supporting her weapon with her left hand, she thumbed the bipod lever, retracting its two legs.  Slowly, trying to balance the chance of getting spotted with the ability of the centipede to scurry out of the way, she lowered the barrel of the Windmoeller.  She pinned the centipede to the sand, her left hand too close to it for comfort.  With its back pinned against the ground, the centipede rose back to attack the rifle.  Gracie could hear the click of its mandibles as they tried to dig into the ceroplast handguard.

Gracie hesitated a moment.  She didn’t consider herself a violent person—even with 51 confirmed kills to her credit—if that made any sense at all.  The centipede was not her enemy.  It was just trying to go about its life.  

But Gracie was a professional, and anything that could affect her mission had to be addressed.  

Plus, her leg was still aching something fierce.

She pressed down on her rifle, smashing the centipede.  The front part of it, the section not trapped by the Windmoeller, spasmed once, then fell still, legs curling up beneath its segmented body.

Gracie glanced at the dead creature for a moment, then gave a mental shrug.  Looking up, she couldn’t see any sign that her movement had been noticed.  Ever-so-slowly, she raised her Windmoeller again and re-deployed the bipod.  Using her scope, she checked each of the SevRevs in the camp.  Nothing had changed.

Staff Sergeant Gracie Medicine Crow settled in for a long wait.

********************
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Five hours later, as the late afternoon sun beat down upon her, Gracie was still at her FPP and still under the tarnkappe.  She took another sip of water, getting half a swallow before the tube collapsed in her mouth, empty.  She had two more liters in her assault pack, but she’d have to wait for nightfall before risking being seen as she took one out and emptied it into her camelback.  She’d have to wait for dark to break open a couple of energy bars as well.  Hunger was a constant companion, but the emptiness in her gut was getting severe.  Despite being on “butt-pluggers,” (which slowed down the digestive track), Gracie preferred to minimize her bulk intake on an extended mission like this one.  When she was a PICS Marine during her first deployment, she hadn’t had to worry about human waste; the armored combat suits took care of all of that.  As a sniper, though, human waste was a major consideration. . . and this was already the longest kill mission in her career.

It was pure coincidence that Gracie and Shaan’s two teams had been on a training mission with the Galeland militia when the op was called.  Galeland was a sparsely-settled planet, barely terraformed, and with only a small and poorly-trained militia force.  SevRev pockets were known to be on the planet, but they had never moved on any of the Galeland population centers.  Still, both the Marines and the FCDC—the Federation Civil Defense Corps—had been trying to train up the
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