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Day One
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Fourteen personnel files were displayed across a three square meter computer screen on her wall. Captain Eleanor Singh, newly assigned group leader of a Terran Alliance Tactical Intervention Group, had to narrow that number down to four. She paced toward the window of her office and stared out. Her eyes swept over the distant gray and red patchy surface of Boschan II,  the planetary body that Terran Alliance Space Station Eighteen orbited. It didn’t have the same shades of blue, white and green that all the pictures of Terra displayed. 

Why had she let the brass above her convince her to come out of retirement and head a Tactical Intervention Group? Bah. She shouldn’t lie to herself; after all. She knew exactly why she had caved so easily. Medically retired after that spectacularly devastating mission, Eleanor was the only survivor from her former team. She had thought peace was what she needed during recovery, post recovery and beyond. Fuck that. She was bored. Thirty-seven was too damn young to be retired, even if her body wasn’t exactly what it used to be.

A dozen joints and six of her bones were hardware these days. Her lungs were VAT grown, and they had cloned her a kidney when the last one gave out. Her brain, however, worked just fine, hence her need to utilize it.

The reasons that the powers above her wanted her specifically... That was far more deeply convoluted, and she had suspicions about those reasons. 

Eleanor returned her gaze to the huge wall screen. This team needed diverse skills. Four people that could work together in every way. Four people that would trust her. Decisions, decisions...

~
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Eleanor glanced from her tablet to the man sitting in front of her at the conference room table. Lieutenant Malachi Hoffman. Officer. Good record. Some combat experience. He’d worked his way up the ranks over the past six years. He had pilot certification for six-person shuttles, ten-person shuttles and small cargo supply ships. The files also listed an aptitude for urban assault. On paper, the perfect candidate. And yet, he absolutely rubbed her the wrong way. 

“Why do you want to be on a TIG team?” she asked.

“I believe I have the right skills and mind set to excel in complicated situations. I’ve headed missions on the battle front with the Ssaaanth.”

No. Dead no. He automatically assumed he would be placed in command in the field. Granted, her role was not at the tip of the spear... anymore. But she was the one with the rank Captain in front of her name. “Thank you for your time. You’ll be contacted when a decision is made.”

He blinked.

She could tell he was shocked, and some part of her was pleased. Yeah, fuck no. He had clearly never considered that he wouldn’t be rubber stamped and approved on the spot.

~
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Ravi Volkov ran his thumb along one of the DataPorts embedded in his forearm as he sat down at the conference table. The woman seated at the head of the table qualified as intimidating. And maybe a little hot. Her raven dark hair was pulled straight back into a tight braid, save for one tendril of silky hair framing her face that had escaped. curled along her ear. Her skin was a pale creamy bronze.

“Tell me about the bio-mod,” she prompted.

“Mechanics and hardware versus a software interface have been an interest of mine since I was a kid. I never seemed to have enough of the level of control I wanted when working on a project, though. It doesn’t matter whether I’m working on a rover or repairing a drone or keeping a Raptor in flight, having the ability interface my nervous system with the sensors of the hardware streamlines the process.”

“You received the PathLink implant a year after. Most people who mod do it all at once.”

“I hadn’t decided if I wanted to apply for a TIG position,” Ravi said. He expected her to ask for a further explanation. When she didn’t, he was disconcerted.

Instead, she held out her hand, palm up. “Allow contact.”

Okay, that was a little abrupt. He was used to being asked to activate his PathLink as a request, but hey, she out-ranked him by a lot. He placed his palm against hers. Sharing a mindlink with someone you didn’t know was always at least a little weird. And there were a lot of different levels of skills in using it. He felt her presence in his mind, smooth, controlled and analytical. Maybe that was good, because if she was in his head during a firefight, it had better not be a hot mess.

“Can you process more than one contact at a time?” She asked.

“Sort of. I’ve only done it a few times and not ... on duty.”

“Would you be willing?”

“It comes with the job.” 

That drew the slightest hint of amusement from her.

~
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Leaning against the glass, Eleanor stared out the window of her office, not really focused on the view of the planet below. Were her choices going to work as a team? DiPasca, Soderquist, Volkov, and Sawyer. And would they follow orders?

Tactical Intervention Groups sometimes did dirty jobs for the Terran Alliance. There was a very nasty political mess brewing. Though no one had said as much directly, the powers several layers above her had whispered that she might be expected to come up with a solution. It wasn’t an immediate, deploy-tomorrow kind of thing, but chances were it would have to be moved on in the next ninety days, or less. And if she failed, if the team failed, it would probably wreck their careers. She had the least to lose. She would just get dumped back into retirement with less of a reputation than she currently had. The others, though...

Eleanor heaved a deep breath and blew it out. Tomorrow she would begin to assess just how hard she could push them and whether they could work together.
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Day 2
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The duty message said - report to the conference room at 0800. Erik DiPasca glanced at his chronometer. It was currently set to match the time code on Terran Alliance Space Station 18. He walked down the same corridor he’d gone through for yesterday’s  interview. He guessed that must have counted as the final interview since he’d received the official email yesterday evening confirming his spot on the TIG team. Fifty meters along the corridor, he caught up with who he guessed was Volkov. All team members had received basic dossiers regarding their colleagues in last night’s email, so even though they hadn’t met before, DiPasca had seen a photo. Medium height, wiry musculature, closely trimmed brown beard and moustache. And of course he was wearing a standard issue uniform, variegated gray jacket and trousers, light gray t-shirt and boots.

“Volkov?” DiPasca said.

The man slowed and glanced back. “Yes. I take it you’re DiPasca?”

“Yeah. What are we expecting for this first briefing?”

“Introductions. Maybe issuing of gear. Quarters assignments and probably something to get us used to the team,” Volkov said. He paused long enough for DiPasca to catch up.

“I thought TIG teams were usually seven members.”

“I think it varies.”

“She was the field commander for one,” DiPasca said. “I read it in the files she loaded to our accounts.”

“Yeah, I thought the details were skimpy, but it did at least acknowledge that there had been an intel glitch.  The Sssaanth basically obliterated the team she was on. Man, that’s got to have been rough. Have you ever faced a Ssaanth?”

“Only when I was on a military transport. So not like face to face. We were in flight. You?”

“Once, and not up close either. Most of my duty stations haven’t been close to the rim. They apparently don’t raid much in the interior of the Alliance,” Volkov said.

As they approached the conference room, two other men were going in. One of them was green. Literally. Skin the color of fresh new leaves. DiPasca had never met anyone from New Reykjavik before. He knew there were little colonies of genetic mods scattered through the Alliance. New Reykjavik was a world of ample water and sunlight and very little soil. Some of the original colonists had altered their genetics to allow them to photosynthesize and make the best use of limited resources.

He recognized the man as Tyr Soder-something from last night’s files. He took a seat between Tyr and Volkov, completing the circle of four. As he was about to introduce himself, the door opened once again.

All four members of the team stood up at the conference table as Captain Singh came in. 

She held a tablet in her hand. “Good morning. At ease, but don’t get too comfortable. We’re going to the range very shortly.” They all sat down. “Welcome to Tactical Intervention Team number one-one-seven. . Quarters are assigned.” She flicked her finger across the surface of the tablet. “Assignments, food plans, and paycheck related info has just been sent. You can now arrange for personal possessions and whatever other items are being held for you to be sent here. We have three levels on the lower end of this station assigned to us for housing, armory, training and briefing space. We’ll also be transiting to Boschan II periodically for more field training. As you all should know, TIG teams must develop a deeper level of communication interaction than traditional military, and that means with me and with your teammates. Your PathLink will be utilized extensively. There’s a tentative mission scheduled for thirteen weeks from now. That’s our deadline. Questions?”

The room was quiet.

“Okay. Meet at the range in fifteen minutes. Station maps have been uploaded.” Singh turned and left the room.

“She’s full tilt,” Volkov murmured.

DiPasca smiled. “I don’t think I expected anything else.”

~
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The firing range was a long room, not overly wide and it wasn’t like they were using real weapons today. Every weapon was rigged to fire a trackable laser pulse. It made scoring extremely accurate.

All four men stood in separate stalls, shooting the weapons at targets of varying distance. Eleanor walked up behind each one, laying her hand on their shoulders, using the PathLink to assess concentration and focus.

Soderqvist had the lowest score so far. Well above average, but not at the same level as DiPasca, the sniper. She skimmed along the surface of his thoughts. He was nervous. He knew marksmanship was not his best skill. Don’t worry about your numbers. Think about keeping your teammates safe.

Volkov was next. Also good scores. Above average. She could tell he was analyzing the stock uncustomized target weapons, coming up with ways they could be modified to improve accuracy and range. 

DiPasca... He knew his scores were close to perfect. Hundreds of hours of practice and an innate talent. He also had serious wishes for less run of the mill weaponry. His own weapons. That was a sentiment she could appreciate. 

Sawyer was last. Like the rest, above average marksman skills. Eleanor had triple checked every applicant’s military records before even considering them. There was something calm and controlled about Sawyer that spoke above and beyond his combat medic skills. It reinforced that idea that he had been a wise choice.

Now it was time to prove that she wasn’t just some washed up figurehead put in charge of a TIG team. She walked back to the lane Soderqvist stood in. 

“My turn.”

No specialty mod weapons, just the same ones he had used. First cycle, long range plasma rifle. Perfect score. Second cycle, medium range ballistic semi-automatic. Perfect score. Last cycle, low powered laser handgun. And she missed one shot by a fraction. Her right forearm was cramping around the cobalt/ manganese alloy bones it now had.

“Dayum...” Volkov murmured. “She outdid you, DiPasca.”

Eleanor wanted to smile, but wasn’t sure if that was wise.

“Next task. Down the hall to your left, you’ll find the closest thing to an obstacle course short of going planet-side. Be there in twenty minutes.” That would give them time for bathroom trips, to grab a hydration drink, or talk among themselves. As she walked out of the room, she wondered if she dared run the course herself. She could probably manage, but there would be a price in pain that night.

She changed her mind about the use of the course. She wanted to see interaction between the team members- strengths and weaknesses revealed one at a time.

~
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The entire team stood in the foyer area that led to the obstacle course. It was a square room with a couple of benches along the walls and nothing else. The ceiling was open, exposing beams and walkways about five meters above.

“Volkov, DiPasca, no vision.” Captain Singh handed each of them  a blindfold, complete with eye socket cups to prevent peeking. “Soderqvist, pair with Volkov. Sawyer with DiPasca. I don’t care how long it takes you to navigate the obstacle course. There are shock plates embedded in the floor and walls at random intervals. They are currently visible... if you’re not blindfolded. The goal is to get your partner through to the end with the minimum number of zaps. I’ll be monitoring from above.” She pointed up toward the catwalks that snaked over the very large room that housed the obstacle course.

~
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Ravi Volkov was on the fence as to whether he thought it was better or worse to be the one with the blindfold. He faced Soderqvist before he put it on. “Do we have a game plan?”

“Some of this has to be about how we work together, some about trust. Not that an obstacle course is going to be a life-threatening event, but since we’re all new to each other, I’d guess she’s still working on initial impressions,” Soderqvist said.

“How’re your Pathlink skills?” Volkov asked.

“Fair.”

“I would suppose having us use it is considered within the rules.”

“The only rules I heard were get your partner to the end and stay blindfolded,” Soderqvist said. Volkov raised an eyebrow, and gave him a smirk. 

“Don’t get me electrocuted, dude.” He tapped his fist on Soderqvist’s chest, and put on the blindfold.

“That’s the goal.” Soderqvist put his hand on Volkov’s shoulder. And since I need to provide as much info as possible, call me Tyr.

The first obstacle was wall about chest height. That was pretty simple. A mental nudge from Tyr and a literal placing of Ravi’s hand on the top of the wall, so he knew what height he was going over. Then came a series of raised pillars set at irregular intervals. Left thirty degrees, half meter step.

Ravi only wobbled on one, and Tyr steadied him. He was getting the hang of it now. Over a hip height wall and then under a bar. 

“Slow down,” Tyr said. “You nearly slammed your head into the railing.”

Over, under and then-

Ravi jerked to a stop as Tyr cast him a sudden impression of danger. “Shock plate?” Ravi asked.

“Yeah, wide one. Stand still and let me step over first. My legs are longer than yours. This is going to be a stretch.” 

Ravi heard the soft impact of Tyr’s step. “Now?”

“Stretch out your leg and point your toe. It’s at least a full meter.”

Tyr’s hand gripped Ravi’s shirt and hauled him forward. They almost overbalanced and hovered, muscles tight, until Ravi finally had both feet on the far side of the plate. “Fuck. Now I begin to get why Singh told us time was irrelevant.”

“Unless you really want to sacrifice getting zapped for speed,” Tyr said. He let out a breath.

“Not especially.”

The next phase of the path involved going over short walls and under what felt like endless railings. Then there was a tunnel. That required going through at belly crawl level. The rope plan was kind of a disaster, involving a fall and rolling onto a shock plate. Ravi groaned as Tyr hauled him back to his feet.

“This is wretchedly hard.” Ravi stood with his hands on his hips, catching his breath. He could feel Tyr’s presence a single step away. And the frustration his colleague was feeling. “Are we doing this wrong? Or is the point that this is abysmally difficult, and any mission we’re tasked with is going to be dead easy by comparison?”

“I don’t know. There’s a balance beam and a window next.”

“Thrilling.”

Ravi fell off the balance beam. Luckily it was only a meter high. Going through the window shaped opening was pretty straight forward, but the only way he got over the apex ladder was scooting on his butt.

He and Tyr finished the course in twenty one minutes, only one shock though. They leaned against the wall back in the entry foyer, waiting to see how Sawyer and DiPasca scored.

Sawyer and DiPasca were faster. Eighteen minutes. Three shocks to DiPasca.

Captain Singh met them all in the hallway. “I realize that you are all new to each other, but nobody is effectively using the their PathLink, or honestly, even the rest of your brain. Sawyer & Soderqvist, blindfolds. But we’re swapping it up. DiPasca with Soderqvist. Volkov with Sawyer.”

And they ran it all again. And then three more times, changing partners and who had the ability to see each time.

~
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“Hey, wanna grab a drink?” Volkov bumped Soderqvist’s arm with his elbow. It paid to get to know the people you would have to trust with your life. It had been a long first day at the new assignment, and it was obvious the trust level between them was mediocre at best.

“Where?” Soderqvist asked.

“I have no idea, but there’s a full-fledged market section on this station, so there’s got to be at least a handful of places to choose from.”

“Okay. I guess let’s go have a look,” Soderqvist said with a shrug.

They took one of the central elevators to the market levels and wandered around for a few minutes before picking what looked to be a low-key bar and grill. There were a few other people in uniform inside. Volkov and Soderqvist chose a table along the wall, and ordered from a tablet mounted on the table. In a couple of minutes, two beers and bowl of chips and dip arrived. 

“Got any ideas on how to make the whole obstacle course problem work any better?” Ravi asked.

“No. And I have a deep suspicion she’s going to spring something totally different on us tomorrow.”

“Where were you stationed before this?”

“New Koori. Although I’ve been on stations in between some assignments, I’ve never lived on one before. You?”

“Back at the beginning of my service. Station 9. That was only for a year,” Ravi answered. He dunked a chip into the chunky green dip and frowned as it broke in half. 

“When’d you get the data ports?”

“About a decade ago.”

“With the intention of trying for TIG team?” Tyr asked.

“No, not originally. I wanted more control of tools and vehicles and everything. And there was a lot of other stuff going on in my life too.” Ravi rolled his right arm over. The edge of the port poked out from where he’d pushed up his sleeve. Intricate swirls and geometric shapes were tattooed on the skin around the port jack. 

“Nice ink.” Tyr’s tone was sultry.

“I have some in other places too.”

“Places I can see?”

“Maybe.” Ravi was amused by the flirting. Tyr Soderqvist was tall, lanky and exotic. Maybe it was the green skin and the blond hair. But the smile was a desirable thing too.

“I heard they picked a plant to put on the TIG team.” A dark-haired man stood at the edge of the table. “What, are you gonna photosynthesize someone to death?

Ravi eyed the drunken idiot. Everyone had been issued a list of candidates before the interview process began. The name tag on the guy’s uniform said Hoffman. Ravi vaguely remembered the name from the list. “The people with the best skills got picked.”

“Yeah, right. Some ass who needs hardware to function and a tree,” Hoffman said with a sneer.

Tyr stood up. He was half a head taller than the idiot facing him.  “This tree has a better service record than you.”

Hoffman punched Tyr in the face. Tyr fell to the floor. Ravi lunged up out of his seat and slammed his fist into Hoffman’s jaw. Hoffman went down. 

Suddenly there were people between Ravi and Hoffman. “Chill the fuck down. Get your buddy and leave before the MP’s come haul you off.”

Tyr had managed to get up. Blood was dripping from a split along his eye socket. “Let’s go.” He stumbled a little as he headed toward the exit. Ravi hauled Tyr’s arm up over his shoulder and guided him out into the corridor of the market level.

They hurried a few meters along and around a corner, then stopped. 

“You’re bleeding,” Ravi said. He’d halfway expected the blood to be green.

“I’m sure it’s not lethal,” Tyr answered. He wiped at the side of his eye socket with his hand, and got blood all over his palm. He winced.

“Okay, stop. What are you doing? We have a medic. Sawyer. Fifty-fifty chance he’s in his quarters and he can determine if you need more than something to stop the bleeding.”

“If he’s not around, I’m not going to the station clinic.”

Ravi glared at him, but decided he wouldn’t worry about it until they found out if Sawyer was available.

~
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Ravi pushed the button on the outside of Sawyer’s quarters, and listened for the buzz of the ringer. A few seconds elapsed before the door slid open. 

“What the fuck happened?” Sawyer asked. He beckoned them inside.

“We ran into a guy who didn’t make the team. He was a dickwad about it,” Ravi said. Sawyer made a face. 

“He thought punching me would make it all better.” Ravi pushed Tyr down into a chair. 

Sawyer grabbed a scanner out of a field bag. He used it to image Tyr’s eye socket. “Nothing broken, luckily. Just a laceration and some soft tissue bruising.” He grabbed gloves and applied a number of fibroblast regeneration strips to the split skin. 

Tyr grimaced as Sawyer worked on him. 

“There. I could use some clot metabolism meds on it to reduce the bruising, but truthfully it’ll probably make it hurt worse,” Sawyer offered.

“I’ll survive,” Tyr said.

“It shouldn’t scar, but you’re going to have something of a black eye for at least a couple of days.” Sawyer peeled off his gloves, chucking them into the trash, and began to put away his gear.

Ravi cleared his throat.

“Captain Singh is probably not going to happy about this.”

“Did security show?” Sawyer asked.

“No. Or rather we bailed out and were gone if they did. But it’s a station bar. There’s undoubtedly video footage. Now whether security thinks it’s remotely important to chase us or Hoffman down...” Ravi stared at the ceiling. “Like we really need to start our new duty with a black mark.”

“Hoffman punched me,” Tyr said. “I didn’t lay a hand on him.”

“Yeah, you didn’t.  But I took it another step,” Ravi admitted. 

“I guess we’ll have to see how this spins out.” Sawyer sighed and crossed his arms. “So if you two went out drinking, and I grabbed some food from the cafeteria and came back to try and analyze what we did today, where’d DiPasca end up?”

“Maybe in his quarters like you?” Tyr said. “Were you planning to check?”

“No. Go. Stay out of trouble. We need to do better tomorrow.” Sawyer made a shooing motion.

~
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Back out in the hallway, Ravi walked in the general direction of his quarters, which was further down the same hall. He glanced at Tyr. “Do we dare try someplace different for that drink?”

“Enh, maybe not tonight.” Tyr slowed his steps. “You could show me the rest of your tattoos...”

Ravi let out a snort of laughter. A little messing around instead of a beer? Forward. Yeah, he could maybe go for that. “My quarters?”

“Sure.”

Ravi pressed his palm to the scanner plate beside the door and it opened. They had all been assigned what amounted to standard quarters for elite teams. It had a decent-sized bed, a kitchenette, a desk, a closet and a bathroom. Nothing glorious, but the overwhelming benefit was that he didn’t have to deal with a roommate. “Since we didn’t even remotely get to drink our beer, the best I can offer you is water or MRE coffee. I guess I should go buy some snacks and all when we have some free time.”

“Water is fine.” He took the bottle that Ravi handed him from the refrigerator, cracking it open and taking a gulp. “Looks like a carbon copy of mine.” He made a circular motion with his finger, surveying the room. Tyr sat on the edge of the bed, feet more than shoulder width apart. He crooked a finger at Ravi.

Ravi sidled over and stood in front of Tyr.

“Are you in the mood to show off some of your less obvious ink?” Tyr looked up at Ravi. He rested an index finger on Ravi’s belly.

The smolder in those eyes sparked a definite interest from Ravi. He smirked and unbuttoned his BDU shirt and shrugged it off, before stripping off his t-shirt too. He turned to show Tyr his back. There were two dragons, curled yin and yang style on either side of his spine. Their tails trailed from mid-back to just above his ass.

“Very nice, but I can’t see the bottom edge,” Tyr said, running a finger along the waistline of Ravi’s pants.

Ravi smirked. He unbuckled his belt and unzipped, pushing the waist band of his underwear down a handspan.

“Gorgeous... I wonder if you taste as delicious as you look.”

That prompted Ravi to twist enough to look back at Tyr. “And here I thought flirting was your end goal.”

“It can be, but truthfully, it’s been a while since I’ve been with anyone who has a PathLink. Better to be honest with you before I get carried away.” Tyr hooked a finger in the waist band of Ravi’s underwear
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