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      Hello, Dear Readers, and thank you for being here! Should you enjoy the words on these pages, I encourage you to join my Reader Group and visit me at:

      
        
        www.tammysalyer.com

      

      

      Or follow me on the retailer of your choice or BookBub to be notified of new releases.

      At the moment, I invite you to sit back, relax, put on some warm lighting and epic music to inspire the sights and sounds of a fantastical world like Middle Earth or the battle trumpets of creations like HALO or Skyrim, and let these words seep into your mind like a soothing smoky single-malt scotch.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Not enough books on your to-read list yet? Get a handful of novellas and short stories FOR FREE. Sign up for my Reader Group newsletter and get A KNIGHT’S CALLING, prequel to the Shackled Verities series, CONVICTION, prequel to the Spectras Arise series, plus a short story collection for free. More details at the end of this book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        From the journal of Doctor Eleanor Vitruzzi, year 2727

        

      

      Yesterday marked 460 days since the system’s civil war began, but sometimes I feel like I’ve been at war my whole life. Only eight years have passed since the Soldier’s Rebellion, and in that time, I now realize, peace was the illusion. When I look up at a rust-red sky filled with grit and chaff from the latest strafing, the smell of burning things, burning bodies . . . on days like those I can’t remember what life was like before the suffering and fighting. There’s been more death since this all began than anyone will ever be able to tally. Still, how could it have been any different?

      When Rajcik dropped the Richter Mini-Nova on Tunis City, the war was inevitable. Cits and non-cits predictably divided straight down the middle, but that first year was devastating for those who still called themselves citizens. They were people who’d never known the harsh realities of noncivilized worlds, never had to adapt to bad air and a shortage of food. Except for the ones who’d been soldiers or engineers, they didn’t even know how to get around the DNA signatures that would enable Admin-manufactured weapons to be fired. They dropped like headstones in an earthquake, and for a while it looked like the non-cits, with the help of the former-Corps-now-anti-Admin forces, were going to overrun all the Obal planets with ease.

      The soldiers fighting from inside the fleet were another story, however. With Tunis City obliterated and the acceleration of Obal 10’s magnetic reversal causing mass extinction and climate disruption, most of the Admin’s political and military leaders died or disappeared. Like a chicken without a head, order and discipline disintegrated, and the rest of the Corps advanced rapidly into complete self-destruction. Soldiers who had been loyal to the Admin their whole lives suddenly switched sides and started mutinies within their divisions. Others who’d always been fast and loose with their beliefs locked onto the Admin rhetoric and dug in against the mutineers with a vengeance. Battles were waged within ships and between squadrons that most often ended with the deaths of everyone involved. For the first year, the chaos unfolding within the ranks kept the Corps and their weapons and ships too busy with each other to do much about what was happening on the ground. And we stayed busy.

      And what’s it all been for? For years non-cits have been thrown to the wolves on the edges of the system, left defenseless and completely at the Admin’s mercy—expendable. There was more than enough festering hatred built up in the hearts of the people living on the system’s eight Spectra planets; when the transmission was broadcast detailing the Admin’s human experimentation, their diseases and plagues, and their utter contempt for human life, it was all the spark that was needed. Non-cits and criminals teamed up on every planet, galvanized by a shared motivation for revenge, and the citizens on the Obals, who never even knew of their own complicity, were systematically, ruthlessly slaughtered.

      A few levelheaded leaders have risen, people who still have the capacity for reason and compassion. But they’re becoming fewer and fewer. Even Command General Medina, leader of this fleet cruiser, the Celestial, seems to be losing sight of the goals. We need to bring order and meaning to the lives that are left. Halt the slaughter and begin bringing others onto our side, the side that fights for freedom before all. The people who were once citizens, as I once was, who had it easy before the war and thought they were being looked after by the Admin—like children—they have to know deep inside that their lives were so simple and sedate only because they consented to well-masked tyranny. And some already have. Whether it was their wounded dignity that forced them to step over, or something deeper and more noble, something like an innate understanding that there is nothing more important than freedom and self-governance, a great number of these people have quit cowering and picked up the banner of anti-Admin sentiment.

      Yet the fighting continues.
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      For the love of all that is holy. If they’d shut up, I could sleep.

      This grating thought finally brings me fully back from the nearly comatose sleep of complete exhaustion. Two and a half days rendering round-the-clock maintenance on the Nebula and Orika, our two largest scouts, prepping them for the next retrieval and salvage run has completely done me in. Once I found time to take a break, I would have jumped to my death off Keum Libre’s oceanic landing platform just to get  some much-needed shut-eye if I hadn’t known I’d be able to bunk up in Venus’s maintenance shed before heading back to the colony. Awake once more, groggy, cranky, and covered in oil and carbon dust, I don’t think I’ve been asleep for more than a couple of hours. But now I have to listen to whoever’s outside bitching at each other?

      I’ll give them something to yell about. Sitting up, I have to jam my hands into the small of my back, trying to rub away the stiffness nesting there. Cramp inducing or not, the purgatory of sleeping on Venus’s tucked-away cot still beats the crowded, open-bay barracks of Keum Libre’s old penal colony. Until now. And I don’t like staying alone in the one-room outbuilding Karl and I share when he’s not there.

      The argument that awakened me continues.

      “Doctor, the only thing you are in charge of on this rock is your pointless convalescent house for the broken and dying people you treat. You don’t decide for me or anyone else what goes.” Quantum’s voice, his usual lack of tact making it unmistakable.

      “You’re wrong,” Vitruzzi answers. “This colony has chosen a system of leadership. And that means Brady and me.”

      “Chosen. Don’t make me laugh. You mean your demagoguery and threats have made everyone your puppets.”

      These two again. Quantum and Vitruzzi have been going rounds lately, but I haven’t been able to find out what exactly their disagreement is about. I don’t care really; I just want to stay focused on making our regular salvage runs around the system and lying low. Anything to keep from being sucked back into playing medic to the injured people inhabiting the colony’s makeshift field hospital—the broken and dying people Quantum’s talking about—even if it means thirty-six hours as slave labor, forced to beat the dents out of our busted-up scout ships.

      “Quantum, I’ve already told you, and I’m getting tired of doing it, that you’re more than welcome to leave. I can have Erikson or Strahan drop you at any point you’d like on their next run.”

      “And I will. When you give me access to the soil compound.”

      Soil compound? What the hell?

      A long pause, then Vitruzzi: “You can’t just let that stuff loose anywhere you want. There are still people living on most of the planets. The compound isn’t an asset; it’s a poison.”

      Quantum responds, “A few people maybe dying is a price I’m willing to pay for the chance—”

      Voice pitched low, she cuts him off. “There’s been enough death; we don’t need to add to it. It’s time to rebuild, not continue the destruction. If you’re seriously thinking about using that compound . . . you’re talking about genocide.”

      Quantum’s voice, however, hasn’t lost any of its volume. “You would know,” he responds.

      Footsteps, only one set, recede, and then the maintenance bay’s door slams shut.

      The fact is that a number of quarrels and scuffles have broken out between settlers over the last few months—even among people you’d never expect to be short-tempered or malcontent. My brother David and I have talked about it a couple of times, and it seems to boil down to two things. First, simply put, people are going stir-crazy. Nothing about trying to make this tiny settlement with less than two hundred inhabitants livable and viable has been easy, and those of us who don’t get off planet much are stuck with a radically reduced—everything. Space, resources, new faces, they are all in short supply on Keum Libre. Second, people are having a hard time trying to adjust to the way things are now that there’s no longer anything remotely close to a central government to govern the worlds out of chaos, along with the fact that half the Obals are wastelands. It used to be a big system. Now we’re all just the last threads of a tattered spider web still clinging to the gutter after a cataclysmic storm. Personally, though, there’s not a damn thing I miss about the Admin.

      It’s still quiet on the other side of the maintenance shed’s door. Remaining seated, I listen awhile longer, more rattled by V and Quantum’s conversation than I want to admit. Venus is out on the platform, working on the damaged scout Karl, David, and I had been hopping around the quadrant in before three of its four stabilizers had gone tits up. No one else is in the shed now besides me and whoever stayed behind after their argument.

      Concluding they may both be gone, I lie back down, already feeling the heaviness of craved-for sleep pressing against my eyelids. My thoughts return to the overheard discussion and the soil compound. We’d found thousands of kilograms of it stored on the bottom level of the landing platform. The Admin had engineered the stuff to chemically alter a planet’s soil and make it more fertile in a matter of only a couple decades, thus giving them the power to terraform more planets and make them not only more productive, but more livable. Keum Libre had been the experiment that proved its efficacy.

      And, we’ve learned from the survivors, its deadliness.

      After synthesizing and analyzing the data stored out here on the platform, as well as what we could retrieve of the data Bodie, my old friend who’d been killed by the Admin, had taken from the Fortress over two years ago, we know phase one of the compound’s cycle is to wipe out everything living. By introducing a poisonous catalyst, which is beyond my rudimentary chemistry knowledge to understand, it clears an area completely of organic life, and essentially lets newly introduced flora and fauna regrow new ecological foundations from scratch. Perfect if you move into a place ten years after the compound’s deployment. Not so great if you happen to be an organic life-form that’s there from inception.

      It sounds like Quantum wants access to it, but what for? Keum Libre has room enough to sustain our current population, as well as plenty more for expansion. The compound is dangerous, and no one here is an expert on chemical or planetary engineering, so we don’t even have a full understanding of how it works. The data on the KL data-storage blocks has shown us all we really need to know: keep it locked up and don’t let anyone near it.

      Despite my tiredness, the questions evoked by their argument don’t let me sleep. I’m trying to shut my mind off by reciting nav-chart coordinates (a technique I’d practiced to perfection when I was still enlisted—anything to push out the constant replay of past firefights) when something starts to feel off. A slight vibration works its way up the cot’s legs, then through its thin fabric and into my back. A low droning noise leaks through the walls, like a million hummingbirds’ wings flapping, deepening slowly until it becomes a buzzing roar outside. They must be testing something on our broken scout, the Nebula, and have the engines cycling. Fantastic. Naptime is officially over.

      Standing up with a groan and a rapidly devolving unzenlike attitude, I walk to the wall and pull my jacket and arms-belt from their hooks. My boots hadn’t made it off my feet before I’d passed out.

      I step out of the cot room and see Vitruzzi seated on a stool inside the maintenance bay, which is really nothing but the psychotically disordered interior of Venus’s old dwelling at Agate Beach, increased by a factor of ten. As Queen of All Things That Fly, Venus is the unquestioned ruler out here, and when I say disordered I’m not being entirely honest. The bay looks like Satan’s funhouse to me and every other “normal” person who dares to enter, but Venus can tell you the location of every part, piece, wire, and nut and bolt it contains, down to the centimeter. And she gets hostile if you move something without telling her. To her radically enhanced brain cycles, this is just an excellent storehouse for the tools of her trade. My nearly three months of living with her at the Beach have inured me somewhat to the chaos, which is my ace in the hole when I need to borrow her quiet little corner of serenity. No one else comes in here without a very specific, and very brief, need.

      I nod at the doc but have to shout to make myself heard. “Everything okay, V?”

      The level of weariness in her eyes is almost shocking. And—there’s something deeper there. Something that reminds me, in the quieter corners of my mind, of the look I’d catch in Rajcik’s eyes, my former black-market arms-smuggling boss, when he was about to do something totally insane.

      She jumps a fraction—so unlike her usual unflappability—then returns my nod. “Didn’t know you were in there, Aly.”

      She says more, but I can’t hear a thing over the Nebula’s engines. Hand-signing that I’m heading back to the colony, I leave her behind. As mentioned, whatever the disagreement is between her and Quantum, it’s none of my business. And I’m happy to keep it that way.

      I run into Venus at the skiff that will take us the six kilometers from the platform to the colony. Looking like a windblown cheetah, she’s shifting her weight from side to side like a little girl who has to pee as she stands at the boat’s release console.

      “You heading back to the mainland?” I ask, walking up beside her.

      “Yep! Jer is making cake for me! My birthday dinner!”

      With the addition of flecks of engine oil, dust, and salty ocean spray covering her, the violence of curls haloing her head, their shade somewhere between the inside of a cantaloupe and the red skin of an apple, only looks more ferocious and indomitable. When I’d met Venus, her hair had been clipped short almost to her scalp, but now, two years later, it’s grown out to her shoulders. Or it would reach her shoulders, except for the nearly afro-tight curls that explode from her head as if filled with electricity. Like everything else about her, from her phosphorescent green eyes to her overcharged brain to her savant flying skills, even her hair is almost impossible to believe. Venus is basically an exclamation point on legs.

      “But I thought your birthday was last month.”

      “It was, but now we’re going to celebrate it every month. Did you try that cake he made me last time?”

      “I didn’t get—”

      “Well, if you had, you’d understand. It tastes just like an orgasm in your mouth, Aly. Really.”

      “Okay, fantastic, that’s all I need to know.”

      Jeremy La Mer, much like Venus, is full of surprises. At first, we’d all assumed he was just a highly talented wire-rat. But he’s proved in these past few months that he can make just about anything sing and dance for him, including cooking and gardening. I guess when civilization takes the kind of nosedive we’ve just experienced, all kinds of hidden talents people didn’t know they had or had never cultivated before suddenly become not just talents, but essential skills.

      Venus finishes the unmooring sequence, and the bay door at the end of the docking hangar begins grinding open. We jump inside the skiff together and she takes the pilot’s seat.

      “It sounded like the Nebula was back in action,” I comment.

      As she double-checks the boat’s systems, she nods. “She’s in good shape. Goodish. We need to replace a bunch of stuff inside the controls and reactors, but she’ll fly fine for now.”

      I don’t like any sentence that ends with the words for now, but I have nothing to respond with. On a planet without a manufacturing plant of any sort, or even people with the skills to construct whatever components we may need, you learn to live with for now until . . . you can’t.

      “Can you get David or me a list so we can look for derelicts to take parts from on our next run?”

      “Consider it done. And don’t forget. You’re on med-bay duty tonight after the town hall.”

      Town hall? Med-bay duty? “Jesus, Venus, what am I, a robot? When am I supposed to sleep?”

      “Hey, Aly-oop. You volunteered, remember?”

      Even the war was less exhausting.
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      Quantum and several others have requested they be given one of our three scout ships to join the colony called Bogotan on Obal 6.”

      Rumbles and the occasional epithet follow Brady’s first order of town hall business. He stands in the center of the desalination plant’s largest filtering room, which may be the only functioning industrial facility remaining in this quadrant, and grits his teeth. He enjoys this about as much as I do. Another town hall and more arguments, or, as I like to call it, another night of slinging bullshit.

      “We only have three! Why give one up?”

      “How does it help our own colony to give away our few resources?”

      “We need all our ships!”

      Brady lets the hollering die down before relaxing his scowl. Deep lines spread out from the edges of his mouth and eyes, making him look twenty years older than he did the short two years ago that I’d met him. He must be somewhere in his midforties, maybe late forties, and still strong. But those lines show many more years of pain and hardship than that. Too many.

      “This is a town hall. I’m only going to remind everyone one time that you wait to be called on. I’m chairing tonight, which makes me in charge.”

      Quantum, who stands near the right front flank of the semicircle of colonists, fronts his own hard scowl on his squished, round face. I can almost read his mind. The only reason we’re here right now is because of him. When the Boelke’s—a light bomber and transport craft we’d commandeered when we left Medina and the PCA Celestial—navigation sequences performed the equivalent of a programming seppuku and left us flying blind just before reaching the moon, he had fixed our radar and visuals with his almost freakish wire-rat skill set as we broke through the atmosphere, giving the engineering team the information they needed to land the cruiser without killing anyone. The Boelke won’t ever fly again, at least not with our current limitations on engineering and mechanical materials, but the sixty passengers and crew aboard it had all survived. Why shouldn’t he get his own long-range ship? The colony has three.

      Narumi, a hardworking aide to Vitruzzi, raises her one hand. The other was blown off at the wrist during the war. A replacement could easily have been created for her under normal circumstances, and no one could have done a better job of it than Vitruzzi herself. But circumstances aren’t normal, and Narumi gets around with only a primitive, nonrobotic prosthetic. Despite this, she gets as much done as anyone else in the colony, and maybe because of it, she’s particularly empathetic with some of the other victims of disfigurement and amputations who’ve found their home on KL. Brady nods in her direction.

      “As everyone knows, Jillian, Tomaz, and I all came from the Obal 6 colony four months ago. Why did we leave? Because they wouldn’t let me stay—they said resources were in too short supply to help a cripple. Why would we give them a ship when they won’t even help a woman who’s missing a hand?”

      Grumbles of agreement, then Dan Hoogs, another ex-Corpsmember (but aren’t most of us now?), steps forward with a hand in the air. Brady nods a go-ahead and Hoogs says, “The more of our own resources we give up, and the more they get, the less secure we are. If Quantum wants to live with them, we can drop him off nearby and he can wait to be found. Our assets are limited, and we’re not doing ourselves any favors if we start letting others know what we do—and don’t—have.”

      Almost every face in the room shares expressions of agreement. I glance back toward Quantum. Someone has draped and fastened an old canvas across the wall behind where he stands with the words Adapt or Die carefully stenciled across it in letters a meter high. It’s become the motto of our settlement, replacing “Fight or Die” now that the war is essentially over. Yet some of us have had more trouble than others embracing the newer philosophy. Looking at some of the hardened and angry faces in the room, I wonder if we ever will.

      It’s Quantum’s turn to step forward, but he doesn’t wait for Brady to approve before he speaks. “We’re not suggesting we just hand over one of KL’s ships. Brady”—he flicks a sneer at Brady that’s pretty ballsy, given the crowd—“hasn’t been clear. We would like to borrow a ship to visit Obal 6’s leading city and begin negotiations for joining our two colonies in trade.”

      “What makes you any kind of spokes—?” someone blurts, but Brady’s on it.

      “No talking out of turn, dammit. Or I’ll adjourn the meeting right now.”

      The voices of the crowd hush, but the restless and agitated fidgeting going on around me doesn’t let up. These people feel more and more like they’re being pushed closer to the edge on a daily basis, and it’s beginning to get under their skin.

      Quantum’s features flatten out into what I think he must assume is a neutral expression, but it only makes him appear as calculating as I know him to be. Not really what you look for in a diplomat.

      “Think about it,” he says. “Bogotan has a manufacturing plant, a functioning city power grid with municipal water, and an untold number of experts in everything we lack. Right now, we fight nature just to keep the desal plant running. If we lose that, we are done. The time to form alliances is before time runs out, not when we are desperate.”

      “Dr. Kittinger keeps the desal plant running fine,” Vitruzzi cuts in from where she stands next to Brady.

      Quantum shifts his gaze to her, the same calculating expression still fixed. This isn’t going well for him at all. Much as I don’t like the man, though, I see his point.

      Covering a yawn that threatens to split my skull in two, I start inching toward the exit. I already know this is going to end in another stalemate, and I’m too tired to give it more than a minimum of my attention. This is the third town hall in as many weeks, a brainchild of Brady’s to help bring order to the colony’s slowly expanding population. Obviously, he’s well suited to the task after leading Agate Beach for several years, and his own mining crew somewhere on the Spectras before that. Despite few resolutions or social ordinances getting past the discussion stage, I have to admit that the spiking curve of disorder and dis-ease that’s been growing among the settlers has at least leveled off because of Brady’s lead-taking. Or it seemed to have, but part of me wonders if tonight’s meeting portends an about-face in the relative calm of things.

      Dusk is falling and some of the air’s constant humid saturation is easing off. My shift in the Andromeda’s med-bay starts in a few minutes. We have only a few sick and wounded at the moment, so I’m hoping I’ll be able to convince whoever I’m partnered with tonight to trade sleep rotations with me.

      Karl and David have been out for three weeks on a salvage run—which always makes my nerves sizzle like a slow-burning fuse until I know they’re safe again—and are expected back any day now. I didn’t go with them this time thanks to a flare-up of what best might be termed acute gastrointestinal distress—of the extreme variety. A lovely side effect of using myself as a testing ground for some of the questionable salvage we find. Once that “passed” I reverted to my constant focus on staying busy, despite difficulty sleeping, just to keep my mind off all the possible things that could happen to them. Regardless, I’m about ready to fall into a walking coma, and tonight’s shift is just the chance I need to catch up on sleep after the last two days on the platform doing maintenance.

      Bidding an unfond adieu to the bickering, I drop to the back of the crowd, catching a suggestive wink from Desto, and start the short walk to the Andromeda, surprising myself with the realization that even I’m undecided about whether or not Quantum should get what he’s asking for.
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      The Corps Loyalist cruiser is down and the last of their air forces are neutralized.”

      The voice belongs to Lieutenant Steward, the OIC of this operation. At first glance you wouldn’t think much of the slight, pale at-one-time career Corps officer, but his mind for strategy has led to the decimation of at least half the enemy we’ve come across since the war started. Between him and Medina calling the shots, and strong fighters like my brother and most of the rest of the crew of our cruiser, the Celestial, I don’t see how this war could go on much longer.

      The enclave of Corps soldiers we’re here on Iso Umm, a moon off Spectra 5, to mop up has dug into a substantial weapon cache hidden in an old Admin mine. It had taken almost a week to neutralize their air defenses, and another three days of constant assault on the ground to breach their bunker. David and I are here with the other 247 fighters from Ground Squadron 8, 90 percent of us former Corps.

      Steward continues, “The only thing left is to deal with are the remaining Loyalists at your location. Can your unit handle that?”

      The question is rhetorical. He means he’ll send a transport to bring us back to the Celestial after, and only after, we’ve handled it.

      David gives the affirmative, clicks off his satcom channeler, and leans his back against a black, smooth boulder, the same as the kind that makes up almost the entire surface of Iso Umm. “Fuck,” he says.

      “No more than another day, tops,” I try to reassure him and dig through the remaining containers of liquids our platoon has piled behind our frontline berm. Pulling out one labeled Passion Fruit, I squash the urge to celebrate like I’d just won the lottery. Everyone loves this flavor and the passion fruit always disappears first. Sure, it may taste a little like someone tried to mask the flavor of sulfur with asbestos dipped in sugar, but that’s just the vitamins (they tell us). Besides, the flavor is better than the rest, which taste more like toxic waste dipped in monkey piss, and I can’t believe one got overlooked. I pull off the cap and take a swig, then wave it toward David. “Want a drink?”

      He nods and I pass it over. Tilting his head back, he takes several deep swallows. Before he can finish the whole container, I swipe it back with a disgusted “Yeah, you’re welcome. Don’t mention it,” then drain it and go back for a second. Monkey piss it is.

      After settling down against the boulder beside him and finishing the drink, I start to nod off when he says, “Christ, what’s that stench, Aly?”

      “Dunno,” I mumble without opening my eyes. “You’ll get used to it.” He’s referring to the cloud of cheap-smelling cologne wafting from my body armor. Some practical joker made me their target. And they will pay.

      I hear him scooting across the loose gravel to get some distance from me, then nothing for a few blissful minutes.

      But that’s all I’m going to get. Being a soldier in a war whose outcome matters to oneself makes sleep both a commodity and a distraction. My eyes jump open again soon, almost as if they’re linked to some internal timer. The rest of our platoon, fifty or so dirty, dust-covered troops, encircle us, leaning against boulders of their own with their eyes closed, also trying to get something approximating sleep. It’s the first break we’ve had in forty-eight hours of pushing the last of these Corps Loyalists underground. Third and Fourth Platoons group together nearby, inside perimeters of their own. David took charge of the whole company twelve hours into the ground assault after our CO, a guy from Obal 8 whom I’d liked and respected, got himself incinerated trying to take some of their fighters as captives. All of us now are just waiting for David to give us the final green light to end this operation.

      “We could just starve them out,” David says, his voice low enough that I can tell he’s talking to himself. “They’ll come out eventually if they know they’re not going to get any reinforcements or supplies.”

      “Sure,” I comment. The thing I don’t mention is we’re not getting any help either if we don’t finish the job. But he’s right, and that’s the hell of it. It would really be that easy. “What do you think Medina’s pushing us to attack for?”

      “She wants the weapons.”

      “And if we leave them in there too long, they could start to sabotage them.”

      “Exactly.” He clicks on his com and links to the other platoon leaders. “Henderliter, Joy, what’s your status?”

      Henderliter: “We’re all green. Ready for go. Over.”

      Joy: “Ready on your mark, Erikson. Over.”

      David stands, runs his eyes and hands over his gear in a routine check that’s been practiced hundreds of times, and calls out, “Second Platoon, at the ready!”

      Fifty-plus soldiers get up with no hesitation. I follow, running my hands over my helmet, body armor, utility vest, ammo belt, and weapons in the same obsessive check, ensuring all straps are secure, all connections are closed.

      He clicks on the com and gives the attack command. In a perfect military maneuver, our three platoons infiltrate the remaining thirty Loyalists’ bunker and neutralize them in one hour-long push.

      Sometimes a firefight is just that. Other times, it’s a massacre.

      

      Scraping the crust of dried blood and dust off my face and arms and out of my hair is going to be a full-time job tonight. By my estimate, about two hundred of us came back. But none of the Admin Loyalist soldiers are going anywhere except back into the dust—and down the drains aboard the Celestial.

      “Hey Erikson!” someone yells, and both David and I halt our trudge toward the showers and turn. Potts, a dark-haired ex-citizen, one of the few aboard, continues, “Uh, you, David—Medina wants you on the bridge.”

      “Can it wait?”

      “Guess you have to ask her,” he says and hustles past us on some other task.

      “Must be something important,” David mocks.

      I nod. One thing about these ex-citizens working aboard a fighting vessel, they seem to always elevate whatever task or duty they’re on into some kind of overdramatic life-or-death status. As if Command General Medina would entrust anything more essential than cataloguing gear or indexing data to these militarily clueless pinheads. Sometimes we get a laugh at their self-created grandeur. Other times, like when we’re covered in gore and haven’t slept more than a few hours in days, we have a hard time not strangling them.

      “Come on,” I offer, “I’ll go with you.”

      It’s strange to be walking these pristine, gleaming passageways, which are the hallmark of a fleet cruiser. There’s no dust in space, and ship environments are as hermetic as they come. Before the Soldier’s Rebellion of 2719 and our subsequent desertion, when David and I had still been in the Corps, every reentry of a fleet craft after a planet-side chit included twenty-four hours of quarantine to examine soldiers for new or infectious pathogens we may have picked up. This was after the full-body scrub down, of course. For a soldier, privacy is a myth, and being turned into the focal point of multilevel tissue and cell scopes was never really a big deal—even our bones and guts got more attention from ship doctors and medical analysts than most children get from their parents. We’d been held inside a decontamination airlock until every last speck was scrubbed, sucked, or sponged from our bodies and gear—and the truth is, soldiers looked forward to the observation period simply for the time it gave us to rest.

      But because reentry processing took a squad, a platoon, or sometimes a full company out of rotation for so much time, our tours planet-side tended to be as long as, and often longer than, needed. I’d gone from periods of days to months stuck on scattered rocks throughout the system, with nothing better to do than learn new ways to gamble and lose my pay, or collect new recipes from the population for cooking up whatever edible local flora and fauna were around. Populations that were friendly, that was. Which weren’t all of them.

      We didn’t spend time patrolling backwater planets for nothing. We were there with a purpose, usually to quell potential rebellions or uprisings. Someone in the Corps monitoring stations would read suspect satellite message packets or overhear key terms while listening to planet radio coms that would send up alarms. Or an analyst would simply do math on variables such as age spectrum, resource and equipment quality or lack thereof, mortality rates of the population, and a number of other factors, and come up with a higher-than-average probability of rebellious activity, and in we’d go. Mission: keep the locals in line.

      In line. There was a term of such extreme vagueness that even the most unimaginative soldier in the system—and that’s saying something—could come up with some kind of plan of action or mission goal. I’d seen the words come to mean everything from helping to restore derelict factories to shooting on sight any person or group that was considered a threat.

      And what exactly had we considered a threat? That all depended on who would be filtering and evaluating the after-action report. If it was an officer known for their hostility toward non-cits, a threat could be as simple as a fist shaken in anger or a warning to soldiers to leave them alone “or else.” If it was an officer with a conscience, our platoon leaders had to keep it civil. We were, after all, the Capital Military Corps of the Advanced Worlds.

      Advanced. The word is almost a punch line.

      But the situation now is a little different. Medina hasn’t quite been able to reconstruct all the prewar protocols that used to be in effect, and David and I reach the bridge without even a second glance from the onboard protocol monitors.

      Activity on the bridge isn’t as frenetic as I’d expect after such a large-scale assault—the annihilation of a Corps Loyalist fleet cruiser is the biggest success, and biggest operation, in our strategy—but that’s how Medina commands. Order and efficiency rule everything she touches, and there are rarely any moving pieces that aren’t comparable to precision clockwork. Sometimes I try to imagine what she would look like panicked, but my mind can’t seem to dredge up anything that fits. The closest I get is an image of a cartoon caricature of a freaked-out cat, with its back arched, fangs bared, and fur bristling.

      “Commander,” David says, approaching the bridge’s command booth where Medina stands in discussion with her first lieutenant.

      She turns around gracefully, her face alert and slightly predatory. David’s quiet approach must have surprised her. I’m again reminded of a cat. One that’s about to pounce. Then her features smooth out and she says, “Erikson, thanks for coming. I know you must be ready to take a few hours off, so I’ll get right to the point.”

      I can hear her just fine from where I linger, waiting at the rear of the bridge, another indication of how orderly and smoothly everything on the fleet ship Celestial runs. The fact that I’m on the bridge at all is something that would have been completely unheard of in my days in the Corps. I’d been an enlisted navigator for surface-to-orbit troop ships, but never on these cruiser-class ships. And only officers worked the bridge.

      Medina runs things with more transparency, a quality that seems to have endeared her to more than an expected number of followers and fighters. The Admin’s underhanded duplicity and lying is what led to the war in the first place, and I assume Medina wants to make sure no one thinks that way of operating will continue. She’s fond of the phrase “unity through trust,” which has been a necessary philosophy for helping blur the dividing lines between the citizens, non-citizens, and now ex-Corps soldiers who have been fighting together on the anti-Admin side. Since before people began inhabiting the Algol system, a classist mentality had typically set these three groups at odds, theoretically if not physically. Even the Capital Military Terrestrial Corps and Capital Military Stellar Corps had maintained a vibrant sense of competitive contempt for each other before this war changed everything. The Terrestrial Corps ranks, as David and I had been, called ourselves the “Fight” soldiers and the Stellar Corps the “Flight” soldiers to differentiate ourselves, taking pride in the fact that we spilled our blood in ground combat and didn’t have the opportunity (or, presumably, desire) to fly away when things got sticky.

      Medina’s doing what she can to erase that dividedness and listens to what David has to say about our mission on Iso Umm without a hint of rank bias. As the equivalent of a company commander, and having spent a good share of his time outside the Corps participating in non-cit life and using real-world fighting tactics as a deserter, David’s experience and leadership are qualities Medina highly values. His utility to her, and by extension mine, is uncomfortably reminiscent of the reasons Rajcik had hired us on after we deserted the Corps during the Soldier’s Rebellion. But I don’t let it keep me up nights. Given that every other week since the war began has seen fighting conditions similar to the last few days, I’ve continually been too overworked to let anything keep me up at night when I’m back in garrison.

      “How did things look out there?” she asks.

      David leans against the control bench. “Same as things always look on these moons. Like God bleached the color out of everything and decided it would be fun to litter the ground with rocks that rip through your clothes like razors.”

      That’s my brother. A poet at heart.

      “Did you capture any Loyalists for interrogation this time?”

      “None of them seemed willing to live long enough to be taken prisoner.”

      She scowls at him. Intel has been the hardest commodity to get since the Admin had the Corps wipe out communications system-wide by destroying all of their satellites. System assets have permanently lost telemetry, as the saying goes. With the latest mission’s success, we know of ten fleet cruisers that have been knocked out of the game, and, last we heard, our side still had four others working with us. But that leaves eleven unaccounted for, and of those, six Admin and Corps Loyalist fleet cruisers remain the biggest threat we face.

      “David, you’re one of the most experienced ground soldiers I have. Which means you know that anything you can do to get us more information will help us win this war. The sooner we win it, the sooner we can start putting the pieces back together.”

      “Roger.”

      From where I stand, Medina’s scowl almost looks like it’s hardening into stone. David’s lack of military decorum has to be like sticking hot needles into her eyeballs, but what can she do? We’re not an army, this isn’t the Corps anymore, and there’s no such thing as a code of military order and discipline. What chain of command we have exists because there’s no other way we could keep the ship in the sky, or even survive, without some kind of functioning system. But Medina learned quickly how to toe the line with those of us who deserted after the Rebellion. We lost a taste for taking orders long before she came into the picture. And it doesn’t matter that the Admin is a common enemy; David and I, and others like us, will never willingly accept a reversion to old Corps standards.

      “Anything else, Medina?”

      Her scowl gives way to her regularly composed, yet stern, expression. “Just a heads-up that one of our scouts has reported activity near Broon, off Spectra 6. We’ll be moving in to investigate in a few hours.”

      Bleeding Christ, another operation in just a few hours, a day at the most? David’s tone mirrors my thoughts. “Commander, my unit is wiped out. We need a few days to stitch ourselves together before another ground incursion.”

      “Oh, you misunderstand—of course, Erikson. I don’t mean to send your company back in. I’m letting you know that you’ll be staying ship-side for a few missions. You, all of you”—she turns her head toward me and dips her chin in acknowledgment—“have shown incredible aptitude and achieved fine successes out there. I know how hard it is to be fighting against people you once fought side by side with, and I can’t promise you the worlds will ever recognize your sacrifices and courage. That being said, I want to give you some time to rest. It’s the best I can do. We’ll rotate your company into onboard duties in a couple of days. Until then, consider yourselves to be on R&R, for what it’s worth. You’ll let your people know?”

      “Roger,” David repeats, keeping his own face stoic, and I wonder what’s going on behind his light-green eyes.

      “For freedom,” she finishes and turns back to Lieutenant Steward, who still waits quietly in the booth.

      David skulks down the corridor to our unit’s berth, and I follow along, fighting to undo a dirt-encrusted buckle on my armor’s torso plate. When we reach our bay, he slams his hand into the hatch code box hard enough to make its backlights flicker briefly.

      “Whoa, big brother, it’s zed-zero-zed-five, not wham!, FYI.”

      “Sacrifices and courage? Aptitude and achievements? Who does she think she’s talking to? This war isn’t about freedom any more than she’s still a Corps officer. Maybe before, but not now. If I’m going to be condescended to, she should at least stop pretending she’s some kind of leader of a new-and-improved master society. She’s just repeating the same fucking bullshit jackboot game that got us here.”

      The hatch opens and La Mer and Desto come through it. “Hey, Erikson His and Hers! You’re back,” La Mer quips. “You look like shit.”

      “And damn, Aly, what’s that smell? You visit a brothel while you were playing soldier?” Desto and La Mer both break up at my body armor’s odor, still front-and-center, even after the three-day-long incursion.

      “This was you?” I ask, finally identifying the prankster behind this nauseating practical joke. “I can barely breathe!”

      “Don’t worry, Twig. Despite your stench and filthy mouth, your overwhelming beauty and charisma still have the power to turn every man into your personal twat-bot.”

      La Mer looks aghast. “Jesus, you guys. Gross.”

      “It’s the language of love, baby. Aly and I have an understanding.” Desto winks at me.

      Rolling my eyes, I reply, “You’re going to pay for this. And I told you not to call me Twig.”

      With a last chuckle, he calms down, and his face grows serious. “How’d it go?”

      David pulls his torso piece over his head. Sand and black rock dust filter down around his feet. Pushing his matted hair out of his eyes, he replies, “Brother, all things being equal, I’m starting to wonder if we’re even fighting for anything anymore.”
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      Another one died last night. He had an unexpected and unquenchable fever and then . . . gone. Like a magazine running dry and the world going silent with your last trigger pull. It’s things like this that make me wonder if David had been right. Had we been fighting for anything?

      At least it was natural causes this time, not suicide, like the last one. Thank Christ. I don’t think the doc could take another one of those. Still, how natural is a death that could so easily be avoided if we had the right medical supplies? I just wish I wasn’t the one who will have to tell Vitruzzi.

      I step through the cruiser’s pedestrian exit to get some fresh air before doing the deed. I don’t like to spread news like this on the radio; it feels so—uncaring. Like someone’s death doesn’t rank any higher than reporting on supplies and ammunition. That’s too much like combat, where a casualty count really is nothing more than a number. I’d known commanders who would curse the dead for having the gall to die midfight and leave a battle undermanned. But the fighting is over, and civilized people dignify death with a little more . . . I don’t know . . . compassion? Besides, she’s usually here early to make morning rounds. I’ll tell her then.

      This fleet cruiser, once the PCA Andromeda, is nothing but a five-city-block-sized steel derelict that’s been planted in
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