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CHAPTER 1

The lieutenant awoke to darkness, but was too much of a newbie to know that was wrong. Instead of feeling concern, he lay there in his transit tube congratulating himself for knowing where he was after being asleep for so long. He’d traveled in this fashion once before, during a family vacation, but that had been a short Step between two systems and nothing like the multi-­Threshold voyage now completed.

Unlike that earlier ship—­a luxury craft befitting his father’s exalted station—­this was a massive military transport ferrying him to his first war zone. Although humankind had been fighting the Sims for four decades and he’d grown up in the conflict’s lengthening shadow, he still felt a rush of excitement at finally having arrived. A lifetime of physical fitness and competitive sport, officer candidate instruction at university, and specialized infantry training after graduation had all combined to bring him to this moment.

He was to be assigned a combat platoon in the Twelfth Corps, the “All-­Victorious and Ever-­Glorious Twelfth” of the Human Defense Force. On Earth the Twelfth was referred to as The Senate’s Own, but out here on the cutting edge they were simply known as the Glory Corps. The lieutenant already understood that the level of respect or mockery when uttering either nickname depended a lot on who was speaking. And where.

But that was all bullshit now. Soon a group of technicians would open his coffin-­like transit tube, and shortly after that he would be delivered to his new unit. His platoon would consist of roughly forty soldiers, mostly combat veterans and many of them older than his twenty-­two years. Three platoons to a company, all led by a company commander overseen in turn by a battalion commander directing three companies. As a team they would be facing an implacable enemy contesting humankind’s claim to the habitable planets of distant star systems. A brutal opponent known for extreme cruelty and fiendish treachery. An enemy that spent the lives of its own troops with such abandon that it was believed to outnumber mankind drastically.

The Sims.

In the classified briefings he’d secretly received from his father’s personal staff, he’d been surprised to learn that even the Emergency Senate knew next to nothing about their opponents. Nothing, that is, except that the Sims resembled mankind so closely that some experts quietly asserted that they had once been human. Even their name suggested the link: Sim. Facsimile. Similar. The war had been in progress for so long that no one was sure how or where the name had first originated.

But none of that mattered either. Not now. He’d been warned that there was no way to completely prepare oneself for combat, and in the vanity of youth he only half believed that. He could now make out the gray silhouette of his long legs inside the tube, using the dull light from the observation window just inches over his face, and he was pleased by the sight. Exactly six feet tall, well muscled and athletic, he felt he was as ready as he was ever going to get.

Let it come. I might not be ready, but I am prepared.

The face that appeared in the observation window was so unexpected, so close, and so white against the dark background that he gave out a brief scream.

“Easy. Easy. Take it easy.” Gentle hands helped him into a sitting position on the transit tube’s lid. The face that had startled him so badly belonged to a woman not many years his senior, clad in an olive flight suit. Her hair was dark and cut short, but it was hard to tell much more in the low light.

Her companion looked like a teenager, and so far he’d said nothing. Tall and lean, he wore a tan flight suit and waited a few steps behind the woman.

The cabin was a wreck, with cables looping from the ceiling like vines and an overturned transit tube lying next to his own. The lieutenant’s mind was still groggy from the long sleep and the compartment was cloaked in shadow, but he could just make out substantial cracks running across the white ceiling.

“There. Just sit still for a moment and let yourself come to.” The woman turned to the teenager. “See if anything’s working in here.”

Her companion nodded minutely and moved off, squeezing past the fractured transit tube toward a console set into the wall. The lieutenant watched him for a moment before turning back to the woman.

“What did you say your name was?”

“Amelia. Captain Amelia Trent. I’m a psychoanalyst.” She gave a slight smile. “I’m a counselor for Force personnel who are having difficulties.”

She motioned toward the printed label next to his thigh. “And you would be Jander Mortas. Lieutenant, Infantry. Well thank heavens for that.”

“Huh?”

“Oh, don’t worry. I’ll help you all I can. But I really haven’t got any survival training, and Force regulations are quite clear that in a circumstance like this the ranking individual with combat specialties training is in command.”

“Circumstances like this?” Mortas surveyed the ceiling cracks again. Obviously they’d been involved in some kind of a crash, but the true extent of their current situation wasn’t clear. “What circumstances?”

“I’m sorry, I should have told you this before we pulled you out.” Trent’s face adopted a look of true sympathy. “Apparently our Insert was ejected from the transport and Emergency Stepped to the nearest habitable planet. It’s the standard response to a catastrophic event on ship. I don’t know what happened—­I was out cold same as you—­so they might have been attacked, they might have hit something, or . . . I don’t know. So many things can go wrong out here.”

Mortas extended a hand and gripped her shoulder.

“You mean we’re alone?”

“So far, yes. We’ve checked the rest of the Insert, and apart from Chartist Gorman there—­” she pumped a thumb over her shoulder “—­and one other survivor who I don’t think is going to be any help at all, we seem to be the only ones left.”

Mortas looked about him, remembering the walk through the connected cabins of the Insert before he’d climbed into his transit tube. There were twenty tubes to an Insert, which was then slid into the side of the transport which would carry them. While individual passengers were sometimes revived and disembarked separately, the standard usage was to transfer the Insert with its contents all at once. Inserts sometimes passed from ship to ship traveling under their own power. This meant they could also act as escape pods or life boats, carrying their sleeping contents alive for an indefinite period or delivering them safely to the ground of a habitable planet.

That prompted a question, one which he was hesitant to ask. Trent seemed to sense it.

“There were fifteen other passengers with us.” She looked down. “Seems we landed pretty hard.”

The teenager now spoke, turning from the wall console that hadn’t so much as beeped no matter what he did to it.

“Hard is right. This one doesn’t work any better than the others.” He shrugged evenly, as if pronouncing a meal slightly overcooked. “I’m a chartist first class, but without a set of functioning gear I can’t tell you what planet we’re on, or even what system we’re in. I have no idea where we are.”

Mortas looked back at Trent, confused. “But you said this is a Hab planet, right? If nothing’s working, how did you know that?”

The captain smiled tolerantly. “Our Insert cracked in half when we hit the ground. You’re breathing planet air right now. If it wasn’t habitable . . . we wouldn’t be talking.”

“Most of my stuff is missing.” Mortas had recovered sufficiently to retrieve his uniform from under the transit tube, but the bag containing his personal effects was nowhere in sight.

“Not surprising.” Captain Trent had just finished searching the cabinet beneath the overturned tube. Mortas had been careful not to look after seeing that a rust-­colored liquid had seeped out from the tube’s cover and dried on its side. “Some of the loading crews have sticky fingers.”

“The emergency gear all seems to be gone too.” The teenager, now identified as Chartist First Class Gorman, spoke in a soft voice. “No rations, no communications equipment, no medical kits. No weapons.”

Something in the way he’d said the last word caught Mortas’s attention. He’d just buckled his gray fatigue pants, and now reached for the long shirt that went with them.

“Given the circumstances, I would have mentioned the weapons first.”

“Oh I understand that, Lieutenant. Don’t mind me; I’m Holy Whisper.”

The captain’s face appeared above the broken transit tube, surprised. “Really? And they sent you out here anyway?”

“Being an objector doesn’t necessarily get you out of combat duty, Captain. There are all sorts of assignments we can handle that don’t involve the taking of life.”

Mortas began fastening his multi-­pocketed fatigue shirt down the front while still regarding the chartist. Trent stood up slowly, brushing off her flight suit as if preparing for inspection. The lieutenant’s eyes had finally adjusted to the darkness, but it didn’t mean he liked what he was seeing.

Some platoon I’ve got myself here. A lady headshrinker and a pacifist mapmaker.

As if conjured by his thoughts, a figure appeared in one of the cabin’s connecting hatches. He was short, but his long-­sleeved shirt hugged a tightly muscled chest. A black skull cap covered most of his close-­cropped hair and much of his forehead, and he wore gray-­and-­black camouflaged fatigue pants over a set of black boots. He stopped long enough to look each of them directly in the eye, and then started to move toward the cabin’s opposite hatch.

“He’s the only other survivor, Lieutenant. The one I told you about. Says he’s a Spartacan Scout.” Trent’s voice was cold, and she directed a scowl at the short man as he passed from sight. Just before he vanished, Mortas noticed the handle of a black fighting knife in the back of his trousers.

“A Spartacan?” Mortas allowed the interest to jump into his voice even as his face lit up. He regretted it instantly, concerned that he might have hurt the others’ feelings, but then he dismissed the silly notion. If they were going to survive long enough to be rescued, they were going to need better guidance than a green lieutenant could provide.

Once again the captain seemed to sense his thoughts.

“Don’t get your hopes up. He told me not to mess with him. Not in those words. Said he’s a Spartacan Scout on a mission, and that it’s a death penalty offense to even question him about it.” Trent’s voice rasped bitterly. “Of course, out here just about everything carries the death penalty.”

Mortas was already aware of the harsh discipline exercised in the war zones, but he also knew that the Spartacans were considered the cream of the cream. A strict selection process followed by training that bordered on the inhuman had forged them into an elite reconnaissance element feared across the cosmos. The war had spawned many such units, frequently at odds with one another for resources and accolades according to his father, but the Spartacans were at the very top of that pile. They reported only to Command itself, and even a green-­as-­grass lieutenant knew that any Spartacan encountered by his platoon was to be aided in any way requested.

“Said he was on a mission?”

“Yeah.” Trent’s eyes roved over the wreckage with intent. “If you want to believe that.”

“No.” Mortas hopped down from the tube, the unmarked soles of his boots ringing on the deck. “No I don’t.”

“You know, the same regulation that puts you in charge of us puts him under your command too. This is an emergency survival situation.”

Tired of the goading, Mortas gave her a long, searching look and was pleased to see her shrink from it. “And how would a psychoanalyst know something like that?”

She recovered quickly. “I’ve been counseling combat cases out here for three years, Lieutenant. You’d be surprised what I know.”

There was better light in the next chamber, due to a wide crack in its ceiling. It meandered over his head like a bolt of lightning, and through several feet of pipes, insulation, and wires, Mortas could make out a sky that was tinged slightly purple. Trent had tried to accompany him, but he’d made her stay with Gorman. If she’d managed to get on his nerves in such a short span of time, she was unlikely to be of help in convincing the Spartacan to cooperate.

The adjoining space was at one end of the Insert and twice the size of the transit-­tube cabins. Though it showed similar damage, at least one part of that disarray might have occurred since the landing. An access panel lay on the floor near a pair of legs in camouflage trousers and well-­worn boots. The Spartacan Scout had burrowed underneath a console sporting numerous gauges that Mortas couldn’t have identified if given a year, and from the movements of his legs was struggling with something.

Mortas decided to try and establish some kind of rapport with the stranger.

“Need any help there?”

The legs didn’t stop moving, but the Spartacan did lean out just far enough to see him. The skull cap was slightly askew, and the blackened dagger was now in his hand.

“Sure.” The short man disappeared under the console, and reemerged clutching what appeared to be a handful of long, shiny snakes. He held these out in a clump, and Mortas bent over to accept them without a word. Standing back up, he decided that they were some kind of insulated tubing that the scout was harvesting for a purpose known only to him.

“What are these for?”

The other man began smashing at something, presumably with the butt of the knife, and Mortas was on the verge of repeating himself when the Spartacan emerged once again. This time he slid out fully, coming to a seated position on the floor while holding a rectangular metallic box festooned with a number of small dials. He levered one of these off with the knife, and then held out an empty palm for one of the lengths of tubing.

Mortas handed it over with mounting annoyance, but this subsided slightly when the Spartacan jammed the dial into one end of the tube. It fit snugly, and curiosity got the better of him.

“What’s that for?”

“No food, you die in weeks. No water, you die in days.”

“So it’s a canteen of some kind?”

“Yep.” The short man drew his weathered boots up close to his buttocks and stood with surprising suddenness. The knife was still in his hand, long and thin and lethal, and Mortas took a step backward. The Spartacan noticed the movement, and glanced at the blade before reaching back to slide it into its scabbard. “Don’t worry about that.”

The voice was distant, bled of emotion, but Mortas decided this was a good moment to introduce himself. “I’m Lieutenant Mortas. New to the zone and . . . wherever this is.”

By then the short man was sorting through his harvest, measuring the tubes against his outspread arms and discarding the ones he found wanting. Studying him, Mortas was dismayed to notice that he seemed to be a teenager like Gorman. The scout stopped working at that moment, and fixed him with a quizzical expression. “Death?”

“Excuse me?”

“Lieutenant Death. Your last name means death. Mortis. You know—­rigor mortis.”

“Oh, I see. Actually it’s Mor-­tas, with an a. What’s your name?”

“Cranther. Spartacan Scout.”

“What’s your first name?”

“Corporal.”

Cranther finished sorting the tubing and began tying off one end of each of the hoses he’d kept. “Listen, Lieutenant. Can’t interfere with me. Command will have your ass if you do. Stay out of my way, don’t ask me questions, and don’t follow me.”

There was no heat in the words, and for the briefest moment Mortas felt stymied. Bucking Command was unwise, and he knew so little of the Spartacans that he wondered if this busy little scout actually knew what he was talking about.

But that did it, of course; the Spartacan obviously knew a lot about survival and there was no way Mortas could just let him walk off. The group needed him, and the notion that their crash-­landing on this place was part of some secret mission was so absurd as to be almost laughable.

“Yeah, I’m going to have to go ahead and disagree with you there.” Mortas spoke slowly, letting his voice take on the slightest timber of command. He’d heard this tone before, by officers and noncoms sure of their authority who were trying not to go directly to the yelling stage. He hoped it would be enough.

The short man’s head came up slowly, and he seemed to be taking Mortas’s measure for the first time. His hands were full of tubing and dials, but it wouldn’t take him long to get to the knife if he decided to go that route. Instead, he locked eyes with the lieutenant and scowled.

“Any interference with a Spartacan Scout is a death-­penalty offense. You’re new, so—­”

“Brand new, actually. Which means I don’t know much and you know a lot. Right now I’ve got a psychoanalyst and a chartist, no food and no weapons, and no idea where we are.” He gestured toward the scout’s makeshift canteens. “But you look like you might know what to do here, so you’re not leaving us.”

That sounded a bit too direct, and he decided to take it down a notch. “Heck, where would you go, anyway?”

“Never mind where I go.”

“You got eyes in the back of your head? Never sleep? Who knows what could be out there? Might be nice to have someone watching your back.”

Cranther gave him a slight, ghostly smile. “Don’t know much about how Spartacans operate, do you, Lieutenant?”

“No. Which is another reason why you have to stay with us.” He remembered Trent’s words. “I’m declaring this an emergency survival situation.”

The Spartacan cocked his head to one side, still looking into his eyes. He pushed his lower lip up as if giving the whole thing serious thought, and then let it go slack. “It is that. So I’ll help you out. Why not?”

He turned easily, corkscrewing downward to scoop up the discarded tubes and starting to drape them over his arm. Mortas headed for the hatch, pleased with his success and unwilling to push it, but still hearing what the scout muttered under his breath.

“We’re all dead anyway.”

Trent and Gorman were no longer in the adjoining compartment when he came back, but he could hear them in the cabin next door. They were obviously continuing the search for anything useful, and Mortas wondered bleakly if there was any chance that they might find some food. The scout’s estimate of how long it took for a human being to die without nourishment seemed wildly optimistic to him, as he hadn’t eaten since the moment they’d sealed him in his tube. Mortas knew that ­people emerged from the tubes in a state akin to low-­level shock, but that once it wore off they quickly became ravenous.

He let himself ponder just what that meant in terms of the “weeks” it would take for them to starve to death, and decided that the clock on that deadline had been running for quite some time. As if to confirm his finding, his intestines rubbed against each other and gave off a low growl. He reached out for the transit tube’s lid to steady himself just as Trent and Gorman returned.

“Any luck?” he asked, straightening slowly as if he’d only been stretching.

“No.” Trent shook her head, and then lifted her chin toward the hatch behind him. “How about you?”

“He’s on board.” Mortas took a step closer, inclining his head and speaking in a whisper. “I think he’s waiting for a reason to ditch us, so go easy with the comments. It won’t take much, and we need him.”

“Not sure about that.” The reply was also given in a whisper. “I’ve seen his type before, usually when casualties are coming in. Their buddies are all beat up, half of ’em FUAD, and all they want to know is where the hot food is.”

“FUAD?”

Trent’s face took on a pained expression. “Oh, I didn’t mean to say that. I promised myself I wouldn’t pick up that kind of thing . . . it’s an acronym the triage techs like to use. It stands for ‘Fucked Up and Dying’ and I swore I’d never use it.”

“Captain, you don’t know anything about my type.” Cranther stood in the hatch behind Mortas, a dozen hoses draped over his brown shirt. Again the words lacked heat, spoken as if proclaiming an unassailable truth. “If we don’t locate something to eat right away, you’ll find out why my ‘type’ asks about the hot chow.”

Mortas was about to suggest that the scout busy himself with more important things, but Cranther had already moved on. He walked up to Gorman and held out the bundle of hoses. The chartist took them without protest, but seemed confused.

“What are these for?”

“You and I are gonna go fill them from the water heater’s reservoir.”

Gorman selected one of the tubes and flipped it back and forth in one hand. “This is the best we can do? How are we going to carry them?”

“Nothing but water has flowed through these. If you wanna drink hydraulic residue, small holding tanks make great canteens.”

Gorman nodded. “I guess you know more about this than I do. Let’s go.”

The scout turned to Mortas. “Don’t know how long we’ve been here, but judging from the burn marks on the hull it’s been at least a day. We need to get the water together, make one last sweep for anything worth taking, and get out of here.”

The sinister implication struck Mortas in a mix of both fear and embarrassment. This was his first trip to a war zone, and he’d completely forgotten the enemy. For all he knew, they’d landed on a Hab planet colonized by the Sims.

“You’ve been outside?”

“Of course. First thing I did. The place is mostly rock. We got lucky, the Insert’s hidden pretty well. Between two hills, one a lot bigger than the other. Went up on the low one, didn’t see much.”

Trent’s face had switched from anger to concern as Cranther spoke. “Did you see anything?”

“Yeah. I told you. Lots of rocks.”





 

CHAPTER 2

Though winded from the climb, Mortas still took one last look at the Insert far below. Its reactive pigmentation had colored the fuselage to match the orange-­and-­brown environment, but the break midway along the giant cylinder still showed up clearly. He marveled at his own desire to return to it, and couldn’t decide if that impulse came from a wish to maintain his only link with civilization or simple fear of the unknown.

Turning away, he looked across the rough plateau at the top of the ridge they’d just climbed and decided it was fear of the unknown. There was plenty of that.

Cranther had been right in that the entire planet seemed made of rock. Their ridge, and the smaller one next to it, represented the only high ground for many miles and gave them an excellent view of an appalling nothing. A flat plain stretched away on every side, ending on an empty horizon except for two dark elevations so distant that they could have been mountains or clouds. Or maybe a mountain chain with clouds. The rock beneath their boots was alternately red and orange, although it was covered in places by thin topsoil that was either brown or tan. Tiny vegetation in the form of yellow grass or sickly star-­shaped creepers clung to it, but in the ravine there had at least been some scrub.

“Water. Gotta be water somewhere.” Cranther had whispered, pointing at the bushes before they began the climb. He’d schooled the group in the need for silence before they’d left the Insert, after giving each of them three of the black water tubes. The material of the hoses hadn’t distended after being filled, and Cranther had tied the two ends of each tube together with wire so that they could be slung, stopper-­end up, over a shoulder.

In addition to the hoses, Cranther had given Gorman a thin piece of pipe as tall as a man and handed Trent a plastic holding tank the size of a human head. When asked about the two items, he’d grunted something about being able to collect water from a stream without getting eaten by whatever lived in it, and Mortas had let the subject drop.

The sun had moved close to the horizon while they’d been walking, and Mortas mentally berated himself for not recording how long that had taken. Although he’d trained and traveled on worlds other than his native Earth, it was maddening to think he’d have to learn an entirely new planet without mechanical aid or prior briefing. Cranther appeared beside him as if reading his thoughts, his voice an airy murmur.

“Sun was about there”—­he pointed into the darkened sky at roughly a 45 degree angle—­ “when I first went out. Been about three hours since then.”

Mortas opened his mouth to ask how he’d estimated the time, but the scout pulled back the sleeve of his shirt to show the chronometer strapped there. “You gotta hide your important stuff from the loading crews.”

“What else do you have that the rest of us don’t?”

The short man gave him a wintry smile and then moved off toward the spot where Trent and Gorman were standing. His voice was too low to hear, and Mortas was too overcome with weariness to follow. Not that he was physically tired; the climb up had been merely a good stretch of the legs and the planet’s atmosphere had so far proved similar to Earth’s in pressure and temperature. No, the fatigue was mental . . . and emotional, even if he didn’t want to admit it.

The onslaught of such extreme revelations, one on top of another and each seeming to be worse than the ones before, was proving more than he could process. The shock of awakening to their dire circumstances had been abruptly displaced by fear of an enemy that might be approaching the Insert even as they tarried inside. That fear had abated quickly once they’d emerged to find nothing threatening them, but that was its own problem in itself: There didn’t appear to be a single moving, living thing on the planet at all. Nothing flying in the air, nothing crawling on the dry ground, not so much as a breeze to carry a scent.

Starting the walk up the steep ridge, Mortas had felt his concern changing to a feeling of unreality. His companions were so unfamiliar, and their environment so hopeless, that it was easier to believe it wasn’t actually happening. In short, it didn’t fit his idea of war and so he rejected it. The training cadre had played their share of mind games on him and his fellow lieutenants in the pre-­deployment exercises completed not long before, and more than once he looked around in the hope of seeing hidden referees adjudicating his performance.

But now, having reached the deserted plateau in the gathering darkness, able to see just enough to know that they were truly marooned and that there might not be another living soul on the planet, Mortas could finally admit the crushing disappointment of it all. He’d come out here to serve humankind, to lead others like himself in combat, and to die if necessary in that effort.

Instead, it was beginning to look like he was going to die very slowly on a planet whose name he didn’t even know. A planet that was so worthless that neither side had even bothered to claim it.

Cranther produced yet another unexpected item, this one from one of the cargo pockets of his camouflage pants, and handed it to Gorman. He pointed over the edge of the ridge in the direction from which they’d come, and the mapmaker obediently walked away with his eyes fixed on whatever Cranther had provided.

For his part, the scout moved off toward a rock formation in the dead center of the plateau. It was twice the height of a man and many times that in width, and he vanished into the shadows while Mortas watched. Trent came over to stand next to him, her eyes on spot where the short man had disappeared.

“He’s going to run off on us.”

“Not much we can do to stop him, is there?”

“I guess not.” She shifted her feet on the gravel. “Maybe talk to him? If he gets to know us, finds something about us that he likes, maybe he’ll stick around.”

“Back at the Insert it sounded like you wanted him to leave.”

“I did. Like I told you, I’ve seen his kind before. Only out for their own skins. I’ve always avoided them because of that.” She cleared her throat. “Except now my skin’s on the line.”

“That never happened before?”

“Of course not. My job’s been aboard ship the entire three years I’ve been out here. We got attacked a ­couple of times, sure, but I’ve never been—­”

“What did he tell Gorman to do?”

“Gave him some paper and a marker. He’s got him making a sketch of where we are in relation to the Insert and that high ground over there, so we don’t get completely lost.”

“Sounds like he plans to stick around.”

“Or maybe he wants a clear conscience when he sneaks off. Wants to think he’s not leaving us completely helpless.”

“Maybe.” He was finding the whole conversation depressing, and decided that if he did survive this and was ever feeling a little down he would never visit a Force counselor. “I think I’ll go and see how Gorman’s doing.”

The loose scree underfoot crunched as he walked, and night had fallen to the extent that Mortas had difficulty making out the edge of the plateau. He stopped in place, to let his eyes adjust further, but Gorman’s voice came at him from close by.

“Over here, Lieutenant.” The mapmaker was kneeling with his hands pressed together in prayer.

“How’s the sketch coming along?”

The light color of Gorman’s flight suit allowed Mortas to see his hands part and swing to his sides as the other man gracefully rose to a standing position.

“Done. Not much to it, really, but the Corporal’s right; with so few reference points we need to be sure of where they are in relation to each other.”

Mortas shook his head, glad no one could see his frustration. Here he had a man trained in stellar mapmaking, and the only equipment he could give him was a pen and paper.

“Too bad they can’t tell you what planet we’re on.”

The objector turned toward him and, even though he couldn’t make out his features, Mortas could have sworn Gorman was smiling. The tan arm came up to point at the overhead sky.

“Have a little faith, Lieutenant. Sometimes you have to seek guidance from above.”

He tried to keep the discouraging words from coming out, but it proved impossible. “Somehow I don’t think that’s going to be quite enough, Gorman.”

Mortas walked away quickly, annoyed at himself, but still certain that the other man was smiling at him.

Mortas found his way to the rock formation and sat down with his back against it. Too dark to move around, and no food. Cranther and Trent were nowhere to be seen, even if his eyes could penetrate the darkness, and Gorman had no doubt returned to his prayers. A sensation of guilt swept across him as he realized he hadn’t posted a guard, but his eyes were heavy and he allowed them to shut.

Guard? Against what?

“Though physiologically almost identical to humans, the Sims are different in several key aspects.” The instructor at the front of the class spoke in a clipped, rapid manner that suggested he’d given this block of instruction many times before. His uniform showed none of the ser­vice badges or medals associated with the war, but he was an intelligence officer assigned to the training of new lieutenants and presumably knew his stuff. On the screen behind him, a succession of color photos depicted the enemy in various stages of battle, surrender, and decay. Sitting in the audience, Mortas admitted to himself that the photos could have easily been pictures of humans.

“First, the Sims are biologically incapable of reproduction. Though the enemy population separates by gender into males and females, and they do possess the same genitalia as humans, none of the reproductive functions of these organs actually work. No one has ever encountered a Sim, male or female, who was not at least in late adolescence, and just how the Sims reproduce is currently unknown. With that said, the status of females in Sim culture is presumed to be quite high. The enemy has not utilized females in combat roles to date, and very few of them have been available for capture when enemy settlements have been overrun.

“Which leads us to another difference between Sims and humans: They can’t derive nourishment from the food we consume. Their nutritional requirements are still a mystery to us, even though we have captured large quantities of preserved food which serve as their field rations. Analysis of Sim foodstuffs has been inconclusive, as whatever makes up those nutrients is of an origin that is completely alien to us. Sims are seldom captured alive, but even when they are, they don’t stay alive for long. Even fed with their own rations, Sim prisoners expire within days in captivity. Command suspects that either the rations require special handling in order to remain potent, or that the Sims require something more than those rations to live.

“And of course they can’t tell us about that, as the Sims are physically incapable of forming the syllables of any known human speech. Their language, such as it is, consists of a collection of chirps, peeps, and squeaks—­” the assembled lieutenants tittered at this, reinforcing Mortas’s suspicion that many of his fellow young officers considered the Sims a bit of a joke “—­and so far it has resisted the efforts of any of our translation technology.”

The instructor punched a button on the podium, switching off the projected images on the screen behind him. “Are there any questions regarding the material I’ve just covered?”

Mortas knew better than to raise any of the obvious issues presented by this shallow dive into the nature of their opponents, so he sat still. As was always the case, somebody just couldn’t keep his hand down. Luckily it was one of his more intelligent classmates, a lieutenant named McVries who was popular with both the students and their training cadre.

“So if they can’t make little Sims themselves, where did they come from, sir?”

“You know the answer already. Which came first, the chicken or the egg?”

“Excuse me, sir, but that’s not an answer. That’s a question.” The students laughed at this, partly in mirth and partly in support of the young man’s point.

“The truth is we don’t know where they came from, but it hardly matters.” The intelligence officer gave a nervous glance toward the back of the auditorium, where a long row of mirrored windows hid whoever might be sitting in the monitoring rooms. “They’re taking planets we need, they fight us whenever we encounter them, and there’s one heck of a lot of them.”

“I understand that, sir. In fact, I think I’ve heard those exact words somewhere before.” More laughter ensued, as the briefer’s response was a verbatim recitation of the government line. “It’s just that it strikes me as odd that they can’t eat our food, can’t talk to us, and die off after they’ve been with us for any time at all. They can’t make little Sims, and even though they haven’t yet mastered the Step, they’ve traveled across an awful lot of space to snap up those planets you mentioned.”

“What’s your point, Lieutenant?”

“My point is that they’re identical to us with the exception of those traits that keep them from spending any time with us.” An earnest expression replaced the humorous one that he’d worn through much of the exchange. “They’re tailor-­made to fight us without any possible way of joining us. So the real question is, who’s making them?”

Mortas awoke with a start much later, to see the plateau bathed in a dull blue light. The stars had come out while he’d slept, showing through the blackness arched over his head. Having so recently come from that void, he stared up at it for a long time as if looking at a picture of home.

Nature called after a short while, though, and he stood up and walked across the hard ground to where he could clearly make out the edge of the ridge. The floor below was too far away to be seen, but he took himself out and pissed on it anyway. The lack of sound, which he’d earlier considered so disturbing, now seemed to comfort him personally. The stillness created a similar sensation within him, and the slightest hint of a breeze finally played across his face as if a hand were gently ruffling his hair.

Finishing, he turned and saw that Gorman was also awake. The mapmaker stood many yards away, eyes and arms skyward, as if beseeching the heavens for a reprieve.

The sun was above the horizon when Mortas awoke. He’d slumped over on his side at some point, and came to with a sore neck and a raging belly. He slowly shifted to a sitting position, happy at least that he was still warm. This led to the thought of how much worse things could have been if they’d been deposited on a Hab planet in wintertime. From the look of things this planet didn’t have a winter, but even if it did they weren’t likely to see it.

Mortas came to his feet slowly, stretching his muscles and looking out over the plain. They’d arrived on the plateau too late the previous evening to see much, and he’d been mistaken in his belief that the region was barren. The sky still showed a purplish tinge, but there were no clouds to impede the sunlight and he could see for miles.

The ridge sloped away from him with a covering of yellowed grass that he’d missed earlier. Rocks of all sizes broke the topsoil in various spots, and not a mile away there was a minor hill that glinted with surface minerals. The dark outlines he’d seen the night before were indeed distant mountains of some kind, and even though the general hue was still orange and brown the whole region seemed somehow friendlier.

Studying the small hill, Mortas noted the way that the ground rose and fell as it approached the top. It reminded him of a game he’d played with the family cat as a child, where he’d moved his legs around under his bedcovers and the feline had jumped all over them as if they were prey seeking escape. That game had created myriad terrain shapes in the blankets, some of them similar to what he was seeing now. The contours of the hill suggested paths to the summit, and he allowed his mind to imagine the platoon he would now never lead, separating into squads and occupying the escarpment as they set up a defensive position.

A sound behind him interrupted these thoughts, and Mortas turned just in time to see Cranther emerge from a dark crevice in the rock near where he’d slept. He marveled at the way the short, wiry man had folded himself into the crack and decided a second later that all the Spartacans must have been taught to do things like that. Reconnaissance outfits relied on stealth and concealment to make up for what they lacked in firepower, and so hiding like that had probably become second nature.

Cranther squatted down, limbering up while his eyes roved all around. He adjusted the skull cap to make it sit more squarely on his head, and then approached.

“See any other Inserts?”

“No.” Once again Mortas felt like he was a step behind, as it hadn’t occurred to him to look.

“Their camouflage would have kicked in when they landed, so they might not be easy to see.” Cranther walked a little closer to the edge, his gaze slowly sweeping over the terrain. “Look for smaller wreckage, and disturbed ground. Our Insert left quite a gash before it ran into the rocks.”

He joined the scout and diligently searched the open plain for a full minute before speaking. “There should be others, right?”

“Depends. With a sudden shipboard crisis, factor in the time it takes to work up an emergency Threshold, and in the end maybe they don’t manage to get a lot of the Inserts launched. And if they were attacked . . .”

“Think they might have sent a distress call?”

“Of course they did. Before they even thought of launching the Inserts, you bet they sent the message trying to save their own hides. Problem is, an emergency Step isn’t like a normal one. It’s supposed to throw us at the nearest Hab, but sometimes that’s not how it works out.” Cranther looked up at him, actually smiling. “Did you know the original name for the Step was Transgression? It means ‘to step across’ but somebody decided that sounded too negative, like we didn’t have a right to go anywhere we damn well please, so they came up with nice words like Step and Threshold. Bet Command had something to do with that.”

Mortas tried to get back to the original topic. “Even with an emergency Step, a search party wouldn’t have too many places to cover, would it? I mean, starting from where the transport sent the distress call.”

“Search party? You kidding me? No such thing, El-­tee.” As disturbing as the words might be, Mortas did find some small comfort in the less formal address.

“Really?”

“At least not for a bunch of nobodies like us. Have a general go missing, or a colonel with the right friends, maybe they’d send somebody. But the big boys don’t travel in the Coffin Ships. Nah, they’re always in fancy shuttles with big-­tittied technicians and booze and lots of good food. I caught a ride on one of those, once. That’s probably where all our emergency gear went, to give the important ­people a double chance at survival.”

“Good morning.” The light female voice, ­coupled with the outlandish greeting, caused both their heads to turn. The dark green of Trent’s flight suit was tracked with orange where she’d slept on the ground. In the full light, Mortas now saw that her hair was a reddish-­brown and that her eyes were a striking blue. “I haven’t heard any birds, or seen anything moving . . . at all.”

“Big surprise, huh?” Cranther’s friendly tone had changed to mockery. “With us being so familiar with this place.”

Mortas fired a disapproving look in Cranther’s direction and was pleased when the scout pursed his lips and resumed surveying the plain. Trent seemed not to have noticed.

“I just thought it would be helpful if we had some kind of indigenous life to observe. A flock of birds, maybe they’d show us where the water is.”

“Gotta be careful, though.” Cranther tilted his head skyward. “On Platinus the Sims had these incredible reconnaissance robots that flew just like the birds. Took Command forever to figure that one out.

“But there is something alive here other than the plants.”

“What? Did you see something?”

“No.” The scout pointed at the seat of his trousers, where a darkened area had bled across the camouflage pattern. “I slept in a pile of guano last night and didn’t notice it until this morning. Little bead-­like things, no idea what made them.”

As hard as he tried not to, Mortas couldn’t keep from snorting in laughter. Trent joined in uneasily, but Cranther didn’t seem to care. Taking a step back from the edge, he canted his head toward a spot on the other side of the plateau. “Let’s see how the Wisp is coming along. He was making some kind of a rock garden last time I saw him.”

Mortas recognized the pejorative term for members of the Holy Whisper cult, but decided not to say anything. The modest connection he’d made with Cranther could be broken at any time, and he’d already laughed at him for no good reason at all. He was still dwelling on that when the trio arrived at the spot where Gorman had been praying the night before.

At first he thought that the objector had gone insane. Gorman stood in the middle of a broad arrangement of fist-­sized rocks that were connected by shallow gouges dug in the dirt. The mapmaker was busily writing in the notebook Cranther had given him, and only detected their presence when he stopped to review a segment of his arcane artwork.

“Oh, hello.” Gorman tucked the notebook under one arm and pulled back the sleeve of his flight suit to reveal the timepiece Cranther had been sporting the day before. He unbuckled it while speaking to the scout. “I started the timer when the first rays came over the horizon, Corporal. Just as you asked.”

Cranther accepted the chronometer
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