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Prologue 
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ALICE WAS STANDING very still staring at the outside of the building.  Bob joined her.  He didn't look at the building, looking instead at her unveiled face lit by the crackling flames.  The light lit up the folds of her nun habit and cast stark, angled shadows over her face and neck.  

"I don't know what happened," she signed, her words muffled by the gas can in her hand.

Bob looked down at the accelerant.

She followed his gaze and chucked it to the side.  

"Do you think they'll notice?" she asked, looking back to the building.  It was starting to buckle and collapse as the support structure weakened in the raging fire. 

He shrugged.

Every single air raid siren was sounding and none were in sync.  Bob looked around at the rest of the city block.  About half the buildings still stood.  A low flying missile flew over them, slamming into the side of an apartment building, raining chunks of concrete, insulation, bits of household furniture, and maybe even bits of households.  

“Depends on who wins,” he signed.  

He unslung his personal weapon and set it down carefully on the ground.  

It didn't look like this battle was personal.

"I don't know what to do," she signed, staring straight ahead, her thoughts lost in watching the dancing flames.  

"Will you marry me?" Bob asked, like that would help with her dilemma. 

The world exploded around him. He tried to shield Alice, like that was going to do any good.  He grabbed her head in his arms as he fell on top of her.  
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The drop
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DINESH LOOKED UP FROM his abysmal hand as the series of loud thuds continued.

"Sounds like our 'care' package is here," Bontu said, dropping her own cards unceremoniously on the table.

Dinesh poked through them just enough to confirm her hand had been worse than his.

Damn it.

He followed the sergeant from the bunker capsule to the open trench.  Bontu held out her arm, needlessly stopping Dinesh before he stepped into a spray of bullets.  She did a quick, probably unconscious, check of her helmet and body armor strap.  Dinesh followed her example: all secure.  When the burst of weapons’ fire moved from actively spraying the trench to more distant thuds out into Nomansland, both Dinesh and Bontu caught each other looking at the alarm: Unlit and silent.

"It's kind of amazing the Lookout missed that," Bontu muttered with an eye roll.

"Guess she was looking down..." Dinesh answered with a shrug.

Bontu poked her head in the door frame, trying to catch a peak of the lookout tower. Dinesh could only see the bottom from his vantage.  He wasn't sure how Bontu expected to get Lookout 3113's attention, all electronics having been either fried from the regular EMPs or banned since they would just guide a missile straight towards them. Even the trees and vines, the literal manifestation of their God, had shriveled and died after a bombardment six weeks ago had cut them out from the rest of their forces.  The sound of gunfire faded into the distance. 

"Is it safe to come out," a high pitched voice on the other side of the trench yelled, Spc Lorenzo, Shiva.

"Are you shouting at the Lookout?” Augusto's deep voice, from some adjacent bunker room, shouted back at Shiva.

"Looking out for enemy fire is literally her job," Shiva shouted back.

"Pretty sure that was friendly fire," Bontu called out.

Without the gunfire, aircraft engines were audibly making a sharp turn over the trench.

Clearly audible to six out of the seven remaining members of trench F1/29-171.

"You know, I'm starting to think assigning the deaf person as a Lookout is one of those deep ironies that will be funny when we all look back on this," Dinesh remarked.

Two loud thuds sounded in close succession. The now familiar experience of heavy crates impacting above the bunker so hard it shook the whole trench

"A blind Lookout would be ironic," Bontu replied.

"I heard F1/68-922 had a blind Lookout," Augusto joined in the conversation.  He must've been in the mess next door, opting for joining them in the tiny bunker chow hall rather than shouting across the trench.

"I heard it was F1/58-902," Bontu said.

The mechanical alarm bells rang and the covers over the bio luminescent lamps lifted. The Lookout had finally noticed.

"It's probably not true then," Shiva yelled from across the trench, "they can't even get the story straight."

"There could be two squads with blind Lookouts," Augusto muttered.

"That would be incomprehensibly stupid," Dinesh argued.  He didn't often find himself agreeing with Shiva – no one did, she seemed to change her positions on the fly to ensure it.

"Like this trench they dug to defend a boxed-in canyon?" Augusto asked, a single brow lifting so high it disappeared under his helmet.  "Even when we held the outpost inside said box-canyon, we were still defending an outpost inside a boxed-in canyon that couldn't possibly have any strategic value."

"Shut up," Bontu ordered when he paused for a breath.  A futile attempt to keep him from getting going.

"Now we don't even know if we still hold that fucking useless outpost," Spc Augusto Sandor ranted on.  "We're surrounded for all we know."

"Someone's been sending us supplies," Bontu said, trying her best to adopt her 'sergeant's' voice.  "Either the outpost or command behind the line," she went on in a valid attempt to quell Augusto's doom spiraling.  "Point is, whatever we're doing here is important enough for whoever 'they' is to keep supporting it."

As far as inspiring speeches go, Dinesh was less than stirred.  Bontu just didn't have the theatrical flare or natural charisma of Tech Sergeant Radhova.  But it shut Augusto up.  So some success.

The ringing bells barely masked the sound of drones crashing.  It was a familiar sound – when the long distance EMPs caught the fliers.  The diggers and crawlers were more terrifying.  Mostly because Dinesh's squad usually just came across the remains, never having spotted them coming.  The fliers could get in fast, but they always went out with a bang when the EMP sweep from ground to Low Planet Orbit hit them. 

The bells stopped.  The covers fell back over the bio luminescent lamps.

"I'll make sure the Lookout didn't get shot," Augusto offered right away.

"Stay put," Bontu ordered with an exasperated eye roll.

She leaned into the bunker doorway and waved her hand around.

Nothing happened.

"Seriously," Augusto groaned, "there has to be a hundred better ways to do this... let me just go out and climb the tower myself–"

"I don't have a better way to get a deaf person's attention," Bontu snapped as she waved more frantically.

"So why is the deaf person the Lookout?" Augusto snapped back.

"Do you want to be Lookout?" Bontu barked.  "Don't answer that," she added quickly.

Past Bontu, Dinesh saw a small bit of cloth flutter to the hard packed dirt on the bottom of the trench.

"It's blue," Dinesh called out, loud enough for the whole bunker complex to hear.

"Get the report from Lookout," Bontu said, ushering Dinesh to the trench.  "Hold up," she told Augusto.

Dinesh heard some shuffling behind him, probably the sergeant securing Augusto's kit.

"Is it a drop?" Shiva called out as Dinesh passed her.

Dinesh just shrugged, then remembered his personal weapon slung over his chest.  He held it at the ends.

Someone's got to set a good example. 

The bombardment six weeks ago had left him as technically the most experienced soldier in trench F1/29-171, having done a 14-cycle tour in trench R2/82-78 and nine cycles so far in F1/29-171.  Bontu was a close second, having completed a 12 cycle tour in S1/1-95 and a full year, ten cycles, in their current trench.  But she had had an extra three cycle stint at the line HQ in between and taken the E-5 test.  Everyone else was a literal teenager.

Shiva had only been here 12 weeks and graduated high school barely two cycles before that.  Augusto had dropped out at least a standard year before the draft got him.  And the rest were also in their first tour.

The other exception was maybe Lookout 3113.  The Lookouts were different: outside the regular military structure: and arguably outside of humanity itself.

Setting the good example of combat readiness, Dinesh kept his dominant hand on his long rifle and waved up at Lookout.  She waved back.

Dinesh pointed to the ground.  Lookout disappeared back into the bulb-like structure pitched precariously on top of 30 meter high enclosed ladder.  A minute later, she was emerging from the little opening.

For all Dinesh knew, she could be older than him – by a lot.  Her kind didn't age or reportedly really experience time the same way regular people did.  She looked as young as the specialists running around F1/29-171.  She was significantly shorter than Dinesh who was average for a male, her skin exotic and light and the big grey eyes that dominated her face served to exaggerate her youthful and perpetually confused appearance.

Keeping his weapon secure, Dinesh pulled out his little notepad from the armor breast pocket.  He handed it to Lookout.

She grabbed a pencil from her own dented and scuffed armor and filled out one of his custom written 'reports' for him.  At first Dinesh had figured it couldn't be that hard to work with a deaf Lookout.  They were a technologically advanced society after all.  But on the frontlines, electronics were dysfunctional or banned.  And to make it worse, Lookout only knew how to write in Traditional Western Characters.  Dinesh and everyone left in the trench had only a high school, or in some cases, a grade-school education.  He only knew about a dozen characters and for some reason, Lookout seemed to struggle with the simplified phonetic alphabet.

She passed him the notebook back with a sweet smile, Dinesh let his hand linger on hers just that moment too long as he took it. Stupid fraternization rule.

Dinesh took the notebook.  "Thanks," he told her, fighting back the urge to smile stupidly back, "that's all," he dismissed her.

Lookout still smiled at him,

Dinesh broke and grinned back.

Even if fraternization were allowed – it wasn't practical.  She wasn't normal.  For all he knew, she could be centuries old; her people having been chosen by  God and engineered to commune or co-exist or whatever with this planet's only native life-form: the gray slime. Besides that, he wasn't sure how they
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