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      Ilyanya St. Apollinaris Ravenna Hunt. A very long, very difficult name for a four-year-old. She had practiced it often when she had nothing more to do, while riding in the car, waiting in her chair while Momma and Papa set the dining table, and in the deep blue light of evening before she drifted off to sleep. Ilyanya St. Apollinaris Ravenna Hunt. Il'ya, for short. Though still a chore due to that first tongue-intensive syllable, it was much easier to remember than her full name, or that other one, Novice 17, as the sisterhood had designated her.

      Or inquisitor.

      She preferred Il'ya, because it was short and derived from her mother. Her sister was sometimes called by her full name in those days, especially when she got into trouble. Mother – Momma, as Ilyanya barely recalled -- would cry out in her stern Army, silver-braids-and-many-metals voice, "Miranda St. Apollinaris Ravenna Hunt, you stop that this instant!" Il'ya never got yelled at, unless Momma mistook her for Mir'ya.

      Wait. That wasn't right. She had heard her long, tongue-twisting name spoken with iron behind it. That was how she, as a child, had known her full name in the first place.

      Memories are tricky. They often lie.

      Especially memories repressed.

      So, back into it, as close as she could recall, anyway.

      She had practiced her name as she sat swinging her feet on the bench outside Papa's office. She spoke it over and over as a crooked-nosed witch might belabor an incantation. She swung her feet to the rhythm of her syllables, watching only half-interested as grownups rushed into and out of Papa's presence. In this memory, she huddled into her childhood again, oblivious.

      But that was a dream. She couldn't call herself Il'ya anymore. The sisterhood had erased Il'ya, had crushed her and re-molded her into the hard, violent form of inquisitor.

      And, in the end, even that had been taken from her.

      So hard to pretend innocence more than twenty years after the extinction of her childhood, the weight of history upon her.

      Thunder had sounded somewhere back then. Had she thought it raining outside? It hardly ever rained in that place, not as she remembered.

      I'yanna St. Apollinaris Ravenna Hunt. I'yanna St. Apollinaris Ravenna Hunt. Try as Il'ya did, she could never tame that first stubborn sound. It scrunched up her mouth like … like Brussels sprouts.

      Had there been Brussels sprouts? Or was that another invasion by more recent experiences?

      "Il'ya," she had heard, the voice so close it cut deep. Her father squatted before her, looking dour. Her father who had always been quick to laugh, to joke, to carry her on his shoulders as if he were an aircar. Had she done something wrong?

      She focused beyond his face to the soldier behind him, a soldier in armor so thick and so heavy they looked like a white turtle on two legs. Then Il'ya, that little girl back then, took in a short, surprised breath. The soldier was her momma.

      "Il'ya," Papa said again, his tone softer than his face. "I need you to do something. I need you to be a big girl."

      "I am a big girl. I'm almost five!"

      "Yes, you are," and her papa breathed out a strange, short laugh, the kind Mir'ya made when Momma was after her. Nothing funny brought that laugh to anyone's lips. It was sticky with worry that clung to whomever it touched. "Now, Il'ya, this is important. I need you to go with your mother. She'll take you and Mir'ya to a man. Go with that man and do everything he tells you until you see us again. Do you understand me?"

      "Yes, Papa. Where are we going?"

      Thunder rolled again. Il'ya felt the bench tremble.

      "Quickly," Momma said, her tone sharp. "They'll be here any minute."

      "Papa? Why is Momma crying?" And she was crying, her tears making tracks in the darkout grease painted along the cheeks beneath her eyes. It made Il’ya uneasy. She’d never imagined her mother could cry.

      "Don't worry, darling. Big people stuff." Papa wiped sweat from his face. It didn't do any good; the sweat came back immediately.

      "Now, Evan..." Momma ground through her teeth.

      Papa glanced over his shoulder, then looked back at Il'ya. He seemed to stare a long time, though that couldn't have been, since Momma rushed him so. "Be a big girl," he finally whispered, and gathered Il'ya into a warm, tight hug. At least it felt that way, at first. He held her longer than she thought he might, and the hug began to smother.

      When Papa let her go, he set her on her feet beside Momma's turtle suit. He sniffed, then smoothed Il'ya's dress, crinkling the taffeta with his big, trembling hands.

      His big, trembling hands. That had been buried deep. Strange. She had always recalled his touch as strong, undeniable. But that had been a lie her awe of him had told her. His had been the strength of palpable fear, of desperately holding to what he soon might lose. The long, lonely years after that day in her father's arms had twisted her memories of him. They and her knowledge of almost everything else had devolved from recorded fact into fanciful stories. Only fervent excavation dug them away from fiction.

      No. It had been like that, just as she remembered through childhood. Her brave father, her rock. She would always hold it as so.

      "Now," he had whispered, and watched as Momma took Il'ya's hand, engulfing it in hard, too-thick fingers shielded by what looked like shards of crockpots. Battlesuit armor, near impervious. Unless attacked by another battlesuit. For Momma didn't just scold children or prepare pretty dresses or bake cookies. Momma was a top kick among the soldiers, a sergeant-major.

      Il'ya had thought of her then as a turtle that roared.

      "We'll not be long apart," Momma sobbed, then tugged Il'ya from her father’s company. Out of the office and down the wide, white corridor. Other turtle suits thundered along the hall, other soldiers in command uniforms with their tunics and neat trousers, and shiny shoes, some soldiers still buttoning their tunics, some still stuffing their shirts into their pants. Everyone's faces showed fear or anger. Those rushing and half-dressed men and women, and the heavy thud of Momma’s armored footfalls, woke something within that little girl Ilyanya had been. Her heart had felt crowded by a sudden, nonspecific dread, the certainty that something had gone grievously wrong, so wrong her parents couldn't fix it.

      Twisting to keep Papa in her sight as long as possible, Il'ya felt puzzlement that he stood outside his office, stripping off his uniform tunic and shirt before a gaggle of his soldiers holding turtle parts and power wrenches. Why did they do that? Papa wasn't like Momma; he was the admiral. He wore tunics, not turtle parts.

      "Come, Il'ya," Momma insisted. She clomped along at a good pace, a bit faster than little feet could easily manage.

      This might have been a good time to practice her difficult name, but Il'ya had to concentrate to avoid falling down. "Momma, too fast!"

      Momma pulled her along corridors streaming with tunics and turtle suits, all the soldiers carrying guns. Some of the soldiers saluted or bowed to Momma, but she ignored them. She forged along the maze of corridors, wiping her face with her broken crockpot glove.

      From nowhere in particular that Il'ya could pinpoint, a ratcheting boom roared through the hallway. The floor flexed under her feet. Momma halted, crouched low, and snatched Il'ya close to her, against the hard, cold armor. There was nothing comforting about that turtle suit embrace.

      Dust settled around them. After a moment, Momma rose again and continued down the hallway, faster than before. Il'ya tried to keep up, coughing and her eyes watering.

      They turned off the corridor into a giant room flooded with light, scurrying men, and shrieking industrial noise. Spaceships rested in steel cradles, arranged in a neat row along one side of the yawning chamber. Had it really been that big? It must have been. Shipholds were cavernous things whether witnessed by children or adults.

      Beyond the spaceships, a long, rectangular opening in the wall showed bright sunlight and blowing sand. Il'ya noticed this all in passing, for her attention had rooted to the only thing in the room she cared about besides her mother.

      "Mir'ya!" she called to her sister, who stood with three turtle-suited soldiers and held Mr. Smithers by his pink polyester bunny ears. A man stood behind her, apart from the other soldiers. He wore half a tunic uniform, one sleeve of his white shirt torn off, that arm in a sling.

      Il'ya didn't need to run to her sister. Momma propelled them together.

      "Sergeant-Major," the man in the sling said, and all the soldiers but him saluted. Il'ya had wondered why he didn't, but now she realized the sling wouldn't let him. She stared at him. Why didn't he wash that blood off his face?

      "What's going on?" Mir'ya asked, wringing the stuffed bunny's ears. The sisters stood together then, an odd pair even to Il'ya, who was part of it. Il'ya wore her pretty blue taffeta dress, her shining black shoes, her brown hair carefully brushed. Mir'ya was the roughneck of the two. They must have found her playing outside from her scrappy coveralls and the dirt on her face. Her hair flew out in all directions, tiny sticks and brown grass snared in its curls. Even allowing the dirt, the two girls were digital copies, the same eyes, the same set jaw, the same hair. "What's going on?" Mir'ya asked again, no pause taken between questions. "I saw drop ships flying outside. Shiny!"

      "Papa's mad." Il'ya's mouth went dry at the thought. "Or something."

      "We've word of two more task forces," one of the turtle soldiers told Momma. "Battlesuits have landed in strength at three strategic points. Centauri Prime is lost."

      Okay, so most of that is manufactured. As a four-year-old, Il'ya couldn't have caught such detail. She had only known all the grownups were worried.

      But from the records, it must've gone something like that.

      "Centauri Prime is lost, " Momma repeated. "Can she at least give us cover for evacuation?" She messed around with the ray gun she unhitched from her turtle pack.

      The armored soldiers glanced at each other, then the first one answered, "She's burning in pieces in space."

      Centauri Prime. The gunship that had protected them for years. Papa used to show it to Il'ya when the nights were dark and the sands were down. She'd giggle at seeing it dart like a firefly across the sky.

      The grownups went silent for a few long seconds. Mir'ya twisted Mr. Smithers's ears. A booming sounded outside. Il'ya didn't think it was thunder anymore.

      "Well," Momma said, and sniffed. Then, in one scary instant, all the humanity vanished from her. No crying, no worried lines on her forehead. She became that terrifying picture of Momma, the one even grownups feared. "We knew it would come to this one day. With no chance to evacuate, it looks like a bloody knife fight." She looked hard at the man in the sling. "Chief Ambrose, you know what to do?"

      "I'd prefer to fight with my men."

      "You're combat ineffective. But you can still serve. Do this thing for us; it would be a help."

      "Aye, Sergeant-Major. Though I dislike them, I follow my orders. I am, in the end, a soldier."

      "Thank you." Momma cradled her rifle in one arm and stooped to Il'ya and her sister. It seemed she shouldn't be able to, her armor being so bulky. "Something bad is coming," she said. "We've tried to shield you, but it's now too late for that. I'm sorry."

      "What do you mean?" Il'ya asked. She could still, after decades, feel the tears welling in her younger self's eyes.

      "Is it about the drop ships?" Neither was Mir'ya immune to crying.

      "Stop that, both of you!"

      Flinching, they did.

      "It's hard, I know," Momma continued, her tone softening. "But remember who you are. You are St. Apollinaris, not piddling crybabies. Okay?"

      "Yes'm..."

      Momma stood. She no longer looked at her daughters. "Take them," she said to the crippled man. "Keep them safe."

      With that, she turned and marched deeper into the loudly clanging space of the shiphold. The turtle soldiers followed.

      Seeing her mother depart after such cold comfort, Il'ya launched into a storm of blubbering. Her sister was right behind her. The crippled man struggled to a knee before them. He patted their shoulders, each in turn with his good hand. He spoke, but Il'ya didn't hear him. He wiped a tear from her cheek with his thumb, the gesture failing to soothe her. She had just seen her momma walk away, then the soldier horde obscuring her. In that moment, Momma seemed to die. Il'ya felt alone in a killing, vertiginous world.

      As if that weren't terrible enough, the next instant her sorry life literally fell apart. A crash broke through Il'ya's forlorn terror, a sound like thunder, then another, closer. A flash flared far up the shiphold, just at the edge of the long, outside doorway, then came a scream of shattering rock and metal. She stopped crying as if cued, and watched wide-eyed as the roof in the distance collapsed. Dust rose in opaque clouds and spread over the shiphold faster than a grownup could run. It rushed over her, rushed over her sister, accompanied by alarms, by screams, and by the bone-breaker frightful calamity of tumbling rubble.

      Il'ya clamped her hands over her ears and opened her mouth to scream. All she released were hacking coughs as she breathed in dust mixed with black, acrid smoke.

      How little things change. On that day, deep in the past, she had choked on dust and terror. Now, on another world, she endured the rotten-egg stink of sulfur and its caustic taste on her lips. To breathe it in would burn her lungs as the atomized fog of it burned her cheeks and the back of her neck. And a different kind of thunder sounded now and then, the deep boom of spacecraft breaking atmo. A precursor to terror every bit as ominous as blasts from hostile ordnance.

      A thick, permanent, yellow fog drifted around her, the bisque shadows of boulders peeking from the near distance. After twenty-seven years experiencing changing landscapes on multiple worlds, the stark nature of this one seemed unremarkable. Ilyanya adjusted the filter plugs guarding her nostrils and the tiny goggles protecting her eyes, but she'd have to get inside soon or go to the full-face breather on her hip before the sulfur chewed too much of her lungs. There were worse atmospheres on more hostile planets occupied by man, though not by much.

      Ilyanya paused at a distant roll of thunder. No, not thunder, the sound of spacecraft breaking atmo. She waited several seconds, allowing the racket to drift away. She waited as a predator waits for the next snap of a twig.

      She cared nothing about the spacecraft. Chief in Ilyanya's awareness were the whispered voices somewhere near. Those voices kept her from the comfort of the breather. It would protect her eyes, nose, and mouth from the sulfur, but it would also encase her ears, muffling the sounds she now strained to hear.

      They didn't recur immediately. That was fine; Ilyanya had patience. She could suck tainted air through her filter plugs and wait in the lee of her memories.

      Not that she had many left, many left of importance, that is. She'd cleared her head and spirit on too many occasions, coaxing the lost episodes of her life to return to her and speak. But her mind apparently had turned out that light and locked that door; between the collapse of the shiphold and the trials of months later, she could excavate no memories to fill out her life.

      She knew from reports that Chief Ambrose had lost her moments after the dust rolled in. There'd been gunfire, shouting, screams. The Army of God, having bombed the shiphold to cut off escape, had massed infantry in battlesuits to mow down its heretic enemy. Many men and women died that day. Thousands. They either fell in battle or were later staked and burned. Her parents--

      A sudden, vivid vision of Momma smiling, stirring something in a bowl, the sunlight dappled and warm on her face. Papa behind her, laughing, twirling Mir'ya with her feet off the ground. Her sister giggled, her frazzled brown hair whipping in the wind.

      Ilyanya blinked and refocused.

      She had come into the sulfur fog on reports of "chatter," electronic feedback and slight drops in signal that hinted at narrow beam commo interference. Someone hid in the fog. That someone preferred to stay secret. Ilyanya didn't mind, within limits. She and her people had staked out this rock because it offered privacy on a grand scale. Others might also seek that solitude, but that didn't make them hostile. Smugglers, traffickers, thieves, maybe even anti-social adventurers. Then again, with the Community of God focused on her, with holy war declared against her and her people, it was imperative to know one's neighbors.

      She waited. She exceled at waiting. She had mastered that skill over years, a form of meditation. Her face and hands itched from the sulfur; her lungs burned from it. But she would not use the breather. Her rough homespun stank of the sulfur from her loose, scratchy tunic to her baggy, strap-wrapped leggings, to her worn leather boots. She could burn the clothes later; the quartermaster would issue her more. More important things beckoned her just then.

      More important, even, than memories.

      There, just under the receding grumble of a decelerating spacecraft. A voice.

      "…position absolute. Aerial approach from 332 degrees, EM marker…"

      Ilyanya took a tentative step toward where she thought the voice came from. Even for an ex-inquisitor, it was hard to tell direction in the fog. She took a few more steps, noiselessly rolling her booted feet onto the sandy earth. Yes, the voice grew louder; she headed in the right direction.

      Care tensed her muscles. If she could hear them, they could hear her, if she were stupid or unskilled enough to make a sound. But the homespun leggings and tunic she wore, the leather boots, the oiled leather sword belt about her waist, any of those things could betray her in an instant.

      Her one remaining eye could betray her, too. The empty left socket, covered by a patch beneath the goggles, masked a significant portion of what she used to call field of vision. She could miss something important on her blind side. If she failed to keep turning her head to cover it, that blind side could give the hunted an advantage. Then the prey would transform to predator, and the two would circle each other.

      The fog, until that moment coy with its secrets, began to offer her shadows, indistinct shapes revealed only as a darker ocher against the yellow. These were not boulders. Even if slightly, they moved.

      "...provide tentative designation AP Victor, over..."

      AP. Assembly point. They mapped the terrain for landing zones and troop formations. So, that settled two things. The intruders were Community, scouts for the Army of God. Just as disconcerting, they could see in the fog. They couldn't map terrain features their eyes couldn't detect, so they worked in battlesuits, their visors tuned to enhanced radar imaging. They could see, even if poorly. Ilyanya could not. She would have to double her efforts at stealth.

      Two shapes, but Ilyanya kept scanning. Squint as she did through the damnable mist, she found no other enemies to accost her. Good for her, and also the norm. The Army of God sent its scouts in ones and twos, and without direct support. Who needed support when he wore a body-molded tank, after all? The battlesuits were impervious to all but Community weaponry, and only the Army carried such weaponry. More or less. The monks these men spied upon had scavenged limited numbers of battlesuits and anti-neutron assault rifles, but mostly they depended on obsolete crap.

      Of course, they had a renegade inquisitor on their side. Community should have considered that.

      She saw them then, really saw them. The fog dissipated just enough to recognize the plates of broad, overlapping armor, the bulbous helmets, the massive mission packs clamped to the soldiers' backs. Turtle suits, she once had called them. One man hunkered on a knee, a gauntleted hand unnecessarily cupping his helmet where his ear might be. His partner stood behind him, anti-neutron rifle held at high port, prepared to engage any targets he might discover.

      Above their heads hovered the dull, billiard-ball spheres of tactical data assistants, one for each soldier. That presented a problem. TDAs were tricky. Those unassuming spheres harbored surveillance, analysis, and communications gear. They could scan in visual, infrared, ultrasonics, radar, lidar, and in any direction and several directions at once. They had near-instantaneous commo links to the soldiers' orbiting task force and could access those links independently of their masters. Ilyanya had advanced as close as she could without the TDAs detecting her. She was amazed they hadn't already. Their owners must have occupied the electronic sentries otherwise, filling them with vectors, coordinates, and terrain analyses. Sloppy. They could have left at least some functionality for watching their rear. Overconfidence always brings down the invincible.

      Okay. Ilyanya settled her breathing even as she drew two titanium-edged throwing stars from her belt. More where those came from, but first things first. She had to take out those TDAs.

      Most might have thought that impossible. The things were truly no larger than billiard balls and equipped with collision avoidance protocols. They did an excellent job of hovering exactly where their masters ordered them, but they were also programmed to defend themselves.

      But they'd not been built to withstand an inquisitor.

      She hefted the two stars in her left hand and slowly, without a whisper of sound, drew the hand-and-a-half sword from its scabbard. All the time, she watched the TDAs. The soldiers were incidental, but the TDAs made for difficult targets capable of near instantaneous telemetry to orbit. If the controllers above in the support ship realized their robots had been taken down, she preferred they not know by whom.

      With two flicks of her left hand, Ilyanya's throwing stars knifed through the air. They flew so fast she saw the fog part in their individual wakes. The first impact split a TDA in half. The other sphere, alerted, began a dodge away and upward, but the second star caught it hard in the southern hemisphere, ripping out a jagged flap of metal skin. It sparked, wobbled, then plummeted to the sand to join its ill-used twin.

      "What--?" Was all the standing soldier managed. Ilyanya, having sprinted at him after releasing her stars, slammed her sword past his breastplate seals and deep among his vitals.

      Back in the cathedral ship, before her deployment, the novice inquisitors had practiced that move for hours. It was a skill.

      Community had made its soldiers impervious to all but Community's highest agents.

      She released the blade to let it tear at his guts, and drew her combat knife to deal with his startled partner. The other soldier bullied his bulky armor upright, swinging the muzzle of his rifle into the fight. That was the problem with military types. They assumed their power lay in a gun.

      Ilyanya ducked under the rifle, under his arm, and snapped her knife-wielding hand to the access panel on the side of her opponent's mission pack. Two heartbeats later, just as the trooper might have realized where she'd gotten to, her knife defeated the latch on that panel and mangled the servo controller within. The soldier jerked, trembled, then froze as stiff as statuary. If the servos powering his battlesuit had managed to complete his intended attack, he might have shattered Ilyanya's spine and pulped most of her vitals. Instead, he just posed, grimacing through clenched teeth and the near impossible effort to move with his servos disabled.

      Ilyanya stood. She sheathed her knife and watched the soldier's eyes, eyes filled with bald hate. His face muscles strained as he fought to move his arrested limbs. But she had caught him as neatly as a bug in amber. He knew that; he wasn't a moron. And still he struggled to fight.

      "The name and location of your task force," she said.

      "Go to hell, you heretic schisoid!"

      She took no offense. After a while, you just don't hear it. She stepped to retrieve her sword from the first man. He'd fallen over, allowing the sword blade to further mangle his innards. Agony and fright distorted his face. He might have been someone's son, someone's lover. He looked more like a gutted animal. She placed her boot against the armor-encased ribs of her feebly struggling stuck pig, grasped her weapon by its grip and quillons, and yanked it free of the body.

      The dying man groaned; Ilyanya was surprised he had that much in him.

      Wiping the heavy blade with a cloth from her sword belt, Ilyanya returned to her immobilized prisoner. She worked the manual catches for his visor and raised the clear shield so they could speak without barriers. He flinched, blinked, and coughed in the yellow sulfuric fog. The man must have felt naked as well as poisoned. She'd breached the protection of his battlesuit.

      She kept her face blank as she stared into his frightened if defiant eyes. Decisions, decisions.

      He still gripped his particle stream rifle, held it out as if displaying it for a trade show. Trailing from the butt of his weapon, a reticulated conduit led to the nuclear power pack at his hip. Ilyanya hefted her sword and placed the tip firmly against the casing seam of the power pack. She directed her gaze into the man's eyes.

      "Do I have your undivided attention?"

      He grimaced at her, the muscles at his jawline trembling.

      "Using the tip of this sword, it takes less than a hundred foot-pounds of force to puncture your power pack containment vessel at this point in its seam. The seam is well-protected from shrapnel, sticks and stones, but not from the likes of me. It's designed that way. I'm well-versed in the engineered defects of your armor, defects you're likely unaware of." She paused a beat to breathe out sulfur, reminding herself not to lick her lips. Sulfur on her lips. And a look of discomfort might be taken as weakness. "Should I apply the proper pressure, your pack will overload and explode. Shame. The name and location of your task force, please."

      He worked his jaw. She knew the signs. He dredged up a mouthful of spit. Ilyanya slapped him hard across the face before he could follow through.

      "I need you to understand," she said. Would he really force her to talk through this atmospheric poison? "Your servo controllers are deadlined, both primary and secondary. You're at my mercy. I could slash your throat, pierce your brain through your temple or eye sockets, or defeat your seals and leave you like your dead partner there. Or I could redline your power pack and let you explode with it. Or you could cooperate and be taken prisoner. Now. The name and location of your task force?"

      All she got was a deep, resentful rumble in his throat.

      "Never mind," she said, then braced her feet and slammed the sword hard against the pack. The device ruptured, first a tiny, star-shaped hole, then the casing split and she ground the blade into the thing's vital innards. The pack immediately set forth an urgent, building whine.

      Ilyanya sheathed the blade and turned her back on the soldier. He bellowed at her, damning himself through hurled, sinful expletives, but she didn't hear anything more distinct than that. She walked away, working long, ground-eating strides into the sickly yellow earth. She pulled a commo link from a pouch on her sword belt and put it to her mouth.

      "Hoth base, this is Echo 6. Be advised, I've located two Community scouts in Grid 9. We have an incursion under way."

      They took their time replying. "Uh, roger, Echo 6. We've no evidence of an incursion. Are you sure of your facts?"

      Was she what? "Look, base. I just--" She dropped to a low crouch, ducking her head as an explosion sounded behind her. "I just killed two Community troopers calibrating their TDAs with assembly point data and terrain analyses." She was up and moving again. "You can ask my doppelgänger if you like, but to my knowledge, it's impossible to set tactical data like that without an uplink to task force command. That means we have a Community task force in orbit and troops either on the ground or on their way. I strongly advise you get your house in order and your heads out of your--"

      "That's enough, Echo 6. Report ASAP to Command. Acknowledge."

      Ilyanya clicked her send button twice by way of acknowledgement. She had already broken into a run.
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      Miranda leaned over the commo tech, crowded by his watch officer, the surveillance chief, and the colonel. She rubbed the tip of her nose. "She's right. We're in a whole lot of trouble."

      "I don't see how that's possible." The surveillance man checked a tablet for his station readouts. "We have detection pickets all along the ecliptic. They couldn't have jumped in..."

      "Maybe they didn't come in on the ecliptic." Miranda backed away from the others. "Maybe they jumped in at a steep angle, maybe polar to the system, which could put them at the picket's peripheral."

      "But we have sensor buoys at the polar approaches."

      "Sure, but not as many as on the normal approaches. A good captain--"

      "It wouldn't even take a good captain," Colonel Stanovic said. "We knew the polars were our weak points, we just haven't had the time to shore them up."

      "But why would they even take such an approach?" The incredulity in the surveillance man's tone matched his raised eyebrows. "And how could they achieve planetary orbit without being seen? We have a second picket--"

      "They know we're here," Colonel Stanovic said. He hadn't been a colonel in almost two years, not since revealing his opposition to Community, but Miranda couldn't think of him in any other terms. "That's the only way to explain it. A polar insertion isn't easy. It isn't something you do for fun."

      "But the planetary picket--"

      "Has failed us. With the lunar debris field circling this planet, we were sure to miss one strange freefalling object out of tens of thousands. The beauty of setting down here in the first place was that no one would come here unless they had to. Ping the perimeter. Ask them if they've seen anything."

      The commo man leaned toward his console, but Miranda didn't hear what he said. She tapped the colonel's arm and signaled him away from the others, not that they could claim much privacy. The command center spread five meters in every direction, part of a sprawling complex cut into the rock of a sulfur-dusted hillside. Over two dozen monks populated the room's scatter of portable consoles. This was the brain of a system-wide mission, a crusade to spread the word of God to all the people of Community. Ilyanya had christened the outpost, but barely half a dozen people understood the gesture. Miranda hoped Hoth escaped the fate of its fictional namesake.

      "Sir," she whispered, holding Stanovic's eyes though it meant a long look up. "You know she's right. They've found us, they're coming for us, and any delay may cost us our lives. We need to evac immediately, sir."

      "We can wait a few moments. Let's ensure she hasn't mistaken a trader, or a smuggler, or--"

      "Or what, sir? In battlesuits? You know who she is. She doesn't make brash claims. We need to evacuate now."

      The colonel chewed on that. "Our surveillance man is right. How could they have approached without the picket alerting us?"

      "Maybe they cut thrust and drifted with the system trash. I don't know, sir, I really don't. But I still have a very bad feeling..."

      "I think we'll work on more than just feelings. Give me one decent piece of evidence--"

      "Brother Stanovic," the commo man called. "I can't reach anyone on the perimeter."

      A muffled rumble sounded throughout the room, then the floor trembled against Miranda's boots. A moment later, the earth shrugged like a fly-bitten dog. The monks staggered, fell to the ground, or gripped their consoles to stay in their seats.

      "Whoa!" Miranda shielded her head from falling dust and pebbles. "I think that constitutes a decent piece of evidence."

      "Where's it coming from?" Stanovic shouted. "Miranda, call out security. Watch officer, sound Evac Zero-Three Standby. We can't very well evac if we aren't sure which way to run."

      Miranda made for the door, but something, something hulking, filled the threshold.

      "Battlesuit!" she yelled, and dove for the floor.

      The console behind her exploded from anti-neutron rifle fire. Someone screamed. Walls spalled into craters the size of small closets. Miranda watched, her mouth gone desert dry, as the hulk in the doorway paused fire, lowered one shoulder, and crashed through the rock surrounding the doorway as if it were Styrofoam. The violence of his entry was hardly necessary. His battlesuit might have gotten through the door if he'd applied a pinch of finesse.

      Battlesuits aren't about finesse.

      He sprayed the chamber with anti-neutrons. Blood aerosol washed over and onto Miranda's body. Maybe he'd mistake her for dead…

      No. He was too thorough for that. He pivoted slightly at his waist, the shadowed face behind the closed visor of his helmet flickering red, yellow, and blue as he cycled through energy frequencies to ascertain more targets. He found her, whether through heat signature or ultrasound, she could not have said. But he looked right at her and brought his rifle to bear.

      Miranda tensed and gritted her teeth. When the AN beam drilled through her body, it would blow apart her atoms with an overload of neutrons. She'd blast apart from the inside, from the very inside at the sub-atomic level. She began to wonder what it'd feel like.

      Then the battlesuit staggered, new micro-craters in his torso armor throwing off chunks of ceramic composite. The soldier snapped his attention deeper into the room. Colonel Stanovic hid behind a smoking console, launching blast after blast from an AN pistol.

      God, Miranda thought, that's like striking a wall with a feather duster.

      Stanovic gave her a quick, intent look, a nod, then resumed hurling ineffectual, fizzling fire into the intruder's armor.

      An anti-neutron pistol is normally a formidable weapon. It can punch a hole the size of your head through a full-grown bull. The soldier just stood there, took lazy aim, and blasted the console protecting the colonel to smelting metal and flying shrapnel.

      Miranda scrabbled forward on all fours, rushing for the soldier. She heard a grunt behind her, probably the colonel. She didn't look, but threw her body between the battlesuit's legs and out what was left of the doorway.

      As she slipped under him, the soldier tried to grab her. Then she heard more collapsing wall as he made the most direct turn to re-acquire her. He was too late, though, or Miranda certainly hoped so. She had already stumbled to her feet.

      Now she ran, panting, her heart thumping, down the smoky, blackened corridor. Miranda knew with infinite clarity what a battlesuit could accomplish. For seven years she had worn one, dutiful and murderous as an Army of God artillery forward observer. The prospect of being on the receiving end of that power flipped her mental circuit breakers.

      She ran without thought or direction, just fled to escape the death machine behind her. She imagined the stomp of armored boots, the slam of anti-neutrons into her back. She crashed through doors, slamming into walls while turning corners. She screamed at anyone she stumbled upon, strident versions of "Battlesuit!" and "Run!"

      Her flight response raged for what seemed like ages, then she realized no one pursued her.

      And why should the battlesuit trail after her? He had plenty of other people to kill.

      She drew up in some random hall with flickering overhead lighting and floating dust. Explosions, shouts, and gunfire in the background. She threw her back against a wall and heaved wretched breaths, trembling from adrenalin and doubting her footing.

      Where had the soldier come from? How had he gotten so deep into the complex without tripping alarms? Where was he and where were his fellow invaders?

      For that matter, where was she?

      The wall behind her bucked. The floor heaved. The ceiling dropped a heavy cloud of dust and kicked away a lighting fixture. As the light swung at the end of its cabling, the wall next to it exploded inward, blasting rubble in all directions.

      Sulfur. A sudden, stinging, throat-clawing cloud of it. The wall had been opened to the outside.

      Miranda didn't stop to see why. She knew. Her mind's eye saw the battlesuits lurching through that breach even as she ran once more, to anywhere but there.

      The first intersection she came to, or the first one that registered on her rattled mind, was a gory mess of blood and body parts, the walls and floor cratered by AN fire. Something down that intersecting corridor, a sound of measured, commanding speech and the heavy movements of large bodies. She turned aside to escape that scene and came upon intersections roaring with gunfire. Monks armed only with lasers or electrostatic bolt throwers tangled with battlesuits carrying grenades and anti-neutron rifles. The monks fell screaming and their blood slicked the floor. The battlesuits gripped survivors in their armored fists and yelled at gunpoint, "Where? Where is she?"

      Miranda reversed course and scrambled along another hall, her breath coming in rasps, a keening sound pushing past her clenched teeth. She broke that rising scream with coughs. Sulfur in the air. The battlesuits had let the atmosphere in. She imagined she could see a yellow tinge in the dust ahead.

      Another intersection, no violence in progress, but filled with a racket of bellows, bangs, and scrapes as a half dozen monks jury-rigged a barricade of storage boxes they would fight behind when the battlesuits came calling. It wasn't great as fortifications go. Fiberglass crates might as well be paper against the disruptive force of AN rifles.

      Those defenders would die. The men struggling behind her with the soldiers of God would die. Everyone, Miranda included, would die. These encounters always played out that way. The Army of God was invincible, and merciless.

      "Miranda!" she heard, but her feet, bent on survival, edged her quickly past the entrenching monks and kept running blind.

      A grip on her arm! Panic, a high, ululating gasp that sounded more animal than human to her. She twisted, jerked, then turned to strike. They wouldn't take her. Despite their servo-assisted strength and their impervious skins, she'd break their hold and--

      "Miranda!"

      The sharp tone stripped all panic from her. She blinked, then focused.

      Gray eyes met hers, the face they rested in stony, grim, a white scar etched from one temple to the corner of his mouth. The scar was years old, the blood smearing his hairline new since the last time she saw him. He towered over her, lanky in his loose and dirty homespun pants and tunic. One arm of the tunic hung blackened and threadbare, as if it had been burned.

      "Kim?"

      "Yeah. What did you see down there?"

      What had she seen? What--

      "Miranda!"

      She jumped. Her shouted name slammed her back inside herself. "Battlesuits," she said. "They're in the base. One tore up the command center."

      "We've heard reports," Kim GinnKwan said. A few of the others gathered around them. "The reports are confused. These battlesuits aren't normal. Did you notice anything about them?"

      "No. Didn't stop for a good look." Miranda got her balance, mentally and physically, and GinnKwan released her arm. "If I had, I'd be dead." She glanced around at the others, men she didn't know except…

      "Anton." She nodded to the fat man in monk's habit. Red-faced, wide-eyed, his lower lip trembling from terror, he stood there holding two anti-neutron rifles. One of the rifles snaked its reticulated conduit to a power pack strapped to GinnKwan's side.

      Miranda flinched at a stinging slap to the face. "Focus," GinnKwan said. "We have battlesuits on the ground, inside the base, and they got here without anybody seeing. What's that tell you?"

      "It tells me we're screwed."

      "Did we ever manage that kind of stealth when we wore the suits?"

      She shook her head and shrank into herself, wanting to be invisible. The floor thrummed at irregular intervals. Distant explosions made her heart catch in her throat. Some of those blasts weren't distant at all. "No," she managed. "We were never so quiet. They always knew we were coming. Not that it made any difference in the end."

      "What's it mean?" Anton asked. "And why do we care? We need to escape before they kill us all."

      GinnKwan stood taller. He stared off into the rock wall. "Something's different. They aren't using Community tactics. This is important. The colonel--"

      "I think the colonel's dead," Miranda said. "He was in the command center."

      That started a mutter among the men. They directed furtive glances up every corridor of the intersection, looking like threatened birds. Miranda couldn't blame them. "We need to escape." She coughed from the sulfur. "We can't fight this and win."

      "Yes." Anton shook his jowly head. "We've no choice but to run."

      "Run where?" GinnKwan snapped. "We don't know which way. Where's the enemy? What traps have they set? We don't even know who they are."

      Anton's shout was a screech of frustration and fear. "What difference does it make? We can't fight. We have to run!" Then he succumbed to coughing.

      "The shiphold," someone suggested.

      "The first place they'd capture," GinnKwan said.

      A commotion back the way Miranda had come. Heavy footfalls. The questing illumination from helmet lights.

      "That's them," Miranda said, and her throat went dry.

      "Let's go," GinnKwan retrieved his weapon from Anton then shoved Miranda up a hall ninety degrees to the battlesuits' approach. The others followed as he herded her.

      "Weren't you going to defend--" she tried.

      "You take us for stupid?" GinnKwan held something above his shoulder and pointed back toward the intersection. A remote detonator. "That ain't no defensive position."

      He clicked the detonator's button and the corridor wrenched in a violent seizure. Behind them, the intersection erupted in flame and tumbling stone. Miranda grabbed the unsteady wall for support, then held her breath and squinted her eyes as a choking bloom of stone dust and dirt burst over them, sending some of the monks into fits of gagging.

      "For pity's sake!" Miranda puffed into the roiling dust. "Kim!"

      "It'll slow 'em down," he answered. "Come on, keep going."

      The lights went out. GinnKwan called for torches. They only had two, the ones standard on his and Anton's AN rifles. In that cold, jittering glare, the miserable party exited the dust looking like granite sculpture.

      "Where are we?" Miranda shook dust from her hair and homespun. She wished she had a weapon. If she came upon a battlesuit it would at least make her feel better.

      "Near the overflow parking," one of the monks answered. "Past the shiphold and toward the mineral cracking facility."

      The mineral cracking facility, defunct for better than eighty standard years since the local sulfide resources had been supplanted by more central mining operations. "And what are we doing?" Miranda continued.

      "I don't know," GinnKwan said.

      Not encouraging. Miranda had known GinnKwan for years and had always trusted his tactical sense. Now she wondered if he had any variety of sense. She opened her mouth to question him then froze, took a knee, and leaned hard into the nearest wall. "Stop. Something's there."

      Every man got low and pointed what weapons they had up the corridor.

      "What?" GinnKwan asked.

      "Don't know," Miranda whispered.

      They waited, still as stones. A knocking ahead, footsteps over debris. The occasional clank of metal against hard surfaces.

      To her horror, Miranda saw that the torches still burned. But, yes, of course. Best to change nothing. From the point of view of whoever approached, a few stationary lights had multiple explanations; for them to go out spelled danger.

      Sure. Desperation could make you think anything.

      Torches up front. It wouldn't be long.

      Moving as little as possible so as not to disturb his own weapon's beam, GinnKwan signaled his men into firing positions. They'd cover the corridor in as efficient a spread as possible. And if battlesuits crept toward them in the semi-dark, those battlesuits would murder them just the same.

      They waited. The tromping grew louder, the torches more distinct. Voices: whispering, urgent, scared.

      Scared. Why would a soldier of God be scared?

      Against her better instincts, Miranda relaxed by the slightest amount. She looked to GinnKwan, but couldn't see his face in the glare from his light. She turned back to peer up the hall, straining her eyes to pierce the dark.

      The beam of GinnKwan's light caught on a battlesuit boot and Miranda thought her heart would stop. GinnKwan's and Anton's torch beams agitated and the rifles spooled up with two sharp whines.

      "Don't shoot! Don't shoot!" The battlesuit halted in the light, both gauntleted hands up. The man inside showed wide eyes in a face streaming sweat and muddy grime. Several shadowed figures bunched up behind him.

      "Hold fire!" GinnKwan hissed, and broke from his position. He stalked up to the battlesuited man and slapped him hard on the breastplate. "Thiebauld! What the daylights are you doing in that? You ever been rated, boy?"

      Miranda gripped the rock wall and tried to breathe.

      "The base is under attack," Thiebauld said. "After the others responded and this suit was left, I thought--"

      "You're wearing that wrong," GinnKwan said.

      Miranda rose shakily to her feet, clutching the wall the whole way. While the monks moved forward, greeting their fellows, she concentrated on easing the trembling of her muscles.

      "Who you got here?" GinnKwan was asking.

      "Ten of us, mostly mechanics, a couple of armorers. We have four AN rifles, five AN pistols, and a couple of graviton emitters."

      "And that poorly-carried battlesuit."

      "And this poorly-carried battlesuit. Wearing it wrong how?"

      "Drop the graviton emitters. In these close quarters, using them would kill us all."

      Miranda filled her lungs with rotten-tasting air and stepped into the huddle.

      "What have you seen?" GinnKwan asked Thiebauld.

      "Not much. We heard explosions and gunfire, but we haven't seen anybody, our people or theirs." He nodded to Miranda.

      She waved tiredly.

      "Nobody?" GinnKwan asked.

      "So we go the way they came?" Anton suggested.

      "Makes sense," GinnKwan said.

      "The Winston's back that way," Thiebauld said. "It's been parked back there for weeks while we prepped it for gun installation."

      GinnKwan slapped the battlesuit again. "Even better. The day's looking up, boys. Lead the way, Thiebauld. And fast."

      A ground-shuddering explosion came from far behind them.

      "What was that?" Thiebauld asked.

      "More battlesuits," GinnKwan answered. "And they're wearing theirs right."

      The group rushed along the way Thiebauld and his people had come. Three of the men with AN rifles slid to the rear for security. Thiebauld led.

      "I've put this thing on you soldiers plenty of times," he said as he thudded along. "What do you mean I'm wearing it wrong?"

      GinnKwan followed close behind him. "Nothing to stop and yammer about, but if it binds at the crotch, just power through. Also, there's a burning smell."

      "I wondered what that was."

      "I'll tell you later."

      "You said 'after everyone responded,'" Miranda said. "Who's everyone?"

      "We had fourteen other battlesuits," Thiebauld answered. "I don't know where they went with them."

      Oh, God, oh God…

      GinnKwan squeezed Miranda's shoulder, then called forward to Thiebauld. "That ship. What'll it take to lift it off?"

      Thiebauld seemed to consider for a moment, the anxiety in his face melting away. "Maybe ten minutes, maybe none at all. When the racket started, I came out here. Genaba started prep on the ship."

      "Genaba? Why isn't he in the suit? The idiot was practically born in one."

      "He was already on the ship. It seemed expedient."

      The corridor opened up into a wider compartment. Work lights still functioned there, some poised atop tall tripods, many hanging from overhead beams. The chamber was a jumble of piled-up crates, disused robot trucks, and grimy tool tables. The Maintenance and Logistics space. The armory would be off to the left, its cage blocked by shadows and mountains of gear. Far ahead loomed the rectangular cut of the dock hatch, four meters wide by ten tall and just then blocked by its own lowered blast door.

      "Any weapons in that armory?" Miranda asked without much hope.

      "We cleaned it out." A sheepish grin fluttered onto Thiebauld's sweaty face. "Sorry."

      They huddled at the entrance to the maintenance space, peering into its jumbled, shadowed depths. The place seemed like a world forgotten, shrouded in an eerie quiet in sharp counterpoint to the muffled gunfire and explosions behind. Nothing moved in that chamber; it could have been a freshly discovered tomb.

      "What do you think?" Miranda whispered to GinnKwan, who crouched at her shoulder.

      "Nothing moving."

      "Could be deception."

      "Thiebauld, scan ahead for infrared and bio-sonics."

      "All right, one second…"

      A long few seconds passed. GinnKwan looked up at the battlesuited monk in irritation.

      "Sorry," Thiebauld said. "I'm not used to this stuff. Okay, there it is." He lowered the visor of his helmet.

      Miranda saw the faint hints of readouts on his helmet's heads-up display. It was nothing she could interpret, barely even visible from outside the suit.

      "No heat signatures," Thiebauld finally said, his voice muffled by the visor, "and no heartbeats or breathing."

      GinnKwan considered that for a few more seconds. Miranda understood. To walk into an ambush of concealed battlesuits…

      "Spread out," GinnKwan ordered them. "All you unarmed, stay toward the rear. Grab a club. Thiebauld, take three guys with AN rifles and stand centered short of the blast door, spread apart. Anton, take a buddy and go to the control pad and lift the door on Thiebauld's say. The rest of us position for a firefight if anything nasty is waiting outside."

      "Think we'll make it if something nasty's outside?" Miranda asked.

      His scarred face rolled through expressions he either couldn't control or selected for display. He settled on a long-faced, beaten scowl. "Hell, Miranda, I don't know. Maybe I will."

      Right. She shouldn't have asked the question. She could see Anton's eyes dart and his lips tremble at the exchange. Anton wasn't a fighter. He was an admin guy. Thiebauld was a mechanic. She had journeyed far with those men, but only because she journeyed with protection. With her sister. Without Ilyanya, would any of them have survived the last few years?

      Community sought them. A holy war. The monks, with Miranda, GinnKwan, and Ilyanya among them, had challenged the authority of the theocratic government and would be brought low by its agents.

      That mandate would have been carried out long ago, but Ilyanya had once been one of those agents. She had been the best of them.

      Miranda should learn from her example.

      "I'll do the control pad," she said, and saw the relief in Anton's eyes.

      "You aren't armed. Go to it, Anton."

      And that was that. GinnKwan was in charge.

      The group crept toward the blast door, each man skulking independently from equipment stack, to tool table, to idle truck. The torches winked out and the rifles, those not already powered on, spooled up.

      Passing an overloaded tool table, Miranda scooped a spanner into one hand. It was heavy, steel, with at least a thirty-centimeter head. It was a good spanner.

      It wouldn't do her a bit of good, but something was better than nothing.

      Maybe they would make it. No telling what waited beyond the blast door, whether a glorious escape ship or a poised section of Community troops, but Miranda detected none of the telltales of ambush. The Army of God was powerful and deadly, but it was also, in its armor, clumsy and obvious. As far as she could tell, no one was home.

      Maybe the soldiers were otherwise engaged bloodying the floor with other monks. Maybe they had their gauntleted hands full with the few monks in battlesuits who had emptied the armory. Maybe they fought Miranda's own sister, in which case it would go badly for them.

      Miranda had once witnessed Ilyanya, her sister the inquisitor, take on an entire troop ship bent on her death. She had killed almost everyone on it. Over 150 military personnel, including ten battlesuited soldiers and the ship's able security force.

      Inquisitors, like nuclear warheads, were nothing to be careless of.

      They had traversed much of the open, jumbled space, GinnKwan centered on the stalking bunch of monks and Miranda a few steps behind him. Anton and another, a monk armed with an AN pistol, had veered far to one side as they aimed for the control pad mounted to the left of the blast door. Hopefully, the next steps were simple. Raise the door, cut across the hardstand beyond, board the ship, and escape.

      Once again, desperation could serve you up all manner of pointless hope.

      Was the ship even prepped for launch? Would they sit, vulnerable, within its metal skin for half an hour, an hour, until it was made ready? Would some soldier outside explode the engines with his rifle, or slap a graviton emitter on the hull and spaghettify the crew in its event horizon? Even if they achieved liftoff, a Community gunship, maybe more than one, waited in orbit to blast them from its sky.

      Escape was in no way a sure thing. It wasn't even probable.

      As that thought formed in her mind, a greater brightness overwhelmed the chamber's shop lights. From the highest corners of the room banks of blazing stadium lamps, lights that hadn't been used since the base began construction, flooded the space in something like daylight. The monks halted their progress and glanced around, seeking out whoever had thrown that switch.

      Battlesuits stepped from hiding at the fringes of the compartment. They stood along the walls, at least ten, maybe twenty, gripping their weapons at high port. The air filled with a rising hum, mission packs igniting from sleep.

      They'd stood in that room, powered down and undetectable, waiting.

      Miranda looked down at her pointless spanner and groaned.

      "YOU ARE DETAINED IN THE NAME OF THE COMMUNITY OF GOD," someone announced over a suit address system. "SURRENDER OR FACE THE WRATH OF THE LADY."

      No one moved. Even a flinch would have proved suicide.

      Oh, God, oh, God… Miranda's fingers flexed on the spanner handle.

      From out of the shadows ahead, three battlesuits tromped to a space halfway between Miranda and the blast door. They ignored Anton and his man. They even ignored Thiebauld, who was closer to the door than they were. To face Miranda and GinnKwan, they put their backs to the most potent threat to their safety.

      It didn't matter. Above each of them hovered the matte gray sphere of a tactical data assistant. The devices would keep watch on Thiebauld and every other potential threat in the room.

      "We're screwed," GinnKwan said.

      "Well. It can't get any worse," someone decided to answer.

      "Wanna bet?" Miranda countered, her voice breaking from despair. For Miranda had paid attention. The battlesuits had demanded surrender in the name of the Community of God, not the Army of God. They had threatened the Lady's Wrath, not simple destruction. And the three standing before her carried more than the standard loadout for troops. One had a sword strapped to her side. Another, her rifle secured to her breastplate, gripped a meter-long spear in one gauntlet and had two others waiting on her mission pack.

      Oh, God, oh, God…

      These were not soldiers.

      Halted facing GinnKwan and Miranda, the centermost of the three battlesuits raised its visor, exposing the face within.

      A woman. Young, dark-skinned, her face hard and her eyes dead, like a snake's. Long black hair, so long it didn't fit neatly into the suit. Her ladderlike braids draped about her muscled neck as if to keep it warm.

      Inquisitor.

      It was a sure bet that the others were, too.

      Oh, God, oh, God…

      The woman watched past GinnKwan, her eyes locked to Miranda's. Her dark skin rippled at the jaw. Stress, tension. She held herself in check. "There is no escape," she said.

      As if to drive home those words, she clamped her rifle to her breastplate and reached behind to her mission pack. Her gauntlets came back holding a bladed weapon each.

      The things inspired nothing if not fear. On each, a murderous-looking length of sharpened metal curved like a sickle from a short handle. More blades projected from that crescent of steel, as if the designer couldn't decide which weapon the thing should be. Or wanted it to be all of them. The things were less knives than forged barbs for flaying bulls. Maybe under a casual inspection, Miranda could have figured the number of ways those two weapons could kill. But circumstances weren't casual; her brain saw nothing less than agony and hopelessness.

      "You have five seconds to lay down your arms," the woman said. As if showing off, she twirled her weapons once around each hand. With those multiple blades radiating in seemingly every direction, it was a miracle she didn't slice her hands clean off.

      "She's open," a monk beside GinnKwan said. "She only has those axes. Our guns have reach--"

      A blurred movement, arm up and flicking out. The inquisitor's blade flashed end over end to bury its sickle in the monk's face. A spray of blood, an instant of shock, then the weapon tore lose and returned to her hand as if trained to do so.

      The monk fell over, dead.

      That was enough for Miranda. Her wide-eyed gaze on the mangled body, she released a despairing choke of a scream and dropped her spanner to clatter on the floor.

      GinnKwan, hunched over, twisted his rifle in his hands.

      The inquisitor squeezed the haft of the bloodied weapon. "Five," she said.

      "They'll kill us all!" someone bellowed.

      "For the One True Word!" several voices answered.

      "No!" GinnKwan roared too late.

      The monks released a shock of anti-neutron fire throughout the maintenance bay, blasting battlesuits, crates, and walls. Their armored opponents did not return fire. They sidestepped to cover, made themselves smaller, or took the hits and planted their boots.

      The three women did nothing. They may as well have been out for a stroll. The centermost, the one with the sickles, axes, whatever they were, made a lazy gesture. The one with the spear, translating that signal, hefted her weapon and flung it as if from a cannon. Another monk stiffened, dropped his rifle to clatter on the ground, and brought up a trembling hand to pluck weakly at the shaft jammed through his throat.

      Nearly a meter of spear had ripped through his neck. The metal point vibrated behind him.

      The gunfire sputtered as he crashed to the floor. The woman who'd thrown the spear pulled another from her mission pack.

      "Four," the one with the axes said.

      "You'll stake and burn us!" GinnKwan yelled at her.

      "Incorrect. She," and the woman waved an ax at Miranda, "will be interrogated, then crucified. You will be staked and burned. Three."

      Miranda shrank deep into herself. Their predicament physically hurt her, her stomach wrenching and her muscles tightened to the point of cramps. She didn't want to die. She certainly didn't want to die by torture. It was too apt, too on the nose. For years she had murdered as a soldier of God, gunning down innocents, erasing them with artillery fire. Torture would prove a just end for one such as her. She'd killed because it was safest to do so, because it was better to end the lives of thousands than to earn her own death at Community's hands. Hopeless and dirty within herself, she had
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