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Beyond war. Beyond love. Into legend.

Armed
with a fabled combat suit left to her by a dying warrior race,
Gabby Rojas secretly enters the deadliest standoff of the war as a
rogue sniper with one goal in mind: to keep her husband alive at
all costs. Dalton is a high school teacher, not a soldier, but he’s
volunteered to fight for the good of the colonies, against her
advice. Gabby, on the other hand, is a black-ops prodigy who turned
her back on the military years ago. The consequences of re-entering
the fray alone like this, wielding the power of her extraordinary
armored suit, could tip the balance of power in the
galaxy.

To reach
her full potential, she must bond with the suit over six grueling
stages. She doesn’t know what form they will take, only that the
final bonding is permanent, and any changes made to her will be
irreversible. Can she see Dalton safely off Orontes before the
final transformation? Stealth is her ally, but it’s tough to stay
inconspicuous when you’re taking tactical combat to the next level.
No human has seen anything like the things she can do, and word of
her exploits soon spreads across the colonies, attracting the
attention of powerful enemies, including her old alien nemeses, The
Finaglers.

As the
stakes rise, Gabby’s loyalties and fighting skills are tested to
their limits. But through it all, the love of her life only seems
to make her stronger. That, in turn, stirs ancient forces inside
the biotech suit, making it far more powerful, and potentially more
dangerous, than she could ever have imagined.
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 Chapter
One

Inheritance

 


She’d
worn armor all her life, in one form or another. It had its
advantages. The gunmetal suit resting on the old armchair was
battered and laser-scarred, more so than Gabby remembered. Everyone
else in the sparse, stone anteroom was standing behind it when she
entered, including a grizzled alien commodore and two air marshals.
One of the adjutants stepped forward to greet her in the official
Dimlic fashion – two left digits touching her right shoulder, their
bowed heads touching – and invited her to sit in the empty armchair
opposite. There were no words exchanged. She spoke enough Dimlic to
get by, and had been brushing up on her formal vocabulary during
the flight here, but this ceremony was an unknown quantity. Even
these rankers knew only what rumor and legend told.

Inside
the room’s chalky, metallic odor was a faint trace of minty Arinto,
a liqueur she’d drunk vats of during shore leave in her early
secondment days in the service. But she daren’t touch it now. Or
any other judgment-impairing substance. Gabby set her rucksack down
on the stone floor and sat on the edge of the soft seat
cushion.

The
voice she heard sounded like her own might if it echoed back from
the bottom of a well. It made her shiver. “I always hoped we would
fight together again, Kanzamoor. The years have been kind to you,
Essential Sister.”

Gabby
scanned the intense, wizened faces of the alien officers, but none
of them acknowledged that they’d heard anything, so she replied
aloud, “Who am I speaking to?”

At that
the grizzled commodore unhunched to his full eight-foot-plus
height, turned and walked out. The others followed in precise
single file, with the last to leave, the adjutant who’d greeted
her, stealing a glance as he eased the door closed after him. They
might be an ancient, friendless warrior race on the verge of
extinction, but the sparkles in his dominant compound eye betrayed
a childlike wonder.

“Who am I speaking to?” she reiterated when they’d
gone.

From
helmet to boots, a faintly purple, translucent ripple glided down
through the surface of the segmented armored suit. There was a
buzz, then a crackle of static. A cool green glow spreading behind
the helmet’s fine-grated visor triggered a memory. A feeling of
excitement, of vitality. That hue. That all-encompassing pale lime
hue. When she’d first put the suit on, that color had made her feel
sickly. Her brain had associated it with all the fears and doubts,
the foul, unpleasant things that rushed forth whenever she was
brutally honest with herself. But by the end of her assignment that
color had held an addictive quality; rather than conjuring those
negative parts of her, it shone brightly as a beacon of her mastery
over them. It was empowering, that lime light. And it had been
difficult to give up all those years ago.

“It is I, Kanzamoor. Don’t you remember?” The voice deepened,
the syllables sharpened, lost their echo, as if someone was
fine-tuning a frequency inside her ear. “We fought side by side, as
Essential Brother and Sister, the old Dimlic way. Our campaign was
the last of its kind this verse will ever see. But we were
victorious. And as the final Essential by blood, my will was
honored.”

“Pete?” She leant forward, gaped at the empty helmet. “Is that
really you, Threepeat? How is that…I mean I got word that you, you
know…that you died.”

“More than two of your years ago.”

“And the bequest. They sent me official word and all that. But
they never said that you were…I mean do they even know that
you’re…still alive…inside there? Are you?”

“We are all that is left of our race’s warrior
Essence.”

“I remember that,” Gabby said. “Every warrior who’s ever worn
this suit leaves the Essential part of himself inside it. But I
just assumed that was more of a tactical thing. You know, the
suit’s artificial intelligence adopting its wearers’ battlefield
knowledge, fighting moves, becoming more efficient that way. I
thought the metaphysical thing was just you guys being grandiose
and spouting voodoo. I’m sorry if I—”

“None of that matters, Kanzamoor.”

Gabby
smiled to herself. The way he said her call-sign, as one word, was
phonetically correct but in its own way as wrong as her
understanding of his real name. He’d laughed at her pitiful
attempts to pronounce his tongue-twister moniker in the old Dimlic,
so in turn she’d mocked his first efforts at saying hers. It had
taken him three tries to get it right, so he became Threepeat, and
later Pete for short.

Gabriella “Quinze-Amour” Rojas was the name her tutors had
given her on graduation. She assumed Gabriella was her birthname,
but she couldn’t be sure. She’d only been five years old when the
Phi had legally adopted her as a recruit into their classified
juvenile combat training program, codename: ‘Boughbreaker’.
“Quinze-Amour” referred to the most infamous incident of her
cadetship, when she’d hospitalized her tennis partner during a game
of mixed doubles after he’d had the audacity to cop a feel. She’d
never liked that Quebecois asshole anyway, but her overreaction had
shocked even her tutors, the boy being so much bigger and stronger
than her. She’d broken his collarbone, three ribs, and fractured
his skull, and hadn’t even needed to use her racquet. It was the
last time anyone had tried taking advantage of Gabby. And it had
earned her that ironic call-sign on Name Day, the literal French
for Fifteen-Love (the French actually used rien or zero where the English used “love” in
tennis), some wag in the officer’s mess having combined her age,
the boy’s native language, and the sport they’d been playing. Oh,
how droll those pricks were on Name Day.

“So how does this work, Pete? When I put the suit on, will you
be the voice in my head, speaking for all the Essentials in
there?”

“I must ask you one thing first, Kanzamoor.”

“Shoot.”

“Why are you doing this? Why are you doing something so
dangerous?”

“To keep a promise.”

“And are you willing to give up everything you have, everyone
you care about, to fulfil that promise?”

She
thought for a few moments. “I have no choice. If I don’t do this,
I’ll lose all of that anyway.”

“You should know there is no precedent for what you are
attempting. No human has ever survived all the stages of
Ventenar.”

“Well, no human survived the initial stage either. But I did.
You said it yourself, I’m unique. I was born for this.”

“No one can know that.”

“And no one can talk me out of it. You bequeathed me this suit,
the last remaining forhindre. You said that if I ever
had need of it, I had your blessing to use it.”

“One does not use the forhindre, Kanzamoor. One becomes it,
as it becomes one with the wearer. That is what it means to be an
Essential. The joining is painful, as you know.”

“Brother, you don’t need to remind me.”

“But I must. You survived the initial stage, a temporary union.
But there are six stages in total, each more difficult than the
last. The longer you wear the suit, the more fully you will have to
integrate with it.”

She
sucked in a breath through her nostrils, expelled it, then rolled
her shoulders. “Integrate how?”

“In every way. In more ways than you can possibly comprehend.
The forhindre is
not just body and mind. It draws from deeper knowledge. The ways of
Venten are ancient and boundless. It is so much more than a
fighting suit, and one must be so much more than a warrior to fully
wield it.”

“Like I said, I don’t have a choice. And with you to guide me,
Pete, I think we have as good a shot as anyone of pulling this
off.”

A long,
eerie pause. “I’ve missed you, Kanzamoor. I’ve missed your
recklessness. It was one of the things the Dimlic admired most
about you – your willingness to take big risks based on mere
intuition.”

“You gave me hell for that at the time.”

“It was not – is not – the Dimlic way.”

She
rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands. “We can go over all
that later to your heart’s content. My shuttle’s leaving shortly,
and I’m on a tight schedule for the next few days. Ready to wrap
this up?”

“But the initial bonding ritual requires—”

“That can wait.” Gabby got up and stuffed the suit into her
rucksack. “Your voodoo doesn’t scare me, Pete. The only thing that
scares me is not being there in time.”

“In time to keep your promise?”

Before she magno-locked the bag, she narrowed her eyes at the
fading lime light inside. “You’re not really alive in there, are you, Pete?
It’s just your brain architecture uploaded onto wetware, right? The
wetware running throughout the suit? What we’d call a
consciousness?”

“That description will suffice for now.” The voice slid into a
higher, fuzzy, echoed pitch, as though it had fallen to the bottom
of the well again. “Safe journey, Lieutenant-Major
Kanzamoor.”

“Actually, I’m retired.” And she clasped the magno-lock,
securing the most valuable piece of military tech anywhere in
existence inside a bag you could buy from any army surplus store in
the colonies for the price of a couple of hot meals and a pint of
something frothy to drink.

The
Dimlic officers, lining the corridor outside, each saluted her as
she passed, their compound eyes twinkling as the wonky light strip
flickered on the wall opposite. She nodded her respects. A small
crowd of spectators had gathered at the archway into the main
bazaar. After a little pushing and shoving, a group of armed men
spilled out into the passage ahead of her. When they saw the Dimlic
marching toward them behind Gabby, they panicked, scrambled back
into the crowd. The entire gathering parted as she approached. No
one would have guessed from their awestruck, partially cowed faces
that these were some of the most dangerous private collectors and
purveyors of illegal arms from across the colonies. And none of
them knew who she was, this thirtyish, small but athletic woman
leading a retinue of the reclusive warrior race that had all but
passed into myth.

Her name
was Gabby “Quinze-Amour” Rojas. Tennis was not among her
specialties.

 



 


 


 Chapter
Two

A Lady’s Accessories

 


The
Test-Your-Weapon shooting range was fully stocked with live human
targets. Most were Sheiker spies and POWs from the border wars, but
some were fugitives tried and condemned in absentia, delivered by
bounty hunters looking for a quick payday, no questions asked. The
targets were blindfolded inside the soundproofed shooting
galleries, and sedated enough to make them oblivious to what was
going on around them, but not too much that they couldn’t stand.
Some were tied up, others were moving targets. Each one paid his or
her debt in spattered crimson and exploding viscera and severed
limbs and chunks of bone and flesh and, finally, if the customer’s
aim wasn’t up to snuff, with a merciful bolt to the head from an
obliging AI sentinel.

Gabby’s Dimlic hosts marched off to a shrouded alcove, leaving
her alone in the middle of the bazaar. It was a little after 11:00
Core Greenwich, and the bi-annual expo was doing brisk business.
Gun-toting patrons queued in small groups, flanked by plush theatre
cordon ropes, to try out their new toys, some of the most exotic
killing instruments sold on the black market. Gabby recognized a
few models, like the Lernean Mk. 2, a kind of all-purpose rifle
that had too many damned attachments for her liking. Most looked as
though they could knock a meteor out of orbit. Ego bruisers, her
C.O. used to call them: sure, they’d destroy whatever they
hit if they hit
it, but plying one to zero a target on the move was like plying a
tank turret to zero a mosquito. The compact, lightweight shooters
that Gabby had always excelled with were few and far between here
in Big Ballsville. Most of these people weren’t serious operatives,
she knew. They were the munitions equivalent of cosplayers: most
looked and sounded the part, and even had the props, but they’d
never been near a real battlefield or felt like one of those poor
targets they were paying to make mincemeat out of.

Each
shooting alley was automatically spray-washed between bouts.
Meanwhile, regular injections of fruity freshener into the hall’s
aircon were clearly meant to overwhelm the stench of piss and shit.
For such a macho hive of metal and bloodlust, it sure smelled
purdy.

Gabby
clocked a number of would-be fans sizing her up. None made it
obvious that they were planning to ask for her autograph in bodily
fluids somewhere outside, somewhere isolated, but by now she was
the talk of the expo. If she’d had a private meet with the Dimlic,
what exotic tech had she bought? Maybe something no one had ever
seen. Worth billions to the high-reach fences, or to underground
R&D outfits looking to swerve the war whichever way would
profit them the most.

Before
the war, Aphelion 41 had been an official licensing depot for
medium-range interstellar vessels. This hangar had tagged and
outfitted ships for many of the original rock-hoppers and settlers
that had gamed and named the inner colonies. It had been a cradle
of dreams, a hive for the human pollinators of the galaxy. Now it
was nothing more than a petri dish for moral slurry. But the Dimlic
had chosen it for that very reason: anyone could come and go
unannounced, and they didn’t like to be seen coming.

Gabby
ignored a group of women beckoning her over to a stall full of
designer combat gear: women’s camo apparel, plastic and leather,
borderline S&M outfits aimed more at men’s fantasies than what
she—

Well, well. How about that?

There
was a camping section around the side. All-terrain, all-weather
gear and equipment. She spotted a ribbed AAF-RO (Atomic-Aligning
Fabric, Roll-Out design) two-man pressurized tent, furled into its
carrier about the size of a half-gallon flask. She could probably
find one at the army surplus store near work, but this one would be
the newest model and way cheaper. She sidestepped the women’s
friendly-enough questions by pretending she only spoke Russian. It
saved time. Sign language sufficed to broker the deal – C900 for
the tent, a backup burner stove with three gas canisters, and an
omni-atmos laser lighter – not a bad coup.

She was
busy packing her bag when a rangy, blonde woman in an expensive
trouser suit approached her from a nearby stall. They weren’t out
of earshot of the others, so the woman whispered, “Gabby? Is that
you?”

Gabby flushed cold. She didn’t ping the woman right away, not
until she noticed the bright silver flecks in her irises. That was
one way, maybe the only way, to tell a cutis nova – skin-changer – apart
from other humans. As this woman was only in her mid-twenties at
most, she had to have been a teenager when they’d last met. Gabby
managed a glimmer of recognition, nothing more. There’d been a
snot-nosed cutis recruit shadowing one of her spotters on the Forjorean moon,
but they’d only spoken once or twice during chow.

“You don’t remember me?” The woman didn’t appear put out by
that; she smiled her secret smile, the one all combat vets had for
those they looked up to. And every vet looked up to someone,
whether that someone was alive or dead. It was the nature of
hierarchy. You took orders from your betters, and you
hero-worshipped with a vengeance because the best way to improve
was to try to emulate the best of the best. Gabby had been no
different. And humility aside, she was a Phi black ops
legend.

She winked back at the woman, whose tanned cheeks blushed a
little. Cutis novae usually gained the ability to control their skin color and
texture around about puberty, but it took years of practice to be
able to use it professionally, as camouflage in the field or for
disguise as a civvy agent in things like corporate espionage or
seduction. This woman had that control, but nobody was
perfect.

“Are you active again? Word was you quit—”

“I’m not active,” replied Gabby, glancing around to make sure
no one else was listening. “But I appreciate the discretion. You
didn’t go career?”

“Just the one tour. A bunch of us took out a franchise together
– Army and Fleet surplus. You’ve just met some of the girls.” She
nodded at the stall-holders Gabby had fobbed off with her rusty
Russian. “It’s semi-legal, but if you want to know the truth, the
government is sponsoring half the sellers here. Without forced
conscription, they need militia. And they need armed and trained
militia ready for when the call goes out.”

“Finagler fodder. That’s all these bozos will be.”

“Maybe. What we really need are instructors, vets with the
mileage and the moxie to shape bozos into
ball-breakers.”

Gabby
snorted a laugh. The woman’s alliterative military slang did not
match that expensive pant suit, but it was oddly comforting to hear
the language.

“But you’re not active…” the woman added with a twang of
regret.

“Nope. Retired. But hey, thanks for the gear…”

“Dubois.”

“Uh-huh. My kind of franchise. Good luck, sister.”

“Safe journey, sister.”

Watching Dubois stride away to her colleagues – despite the
feminine power dressing, she still had that non-nonsense Phi
swagger – stirred a cocktail of emotions deep inside Gabby. The
part of her that hated the service had never fully divorced itself
from the part that still, after all these years, craved the
camaraderie, the life-or-death shorthand, the proximity to others
who shared her most intimate fears and terrible victories. She only
had the fumes of that life to inhale now, but the
cutis had just sublimed a
strong dose, one that would sustain Gabby for some time, she
reckoned. But it also roused the butterflies in her stomach as she
made her way out.

The vast
shuttle bay was maybe a quarter full. Dappled honey twilight poured
in through the slatted roof at the far end, sliding the long
shadows of parked craft across the smooth, oily blue floor. Her
ship had been permitted to dock in the monitored VIP grid, courtesy
of her Dimlic friends. So it was secure. But she lost her vector
sense for a moment when she glanced up. Jupiter’s bright golden
halo appeared quickly but vertically, in moments spreading enormous
until the light was everywhere. It was like watching the eye of a
giant lighthouse blaze into view but somehow sidewise from above,
and she’d made the mistake of thinking in terms of up and
down.

Space
did not do up and down. She closed her eyes until the sensation
passed. But it was another stark reminder that she’d been well and
truly civvy-clipped, maybe for too long. What she was about to do
needed every quark of her instinct, her focus, her training, and
whatever the hell else she could muster. One slip like this in the
suck and she’d be another sorry sucker chopped to charnel at the
end of one of those shooting alleys.

“Say, you know where I can find the bay manager? Looks like
I’ve overstayed my spot.”

The
bearded male speaker wore a padded jumpsuit peeled down to his
waist. Muscular, tattooed arms, pecs diligently pumped: he was in
good shape. And he wasn’t alone. There were three others a few
steps behind – two men and a woman, all under forty, ripped, and
lightly armed.

“Southwest gate,” Gabby replied. “That’s where the office is.
They should be able to fix you up.”

“Appreciated. Hey…” He trotted ahead of her, then turned to
block her path. “Hey, you’re her, right? The mystery chick with
the dark-worlders?”

“No. I’m late.”

She went
to sidestep him, but he wouldn’t let her pass. “Say, my buddies and
I were wondering…how much you’d take for…whatever you bought from
those creepy-ass alien dregs. No need to be shy. Just name your
price, doll-face. We came fully loaded.”

“Fully loaded, huh?” Gabby slid her bag off her shoulder and
set it down to one side. “How about we go a few rounds – just you
and me?”

He quirked an eyebrow, cupped his ear in her direction. “What
was that? You want me?” He motioned to the woman standing behind Gabby. “I hate
to say this, Brenda girl, but it looks like you’ve got some
competition. I mean we’re vowed, you and me, but this mystery
chick, she’s all over me. I’m not sure I could resist. She wants
me, like, right now. That’s her price. What do you say to
that?”

“I say she’s got about five seconds to live if she doesn’t
leave that bag and haul her skank-ass onto her shuttle and never
look back.”


Five-seven, gym-toned, sports ink along her collarbone: yes,
this brunette could probably handle herself. No, she wouldn’t last
five seconds against Gabby. But there were three other
opponents.

“I can let you have one of the weapons,” said Gabby, “but only
because it wasn’t on my buyer’s list. It’s a bootleg I paid for
myself.”

“You’re a proxy?” The first man’s Adam’s apple rolled in his
throat. “For who?”

Now, she
could have named any one of a dozen feared criminal syndicates
across the IC, but the trick here was not to let them chew on her
bluff. If they had a chance to think it through logically, without
fear, they’d know her story was tosh. A crime lord sending one
unescorted woman to purchase priceless alien tech – it just didn’t
scan. But this suck-bait had already referred to her as the mystery
chick. For all he knew there could be eyes on her at all times,
dangerous people watching her every move by remote. The very
audacity of her solo act would give her the benefit of the
doubt.

“I can’t tell you that.” She gave her left earlobe a double-tap
with her fingertip, for effect. Keep them guessing. “But if you’ve
got a hundred large, you can get your hands on something no one
else in this place has ever seen before.”

“Ha! They’re not even C-cups,” Brenda spat back. “He gets his
hands on bigger and better every night, skank.” She pushed up her
own breasts.

“That’s for him to find out,” replied Gabby.

“Wait? What are we talking about here?” The taller of the two
men flanking Brenda looked at her askance. His jaw had dropped
almost as low as his IQ.

“Oh, shut it, numpty.” She gave his arm a thump. “The grown-ups
are talking here.”

“Really? I don’t see any.” Gabby glanced over her shoulder and
flicked Brenda a frosty wink.

“Dale! What are we waiting for?” Brenda pulled her sidearm and
flicked the safety off. “She’s bluffing. This bitch is
bluffing!”

The first man, Dale, whose bare skin had goosed in the
hangar’s cold air, narrowed his eyes at Gabby. “I think you
want us to think you’re a
proxy. It’s what half the buyers in there have been saying. But we
think you’re government, off the books. There’ll be no trace on you
or your ship because this is some black-bag bullshit R&D
assignment, and you’re bluffing your way through this thing. So
we’ll be taking whatever you’ve got and there’s not a pussy-licking
thing you can do about it.”

Gabby
widened her stance, rolled her shoulders and neck muscles. “Okay.
Come get it.”

She knew
they wouldn’t dare shoot her inside this VIP grid – alarms would go
off and the bay would go into lockdown – so it would have to be
close-quarters combat. Insane with all the surveillance in here,
but okay. Dale was going to pretend to take her from the front, to
give his colleagues the chance to incapacitate her from behind.
Predictable. Amateurs. But there were still four of them and she
hadn’t engaged this many in a long time. What if she’d gotten
sloppy? What if she’d lost her edge? What if—

Dale’s
eyes bulged like boiled eggs as he charged. But he wasn’t looking
at Gabby when he did. He was looking past her, past his own people.
Gabby didn’t have time to find out why. She planted herself in the
way of his lunge, ducked to one side, spun, took his arm and his
momentum and hip-tossed him. In an extension of the same move she
smashed her knee down onto his chin and held him there, on the
verge of breaking his neck.

The other three were down too. All incapacitated. Dubois
tossed her blonde hair as she got up, the heel of her stiletto
pressed against Brenda’s carotid. Two other women from the apparel
stall had the men in painful-looking headlocks on the floor. It had
all happened so quickly and silently, Gabby’s adrenaline hadn’t
had chance to course through her. Only now, in the strain of
holding her man face down and ramming his arm up his back between
his shoulders, did she shiver with excitement.

And
damn, it tasted good. Better than any dose of caffeine or sucrose
or any painkiller euphoria. It was an under-the-tongue,
behind-the-eyes, spreading-everywhere rush of pure power and
fuck-you.

“We saw them follow you out,” Dubois explained as her female
colleagues, escorted by a team of uniformed security personnel,
frog-marched the perps into a side bay. “Like you, I figured no one
would be dumb enough to try anything here. A hi-jacking mid-flight,
maybe, but not in the freaking hangar. Two-hundred-plus cameras
watching the expo and they thought we wouldn’t be watching every
shuttle that comes and goes?”

“I guess so.”

But Gabby had her doubts – about the attempted mugging, the
caliber of the people involved. It was a little too dumb, even for those
Neanderthals. Had someone put them up to it? And if so, why?
Knowing it would fail, that they’d definitely be caught on vidfeed,
why go to that trouble? If it was misdirection, she couldn’t
imagine what it would achieve. The shuttle waiting for her was not
her own; it was an expensive private hire, its pilot bound to a
tight schedule with no questions asked. She hadn’t told him where
they were headed until the warp gate, so no one could have known in
advance that she’d be here. And the Dimlic were even more
circumspect.

“What will happen to them?” she asked.

Dubois
shrugged. “Not sure. They’ll probably do time, but unless you want
to testify or make a formal statement, no local magistrate will
throw the book at them.”

“I haven’t got the time.”

“That’s what I figured. Look, we have the vidfeed, at least one
of them drew on you, and three of us personally saw them surround
and threaten you. Any objections to us roughing them up a
bit?”

Gabby
shook her head, amused. “With my compliments.”

“We wouldn’t want our reputation for hospitality getting
besmirched.”

“Well, thanks for stepping in. Appreciate it.”

“Don’t mention it.”

“See you around, sister.”

“Before you know it, sister.”

Gabby
thought of flicking Dubois a salute, for old times, but nodded her
farewell instead. Maybe it was the last time she’d get to see a
fellow Phi. Or maybe there was more to this one than a letter of
the Greek alphabet they shared in ink. Combat vets could go one of
two ways, in her experience: either a civvy-clipped straight-arrow,
chasing contentment but never really finding it, or out of the suck
in name only, using what they’d learned to find and take whatever
they wanted, whatever made sense, whatever made them feel better
than, bigger than, and tasted like winning. She wasn’t sure which
way Dubois had gone, but a semi-legal arms bazaar wasn’t exactly
the rainbow road to contentment. This whole episode had been a
little too clean and neat. Gabby’s old senses were beginning to
sharpen, and her intuition told her that, even after she’d shown
Aphelion 41 her caboose, she was going to have to fight her way off
the radar.

All the
way.

 



 


 


 Chapter
Three

D Before Drop

 


Inter-Colonial Fleet Flagship Lepanto

‘B’ Deck Barracks

14:20 CG

 


“Face it, you’re a teacher, not a soldier. Trust me. And if you
think that somehow impugns your manhood, then it sort of proves my
point: you’ll be fighting for the wrong reasons. I know the type
that makes it and the types that don’t. Believe me, you do not
belong anywhere near that shit.”

Dalton
ran his wife’s withering words through his mind one more time as he
performed final prep on his weapons, kit and radsuit. Four months
ago, if anyone had told him he’d be a master sergeant,
communications chief for his platoon, about to embark on a
dark-side drop onto the most hotly contested world anywhere in the
colonies, he’d have laughed in their face and every quark of him
would have quailed.

It
wasn’t that she was absolutely right, it was that she very well
might be, and that he hadn’t listened to his wife, an experienced
combat vet who’d seen more than she would ever let on she’d seen:
that was what troubled him. He’d observed how deeply the trauma had
affected her. Hell, he’d nursed her back from the brink through
some of the most vivid, grueling episodes of his life. Falling in
love with a woman who’d seemed more alive, more spectacular the
closer she got to death, seeing her at her most vulnerable and at
the same time her most unyielding, had changed him. The more she’d
softened toward him, the harder and sharper she’d grown toward
authority, to that life she’d almost sacrificed everything
for.

Strange,
then, that he should find himself heading in the opposite
direction, unable to heed her advice and learn from her
trauma.

Did the safety of the Core worlds really mean
that much to him? Enough
to risk losing her? Enough to risk losing everything he had and
would ever have? Their bitter exchange in the kitchen after lunch,
the last time they’d spoken, cut like a hundred shards embedded in
his tenderest places as he shaved for the last time before the
scheduled drop later that evening.

No, it
was too much to digest just now. What he needed was a little
D-time, as Perrault and Frisk called it. The three of them had
adopted it as a necessary routine before each and every drop. D for
Derangement – to cut the cord for a couple of hours in the uber-gym
or on the sports pitch, then find somewhere uber private to smoke
something liable to get them uber castrated by their C.O. if they
were found out. A joint each, not enough to smog them up for the
drop itself but just enough to take the edge off. They’d already
been piss-tested right after rollcall that morning, so as long as
they weren’t walking into bulkheads or singing ballads into the
muzzles of their rifles, Perrault’s homemade post-D stimulants
should suffice. Hell, this was their fourth drop, and no one had
pinged them for intoxication yet. And to be fair, any lag effect
only lasted during the descent; once that hatch hissed open and
they toed the muck or rock or whatever the hell else was going to
be their terra firma for the foreseeable future, they sobered up
quicker than a hangman who’d got the noose and his own necktie
mixed up.

Dalton
couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t relied on the D, even long
before he’d called it that. A perennial outsider at the
million-and-one colony schools he’d attended during his parents’
lengthy assignments – they were sought-after terraforming
consultants, paid the big bucks – he’d learned to quickly identify
the resident supplier of whatever harmless D drug was in vogue
there at the time and inveigle himself into that person’s
confidence. Nothing hard, just the recreational stuff.

Later,
at teaching college, he’d figured out how to make his own in the
biotech lab and had become a small-time underground supplier
himself, but, again, nothing too hardcore, nothing too addictive.
In psychedelic terms, it was the boat designed to right itself
after capsizing as opposed to going 20,000 leagues under. And
throughout his years as a PT and history teacher at various inner
colony high schools, Dalton had maintained that even keel by
regularly submerging in his free time, his D-time, in order to
better navigate the humdrum, occasionally amusing emptiness of life
cast adrift – life above water.

Until
he’d met Gabby.

Funny how she tended to get what she wanted in the end. Well,
nearly always. After all, he was here, wasn’t he, doing the
opposite of what she’d
warned him in no uncertain terms he must not do? And here he was,
struggling to become the opposite
of what he’d always imagined himself
becoming.

If that
wasn’t worth some solid D, nothing was.

 


Perrault limbered up like clockwork, leaning on the crossbar
between the seven-a-side soccer goalposts. He religiously wore his
old man slacks for any exercise, especially soccer. He claimed it
was for comfort, whereas Frisk maintained it was to hide his
varicose veins that were only a couple of strands away from the
Swamp Thing in shorts. Sixty-two later this year, Corporal Perrault
was at the extreme upper age limit for active service. He’d been a
biodome engineer before signing up six months ago, not exactly
frontline fighting material, but his formidable physical fitness
and exemplary health had helped him sail through basic. He could
have chosen logistics or even R&D, but no, the crusty old cat
had wanted to use
up a few more lives in order to personally keep his beloved
colonies safe.

“Wouldn’t hurt you to be on time just once, would it, Dalton?”
the old man shouted. “Surely to God. And hey up, here’s another
waster,” aimed at Frisk, who was chatting away inside his omnipod
as he strode onto the pitch. “We’re about to drop into the hellfire
of Orontes, and you two loaf about like it’s Monday morning fire
drill, the sun’s out, and hot little Penny Malone is striking poses
at you from across the school yard.” He turned away,
grinning.

Dalton
took a ball from the kit bag, placed it down on the AstroTurf, took
a short run up and curled it toward the top-right corner of the
goal. Unfortunately, his angle was off and it thumped square into
Perrault’s back, knocking him off balance so that he rattled the
light metal frame. His predictable red-faced scowl when he spun
round – his sun-kissed skin was permanently that color – broke
Frisk into an equally predictable and infectious fit of gut
laughter.

“What’s the matter, Gramps? We cut into your Pilates sesh?”
Frisk called over.

“I’ll cut into more than that, sunshine, if you haven’t brought
those gloves this time.”

Frisk
patted his sports bag. “Way ahead of you, Lurch.”

That
last nickname, confined to the exercise arena, while an apt
description of Perrault’s imposing height, shoulder span, hunched
form when running, and a bulldozer-like lack of nimbleness in his
movements, had come from their drill instructors, the kind of crude
and obvious slur they liked to throw at recruits to belittle them
and put them in their place. Frisk’s nicknames were usually more
original or affectionate. That he’d used it now, before such a
momentous drop, suggested that their D-time was needed more than
ever.

In many
ways Dalton’s two companions were chalk and cheese: one of
advancing years, the other eager not to advance in that way but to
stay trendy, relevant, and proud of his over-achievements. To Sonny
Frisk, the youngest vice-president of a successful interstellar
freight company, this was an opportunity to be a part of history,
like the Commerce Wars his great-uncle had fought in. It would look
so good on his resume, it would be a trump card no one could ever
take away from him. And while that alone might sound superficial
and opportunistic, there was hidden steel girding his creed, a work
ethic and a sense of loyalty that were unshakeable. Frisk rarely
mentioned his family, but Dalton reckoned either one or both
parents had had a profoundly positive shaping influence on this
young go-getter.

In his
dashing ensemble of knee-length Fourmyle Delta soccer shorts,
socks, shin pads, and shiny – extremely expensive – designer sports
jacket, he could be about to pose for a fashion commercial or greet
a gaggle of screaming fangirls. Dalton had heard him utter sweet
nothings to at least two different women via omnipod these past few
days. And the way he strutted around at times, it was as though
this really was just some extracurricular retreat he was on, a kind
of gap-year combat assignment to pad out his already-impressive CV
before he bucked for an even bigger corporate promotion.

Yes, it
was easy to misjudge Specialist Frisk, perhaps easier than it was
to get the wrong impression of Corporal Perrault. They were
generations, worlds, interests, likes, dislikes, and
life-experiences apart. They were also a rare combination of
elements that produced the kind of reaction necessary for endurance
under such horrible pressure: warmth, irony, and the occasional
splash of spontaneous inspiration in the field. One without the
other would do well enough in this career, at least for a while;
but together, kept in close company, they held each other in
balance, the yin and yang of the volunteer spirit. They saw it as
their solemn duty to fight, but, like any reasonably-balanced
adult, they hated the reality of the suck. And each relished being
a foil for the other’s cross-generational wit.

Dalton
found each on his own good company, but it was Frisk’s and
Perrault’s shared banter, their spiky irreverent locker-room double
act, that kept him buoyed. That, and their mutual enthusiasm for
smoking themselves into oblivion whenever they could get away with
it, was a priceless distraction he hadn’t imagined he would need to
rely on. It was enough on its own to prove his wife
right.

“You want me to take a turn between the sticks?” asked
Perrault, nodding at the aforementioned padded goalkeeping gloves
Frisk toted on his way to the six-yard box.

“Yeah, right, and have you bust a hip again? Nice try, Gramps,
but the only way you’re medding out of this drop is if I take you
out myself.”

“Mm. Suit yourself. Just warning you, this could get
embarrassing. I’m on good form today – I can feel it.”

Frisk
playfully shook his head as he performed his warm-up stretches.
“That’s like saying a turd’s on good form cause it entered the
water with a plop and no splash.”

The old
man shot a piledriver straight at Frisk in mid-stretch; the latter
had to whip his gloved hands from behind his back in order to parry
it. He grimaced a little, tried to hide the pain. “Wait till I’m
ready, numbnuts.”

“First rule of goalkeeping: never let your guard down. Expect
the unexpected. Tinkerbell.”

“Yeah? Well, you’re right – it was a shock seeing you actually
kick the ball. Usually it’s sweet Fanny Ann.”

“Let’s try some from distance,” said Perrault. “Dalton, set me
up, then we’ll take turns, see what this pretty boy’s made
of.”

“Sun cream and souffle,” replied Dalton.

“I heard that, Wipeout.” The youngster pointed a threatening
finger at him, then gently punched his own palm. “You two should
have joined the navy instead – the creaking hulk and the surf bum –
salt’s in your veins, I swear. Shit’s stinging my nostrils from way
over here.”

Dalton
laid the ball off for Perrault, who smashed it shockingly high and
wide, almost hitting the empty spectators’ balcony.

Frisk guffawed. “Maybe if we widened the goal to, oh, I dunno,
the galaxy…nah,
you still couldn’t score in a shack-sheik brothel.”

“Just warming up, Baldy.” A reference to Frisk’s prematurely
receding buzzcut hairline, which, while not exactly uncommon for a
man in his early twenties, was in complete contrast to Perrault’s
full, if silver-streaked, head of coiffed hair.

Dalton’s
next shot fizzed inches wide, but at least it made Frisk dive
full-length. With a lumbering run-up, Perrault struck the rebound
with savage power. It bulged the top-left corner of the net and
left the goalkeeper floundering. His fist raised high in
celebration, the old man ran up to his young opponent, wrestled him
into a headlock and rubbed the dome of his head as hard as he could
with a clenched fist.

“Agh! Get off!” Frisk managed to squirm out as the old man
relaxed his hold a tad.

Perrault
roared a laugh, which made Frisk half grin, half sneer as he
gathered the ball, thirsty for revenge.

“That’s one-all,” said the ’keeper. “Best of seven. Then you’re
definitely having the gloves, and we’ll see what
you’re made
of.”

Dalton
couldn’t resist. “Does carbon-dating go back that far?”

“And don’t think you’re
getting out of it.” Perrault pointed his finger of
doom Dalton’s way. “Not this time.”

“Maybe, if I’m in a generous mood.”

“Typical ranker,” replied Perrault. “They’re all the same once
they get one-up on you.”

The old
man might have expressed himself a little too loudly, because a
voice bellowed from the gate at the other end of the pitch, “Is
that insubordination I hear, Corporal?”

As soon
as Perrault saw who it was, he called back, “No, sir. I was just—it
was meant as a joke, sir. Everyone knows ranking officers all walk
on water.”

That
last part brought a playful narrowing of the eyes from one of the
most inscrutable faces in the entire corps. You could never tell if
Lt. Beech approved or disapproved of you. In his late twenties, he
was a handsome, light-skinned Creole, with high cheekbones, dark,
almost black sunken eyes, and a wiry, athletic physique. His
precise role in the 42nd Inner Colonies Infantry Division was hazy.
He didn’t command a platoon, but he’d been with them since before
Dalton et al had graduated from basic, and he was always hobnobbing
with the other lieutenants and higher-ups, as well as silently
observing drill exercises, mock combat assignments and ad hoc
inspections. Frisk reckoned he was some sort of political officer,
reporting back to ISPA on things like troop morale and officer
efficiency. But he could just as plausibly be an administrative
assistant to Gen. Nakadai, gauging those same criteria but for the
betterment of the division, not its political overlords.

It made
him neither fish nor fowl. And as it was rare that he shared more
than a polite word or two with the grunts, Dalton and his NCO
team-mates were doubly surprised when he brought a Fleet officer
onto the pitch with him – Squadron Leader Aberdeen, who’d spoken at
the last two pre-drop briefings – and suggested they have a
two-on-two match.

“Beg pardon, sir,” said Dalton, “but Lieutenant De Boer said we
weren’t allowed to play contact sports.”


Aberdeen, a tall, hook-nosed, charismatic flyboy type with a
commanding voice and too many immaculate white teeth for his mouth,
scoffed at the notion. “It’s low-bar football, not rugby. You get
more contact queuing for chow. Come on. Are you infantry or
what?”

This
ill-advised challenge prompted even Beech to flash the pilot a
stern glance. The former quickly rejoindered with, “What he means
to say is, nothing too competitive. Up the tempo, but let’s see
skills, not studs. First to five wins. How about it,
Sergeant?”

Dalton
couldn’t very well refuse a senior officer, but he didn’t like his
rec time being muscled in on, and he especially didn’t like
Aberdeen’s belittling comments. They angered him more than he’d
have thought possible a few months ago. A slight on the infantry
was a slight on him personally, and while he was grappling with why
it had got his hackles up to this extent, he resolved to make
low-bar football a full-contact sport, if only one time, to launch
this flyboy infantry-style – ass over tits. And he could see in
Perrault’s and Frisk’s pinched expressions that they were thinking
along similar lines.

Game
on.

Unfortunately, the closest Dalton and the old man got to Beech
or Aberdeen was to gasp the air in their slipstreams during a
five-minute, four-goal blitz. Perrault charged around like a
minotaur but, unable to change gear or direction in a fraction of
the time the officers could, ended up tangled in his own feet or
flat on his ass, or both. Dalton managed to dispossess Aberdeen a
couple of times, but more by dint of his being slow to react to the
latter’s lightning turns, with one attempt to tackle during the
pilot’s turn one only succeeding when the ball just happened to hit Dalton’s
foot on the way back during turn
three. It was like playing quantum
soccer.

The
officers didn’t brag or comment or make any gesture at all to the
effect that they might as well have been playing against tree
stumps…until Lt. Beech, for the winning goal, swerved a volley from
an obscene distance. He struck it so well from the other end of the
pitch that it whistled through the air and seemed guided by some
higher power as it dipped its way to the top right corner. Dalton
and Perrault could only gawp as it flew by. Aberdeen egged it on
with a breathless “Go-go-go, you beaut-aaay!”

Beech
had already leapt off his feet in celebration, a fist raised high
as he yelled, “Have some of that!”

Then
Frisk, the most diminutive player on the pitch, watching the ball’s
vicious swerve and dip carefully, took a couple of nimble steps and
flung himself to his left. His outstretched fingertips couldn’t
have made more than glancing contact, but it was enough to somehow
deflect possibly the best shot any of them had ever seen onto the
spot where crossbar met post. The entire goal frame clanged and
lurched back off its roots. The ball rebounded up the pitch. Frisk
had done the impossible.

Beech gaped. Aberdeen shouted, “Fucking amazing save!” Dalton covered his
mouth in a paroxysm of shock and pride. Meanwhile, Perrault,
chuckling maniacally to himself, hunched his shoulders and charged
toward the ball as it slowed near the center spot. Lt. Beech saw it
too, and, perhaps still eager to claim his godlike striker status,
sprinted to get there first. He did. But Perrault’s momentum, which
by this time could have been measured in brake horsepower, got
there a split-second later. The result, if it had occurred anywhere
other than on a sports field, would have been listed in the
artillery log as ‘catastrophic friendly fire’ and accompanied by a
sizeable number marked in megatons.

Both men
were okay, despite the clash of heads and other ringing parts. But
it was decided by mutual consent that the game no longer continue
in its current form, and that Perrault’s foul was so egregious it
had to been penalized. One last penalty
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