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Meet the Cutter Force Initiative

COLONEL R. A. “RAGS” CUTTER: A career military man, Cutter left the GU Army when he ran afoul of Army politics. At large, Cutter realized that there was a need for his kind of expertise and created a fighting force for specialized, smaller-scale actions.

JO SIMS: A former PsyOps lieutenant in the GU Navy, Sims is drop-dead gorgeous and as adept with small arms as she is with her mind.

TOMAS “DOC” WINK: A former ER doctor, Wink is an adrenaline junkie who doesn’t feel alive unless he is on the razor’s edge defying death.

ROY “GRAMPS” DEMONDE: Previously the PR director for a major corporation, Gramps lost his family in the revolution and is always looking for a way to stick it to the GU.

FORMENTARA: A mahu and cybernetics whiz adept at installing and maintaining all kinds of bioengineered implants.

MEGAN “GUNNY” SAYEED: A master weaponsmith and expert shooter. If it throws any kind of missile or a particle beam, Gunny can use it, upside down and over her shoulder.

KLUTHFEM “KAY”: A Vastalimi who can kill using only her bare hands, feet, or fangs—even though at heart she is a pacifist.
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	ALWAYS LEARNING
	PEARSON








This book is for Dianne,
and how could anybody who knows me think otherwise?

And for the musical jam groups the NFUs and the CMs,
where I finally began learning how to play nicely—
more or less—with others…
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Fog, like moonlight, obscures and distorts an army’s vision, causing things to appear other than they actually are.

—CARL VON CLAUSEWITZ (FILTREPROPRE, V3)
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ONE

Quasi-serious death blew past Cutter’s helmet, the sharp and hard whistle of a hypersonic rifle round.

The shiftsuit’s tacticals IDed and tracked the bullet, backwalked the angle, and a red enemy-sig lit on Cutter’s heads-up display.

Red, because the suit’s computer was programmed to assume that anybody shooting at you was an enemy.

Must have taken the programmer a while to come up with that rationale.

Colonel R. A. “Rags” Cutter knew exactly where the sniper was—that old resiplex, third floor, two windows south of the corner, 104 meters that way. If he wanted, he could get the shooter’s height and weight from the suit’s pradar, but…why bother?

Cutter ducked behind a recycle bin, a stacked-everplast tub full of enough garbage to provide cover and not just concealment. There were several of these bins on the curb, and the suit’s filters didn’t cut out all the odor of rotting organics.

Obviously, it was trash-pickup day.

The suit’s computer ran a quick scan on the composition of the wall and spotted up a chart for what it would take to breach it: Their sidearms would be a waste of needles. Their AW explosive rounds would need a few hits in the same spot—the material’s Rockwell showed that it was apparently a local stone equivalent to marble, and fairly thick. The AP rockets would punch right through, of course, but at 1196 New Dollars each, those were better reserved for hard targets—spend one on a tank or a juggernaut, that was a good deal; piss one away on a sniper? Bad for the bottom line. Wasn’t like it had been in the real army, where you shot whatever you wanted and piss on the cost, Mama Terra had plenty more where those came from.

“Y’all all right over there, Colonel?” That was Gunny Megan Sayeed’s droll SoTerran vox in his sonicware. She was behind the next recycle bin, ten meters to local south.

She was aware that the sniper’s weapon was no real threat to the suits Cutter and the rest of the pent wore. As long as that was all the sniper had to throw.

If he could afford them, Cutter would use Fully-Augmented-Shiftsuits for every trooper on every stand-up-shoot-back mission. Best technology available here in the late twenty-fourth century, they were. Unfortunately, those leases also cost a small fortune, and his operating budget usually only allowed for a few unless the customer had really deep pockets. FAS’s were outstanding tactical wear. The soft and breathable fabric would harden to Class VI personal armor two milliseconds after any missile impact, and bullets would bounce right off. It would defuse charged-particle-beam pulses up to eighty watts, and lasers and masers would take all day to raise the temperature inside the suit five degrees. Well, it would take most of a minute, which was practically all day. Plus the chameleon shift could make you virtually invisible to anybody seeing in the human visual spectrum…

“I’d be a lot happier if one of my loyal and efficient troops would lob a boomer into that window and shut down that sniper, you know, just in case he’s waiting for us to get overconfident before he starts shooting serious AP. And not to put too fine a point on it, why hasn’t somebody already done it?”

Boomers only ran about fifty noodle apiece. They could afford that.

There was a short pause, and Gunny said, “Well, actually, Kay was gettin’ kind of antsy, so Ah let her off the leash.”

Cutter shook his head. “You know we aren’t getting paid by the hour?”

“You just got here, so Ah got to choose. ’Sides, aren’t you the one always tellin’ us to accommodate the talents when we can? That’s old school up there, Rags, he’s usin’ a gunpowder hunting rifle, for chrissake. And besides, Ah don’t think it will—”

There came a horrific scream; despite the adrenaline dampers circulating in his blood, the hair on Cutter’s neck stirred as his flesh goose-bumped.

The terrified yell stopped as if cut off by a knife.

Or by a set of really sharp, diamond-hard, alien claws delivered across a throat at inhumanly fast speed.

“—take all that long,” Gunny finished.

Cutter could almost feel her smile. “Nobody likes a smart-ass, Gunny. That’s the last one, right?”

“Yessuh, Colonel, suh, ten for ten, and mission accomplished.”

Cutter stood. Gunny was already on her feet, and the two troopers also rising behind her.

All things considered, this hadn’t been a bad operation. They’d been hired to find and take out a bandit cell that had been hijacking TotalMart’s hovervans, when the local police proved ineffective. That turned out to be because the local police were part of the cell—at least two of the KIAs were for sure, maybe more, the b.g. checker hadn’t run them all down, what with a couple of them being no more than small and bloody bits scattered over half a klick. What they got for riding in a piss-poor armored vehicle and eating an AP rocket.

An expensive rocket…

Cheop was a backlane planet, part of the three-habitable-worlds Filay System, and a van full of high-end augmentation gear, exotic foodstuffs, pharmaceuticals, or just semi-intelligent robotics could be worth a million or two ND, easy. TotalMart rural vans were the size of two-family houses, and packed tight, to maximize delivery-to-cost ratios. The bandits had hit three of them over a period of a few weeks. One had been destroyed, and they were holding the other two for ransom. Lot of balls to do that, the bandits; steal and clean the vans out, then charge the company to get the empties back. Since the vans were spendy hardware, the hijackers could have all retired rich—except they got greedy.

Smart crooks knew when it was time to leave the party. Always better a little early than too late. Stupid crooks stayed too long.

Enter Cutter Force Initiative, because the GU’s Army hated having to space to the middle of nowhere to protect the galaxy’s largest corporation’s bottom line. They would do it, because big money talks loud enough, so everybody has to listen, but they didn’t like it. And after the most recent revolution, they were stretched thin.

The fucking GU Army…

Don’t go down that corridor, Cutter. Living well is the best revenge, remember?

Yeah, I remember being booted out of the Detached Guerrilla Forces by the fucking GU Army, too.

Yeah. It was his gain, and since they were underwritten by TotalMart, it didn’t hurt to kick ass and have the veeps in Security nodding and smiling. And TM even paid on time, another plus.

TM would send people to collect the stolen trucks and a fair amount of the cargo would be retrieved. No, it wasn’t a bad op at all…

The purple flash on his HUD made Cutter glance toward the building. Kluthfem ambled out from the place and loped toward where he and Gunny stood. She was suitless but had a transponder. The tactical always purpled a Vastalimi’s sig, not that anybody with eyes would mistake one of them for human. They were about shoulder high to an average man and looked like a cross among a tiger, an ape, and a praying mantis. Bipeds, with a short, thick, orangish fur and almost humanlike arms and legs, but with tapering, wedge-shaped heads and big eyes, Vastalimi were as deadly a soldier as you’d want.

Too bad more of them weren’t big on leaving their homeworld. Cutter would hire a whole platoon if he could. Some ops, when the enemy found out he had one Vastalimi working for him, they’d quit right then.

“Kay,” he said, as the Vastalimi arrived. Her real name was difficult for a human to pronounce properly, and Kluthfem was a generic that didn’t really translate exactly into Trade. The troops called her Kay, and she was good with that.

“Colonel.”

“Any problems?” It was a joke, but he kept his face serious.

She gave him a look, kind of like when a puppy hears a strange noise and turns her head this way and that to regard it. “No,” she said. “No problems.” Her Trade was clean, if somewhat inhumanly accented. A lot better than his Vastalimi. He could produce maybe fifteen or twenty words in their main dialect that a native speaker might understand: Well met; Farewell; Require a healer; interrogatives for toilet, food, drink; Stop! Okay; and the insult Your sister fornicates with prey. It was a throat-busting language for humans, who weren’t rigged with some kind of vocalware.

One of his favorite war stories was about when a GU Army Recon Kill Team did a sortie on New Java a few years back. Recon KTs were badasses, they sported combatware augs out the ass—hormone pumps, auditories, ophthalmics, nerve boosters, viral/molecular tacticals. They were trained to razor sharpness, carrying major firepower and ready to wreck or die.

According to the tale, the KT octet, after a terrorist cell, had kicked the wrong door and charged inside.

Instead of terrorists, there had been a Vastalimi family on a vacation, having dinner. Male, female, a couple of half-grown children. Forty-five seconds after the RKT booted the door, they were all dead, and the Vastalimi family didn’t have a scratch on any of them. According to the most extreme version of the tale, they took out the Recon team, then sat back down and finished supper…

Gave a whole new spin on the term “top predator.”

Probably apocryphal, that story. But he had seen Kay move, and while she was as adept with small arms as most in the unit, she preferred her claws when it came to close combat. Retracted, you could barely see them, they looked like not-particularly-long dark nails. Extended, they were four-centimeter curved needles, and she could tear her way through an isotet or wooden wall as fast as a strong man flailing with a pair of smatchets.

And Vastalimi didn’t mount—or need—cybernetic augmentation to outdo humans in much of anything, either…

“Colonel?”

Opchan Three, that was Sims, back at the field command vehicle.

“Go ahead, Jo.”

“We about done here?”

“Haven’t you been watching the feed?”

“What, and miss Chef Flambé on the Cooking Channel? We’re doing chocolate soufflés today.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, we’re done.” Jo had been PsyOps, when she’d been in the Army, a first looie. She liked to pull chains, and she was good at it.

“Gramps just called, and we have an offer for a gig on Ananda, an extraction.”

“Kidnapping?”

“Haven’t seen all the details yet, but looks like it.”

Cutter considered that. Extractions were sometimes iffy—badly timed, the kidnappers would, often as not, just kill the victim and run. On the other hand, the pay was good, and the risks to the unit minimal compared to chasing pirates or dealing with rebellions, warlords, or other private militaries.

“We’re on the way in. Get the details.”

“Don’t slam the door when you get here, I don’t want my soufflé to fall.”


TWO

The Forward Command Vehicle was about the size of a double-wide pubtrans floatbus, and the medical suite aft was large enough to squeeze six gurneys into it in an emergency though it had only three that could make full use of the suite’s D&T units. With the diagnose-and-treat systems lit, a medic didn’t need to do much hands-on work, just monitor and stand by for problems the dins couldn’t manage, which, frankly, were apt to be beyond any but the sharpest combat docs.

Tomas Wink liked to consider himself among the sharpest, and he’d had enough time in grade to make the claim.

The UV lights kept the air free of most nasty pathogens though it gave the place a slightly scorched smell.

The trooper on the table was a question. He’d been hit by the blast of an IED shear that blew him into a tree four meters away from where he’d been walking. The suit had absorbed and deflected the explosion and the impact somewhat, but they weren’t magic, those suits. It was like the old joke about the problem with jumping out of a hopper at altitude: It wasn’t the fall that killed you, it was the sudden stop.

Physically, the trooper—his name was Fletcher—looked mostly okay. Some bruises, contusions, nothing broken or majorly torn. But his vitals were off—pulse, respiration, BP were all too fast. His hormones were whacked, and his chem scans a-jumble. Adrenaline and testosterone were sky-high.

Easy enough to calm down, but better that he could find a cause.

Wink knew what it was generally—something in his combatware augmentation was malfunctioning. But the C-scans had come up clean, the myoneurals showed the effect but not the cause, and everything on Fletcher’s implant or viral-molecular nanocircuitry list checked out as within normal parameters. He had the standard galactic-military issue: hormone reservoir and pump; auditory and optical sets; nerve enhancers. Nothing else listed.

Might have to get Formentara in here. Zhe would figure it out in a hurry, but he hated to give up that easily.

Wink looked at the naked man sitting on the exam table. He had a thought.

“My chart says your sexual preferences are hetero.”

“Yeah, so?”

“You ever see Captain Sims in the buff?”

Fletcher grinned. “I might have passed her in the shower a few times.”

As Wink watched, the soldier sported a sudden rampant erection. Jo Sims was drop-dead gorgeous, and a lust magnet among those attracted to women. But to pop a boner with a doctor looking right at you?

Wink grinned. “Dickware,” he said. “You’re running dickware.”

Fletcher’s carnal grin vanished.

It wasn’t against regs to sport nonissue military augs, if you could afford them. Most couldn’t, and those who could paid for it in more ways than one. First, they weren’t cheap. A good high-end combat-rated aug could run six months’ pay, and the top-of-the-line stuff? If you had to ask what they cost, you couldn’t afford them.

Second, the more augs you wore, the more they chewed on your physiology. The old heuristic was, every general-system aug you got cost you five years of life span. At 150 standard years, ten or twelve augs would lop five or six decades off the end. Wink had known rich aug-hogs who ran twenty systems. Live fast, die young, and leave an absolutely hideous corpse, and that didn’t even speak to the psychological problems. Now and then, an aug-hog would unbalance and go amok, and those who sported military- or assassinware could wipe out a lot of people before they got taken down.

Double-edged sword, that.

“It’s not illegal,” Fletcher said.

“Not for the Cutters, though you got it while you were in the Army didn’t you?”

The kid nodded. “Yeah.”

The Army didn’t care for pornware. It made you a better killer? Hey, they were all for that. It made you a better fucker? They didn’t want the troops distracted going to, or in the middle of, a firefight. Make war, not love.

“I don’t care about exercising your willie. I’m your medic, son, and I need to know these things if I am going to keep you alive and fit. It’s piggybacked, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

“Where?”

“On the myostim adjunct.”

Wink nodded. That’s why he hadn’t spotted it. Kid had been hiding it from the Army docs, some of whom might have noticed but most of whom wouldn’t have if they’d even bothered to look. He’d have found it eventually. That wasn’t the first place he’d have looked.

“Lie down.”

The kid did, and Wink went to adjust the D&T. The aug had been damaged from the impact with the tree. It was easy enough to fix once you knew what the problem was, and if he was in a good mood, Wink could repair it so it was better than before, just a matter of inserting the right virus and nanosires into the right gene and spinning it. If he was in a bad mood, he could shut it down, or even reverse it. Fix it so Fletcher couldn’t get it up with a crane and a roomful of pornoproj stars paid only if they got him off…

That would be cruel, and he wouldn’t do that. The troops needed to blow off steam, sex was as good a way as any, and better than a lot of other options. As he well knew personally.

Wink grinned. Formentara would still get a kick out of this story. It was hir kind of thing. Zhe knew way more about cybernetic biologicals than he did. Maybe more than anybody did. If Wink wanted wetware of any kind, Formentara was who he’d want installing and tweaking it.

The D&T hummed away, and Wink stood there watching. He was bored. He was usually bored. He needed to do something active. Preferably with some risk to life or limb. Sex was way safer, mostly. Unless you decided you wanted to do it with the wrong person in the wrong place at the wrong time, just to juice it up. Once, he had picked up a miner’s woman in a downlow pub near the big iridium mine on Far Bundaloh. Taken her into a stall in the public toilet and had noisy intercourse there. The miners were hard-asses and they would have casually killed him for all kinds of reasons just because they felt like it, but that one, screwing one of their fems? That would have put him high up the to-do list.

It had given the activity a certain spice…


THREE

In the comshack, Jo Sims did a quick, personal radiopathic scan—one of her most useful augs, what with the subcell neuron implants, she had all kinds of available frequencies—and admitted the ophthalmic flit from Formentara: Time for a tune-up, scrolled across her field of vision. And if that’s what Formentara said, Jo was good with that.

Formentara was a mahu, a human androgyne whose gender wasn’t readily apparent at first glance. Nor on second, third, nor however many glances. Nobody in the unit claimed to know whether Formentara was a “he,” a “she,” or “other,” but Jo didn’t care. Zhe was the best hands-on cybernetist around, the kind of diagnostician who could run hir fingers over your body and intuit what was wrong with your onboard systems, then fix them while zhe ate a sandwich and read a novel. Hir expertise was beyond science and well into art.

Why zhe wasn’t under contract to some giant university or corporate cybernetics unit was a mystery—zhe could make five times what CFI paid anywhere in the civilized galaxy, no questions asked.

Jo had more implants than anybody she knew who wasn’t dead. They gave her power and ability beyond most humans’, but, she had been told going in, at a cost: They would kill her eventually, and sooner rather than later.

She had made her choices, for her own reasons, and she was willing to live—and die—with those. She had never expected to see seventy or eighty standard years—until she met Formentara.

“Camel cark!” Formentara had said. “If systems are balanced and maintained right? If you repair wear-and-tear biodamage and gross injuries properly? No reason you can’t live out a normal span, you don’t burn the lamps overtime.”

“How many technomedics can do that?” Jo had asked. “Keep systems that perfectly balanced?”

Formentara grinned. “Counting myself? Two. Maybe three.”

Jo laughed. “I expect they have a long waiting list.”

Zhe shrugged. “If they spouted off and told people they can do it, sure.”

“You just told me.”

“And that’s the deal: I’ll keep you running, but you keep it to yourself.”

Jo didn’t take long to answer: “I’m good with that.”

Zhe grinned. “I figured.”

Jo shook the fugue and got back to the project at hand. A kidnapping, and an op she’d be running. Rags liked fieldwork, but his time was better spent running big strategy, not little tacticals. He was the colonel and she the captain, but he knew he was too valuable to risk in too many dustups, so his forays into the field were limited. Now and then, he had to get out and shoot something, but she was careful to keep those to scrapes where the risk was minimal. He didn’t like it, but he did it. He’d sit back at the mobile HQ and drum his fingers, unless the shit really hit the fan.

Or he got really bored.

At least, she’d get a chance to get out of this fucking form-chair and back into action where she belonged. A chance to stretch.

Better get the b.g. stuff collected so she could do the briefing. In extraction work, time was the biggest enemy. If the kidnapped victim wasn’t killed immediately, there was usually a period when they might be recovered alive. But after a few weeks, the longer the elapsed time, the fewer chances of a live recovery.


FOUR

On the GS Frag, a Class III Leapship that could haul eighty people and all their gear in relative comfort eighty light-years at a Leap, and twice that many people in a pinch, Jo Sims stood at the head of the conference room table. Seated around the table were Gunny, Gramps, Doc, Formentara, and Kluthfem. Colonel Cutter leaned against the carbon-fiber inner wall near the room’s primary hatch.

“All right, folks, listen up. We are on our way to Ananda, half of a binary system with Om, planets circling a class G2V star, FHND 31-Epsilon—that’s Flamsteed-Halley New Designation for those of you not planning a second career as an astronomer.

“Informally, the system is called Lance. Mid-rim, Orion Arm, turn left at the Dagger Nebula and straight on ’til morning.

“Ananda is an E-type world in the ninety-eighth percentile for atmosphere and gravity, a little more oxy, a little less nitrogen. Your circulating antibacterials and antivirals have been updated to deal with the local bugs.

“Twenty-two-hour days, 369-day years, climate range Within Terran Standard Limits, but shading more into tropical, save toward the poles.

“Activate your sunblocks and drink a lot of replenishment fluid.

“There are no indigenous intelligent species. Eight-tenths of the place consists of saline seas, landmasses clustered mostly around the equator, with small-continent-sized islands farther north or south.

“The usual—trees, mountains, lakes, plains, like that. Lots of trees where we are going, so expect to see a lot of wood construction.

“Population nine hundred million, originally settled by wealthy immigrants from TerraIndia, the local businesses are chiefly agro- and aquacultural, mining, and assorted light industry. Largely self-sufficient, their unique exports are medical-grade Rhodopsin, a visual-purple substance extracted from a local fish, used in military vessel viral-molecular computer-memory systems, and Heavenspice.”

“Ooh,” Gunny said, “Heavenspice. Doubles the cost of a good meal for one sprinkle of that. Worth it, though.”

“Good meal?” Gramps said. “When’s the last time you ate anything other than field rats or vat-grown mysteryburger burned to a crisp? Dusting those with Heavenspice would be a crime against nature.”

“You’d know all about crimes against nature, wouldn’t you, old man?” Gunny said. She smiled.

Jo ignored them. “The reason we got this job is because TotalMart has a couple of big stores on the world, plus being an exporter. They work long-term contracts with both the Rhodopsin fish processors and the Heavenspice Growers Union, and they want to keep the Rajah happy, so they recommended us. We need to move somewhat cautiously, so as not to—”

She stopped. “Am I boring you, Doctor?”

Wink looked at Jo. He faked a big yawn.

“Truth, fem? I confess, I am pretty much somnambulant.”

She lit her Stress Analyzer aug, just because she could. Always useful for PsyOps to know when somebody was lying. She scanned the heads-up display—another direct send to her optic nerves.

Heartbeat. Respiration. Blood pressure. Myotonus. Perspiration. Conductivity. Eye movement…

Given his stats, the yawn wasn’t fake. He was pretty much relaxed enough to be on the edge of nodding off.

The fucker—

“And that’s different than usual how, Doc?” Gramps said. “You the only man I ever knew could go to sleep sucking a bulb of hot soup while falling down a flight of stairs.”

There was a soft whicker from Kay. They didn’t laugh loud, the Vastalimi, but they did laugh a lot, and they seemed to understand human humor just fine, even if they didn’t always agree with it. A typical Vastalimi joke would feature a punch line in which half a dozen people might be dismembered in a particularly hideous fashion, with the resulting gore put to some use that would make humans go pale and excuse themselves from the room while the Vastalimi whickered themselves silly laughing.

And he slipped in the blood and smashed his nose against the wall, then fell and cracked his skull, and his sister said, “That will teach you!”

Whicker, whicker, whicker…

Different species, different ideas of what was funny.

Next to Kay, Formentara. Jo thought hir expression was slightly amused, but with hir, it was, like most everything else about Formentara, hard to tell.

Cutter did like disparate characters on his teams as long as they were competent.

She shook her head. Yes, there probably wasn’t any real need to learn about stellar classes and where the planet stood in relation to the galaxy, but you never knew what might be useful, so she was thorough in her coverage of new operations. Better to have it and not need it than the other way around.

Nobody ever bitched about having too much ammo in a shoot-out.

“If I might continue?”

Wink offered a theatrical shrug and a shit-eating grin. Don’t mind me.

“Our client is named Ramal, he’s the Rajah of New Mumbai. His daughter, Indira, has apparently been kidnapped by a person or persons undetermined. Our mission is get her back, preferably alive. Which means we’ll have to figure out who took her first.”

“Ransom demand?” That from Gunny.

“Not thus far. The political situation is mostly fine, but at a continental level is apparently less than copacetic. There are several…rajahnates? rajahdoms? that run most of what goes on on-planet. They don’t all get along. Plus the usual malcontent insurgents, who would seem to be the obvious suspects.

“Indira is engaged to be wed in the next month, they are big on single-partner, different-sex coupling locally, a major celebration attached, and this has put a crimp in those plans.”

“We sure she didn’t just run off?” Gunny asked. “No ransom demand, how do we know she was kidnapped? Some of these old-style societies still go in for arranged marriages and such. Maybe she didn’t want to connect with her mate-to-be?”

“That has to be considered,” Jo said. “We haven’t seen all their data yet.”

Kluthfem made a sharp tongue-click sound.

“Kay? Something?”

The Vastalimi said, “If the female’s departure was voluntary, are we obligated to return her if we locate her?”

“No. She is an adult by local and GU standards. If she left on her own and we find her, we report that to our client. Up to them to work that out.”

Kay chirred. There came a pleasant, faint musky odor, a pheromone that Vastalimi females sometimes emitted when they were pleased.

They had had some interesting moral codes, the Vastalimi. Apparently on Kay’s homeworld, females had been held more or less in thrall until the last hundred years or so. The females finally got tired of it. There had been a short and fairly bloodless revolution. Females refused en masse to have sex with the males. Any male who attempted rape was hunted down by cadres of females and castrated.

At some point, the males saw the light. Which probably made them a little smarter than human males, she figured, who still tended to think of themselves as God’s gift to women…

The female Vastalimi were still touchy about such things. If Indira had left on her own, and somebody wanted to make her come back, Kay wouldn’t have any part of that. Or maybe she’d get in somebody’s way, a not-inconsiderable obstacle. It was good to have a Vastalimi as your friend, bad to have one as an enemy.

Jo glanced at Cutter. “Colonel?”

Rags said, “Jo has pretty much covered it, but my contact inside TotalMart has let me know that local biz folk tend to be insular and suspicious of outsiders. Oh—and the GU Army’s Ex-Tee-J-Corps has a base in New Mumbai, just outside the capital city.”

There came a chorus of groans at that. XTJC fielded some good officers and troops, but in Jo’s experience, they also always had more than their share of total assholes. Most GU military didn’t have any use for mercenary cadres, but Jaycore really didn’t like them. She’d never met anybody in any of those units who called the Cutters anything other than “cutthroats.”

A couple of times, she had come close to pulling a blade, and offering, “You mean like this?”

“You know the drill, people. Live with it,” Rags said. “With any good luck, we’ll be in and out of there in a hurry, and spending our bonuses during a nice thirty-day liberty.”

Jo nodded at this, but the truth was, she wasn’t much on liberty. Too much trouble she could get into in the civilian world without even trying.

She picked it up: “Rest of it is in your downlinks, read over it, we’ll hit n-vac at 0800 ST and arrive in the vicinity in seventy-two hours. Back to full gee once we finish the Leap, so better hit the myostim. If you are wheezing and dragging two minutes after we exit the ship, you can stay here and collect base pay while the rest of us divvy up your bonus.”

Gunny laughed. “You hear that, Gramps? I’m gonna be spending your bonus NDs on my spa vacation in Bali.”

“Sheeit, Chocolatte, I’ll give you a two-minute head start in a four-minute race and still run your skinny brown butt into the ground.”

“What, you went and got jet augs installed in your ass?

“Come by my cabin, I’ll show you what I got augmented.”

“You wish.”

“Nah, it’s your loss.”

Jo shook her head. Gramps was the oldest guy in the room, but he was only fifty-one SYs, beating Rags by six months. Still, that made him fifteen or so years older than Gunny, and eighteen older than Jo. They liked to razz him about being an old fart, but truth was, he was in pretty good shape for a man his age. And given the back-and-forth with Gunny, Jo wouldn’t be at all surprised to see them wind up in the sleepsack together. Military foreplay was often combative. Gunny could shoot the nuts off a minifly at five meters, and Gramps could have them weighed, measured, and sold for a profit before the fly’s nads hit the ground. She’d seen stranger pairings.

“That’s it, we’re done. Try to stay out of trouble.”
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