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Chapter 1: The Reader of Wrecks

The rig said the actuator was fine. My right palm said the actuator had twelve hours left in it, maybe seven if Juno Vail flew like Juno Vail.

I kept my hand where it was, flat against the housing of Falconet’s right shoulder, and let the metal put its load into my palm.

Half past four in the morning. Hangar Three ran on sodium worklights and the low grind of the coil carts, and the cold coming off the Wall pooled around the frames’ feet like water. Falconet stood in her cradle with her arms locked out at ninety degrees, five stories of gray-green armor plating, one pilot’s worth of nerve wiring, and forty-five tons of leg. From where I stood on the shoulder gantry, the hangar floor was a long way down and full of small busy people.

Under my hand, the housing was warm.

This was not the warmth a machine keeps after a sortie. That heat leaves in an hour and it leaves evenly, like a good weld cooling. This was a heat with a shape. It lived in one narrow arc of the second-stage bearing race and it had a grain to it, a fine dry sand-drag that came up through the plate and into the meat of my palm when the deck crew jostled the gantry and the frame’s mass shifted half a centimeter.

Yesterday’s overdraw. She had held a hard traverse under load somewhere out past the picket and the bearing had eaten the difference.

“Kessler.” Bram Odell’s voice came up from the gantry stairs with his knees announcing him three steps ahead. “Diagnostics cleared her at twenty-two hundred. Green across the board. I watched it print.”

“I know.” I moved my hand five centimeters inboard, across the seam, and pressed until the cold of the plate stopped being cold and started being information. Under the seam the metal went smooth. Wrong smooth. Somebody had run a polishing wheel over an inspection scar instead of logging it. That was old, though. Months old. Not today’s problem.

Today’s problem was the sand.

“The rig cleared it,” Bram said, arriving at the top with a thermos and the expression of a man who had lost this argument on a dozen previous occasions and was budgeting for a thirteenth.

“The rig measures resistance across the coil,” I said. “It doesn’t put its hand on the bearing.”

“You know what a bearing race feels like through four centimeters of composite armor.”

“I know what this one feels like.” I straightened up and wiped my palm on my coveralls, and the sand-drag stayed in my skin the way grit stays under a thumbnail. “Second-stage race. Somewhere around the eight o’clock position. It’s spalling. It’ll go smooth for a while and then it’ll go all at once.”

Bram poured a capful from the thermos and drank it. The coffee in that thermos had been reheated so many times it had achieved a kind of permanence.

“How long,” he said. Not a question. A man asking for the number so he could write it down.

“Twelve hours of nothing. Five hours of what she does. Call it seven.”

“She’s wheels-up in thirty minutes.”

“Then we’ve got twenty-five.”

He looked at the actuator. He looked at me. Behind us, on the hangar’s east wall, the Index board rolled its overnight feed in amber characters a meter high, output percentages for every certified pilot on the Wall, and every last one of them sat at 60.0 or under, because that was what the hardware allowed and had allowed for fifteen years.

“You’re going to make me wake up a parts chief,” Bram said.

“I’m going to make you drink your coffee. I already woke him.”

The replacement actuator came up on the crane at four-thirty-eight, and Chief Dagan Rusk came up the stairs behind it at four-forty, sweating in the cold, which was the first thing about Rusk I ever logged in my ledger and the last thing I ever forgot.

“No,” he said.

“Chief.”

“The rig cleared it, Kessler. You want to explain to a launch officer why a certified frame missed its window on a deck-tech’s hunch?”

“It isn’t a hunch.”

“It’s a feeling.” He said the word the way you’d say a stain. He was a heavy man gone heavier, ginger-gray stubble, a laugh he used like a hand on your shoulder, and he was already reaching for the log slate to close the entry. “You’ve got a reputation for this. It’s going to end with a scrubbed sortie and a chief with your name in his mouth.”

I took his wrist.

Not hard. I turned his hand over, and I put two fingers on the base of his thumb where the callus builds if you drive fasteners for a living, and I felt what the last eight hours had done to him. Tremor at ten cycles. Sugar-crash trough. The specific deep ache of a man who had been awake since the previous morning and had not been working the whole time.

And under all of that, in the pad of his palm, a bevel. A worn one. The signature of a number-nine torque driver whose bevel had been ground off-square and never replaced, pressing its own portrait into the meat of the hand that held it for twenty years.

“You’ve been up all night,” I said.

Rusk pulled his hand back like the plate had gone hot. “Get off me.”

“Then you should want the second opinion.” I let it sit. I did not raise my voice. Twenty-four years old, six of them on this deck since the academy washed me out of pilot candidacy at eighteen for the crime of being male, and in that time I had learned exactly one thing about persuading men like Rusk, which was that they folded to witnesses and never to arguments, and there were now four riggers on the gantry stairs pretending to coil cable.

Rusk looked at the four riggers. He handed me the slate.

“Your name on it,” he said. “Not mine.”

“It was always going to be my name.”

We swapped the actuator in twenty-six minutes, which is a good time with a cold crane and a bad time to be doing it, and when the new unit seated, I put my palm on the housing and felt it settle: a clean even tremor, load path continuous, the whole shoulder assembly settling into my palm with every part finally doing its job.

It put us eight minutes past her window. Bram bought them back off the launch officer on the deck phone, using nothing but forty years of being right and a tone of voice I have heard him use on a jammed clamp.

“He wants to know who authorized the swap,” Bram said, hanging up.

“Tell him the deck did.”

“I told him a man with a feeling did.” He capped the thermos. “He’s holding her slot. He also says if she comes home with a bad shoulder he’s coming for you personally, so try to be devastated.”

I climbed down and went to find the pilot, because a pilot who does not know what changed on her machine is a pilot flying a stranger.

Juno Vail met me at the cradle steps with her helmet under one arm, tall and rangy, close-cropped black hair, dark brown skin gone ashy under the sodium worklights. She wore her flyer’s slouch like other aces wore their kill counts.

“Kessler.” She squinted up at her own shoulder. “Somebody’s been in my frame.”

“Second-stage bearing race, right shoulder. Spalling. It’s out. The new unit’s ninety hours old and I torqued it myself.”

“Huh.” She thought about it for exactly as long as it took to get her gloves on. “So if I’d pulled that hard right-hand traverse over the Flats this morning.”

“You’d have pulled it once.”

Juno laughed. It was not a nervous laugh. That was the thing about the aces: you handed them their own death in a sentence and they filed it, sorted it, and went to work. “My wife told me last week that I’m going to die of my own confidence and she’d rather I didn’t, since she just requisitioned me a new kitchen.” She snapped her chin strap. “Tell her it was your hands. She’ll bake you something. She bakes for people who keep me alive.”

“Tell her the rig cleared it and I didn’t.”

“Oh, I’m absolutely going to tell her that.” She went up the steps two at a time, then stopped and looked back down at me. “Kessler. You take your gloves off to do that.”

“Yes.”

“Everybody else keeps them on.”

“Everybody else can afford to.”

She held that for a second, then thumped the hatch coaming twice and dropped into the cockpit.

Then she brought the frame up, and nobody on a deck watches that happen so much as they stand there and take delivery of it through the soles of their boots.

The cradle clamps let go one at a time, four reports like artillery in a canyon, and the gantry took Falconet’s weight and complained about it in a long structural groan that came up through the grating and into my boots and finished somewhere behind my sternum. Sync ran up the spine-line. The trace-lines along her joint seams lit one section at a time, ankle to hip to shoulder, a slow amber crawl, and the air around the spine-cradle went sharp with the taste of a nine-volt on the tongue, that flat metal tang you get from a battery terminal and from nothing else.

She lifted her right foot.

Forty-five tons of leg came up, swung forward, and set down on the launch apron ten meters from where I stood, and the sound was not a crash. It was a low fat thud that I felt in my back teeth, and the coil carts on the apron all rolled a hand’s width to the left, and one of the riggers on the floor swore at his cart the way you’d swear at a dog.

Above me, Falconet’s right shoulder rotated through its full arc, testing.

Falconet is the wing’s air frame, which is not a separate class of machine no matter what the recruiting posters imply. She is a line frame with lift units bolted into the back where a ground pilot carries armor, and that trade is the whole story of her: she is the lightest thing on this deck, she cannot take a hit anybody else could shrug off, and every hard traverse Juno Vail flies, she flies with nothing at all under her feet. A shoulder that never gets to brace against the ground has to eat the whole load itself. It is why her bearings die young. It is also why she is alive, because there is not one animal on this continent that can reach four hundred meters and she has spent six years being extremely annoying at exactly that altitude.

I had my palm on the gantry rail. Steel carries. Through the gantry and the cradle and the apron I felt the frame’s whole load path light up: mass moving through the hip, through the knee, the ankle taking it and passing it into the deck, the deck passing it into the Wall. And the right shoulder came around clean. No sand. No stutter. A joint doing exactly what a joint is for.

I do not have much. I have that.

The launch doors opened onto a strip of sky the color of a week-old bruise, and Falconet walked out under the Wall’s shadow with her coil lance racked across her back. Twenty meters onto the apron the lift units lit, and the noise they make going to full is a long tearing sound with a hangar behind it, and five stories of gray-green armor came off the ground and kept going. The doors closed. Hangar Three went back to being a very large cold room with a hundred small people in it.

She came home four hours later with two Cat-1 kills and a right shoulder that had held every traverse she asked of it.

That was later. First I logged the actuator. Then I went back to the workshop and logged the other thing.



The workshop was the corner bay of Hangar Three, a triangle of dead space nobody had wanted since the gantry rails were rerouted, and it was mine by the ancient deck law that says a man owns whatever he cleans up.

Bench along the long wall. Cot in the corner, unmade. Tool wall organized in a system that made sense to precisely one person on the continent of Meridian. A hot plate, a parts washer, and a stack of scrap plate I hammered flat when I needed to think.

And in the third drawer down, under a false bottom I had cut and fitted myself, the ledger.

It was a machinist’s notebook, gridded paper, cover gone black with handling. I had started it fourteen months ago, the night I came back from the boneyard fringe with a dead woman’s frame still in my hands, and by the time I sat down that morning it held four hundred and six entries in a shorthand my father taught me before I was tall enough to reach his bench. The one I was about to write would make it four hundred and seven.

Each entry was the same three things.

What the log said. What my hands said. What happened after.

Falconet, R shldr, 2nd stg race, spall @ 8 o’c. Rig: green. Hands: 7 hrs. Swapped 0508.

I wrote it out and set the pen down and looked at the page the way you look at a bill coming due.

Because the ledger was never a maintenance record. It began as what it still is, on a torn-open frame in the boneyard fringe, with my palms flat on a dead woman’s chest plate, reading a pilot’s death backwards.

Her name had been Corrin Vask. Cat-2 contact at the sector picket, and the record said she engaged at maximum sustainable output and was overwhelmed, and that sentence gets used a great deal on this Wall because it is built like a handrail, shaped to be held onto in the dark by people who have to sleep afterward.

I had put my palms on her frame’s chest plate where the thing had opened her up, and I had felt the load path through the whole machine, every strut, every actuator, all of it, and there was not one component in that frame that had been asked for more than sixty percent of what it could give. Not one. The machine had died at rest. The pilot had spent the last ninety seconds of her life inside a body that could have thrown that kaiju off her and was not permitted to.

Maximum sustainable output. Sixty percent. The number was the ceiling and the ceiling was the doctrine and the doctrine had a name: the Limiter. A sync-governor bolted between the pilot’s rig and the spine-cradle, a gray brick with four detents and a torque-marked housing, mandated fleet-wide since the Cascade, fifteen years ago, because unlimited sync burned pilots out. Because pilots were irreplaceable. Because command loved them.

I had climbed out of that wreck and sat down on a kaiju’s fossilized rib and understood, with the flat clarity of a man reading a number off a gauge, that somebody was lying, and that the lie had a body count, and that no one would ever believe a deck-tech.

So I stopped talking and started collecting.

Logs that said safe where my hands said failing. Governors “recalibrated” the week after a pilot posted an unusual number. Frames whose wear patterns did not match the sorties recorded against them. Three aces in six years who had gone from the ladder to a medical docket a page thick and then off the ladder entirely, quietly, between one quarter’s Board and the next, and not one person I asked could tell me where any of them had gone.

I needed one thing I did not have. I needed a pilot whose numbers could not be explained away.

I closed the ledger, slid the false bottom back into place, and went to look at Longstride.



They had rolled the exhibition frames into the north bays overnight, and Longstride stood at the end of the row like a punctuation mark.

Matte black. Amber trace-lines running the joint seams, dead now, ready to light when her pilot’s rig came up. The tallest frame on the deck by a meter and a half and somehow the one that looked the least like a machine and the most like an athlete standing very still.

The exhibition was a little over a day out. Half of Bastion would be under the Wall with vendor carts and rooftop screens, and Signy Larke would fly the anchor slot of the formation because she had flown the anchor slot of every formation since she was twenty, and the city would watch its champion move through the sky like a metronome and go home fed.

I took my gloves off and put both palms on Longstride’s left shinplate.

The frame came up through my hands in one continuous conversation, foot to shoulder, the way a healthy machine talks. I walked it slowly. Ankle: sound. Tibia strut: sound, a little tool chatter in an old repair, nothing. Knee.

I stopped.

I moved my right palm across the knee’s outboard housing, thumb spread, fingers wide, pressing hard enough to whiten the nail beds, and I closed my eyes because the eyes are no use for this and they get greedy.

There. Under the outer plate, under the actuator saddle, in the third layer of the load-bearing casting.

A crack.

Hairline. Maybe eleven centimeters. It ran diagonal to the grain. A casting flaw runs with the grain and sits there being ugly for thirty years; this one had been born under load, and fed under load, and something had been feeding it for a long time. Under my palm it did not read as a hole. It read as a wrongness in how the metal carried a knock: I rapped the plate with my knuckle and the answer that came back into my other hand had a stutter in it, a half-beat delay, like a man limping who has learned to hide the limp.

Lateral load would open it. Anything that asked that knee to hold weight while the hip twisted. A hard cut. A brace. A catch.

“Left knee,” I said out loud, to nobody, to the frame. “Third layer down. Lateral only.”

I kept my hands on it, and I found the other thing, and the other thing was stranger than the crack.

Because I walked the rest of Longstride and it was worn.

Evenly. Everywhere. Ankle, knee, hip, spine, both shoulders, wrists, the neck yoke, all of it carrying the same low uniform fatigue, the same faint grain, the same tired vibration. Frames do not wear like that. Frames wear where the pilot is: a pilot who favors her right hand kills her right elbow, a pilot who lands hard eats her ankles, and by year three you can read a pilot off her machine like a signature off a check.

I had my hands on a machine with no signature at all.

Somebody had spent three years distributing her damage. Spreading it out, joint by joint, so that no single component ever accumulated enough wear to trip an inspection threshold and get her benched.

Nobody flies like that by accident. Nobody flies like that without counting.

I stood there with my palm on the knee of a frame worn perfectly, evenly, deliberately smooth, and the back of my neck went cold, and above me a voice said:

“You’re touching my frame.”



She was on the gantry, one level up, and she had been there long enough to have watched me do all of it.

I looked up.

Signy Larke had her boots planted on the grating, heels together, which is how they teach you to stand at fifteen and how exactly none of them stand by twenty-three. Her sync-suit was matte black and it fit her like water fits a glass, and the amber trace-lines running its seams were dark because she was off-shift, and off-shift did not mean anything to her, because she was standing on a maintenance gantry at six in the morning looking at her machine.

Her legs went on for a long time. That is always the first thing: the long clean line from the boot to the thigh, the pilot’s muscle laid down over three years of pulling load in a spine-cradle, and then the flare.

Her hips flared. There is no polite way to write down what that suit did across her hips, the black going taut over the swell of them and then diving in at the waist to a span I could have bracketed with my hands, and the ratio of those two numbers was doing something violent to my ability to keep reading a knee.

Above the waist she was zipped to the sternum and no farther, hangar heat being hangar heat even at dawn, and the inner layer under the zip was doing very little of the work the outer layer had abandoned. High. Firm. The suit’s designers had clearly considered the problem and lost.

I made myself look at her face. It cost me something.

Storm-gray eyes with dark rings around the iris, whites clear as new plate, and she was not looking away and she was not going to. Black hair braided down her back in a rope that had been made in ninety seconds by hands that had made it ten thousand times. Level chin. The recruitment posters had used that face for four years running and none of them had gotten it right, because the posters made her look proud, and standing under her I could see she was not proud. She was correct. It is a different thing and it costs more.

The power tell was what the deck did around her without being told. Two riggers on the floor below had stopped pretending to work and started pretending not to watch. The Wall’s own champion, a woman whose Index had read exactly 60.0 for three consecutive years, which is not a number a human being produces. It is a number a machine produces while a human being holds perfectly still inside it.

And the last thing, the thing my hands had already told me and my eyes now confirmed.

She stood too evenly.

Weight distributed at fifty-fifty. Shoulders squared to the tenth of a degree. When she shifted, she shifted the whole column, hips and ribs and shoulders together, and set it down again in perfect balance, and there was a deep hollow in her lower back where the spine-cradle harness had spent three years teaching her spine what shape to be.

She was the frame. The frame was her. She was distributing her own damage the exact same way, everywhere, evenly, on purpose, so that no instrument would ever catch her breaking.

“I’m touching your frame,” I agreed.

“With your bare hands.”

“Gloves lie.”

Signy came down the gantry stairs. She did not hurry. She stopped three steps up, which put her eyes above mine, and she had not stopped there by accident.

“They also protect you from three hundred volts of residual charge in a spine-line,” she said.

“I check the spine-line first.”

“With your bare hands.”

“With the back of my hand.” I held it up. Old burn welts across the knuckles, a torque-bar crescent across the right palm, six years of teaching myself which surface of my own body to sacrifice. “You touch a live line with your palm, the current closes your fist around it. Back of the hand, you get thrown clear. My father taught me that before he taught me to read.”

Her jaw tightened once, so small the posters would have missed it: a pilot filing a useful fact where doctrine had left a blank space.

“Kessler,” she said. “The one Vail talks about.”

“Yes.”

“What did you find?”

That is not what an ace says to a deck-tech. An ace says is my frame ready. I filed it.

“Left knee,” I said. “Fatigue crack, roughly eleven centimeters, third layer down under the actuator saddle. It’s stable under compression. Lateral load will open it. If you take a hard cut with weight on that leg and the hip loaded, the casting fails and the frame goes down on its face with you in it.”

“Diagnostics ran her Thursday.”

“Diagnostics push current through a casting and time the return. A hairline crack with the faces still touching passes current fine.” I put my palm back on the plate without looking at it, because I did not need to look at it. “It doesn’t pass a knock.”

She came down the last three steps. Up close she smelled like clean suit-liner and machine oil and, faintly, under it, the salt of someone who had already been awake for hours. She reached past me and put her own gloved hand on the knee housing, and I watched the academy’s finest pilot try to feel a crack through a glove and armor plating, and I watched her know, precisely, in the set of her jaw, that she could not.

“Show me,” she said.

So I took her wrist and turned her hand over and pulled the glove off it, one finger at a time, and I did not mean anything by it, and my heart went somewhere it had no business going.

I set her bare palm flat on the plate and put mine over the back of it and rapped the housing above with my knuckle.

“Feel the return,” I said. “Now here.” I moved both our hands down, ten centimeters, over the crack. Rapped again.

Signy Larke went very still.

“It stutters,” she said.

“It stutters.”

She left her hand there a moment longer than she needed to. Under my palm, the back of her hand was warm, and her pulse was going hard at the wrist, and my gift is not a thing I can turn off, so it came up through the contact whether I wanted it or not: her pulse, and under her pulse the micro-tremor of a woman running at a load she had normalized years ago, and under that, faint as sand in a bearing race, the fray.

Everywhere. Evenly. Exactly like her frame.

I took my hand away first, because I had to.

“File it,” she said.

“I already have.”

“Then it’ll be signed off by someone who’s never touched anything.” She pulled her glove back on. “The exhibition is scheduled. Rusk will clear it. The city has been sold tickets.”

“I know.”

“And you’ll be standing where.”

I looked up at Longstride’s knee, and then at the launch gantries, and I ran the geometry.

“Barrier line,” I said. “Section twelve. Toolkit on my shoulder.”

Signy Larke looked at me for four seconds, which was two seconds longer than anybody at her altitude had looked at me in six years.

“Section twelve,” she said, and went to walk her frame.



The cadet yard sat in the Wall’s shadow on the hangar’s south side, a hundred meters of scarred apron where the trainer Mules practiced formation walking and mostly practiced falling down.

I went because the number-six Mule had come back from its Thursday drill with a harness rig that had been buckled by somebody’s frightened hands, and frightened hands leave a specific tightness in webbing that never comes out.

Twelve Mules in the yard, two-thirds the height of a line frame and about a fifth the price, gray-primered, dented, beloved. They walked a slow oval under a drill instructor’s voice. Eleven of them walked it well.

The twelfth wobbled.

“Falk!” the instructor bellowed. “Your left foot lands where your left foot lands. It does not land where you WISH it would land. Again.”

Mina Falk was nineteen and built like a hand tool, and inside the Mule’s cockpit she was doing the thing all first-year cadets do, which is fly the machine with her shoulders. The Mule’s left foot came down half a boot-width off the line, the whole frame hitched, and she caught it. Badly. Expensively. But she caught it.

Then she turned the Mule’s head to the empty spectator rail and bowed to it. Slowly. From the waist. Twenty tons of trainer taking a curtain call in front of eight hundred empty seats.

The instructor put his face in his hand. Two of the other Mules broke formation laughing, which cost all twelve of them another four laps.

I checked the harness rig on the number-six after they racked it. The webbing was tight exactly where I had expected it to be tight, four cranks past spec at the shoulder, the fibers gone stiff and unwilling under my thumb. Somebody had cinched down like they were afraid of falling out of the sky.

Poppy was already up in the cockpit when I got there, upside down, boots against the canopy frame, running a hand along the strap runs.

“Ren Okafor’s rig,” she said, muffled. “The kid’s built like a coat rack. He cranks it because he floats in it. I’ve told him twice.” She came upright, blew teal hair out of her eyes with a puff of breath, and left a grease print on her own forehead doing it. “So I double-strapped it. Second point, low anchor. Now he can crank all he wants and the thing still holds his hips.”

I put my hand on the low anchor she’d added. Fresh weld. Clean bead, no undercut, a little proud in the middle where she’d hurried the last centimeter.

“That’s a good weld,” I said.

Poppy went pink under the freckles, from the shoulders up, which was a thing I had noticed happening for approximately four years and had spent approximately four years not thinking about.

“It’s an adequate weld.”

“It’s a good weld and it’s in the right place.”

“Well.” She scrubbed at her forehead, which spread the grease. “One of us has to make sure the cadets survive long enough to get bored of us.”



The advisory went in at ten. I wrote it plainly: Fatigue crack, L knee casting, third layer, lateral load failure probable. Recommend frame withdrawn from exhibition. I signed it W. KESSLER, DECK-TECH, HANGAR THREE, which on that continent was approximately as much authority as a signature can carry while still being ink.

At one in the afternoon it came back stamped REVIEWED, and under REVIEWED, in the box where a countersigning chief writes his findings, Dagan Rusk had written no fault found, unit within tolerance, and had pressed hard enough with the stylus to dent the slate’s plastic.

I stood in the tool crib and looked at the dent and thought about a man’s hand with a bevel worn into it.

“He’s frightened,” Bram said behind me. He had opinions about Rusk and had been sitting on all of them since the winter. “Frightened men sign things.”

“Frightened of what?”

“Money he owes. Or money he took. It’s usually the same money.” He poured himself a cap of the coffee. “You going to fight it?”

“Nothing to fight. Nobody’s above him who’ll take a hand-read over a rig print.”

“So you’ll be at the barrier line with a kit.”

“Section twelve.”

Bram drank his coffee and did not say anything for a while, which is how that man says a great many things.

“Forty years I’ve been on this deck,” he said at last. “I have never seen a frame withdrawn on a deck-tech’s advisory. Not once, Wade. It isn’t a thing that happens.”

“I know.”

“So you file them anyway.”

“So that when it happens,” I said, “it’s on paper who knew.”

Outside the crib, the hangar’s east board ticked over into the evening cycle, and the Kill Board came up: kills logged, this quarter, all wings.

1. KANE, O. / RAZORBACK / 14 2. LARKE, S. / LONGSTRIDE / 11 3. OCHOA, S. / SLEDGE / 9 4. VAIL, J. / FALCONET / 9

Vail’s nine. Two of them logged that morning, over the Flats, on a shoulder I had cut out of her frame in the dark and torqued back in with my own hands. The Board does not have a column for that and never will.

Odessa Kane. Twenty-two years old, violet-haired, the Marshal’s own sponsored believer, who flew a frame she had never once broken and who had taken fourteen kills this quarter by putting Razorback where the kills were and holding it there until they stopped moving. There was nothing lucky about her. She led the Board because she was very good and because she was tasked to the contacts, and both of those facts had causes.

Under the Kill Board the Index feed rolled, output percentages from the day’s sorties, and I stood in the doorway of a tool crib and watched an entire war’s worth of the finest pilots alive scroll past at 59.7, 60.0, 59.9, 60.0, 60.0, 60.0, 59.8.

A wrench spun past my ear and clanged off the crib’s frame.

“Sorry!” Poppy Renner did not sound sorry. She was up on the second tier of the parts racks, most of the way inside a coupling housing, one boot hooked over a rail and the rest of her invisible. Teal hair, what you could see of it. “Kessler! Tell Merrow the number-four cart’s got a dead cell and he can hear it from me later!”

Down on the floor, Merrow, who was thirty and enormous and terrified of her, said, “It cleared this morning.”

“It cleared this morning because I hit it,” Poppy said, from inside the coupling housing.

“The rig said…”

“The rig said.” She came out backward, dropped two meters to the deck, landed in a crouch, and straightened up with a grease smear across one freckled cheekbone and a torque bar in her fist. A meter and a half of aggressive opinion. “Merrow. Sweetheart. Light of my life. The rig says a lot of things. Go get Kessler to put a hand on it and then come tell me I’m wrong, and if he says I’m wrong I will personally rebuild it and buy you a drink.”

“You’d say that even if you knew you were right,” Merrow said.

“Obviously. That’s the fun.” She pointed the torque bar at me without looking. “Trust Kessler’s hands. It’s the only free thing on this deck that works.”

Merrow went to get me for the cart. The cell was dead. I did not enjoy it as much as she did.



At dusk I walked out onto the exhibition grounds, because a man who intends to stand somewhere the next day should know what he is standing on.

They had been building for a week. The grounds ran a kilometer along the Wall’s inner face, and the Wall went up from them for four hundred meters of gray poured composite, and by evening the whole thing had been strung with lamps and banners and the tall spindly camera masts the broadcast crews put up so that everybody in Bastion could watch the same thing at the same time from a slightly better angle than the people who were actually there.

Vendors had claimed the north end. Fried dough, cheap beer, hot spiced beans in paper cups, and one enterprising woman selling little tin frames on strings, Longstride and Razorback and Falconet, painted by hand, badly, and I watched three separate children choose Longstride.

The barrier line was already staked. It ran two hundred meters out from the Wall’s face, orange posts and yellow cable, and its purpose was to separate the crowd from the frames, and it would do that job admirably right up until the moment it was asked to do any other job at all.

I walked it to section twelve and stood there and looked up.

From that spot the cadet field lay three hundred meters up the line to my right, the spectator terraces two hundred to my left, and the formation’s anchor point sat three hundred meters straight out on the open apron. If a frame went down at that anchor point it would come to rest about thirty meters left of it, and gantry four stood at the apron’s edge close enough that its service ladder would put a man on the frame’s back in under ninety seconds, if that man knew the ladder and did not stop to think about it.

I ran it twice in my head. Then I walked the ladder, quietly, because knowing a thing in your head and knowing it in your hands are different kinds of knowing, and only one of them holds up when your pulse is going.

Above the terraces, the big screen came alive for its test cycle. It threw thirty meters of Signy Larke across the Wall: last quarter’s gun-camera footage, Longstride shouldering a Cat-2 off a picket tower, the frame moving with that awful economy of hers, no wasted motion anywhere, and along the bottom of the image the Index ticker held steady.
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The technicians and the vendors on the grounds stopped what they were doing and watched. Thirty meters of champion. A number that had not moved in three years.

They loved that number. It meant she was safe. It meant the machine was holding her. Somebody had done a great deal of work to make sure they loved it.

I stood at section twelve with my thumbs in my tool belt and thought about a bearing race full of sand, and about a knee with a stutter in it, and about a notebook in a drawer with a false bottom, and about the one thing I still did not have.

I went back to the hangar, because there was nothing to do out there but be angry, and being angry has never yet turned a fastener.



Later, when the shift bled out and the hangar dropped into its night hum, Poppy came and sat on my bench with her boots swinging, eating something out of a foil packet, and watched me strip and clean a torque driver I had already stripped and cleaned once.

“You do that when you’re chewing on something,” she said.

“I do that because it’s a tool.”

“You do that when you’re chewing on something.” She threw the foil at the bin, missed, went and picked it up, and put it in the bin. “It’s the knee, right? I heard Rusk kicked your advisory.”

“Reviewed it.”

“Kicked it.” She made a sound with her mouth, some kind of ricochet. “Less than fifteen hours. She’s flying the anchor slot on a bad leg with forty thousand people under the barrier line.”

“She’s flying the anchor slot on a bad leg with forty thousand people under the barrier line,” I agreed, and slid the driver’s pawl back into its seat, and felt the detent click home true.

Poppy watched me. She could go very quiet, sometimes, in a way that had nothing to do with her volume the rest of the time, and it always meant she had arrived somewhere before you did.

“You’ve got that look,” she said. “The one from when the number-two crane was shuddering wrong and everyone said it wasn’t.”

“There’s no look.”

“There’s a look. Bram’s got a name for it. He calls it ‘Kessler’s already three moves out and lying about it.’”

I set the driver down, wiped my hands, and did not answer, because she was right, and because what I had was not a plan yet. What I had was four hundred and seven entries in a book under a false bottom, and not one of them would ever be read by a soul who mattered until somebody put them in the right hands with a number attached that the city could not argue with.

In fifteen hours she would fly the anchor slot on that leg, and I would be standing close.

Poppy hopped down off the bench, stretched until her spine popped, and started for the door. Two steps short of it she changed her mind and perched herself up on the coil cart instead, boots hooked over the rail, spinning the torque bar back and forth across her knuckles.

“Hey. If the knee goes.”

“It’ll go.”

“If it goes and you’re right there,” she said. “What exactly are you planning on doing about it, with your hands and a bag of wrenches?”

I picked up the driver again.

“Whatever I can reach,” I said.


Chapter 2: Exhibition Day

By eight in the morning there were forty thousand people under the Wall and every one of them had bought something fried.

The grounds smelled like hot fat and spilled beer and the sweet chemical bite of the smoke pots the broadcast crews used to make the frames look like they were arriving out of weather. Children sat on shoulders. A brass band that had been hired by somebody with more money than judgment played a march too fast, then played it again, faster.

I stood at section twelve with my toolkit on my shoulder and a set of insulated gauntlets folded through my belt, and I watched the cadet Mules walk their oval.

They were beautiful, in the sense that anything is beautiful when it is doing the thing it was built to do at three-quarters the speed it was built to do it. Twelve gray-primered trainers in double file, tracking the white line, arms locked. Ren Okafor’s Mule walked eighth and walked it well. Mina Falk’s Mule walked last in the file and hitched at the top of the turn, hitched again, caught itself, and then, because Mina Falk was nineteen and could not be told anything, raised its right arm and saluted the terraces.

The terraces went up like a wave. Somebody’s grandmother saluted back.

Down on the drill line, the instructor’s helmet came off and hit the apron, and I do not have to have been in the sim hall to know what he said.

“They love her,” Bram said. He had come up beside me at some point with the thermos, and he had brought a folding stool, because Bram Odell had been going to public events since before the Wall had screens on it and had made his peace with all of them. “A whole city out there, and the one they’ll talk about is the kid who can’t hold a line.”

“She held it.”

“She held it late.”

“She held it,” I said, “with a Mule whose left hip actuator is fourteen years old and has been rebuilt twice.” I had put my hand on that hip actuator on Thursday. It came up through the plate like a knuckle that had been broken and set crooked, a hitch at the top of every extension, and no rig in the academy would ever call it a fault because it always, eventually, extended. “She’s flying around a bad joint. She doesn’t know that’s what she’s doing. She thinks she’s bad at this.”

Bram considered that.

“You going to tell her?”

“After.”

Because the anchor slot was walking out.

The crowd noise changed. It went from noise into something with a shape, a long rolling roar that came off the terraces and broke against the Wall and came back, and the great screen above the spectator stands filled up with matte black armor and amber trace-lines, and Longstride came out of the launch gantry into the morning sun.

Five stories. A hand the size of a mess hall table. The frame set its foot down on the apron and every person on those terraces felt it in the soles of their shoes and screamed about it, and the ticker along the bottom of the screen lit and held.
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She took the anchor slot at the head of the exhibition wedge and led three line frames and twelve cadet Mules through a formation walk that was, from a technical standpoint, the least interesting thing that machine could possibly be asked to do.

She flew it perfectly. Naturally.

I watched her instead of the show. Through the toes of my boots, through three hundred meters of packed apron, I could feel the shock of every footfall she laid down, and I counted them off like a pulse. Left. Right. Left. Right. Even. Even. Even. Even.

Three years of a woman handing her damage out to every joint she owned so that no single one would ever complain loud enough to bench her.

The wedge came around into the display turn, and Longstride pivoted on her left leg, and I felt the crack in that knee open and close and open and close, four millimeters of nothing, patient as rust.

“She’s fine,” Bram said, watching my face.

“She’s fine under compression.”

At ten-forty, the klaxon went.



A klaxon in Bastion is a physical event. It comes out of the Wall itself, out of horn arrays sunk into the composite every four hundred meters, and it drops the temperature of a crowd by ten degrees in one second.

The band stopped in the middle of a bar.

I already had my head turned northeast, because I had heard the horns cycle before anyone had time to be afraid, and I was counting the intervals, and the intervals were wrong.

Two long, two short. Two long, two short.

That interval belongs to no picket contact and no sector alarm. That was a breach horn, and a breach horn does not sound unless something has already come through, and the nearest thing to the exhibition grounds that could be come through was the old spillway fissure at Gate Six, on the Wall’s northeast reentrant, four kilometers of stress-cracked composite that had been on the maintenance queue since before I could shave.

I knew that fissure. I had put my hands on it two winters ago, on a survey detail, and I had felt the fatigue in the composite go all the way through, and I had written it up, and it had been reviewed.

And the patrol lane that ran outside it had been thinned to a single sweep at dawn and dusk weeks earlier, in a rotation adjustment, and I had noticed that too, because noticing things had become the only useful thing about me.

It went into the ledger that night, with a line under it.

The screen above the terraces cut from the formation walk to a picket camera, and the noise that came off those terraces was forty thousand people inhaling at once.

Sawtooth came through the fissure the way water comes through a cracked dam, which is to say it did not so much break the Wall as find the place where the Wall had already agreed to break.

Category 2. Forty meters at the shoulder, low-slung, running on four legs with a fifth limb that was not a limb but a tail-mounted mass of bone it dragged like an anchor and swung like a hammer. Its back carried a double row of dorsal plates in a ridge, each plate the size of a truck, each one honed by the animal’s own movement into a working edge. That is where the name came from. Some picket spotter, five years ago, watching one of them shear through a container yard.

The Wall’s bait towers came alive along the reentrant. Six of them, four hundred meters apart, throwing the low broadband thrum that has pulled kaiju off population centers for a decade. They are not clever. They are loud, and kaiju hunt loud.

Sawtooth ran past the first tower without turning its head.

Past the second.

“That’s wrong,” I said.

Bram was standing. His stool had gone over. “Kessler…”

“It hasn’t turned its head and it hasn’t lost a single kilometer an hour.” I had my kit strap in my fist. The animal came around the inner curve of the reentrant at sixty kilometers an hour, a moving ridge of running bone, and it did not do a single thing that the last decade of doctrine said it would do, and I stood at a barrier line with a city behind me and watched it commit to a heading.

Straight down the apron. Toward the cadet field.

Twelve trainer Mules with no weapons, no armor worth the name, and inside them, twelve cadets.



The duty wing was six minutes out.

They should have been two minutes out. Razorback and the Second Wing had been on ready-five at Gate Nine since dawn, four frames, gunned and hot, because you do not hold an exhibition without a ready flight, and Odessa Kane did not sit ready-five for anybody’s parade, she sat it because she was the kind of pilot who would rather be in a cradle than in a chair.

They held at Gate Nine for four minutes and eleven seconds.

The reason for those four minutes is a single line in my ledger now, and it took me a minute to write and most of a night to sit with. There is a standing order regarding frame deployment inside the civil perimeter during public events. It requires a countersign. The officer whose countersign it required was not at his post at ten-forty that morning, because he was at the exhibition, eating fried dough with his family, exactly as the calendar said he would be.

No meeting happened. A door was simply left shut, in a building, weeks before, by a man who understood how doors work.

Four minutes and eleven seconds.

Longstride covered the ground in nineteen seconds.

She came out of the formation before the crowd had finished turning around. The wedge scattered, three line frames peeling to shepherd the terraces, and Signy Larke put Longstride into a dead run across the apron and hit Sawtooth broadside at the cadet field’s edge with two hundred tons of moving frame.

The impact went through the ground and up through my legs and rang the Wall like a struck plate.

They went down together, rolled, and came up, and the crowd noise stopped mattering because I was watching a woman fight at sixty percent.

She did everything right.

She came up first because she trained to come up first. She put Longstride’s left shoulder into Sawtooth’s neck to keep the jaw off her, and she got a hand around the base of the dorsal ridge where the plates were smallest, and she drove the animal’s head down into the apron hard enough to crack a hundred square meters of it. Textbook. Doctrine-perfect. Every step of it was in the manual, and she flew it better than the manual imagined.

And it was not enough, because she was pushing at sixty percent of what she was, and the animal weighed what it weighed.

Sawtooth twisted under her. The tail came around, that dragging anchor of bone, and caught Longstride across the ribs with a noise like a foundry accident. The frame went sideways twelve meters and stayed on its feet, and I watched Signy trade the exchange she had decided to trade: she gave up the neck hold to keep her feet, because a frame on the ground with a Cat-2 above it is a coffin, and she knew it, and she made the call in under a second.

The towers shook harder as their drives spooled past safe pitch, hammering the apron air with everything they had, and Sawtooth still went for the cadet field.

On the great screen, in the corner, the ticker sat where it always sat.
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She was hauling on a monster with everything she had, and the number did not move, because the number could not move, because the brick bolted between her rig and her cradle measured her want and then divided it.

She went back in anyway.

Twice. I counted. She circled off Sawtooth’s blind flank, feinted at the dorsal ridge to turn its head, and came in under the jaw with Longstride’s shoulder to drive the skull down. It is the only opening a Cat-2 offers a frame that cannot out-mass it, and taking it requires putting your machine inside the reach of a tail that swings at ninety kilometers an hour, and she took it twice.

The first time she got the skull down and could not hold it. The animal simply stood up, a heavy gate shrugging off a man’s shoulder, and Longstride slid off its neck and had to run.

The second time she got the skull down and put Longstride’s knee into the seam behind the eye ridge, and if there had been ten more points of output in that machine the kill would have been clean.

There were not. The frame’s arms shook. I saw them shake, on the screen thirty meters high and on the apron three hundred meters away, the actuators trembling at the top of their curve while the pilot inside asked for more and the brick between her rig and her cradle answered sixty.

Sawtooth shrugged her off and opened a meter-deep furrow across Longstride’s chest plating with one dorsal plate as it rolled.

“Wing’s not coming,” Bram said. His hand had closed on my sleeve at some point. “Kessler. The wing is not coming.”

I looked up the Wall’s inner face toward Gate Nine, four kilometers away, where four frames stood gunned and hot on a ready apron with their trace-lines lit and their pilots in their cradles.

They stood there. They stood there while a Cat-2 walked into a cadet field.

I have never in my life wanted so badly to be wrong about how a system works.

The three line frames from the exhibition wedge had gone to the terraces, because that is doctrine, and doctrine is not stupid: forty thousand civilians outrank twelve cadets, and the frames that shepherded that crowd into the shelter tunnels that morning saved more lives than anybody. Every one of those pilots flew at sixty percent too. Every one of them did exactly the right thing, and none of them could help her.

The bait towers thrummed. The animal ignored them.

The cadet Mules were running. Ten of them made the line. The instructor’s frame was screaming at them on an open channel that the broadcast picked up, go, go, go, don’t look, GO, and ten trainers went through the barrier gate into the shelter tunnel.

Falk’s Mule was last in the file and it hitched on its bad hip at the exact worst moment, and Ren Okafor’s Mule, which was in front of her, stopped and turned around and went back for her, because he was nineteen too.

Sawtooth’s tail came through both of them.

Okafor’s Mule went end over end, hit the barrier stakes, and lay in the ditch with its legs moving, and the boy inside it lived, because a trainer Mule is more roll cage than machine and because the tail had caught it a glancing blow across the shoulder yoke instead of square.

Falk’s Mule went down on its face and the animal put one foot on its back.

A Category Two standing on a trainer frame with a nineteen-year-old inside it, in front of the whole city and every camera in Bastion.

And Signy Larke did the last correct thing available to her.

She could not kill it. At sixty percent she could not kill it, and she knew that, and she had known it long enough for a pilot of her caliber to have run it all the way out and hated where it landed.

So she stopped trying to kill it and started trying to move it.

Longstride charged Sawtooth’s flank and got both arms around the base of the tail, and dug in, and hauled. Not to throw. To drag. To pull the animal’s mass off the pinned Mule and drag its charge line away from the cadet field and out toward the open apron, where the only things it could kill were made of composite and cost money.

The frame’s left leg planted and took the load and the hip torqued against it.

Lateral load. Weight on the leg, hip twisting.

I was already running.

I heard the knee go. I heard it across three hundred meters of open ground and a screaming crowd, because I had been listening for it since the previous morning, and it did not sound like a break. It sounded like a cough.

Longstride’s left leg folded sideways at the knee, and the academy’s finest pilot went down on one side with a monster’s tail in her arms and a cadet under its foot.



I went over the barrier cable without breaking stride and I heard a guard shout at me and I did not slow down, because he had a whistle and I had a plan.

The apron was three hundred meters of cracked composite and running civilians and one enterprising vendor who was still, incredibly, trying to save his cart. I ran the line I had walked the evening before. Left of the camera mast, through the gap in the light stanchions, thirty meters left of the anchor point, exactly where I had said a downed frame would come to rest.

It had come to rest exactly there.

Longstride lay on her right side with the left knee folded under, and the left arm still hooked around Sawtooth’s tail, and the animal was turning, coming around, unhurried now, the way a thing turns when it has decided that the thing under its foot can wait.

Gantry four. Service ladder. I had climbed it yesterday and my hands knew where the third rung was loose.

I went up fifteen meters, out along the maintenance boom, and dropped four meters onto Longstride’s back plating, and it was like landing on the deck of a ship in a swell, because she was still fighting, and the whole frame heaved under me and threw me flat.

I got a hand on a rib strut. Under my palm, through the strut, the frame told me everything.

Left knee: casting failed, the crack opened to twenty centimeters, the joint holding on friction and the actuator’s brute stubbornness. Right side: sound. Left ribs: three plates stove in, the strut under them bowed but whole. Both arms: sound.

The machine could still fight. The machine had never been the problem.

I crawled up the spine to the cockpit ring.

The cockpit ring is the armor where the pilot bay couples to the frame’s spine, and it had been breached in the roll, one plate sprung off its hinge, and inside it, in a slot no wider than a forearm, ran the spine-line and the spine-port.

I dragged the insulated gauntlets out of my belt and pulled them on. A sprung ring plate means a spine-line lying open in the gap beside it, three hundred volts of residual charge with nowhere to go and a whole afternoon to find somewhere, and to reach anything in that slot a man has to put his forearm past it. I got the plate up on its hinge and jammed a driver through the linkage to hold it there.

The spine-port is where the pilot’s rig meets the frame. In sortie it sits bare against the skin at the base of her neck, three centimeters of contact plate against the top of her spine, because neural sync will not go through fabric.

Through the sprung plate I could see the back of Signy Larke’s neck.

The braid. The sync-suit’s high neckline peeled down to make room for the port. Skin, light and warm, sheened with sweat, and every muscle in her shoulders standing out in hard relief as she hauled on a tail that weighed more than her frame.

Sawtooth’s head came around. The jaw opened. Two meters of teeth, and the smell of the thing rolled over me: bilge water and wet ash and spoiled fat, and under all of it the flat iron reek of a slaughterhouse drain at the end of a long shift.

I stripped the gauntlets off my hands and pushed them back through my belt.

Insulation is what a man wears when he intends to survive touching something. It is also, exactly and always, the thing that stops a hand from reading. There was a live line thirty centimeters from my wrist and no version of this that let me keep both.

I do not know what I would have done if I had thought about it. That is a lie I have told myself for a year. I knew exactly what I was going to do. I had known since the boneyard fringe and a dead woman’s frame that had never once been asked for more than sixty percent, and I had spent fourteen months waiting for a pilot whose numbers could not be argued with, and here she was, dying at her ceiling in front of every screen in the city.

I reached through the sprung ring plate and I laid my bare palm flat against the back of her neck, half on skin, half on the port.



The world went away.

Under my palm: her pulse, going like a hammer drill, one-eighty and climbing.

Under her pulse: the fray.

It was everywhere. It was in every pathway I could feel, a fine dry crazing like the surface of an old glaze, and it was even. Perfectly, deliberately even. Somebody had taken three years of neural damage and distributed it, joint by joint, pathway by pathway, exactly as somebody had distributed the wear on the frame around us, because a woman who breaks unevenly gets caught and a woman who breaks evenly gets to keep flying.

She had been doing it on purpose. She had been doing it so well that no instrument on the Wall had ever caught her at it.

And under the fray, behind it, dammed up behind that gray brick bolted to her cradle, there was a reservoir.

I cannot tell you how deep. I put my hand on the back of a woman’s neck in the middle of a monster attack and felt a thing like standing at the base of a dam with your palm on the concrete: the enormous patient pressure of water that has been going nowhere for three years.

Sixty percent. They had her at sixty percent.

She could not turn her head. She said one word into the comm, and the broadcast caught it, and it went out to the terraces and every rooftop screen in Bastion.

“Who.”

“Kessler,” I said, into the cockpit gap, with my hand on her neck and a monster’s jaw coming down. “Deck-tech. Bare hand on your port, no authorization, and if you want it off, say so now.”

Her breath went in.

“Don’t you dare take it off.”

So I let go of everything I had been holding for over a year, and I opened my hand, and I pulled.

My nervous system is a sink. I found that out at eighteen, in a candidacy test I was not supposed to pass and did not, and nobody ever explained the reading to me because by then they had my file and I had a wrench.

The overflow came into me.

Everything the governor was refusing to let her spend, everything backed up behind the dam, every screaming volt of a woman at war: it came up her spine, through the port, through my palm, into my arm, and I took it.

It burned like a welding arc catching you on bare skin, except that it started inside the bone and worked outward, and my whole right arm from fingertips to shoulder lit with a pain so total it stopped being pain and became a kind of noise. My vision went to gray at the edges and came back with everything too bright.

And through the contact, on the other side of it, I felt the dam open.

I felt Signy Larke stop being throttled.

Her fraying steadied under my palm, the surge finding somewhere to go, and her pulse dropped four beats, and every pathway I could feel came up hot and clean and whole.

On the great screen, above every upturned face on those grounds, the ticker moved.
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64.1

71.3

74.0

The crowd noise died. All of it. A city watched a number that had not changed in three years change, and the silence that fell across those grounds was the single loudest thing I have ever heard.

79.6

83.2

87.4

Longstride stood up.



She stood up on a broken leg.

The left knee could not take her weight, and she did not ask it to. She got her right foot under the frame, braced her folded left leg against the fallen crane gantry beside her, drove the frame’s mass through that steel instead of through her own casting, and rose off the apron with three hundred tons of Sawtooth hanging off the tail in her arms and eighty-seven point four percent of Signy Larke running through her.

She pulled.

The animal came off its feet. Three hundred tons of kaiju left the ground, whipped over Longstride’s shoulder in a flat arc, and hit the apron on its back so hard that the composite came up in slabs.

Falk’s Mule lay where it fell, uncrushed, its cockpit intact.

Sawtooth got up. It was still a Cat-2. It came in with the jaw, and the jaw was the mistake.

Signy took the jaw in Longstride’s left hand, high, at the hinge. Her right hand closed around the lower mandible. Then she braced her ruined leg on the crane gantry and opened the animal like a man opening a box. The sound that hinge made when it went is a sound I will hear when I am old.

Sawtooth reeled back with its jaw hanging.

The screen ticker held at 87.4.

Behind her, on the field, the pinned Mule struggled up onto one arm, and Falk got it to its knees, and Sawtooth, blind with pain and running on brainstem, turned toward the movement.

Longstride caught the trainer frame one-handed.

She reached across her own body with the left arm, took twenty tons of Mule by the shoulder yoke, and swung it up and behind her, out of the charge line, and set it down on its feet like a woman moving a chair. And with the right hand she came down over the top of Sawtooth’s skull, found the seam behind the eye ridge where the braincase plating overlaps, put Longstride’s fingers into it, and drove them through.

The animal’s legs went out from under it all at once.

The whole ridged length of it hit the apron and slid twenty meters on its own dorsal plates before it stopped. It did not move again.

Longstride stood over it on one good leg, holding a crane gantry, breathing like a woman.

I lay on her back plating with my hand on her neck, my arm on fire, while the sound that came up off those terraces went on and on and on.

I turned my hand over.

Up the inside of my right wrist, where the skin is thin and pale, a tracery had come up while I was busy. Fine branching lines like a lightning strike photographed from underneath, silver-white, raised very slightly under my thumb. It ran from the heel of my palm to the wrist bone and feathered a few centimeters into the lower forearm.

I rubbed my thumb across it, hard, the way you rub at a smear of grease. It stayed exactly where it was.

Twenty meters below us and two hundred meters away, the camera mast the broadcast crew had spent a week building sat with its long lens pointed straight up at Longstride’s back, at the dead kaiju, at the frozen ticker, at a man in gray coveralls with his bare hand on the neck of the Wall’s champion and lightning coming up his arm.

Every screen in Bastion.



The feeds cut eleven minutes later.

They cut in the middle of the third replay, the one the broadcast crew had slowed down so you could watch the number climb: 60.0, and 71.3, and 87.4. They cut across the whole city at once, every rooftop screen, every mess-hall panel, every ticker in every hangar, and what replaced them was a gray card with the CDA’s crest and the words TECHNICAL INTERRUPTION.

No announcement came. No officer arrived to say a word to anybody.

That was the thing I understood standing on the apron with my arm hanging. Nobody had to say anything at all. A city of three hundred thousand people had watched a ceiling break, and eleven minutes later there was a gray card, and by evening the phrase in the mess halls was instrument malfunction, and nobody could tell you who had said it first.

I got down off Longstride’s back on the service ladder and my hands worked fine, which I noticed with detached interest. Halfway down, the arm gave out and I finished the last four meters holding on with the other one.

Dr. Ilsa Maren was waiting at the bottom of the ladder with two orderlies, a gurney, and the expression of a woman who has been at this for twenty-five years.

“On the cart,” she said.

“I’m walking.”

“You’re gray, you’re shaking, your right pupil is doing something I intend to describe in writing, and you have an electrical injury pattern up your arm that I have never seen in my life.” She took my wrist. Her fingers were cold and professional and they went straight to the tracery. “What is this?”

“Scarring.”

“From what?”

I looked at her. She looked at me, and behind her glasses her eyes moved once, down to my arm, and up.

Twenty-five years of academy medicine. Six hundred women on this Wall held a pilot’s rating and she had had her hands on most of them at one time or another. She had been on this Wall fifteen years ago, when there were still pages about anchoring in the manuals.

Maren’s mouth closed. Whatever she had been about to write, she did not write it.

“Walk to my bay,” she said. “Under your own power, since you’re so proud of it. And Kessler. If you fall over in front of these cameras I will make your recovery interesting.”

I walked.

The crowd on the terraces was still standing. All of them, and half of them had their hands up, and a few of them were shouting a word that took me most of the walk to recognize as a name, and it was not mine, it was hers, over and over, the way a city says a name when the city has just been given something back.

Poppy hit me somewhere around the second stanchion.

She came off the apron at a dead sprint with her lanyard flying and her torque bar still in her fist, and she stopped a meter short of me because she saw the arm, and for about two seconds Poppy Renner was completely silent, which had never happened in four years.

Then she looked at the tracery, and looked at my face, and said, “Okay. Okay. That’s new.”

“Falk?”

“Walking. Furious. Crying.” She wiped her nose with the back of her wrist and left a stripe of grease across it. “Okafor’s upside down in a ditch swearing at his straps and there is not one scratch on him, and the whole cadet tier has decided that going back for Falk makes him a war hero, and Bram is having a heart event over by the crane rig, and Wade.” Her voice did the thing it does, the drop, the sudden quiet under the voltage. “You put your hand on her neck.”

“Yes.”

“With no glove.”

“Gloves lie.”

“Gloves are insulation, you absolute…” She stopped. She looked at my wrist again. “Does it hurt?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Her eyes were wet, and her chin tucked hard enough to crease the grease stripe under her nose. “Good. Because if you’d said no I’d have known you were lying, and then I’d have had to be furious with you on every rooftop screen from here to the harbor.”

Bram arrived thirty seconds later moving as fast as his knee allowed, which was not fast. He looked me up and down like a man surveying storm damage on a building he was fond of. Then he handed me the thermos.

I drank some. It was terrible. It has always been terrible.

“Sixty,” Bram said. His voice had gravel in it that had not been there in the morning. “Fifteen years I’ve watched them go out at sixty and come home at sixty or not come home. Forty years on this deck, and the first twenty-five of them, they flew.”

“I know.”

“Eighty-seven point four.” He took the thermos back and screwed the cap on with great care, and his hands were not steady. “That’s what she had in her. The whole time. That’s what she had in her the whole time, Wade.”

“Yes.”

He looked out at the apron, at the dead animal, at the frame standing over it on a broken leg.

“How many others,” he said.

I did not answer him, because the answer was in a notebook under a false bottom in the third drawer of my bench, and it was four hundred and seven entries long, and I was not ready to say it out loud on an open apron with cameras up.

At the medical bay’s doors I stopped and turned around, because someone was watching me. You know it in your neck.

They had brought Longstride down onto the apron and pinned the broken leg with two crane rigs, and they had cracked the cockpit ring and lifted the pilot out on a hoist harness, and she was standing on the platform of the recovery rig with a med tech trying to get a light in her eyes and getting nowhere.

She had one hand on the rail. Her braid had come apart on the left side. Her sync-suit hung half unzipped and soaked black to the collarbone, and the amber trace-lines along her arms were still lit, still cycling, still burning off a charge that no instrument in that recovery rig was equipped to explain.

Fifty meters of ruined apron between us, and glass, and two hundred people.

Signy Larke found me through all of it, and she did not look away, and she said nothing, and she did not have to, because I had had my hand on the back of her neck when the dam opened and I knew exactly what she had felt.

The med tech got between us, and the doors closed, and Maren shoved me down onto a cot and started cutting my sleeve off.

“Whoever did this to you,” she said, snapping her scissors through the seam, “is going to have a very quiet, very long conversation with me.”

“Nobody did it to me.”

“Then whoever you did it for.”

I put my head back against the wall and thought about a dam, and a reservoir, and a year of a notebook nobody would ever read.

“She’s going to want it again,” I said.


Chapter 3: The Official Version

The word came down out of nowhere and landed on everybody at once.

Instrument malfunction.

By the time Maren let me out of the medical bay at six the next morning, every mess hall in the academy had it, and nobody could tell you where they had gotten it. No bulletin came. No announcement. Nobody stood up on a crate and said it. The gray card had come up on the screens, and the screens had stayed gray for ninety minutes, and when they came back they were showing a documentary about Wall construction, and somewhere in that ninety minutes the entire city had been handed two words to put in the hole.

The Index board in Hangar Three had been reset overnight. Yesterday’s feed was gone. The exhibition footage was gone. Where the archive scrub had been sloppy, the timestamps simply skipped: 10:39, then 11:02.

Bram stood in front of the board with his thermos and read the gap for a while.

“Instrument malfunction,” he said.

“Yes.”

“The instrument being.”

“The one that measures how much of herself she’s allowed to spend.”

He grunted. Behind us the day shift was arriving, and the day shift was not talking about very much else, and the thing that struck me was how many of them believed it. Not the riggers. The riggers had watched the screen with their own eyes and the riggers would tell you exactly what they saw. But the clerks, the fitters, the boys who ran coil carts and had been three hangars away, they had already decided. A number does not jump twenty-seven points. A number that jumps twenty-seven points is a broken number.

It is easier to believe a gauge is broken than to believe a woman has been throttled for three years by the people who put her on the posters.

My right arm was wrapped in a compression sleeve from wrist to elbow and it ached like a bad tooth, deep and stupid and personal. Under the sleeve, the tracery had not faded. Maren had photographed it from four angles, entered exactly nothing in my chart, and told me that if I lost sensation in the fingers I was to come to her at a run and not, under any circumstances, “diagnose myself by touching things.”

I flexed the hand. It worked. Everything worked.

“They impounded her frame,” Bram said.



The impound dock sat at the north end of the hangar row, a fenced apron behind a rolling gate, and Longstride was in it.

They had winched her upright into a service cradle with her broken leg pinned in a splint rig, and from a hundred meters away she looked like a prisoner. The furrow Sawtooth had opened across her chest was a black gash in the morning light. Nobody was working on her. That was the thing that got into me. It was six in the morning on a deck where thirty men would have volunteered to start on that knee before breakfast, and there was not one tool cart inside the fence.

There was a guard on the gate. Deck-security, twenty years old, doing his job.

“Kessler.” He had the decency to look uncomfortable. “I can’t.”

“Left knee casting’s failed. If nobody stress-relieves that splint rig in the next two days, the load path goes through the hip and you’ve turned a knee job into a hip job.”

“Kessler.”

“I’ll write it down. Somebody can hand it to whoever it is that isn’t coming to fix her.”

He turned the slate around so I could see it.

It was a posting order. Frame LONGSTRIDE, hull designation, impounded pending technical review of sync-equipment anomaly. Access restricted to authorized personnel. And at the bottom, in the countersign box, a signature I had seen on nineteen documents in a year and never seen a man produce.

D. MATTICK, Col., CDA.

I had never met Colonel Dray Mattick. He was a signature at the bottom of things, and the things at the bottom of which he was a signature had a shared quality: after he signed them, something that had been possible stopped being possible, and nobody could point to the room where it had been decided.

No meeting had happened here either. A gate had been rolled shut.

“Who’s on the technical review?” I asked.

The kid looked at the slate. He scrolled. He scrolled again.

“There’s, uh.” He cleared his throat. “There’s no name in the field.”

“Right,” I said. “Thanks. Don’t let anybody weld on that splint rig without a stress plan.”

I walked back down the hangar row with my hands in my pockets and my arm aching, and I did the arithmetic that I had been doing for over a year and had never before been able to do with a live pilot at the end of it.

They could not un-broadcast the number. Forty thousand people had watched it climb. The footage was in a hundred private slates. So they were not going to try to un-happen it. They were going to make it mean nothing: a malfunction, an anomaly, a technical review with no reviewer, and a frame behind a fence until the city found something else to talk about.

And they were going to make certain it never happened again.

Which meant they were going to do something to her.



They had already done it. I found out at four in the afternoon, servicing a tool cart.

Cart five had come back from the impound dock. Somebody had signed it out at twenty-two-fifteen the night before, eleven hours after the exhibition, and signed it back in at half past midnight, and the log said routine cradle inspection.

I do a full pass on every cart that comes back to my crib, and not out of virtue. Carts come back with dead cells and stripped sockets and, once, a live coil line stuffed under the tray by a man in a hurry.

I racked the drivers first. Then I picked up the number-nine torque driver from the second slot, and my palm closed around the grip, and I stopped.

The grip was worn. All grips are worn. This one was worn on the bevel, off-square, ground down on one face by twenty years of a heavy hand rolling the tool a few degrees clockwise every time it set a fastener.

Rusk’s driver. Or the twin of Rusk’s driver, which the deck did not have.

I turned it over. The bit was still in it: a four-lobe cradle bit, the kind you use on exactly one class of fastener in the entire academy.

The four cap bolts that hold a sync-governor into its mounting.

I sat down on the crib stool with the driver in my hand and I closed my eyes and I read it.

Torque residue is a real thing. Metal remembers the last hard thing it did. There was heat still in the drive shaft, twenty hours old, distributed unevenly along its length: four hard seatings and four hard breakaways. Somebody had taken four bolts out and put four bolts back in. On the breakaways the shaft carried a rough grain, the tool fighting a fastener that had been in place a long time. On the seatings it was smooth. A new unit, going in easy.

That was a swap.

Somebody had gone into the impound dock at ten at night, with the gate rolled shut and a guard on it, and pulled the sync-governor out of Longstride’s cradle and bolted a different one in.

I put the driver down very carefully, because my hand had begun to close on it.

I went and looked at the board.

The Index board in Hangar Three lists every certified pilot on the Wall, and beside each name it lists her governor’s set point, because that number is not secret. It is doctrine. It is safety. It is printed where the crews can see it so that the crews know what the machine will and will not give them.

LARKE, S. / LONGSTRIDE / GOVERNOR SET 55.0 / PENDING REVIEW

Sixty. Every pilot on that board sat at sixty.

Except one, who had held her ceiling for three years on every board in Bastion, and who had, for the length of one fight on a Tuesday morning, in defense of a field of cadets, exceeded it.

They had turned her down. Five points below the fleet. Not for a fault. Not for a failure. For the crime of having been seen doing more.

The deck read it before I did, and then the deck spent the afternoon fighting about it.

A board like that is a public thing. It hangs on the east wall where the coil carts turn, and men glance up at it out of habit, four or five times a shift, and it never says anything, and a board that never says anything is a board men stop reading. It says sixty, and sixty, and sixty, and a rigger takes the number into his hands like the time of day and goes back to work.

At four-twenty a rigger named Sowe walked past it with a load of shim stock, looked up, took two more steps, and stopped.

He came back. He set the shim stock down on the deck plate, which no rigger does, because shim stock scratches, and he stood in front of the board with his head tipped and read it again.

“That’s a typo,” a fitter said behind him.

“That’s not a typo.”

“Boards mis-key all the time. Last spring they had Ochoa flying a Mule for two days.”

“A board mis-keys a hull number,” Sowe said. “A board does not mis-key a governor set point, because a governor set point comes off the governor.”

And that was where Hangar Three came apart, because half of it had spent the morning being handed a comfortable sentence, and a man does not put a comfortable sentence down just because a rigger asks him to.

They went at it under that board for an hour with their tools still in their hands. A boy off the coil carts said she had overdrawn and a reset after an overdraw is a safety action, and he said it with a completely straight face, because that is what the manual says and he had actually read the manual, which is more than most. A fitter told him the manual had never once had its hand inside a knee. Somebody brought up the Cascade, which is what men on this deck bring up when they have run out of things they know. Somebody else pointed out that if the number was broken on Tuesday it was broken now, and if it was real on Tuesday then five points had just been taken off the only pilot in Bastion who had proved she could spend them, and either way a man had gone into a locked dock at ten at night with a driver in his hand.

Nobody won it. Three hundred men who had watched the same thing on the same screen stood under a board and could not agree on what they had seen, and at six they drifted back to their bays still arguing, and the argument went home in their coats.

Andic listened to all of it and said not one word. He had been welding shoulder yokes since before I could hold a torch. On his way past he spat on the deck plate under the board, and a spit mark on a clean deck is a document in its own way.

It was still there in the morning. Nobody had mopped it.

The clerks looked at the floor when they went past. The clerks had spent all morning saying instrument malfunction in the mess line, and now the same institution that had told them the gauge was broken had turned the gauge down five points, and even a man who has never touched a frame can hold two facts in one hand and feel them grind.

Merrow found me at the crib around six, wiping his hands on a rag he had already ruined.

“Kessler.” Thirty years old, enormous, and he lowered his voice like a man in a church. “Is it true they cut her?”

“They swapped the unit,” I said. “The board says fifty-five.”

“But she killed it.” He said it slowly, as if the sentence had a fault in it he was trying to find. “She killed a Cat-2 with a broken leg. In front of my mother, Kessler. My mother was in the terraces.”

“I know.”

“So they turned her down.” He looked back at the board through the crib door, and his big face worked. “That’s backwards. That’s the wrong way round.”

“Yes.”

“So what happens now?”

It was the first time anybody had asked me that, and I found that I did not have an answer that would fit in a doorway, so I gave him the only one I had.

“Now we see who she is,” I said.

Bram found me standing there an hour later. He read the board and then he read my face, and he took me by the elbow, the bad one, and steered me into the crib and shut the door.

“Say it in here,” he said.

So I said it in there. It took about four words and I do not remember which ones.

Bram let me finish. He poured two caps of coffee, gave me one, and drank the other.

“That’s the second cap,” he said. “I keep it for funerals and for treason.”

I drank it. It tasted like a brake line that had been left out in the rain.

“Which is this?”

“Ask me in a week.”

He screwed the lid back down.

“Fifty-five,” he said. “So the next time a Cat-2 walks into a cadet field, she has five points less than the woman who couldn’t kill the last one.”

“Yes.”

“And when it kills her, the docket will say she was flying inside her limits.”

“Word for word,” I said. “I have read four of them.”

He put the cap back on the thermos. Bram Odell had been on the deck for forty years and had a face that had stopped registering surprise sometime in the last twenty of them, and he stood in that crib and looked older than I had ever seen him.

“Your notebook,” he said.

I went very still.

“I know about the notebook, boy. I know about the false bottom, because I watched you cut it, and I have never said one word about it to a living soul.” He picked up his stool and set it under himself and sat down. “What’s it worth?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Four hundred and nine entries in a deck-tech’s handwriting. A colonel’s signature is worth more than my whole life on this deck.”

“And with a pilot?”

“With a pilot,” I said, “it’s a fact.”

The klaxon went at half past seven, and it was a picket alarm, and I went to the guns.



Battery Six sits on the Wall’s crown above the Gate Nine re-entrant, four hundred meters up, a rail-fed autocannon on a traverse ring the size of a house.

Guns are not my job. Guns became my job the winter the traverse mount on Battery Three shed a bearing and put twelve tons of rotating gun into a crew of four, and after that the gun chiefs started finding reasons to have a deck-tech on the crown when things were live.

Three Cat-1 skirmishers came out of the broken ground at dusk.

Cat-1s are dogs. Six meters at the shoulder, fast, low, built for the sprint and the swarm, and they die to a gun. They came at the reentrant in a loose file and the crown lit up with the deep rhythmic hammering of Batteries Four through Eight, and the tracer went out across the dark ground in flat orange lines.

I had my hand on the traverse ring housing.

I had been standing there for two minutes with my palm flat against the cold steel, and it was the good arm, and I was reading the ring without thinking about it, the way another man cracks his knuckles.

The ring turned. Under my palm, the whole gun’s mass swung, and the load path came through the housing and into my hand: the drive pinion taking the load, the ring gear taking it from the pinion, the mount taking it from the ring, and the Wall taking it from the mount, and every one of those handoffs was clean.

The gun fired. Recoil came back through the ring in a single shove, and the mount ate it, and my hand said good.

Second burst. Third. The gun swung ten degrees left to lead the second skirmisher.

And on the fourth burst, the recoil came back through the ring and my palm found a stutter in it.

Not in the ring. Under it. In the mounting flange where the traverse ring bolts to the Wall’s crown, on the left side, at about the seven o’clock position, there was a place where the shove did not arrive when it should have. It arrived a fraction late. It arrived soft.

I knew that feeling. It is the same feeling as a hairline crack in a knee casting. It is metal that has been told to hold a load and has begun, quietly, to negotiate.

“Off the gun,” I said.

The chief was a man named Dural and he was busy. He had twenty-two years on the crown, a voice built for it, and three skirmishers in his sector, and he did not so much as turn his head.

“Kessler, we’re hot…”

“Chief. Your mount’s going.”

“We are hot, and there’s two more of them in the ditch, and if you put one hand on my traverse ring I will throw you off this Wall in the literal sense.”

Dural was not a stupid man. He was a busy one, and busy men do not hear hunches, and I did not have the ninety seconds it would have taken to turn a hunch into an argument, and there has never been an argument invented that beats a gun chief with contacts in his sector.

So I did not argue with him.

Battery Six runs nine in a concrete box: Dural on the mount; a battery sergeant named Merat, who owned the ready racks and everything in them and was out on the parapet at that moment leaning over the spotter’s shoulder to argue about corrections; a layer named Kass with her hands on the elevation wheel; two ammunition numbers; a rammer; a fuse-setter who had been deaf in his left ear since the autumn; the spotter himself, with a scope he was not supposed to have; and a ready-rack loader named Tomasz who was nineteen years old and had his jacket hung on the rack rail because the pit was hot even in winter.

I crossed the pit, took Kass by the harness straps at the shoulder, and pulled her off the elevation wheel.

The gun stopped.

A gun stops when its layer stops. A layer comes off her wheel about as often as the Wall falls down, and every man in that pit turned around at once.

What Dural did then, he did fast, and he had every right to it. He came off the mount, crossed six meters of concrete, and put me into the ammunition rack with his forearm across my throat, and he was a big man with twenty-two years of gun behind him and he meant all of it.

“You are done,” he said, close, in the flat voice men use when they have stopped shouting because shouting is for things they intend to survive. “Off this Wall. Out of this academy. I will personally…”

“Your mount is negotiating.”

“My mount is what?”

“There’s a crack in the mounting flange at seven o’clock, under the ring bed. It’s been there two months. Every round you fire, the recoil finds another way around it.” His forearm did not move a millimeter. “It’s out of ways around, Chief.”

He did not believe me.

I want that written down plainly, because of what came after. Dural did not believe one word of it. What Dural believed was that his layer was off her wheel and his gun was cold with two animals still in the ditch, and that the fastest route back to a hot gun ran through removing me from his pit.

And Merat, who was a sergeant, and who had spent eleven years learning that when your chief starts brawling with a technician inside a live gun pit the correct action is to empty the live gun pit, took the spotter by the back of the collar and started moving people.

Nobody was persuaded of anything. Nine people came off a gun that night because two men were brawling under it and a sergeant did the only sensible thing available to him.

Kass was already out of the pit door, because I had put her there. Merat came off the parapet with the spotter under one arm, collected the deaf man on his way through, and put them both down the hatch without breaking stride. The ammunition numbers and the rammer went next, and one of them went down the ladder the wrong way, hands and feet, which you are told never to do, and the rungs took the skin off his shins and he did not notice.

Tomasz went back for the jacket.

It is a stupid thing. It is an entirely human thing. It was a good jacket, and he was nineteen, and as far as he could see the argument in the pit was going to end inside a minute with the deck-tech thrown out on his ear and the gun hot again, and every part of that boy that had learned anything at all was still in the process of learning it.

Dural saw him over my shoulder.

Whatever that man thought of me, he had spent twenty-two years standing between a gun and somebody’s nineteen-year-old, and it moved him before it moved anyone else in that pit. He let go of my throat, crossed the concrete, picked Tomasz up by the belt and the collar and threw him bodily through the pit door. Then he came out after him with a fistful of my coveralls, hauling me along like a tool bag he had not finished being angry at, and he did not stop until he had both hands on the parapet rail.

The flange sheared nine seconds later.

It did not bang. That is the thing nobody believes. It made a sound like a hull settling, one long groan of steel going out of true, and then the whole traverse ring rolled off its bed with the deliberation of something being poured. Twelve tons of gun and ring gear came down into the pit and landed on the exact steel plate where the ready-rack stood, and the plate folded, and the barrel struck the parapet and bent like a wire, and the ammunition feed peeled open along its length and spilled two hundred rounds down the walkway in a bright rattling flood that went on for a long time.

The jacket was under all of it.

Silence on the crown, except the hammering of Batteries Four, Five, and Seven, which had not stopped, because their crews had not looked, because their crews had a job.

Dural sat down on the walkway with his back against the parapet, and he did not let go of my coveralls, and I do not think he knew he was still holding them.

“How,” he said.

“Recoil’s been running around the crack instead of through it, and every round you fired went a little further around.” I got my collar out of his fist, one finger at a time. The compression sleeve on my other arm was soaked through with sweat and my whole right side ached. “It didn’t fail today. It’s been failing since the autumn. Today it just ran out of ways around.”

Tomasz was still sitting on the grating where he had landed. He was looking at the pit, and at the folded plate, and at the sleeve of his jacket sticking out from under twelve tons of gun.

“Chief,” he said. His voice came out about twelve years old. “Chief, I was…”

“I know where you were,” Dural said, without turning around.

“There’ll be a doubler plate under Battery Two out of the same casting lot,” I said. “Same foundry, same month, I’d put money on it. Check it before you fire it, and check it with a hand and not a rig, because the rig will tell you it’s fine.”

Dural got up off the walkway. It took him a while.

“You put your hands on my layer,” he said.

“I did.”

“In a live pit.”

“There was no version of tonight where I talked you into it, Chief. I ran the clock on it while you were telling me about the ditch. You’d have had me off this crown in forty seconds and I’d have gone off it knowing what was under your feet.” I picked up my kit. “So I took your gun away from you instead.”

Dural looked at the pit. At the folded plate, and the barrel bent over the parapet like wire, and two hundred rounds lying in a bright rattling drift along the walkway.

“Then how did you know.”

“I don’t know how I know. I know that steel with a crack in it lies to a gauge and cannot lie to a palm.” I got the kit strap over my good shoulder. “And I know you have nine people on this crown who are going to eat their dinner tonight.”

Dural did not say thank you. Gun chiefs do not.

What he did instead, two weeks later, was write my name into the Battery Six incident record in a place it had no business being, under a heading that read CREW SAVED BY, and sign it. He never mentioned it to me. He never apologized for the ammunition rack either, and I have come to believe those two things were the same thing.

Batteries Four and Five killed the first skirmisher in the ditch. Seven killed the second against the fallen crane rig four hundred meters out.

The third one stopped.

It stopped at the edge of the light, thirty meters of tracer walking past it in the dark, and it turned its head, and it went back the way it had come, and it was not running, and it was not panicking.

It withdrew.

“Chief.” The spotter had his scope up on the parapet, elbows braced, and his voice had gone somewhere careful. “Chief, that’s not a rout. Its head’s up and it’s checking its flanks and it is walking.”

“Dogs don’t check their flanks,” Merat said.

“I have called shot for this battery for eleven years,” the spotter said, without lowering the scope, “and I have never seen one of them do that in my life.”

It went north-northeast up the old spillway ditch, which happens to be the seam between two patrol lanes. And a Cat-1 skirmisher does not know what a patrol lane is. It cannot. It has a brainstem the size of a chest freezer, and it hunts loud, and it dies to guns.

I stood on the Wall’s crown at four hundred meters with a shorn gun mount smoking in the pit behind me, and I watched an animal walk home along a gap in our schedule.

I put it in the ledger that night under the fissure, and I drew a line between the two entries, and I kept my thumb on that line until the grease pencil warmed under my skin.



She came to the impound fence at eleven at night.

I was there because I had been going there every four hours to look at the splint rig through the wire, and I had stopped pretending to myself that there was any point in it.

She came alone, out of the dark, in civilian clothes: black trousers, gray shirt, no braid. Her hair was down, thick and straight and to the middle of her back, and I had never seen it and I understood at once that almost nobody had.

She stopped a meter from the wire and looked at her own frame through it.

Longstride hung in the cradle with her chest opened up and her leg in a splint and no one working on her.

“They haven’t touched her,” Signy said.

“No.”

“Since Tuesday.”

“Somebody was in there Tuesday night,” I said. “For about twenty minutes. With a four-lobe driver.”

Her head came around.

Under the fence lamps her face was a difficult thing to look at. She had slept badly or not at all: there was gray under those storm-gray eyes, and a stiffness in how she held her neck, and when she swallowed, I watched her jaw work like a machine with a bad detent.

“Say it,” she said.

“They pulled your governor and put a new one in. It’s set to fifty-five. It’s on the board in Hangar Three where the crews can read it. It went up this morning.”

She did not move. That was what got me. Anybody else would have moved.

“Fifty-five,” she said.

“Pending review.”

“There’s no reviewer named in the order.”

“No,” I said. “There isn’t.”

Signy Larke put one hand up and gripped the wire, and I watched her decide something, and then undecide it, and then lock: shoulders leveling, jaw setting, the whole column going square all at once. It was a thing I was learning to read.

“You put your hand on my spine-port,” she said.

“Yes.”

“With no glove and no authorization, with the camera masts up and forty thousand people watching.”

I did not answer that one, because it was not a question and because she had not finished.

“Why?”

The wire fence was between us. Longstride hung in the cradle behind her. Somewhere down the row, a klaxon test cycled and cut out.

“Give me your wrist,” I said.

She looked at me through the wire.

Then she pushed her sleeve back and put her forearm through the gap in the wire.

I took her wrist in my left hand, which was the hand that still worked properly, and I laid two fingers across the inside of it, where the skin is thin and the pulse runs close, and I closed my eyes.

She was still burning.

Thirty-six hours after the fight, her pathways were still hot, still ringing, and under the ringing was the fray, and it was exactly what I had felt on the apron: everywhere, even, deliberate. But now I had her wrist in my hand and time to read her, and she came up in specifics, joint by joint, the same as a frame.

“Your jaw,” I said. “The right hinge. You grind at night. You’ve worn the joint and it’s not the joint that’s wrong, it’s the pathway that runs it. You’ve been routing load through it for three years because it’s a muscle nobody inspects.”

Her pulse jumped under my fingers, one hard beat out of sequence, and then went back into line, disciplined, the way a frame recovers a step. She said nothing at all. But her free hand came up off the wire, and stopped halfway, and went back down.

“Two fingers on your left hand.” I moved my thumb along the tendon, following the pathway back up the forearm the way you follow a wire loom to find where it chafes. “Fourth and fifth. They go numb after four hours in the cradle. You flex them on the ladder coming down, three times, on the same three rungs, and you’ve never told anyone, because a hand that goes numb is a grounding.”

Her breath went shallow. Not fast. Shallow, and counted, and I could feel her counting it through the wrist.

“You did not read that off a chart,” she said.

“There’s nothing about it on any chart. That’s the point.”

“Keep going.”

“Your left hip is carrying twelve percent more than your right, and it has been since a hard landing about eighteen months ago that you never logged. It’s why you stand with your weight at fifty-fifty when you’re being looked at, and why you don’t when you’re tired.” I felt it come up through her wrist as I said it, the whole crooked architecture of her, load routed around a fault by a woman who had decided the fault was cheaper to carry than to report. “You corrected for it inside a month. Nobody caught it. Nobody was ever going to.”

Under the fence lamps I watched the muscle move in her throat.

“And your neck holds a permanent load,” I said. “All day. Even now. Standing at a fence in civilian clothes with no cradle within a kilometer of you, you are holding your head as though there’s a rig on it.”

The count broke.

I felt it go through the wrist. Four in, four out, four in, and then a fifth that did not arrive, and she did not get the rhythm back.

“And here.” I turned her hand over and pressed the heel of her palm with my thumb, and I felt the whole architecture of it at once, the crazed glaze, the beautiful terrible evenness. “You distribute it. Deliberately. Everywhere at once, so no single instrument reads anything but within tolerance, because you worked out years ago that a benched ace protects nobody, and you decided you would rather come apart slowly in a way nobody could see.”

She was breathing through her mouth.

“It’s the same as your frame,” I said. “Longstride wears evenly. No frame wears evenly. Three years of a woman spreading her own damage out with a spoon.”

“Let go of my wrist.”

I let go of her wrist.

She pulled her arm back through the wire and held it against her stomach with the other hand, and for a moment there was nothing on that woman’s face at all. She had been hit hard enough that even her discipline needed a second to find the rails.

“Nobody has ever,” she started.

She stopped. She started again, and her voice came out level and clipped and completely under control, which was somehow worse.

“What do you think you can do about it, Kessler.”

“I’m a surge-sink,” I said. “There’s a word for it and it isn’t in the manuals anymore. Skin to skin, I carry the overflow. Everything the governor exists to stop from happening to you happens to me instead. You saw the number. Eighty-seven point four, and you weren’t burning, you were flying, and the only reason you stopped at eighty-seven point four is that the brick between your rig and your cradle was still fighting me the whole way.”

“And what does it cost you?”

I pushed my sleeve up.

The tracery ran from my palm across my wrist, silver-white, branching, permanent, and under the fence lamp it looked exactly like what it was, which was a receipt.

Signy studied my arm until the fence lamp buzzed twice above us.

“It grows,” I said. “Every deep anchor. It doesn’t fade. That’s the cost I can show you, and I’m telling you because I’m not going to sell you anything. The rest is simple: skin to skin, I carry what the governor makes you swallow.”

“That’s not a machine,” she said. “That’s a…”

“It’s a machine,” I said. “It’s just one nobody’s allowed to service.”

Out on the apron a coil cart went past with a bad wheel. She watched it go, and I watched her put her hair back, and her hands were not entirely steady.

“You want me to fly uncapped,” she said.

“I want you to stop dying in increments.” That came out flatter than I meant it. “I’ve got fourteen months of it written down. Frames that died at rest with pilots inside them. Governors reset the week after a good number. Three aces washed out in six years who flew better in their last weeks on the ladder than they ever had in their lives. I’ve had nobody to show it to, because a deck-tech’s handwriting isn’t evidence.”

“And a pilot’s is.”

“A pilot’s is a fact.”

Signy Larke stood at the wire with her frame hanging broken behind her and her Limiter turned down to fifty-five and her jaw working, and I could see her go through it. Three years of an entire life built on the ceiling. The posters. The recruitment class of girls who braided their hair like hers. Every cadet she had ever kept alive by being the most disciplined instrument the Wall had ever produced.

I did not push it. You do not push a load-bearing member.

“You know where my workshop is,” I said. “Corner bay, Hangar Three. I’m there most nights.”

She turned and walked away.

Straight-backed, even-paced, no hurry in her anywhere, and she did not look back, and she was right not to. She had built her survival out of that ceiling. She had held the anchor slot for three years by never once wanting something she could not have, and a man with scarred hands had just stood at a fence and offered to take the ceiling away, and every part of that woman had been assembled to say no.

I watched her go until the lamps ran out.

I went back to the workshop, and pulled the false bottom, and made three entries.

If she did not come, the ledger was going to the crews. Not all of it, not loose and not where a clerk could lift it, but enough: a crew-safe copy with names stripped, governor swaps marked, and three riggers in three bays who would know what they were looking at before the week was out.

Bty 6 traverse flange, 7 o’c, shear. Rig: no inspection due. Hands: 2 mo. Crew clear.

Cat-1 #3 withdrew NNE via spillway seam. 2nd contact this wk to use a thinned lane. See fissure, exhibition.

And under those, on a clean line:

Larke, S. Gov swapped 2215 Tues, imp dock. Set 55. Hands: fray even, jaw / L4-5 / L hip. Reservoir intact.

Pulse 61 at contact. 94 at release.

I sat and looked at that last line for a while.

Poppy came in at one in the morning without knocking, because she had never in four years knocked on anything, and dropped onto the bench beside my elbow with a ration bar and no explanation.

“She came to the fence,” Poppy said.

“How do you know that?”

“Because Merrow was on the coil cart with the bad wheel and Merrow tells me everything, because Merrow is afraid of me.” She bit the ration bar. “Did she say yes?”

“She walked away.”

“Huh.” Poppy chewed. She swung her boots. She looked at the ledger, open on the bench, and she did not read it, which is a thing about her I have not adequately repaid to this day.

“Fifty-five,” she said, “is a real special kind of insult, you know that? Sixty’s a rule. Everybody’s got sixty. Fifty-five is somebody sitting down and deciding you specifically.”

I turned the driver over in my fingers and did not answer, because she was right and because she was not finished.

“She’s smart. She’ll do the math on that all night.” Poppy hopped down and stole the last of Bram’s coffee, made a face, drank it anyway. At the door she turned around and walked backward, because she always does.

“She’ll come,” she said. “Nobody sleeps well at fifty-five.”

On my way to the crib the next morning I passed the impound gate at a quarter past five, and Chief Dagan Rusk was coming out of it with a tool roll under his arm and his coveralls buttoned to the throat, and when he saw me his face did a thing that faces do when a man has been awake too long and has just seen the last person on the deck he wanted to see.

He nodded at me.

I nodded back.

Then I went and looked at the sign-out log. The entry for cart five was gone. Tuesday night ran from twenty-two hundred straight through to morning with nothing in it at all.


Chapter 4: Three Nights Later

I did not wait for her.

Waiting is a thing that happens to men who have nothing to do with their hands. So on the Wednesday night, the second since the exhibition, after she walked away from the impound fence and Poppy went home, I stripped and rebuilt the workshop’s contact rig, which had been a cadet’s sync trainer twenty years ago and a parts donor for a decade, and which I had been quietly reassembling for four months because I had wanted to know whether a surge-sink could be measured on a bench.

It could. The rig had two contact pads, a bench meter with a needle that swept to 120, and a set of leads I had rewound myself.

I sat down at two in the morning and put both palms flat on the pads and watched the needle do absolutely nothing.

That was the correct answer and I made myself say it out loud, because a man alone in a workshop at two in the morning will believe whatever he is hoping for unless he keeps a hand on the facts. A sink does not read. Put a drain on a bench with nothing running into it and it will sit there being a hole in the world, and the needle will sit on its stop, and the only way to see what I was would be to put my hand on someone who was full.

I wrote it on the rig’s own slate, not in the ledger. The ledger is for what a log said, what my hands said, and what happened after, and a bench with nothing on it is none of those. Bench rig live. Pads good. Self-read: nil. Requires source. Then I cleaned the leads and coiled them and hung them on the wall where I could reach them without looking, because if she came, she would not come twice.

On Thursday morning I wrote the petition.

There is an academy statute, section nine, that permits a suspended or flagged pilot to demand a requalification duel against a ranked opponent, in sims, full contact, before witnesses. It is an old statute. It exists because the Wall was built by people who understood that a pilot who cannot fly is a corpse with good posture, and that a corpse’s opinion of her own fitness is worth less than a demonstration.

Nobody had invoked it in a decade. The reason nobody had invoked it in a decade is that nobody had ever won one, because a flagged pilot flies flagged, and a flagged pilot at fifty-five percent does not beat a ranked ace at sixty.

I wrote the petition anyway, in my own hand, and I did not file it, because a petition filed by a deck-tech dies in the box it is filed in.

I gave it to Bram to hold.

“And when do I hand it in?” he said.

“You don’t. You show it to a dozen riggers, a crane chief, and both parts foremen. Then it isn’t a petition. It’s a rumor with a signature block.”

Bram put the paper in his jacket and looked at me for a while over the thermos.

“You’re not going to ask her first,” he said.

“I’ll ask her when there’s something to ask about.”

“And if she never walks through that door?”

I picked up a driver and set it down again.

“Then in a month I hand four hundred and twelve entries to three hundred riggers,” I said, “and we see what a deck can do with a thing like that.”

Bram screwed the cap onto the thermos, which is what that man does instead of arguing, and went out with a folded sheet of paper in his jacket that was worth more than every tool in my crib.

By eleven in the morning it had left him and stopped being paper.

I did not have to chase it. I only had to stand in a parts cage and listen to it come back around the hangar toward me, changing shape as it went, because five hundred people work on that deck with their hands and have nothing whatsoever to do with their mouths.

A crane chief named Halloran had it as a fact by ten: Larke’s demanding a duel. Two bays over it had grown a date. By noon a fitter told Merrow, with total confidence, that the statute allowed the challenged pilot to name the frame, which is not true and has never been true, and Merrow relayed this to me as gospel while holding a coil cell in both hands like a man at a shrine.

The parts foremen both wanted to know who would fly against her. That was the question that told me it was working. Nobody was asking whether it should happen. They had gone straight past that and started assigning the opponent.

“Kane,” said the day foreman.

“Kane,” agreed the night foreman, who had come in four hours early to disagree with him about something else entirely, and had stayed to be right about this.

Andic came and found me in the tool crib at two in the afternoon, wiping down a stinger lead he had already wiped down.

“That petition,” he said.

“There’s no petition.”

“There’s no petition,” Andic agreed, and stood there. He had welded shoulder yokes on this deck for twenty-six years and had spat on the plate under the Index board the day before, and he was not a talker even by rigger standards. “If somebody was to need a witness. For a filing. A crew witness.”

“Sign block’s on the back.”

“Right.” He looked at the lead in his hands for a long moment, turning it over. “It’s the fifty-five. Any fool can print a number on a board. Somebody went into that dock in the dark and turned a screwdriver to do it.”

He put the lead down and went back to his bay, and I stood in the crib with my hands in my pockets and understood, for the first time in fourteen months, that I was not doing this alone anymore. I had been carrying a notebook. What the deck wanted was a wrench.

At five, Poppy vaulted the crib’s half-door instead of opening it, straddled the coil cart parked inside, and gave me the count from there.

“Nine bays talking about it,” she said. “Two crane crews. The whole coil line. Bram’s told it to precisely eleven people, which means the number of people who have heard it is four hundred, which means by tomorrow it’s a thing that exists, and Kessler, some clerk upstairs is going to have to decide whether to say the word no out loud.”

“That’s the idea.”

“That’s a nasty idea.” She said it the way another woman says a compliment, and swung around the door frame, and was gone.

She did not come on Thursday.

I had not expected her to. I told myself that twice, which is how a man finds out he is lying.

On Friday I made the crew-safe copy.

It took eleven hours, most of them after shift. I sat at the bench with the ledger open under the worklight and cut it down to what a rigger could hold in one hand: no pilots’ names, no ranks, nothing that could be traced back to a woman who still had to fly. Only the machines. Governor swaps, dated. Frames whose wear did not match the sorties logged against them. Battery Six’s flange. The bevel on a number-nine driver, drawn twice from two angles, because a worn bevel is a fingerprint and a rigger knows what a fingerprint is worth.

Three copies. Three bays. Three men who would know what they were looking at inside of a minute: Andic, Halloran, and the night parts foreman, who had disliked me for six years and would not let that get in the way of a fact.

I did not hand them out. I put them in an envelope under the false bottom and gave myself until the end of the month.

At midnight I walked down to the impound fence and stood at the wire for eleven minutes. Nothing had changed. The splint rig held that leg the same wrong way it had held it on Wednesday, feeding the load straight up into the hip while it waited for somebody to care. There was still not one tool cart inside the wire. Nobody had put so much as a work lamp on the knee.

The rumor kept walking. Bram fed it a little at a time, like a stove, and by Saturday it had reached the clerks: a duty clerk from the launch office asked a crane chief in a corridor, out loud, whether it was true that Larke had already filed. The crane chief said he wouldn’t know, in the specific voice a man uses when he would very much know.

On Saturday I rebuilt the contact rig’s leads for the second time, because they were fine, and because rebuilding something is what I do with the part of my mind that will not stop talking.

At twenty past eleven on Saturday night, the third since she had walked away from that fence, somebody knocked on my workshop door.

Nobody knocks on my workshop door. Poppy walks in. Bram bangs the frame twice with the flat of his hand and lets himself in. Everyone else has spent six years walking past.

I opened it.

Signy Larke stood in my doorway with a document case under her arm, and her hair was down, and she had come the long way around the hangar, because there was rain on her shoulders and it had not rained on the gantry side.

“Kessler,” she said.

“Larke.”

“Are you going to make me stand out here?”

“I’m deciding,” I said, and stepped back and let her in.



She came into the workshop cataloguing the exits, which is what a pilot does in any room she has not slept in, and she stopped in the middle of my floor and looked at the tool wall for a full ten seconds without saying anything.

She put the document case on my bench, snapped it open, and turned it around.

“Wreck report,” she said. “Longstride, left knee. It came off the impound dock this afternoon.” She did not say how it had come off the impound dock, and nothing in her face suggested she was going to be asked.

I read it standing up. It was four pages of a stranger’s careful handwriting and it said, in the language of engineers, exactly what my palm had said on Monday morning: a fatigue crack, eleven centimeters, third layer, propagating diagonal to the grain under lateral load, of a maturity consistent with several months of development.

“Your advisory,” Signy said, and laid it on top of the report, a copy of the slate I had filed and Rusk had killed. “Filed the night before. Eleven centimeters. Third layer. Lateral load.”

She put a finger on my signature.

“You were right about all of it,” she said. “And in three years, no one has ever handed me a piece of paper that was right before the fact.”

“I’ve handed you fourteen,” I said. “You’ve never read one.”

That landed. She did not flinch. She simply took the hit and did the thing she always did, which was to reallocate the load somewhere else and stay standing.

“That’s fair,” she said.

“It isn’t a criticism. Nobody reads them. That’s what an advisory is for: it’s for after.”

Signy pulled a stool out from under the bench, sat on it, and put her hands flat on her knees, and I understood that she had rehearsed the next part, and that I was not going to enjoy it.

“I’ve thought about nothing else since Tuesday,” she said. “Here’s what I’m prepared to do.”

“No.”

“I haven’t said it yet.”

“You’ve said enough of it.” I leaned back against the bench and folded my arms, which hurt, and did not let it show. “You’ve had four days to build it and you’ve come here with terms. Contingencies. A trial period. Something with conditions on it, and one of the conditions is that nobody finds out, and another one is that we stop if it gets expensive.”

Her jaw set. The right hinge. I watched it work.

“They’re reasonable conditions.”

“They’re excellent conditions,” I said. “They’re what I’d write if I were you. And I’m not doing any of them.”

The rain had gotten heavier on the roof. Somewhere out in the hangar a crane motor spun up and spun down.

“You came into my workshop,” I said, “with a case full of paper, to negotiate for something you already know you want, because negotiating is how you’ve survived every room you’ve ever walked into. Fine. Do that in every room on this Wall. Not this one.” I nodded at the door. “Out there you’re the Wall’s champion and I stand aside when you pass. In here I’m the man who found the crack, and this is my bench, and there’s exactly one way this works.”

She locked. Everything in her squared and levelled at once, and the storm-gray eyes stayed on mine.

“Say it, then,” she said.

“You choose it. No trial, no conditions. You choose it, in plain words, with your eyes open, because it can’t be forced and it can’t be assigned and it can’t be done to you.” I straightened up off the bench. “And after you choose it, in this room, you do what I say.”

The open door put hangar noise at her back. Her hand stayed at the throat fastening of her suit and did not move.

I have thought about those five seconds more than I have thought about most of the battles.

Because she could have walked. She had walked once already, at the fence, and been right to. She had three years and a whole city built on a number, and the door was two meters behind her and it was open.

Signy Larke’s hand went to her throat and undid the top fastening of her shirt.

“Explain the machine first,” she said. “You said it was a machine.”



I put her on the bench stool with her back to me and pulled the neckline of her shirt down off the nape of her neck.

“Skin to skin,” I said. “It doesn’t go through fabric, same as sync. Palm on the port, or on the skin over the top of the spine. Nowhere else does much.”

“Why?”

“Nobody knows. The people who wrote it down had it cut out of their books fifteen years ago.” I set the bench meter where she could see it if she turned her head, and I did not tell her to look at it.

Then I clipped the rig’s two leads to my own left forearm, one at the wrist, one on the inside of the elbow, and pushed my sleeve up out of the way.

She turned her head at the click of the second clip.

“That isn’t on you,” I said. “It can’t read you. It never could. There’s nothing to read on a woman who’s full.” I flexed the arm once and the needle stayed dead on its stop, which was the whole point. “It reads what comes through me.”

She looked at the dial, and at the numbers I had painted onto its face myself, in a machinist’s hand, from nothing to a hundred and twenty.

“That’s an Index scale,” she said.

“It is.” I had spent a week on that. Every other unit I could have used would have told me something about myself, and the only figure on this deck worth a damn is what the brick is eating off a pilot. “Whatever crosses my skin is what your governor would have taken back off you. So the needle isn’t reading me. It’s reading what you’d be flying at, if nobody had a hand on the throttle but you.”

“And if nothing comes through you?”

“Then the needle doesn’t move,” I said, “and you go back to your quarters and I go back to my ledger, and neither of us says a word about it again.”

I let that sit for exactly as long as it needed to.

“What I’m going to do is not push anything into you. That’s the part everybody gets wrong. I don’t give you output. I take away the reason you can’t have it.”

“The overflow.”

“Sync generates more than a nervous system can carry. That’s real. That part of the doctrine isn’t a lie.” I flexed my hand. “The overflow has to go somewhere or it burns you out. The governor’s answer is to stop you generating it. My answer is that it comes into me.”

“And what happens to you?”

“Ask me in an hour.”

I laid my palm flat between her shoulder blades, over the shirt, and then said, “This won’t read through cotton,” and waited.

Signy reached up, crossed her arms, and pulled the shirt off over her head.

Under it she wore a sync undersuit, black, sleeveless, the kind they all live in. She stripped that to the waist in two motions with no wasted one, knotted the arms at her hips, and sat with her bare back to me on a stool in a corner bay of Hangar Three with the rain coming down on the roof.

The lumbar arch. Even sitting. Three years in a spine-cradle had built her a spine like a drawn bow, and the deep hollow of it ran down into the knot of the undersuit, and the worklight over the bench put a hard edge on every muscle.

I put my hand flat between her shoulder blades.

She was hot. She was hot the way a bearing race is hot when it has been eating itself for weeks. And through the contact, the second my skin met hers, her whole nervous system came up under my palm like a city seen from a hill: her pulse, her breath, the tremor in her left hand’s fourth and fifth fingers, the load-bearing knot at the base of her neck, the crazed even glaze of three years of controlled damage.

And the reservoir. Sitting behind it all. Enormous and patient and dammed.

“Now,” I said, “don’t do anything.”

I opened my hand.

Her breath went out of her in one long unraveling.

I felt the pressure come across the contact, that hot black pushing surge, and I let it come into me, and I watched the tension leave her shoulders one muscle group at a time, in order, top to bottom, like somebody walking down a hall turning off lamps.

“Oh,” Signy said.

The needle on the bench meter came off its stop and lay over to twelve. It meant nothing to her and everything to me, because a thing a rig can see is a machine and not a miracle, and machines get built by somebody. Somebody had put the first one of these together on purpose, and somebody else had gone back through the manuals afterward and taken it out.

Under my palm, the fray began to smooth.

Not heal. Smooth. Like a thumb going over a scored surface. The load that had been running through her jaw hinge stopped running there. The tremor in her fingers went out. The permanent knot at the base of her neck let go so suddenly that her head dropped forward.

“That’s three years,” she said. Her voice had frayed at the edge and she hated it. “That’s three years of it, gone, in twenty seconds.”

“That’s the relief. That comes back the second I take my hand off you.”

“How fast?”

“Seconds. A palm on your spine is a drain, not a repair.” I kept my hand where it was. “The rest of it takes longer, because the rest of it is load paths. Three years of routing yourself around your own faults, and every one of those routes is worn into you like a wheel rut in a yard. Those can be re-laid. It takes more than twenty seconds and a hand on your back.”

“And when they’re laid?”

“Then they hold,” I said. “They don’t come undone in twenty seconds either. You’d have to fray yourself all over again, and that takes work. It takes going out and asking for everything you’ve got with nobody carrying the overflow.”

“Which I have done for three years.”

“Which is why you feel like a cracked glaze,” I said. “Don’t do it again after I’ve fixed it. I’ll only have to do it twice.”

She was silent.

“There’s one more thing,” I said. “It runs on want. If you’re afraid of it, or you’re being made to do it, or you’re doing it for the ladder, it doesn’t take. The bond desyncs. Nobody has to police that, it just doesn’t work, and it’s the only merciful thing about the whole business.”

I kept my palm where it was.

“So you have to choose it. Out loud. Once. And then never again, because I’m not going to ask you twice.”

Signy Larke put her hand up, over her shoulder, and covered the back of my hand with hers, and pressed it down harder against her own skin.

“Then I choose it,” she said.

And she leaned back into my palm and said my name, half question, half something else entirely.



I answered it by moving.

I got a fistful of that black hair, wound it once around my knuckles, and drew her head back until her throat was a long light-tan line under the worklight and her eyes had to find mine upside down. She let me. She let me do it and her lips parted and the pulse in her throat went from sixty to a hundred and ten in the space of one breath, and I felt every point of it through the hand still flat on her spine.

“In the cockpit,” I said, “you’re the ace.”

“Yes.”

“In here you do what I tell you.”

“Yes.”

The second one cracked in the middle. Behind her, the needle on the bench meter twitched when it broke.

I turned her on the stool and lifted her off it and set her on my workbench, and swept a torque driver and a coil of wire onto the floor to make room, and neither of us looked at where they landed.

She had her hands up and into my coveralls immediately, greedy, precise, unbuttoning with a pilot’s efficiency, and then she caught my wrist and put both of her own above her head.

“Hold them there,” she said. “I want your hand on them.”

I took both her wrists in one hand and pinned them to the bench above her head, and she went absolutely still with her breath caught behind her teeth.

“Not yet,” I said.

“Kessler.”

“Wade.”

“Wade.” She tested her wrists against my grip once, twice, felt that they did not move, and the flush broke across her throat before she could hide it, and I watched three years of a woman holding an entire war on her own shoulders discover that she could put it down. “Please. I need. I need you to…”

“I know exactly what you need.”

I stripped the undersuit down off her hips one-handed, unhurried, peeling the black skin of it down the long muscle of her thighs and over her knees and off her heels while she lay pinned on my bench with her wrists in my fist and her chest going up and down.

I let go of her hair, put my hand on her knee, and pushed her legs open.

Bastion has twelve-meter posters of this woman.

They do not show you the flare of her hips off that unfairly narrow waist, or the deep drawn arch of her back lifting her clear of the bench without her noticing she was doing it. They do not show you the high firm weight of her tits, nipples drawn up hard and dark and tight enough to ache looking at them, or the flush that had started in her cheeks and was crossing her throat as I watched, blooming down over her collarbones, spreading across her chest like heat moving through metal.

They do not show you her pussy, bare and swollen and shining wet all the way down to the crease of her ass, so slick that when she shifted her hips it caught the worklight.

They do not show you the ace of the Wall naked on a deck-tech’s workbench, thighs open, wrists in his fist, holding still because he told her to.

My mouth had gone dry. My cock was so hard against the inside of my coveralls it hurt, and I let it hurt, because there was no version of this where I hurried.

I took my time. She watched me take it. Her breath frayed at the edges and she did not look away, not once, storm-gray and dark-ringed and getting less level by the second while her thighs shook with the effort of not closing.

“You’re staring,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Are you going to do anything about it?”

I put my mouth on her.

She came off the bench like a strut letting go. I flattened my forearm across her hips and put her back down and held her there and did it properly, slowly, dragging the flat of my tongue up the whole length of her slit and finishing on her clit, and the noise she made had no shape to it at all.

She tasted like clean sweat and salt and the sharp bright thing underneath, and the smell of her cut straight through the machine oil and the rain. I worked her open with my tongue, slow circles, no rush, until her wetness was on my chin and the inside of both her thighs and she was breathing through her teeth in a count she had lost track of.

Every time she got her heels under her and tried to grind up into my mouth I stopped. Lifted my head. Waited. Held her hips down with one forearm and let the cold hangar air do the rest of the work on her wet skin until she went still again.

The first time, she swore at me.

The second time, she said my name like a warning.

The third time, she understood.

“Please,” Signy said, and there was nothing left in her voice of the woman who narrates kill-lanes. It came out clipped, precise, absolutely wrecked. “Please. I’ll hold still. I’ll hold still, just don’t stop, please, Wade.”

“Good girl.”

I gave her what she’d asked for. Two fingers curled up into her, my mouth locked over her clit, sucking in the rhythm her hips had been trying to set before I took that away from her too. She gripped down on my knuckles in a hard even beat, counting it without knowing she was counting. Then the count skipped. Then it broke. I felt it break two strokes before she knew it had.

Then she came, and I felt it twice.

Once through my mouth and my hand, her pussy clamping down and pulsing around my knuckles, her thighs slamming shut around my head, her whole body pulling into that drawn-bow arch and holding there for four seconds she could not have counted if her life depended on it.

And once from the inside, through the palm flat on her stomach. The pathways lit. The fray went smooth in one long wave that started at her hips and ran up her spine like a hand wiping frost off glass, and three years of controlled, deliberate, load-balanced damage sluiced off her under a flood she had no discipline left to organize. It went into my palm. Into my arm. Into me.

I took all of it. My right arm burned from wrist to elbow, a slow hot line under the skin like a weld cooling, and I put my open mouth against her hipbone and let it burn.

She was shaking. Her hands were still where I had left them.

“Wade.” Barely any air in it. “What was that. What was that inside my back.”

“That was three years leaving,” I said, and licked her off my lips, and stood up.

She was still coming down when I got my coveralls off and pulled her upright off the bench.

Signy came into me bare and hot, and her hands went for my cock immediately, both of them, and then her eyes cut to the polished frame plate behind me.

“Wrists behind me,” she said, voice rough and exact. “Hold them there too.”

I caught both wrists and crossed them and pinned them at the small of her back in one hand, and turned her around.

“You don’t get to steer this either,” I said.

The frame plating stacked against my workshop’s back wall was polished mirror-bright, four square meters of it, and she saw herself in it.

She saw a woman bent forward over her own reflection with her wrists crossed and pinned behind her, hair dragged loose out of three years of regulation, flush crossing her chest, tits swaying heavy and hard-tipped with every breath, ass tipped up and back by that famous arch. And behind her, a man in nothing at all with lightning burned up his right arm and his cock riding slick in the crease of her.

“Look at yourself,” I said.

She looked. Her mouth was open. Her breath had already fogged a patch of the steel.

“Do you understand what you are?”

“Wade…”

“Say it.”

“I don’t…” She pushed her hips back against me, blind, wanting, working herself against my shaft until the head of it caught wet at her entrance and she gasped. “I don’t know…”

“You’re the best pilot on this Wall and they turned you down to fifty-five.” I ran my free palm up the deep hollow of her spine and she shuddered under it, hard. “And you were still going to fly it. Weren’t you. Still going to go out there at fifty-five and try to hold the line and die politely.”

“Yes.”

“Not anymore.”

I put my free hand between her shoulder blades, flat on the port, and I slid into her.

I did it slowly, because I wanted the whole length of it, and because I wanted to feel every centimeter of what she did when it happened. She was slick to the tops of her thighs and the sound of it in a quiet room was obscene. She was so tight around me that she had to take me in stages, her body opening in increments, her breath tearing out of her in a noise like a line coming up to pressure, and I did not stop until my hips were flush against that arched-up ass and there was nothing left of me outside her.

The anchor took at the same instant. Full contact, skin to skin along her spine, the whole surge-path closing like a circuit finding its ground, and the taste of hot copper came up on my back teeth. Behind us on the bench, at the far end of two leads paying out slack off my forearm, the needle came up past sixty and kept going, and I stopped looking at it.

Signy made a sound with nothing shaped in it at all. A low tearing note that ran out of air in the middle and left her mouth open against the steel, and the polished plate handed it straight back to both of us, doubled. I felt it in my chest before I heard it.

I fucked her against her own reflection.

I set the pace. Long and deep and unhurried, my fist locked on her crossed wrists, my palm flat on the port between her shoulder blades. Every time she tried to snatch it faster, slamming that gorgeous ass back into me out of rhythm, I slowed down and held her hips still and made her take it at half speed until she sobbed. Every time she surrendered and let me move her, I gave her exactly what she had been begging for, all of it, hard enough that her tits swung and her forehead knocked the plating.

It took her about ninety seconds to learn what that meant.

“That’s it,” I said, low, against the back of her neck. “There you go. Fighting me gets you nothing.”

“Nothing.” She was gone. Forehead on the steel, breath fogging her own reflection, wrists twisting in my fist and not once trying to get free. “Nothing. Nothing, please, harder, Wade, please, I’m…”

She did not babble. Even that far gone, even with a deck-tech’s cock buried in her to the root, she begged in clean, clipped, exact little sentences with the verbs in the right places, and it was the filthiest thing I had ever heard in my life.

The room smelled like sweat and cutting oil and her.

And under my palm, mid-stroke, I felt it.

The crazing in her pathways went smooth. Not a wave this time. All of it, everywhere at once, the whole even patient three-year architecture of controlled damage dissolving under a flood it had no way to organize. And behind it, that dammed reservoir shifted. Moved. Huge and slow and awake, and coming.

“Signy.” I got my hand into her hair and pulled her head up off the plate so she had to watch her own face. “Listen to me. Your jaw’s letting go. It’s letting go right now, under my hand. The knot at the base of your neck is gone. Your left hand’s warm.”

“Wade…”

“There’s a reservoir behind all of it the size of the fucking Wall, and it’s moving.” I drove into her and held there, deep, my palm spread flat over the port. “I can feel it moving. And you have never once in your life been allowed to touch it.”

She came.

It went through her from the pelvis up. I felt it in my palm as much as I felt it around my cock: the clench, the long internal spasm, her cunt gripping and dragging at me on a beat she had no vote in, the whole nervous system arcing at once like a bus bar shorting to ground. Her back drew into an arch so deep it lifted her onto her toes. The flush went scarlet across her chest and up her throat to her hairline. She screamed something into the polished plate that was mostly my name and partly a number, and the fog of her breath blotted her reflection out.

She was still spasming around me when I dragged her upright against my chest, one arm banded across her ribs, the other hand splayed low and flat on her stomach, and I came inside her.

I emptied into her in long hard pulses while her body kept wringing it out of me, spurt after spurt of it, deep, until I could feel the slick of us both running warm on the inside of her thigh under my fingers. My forehead went down onto her shoulder. She turned her head blind and found my jaw with her mouth.

Fourteen months I had planned what I would do if a pilot ever chose this. I had not spent one second planning what it would do to me.

And the surge came back through the contact in a black wave that took my vision to gray at the edges.

I stood there and carried it. All of it. Every last volt of what the academy of Bulwark had spent three years refusing to let this woman spend.

When my eyes cleared, the tracery on my right arm had crossed the elbow.

There were new lines on my left arm too, faint, from the wrist, where my hand had been on her hip.



She wanted to look at it. I did not let her yet.

I sat her on the bench and did the thing I always do afterward. I took each of her wrists in turn and turned them over under the worklight and checked them for marks, and there was one on the left, a band of pink where my fist had closed. I pressed it with my thumb, watched it blanch and refill.

“Circulation’s fine,” I said.

Signy watched me do it with an expression I could not read.

“Breathe in,” I said. “Out. Again.”

“Kessler.”

“Wade. Again.”

She breathed. Her lungs were clear. Her pulse had come down to eighty and was still falling. I put two fingers on the inside of her wrist and read her, and what came up through the contact was so different from what I had read at the impound fence the night before that I sat down on the stool.

Not repaired. Fray does not repair in an hour.

But smooth. Reorganized. The load that had been distributed across a whole body by a woman with a spoon had been picked up and set down properly, and every pathway I could feel was carrying what it was built to carry and nothing more.

“What,” she said.

“You’ll sleep tonight,” I said.

She started to say something about needing to be at the circuit at six and I put my hand on her sternum and pushed her gently back onto the cot, and she was asleep before I had her boots off.

Signy Larke slept nine hours in a deck-tech’s cot in the corner bay of Hangar Three, and she did not move, and at some point in the small hours I stopped pretending to work on the contact rig, and sat down against the bench leg on the floor beside the cot, and slept sitting up like a man on watch.

She woke at nine-thirty and was furious.

“Nine hours,” she said. She was sitting bolt upright with the blanket around her, hair everywhere, and she looked younger and about a thousand times more dangerous. “I have not slept that long since I was nineteen. I have a circuit at six. It’s half past.”

“It’s thirty-two minutes past.”

“Kessler.”

“You needed it. Consider it maintenance.” I handed her a cup of Bram’s coffee, which she drank, and her face did the thing everybody’s face does. “Structural improvement.”

Signy stared at me over the rim of the cup.

“Did you just log me,” she said.

“I log everything.”

And she laughed. It came out of her rusty and surprised, one syllable, and she put a hand over her mouth as though it had escaped, and I sat on the stool with my forearms on my knees and watched the Wall’s champion laugh into my coffee cup at half past nine in the morning.

Then she reached out and turned my arm over.

She traced the tracery with one fingertip, from the heel of my palm, up the inside of my forearm, across the elbow where it had gone in the night. She did it slowly. She read it the way I read a strut.

“It hurt,” she said. Not a question.

“Yes.”

“You did it anyway. On a public apron. For a woman you’d spoken to twice.”

“I did it for the next one too,” I said.

Her finger stopped.

“There are others,” Signy said.

“There are four hundred and twelve entries in a book under that bench, and thirty-two of them are pilots.” I took my arm back and pulled my sleeve down. “You’re the only one whose numbers nobody can argue with.”

She got up. She dressed, and she braided her hair in ninety seconds without a mirror, and by the time she reached the door she was, to all appearances, exactly the woman on the posters.

She stopped with one hand on the frame and keyed her slate.

“Six o’clock’s gone,” she said, to the slate and not to me. “A flagged pilot doesn’t get a slot. She gets whatever’s left when a trainer’s free.” She thumbed it once, twice, and her mouth went flat. “Eleven. They’ll give me eleven, because eleven is the hour nobody watches.”

“Somebody will watch.”

“Today,” she said. “What do you want me to do?”

“Fly your morning circuit.”

She frowned. “At fifty-five.”

“At fifty-five. Exactly the standard circuit, exactly on the standard line, nothing clever.” I picked up the driver from where it had fallen the night before. “They turned you down and they expect you to fly ugly. So fly the circuit and let them look at your stability trace instead.”

I watched her get there. It took one breath.

Because output is what the boards show and stability is what the boards record, and a pilot flying anchored, even hours later, even capped, does not wobble. There is no correction chatter. There is nothing for the trace to draw.

“It’ll be a flat line,” she said slowly. “Fifty-five and a flat line. Nobody’s trace is flat.”

“Not in the history of the boards.”

“And the second thing?”

“The second thing’s mine,” I said. “There’s a statute. Section nine. A flagged pilot can demand a requalification duel. It’s already moving through the crews. By tonight three hundred riggers will be talking about it, and by the end of the week somebody upstairs will have to either grant it or explain why the Wall’s champion isn’t allowed to prove she’s fit.”

Signy stood in my doorway with the rain gone and the hangar’s morning noise starting up behind her, and she looked at me for a long moment.

“The knee call,” she said. “Nobody’s read my frame like that in three years.”

“Nobody’s read you in three years.”

She went out onto the deck, and I heard three separate conversations stop.


Chapter 5: The Morning Board

The morning circuit is eleven kilometers of nothing.

It runs along the Wall’s inner face from Gate Six to Gate Eleven and back, and every certified pilot on the roster flies it four times a week in a borrowed trainer or her own frame, and it exists to keep sync pathways honest. Walk, run, three obstacle transits, a hard stop, a controlled fall, and up.

It is the most boring thing a frame does. Watching it is like watching water boil, and mostly the crews do not bother.

At eleven o’clock on Sunday morning, four hundred people watched it.

They came out of the shops and the parts cages and the mess hall with cups in their hands, and they lined the rail on the maintenance deck above the circuit, and nobody had told them to. Word had gone around that Larke was flying at fifty-five, and half of the deck had decided this was an insult they wanted to see, and the other half had decided it was a funeral.

Poppy stood on an equipment locker for the height, which put her eyes level with my shoulder.

“They benched Longstride,” she said. “She’s in a trainer Mule.”

“Longstride’s in the impound dock with a splint on.”

“So they’ve got the Wall’s champion running the beginner’s circuit in a loaner, at fifty-five, in front of everybody.” Poppy made a sound of pure disgust and bit into a ration bar. “Somebody upstairs really wants her to look small.”

The trainer walked out onto the circuit line, and it looked small, and that was the point, and it did not matter for very long.

The circuit boards ran along the deck rail, one panel per two hundred meters, and each panel showed two things: the pilot’s live Index, and beneath it, a strip of moving graph that everyone in Bastion has looked at their entire lives and nobody outside a hangar has ever thought about once.

The stability trace.

Sync is not a dial. It is a conversation between a nervous system and a machine, and the machine asks its question sixty times a second and the nervous system answers, and the answers are never identical. So the trace jitters. Always. Every pilot who has ever lived draws a trace like a bad heartbeat, a fuzzy band two or three points wide, and a good pilot’s band is narrow and a cadet’s band looks like a saw.

The trace is the noise of a human being holding on.

Signy Larke’s trainer went past the first panel at a walk.

LARKE, S. / 55.0

And under it, the trace came up as a line.

Not a band. A line. Flat, clean, unwavering, as if somebody had drawn it on the panel with a straightedge, and it stayed that way while she ran, and it stayed that way through the first obstacle transit, and it stayed that way when she took the hard stop at sixty kilometers an hour and put the trainer’s shoulder into the arrestor bank.

Four hundred people on the maintenance deck did not make a sound.

Bram came up beside me with the thermos and stood looking at the panel until the coffee in the cap stopped steaming. He had been on this deck since before the Cascade. He had watched a generation of women hold on.

“Fifty-five,” he said, “never looked like that.”

Merrow, three meters down the rail, said, “Is the panel broken?”

“The panel’s fine,” Poppy said. She had stopped chewing. She was up on her toes on the locker, and her eyes had gone wide and bright, and I could see her adding it up. “Wade. Wade. That’s not a Limiter number. That’s a health number. That’s what she looks like when she’s not fighting the…”

“Poppy.”

She shut up. She looked at me, and then at the panel, and then, slowly, down at my sleeve.

Signy took the controlled fall at the eight-kilometer mark.

A controlled fall is exactly what it sounds like and it is the ugliest thing in the circuit. You put a five-story machine down on its side at speed, deliberately, and you get it up again, and the trace on a controlled fall looks like somebody dropped the panel. Every pilot alive spikes there. It is not a failure. It is the honest noise of a nervous system catching a falling building.

Signy Larke put the trainer down on its shoulder, rolled it through the fall, brought it up on one knee and then onto its feet, and the trace under her number stayed a line.

Down the rail, a rigger with thirty years on him took his cap off. Not for her. He took it off the way a man does when the thing he is looking at is bigger than the room.

“That’s not possible,” said one of the pod techs, who was very young. “The panel’s frozen. Somebody call it in, the panel’s frozen.”

“The panel’s not frozen,” Poppy said, from on top of her locker, in a voice that carried the length of the maintenance deck. “The panel is doing its job for the first time in fifteen years. Look at the fall spike on Vail’s overnight trace, it’s right there two panels down, same hardware, same feed.”

Two hundred heads turned two panels down.

Juno Vail’s trace from the night patrol sat there in the archive strip, and it had a spike in it the size of a fist, because Juno Vail is a career ace and the fourth best pilot on this Wall, and when she puts a frame on its side her nervous system screams about it, because that is what a nervous system does.

They looked at the fist, and then at the straightedge, and then, a great many of them, at me.

I kept my sleeve down and my hands in my pockets, and standing still took everything I had.

By the time she came back through Gate Six the deck rail was six hundred deep and somebody had started slow-clapping, and the boy from the parts cage was standing on a coil cart with his cup in the air, shouting the number, fifty-five, fifty-five, until it stopped being a number and became something else.

Because everybody on that rail knew what a stability trace was.

They had grown up on it. It is the first thing a crew chief teaches a fitter: the Index tells you what she is spending, and the trace tells you what it is costing her. Every rigger on that rail had spent his career watching women hold on, and had watched the trace jitter, and had known in the private part of himself that the jitter was the price, and that the price was the job, and that there was nothing to be done about it.

And here was a suspended ace, punished five points below the fleet, flying a beginner’s circuit in a borrowed trainer, drawing a line the boards had never drawn.

Every one of them understood, before noon, without anybody having explained anything to anybody, that they had spent their entire careers looking at the wrong number.

“Nobody’s trace is flat,” Bram said. He said it quietly, to the coffee. “Nobody’s trace has ever been flat. Not hers. Not Stahl’s, and I watched Stahl fly.”

“It’s flat because nothing’s fighting her,” I said.

Bram screwed the cap back onto the thermos and looked at me sideways with every one of those years in his face.

“And what’s it cost you,” he said, “to make a line like that.”

I did not answer him, and he did not ask twice, and we watched the trainer walk back into the cradle bay under six hundred pairs of eyes.



They came for her in the sim hall at two.

The sim hall at Bulwark is a fifty-pod machine room with a gallery running all the way around it, and it is where the ladder actually lives, because the Kill Board tells you who found kaiju and the sim standings tell you who is better.

Signy had a pod booked for individual drill. I was in the hall because Pod Nineteen’s motion base had a bad accumulator that four techs had failed to find, and I had my hand inside its housing when the room changed.

You feel a room change. The talk drops half an octave.

Odessa Kane came in off the gallery stairs with her squad behind her.

She walked like someone had bolted her together out of stronger material than the rest of us. Boots first, because that is how a woman like that arrives: regulation, polished, set down at exact parade angles, one foot directly in line with the other. Then thighs. There is no delicate way to write down the thighs of a pilot who has spent four years being folded by G-loads that put other women in a med bay, and the loyalist gray of her flight suit had clearly been cut by a tailor who had never met her and had been given her measurements as a rumor.

Above the thighs the suit gave up entirely. Wide hips. A heavy high-set ass that the fabric fought and did not beat, and every rigger on that floor had a two-second lapse in professionalism, in strict sequence, as she went past.

The torso was another animal: strapped flat for flight, zipped to the throat, no allowance made anywhere. A pressure line from a helmet across her jaw. A squared jaw under it.

Ice-blue eyes, doing arithmetic. That was the tell, and I have met nobody else who had it: Odessa Kane read a room like a load path, and you could watch her put values on things.

The violet hair swept back hard over an undercut, no strand loose.

And her right shoulder rode a half-centimeter high.

Not enough for a doctor to catch across a desk. She had it braced there and she was holding it there with a lifetime of will, and when she reached for the pod rail she pronated her forearm first to spare the joint, and did it so smoothly it looked like style.

I put my hand back in the accumulator housing and kept my head down.

“Larke.” Odessa’s voice carried without effort. “You flew a circuit this morning.”

Signy climbed out of her pod. Two hundred people found reasons to be doing something on that floor.

“I did.”

“They tell me it was a very pretty circuit.” Odessa took the rail in both hands. “There’s a story going around that the Wall’s champion is being throttled by a conspiracy of instruments. There’s another story that a deck-tech touched your equipment on live broadcast and it read twenty-seven points high, which is what happens when you touch equipment.”

“There’s a third story,” Signy said, “that you’ve been standing at Gate Nine for five days explaining to people why the ready flight held for four minutes and eleven seconds.”

That went in. I watched it go in. Odessa squared up where she stood, jaw hardening, and her gaze cut once toward the Gate Nine board before locking back on Signy with very fast, very ugly arithmetic in it. She did not flinch. She did not have an answer, and it was the first time I ever felt anything for her except caution.

“I sat in a cradle,” she said, “with my hand on the throttle rail and a countersign I could not get. And I will carry that for the rest of my life, Larke, and it has nothing to do with what’s bolted into your cradle.”

“Then say what you came to say.”

“Section nine,” Odessa said. “Requalification duel. You’re flagged, you’re suspended, and there’s a petition floating around the crews with your technician’s name on it that half this academy has read.” Her mouth flattened, sharp and humorless. “I’ll save you the wait. Sim hall, one hour, full contact, whoever’s watching gets to watch. You say you’re not unstable. Prove it against a ranked pilot.”

The gallery had filled. Word travels through a hangar like current through wet steel.

“You’re not authorized to grant a section nine,” Signy said.

“No. This isn’t your requalification. This is a duel.” Odessa leaned on the rail. “Malfunction to malfunction. Yours is a technical anomaly. Mine is that I sat still for four minutes and eleven seconds while a Cat-2 walked into a cadet field. Let’s find out which one of us is broken.”

Eight hundred people were in that gallery by the time the pods came up.

Poppy got to the rail before I did. She went in at hip height, elbows first, and three men who outweighed her twice over made way for her without ever quite deciding to.

“Tell me the pods don’t read her rig file,” she said.

“The pods read her rig file.”

“Say it in words I’m allowed to be angry about.”

“A pod builds a woman the cradle her rig file says she flies,” I said. “Whatever the brick permits her out on the apron, the pod permits her in the box, to the tenth of a point. Kane goes in at sixty. Larke goes in at fifty-five, because somebody turned a screwdriver in an impound dock on Tuesday night.”

Poppy looked at the two pods, and then at the gallery board, and went quiet for about a second and a half, which out of her is a eulogy.

“That’s not a duel,” she said.

“It’s a duel,” I said. “It’s a duel with a thumb on the scale, and eight hundred people are going to watch where the thumb is.”



Odessa Kane did not win that duel because Signy was distracted, or unlucky, or badly served by her equipment.

She won it because she was, that morning, the better tactician, and because she had five more points of output than the woman she was fighting.

The sim environment was Sector Twelve: an urban ruin, four square kilometers of collapsed housing blocks and a raised overpass running through the middle of it. Two frames, sim blades, no ranged weapons.

Razorback is a wrestler. Odessa flew it like one: heavy, low, forward pressure, closing the distance and refusing to give it back. Longstride is a knife. Signy gave ground in patient increments and made Odessa pay a little for every meter of it.

The first three minutes belonged to Signy and everybody in that gallery knew it.

She used the housing blocks. That is the whole art of Sector Twelve and nobody has ever done it better: she put ruined masonry between herself and Razorback, drew Odessa into a street too narrow for a wrestler to use her mass, and cut her twice, high on the shoulder plate, with the blade held short. Neither cut mattered. Both cuts were a message, and the message was I can reach you and you cannot reach me, and the gallery started making noise about it.

Odessa did not chase. That was the first thing that frightened me.

A worse pilot chases. Odessa Kane backed out of the street, put her shoulder into a stairwell tower, and brought fourteen meters of it down across the mouth of the alley, and then she stood in the rubble and waited, because a knife has to come to you eventually, and a wrestler does not.

“She’s shutting the ground,” Poppy said. She had climbed onto the gallery rail beside me and nobody had told her to get down. “She’s taking the map away. Wade, she’s taking the map away.”

She was. Over four minutes Odessa Kane methodically destroyed Sector Twelve. Every piece of cover Signy used, she collapsed as she went past it, and she did it without hurrying and without ever once overextending, and by the six-minute mark the two frames were standing in a flat gray field of their own making, and the knife had nowhere to hide from the wrestler.

She gave Signy the overpass.

She backed toward the piers and left the raised deck open, which is the one high line on that map, and a pilot who takes the high line owns the fight. It was a gift. It was obviously a gift. Signy did not take it, because Signy Larke does not take gifts, and I watched Odessa’s frame settle its weight and understood that she had known that too.

She had not been offering the overpass. She had been finding out what Signy would refuse.

“She’s ranging her,” I said.

“She’s what?”

“She’s putting things in front of her to see what she says no to. She’s built a profile of what Larke won’t do.” I had my hand flat on the gallery rail, and I do not remember putting it there. “Now she’ll offer her something she can’t refuse.”

Then Odessa hung an arm.

She came around the overpass pier and she was a half-beat slow bringing her left arm back into guard, and the gap under it opened, and it was there for three-quarters of a second.

It was the finest piece of bait I have seen a pilot lay. She had opened it twice before in the previous two minutes, at range, where it cost nothing, so that by the third time it was not an opening, it was a habit, and Signy had already logged it as a habit.

And a takedown from under a hanging arm is not a gift. It is work. It is the hardest legitimate opening in the manual and it is the one thing a pilot who refuses gifts will always believe she has earned.

Signy went for it.

She committed Longstride’s whole mass into the gap under that arm, going for a takedown that would have ended it, and Odessa dropped her hips and let her come in and closed the arm and had her.

They locked. Blades crossed high, hands on wrists, two frames chest to chest, and the whole thing collapsed into the only contest that lock permits, which is a straight comparison of how much output each pilot can put through her arms.

The whole gallery leaned forward.

The two Index feeds hung side by side on the gallery board.

KANE, O. / 60.0 LARKE, S. / 55.0

And that is when the sim hall stopped being a sim hall and became an arithmetic problem with eight hundred people working on it.

Signy held her for seven seconds. In the pod, through the glass, I could see her spine drawn into that arch, her arms shaking, her jaw locked at the right hinge. On the floor of the sim, Longstride’s feet were carving trenches in the dead gray ground, and the trenches were going backward, four centimeters at a time.

I had a hand on the rail and the rail was telling me nothing, because there was nothing in that hall to feel except a woman being outweighed by five points on a board.

At the eighth second, Longstride’s guard gave by about the width of a blade.

Razorback’s sim blade went in under her arm and through the cockpit block, and the pod lights went red, and the hall made a noise like a wave going out.

Kill.

Odessa’s pod cracked open. She climbed out and stood on the platform breathing hard, and she did not celebrate, because she was not that person, and she looked up at the gallery board with her hands on her hips and read the two numbers hanging there.

Sixty. Fifty-five.

And the whole gallery read them at the same time.

I have never heard a room understand something all at once before. It was not a cheer. It was a low ugly muttering that started at the back of the gallery and rolled down to the floor, and what it was saying, in every accent on the Wall, was: five points.

Five points decided it.

Beside me a crane chief with thirty years on the deck said, to nobody, “She held her at fifty-five for seven seconds. Seven seconds. I’ve watched line pilots lose that lock in two.”

Down on the floor, a gun hand off Battery Six was doing the sum out loud on his fingers for the men around him, and getting the same answer every time, and getting louder about it.

And everybody in that hall knew who had set the five points, and knew there was no reviewer’s name in the field, and knew that five days ago the woman who had just lost had torn a Cat-2’s jaw off with a broken leg while forty thousand people watched from under the Wall.

Somebody in the upper gallery booed.

They were not booing Odessa Kane. It took her a beat to work that out, and I watched her work it out. She squared up first, because squaring up is what she does with everything, chin coming around toward the noise, ready to take it. Then she heard what the noise was actually saying, which was not her name and not cheat and not fix, but a number, over and over, chanted the way a crowd chants a score.

Fifty-five. Fifty-five. Fifty-five.

And I watched the true believer standing on the platform below the board look up at a gallery that was furious on behalf of the woman she had just beaten fairly, and I watched her not understand it at all. She stood there with sim-sweat in her violet hair and her hands going slowly slack on her hips, and for about four seconds the finest young pilot on the Wall had absolutely no idea what she had just won.

She picked her helmet up off the platform and walked off it, and the gallery got louder behind her, and she did not look back at the board again.



She found me at the pod bank while the hall emptied.

I had my head in Pod Nineteen’s accumulator housing again, because the accumulator was still bad and I am not paid to have opinions.

“Kessler.”

I came out. Up close she was a head shorter than me and gave the strong impression of being heavier, and there was sim-sweat at her hairline turning the violet dark.

“Kane.”

“You built a rumor,” she said. “Section nine. The crews are carrying it around like a loaded driver. A decade nobody’s invoked that statute, and now every rigger on this deck can quote it.”

“It’s a good statute.”

“It’s a statute that lets a flagged pilot fly her way out of a safety flag.” Her eyes went over me and priced me. “The flags are there because sync kills people. Because it killed a hundred and forty-one in one night fifteen years ago, and everything you touch, everything you’re doing, is somebody standing on those graves saying what if we tried it again.”

She meant it. That was the thing I never managed to put down. There was not one gram of cynicism in Odessa Kane.

“You believe the Limiter saves lives,” I said.

“I know it does.”

“Then you’ve never asked why it saves them at exactly sixty.”

She opened her mouth. She closed it.

Then she put her hand out.

She did not have to. It was not a friendly gesture and it was not a hostile one, and I think, in the end, Odessa Kane offered her hand to a deck-tech because she had just been booed by a full gallery for winning, and shaking a man’s hand was a thing that had rules.

I took it.

Two seconds. That was all.

Her grip was enormous and controlled. And through her palm, up through the wrist, her body told my hands what it told them, without asking me first, the way you cannot smell nothing.

The right shoulder.

The joint sat over-rotated in its capsule, and it had been sitting like that for at least a year, and every muscle from her neck to her ribs had been quietly rebuilding itself around the fault to hold the arm where it needed to be. The compensation was masterful. The compensation was going to cost her the arm. There was a hot deep ache in the capsule and a fine grinding when she brought the elbow across her body, and she had been feeding herself something for it, because there was a chemical flatness in the tremor of her hand that did not belong to a woman of twenty-two.

She would have hidden it from her own med checks by loading the left side during the tests. It is what I would have done.

I let go of her hand.

“You took her weight through your left,” I said, quietly, so that nobody at the pod bank heard it. “The whole lock. Eight seconds, and your right arm did nothing but hold position, and you still won.”

Odessa Kane’s right shoulder came up and guarded, and I do not think she knew she had done it.

For half a beat, the arithmetic left her stare. Her mouth parted once before she shut it, and the woman in front of me looked much younger.

I turned around and put my head back in the accumulator housing, because there was nothing else to say, and because a man who has just handed somebody something they did not ask for should not stand there waiting to be thanked.

I heard her boots go four steps.

Then I heard them stop, for about three seconds, and then go on.



The deed landed at six that evening.

There was no announcement. A line in the roster feed changed, quietly, at shift handover, and within the hour the whole deck had read it:

LARKE, S. / SUSPENSION EXTENDED PENDING TECHNICAL REVIEW. SIM RESULT CONFIRMS INSTABILITY UNDER LOAD.

Signy read it standing in the middle of Hangar Three with her helmet under her arm.

Confirms instability under load. She had lost a wrestling match by five points of output, and somebody had taken that and written it down as evidence that she was unsafe, and there was no name in the reviewer field, and there never would be.

The deck’s mood came off the rail like weather.

I watched a hundred men and women stop working and stand and look at that board, and I watched Merrow, who is thirty and enormous and afraid of Poppy Renner, take his cap off and throw it on the floor.

Bram put a hand on my arm. The bad one.

“Careful,” he said. “This is how it starts.”

“How what starts?”

“A deck,” he said, “deciding.”



Signy came to the workshop at nine that night and stood in the doorway with her arms crossed tight, and she did not sit down.

“I want the tandem,” she said.

I turned around from the bench.

“There was a cradle bay behind the pilot’s cradle in the old frames,” she said. “It’s in the drawings. It’s plated over on every hull we fly. Cut it open, put a man in it, and if he had his hand on my spine-port for a whole sortie…”

“Yes.”

She stopped.

“Yes?”

I pulled the drawings out from under the bench and unrolled them across it and put a driver on each corner.

Longstride, dorsal section, spine-cradle assembly, and behind it the closed bay, and in the bay, drawn in my handwriting in machinist’s shorthand: a jump seat, a five-point harness, an arm brace, and a hand rest at the height and angle of the back of a pilot’s neck.

Signy read the drawing the way she read a sortie brief. Top to bottom. Then again.

“How long have these existed?”

“Since Wednesday.”

“You were going to ask me.”

“I was going to build it,” I said, “and then ask you.”

She put her fingertips on the drawing.

“Rules,” I said. “You need them now, because in a sortie there won’t be time. It runs on skin. My palm on your port, bare. Break the contact and the anchor drops, and the output sags back toward the cap in a couple of seconds. Not instantly, and not gently either.”

“Two seconds.”

“Call it two. Second thing.” I tapped the gray brick drawn in cross-section between the rig and the cradle. “The governor’s still bolted in. The anchor path runs parallel to it, which is why it works at all, and the governor doesn’t like that. It fights it. Everything you take above sixty, you take through a machine designed to stop you, and it grinds.”

“Meaning what.”

“Meaning it’ll hurt,” I said. “Meaning I’ll feel it hurting you, and I’ll be able to tell you exactly which pathways are getting sawed on, and there won’t be one thing either of us can do about it until that brick comes out of your frame.”

Signy Larke stood over the drawings with the worklight on her face until the bulb warmed the paper.

“Then take it out,” she said.

“Not yet. Take it out now and they impound the frame, arrest me, and write it up as a technician sabotaging a suspended pilot’s rig. Nobody in Bastion would blink.” I rolled the drawings up. “It comes out when taking it out is the least interesting thing happening.”

“And until then I fly through it.”

“Until then you fly through it, and every point above sixty costs you, and I log it.”

She reached out and took my right wrist and turned it over, and pushed the sleeve up with her thumb, and looked at the tracery crossing the elbow. She did not say anything about that either. She was learning to leave certain things unsaid, which for her was a form of tenderness.

“When?” she said.

The roster feed on my bench panel chimed.

We both looked at it.

LARKE, S. / ASSIGNED: CONVOY ESCORT, SHALE FLATS BURIAL RUN, DEPART 0500 TUESDAY. FRAME: LONGSTRIDE (RELEASED FROM IMPOUND, LIMITED SERVICE).

The burial run. Twice a year the Flats convoy goes out past the Wall to the old sector cemeteries with a hundred and ten civilian trucks and comes back empty, and it is the worst posting on the roster: fourteen hours of open ground, thin cover, no glory, and a suspended pilot to fly overwatch on it because a suspended pilot cannot be trusted with anything that matters.

Longstride released from impound the moment a job appeared that nobody wanted.

Signy started to laugh, and stopped, because it was not funny.

“They’ve given me back my frame,” she said, “to walk a hundred trucks of coffins across the Shale Flats at fifty-five.”

I was already looking at the ceiling of the workshop, running the geometry, exactly as I had run the barrier line at section twelve.

Fourteen hours. Open ground. Beyond the Wall, where the boards do not reach and the cameras do not go, but where a hundred and ten truck drivers and a convoy master and an ace on distant overwatch would all be watching with their own eyes.

No feed. No board. No number for anybody upstairs to switch off.

Just a hundred and ten people with nothing to do for fourteen hours but look at the sky.

“Tuesday,” I said, and pulled the drawings back out.

They rolled the impound gate back at eleven that night, and Hangar Three did not wait for a work order.

By midnight there were forty people under that frame. Nobody had asked them and nobody was going to thank them. They had spent six days being told that knee was somebody else’s problem, and the moment the wire came off the dock they swarmed it. Merrow had the failed casting cut out of the leg before two in the morning. Andic walked the replacement over on the bay crane at a crawl, with half the night shift standing underneath a load they had no business standing under, because they were not going to watch it from the rail.

They got it seated by Monday evening. When it was in I put my palm flat on the new casting and felt cold, straight, honest metal all the way down, and I stood there with my hand on it longer than I needed to.

But that first night, with forty riggers and a bay crane and every worklight in the bay crowded under Longstride’s left leg, nobody looked twice at three people working up on the dorsal plating.

I bolted the tandem cradle into Longstride’s dorsal bay while the knee swarm made all that noise beneath us, with Bram holding the light and Poppy inside the spine housing running the harness lines. We finished the frame of it at four in the morning and none of us signed anything, and we had a day left to run the harness properly and load-test the arm brace with a sandbag.

Poppy dropped out of the spine housing, landed in a crouch, and stood up looking at what we had just put inside a suspended ace’s frame.

“Okay,” she said. “So what’s the objective?”

“Tuesday,” I said. “Past the Wall, where the boards don’t reach and there’s nothing to black out. We prove it in front of a hundred and ten truck drivers and a convoy master with thirty years of paperwork behind her.”

Poppy’s grin came up so wide it looked like it hurt.

“Oh,” she said. “That’s filthy.”


Chapter 6: Tandem

“Contact,” I said, and put my bare palm flat on the back of Signy Larke’s neck.

“Contact,” she said back.

I sat with my knees jammed against a spine housing, a five-point harness across my chest, and an arm brace holding my right shoulder in a position no shoulder wants to be in. The tandem cradle bay is one meter forty by one meter ten and it was designed by somebody who had never been inside one.

Longstride walked.

It is not like riding in a vehicle. A vehicle transmits the road. A frame transmits itself, and I sat inside the dorsal bay of a five-story war machine with my hand on the woman flying it, and both of them came up through me at once.

Through the deck plates under my boots: the frame. Hip actuators taking the stride, the left knee’s fresh casting returning the footfall a fraction sharper than the right because it was new and the metal had not yet settled into the rest of the machine. Ankles absorbing two hundred tons at every step. The long structural shudder through the spine when she came down off a shale bank.

Through my palm: the pilot.

Her pulse, steady at fifty-eight. Her breathing, counted, four in and four out. The pathways running down her arms lighting in sequence as she moved Longstride’s arms, and I could feel which muscles she was not using, and I could feel the governor.

I could always feel the governor. That was the thing I had not expected. Bolted between her rig and her cradle, thirty centimeters from my hand, a gray brick with four cap bolts, and through her skin it read as a pressure. A hand on a throat. Everything she was ran up against it and stopped, and the stopping had a texture, a fine constant grinding, like a bearing running dry.

She had lived inside that for three years and called it Tuesday.

“Report,” Signy said.

“Left knee’s cold. New casting, it’ll bed in by hour four. Number-two hip actuator’s got a slow seep on the return line, it’ll want a gasket in a week.” I shifted my hand a half centimeter and read her pathways again. “You’re at fifty-five and you’re not fighting me and your hands are warm. Your left hand’s warm, Larke.”

A pause on the comm.

“It’s been numb since I was twenty,” she said.

Out ahead of us in the gray pre-dawn, the convoy came through Gate Six: a hundred and ten trucks, flatbeds and box-haulers and eight of the long low ones that everybody looked away from. The Shale Flats burial run goes out to the old sector cemeteries twice a year with what is left of the people the Wall did not save, and it comes back empty, and no pilot with a career worth protecting has ever been assigned to it.

“Longstride, Falconet.” Juno Vail’s voice came in flat and easy. “I’m at four hundred meters on your left, or as we say in the trade, I’m freezing in a can and I can’t feel my feet. Confirm you have a passenger.”

“Confirmed,” Signy said.

“Because from up here your dorsal plating looks like somebody cut a door in it.”

“Somebody did.”

“Huh,” Juno said. “My wife says hello, Kessler. My wife also says that if you break Larke she will come down to Hangar Three and speak to you at length about it, and I want you to understand that this is a real threat, because she is a quartermaster and she knows where your parts come from.”

“Tell her I’ll be careful,” I said.

“Nobody’s ever careful,” Juno said. “That’s why she bakes.”

The Wall fell behind us at twenty past six in the morning.

I had been beyond it three times in my life, all of them on salvage details, and every time the same thing happened to me at the ninety-minute mark, when the Wall dropped below the horizon and the sky finished all the way around, and there was nothing at all in any direction that a human being had made.

The Shale Flats run two hundred kilometers of gray pan and broken ridge. Somewhere out there under it is a country. There were four cities on this ground and now there are cemeteries, and the convoy went out to them at nineteen kilometers an hour with a suspended ace walking overwatch.

Around hour three I put my head back against the housing and let my hand read her in silence while the convoy dust crawled up the horizon.

I felt when she began to enjoy herself.

It came up through my palm as a change in the way she carried the frame: less correction, more sweep, the difference between a woman walking to work and a woman walking. She took Longstride up a shale ridge instead of around it because the sight lines were better, and she did it with her left leg loaded, and the new casting held, and I felt her feel that.

“You’re grinning,” I said.

“I am not grinning.”

“Your zygomatic pathway is lit up like a tool wall.”

“That’s not a thing you can read.”

“It’s not,” I agreed. “Your reflection’s in the canopy glass.”

Signy Larke told me, in her clipped and precise voice, to do something to myself that was anatomically ambitious, and four hundred meters up, Juno Vail said, “Say again, Longstride?” and the entire convoy net heard nothing at all, because Signy had thumbed the channel off first, which meant she had thought about it.

At hour four we came down into the dry riverbed at Kessel Wash, and the skirmishers took us.



Six of them.

A Cat-1 is six meters at the shoulder, long-limbed, fast in the sprint, and it hunts by noise and heat. A pack of six is a lot of teeth for a convoy with two escorting frames, and it is also, on paper, ten minutes of work for one ace.

They came out of the cut bank on the left in a rush, and Signy killed the first one before I had finished registering that it existed, a straight lateral swipe with Longstride’s forearm that folded it in half against the bank.

Five things happened that were not on paper.

Two skirmishers broke right, crossed under the convoy’s nose at a dead sprint, and went to ground behind the shale spine on the far side. Two more held at the cut bank, in cover, and did not charge. The last one ran down the wash to the convoy’s tail and stopped, and stood, and waited.

Nobody in that riverbed was moving toward the noise.

“Longstride, hold.” Juno’s voice had gone entirely flat, and four hundred meters up she was looking at all of it at once, which is what overwatch is for. “Hold, hold. Look at your left. Look at your six.”

“I see it.”

“You do not see it, Larke, look at the shape of it.” A three-second pause with nothing in it but the hiss of the open channel. “Two in cover, two crossed to flank, one to cut the tail, one to hold your attention, and the one that held your attention is the one you just killed. That’s an envelopment. That’s a child’s envelopment, but it’s an envelopment.”

“Cat-1s don’t flank,” Signy said.

“I’ve flown against them for six years and no, they do not.” Juno’s voice did something I had never heard in it. “They chase noise. That’s the whole animal. Larke, the two on your left crossed behind the trucks and didn’t touch them.”

Under my palm, Signy’s pulse had come up eight points and steadied.

I put my mouth close to the comm mic.

“Both of you give me a breath,” I said, “and let me think about the ground.”

They shut up. That is a thing I still do not entirely have words for. I was a deck-tech in a hole in a frame’s back, and an ace and a wing overwatch stopped talking because I asked them to.

The wash ran east to west, ten meters deep, with a choke at the western end where an old bridge pier had come down and narrowed the channel to twenty meters. The convoy was strung out over eight hundred meters and it could not turn around. The animals had put themselves on both sides of it and behind it, and if they came in together across the open pan, we would lose trucks, and the trucks had people in them.

There was one place where six animals could only arrive one and two at a time.

“The pier choke,” I said. “Western end. Signy, you take the choke and you hold it, and you don’t come out of it, whatever you hear behind you. Juno, don’t kill anything. Push them. Come down the wash from the east and make so much noise that the only comfortable direction is west.”

“You want me to drive them into her,” Juno said.

“I want you to drive them into a twenty-meter gap with an ace standing in it.”

A pause.

“Convoy, this is Falconet, close up and go to twelve kilometers an hour and do not stop for anything.” Juno’s engines came up, a long tearing sound out of the overcast. “Executing. Kessler, when this works, I’m telling my wife it was your idea, and when it doesn’t, I’m telling her it was Larke’s.”

Signy put Longstride into the choke.

“Kessler.”

“Yes.”

“Take the governor off me.”

“I can’t take it off,” I said. “I can only carry what it won’t let you spend.”

I set my palm flat against the port, and I got my other hand around the arm brace, and I braced my boots on the housing.

“Then do that,” she said.

I opened my hand.



The HUD repeater in the tandem bay is a strip of amber the size of a ruler, and I watched the number come up on it while a hundred and ten trucks of the dead rolled past below us.

55.0

63.8

77.1

88.4

96.2

And it stayed there: a plateau, flat and hard as her circuit trace, and I sat behind her with my hand on her neck and felt the reservoir come out of that woman like water out of a broken dam.

The first skirmisher came around the pier at sixty kilometers an hour.

Signy did not step back. She reached out, took it by the throat and the hind leg as it passed, and threw it into the pier.

The animal weighed thirty tons. It hit the concrete and the concrete lost.

The second came in on the low line, jaw open, and she went down to meet it, hooked its lower jaw with Longstride’s left hand, put the right hand on the back of its skull, and closed. There was a wet crack that came up through the frame and into my boots, and she dropped it and it did not move.

Two dead in the first exchange, in under seven seconds, by a woman who a week earlier had needed two minutes and a broken leg to survive one.

And it hurt her.

I felt it. Every point above sixty ran through that gray brick, and the brick fought it, and the fighting had a texture: a hot dry sawing, deep in her cervical pathways, a bearing running without oil.

She was flying at ninety-six point two through a machine designed to hold her at sixty, and it was grinding her down as she did it.

“Governor’s biting,” I said. “How bad?”

“I can carry it.” Longstride pivoted and put an elbow into a skirmisher’s shoulder hard enough to throw it back out of the gap on its side. “Three.”

“Three what?”

“Three left. Falconet, where are they?”

“Coming to you.” Juno came down the wash at four hundred meters and the noise of her passing lifted shale off the banks. “Two together, one trailing. They don’t like me at all.”

They came around the pier together, side by side, which is the only mistake left when your enemy has chosen the ground.

Signy caught the left one under the jaw with a rising strike that took its head halfway off, and she got the right one across her hip and went with it. She let it come. She rolled with the tackle, hooked her leg over its shoulder, and I felt her hips and spine drive through the whole action, and Longstride broke a Cat-1’s back over her raised knee like a man snapping kindling.

I felt her joy. That is what the echo gives me: not thoughts, never thoughts. Only what runs through the body. Her heart was at a hundred and fifty and her breath was even and there was a hot bright surge coming up her pathways that was not fear and not fury, and I sat in a hole in her back with lightning burning up my arm and grinned into the dark like a lunatic.

Because she was doing this.

Because they had told her for three years that this was not in her, and she had believed them, and it had been in her the entire time.

“Five down,” Signy said. “Falconet, where’s the sixth?”

There was a silence on the channel that lasted one and a half seconds.

“It’s not with me,” Juno said.



It had not gone around the convoy.

It had gone under it, along the far side of the truck line, in the dead ground where an aircraft cannot see and a frame in a choke cannot reach, and it came up at the ninth truck from the tail, one of the long low ones, still six hundred meters short of the pier, and it went for the cab.

Six hundred meters. Signy was through the choke and running before Juno finished the sentence, and Longstride at ninety-six point two can cover six hundred meters in about fifteen seconds.

It was going to take that animal twelve.

I sat in the tandem bay and did the arithmetic. I have done it again since, in quiet rooms, with a pencil, and it comes out the same every time.

We were not going to arrive. Not at ninety-six. Not through a governor that ate her acceleration, not with the frame’s stride limited by what the actuators could take at that output.

“Kessler,” Signy said. Just my name, in that flat clipped voice, with a truck driver twelve seconds from dying in it.

I set my heels. I got my right palm hard against the port and my left hand around her cradle frame so that I was in contact along my whole forearm.

And I stopped protecting myself.

There is nothing to it. That is the horror of it. You simply stop holding the door and let the whole ocean in.

The governor screamed. I felt it through her skin, that gray brick hitting a load it was never built to see, and the pressure came through the parallel path and into me, and up my arm, and into my chest, and my vision went from gray at the edges to gray in the middle.

The HUD strip in front of me climbed.

98.1

99.4

99.9

And it stopped saying anything at all. The number went out. In its place the strip lit a fault code, TELEMETRY SATURATED, because the recorder in that frame had been built to log a pilot who could not exceed sixty and had been asked to log something else.

My hands told me what the machine would not. She went past it. She went well past it, for four seconds, and Longstride’s stride opened up like a brake had finally released, and two hundred tons of frame crossed a dry riverbed faster than any Limited machine had a right to move.

She hit the skirmisher at the truck’s front bumper and took it away from the cab, and they went down the far embankment together, and she killed it with her hands somewhere at the bottom of the wash where nobody could see.

Longstride stood up.

I was bleeding out of my nose and into my mouth and I did not tell anyone. I sat in the tandem bay with my palm on her neck and my whole right side numb to the shoulder and the world at the far end of a long pipe, and I heard the convoy master come up on the net swearing in three languages, and I heard Juno Vail say something about her wife, and I kept my hand exactly where it was, because the sortie was not over until the ramp came down.

We walked back to the Wall for six hours.

At some point Signy said my name, twice, and then said, “Your hand’s shaking,” and I said, “It’s the frame,” and she said nothing else, and she took Longstride home twenty minutes faster than the convoy required.

I got two steps down the ramp in Hangar Three and my legs stopped belonging to me.



Maren had me on a cot inside three minutes with a line in my arm and her thumb pulling my eyelid up.

“Nosebleed,” she said. “Pupillary asymmetry. Blood pressure like a man who’s been struck by lightning, which, and I want to be very clear about this, is not a comparison, it is a diagnosis.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re conscious, which is not the same thing, and the fact that you don’t know that frightens me more than your pupils do.” She pushed my sleeve up to the shoulder and stopped. The tracery ran past my elbow on the right, and there was a new fork of it going up the outside of my forearm on the left, silver and raised and quietly permanent. Maren studied it over the rims of her glasses. “How much of this is new.”

“Some.”

“Kessler.”

“Eight centimeters,” I said. “Both arms.”

She wrote nothing. She capped her pen and put it in her pocket, which I had learned to read as the most alarming thing that woman did.

“There is a version of my job,” Dr. Ilsa Maren said, “in which I enter neurological injury of unknown etiology on a chart, and a colonel reads that chart, and you disappear into a technical review with no reviewer in the field. And there is another version in which I write exhaustion and hand you a bag of saline and threaten you.” She hung the bag on the hook with a snap. “I am doing the second one. I have been doing the second one since the exhibition. I want you to understand precisely what it is costing me.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t.” She pulled the curtain. “There is a woman outside my bay who has been standing there for twenty minutes with her helmet still on. She has now asked me twice, with great politeness, whether she may come in, and the second time she asked, she was not polite.”

Signy came through the curtain.

She had not changed. She was still in the sync-suit, still soaked black to the collarbone, hair plastered to her throat, and she stood at the foot of the cot with her helmet under her arm and looked at me with a face I had not seen on her before.

“Get out,” she said to Maren.

“This is my bay.”

“Doctor.”

Maren went, with the air of a woman who had recorded the exchange for later.

Signy put the helmet down on the cot very gently, which is how I knew.

“You went past it,” she said.

“There was a man in that truck.”

“You went past it and you didn’t tell me, and I flew home for six hours with your hand on my neck bleeding into your own mouth.” Her voice was completely level and that is the only reason I understood how far past furious she had gone. “I could feel your pulse through the port. Do you know that? I’ve been feeling your pulse since Kessel Wash. It was one-ninety, Wade. For nineteen minutes.”

“The kill dropped. The convoy’s home.”

“I don’t want the convoy home at that price.”

“Yes, you do,” I said. “So do I. That’s the whole problem and neither of us is going to fix it lying here.”

She stared at me.

Then she picked up my chart off the end of the cot, read it, took Maren’s pen out of her own pocket, which meant she had stolen it, and signed me out against medical advice in a hand so precise it looked printed.

From beyond the curtain, Dr. Ilsa Maren said, at conversational volume, to nobody: “In twenty-five years I have never once been listened to, and I would like that carved on my headstone.”



Hangar Three at midnight is the best room in the world.

The day shift is gone and the night crew is four men on the far side of the floor, and the frames stand in their cradles with the worklights off, and the whole enormous space ticks and settles like an engine cooling.

I was walking under Longstride’s foot on my way to the workshop when Signy shoved me.

Both hands, flat on my chest, and she put her whole shoulder into it, and I went back three steps into the rigging cage and the steel rang.

“Nineteen minutes,” she said.

I caught her wrists mid-shove.

She had come in for a second one, and I caught both wrists in the air, and I stepped forward instead of back, and Signy Larke found herself walking backward with her hands trapped and her spine coming up against the cage frame.

Everything in her face changed.

“You done?” I said.

Her breath was going hard. Her pupils were huge. Under my thumbs her pulse was hammering and it was not fury, or it was not only fury, and I had my hand on the pulse of a woman I had spent fourteen hours reading through a spine-port.

“No,” she said.

“Then hold still.”

I put her wrists together over her head and held them there with one hand and looked at her.

She was still in the sync-suit and it was soaked through and it had stopped hiding anything at all hours ago. The zip was down to her sternum. The black under-layer had gone translucent over her ribs and it clung, and the high firm weight of her chest shifted against it every time she failed to control a breath. Her nipples stood up hard through two layers of wet fabric. She had spent twenty minutes shouting at me in a cold hangar, and her body had already filed a different report.

The flush was climbing her throat.

“There are rigging straps,” I said, “at your left hand.”

Signy turned her head. Two loops of orange webbing hung off the cage frame, the kind we use to sling actuator housings, soft-edged and rated for six tons.

She looked back at me. Her chin came up. Her voice was clipped and level and absolutely certain, the voice she calls kill-lanes in.

“Use them,” she said.

“Say it properly.”

“Tie my hands to that frame.” No flinch, no drop of the eyes, storm-gray and dark-ringed and steady on mine. “Do it now. Don’t ask me twice.”

I webbed her wrists to the cage with two turns and a friction lock, checked the loops with two fingers, and watched her test them once with her whole body, the way a pilot tests a harness.

They did not give.

Something went through her face when she understood that. It started at the mouth, and it never got as far as her eyes before it turned into something else entirely, and she stopped testing the straps.

I stopped asking her anything.

I field-stripped that sync-suit the way I would strip a fouled actuator. Zip to the hips. Thumbs under the seam. Peeling the wet black skin of it off her shoulders, down her arms as far as the webbing allowed, then working it over the flare of her hips with both hands, because soaked sync fabric does not come off a woman shaped like that without an argument.

It came away from her hips with a long wet drag, and the sound she made under it was low and broken open, nothing at all like the voice that calls kill-lanes, and I felt it land somewhere under my sternum.

It stopped at her knees. I left it there and stepped back one pace, under the foot of her own frame, and looked at what I had.

Her arms up and strung. Her waist narrow enough that my hands would have met around it, and the hips flaring off it wide and heavy, and her lower back already drawing itself into that deep hollow she cannot help, three years of spine-cradle written into her spine, her ass tipped up and back toward nothing but cold steel.

Her tits rode high with her arms stretched over her head, nipples pulled tight and dark.

Between her thighs she was bare and swollen and wet enough that the worklight found it, a slick shine running all the way down.

I did not touch her while her pulse climbed. I put my free hand on the cage frame instead and closed it until the cold steel bit into the burn welts across my knuckles, because my right arm was still full of Kessel Wash and every beat of my heart went down it like a hammer down a rail. My mouth had gone dry as a foundry floor. I stood there and let all of it run and watched what being looked at was doing to the pulse under my thumbs.

Seventy. Ninety. A hundred and four.

“Wade.” Barely any air in it.

“I’m reading you.”

I put my hand flat on her stomach and slid it up her ribs and took the full weight of one tit in my palm, dragging my thumb slow across the nipple, and the flush crossed her collarbones while I watched it go.

“Wade.” Her hips came off the cage frame, hunting. “Now.”

“No.”

“Wade…”

“You’re going to learn this tonight,” I said, “and I’m only going to teach it once.”

I got a hand into her hair, wound it once around my knuckles and turned her head, and put my open mouth on her throat over the pulse, and stayed there. Not moving. My teeth resting against the hammering of her while she strained the webbing and got nothing for it.

Then I went down her.

I took a nipple into my mouth and sucked it hard and let it go, and did it again, and she twisted so violently that the cage rang. The other one I worked between finger and thumb, rolling it, pinching, watching the flush spread out from under my hand like heat moving through a plate. She tasted like salt and rain and the machine oil of six hours in a cockpit. Her ribs jumped every time my tongue moved.

“Please,” she said, in that clipped voice with the edges coming off it.

“Not yet.”

I put my hand between her legs.

She was soaked, and she had been soaked for a while. There was a dark patch on the rigging strap between her thighs where she had been braced against it. She had walked out of that med-bay already like this, and she had known exactly what she was going to do about it before she ever put her hands on my chest and shoved.

I keep a ledger for what my hands find. That reading did not go in the ledger. That one I kept.

When I dragged two fingers up the length of her slit and settled them either side of her clit she made a sound like a woman taking a hit.

I circled it exactly as slowly as I wanted to. I timed it to nothing except my own decision.

And I made her count.

“Four in,” I said, with two fingers moving in a rhythm that had nothing to do with her breathing. “Four out. Out loud.”

She stared at me. Signy Larke has counted her breath in a cradle for three years. It is the oldest instrument she owns, the one thing in her body that has never failed to do what she told it, and I took it away from her by handing it back.

“One,” she said. Steady.

“Keep going.”

“Two. Three.” Her voice caught on the fourth and she hauled it level again by main force, and I felt the effort of that through her stomach under my palm, and I did not change what my hand was doing, and I did not stop.

She got to eight.

At eight she said a number that was not a number, and her hips came up off the cage frame hunting my hand, and I took my hand away entirely and held her up in the straps with nothing touching her at all, just the orange webbing biting into her wrists and the cage ringing with every breath she couldn’t spend.

“Start again,” I said.

“Wade.”

“You’ve got a nervous system that can hold a flat line through a controlled fall at sixty kilometers an hour.” I put my mouth against the hinge of her jaw, the bad one, the one she grinds at night. “Hold this.”

She could not. She lasted six the second time, and four the third, and each time I stopped, and each time the shaking got worse and the flush got higher, and somewhere in there the counting stopped being an order and became the only thing she had to hold on to, and she kept doing it after she had lost every reason to.

“Two,” she said, eyes shut, every word costing her something. “Two. Two. I can’t get past two.”

“I know.”

“Wade.”

“Fighting me gets you nothing,” I said against her ear. “You learned that on my bench. You’re just not used to knowing it standing up.”

She sobbed. It came out of her before she could stop it, and I felt her make the decision, felt it in the muscle under my palm: the surrender arriving all at once in a woman who had never surrendered anything, her whole body going loose in the straps and the count dying in her throat.

She stopped counting.

“There,” I said. “There she is.”

The count was dead and the woman underneath it was wide open, and I stopped making her wait.

Two fingers curled up into her, deep, the heel of my hand grinding her clit on every stroke, my other palm spread flat on her stomach to hold her where I wanted her. She clenched down out of rhythm, ragged, nothing in it spaced or counted or spared, and that was how I knew the count was truly gone. Her thighs shook. Her heels came up off the deck.

She came against my hand in under thirty seconds, clamping and pulsing, wet running down my wrist into my sleeve, her head going back against the cage frame with a bang she never noticed.

It did not gentle her. It made her worse.

“Now,” she said. Wrecked. Precise. Still, somehow, exact. “Now. Wade. I need you inside me. I need it now, I need…”

“I know.”

I got my hands under her thighs and lifted her, and her legs went around my waist, and the straps took her weight at the wrists and the cage frame took the rest, and I pushed into her standing up in the middle of Hangar Three with her frame’s foot four meters away.

She was hot and still coming down and I did not hurry one centimeter of it. She had to hold herself open and take me at the speed I set, and there was nothing she could do about the speed I set, and she said my name on the first full stroke like something being torn out of her chest.

I set the pace slow.

She fought it. Of course she fought it. She got her heels into the small of my back and tried to drag me into her rhythm, and I put a hand flat on her hip and pinned it to the cage and took her at exactly the speed I chose, and she moaned and swore and shook and gave up, and the giving up went through her whole body like a system coming online.

The rigging cage rang softly on every stroke. Her tits jumped against my chest. Her breath went hot at my ear and she had stopped counting it hours ago.

“Faster,” she said. “Please. Please, faster, I’ll…”

“Ask properly.”

“Please. Please, Wade. Harder. Please.”

I gave it to her.

I fucked her against that cage until the webbing creaked and the whole rigging frame shivered on its bolts, deep and hard and steady, her thighs locked and useless around me, her back dragging up the steel with every thrust. She was loud. Hangar Three is a hundred meters of cold empty air under a steel roof and it does not keep a secret so much as file it: her voice went up into the beams and came back down thinned and strange and unmistakably hers, and four men on the far side of the floor kept working, and if they heard her they never said so.

My right hand came up her spine and settled flat over her sternum, between her breasts, palm to bare skin.

The contact ran.

And I read her from the inside while I was inside her.

Her heart, sprinting. Her pathways lit end to end, no crazing anywhere along them, the smooth reorganized architecture I had left in her holding under load like a repair that had taken. The reservoir behind it, huge and awake, rolling in its bed.

“Signy.”

“Yes…”

“Ninety-six point two,” I said.

She opened her eyes.

“That’s what you did today,” I said, with my palm on her heart and my cock buried in her and her wrists in orange webbing above her head. “Ninety-six point two through that choke, through a machine built to stop you, and you never wavered once, and I felt every second of it. Do you understand what ninety-six point two means when it’s yours?”

“Wade…”

“Tell me what ninety-six point two means.”

She came apart.

It went through her as it had gone through the frame that morning. Everything at once, no stages, no discipline anywhere in it. Her back drove into an arch that lifted her off the cage and into my chest. Her thighs locked. She seized around my cock and stayed seized, gripping and letting go and gripping again on a rhythm nothing in her had authorized, and I felt every contraction twice, once inside her and once through the palm flat over her heart, her whole nervous system arcing to ground in the same instant.

The flush went scarlet from her navel to her jaw.

And she laughed. She was laughing and sobbing at once with her open mouth against my throat, gone entirely, and what she said, over and over, in that clipped exact voice with the bottom torn clean out of it, was the number.

Ninety-six point two. Ninety-six point two.

I lasted about six strokes of that.

It went through me the way a load goes through a strut that has been carrying too long, no warning, no stages, everything arriving at the same instant. I drove up into her and stayed there and let it have me. My palm never left her heart. I spilled into her in one long shove that did not stop when it should have, and her body would not leave it alone, and she took every last spurt of it and dragged the next one out of me before I had finished giving her the one before.

I did not make a sound. I could not have found one. There was nothing behind my eyes at all except the beat of her under my hand, going and going and going.

She crossed her heels at the small of my back and held me there and would not let me pull out, and I felt her feel it happen: the exact second she registered the heat of it going into her, the aftershock it dragged out of her, the trip and steady of her heart against my palm.

Then my legs went.

Four hours earlier I had been flat on a gurney while Dr. Ilsa Maren described my nervous system in terms I am not going to write down, and my body had not forgotten about it. I locked my knees and held her up anyway, on the straps and my own two arms, and I did not mention it.

She knew. Of course she knew.

Her mouth found my temple and stayed there.

“I’ve got you,” she said into my hair, flat, in the comms voice she uses to call a lane, and I let her have it, and I did not correct her, and that was the nearest thing to a victory either of us won that night.

We stayed like that until the night crew’s coil cart went past on the far side of the floor, and did not slow down. The hangar ticked and cooled around us. My cum ran warm on the inside of her thigh and she did not appear to want it anywhere else.

The tracery on my arms was still cool. The anchor was gentle when nothing was burning.



I got the webbing off her wrists inside eight seconds and she still did not move her arms.

She left them where they were, over her head, hanging, while I turned each wrist under the worklight and looked at it. Two soft red bands, no chafe, capillary refill in under a second.

“Nothing’s pinched,” I said. “Make a fist. Now spread them.”

She made a fist. She spread her fingers. She was watching me do it with her lower lip caught in her teeth.

“You have a bruise on your hip the size of my hand and it isn’t from me,” I said. “That’s from the cradle harness at ninety-six. I’ll pad it.”

She put two fingers on my right shoulder and pressed, and I did not entirely keep it off my face.

“You went down the ramp on this,” she said.

“I went down the ramp on my face. The shoulder took the second half of it.”

“It’s swelling.”

“Wrenched, not torn. It’ll be stiff for a week and then it won’t.” I rolled it, which was a mistake, and rolled it again anyway so that she would watch me do it. “I can tell the difference from the inside. It’s the one advantage.”

“Your nose is bleeding again.”

“It’s crusted. It’s fine.”

“It is not fine.” She got her arms down, finally, and put both hands on my face, one on each side, and held it, and looked at me from about ten centimeters away, and I let her, because I had run out of ways not to.

“Nineteen minutes,” she said, softly this time. “At a hundred and ninety beats a minute. Wade. If you do that in a real fight, with a real clock, I am going to be standing in a cockpit with your body in the bay behind me and no way to put you down.”

“If I don’t do it, somebody in a truck dies.”

“Yes,” she said.

“So.”

“So.” She put her forehead against mine. “So I hate it, and you’re not going to stop, and I’m not going to let you die of it, and I don’t know yet how both of those are going to be true.”

We stood there in the dark under a five-story frame with our arms around each other, and neither of us pretended we had solved anything, and that was the truce.



The commendation came through the next afternoon.

Convoy Master Iela Odom, thirty-one years on the burial run, filed the standard form and then attached four hundred words of her own, which is not standard, and the four hundred words named the tandem cradle, the anchor, the technician in the dorsal bay, and the fact that a hundred and ten trucks had come home with everyone in them because a suspended pilot at fifty-five percent had not been at fifty-five percent.

She sent it up the line. It died somewhere quiet.

She also read it aloud at the convoy barn to a hundred and ten drivers.

By Wednesday the Kessel Wash telemetry was on every crew channel in Bastion: a stability trace flat as glass, an Index plateau at 96.2 with no correction chatter anywhere on it, and, at the end, a brief bloom of fault code that nobody could explain and everybody could read.

I never asked who leaked it. I did not have to. Poppy came into the workshop on Wednesday morning, sat on the bench, swung her boots, and grinned at me with her whole freckled face for a full ten seconds without saying one word.

“Renner.”

“I didn’t do anything,” she said.

“You’re radiating.”

“I’m effervescing. It’s a completely different thing, and you can’t prove it, and also.” She hopped down and put a slate on my bench, and on it were three hundred and ninety replies from riggers, gun crews, cargo drivers, and one anonymous account that was almost certainly a line pilot. “They can impound a frame, Wade.”

She tapped the screen.

“They can’t impound a hundred and ten witnesses.”


Chapter 7: The Wrecked Mule

The number-six Mule’s left hip actuator let go at ten in the morning on a Thursday, at the top of the drill oval, with Ren Okafor inside it.

I was two hundred meters away, in the yard shed, replacing a coil cart cell.

You do not hear that kind of failure. You feel it, and then a half second later everybody who has ever worked a deck starts running, because the sound a hip actuator makes when its retaining ring shears is a sound the human body understands before the ears do.

The Mule was walking the oval at eight kilometers an hour. Its left leg came forward, the hip took the load, and the whole assembly let go, and twenty tons of trainer frame went down on its face at speed and slid twenty meters on the apron.

It cartwheeled.

Nobody expects the right leg to keep driving. It walked the wreck over the top of itself, and the Mule went end for end twice and came to rest on its back with the cockpit block underneath.

The drill instructor got there first. Then Poppy, who had been on the yard rail and who covered ninety meters faster than a woman with legs that short has any right to.

I got there fourth. The canopy was ground into the apron and we could not open it, and there was silence inside, and Poppy went flat on her stomach in the composite dust and put her cheek against the hull and hammered on it with the heel of her hand.

“Okafor! Ren! Talk!”

A very long two seconds.

Then, muffled, through twenty tons of upside-down trainer frame, a young man’s voice said something that would have gotten him four extra laps at any other moment of his life.

Poppy sat back on her heels in the dust and laughed once, high and cracked, and then put both hands over her mouth.

It took the crane rig seventeen minutes to lift the Mule off him. When they cracked the canopy he came out hanging upside down in his harness with his arms folded and an expression of total outrage.

“I’m fine,” he said, to nobody. “I’m fine. The straps held. The straps held, everybody, so why is everyone…”

He got a look at the wrecked hip and stopped talking.

Ren Okafor was nineteen and built like a coat rack and he had done everything wrong while his frame was killing itself, and none of it had mattered, because ten days earlier a girl with grease on her forehead had climbed into his cockpit, decided that a boy who cranks his shoulder straps four turns past spec is a boy who is going to be thrown out of them, and welded a second anchor point low on his harness frame.

He hung in it upside down while a trainer Mule cartwheeled twice, and his hips stayed in the seat, and his spine stayed in a line.

The whole cadet tier came out of the shelter tunnel to look at him. He stood there in the middle of them and said, “It was the low anchor,” to about thirty people who did not know what that meant, and pointed across the apron at Poppy Renner, and said it again, louder.

Poppy waved him off with both hands, embarrassed, grinning, glowing.

That lasted about ninety minutes.



At half past twelve, the yard supervisor pulled the maintenance log for the number-six Mule and read the last four entries out loud to seven people, and every one of them ended with the same initials.

Bay Four. Renner, P.

Poppy Renner had done that frame’s last pre-flight, its last hip service, and its last ring torque. Her signature was on all of it. Her bay. Her tools. Her name.

The deck came apart in about an hour, and it came apart the way a deck does, along lines that were already there.

Half of Hangar Three had watched Poppy Renner call faults across a hangar floor for four years and had never seen her wrong. That half went very quiet and very hard, and they stood around near her bay, doing nothing, in the way that men do when they are deciding whether they are about to be part of something.

The other half were riggers who had been passed over for jobs by a twenty-four-year-old with a teal undercut, and they said what people say.

I heard most of it, because nobody has ever bothered to stop talking when I walk past a coffee urn.

They said she was fast. They said fast is not the same as careful, and that she had been fast for four years and this is what fast buys you. They said she was showy, and that a woman who shouts fault calls across a hangar floor is a woman who wants an audience, and that people who want an audience make their mistakes at speed.

A fitter I had worked beside for three years said, with real regret, as though he were doing her a kindness: “Everybody gets one. Hers just happened to be a ring torque, and there’s nothing subtle about a ring torque, is there. A first-year could see that one coming a week out.”

And a man who had been passed over twice for a bay of his own said the thing that I filed and did not forget: “Well. Now we know why they never let her fly.”

That was the sentence. That was the exact shape of it. The academy had spent four years telling this deck that Poppy Renner was a crew chief and not a pilot, and this deck had believed it, because a deck believes what its own eyes get told often enough, and now a boy was hanging upside down in a wrecked trainer and the men who had watched her be brilliant since she was eighteen were reaching for the explanation the institution had handed them years ago.

Merrow stood up in the middle of the crib and told six of them to shut their mouths, and stood there with his enormous hands shaking, and nobody argued with him and nobody agreed with him either.

At one o’clock a rigger from the freight side took his tool roll out of Bay Four’s rack and moved it three bays down. He did it slowly, and he made sure it was seen.

By two in the afternoon somebody had written a word on the door of Bay Four in grease pencil.

I got there as she came around the corner and saw it.

Poppy stopped.

She was sitting up on the wing rail of a parts cart six seconds later, because she does not stand still when she is hurt, she climbs. Her boots hung off the rail, two sizes too heavy, swinging. Above them her legs were short and hard-muscled, coveralls knotted at the waist over a gray tank, and the knot rode her compact hips with the tool lanyard swinging against her thigh.

I had a coil-cell case in my hand and I set it down on a crate without looking at the crate. I had walked past that parts cart eleven times a day for four years and I had never once let myself do the arithmetic on Poppy Renner in a hangar full of people, and I did it now, in about a second and a half, and I resented the timing of it more than I have ever resented anything.

Her tank had a black smear across the ribs where she had wiped a driver on herself, and under it her chest was small and high and offered no apology to anybody. Her shoulders were bare and freckled, and the freckles ran up over her collarbones and out along her arms, and the whole spray of them had gone dark pink and climbed into her throat while I stood there.

I got two steps toward her and stopped, because thirty men were watching, and a hand on that woman’s shoulder in front of thirty men would not have been comfort. It would have been a verdict.

Then the grin, which arrived last and cost her something. Then the teal undercut, shoved back with a wrist.

And in her right hand, her torque bar.

She was holding it the way you hold a rail on a falling ladder. Every tendon in the back of that small hand stood out white, and her knuckles had gone the color of bone, and she kept turning it over as though she were checking the calibration, and she was not checking anything.

Steady hands, I had said to Bram once, about Poppy Renner. The steadiest on the deck.

They were steady. She was crushing that bar to make them steady.

“Well!” she said, loudly, to the twenty people pretending not to watch. “This is a nightmare! Anybody want to hear about the ring torque? Because I torqued that ring to one-ten and I signed it at one-ten and I will put my hand on the plate and say it to anyone who asks, and I would like everyone to know that the low anchor on Ren Okafor’s harness is a ninety-minute job that I did on my own time and that if I were a sloppy…”

“Renner,” I said.

“…if I were the kind of tech who leaves a ring loose then I would hardly bother…”

“Renner.”

“…I would hardly bother to…”

“Poppy.”

She stopped. The whole hangar heard her stop.

I did not touch her. There were thirty people watching a woman come apart in public and every one of them would remember which way it went, and Poppy Renner had spent her entire life being loud so that nobody would look closely.

“Bring me the wreck,” I said.

She blinked at me.

“Bring me the wreck,” I said again, “and take four riggers, and don’t let anybody touch the hip before I do.”

She went completely quiet, and her eyes came up to mine and stayed there.

She stood up on the cart rail, put two fingers in her mouth, and produced a whistle that emptied the top of my skull.

“MERROW! ANDIC! You two, the crane, now. And somebody get me a tarp and Chief Odell, and if anybody’s hands touch that hip assembly before Kessler’s do, I will find out, and you know I will find out.”

She got down off the cart, walked past the grease-pencil word on her bay door without looking at it, and got to work.



They brought the hip in on a flatbed and set it down in the middle of Hangar Three’s floor at four in the afternoon.

I did not ask for the deck. The deck came.

It came because the crews had watched a screen go gray nine days ago and had watched a suspension get extended and had watched a word appear on a bay door, and because a deck can only be told so many things before it starts wanting to see one.

Three hundred people, standing in a rough circle thirty meters across. Riggers on the gantry stairs. Cadets on the parts racks. The yard supervisor with his log slate, and behind him, at the back, arms folded, Chief Dagan Rusk, sweating in a cold hangar.

The assembly lay on the flatbed under a worklight: the hip yoke, the actuator, the shorn retaining ring in three pieces.

I took my gloves off and put them in my belt.

“I’m going to say what I find,” I said, to nobody in particular, in the voice I use on the deck, which does not carry and somehow always gets heard. “You can watch me find it. Somebody write it down.”

Poppy had a slate before I finished the sentence.

I started at the ring.

The retaining ring on a Mule’s hip actuator is a steel ring twelve centimeters across with four bolt lands, and it is torqued to one hundred and ten newton-meters, and when it lets go, it lets go one of two ways. Either it was undertorqued and it backs off, and you see burnishing on the threads, a bright polish where the fastener has been walking for hours.

Or it was cut.

I picked up the largest of the three ring pieces and held it up so the front two rows could see the fracture face, and then I put my thumb into it.

Metal keeps everything. A fatigue break is rough and beachmarked, ring on ring, like the inside of a tree, and it feels dry under the pad of the thumb. A fresh overload break is bright and crystalline and it feels sharp, a thousand tiny edges that have not yet had time to round.

This one was both, and it took my thumb about four seconds to find out.

The break was crystalline for four-fifths of its length: sudden, violent, an overload failure, a ring that had been asked to take a walking load and had given up all at once. But at the root of the fillet, in a band about two millimeters wide, the metal was smooth: neither fatigued nor torn.

Cut.

A stress riser, a place where somebody has laid a cutting wheel into the root of a fillet so that the ring will hold beautifully at rest and shear the instant it takes a load, feels like exactly what it is.

A groove. Two millimeters deep. Machine-cut, and cut with a steady hand.

“There’s a cut in the fillet root,” I said. “Two millimeters. Somebody laid a wheel in it.”

The deck made a sound. It came off the gantry stairs and rolled down onto the floor and it had a growl in it.

“Come up and feel it,” I said. “Anybody. You don’t need my hands for this one, you need a thumbnail.”

Nobody moved for two seconds. Then a crane chief named Halloran came up out of the front row with his hat in his fist, and put his thumb in the fracture face where I put mine, and his jaw went hard.

“That’s a wheel,” he said, to the deck. “That’s a wheel. There’s a groove in it.”

Two more came up. Then five. Then a fitter from the freight side, who had been standing in the half of the deck that had spent the afternoon saying rookie error, came up and put his thumb into the groove and stayed bent over it while three men behind him waited their turn, and his face went through something on the way back up.

“That’s not what I brought you out here for,” I said, and they went back to their places, and the circle got quieter than it had been. “Look at the bolt lands. Look for burnishing. If that ring backed off under torque, there’ll be a bright polish on the threads a blind man could find.”

I turned the yoke over so the lands faced up.

“There isn’t any. Those threads are dull as a bad weld. The ring never backed off. The ring was torqued and it stayed torqued, right up until the second the cut took it.” I looked up. “Whoever signed one-ten on this ring torqued it to one-ten.”

Somebody at the back said, out loud, “Then she didn’t do it.”

“Then she didn’t do it,” I agreed. “Now I’m going to tell you who did.”

Poppy had stopped writing. She was standing on the flatbed’s edge with the slate hanging from one hand and her mouth slightly open.

I put my palms flat on the actuator housing.

A driver leaves itself in a fastener. Every tool has a character: the exact chatter of a worn bit, the angle a particular man’s wrist prefers, the fraction of a second a heavy hand hangs on the breakaway before he lets the tool click. And a housing that has had a driver on it two hours ago remembers the whole conversation in heat and grain.

I ran my thumb over the four bolt heads, one at a time. Then again, slower, in the other order, because a thing worth saying in front of three hundred people is worth checking twice.

Number one: clean. A light bit, seated square, driven by a wrist that came at the fastener straight and did not fight it.

Number two: chatter. A ridge of torn metal on the recess wall, on the clockwise face, where a bevel that had been ground off-square had walked under load and bitten its way out.

Number three: clean. Same wrist as number one.

Number four: chatter. Same bevel. Same bite. And in the drive shaft’s grain, under the pad of my thumb, a hang: the fractional hesitation of a heavy man leaning on a tool a beat past the click, because he has been doing it for twenty years and nobody has ever told him to stop.

“Two hands,” I said.

Somewhere up on the gantry stairs a man said “What?” out loud, and somebody elbowed him for it, and the whole circle leaned in about ten centimeters without one of them deciding to.

“These four fasteners have been driven by two different people, with two different tools. Numbers one and three are one hand. Two and four are another’s, and he came later, and he came after the first one had finished.” I closed my eyes and put the pad of my thumb back into the drive recess of the number-two bolt so that they could all watch me do it. “There’s tool chatter in two and four. The bit’s bevel is ground off-square, so it walks a few degrees clockwise on the way in and takes a bite out of the recess wall on the way out. Every time. It’s a four-lobe bit in a number-nine driver, and the number-nine’s bevel is worn to about thirty degrees on one face.”

I opened my eyes.

“It’s a heavier hand than the first one. Bigger. He hangs on the breakaway a half beat, every time, like a man who’s been driving fasteners since before that ring was cast.”

They were putting it together on their own, all around me, and it did not need my help.

I looked at Poppy’s torque bar, still in her white fist.

“Renner’s driver is a number-six with a factory bevel. It’s in her roll, six meters from where you’re standing.” I nodded at the yard supervisor with his log slate. “Go and get it. Cast the bevel. Cast this recess. Put the two casts side by side under a glass and tell this floor what you see, and if I’m wrong I will hand you my kit and clear my bench tonight.”

The supervisor did not move. He had gone the color of a dead worklight.

“You won’t need to go looking for the driver,” I said. “It’s been in my crib since the night somebody cut Larke’s governor down to fifty-five. It came back to me in tool cart five with a four-lobe bit still in the chuck, and it has been sitting on my bench ever since, and that is a second conversation and I am not having it on this floor.”

Nobody on the gantry stairs moved. Down on the floor, a rigger set his cap back on his head and took it off again.

“But check the log anyway,” I said. “Check who else in this hangar carries a number-nine with a bevel ground off-square, because I can tell you there is exactly one, and he has been using it for twenty years, and every man in this room has borrowed it.”

Beside me, in a voice like a door closing, Bram Odell said:

“Rusk’s.”

Every head on that floor turned at once.



He did not run yet. I will give him that.

Dagan Rusk stood at the back of the circle with his arms folded and his face working, and he was a competent man who had been a competent crew chief for twenty years before he was anything else, and I watched him understand that a deck-tech had just read his hands off a bolt head in front of the entire hangar.

“That’s not evidence,” he said. “That’s a story.”

“It’s a cast,” I said. I had the wax block out of my kit and I was already pressing it into the number-two recess. “Anybody can pull the driver and compare. It’s an afternoon’s work and any first-year fitter can do it.”

“You’ve had a grudge against me since…”

“Chief,” I said, “I’m not talking to you. I’m talking to them.”

Three hundred deck crew who had walked past me for six years, every one of them with his eyes on a man with his hands in a wreck, and not one of them looking at the chief.

I turned back to the assembly.

“Somebody cut a retaining ring in Bay Four,” I said, “and then torqued it perfectly and signed nothing, because the frame it was going to kill was a trainer, and because the woman who signs Bay Four is a twenty-four-year-old crew chief with a loud mouth and no rank.” I put my hand flat on the yoke. “The question I’ve got is what a man was doing inside a Mule’s hip assembly at all. A cut ring takes ninety seconds. He was in there for hours. Renner. What lives behind this actuator?”

Poppy came up onto the flatbed. She had gone very quiet. She put her arm into the wreck up to the shoulder, feeling.

“Maintenance core,” she said. “It’s a dead space. Cable runs, the accumulator, and about four liters of nothing.”

“And what fits in four liters of nothing?”

Her hand stopped.

She came out with her fingers around something flat, and she turned it over in the light, and it was a closed archive chip in a gray CDA case, and there was four years of hangar grime on it, and it had been jammed in behind the actuator hard enough to score the case.

It had not been hidden. It had been stored: put somewhere safe by a man who had been paid to move it and had not moved it yet.

The reader in my kit is meant for maintenance chips. It read this one fine.

The screen came up with a header block, and a routing code, and a name.

RENNER, POPPY M. / APTITUDE SCREEN, NEURAL SYNC / RESULT: ELIGIBLE (BAND 2)

ROUTING: RETAIN AS DECK PERSONNEL. NO NOTIFICATION.

AUTH: D. MATTICK, Col., CDA

Nobody on that hangar floor made a sound.

Poppy read it three times. I watched her read it three times, her lips moving slightly on the second pass, and I watched every single thing that happened on her face.

Then she laughed.

“Band two,” she said, brightly, to the whole hangar. “Band two. That’s line-pilot band. That’s, ah. That’s a good band, that one.” She scrubbed a hand back through the teal. “So that’s fun. So I applied in my first adult application year, I was twenty, and I did the screen with everybody else, and they sent me a card that said not selected at this time, and I cried in a parts cage for about a week and then I got over it and I have fixed their frames for four years while they sat on this.”

Somebody in the crowd said her name.

“No, it’s fine,” Poppy said. “It’s efficient. Crew chiefs are cheaper than pilots. You’d have to be an idiot to promote me. I mean, who’d fix the hip actuators?” She held the chip up over her head so the gallery could see it. “Four years! Anybody want to know what I was doing on the day they buried this? I was rebuilding a coil cart! I was so proud of that cart!”

Bram had his hat off.

She came down off the flatbed still talking, still bright, and she walked past me toward the tool crib, and I followed her in and shut the door.

Poppy Renner stood in the middle of my tool crib with the chip in her hand.

Her hands were shaking so badly she could not hold it.

She got it onto the bench on the second try, and then she stood there with her arms wrapped around herself and her shoulders going, making no sound at all, and I kept quiet, because there was nothing to say that a sentence could carry.

“Four years,” she said, when she could. “I thought I was…”

She stopped. Started again.

“I thought I wasn’t good enough.”

“You were never not good enough,” I said. “You were inconvenient.”

She made a sound like a laugh with the bottom out of it.

“That’s worse,” she said. “Wade, that’s so much worse.”

“Yes.”

She stood there a moment longer, breathing. Then she wiped her face with the back of her wrist, which put a stripe of grease across her cheekbone, and turned around, and the grin came back on like a lamp, and it was not entirely a lie.

“Okay,” she said. “Okay. So what do we do with it?”

Out on the hangar floor, everybody started shouting at once.



Rusk went for the freight gate.

He had a head start and he used it, and he was forty-four and heavy and he still nearly made it, because Hangar Three is a kilometer long and it is full of things to put between yourself and the men behind you.

He put all of them between us.

He went over a coil cart and dropped it behind him and three riggers went down in the wire. He went along the aisle behind the number-two crane and hauled a rack of gantry ladders across the mouth of it, and the ladders came down in a clattering wall and took the whole pursuing crowd out of the race, because a crowd cannot go through a wall of ladders and a crowd will not go over one, and Rusk knew that, because Rusk had run that hangar’s floor for twenty years and knew exactly how a crowd behaves.

He did not know how I behave, because nobody has ever bothered to find out.

I went through the cable runs.

There is a service crawl under the north gantries, a cage of conduit and hydraulic line that runs parallel to the floor at chest height, and if you know it, and you are willing to go through it rather than around, it cuts four hundred meters off a chase. I knew it. I had rebuilt half of it. I knew which of the runs was a live coil line and which was a dead spare, and I knew the dead spare had thirty centimeters of clearance under it at the third stanchion, and I went through that gap on my back with my kit dragging behind me and my bad arm screaming about it the whole way.

Hot copper on the back of my tongue. Somewhere over my head, six hundred amps of standing charge in a line I had personally condemned twice and been ignored about twice.

I came out at the parts racks two aisles ahead of him.

He was running flat out down the main aisle, coat open, tool roll clutched to his chest like a man carrying a child out of a fire, and when he saw me step out of the rack shadow in front of him his whole face came apart.

He stopped. Twelve meters between us. He was blowing like a bellows and his eyes were going everywhere.

“Kessler,” he said. “Kessler. Listen. Listen to me. You don’t know what this is.”

“Put the roll down, Chief.”

“You don’t know what this is.”

“I know it’s got your bevel on it,” I said. “Put it down.”

And that was when the two riggers came out of the aisle behind him.

They were not our men. I knew every crew chief and every rigger in that hangar by his hands, and these two had freight-side badges and hands that had never worked a driver, and they came in split, one wide and one straight down the middle, without a word between them, which is a thing men only do if they have done it before.

The one on the outside did not come at me at all. He went to the rack.

I have thought about that. He did not hesitate and he did not look at what he was doing. He put his shoulder into the upright of a rack loaded with six-meter composite plate and he heaved, and he had picked the rack the way a man picks a rack when somebody has told him which rack to pick.

Two tons of plate came off the rack across the aisle.

And Bram Odell was in the aisle.

He had come round the long way, because of the knee, and he was twenty meters behind Rusk with a spanner in his fist and a lifetime of deck in his legs, and he was looking at Rusk and not at the rack.

I got him under the arms.

I took him backward off his feet, both of us going down together into the gap between the racks with his whole weight on my chest, and the plate came down where he had been standing. It came down in a single sheet and turned six meters of decking into a shape it had not been before, and the noise of it went through Hangar Three like an artillery round, and something in the noise took a piece out of my ear that I have not got back.

Bram lay on top of me in the gap swearing steadily in a low voice about his knee, and his hand was locked in the front of my coveralls, and it stayed locked there for some time after it needed to be.

“Wade,” he said.

“I know.”

“Wade, they went for the rack.”

“I know.”

By the time I got him up, the freight gate was open and Rusk was gone, and the two riggers were gone, and there was a cargo crawler already three hundred meters down the ramp road with its lights off and its dust hanging in the worklight.

Poppy was standing on the fallen plate, torque bar in her fist, looking down the ramp road after it.

“Bay Nine,” she said. “That’s the freight-side shift. That’s their crawler.”

“Get me his locker.”



It took a bolt cutter and less than a minute.

Dagan Rusk’s locker held a coat, a bottle, four hundred CDA scrip in a sock, a photograph of a woman who had left him, and, folded flat under the false floor of a toolbox, nine manifests.

I read them on the crib bench with Bram holding an ice pack to his own head and Poppy reading over my shoulder.

They were salvage manifests. Recovered materiel, sector by sector, hauled from battlefield wrecks out on the Flats and the boneyard fringe to a receiving point that was not named on any of them. Sync-rig components. Cradle assemblies.

And on every sheet, one line item, over and over.

GOVERNOR ASSY, SYNC (LIMITER) / QTY 40 / COND: SERVICEABLE

Forty at a time. Nine manifests. Three hundred and sixty sync-governors coming off dead frames in the wreck rows beyond the Wall.

“That’s scavenge,” Bram said. “That’s not clean, but it isn’t new. There’s always been strippers out there.”

“Look at the condition column.” I put my finger on it. “Serviceable. Every unit. Three hundred and sixty for three hundred and sixty.”

Poppy’s hands stopped. Both of them, mid-motion, on the edge of the bench, and the chatter she had been keeping up since the tool crib simply cut out.

“Wade,” she said. “I have pulled maybe sixty governors out of dead frames in my life. You know what condition a governor’s in when the frame around it got chewed by a Cat-3?”

“Yes.”

“Scrap. It’s scrap. You’d get five serviceable units out of forty on the best day of your…” She stopped. “Nobody’s harvesting three hundred and sixty serviceable governors off wrecks.”

“No,” I said. “Somebody’s moving three hundred and sixty serviceable governors, and calling it harvest.”

The three of us stood around the crib bench and looked at the manifests.

On the bench, side by side under the worklight, there were three objects now.

A wax cast of a bolt recess with a bevel-worn tool’s signature in it.

A closed archive chip with a colonel’s routing code and a twenty-four-year-old’s stolen life on it.

And a stack of manifests describing a river of Limiters flowing out of the boneyard fringe to a receiving point with no name.

Bram took his ice pack off his head.

“Which one first?” he said.

Poppy was staring at the chip. She had it in her hand again, and this time her fingers were steady.

“Band two,” she said quietly.

“There’s a statute,” I said. “Section fourteen. Any deck chief holding a filed eligibility score may demand a cockpit trial.”

Poppy’s head came up so fast she nearly took my chin off.

“Get some sleep,” I said. “You’re testing.”


Chapter 8: Torque

Section fourteen is four sentences long.

Any deck chief in possession of a filed neural aptitude score at Band 2 or above may demand a cockpit trial. The trial shall be administered by an instructor of flag rank. The trial shall not be denied. The score obtained shall be entered on the pilot roster.

It was written forty years ago by people who were losing a war and had just built their first cockpits and had nobody to put in them, and nobody had used it in living memory, because nobody had ever held a filed Band 2 score and a crew chief’s badge at the same time.

Somebody had made very certain of that.

I did not file it through the roster office. A demand filed into a box in an office is a piece of paper in a box in an office, and a colonel’s signature was already on the routing note that had buried her the first time.

Instead I gave Poppy’s chip to Bram, and Bram walked it around Hangar Three for a day and a half.

He showed it to the crane chiefs and the parts foremen and the gun crews on the crown. He showed it to the freight-side shift, who had been carrying the Rusk business badly and wanted very much to be on somebody’s side. He walked it into the mess hall at the shift change and set it on a table and told a man to read it out loud.

By Tuesday night, three hundred people had seen a colonel’s routing code sitting on top of a twenty-four-year-old’s stolen career, and by Wednesday morning it was in four hundred private slates, and then I filed the demand.

You cannot bury a thing that four hundred people are already discussing. You can only decide how you would like to be seen not burying it.

Command decided as follows: the trial was granted, and it was scheduled for half past five in the morning on a Thursday, in Sim Hall Two, which is the small one at the end of the annex, and the notice went out on a feed that nobody reads, ninety minutes beforehand.

No crowd. No gallery. No broadcast.

I got there at five, and there were five hundred people in the annex corridor.

They had come off the night shift and they had come in on their own time from the barracks and they had come up from the freight side, and they filled Sim Hall Two’s gallery and the stairs and the corridor behind it, and when Poppy walked in at twenty past five in a flight suit that Bram had found somewhere and that fit her like a tent, the noise took the roof off.

She stopped in the doorway. She looked at five hundred deck crew.

“Oh, no,” she said.



The instructor of flag rank arrived at five twenty-eight.

The hall went quiet the way a hangar goes quiet when a crane starts moving over your head.

Commander Vera Stahl came down the gallery stairs in instructor blues, and I stopped what I was doing and looked at her, because everybody did, because she did not permit any other response.

Her boots came first, polished to a black mirror, and she stood at the bottom of the stairs and planted them and stopped. She did not sweep the room. She stood in it, and the room organized around her.

Long legs, strong, the kind that have spent decades bracing on a rolling deck. Hips full and square and set like a gun mount. Above them the tunic of an academy uniform tailored by people who were pretending very hard, and losing, because Vera Stahl was built on a scale the CDA’s tailoring had not anticipated, and the one regulation button at her bust was carrying a load that no button was ever specified for. It had been losing that war for years. Everybody on that deck knew about the button and nobody had ever said one word about it in her hearing, because she was Vera Stahl.

At her left collarbone, above the suit line, three centimeters of old burn scar came up out of the blue: a cockpit fire, fifteen years healed, not hidden and never discussed.

Her hair was mahogany going dark auburn, pinned up to regulation severity with pins that had been driven home like fasteners. Her face was forty-one years old and made no apology for any of them. There were laugh lines at her eyes that had clearly not been used in some time.

Amber-brown eyes, command-steady, going over the room and pricing it, and they went over me and did not stop.

Then, in the annex behind the hall, somebody spooled up a frame on the test stand.

The whole building took the note, that low rising climb from the coils, and I watched Commander Vera Stahl’s right hand come off her side and find the gallery rail, and close on it.

Her knuckles went white.

Two seconds. She did not look at the sound. She did not turn her head or change her expression by one millimeter, and the hand on the rail was gripping hard enough to lift the tendons in her forearm, and it stayed like that until the spool-up leveled off and the note went steady.

The hand came off the rail, unhurried, and went behind her back, and she said, “Renner. Pod one,” in a low contralto that reached the back of the hall without being raised.

Fifteen years, I thought. She has been standing next to that sound for fifteen years.

I put it in the ledger that night as V. Stahl, rail-grip @ spool-up, 2 sec, both hands avail. Not fear. Hunger.

I was wrong about one thing. It was both.



“This is a diagnostic trial,” Vera said to the hall. “Nobody wins it and nobody certifies out of it. Pod one runs in diagnostic configuration, which for the benefit of the gallery means ungoverned. We do not put a sync-governor on a diagnostic, because a governor measures the governor. It tells you nothing about the woman.”

The corridor turned that over. I heard it go back through the stairs and out the doors, man to man, the way a fact travels on a deck.

Because every one of them had spent a career watching Index boards where nobody exceeded sixty, and it had never occurred to any of us that the academy of Bulwark measures what a woman can do, on the day she applies, with nothing in the way, and then bolts a brick into her cradle and never measures her again.

They test for the ceiling and then they build one.

“Cadet standard is fifty-two,” Vera said. “Line-pilot band opens at sixty. Renner. Get in the pod.”

Poppy got in the pod.

“Commander.” Her voice came up on the hall speaker, small and fast. “Just so we’re all clear on expectations, I’ve never actually flown anything, and I’ve got about four hundred hours in sims that I broke into, and everything I know about pilot doctrine I learned by listening to pilots complain about it while I was inside their frames.”

“Then you know more doctrine than most cadets,” Vera said. “Sync up.”

The pod’s amber trace-lines lit.

And Poppy Renner, at the controls of a simulated trainer Mule on a flat gray practice pan, immediately fell over.

The gallery groaned. She got the Mule up and it went over the other way and landed on its face, and she got it up again and it walked four steps like a man on a boat and went down on one knee.

“Cadet, you’re over-inputting,” Vera said.

“I know what I’m doing wrong!”

“Then stop doing it.”

“That’s not how. Nnngh. That’s not how it.” The Mule pitched forward and caught itself on both hands. “The lag on the hip is a hundred and ten milliseconds and the ankle’s thirty and I keep flying the ankle…”

The left knee went out from under the frame and the whole machine sat down on the pan, hard, and the sim reproduced the noise with loving accuracy.

“Oh, that is two hundred and sixty newton-meters of bullshit,” Poppy informed the hall, at volume, on an open channel. “That is a cross-threaded, seized-in-the-boss, stripped-at-the-flange piece of garbage and I want it on the record that I have never in my life put a fastener in like that. Kkkrsh. That’s the sound. That is the sound of a whole knee going into a floor.”

Somewhere up in the dark of the gallery, every rigger in the place made the same noise at the same instant, and it was laughter, and it was the first noise anybody had made in that hall since the doors opened at five.

Vera Stahl did not move.

“Cadet,” she said. “Your knee is in the floor.”

“Yes, Commander. It’s a torque problem.”

Her raw Index sat at 38.

The gallery went quiet, and it was a bad quiet. Five hundred people had come off shift at five in the morning to watch a girl they loved get told what a colonel had already told her four years ago, and I stood at the pod bank with my hands in my belt and my jaw locked, and I could not do one thing about it.

Poppy fell over again.

And she went quiet in the pod. I know that quiet. I have known it for four years, and it means she has stopped performing.

“Commander,” she said. “Can I do it wrong?”

“Define wrong.”

“Can I stop flying it like a pilot.”

Vera Stahl put her hand on the gallery rail again, and this time it was not the spool-up.

“Fly it,” she said, “however it flies.”

Poppy stopped trying to walk the Mule.

She rolled it.

She put the frame onto its side and let the shoulder yoke take the fall, because she has torn down a thousand shoulder yokes and she knows exactly what one will survive, and she came up out of the roll with the frame’s mass already moving in the direction she wanted it to go, and she used the momentum like a cheater bar.

Then she walked it on the outsides of the feet.

The gallery started making noise around then, because half of that gallery had rebuilt a Mule’s ankle actuator at three in the morning and every one of them knew that a Mule’s ankle has twelve degrees of usable roll in it and no doctrine anywhere permits a pilot to use ten of them.

Poppy used ten of them. She rode the frame’s own slop, riding load paths through the machine like a woman running down a scree slope, never fighting the lag because she knew the lag, letting the ankle be thirty milliseconds and the hip be a hundred and ten and simply putting her inputs where the machine was going to be.

She was not flying the Mule. She was maintaining it, forward, at speed.

Her Index came up off 38 and did not stop.

58.6

63.1

68.0

“Obstacle sequence,” Vera said, and her voice had changed by a degree that nobody in that hall except me could have measured. “Now.”

The sim threw the standard obstacle line at her: a crush corridor, a vertical, a broken-ground sprint. Poppy took the vertical by wedging the Mule’s shoulder into the gap and walking up the wall on the roll of its ankles, which is not a maneuver, which is a repair technique for getting a dead frame out of a ditch.

The hall was screaming.

71.9

It held there. Flat. It held there through the crush corridor and the broken-ground sprint, and it held there when she brought the Mule to a stop at the end of the pan and stood it up straight and did not fall over.

Seventy-one point nine.

Higher than the ceiling of any pilot on the Wall. Higher than any woman in Bastion had been permitted to fly since before the Cascade. A twenty-four-year-old crew chief with four hundred stolen sim hours and a stolen life, in a diagnostic pod, ungoverned, at half past five on a Thursday morning, in front of a gallery that had come in on its own time and had never been told it was allowed to.

The pod cracked open. Poppy climbed out and stood on the platform and looked up at the number with an expression of such total, undefended shock that half the deck crew in that gallery started crying.

She found Bram in the third row and pointed at him with both hands, and Bram Odell, fifty-seven years old, took off his hat and put it over his face.



Vera Stahl walked to the administrator’s console.

The hall stopped breathing, because everybody in it had already worked out that there were three or four different ways a number like that could be made to disappear before lunch.

She keyed the console.

“Trial score, Renner, Poppy M.,” she said. “Seventy-one point nine. Diagnostic configuration, witnessed.”

She turned around. She had one hand on the console and the other behind her back and she looked at the gallery, and then at the pod, and then, for exactly one second, she looked at me, standing at the pod bank in gray coveralls with my sleeves down.

“Score stands,” she said. “Cockpit-track. My signature.”

The noise in Sim Hall Two brought two deck-security officers at a run, who found five hundred grown adults screaming and hugging each other, and left again.



The counter-deed took thirty-four hours.

Nothing was denied. Nothing was reversed. Vera Stahl’s signature stood, and Poppy Renner’s name went onto the pilot roster in the cockpit-track column, exactly as the statute required, and I watched a whole hangar’s worth of people understand, over the next day and a half, that this had cost command nothing whatsoever.

Because the certification queue was full.

It had been full for seven years. There are more cockpit-track candidates than there are cockpits, and everybody knows it, and there is a queue, and the queue is administered by the frame allocation office.

Poppy’s queue position came up at four in the afternoon on Friday.

RENNER, P. / CERTIFICATION PENDING FRAME ALLOCATION. QUEUE POSITION: 31. EST. WAIT: INDEFINITE.

Thirty-one. There are twenty-two cockpits at Bulwark Academy.

Cockpit-track, and no cockpit. Forever. Nobody had to sign anything. Nobody had to say anything to anybody. The girl had a number on the roster and a queue position and a very bright future, arriving never.

Poppy read it in the crib doorway and went silent, which frightened me more than the shouting.

“There’s a hundred and twenty of us,” Bram said. He was sitting on an upturned crate with his knee straight out in front of him. “We could go and stand somewhere.”

“They’d love that,” I said. “Five hundred crew standing around the allocation office. Photographs. A line about deck discipline.”

“So what?”

I was already walking.

They followed me: Bram at his own pace, Poppy trotting to keep up, and behind her, peeling out of the aisles in twos and threes with their tools still in their hands, a dozen riggers who had nothing better to do than find out what Kessler was going to do next.

I stopped at the back of Bay Eleven, in front of a tarp.

Under the tarp was a Mule.

Not the number-six. The number-six was evidence. This was an older one, a pre-war hull, a trainer that had been condemned four years earlier after a hard landing cracked the pelvis casting, and had sat under a tarp in Bay Eleven ever since because scrapping a frame requires fourteen signatures and nobody had ever wanted it enough to chase them.

I pulled the tarp off.

Twenty tons of gray-primered wreck, streaked with four years of hangar dust, one arm off, the pelvis casting split down the left side like a dropped plate.

Poppy stopped dead.

“Salvage regulation,” I said. “A condemned frame is crew property. Any deck chief may requisition a condemned hull for training purposes, materials at crew expense, labor volunteer, and the academy is not permitted to allocate against it, because on paper it does not exist.”

I put my palm on the pelvis casting.

The crack ran diagonal, twenty-two centimeters, third layer. Under my hand it was cold and dead and honest. Nobody had lied about this frame. It had simply been broken and abandoned.

“It’ll take a new pelvis casting,” I said. “The old one’ll never take load. Left arm’s a scrapyard job, there are four in the boneyard fringe with good elbows. Hip actuators are both seized. The spine’s straight.” I moved my hand up the ribs and closed my eyes. “The spine’s straight, Poppy. This frame’s got a straight spine.”

Behind me, twelve riggers had become twenty.

“You can’t fly what they won’t give you,” I said. “So they don’t give you one. You build one.”

Poppy Renner walked past me and put both hands flat on the wrecked frame’s shin, exactly the way I do it, which she had been imitating for four years and I had not once mentioned.

Her shoulders went up and down twice.

“It’s a rust bucket,” she said thickly. “It’s a piece of scrap. Look at it.”

“Yes.”

“It’ll need everything.”

“It’ll need a pelvis casting, a left arm, two hip actuators and about nine thousand hours,” I said. “The spine’s straight.”

She turned around, and her face was a disaster, and the grin on it was the realest thing I have ever seen.

“Rust,” she said, “but proud.”

Merrow, thirty and enormous, said, “I’m in.”

By the time I got back to the workshop that evening there was a requisition list nailed to the crew board with a dozen names on it, and by morning there were sixty, and the frame under the tarp in Bay Eleven had acquired, from somewhere, without vote or ceremony, the name Scrapdog.



She came for me at two in the afternoon on Saturday, in front of seven people, with the worst lie of her career.

“Kessler.” Poppy stood in the workshop door with her thumbs in her tool lanyard. “I need help finding a part.”

Behind her, Merrow looked up from a coil cart.

“Which part,” I said.

“A coupling.”

“Which coupling.”

“A big one,” Poppy said, with tremendous dignity. “In the parts cage. Which is very confusing. And badly organized. Possibly by you.”

I put my driver down.

The parts cage sits off Hangar Three’s main floor: four meters by six, wire mesh on all four sides, floor to ceiling, stacked with shelving. You can see into it from the floor if you look. Nobody looks. There is nothing in a parts cage anybody wants.

She went in ahead of me and pulled the gate shut and threw the latch and turned around with her back against the shelving and her whole freckled face lit like a board at shift change.

Six meters away, on the other side of the mesh, the Saturday day shift was rebuilding a coil cart and arguing about it.

I looked down at her.

“You planned this,” I said.

“Since Tuesday.”

“There’s no coupling.”

“There’s a dozen couplings, Wade, I know exactly where they are, I filed them.” Her voice had dropped to a whisper and it had gone breathless and delighted and about four notes higher. “Are you going to do something, or are you going to make me stand here being clever?”

I put my hands on the shelving on either side of her head and leaned down.

“Say it.”

“Yes,” she said instantly.

“Poppy.”

“Yes. Hell. Yes, I want this, I have wanted this since approximately the coil cart incident, which was in the autumn, and if you make me say it again I’m going to start narrating, and you know I will, and they’ll hear me.”

“They’re going to hear you anyway.”

Her pupils went enormous.

I had not, until that second, understood the machine I was operating.

“Oh,” Poppy said faintly. “Oh, that’s. Yeah. That’s the thing.”

I got my hands under her arms and lifted her.

She weighs nothing. That is the plain fact of it. I put my hands around her waist and my fingers overlapped at the back, both thumbs meeting over her spine, and I lifted Poppy Renner off the floor with no more effort than a coil of hose and set her on the second shelf so that her face was level with mine, and she made a sharp, breathless squeak and clamped both hands over her own mouth.

I left my hands where they were. Spanned her. Felt the whole compact working engine of her going like a bearing at speed under my palms, ribs flaring, heart slamming, everything about her too small for how much of her there was.

The flush came up out of her shoulders in a wave. I watched it go: the freckles across her collarbones darkening, spreading up her throat, pouring down over her chest, and her eyes going wide and glassy above her own hands.

“Hands down,” I said.

She put them down.

She put them down so fast it was almost funny, and then she looked at her own hands in her lap like they had defected, and I watched Poppy Renner discover, at twenty-four, in a wire cage, exactly what she liked.

Her knees came apart for me without being asked. I stepped between them and she locked her heels behind my thighs and dragged herself forward off the shelf edge until she was flush against the front of my coveralls, and the heat of her came through two layers of canvas like a hand on a running motor.

“Oh,” she said. Very small. Very fast. “Oh, that’s a problem, that’s absolutely a structural…”

I pulled the knot of her coveralls loose and shoved the tank top up under her chin.

She was small and pale and freckled everywhere, freckles right across the tops of her breasts, and her nipples had drawn up so tight in the cold cage air that she flinched when I put my mouth on one.

She ran on voltage, not scale. Her tits were high and small and fit my mouth completely, and I closed my lips around one and sucked hard and rolled the other between my thumb and finger, and Poppy Renner arched right off the shelf and got both hands into my hair and said “oh no oh no oh no” in a rising whisper against the top of my head.

I sucked harder. I used my teeth, carefully, the way you seat a part you do not want to crack, and she made a noise like a strut under load and started grinding herself against the front of my coveralls in short desperate circles, and I could feel through the canvas exactly how wet she already was.

She had soaked clean through the canvas. Six meters from seven men and a coil cart, and she had put a dark spreading patch on the front of my coveralls with nothing but her own wanting, and I could feel the heat of it coming through the cloth against my hip.

“Poppy.”

“Mm-hm. Yep. That’s me. Still here. Fully operational and completely…”

I set my teeth on her nipple and she stopped talking mid-word, and what came out of her instead was a high cracked yelp that bounced off the mesh and went out across the hangar floor like a dropped socket.

We both froze.

Outside, Merrow said, “Because the cell’s dead, that’s why.”

Poppy’s whole body went rigid with delight. Not fear. I had my hand flat on her sternum and I felt her pulse jump twenty points on the word dead, and her hips gave one helpless twitch against me, and a fresh wave of heat soaked into the canvas.

I filed that. I have never stopped using it.

I lifted my head. She looked down at me from the shelf, breathing hard, hair everywhere, mouth open, tank top rucked under her chin and both her small tits shining wet from my mouth in the worklight, and there was mesh-shadow lying across her face and her chest in stripes.

“You want them to hear you,” I said.

“I want you to hear me,” she whispered. Then, honest, because she cannot help it: “But also, yeah. A little. A lot. Wade, is that bad, because I’ve thought about it a statistically alarming amount, usually while doing valve work, which is…”

“Down,” I said.

She slid off the shelf and went to her knees between my boots.

She went down fast, exactly as she goes into an engine space, coveralls bunched at her knees, steel-toes squeaking once on the deck plate, and she looked up the whole length of me from down there with her chin tipped back and the mesh-light striping her freckled face, and she grinned like she had won something.

I had my belt open and she took over from there, and the next minute is the clearest memory I have of that entire month.

She got my cock out of my coveralls with both hands and stopped.

Poppy Renner, who has never in her life stopped talking, settled in the mesh-shadow in a parts cage with her hands full and looked at me with her mouth slightly open, and did a piece of visible arithmetic, and then looked up.

“Wade,” she whispered.

“I know.”

“No, but…”

“Poppy.”

“I’m just saying that structurally, the tolerances here are, and I say this as a professional, they are not…”

I got a fist into the teal on top of her head and closed it, and her eyes rolled and her whole spine went loose, and she stopped talking.

She was so small down there. Kneeling between my boots she came barely past my thigh. Her freckled mechanic’s hands, hands that torque a hip actuator to spec by feel, looked impossibly small stacked one above the other around the base of me, and there was still length above them, and she stared at that fact with her mouth open and her pupils blown wide.

Then she leaned in and licked me from her top hand to the tip, one slow flat drag, eyes up the entire time.

“Poppy.”

“Mm.”

“Open.”

She opened her mouth and I fed her the head of my cock, and she moaned around it, high and delighted and muffled, and the size of her, the sheer wrong-scale delicacy of that mouth stretched around me, went through me like current through a bus bar.

Her lips were already shining. Her cheeks hollowed. She took me in and her jaw worked to make room and she never once looked away from my face, hazel-green gone glassy and streaming, wide as a woman watching a frame come down on her, and loving it.

“Eyes up,” I said. “That’s it. Look at me while you do it.”

She hummed. It nearly finished me on the spot.

I used the fist in her hair to set the pace, shallow, unhurried, taking her mouth in slow measured strokes that never gave her more than I decided to give her. Every time she got greedy and tried to shove herself down onto me, I locked my fist and held her exactly where she was and let her strain against it, throat working, spit running off her chin onto her own bare chest, and every time I let her have another centimeter she made a noise like she had been handed a gift.

She was drooling and she did not care. It ran down her, over those freckled tits, and she reached one hand down between her own legs and I caught her wrist and put it back on my thigh.

“No,” I said. “Not yet. Both hands where I put them.”

The whine she made around my cock went straight down my spine.

Six meters away, a rigger dropped a spanner and swore.

Poppy shuddered from her knees to her scalp. I felt it happen around me, the whole small body of her clenching with it, and a fresh flood of wet noise as her mouth went slack and hungry.

“You love that,” I said, low. “Every voice out there and you get wetter. Don’t you.”

She nodded frantically around my cock, eyes streaming, and kept nodding, and worked her tongue flat against the underside of me while she did it.

The mouth was not what took me over. The nodding was.

“Take it,” I said. “All of it. Look at me.”

I fisted her hair hard and held her still and came down her throat. It went on and on, pulse after pulse, and I watched her swallow, watched her throat move, watched her choke once and drag air through her nose and keep her eyes locked on mine through every second of it while a thread of it escaped the corner of her mouth and slid down her chin.

When I let go of her hair she stayed exactly where she was. She pressed her forehead against my thigh and shook, and licked her lips clean, and then wiped her chin with the back of her wrist and looked at what was on it and laughed silently, shoulders heaving, wrecked and radiant.

I got her up off her knees and put her on the shelf again.

“Wade,” she said. Wrecked, whispering, wide-eyed. “Wade, my legs don’t…”

“You don’t need them.”

I stripped the coveralls off her hips, down her short strong legs, and left them hanging off one boot. I took her by the thighs, one in each hand, and hauled her forward to the shelf edge and pushed her knees wide apart, and I left grease on her. Two grime handprints, one on each pale freckled thigh, exactly where I gripped.

I got my hand between her legs.

She was soaked. Slick to the crease of her ass, both thighs shining with it, her small bare pussy swollen and open and running down onto the shelf, and when I dragged two fingers up the whole length of her the sound it made carried, actually carried, out over the hum of the cage lamp and into the hangar. She bit down on her own wrist to keep from howling.

“Four years on this deck,” I said, and pushed both fingers into her.

Two of them turned out to be more of a problem than she had budgeted for. Her heels came off my legs, her whole body went up on the shelf edge trying to make room, and then she did with me what she does with a tolerance stack: took it a millimeter at a time, ran the arithmetic from underneath, thighs shaking wider while she worked out exactly what she was going to have to do about the numbers she had been handed. She got her wrist back into her teeth and made a sound through it like a detent finding home.

“Four years and nobody once put a hand on you,” I said. “Look at what they missed.”

I fucked her on my fingers, slow, curling up into the front wall of her, and put my thumb on her clit, and Poppy Renner blew every fuse she had in absolute silence, except for the wet noise of my hand.

And then, out on the floor, boots stopped outside the cage.

I felt Poppy freeze under my hand. Everything went still except her pussy, which clenched hard around my fingers, twice, entirely without her permission.

“Couplings,” a man’s voice said, to himself. “Couplings, couplings, thirty-one bore, blue tag.”

He was a meter and a half from the mesh. Through the shelving, past the boxes, he was a shape and a voice. If he had come around to the gate he would have seen a small mechanic sitting on a shelf with her coveralls hanging off one boot, her tank top under her chin, her thighs spread and printed with a deck-tech’s greasy handprints, and that deck-tech’s fingers buried in her to the knuckle.

I did not stop.

I did not even slow down.

I put my left palm gently over Poppy’s mouth, and I kept my right hand exactly where it was, working her slowly, and I put my mouth against her ear.

“Don’t move,” I breathed. “Don’t make a sound.”

Her eyes above my hand were enormous and glassy and ecstatic.

Her whole body detonated with it. She gushed over my hand, soaked my wrist, and her hips began rolling up into my palm in tiny helpless movements she could not have stopped if the roof had come off.

The rigger inventoried couplings for ninety seconds. I know it was ninety seconds because I counted, and because for every one of them I kept two fingers curled up inside Poppy Renner and my thumb working slow circles on her clit and my palm clamped over her mouth, and I watched a woman come to the absolute edge of screaming in total silence.

She was shaking. Every muscle. Her hands had locked on my forearm and she was not pushing it away, she was holding it there, hauling it into herself, her nails going white in the meat of my arm.

I put my mouth to her ear again. Barely voiced. Nothing beyond the mesh could have caught it.

“He’s right there,” I whispered. “You’re going to come on my hand while he counts couplings. And he’s never going to know he stood two steps from the loudest woman on this deck while she went off in total silence.”

Her eyes rolled up.

“Thirty-one bore,” said the rigger. “Blue tag. Blue.”

Poppy came.

It went through her in complete silence, her mouth wide open under my palm, her back arched off the shelving, her heels drumming a fast broken tattoo against the frame. She went off around my fingers the way a circuit trips: no build, no warning, everything at once and then nothing she owned anymore. She squeezed and let go and squeezed again in quick greedy pulls, flooding my hand, her whole small body snapping rigid and then breaking into fine fast shudders that ran from her scalp to her boots, and the freckles went pink across her shoulders and her chest in one clean wave, top to bottom, like something igniting along a fuse. Her eyes stayed open and locked on mine the whole way through it, streaming, wild, and she did not make one single sound.

I kept my fingers in her through every aftershock, feeling her flutter and grip and slowly let go, until the last of it wrung out of her and she sagged.

The rigger found his couplings and went away.

I took my hand off her mouth.

Poppy Renner sat on a shelf in a parts cage with her forehead against my collarbone, wrapped around my arm, thighs still trembling around my wrist, and laughed and laughed and laughed, silently, until she got the hiccups.



She stole my rag to clean up with. She did not give it back. It is on a nail in Scrapdog’s cockpit to this day.

“That was,” she said, hoarse, doing up her coveralls, “the stupidest thing anybody has ever.”

“Yes.”

“He was right there.”

“He was.”

“You didn’t stop.” She looked up at me from the knot of her coveralls, and her hands went still, and the voltage went out of her all at once, and what was underneath it was very quiet and raw. “You didn’t stop, and you didn’t shush me because you were scared, you shushed me because you wanted me to have it that way.”

I put my thumb on her cheekbone, where the grease was, and rubbed it, and made it worse.

“Four years,” Poppy said. “Four years I’ve been on this deck and nobody ever looked twice. Not once. I’m the loudest thing in this hangar and I’ve been invisible.” She hiccuped. “You looked first.”

“No,” I said.

She frowned up at me.

“Four years ago you called a cracked yoke on the number-two crane from the far side of the hangar floor, by ear, over the noise, and you were right, and I went and put my hand on it to check,” I said. “I’ve been listening to you call frame faults across this deck ever since. You were never invisible to me, Poppy. Nobody was looking. I was the only one listening.”

Poppy Renner opened her mouth.

For the second time in a week, she had nothing to say.

Then she wiped her face on my rag, threw the latch, and walked out onto the hangar floor past seven members of the Saturday day shift with her lanyard swinging, her hair a catastrophe, and her boots ringing on the deck plate like she owned it.

Merrow looked at her. Merrow looked at me. Merrow looked back down at his coil cart and said absolutely nothing, forever.

By Sunday morning there were a hundred and sixty names on the requisition list, three crane chiefs had volunteered their off-shifts, and somebody had chalked SCRAPDOG on the tarp in letters two meters high.


Chapter 9: The Gantry Cut

They came for her rig at ten past five in the morning, which is the hour men choose when they would rather not be watched.

I know, because I had been sleeping in Longstride’s tandem bay for three nights, at the end of a week the deck had spent inside Scrapdog’s chest cavity.

It is not comfortable. It is one meter forty by one meter ten and it smells of hydraulic fluid and my own coveralls. But the impound release had come with a technical review flag still attached, and a technical review flag with no reviewer’s name in the field is not a review. It is a door somebody has left unlocked so that they can come back through it later.

So I slept in the frame.

The gantry lift came up at five-fifteen with six men on it and a cradle-extraction rig, and I was on the dorsal plating with my kit open before the lift finished its travel.

Sergeant Held was in charge. Squat, gray at the temples, coveralls pressed. Decommission teams are not thugs; they are the men who take dead frames apart, and they are careful, and they hate their work.

He stopped when he saw me sitting on the spine housing.

“Kessler.”

“Sergeant.”

“You know why I’m here.”

“You’ve got a pull order on this rig.” I nodded at the slate in his hand. “Compromised sync equipment, remove and hold pending technical review. Signature at the bottom belongs to a colonel.”

Held looked at his slate as though he had hoped it might have changed.

“It’s a lawful order,” he said.

“It is.”

“Then get off the frame.”

Behind him, the gantry rail was filling. That happens on a deck at five in the morning: somebody sees a lift going up where no lift should be going, and he tells his mate, and his mate walks over.

I stood up.

“I’m going to do something,” I said, “and I want you to watch me do it, because in about two minutes you’re going to have to describe it to somebody.”

I crouched at the cradle hatch and opened it.



Longstride’s spine-cradle sits under a hatch in the dorsal plating, and the sync-governor is bolted between the pilot’s rig and the cradle housing, at the base, where the spine-line comes up.

It is a gray brick. It is nineteen centimeters long. It has four cap bolts in four-lobe recesses, a serial plate, and two signal leads, and it weighs one and a half kilograms, and there are eleven thousand of them on this continent, which is eighteen governors for every living pilot who could ever wear one.

I had taken it apart twenty times in my head every night for three nights.

Move one: the interlock.

I reached in past the housing, found the cradle bus interlock by feel, and pulled it. The trace-lines running down Longstride’s spine went dark. Somebody on the gantry rail said something and somebody else told him to be quiet.

Move two: the bolts.

I had a number-six driver with a four-lobe bit already seated. Bolt one, bolt three, bolt two, bolt four, cross pattern, because a housing under preload will bind if you go around the clock, and I had no time to fight a bind. The bolts came out into my palm. I put them in my breast pocket.

Move three: the leads.

Two signal leads, red and gray, on push-fit connectors that have been the same for thirty years. Thumb on the connector sleeve, pull straight, do not rock. Red. Gray.

Move four.

I got both hands under the brick and lifted it out of Longstride’s cradle, and I stood up on the dorsal plating of the Wall’s champion’s frame with fifteen hundred grams of gray hardware in my hands, in front of six decommission men and a growing crowd on the rail.

Then I took the jumper out of my belt and bridged the cradle terminals so the rig would read continuity, because a frame that does not know it has a governor throws a fault, and a frame throwing a fault is a frame that goes back in the impound dock.

I closed the hatch. I latched it.

The whole thing took four minutes and eleven seconds.

I have never been able to decide whether that was an accident.

Nobody made a sound. On a working deck, at any hour, there is always sound: the coil carts, the compressors, somebody’s radio. All of it had stopped, and the only thing I could hear was the tick of the gantry cooling and a hundred people breathing.

I turned around and held the Limiter out to Sergeant Held.

“There’s your compromised sync equipment,” I said.

Held did not take it.

“That’s not,” he said. He stopped. He started again. “The pull order’s for the rig.”

“You can’t have the rig. The rig is a pilot’s neural interface and it’s fitted to her, and you know that, and pulling it takes it out of service for six weeks.” I kept my arm out. “This is the part that’s compromised. It’s the part that’s been compromised since before you and I were born. Take it. It’s yours. There’s a custody trail and everything.”

Held looked at the brick in my hands.

He was a man who had spent nineteen years taking frames apart. He knew exactly what he was looking at, and he knew what it weighed, and he knew what it did, and I watched him hold two facts side by side: this man has committed a serious offense in front of witnesses, and this man has handed me the thing I came for.

“Kessler.” His voice had dropped. “Do you understand that I have to arrest you?”

“I do.”

“That’s a criminal modification of a certified frame.”

“It is.”

“Then.” Held reached for his belt. “Then I’m sorry, but…”

He stopped, because of the silence.

The deck did not rise up. Nobody shouted. Nobody threw anything. Nobody made a demand, and afterward there was not one man who could be charged with anything at all.

They simply stopped working.

Three hundred people, on the gantry rails, on the stairs, on the hangar floor below, standing still, with their tools in their hands, looking at Sergeant Held.

Bram Odell was at the front of the rail with his thermos.

Merrow, who is thirty and enormous, had come up the stairs with a spanner in his fist because he had been holding a spanner, and he was not brandishing it, and he was not putting it down.

Poppy sat on the gantry’s top rail with her boots hanging.

Held put his hand back at his side.

“Sergeant,” he said, to himself, in the voice of a man reading his own file. And then, out loud, to me: “There is no version of this morning where I put a hand on you in front of three hundred deck crew.”

“No,” I agreed.

“Then you understand that this goes up.”

“I’m counting on it.”

And that is where it would have ended, and I would have spent that afternoon in a security annex, and everything after would have been different, if the crowd on the stairs had not opened down the middle without a word being said to it.



Commander Vera Stahl came up the gantry in instructor blues at twenty past five in the morning.

She stopped at the rail. She looked at the six men, and the extraction rig, and the sergeant, and me, and then down at the gray brick in my hands, and her face did nothing at all.

“Sergeant Held. Report.”

Held reported. He did it well, and fairly, and he did not shade a syllable of it.

Vera listened with her hands behind her back. When he had finished, she stood there for three breaths.

She said: “Where is the pilot?”

“Here.”

Signy came up the last flight of stairs at a run, still fastening her sync-suit at the throat. She had been asleep at the far end of the barracks ten minutes ago and somebody had gotten to her, and she arrived on that gantry and took in the open hatch, the extraction rig, the crowd, and the brick in my hands, and she went absolutely white.

Then, in front of six decommission men and three hundred witnesses, Signy Larke laughed. Once.

“Larke,” Vera said. “Your frame’s governor has been removed from its cradle without authorization.”

“Yes, Commander.”

“Are you aware of the consequences of flying an ungoverned rig?”

“Burnout,” Signy said. “Loss of the pilot in under an hour, historically.”

“And yet you are standing there looking at me as though I have given you something.”

Signy said nothing. The flush had started at her throat and she stood at attention and let it climb.

Vera Stahl turned her head and looked at me. And her right hand, hanging at her side, curled once and opened again.

“Regulation three-nineteen,” she said. “Any frame presenting a non-standard sync configuration must undergo a live-fire stability evaluation, administered by an instructor of flag rank, before any administrative disposition is made.”

She let the word any sit there.

Held’s head came up.

“Before any administrative disposition,” Vera repeated. “That includes impound, that includes decommission, and that includes arrest, because an arrest is an administrative disposition of the technician who configured it, and I will not sign a disposition on equipment I have not seen fired.”

Behind me, up on the top rail, Poppy Renner said something into her own sleeve that I chose not to hear.

“Commander,” Held said carefully, “I have an order from a colonel.”

“You have an order to pull a rig,” Vera said. “The rig is in the frame. You are welcome to it, in one hour, after I have watched that frame fire on my range, which I am required to observe before you may lawfully touch it. Range Four, the crown, oh-six-thirty. My signature. Are we in any difficulty, Sergeant?”

Sergeant Held looked at her for two full seconds, and I watched a man be handed a lawful exit from a situation he had wanted no part of since five in the morning, and take it with both hands.

“No difficulty, Commander,” he said.

He got his men on the lift.

Vera Stahl came along the gantry to me. Up close she was almost my height and considerably more substantial and she smelled faintly of gun oil.

She looked at the brick in my hands. She did not reach for it.

“Kessler,” she said.

“Commander.”

“When she fires,” Vera said quietly, “you will be where?”

“In the bay behind her.”

“With your hand where?”

I said nothing.

The pause went on for about three seconds, and in it, I understood what I was standing in front of. This woman had not intervened to save me. She had constructed, in about six seconds, out of a regulation nobody had used since before the Cascade, a lawful reason for a hundred people to stand on a gun walk and watch what I could do.

“Range Four,” Vera Stahl said. “Oh-six-thirty.”

She went down the stairs.

Poppy dropped off the top rail onto the gantry deck beside me.

“She wanted to see,” Poppy said, staring after her.

“Yes.”

“Wade, that woman just used a regulation to…” She stopped, and looked up at me, and her eyes went very wide. “Oh, she’s dangerous.”



Range Four sits on the Wall’s crown, four hundred meters up, and it is a strip of open bunker three kilometers long with the whole broken world beyond it as a backstop.

By six-fifteen there were twelve hundred people on the gun walks.

Nobody had announced anything. There is no way to announce anything at Bulwark Academy; there is only the deck, and the deck had been awake since five.

They came up the crown stairs in a river. Cadets in drill kit, four abreast, who should have been at breakfast. Gun crews coming off the night watch who did not go to bed, and gun crews going on who arrived an hour early. Fitters. Cooks. Two parts clerks who had never in their lives been on the crown and stood at the parapet holding onto each other, because four hundred meters is four hundred meters. Somebody’s grandmother, who had a son on the coil carts and had talked her way through three gates.

Cadets sat on the parapet with their legs hanging over the drop. The range detail gave up telling them not to at about twenty past six.

Half the pilot roster was up there in flight suits. Juno Vail sat on an ammunition crate eating an apple, and when I went past she pointed the apple at me and said, “My wife wants to know whether she should be baking today or not,” and I said, “Bake,” and she laughed like a gunshot.

The academy’s own board techs had run a repeater feed up to the crown and hung it on the ammunition hoist, four meters of amber panel facing the gun walks, and they had done it on their own time, and nobody had asked them to, and when I looked at it I understood exactly what it was for.

It said, in letters half a meter high:

LARKE, S. / SYNC INDEX –.-

An empty field. A number with nothing in it, four meters wide, hanging over the whole crown.

Some board tech, somewhere below, had decided that this deck was going to watch a number arrive.

And along the eastern rail, in loyalist gray, Odessa Kane stood parade-straight with her ice-blue eyes doing arithmetic she did not like. Her squad stood around her in a hard little block of gray in a crowd of grease-stained coveralls, and not one of them had been ordered to be there either.

She did not look at me once. She looked at the empty field on the board.

Longstride walked out onto the range and knelt.

I climbed the dorsal plating and got into the tandem bay and pulled the harness across my chest, and Signy said, over the intercom, in a voice pitched for me alone:

“You cut it out.”

“Yes.”

“In front of a decommission team.”

“They were standing right there,” I said. “It seemed rude to make them wait.”

She laughed. It came out of her shaky.

“Wade,” she said. “Without it, if you let go…”

“I know.”

“There’s nothing between me and burnout except your hand.”

“I know,” I said. “So I’m not going to let go.”

She spooled the frame. The trace-lines lit amber all the way down her spine and out along the arms.

I kept my hands in my lap.

That was not nerves. It was a measurement, and I had told her I meant to take it the night before, sitting up on Longstride’s dorsal plating with the cut still eight hours away and the brick still bolted in under our feet, and she had gone quiet for a long time and then said, Do it. I want to know what I am.

Because nobody had ever asked. In three years nobody on this Wall had asked what Signy Larke could do. They had only ever asked what the brick would permit.

LARKE, S. / SYNC INDEX 84.6

The empty field filled.

Eighty-four point six. No governor, no anchor, no hand anywhere on her: one woman alone inside her own machine with nothing between the two of them.

Twelve hundred people did the subtraction at the same moment, and the noise they made was not a cheer. It was the sound a room makes when it works out that it has been robbed and is still standing in the room.

Twenty-four points. For three years, a gray brick with four cap bolts had been taking twenty-four points off the finest pilot on this continent, and printing the difference on a board where children read it on their way to school.

And it was not ninety-six point eight.

Vera Stahl set ninety-six point eight fifteen years ago, ungoverned, unanchored, with no man’s hand anywhere near her, in a frame with worse actuators, in a war that was going worse. It has stood ever since.

Signy Larke, uncapped at last, in front of the whole academy, came up more than twelve points short of a fifteen-year-old ghost.

It is a magnificent number. It is a number nobody living had ever produced. It is also, and she knew it before the board had finished settling, not the number she should have had.

You do not hold a nervous system at exactly sixty point zero for three years and get all of it back. The pathways she had not been allowed to use had thinned the way an unloaded strut thins: no crack, no failure, nothing an instrument would ever flag. They had simply stopped being asked for anything, and a body that is never asked stops keeping the stock on the shelf.

The brick had not just robbed her. It had shrunk her, patiently, a little every week, for three years, and the amber on the ammunition hoist was the receipt.

She said nothing on the open channel. I was two meters behind her and I could see the back of her neck and the muscle standing out at the base of it, and I did not need my hand on her to read it.

“Kessler,” she said. Level. Clipped. Perfectly under control, which is how I knew.

“I’m here.”

“Put your hand on me.”

I put my bare palm flat against the back of her neck, on the port, and opened my hand, and for the first time in fifteen years a pilot flew with nothing at all between her and everything she was.



I had felt the governor every second of every sortie since Kessel Wash. It sat thirty centimeters from my hand and it fought me, and I had learned it so well that I had stopped noticing it, as you stop noticing a bad bearing you have decided to replace on Sunday.

It was gone.

Signy Larke’s whole nervous system came up under my palm like a hangar with the worklights thrown, all at once, everywhere, unobstructed. No grinding. No sawing at the cervical pathways. No hot dry friction where a machine was refusing a woman.

Just the flow, opening.

She made a noise on the open channel that was mostly air, and then said, “Oh,” in front of the entire crown, and did not care.

LARKE, S. / SYNC INDEX 98.0

The number moved.

It did not climb. It arrived. Eighty-four point six, and ninety-one, and ninety-eight, in the time it takes a man to say the word, and then it stopped, and it sat there, four meters of amber on the ammunition hoist, and twelve hundred people on the Wall’s crown looked at the highest Sync Index any living human being had ever seen.

Not what the brick had been taking off her. More than she had ever had.

That is the part the doctrine has no answer for, and it is why they came for us afterward with everything they had. An anchor does not hand a woman back what was stolen. It hands her that, and then it keeps going.

The sound they made went out over the parapet and off into the broken country, and I heard it come back off the ridge a second and a half later.

And beneath the number, the trace.

Flat. A line drawn with a straightedge, at ninety-eight percent output, in a woman who three weeks earlier had been benched at fifty-five for instability.

On the gun walk below the hoist, an old gun chief sat down on an ammunition crate very suddenly, the way men do when their legs have made a decision without them.

“Range is live,” Vera said, over the loudspeakers, from the control room. Her contralto did not have one gram of anything in it. It was the flattest voice I have ever heard a human being produce, and I would come to understand exactly what it cost her. “Course as briefed. Larke, at your discretion.”

The course is standard. It is fourteen target arrays at ranges from four hundred meters to two thousand eight hundred, some static, some hauled across the range on a rail sled at fifty kilometers an hour, and you engage them in sequence with the frame’s rifle from a standing position, and a good line pilot at sixty percent clears it in six minutes with three misses.

Signy cleared the first six arrays in fifty-one seconds without a miss.

She did not hurry. That was the thing that took the crown apart. There was no visible speed in it, no snapping, none of the whip-crack tracking that cadets are taught to admire; Longstride simply moved from array to array like a man’s eyes moving around a room he knows, and every time the frame stopped, an array was already gone.

Behind me on the gun walk, somebody was counting the hits out loud, and by the fourth he had run out of the ability to sound calm about it.

Under my palm, her pathways were doing something I had not felt before. At sixty she had been an instrument. At ninety-six through the governor she had been an instrument screaming. At ninety-eight, clean, she was simply fast, and everything she did arrived with a fraction of a second to spare, and I could feel her noticing the spare fraction, and I could feel what she chose to do with it, which was to relax.

The seventh array came up on the rail sled at fifty kilometers an hour.

And the sled did not stop at the end of the run.



The target-hauler on Range Four is thirty years old. It runs on a rail and it is braked by a friction coupling, and there were two range crew standing in the pit at the two-thousand-meter mark, because there are always two range crew standing in a pit, resetting the arrays.

The coupling let go.

Fifteen tons of steel sled came off the far end of the run and rolled onto the pit rail, accelerating down a two-degree grade, and the two men in the pit had eleven seconds and nowhere to go.

“Range cold!” somebody screamed on the loudspeaker. “RANGE COLD, HOLD FIRE…”

Longstride had a rifle up and a hard, clean line on the runaway sled at nineteen hundred meters. Signy could have stopped it. Everybody on that crown knew she could have stopped it: one round through the sled’s drive truck.

With two men standing directly behind it.

At ninety-eight percent output with an ungoverned rig, in her first hour of flying uncapped, with the whole crown watching and a colonel’s arrest order waiting for the man behind her.

“Signy,” I said. “Hold.”

She held.

I hit the tandem bay’s release, went down the dorsal plating on my hands, dropped four meters onto the range floor, and ran.

Somebody was shouting my name. It was Poppy; I could hear the shape of it. I ran diagonally out across a live fire range in gray coveralls, and the sled came down the rail toward me at fifty kilometers an hour with fifteen tons behind it.

It was not brave, and every time somebody has told me it was, I have said so out loud.

I had watched that sled for six years. I had rebuilt that coupling twice. And what I needed to know could not be known by looking, because a friction coupling that has let go is not a coupling that has broken: it is a coupling that has released, and it will grab again, at random, when the shoe cools.

I got alongside the rail as it came past and set my palm against the sled’s flank.

Twelve hundred people saw a deck-tech touch a runaway sled. What went up my arm was this: the drive truck’s bearings hot and rough, the coupling shoe hotter, and a rhythmic hitch in the roll, once per revolution, where the shoe was catching and slipping, catching and slipping, on a scored drum.

Catching. Slipping.

It was going to grab. It was going to grab hard, and slew, and lift the far side of the sled off the rail, and when it did, it would come down across the pit.

I had about four seconds and one number.

The hitch was once per revolution. The drum was one meter twelve in circumference. It was doing seven revolutions a second and slowing.

“Six seconds,” I said, into my mic, walking backward, my palm still riding the metal. “It’ll grab on the near side. Shoot it at the grab, not before, or you’ll slew it into the pit. Fourth wheel truck, low, left. Six. Five.”

“Kessler…”

“Four.”

The crown had gone completely silent.

Twelve hundred professionals were watching a piece of machinery do something it should not be doing, and every one of them knew, in their hands, exactly what fifteen tons of slewing steel does to a pit with two men in it.

They watched a deck-tech walk backward alongside it with one bare palm riding the flank, counting, in gray coveralls, four hundred meters up on the crown of the Wall, while the academy’s finest pilot held a rifle on his position at nineteen hundred meters and did not fire.

Somewhere behind me a range officer was screaming into a dead microphone.

Somewhere above me, on the eastern rail, Odessa Kane had both hands on the parapet and was not doing arithmetic at all.

And under my palm the drum turned, and the shoe caught, and slipped, and caught, and every catch was harder than the last, and I felt the hitch climb up through the steel and into the meat of my hand and I knew, the way you know a fastener is one turn from stripping, that the next one was not going to let go.

“Three. Two.”

I took my hand off and threw myself flat.

“Now.”

The shot went over me at nineteen hundred meters and hit the fourth wheel truck low on the left at the instant the coupling grabbed, and the sled’s own arrested momentum did the rest: it went down onto its side, dead, and slid to a stop with its nose six meters short of the pit and its shadow across the two men in it.

I lay on the range floor with grit in my teeth.

On the boards, in letters two meters high, the crown read:

LARKE, S. / SYNC INDEX 98.0 / STABILITY: NOMINAL

Flat as glass. Through all of it.

The noise that came off those gun walks lasted a very long time.



Vera Stahl entered the range record herself, on the console, in front of the assembled officers of the range detail.

“Frame Longstride, non-standard sync configuration, live-fire stability evaluation,” she said, in that low contralto that does not need to be raised. “Sustained output ninety-eight point zero. Stability nominal throughout, including a discretionary hold and a nineteen-hundred-meter precision shot on a moving target with friendly personnel in the backstop.”

She keyed it.

“Finding: no evidence of instability. No administrative grounds for disposition of the equipment or the personnel.”

She turned around and looked at Sergeant Held.

Held, standing at the back of the range control room with his six men and his extraction rig, folded his slate closed.

“Ma’am,” he said, “I’ll be going back down, then.”

The pull order died there, of embarrassment, with the gun walks still full outside the glass, and nobody wrote another one for Longstride that month.

Command’s answer came twenty minutes later, before the crown had even emptied.

It came as all of them came: as a line in a feed.

LARKE, S. / SECTION NINE REQUALIFICATION DUEL GRANTED. OPPONENT: KANE, O. FULL CONTACT SIMULATION. GRAND AMPHITHEATER. THREE DAYS.

I read it over Poppy’s shoulder in the range control room while the crowd noise came through the window glass.

“They granted it,” Poppy said. “Why would they grant it?”

“Because they think they can’t lose,” I said.

She frowned up at me.

“If Kane wins,” I said, “then the whole thing was a malfunction and a trick and Larke goes back in a box, and the city watches it happen. And if Larke wins at ninety-eight with a deck-tech’s hand on her neck…”

“Then the whole city sees a cheat,” Poppy said slowly. “Unlicensed equipment. Human modification. They think it looks dirty.”

“They think it looks dirty.”

“Does it?”

I thought about a hundred and ten trucks coming home from the Shale Flats.

“Ask the crown,” I said.

Outside the window, twelve hundred people were still standing on the gun walks, and somebody had started a chant that was three syllables long and was not anybody’s name, and it took me a moment to recognize it as a number.



The range control room emptied out at eight.

I was putting my kit back together when the door shut, and I heard the lock go, and Signy Larke crossed the room in four strides and got a fist in my coveralls and put me against the console rack.

She had come straight out of the frame. Her sync-suit was open to the sternum and soaked through, the amber trace-lines still ghosting along her arms, her braid three-quarters destroyed, and her eyes were enormous and black and she was shaking with the entire morning.

She kissed me like she wanted an argument.

I let her have about sixty seconds of it.

I let her get her hands under my coveralls and I got a hand into what was left of her braid and pulled her head back and put my mouth on her throat, and she made a sound against the console rack that was not a sound Signy Larke has ever made in public, and her leg came up around my hip.

And I took her by the shoulders and set her back on her heels.

She stared at me. Her mouth was open, her chest was going, and the flush had crossed her collarbones and was still climbing.

“What,” she said.

“After you win,” I said.

Signy Larke looked at me with the whole of Bulwark Academy screaming a number outside the window.

Then she called me five names.

The fifth one was inventive enough that I have not repeated it since, and she said it with her hands flat on my chest and her forehead against my sternum, and she was laughing when she said it, and her hands were shaking.

“Three days,” she said.

“Three days.”

“You’ll be in the bay.”

“I’ll be in the bay.”

She pulled back and fixed her shirt and rebuilt her braid in ninety seconds without a mirror, and by the time she had her hand on the door she was, to all appearances, exactly the woman on the posters, except for the flush, which she could do nothing about, and never could.

“Kessler,” she said, at the door. “The sled. If it had grabbed early.”

“It didn’t.”

“If it had grabbed early it would have gone over you.”

“It grabbed at four,” I said. “I counted.”

Signy went out.



The deck threw a party that night that nobody organized and nobody would admit to.

It happened in Bay Eleven, around Scrapdog’s tarp, and it involved four crates of beer that appeared out of the freight side by a route I did not investigate, and a hundred and sixty riggers, and a portable heater, and Bram Odell telling a story about the Cascade that stopped when he got to the second sentence.

The story that got told and retold was not the Limiter.

It was the sled.

By the fourth telling, the sled had grabbed twice. By the seventh, I had ridden it. By the ninth, a boy from the parts cage was standing on a crate acting out the count with his hand flat on an imaginary flank, going six, five, four, and eighty people were shouting the numbers with him, and Poppy was on Scrapdog’s foot with a beer in each hand yelling that she had personally taught me to do that, which was a lie, and which was, in a way I did not have the vocabulary for that night, true.

“She shot the brake off a moving hauler,” said Merrow, wonderingly, for the sixth time.

“She shot the wheel truck,” said Poppy. “The brake was the problem, Merrow, keep up.”

Bram sat down next to me on an equipment crate and handed me a cup of something that was not coffee.

“Held,” he said. “He’ll write it up straight. He’s that sort.”

“Good.”

“Straight means a colonel reads your name in a report about a criminal modification of a certified frame.” Bram drank. “And a colonel reads that a commander of flag rank found no administrative grounds. And in the middle of it, twelve hundred people on a gun walk.”

I turned the cup around in my hands.

Across the bay, under a hundred and sixty people’s worth of noise, the Limiter I had pulled out of Longstride’s cradle sat on my workbench where I had left it that morning, in the corner, in the dark, with the wax cast propped against it like a bookend.

“He’ll come at the pilot next,” I said. “Not me. I’m nobody. He’ll come at her in the amphitheater, with the feeds live and the seats full, and he’ll use the girl who believes.”

Bram looked at me sideways.

“You’ve got that look,” he said. “Kessler’s already three moves out.”

“Two,” I said. “I’m out of moves after two.”


Chapter 10: Requalification

The grand amphitheater at Bulwark seats twelve thousand and it had been full for two hours before the pods came up.

They had sold nothing. There are no tickets. It filled because a city that had watched a gray card come up on every screen four weeks earlier had decided, without anybody organizing it, to come and look at the thing itself.

The upper galleries were deck crew. Two thousand riggers and gun hands and cargo drivers, standing, because the deck does not sit. The middle tiers were cadets and line pilots and half the officers of the academy. The floor was press and broadcast and the long curved bank of the duel boards, and above all of it, hanging in the dark under the dome, the feed masts turned slowly, throwing the whole thing out to every rooftop screen in Bastion.

I walked out onto the pod floor in gray deck coveralls with my sleeves rolled up.

The whole dome saw my arms.

I had not planned that. It was thirty-one degrees on that floor and I had been working since four in the morning, and the sleeves went up. But the tracery ran from both palms past both elbows by then, silver-white and branching, and the light on that floor was very good, and a city had spent a month looking at a photograph of a man with lightning on his arm.

The noise started in the upper galleries and came down.

“Don’t smile,” Bram said behind me, deadpan. “You’ll frighten them.”

Odessa Kane came out from the opposite tunnel with the Second Wing behind her in loyalist gray, zipped to the throat, four abreast, in step.

Everything about her was correct. People never understand that about Odessa Kane. She walked out into a dome that mostly wanted her to lose and she did not flinch and she did not play to them and she did not sneer, and she went to her pod and put her hand flat on it, once, like a rider on a horse.

Signy came out to a sound I had never heard indoors.

She had her helmet under her arm and her braid down her back and she wore the matte-black sync-suit with the amber trace-lines running the seams, dark, waiting, and she stopped at the pod bank and let the noise happen and did not acknowledge it in any way whatsoever.

She looked at me, and only at me, and her chin came up half a centimeter.

Odessa crossed the floor.

She stopped a meter from Signy. The upper galleries leaned out over the rail and the press bank came up off its chairs. The mast microphones caught all of it, which I am certain she knew.

“I want to say this where they can hear it,” Odessa said. “So they don’t say later that I fought dirty.”

“Say it.”

“They tell me your governor is out of your cradle. That there’s nothing between you and burnout but that man’s hand.” Odessa’s ice-blue eyes went across the floor to me, and back. “A hundred and forty-one pilots died in one night fifteen years ago, Larke. That’s why there’s a ceiling. The ceiling kept you alive for three years.”

Signy said nothing.

“Remember that,” Odessa said, “when he breaks you.”

She went back to her pod.

Signy stood there with her helmet under her arm, and I saw her take that in and file it, and what she said, when I came up beside her, was:

“She believes it.”

“Yes.”

“That’s what nobody’s understood.” She was watching Odessa Kane climb into her pod across the width of the floor. “She isn’t lying. That’s what makes her good. She’ll fly this like the last hundred and forty-one are watching.”

“Then don’t fight the woman,” I said. “Fight the doctrine.”

Signy turned her head.

“She has to win inside sixty,” I said. “Everything she knows, everything that’s ever worked for her, is a plan that has to be finished before her stamina curve breaks, because at sixty percent the curve breaks at about the four-minute mark, and every pilot alive builds her whole game around getting it done first. She’ll come at you fast and clever and she’ll try to end it early because that’s all there has ever been.”

“And I don’t break at four minutes.”

“You don’t break at all,” I said. “So let her be brilliant. Let her spend it.”

Signy Larke put her helmet on.

We climbed into the pod together.



There is no tandem bay in a sim pod, because there was never meant to be a man in one.

What there was, that night, was a jump seat that Poppy Renner and I had bolted into the pod’s rear diagnostic bay at two in the morning, with a five-point harness out of a scrapped Mule and an arm brace made from a gantry stanchion.

A duel pod is configured to the pilot’s certified rig. The rule has never said anything else: the pod mirrors what the woman actually flies. Kane’s pod carried a governor because Kane’s frame carried one. Ours carried a jumper where the brick used to be, because there was no longer a brick in Longstride’s cradle for it to mirror, and because a range record signed by Vera Stahl said in official language that there were no administrative grounds to put one back.

Nobody argued about that. Two thousand people watched nobody argue about it, which is a different silence from the one on the gantry and a better one.

I sat down behind Signy Larke’s cradle where the whole dome could watch me do it, and the pod’s canopy came down, and across the city screens the interior feed showed a deck-tech in gray coveralls putting his bare right palm flat against the back of the champion’s neck.

They still show that footage. It is the still image on half the murals in the foundry quarter.

“Ready,” Signy said.

“Ready.”

The environment came up on the pod’s forward glass, and I felt her go still under my palm a half second before I finished reading it.

SECTOR TWELVE. URBAN RUIN.

“She picked the map,” Signy said.

Four square kilometers of collapsed housing blocks and a raised overpass. Twenty-three days earlier Odessa Kane had walked into that ruin and taken it to pieces around Signy Larke, methodically, one stairwell tower at a time, until there was nowhere left in it to be a knife.

“She beat me here,” Signy said.

“Then she’s fighting the last version of you.” I spread my hand flatter on the back of her neck and felt her pulse come down four points against my palm. “Let her.”

“Wade.” Her voice on the intercom, pitched for me. “If I lose this, they put the brick back in.”

“Then don’t lose it.”

She laughed, and the boards went live, and the whole amphitheater read two numbers.

KANE, O. / RAZORBACK / 60.0 LARKE, S. / LONGSTRIDE / 98.0

The sound in that dome went on for half a minute.

Above the Index feeds, on the long curved bank, the Kill Board hung where the Kill Board always hangs. Beside LARKE, S. there was no rank number at all. There was a flag, and behind the flag a figure that had not moved in four weeks.

LARKE, S. / LONGSTRIDE / 11 / FLAGGED

Eleven. The same eleven she had carried onto the exhibition apron a month earlier, before she tore a Cat-2’s jaw off its hinge in front of forty thousand people, and before she killed six skirmishers in a dry riverbed with a hundred and ten truck drivers watching her do it.

Poppy had found it in the routing queue six days before the duel and brought the slate to the workshop holding it out at arm’s length like it was hot. Sawtooth: logged; hold applied; kill pending verification of sync-equipment status. Kessel Wash, all six: logged; hold applied. Review date to be assigned.

Nobody had disallowed anything. You cannot take a kill off a pilot in this city; Bastion would pull the Board off the Wall with its hands. What you can do is decline to post it, and go on declining, and let the review date stay blank, and in the meantime a woman fights kaiju for a living and her number does not move.

Seven confirmed kaiju. In a drawer.

Signy had read it standing at my bench with her arms folded, and said one word, which was fine, and then had gone away and spent six days getting ready to win a duel.

The duel was unfair, and the unfairness ran the other way from where you would think to look for it. Odessa Kane fought that night at the absolute ceiling of what her institution permitted a human being to be, and she took a full engagement off a woman flying at ninety-eight, and she did it with an over-rotated shoulder and a doctrine in her mouth.



FIRST ENGAGEMENT: SECTOR TWELVE, URBAN RUIN.

She had studied the Flats.

That is what nobody in that dome understood for the first ninety seconds. The Kessel Wash telemetry had been on every crew channel in Bastion for a week, and Odessa Kane had gone through it frame by frame, and what she had found in it was this: at ninety-six point two, Signy Larke had stopped giving ground.

Why would she? She had the output. Every exchange she took, she won. And so somewhere in the fight at Kessel Wash, a woman who had built her entire career on patient retreat had learned, without noticing, to step forward.

Odessa put a housing block at Signy’s back.

She did it in three moves and made all three look like aggression, and Signy took the ground each time, because taking ground was free now, and on the third move she stepped forward into a street that had one exit, and Razorback filled it.

Longstride went for the overhead. Razorback took the arm, turned, and drove her into the housing block, and two thousand riggers in the upper galleries watched the champion of Bastion get folded into a wall by a woman flying thirty-eight points down.

The sim blade went in under the arm. The pod lit red.

ENGAGEMENT ONE: KANE.

The dome made a noise like something falling over.

In the pod, Signy said, absolutely flat: “Corridor. She built the corridor three moves out.”

“Yes.”

“I walked into it.”

I kept my palm where it was and did not answer, because she had, and she knew it, and there was nothing in it worth a breath.

“She’s better than me at this,” Signy said, and there was no self-pity in it at all, and that is the exact moment I stopped worrying. “Alright. Alright.”

Under my palm her pulse had not moved.



SECOND ENGAGEMENT: THE SHALE PAN, OPEN GROUND.

Signy did not attack for four minutes.

She kept it long. She kept it at range, and every time Odessa closed, she gave ground and made her pay twelve meters for it, and every time Odessa disengaged, she followed, and made her come back.

It looked like cowardice for two minutes. The upper gallery started muttering.

Poppy told me afterward that she got up on a rail and screamed at two thousand riggers to shut up and count, and about four hundred of them did.

Because on the boards, under the two Index numbers, the amphitheater carried the two stability traces.

At the two-minute mark, Odessa’s trace was a narrow, disciplined band, and Signy’s was a line.

At three minutes, Odessa’s band had widened by half a point. It was not fatigue and it was not error. It was the absolutely normal cost of a human nervous system holding sixty percent output and a combat plan and a machine at the same time, in a body that has been fighting for three minutes.

At four minutes, it widened again, and every pilot in that amphitheater felt it in her own spine.

Signy’s line did not move.

That was the moment. Not the finish. Twelve thousand people watched two traces on a board and a whole city learned, all at once, without a single word being spoken, what a ceiling actually costs: not the top of a woman’s strength, but the bottom of her endurance. The number they had all been taught was safety was the number that decided how long you got to be yourself in a fight.

Odessa came in at half past four, because she had to.

She had one plan left and it was a good one, and it very nearly worked. She feinted the shoulder charge, dropped her hips, went for the leg. It is the takedown she had used to win a dozen duels, and against a Limited pilot it ends the engagement, and the whole thing hung for three-quarters of a second on whether Longstride could stay upright with two hundred tons driving through her knee.

At ninety-eight percent output, she could.

Signy planted, took the charge, hooked Razorback’s shoulder yoke on the way past, and put her down into the shale.

Tap.

ENGAGEMENT TWO: LARKE.



THIRD ENGAGEMENT: THE CROWN, ELEVATED.

They gave them the Wall’s crown: a two-hundred-meter platform with a four-hundred-meter fall on either side. Nobody had ever finished a duel on it. It is a footwork map.

Odessa opened brilliantly. She took the high end and forced Signy to fight uphill on a seven-degree grade, and for two minutes she was untouchable, and the gallery came to its feet.

At two-fourteen, Signy caught her.

Razorback came in with a rising strike and Signy did not block it and did not slip it. She reached up with both hands and caught the frame’s arm at the wrist and elbow, took the entire kinetic load of a charging two-hundred-ton war machine through her own shoulders and hips, and stopped it dead.

The amphitheater made no sound at all.

Because that is not a maneuver. It is not in the manuals. It is not in the manuals because at sixty percent it disassembles your frame and kills you, and every pilot in that dome knew the number where it stopped being suicide, and had never in her life been permitted to reach it.

Under my palm, Signy’s pathways lit like a bus bar. The boards ticked up.

LARKE, S. / 99.1

She turned Razorback’s own arm across its body, stepped through, took the frame off its feet with the hip, and threw two hundred tons of war machine six meters through the air onto its back on the platform edge.

Then she was on it. Knee on the chest block, sim blade reversed, point at the cockpit.

For a second and a half, Odessa Kane did not tap.

I felt Signy’s breath through the port. I felt her wait, and I understood exactly what she was doing, because she gave the woman under her knee that second and a half to find any answer at all.

There wasn’t one.

Razorback’s hand came up, open, and slapped the platform twice.

ENGAGEMENT THREE: LARKE. REQUALIFICATION: PASSED.

I did not hear what happened next. Nobody in the pod heard anything. The dome came apart in a way that registered as pressure rather than sound, and the canopy went up into it, and Signy Larke stood on the pod platform in a soaked sync-suit with her braid destroyed and looked up into the galleries with an expression of total, unguarded shock.

She had won at ninety-nine point one.

And on the board above her, the flag that had hung on her name for three weeks, INSTABILITY UNDER LOAD, PENDING REVIEW, went out.

The Kill Board re-slotted her at third, with a red arrow beside it.

Still at eleven.

I watched Odessa Kane climb out of her pod, walk to the rail, and look up at that board. She stood there through the whole of it, three or four minutes, while the amphitheater screamed. Nobody was watching her. Everybody was watching the woman on the other platform.

I was watching Odessa.

She was reading the board, and her lips were moving, and I know an arithmetic when I see one being done. Kills. Ranks. Arrows. The whole ladder she had climbed since her first cadet year, the ladder her sponsor had built for her, and one name on it climbing past her from below with a deck-tech’s handprint on the back of its neck.

Her right shoulder rode a half-centimeter high.



She filed the report within the hour.

I know the exact contents because a friendly clerk in deck-security read it out to Poppy, who repeated it to me verbatim in the workshop that night, doing the voice, which was cruel and extremely accurate.

Unauthorized human modification of certified sync equipment. Undocumented physiological interface between civilian technician and rated pilot. Recommend immediate security review of technician W. Kessler, Hangar Three, and impound of all associated equipment pending assessment of risk to pilot life.

“Risk to pilot life,” Poppy said, and threw a bolt at the wall. “She…”

“She’s right,” I said.

Poppy stopped with the second bolt in her hand.

“There is no documentation,” I said. “There is no assessment. There is one man in Bastion who knows what anchoring does to a pilot over ten years, and it’s me, and I don’t know, because everybody who ever wrote it down had it cut out of their books.” I picked the bolt up off the floor and put it back in the tray. “She watched a woman fly at ninety-nine with no governor and no manual and a stranger’s hand on her spine. If Odessa Kane had not filed that report, she’d be a coward.”

Poppy stared at me.

“You are the most annoying man alive,” she said.



Odessa found me in the tunnel under the amphitheater at midnight, when the crowd was gone and the cleaning crews were pulling the cable runs.

She was still in the loyalist gray. She had a slate under her arm, and I knew what was on it.

“Kessler.”

“Kane.”

“I filed a report on you.”

“I know.”

“I’m going to file another one,” she said, “every week, until somebody looks.”

“That’s the right thing to do,” I said, and she flinched. She actually flinched, physically, as though I had swung at her.

She stood in the tunnel with the work lights buzzing and looked at me with those pale burning eyes doing their endless arithmetic, and the corner of her mouth twitched once before she locked it flat again, like she had found a crack in her own doctrine and hated my hands for pointing at it.

“She flew at ninety-nine point one,” Odessa said. “She caught my arm. Nobody catches an arm.”

“No.”

“At ninety-nine point one, if her hand had slipped on the yoke, the load would have gone through her shoulder capsule and her spine, and she would be dead on that platform right now, in front of twelve thousand people and every cadet watching the feed.”

“Yes,” I said. “And at sixty, she’d have lost the engagement, and it would have been in a sim, and nobody would have died at all.”

Odessa’s jaw worked.

“But four weeks ago,” I said, “it wasn’t a sim, and it wasn’t a duel, and she was at sixty, and there was a Cat-2 standing on a nineteen-year-old cadet in front of the entire city. And you were four kilometers away in a cradle with your hand on the throttle rail and a countersign you couldn’t get.”

Odessa Kane did not move.

“I know exactly how long you sat there,” I said. “Four minutes and eleven seconds.”

The tunnel lights buzzed.

She put her hand out.

I looked at it. Then I took it.

Her grip was enormous and controlled and I had two seconds again, and the second time is different from the first, because the second time you know where to look.

The shoulder was worse.

The capsule had gone from hot to sullen, that flat deep ache of a joint that has stopped complaining because complaining has not worked. There was fluid where fluid should not be. The compensation had spread: her lats, her obliques, the whole right flank rebuilding itself around a fault, and the chemical flatness in her tremor was stronger than it had been in the sim hall, which meant she had increased the dose.

And under it, in her pathways, was something I had not been able to feel through one handshake.

Odessa Kane’s neural pathways were frayed in a pattern I had felt exactly once before, at an impound fence, in the wrist of a woman who had spent three years distributing her own damage on purpose.

She was doing it too. Not as well, and not as knowingly, but the same shape.

The whole doctrine was doing it. To all of them. Every woman on that ladder was quietly tearing herself apart in a pattern designed to keep her under a bar, and one of them had learned to spread it out with a spoon, and the rest were just breaking.

I let go of her hand.

“Get the rotation looked at,” I said. “You’re worth keeping.”

Odessa Kane’s mouth opened a fraction, then closed on the answer she refused to give me.

She turned and walked out of the tunnel, and her boots did not stop this time, and her right hand came up as she went and touched her own shoulder, once, before she made herself put it down.



Signy’s quarters are on the ace tier, which is twelve floors up in the Wall itself, and I had not been in them.

She let me in at one in the morning still in the sync-suit.

She had not showered. She had come off the pod platform into two hours of broadcast crews and academy officers and cadets who wanted to touch her sleeve, and she had held it together through all of it, and the door closed behind me and she started talking and could not stop.

“She built that corridor three moves out. Three. I’ve watched the replay six times and you cannot see it happening, and I want to know how she thinks like that, I want to know what she does, because I have never in my life built anything three moves out, I react, that’s what I am, I’m the fastest reaction on this Wall and she made me walk into a street…”

She was pacing. The suit was open to her sternum. Her braid was three-quarters undone and there was a medal-flush high on both cheeks and her hands were going as she talked, and Signy Larke does not talk with her hands.

“…and in the third, on the grade, she had the high end and she was right to take the high end, and if she’d had four more points she’d have held it, four points, Wade, that’s all it was, and everyone out there thinks they watched me beat her…”

She stopped mid-sentence.

She had turned around and found me leaning against her door with my arms folded, watching her.

Her hands came down.

“What,” she said, and her voice had changed.

“Nothing,” I said. “Keep going.”

“I’m not.”

“No,” I agreed. “You’re not.”

Signy Larke stood in the middle of her own quarters, twelve floors up in the Wall she had spent her life holding, and looked at me with her chest rising and the flush moving down her throat.

“Ask,” I said.

Her chin came up.

That is her tell. It is the same movement she makes when she takes a sortie assignment, and I have watched her make it standing in front of a colonel, and she made it standing in front of me, and it does something to me that I have yet to get under control.

“I want you to take me to bed,” Signy said, clipped and precise and absolutely level, “and I want my wrists tied, and I want to be told what to do until I stop thinking. Please.”

“On the bed,” I said. “Face me.”

She went.



Her flight harness hung on the back of her door where every pilot’s harness hangs. Six-point, adjustable, soft-edged webbing rated for twelve G’s.

I took it down. I did not hurry.

“Wrists,” I said.

She lifted them, and I ran the webbing twice around each, and secured her arms above her head to the headboard rail, and I put two fingers inside each loop and pulled, and asked her once, and she said yes with her teeth showing, and I never asked again.

Then I stood back and looked at her.

She was still in the sync-suit. Soaked through. Her arms stretched above her head, the harness webbing bright against light-tan skin, and the pull of it lifted her chest and put that famous arch into her spine even lying down.

I peeled that suit off her one centimeter at a time.

I did it with my hands and I did it slowly and I did not let her rush a single moment of it, and Signy Larke, who could stop a charging war frame with her bare hands, could do absolutely nothing about the pace at which a deck-tech in coveralls uncovered her.

Zip to the sternum. My knuckles down the line of her breastbone. She was breathing through her mouth.

Zip to the navel. The peel across her ribs, the wet fabric coming away from her skin with a sound that made her flinch.

Her tits came free of the suit, high and full and flushed, nipples drawn up so tight they had gone dark, and I put my mouth on one and did nothing else for a full minute while she pulled against the webbing and swore at me in numbers.

I took my time with them. I sucked one nipple until it stood hard and shining and she was rolling her hips at nothing, then moved to the other and did it again, slower, while she strained her chest up off the mattress trying to give me more of herself than I was taking.

“Wade…”

“Quiet.”

The zip went down past her navel and stopped. I put my palm flat on her stomach, over the suit, and pressed, and felt the muscle jump under it.

“Hips up.”

She lifted them. The champion of the Wall lifted her hips off her own bed so a man in coveralls could strip her, and she did it fast, and her face when she did it was worth every hour of the four weeks behind us.

I stripped the suit off her hips and her legs and her boots and left her naked on her own bed with her wrists in her own harness. Then I stood at the foot of the mattress in my coveralls, fully dressed, boots still on, and just looked.

Her thighs were slick to the knee with sweat and eight hours of sync-suit and the rest of it, and the smell of her came up off that bed through the machine oil in my own clothes and hit the back of my throat.

Her hips flared off that impossible waist. The webbing at her wrists dragged her arms straight and lifted her chest, and even flat on her back the arch was there, the deep hollow at the small of her back that the whole city has seen on a poster and nobody has ever seen like this: shaking, sweating, cocked up off the sheets in an offering she did not know she was making.

Her pussy was bare and swollen and open, and it was running. There was a wet patch on her own sheets under her.

That is the whole thing. That is the fantasy: the Wall’s black-suited icon, the woman on twelve-meter posters, the champion the city had screamed for two hours ago, spread out and bound and dripping for a man in gray deck coveralls who had not yet taken off his boots.

My cock ached against the inside of my clothes. I left it there.

“You’re staring,” she said. Wrecked already.

“I’m going to do it for a while, too.”

“Wade.”

“Open your legs.”

She had them open. She opened them further, hips rolling, heels sliding wide on the sheets, and a fresh gloss of wet spread down the inside of one thigh, and she watched me watch it happen and turned her face into her own arm.

“Say what you want.”

“You know what I…”

“Say it.”

“I want your mouth on me.” Clipped. Exact. Ruined. “I want it now, Wade, please, I have been thinking about it since the second engagement, I lost half a second in the third thinking about it…”

I put my hands on her thighs and pushed them wider and went down.

She was already soaked, slick to the knee and past it, and she tasted of salt and sweat and eight hours of a woman who had won a war in front of a city. I put my mouth on her and she came off the bed like I’d hit a switch.

I caught her hip one-handed, pushed her flat, and held her there. She already knew the rule. Fighting gets nothing. And this time she learned it in twenty seconds instead of ninety, her thighs trembling, her breath counted, her whole body going obedient on the exhale, exactly as I had taught her on a workbench four weeks before.

She learned faster this time. Twenty seconds.

“Please,” Signy said, precise as a firing solution. “Please. I’m holding still. Look. I’m holding still. Don’t stop. Wade, please, don’t stop.”

“Good.”

I worked two fingers into her while my mouth stayed where it was, and she was wet enough that they went in on the sound alone, and then she closed around them: hard, exact, and entirely without her own permission. I curled them up and found the swollen place inside the front of her and stayed there, and sucked her clit in a rhythm she could not steer, and Signy Larke’s whole disciplined body began to go in stages, exactly the way a structure goes: one small sound, then a bigger one, then everything at once.

She broke on my mouth with her spine bowed off the sheets and her wrists white in the webbing, her thighs clamping around my head, her pussy pulsing hard around my fingers while she flooded my hand and my chin and made a high thin noise through her teeth that had nothing precise in it at all.

I stayed on her through every contraction until she was pushing at me with her hips, oversensitive, sobbing.

I gave her four seconds.

I stood, and stripped, and turned her.



She has a wall feed in her quarters. Every ace does. It runs the Kill Board and the sector picket and the Index feed, twenty-four hours, and it was the first thing I had seen when I walked in.

I dragged her up onto her knees facing it, her wrists still webbed to the headboard rail, her arms stretched out in front of her, that arch driving her ass back into me.

KILL BOARD / CURRENT CYCLE 1. KANE, O. / RAZORBACK / 14 2. OCHOA, S. / SLEDGE / 12 3. LARKE, S. / LONGSTRIDE / 11 ▲

Her name, third, with a red arrow beside it. Ochoa had taken three kills off the eastern picket while Longstride sat in an impound dock, and that was the trick of it: nobody had demoted Signy Larke. They had simply stopped her from flying and let the ladder do it for them.

“Look at the board,” I said, and slid into her.

Signy made a noise I cannot write down.

I did it in one long push, all of it, at exactly the speed I chose and not one centimeter faster, and she got no vote in any of it. I went in on nothing but her own slick, and halfway through she stopped breathing entirely, and when my hips came flush against that arched-up ass she let the breath out in a broken shudder that had my name somewhere inside it.

Then I stopped moving. Fully seated. Buried.

“Wade.” Her arms shook in the webbing. “Wade, please.”

“Read me the board.”

“…What?”

“Third line. Read it.”

She dragged her eyes up. Her voice came out in pieces. “L-Larke. S. Eleven. Red arrow.”

“Again.”

“Larke, S.” She sobbed it. “Wade, I can’t, I can’t do this and think, I can’t…”

“Good.”

I fucked her from behind with one hand fisted in what was left of her braid, holding her head up so she could not look away from her own name, and my other palm flat between her shoulder blades on the port, and the anchor ran, and I read her from inside.

The board glow lay across her back in cold light. Sweat ran down the deep channel of her spine and pooled where my palm held her. Every stroke drove a sound out of her, and every sound was less like the woman who narrates kill-lanes and more like something with no rank at all.

“Don’t close your eyes.”

“I’m not…”

“Third,” I said, in her ear, driving into her. “A month ago they had you at fifty-five with a flag on your name. Look at it.”

“Wade…”

“That number’s yours.” I pulled her back onto me, hard, and she sobbed. “You did that. Not me. I don’t fly anything. Every point of it is you.”

“Please…”

“That number’s yours,” I said. “This is mine.”

And I put my hand flat and low on her belly, where she could feel my cock moving inside her through her own skin, and held it there.

She broke apart on that sentence.

I felt it come: not the orgasm, that was still building, but the surrender under it, the thing she had been holding since her first year in the ladder and had never once put down. Her whole body let go. Her forehead went down onto her own forearms and she gave me every kilogram of her weight, ass up, spine hollowed into that famous arch at its full and filthy extent, and she stopped trying to meet my rhythm and simply let me take her at mine.

Under my palm her nervous system came free the way a seized bearing comes free: all at once, everything that had been grinding for three years suddenly turning, and the fraying, the last of that patient crazed architecture, went smooth from her hips to her skull in one long wave.

I told her so.

“It’s almost gone,” I said, with my hand firm on her port and my cock buried in her to the root. “Signy. Listen to me. That whole pattern you built. It’s smoothing nearly flat under my hand. Right now.”

“I can feel it,” she said, and her voice broke completely, and she was crying, and she was shoving herself back onto me with everything she had left. “I can feel it, I can feel it, don’t stop, harder, Wade, harder, please, please…”

I gave it to her hard.

Skin on skin, the wet slap of it filling that room, her tits swinging under her, the harness webbing creaking on the headboard rail, her name burning third on the wall in front of her face.

“Who took the ceiling off you?”

“You did.”

“Whose is this?”

“Yours.” No hesitation. Clipped and absolute and destroyed. “Yours, Wade, it’s yours, I’m yours, please…”

She came with her name on the board in front of her and my fist in her hair and my palm on her spine.

It went on and on. She locked down around me and would not let go, gripping and dragging in a hard rolling beat that came up out of somewhere she has never filed a report on, so hard I had to stop moving and simply let her have it. The flush came up her back this time, not her front: it broke across her shoulder blades under my palm and ran outward to the points of both shoulders and down her arms into the webbing, and I felt the heat of it arrive under my hand a half second before I saw it. Her thighs shook, her wrists twisted in her own flight harness, her back drew up into an arch so extreme it lifted her knees off the mattress, and she screamed into her own forearms with absolutely nothing precise left in her.

I felt all of it twice. Once around my cock. Once through my palm: the whole system arcing over, three years of throttled current finally going where it was built to go.

She was still spasming when I dragged her hips back into mine, and I did not last, and I had not intended to.

I came looking at the board.

Fist still knotted in the wreck of her braid, her head held up where I had put it, her name burning amber on the wall two meters in front of both of us: I came in her watching LARKE, S. sit there in the third slot with a red arrow beside it. It went out of me in hard shoves that did not want to stop. And when it was worst, when there was nothing left in my head at all, I said her name out loud, the whole of it, the way the amphitheater had said it two hours earlier with twelve thousand voices, and she made a sound like a cable parting under load and drove herself back onto me and took every last spurt of it.

By the end I could feel it slick and warm where we were joined, running out around me and down the inside of her thigh, and I ran two fingers through it and pressed the mess of us back into her, and Signy made a small ruined noise and pushed her ass up into my hand.

The echo ran back through the contact in a black wave and the room went distant and tinny, every sound arriving half a second after it should have. I held onto her hips and rode it out with my eyes still open on her name.

It was the loudest she has ever been. The ace tier is not soundproofed and I did not care and neither, that night, did she.

Then I lowered her down onto the bed on her side, still tied, still shaking, and lay behind her with my hand flat on her sternum and felt her heart come down from a hundred and seventy-six.



“Not yet,” she said, when I reached for the webbing.

It came out of the pillow, slurred and muffled and entirely serious. Her wrists stayed exactly where I had put them.

“No,” I said, and took the harness off her anyway, one turn at a time, and she watched my hands do every turn of it and did not argue, and when the loops came free she left her arms lying where they were until I brought them down myself.

I turned each wrist under the room light. Soft pink bands, no chafe. I pressed my thumb into the heel of one hand and watched the white go out of it and come back.

“Squeeze,” I said. She squeezed. “Now spread them. Now tell me if this is sharp or dull.”

I ran a thumbnail up the outside of her forearm.

“Dull,” she said. “Sharp. Dull.”

“Then the nerve’s clean the whole way out to the fingers.”

I put both palms flat on her shoulders, and I stopped.

“Both capsules are hot,” I said.

“Mm.”

“Signy. You caught a charging two-hundred-ton war frame with your hands tonight. Your body has spent the last three hours working out what that means, and it has reached a conclusion.” I ran my thumbs down into the muscle on either side of her spine and read the whole line of the catch written there in heat and swelling: wrist, elbow, capsule, lat, hip. “There’s fluid in the right one. It’s the same joint Kane has been hiding for a year. It took her four years to build hers. It took you a second and a half.”

Her eyes came open at that.

“Ice tonight,” I said. “My bench in the morning, and I’ll re-cut the arm brace in the cradle so it takes some of that load off you the next time you decide to catch a building. And you’re going to let me.”

“Wade.”

“Mm.”

She rolled over and looked at me in the dark, and her face was undefended in a way that even an hour of that had not made it.

“For three years,” she said, “I thought the ceiling was all I was.”

I waited.

“I thought I was the most disciplined pilot on the Wall because that was the only thing left that was mine. And tonight the whole city watched me catch a frame’s arm, and I’ve been lying here adding it all up, and the truth is I’ve been ordinary for three years and nobody knew, and you took a brick out of a cradle and now I’m…”

“No,” I said.

She stopped.

“I’ve had my hands on your frame and I’ve had my hands on you,” I said. “Your wear pattern is the most disciplined thing I have ever read off anything, and I read metal for a living. You flew three years at sixty and you distributed three years of damage so evenly that no instrument on this Wall ever caught you. Do you know what that takes? I’ve never met a pilot who could do it. Not one.”

Her eyes had gone very bright.

“They didn’t cap a great pilot,” I said. “They capped the best one, and she found a way to keep flying anyway, and the ceiling never had anything to do with it.”

Signy Larke put her forehead against my chest and stayed there until her breathing changed, and then she went to sleep like something falling, and I lay there in the dark twelve floors up in the Wall with my hand spread over the port at her back.

Her fraying was almost gone.

Not merely smoothed this time. Thinned to a few deep lines I could still feel if I went looking, three years of it drawn down to pale seams in four weeks, and I lay there and read her pathways and should have been happy about it.

I was running numbers of my own.

Because if the anchor could carry that much, and heal that much, and give a woman ninety-nine point one, then it had never been a danger to pilots at all, and every word of the doctrine was a lie built on a hundred and forty-one graves.

And somebody had cut it out of the books on purpose.



I went down to Hangar Three at four in the morning to think, which for me means to rebuild something small.

The night crew let me by. The workshop was cold. I sat down at the bench and picked the gray brick up off it, because a man who cannot sleep should have something in his hands, and the cast and the chip and the manifests lay where they had lain all week and had learned nothing new overnight.

I had taken the Limiter apart three times by then and put it back together three times and learned nothing at all, which was itself a thing worth knowing, because it meant the lie was not in the hardware.

At half past four, the bench panel chimed with the overnight routing feed, which nobody reads, and which Poppy Renner had taught me to read three weeks earlier.

Two lines.

REQUISITION: SECURITY DETACHMENT, 6 PERS. TASKING: EQUIPMENT AUDIT, HANGAR THREE. TIME: 0500 THURSDAY. AUTH: D. MATTICK, Col., CDA.

And below it, an older line I had already photographed, still sitting in the queue where Rusk’s manifests had pointed:

SALVAGE MOVEMENT, SECTOR FRINGE. GOVERNOR ASSY x40. RECEIVING: [FIELD BLANK].

I read them both twice, and then a third time, and the second line did not stop meaning what it meant.

Then I went and got my jacket.


Chapter 11: The Flip

Poppy read the queue the way other people read a face.

She came into the workshop at six in the morning with two cups of something and the routing feed already open on her slate, and she put a cup down on my bench and then took it back, because I had not looked up.

“You’ve seen it.”

“Four-thirty.”

“Then you’ve seen half of it.” She hooked a stool with her boot, sat, and turned the slate around. “There’s the requisition. Six bodies, equipment audit, oh-five-hundred Thursday, colonel’s authorization. That’s the part they want you to find, because a security audit is a boring thing and a boring thing walks in with nobody watching.”

Her finger moved down.

“Here’s the part they don’t. Look at the transport line. Six personnel, and a materiel van with a two-ton lift, tasked from the same pool, same hour, same authorization.” She looked up at me with her hazel-green eyes gone flat and hard. “You don’t need a two-ton lift to audit equipment, Wade. You need one to take a sync-cradle out of a frame.”

I drank the coffee.

“Longstride,” I said.

“And Scrapdog.” Poppy’s jaw set. “Scrapdog isn’t certified, isn’t allocated, and isn’t legally a frame. But she’s got a cradle in her, and if the cradle goes into a van at five in the morning, then the rebuild is a heap of scrap in Bay Eleven and there’s not one regulation anybody can point at.”

Somewhere out on the floor, a crane started up.

There are two things a man can do with twenty-three hours of warning, and I have watched a great many men choose both of them. He can run, which buys him a day. He can wait, which buys him nothing, and there is a whole species of man who has convinced himself that waiting is a plan because the alternative frightens him.

I had spent fourteen months collecting objects in a notebook nobody would ever read.

“Get me a case,” I said. “The gray one, the hard one, with the foam.”

Poppy’s boots stopped swinging.

“Where are you going?”

“To the security annex,” I said. “Tonight. Before they come here.”



The deck-security annex is at the base of the Wall on the freight side, and it is the least frightening building in Bastion, because it is staffed by people whose entire working lives consist of cargo pilferage, drunk riggers, and the paperwork of the two.

I walked in at eight at night carrying a case and asked to speak to the watch commander.

Watch Commander Deman Trask was fifty-one and had a bad shave and a desk built out of two smaller desks. Twenty-nine years in deck-security, and nobody gets twenty-nine years in deck-security without having been a fitter first. I shook his hand and it told me everything before he opened his mouth: calluses thirty years old, a torque-bar crescent across the right palm, exactly like mine.

“You’re Kessler,” he said.

“Yes.”

“You’re the one with the arms.”

I rolled my sleeves down and he laughed, once, without much humor, and pointed at a chair.

“I’ve got a tasking on my board for Thursday morning,” he said. “Six of my people, in your hangar, at five. You know that.”

“That’s why I’m here.”

“And you came in.” He looked at me until I began to be aware of the chair. “Men who come in generally want something.”

“I want you to search a tool crib,” I said, “and a freight yard.”

I opened the case on his desk.

I did not make a speech. There has never been one word in my life that has moved an institution one centimeter, and by then I had stopped trying. What I had were objects, and I laid them out in the foam in the order in which a man’s hands would find them.

“Wax cast,” I said. “Taken off the number-two bolt recess in the hip assembly of trainer Mule six, in front of three hundred deck crew, at four in the afternoon on the eleventh. Tool chatter, four-lobe bit, bevel ground off-square at about thirty degrees on the driving face.”

Trask leaned over it.

“Number-nine torque driver,” I said, and put it beside the cast in its evidence bag. “Taken by me out of the second slot of tool cart five at four in the afternoon on the third, eight days before the Mule failed. The cart had come back from the impound dock signed out for a routine cradle inspection at twenty-two-fifteen the night before. It carries a four-lobe cradle bit. Its bevel is ground off-square at about thirty degrees on the driving face.” I nudged the cast with a knuckle. “Any first-year fitter in this building can take that cast to that bit in ten minutes. I would rather it were one of yours than one of mine.”

Trask picked up the bag. He turned the driver over in it, and he looked at the worn bevel, and his mouth changed shape.

“Whose is it?”

“There’s a deck chief named Dagan Rusk who has carried a number-nine with a ground bevel for twenty years, and everybody in Hangar Three knows it, and he ran through the freight gate on the eleventh with two men who don’t work for us.” I put the nine manifests down. “These were under the false floor of his toolbox. Salvage manifests. Sync-governors, forty at a time, off battlefield wrecks, out of the boneyard fringe.”

“That’s stripper work. That’s an old business.”

“Look at the condition column.”

He looked at the condition column.

He was a fitter. It took him about six seconds, and then he sat back in his chair.

“Serviceable,” Trask said. “Every unit.”

“Three hundred and sixty for three hundred and sixty. I’ve pulled governors out of dead frames. So have you. On the best day of your life you get five serviceable out of forty and the rest are slag.”

“So they’re lying on the manifest.”

“Or the manifest is honest,” I said, “and the units aren’t salvage.”

Trask sat and looked at his own hands until the console behind him cycled its screen and went dark.

Then I put the last object on the desk. The closed archive chip in its gray CDA case, and beside it, on my slate, the reader’s output.

RENNER, POPPY M. / APTITUDE SCREEN, NEURAL SYNC / RESULT: ELIGIBLE (BAND 2) ROUTING: RETAIN AS DECK PERSONNEL. NO NOTIFICATION. AUTH: D. MATTICK, Col., CDA.

“That was jammed behind the actuator in the maintenance core of Mule six,” I said. “Which is why the man who cut the retaining ring was inside that hip for two hours instead of ninety seconds. It’s a dead space. It’s where you keep something you’ve been paid to move.”

Trask read it twice.

“That’s a colonel’s routing code,” he said.

“It is.”

“On the same colonel’s authorization that’s putting six of my people in your hangar on Thursday morning with a two-ton lift.”

“I hadn’t looked into it,” I said.

Deman Trask laughed. It was a short and thoroughly unamused sound and it went on slightly too long.

“You’re a technician,” he said. “Nobody’s going to arrest a colonel on a wax cast.”

“I’m not asking you to.”

“Then what?”

“Your tasking says equipment audit, Hangar Three,” I said. “It doesn’t say which equipment. Rusk’s crib is in Hangar Three. It’s been closed since the eleventh and nobody has opened it, and everything in that crib belongs to a man who ran.” I closed the case. “Audit it. Then audit the freight yard he ran through, because the crawler that took him out has a scheduled route on those manifests. You’d be executing your tasking exactly as written.”

Trask stared at me.

“And the charge sheet on you,” he said slowly, “for a criminal modification of a certified frame, in front of a decommission team.”

“Is a matter for whoever files it. In the meantime, there’s a custody trail in that case with four objects in it, and I’m the man who found all four.”

“Which makes you,” Trask said.

“A witness,” I said.

He did not answer that straight away. He turned to his console instead and pulled something up, and I watched a man with twenty-nine years on him read a document he had clearly already read once that morning, before I ever knocked.

“Battery Six,” he said. “The traverse mount, in the autumn. There’s an incident record on it.”

“There is.”

“Gun chiefs don’t sign those. Not the bottom half. The bottom half is for officers.” Trask turned the console a few degrees, not far enough for me to see it, which was the point. “Dural wrote a heading into it that isn’t on the form. He wrote CREW SAVED BY, and he put a deck-tech’s name under it, and then he signed his own name to a thing no regulation asked him for.”

“He never mentioned it.”

“No. He wouldn’t.” Trask turned the console back. “I’ve had that record open since six o’clock, because when a technician asks me to walk into a colonel’s freight yard I want to know whose hands I’m doing it on. A man can fake a wax cast. He can fake a manifest, if he’s clever, and you’re clever.” He sat back. “He can’t fake nine gun crew walking down a ladder.”

Nobody in that building loved Colonel Dray Mattick, and that was part of the mechanism. It was not the whole of it, and I knew it while I sat there: twenty-nine years of a man’s things being taken out of his hands by clean-gloved officers who never once said please, and one sheet of paper signed by a gun chief who had no reason on this earth to sign it.

Trask keyed his console.

“Audit,” he said, “of the closed crib of Chief D. Rusk, Hangar Three, and associated freight-side storage, oh-five-hundred Thursday. Six personnel. Materiel van tasked. Authorization: standing colonel’s requisition.”

He looked up at me.

“It’s the same order,” he said. “I haven’t changed a word of it.”

“No,” I agreed. “You haven’t.”



By eight the next morning my case had been “transferred for consolidated review” to Colonel Mattick’s office.

It happened by feed, without a signature that anybody could see. The wax cast, the driver, the manifests, the chip: all of it went up the Wall in a locked box, and I have not seen any of those objects since, and neither has anybody else.

I had photographed every one of them from six angles the night before, in the workshop, with Poppy holding the lamp, and I had put the images in four places, one of which was a rigger’s private slate on the freight side whose name I never learned.

The audit went ahead. Deeds are fast, and they are quiet, and they cannot be un-issued as quickly as they can be issued.

Trask’s people opened Rusk’s crib at five in the morning and found a contact list.

By seven that morning it had been logged, and by the next day it had been “lost in transfer” between the annex and the colonel’s office, and Deman Trask stood in the middle of his own evidence room for some time with his hands on his hips, not saying anything, which is how a career man discovers what he actually believes.

Fortunately I had photographed that too, in his evidence room, with his knowledge, which was, strictly, the second crime I committed that month, and the only one nobody has ever asked me about.



The freight yard went loud at half past ten in the morning.

I was not supposed to be there. Trask had said, in the specific tone of a man building himself an alibi, that he could not stop a technician from walking through a public freight yard, and that if a technician were to walk through it he should keep his hands in his pockets.

The yard is four hundred meters of container rows on the freight side, stacked three high, with rail lines running between them and a scatter of yard-mules, which are ugly four-wheeled tugs with a tow hitch and no doors.

Trask’s people opened container six, and two men came out of container thirteen at a dead run.

They were the same two who had dropped two tons of plate on Bram Odell. I recognized the shoulders on the left one, and I was already moving.

They went for a cargo crawler at the yard’s north end, a low twelve-wheeled hauler with a flat bed and a cab like a fist, and they got it moving before Trask’s nearest officer had cleared the row.

I got into a yard-mule.

I have driven a yard-mule perhaps four hundred times. They do fifty kilometers an hour flat out and they corner like a dropped crate, and they weigh about a ton and a half, and the one thing a yard-mule has, which a cargo crawler does not, is that it turns inside its own length.

The crawler came down row four with its horn going.

I came down row five, parallel, one row of containers between us, and I could see the flicker of it through the gaps at every stack: black, black, light, black. I counted the gaps. The rows end in a Y where the rails converge at the yard gate, and the crawler had to take the left arm of the Y because a twelve-wheeler cannot take the right.

I took the right.

I came out of row five doing fifty kilometers an hour and put the yard-mule sideways across the left arm of the Y, and got out, and stood behind it.

The crawler had two hundred meters to think about it.

It stopped, in the end, six meters short, with the driver standing on the brakes and the whole twelve-wheeled thing squatting on its rear axles. Trask’s people came out of row four eight seconds later and had them both on the ground before either man got the cab door open.

The left one, the one whose shoulders I knew, looked up from the gravel with his cheek against it and said, “You’re the hands guy.”

“Yes.”

“You dropped a mule in front of a crawler.”

“I parked,” I said.

I walked to the front of the crawler, and set my palm on its hood.

Trask came up beside me while I stood there with my eyes shut and one hand on the engine cover of a black-market hauler, and to his considerable credit he waited until I opened my eyes.

The engine was hot. Under the heat, the block kicked unevenly through the hood, the specific roughness of a machine that has been worked very hard on bad fuel: two cylinders with low compression, a fan bearing on its way out, and a whole architecture of vibration coming up through the hood that did not belong in a yard tug.

But the mounts were new. The mounts were the wrong kind of new: heavy-duty, rubber-and-steel, the kind you fit when your vehicle is going to spend its life crossing broken ground at speed. And the drive shaft carried a fine rhythmic shudder that I have felt exactly twice, both times on salvage details, and both times on machines that had been running the shale.

“This thing doesn’t work in this yard,” I said.

“It’s registered to a freight contractor.”

“It’s tuned for the fringe.” I opened my eyes. “New mounts, hardened shaft, a differential that’s been eating grit for two years. Somebody drives this crawler out past the Wall on a schedule, over the shale, to the boneyard, and back. Look at the tires and you’ll find the shale in them.”

Trask crouched and looked at the tires. He came up with a pinch of gray dust between finger and thumb and rubbed it, and smelled it, and made a face.

“Boneyard fringe,” he said.

“Three hundred and sixty governors,” I said, “have to move on something.”

The crawler’s cab held a route card in a plastic sleeve, greasy, folded, annotated. Trask logged it and photographed it and gave me one clean look before it went in the box, and one clean look was enough, because I have been reading a machinist’s shorthand since I was a foundry-quarter kid.

A rendezvous point on the boneyard fringe, forty kilometers past the Wall in the old battle rows.

Circled twice, in a heavy hand.

The same hand that had signed the manifests in Dagan Rusk’s toolbox.



The Scrapdog rebuild ran every night from eight until whenever people fell over.

By that week there were a hundred and eighty names on the requisition list and perhaps sixty people in Bay Eleven on any given evening, and it had stopped being a project and become the thing the deck did instead of sleeping.

The pelvis casting had come out of a condemned hull in the boneyard fringe on a salvage run that four crane chiefs had authorized between them. I asked Bram how.

“You don’t want it in your head,” he said.

The left arm had come from three different frames. The elbow was Merrow’s work and it was better than anything the academy could have bought.

Bram had Falk on a welder in the corner.

“Both hands,” he said. “You’re not writing your name. Feel the puddle.”

“I can’t feel a puddle, Chief, I’m looking through a hood…”

“Then stop looking.”

Falk stopped looking. Her bead came out crooked and continuous, and Bram grunted, which from him is a decoration, and the nineteen-year-old cadet who had been pinned under a Cat-2’s foot four weeks earlier sat back on her heels with a welding hood on her head and looked at four centimeters of bad weld as though she had built the Wall.

The paint vote happened at ten.

Somebody had liberated four liters of ceremonial white from the officers’ hangar and there was a serious proposal to do Scrapdog in academy livery, and Poppy Renner stood on a stack of pallets and gave a speech about it that I will not reproduce, because two-thirds of it was profanity and one-third was torque specifications.

The vote went eleven to fifty-nine, exactly as she had called it the day the tarp came off. The oxide primer stayed, and every plate got soapstone-signed by whoever hung it, and Merrow spent twenty minutes on his signature and would not be hurried by anybody.

The tarp went back over the frame at the end of every night. Poppy said she got cold. Nobody argued with that, and inside a week two riggers were fighting each other for the privilege of doing it, and Bram had to write a rota.

Signy came down at ten, off shift, in coveralls that nobody had issued her, with her braid tied up in a rag.

She was a catastrophe.

The Wall’s champion could not set a rivet to save her life. She burned herself twice, dropped a gun, and put four rivets into Scrapdog’s shin plate so badly that Merrow had to drill them out, and she did it all with an expression of ferocious concentration, and nobody said one word to her about it except Poppy, who said many.

“That’s a terrible rivet.”

“It’s holding.”

“It’s holding. Signy. My grandmother could.” Poppy leaned out of Scrapdog’s open chest cavity with a lamp in her teeth, took it out, and pointed it. “That is the worst rivet in this hangar. That rivet is going to be on this frame for thirty years. It’s going to outlive us. They’ll take that frame apart in a museum and find that rivet and they’ll say, who did this, and I will be dead, and I will still say, Signy Larke.”

Signy Larke considered this.

“Then I’ll do more,” she said, and picked the gun back up, and the whole of Bay Eleven roared.

I stood at the bench with my hands in a wiring loom and watched the champion of Bastion get taught to rivet by a cadet, badly, with her tongue between her teeth.

Bram put a cup of coffee by my elbow.

“You know what you’ve built here,” he said.

“A frame.”

“Mm,” said Bram, and went away.



At one in the morning the bay went down to a dozen people and Poppy leaned out of Scrapdog’s chest and called across the whole floor, at volume:

“Kessler! I need you to check a wiring run!”

Merrow, on the far side, said, “Which run?”

“The dorsal one.”

“That’s finished.”

“Not checked,” Poppy said, with dignity, and disappeared.

Scrapdog’s left hand lay on the apron outside Bay Eleven where the crane had set it that afternoon, a five-story frame’s hand, three meters across the palm, fingers half-curled, waiting for the wrist assembly. Somebody had thrown a tarp over the wrist stump. Somebody else had rigged a worklight on the thumb.

Poppy was sitting in the palm.

The tarp was pushed back and open to the whole hangar. From up there you could see straight down Bay Eleven’s length, sixty meters, to where the rebuild crew were still working two bays over. Their lamps threw long moving shadows up the wall.

“There’s no wiring run,” she said.

“I know.”

“Sit down, then.”

I climbed up into the palm of a war machine and sat with my back against the base of the thumb, and Poppy Renner climbed into my lap and straddled me.

She was tiny. She weighed nothing at all. I laid one hand flat across her hips and it went hipbone to hipbone with room left over in the palm, and she rocked up onto her knees until we were nose to nose, close enough that I was looking at one hazel-green eye at a time, and grinned so hard I could feel it moving in my own face.

Then she sat up and unzipped her own coveralls to the waist.

She did it slowly, watching my face, freckled shoulders coming out of the fabric one at a time, and the tank underneath was thin and the night air off the apron was cold and there was nothing at all uncertain about what her body thought of any of it.

“So,” Poppy said.

I took her wrists.

I gathered both of them in one hand and put them behind her back, and every moving part of Poppy Renner stopped at once, and her pupils blew wide.

“You planned this,” I said.

“Obviously.”

“Down here. Where the crew can see.”

“They’d have to look up,” she whispered, and shivered.

“Ask.”

“Wade…”

“Ask me, Poppy.”

“I want you to fuck me,” she said, “in the hand of my own frame, right here, where anybody could look up, and I want you to do all of it, and I’ll be good, I’ll be so good…” She was giggling, breathless, bright-eyed. “And if you say no I’m going to be insufferable about it for a month, so really this is self-defense…”

“Again.”

The giggling stopped.

She looked at me from ten centimeters away, and the freckle-flush came up out of her shoulders like a wave going through water, and when she said it the second time her voice had gone small and steady and completely serious.

“Yes,” Poppy said. “Please.”



I kept her wrists.

The architecture of it was simple: one hand at the small of her back holding both of her wrists, and everything else mine to do. She could not touch me. She was, for the first two minutes, unable to do anything at all except take what she was given, which for Poppy Renner is very close to unbearable, and which is exactly why she wanted it.

I shoved the tank up under her chin.

Her chest is small and high and every centimeter of it is a live wire. The cold apron air hit her and she made a sound like a struck tuning fork, her nipples drawing up hard and pink and tight enough that I could see her pulse in them, and then I closed my lips around one and she nearly came off my lap.

“Nnh. Wade…”

“Quiet.”

I sucked one, hard, and rolled the other between my fingers, and Poppy arched her spine so violently that she ground herself down the length of my thigh and left a hot wet stripe through the canvas.

She felt it happen. She looked down at it. She looked back up at me, freckles going dark, absolutely delighted with herself.

“That’s not,” she whispered, “strictly my fault, that’s a lubrication issue, that’s…”

I bit her. Carefully. She stopped talking.

Down at the far lamps, a rigger dropped something, and the noise went up into the roof, and Poppy Renner’s whole body locked with delight. Her pussy clenched against nothing. I felt it through my thigh.

I worked her with my mouth until she was shaking, until the flush had gone all the way down her freckled chest, until she was rocking on my leg in tiny frantic movements with her wrists caught behind her back and her head hanging and a wet patch spreading through her open coveralls.

“Wade. Wade. Please. Please, I’m going to…”

“You’re going to what?”

“I am going to come apart like a cheap coupling,” she said, in a voice that had gone up two registers and lost every gear it had, “if you do not put me on your cock in the next thirty seconds, and I will do it loudly, and they will absolutely hear.”

“Say it louder.”

Her mouth fell open. She stared at me. Then she leaned in and put her lips against my ear and said it at full conversational volume, every word, into the ringing empty height of Bay Eleven, and by the end of the sentence she was trembling so hard she could barely hold herself upright.

Nobody looked up. She has never forgiven the hangar for that.

I got her coveralls down over her hips and off one boot and left them hanging.

She was bare underneath and already so wet that she had left a hot slick stripe through the canvas of my thigh where she’d been sitting, and when I ran two fingers up through her she grabbed my wrist with both hands and made a noise like a kettle being taken off the burner, and when I pushed them in she came up off my lap onto her knees with a strangled squeak, working out on the way what two of my fingers were going to cost her.

“Wade. Wade, that’s, okay, that’s two, that is a very confident two…”

“You’re going to take more than two.”

“Yep,” she said faintly. “Yep. Okay. Yes. That is over my rated load. That is well over my rated load and I am formally waiving the rating, right now, out loud, in front of witnesses, if somebody would hand me a pen…”

I lifted her, one-handed, off my lap and onto me, and Poppy Renner sank down on my cock in the palm of her own war machine and made a noise into my shoulder that would have brought the whole bay running if the bay had been six meters closer.

She is very small. It took a while. I held her hips and made her take it in stages, feeding it to her a centimeter at a time, and she panted against my throat and swore in torque specifications, and I felt every stage of her body giving way and making room. Her thighs shook on either side of me. Her whole weight hung off my one hand at her back.

When she finally settled all the way down onto me, seated to the root, stuffed absolutely full, she went completely silent, which is the rarest thing in the world.

“Look at me,” I said.

She lifted her head. Hazel-green, blown wide, glassy, delighted, absolutely gone.

“Now don’t move,” I said.

“What.”

“You heard me.”

She whined. It was a real whine, high and outraged, and I put my hand over her mouth and held her there, seated on me, full, trembling, while down the length of the bay her own rebuild crew worked on her own frame under the lamps. I could feel her fluttering around me. Every few seconds her whole body would try to grind down and I would hold her still and let her feel exactly how little say she had in it.

She was crying by the end of it. Not sad. Wrecked.

Then I took my hand away and let her move.

She went fast, immediately, greedy, riding me in hard shallow bounces with her wrists trapped and her small tits jumping in the worklight, and I let her have a few hard strokes before I put both hands on her hips and slowed her to a crawl.

“Wade…”

“My pace.”

“You are the worst…”

I slowed her further, until she was sinking down onto me a millimeter at a time, until every stroke took ten seconds and she could feel all of it. Poppy Renner ground her forehead into my shoulder and made a series of extremely small noises, and fought me for about four strokes, and then gave up, all at once, her whole body going loose in my hands.

“There,” I said, against her ear. “That’s my girl. That’s my brilliant, filthy, spring-loaded girl.”

She let go like an over-torqued bolt.

She did not build; she went off, everything at once, her pussy clamping down on me in hard fast pulses, her spine snapping into a bow, her heels drumming the frame-hand’s steel. I got my hand over her mouth in time and she screamed into my palm and shook apart on my cock with her wrists still trapped behind her, and she flooded me, and I felt it run down.

I held her through the aftershocks, still buried, while she twitched and hiccuped and laughed silently into my hand.

And in the middle of it, from somewhere down by the bay doors, a young voice called out across the hangar floor:

“Torque? You up there?”

Poppy’s eyes flew open.

I lifted her off me in one motion and set her down in the curl of the frame-hand’s fingers, below the rim and out of any sightline, and had the tarp across her lap before she finished inhaling.

“Checking the actuator!” Poppy shouted, in a voice that started strong and ended in a squeak.

“Okay!” Falk called back, from somewhere down by the bay doors. “Bram says the wrist pins are here Thursday!”

“Great!”

Silence. Footsteps going away across the deck plate, and out.

Poppy Renner put her face in my neck and laughed until she cried, shaking, both fists knotted in my collar.

“I am going to combust,” she whispered, when she could talk. “Wade. Wade, do you understand the numbers here. I have never wanted anything this much in my life.”

“Say it.”

“Finish what you started.” Her mouth right at my ear, grinning, still shaking, absolutely certain. “Please.”

I turned her around.

I got her wrists released and put both her hands flat on the frame-hand’s curled fingers in front of her, then braced behind her in the palm of the machine she had built out of scrap and slid back into her in one long stroke. She was so wet that the whole length of me went in on nothing at all, and the sound it made was the loudest thing inside that hand. She took every centimeter of it without a sound of her own. Her arms locked out straight against the steel. She drove herself back onto me with everything that small body had, all at once, greedy, no technique in it anywhere, and my hands closed the whole way around her hips and my fingers met in front of her, and I stopped her dead exactly where she was.

I took her from there, facing the whole open hangar and the crew working under their lamps at the far end of the bay.

She watched them the entire time.

I held her hips and fucked her slow and deep, and let her see all of it: the lamps, the frame, the crew moving underneath, the whole cold height of Hangar Three and nothing whatsoever between her body and any pair of eyes that happened to lift.

“Look at them,” I said in her ear. “Every one of those people is down there because of you.”

“Wade…”

“Say it.”

“They’re building it because of me,” she gasped. “Oh. Oh, they’re. Wade, don’t stop, please, please, don’t…”

“Four years they walked past you.” I got my hand around her jaw and turned her face into the worklight. “Look at what you built out of scrap. You did that. Those hands did that.”

“Wade…”

“Sixty meters,” I said, and put my hand over her mouth. “Sixty meters and one pair of eyes, and every one of them would have to look up. Come for me before they do.”

She came again on that, wailing into my palm, everything in that small body seizing and letting go and seizing again in a fast greedy stutter she could not have counted if you paid her, thighs shaking, forehead going down onto the cold steel of her own machine.

She was still going when I picked her up off the deck of her own frame’s palm.

That is the thing about Poppy Renner. I got one forearm under her, spanned her ribs with the other hand, and lifted her clean off her boots with my cock still buried in her, and there was nothing at all she could do about it and nothing whatsoever she wanted to do about it. The whole ferocious inconsequential weight of her, the loudest woman in Hangar Three, held up against my chest with her heels swinging in the air and her whole compact body ringing like a struck rail, and her machine under both of us.

I let go into her like that.

And I came watching the crew work. Sixty meters off, under their lamps, eleven people bolting plate onto a frame this woman had dragged out of a condemned bay with her own two hands, and not one of them ever lifted their head, and I filled her while I watched them not do it.

It kept coming and she shook the whole way through it, still clenching around me in fast greedy pulls like she meant to get the rest out of me by force, one small hand clamped over her own mouth because mine was busy holding her up.

Then she went completely limp.

And I laughed. Once, quietly, into the back of her hair. I have gone through a great many things in my life without laughing. I laughed at that.

I stayed in her until she stopped shaking.



Afterward I wrapped her in the tarp, because it was cold and because she was shaking, and she sat in the palm of her frame in a canvas cocoon with her hair everywhere and her boots still on.

“That,” she said, “was the single stupidest.”

“Yes.”

“Falk was right there.”

“She was.”

Poppy leaned back against me and looked up at the dark roof of the hangar.

“I told the whole deck I cried in a parts cage for a week,” she said. “You heard me say it. Three hundred people heard me say it.”

“I heard you.”

“It’s a better story. A week in a parts cage, that’s a bit. People can laugh at that and then they can stop feeling bad.” She pulled the tarp tighter around herself. “When I was twenty the letter came, and it said not selected at this time, and I climbed up into the number-four crane cab, where nobody goes, and I cried for six hours. Not a week. Six hours, and then I came down, and I decided that the deck was the point, and that the deck was a good life, and I was very happy about it for four years, Wade, I was.”

“I know.”

“And then you found the chip.” Her voice had gone very small and completely steady. “And now they’ve given me a queue position of thirty-one and there are twenty-two cockpits, and I’m going to fly this thing anyway, and after that I don’t know what happens.”

I put my chin on the top of her head.

“When you certify,” I said, “and when they give you a line rating, and when you’re flying a sortie past the Wall with a Cat-2 in front of you and your output pinned at sixty.”

Her hands stopped moving inside the tarp.

“I’ll ride your cradle bay,” I said. “If you want me. That’s an offer, and it stands for as long as I’m alive, and it doesn’t have anything to do with tonight.”

Poppy Renner turned around inside the tarp.

She looked at me, and I watched her put it together: the tandem bay, the hand on the port, the fifty-five that became eighty-seven, the ninety-nine point one, all of it, and what it would mean for a woman who had been told at twenty to stay on the floor.

Her eyes went enormous.

“Wade,” she said. “Do you have any idea what you just…”

“I do.”

She hit me in the chest. Then she grabbed my coveralls and kissed me so hard I tasted blood.



The contact list went up on the workshop wall at three in the morning: twenty-six photographed pages, pinned in a grid, with string.

The route card sat under the lamp on the bench.

Poppy came in with her coveralls half-buttoned and her hair still a disaster and stood beside me looking at the circle, drawn twice, in a heavy hand, on a scrap of the boneyard fringe forty kilometers past the Wall.

“They’ll move again in nine days,” she said. “That’s the cycle on the manifests.”

“Nine days,” I said.

She looked up at me sideways.

“You’re going out there,” she said. “Aren’t you.”

I laid my hand over the route card.

Paper does not talk. A pen does. He had circled that point on the fringe twice, and under my fingertips the second circle sat deeper in the fibers than the first, pressed hard enough to emboss through to the back of the sheet.

He had gone back and done it again. Somebody had made him be certain.

“We are,” I said.


Chapter 12: Counter-Raid

Nine days later I stood on the workshop bench and drew the boneyard fringe on the wall in grease pencil, and six people stood in my corner bay and listened.

“Say it back to me,” I said, “because after we cross the Wall nobody gets to change the plan.”

Bram Odell said, “Ground party. Me, Andic, Sowe, Kessler. In on foot from the north wreck rows, two hours before their crawlers arrive. We don’t touch anything. We wait until they’re cutting.”

“Why?”

“Because a crate of cores isn’t a crime,” Bram said. “Men with their hands in a frame’s cradle is.”

“Poppy.”

“Overwatch mast on the ridge, twelve hundred meters.” Poppy had the surveyor’s mast in pieces on my cot and she was reassembling it while she talked, which is how she thinks. “Comms relay, thermal scope, and I’ve got the camp’s own boom crane on my scope list because those things are always over-tolerance. If it goes loud, I talk. If I say drop, you drop.”

“Signy.”

Signy Larke stood at the back of my workshop with her arms folded.

“Longstride goes dark on the reverse slope of the same ridge,” she said. “Cold. No trace-lines, no sync, no lights. I do not move. I do not come down that slope for a firefight, for a wound, or for you.”

“For what, then?”

Her jaw set.

“For extraction,” she said. “On your word, or when the shooting stops, whichever comes first.”

“Say why.”

She looked at me for a moment, and I watched her hate the answer before she gave it to me.

“Because a frame doesn’t make evidence,” Signy said. “A frame makes slag. If Longstride walks into that camp, there is nothing left in it but bodies and melted crates, and everything you carry out of it is proof that a war machine stepped on some men.” Her mouth thinned. “You need hands down there. I don’t have hands. I have a fist five meters across.”

“Juno.”

Juno Vail, who was not supposed to be there at all, lifted a hand from the doorway.

“I am on a completely routine long-range patrol,” she said, “which will coincidentally put me over the return corridor at the exact hour these gentlemen have to drive home, entirely by accident, and my wife has been told I am having dinner with a friend.”

“And what do you do if their crawlers run?”

“Nothing,” Juno said. “I photograph them and I follow them home.”

I looked around the corner bay: two riggers, a fifty-seven-year-old with a bad knee, a twenty-four-year-old crew chief, an ace, and a wing pilot with a stolen patrol slot.

“Nobody dies for cores,” I said. “The cores don’t matter. What matters is that somebody sees them doing it, and that we come home with something we can hold.”



At the freight gate at four in the morning, Signy caught my sleeve.

She had her helmet under her arm and her braid tight and she was already halfway back to being the woman on the posters, and she pulled me two steps into the shadow of the gate housing and got a fistful of my coveralls.

She did not kiss me. She put the flat of her thumb against the pulse under my jaw and held it there like an instrument taking a reading, three seconds, exactly, with her own breath going too fast to be worth reading back.

“Twelve hundred meters,” she said. “That’s what I’ll be from you. Twelve hundred meters and a slope.”

“I know.”

“I have not sat still since I was seventeen years old.”

“You’ll be still,” I said, “because you said you would, and because if I need a five-story frame I am going to need it very badly, and there’ll only be one of you.”

She let go of my coveralls and smoothed them flat with the heel of her hand, twice, which is a thing she does and does not know she does.

“Come back with your hands,” she said.



The boneyard fringe is where a war went to lie down.

Forty kilometers past the Wall, the shale opens out into a shallow basin seven kilometers across, and everything in that basin is dead, and the frames did not die there.

That is the part nobody says out loud, and I did not understand it myself until I had my hands on the metal.

Vantry Field is forty kilometers further east. That is where the Fifth and Ninth Wings met the Cat-4 five years ago and broke it. Fourteen frames went in and six came home, and in the year afterward somebody sent recovery crews out with heavy haulers and dragged what could be dragged back this way and laid it out in rows in a basin nobody would ever have a reason to visit.

Vantry was the last consignment into that basin, and the biggest. It was not the first. Fifteen years of dead machines have been hauled in there off a dozen fields nobody says the names of anymore, one contract at a time, one row at a time, until the rows ran out to the edge of the shale and the basin stopped being a place and started being an inventory.

They called it a collection point. It went into a report as a line about consolidation of battlefield materiel, and what it meant on the ground was that the dead of Vantry Field got moved out of the place where the war could be seen and stacked in a place where it could not.

They never came back for them. Whatever was going to be recovered was never recovered. The field has never been cleared, because clearing it would take an operation nobody has ever been willing to fund and an accounting nobody has ever been willing to sign.

In the middle of the basin, where the running fight had spilled west out of the east and one of the Cat-4’s escort had come down under massed battery fire, a Cat-3 lay fossilized into the shale like a dropped bridge span. Eight hundred tons of it. It had died where it fell, because there is no hauler in Bastion that can move a thing like that, and so it had stayed, and everything else in that basin had been brought to it.

We went in through the north wreck rows on foot at two in the morning, four men with hand lamps hooded down to a coin of light.

Frames do not lie where they fall out there. A five-story machine comes down in the mud and the mud takes it, and it should stay taken; and instead these had all been dragged, and set down, and left in lines that a man with a clipboard could have walked.

Bram walked point because his knee had opinions about broken ground and he preferred to have them alone. Andic and Sowe carried the case and the casting kit. I walked with my right glove off, and I put my palm on every dead frame we passed, because I could not stop myself, and because after the first four I understood that I was reading a ledger somebody had written in metal.

The first frame we came to had died fighting.

Her right arm was gone at the shoulder and the stump carried the tearing signature of a Cat-3’s jaw. I put my palm on the tearing and it came up through my hand as a rip in sheet steel comes up: a lipped edge, rolled over, the metal drawn out thin where it gave. Something had taken that arm off her the way a man takes a wing off a roast bird.

And every actuator in her remaining side was at the end of its travel.

Cooked. Blown out past its stops. I went down her left leg with both hands, hip to knee to ankle, and every unit in it had been driven so far past its rated stroke that the internal buffers had crushed flat and stayed flat. The knee’s return spring had taken a set. The ankle had been asked, once, for something the ankle did not have, and had torn itself apart giving it.

She had gone to her stops. She had gone to her stops everywhere, all at once, in the last minute of her life, and the machine had come apart under her because she had asked it for everything it had.

That is what a dead frame feels like when there was a woman inside it.

I stood with my hand on her cold plating until it had stopped having anything new to tell me, and then a while longer than that.

“Kessler,” Bram said, from the dark.

The second frame lay face down in the shale with her spine opened up.

I put my palm on her hip actuator. Cold. Even. The grain of a unit that has done its work at half load for six years and gone to sleep.

I put my palm on her knee. Nothing. A knee that had never once been asked for more than it was comfortable giving.

Shoulder yoke. The same. Elbow. The same. Wrist, ankle, neck, the long ribs of the dorsal casing, the great flat plate over the chest where the plating had been peeled back like the lid of a tin.

I went over that machine the way a man goes through his own house after a fire.

Nothing was blown. Nothing was at its stops. Nothing anywhere in that frame, from the moment she walked out of Bastion until the moment something the size of a warehouse tore the spine out of her, had ever been asked for more than sixty percent of what it could carry.

She had died at rest.

Her machine had been holding its breath the entire time, and the thing that killed her had walked up to a war machine standing at sixty percent and taken it apart at its leisure, and the woman inside had felt every second of the difference between what she was flying and what she was.

The third one was the same. So was the fourth.

The fifth had a crack in the left hip casting that had been logged and cleared. I felt the log in the metal: the wheel-marks of a repair that had never happened, a doubler plate laid over a fault instead of cutting it out. She had died at rest too.

The sixth had a governor still in her cradle, because they had not gotten to her yet, and I put my hand on the housing in the dark and felt the four cap bolts and the torque marks and the smooth unbothered coldness of a machine that had never been permitted to fight, and I stayed there with my hand on it for a lot longer than I should have.

“Wade,” Bram said. Closer now. He had come back for me.

“They’re all like this,” I said.

I was crouched with both palms flat on a dead woman’s frame in the middle of a five-year-old graveyard at two in the morning, and my hands were shaking, and my voice had dropped so far that Bram had to come three steps closer to hear any of it.

“Bram. There are two hundred frames in this basin. I’ve had my hands on eight. Two of them fought. Two.” I could hear my own breath and it was not steady. “The rest of them went down inside a machine that could have thrown that thing off her, and was not allowed to, and every single one of those women knew it. They could feel it. You cannot sit in a cradle and not feel a machine holding back. They knew, and they held the line anyway, and they died at sixty percent with the rest of themselves still in the tank.”

Bram Odell stood in the dark above me for a long moment. Somewhere out in the rows, water dripped off something.

“I knew four of these girls,” he said.

I looked up.

“Not here. Vantry. I knew four of them, and I helped rig two of them out of Bastion for the last time, and I signed the launch sheets.” His voice did not change at all. “And I have spent five years thinking they were unlucky.”

“They weren’t unlucky.”

“No,” Bram said. “Then let’s go and take pictures of the men who are stripping them.”



We were in position at four.

The camp sat in the middle of the basin against the Cat-3’s carcass, using it as a windbreak: eight hundred tons of fossilized kaiju, ribs the size of gantry beams, and under the lee of it, four cargo crawlers, a boom crane on tracks, and about thirty men.

They had lights. That was the first thing that told me what I was looking at. Nobody who is stealing puts up light towers. They had a generator, and a fuel bowser, and a mess tent, and a latrine trench, and they had been in that spot for months.

At five in the morning they went to work, and I lay behind a strut with my chin in the shale and watched an industry.

They did not smash anything. Two men on a lift went up a dead frame’s spine with a heat-lance and cut the dorsal plating off in one clean sheet, and a third came up behind them with a four-lobe driver and took a sync-governor out of its cradle in about ninety seconds. Four bolts. Two leads. Lift.

Ninety seconds. It had taken me four minutes on Longstride’s gantry, and I had rehearsed it.

They put it in a foam-lined crate. They stenciled the crate. They stacked it on a pallet.

By six they had nine crates.

“Wade,” Poppy said, in my ear, from twelve hundred meters up the ridge. “How many is that.”

“Nine crates. Forty units to a crate, by the foam.”

There was a pause on the channel while a crew chief worked something out she did not like.

“Three hundred and sixty,” Poppy said. “Wade, that’s the whole run. That’s every manifest in Rusk’s toolbox, the whole run, and they’ve done it in one morning.”

“Manifest says forty per run.”

“Manifest says a lot of things.”

Their boss came out of the mess tent at half past six with a cup in his hand, and I got my first look at Kel Brasco.

He was rangy and sun-cured to the color of old rope, fifty-one and hard, with a cutting torch slung at his hip on a lanyard, worn like a sidearm. When he laughed at something one of his crew said, there was a gold cap on a tooth.

And he was wearing a pilot’s flight jacket.

It did not fit him. It had been cut for a woman with narrower shoulders, and there were two patches on the breast where the name tape and the wing flash had been picked off with a knife, and the leather at the left elbow was scorched black.

I stopped hearing the wind for a second.

A man in a dead woman’s jacket, drinking coffee out of a tin cup at half past six in the morning.

“Kessler,” Bram said, very low, “your hand.”

I unclenched it.



At seven-ten, when the crates were stacked and the lift crews were up on their fourth frame, we moved.

The plan was to cast a crate. That was all. Wax casts of three serial plates and a photographic record, and out through the wreck rows before eight.

I got to the pallet stack with Andic while Bram and Sowe held the row behind us, and I put my palms flat on the top crate, and everything went sideways.

Serial plates are stamped. Stamping leaves a burr on the underside of every character, and a plate that has spent five years bolted to a governor inside a frame that has spent five years in the mud has a specific texture: pitted, oxidized, the burrs rounded down by grit.

I read three plates.

The first one felt exactly like that. Salvage. Five years in the ground.

The second one was sequential to it. One digit up.

The third one was sequential to the second, and its burrs were sharp.

I have handled twenty thousand fasteners a year for six years. I know what a new stamp feels like. That plate had come off a press within a year, and it had never been in the mud, and the housing under it was smooth and unpitted and the four bolt lands were unmarked, and there is exactly one way a governor housing has unmarked bolt lands.

It had never been installed in anything.

“Andic,” I said. “Open it.”

“Kessler, the plan…”

“Open it.”

He got the lid off.

Forty sync-governors sat in foam. Eleven of them wore the pitting and stain of five years underground. Twenty-nine were gray, unmarked, factory-clean, packed in wax paper, with the wax paper still on.

I stood in a stripper camp out past the Wall at seven-fifteen in the morning with my hands on twenty-nine brand-new Limiters that somebody had driven out here to be discovered on the way back in.

Nobody was harvesting three hundred and sixty governors from a battlefield.

Somebody was supplying three hundred and sixty governors to a battlefield, and then hauling them home again with a salvage manifest wrapped around them, and the wrecks were not a source.

They were a laundry.

“Poppy,” I said into my mic. “Are you recording.”

“Every frame of it.”

“Get the crate. Get the wax paper.”

And then, thirty meters behind me, Sowe put his boot through a fuel can.



It goes loud faster than you can describe it.

Two of the lift crew came around the pallet stack and one of them had a flare gun, and Andic hit him with the casting kit, which is seven kilograms of steel case, and the flare went into the mess tent, and after that nobody made a single decision that anyone had planned.

I have been in three fights in my life and I remember all of them as a series of textures.

The pallet stack going over, four hundred kilos of crated hardware coming down across a man’s legs, and the noise he made.

Bram’s voice, very calm, from somewhere behind and left of me, saying left, left, the way he calls a crane, and me moving left without deciding to, because a lifetime of that voice will move a man’s feet whether he consents to it or not.

A cutting torch. That is the one I still have. A stripper came out of the smoke of the mess tent with a lit torch in both hands and swung it at my chest like a man swinging a scythe, and I went back over a coil of hose and the flame went across the front of me close enough that the coveralls over my ribs went brown and stayed brown, and the canvas of them curled and stank for the rest of the morning. It does not sound like anything. A cutting torch at that distance makes almost no noise at all, and the whole of your body understands it anyway.

I got my boot into his knee and Sowe put a wrench across the back of his head, and the torch went into the shale still lit, and burned there like a marker for the rest of the fight.

Sowe went down at the pallet stack and got up.

Andic fought two of them at the crate line with a pry bar and a great deal of what I can only call enthusiasm, and I do not know to this day where he learned any of it.

They were not soldiers. Neither were we. It was thirty tired men with tools against four angry ones, in the ribcage of a dead Cat-3, and the thing that saved us for the first ninety seconds was that they had spent all season out there believing that nothing would ever come, and so when something came, half of them ran for the crawlers instead of at us.

Brasco got to one.

Twelve wheels, a fist of a cab, and he did not go for the road. He turned it into the carcass.

I understood what he was doing about a second and a half too late. He put thirty tons of cargo crawler straight through the Cat-3’s ribcage at full throttle, and five-year-old bone came apart like fired clay, in white plates and dust, and the crawler came through the gap it had made into the wreck row with its lights on and nowhere in that row to be.

A wreck row is two meters wide. There is a dead frame on your left and a dead frame on your right and they have been there five years and they do not move.

Bram shoved Andic sideways into the gap under a frame’s shoulder and did not get himself clear.

The bumper caught him across the thigh and threw him six meters into a dead frame’s arm, and he went down and did not get up, and the crawler swung around at the end of the row, unhurried, the way a man turns a plow, and came back for the rest of us.

“WADE.” Poppy’s voice went straight through my skull from twelve hundred meters. “The boom. The BOOM. The camp boom crane, it’s at your two o’clock, thirty-five meters, I’ve been watching it all night, it’s a Kessner-pattern lattice and the pin on the number-three stay is walking.”

I was already running.

“Talk to me.”

“It’s over-tolerance, it’s been over-tolerance for a year, they’ve been slinging governor crates on a crane rated for half of it. Wade, if that pin comes out under load the whole lattice folds toward the load side, which is east, which is where the crawler…”

“Where’s the pin.”

“Base of the number-three stay, it’s the third leg from the cab, you’ll feel the…”

I got to the crane and put both hands on the number-three stay.

Under my palms the whole lattice carried the load of a boom holding a suspended pallet of crates, and it carried it wrong: a shudder ran down the stay at about four cycles a second, and when I ran my hand down to the base I found the pin’s retaining sleeve hot, and the pin itself standing four millimeters proud of its seat, walking out one hard vibration at a time, exactly as she had said.

Behind me the crawler’s engine came up.

I put my shoulder under the boom’s slew lever and hauled it east.

The crates swung out over the wreck row, and the boom took the moment of it, and the number-three stay took the boom, and the pin came out.

The crane folded like a man taking a knee.

Twelve tons of lattice and the whole stack came down across the crawler’s engine deck, and the whole thing stopped as though it had driven into the Wall. Steam went up. The cab door came open and a man fell out of it and ran.

It was not Brasco.

I found out later that Kel Brasco had gone out the far side of that camp on foot ninety seconds after the flare hit the mess tent, into the wreck rows, with nothing, and he left thirty men, four crawlers, nine crates, and four hundred thousand in scrip behind him.

Whatever else that man was, he was fast, and he was not sentimental.



We found Bram against the dead frame’s arm, conscious, swearing, with a trench cut across his thigh where the bumper had taken the meat off him and a great deal of blood, and not the artery.

Sowe got a tourniquet above it. Bram called Sowe four things and told him to tighten it.

And twenty-five meters away, in the lee of the mess tent, in the ash of a burned-out flare, we found a man on his knees with his wrists zip-tied behind him and a sack over his head.

I took the sack off.

Chief Dagan Rusk squinted up at me in the gray morning light. His mouth was split. He had been out there for four days.

He looked at me, and at Bram bleeding against a dead frame, and at the folded crane, and at the crates, and he laughed. It was a terrible sound.

“They were going to leave me in the field,” Rusk said. “That’s the phrase. Leave him in the field. I’m blown goods, Kessler. Your friend at the annex opened my crib and now I’m a liability on a ledger.”

“Chief.”

“Twenty years I ran a deck.” His eyes were wet and furious. “Twenty years, and I lost eleven thousand at cards in one winter, and after that a man comes to you and he doesn’t threaten you, he helps you, and it’s such a small thing at first. A signature. A cart signed out at a time it wasn’t. Nothing that hurts anybody.”

I crouched in front of him with a hand lamp and let him talk, because a man like that will talk for exactly as long as he is frightened and no longer.

Behind me, Andic was photographing the crates. Somewhere off in the rows a stripper who had not run was crying about his leg. The torch was still burning in the shale where I had kicked it, and it threw Rusk’s face in and out of orange, and every time it came back he looked older.

“The Mule,” I said.

“I cut the retaining ring.” He said it flatly, the same as a man reads out a torque spec. “Two millimeters, fillet root, cutting wheel. It was going to fail on the drill line, no crew aboard, nobody hurt, and it’d sit in a bay for a month with an investigation on it, and nobody would think about the maintenance core.”

“The core.”

“There’s a chip in that core. It goes out with the wreck and it never comes back.” He shut his eyes. “That’s a dead drop. That’s what a condemned frame is for, Kessler. It’s a box that leaves the hangar and nobody ever asks what was in it. It’s been a dead drop for seven years.”

“How many chips have gone out of Hangar Three that way?”

“I don’t know.”

“Chief.”

“I don’t know, and that’s the truth, and I’m the one who put them there.” His face worked. “Twenty. Thirty. There’s one every few months. I don’t count them and I don’t read them.”

“What was on this one?”

“I don’t read them,” Rusk said, and it came out of him with a real edge, the last thing he had. “That’s the whole arrangement. I don’t read them, I don’t ask, and nobody hurts anybody, and it’s nothing, it’s paper…”

“It was Poppy Renner’s life,” I said.

He stopped.

“You put a cadet in a cartwheeling frame,” I said, “and you put a twenty-four-year-old crew chief’s stolen aptitude score in the hip of the machine you rigged to break in her bay, and if she’d hung for it, you’d have let her.”

“Cadets don’t die in a hip failure, they get bruised…”

He heard it come out of his own mouth. I watched him hear it.

He would not look at me after that. He would not look at anything. His chin went down and he said, to the shale between his knees, in a completely different voice:

“It was Renner’s bay. That was the point of Renner’s bay.”

Thirty meters away, propped against a dead frame’s arm with a tourniquet on his thigh, Bram Odell said something short.

“Who pays you?” I said.

“The syndicate. Brasco. In CDA scrip.” Rusk’s chin came up, and for one second there was the old crew chief in there, twenty years of him, the man who had run a deck. “That’s the thing nobody wants to hear, Kessler. Wreck strippers don’t have scrip. They’ve got barter and stolen fuel and whatever they can cut off a dead machine. I have been paid, for two years, in freshly issued Continental Defense Authority scrip, out of a closed pouch, in sequence, by a man who has never been short by a single note and has never haggled.”

“Sequence.”

“Consecutive serials.” He laughed, and it hurt him. “I’m a chief, Kessler. I’ve been signing for stores since I was twenty-two. That scrip came out of a strongbox and it came out in order, and there is exactly one kind of place in this world where money comes out of a strongbox in order.”

I let that sit in the gray light.

“And the chip in the Mule,” I said. “Who left it for you?”

Rusk looked up at me.

“The colonel’s man,” he said. “That’s all he’s ever called. I’ve never seen a face. He comes down to the freight side after the shift change with clean gloves on, and he doesn’t touch anything, and he doesn’t hand you the chip. He puts it down and he walks away and you pick it up yourself.” He wet his split lip. “Twenty years on a deck and I have never in my life met a man who was that careful about his hands.”



The frame was thirty meters from the mess tent and it had been the last one they were going to strip.

I only went to it because the plating on the dorsal section had been cut and left open, and because a machine with its cradle exposed is a machine that will tell you what it was doing when it died.

She lay on her side. Her left leg was gone below the knee.

There was a name stenciled under the cockpit ring, faded to a ghost, painted over once and worn back through.

LT. A. SIVRET

I put my hand on the cradle housing. The governor was gone: they had taken it that afternoon. But behind it, in the dorsal bay, under a hand’s width of silt, my fingers found a housing I did not recognize, older than the frames I had grown up on, with a latch pattern that had been out of service before I was born.

I got it out with a pry bar and a great deal of patience.

It was a flight recorder. Older-generation: a black composite brick, twice the size of the ones we use, with an encryption keying block on its face that took a physical wing-key, and no wing had carried physical keys since the Cascade.

It was intact. Five years in the mud and the gaskets had held.

I sat down in the shale beside a dead lieutenant’s frame with a locked black box in my lap and no way on earth to open it.

“Kessler,” Poppy said in my ear. Her voice had gone strange. “Kessler, the corridor. Juno’s got four vehicles running east at speed and there’s more of them coming west. Somebody’s called in the rest of the operation. You have maybe six minutes.”

I looked at Bram, gray-faced, holding a tourniquet on his own leg.

I looked at thirty stripper crew scattered through a wreck row with tools in their hands, coming back to themselves, working out that there were four of us.

“Signy,” I said.

“Here.” Instantly. She had kept that channel pinned under one thumb since we left the Wall.

“Come and get us.”

I heard the sync take, twelve hundred meters away, up on the reverse slope of the ridge, through the comm and through the ground.

Then Longstride stood up out of the dark.

Five stories of matte-black war frame, cold-started, no lights, rising against the pre-dawn on the ridge line, and every single man in that basin stopped moving and looked up. She came down the slope at a walk and the ground came up through my boots at every footfall.

At two hundred meters, she turned on her floodlights.

The whole field went white. Thirty men stood in a stripper camp with cutting torches in their hands and the shadows of their own crawlers thrown thirty meters across the shale, and above them, filling the sky, the frame every man in that camp had watched tear a Cat-2’s jaw off on a rooftop screen four weeks earlier.

Not one of them fired a shot.

They ran. They went into the wreck rows in every direction, and Juno Vail photographed eleven of them from four hundred meters and followed a crawler home to a receiving yard on the freight side that had, on paper, no owner.

Longstride knelt.

Signy’s voice came down over the frame’s speakers, flat and clipped and carrying half a kilometer.

“This is a Continental Defense Authority salvage site,” she said, “and you are all trespassing on the graves of pilots. Anyone still here in ninety seconds will be treated as materiel.”

Nobody was still there in ninety seconds.



We put Bram in the tandem bay because it was the only place with a harness, and I walked home under a war frame’s foot with Poppy’s mast on my shoulder and the black box in a bag on my back.

Deck-security took Rusk at the gate.

Trask booked him himself, at seven that evening, into the annex hold, and took his statement, and put a man on the door who had been a fitter for fourteen years and had opinions about people who cut retaining rings in a crew chief’s bay.

“He’s safe here,” Trask said, watching them take Rusk down the corridor. “For now.”

“For how long?”

Trask did not answer that immediately. He watched the corridor door close.

“Custody can be transferred,” he said. “It happens by feed. Somebody upstairs decides a prisoner would be better held somewhere with more resources, and a van comes, and my signature isn’t required anywhere in it.” He rubbed his jaw. “If I get twelve hours’ notice of that I’ll be lucky.”

“Then get me the twelve hours,” I said.

“And you’ll do what?”

“Something loud,” I said.

Trask looked at me sideways, the way a man looks at a load he has already agreed to carry.

“You’ve cost me a career, Kessler.”

“Not yet.”

“No,” he said. “Not yet.”



On my bench that night, under the lamp, in a row:

Three wax casts of serial plates, one of them with sharp burrs and unmarked bolt lands.

A sheet of factory wax paper.

Twenty-six photographed pages of a contact list that no longer existed.

And a five-year-old flight recorder, locked, keyed to an encryption standard that had died with a generation of pilots, with a name stenciled on the dorsal plating of the frame I had pulled it out of.

Poppy came in at midnight with a lamp and stood over the box without touching it, which for her is the same as an hour of silence out of anybody else.

“I’ve never seen a keying block like that,” she said.

“No.”

“It’s older than the Cascade.”

“Yes.”

She put her hand on it. Then she picked up a grease pencil, thought for a second, and wrote across the top of the case in her round careless hand:

ASK VERA. HER ERA’S ENCRYPTION?


Chapter 13: Vantry Field

The thing about a raid that works is that it makes the institution do something.

The institution is not ashamed. The institution moved because half of Bastion had watched a broadcast crew film nine crates of sync-governors being carried through the freight gate at eight in the morning by riggers in gray coveralls, with a five-story frame walking behind them, and by noon the rooftop screens were running the words WRECK-STRIPPER OPERATION BROKEN under a still photograph of a folded crane.

An institution cannot let that stand as ours. It has to become theirs.

So on the fourth morning after the boneyard fringe, a survey and salvage expedition was ordered to Vantry Field to assess the extent of unauthorized battlefield harvesting in the eastern basins, and command staffed it exactly the way you staff a thing you want to come home empty: four trucks, a fuel bowser, two frames, twelve personnel, and a departure hour that guaranteed nobody would have working light past three in the afternoon.

The Second Wing, which is four fresh frames and the finest young pilot on the Wall and which had been standing ready-five at Gate Nine for a fortnight with nothing to do, was not assigned. Nobody had to leave it off. It simply was not on the sheet, and Odessa Kane read the tasking on the roster board at six in the morning with her arms folded and did not say one word to anybody about it, which Poppy, who was standing six meters away pretending to read a parts feed, reported to me in detail.

They did not pick the commander either.

The commander picked herself.



I found out the same way I find out everything: Poppy came into the workshop sideways at six in the morning with her slate held out in front of her like a live grenade.

“Read the tasking.”

“I read it.”

“Read the commander line.”

EXPEDITION COMMAND: STAHL, V., CDR, SENIOR INSTRUCTOR, BULWARK. TECHNICAL DETAIL: KESSLER, W.; RENNER, P.; ODELL, B. (MED HOLD, SUBSTITUTE PENDING). ESCORT: LARKE, S. / LONGSTRIDE. VAIL, J. / FALCONET.

I looked at that for a while.

“She hand-picked you,” Poppy said. “By name. All three of us. The tasking came down blank on the technical detail and she wrote us in and signed it, and Merrow says she did it standing at the registrar’s counter with the pen in her fist like she was signing for a body.”

“Bram’s on med hold.”

“Bram is going to say he’s not on med hold.”

“Bram,” I said, “is on med hold.”

Poppy grinned at me. It was not a nice grin. It was the grin of a small person who has just watched a very large person get told no.

“Yeah,” she said. “That’s what she wrote in the substitution box. Chief Odell will remain in med-bay. This is not a discussion. She wrote it in the tasking. Wade, that’s a broadcast document. That’s going to be in an archive for fifty years.”

Bram, when I visited him at seven with his own thermos, was propped up on three pillows with fourteen staples in his thigh and the expedition tasking on the blanket in front of him, and he had read the substitution box a number of times.

He handed me the slate back.

“She hasn’t changed,” he said.

I waited, because with Bram Odell you wait.

“I flew deck for her wing,” he said. “Before. You know that.”

“I know that.”

“I’ve never once heard her raise her voice.” He drank his own terrible coffee out of his own thermos and looked at the ceiling. “Not one time in eight years. She’s the most frightening woman I have ever worked for and she never raised her voice, and if you want to know what that was like, son, I’ll tell you: it was the best years of my life and I have never told her so.”

He handed the thermos back.

“Watch her hands,” Bram said. “At the carcass. Watch her hands, and don’t say anything, and afterward, when she says something to you, whatever it is, say yes.”



Vantry Field is eighty kilometers east of the Wall in the shale country, and it is where, five years ago, a Category Four came inland through a picket gap and the Fifth and Ninth Wings met it.

They killed it. It took them nine hours.

Fourteen frames went into that fight and six came home, and the field became one of those disasters a country files under its own name: everyone in Bastion knows the word Vantry as well as they know the name of the street they were born on. There is a mural of it two hundred meters long on the flank of the sixth-quarter grain silos. There is a seven-minute broadcast reel that runs every year on the anniversary and every child in the city has seen it fifty times.

In the reel, the Cat-4 comes over a ridge with the sun behind it, and the wings meet it in the basin, and they die in it all day, and then it falls.

The reel is very good. It is edited very well. The man who edited it understood exactly what he was doing, and the last ninety seconds are the frames standing in the smoke with the thing dead in front of them, and the caption is THE PRICE OF THE WALL.

I had seen that reel probably sixty times in my life. Sixty times, and it had never occurred to me to ask why a Cat-4 that came over a ridge in the morning was still alive at six in the evening.

I asked it for the first time standing on the shale at ten o’clock in the morning with my palm flat on the corpse.



It had come down on its left side across four hundred meters of basin floor.

Five years of weather had taken the soft tissue. What was left was the architecture: a ribcage you could have parked the entire expedition inside twice, standing on end like the roof beams of a hall; a spine that ran away from you into the heat shimmer and did not end when you expected it to end; a skull the size of the security annex, tipped, one orbital ridge broken off and lying in the shale like a capsized hull.

The hide had fossilized where it lay against the ground. Where it had been exposed it had gone gray-white and taken on the crazed texture of dried mud, and it flaked, and under the flakes it was hard as slate.

Signy set Longstride down at the perimeter and knelt her, and even kneeling, that frame’s head came to the dead thing’s fourth rib.

Poppy said, very quietly, “Oh.”

Nobody else said anything for about a minute.

Commander Vera Stahl came down the ramp of the lead truck with her boots hitting the shale and said, “Perimeter first. Vail, take the ridge. Larke, walk the rows and tell me what’s been cut. Technical detail, on me. Nobody enters the carcass until I say so.”

And twelve people stopped standing in the presence of a dead Cat-4 and started working, because she had told them to, and that is what she is.

Thirteen people, as it turned out.

Dr. Ilsa Maren came down the same ramp forty seconds later with a field case in one hand and her glasses on their chain, put her boots on the shale, and looked at the Cat-4 with the specific flat contempt of a woman who has spent twenty-five years cleaning up after things like it.

“Doctor,” Vera said, without turning around. “You are not on my manifest.”

“I put myself on it at four this morning,” Maren said. “The manifest was on the registrar’s counter and there was a pen.”

“You didn’t ask me.”

“No.”

Vera Stahl considered the horizon for approximately two seconds.

“Set up by the second truck,” she said, and went back to work, and nobody mentioned it again, and I understood without anyone saying it out loud that the deck had begun closing around me the way a hand closes around a wrench.

Maren walked past me on her way to the truck.

“Don’t look pleased,” she said. “I came for the carcass.”

Then she stopped anyway, took the front of my coveralls between two fingers, and turned the canvas over where Brasco’s torch had gone across my ribs four mornings ago. The cloth was brown and stiff and curled at the edge, and it still gave off a faint dead smell of burned canvas every time I bent at the waist.

“Second-degree, across four ribs, dressed twice,” she said. “It has not opened. It will open if you drag it down a rope inside a dead animal, and if it does, Kessler, I want you to know that I intend to let it get infected out of pure spite and then write it up as dermatological indifference.”

“Understood.”

“You do not understand,” Maren said, “and you will not understand until it is weeping,” and went to set up by the second truck.



A machine is honest.

Metal does not want anything. It carries load or it fails, and when it fails it leaves an account of the failure written in its own grain, and any man who is willing to put his hand on it and be quiet for four seconds can read the account. Fatigue has a texture: a fine, unresolved crackle under the palm, like sugar under paper. Overload has a texture. Heat has one. A weld that lied has a coldness in it.

Kaiju are not metal. But they are also not magic, whatever the broadcasts say. They are meat and bone and armor under load, and when a two-hundred-ton limb takes an impact, the bone knows, and it does exactly what steel does. It shocks. It cracks. It heals badly, if it heals.

I had put my hands on kaiju before. Dead ones, in the recovery yards, as a boy, when they still let the deck crews near them.

I put my right palm flat on the Cat-4’s flank at twenty past ten in the morning and I stood there with my eyes shut and my head down for a good twenty seconds, and Vera Stahl watched me do it from two meters away without moving.

The killing wound was in the wrong place.

I do not mean it was in an unusual place. I mean that under my hand the entire architecture of that animal’s death was wrong in the way that a maintenance log is wrong when it says a part was replaced on Tuesday and the part under your fingers is four years old.

“Commander,” I said.

“Go on.”

“How did it die?”

She did not answer immediately. Everybody knows how it died. Every child in Bastion knows how it died. The reel shows it.

“Massed ordnance to the dorsal brainstem,” Vera said. “The Ninth got over the top of it at sunset. Nine hours in, when it was exhausted, when it had stopped covering its back. Six frames, everything they had left.”

“Yes,” I said. “That happened. I can feel it. It’s the most obvious thing on this animal.”

I opened my eyes.

“Commander, the dorsal seam is where it died. But it’s not where it was hit first, and it’s not where it was hit worst, and if you’ll walk with me about ninety meters I’ll show you a scar under this hide that I can’t make sense of, and I would like very much to be told that I’m wrong.”

Vera Stahl looked at me for a moment, amber-brown eyes command-still while her hand tightened once on the lamp strap.

“Show me,” she said.



They cut us an entrance at the fourth intercostal on the exposed side, because that was where the strippers had already been: a heat-lanced hole three meters across, ragged, with the fossilized hide peeled back like a can lid.

Somebody had been in there before us. That was a bad feeling and I did not let it stop me.

Inside, a Cat-4 is a hangar made of bone and dried meat. The ribs go up into the dark, and the light from your lamp dies before it reaches the top, and the floor is a slope of collapsed tissue turned to something between chalk and cork, and it takes your footfall with a soft crunch that goes on echoing after you have stopped walking.

It smells like a dry cellar. That is all. Five years and the wind take everything else.

We went in four abreast with rope and lamps: Vera, me, Poppy, and a survey rigger named Andic, who had been at the boneyard fringe and had asked to come, and had not said why.

“Methane pockets in the gut galleries,” Poppy said. She had the surface scan on her slate and her tool lanyard swinging. “That’s south, that’s away from us. But we’re going up-slope into the shoulder, and there’s a void about ninety meters in that the scan calls hollow, and I do not love the word hollow, so everybody watch your footing and if the floor goes soft, say so, immediately, out loud, and I don’t care how it sounds.”

“That is exactly the correct brief,” Vera said, “and better than most I have heard from officers.”

Poppy Renner walked into a dead kaiju about ten centimeters taller than she had walked out of the truck.



We climbed for half an hour.

The interior of the shoulder is a bone gallery: a lattice of internal struts, each one the diameter of a launch gantry’s leg, running at angles that make no sense until you understand that this thing carried its own weight through a body gravity was never a design consideration for.

At ninety meters in, on the underside of the dorsal armor, I found the scar.

I found it by hand. The lamps did not show it, because from underneath, in lamplight, fossilized kaiju hide is a continuous gray wall with a grain to it and nothing else. What I had was a palm going along it at shoulder height, walking, for twenty minutes, feeling the grain change.

It changed.

“Stop,” I said.

They stopped. I stood in the dark with both hands flat on the underside of a dead animal’s back and read what was there, and my voice, when it came out, had gone down to almost nothing.

“Ordnance scar,” I said. “Old. Pre-mortem by hours; the tissue tried to react. It’s a strike pattern. Lamp, close, and hold it steady.”

Andic brought the lamp in.

Now that we knew where to look, you could see it: a shallow crazing in the hide, a fan of it, six meters across, almost invisible under five years of mineral crust.

“That’s a walking pattern,” Vera said. Flat. She had come up beside me and she was not looking at the hide. She was looking at my hands. “Ranging shots. Somebody bracketed a target.”

“Yes.” I moved my palms across the fan. “Here’s the first fall. Here’s the second, four meters right. Third, on. Fourth.” My hands stopped. “Commander, come here and put your hand where mine is.”

She did. I stepped left and put my hand on the next place.

“That’s the fourth fall,” I said. “And that’s the fifth, where I’m standing. It’s a textbook walk. Four ranging falls, and every one of them tighter, and the fifth is a hit, and it is exactly on the seam.”

Vera Stahl went very still.

“Which seam,” she said.

“Ma’am, I’m a deck-tech. I don’t know your target folios. I know what my hand is telling me and it’s telling me that under this armor plate, right here, there is a gap between two bone shields about a meter and a half wide, and the hide over it is thin compared to everything I have touched in the last hour, and the tissue behind it is different.”

Poppy had gone up on a strut with her scan out. Her voice came down out of the dark, and it was not her usual voice at all.

“Wade, the void. The hollow. It’s here. It’s right on top of you. It’s a channel about a meter and a half wide and it runs inboard, and it goes down about twelve meters, and then it opens into…”

She stopped.

“Say it,” Vera said.

“It opens into the brainstem cavity,” Poppy said. “From above. Through the back. That’s a shaft, Commander. That’s a straight shot into the killbox from outside the animal, and it’s a meter and a half wide and it goes all the way in.”

Andic took his lamp off the wall and turned it straight up into the dark over our heads, and held it there, and his hand was not steady.

“How long,” Vera said, “would that gap be exposed on a moving animal?”

“It’s a shoulder roll seam,” Poppy said. “It opens when it swings the left forelimb across the body. That’s the charge. That’s what it does when it charges.” Her lamp swung. “It’d be open every time it committed. Two, three seconds. Every charge.”

I put my palm back on the fifth fall.

“Commander,” I said, “somebody put a full firing solution on this seam. They found it in four ranging shots, which is superb gunnery, and on the fifth they hit it dead center. I can feel the shock cone. It went in a meter and a half deep and it was on line.”

“And then?”

I moved my hand right. Then further right. Then further.

Then I stopped.

“And then the sixth fall is fourteen meters right of the fifth,” I said. “And the seventh is thirty meters right. And the eighth is off the shoulder entirely and into the flank armor, which is eight meters thick and might as well be the Wall.”

The lamp hissed.

“They walked it off,” Vera said.

“They walked it off,” I said, “in three shots, cleanly, in good order, with no scatter. That’s not a gunnery failure. A crew that loses a solution scatters. This crew put four ranging shots on a seam, hit it, and then laid three more shots in a straight orderly line away from the killbox and stopped shooting.”

I took my hand off the animal.

“That’s a battery being told to check fire and re-lay,” I said. “That’s what it feels like. That is a competent crew doing exactly what it was told, on the day, with the shot on the table.”



Andic said, “How long into the fight?”

It was the first thing he had said in an hour, and it was the right question, and I could have kissed him for it.

“The tissue reacted,” I said. “There’s a healing rim around the fifth fall, about a centimeter. Kaiju heal fast; I’ve seen a Cat-2 close a lance wound in twenty minutes. A centimeter of rim on a Cat-4.”

“Three hours,” Poppy said. “Maybe four. That’s the density curve on the reference tables and I have read them all because they’re interesting.”

Vera Stahl said nothing at all.

“The Ninth killed it at sunset,” I said. “Nine hours in. This shot was on the seam at hour two or three.”

I heard Vera’s breath go out.

“Six hours,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“It was dead to rights at hour three, and somebody said no, and it lived another six hours.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Do you know,” Vera Stahl said, in a voice that had not changed volume at all and had gone somewhere I did not want to follow, “what happened at Vantry Field between hour three and hour nine?”

Nobody answered her.

“It reached the picket line,” she said. “That is what happened. At hour four it broke through into the outer township and it went down the length of it, and at hour six the Fifth Wing lost seven frames stopping it in the streets, and at hour seven a young woman named Alma Sivret took it in the flank alone with a lance to buy the evacuation nine minutes. And she got them.”

I stood in the dark under a dead animal’s back with my hand still warm from its hide.

LT. A. SIVRET. Stenciled under a cockpit ring, painted over once, worn back through.

Forty kilometers west of where we were standing, on her side in a wreck row in the boneyard basin, with a five-year-old flight recorder still in her dorsal bay.

She had not died there. She had died here, at hour seven, at the picket line, in the streets of the outer township.

Somebody had come out afterward with a hauler and dragged her west into a basin nobody visits and laid her down in a row.

I had thought, when I first felt the drag-scars on those hulls, that it was tidiness. Bureaucratic instinct: a battlefield is untidy, so you consolidate it. Standing in the dark with my palm on the wound face, I stopped believing that, and I have not believed it since.

You do not haul two hundred frames forty kilometers to be tidy.

You haul them out there because it puts every recorder in every one of them in the same place, out past the Wall, in the shale, where nobody will ever go and where a stripper camp can work all season with lights on.

“Commander,” I said.

“I taught her to fly,” Vera said.

She was standing perfectly still in the lamplight with her hands at her sides. Her hair was pinned to regulation. Her uniform was immaculate, as it always was, and the one button at her bust was doing what it always did, and her face had not moved.

Her hands were shaking.

Not much. A tremor, running from the fingertips, the kind of thing you would miss at two meters in a bad light, and I could see it because Bram Odell had told me to watch her hands and because I have spent my life looking at exactly that kind of small signal in metal.

“I was here,” Vera said.

I did not say anything.

“I was grounded. I had been grounded ten years by then and they still had me on the sector staff, because a grounded pilot with two campaigns on her collar is useful for reading a board.” Her voice did not change. “So I was in the forward command truck at the top of the basin, four kilometers back, with a repeater screen and a set of headphones and nothing else, and I watched Vantry Field through a lens all day.

“I watched the Ninth Wing go into the smoke at hour two. I watched Alma Sivret’s frame stop moving at hour seven and I heard the moment the Fifth stopped calling her name on the net. And at sunset I watched six frames get on top of that animal’s back and finish it. Six. That was every machine still standing out of fourteen, and those same six were the six that came home, and there were not any others. And I stood up in that truck and I cried, and I thought I was crying because they had won.”

She lifted her chin at the fan of ranging scars in the lamplight, six meters of them, glowing gray under Andic’s lamp.

“I sat four kilometers from a gun line that had this thing dead to rights at hour three,” she said, “and I did not know. I have spent five years teaching cadets that the Fifth and Ninth did everything that could have been done at Vantry Field. I say it every year on the anniversary. I say it in front of the mural.”

She stopped.

“Nine hundred and forty civilians died in the outer township,” she said. “Two thousand were evacuated in the six hours that this animal was alive when it did not have to be. I attended twenty-nine funerals. I was grounded, so I had time.” Her hands were flat and hard against her thighs now, pressed there. “I have said it to that girl’s mother.”

“Commander.”

“Renner.” Not loud. “Photograph it. All of it, every fall, with scale. Andic, casts. Kessler.”

She turned around and looked at me, expression emptied down to command bone, and I understood, with a suddenness that took the back of my knees, that I was looking at a woman who had carried a live charge in a closed fist for fifteen years and had just been shown where to ground it.

“Kessler, put your hands on every one of those falls in front of my camera,” Vera Stahl said, “and tell me what you feel, in order, out loud, and do not soften one word of it, because I intend to make a great number of people listen to it.”



We were forty minutes into the casting when the scavengers came.

Andic set a wax cast against the seventh fall, and the wax went in, and behind the hide something scraped.

Poppy said, “That’s not structure.”

The smell arrived. Not the dry cellar. Something wet and rank and alive, ammoniac, coming up the gallery from the gut cavity, and with it a sound like fifty men in leather coats standing up at once.

“Denning,” Vera said. “Cat-1 scavengers. Everybody moves now, toward the intercostal, do not run in the dark, Renner, structure.”

“Left rib to the strut, then down the collapse slope, it’s thirty meters, GO.”

They came out of the gut galleries.

A Cat-1 is the size of a truck and has no ranged capability whatsoever and can outrun a man on broken ground without effort. A pack of them in an enclosed space is one of the few things on this planet that will kill a frame pilot, because a frame cannot fit inside a ribcage, and a woman on foot is a woman on foot.

There were twelve.

Vera Stahl put Andic and Poppy in front of her and walked backward down that gallery with a flare pistol in her fist, and she used it exactly three times in ninety meters, and each time she waited until a scavenger’s head was inside six meters, and each time she put the flare into its face and the whole pack went sideways into the light and screamed.

She did not raise her voice once.

“Kessler, the casts.”

“With me.”

“Renner, distance.”

“Sixty meters! Sixty to the hole, floor’s soft on the left, take the right, take the RIGHT…”

The floor went out from under Andic.

He dropped to his waist in fossil crust with a cast case under each arm and a scavenger came up the slope at him with its jaws already open, and I hit it in the head with a survey hammer.

It did not care.

It turned on me and I got my forearm across its jaw and went down under it and put my palm flat on the side of its skull, and for one terrible half second I read it: bone under my hand, hot, dense, honest, the mandible hinge over-stressed on the left, an old break, badly healed, a weakness, and I hit the hinge with the hammer with everything I had.

Something in its head came apart. It slewed off me sideways, screaming, and I shoved myself upright with my arm bleeding.

“WADE.” Poppy, twenty meters ahead, at the light.

I got Andic out of the floor by the harness.

We came out of that intercostal hole into daylight at three minutes past two in the afternoon with twelve Category One scavengers behind us and no exit, because the collapse slope had put us in the lee of the carcass on the wrong side, in a dead pocket of shale, walled by ribs.

Vera Stahl fired her last flare, put the pistol in her belt, and said, into her mic, in the calmest voice I have ever heard a human being use:

“Larke. Ribwall, second intercostal from the shoulder, from the outside. We are directly behind it. Punch it.”

There was a pause of perhaps a second and a half.

“Say again, Commander?”

“You have four people behind two meters of fossilized bone,” Vera said, “and about eight seconds. Punch it. I am telling you the wall is there so that you don’t have to worry about what’s behind it.”

I heard Longstride start to run.

You do not hear a frame run so much as you feel your own bones agree to it. Sixty meters away, through two meters of fossilized rib, two hundred tons came up to speed on shale, and I got Poppy under one arm and Andic under the other and put us all flat against the base of the rib we were not standing behind.

“Ninety-nine point eight,” Signy said, on the open channel, conversational, and the world came apart.

The ribwall did not shatter. It punched: a clean disc of five-year-old fossil the size of a hangar door went in and away from us, and daylight came through in a column of dust, and standing in that column with her arm still extended was a five-story matte-black war frame with amber trace-lines running the length of every seam.

I have loved very few machines in my life.

For one impossible beat, Longstride’s hand coming through that wall joined the list.

She knelt. She put her palm flat on the shale and made a ramp of her fingers, and fifteen meters above us the cockpit ring cracked open and she came out of it to the waist with the dust still falling around her, and what we heard was not the speakers. It was a woman leaning out of a hatch and shouting down at four people she had spent eleven minutes deciding she had lost.

“Commander. On the hand. All four of you, on the hand, now.”

Twelve Cat-1 scavengers came out of the intercostal hole behind us into open daylight and found what was waiting there.

She killed eight of them in twelve seconds. The other four went back into the carcass, which was the correct decision, and which is the only reason I have ever thought a scavenger might be smart.



Longstride knelt in the shale afterward and stayed kneeling for eleven minutes.

I went up her leg while Andic was still being sick against a rib, and I cracked the cockpit ring, and Signy Larke was sitting in her cradle with her head back and a nosebleed running down into the collar of her sync-suit.

“Ninety-nine point eight,” she said, without opening her eyes.

“I know.”

“Alone.”

“I know.”

She had done it because there were four people behind two meters of fossilized bone and about eight seconds, and there was not one other thing in the world she could have done, and if she had asked me I would have told her to do it.

That does not change the arithmetic.

Ungoverned and alone, Signy Larke settles at eighty-four point six. That is what she has, sustained, with nothing bolted between her and the machine and nobody carrying anything for her. Everything above that line is overflow, and overflow has to go somewhere, and when there is no hand on the port the only place left is straight back into the woman.

I put my palm on the back of her neck.

The reservoir was there, rolling in its bed. And through it, in the pathways I had spent six weeks smoothing flat with my hands, there were new lines. Fine and dry and fresh, a crazing that had not existed when she climbed into that frame at six in the morning.

Fifteen seconds at ninety-nine point eight had taken back three weeks of what I had given her.

“Say it,” Signy said.

“New fraying. Cervical, both sides, and a fan of it out across the shoulder pathways. It’s shallow. It’ll come out.”

“How long?”

“Three weeks of work. Maybe four.”

She opened her eyes and looked up through the cracked ring at the sky, and when she spoke it was in a voice I had not heard out of her before.

“So that’s burnout,” she said. “That’s the real thing. That’s what the manual is actually talking about, and it isn’t a lie at all, and the answer they built for it was a brick.”

“Yes.”

“When the answer was standing on the deck the whole time, carrying tool carts.” She wiped her nose on the back of her glove and looked at the smear the way she would read a torque figure. “Wade. If I do that twice in a month with nobody in my bay.”

“Then you come apart,” I said. “Slowly. Evenly. And nobody catches it.”

She did not answer that for six or seven seconds, which out of a woman who answers in vectors is a very long time.

Then she reached up and pressed my hand harder against her own neck, and held it there, and neither of us said anything at all until the recall came over the net.



We came home with:

Eleven wax casts of ordnance falls, numbered in sequence: two off each of the ranging craters that were deep enough to hold a print, one off everything else, in a case with Vera Stahl’s signature across the closure strip.

Two hundred and sixty photographs with survey scale in every frame.

One recording, thirty-seven minutes long, of a deck-tech with his hands on a dead animal saying, in order, first ranging fall, second, third, fourth, hit, and here is where they walked it off, in a flat voice, with a commander’s camera on his hands.

And a laceration down my right forearm, fourteen centimeters, which Dr. Maren sewed in the truck with the expedition still rolling.

She did it without anesthetic because I asked her not to waste it, and she called me a series of things, and when she was finished she held my forearm in both hands under the lamp longer than she needed to.

The tracery ran from both palms to well past both elbows now. The new line from Vantry crossed it.

“I want you to understand,” Maren said, “that I have no idea what I am looking at, that no medical officer alive knows what this is, and that when it reaches your shoulders I will have precisely as much science available to me as I have now, which is none, because the people who had it are dead and their books were pulped.”

“Understood.”

“Do you.” She let go of my arm. “Every one of these you get, I chart. And one day I’m going to chart one that doesn’t fade at the edges, and I want you to know now, while you’re conscious and rational and not bleeding out on my table, that I will have nothing to give you.”



The trucks ran home in the dark.

I rode in the back of the lead vehicle with the case between my boots. Vera Stahl rode across from me. Poppy had fallen asleep against my shoulder six minutes out of the basin, mid-sentence, in the middle of a thought about mandible hinges.

Nobody said anything for eighty kilometers.

At the Wall’s shadow, when the gate lights came up and washed across her face, Vera Stahl looked at me for the first time since the carcass.

“My office,” she said. “Tomorrow. Nineteen hundred.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She stood up as the truck slowed, and she took her cap off the rack, and she put it on, and she squared it.

“Bring the hands,” she said.



I did not go to my cot.

I went to the workshop and set the case down on the bench and did not open it, and I did not put the lamp on it either. I sat on the stool in the half dark with my forearm aching and let the whole bench be somebody else’s problem for ten minutes. Then Signy came in with her braid down and her flight jacket over her sync-suit and leaned against the door and did not say anything, and about a minute later Poppy came in with her boots in her hand.

The braid down is not a small thing. Signy Larke builds that rope in ninety seconds and she does not take it apart for anybody, and there is exactly one room on this Wall where she arrives with all that black hair loose and heavy over one shoulder and the suit unzipped to the sternum under a jacket that stopped being mine somewhere around the second week. She has never admitted the jacket is mine and she never will. It hangs off her the way it never hung off me, sleeves shoved to the elbow, the collar standing open on a throat that still had the salt of eleven hours in a cradle on it, and I looked at her longer than I had any business looking at anyone with a Category Four still under my fingernails.

She caught me doing it. Her chin came up half a centimeter.

“Later,” she said.

They both looked at the bench.

“Say it,” Signy said. “You’ve had that face since the truck.”

I picked up the eleventh cast. Fall number eight, the last one, thirty meters right of a kill, laid neatly into eight meters of flank armor by a gun crew that could have ended the whole thing and had been told to shoot the dirt instead.

“Everybody in this city,” I said, “believes we are losing this war slowly. That’s the arithmetic we’re raised on. The kaiju come, we hold, we bleed, and we hold, and one day maybe we don’t hold, and every rule that anybody has ever put on us comes out of that: the Limiter comes out of that, the ceiling comes out of that, the ration books and the picket schedules and the graves.”

Poppy had gone very still.

“Nobody’s losing this war,” I said.

I put the cast down on the bench.

“Somebody’s managing it.”

The lamp buzzed. Outside on the deck a crane started up, and stopped, and somebody swore at it.

“That’s not a thing you can say,” Signy said quietly. “Wade. That is not a thing that a person can say.”

“No.”

“They’ll bury you.”

“They’ll try.” I looked at the case with Vera Stahl’s signature across the closure strip. “But there’s a commander in this academy who has been waiting fifteen years for somebody to say it in front of her, and tomorrow at nineteen hundred I’m going to find out what she’s been holding.”

Poppy Renner reached across the bench, picked up the grease pencil, and wrote one word above the black box, under her earlier note, in her round careless hand.

WHO?


Chapter 14: Bring the Hands

I got to her door at eighteen fifty-eight with the casts in a case and my sleeves down over the stitches.

Instructor country is on the fourth tier, a corridor of identical doors with brass number plates and a smell of floor polish that has been laid down over thirty years by people who were not asked whether they wanted it. Her door said CDR V. STAHL and nothing else. There were three cadets waiting outside the door across the hall from her, doing that thing cadets do where they stand at ease and vibrate.

The door opened at nineteen hundred exactly. It did not open because I knocked, because I hadn’t.

“Kessler.”

“Ma’am.”

“Come in and shut it.”

Her office is seven meters by five and everything in it is squared. There is a desk, a briefing couch under the window, a wall of telemetry folios in identical gray bindings, and a rack of graded slates in a stand, each one with a red pencil mark in the corner, because Vera Stahl grades cadet telemetry by hand at the same table at the same hour every night, and every pilot at Bulwark knows it, and half of them do not know that the reason they can fly is that a forty-one-year-old woman has been reading their mistakes in red pencil for fifteen years.

There was a bottle on the desk with two glasses and neither had been touched, and later I understood that she had put it there and then decided against it, and had left it out to remind herself that she’d decided.

She had not sat down. She had two files on the desk in front of her chair, squared to the edge, and her hands flat on either side of them.

“Before you sit,” Vera said, “I want to say a thing and I want to say it once. What you did in that carcass yesterday cost me the last five years of my professional life. Every anniversary address I have given. Every conversation I have had with a grieving parent in which I said everything that could be done was done. You did not do that to me. It was done to me fifteen years ago and you are the man who finally handed me the bill.” She looked up. “I am not angry with you. If I sound angry it is because I have been angry since before you could hold a wrench and I have never had anywhere to put it. Sit down.”

I sat down.

She turned the first file around and pushed it across.



STAHL, VERA A., CDR. - FLIGHT STATUS: PERMANENTLY GROUNDED. BASIS: MEDICAL. NEURAL SYNC PATHWAY DEGRADATION, PROGRESSIVE. REFERENCE: TESTS 4-A, 4-B, 7 (SYNC LOAD TOLERANCE), CONDUCTED [BLANK]. REVIEWING OFFICER: [ILLEGIBLE] DISPOSITION: INSTRUCTOR TRACK, BULWARK ACADEMY, INDEFINITE.

“Read it again,” Vera said, “and this time read what isn’t there.”

I read it again.

“Test dates,” I said.

“There are none. There have never been any.” She sat down finally, across from me, and folded her hands. “Because the tests were never run. Not once. I have had fifteen years to check, Kessler, and I have checked in every way a woman with a commander’s access and no allies can check. There is no test 4-A with my name on it. There is no laboratory record. There is no physician’s signature anywhere in that file. There is a conclusion with a citation to tests that do not exist, filed two months after the Cascade, and the day it was filed I was twenty-six years old, I held the highest sync index ever recorded, and I had flown a combat sortie eleven days previously.”

“Ninety-six point eight,” I said.

“Ninety-six point eight.” She said the number flatly, as a woman says her own birth date. “Which no one has touched in fifteen years, because the ceiling is sixty, and the arithmetic of that has never bothered a single officer I have ever raised it with.”

She opened the second file.

Inside was a single leaf of paper.

It had been cut out of a bound manual with a razor, cleanly, along the gutter, so that the stitch holes ran down the left margin in a neat perforated line. It was old stock, gone the color of weak tea. There was a printed diagram on it: a human figure in a spine-cradle, seen from behind, and behind the figure a second human figure, seated, one palm flat between the first figure’s shoulder blades.

The caption, in the flat instructional type of a service manual:

FIG. 27. ANCHOR POSITION, TANDEM (SUSTAINED). NOTE CONTACT AT EXPOSED SPINE-PORT DERMIS. GLOVE MUST BE REMOVED.

I sat in a chair in a commander’s office and looked at a fifteen-year-old technical drawing of the thing I had reinvented alone in a workshop with a scrap of Mule harness and a stanchion, and my ears roared.

“There were nineteen chapters,” Vera said. “Chapter Eleven was anchor doctrine. Selection, compatibility, tandem procedure, overdraw thresholds, contraindications. Forty-one pages. I have this one because I was in a briefing room at Kestrel Station on the morning the order came through and I was reading that chapter when the runners came in with razors and boxes, and I put my hand flat on that page and cut it out under the table while seven other officers watched their manuals get taken away and said nothing.”

She turned the leaf around with one finger.

“They didn’t lose anchoring, Kessler. They cut it out. I watched them do it, with knives, in a room.”



She talked for perhaps half an hour, low and flat and precise, with the old manual leaf under one hand and the locked drawer at her left knee.

The load-bearing part was this.

The Cascade killed a hundred and forty-one pilots in one night. That is true. Every child in Bastion knows the number, it is correct, and not one document I have ever put my hands on lies about it.

What the city was told: that the pilots died of uncontrolled sync overdraw, that their nervous systems burned out at the top of their output, and that the Limiter exists so that it can never happen again.

“And here is the part that took me a decade to see,” Vera said, “because I was inside it, and because when you are inside a thing you cannot see its shape. Kessler. Who was grounded after the Cascade?”

“The survivors.”

“Which survivors?” She leaned forward. “A hundred and forty-one pilots died. Two hundred and six flew that night and lived. Of those two hundred and six, some had burned pathways: real, measurable, catastrophic damage, and thirty-one of them never flew again and their files say so, with test dates, with physicians’ signatures, with dates, Kessler, and I have read them and they are honest documents about a real injury.”

She sat back.

“Now. Of the remaining hundred and seventy-five, who were medically fine, forty-four were grounded within ten months, on files exactly like mine.”

The floor polish smell. The buzz of the corridor lights through the door.

“Forty-four,” I said.

“I have kept the list in my head for fifteen years because I have never dared write it down. I can give you all forty-four names in order of the date they were benched.” Her amber eyes did not move off my face. “It took me seven years to see what the forty-four of us had in common, because it is not damage, and it is not rank, and it is not politics, and it is not any of the things you look for first.”

“You saw it,” I said. “All of you. You saw an anchor.”

“Every one of us was on the ground or in a command truck or on a gun line at Kestrel that night,” Vera said, “with our own eyes on the pair.”

The lamp on her desk hummed.

“There was an anchored pair inside the Cascade,” she said. “A pilot and her anchor, in a tandem cradle, doing things that I have spent fifteen years trying to explain to myself. I watched a frame take a Cat-3’s charge and not move. I watched it move faster at hour six than at hour one. I was four hundred meters away on a command truck and I watched the numbers on the wing board, and I am going to tell you a figure and you are going to keep your face still.”

“Ma’am.”

“One hundred and eighteen,” Vera Stahl said.

I kept my face still.

“And then something went wrong,” she said, “and I do not know what, because it happened in the dark at hour seven and everyone close enough to see it is dead. And after it went wrong, a hundred and forty-one pilots died in ninety minutes across four sectors, and I have never been able to make those two facts fit together in any shape that satisfies me, and I have had fifteen years to try.”

She put one finger on the razor-cut page.

“Everyone who died, died. Everyone who was hurt, was pensioned honestly. And everyone who saw,” she said, “got a desk, and a medal, and a ceiling.”



“Why not kill you?” I said.

It was a brutal question and I asked it in a flat voice because it needed asking, and she looked at me with what I understood much later was respect.

“Because we were decorated,” Vera said. “You cannot disappear the most decorated survivors of the worst night in the war’s history. The city would notice. So you do not disappear them. You promote them sideways into a place where their voices carry no operational weight, and you attach a medical file to each of them so that if they ever say anything, the answer is already written: poor Stahl, the Cascade took something out of her, she was never the same.” She smiled, and it did not reach anywhere near her eyes. “It is a very good system. It cost nothing. It has held for fifteen years, and it did not even require anybody to threaten me, and I want you to sit there and understand that for fifteen years I taught six hundred young women to fly at sixty percent of what a human being can do, and every one of them who died out there died a little bit of my fault, and I still could not prove one thing.”

She stopped.

She squared the two files with the edge of the desk. Her hands were steady. She had gotten all the way to the bottom of it and she was steady.

“That is all of it,” Vera said. “You have it. I have not told any of it to a living soul, and I am not going to tell it twice, and if you want it in front of the city one day you will need something better than a middle-aged woman’s memory, which is precisely why they left me alive.”

I said, “You have my hands.”

“Yes,” said Vera Stahl. “I have been considering that since the morning you crossed a barrier line.”



There was one more object, and I had carried it into that office in my head all evening.

“There’s a flight recorder on my bench,” I said.

Vera Stahl did not move.

“Ninth Wing. Pulled out of the dorsal bay of a Culverin-class hull in the boneyard basin. Physical keying block, older than anything in the fleet. Renner has had it apart twice with every reader in this academy and it will not open, because it was never built to be opened by anything in this academy.”

“Sivret’s,” Vera said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

She looked at the wall of gray folios and did not look at me at all, and the corridor lights buzzed through the door for what felt like a great deal longer than they had any right to.

“Bring it to me when I ask for it,” she said. “Not before.”

“Ma’am. There’s a key.”

“There was a key.” Her voice had not moved a decibel and both her hands had gone flat on the desk, fingers spread, braced, as though the desk were a throttle rail. “There is also a form in an archive in this building with my signature at the bottom of it saying that mine burned at Kestrel Station, which was a lie, and it is the only lie I have ever told the Continental Defense Authority in writing. I have been a woman with a medical file for fifteen years, Kessler. You are asking me to hand you that form, tonight, on the same evening you have made me count my own dead out loud.”

She lined the two files up with the edge of the desk again. They were already in line.

“Ask me again,” said Vera Stahl, “when I have decided what I am.”



She stood up.

She went to the window and looked out over the deck lights for a while with her back to me, and when she turned around her shoulders had come out of parade rest without losing one gram of command, and I did not have a name for it then.

“There is a thing I need,” she said, “and I have made a certain amount of noise about being a woman who needs nothing, so I am going to say it badly. Kessler, I have watched you put your hands on Larke’s wrist, and on a governor housing, and on a dead animal’s back, and every time you have said something true that no instrument in this academy could have told me.”

She came around the desk and stopped in front of me.

“Read me,” Vera said. “Tell me if there’s anything left.”

I stood up.

“Ma’am.”

“Don’t.” Her chin came up, and there was nothing measured about it at all: it simply arrived, the whole head coming level like a gun laying on. And I recognized the movement, because I had seen a smaller and far more exact version of it in an ace, and I understood, standing in that office, that Signy Larke had learned it from somebody. “Don’t be gentle with me. I have spent fifteen years being handled gently by people who were lying to me. If your hands say the file is right, if there is degradation in my pathways, if I am what they wrote down, then you will tell me that in this room tonight in a flat voice and I will go and grade telemetry.”

“And if it isn’t?”

Vera Stahl looked at me.

“Then I don’t know what I am,” she said, “and I would like very much to find out.”



I took her wrists first, because that is where I start.

Her hands were broad and strong and cool, with a callus at the base of each palm from twenty years of throttle rails. Under my thumbs her pulse was fast and absolutely regular, and the tremor I had seen at Vantry was gone.

“Talk,” she said. “I am not good at silence.”

“You are extremely good at silence. Turn your hands over.”

Her radial pathways came up under my fingertips like a good bus bar: clean, quiet, carrying. I went up the inside of both forearms with my thumbs and there was nothing there but a woman’s arms.

“No degradation in the peripheral,” I said. “None. Not consistent with fifteen years of anything. Ma’am, your forearms read younger than Larke’s.”

“Larke is twenty-three.”

“Larke spent three years distributing damage on purpose. You spent fifteen years grading paper.”

The corner of Vera Stahl’s mouth tightened, almost a smile and not allowed to become one.

I put my hands on her temples.

Skin contact, both palms, thumbs at the hinge of the jaw, and I shut my eyes and went in the way I go into a frame when a crew chief tells me the fault is intermittent and everything reads clean: slowly, without expecting anything, listening for the thing that is not there.

Her cranial pathways were a furnace.

I have read thirty pilots. I read Signy Larke every day of my life. What I felt under my palms in that office was not the tidy hot wire of a working ace; it was depth, a great banked mass of it, like feeling a foundry through a wall.

“Ma’am,” I said, “how long since you sat in a cradle?”

“Fifteen years and a month.”

“That’s not possible.”

“Kessler.”

“Sorry.” I moved my hands down: the sides of her neck, then the base of her skull, then flat at the top of her spine, and Vera Stahl let a deck-tech she had spoken to half a dozen times in her life put both hands on the back of her neck and stood absolutely still for it. “I’m going to find the spine-port ring now. Tell me if that’s.”

“Do it.”

I put my palm flat on the exposed dermis at the base of her neck, above the neckline of her blouse, where fifteen years ago somebody had cut a pilot’s port into her and never taken it out because they never do.

And I found the scar.



I have spent my whole life with my hands on machines that people have lied about.

There is a particular feeling to a repair somebody did not want found. Not damage: damage is loud and honest and shouts at you. A concealed repair is quiet. It is smooth where the surrounding metal is not smooth. It is a place where the grain of a thing has been interrupted and then dressed back down, and the wrongness is not in the texture, it is in the evenness, because nature is never that even, and only a hand does that.

Under my palm, in Vera Stahl’s neural pathways, there was a band of that.

It ran across her sync pathways at the port ring, three or four centimeters wide, and it was smooth. Everything else in that woman crackled and roared. That band was glass. It was dressed. And on either side of it, where her real pathways ran into it, they piled up: thickened, hot, working hard against a thing that was not supposed to be there.

Restriction. A restriction laid across a fire hose.

I had felt that pattern before, exactly that pattern, at a different scale, on a bench, with a screwdriver in my hand.

I opened my eyes.

“Ma’am,” I said. “Sit down.”

“Kessler.”

“Sit down.”

Vera Stahl sat down on her briefing couch.

I crouched in front of her so that I could put both palms back on the sides of her neck, and I read it again, carefully, for a long time, and then I gave her the verdict in the flattest voice I own, which is the only voice I have ever given one in.

“You are not damaged,” I said. “There is no degradation anywhere in you. Your peripheral pathways are clean, your cranial pathways are the strongest I have ever had my hands on, and behind all of it there is a reservoir I cannot find the bottom of, and I have been trying for ninety seconds.”

She did not move.

“There is a scar,” I said, “across your sync pathways at the port ring. Three centimeters wide. It is smooth. It is even, ma’am. Even like a machined surface, and there is nothing in a human body that is that even unless somebody made it that way.”

“What is it.”

I made myself say it slowly, because I only wanted to say it once.

“It’s a governor,” I said. “It’s the same restriction pattern as the brick I cut out of Longstride’s cradle. Somebody put one in you, in tissue, fifteen years ago. Cleanly. Surgically. And then they wrote a file that said your pathways had degraded, and they gave you a desk.”

The lamp on her desk hummed. Four floors down, a crane started up, ran for eleven seconds, and stopped.

“It holds you at about forty,” I said. “Maybe forty-one. And behind it, ma’am, if I’m any good at all, there is enough left in you to.”

I stopped.

Vera Stahl sat on her briefing couch with her hands on her knees and looked at the wall of gray telemetry folios and, for five full seconds, did not breathe.

Then she said, in a low contralto that did not shake in any way whatsoever:

“They didn’t ground me. They fitted me.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“They put a ceiling in my neck,” Vera said, “and then they sat me in a room for fifteen years and made me teach it.”



She got up and walked to the window and stood at it with her back to me, and did not say anything, and did not move.

“There’s more,” I said, “and you’re going to want it tonight rather than tomorrow.”

“Say it.”

“Limiters are hardware. They’re bolted to a cradle and every frame in the fleet has one and everybody knows it. That’s the doctrine and it’s public and they’ll defend it in daylight.” I stood up. “What’s in your neck isn’t in a manual. Nobody knows about it. It was done to forty-four women who saw something, quietly, in a surgical theater, fifteen years ago.”

Vera turned around.

“Different tool,” she said.

“Different tool for a different job. The fleet gets a brick that keeps it at sixty and keeps the war going. The witnesses get something quieter.” I picked up my case. “Ma’am, whoever did that to you was not solving a war problem. They were solving a witness problem, and that is a different kind of man, and he was doing it fifteen years ago when Aldric Crane was a colonel with a field command.”

I watched her take that.

“You are telling me,” Vera said slowly, “that the rot has layers older than the doctrine.”

“I’m telling you what my hands found. I don’t know what it means.”

“No,” she said. “But I have forty-four names, and now I know what to ask them.”



Poppy was waiting in the corridor.

She was sitting on the floor across from Vera’s door with her knees up and her slate on them, and three cadets down the hall were pretending very hard not to look at her, because she had been sitting outside a commander’s office for an hour and a half and she had a face like a dropped tray.

She got up when the door opened.

“Ma’am,” she said, and then, “Wade. Now. Please.”

We went out onto the fourth-tier gantry where the wind comes across the Wall’s inner face, and she put the slate in my hands.

DRAFT / NOT EXECUTED. POSTING ORDER. LARKE, S., CAPT. - DEEP ROTATION, ATTRITION PATROL, SECTORS 19-24. DURATION: 180 DAYS, RENEWABLE. STATUS: PENDING REVIEW.

I read it three times.

Sectors nineteen through twenty-four are the eastern picket. Deep rotation is six months in a frame in the shale with a two-woman wing and no tandem bay, and the attrition patrols are where the CDA sends pilots when the numbers on a sector say somebody has to be out there and everybody understands what the survival curve looks like at month four.

It is not a punishment. Nowhere in any regulation is it a punishment. It is a posting, and postings are routine, and it was sitting in a queue with no signature block filled and no execution date, exactly the way a loaded weapon sits on a table.

“When did it appear?”

“Nine hours after the amphitheater.” Poppy’s voice was very flat. “Wade, it’s been sitting there for sixteen days. Not moving. It’s not going anywhere. It’s just.”

“It’s just there.”

“Yeah.”

I gave her back the slate.

“Photograph it,” I said. “Four places. And then tell her.”

Poppy’s head came up. “Tell.”

“Signy. Tonight. Before either of us sleeps.”

“Wade, she’ll.” Poppy stopped, and rubbed her face with the heel of her hand. “She’ll go to the range and fly until she’s sick. That’s what she does. You know that’s what she does.”

“Yes.”

“So maybe.”

“No,” I said. “Nobody in this cell finds out about a gun on the table from anybody but us. If we start deciding what she’s strong enough to hear, then I’m just another man managing her, and I would rather lose than be that.”

Poppy Renner looked up at me for about four seconds, which is the longest she has ever gone without talking in my presence.

“Sometimes,” she said, “you’re really annoying about being right,” and she went to find Signy.



Signy did not go to the range.

She read the slate twice, standing in my workshop with her jacket still on, and handed it back, and said, “Six months in nineteen through twenty-four, that’s the Kesk corridor, that’s where Ochoa lost two of her wing in the autumn,” and then she stood there with her hands at her sides for about ten seconds.

She said, “Come up to the roof.”



There is a maintenance roof above the sixth-tier plant rooms, reachable by a ladder that is not on any drawing, and from it you can see the whole of Bastion.

The city runs down from the Wall in eleven terraces to the harbor, and on a clear night the watch-fires along the terrace walls are lit, and the rooftop screens throw their pale flicker up onto the underside of the smoke, and the whole thing looks like one great open furnace being tended by three hundred thousand people who have never in their lives been allowed to leave.

She stood at the rail with her back to me.

The wind up there was cold and it moved the loose black hair around her jaw, because her braid had been out since the corridor, and she had her flight jacket open over the sync-suit, and the amber trace-lines lay dark and quiet along every seam.

“They can’t execute that order while I’m the number three ace on the Board,” she said. “They’d have to explain it. So it sits. And every time I win, it sits harder, and one day something happens that makes it cheap to sign, and they sign it.”

“Yes.”

“You’re not going to tell me it won’t happen.”

“No.”

Signy Larke turned around.

“Good,” she said.

She came and took my right hand off the rail. She turned it over and looked at the tracery on my wrist and the stitches on the forearm above it, and then she brought my hand up and put my palm flat against the base of her throat, and held it there with both of hers.

Under my hand her pulse was going at about a hundred and ten.

She did not say anything at all. She had not, since she chose me, ever had to.



“Hands on the rail,” I said.

Her eyes went wide, and then heavy, and her shoulders lowered about a centimeter.

“There’s a whole city down there,” she said.

“There’s a hundred meters of dark and a parapet. Hands on the rail, Signy. Don’t take them off until I say.”

She turned around. She put her palms flat on the cold iron, shoulder-width, exactly as she takes a brace bar in a cradle, and the arch came into her back before I had touched her, because she has spent her life in a spine-cradle and her body knows what it is being asked for.

I stood behind her and put my hands on her hips and did nothing else for a full ten seconds.

She stood there with her knuckles going white on a maintenance rail above three hundred thousand people, because a man in coveralls had told her to.

I got her jacket off her shoulders and let it fall.

Then I opened the sync-suit down the back, from the nape to the small of her spine, slowly, and I put my mouth on the exposed port ring and she made a sound with no shape to it.

“Don’t move your hands.”

“They’re on the rail.”

“They’re going to stay on the rail,” I said, “while I take an hour, and you’re going to hold still for all of it. That’s it. That’s the whole thing I want tonight.”

Signy’s breath went out of her in one long unsteady line.

“An hour.”

“Maybe more.”

“Wade.”

“Say yes or say no.”

“Yes,” she said, with her forehead going down between her shoulders. “Yes. Now. Yes.”



I took the suit down her arms without letting her lift her hands, working the sleeves off one wrist at a time, and I peeled it off her hips and let it hang at her knees, and I stood behind the most photographed woman in Bastion while she gripped a rail with her back arched and the watch-fire light came up the underside of her body in a long orange line.

It caught the sweat on her. It caught the flare of her hips off that narrow waist and the deep drawn hollow of her lower back, and it caught the wet gleam already shining on the inside of both her thighs, because I had not touched her there yet and she was dripping anyway.

Her flush started at her collarbones this time.

I know because I watched it in the reflection of the plant-room window: the color coming up her throat, and her mouth open, and her storm-gray eyes finding mine in the glass and locking there, and staying there for the entire hour, which was the thing I had wanted and had not said.

I put one hand flat between her shoulder blades on the port and the other around the front of her, low, and did not hurry.

I cupped her. Just held her, my whole palm covering her pussy, not moving, feeling the heat of her soak into my hand and her hips make one small involuntary push into it before she caught herself.

“Hands,” I said.

“They’re there.” Ragged. “They’re there, Wade.”

I let one finger move. Slow, up through the slick of her, over her clit and away again, and a raw sound tore out from low in her throat while her knuckles went bone-white on the iron.

“You’re counting,” I said, with my mouth against the port ring at the back of her neck.

“I’m not.”

“Your breathing’s in fours. Stop counting.”

“Wade.”

“You don’t have to hold anything up here.” Two fingers now, sinking into her, curling, and she was slick enough that her body had no argument left to make about any of it. Her hips jerked forward and her hands stayed exactly where I had put them, white-knuckled, obedient, shaking. “Not the wing, not the Board, not the cadets, not me. Everything on this roof is my problem for the next hour. Your only job is your hands on that rail.”

She gave way on that. Not an orgasm: something before an orgasm and worse than one, the thing that lives underneath a person who has been the strongest one in every room since her first year in the cockpit. Her head went down between her arms and she made one raw sound and her whole spine went loose, and then I felt it, unmistakable under my palm on her port:

the fraying, the last hairline architecture of three years of discipline, letting go all at once, like a hand opening.

The old damage went. The new damage stayed.

The three-year architecture came apart under my palm and did not come back. Underneath it, the crazing she had put into her own cervical pathways the previous afternoon punching a hole through a rib wall at ninety-nine point eight, alone, with me on foot inside a dead animal, sat exactly where I had found it. Shallow. Fresh. Bright as a new scratch on old paint.

That one was not going anywhere tonight. That one was mine to work out of her a week at a time, and she had bought it on purpose, and neither of us said so.

After that I did what I wanted with her.

I took an hour. I fingered her slowly until her thighs shook and then stopped and left her standing there with the wind coming off the crown hitting one side of her body while the watch-fire heat baked the other, and she breathed through it, and did not move her hands. I went down on my heels behind her and put my mouth on her from below, tongue dragging the full length of her while she rose on her toes and gripped the rail until the rust bit into her palms. I brought her to the edge four times and took it away four times, and the fourth time she said please in a voice with no rank in it at all.

Every time she got close, I stopped. Every time she held still for it, I gave her more.

She learned. She was always going to learn: she is the fastest study on this Wall. By the end she was standing dead still with her palms flat on rusted iron and her whole body strung like a cable, and she was not counting anything, and she was not holding anything up, and the only thing keeping her there was a sentence I had said once.

I stood and put two fingers back into her and my thumb on her clit and my other palm flat on the port, and I worked her over the edge like that, with her eyes on mine in the black glass.

“Quiet,” I said, when she started to break. “Quiet. That’s it. Hold it in and give it to me.”

She came standing up, silently, because I told her to be silent, and because obeying that was the entire point.

I felt every second of it from both sides. She locked around my fingers and let go and locked again, hard, on a beat so even I could have set a watch to it, which was the last precise thing left anywhere in her, and she soaked my wrist to the cuff. Her spine drew into that impossible arch and stayed there. Her mouth hung open on a scream she swallowed whole, and her eyes never left mine in the glass, and her fingers never left the iron.

And under my other palm her whole nervous system went white and open and quiet, and the last of the three-year architecture slid off her like frost off a warm plate.

Signy Larke shook apart against a rail above three hundred thousand people, and made no sound at all, and did not let go.



I did not turn her around.

I stood up behind her with my palm still spread on her port and I did not let her off that rail, and I put my mouth against her ear.

“Hands stay.”

Signy Larke got one breath in through her teeth, flattened both palms on the cold iron, and pushed her hips back into me.

She gave me the arch without being asked for it.

I went into her from behind, standing, all the way, in one long push.

Her forehead went down between her arms. She took every centimeter of it with her knuckles bloodless on that rail and her spine drawn into the deepest curve I have ever put a hand on, and the sound she made had nowhere to go, because I had not told her she could make one.

She was so wet the wind could not dry her.

Slow, at first. Because she wanted fast, and because an hour on that rail had taught her exactly whose hour it was, and because through my palm on her port I could feel precisely what it cost her every single time I refused to hurry.

“Please.”

“Ask properly.”

“Harder.” Clipped, exact, absolutely wrecked, one word at a time into the wind above her own city. “Harder. Please. Now.”

I gave it to her.

I got one hand spread flat in the hollow of her lower back, holding that arch exactly where I wanted it, and I brought the other around her from behind and laid my palm flat between her breasts, over the sternum, over her heart, and I locked her spine back against my chest and fucked her over a maintenance rail on the edge of a hundred-meter drop with the watch-fires burning under her hands.

Her hair went out into the dark. Her boots came up onto their toes and stayed there. Every stroke drove a small ruined noise up out of her, and she caught each one in her own throat and swallowed it before it could reach the air.

She did not move her hands. Not a centimeter. Not once, not through any of it.

And in the plant-room window, the entire time, her storm-gray eyes stayed on mine.

Then I felt it arrive, under both my hands at once, and I put my mouth against her ear.

“Not a sound,” I said. “Not one. You hold that in, you hold that rail, and you give the whole of it to me.”

And that is when I felt it.

I had my palm flat between her breasts with her heart slamming under it and the anchor wide open, and I was reading her as I read her every time, her pathways lit up and roaring and taking everything I had, and at the top of it, at the exact moment she went over, something in Signy Larke’s nervous system flexed.

There was a ceiling in there.

She had gone through it exactly once, at Kessel Wash, for four seconds that no recorder in that frame was built to log, and I had carried every volt of it and could not afterward have told you one useful thing about it. That is not a reading. That is a man holding a door open in a storm and counting himself lucky to still have the door.

I had never touched the ceiling itself: not from the inside, not with a palm flat on it and time to feel the shape of the thing.

I had been carrying her up against it since the first anchor: ninety-six, ninety-eight, ninety-nine point one. She had gone to ninety-nine point eight alone at a rib wall and paid for it in fresh crazing I was still smoothing out of her a day later. And through all of it I had assumed, as everybody assumes, that a hundred was where a human being ran out of human being.

It was not a wall.

It was a membrane, and under my palm at the peak of her orgasm it bowed outward like the skin of a drum, and behind it was more, and it went a long way back.

She was still locked around me in deep rolling pulses, silent, shaking, bent over a hundred meters of dark with her hands where I had put them. I stayed buried in her and kept my palm exactly where it was and felt that thing bow and settle and bow again with every aftershock.

“Signy,” I said.

She was gone. Her forehead was down on her own forearms and she was coming apart against cold iron without letting one sound out of her.

“Signy. Listen to me.”

“I can’t.”

“There’s more of you,” I said, with my palm flat over her sternum and my voice down where it goes. “I can feel where it starts.”

Her head came up.

She found me in the black glass with her level gray gaze broken open, not crying, not blinking, holding my eyes in the reflection while everything precise in her came apart, and I felt her heart change its rhythm under my hand, and she said it to my reflection.

“Past a hundred.”

“Yes.”

“How much more?”

“I don’t know.” I moved my hand and she shuddered, and clenched around me, hard. “It’s not a wall, Signy, it’s a skin. It gives. And if I can put you through it in a workshop before I ever have to put you through it in a fight.”

Her fingers spread out on the rail and closed on it again.

She said it in the voice she uses for range and bearing, absolutely wrecked and not one syllable out of place, with her palms flat on the iron and her eyes locked on mine in the window.

“Then put me through it. Come inside me and put me through it.”

So I did.

I drove into her as deep as I could get and then I stopped moving entirely.

I held there. I did not thrust once. I wanted my palm dead still on her sternum when it happened, because I wanted to feel every millimeter of what it did to that membrane, and because I am a man who takes a reading when a reading is available.

It was the quietest I have ever come in my life and it very nearly took the top of my head off. I made no sound at all. Neither did she. Her forehead was down on the backs of her own hands and her hands were on the rail where I had put them an hour before, and it went into her in long slow shoves I never once had to move for, and under my palm, on every single one of them, that threshold bowed out.

Three times. It bowed three times and settled back, and on the third time it did not settle all the way.

Then the anchor kicked, and the echo came back up my arms in a black surge, and I saw stars that were not in the sky, and I stood in the wind on a hundred-meter roof with a woman locked around me and carried it, and did not let go of her, and did not take my hand off her heart.

When it cleared, we were still joined, and she was still shaking, and the fresh tracery had run a new branch up past my left elbow and into the meat of the upper arm.

She had not moved her hands.

I took them off the rail myself, one at a time, and turned her around, and she came into my chest and stayed there with her face in my collarbone while the wind went over the top of us both.



Afterward I put my jacket around her shoulders and checked her hands.

Both palms had the rail’s rust ground into them in two parallel bands, and her fingers were cold in the wrong way: cold to the second knuckle and warm past it. I turned each hand over, worked the joints, put my thumbs into the pads at the base of each palm where the grip had cramped her, and pressed until she made a noise and swore at me.

“Your hands are colder than the rest of you by about ten degrees.”

“They’re fine.”

“You held that rail for an hour with your hands above your heart.”

“I was told to,” Signy said, “by a man with an extremely serious voice,” and then she laughed, and it went on a bit too long, and turned into something else, and I put my arms around her and held her while it did.

She sat on the parapet in my jacket with her knees up and her hair everywhere, and after a while she took my right forearm across her lap and started reading it.

The tracery had gone past both elbows by then. She went along the branches with one fingertip, unhurried, the way you go down a service record.

“This one’s the Flats,” she said. “It came up while I was screaming at Maren. And this one.” Her finger stopped at a fine bright line running up the outside of the wrist. “That’s the amphitheater. Ninety-nine point one. I felt it happen through the port and I thought I’d killed you.”

“That’s the amphitheater.”

“And this.” She touched the newest one, the one that crossed the fourteen-centimeter laceration from Vantry, and her voice changed. “This is a rib wall.”

“Ninety-nine point eight.”

“I hit it at ninety-nine point eight,” she said, “because there was a woman on the other side of it who was going to be eaten, and she’d been standing in a dead animal for four hours telling you what to do with your hands, and Wade, do you understand that if I had been at sixty percent I would have broken my own arm and killed all four of you?”

“Yes.”

“They’d have written it up as a tragedy.”

“They’d have written it up as nothing at all,” I said. “A commander, a technician and two riggers inside a carcass. Four lines in a survey report and a paragraph about lamp discipline.”

Signy Larke put my forearm down.

She picked it straight back up, and turned it over, and set her thumb on the pulse at my wrist, and did not let go of it.

“We made a truce,” she said. “In a rigging cage. Five weeks ago. You had blood dried under your nose and I told you I hated it and you told me you weren’t going to stop, and we left it there, because neither of us could carry that argument that night.”

“I remember.”

“I’m withdrawing it.”

I looked at her.

“You are about to put me through a membrane,” Signy said. Her voice was as level as I have ever heard it, which is how that woman says the things that cost her. “On a bench. On a meter. And whatever is on the other side of a hundred, you are going to take every volt of it into your arms, and I am going to feel your pulse climb through the port while it happens, and I am going to keep flying, because that is what I am for.”

She turned my hand over and laid her own palm flat against it, the way I lay a palm on a strut.

“So the truce is dead,” she said. “From tonight I fight you about this. Every time. In front of Poppy. In front of the Commander. In front of the whole deck if it comes to that, and I will not be graceful about it, and you are not going to talk me out of it with arithmetic, because I can do arithmetic.”

“You’ll lose.”

“I know.” She did not smile. “But you will never again get to do it quietly, and one day that is going to be the difference between me pulling you out of a bay and me carrying you out of one.”

I did not have an answer to that. I have never had an answer to that.

“Alright,” I said.

“That isn’t agreement.”

“No,” I said. “It’s a receipt.”

She looked at me until the watch-fire on the terrace below us guttered down and came back up, and then she leaned her shoulder into mine and turned her face back out toward the terraces.

“Six months on the eastern picket with no tandem bay,” she said, to the city. “That’s what’s in the queue. That’s what they’ve got sitting there for me.”

“It’s not signed.”

“It’s not signed yet.” She looked at me. “Wade, I want you to hear me say this clearly, once, and then we don’t talk about it again until it happens: if that order gets executed and I am put in a frame on the Kesk corridor at sixty percent, I will be dead inside a season. That isn’t fear. That’s the arithmetic. I’ve flown it. I know what’s out there.”

I did not tell her it would not happen. I have never once lied to that woman.

“Then we make it too expensive,” I said.

“How.”

“The same way we’ve made everything too expensive. Publicly, with numbers, faster than they can move.” I took her hand. “There’s a threshold in you past a hundred and I can feel it. Nobody in this academy knows it’s there. Nobody alive outside this cell knows where it starts in you, and it’s going to take a deep anchor and a bench meter and probably a bad night in the workshop to open it.”

“And when it opens?”

“Then a woman flying at a hundred and something takes a Cat-3 down alone on a live broadcast,” I said, “and after that, signing that order looks like what it is.”

Signy Larke sat in my jacket, on a rail, above the city, and did not say anything for the length of two watch-fires being fed.

“There’s a phrase for what you are,” she said. “It’s in the officers’ handbook, and it means a man who thinks about a fight before he has it. I can’t remember what it is.”

“I’m a deck-tech.”

“Mm,” she said, and put her head on my shoulder.



I went back through the fourth tier at two in the morning because Merrow’s crew had a cable run jammed behind an inspection plate and Merrow believed, wrongly, that swearing at it in three languages counted as a tool.

Vera Stahl’s office light was still on.

The door stood open by two fingers. I stopped at the hinge line, because a man who has been told to bring his hands tomorrow does not walk into a commander’s office at two in the morning without being asked.

The bottom-left drawer of her desk was open.

A pair of black flight gloves lay under the lamp, palms worn through to the second layer, the left thumb repaired once with the wrong color thread. Vera sat behind them with her uniform jacket open and the pins out of her hair, looking at the gloves the way a pilot looks at a lit runway after years of locked doors.

She did not put them on while I was there to see it.


Chapter 15: Scrapdog Flies

The stall broke because of a headband.

By the time the certification queue moved, everyone on the deck had a theory, and every theory involved a clever man doing something in an office.

What happened is that a broadcast crew came down to Bay Eleven to film a two-minute human-interest segment about the wreck-stripper raid, and they got bored of the crates, and they filmed a rebuild instead: sixty riggers in a hangar bay at ten at night, hanging plate on a condemned frame, with a small teal-haired woman conducting them from inside its open chest cavity while swearing at a torque wrench.

The segment ran on the late feed. It was ninety seconds long. In it, Poppy Renner leans out of a frame’s ribcage with a lamp in her teeth, takes the lamp out, and says to a camera she has clearly just noticed:

“She’s not scrap. She’s just been told she’s scrap. There’s a difference and I’d like everybody to be extremely clear about it.”

By Thursday a girl in the foundry quarter had dyed a streak of her hair teal.

By the following Tuesday there were teal-streak headbands for sale from a cart outside the sixth-quarter tram station for six scrip, and the cart had sold four hundred, and somebody had chalked TORQUE on the gun walks above Gate Four in letters two meters high, and by the end of that week you could not walk the length of the freight side without seeing it chalked, painted, welded, or stenciled on something.

Nobody organized it. There was no campaign. Three hundred thousand people who had spent their entire lives being told that pilots come from somewhere else had watched a deck girl in knotted coveralls tell a camera that a machine could be wrong about what it was, and they had understood her to be talking about something other than the machine.

And on the Thursday of the second week, the academy posted a certification slot with Poppy Renner’s name on it.

They posted it as this academy posts everything: on paper, on the board outside the allocation office, at the bottom of a list of eleven other things, between a shift-rotation amendment and a notice about the drains.

Halloran found it. He is a crane chief with thirty years on him and a bad hip and a settled reputation for never hurrying anywhere, and he read that sheet twice, and then he took it off the board with the pin still through the corner of it and carried it four hundred meters across the floor of Hangar Three at a speed nobody had gotten out of that man in a decade, holding it up over his head the whole way like a man bringing water to a fire.

By the time he reached Bay Eleven there were forty people behind him and Poppy was already coming down out of Scrapdog’s chest cavity on the ladder rungs with a wrench still in her fist, because she had heard the noise before she had heard the news.



“They’ve made it worse,” Poppy said.

She had the notice flat on my bench with a driver holding down each corner, and she read the conditions off it at six the next morning with an expression I did not like at all, because it was cheerful.

“Full combat-sim gauntlet. Three stages. Line-pilot standard, no cadet allowances, no re-attempt inside ninety days.” Her finger went down the sheet. “Formation compliance to fleet tolerance. Failure-cascade under compound malfunction. Live-threat engagement, examiner’s choice of category. Pass mark is line rating or nothing; there’s no cockpit-track pass, there’s no provisional, it’s a rating or I go back on the floor for three months and everybody who’s been chalking my name on a wall watches me do it.”

She flattened her hand on the paper.

“They’ve given me the hardest certification slot at Bulwark,” she said. “That’s the one they run for the top four cadets in the graduating tier. It has a fifty-one percent pass rate for women who’ve been in cockpits for two years.”

“I read it at four this morning.”

“Wade, I have four hundred stolen sim hours and not one hour the academy admits exists.”

I kept my mouth shut, because I had run the numbers myself at four that morning and it had come out where hers had come out. It was not a certification slot. It was a burial with a crowd invited, and it had cost the man who arranged it exactly nothing, because he had said yes.

The important thing about Marshal Aldric Crane is that he never once refused us anything. He gave us the trial, and the range slot, and the duel, and the certification. He gave us every single thing we asked for, on terms that he had chosen, and then he stood at the back of the room with his hands clasped behind him and let the terms do the work.

Poppy picked up a torque driver and spun it on her palm.

“Formation compliance,” she said, to the driver. “Formation compliance. I fly like a dropped bag of hammers, Wade, that’s the whole thing, that’s why it works.”

“Then don’t pass it,” I said. “Survive it.”

She looked up.

“It’s three stages,” I said. “It’s marked cumulatively. There’s no minimum on any single stage; the statute’s very clear about that. Formation compliance is ten percent of the composite score.”

Poppy Renner stopped spinning the driver.

“Ten percent,” she said slowly.

“Scrape it. Take your beating. Bank it.” I turned the notice around on the bench and put my finger on stage two. “And then get into a failure cascade, which is a maintenance problem in a cockpit, and show four examiners and a broadcast feed the thing you have been doing on this deck for years.”

She looked at the slate long enough for the hot plate behind her to click over twice.

“That’s forty percent of composite,” she said.

“Yes.”

“And live-threat is fifty.”

I turned the sheet around so she could see the marking scheme with her own eyes, and put my thumb on the number, and left it there.

Poppy Renner grinned at me. It was a slow, unlovely, extremely dangerous grin, and I had seen it exactly once before, on the day she dropped a crane on a cargo crawler.

“They’ve built me an exam,” she said, “where ninety percent of the marks are for not dying in a broken machine.”



Scrapdog rolled out on a Wednesday.

The crew had painted her the night before, and they had not painted her.

The oxide primer stayed. That had been the vote, eleven to fifty-nine, and the deck had held to it with the grim literalism of people who have won an argument and intend to enjoy it: Scrapdog came out of Bay Eleven the color of a rusted hull, dark red-brown from her feet to her cockpit ring, five stories of scavenged plate from nine different dead frames, no two panels quite the same shade, every seam visible, every weld proud.

And on every single plate, in white soapstone, in a hundred and eighty different hands, a name.

Merrow’s was on the left knee. Bram had signed the pelvis casting he had cut out of a condemned hull. Andic’s was on the shoulder yoke. Falk had written hers four times in four places because nobody had told her not to, and then, at the bottom of the sternum plate, in careful block capitals that had taken her some time, she had added: REN OKAFOR WALKED AWAY.

Signy Larke had signed the shin plate she had riveted, next to the four worst rivets in the history of the Continental Defense Authority, and she had signed it very small.

I went down to Bay Eleven at four in the morning when the bay was empty, and put both palms flat on that shin plate, and stood there for a long time.

Nine dead frames. I could feel every one of them under my hands. The elbow off a hull with a cracked humerus that Merrow had cut out and thrown away and rebuilt from the inside. The pelvis casting with Bram’s file marks still living in the fillet radius. Plate off machines that had died at rest in a basin forty kilometers past the Wall with everything still in the tank.

None of it matched. Every panel had a different grain and a different history and a different way of answering a knock, and I went up her leg and across her hip and along the ribs and I waited for the argument.

There was no argument.

They were carrying. All of them, all nine dead women’s machines, handing the load along to each other and passing it down into a spine that ran straight as a rule.

I have put my hands on a great many frames. I have never read one that wanted so badly to be useful.

Ten thousand people came to watch.

They came without being invited, on a Wednesday, on shift, and the academy did not have anywhere to put them, so they stood on the gun walks and the crane gantries and the roofs of the freight sheds along the whole eastern approach to the certification range, and when Scrapdog came down the causeway with the crane tractors flanking her and the dust going up, the sound they made was not the amphitheater sound.

The amphitheater had roared for a champion.

This was the deck, and the deck does not roar. The deck bangs. Two thousand riggers hit the railings and the plate and the sheet steel with whatever they had in their hands, wrenches and hammers and spanners and boots, and it went from Gate Four to the range in a wave, and it did not stop for four minutes.

Poppy Renner walked out onto the range apron in a flight suit with her own name on the docket.

She had it knotted at the waist by the sleeves almost immediately, over a grease-stained tank top, because she had been up all night in the frame and there was nothing anybody could do about her.

She looked up at the gun walks and the freight-shed roofs and the crane gantries and all of them banging on the railings, and she went absolutely white.

I was two meters behind her with her helmet.

“Torque.”

She did not turn around.

“They came,” she said.

“Ten thousand of them. I counted the gun walks twice on the way down, because I did not believe it the first time.”

“There’s a woman up on the freight shed with a baby, Wade, she’s brought a baby to watch me.”

“Poppy.”

“I fix hip actuators,” Poppy Renner said, to the whole eastern approach, in a voice too small for anyone but me to hear. “That’s what I do. That’s what I’ve always.”

I put her helmet in her hands.

“Two weeks ago,” I said, “you talked me through folding a twelve-ton crane onto a moving crawler from twelve hundred meters in the dark, in about four seconds, off a scope, because you had been watching a pin walk out of its seat all night and you remembered. Nobody else on this Wall could have done it. Not one person.”

She looked at the helmet.

“Get in the frame,” I said, “and fix a hip actuator in front of ten thousand people.”



Commander Vera Stahl administered the gauntlet.

She did not have to. There were four examiners rated for it and she was senior to all of them and had a full instruction schedule, and she came down to the range control box at seven in the morning in her immaculate blues with her pins in and took the chair, and the other four examiners rearranged themselves around her without a word being said.

I had, by then, understood why she kept doing it.

She was not protecting Poppy. Vera Stahl does not protect people from examinations; I watched her fail a fourth-year cadet on the same range four days later and the girl cried and Vera did not blink. She volunteered because she needed to be within arm’s reach of the thing she was deciding about. She had been reading telemetry in red pencil for fifteen years and she did not trust anything she had not stood next to.

She looked at me once, across the control box, when Scrapdog’s cradle lit.

She keyed the range circuit.

“Renner. This is Stahl. You are being examined against the fleet line-pilot standard with no allowances of any kind, and I am not going to wish you luck, because luck is not on the mark sheet.” A pause. “Stage one. Formation. Slot four, on the trainer flight, tolerance ten meters. Begin when you’re ready.”



STAGE ONE: FORMATION COMPLIANCE.

It was appalling.

I have never enjoyed anything more.

The trainer flight is four Mules flying a box at four hundred meters’ separation, and the examinee takes slot four and holds station through eight course changes, and the tolerance is ten meters, and a competent second-year cadet holds it inside four.

Poppy Renner held station like a man carrying a table down a spiral staircase.

She was inside tolerance. She was inside tolerance the entire time, by a margin that at several points could be measured in centimeters, and she got there by a method that made every pilot on the gun walks put a hand over her own mouth: she did not anticipate the turns. She reacted to them, late, and then corrected with a brutal asymmetric shove of one hip actuator that no instructor in the history of the academy has ever taught, and which works, and which is exactly what you do when you have spent four years feeling how much a Mule’s left hip will take before the retaining ring goes.

Eight course changes. Eight ugly, late, savage corrections. She never went outside ten meters.

At the fourth change I heard her on the open channel, quietly, to herself, having entirely forgotten that a broadcast feed carried the cockpit audio to the whole eastern approach:

“…fine, yes, you don’t like left, nobody likes left, we all have to do things we don’t.”

Ten thousand people heard a woman apologize to a war machine.

STAGE ONE: 41.2 / 100. PASS BAND: MARGINAL.

The lowest formation score recorded at Bulwark in a decade.

In the control box, one of the examiners, a colonel’s man from the Second Wing, snorted and made a note.

Vera Stahl did not look up from her slate.

“Ten percent of composite,” she said, to no one in particular, in the mildest voice imaginable, and turned the page.



STAGE TWO: FAILURE CASCADE.

They put you on the broken ground at the top of the range, in your own machine, and then range control starts breaking it under you.

Not once. Compounding, and all of it real: they dump a hydraulic circuit, then they poison the sensor bus, then they open the coolant, and then they wait for the thing a coolant emergency does to your left arm when you have already been flying for two minutes on a dead hydraulic. Nothing is simulated. There is a fault-injection trunk hard-wired into every certification cradle in the fleet and a technician on the other end of it with a list, and whatever he does to your frame in those nine minutes is still done to it when the clock stops.

The machine you land at the end of stage two is the machine you take into stage three.

It is forty percent of the composite score. Nobody survives nine minutes; the mark is for how long you keep the frame usable and how you put it down.

The academy record was six minutes fourteen seconds, set by a fourth-year cadet who is now dead.

Poppy Renner flew it for the full nine minutes and landed the frame.

The replay went around the control box twice before anyone spoke. Vera Stahl watched it both times without moving, red pencil balanced between two fingers, and every cadet on the gun walks leaned toward the screens as if the next pass might teach them how a mechanic had done it.

What she did was this: she stopped flying.

At eleven seconds, when the primary hydraulic pressure went, a pilot pulls power and stabilizes. That is the doctrine; it is correct; it is what all four examiners had been taught and what all four expected. Poppy did not pull power. She put the frame into a slow left rotation and left it there, and she did it because a rotating machine loads its right side, and her hydraulic loss was on the left, and she had spent four years watching Mules come home with dead left circuits and had noticed, in a way that nobody who had not carried the pumps could notice, that they came home turning.

She used the machine’s own weight as a hydraulic pump for six minutes.

At thirty seconds the sensor bus went, and she killed her own remaining sensors, all of them, and flew on the airframe: the shudder through the cradle, the sound of the actuators, the way a frame’s foot tells you what it is standing on. Blind. On live ground. In front of ten thousand people.

“They’re lying to me,” she said, on the open channel. “Sensors lie when the bus goes. I’d rather have nothing than a liar.”

At two minutes the coolant went, and this is the part where the replay always gets stopped, because what she did was reach out with the frame’s ruined left arm and jam it into a rock face, and hold it there, and use thirty meters of cold granite as a heat sink.

“That’s not,” said the colonel’s man in the control box. “That is not a thing.”

“It is now,” said Vera Stahl.

At six minutes fourteen seconds, the academy record fell, and Poppy did not notice, because she was talking to herself about load paths.

At eight minutes thirty the examiners started throwing malfunctions that were not on the sheet. I watched them do it. I watched a man reach over and key in a compound gearbox failure that is not in stage two, and I watched Vera Stahl watch him do it and say nothing, and I understood that she was letting them, because she wanted the number to be unarguable.

Poppy landed a frame with one arm, no sensors, no left hydraulics, and a dead gearbox, on a slope, at nine minutes exactly.

She landed it on the ruined arm’s elbow and the right foot, in a controlled collapse, because the knee could not take it.

STAGE TWO: 95.4 / 100.

The number went up on the range boards and the eastern approach came apart.

I turned around in the control box and looked at Vera Stahl.

She was not looking at the board. Every other officer in that room was looking at the board, and Vera Stahl was looking at the replay, at the frozen last frame of it, where a rebuilt trainer sat on a slope on its dead elbow with its right foot planted and its cockpit ring level.

She had the strangest expression I have ever seen on a human face.

It took me a while to understand it, and I only understood it because I had felt what was in her neck. It was not admiration. It was not even surprise.

It was a woman who had spent fifteen years watching young women fly at sixty percent of what they were, and who had just watched somebody fly at a hundred percent of what she was, which is a different thing entirely, and which nobody in that control box except me knew she had not been permitted to do since before Poppy Renner could hold a wrench.

“She landed it on the elbow,” Vera said, to nobody.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“There is no examiner in this fleet who would have marked that a landing.” Her thumb moved once on the red pencil. “It was a landing. She put the frame down where the frame could take it. That is the only definition there has ever been.”

Then she put the pencil down on the desk very carefully, like a woman setting down something that had gotten hot.



STAGE THREE: LIVE-THREAT ENGAGEMENT.

The animals are real.

Two of the three stages happen inside a machine. The third one does not, and it never has, and the statute uses the words live-threat because the fleet has never in forty years seen a reason to be coy about it.

Bulwark keeps a holding pit under the range’s outer face. It is a netted shaft cut forty meters down into the composite, with a feed chute at the top and a drop gate at the bottom, and it has held living Category Ones for as long as there has been a standard to certify anybody against. The eastern picket brings them in. A picket crew that corners a juvenile in a shale cut and does not kill it collects a bounty, and there is a freight-side team whose entire working life is a flatbed, a net, and a pole long enough that nobody has to be brave about it. They are fed on offal off the harbor slaughterhouse floor. They are used twice a year, and they are used up.

Every rated pilot on this continent has killed one of those animals to get her rating. Vera Stahl killed hers at nineteen. Signy Larke killed hers at eighteen and told me, years later and in the dark, that nobody warns you about the smell.

The engagement box is four hundred meters square and it lies outside the Wall’s face at the bottom of the causeway, and the drop gate opens into its northern corner. Above it, four hundred meters up on the gun walks, ten thousand people stood behind a gun line with its crews standing to and the ready racks full and the range safety officer’s hand resting on a firing key the whole morning. The woman with the baby on the freight-shed roof was in less danger up there than she is crossing the tram concourse.

Nobody at Bulwark has ever called a certification a formality.

“Examiner’s choice of category,” Vera said, into the range circuit, and then she paused for about a second.

I have gone back to that pause often. The rules gave her the choice. She could have given a rookie in a rebuilt frame a single Cat-1, which is what the sheet recommends, and Poppy would have killed it and passed with a composite in the low seventies and gone home a line pilot.

“Category one,” Vera said. “Pair.”

The control box went quiet.

A pair of Cat-1s is not a rookie problem. It is not even really a line-pilot problem; it is what you give a certified pilot when you want to see whether she panics, because two Cat-1s working together will flank anything that stands still, and the only clean answer in the manual is to withdraw to a wall.

She was not giving Poppy Renner an examination.

She was giving her a stage.

“Renner, acknowledge.”

There was a pause on the circuit.

Poppy’s voice, coming up out of a frame she had built with her own hands, with more delight in it than that circuit has ever been asked to carry:

“Ma’am, is there any rule about what I’m allowed to use?”

“The engagement box is four hundred meters square,” said Vera Stahl, “and everything inside it is yours.”



Inside the engagement box, on the eastern side, there is a gantry.

It has been there for seventeen years. It is a launch gantry that was never finished when the third range extension was cancelled, and it stands sixty meters over the box’s eastern corner, and it is condemned, and there is a cable barrier across its access stair with a red tag on it, and I know exactly what is written on that tag because Poppy Renner wrote it.

CONDEMNED. NUMBER-FOUR LEG STAY. DO NOT LOAD. P.RENNER, DECK 3.

She had condemned it herself at twenty, with a wrench in her hand and nobody watching, and she had gone back every year and re-tagged it because nobody ever came to take it down.

Scrapdog walked into the box and went straight to the gantry’s eastern corner and stood with her back to it.

“She’s cornering herself,” said the colonel’s man.

Vera Stahl said nothing.

The Cat-1 pair came in split wide, which is how Cat-1 pairs always come in, one high on the shale ridge and one low along the sight line, and the low one committed at seven seconds because the low one always does, and Poppy took its charge on Scrapdog’s rebuilt left shoulder and gave ground twelve meters into the gantry’s shadow.

Then she gave ground again. And again.

The whole eastern approach watched a rebuilt frame get backed into a corner by two Category Ones, and on the gun walks somebody screamed at her to move, and Poppy Renner backed Scrapdog into the exact spot where the number-four leg stay of a condemned launch gantry came down into its footing, and put her ruined left hand flat on it, and waited for the second animal to commit.

It committed.

She did not fight it. She stepped left, hooked the first Cat-1’s neck with Scrapdog’s right hand and threw it into its packmate, which is not a maneuver, which is a thing you do with a bag of cement, and both animals went into the corner together in a tangle at the foot of the gantry.

And Poppy Renner pulled the number-four leg stay out of its footing with her frame’s dead left hand.

Sixty meters of condemned launch gantry came down into the corner of the engagement box on top of two Category One kaiju, and the noise of it went across the eastern approach and up the Wall, and when the dust cleared, Scrapdog was standing with one arm up over her own cockpit ring and a mountain of scaffolding on the ground in front of her, and nothing under it was moving.

STAGE THREE: 97.6 / 100.

The examiners’ board took eleven seconds to do the arithmetic. It did not need eleven seconds. Every rigger on that eastern approach had done it in his head while the dust was still coming down, because we had all been carrying the weights around in our pockets for two weeks: ten percent, forty percent, fifty percent.

Four point one two. Thirty-eight point one six. Forty-eight point eight.

GAUNTLET COMPOSITE: 91.1 / 100. PASS. CERTIFIED SYNC INDEX: 74.5. CERTIFICATION: LINE PILOT. FULL RATING GRANTED. NO CONDITIONS. EXAMINER: STAHL, V., CDR.

Two numbers went up on that board.

Seventy-four point five is what her nervous system did. It is a good number. It is above every Limited line pilot on the roster and it will be on her Board entry until the day she stops flying.

Ninety-one point one is the exam. Ninety-one point one is what happens when a woman scrapes a stage she was always going to fail, banks it, and then goes and takes the two stages that are worth ninety percent of the marks and does not give back one single point of them.

I had told her to survive it.

She had passed it with the best composite of the cycle, and she had done it in a frame the academy condemned four years ago, and the composite went up on the results board in the same amber as everybody else’s, which is the only revenge in this world I have ever fully approved of.



The colonel’s man from the Second Wing said, “She used a condemned structure.”

“She did,” said Vera Stahl, standing up.

“Ma’am, that’s a range safety.”

“It is a range safety violation,” Vera agreed, “and I have been the range safety authority in this box for eleven years, and I have had that gantry on my hazard list for every one of them, and this morning a twenty-four-year-old line pilot did me the favor of removing it.” She squared her slate on the desk. “File whatever you would like to file. Attach my verdict to it, since the two documents will be read together forever.”

She keyed the range circuit.

The whole eastern approach heard her, and the late feed carried it twice.

“Renner, Poppy M. Gauntlet passed. Certified sync index, seventy-four point five. Line pilot, full rating, no restrictions, no conditions.” A pause of exactly the right length. “The lowest formation score I have ever passed, and the finest flying I have seen in fifteen years. Get out of my frame and go and stand where they can see you.”



The Kill Board techs did something that night that nobody authorized.

Poppy’s entry went up as a rookie plaque, which is standard, on the bottom rail with the year’s certified pilots, name and frame and certified index.

And beside it, where the wing flash goes, somebody had put a wrench.

It is not a fleet icon. It is not in any style guide. Nobody has ever admitted to doing it and the academy has never removed it, and inside a month there were two deck chiefs in Hangar Three walking around with a filed aptitude score in their pockets and a very particular look on their faces.

Odessa Kane found me on the gallery stair as the crowd went out.

She had been in the observation gallery for the entire gauntlet. I had not known that. She was in gray with the collar fastened up under her jaw, as she wears it everywhere, gallery or gantry, and she stopped one step above me with her ice-blue eyes doing their endless arithmetic, and she did not look happy or unhappy.

“That trick with the gantry choke,” she said.

“It wasn’t a trick.”

“No.” Odessa Kane looked out over the range, where a rebuilt frame the color of rust was being walked home under the floodlights by a crowd nobody had invited. “That’s what I came down here to say. Everyone up there is calling it a trick, and it was not a trick.” Her jaw worked. “She condemned that structure four years ago. I checked the tag. She backed into the one corner of that box where she knew the ground would help her, and she made both animals come to it, and the whole thing took eleven seconds and she had it planned before she walked in.”

She was quiet for a moment.

“That wasn’t sync,” Odessa said. “That was brains.”

And she went down the stairs.

She did not say it kindly, and she did not say it to be kind. She said it the way an artillery officer reads a range finding, because it was true, and because Odessa Kane’s entire tragedy was that she could not stop herself from saying true things out loud in a building that ran on the other kind.



The observation gallery above the certification range is a hundred and twenty meters of floor-to-ceiling glass, and an hour after a crowd leaves it, it is the emptiest place in Bastion.

I went up to check that the broadcast crews had not left cable in the stairwell.

Poppy Renner was standing at the glass in the dark with the range floodlights coming up from below, still in the flight suit, with the certification chit on a lanyard around her neck.

She did not turn around when I came in.

“You can see the corner from here,” she said. “Where the gantry went down. They’ve got a crane on it already.”

“I know.”

“There was a girl called Denn,” Poppy said. “Fourth year, good hands, a bit heavy on the throttle rail. I rebuilt her Mule’s ankle twice and she brought me a pastry both times, which is the correct exchange rate and nobody else has ever understood that.” She put her fingers on the glass. “I stood right here when I was twenty, on the day the letter came, and I watched her certify, and I clapped until my hands hurt.”

“I know,” I said.

“And then I went and did the thing you already know I did.” She said it without any weight on it at all, the way you read out a part number. “And afterward I decided I was never setting foot in this room again, and I kept that. Four years. I have walked the long way round this gallery about a thousand times.”

She rapped the window once with a knuckle.

“Denn certified on an eighty-four,” Poppy said. “I got a ninety-one point one.”

I stood behind her.

In the glass, over the floodlit range, I could see both of us: a small woman with a teal undercut and a flight suit knotted at the waist, and behind her a man in gray coveralls with his sleeves rolled up and silver tracery to both elbows.

She was looking at the reflection. She had been looking at it since I came in.

“Wade,” she said. “Do you know what I can see right now?”

“Tell me.”

“I can see the range where I flew,” Poppy said, “and I can see me, standing over it. Both at once. The floor and the girl above it, in the same window.”

She turned around, and lifted the lanyard off her own neck, and hooked it over mine.

The chit lay against my chest, warm from her.

“You made this happen,” she said. Her voice had gone breathy and her freckles had come up in a wave across her shoulders, and her hazel-green eyes were enormous and glassy and completely shameless. “Come and collect.”

I looked at her for a beat.

“Face the range,” I said.



She turned around so fast she hit the glass with her palms.

I took the zip of that flight suit at the throat and drew it down her spine slowly, and Poppy Renner made a noise like a kettle and pressed her forehead against the window, and twelve meters below and a hundred meters out, two range crews worked under floodlights around the wreckage of a gantry she had pulled down.

“Corridor’s unlocked,” I said, with my mouth at the shell of her ear.

“I know.”

“Somebody could come up that stair.”

“I know,” she said, and shivered so hard I felt it through her back.

I got the flight suit off her shoulders and down to her waist and she was wearing nothing under it but the grease-stained tank top and I pushed that up under her chin.

Her chest is small and high and there is not one square centimeter of it that is not wired directly to the rest of her. The glass was cold. Her nipples drew up hard against it the second I pressed her forward into it, and when I got a hand on her and put my mouth on the back of her neck, she came up on her toes and made a sound that went out into a hundred and twenty meters of empty gallery and came back off the glass.

“Wade.”

“Quieter.”

“That’s not fair, that’s.”

“Quieter, Poppy.”

She bit her own wrist and I felt her laugh into it, and then I felt her stop laughing, because I had slid one hand down the front of her open flight suit and found her already slick.

I worked her like that against the window, two fingers deep, my palm grinding against her clit, her hips chasing my hand in helpless little circles. She soaked my fingers in under a minute. She has never in her life been able to pretend she didn’t want something.

“Wade. Wade, I’m going to make a noise, I’m going to make an enormous…”

“Then make it.”

She made it. It went out across the empty gallery and came back at us off the glass, and she laughed and swore and shook, and I did not let up until she was up on her toes with her forehead against the window and her thighs shining.

Then I turned her around and lifted her.

One arm under her, one hand spread flat across her whole back, and her boots came off the floor and stayed there. That is the architecture of us. She was still talking when I lifted her and she was not talking when I set her down, and the thing that stops Poppy Renner’s mouth is not being told to be quiet. It is being moved.

I put her down in the front row of the gallery seats, sat down, and she was on the carpet between my boots before I had finished telling her to be.

She got my belt open with her teeth halfway to the buckle and both hands doing the rest, fast, greedy, no ceremony whatsoever, and then she stopped with her hands full and gave me a measurement out loud, in millimeters, the way she calls a bore size across a hangar floor.

She was low. She knew she was low before the number had finished leaving her mouth. She revised it upward, out loud, and she was still low, and then she stopped estimating entirely and just knelt there with her lips apart.

“Look up,” I said. “Keep looking up.”

She looked up.

Hazel-green, wide, glassy, delighted, the freckle-flush across both cheekbones and down her throat, the certification chit swinging on its lanyard against my chest above her, and the teal undercut gathered in my fist.

“That’s the line pilot the whole city was screaming for four hours ago,” I said. “On her knees in a gallery with her mouth full.”

Poppy Renner’s eyes rolled back, and she took me into her mouth.

She had to work for it and she loved every second of the working. She was a certified line pilot who measured things professionally for a living, and she had just given me a bore diameter out loud in millimeters two lines into it, and it did not help her at all. She took as much as she could and wrapped one fist around the rest and started doing arithmetic with her tongue, and halfway through the sum her eyes went wide and she pulled off and said “Okay,” at the ceiling, breathing, “okay, so that’s not going to fit, ever, because I have done the numbers and the numbers say no,” and then she went right back to it with her jaw stretched and her eyes locked on mine, because Poppy Renner has never in her life let a number tell her what she couldn’t do.

Spit ran off her chin onto her bare chest. She did not care. She never breaks eye contact, not ever, and she watched me watch her the entire time with her freckles gone dark and her eyes streaming.

She was noisy. She could not help it; she is never not noisy, and I let her be, for a while, in an empty gallery with an unlocked corridor, and every time footsteps sounded somewhere out in the building her whole body jolted against my legs and her hands tightened on my thighs and she got, unmistakably, worse. Wetter. Louder. Hungrier.

Twice, real footsteps came down the outer corridor and stopped and went away, and both times I put my hand flat over her mouth and held her exactly where I wanted her and did not let her stop, and both times she moaned around me with her eyes rolling up to find mine, wet-lashed and triumphant, because being nearly caught is not an accident that happens to Poppy Renner. It is the point. It has always been the point, and the reason it is the point is that for four years the deck walked past the best hands in the hangar without once looking up.

The second time, I held her head still and took her throat, three slow strokes, and she let me, and her hand went between her own legs and I let her have that too.

When I had had enough of that I pulled her off me by the hair. A thread of spit broke between her mouth and my cock and she laughed, breathless and filthy and enormously pleased with herself, and licked her lips.

“Up,” I said, and stood her on shaking legs.

“Glass,” I said.



I stripped the flight suit off her boots and left her in nothing at all, one hundred and twenty meters of window in front of her and the whole floodlit range below.

I took both her wrists in one hand.

They went into my fist together with room to spare, and I walked them up the glass and pressed her palms flat against it above her head, and Poppy Renner came up onto her toes to stay where I had put her and stopped talking entirely.

I spread my own hand over the backs of both of hers. Her fingers vanished under mine. I could feel her pulse going in both wrists at once, fast, hard, delighted, through the cold of the window.

“Wade,” she said to the glass. “Wade. Wade, your hand is bigger than both of mine put together. That is a documented fact now, I have evidence…”

“I know.”

“It’s not fair.”

“No,” I agreed, and took my hand away and left hers up there, stretched flat above her head against a hundred and twenty meters of window. “Look at your range.”

She looked at her range.

I kicked her boots wider apart and ran my hand up the inside of her thigh, and it came away wet to the wrist.

“Look at that,” I said.

“Don’t narrate, that’s my thing…”

I slid into her standing, one arm banded across her hips holding her up on her toes, and every word Poppy Renner owned went out of her at once.

She is very small, and I am not, and the fit of the two of us is a subject on which she has lectured me at length, in specifications, with hand gestures, at a volume I have twice had to smother. There was no lecture that night. There was one long breath going out of her in an unbroken line, and her forehead going down onto the cold window, and after that the only report she was able to file was the fog on the glass, growing and shrinking, growing and shrinking, while her body took me like a bore taking an interference fit: no room anywhere, and going anyway, a millimeter at a time.

It took her the better part of a minute. Her palms squeaked down the window twice on the way, and twice I reached up and put them back where I wanted them, and the second time she made a small wrecked noise into the glass about it. And when she was finally seated all the way back against me, my hips against her ass and every centimeter of it inside her, she stood there trembling and could not say one word for half a minute.

Then, in a tiny cracked greedy voice: “Move. Please move. Please, please, please.”

I moved.

I took her against the glass over the range where she had flown, slow at first and then not, one hand spread on her sternum and the other fisted in the undercut, holding her head up so she could not look anywhere but out. Her small tits dragged against the cold window on every stroke. Her breath fogged it. Her whole compact body shuddered like a loaded cable every time I bottomed out in her, and she made a rising broken noise that came back at us off a hundred and twenty meters of empty gallery.

I held her up so she could see it: the floodlights, the crane, the crushed corner of the engagement box, the range crews walking around under the light.

“Look at it,” I said. “Look what you did today.”

“I can see it.”

“Say it.”

“I flew it,” Poppy gasped, and her eyes came up to the reflection and found mine there, ghosted over the range, and stayed. “I flew it, I flew it, oh, oh damn, Wade, I’m a pilot, they have to say it now.”

“Say it again.”

“I’m a pilot.”

“Whose?”

“Yours,” she sobbed, shoving her ass back to meet me, greedy, laughing, coming undone. “Yours, yours, both, I’m both, don’t stop…”

My palm was flat between her tits, hard over the sternum, and the contact took, and Poppy Renner has no poker face anywhere in her, not even under the skin. What came up under my hand was not a heartbeat.

She was still flying.

Nine hours after the gauntlet. Hours after they had walked her frame home down the causeway. Every sync pathway in that small body was still lit and open and running hot, the way a coil battery sings to itself for an hour after the last round has gone downrange, and none of it had come back down. Her nervous system had spent a full day at seventy-four point five and had not yet worked out that it was allowed to stop.

I told her while I was moving in her, with my mouth against her ear.

“You’re still flying,” I said. “Right now. Under my hand. Your pathways haven’t shut down since the box, they’re wide open and they’re running, and there’s a frame sitting in your nervous system like a hand in a glove.”

“That’s.” She had gone entirely. “That’s what that is? Wade, I thought I’d broken something, I’ve been buzzing since the gantry came down, I couldn’t eat, I’ve had my heart in my teeth since…”

“You haven’t landed yet.”

“Oh.”

“Seventy-four point five,” I said. “Nine hours and it’s still there, and I can feel every point of it, and it is yours, Poppy, and nobody in this academy can take it out of you.”

Her palms slid down the glass again and I took my fist out of her hair, gathered both of her hands up in it, and pinned them back where they belonged over her head, and I felt her start to go, and out in the corridor, right then, twenty meters away, a door banged and somebody called a name.

Poppy Renner’s whole body locked. Everything in her clamped down on me at once, so hard and so fast that I stopped breathing, and under my palm on her stomach her pulse jumped like a needle hitting the pin.

I got my hand over her mouth from behind and pulled her back onto me and held her there, buried to the root, both of us dead still, while a range technician walked the length of the outer corridor with a set of keys and never looked left.

I put my mouth to her ear, barely voiced.

“Four years of walking the long way round this room,” I breathed. “Now you’re bent over its window with my cock in you. Come on, Torque. Quietly.”

She came like that.

Silently, with her eyes wide and streaming in the glass, watching herself be held up by a man in gray coveralls above the floodlit ground where she had beaten a fleet examination. She went off in fast hard bursts, one after another, gripping and releasing so quickly it was almost a flutter, drenching us both, her heels leaving the floor entirely, her nails screeching down the window. Not one sound escaped my palm.

I felt every centimeter of it, and I did not stop, and she went straight into a second one before the footsteps had reached the stair, sobbing into my hand, shaking so hard I had to take her whole weight.

Then I took my hand off her mouth and fucked her through it, hard, fast, done with restraint, and she was loud, and there was nobody left to hear.

“Wade. Wade. Inside. Please. I want to feel it, I want to walk out of here with it, please…”

So I gave it to her.

I put one hand flat on the glass beside hers and spread the other low across her stomach and hauled her back onto me, and I came standing up over the ground she had beaten that morning, looking at the two of us doubled in the window across four hundred floodlit meters with her name still chalked two meters high on the gun walks above it.

It went out of me hard enough to hurt, and I talked her through it. Not filth. A reading. I told her in the flat voice I use for a strut what she had done today, item by item, the nine-minute clock and the dead hydraulics and the leg stay and the gantry coming down, and she made a wrecked broken noise on every single one of them and shoved herself back for more.

It ran out of her and down her thighs, and I put my fingers through it, and she watched every bit of that happen in the reflection with her mouth open.

She was smiling.

I held her up for a while afterward because her legs were not working and neither, honestly, were mine.



We sat on the gallery floor with our backs against the seats and shared the water in her flight flask.

I checked her hands first. Both palms had glass-print on them, and the heels were scraped pink where she had caught herself, and there were four faint marks on her hips where my fingers had been. I took both her hands in mine and pressed the pulse points at the wrists, and watched the color come back into her fingertips one at a time under the wash off the floodlights, and then bent each finger through its travel to see what the glass had actually done.

“They’re fine.”

“Your knees aren’t.”

She looked down at her knees, which had carpet burn on them, and grinned so wide it changed the shape of her whole face.

“No,” Poppy agreed. “They’re not.”

She drank the last of the water and started talking.

She talked about the cradle-bay modification and where a tandem seat could go in a rebuilt Mule’s dorsal spine if you moved the coolant riser, and about the first sortie, and about whether the paint should be touched up on the shoulder yoke where the primer had gone thin, and about Falk’s welding, and about what she would say to the woman with the baby if she ever met her, and about the number-four crane cab and whether she should go up there once more.

She talked for four minutes without stopping.

I put one hand on the back of her neck.

“Poppy.”

She stopped.

“You flew nine minutes of compound cascade blind and landed a frame on its elbow,” I said, “and then you took a pair with the ground. Six hundred women on this Wall are rated pilots and not one of them could have done what you did today, and everybody in this academy knows it, and they are going to know it for the rest of your life.”

Poppy Renner did not say anything at all.

She looked at the floor, and then at the range through the glass, and then at her own hands, which were still black at the knuckles from a night in a frame’s chest, and the flush came all the way down her freckled chest and up to her hairline and stayed there.

She sat like that for a long time, glowing, silent, holding the empty flask.



Bram had the stencil ready before the frame was cold.

He was two weeks out of a med-bay bed with a crawler’s bumper still written across his thigh in fourteen staples, and he was on a stick, and he carried in his breast pocket a written instruction from Dr. Ilsa Maren, in her own hand, forbidding him to climb anything whatsoever. He had folded it into quarters. He said it made him feel supervised.

He would not let anybody help him. He climbed the maintenance ladder with a bad knee and a worse thigh and a can of white and a brush, and he set the stencil against Scrapdog’s cockpit rail himself, and he did it at midnight with the bay lights off and one work lamp, because he was of the belief that nobody was watching him.

Sixty people were watching him.

POPPY “TORQUE” RENNER

He came down the ladder and stood looking up at it with the brush still in his hand, and the brush was going, very slightly, and he did not put it down, and Merrow, who has been on Bram Odell’s deck since he was a boy, said absolutely nothing.

“Paint fumes,” Bram said.

“Course,” said Merrow.

“In an enclosed bay.”

“Terrible.”

Bram Odell wiped his face with the back of a forearm like bridge cable, once, hard, and put the brush in the thinner, and stood there a while longer with his back to all sixty of us, and then went and got his thermos.


Chapter 16: The Commander’s File

The summons came through crew channels, which was itself a message.

EQUIPMENT CONSULTATION. TECHNICAL DETAIL: KESSLER, W. VENUE: OFFICE OF THE SENIOR INSTRUCTOR. TIME: 2100. AUTH: STAHL, V., CDR.

Poppy read it over my shoulder and made a noise.

“Equipment consultation,” she said.

“Yes.”

“At ten at night.”

“Yes.”

“In her office.” Poppy leaned on the bench and looked up at me with an expression of purest scientific interest. “Wade, do you know that the commander has never in her life filed an after-hours technical requisition? I read the queue. I read it every day. She books everything at oh-eight-hundred and she books it four days in advance and there is a pattern, and this is not.”

“Poppy.”

“I’m not saying anything.”

“You’re saying a great deal.”

“I’m observing,” said Poppy Renner, with enormous dignity, and put her boots up on my bench, “which is a completely different.”

I took the boots off my bench.

“Get me the throttle rig out of the number-six wreck,” I said. “It’s still sitting in the evidence bay with a tarp on it and nobody is ever coming for it. Bring it to the private training bays and don’t tell anybody.”

The chatter cut out. Her hands came off the bench and went into her pockets, which on Poppy Renner is the equivalent of a full salute.

She got off the stool and went to get the throttle rig, and she did not say one single word about it, which is how I learned that Poppy Renner can be trusted with anything, and how she learned that I knew it.



Vera Stahl opened the door herself at ten and she was not in uniform.

That is not right. She was in the uniform: the blues, the trousers, the boots. But the jacket was hanging on the back of the door, and the blouse was open two buttons at the throat, and her mahogany hair was down.

I had never seen it down. Nobody at Bulwark had ever seen it down. It came past her shoulder blades, thick and heavy and slightly waved from fifteen years of being pinned, and it took ten years off her, and she stood in the doorway of her own office and let me look at her while I worked out what to do with my face.

“Kessler.”

“Ma’am.”

“Come in.”

She had cleared the desk. The gray telemetry folios were squared on their shelf and the graded slates were racked and the red pencil was in its tray, and in the middle of the desk, where the files had been, there was nothing at all.

She shut the door and locked it, and stood with her back against it.

“I have three things to say,” Vera said, “and I have been arranging them in order since yesterday afternoon, and I am going to say them badly, so let me get through all three before you answer any of them.”

“Ma’am.”

“Stop that.”

“Alright.”

Vera Stahl looked at the empty desk.

“The first thing,” she said, “is that I have spent fifteen years teaching young women to fly at sixty percent of what a human being can do, because I believed that the alternative was watching them burn. A fortnight ago you put your hands on my neck and told me there is a machined restriction in my nervous system that somebody installed while I was unconscious, and I have slept about six hours since, and I have been through every hour of those fifteen years, and Kessler, I taught it well. That’s the thing. I was very good at it. Six hundred women fly the way I taught them and some of them are alive because of it and some of them are dead because of it and I cannot separate the two piles and I never will.”

She did not look at me while she said it.

“The second thing,” Vera said, “is that the night you left this office I opened a drawer I had not opened in fifteen years. I did not touch what was in it. I have opened it every night since.” Her jaw set. “And five days ago I sat in a range control box and watched a twenty-four-year-old crew chief with no cockpit hours she is allowed to admit to fly nine minutes of compound cascade and put a frame down on its dead elbow, and then take a Category One pair with a gantry she condemned herself when she was twenty. And I signed her rating in my own hand and told ten thousand people on an open circuit that it was the finest flying I have seen in fifteen years, and I meant it, and I was not being kind.”

She looked at the empty desk.

“Then I went back to my quarters,” Vera said, “and I opened the drawer, and I did not shut it again. At seven this morning I took the gloves out and put them on that desk and sat and looked at them for four hours, and did not put them on, and did not put them back.”

She stopped.

I waited.

“The third thing,” she said, “is a question, and it’s the only one that matters, and I would like you to understand that I am forty-one years old and I have not asked anybody for anything since I was twenty-six.”

She looked up.

“If I trained again,” Vera Stahl said. “Quietly. Would your hands keep me honest?”



There was a chair. I did not sit in it.

“No,” I said.

The word went across that office and hit the far wall, and Commander Vera Stahl’s chin came up, and her whole body changed: the shoulders squaring, the hands going still at her sides, fifteen years of parade rest arriving in her spine like a dropped portcullis.

“I see,” she said.

“You don’t.”

“Kessler.”

“You asked me a question with a word in it that doesn’t belong to you,” I said, “and I’m not going to pretend I didn’t hear it. Quietly.”

Both of Vera Stahl’s hands went flat on the desk behind her.

“I don’t do quietly,” I said. “Ma’am, I have been quiet for six years. I kept a ledger in a notebook in a workshop and I told nobody, and every single week that I was quiet, a pilot flew a sortie at sixty percent, and some weeks one of them didn’t come back, and I had the reason written down in my own handwriting in a book that nobody would ever read.” I put my hands in my pockets because they wanted something to do. “Quiet is what they want. Quiet is the whole product. They didn’t take your flight status away from you, they took the daylight, and if you train in a locked bay at midnight for the rest of your life then they have won completely and it cost them nothing at all.”

Vera Stahl looked at me from three meters away.

“So I’ll tell you what I’ll do,” I said, “and then you’ll decide, and whatever you decide is what happens, and I’ll be in Hangar Three either way.”

“Say it.”

“If you train, you train to walk onto that range in daylight,” I said. “With a crowd. With the boards live. With your name on the range board where the whole Wall can read it and Crane has to stand there and applaud, because he will, because he can’t do anything else in front of a camera.” I held her eyes. “That’s the only thing I’m any use for. I put numbers where people can see them. If you want a man to keep a secret with you at midnight for the next ten years, I’m the wrong man, and I like you far too much to be him.”

Somewhere out on the deck a klaxon ran its test cycle and stopped.

Vera Stahl walked to her desk and put both hands flat on it and stood there with her hair down and her back to me.

“You have no idea what you are asking,” she said.

“No, ma’am.”

“They will not simply refuse me. That is what you don’t understand, and it is what nobody who has not lived inside this building understands. If I file for requalification they will grant it.” She turned around. “They will grant it, and they will set the terms, and the terms will be a physical standard designed for a woman of twenty-two, administered by a board that has been instructed to be scrupulously fair, and I will fail it in front of the entire Wall at forty-one years of age, and after that nobody will ever have to silence me again, because I will have done it to myself in public.”

“Yes,” I said. “That’s exactly what they’ll do.”

“And you are asking me to walk into it.”

“I’m asking you to walk into it with a man who can feel the thing in your neck,” I said, “and enough weeks to make the number honest, and a bench meter.”

Vera Stahl’s amber eyes went across my face, slowly, and took their time about it.

“How much is behind it?” she said. “The scar. How much of me is on the other side of it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Guess.”

“I don’t guess, ma’am.”

“Guess,” said Vera Stahl.

I looked at her.

“When I had my hands on your temples,” I said, “I have never felt anything like it in my life, and I have had my hands on Signy Larke since the exhibition.”

She closed her eyes.

She stood like that, in the middle of her own office, with her hands flat on the desk behind her, long enough for the corridor light outside the frosted panel to click off on its timer.

“Daylight,” she said.

“Daylight.”

There was a flight recorder sitting on my bench with her name across the case in Poppy Renner’s grease pencil, and I had walked into that office with the question already in my mouth, and I did not ask it.

She noticed. Vera Stahl notices everything, which is the single most exhausting thing about her.

“You want the key,” she said.

“You told me to wait until you’d decided.”

“I have decided what I am to you.” Her jaw set. “That is not the same building, Kessler.”

“No, ma’am.”

“Then I want to know what the number is,” Vera Stahl said, “before I put my name on anything. Tonight. You have a rig, or you would not have made me say all of that first.”



The private training bays are under the sixth tier, four of them, and they are used for cadets who need remedial cradle time and for nothing else.

Poppy had left the throttle rig in bay two under a tarp and had gone home, and she had left a work lamp on and a note in grease pencil on the tarp.

HE MOVED THE CRADLE UP 4CM. YOU’RE TALLER. - P

Vera Stahl read that note twice.

Then she went and stood in front of the rig.

It is a decommissioned Mule’s cradle, cut out at the neck opening, mounted on a steel A-frame, with a bench meter bolted where the HUD would be and a cable run to a load bank. It is not a frame. It cannot go anywhere and it cannot do anything except take a pilot’s sync and pour it into a resistor stack, and it is, in every way that matters, a set of stairs to nowhere.

She looked at it without touching it, and her right hand opened and closed once at her side.

She took her boots off, because you cannot get into a cradle in boots, and she unpinned nothing because her hair was already down, and she stopped with one hand on the cradle rail.

“Kessler.”

“Ma’am.”

“Fifteen years,” Vera said, “one month, and twenty-two days.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“If nothing happens,” she said, “if I sit in this thing and the number comes up at seven and I am simply an old woman who has been telling herself a story.”

“Then I’ll say so in a flat voice,” I said, “and you’ll go and grade telemetry.”

Vera Stahl laughed.

It came up out of her chest without asking her, low and rough and about fifteen years younger than the parade-ground contralto, and it went out across a training bay that had never once heard it. She did not catch it. She did not straighten her face afterward or look at the door to see who was in the corridor. She stood there in her stocking feet with one hand on the cradle rail and let the sound finish by itself, and then she looked at me as though daring me to make something of it.

“Damn,” she said. “You are an appalling man.”

And she climbed into the cradle.



She lay forward into the cradle as a pilot does, chest to the brace, arms out along the rails, and the port ring at the base of her neck came clear above the blouse.

I set my right palm to the exposed port ring.

“Spool,” I said.

Vera Stahl reached out with both hands and took the throttle rails that she had touched in her own office every night for fifteen years without opening the drawer, and she pushed.

The load bank started to thrum.

And under my palm a foundry opened its doors.

I have anchored an ace at ninety-nine point eight and I know what that feels like: a bright hot wire, running clean, running fast. This was not that. What came up under my hand was slow and enormous and utterly patient, with a rolling mill’s kind of enormity, and it came up out of somewhere so deep in that woman that I had to plant my feet.

And it hit the scar.

I felt it happen. It came up her pathways and struck that machined band across the port ring and it piled up, it went thick and hot and furious on the near side, and what got through to the other side was a trickle.

The bench meter climbed.

9 … 19 … 26 …

Her hands were white on the rails.

31 … 34 …

“Push,” I said.

“I am.”

37 …

Her back arched in the cradle and she made a sound between her teeth and the load bank tremor climbed, and the scar under my palm heated like a bearing running dry, and the meter went

39 … 40 …

and hung.

“Ma’am, ease.”

“No.”

“Vera. Ease.”

She did not ease. Commander Vera Stahl put her forehead down against the brace and hauled on those throttle rails with everything that fifteen years had banked in her, and the scar sat across her pathways like a plate across a river, and the meter shuddered, and went to

41.0

and stopped, and would not move, and the whole vast weight of her stacked up behind it and had nowhere to go.

I took my hand off her neck.

The load bank spun down. The meter fell away to nothing. Vera Stahl lay forward in a decommissioned cradle with her hair over her face and her hands still locked on the rails, breathing like a woman who has run up four flights of stairs.

“Forty-one,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Forty-one.” She laughed into the brace, and it was a bad sound. “Cadet standard is fifty-two. A cadet, Kessler. Falk does fifty-two, and she is nineteen years old.”

“Falk,” I said, “does fifty-two because fifty-two is everything Falk has got. There is nothing in that cradle fighting her.”

Vera Stahl went absolutely still.

“Ma’am, get up and listen to me, because you are doing the wrong arithmetic and it matters.”

She got out of the cradle. Her legs were unsteady. She stood holding the A-frame with one hand and pushed her hair back off her face with the other and looked at me, and her blouse was soaked through between the shoulder blades and the second button had gone somewhere in the last ten minutes and she did not notice.

“Falk’s Limiter admits sixty percent,” I said, “and it does it without resisting her. It’s a governor. It’s set to a number and it passes that number and it doesn’t fight what’s behind it, because there’s nothing behind Falk yet, she’s nineteen and she’s got four years of growth in her pathways.”

“And this.”

“This fights you.” I put my palm out, flat, remembering the shape of it. “What’s in your neck isn’t set to a number, ma’am. It’s a restriction. It’s a plate across a river, and forty-one is not what you produce, forty-one is what gets past it, and everything else you made tonight went into heating up your own tissue.”

She started to answer me and I did not let her.

“And while you’re doing arithmetic,” I said, “do the other one. Five days ago you certified Poppy Renner at seventy-four point five. Four hundred stolen sim hours. No cockpit time this academy will admit exists. Twenty-four years old, in a frame she built out of nine dead machines, and nothing whatsoever in her way.”

Vera Stahl’s hand came off the A-frame.

“Renner made seventy-four with a clear river,” I said. “You made forty-one through a plate. Now stand there and tell me what’s behind the plate.”

She stared at me.

“I had my hand on it,” I said. “I felt what came up that river. Vera, you were making three or four times what that meter showed and it was all going into the scar.”

The load bank’s fans came down through their range and cut out one after another, and the whole bay smelled of hot resistor.

“Three or four times,” she said.

“I’ll know exactly when we’ve worked it.”

“Kessler, three times forty-one is.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said. “I know what it is.”



Vera Stahl put her hand on the cradle rail and looked at the dead bench meter, and the needle sat on its stop where it had sat for fifteen years.

And she began to shake.

It was not a large thing. Her shoulders went, once, and she turned her face away toward the tarp and the work lamp, and she stood there with her back to me and her hand on a decommissioned Mule’s cradle and she made no noise at all, and I did the only thing I have ever known how to do, which is that I put my hands on her.

Both palms braced high on her back.

She was burning. Her whole back was hot through the soaked blouse and her pathways were still roaring in the aftermath and under all of it the scar sat there, cooling, smug, machined, even, and I stood with my hands on a commander’s back in a training bay at half past ten at night and read it, and hated it, and hated it more the longer I read.

“It’ll give,” I said.

“Don’t.”

“It’s tissue. It’s not steel. It’s been there fifteen years with nothing pushing on it and tonight you pushed on it for seven minutes and it got hot, ma’am, and things that get hot move.” My thumbs found the ridge of it and she made a sound. “I don’t know how far and I don’t know how fast. But it will give, and I will feel it the day it does, and I’ll tell you the number.”

Vera Stahl stood absolutely still under my hands.

“Say that again,” she said.

“I’ll tell you the number.”

She turned around.

She did it slowly, inside my hands, so that my palms went from her shoulder blades to her upper arms to her collarbones as she came around, and then she reached up and took my right hand off her shoulder in both of hers.

And she pressed it down flat over her collarbone.

She held it there. Her heart was going hard under my palm, and her amber eyes were red-rimmed and completely level, and her hair was a disaster, and she said nothing at all, and did not look away.

I did not need that spelled out twice.

I closed my other hand around her chin and tipped her face up.

“Say it,” I said, “like an order you’re giving yourself.”

Vera Stahl’s mouth opened.

“Take me to my office,” she said, “and shut the door, and put your hands on me until I stop being a monument.”



She led. She led as far as the door.

Then she got the lock across and turned around, and I walked her backward into her own desk hard enough to move it twenty centimeters across the floor, and Commander Vera Stahl stopped leading anything at all for two hours.

“Kessler,” she said, against my mouth, “I want.”

“I know what you want.”

“You don’t.”

“I’ve had my hands on you for seven minutes and thirty seconds under full load,” I said, and got her blouse open the rest of the way in one movement, “and I know exactly what you want, and you’re going to get all of it, and you’re not going to give one more order tonight.”

Her eyes dropped to the blouse in my hands.

“Use it,” Vera said. “Pin my arms with it. I want to feel you do that.”

Vera Stahl’s head went back against the wall behind her desk.

The blouse came off her shoulders and I stopped it at her elbows, deliberately, so that the sleeves pinned her arms behind her, and left it. The jacket was still on the back of the door. The trousers stayed on for another twenty minutes. She was never naked in that office. She was used, half in the uniform she had been buried in for fifteen years, and every single time my hands went somewhere the blues came apart a little further and she watched me do it with her mouth open.

Her chest is the most extravagant thing I have ever seen.

Plain treatment suited her better than anything dressed up. Vera Stahl is very tall and very broad and her tits are heavy, full and deep and soft, and they had been under a regulation blouse and one straining button since before I was old enough to work, and when I got them free of the last of it in her own office she made a low, cracked, twenty-years-younger sound and shoved them up into my hands.

They filled both of them and spilled over and there is no polite way to say what that does to a man. I took her weight and lifted and let them fall back against her ribs, and watched her breath stop when they did.

I bent to the heavy weight in my hands and took one nipple into my mouth.

I was not gentle and she did not want gentle. I took her in both hands, the whole heavy weight of her, and used my mouth and my teeth on her nipples until she was swearing in a low contralto that had lost every scrap of its parade ground. They were broad and dark and they came up hard against my tongue, and when I bit down she arched right up off the wall and made a sound with fifteen years in it.

My fingers left white marks in that fair skin that went red as they filled back in, and I looked at them, and she saw me look.

“Yes,” Vera said. “Leave them. I want to find them tomorrow.”

I gripped harder. She watched me do it, arms pinned in her own sleeves, chest shoved up into my hands, mouth open. Her breathing had gone ragged and audible in a way I do not think that room had ever heard.

“You’ve been under a uniform for fifteen years,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Nobody’s touched you like this in all of it.”

“No.” Contralto, cracked straight down the middle. “Nobody’s touched me at all.”

I got a hand between her legs, under the trousers, and she was hot and slick and swollen against my fingers, and she pushed down onto them without one flicker of embarrassment, riding my hand while I bit her nipple and held her chest in my other palm.

The Cascade scar runs along her left collarbone, a burn, three centimeters, silver with age.

I followed it with my lips and teeth, slower than the rest of her.

She went completely rigid, and then completely soft, and she said, “Nobody has ever,” and stopped, and did not finish it, and I did not make her.

She came like that, standing, on my hand, with her arms pinned behind her in a regulation blouse and her forehead against my shoulder, and she made noise.

It came up out of the bottom of the contralto, low and long and loud, and halfway up it cracked, and she let it crack. She did not muffle it in my shoulder. She did not look once at the locked door. She swore at the top of it, one word, in a voice that has not been raised on a flight line in twenty years, and she shook against me from her jaw to her thighs and did not apologize for a single second of it.

She was furious with herself for how fast it had happened.

And she was not.

“Again,” Vera said, when she could talk. “I’ve got fifteen years to spend and I intend to spend them tonight.”



I got her trousers off over the desk and got her up onto the briefing couch and stripped my coveralls to the waist and there was rig oil down both my forearms from the training bay and neither of us cared in the slightest.

She looked at my arms.

The tracery ran to both elbows and past, silver-white, branching, and Vera Stahl studied it in the lamplight with her blouse pinning her elbows and her hair everywhere and her chest heaving.

“That’s what carrying Larke costs you,” she said.

“Some of it.”

“And what will carrying me cost you?”

“Vera,” I said. “I’m not going to lie to you before, during, or after. I don’t know.”

Vera Stahl went over my face as she goes over telemetry, line by line, in her own time, with a red pencil somewhere behind her eyes.

Then she pulled her arms out of the blouse, and put her hands flat on her own chest, and pushed her tits together, and looked up at me from the briefing couch with her chin lifted like a woman committing her reserves.

“Then show me,” she said.



There is oil on a rig cradle. It is a light machine oil, non-conductive, and it goes on the throttle rails, and it had been all over her forearms and her hands since the training bay, and when she pushed her own chest together it slicked the deep valley between them and caught the work lamp.

I straddled her ribs and she took me between them, and the first slow drag of my cock through that hot slicked valley put a noise out of her that no other woman has ever made in my hearing.

I stood over the briefing couch of a commander’s office and fucked her tits in the cone of a desk lamp with her hands holding herself together for me, and Commander Vera Stahl, senior instructor of Bulwark Academy, who has never raised her voice in twenty years, watched my face the entire time.

She was enormous around me. She pressed herself together with both hands and made a channel of herself and I used it, slow and deep and unhurried, and every stroke pushed the head of me up under her chin and she chased it with her mouth.

What stayed with me was not the oil, and it was not the give of her under my hands, though a man does not forget that either: her chest moving when I drove into it, the wet slap of my hips against the underside of her breasts.

It was her eyes.

She did not close them once. She did not look away, she did not perform, she did not put her head back and pretend to be somewhere else. Vera Stahl lay under me with my cock sliding through the slicked valley of her chest and she looked directly up into my face with her amber eyes wide open and heavy-lidded and absolutely unembarrassed, and every so often she dipped her chin and put her tongue out and took the head of me into her mouth on the upstroke, and sucked, and then let it go and went back to watching me.

“Look at you,” she said, once, wrecked and delighted. “Look at what you look like.”

“Vera.”

“Say it.”

“Hold still.”

She held still. Perfectly. Absolutely. A grown woman who had commanded a squadron at twenty-five, holding a position at the word of a deck-tech in oil-stained coveralls, with her arms shaking and her mouth open and her eyes locked on mine.

“Harder,” she said. “I’m not made of glass, Kessler, I have never once in my life been made of glass.”

I gave it to her harder. I put one hand around her throat, not squeezing, just resting there, and fucked her chest until her whole body rocked on that couch and the lamp shook on the desk, and she moaned up at me with her tongue out waiting for it.

“Where,” I said.

“On me.” Immediate. Absolute. Her eyes never left mine. “All of it. Where I can see it.”

I came on her chest and her throat and her chin.

It went everywhere, thick and hot across that fair skin, pooling in the valley I had just used, running down over one heavy breast and across the scar. She took it. She watched me the whole way through it, mouth open, chin up, taking what landed there, and she never blinked and she never looked away.

Afterward she brought two fingers up and dragged them through it slowly across her own collarbone, over the Cascade scar, working it into her skin like a woman marking a chart, and looked at me while she did that too. Then she put those two fingers in her mouth.

“Fifteen years,” Vera Stahl said, in a voice that had cracked in half. “Fifteen years, and it was a technician.”



I put her over her own desk.

She went. She put her palms flat on the blotter without being told, which was the only time all night that she anticipated me, and then she stayed there, bent over fifteen years of graded telemetry with her hair hanging down into it, and said nothing at all for three seconds.

I let her have the three seconds. I know what a woman working up to something looks like.

“Kessler.” She did not look back at me. “I have given orders across this desk for fifteen years, and I have never once been given one that I wanted.”

“Then stop giving them and tell me what you want.”

The breath went out of her all at once.

“Hold me down.” Flat and level and careful, the voice she uses to fail a cadet honestly, and holding it there cost her something, and she paid it and kept going. “Put your weight on me. Hold me down on this desk and do not be careful with me. I am asking you for that, and I have not asked anybody for anything in fifteen years, and I am not going to do it twice.”

“You won’t have to do it once,” I said.

I put my left hand down across both her forearms, where she had already laid them, and pinned them flat to the blotter, her palms open and spread across her own red pencil marks, and I leaned my weight down through that arm until there was nothing left of the top half of Commander Vera Stahl that had any say in the matter at all.

She made a sound down into the desk, and I felt it come up through the wood.

With my right I spread my palm over the port ring, high between her shoulders, over the scar, and I slid into her.

She was as wet as a grown woman gets when she has stopped pretending otherwise, which is abundantly and with no apology anywhere in it, and she took me in one long unbroken push, and her whole tall frame came up onto its toes to do it.

Vera Stahl put her forehead down on fifteen years of graded telemetry and howled.

I fucked her over her own desk. Her tits swung heavy underneath her and dragged across the blotter on every stroke, and I watched the marks my hands had left on them shift and darken, and her hair came down out of the last of its pins and fell across her graded telemetry.

Everything she had spent a career keeping out of her voice came out of it. The command register stripped away under my hands. What was underneath was raw and greedy, and it said please a great many times, and it said my name, and it said things about what she wanted done to her that would have stripped the paint off her own office door.

“Harder. There. Kessler, don’t you dare be careful with me, I have been handled carefully for fifteen years…”

I put my fist in her mahogany hair and pulled her head up off the desk and gave her exactly what she asked for.

I gave her all of it.

And with my palm flat on the back of her neck, in the middle of it, I read her.

Her pathways were flushed wide open. They were not fighting, and they were not stacked up and grinding against a plate as they had been in the cradle seven minutes into a load test. Open: the whole enormous slow patient furnace of her running clear and hot and unrestricted right up to the scar, and pressing on it, and the scar was hot, and under my hand it was doing something I had not felt it do in the training bay.

It was straining.

“Vera.”

“Don’t stop, don’t you dare.”

“I can feel it,” I said, with her forearms pinned flat under my hand and my palm on her neck and my cock buried in her. “The scar. It’s under pressure. It’s giving.”

Her whole body seized.

“What.”

“You want the number?”

“Wade.”

“Not tonight,” I said, and drove into her, and she sobbed. “Tonight it’s forty-one. But I’ve got my hand on the thing that’s holding you and it is soft, it’s not steel, it’s tissue and it is fifteen years old and nothing has ever pushed on it, and I can feel what’s stacked up behind it right now, and Vera, it is enormous.”

“How much.”

“North of a hundred,” I said. “Maybe more.”

Her hands went open and flat on the blotter.

“That is above my own record.”

“Ninety-six point eight. At twenty-six. With nothing in your way.” I did not slow down. “I know what it sounds like when a man tells a woman she is bigger than the best thing she ever did, and I am not telling you that. I am telling you what my hand felt. You have spent fifteen years shoving at that plate every day of your life and everything behind it got thick. Forty-one is what leaks.”

“How much,” said Vera Stahl, and came.

She came with her arms pinned flat under my hand and her face down on her own desk, and it came up out of her from a long way down, the way water comes up a shaft: slow, and then all at once, and then it would not stop coming. She gripped and held and gripped again, deep and heavy and in no hurry whatsoever, a whole tall body shaking itself loose from fifteen years of parade rest, and the blotter tore under her fingers.

And she cried.

Out loud, with her mouth open against the paper and her eyes open on the wall, and she did not hide her face from me to do it and she did not apologize for it, then or ever. It was not grief and it was not relief and there was nothing broken anywhere in it. It was fifteen years of held breath leaving a woman all at once, and the voice carrying it was not a commander’s voice at all: it had split open somewhere down near the bottom, and what came out through the split was about twenty-three years old.

And under my palm her nervous system opened up like a hangar, and the scar sat in the middle of it and bent.

Not broke. Bent. Seven minutes of load in a training bay had heated it. Twenty minutes of this had done something else, and I felt the edge of it move, a fraction, less than a fraction, the way a bolt moves the instant before it turns.

I came in her with my palm still flat on the scar.

That was a decision. I could have put my hands anywhere and on any other night I would have. I kept the right one where it was because the thing was still moving under my palm, still giving, and I wanted to be reading her at the exact moment I lost the ability to read anything at all.

So I drove into her and stayed there, deep, her forearms crushed flat to fifteen years of her own graded telemetry under my left hand and fifteen years of somebody else’s surgery bending under my right, and I emptied into Vera Stahl with my jaw shut and nothing left to say, because I had already spent every word I had on the number.

She took it and shoved back for the rest of it. Her hands turned over on the blotter, palms up, and found my wrist where it was holding her down, and got hold of it, and locked there, and kept me exactly where I was.

And she said something down into her own graded telemetry that I did not catch and have never once asked her about.



Afterward, she could not stand up for a while, so we sat on the floor with our backs against the couch.

I checked her arms first. There were two bands on her upper arms where the blouse had pinned them, pink, already fading, and a red bloom across both her forearms where I had held her down on her own desk, printed through with the grain of the blotter paper, and a set of finger-shaped marks on her right hip that would be there for four days, and four small crescents on the outside of her left breast where my thumbnail had been.

I put my thumb on the pulse at each wrist and held it there and counted against the second hand of the clock on her own wall, and worked both elbows through their travel, and then laid my palm flat between her shoulder blades and counted her breathing the whole way down.

Vera Stahl watched me do all of it in complete silence.

“What are you doing,” she said at last.

“Checking you.”

“For what?”

“Compression marks. Nerve. Whether your hands went numb while I had you pinned to that desk.” I pressed the pad of my thumb into her left palm and watched the white go pink again. “They didn’t. Refill’s fast. You’ll bruise on the hip and nowhere else.”

She looked at her own wrist lying in my hands as though it were a machine somebody had just told her was worth repairing.

“You do this every time,” she said. It was not a question.

“Yes.”

“With Larke.”

“With everyone.”

Vera Stahl closed her eyes and let out a long breath, and when she opened them again her jaw had unclenched and her hand had settled over mine like she was testing whether care had a shape she could hold.

“I have been in this service for twenty-three years,” she said, “and I have been handled with enormous care by an entire institution, and not one of them ever once checked.”



Her hairpins were under the couch. All of them, and there was no getting at them without moving the couch, and Vera Stahl was not going to move a couch.

She sat back on her heels in her open blues with her hair everywhere and considered the problem.

Then she reached over, took the cord from around my neck, tipped my dog tags off it into my hand, and put her hair up with it: a fast, savage, expert twist, the cord wound twice, the whole thing locked at the nape.

It should have looked ridiculous. It looked like a woman who had won a war.

“That’s mine now,” she said.

“Vera.”

“Don’t.” She stood up and buttoned what could still be buttoned, which was not much, and looked at the ruin of her own office: the desk twenty centimeters out of square, the blotter, the couch, the pins under it. “There’s one more thing and then you are going to go home, because I have an eight o’clock.”

She sat on the edge of the desk.

“The witness list,” Vera said. “Forty-four names. I told you I had it in my head.”

I looked at the dog tags in my hand and closed my fingers around them.

“I’m going to give it to you in pieces, over weeks, and never in writing, and if I am hit by a tram tomorrow you will have nothing.” She said it as calmly as she had ordered the perimeter at Vantry. “Eleven are dead. Nine of natural causes, at good ages, and I am not being sentimental about that, I have checked. Two were not natural and I have never been able to prove it. That leaves thirty-three women scattered across every desk and range and depot in the Continental Defense Authority, and every single one of them saw what I saw, and every single one of them has a file exactly like mine.”

She was watching my face.

“You understand what I have just handed you.”

“Thirty-three people,” I said, “with a governor in their necks and nothing to lose.”

“With a governor in their necks,” Vera said, “who do not know it is there. That is the difference. Until a fortnight ago I believed my own file, Kessler. I believed I was damaged goods who had been treated kindly. Every one of those thirty-three women believes that about herself, this minute, tonight.”

The lamp buzzed.

“So there’s a thing I’m going to do,” she said, “and you are not going to like it, and I am telling you rather than asking you. I am going to start writing to them. Slowly. Two a month. About nothing: about the anniversary, about a cadet we shared, about the weather. And in each letter I am going to put one sentence that means nothing to anybody who has not felt a hand on the back of her neck.”

“Vera, if that reaches the wrong.”

“Then I will be a lonely old woman writing to her friends,” said Vera Stahl, “which is what my file says I am.”



At the door, with her hand on the lock, she stopped.

“One last thing,” she said, “and I have been deciding all night whether to give it to you.”

I waited.

She stood there in the wreckage of her uniform with her hair up in my dog-tag cord and looked at the floor, and the corridor light through the frosted panel clicked off on its timer before she spoke, and when she spoke her voice had gone careful in a way it had not been all night, not even when she was crying.

“The pre-Cascade program,” Vera said, “had a specialist.”

“Ma’am.”

“That’s the word that was used. Not anchor. Specialist. I heard it perhaps a dozen times in my whole career, and always from officers who stopped talking when they noticed me.” She turned the lock and did not open the door. “There was a man attached to the program. He was not a pilot, he was not a technician, and he was not on any roster I ever saw, and after the Cascade he was not mentioned again by anybody, ever, in fifteen years.”

The corridor light came through the frosted panel and laid a bar of it across her face.

“Did he die?” I said.

“That is what I have never heard, Kessler.” Vera Stahl looked up. “Not once. Nobody ever said that he did.”

She opened the door.

And then her right hand came up.

It got about as far as her sternum, on twenty-three years of reflex, before the rest of her caught it, and it stopped there, and Commander Vera Stahl stood in her own doorway in a ruined uniform with her hair pinned up in a deck-tech’s dog-tag cord and looked at her own hand the way you look at a part that has just failed inspection.

She put it back down.

“Eight o’clock,” she said. “Get out of my office.”



I went down the fourth-tier gantry into the cold with rig oil on my forearms and no cord around my neck, and I stopped halfway along it and stood looking out over the deck lights until my hands got cold enough to notice.

A specialist. Not a pilot, not a technician. Nobody ever said he died.

Behind me, four floors up, a light was still on in a locked office.

I looked back once from the gantry turn.

Vera’s blouse hung over the back of her chair with one regulation button missing. Her sewing case was open beside the red pencils. She sat at the desk in the lampglow with one hand over her mouth and her hair loose around her shoulders, and when she saw me looking she raised the needle between two fingers like a warning.

I kept walking.


Chapter 17: The Sweep

Three things came down the routing queue between two and four in the morning, and Poppy Renner found all three of them because she had not slept.

She woke me by putting the slate on my chest.

“Read them in order,” she said. “Don’t say anything until you’ve read all three, because the third one is the one.”

FLEET DIRECTIVE. OVERNIGHT RECALIBRATION SWEEP. ALL FRAMES BEARING NON-STANDARD SYNC EQUIPMENT. HANGAR THREE. 0200-0500 THURSDAY. MANIFEST: LONGSTRIDE. SCRAPDOG.

ROTATION BALANCE. RESERVE WING (4 FRAMES) DETACHED TO SOUTHERN DEPOT, PENDING SEASONAL REBALANCE. TRAVEL: 650 KILOMETERS. RETURN: UNSCHEDULED.

CUSTODY TRANSFER. PRISONER RUSK, D., CHIEF (SUSPENDED). FROM: DECK-SECURITY ANNEX. TO: OFFICE OF THE PROVOST MARSHAL, HOLD FACILITY 2. AUTH: D. MATTICK, Col., CDA.

I read them in order.

I read them twice, in fact, sitting up on a cot in a cold workshop at four in the morning with a twenty-four-year-old line pilot standing over me with both hands on her hips, and by the time I got to the bottom of the third one I understood that I was looking at a single sentence written in three places by a man who had never in his life put anything in one place.

The sweep takes the anchor.

The reserve takes the wing.

The transfer takes the witness.

They were dated inside three days of each other, and they had come out of three different offices, and not one of them was signed by anybody except a colonel executing routine administration, and any one of them, on its own, was nothing at all.

“Wade,” Poppy said. “Say something.”

I put my boots on.

“Get Trask on a live circuit,” I said. “Not the queue. His office phone. And then get your cameras.”



The sweep is the closest anybody in this affair ever came to killing Poppy Renner.

A recalibration sweep is a real procedure. It exists. It is done twice a year on frames with modified cradles and it consists of a team of technicians putting a certified sync-governor into a cradle and torquing it to spec, and it takes seven minutes, and it is boring.

If they had come at two in the morning and put a certified governor into Scrapdog’s cradle, they would have won.

Poppy would have been Limited at sixty. The rebuild would have been legal, standard, and toothless. And there would have been nothing whatsoever for me to point at, because a governor in a cradle is the most ordinary object in the Continental Defense Authority.

That is not what they were coming to do.

I knew it before I had proof, and I knew it for a reason that had nothing to do with cleverness. I knew it because of the manifest.

LONGSTRIDE. SCRAPDOG.

Longstride’s cradle has no governor in it. I cut it out myself, in front of a decommission team, five weeks ago, and everybody in Bastion knows it. Scrapdog’s cradle has never had one; she was assembled out of scrap by a hundred and eighty riggers and certified with an empty governor mount because there was no unit allocated to a frame that did not officially exist.

Two frames. Two women. Both of them uncapped, both of them at the top of every board in the city, and both of them flying on my hands.

You do not send technicians to recalibrate two frames that have nothing to recalibrate.

You send them to install something.

And if you were the sort of man who had spent twenty years making inconvenient things go away, and you had before you two war machines whose existence was a standing argument that your entire doctrine was a lie, you would not want those machines impounded, because an impounded frame is a martyr with a crowd around it.

You would want one of them to fail.

Publicly. Catastrophically. At combat load. In front of the city, with a woman inside it, so that the rooftop feeds could show what happens to a pilot who flies without a Limiter, and so that the word anchor would be buried for another fifteen years under exactly the kind of body it had been buried under the first time.

I had that thought at four-twenty in the morning with one boot on.

I have never in my life been angrier, and it did not come out as heat. My hands got very steady and my voice went somewhere down around my chest and stayed there for two days, and Poppy told me afterward that she had known something was badly wrong because I had said please to her twice before dawn.



I did not go to Vera for authority.

I went to Vera at six in the morning and I told her exactly what I intended to do and exactly what it would cost her if it went wrong, and Vera Stahl listened to every word standing at her window with her back to me, and then she said:

“You are not asking me for authority.”

“No, ma’am.”

“Why not.”

“Because if you put your authority on this tonight, you file for requalification with a colonel’s grudge already attached to your name, and I am not spending your daylight to save a cradle.”

Vera turned around.

“And what am I to do?”

“You’re to be visibly asleep,” I said, “in your quarters, four tiers up, with a witness, and to know absolutely nothing until somebody wakes you, and then to arrive late and be extremely surprised.”

Commander Vera Stahl looked at me with an expression I could not read at all, and let the silence run on until I understood that the silence was aimed at me.

“Kessler,” she said, “has it occurred to you that a man who protects everybody around him from the consequences of standing beside him will, in the end, be standing alone?”

“Ma’am, it’s a hangar. There’ll be about three hundred people.”

Vera Stahl started to say something, and stopped, and did not say it, and told me to get out of her office.

At the threshold, I looked back.

She had one hand on the back of her chair and the other on the file I had brought her, and she looked less like a commander dismissed from a fight than a gun with the safety on.



We did nothing to Bay Eleven.

That was the plan, and it took me an hour to talk Merrow out of thirty better ones. We did not move Scrapdog. We did not post a guard. We did not cable off the gantry stair, and we did not, because we had some sense left, turn off the lights, because a hangar with its lights off is a hangar where somebody has been warned.

What we did was this.

Poppy re-rigged the bay’s own maintenance cameras. There are eight of them, and they are terrible: fixed, low-resolution, mounted for watching crane hooks, and they record on a seven-day loop that nobody has looked at since the year they were installed. She took four of them down, cleaned the lenses, remounted three at cradle height around Scrapdog’s dorsal spine, and put the fourth up in the roof trusses looking down the bay’s whole length.

She ran the feeds to a monitor bank in the camera-rigged maintenance bay next door, and she ran a second set of cables into the crib behind the parts cage, and she buried both runs under floor plate, and she wrote DEAD - DO NOT COIL on the ends of the old cables and left them lying in the open.

“If a man comes in here at two in the morning to install a bomb,” Poppy said, taping a lens cap into her pocket, “he is going to look for cameras. And he’s going to find eight, and three of them are going to be lying on the floor with dead tags on them, and he’s going to feel clever.”

“And the crew?”

“Merrow’s night shift gets a hot-work permit for Bay Nine and they’re going to spend the whole night grinding a hull section.” Her grin was awful. “It’s the loudest job on the deck. They’ll never hear us and we’ll never hear them, and if anybody checks the board it says every rigger in Hangar Three is four bays away with a permit.”

I looked at her.

“Poppy.”

“Don’t.”

“If this goes wrong, you’re a certified line pilot with a career eight days old, and I’m a technician, and the difference matters.”

Poppy Renner stopped taping the lens cap.

She stood up on the bench so that her eyes were level with mine, which took a considerable amount of climbing, and she got both small filthy hands around my forearms, right over the tracery, and gripped them like a rail she was about to put her whole weight on.

“They came for my frame,” she said. “The one with a hundred and eighty names on it. So they can put a bomb in her and let her come apart with me inside her on a broadcast.” Her voice did not go up at all. Nobody ever expects that about Poppy. “Wade, I grew up under this deck. I know where every camera in this building is and I know where every cable goes and I know which floor plates lift, and there is not one person in the Continental Defense Authority who knows this hangar the way I know it.”

She let go of my arms.

“So no,” she said. “You’re not doing this one without me. Get me a thermos.”



They came at half past two.

There were six of them and they came in through the freight door with a materiel van, in fleet coveralls, with a proper equipment case and a proper work order, and they were exactly what they were supposed to be, and one of them was a technician I had trained with.

And behind them, in field grays too clean for the hour, walked Colonel Dray Mattick.

He came in with his hands behind his back and he did not touch anything.

I lay on my stomach on a catwalk grating fifteen meters above Bay Eleven with Poppy beside me and watched a colonel of the Continental Defense Authority stand in the middle of a hangar floor at three in the morning to supervise the installation of a sync-governor.

That, on its own, is nearly enough. Colonels do not attend recalibrations. Colonels have never attended a recalibration in the history of the fleet.

Mattick stood at the foot of Scrapdog’s gantry with his gloved hands clasped and watched the lift take his people up to the dorsal spine, and his face had nothing on it at all: a gray-blond man of forty-nine with a logistician’s build and a stillness like something switched off.

He waited eleven minutes.

Then he took a gray brick out of the equipment case himself, in his own hands, and carried it up the gantry stair.

Poppy’s breath went out.

“He’s carrying it,” she whispered.

“Yes.”

“Wade, that man does not touch anything, I’ve watched him for three weeks, he doesn’t take a slate off a desk, he doesn’t.”

“I know.”

He would not let a technician carry it. Twenty years of clean gloves and deniability, and he came up that stair himself with the thing in both hands, and that told me everything about what was in it, and it told me one other thing that I did not understand until much later:

Colonel Dray Mattick was frightened of the object.



They got it into the cradle mount at three-oh-five.

I let them.

That is the hardest thing I have ever done, because for about ten minutes I lay on a grating and watched men bolt a killing device into a frame that a hundred and eighty of my people had built with their hands, and every part of me that has ever picked up a wrench wanted to go down that ladder.

But a governor in a crate is nothing. A governor in a technician’s hand is nothing. A governor bolted into a cradle with a colonel’s fingerprints on the housing, with four bolts torqued and the leads made up and the mount plate closed, is an object that has arrived somewhere and cannot be taken back, and there is exactly one moment in the life of such an object when it can be read.

At three-fourteen the lead technician torqued the fourth bolt.

I stood up.

I went down the gantry stair with a work lamp in my left hand, and I did not hurry, and I kept my mouth shut, and the first person who saw me was the technician I had trained with, and he stopped moving.

The others.

Then Mattick.

I walked past four fleet technicians and laid my right palm against the housing of the governor they had just installed, and shut my eyes, and read it.

And I told the hangar what was in it, out loud, in the flattest voice I own, while eight repositioned maintenance cameras and one camera in the roof trusses recorded every word.



“Number four bolt’s torqued to thirty-one,” I said. “Spec is twenty-six. That’s not sloppy. That’s so the housing sits proud on the left side, and the whole unit takes vibration through one corner instead of four.”

Four fleet technicians stood on a gantry and watched a deck-tech put his hand on their work.

I ran my thumb along the face of the housing.

“Detent’s been filed.”

I opened my eyes and looked at the technician I had trained with, and he looked at the floor.

“There’s a detent inside a governor,” I said, to the cameras, in a voice loud enough for a hangar. “It’s a mechanical stop. It’s what makes the unit sit at sixty and stay there. Every governor in the fleet has one, and if it fails, the unit doesn’t release the pilot, it starts hunting: it walks up and down looking for its stop, and it dumps and clamps her sync, over and over, four times a second.”

My palm went flat on the housing again.

“This one’s been filed off,” I said. “Not broken. Filed. There’s a fresh cut face on the seat, it’s about two millimeters of steel and it’s been taken down with a stone, and I can feel the tool marks, and they run inward, which means somebody did it deliberately with the unit in pieces on a bench.”

I moved my hand up the housing.

“Burnout threshold’s been re-set.”

I stopped, and stood there for a second with my hand on it, because that is where it stopped being sabotage and became something with a name.

“There’s a burnout cutoff in every one of these,” I said. “It’s the last thing between a pilot and a full-power neural feedback event. It’s factory-crimped with a witness wire. The wire on this unit has been replaced, it’s a different gauge, it’s two-tenths under, and the witness wire’s been re-crimped with a tool that isn’t a factory tool.”

I opened my eyes.

“The cutoff on this unit will not fire,” I said. “It has been set past the point where it can fire. This governor will hunt, and dump, and clamp, and hunt, and it will do it at combat load with a pilot’s spine in the cradle, and when her pathways start to burn there is nothing in this housing that will stop it.”

I turned around.

Colonel Dray Mattick stood on the gantry with his gloved hands at his sides, three meters away, and looked at me.

“It’s a bomb,” I said. “It just doesn’t go off until she’s flying.”



Somewhere behind me a technician set a torque wrench down on the grating with enormous care, as though it might go off.

Down on the hangar floor, one by one, the lights in Bay Nine went off, and then the grinders stopped, and then there was a sound a hangar almost never makes at night: thirty men and women walking.

Not running. Walking, in boots, on plate.

Mattick heard it. His head turned about five degrees.

Merrow came out of the dark with a grinder still in his hand. Andic came behind him. Behind Andic came Sowe, and behind Sowe, on a bad knee, three weeks out of med-bay and expressly forbidden by Dr. Ilsa Maren to be anywhere near a hangar floor, came Bram Odell with a walrus mustache and a torque bar.

They came out of the bays and the crib and the tool cages, and they came off the freight dock, and they came down the length of Hangar Three and they stopped at the foot of Scrapdog’s gantry and stood there.

Thirty-one people. Nobody said a word.

That is the second time I saw it and it never stops being the most frightening thing in Bastion. A crowd shouts. A crowd can be dispersed, and cited, and photographed shouting. Thirty-one deck crew standing at the bottom of a stair with tools in their hands, in total silence, cannot be anything, and every officer alive knows it, and there is not one line in any regulation that tells a colonel what to do about it.

Mattick looked down at them for one slow breath.

He said, to his lead technician, without any particular emphasis: “Complete the installation.”

And the lead technician, a man named Oleg Marek who had a wife on the freight side and two children and eleven years in the fleet, looked at the thirty-one people at the bottom of the stair, and at me, and at the gray brick in the cradle, and said:

“No, sir.”



He was not being brave. His hand trembled once on the lift rail, and his face had gone the color of old paste. He said no because I had just told him, out loud, in front of eight cameras and thirty-one witnesses, exactly what he had bolted into that cradle, and because at that moment he became a man who had done it knowingly.

That is the entire mechanism. Mattick’s twenty years ran on a very simple engine: the people who do the work do not know what the work is. He had never once needed a technician to be loyal. He had only needed him to be ignorant, and I had taken that away with my hand and my mouth in ninety seconds.

Three more technicians came down off the lift.

“Colonel,” said Oleg Marek, “the unit’s non-conforming. Detent’s filed. I’m not signing the work order.”

Mattick did not raise his voice. He never has, in my hearing.

“Pull it,” he said.

“Sir?”

“Pull the unit. Log the sweep as completed, no findings.” He was already going down the stair, gloved hand on the rail, and the deck crew parted for him because thirty-one people with tools in their hands will always part for a colonel, and that is why it works. “The frames are compliant. There is nothing here.”

He stopped at the bottom, one step up, level with my eyes, two meters away.

He looked at me for about a second and a half. There was no more work in it than a man gives a coil cart that has been left in his way, and I stood there and let him do it, and I understood that I was not being confronted.

I was being filed.

Then he stepped down onto the plate and walked the length of Hangar Three through thirty-one people with tools in their hands, and every one of them moved aside for him, and he never once altered his stride to make them do it. He put his gloves back on at the freight door. He did not look up at the cameras, and he did not look back at the frame, and he did not say one word to Oleg Marek, then or ever, which I have always thought was the cruelest thing he did that night.

A man had just taken a bomb apart by hand in front of him, out loud, in front of eight lenses and thirty-one witnesses.

Colonel Dray Mattick walked out of my hangar at exactly the speed he had walked into it.

His van left at half past three. The doctored governor stayed, because Oleg Marek set it on a bench and walked away from it, and nobody in the Continental Defense Authority came back for it.

It is on my wall now.



Bram sat down on the bottom step of the gantry at about four in the morning and made an unwilling noise.

“You’re supposed to be in bed,” I said.

“So’s everybody.”

I crouched and put my hand flat on his thigh above the dressing, which Maren has told me a dozen times not to do, and read what was going on under it, and it was not good, and it was not terrible.

“You’ve torn the deep sutures,” I said. “Not the graft. Two, maybe three.”

“Feels like more.”

“It always does.”

Bram Odell looked out at his hangar and drank some terrible coffee out of his thermos.

“When you came down that stair,” he said, “with the lamp.”

“Mm.”

“I’ve been on this deck forty years.” He screwed the cap back on. “There’s a thing that happens to a crew when a man does a thing like that in front of them. It doesn’t go away. They’ll be telling it in this hangar when you and I are dead, and they’ll get it wrong, and it won’t matter.”

He got up, with difficulty, and did not let me help him.

“Don’t ever do it again,” Bram said. “You’ve no idea how close that man was to just having you shot on the stair and writing it up as an accident. He looked at it. I watched him look at it.”

“He had thirty-one witnesses.”

“Aye,” said Bram. “That’s what he was looking at.”



Trask took Rusk out of the annex at five in the morning.

The custody transfer was scheduled for eight. Deman Trask, who had been a fitter for twenty-nine years and had been awake all night on a live circuit, walked into his own hold at five, woke Dagan Rusk up, and re-booked him.

That is all it was. There is no drama in it and I was not there. It happened on a gantry outside the annex in the gray light with two deck-security officers and a slate.

REBOOKING. RUSK, D. CHARGE AMENDED: SABOTAGE OF FRAME EQUIPMENT ENDANGERING LIFE (LIVE CODE). STATUS: HELD FOR PUBLIC ARRAIGNMENT. NOTE: A PRISONER HELD ON A LIVE SABOTAGE CODE MAY NOT BE TRANSFERRED WITHOUT PUBLIC RECORD OF THE TRANSFER AND THE RECEIVING AUTHORITY. BOOKING OFFICER: TRASK, D., WATCH CMDR.

The van from the Provost Marshal’s office arrived at eight.

Trask met it himself and gave the sergeant a slate to read, and stood there while he read it, and the sergeant read it twice and got on a circuit for twenty minutes and then drove away empty, and Deman Trask went back inside and sat down at a desk built out of two smaller desks and put his face in his hands for a while.

He told me one thing about it, afterward.

He said that Rusk had asked him, at five in the morning, why he was doing it.

And Trask had said: “Because they were going to leave you in a field, Chief, and you’re one of ours, and I’ve had enough.”

And Dagan Rusk, who had cut a retaining ring in a cadet’s frame for a gambling debt and framed a girl he had known from her first deck crew, sat down on the edge of his cot and cried into both hands.



The mess hall named my arms that week.

I did not know it was happening. Poppy told me, four days later, with enormous relish, that there had been a vote.

“They took a vote?”

“There were three candidates,” Poppy said, counting on her fingers. “The lightning, which everyone agreed was rubbish. The ledger, which was Merrow’s, and which is honestly quite good and which I would have voted for except that Merrow has been insufferable about the paint scheme. And the winner, by about four hundred to seven.”

“Which is.”

“The map,” Poppy said, and beamed at me.

I put my head in my hands.

“It’s a map,” she said. “That’s what they say. Every branch is a battle. Falk’s been telling people that the one across your right wrist is the exhibition, and she says, and Wade, she says this to everyone, she says it about eleven times a day now: I was UNDER that one.”

There were prints for sale outside the tram station by the end of the week. Lightning-sleeve prints, forty scrip, a photograph of a forearm blown up to poster size with the tracery silver on gray, and no face, because whoever took the photograph had the sense to know that the arm was the whole thing.

Bram bought three.

I found them rolled in a tube in the corner bay and asked him about it.

“For the resale,” Bram said, without looking up from a bearing race.

“There’s a rack of them at the tram station, Bram. It’s forty scrip. Nobody is going to.”

“In thirty years,” said Bram Odell, “they’ll be worth something. Or they’ll be worth nothing, and I’ll have three pictures of your arm, which is a stupid thing for an old man to have, and I’ll still have them.”

He blew the dust out of the race and held it up to the light.

“Buy your own coffee,” he said.



Three nights after the sweep, Poppy had the footage up on the monitor bank at ten in the evening, and she had already watched it thirty times.

She was narrating.

That is what she does. She sat cross-legged on the workbench in the camera-rigged maintenance bay with the four feeds tiled across the monitors and a bag of something salted in her lap, and she called the whole thing like a broadcast, doing the voices, and by the fourth run-through she had a full commentary track worked out.

“…and here he comes, look, look at the hands, he’s got the brick in both hands like it’s a baby, oh, that’s beautiful, that’s absolutely beautiful, hold on.” She scrubbed back four seconds. “Watch his face when you stand up on the catwalk. Wade. Wade. Watch his face.”

I watched Colonel Dray Mattick’s face.

Nothing happened on it. Nothing at all. But his gloved right hand, at the end of a still arm, closed once, entirely, and opened.

“Again.”

She ran it again. Then a third time, frame by frame, at quarter speed, and it was there every time, and it took less than half a second, and it happened at the exact instant my palm went onto the housing.

That is the whole of what I have ever had off that man.

I stood two meters from him on a stair that night and got nothing at all, because there is nothing on the surface of Dray Mattick to get; the surface is the product. It took a bag of salted crackers, a woman who has never trusted a rig in her life, and a low-resolution maintenance camera he had probably signed the requisition for twenty years ago.

A fist. Closing once, entirely, inside a glove.

Everything true I have ever learned about that man, I have read off a recording, or off a bolt head, or out of a housing with my hand on it. Never off him.

“He hates you,” Poppy said, delighted.

“Yes.”

“He bolted it in himself because he didn’t trust his own people with it and then he had to stand there and listen to you take it apart by touch in front of eight cameras he helped install twenty years ago.” She fell backward on the bench and put her hands over her face and made a noise like a kettle. “It’s the best thing that’s ever happened. It’s better than the crane. I’m never going to be this happy again.”

She sat up.

She had a look on her face.

Poppy Renner reached out, without breaking eye contact with me, and turned the spare camera on its mount until it pointed at the workbench.

She raised one eyebrow.

“One take,” she said. “I keep the key.”



I crossed the bay and put my hand over the lens.

“No,” I said.

Her whole face fell about four millimeters, and I watched her decide to be graceful about it, and I did not let her get there.

“I keep the key,” I said. “It records because I say it records. It stops when I say. You do exactly what you’re told in front of that lens or the cap goes on and you sit on that bench for an hour with your hands in your lap and think about it. And it gets deleted, tonight, by me, with you watching.”

Poppy Renner’s pupils went very wide.

“Yes,” she said. Instantly. And then, in a much smaller voice, entirely different: “Yes. Please. All of that.”

“Sit on the bench.”

She scrambled.



She was in the flight suit, because she had been in it all day and had no intention of ever taking it off, and she sat on the workbench in the blue-white glow of four monitors and I put my hands on her knees and pushed them apart and stood between them.

“Look at the screen,” I said.

She looked.

The camera fed the middle monitor, and on it, in grainy low-resolution black and white, was a workbench in a maintenance bay, and a small woman sitting on it with a man’s hands on her thighs, and her face turned to watch herself.

Poppy Renner’s breath went in and did not come back out. It stopped somewhere in her throat and stayed there, and her heels hooked hard behind my thighs, and the monitor bank hummed at us both in the dark.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh. That’s.”

“That’s what you look like.”

“That’s what I look like.”

I got the flight suit unzipped to her waist and peeled it off her shoulders and her arms and left it bunched around her hips, and she watched every second of it on the monitor, her head turned, her mouth open, the freckle-flush coming up out of her chest and over her shoulders in a wave.

“Tank.”

She pulled it over her head herself and threw it somewhere and turned straight back to the screen.

She is small and pale and freckled to the sternum, and in that monitor light she was all silver and shadow, and her nipples were drawn up hard, and she looked at the picture of herself half-naked on a workbench with a man standing between her knees and she started to shake.

“Wade.”

“Eyes on the lens.”

She turned her face to the camera.

“Now say your callsign.”

Poppy Renner looked into a maintenance camera lens with her flight suit around her hips and her hands braced behind her on the bench, and she said, in a voice that broke in the middle of it:

“Torque.”

I lifted her off the bench with both hands around her waist.



She came off it like a wrench off a magnet.

I picked Poppy Renner up with one arm around her hips, her boots swinging clear of the floor by half a meter, and turned her so that she faced the monitor bank, and I sat down on the bench myself and brought her down onto my lap facing the screens, and she watched all of it happen to herself, live, in grainy black and white, from four angles.

“Look at how small you are,” I said, into her ear.

“Wade.”

“Look at it. My hand goes right across you.”

I spread my right hand flat across her stomach and it did: fingertips at one hip, heel of the palm at the other, and on the monitor a man’s forearm with silver tracery to the elbow lay across a woman’s whole midsection, and Poppy Renner watched it and lost the ability to speak.

I got the flight suit off her boots.

She sat naked on my lap in the glow of four monitors with her back against my chest and her thighs over mine, and I hooked my boots inside hers and opened her legs wide to the lens.

She saw what that looked like on the screen. She made a small ruined noise and tried to close them, and I held them open.

“No,” I said. “Look.”

I made her keep her eyes on the middle screen while I put my hand between her legs. She was so wet that the sound of it came up over the hum of the monitor bank, obscene and unmistakable, and she heard it, and she died of it.

I worked two fingers into her and spread them, slow, and on the grainy middle monitor a small freckled woman watched a man’s scarred forearm move between her own open thighs.

“You can see everything,” I whispered.

“I can see everything.”

“Say what you see.”

“Your hand.” It came out of her in pieces. “Your hand’s inside me. On the screen. I can see it going in, I can see me taking it, oh, oh damn, Wade…”

I put my thumb on her clit and she bucked in my lap and could not look away from herself doing it.

“Who’s watching you?”

She was breathing in gulps.

“The camera,” she said.

“Who else?”

“Nobody.” Her head went back against my shoulder. “Nobody, nobody, there’s nobody, it’s just.”

“That’s right.”

She came like that, spread open on my lap in front of four monitors, watching every second of it happen to herself, gushing over my hand and screaming into the arm I clamped across her mouth.

I turned her around and put her on her back on the bench.



I pushed into her while she was still coming down and she wailed, and her heels came up off the bench.

I fucked her on that workbench with her knees over my arms and her hands scrabbling at the edges of it, driving into her hard enough that the whole bench walked a centimeter across the deck plate, and the tool tray went over, and neither of us cared.

I made her keep her head turned to the screen for the first two minutes.

She watched all of it. She watched a man in gray coveralls take her apart on a workbench and she watched her own small body arch and shake under him, and she narrated it in a wrecked breathless stream until the words stopped being words.

Then I took her chin in my hand and turned her face to me and held it there.

“Now look at me.”

She looked at me.

And that is Poppy Renner, all the way down, and I did not understand it until that night, though I had been circling it since a parts cage: it is not the audience. It has never been the audience. It is that for four years she called frame faults across a hangar in a voice you could hear from the roof and not one person turned around, and a woman who has been shouted through can spend the rest of her life engineering rooms full of people who might, possibly, if she is loud enough, look at her.

I watched her find that out on a workbench with her heels around my back.

I flattened my left hand over her heart, and the contact ran, and I looked at her the way no instrument in Bastion can look at anybody: all the way down, past the freckles and the slamming pulse and into every lit pathway in that small spring-loaded body. And I did not look away.

I had been waiting three days to do it and had not told her so.

Because I knew what a hunting governor does to a woman. I had felt the filed detent under my own thumb and I knew where the burn would have started, and it would have started here: in the cervical pathways at the base of the port, the ones that carry everything, the ones that were at that exact moment running open and hot and clean under my hand with not one single thing in the way of them.

There was no damage anywhere in her, not a line of it, not one crazing. Seventy-four point five moving through that small body like current through good copper, and if I had let them torque that fourth bolt and gone back to bed, she would have come apart on a broadcast inside a month, and it would have begun under my palm.

“You’re clean,” I said, against her ear, with my hand over her heart. “Nothing in you. Not a mark. My hand is on the exact place it would have started and there is nothing there.”

She understood it instantly, because she is the fastest mechanic on this deck and she has never needed a thing explained twice.

“That’s what you’re checking,” she said, eyes streaming. “That’s what you’ve been doing since Thursday. Oh. Oh, Wade.”

“You are not going to burn,” I said. “Not while I’m behind you. Say it.”

“I’m not going to burn.”

“Whose hands?”

“Yours.”

“I’m going to come,” she said, a breath later. She had gone completely serious, wide-eyed, shaking, all the noise in her burned off at once. “Wade, I’m. Please, please, don’t stop, please, I’m.”

I reached out with my right hand, without looking, to the console at the end of the bench.

I put two fingers on the key.

“Watch,” I said.

Poppy Renner turned her head, and on the middle monitor a small woman lay on a workbench under a man in gray coveralls with her whole freckled body flushed pink, and it was the most seen she had ever been in her life.

I hit delete.

The screen went black.

“Nobody sees you like this,” I said, “but me.”

She detonated.

I do not have another word for it and I do not need one. Poppy Renner came so hard on that bench that she took the lamp off the end of it with her heel, and she screamed into the crook of my elbow when I got it across her mouth, and I felt her go, all of her, the whole small violent voltage of her firing and seizing and firing again like a bank of coils discharging into a dead short, and she did not stop for a long time.

She took me with her about four seconds behind, which is not a thing that happens to me, and I did not fight it and I did not want to.

I had one hand under the small of her back, holding her clear of the bench on one palm because she weighs nothing and because I wanted her up there, and the other still resting on the console beside the key. And I came in Poppy Renner in a maintenance bay with three monitors showing three empty views of an empty room and a fourth one showing nothing at all.

Every camera in that hangar was hers. She had built the rig, she had set the trap, she had put a colonel of the Continental Defense Authority on eight separate recordings in one night, and the only footage anywhere in Bastion of what Poppy Renner looks like at the end of a thing like that was now stored in precisely one location, which was behind my eyes.

She got both arms around my neck and both legs around my ribs and clamped on like a full-body vise, every limb she had, a whole compact woman wrapped around a man twice her size, and she was laughing before I had finished, breathless and wrecked and entirely delighted, with her mouth against my jaw.

“One take,” she said. “And you kept the key.”



She checked the drive twice.

I let her. She sat on the bench wrapped in my coveralls with her hair going every direction, and she plugged in a reader and ran the directory and found nothing, and ran it again with a recovery tool she keeps for salvaging telemetry off dead frames, and found nothing, and sat back.

“It’s really gone.”

“I told you it was.”

“You did,” she agreed, “and I’m a tech,” and kissed me, and checked it a third time.

I watched her do the third one.

She did it fast, and she did it without looking at me, and she did not narrate one second of it. The reader ran its directory. The screen came back empty. She sat there holding the reader with the empty directory glowing on it and did not put it down.

Then she got a roll of tape out of the drawer and taped the lens cap onto the spare camera, and she did it with enormous ceremony, wrapping it three times, and wrote NO on the tape in grease pencil.

She came and sat beside me and put her head on my arm and said nothing at all.

“Three times,” I said.

“I’m thorough.”

“You ran a salvage recovery tool on a file you watched me delete with your own eyes, on your own bench, twenty minutes ago.”

Poppy turned the reader over in her hands.

“Somebody put my whole life on a chip,” she said, to the reader, “and jammed it behind a hip actuator, and it sat there for four years, and I walked underneath it every single day and I did not know.” Her thumb went along the edge of the case, back and forth. “A file isn’t a fact, Wade. Nobody on this deck understands that and I understand it in my teeth. A file is whatever the last man with a pen decided it was going to be. They take a thing out of the record and then the thing was never there. It just wasn’t. There’s no argument to have.”

“And they can put one in.”

“And they can put one in.” Her voice did not go up. It went down, which is the one that frightens me. “They bolted a bomb into my frame four nights ago and logged the sweep as completed, no findings. So what’s a recording? What’s a certification chit? It’s a line in a queue, and a queue is a file, and a file is.”

She stopped.

“Say it,” I said.

“I keep checking they haven’t taken it back yet,” Poppy said.

The monitor bank hummed at us in the dark.

I did not tell her she was safe. She is not, and she would have known it in the first syllable, and she would never have believed one word out of my mouth again.

“You’re right,” I said. “The chit’s a file. The Board’s a file. The queue’s a file, and one man with a pen and a bad morning can take all three off you before lunch, and there is nothing you or I can do to stop him.”

Her head came up off my arm.

“So check the right thing,” I said. “Bram Odell went up a maintenance ladder at midnight on a torn leg, against a written medical order that he keeps folded in his breast pocket because it makes him feel supervised, and he painted your name on a cockpit rail, and then he stood underneath it and cried and blamed the fumes, and sixty men watched him do it and not one of them has ever mentioned it in his hearing and not one of them ever will. Ten thousand people stood on the gun walks and beat on the railings with wrenches for three minutes when your frame came down that causeway. There is a woman in the foundry quarter who dyed her daughter’s hair teal. There are a hundred and eighty names in soapstone on the plates of a machine that does not officially exist, and Merrow spent twenty minutes on his.”

I took the reader out of her hands and set it down on the bench, face down.

“None of that is in a file,” I said. “There is no pen on this continent that can delete a deck. So I want you to stop checking.”

Poppy Renner looked at the reader lying face down on the bench.

Then she reached across me without a word, pulled its cable out of the drive, coiled it in three loops the way she coils everything, and hung it back on its hook.

She did not check it again that night.

She has not checked it since.



At two in the morning the deck watch board updated, out on the main floor, and I heard the tone through the bay wall.

Poppy heard it too. She was off the bench and through the door with my coveralls still around her shoulders before I had my boots on.

The board is three meters of it, mounted over the crib, and it carries the long-range picket returns, and it is the single most boring object in Hangar Three because for thirteen days out of fourteen it shows a clean picket and a scatter of Cat-1 contacts fifty kilometers out.

Two returns had come in from the eastern picket.

Two hard signatures, moving west, thirty kilometers apart, on convergent tracks.

CONTACT 2211 / EST. CAT-3 / BRG 084 / SPEED 12 KPH / TRACK: SECTOR GATE 9 CONTACT 2214 / EST. CAT-3 / BRG 097 / SPEED 9 KPH / TRACK: SECTOR GATE 9

Poppy stood in front of that board in a man’s coveralls with her bare feet on the cold plate.

“Twin threes,” she said.

I looked at the tracks.

They had come through the picket at two different bearings, four hours apart, through the two thinnest patrol lanes on the eastern approach, and they were converging on a single gate like two men walking to the same door from opposite ends of a street.

And six hundred and fifty kilometers south, at a depot, sat a reserve wing of four frames that had been detached three days earlier for seasonal rotation balance.

I had my palm flat on the watch board’s cold steel frame before I knew I had put it there.

It is a habit and it is a stupid one. My hands go out to things whether or not there is anything in them worth finding, and I have caught myself doing it to doors, and to desks, and once to a grave. Poppy saw me do it, and said nothing at all, which was worse than if she had.

“Get Signy,” I said. “Get Vera. Get Bram out of bed.”


Chapter 18: The Deep Anchor

Bastion went to breach posture at twenty minutes past four in the morning, and by seven the whole city had worked it out.

That is what public numbers do to a place like Bastion. Command has never had to explain a threat to this city; the rooftop screens do it, and the screens do not editorialize. At four they stopped carrying the Kill Board and started carrying the track plot: two red returns on a gray field, crawling west, thirty kilometers apart, both of them aimed at the same door.

By six there were no carts on the terraces. By seven the deep shelters under the fourth and fifth quarters had their doors open and their lamps lit and a queue at each of them that moved without anybody shouting, because three hundred thousand people who live behind a wall have practiced this since they were children.

And by eight, on every screen, under the two red returns, somebody in the watch office had put the number of flyable frames in the eastern sector.

Four.

A duty officer with a template put the sector’s readiness state on the public plot because the template had a field for it and the field had always been filled, and on that morning the field said 4 and there were two Category Threes in it, and the number went out to a hundred thousand kitchens with the breakfast feed.

You cannot hide that number again. The city looked at a four.

The city was wrong. So was the watch office, and it took me half the morning to work out why and about four seconds to enjoy it.

That field pulls from the allocation roster, and the allocation roster is the list of what the Continental Defense Authority believes it owns. Longstride. Falconet. Sledge. Halberd. Four serials, four sets of paper, four boxes with something written in them.

Scrapdog has never been allocated to anything, because to allocate a frame you must first have issued one, and nobody issued Scrapdog. A hundred and eighty riggers built her out of nine dead machines in a bay the academy had condemned, and there is no box on any CDA form for that.

So the city counted four. The sector commander counted four. Somewhere over his breakfast, I expect the Marshal counted four.

There would be five frames on the ground at Gate Nine before the sun came up again, and the fifth one was rust-red, and the institution could not see her at all.



Fleet doctrine on the Category Three is seven pages long and I have read all of it.

Stripped of its language it says this: a Cat-3 masses about twelve hundred tons, it is armored across the dorsal and the skull, it carries a spawn-runner screen of Cat-1 juveniles that it sheds and re-absorbs, and it will not stop for anything a wall can do to it. The manual’s answer is six frames and the gate guns, and the manual is honest enough to admit, in a footnote on page four, that six frames and the gate guns cost you an average of two frames and a district.

The manual has no answer to two Cat-3s.

It has a procedure for two, which is not the same thing. The procedure is called sector reinforcement, and it consists of a single sentence, and the sentence says that on confirmation of a second Category Three contact the sector reserve wing is released to the threatened gate.

The sector reserve wing was four frames.

It had been detached three days earlier for seasonal rotation balance, and it was sitting on a concrete apron at a depot six hundred and fifty kilometers south of us, and a reserve wing does not fly. Falconet flies, and Falconet is one machine, and she was standing on our gantry. Line frames walk. They go up onto a transporter and they cross a continent at thirty kilometers an hour with a crane crew and a fuel convoy.

Twenty-one hours, if the order went out at eight. Twenty-two, realistically.

The animals would be at the gate by dawn.



Nobody in Bastion said the word win that day. It is not a word the city owns. You do not win a breach. You survive one, and afterward the broadcast calls it a victory and shows you the corpse and does not show you the district.

Down in Hangar Three we said a number of other words.

“Say it back to me,” I said. “Nobody changes the plan once the klaxon goes. Not for a wound, not for a better idea, not for me.”

There were seven people in the corner bay. My workshop was not built for seven people, and two of them were sitting on the bench, so the wax casts from Vantry Field had been moved onto the cot. A five-year-old flight recorder with ASK VERA written across it in grease pencil was propping up Poppy Renner’s boots.

Commander Vera Stahl stood in the doorway with her cap under her arm, because she did not fit anywhere else.

She looked at that recorder for about two seconds.

Nobody else in the room saw her do it. I saw it because I had spent weeks learning to read that woman’s hands, and both of them had gone flat and still against the doorframe, the way they go flat on a throttle-side rail when frames spool up.

She looked at the plan on the wall instead, and I did not ask her for the key, and she did not offer me one, and there were two Category Threes on the eastern approach.

“Vail,” I said.

Juno Vail unfolded a long arm from the shelving and held up two fingers.

“Falconet screens the northern flank,” she said. “I do not engage the big one. I do not go anywhere near the big one. I take the spawn-runner screen off the gun line and I keep taking it off, and when the second animal shows me a flank I tell everybody about it and then I go away.” She dropped the fingers. “My entire job is to be annoying at four hundred meters. It is what I was born to do and my wife has said so in writing.”

“Renner.”

Poppy took her boots off the black box.

“Scrapdog holds the shoulder gap,” she said.

She said it in the voice she uses for a torque spec.

Gate Nine is not a gate in any sense a door would recognize. It is a fortified re-entrant a hundred and eighty meters across where the Wall steps back on itself, and the step leaves a shoulder: a wedge of open ground between the outer casemates and the gun line proper, cluttered with sixty years of accumulated infrastructure. Crane gantries. A foam station. Two condemned launch towers nobody ever took down. Rail spurs. The scrap that collects in the corner of any place that has been used hard for a long time.

Doctrine says the shoulder is not defensible and does not try. Doctrine puts a wire across it and pulls the gun line back.

“It’s four hundred meters of junk,” Poppy said, “and I’ve had my hands on every single piece of it, because for four years I was the person they sent when something in the shoulder fell over. I know which gantries are over-tolerance. I know that the number two crane’s slew brake has been out of adjustment since the autumn and it will let go if you shove it the wrong way, and I know that the foam station’s standpipe runs under the apron at a meter and a half and it is full and it is at fourteen bar.” Her hazel-green eyes came up. “If they come through the shoulder they come through my house.”

“Larke.”

Signy Larke was standing at the back with her hands tucked under her elbows and her braid tight and she had not moved in six minutes.

“Longstride takes the kill-lanes at the crest,” she said. “Kessler rides the cradle. We do not fight the animal on the flat, because on the flat a Cat-3 wins on mass. We fight it in the re-entrant where the geometry is ours, and we take the lanes he calls, and I do not close on the skull until he tells me the seam is open.”

“Say the last part.”

Her jaw set.

“And if the second one is still standing off in the smoke,” Signy said, “I do not chase it. Whatever it is doing. I do not chase it.”

“Commander.”

Vera Stahl came one step into the workshop.

“Under breach posture,” she said, “the senior officer physically present on the deck holds deck command until the sector commander arrives or is superseded, and there is no sector commander at Gate Nine, because the sector commander is a colonel who has not stood on a gun line in twelve years and will be at the command post at Gate Four, which is eleven kilometers away and behind two blast doors.”

She put her cap on.

“So the senior officer physically present on the deck,” Vera said, “will be a forty-one-year-old flight instructor with no operational appointment, no combat command in fifteen years, and an unimpeachable regulation, and she will hold the gun line and the frames and the casemates and the foam stations until somebody with more courage than sense comes down out of the tower and takes it off her.”

Bram Odell, sitting on my stool with his leg out straight in front of him, made a small sound into his thermos.

“Something to add, Chief?”

“No, ma’am,” said Bram.

“You have had something to add for fifteen years.”

“Aye,” Bram said, and drank his coffee.



Mina Falk came to the workshop door at ten in the morning with her chin up and her flight gloves in her fist, and she had clearly been rehearsing on the stairs.

“Ma’am,” she said. “I’m asking to be kept on the deck.”

Vera Stahl was writing on a slate. She did not look up.

“I can run ammunition,” Falk said. “I’m rated for the coil carts and I did the certification over the winter, and I’ve done four thousand hours in Hangar Three and I know where everything is, and the crews are going to be four people short on every battery once the shelters fill, and I’m nineteen, ma’am, and the age for casemate crew is nineteen. I looked it up. It’s nineteen.”

She stopped.

Nobody in that workshop said anything at all. Falk’s chin stayed exactly where she had put it.

“No,” said Vera Stahl.

Falk’s mouth opened.

Vera signed the slate and handed it to Poppy without turning around.

“Cadet, you are correct in every particular, including the regulation, and I am going to tell you why the answer is still no, once, and then you are going to go to the shelter with your tier, and you are going to keep the manual with you, and in twenty years when you are standing where I am standing you may find the reason useful.”

She turned around.

“I am about to spend a night deciding which of my people to spend,” Vera said. “If you are on that deck I will not be able to do it. That is not a compliment and it is not sentiment, it is a defect in me and I have known about it since the Cascade and it has never gotten better. Go to the shelter.”

Mina Falk went white, and then red, and then she saluted an officer who was not looking at her, and she went.

I watched her go down the hangar’s length with her gloves still in her fist.

“That was true,” I said.

“Every word of it,” said Vera Stahl, “and I would have said anything at all,” and she walked out onto the deck to look at the gun line.



Dr. Ilsa Maren read the saturation protocol in her office at noon with her reading glasses down her nose and her mouth getting smaller by the line.

It was four pages. I had written it myself in machinist’s shorthand and then rewritten it in language a medical officer would accept, and the second version took me longer.

She got to the bottom.

“No,” she said.

“Doctor.”

“I have said no. That is a complete sentence and it is my professional opinion and you may have it in writing.” She took the glasses off. “Kessler, do you know what you have described here? You have described sitting in a room for six hours with your bare skin against a woman who is running her nervous system up to the top of its range, and deliberately keeping the channel open, and holding whatever comes across it, and doing that on purpose, over and over, until she can go past a hundred.”

“That is the protocol,” I said. “You have read it correctly.”

“You took her past a hundred once already, over the Shale Flats, for four seconds, to catch one skirmisher. Four seconds, Kessler. And it put you on my table with a nosebleed, a blood pressure I have only otherwise seen in lightning strikes, and a right pupil that took seven minutes to come back.”

“That was four seconds of a spike I could not control,” I said. “This is hours of everything underneath it, held open on purpose.”

Maren looked at me over the top of the folder until I took my hands off her desk and put them in my pockets.

“You think that is an argument in your favor,” she said. “You think you have just told me the load is spread out.”

“It is spread out.”

“So is a slow fire.”

She got up and went to the cabinet where she keeps the things she has taken off cadets, which is a drawer of small bottles with names on them in her savage shorthand, and she stood in front of it with her back to me and did not open it.

“Take your shirt off,” she said.

I took it off.

Ilsa Maren has charted my arms seven times. She does it with a caliper and a grease pencil and a camera, and she puts the photographs in a folder that is not in any medical system and lives in her desk, and she has never told me what she is looking for.

She measured the tracery from the wrist bone to where it stopped.

Then she measured the other arm, and then she stood back and looked at both of them at once with her slate pressed to her ribs, and I watched a fifty-two-year-old woman work out a rate of advance she did not want to have worked out.

“Two centimeters past the elbow, on the left,” she said, “at the boneyard fringe. Seven, after Vantry.” Her thumb touched the highest bright branch on my right arm, halfway up the biceps, where a fine line ran and forked and ran again. “Sixteen.”

“It doesn’t hurt.”

“I did not ask you whether it hurt, and if you tell me one more time that a thing does not hurt I am going to write it down in your file in red and let a board read it in ten years.” She stepped back. “You have about a hand’s width, Kessler. A hand’s width of arm left before that reaches your shoulders, and I have told you before, and I am going to say it once more and then not again: when it gets there, I do not know what happens. There is no literature. There were men who knew, and they are dead, and their books were pulped, and I have spent weeks writing to every archivist on this continent under a false name to find twenty pages of nothing.”

She picked up the folder with my protocol in it.

“I am not going to sign this,” Dr. Maren said. “I am going to be at the base of Longstride’s gantry at four in the morning with a stretcher and two orderlies and a chest of things that will not work, and if you come off that frame under your own power I will call you a series of names in front of the entire deck.”

“Understood.”

“You do not understand anything,” she said, “you are twenty-four,” and she put the folder in the drawer with the stimulants and shut it.



I brought Signy up to Longstride’s gantry at three in the afternoon and showed her the lever.

I had built it in the four hours between the watch board and the plan, out of a length of high-pressure fuel line and a cam I turned on the shop lathe, and I had bolted it to the tandem cradle’s forward frame, on her side, at the exact place where a pilot’s right hand rests when it is not on the throttle rails.

It was red. I had painted it red because the paint was there.

Signy Larke stood in the cradle bay with the wind coming through the gantry and looked at it until the red paint on the lever seemed too bright for the gray morning.

“What is it.”

“Anchor cutoff.” I put my thumb on the cam. “The channel runs through the contact plate under my palm. That’s a mechanical linkage, not a circuit; there’s nothing to fail and nothing for anybody to override. You pull that and the plate lifts eight millimeters off my hand and the anchor drops. Your output sags to your natural line inside four seconds and I am out of your nervous system entirely.”

She did not touch it.

“It’s on my side,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Wade.”

“You’ll be able to feel me,” I said. “That’s not theory. At saturation the channel will be deeper than anything we’ve held before, and I built the lever because your hand will know the load before my mouth admits it. You’ll know before Maren knows and about ten minutes before I’m willing to admit it, and when you know.”

I stopped, because her face had gone somewhere I had not seen it go.

“You pull it,” I said.

Signy Larke stood in the tandem cradle bay of her own frame, a hundred meters above Hangar Three’s floor, with the whole eastern deck laid out under her in the flat gray light, and she looked at a red lever a deck-tech had made her out of a fuel line.

“Do you know what you have just done,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Don’t.”

“I’ve given you the only part of it I could give you,” I said. “I’m not going to stop. You know that. I have known it about myself since I was eighteen years old and I have never been able to argue myself out of it: if I am standing at a rail and a pilot is burning, I will go over the rail. That is not courage, it is a defect, Maren has it in a folder in her desk with photographs. So I’m not going to promise you I’ll stop, because I’d be lying to you, and I have never lied to you.”

The wind came up through the gantry gratings.

“So I built you a thing that stops me,” I said, “and I put it where your hand already is, and now it’s yours.”

Signy hit me.

Not hard. She put the heel of her hand into my sternum, once, with about a quarter of what she has, and then she took a fistful of my coveralls in that hand and did not let go, and she stood with her forehead against my collarbone breathing in fours.

“You have made me your executioner,” she said, into my chest.

“I’ve made you my crew chief.”

“That is the same.”

“No, ma’am, it isn’t.” I put my hand on the back of her neck, on the port ring, where the skin is thin and warm and where I know her better than I know my own hands. “A crew chief pulls a frame off the line when the frame is done. It isn’t a betrayal and it isn’t a mercy and nobody thanks her for it. It’s a hand on a lever and a number she trusts. Bram has done it to me three times.”

She was quiet.

“Ninety-six point two,” I said. “The Flats. Do you remember what you did when you found out I’d taken it past a hundred to get the sixth one?”

“I screamed at a medical officer.”

“You screamed at a medical officer,” I agreed. “And then you carried me out of a hangar bay, and then you came back at midnight and you shoved me into a rigging cage. And every single hour since then, you have been fighting me about this with your voice, and you have lost every one of those fights, because I do not lose arguments about my own hands.”

I made her look up.

“So now you don’t have to argue,” I said. “Now you just pull the lever.”

Signy Larke’s storm-gray eyes were wet and absolutely level.

“I hate this,” she said. “I want you to know that I hate this, and I understand it, and I am going to do it, and if I ever have to, I will never forgive you, and I will do it anyway.”

I did not answer her, because there was nothing to add and she had not left me room to add it.

“That’s the whole of it,” Signy said, and let go of my coveralls, and gave them that same unconscious heel-of-hand pass.

She looked at the red lever for another second.

She said, in an entirely different voice: “How many hours does the saturation take?”

“Six.”

“And it starts when?”

“Now.”



The workshop is seven meters on its long wall and comes to a point at the gantry rail, with a bench down one side and a cot under the window, and the last time Signy Larke had been alone in it with the door shut she had come to negotiate and had discovered that I do not negotiate.

It looked different. It had gotten worse in every direction. There were weeks of the war on the bench: the wax casts, the doctored governor with its filed detent, the black box, twenty-six photographed pages, and, bolted to the end of the bench where my lathe used to be, the anchor rig, which is a bench meter, a slaved diagnostic slate off a scrapped Mule’s flight computer, and four contact plates on articulated arms.

I locked the door.

“Sit on the bench and get the undersuit down.”

Signy sat on the bench.

She reached up behind her neck, and hooked two fingers into the neckline of the black undersuit she wears against the sync-suit’s inner layer, and drew it down off her shoulders herself, and then down her arms, and then to her waist, and she did it without being told and without any hurry at all, watching me the entire time.

She had never done that. Since the first anchor she had let me take it off her in about seven different ways, and she had never taken it off herself, and both of us knew what it was.

She sat on my workbench with her hands loose in her lap and her braid over one shoulder and the amber trace-lines of her sync-suit dark and quiet at her hips, and let me look at her.

I looked at her.

The lamplight came across her from the left, and it did what lamplight does to a body built like hers: it put a hard edge along the outside of her thigh where the suit still clung, and it went up over the flare of her hip and fell off a cliff into the waist, which is where every man in Bastion has ever lost the argument, and it came up again over her ribs to her chest and stopped there. Her breasts are high and firm and heavy enough that they move when she breathes.

She was already flushed. It had started at the collarbones.

“Ninety seconds,” I said. “Then I stop being polite.”

“That’s not how you said it last time.”

“Last time you didn’t know what I was going to do.”

I put my palms on her.



The protocol is real. Everything that happened afterward was built on it, and it is the only piece of anchor doctrine I have ever written down myself.

You cannot open a pilot’s ceiling by force. You cannot open it by wanting it. It is not a lock. It is the top of her range, and her nervous system has spent every year of her life learning exactly where it is and building the reflex that stops her there, and if you drive her at it cold she will hit that reflex at ninety-nine point something and her pathways will slam shut, and if you keep pushing after that you will burn her, which is precisely what the Limiter exists to prevent and precisely what the doctrine is not lying about.

What opens it is saturation. Hours of contact, at increasing load, with the channel held open by a man who can feel exactly where the reflex lives, and who takes the overflow every single time she reaches it, until her body stops believing the reflex is the edge of the world.

It is the most intimate thing two human beings can do with a bench meter in the room.

I started at her wrists. I went up the inside of both forearms with my thumbs and read the peripheral pathways running clean and hot and quiet, and I said “sixty” out loud, and behind me the bench meter said

60.0

and Signy Larke laughed once, breathlessly, at a number that had been a cage for three years.

I put both palms flat over her collarbones and read the trunk lines. I put my hands on her ribs and felt the great bright artery of her sync run up under the muscle. I put my palm on her sternum between her breasts and held it there while the meter went to seventy and her breath started going somewhere it had not been going a minute earlier.

At ninety seconds I stopped being polite.



I got the undersuit off her hips and down her legs and dropped it on the floor and put my hand in her hair at the back of her skull.

“Off the bench.”

She came off the bench.

I turned her around, and before my hands got anywhere near them, Signy Larke put her own wrists behind her back and crossed them at the small of her spine.

She had never done that either.

I closed my left hand around both of them, and her whole body went loose, as it always does at exactly that, and the flush went up her throat like something poured.

There was no strap in that room. I had not brought one. I had spent weeks escalating this woman from held wrists to rigging webbing to her own flight harness buckled to her own headboard, and tonight, on the eve of the worst night of both our lives, I held her wrists in one hand and nothing else, and she stood with her back against my chest and her head fallen back on my shoulder and did not test the grip once.

“Say it,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Say the whole thing.”

“Everything you want,” Signy said, to the ceiling of my workshop, with her wrists in my fist and her eyes shut. “All of it. Anything. Wade, I have been thinking about this since the gantry and I have not been able to hold a thought.”

I spread my right hand over her stomach.

Her pathways came up under it, hot and fast and enormous, and the bench meter ran.

77 … 81 …

“Feel that?”

“Yes.”

“That’s you at eighty-one and I’m barely touching you.” I spread my fingers. “You’ve flown three years of your life at exactly sixty.”

“Wade.”

I bent her forward over the bench with my hand high on her back, and got a boot between hers, and pushed her legs apart, and she went down onto her forearms on weeks of evidence with her back arched and her hips high, which is the shape that woman’s whole body is built around and which she has spent her entire adult life pretending is a consequence of the spine-cradle.

I dropped behind her with her wrists still crossed in my fist and took her with my tongue exactly where the bench held her open.

She is not quiet with me anymore. That took work; she came to me able to hold anything in, and she had done it in med-bays and cockpits and on a rooftop when I told her to, and I had spent months teaching her that in this room she does not have to, and she made a sound with no shape to it and went up on her toes.

I ate her out over my own workbench for a long time with her wrists crossed in my fist against her spine.

The meter climbed.

86 … 88 …

Every time she got close I stopped, and every time I stopped she told me exactly what she thought of me, in whole clean sentences, with the verbs in the right places.

“Wade. You are three seconds from where I need you and you are doing this on purpose.”

“Yes.”

“I know you are. I can feel you enjoying it. I can feel it through your hands.”

“Ninety-one,” I said, and she looked down her own body at the meter and made a noise like she had been hit.



I put her on the cot on her back.

That was deliberate. Every other time I have had that woman in this workshop I have had her over something, and tonight I wanted the maximum amount of her skin against the maximum amount of mine, because that is not a preference, it is the mechanic, and because I wanted to watch her face while it happened.

I got my coveralls off. She reached for my forearms with both hands the second they were free and ran her thumbs up the tracery to where it stopped at the middle of my biceps, and her eyes came up.

“Sixteen centimeters,” I said.

“I know exactly how far it is,” Signy said. “I have measured it. Don’t.”

I put her wrists over her head and pinned them with one hand and slid into her.

Signy Larke’s spine came up off my cot in a long clean arch and she said my name once, and I did not move for ten seconds, and I put my free palm flat between her breasts.

And I read her.

I have been inside that woman’s nervous system a hundred times. I know it as well as I know Hangar Three’s floor plan. Under my hand it was open from her fingertips to the base of her skull, roaring, every pathway lit and carrying, the fray lines that used to run through her like cracks in a cast housing smoothed down to pale seams, still there if you knew where to press, and up at the top of it, where the light went thin.

The membrane.

Still there. A skin across the top of everything she is.

“Signy.”

“Move. Please. Wade.”

“Look at me.” She looked at me. Storm-gray, blown wide, the black limbal rings and the whites clean and the whole rest of her begging with a face that has been on a poster in every barracks in this city. “I’m going to take you to it. It’s about ten minutes away and it’s going to feel like your body is telling you to stop, and it’s going to be right, because that reflex has kept you alive since your first year in the cockpit. When it says stop you’re going to keep going, and I’m going to be holding the other end of you.”

Her throat moved.

“Yes.”

“Then hold on to the cot frame and don’t let go of it.”

I let go of her wrists and she reached back over her head and took the cot’s steel frame in both hands, white-knuckled, obedient, shaking, and I fucked her on a deck-tech’s cot with both palms flat on her body and the meter burning behind me.

93.

I went slow. She hated it. She told me so in short exact sentences and tried to get her heels into the back of my thighs to move me and I put my forearm across her hips and held her down where I wanted her, and after a while she stopped fighting it, and after a while longer the thing happened that happens with her, which is still the most extraordinary thing I have witnessed with my clothes off: the most disciplined human being on the Wall, the woman who flew at exactly sixty point zero for three years, gave up entirely.

Her hands stayed on the frame.

“Please.”

“Louder.”

“Please, Wade, harder, please, I can’t, I can’t hold it.”

96.

“You can.”

“I can’t, it’s.”

“I have my hand on it.” I got my hand under the small of her back and lifted her into the angle she needed and she screamed, and the meter went 97.4, and I put my mouth against her ear. “That’s the reflex. That’s the wall you’ve had your whole life. It’s four centimeters from where you are and it’s not a wall.”

“What is it.”

“It’s a skin,” I said. “And I’m going to put you through it.”



I turned her over and sat back on the cot and pulled her up against me, her spine to my chest, her legs outside mine, sitting in my lap with her back flush against me from the base of her skull to the small of her spine.

Maximum contact. That is not romance. That is the protocol, and I built it, and it is also the single filthiest way I have ever had her, because in that position I have both hands entirely free and she cannot see them coming.

I put my left palm flat over her sternum and my right flat and low across her stomach, and I fucked up into her, and Signy Larke came apart in my hands with her head back on my shoulder and her braid coming to pieces and the bench meter a meter in front of her at eye height where she could not look away from it.

98.1.

“Don’t close your eyes.”

“I’m not.”

98.9.

“Say the number.”

“Ninety-eight, oh hell, oh.”

I had her by the hips, lifting her and dropping her onto me, all of her weight riding down onto every stroke. Her head was back on my shoulder. Her braid had come apart entirely and hung in black ropes across my chest. She was slick to the knees and the sound of us filled that workshop, and at that number she had stopped gripping on any beat at all. She was simply shut around me. Hard, and continuous, and without pause, like a fitting torqued past spec and holding anyway.

My right hand slid down off her stomach and I put two fingers on her clit and worked her there while I fucked up into her.

She screamed. Clipped, exact, shredded: “There. That. Don’t change anything, don’t you dare change one thing…”

99.3.

She started to shake. Not the good one. The other one: the reflex arriving, that whole magnificent nervous system slamming its own doors, every pathway under my palms going hard and hot and bright and trying to stop, and she made a small frightened sound that she has never made in her life.

“There it is,” I said, into her hair. “That’s it. That’s the thing they built a brick to imitate.”

“Wade, I’m going to.”

“You’re not.”

“I can feel it burning.”

“That’s not you burning, that’s you at the top of yourself with nowhere to put the rest, and there’s somewhere to put it, and I’m sitting behind you.”

I spread both hands wide on her, and I opened the channel all the way, and I took it.

It came across into me the way a pour comes off the lip of a crucible: all at once, no warning, everything at temperature.

I have carried her at ninety-nine point eight for nine seconds and it put me on a table. This was not that. This was slow, and enormous, and it kept coming, and it went up my forearms in a line of white heat that I could see happening behind my own eyes, and I locked my jaw and held both palms flat and let a woman pour herself through me.

“Wade,” she said. Terrified. Certain. Both. “Wade, it’s coming.”

“Give it to me.”

“All of it?”

“All of it. Every volt they’ve kept in you.” I drove up into her and held there, buried to the root, my palm flat and hard on her sternum where I could feel the whole roaring architecture of her pressing on the last thin skin of itself. “Now go.”

Signy Larke went through the ceiling of her own life on my cot with my hands on her.

100.0.

I felt the membrane give under my palm. It did not tear and it did not break. It stretched, the way a drum skin stretches under a thumb, and the dark reserve behind it came up through her and lit.

She came so hard she stopped making noise.

Her whole body locked. Her back went rigid against my chest and her hands came off the cot frame and closed on my forearms hard enough to bruise. She seized around me and pulled, and pulled again, and would not stop pulling, with a strength that had nothing to do with her will and everything to do with what had just come open inside her, and every contraction of it arrived under my palm a half beat before I felt it around my cock. The flush went scarlet from her navel to her hairline. Her thighs shook against the outsides of mine. She soaked us both, and the cot, and she did not make one sound for four full seconds.

Then she got her voice back and used it, and it was not a scream. It was my name, said once, in that clipped exact register, with nothing left holding it up.

And I went with her, and I had no vote in that either.

She took me over the edge the way she takes a frame over a ridge: at full output, without asking, on a line she had already chosen and did not intend to discuss. I drove up into her and stayed buried and let go, both palms flat where I had put them, the channel open the whole way, everything in that room running in the wrong direction at once. It came out of me in long hard shoves I did not govern and could not have stopped, and she took every one of them and pulled for the next.

I made a sound I have never made in my life. She told me afterward what it sounded like, and I did not believe her, and I have not asked her again.

100.4.

And the echo turned around.



It had never happened before.

It lasted three seconds.

For three seconds, at the top of it, with my palms flat on her sternum and her stomach and my mouth on the back of her neck, Signy Larke stood inside my nervous system and felt what carrying her costs.

I know exactly how long it was. I have thought about it four thousand times.

She did not move at all.

She made a sound I had never heard from that woman and have heard twice since, and she got herself around in my lap, and she took my face in both her shaking hands, and her eyes were streaming.

“You carry that?”

“Signy.”

“That’s what it is?” Her thumbs were on my cheekbones. Her voice had lost every clipped edge it has ever owned. “Wade, it’s like standing under a. It doesn’t stop, it just keeps arriving, and you were sitting there talking to me.”

“It’s not that bad.”

“Don’t,” she said. “Don’t. Not that. Not to me. Not ever again, not after that.”

She put her forehead against mine and stayed there, and her hands went down my arms and closed around both forearms and held on to them, and I sat on a cot in a locked workshop with a war coming and let her.

I had won every one of those arguments because I am better at not moving than she is, and not one of them had ever gotten anywhere, because she had been trying to describe a thing to me that I carried in my own body and had never once let her touch.

It ended there. Not with a promise. She never asked me for one and I would not have given her one.

She just knew, afterward.



I checked her before either of us looked at the meter.

Her hands first, because she had gripped my forearms hard enough to leave half-moon marks in my skin: no numbness, no tremor beyond the aftershocks, pulse fast and strong under both thumbs. Then her wrists where the cot frame had pressed them, then the back of her neck where my mouth had been, then the rise and fall of her breathing under my palm.

“I’m intact,” she said into my shoulder, hoarse and not quite steady.

“I decide that.”

Her fingers tightened on my arm once. She let me finish.

Behind us, the bench meter cooled.

It came down off the first impossible number slowly, as a load bank does, and Signy sat sideways across my lap with her face in my neck and her hair everywhere and neither of us looked at it.

Then it stopped falling.

100.0.

It held there for a full minute with her sitting in my arms, doing nothing at all, breathing, her pathways idling under my palm like a frame at the top of a gantry, and the number did not move.

The membrane flexed again under my hand.

101.0.

102.6.

“Wade.”

“I see it.”

103.0.

The meter settled there.

“That’s not a reading,” Signy said. “That’s a state.”

She was right, and she was right in the language of the thing, and she knew it before I did because she has spent her life inside a cockpit and I have only ever spent mine underneath one.

And the slaved diagnostic slate at the end of the bench, which is a scrapped Mule’s flight computer that I bolted there weeks ago to read the anchor plate’s contact current, and which had never, since I wired it in, displayed anything but a contact current, put a line on its screen.

SYNC STATE: SUSTAINED OVERDRIVE. OVERDRIVE STATE 1: [Burst Vector] . . . ARMED. OVERDRIVE STATE 2: . . . LOCKED.

Signy Larke got off my lap.

She stood naked in the middle of my workshop with her braid destroyed and my cum on her thighs and read a scrapped Mule’s flight computer.

“Wade,” she said. “What is Burst Vector?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you write that?”

“Signy, I don’t have the language to write into a flight computer. I’ve got a soldering iron and a stolen manual.”

She looked at me. Then she picked up my slate off the bench and threw it at me and I caught it, and she said, “Get Renner,” and pulled the undersuit up over her hips with the efficiency of a woman who has dressed in ninety seconds ten thousand times.



Poppy Renner arrived in six minutes with her hair flat on one side.

She did not ask why Signy Larke was sitting on my bench wearing my jacket with her hair down. She has never once asked, in her life, about anything that is not a machine.

She read the slate. She read it again. She sat down on the floor, cross-legged, and pulled the flight computer’s cover off with a driver from her lanyard and put her nose four centimeters from the board.

Then she went and got Longstride’s own diagnostic slate off the gantry, and ran it, and came back, and sat on the floor again.

“It’s in the base image,” Poppy said.

“Say that in words.”

“It’s in the base image, Wade.” She turned the slate around. “Every flight computer in the fleet ships with the same firmware. Cadet Mules, line frames, aces, the lot. It’s forty years old and it gets patched about once a decade and nobody has ever looked at all of it because it’s a hundred and sixty thousand lines and it works.” Her voice had gone flat and strange. “There’s a whole sync-state table in there, and nobody wrote it, and nobody patched it in. It’s original. It’s been in there since the first frame came off a line. And it has entries above a hundred percent, with names on them, and no current Limited frame has ever been able to display them, because there has been a brick bolted between every cradle and every spine for fifteen years.”

Nobody said anything.

Poppy Renner looked up at me from the floor of my workshop with her mouth open.

“They didn’t invent the Limiter to keep pilots safe,” she said. “The machines were built for you. They were built for you and somebody came along afterward and.”

She stopped.

“And bolted a brick on,” Signy said.



They went to get gear at one.

I sat on the edge of the cot in an empty workshop with the meter cooling behind me and both forearms burning from the wrist to the middle of the biceps, and I pulled the third drawer, and lifted out the false bottom, and took the ledger off the base plate where it has lived since the night I started it.

Four hundred and forty-two entries in my father’s shorthand, which I have been writing in for nine years and have never once had to translate for anybody, because there is nobody left alive who reads it. Every one of them the same three things.

What the log said. What my hands said. What happened after.

It had held four hundred and six on the morning I put my palms on Longstride’s knee, and I had believed, that morning, that four hundred and six was the whole of the thing and that all I lacked was somebody to read it. Thirty-six entries in nine weeks. A governor swap. A flange. A cut ring. A colonel’s routing code. A dead lieutenant’s recorder. A commander’s neck.

I have never once opened that notebook and found the number smaller.

I turned to a clean line and wrote the four hundred and forty-third.

103. Holds. Worth it.

I capped the pen, and slid the false bottom back into place, and went to get the crate of contact pads.



I did not sleep that night and neither did Vera Stahl.

At two in the morning I crossed the sixth-tier access bridge with the crate under one arm and saw her below through the mothball grating.

The berths were a kilometer and a half back inside the Wall, nowhere near the fighting, in the dark among fifty frames under tarpaulins that nobody had walked past in fifteen years. Vera stood in front of the third berth on the left with her cap under one arm and the deck command codes in her jacket pocket, transcribed onto a card in her own handwriting.

Bram stood ten meters behind her with a thermos in one hand.

Neither of them spoke. Vera did not touch the tarp.

At four in the morning Commander Vera Stahl was standing on the gun line at Gate Nine in an immaculate uniform with her cap squared, and the eastern sky over the shale had gone the color of a bad bruise, and she was drinking terrible coffee out of that same rigger’s thermos.



An hour before she took that thermos, I was in the cradle bay.

Three in the morning, on the gantry, with my palm on Signy’s spine-port and her braid finished and her helmet on, and the trace-lines running amber down every seam of that frame, and the number on Longstride’s flank sitting at 60.0.

That is not her ceiling. It has not been her ceiling since a decommission team stood on a gantry at dawn five weeks ago and watched me put four cap bolts in my pocket. Ungoverned and alone she settles at eighty-four point six. Anchored, she goes wherever I am willing to take her.

Sixty point zero is where she idles the frame. It is a habit, and it is three years old, and it does not come out of a woman in six weeks, and in all that time she has never admitted to me that she does it.

Poppy’s voice came up on the crew circuit at three, from the shoulder, where she had walked Scrapdog out an hour before and had been standing in the junk in the dark ever since like a woman waiting in her own kitchen.

“Wade. The plot.”

I looked at the repeater.

Two red returns. Twenty-two kilometers out and closing on the re-entrant, about five kilometers apart now, on the two tracks they had held for twenty-six hours: two men walking to the same door from opposite ends of a street.

And then, on the plot, both of them changed speed at once.

Twelve kilometers an hour became fourteen. Nine became fourteen. Two animals that had walked separately across three hundred kilometers of shale for a day and a night, out of sight of each other, over a horizon, adjusted their pace in the same ninety seconds so that they would arrive together.

Nobody on that circuit said anything until Juno Vail, four hundred meters up, in the dark, in a frame called Falconet, said:

“Commander, they just matched.”

The klaxon went at four twenty-six.


Chapter 19: Breach Night I: The Gap

They came out of the dark together at half past four in the morning, and the first thing anybody understood about them was that they had arranged it.

Pike came in on the causeway.

He was named by a watch officer at three in the morning off a thermal outline, and it was a good name. Twelve hundred tons of animal built like the head of a weapon: long, low, forward-heavy, the whole mass of him gathered behind a wedge of skull plate four meters thick that started at the tip of his jaw and ran back over his shoulders in one unbroken sheet. He walked on four legs and he ran on two, and the running is what the wedge is for.

He had a screen with him.

Spawn-runners are Cat-1 juveniles, and a Cat-3 sheds them the way a ship sheds wake, and they run ahead of him in a loose skirmishing cloud of forty or fifty, and they exist to be killed. That is their function. They are not there to hurt you. They are there to make you shoot at them.

And a kilometer and a half south, out on the shale beyond the light of the gate guns, Anvil stopped.



It does not stop. That is the single most reliable fact in the entire literature. A Cat-3 that has fixed on a wall walks into it, and everything it does from that moment until it dies is a variation on the theme of walking into it, and the whole architecture of the gate defense, sixty years of casemates and coil galleries and kill-lanes and doctrine, is built on that one behavior.

Anvil stopped at thirteen hundred meters.

He was heavier than Pike and squatter and he wore his armor differently, banked up over the dorsal in overlapping shields, and he came out of the dark at fourteen kilometers an hour, matched to the meter with a creature he had never been within thirty kilometers of, and at thirteen hundred meters from the Wall he simply stopped walking.

And stood in the smoke of Pike’s screen, and did not come on.

“Deck, Falconet.” Juno Vail’s voice, four hundred meters up, dry as a bone. “Second contact is stationary at thirteen hundred. Say again, stationary. He’s off the causeway in the low ground and he’s got the smoke between him and the gun line.”

A pause on the circuit.

“Commander,” Juno said, “he’s sitting down.”



Pike hit the gate at four thirty-six.

I felt it through my boots, in a cradle bay a hundred meters up the inner face of the Wall, which is a distance of about half a kilometer through solid rock and reinforced concrete from the point of impact.

The gate guns had been firing for ninety seconds. The gate guns are sixteen coil batteries in casemates along the re-entrant’s inner faces, and they are the largest thing human beings build, and they put a slug the size of a coffin into a target at four thousand meters a second, and they had put seven of them into that animal’s wedge as he came up the causeway.

Pike came through it at a dead run with his skull down.

The wedge is not armor. That is the single most important thing about Category Threes and the manual has it wrong on page four. Armor stops things. The wedge does not stop anything: it takes a coil slug at four thousand meters a second and it turns it, and the slug goes away into the shale, and the animal’s neck takes about a sixth of the energy and twelve hundred tons of forward mass take the rest and he does not slow down at all.

He hit the outer gate at fifty-one kilometers an hour.

The gate is seven meters of laminate steel on a rolling carriage and it held, and the mountings held, and the thing that did not hold was a hundred meters of casemate face on the northern side of the re-entrant, where sixty years of coil discharge had cooked the concrete and where nobody had ever looked, because the diagnostic rigs say what they always say, which is that the structure is within tolerance.

Dust went up the whole height of the Wall.

“Battery Four, check in,” said Vera Stahl, on the gun circuit, in a voice that had not changed volume once.

Battery Four did not check in.



At four-fifty-one, the sector commander at Gate Four, eleven kilometers away and behind two blast doors, requested release of the sector reserve wing.

I have the transcript. Everybody has the transcript. It went out on the command channel in clear, unencrypted, because the command channel at a breach is always in clear so that every gun crew and every frame and every deck can hear the sector being run, and because nobody in the Authority had ever considered that this might be a problem.

GATE FOUR ACTUAL TO CONTINENTAL. BREACH IN PROGRESS SECTOR GATE NINE. ONE CAT-3 ENGAGED, ONE CAT-3 IN OVERWATCH AT THIRTEEN HUNDRED. STRUCTURAL DAMAGE NORTHERN CASEMATE FACE. FOUR FRAMES ON STATION. REQUEST RELEASE SECTOR RESERVE, IMMEDIATE.

There were seventeen seconds of nothing.

Then a voice that nobody on that circuit has ever identified, speaking with the flat unhurried courtesy of a man reading a duty log:

CONTINENTAL TO GATE FOUR. RESERVE HOLDS SOUTH. NO CONFIRMED SECOND CONTACT. REPORT AGAIN AT ZERO SIX HUNDRED.



I was in the cradle bay with my bare palm on Signy Larke’s spine-port when that came across.

I felt what it did to her before I heard the words. Under my hand her whole nervous system went hard and cold and then very, very quiet, and the amber trace-lines on her sync-suit dimmed a quarter-shade, which is what they do when a pilot’s sync flattens, and Longstride’s number on the flank did not move, because we had not opened the channel yet.

Nobody said anything on the wing circuit.

There was no outburst. Sixteen gun crews and five frames and a deck full of riggers heard a man in a room somewhere say no confirmed second contact while seventeen hundred tons of confirmed second contact sat on their boards, on every board, on the broadcast plot burning on every rooftop screen from the Wall down to the harbor, and the circuit stayed silent, because there is nothing whatsoever in a soldier’s training that tells her what to say to that.

“Kessler,” Signy said. Very level.

“I heard it.”

“He’s on the plot.”

“I know.”

“Wade, he is a red return on a screen in the Marshal’s own watch office. They can see him.”

“Signy.” I put my other hand flat on her shoulder. “It doesn’t matter whether they can see him. It has never mattered. Nothing about tonight is going to be decided by what anybody upstairs can see.”

The dust from the northern casemate was going up past our gantry in a slow brown column.

There was one other thing on the sector plot that morning: a small green symbol in the corner of a screen full of red ones.

The academy ready flight was three frames: Razorback and two line machines, crewed, spooled, standing on the launch apron at Bulwark eleven kilometers back inside the Wall, where the ready flight always stands.

They had been at readiness since ten past four, which is fifteen minutes before the klaxon, because a ready flight goes to its cradles when the watch board twitches and not when the horns start. Odessa Kane had been strapped in and spooled before most of Bastion had opened its eyes.

The ready flight is released by the sector commander. The sector commander spent that whole time asking for a reserve wing six hundred and fifty kilometers away, because that is what the procedure says he asks for, and the procedure does not have a line in it for a ready flight, because the ready flight is for the academy, and the academy was not under attack.

So three frames sat on an apron with their trace-lines lit and their pilots strapped in and watched the breach on a repeater, for an hour and a quarter, with nobody at all having done anything wrong.

I wondered what that hour was like inside Razorback’s cockpit and kept my mouth shut.

Down on the gun line, four hundred meters below and half a kilometer out, a forty-one-year-old flight instructor in an immaculate uniform stood on an exposed parapet with a thermos in her hand and looked at the sector plot for exactly three seconds.

Then she put the thermos down on the parapet.



She did not raise her voice. She never has. What she did was drop it, half a step, into a register that Bram Odell says he had not heard since before the Cascade, and she keyed the deck circuit, which carries to every casemate and every frame and every crew position at Gate Nine and, because a breach-posture deck circuit is patched into the broadcast trunk by regulation, to the rooftop screens of Bastion.

“All positions, Gate Nine. This is Commander Vera Stahl, senior instructor, Bulwark Academy. Under Breach Posture Article Twenty-One I am the senior officer physically present on this deck and I am assuming deck command as of now. Watch office, log the time.”

A pause long enough for a whole gun line to hear itself breathe.

“Battery Four is gone. Battery Six, you have Four’s arcs; do not fire into the dust, wait for the wedge and take him on the neck. Batteries One through Three, you are now the northern face; forget the causeway. Batteries Seven through Sixteen, hold your lanes and do not chase the runners, the runners are not your problem, the runners have never once in sixty years been anybody’s problem.

“Falconet, off the flank, come south and take the screen off my gun line.

“Scrapdog, the shoulder is yours. You do not have to hold it. You have to make it expensive.

“Longstride, kill-lane at the crest on Kessler’s call, and Larke, listen to me: you will not close on the second animal for any reason at all. He is waiting for you to.

“Sledge and Halberd, into the coil galleries and hold the inner doors. If the northern face comes down, the doors are the sector.

“Deck, this is a Category Three inside a damaged re-entrant with no reserve. Bastion is behind us and there is nowhere for the civil population to go. We are not going to trade a district tonight.”

Six seconds of silence on the circuit.

“All positions, Stahl. Execute.”



The gun line reorganized in ninety seconds.

I watched it happen from a hundred meters up with my hand on Signy’s spine and my teeth together. Sixty years of doctrine says the gun line covers the causeway. She took the whole northern half of a sixteen-battery position and swung it through ninety degrees onto a wall face that was not supposed to be a threat axis, because a hundred meters of it was already on the ground, and she did it while a Category Three was standing on the causeway shaking dust out of its skull.

A coil battery slews at four degrees a second. Ninety degrees is twenty-three seconds of traverse, and the crews have to re-lay, and the fire-control has to be told, and the magazine feeds have to be swung, and every single one of those things is done by hand by a crew in a concrete box with the floor jumping.

Batteries One, Two, and Three came around together.

Down in the coil galleries, Ochoa put Sledge’s shoulder against the northern inner door and Danby put Halberd’s against the southern one, and the two of them stood there for the next hour and eleven minutes doing absolutely nothing, at sixty point zero percent, because that is what Limited frames are for in a gate breach and because a door that is being held by four hundred tons does not come off its rails when the wall above it shifts.

Nobody has ever given either of those women a decoration. I have raised it three times.

Nobody argued with her. Not one voice.

Afterward, when a great many people needed to explain how a flight instructor with no operational appointment came to be running a breach, three separate reviews concluded that Commander Stahl’s assumption of deck command was procedurally correct under Article Twenty-One and that no other officer within eleven kilometers had the authority to countermand her.

None of the reviews mentioned the part that mattered, which is that she had a card in her jacket pocket with the deck command codes on it in her own handwriting, and she had put it there twelve hours before the klaxon.



The shoulder is four hundred meters of accumulated junk between the outer casemates and the gun line proper, and Poppy Renner had walked into it at three in the morning and had been standing in the dark ever since with her frame’s lights off.

Scrapdog is not a good frame. I built pieces of her and I will say it. She is a condemned trainer Mule with plate off nine different dead machines hung on her, and her left side is scrap-grade because scrap-grade is what we had, and she is slower than anything else on the Wall and her hydraulics are a museum.

The spawn-runner screen came through the shoulder at four-fifty-eight, forty-some Cat-1 juveniles at fifty kilometers an hour, because the shoulder is open ground and the shoulder is where doctrine says the wire goes and the frames do not.

“Torque, deck. Say your state.” Vera.

“Standing in a scrapyard,” Poppy said, cheerfully, on an open channel that half of Bastion was listening to. “Uh, ma’am. Standing in a scrapyard, ma’am.”

She stamped through the apron.

Four years of being the person they send when something in the shoulder falls over is what that heel-strike was made of, and it was not made of anything else.

The foam station’s standpipe runs under the shoulder apron at a depth of a meter and a half, and it is a seven-hundred-millimeter main, and it is charged, because fire main pressure at a coil battery is a safety item and the one thing the Authority has never let lapse is the fire main. It sits at fourteen bar. Poppy Renner has known where that pipe runs since she was twenty because she was on the crew that re-laid the eastern branch and she spent a summer in the trench.

She put Scrapdog’s right heel through the apron at the branch tee.

Seven hundred millimeters of standpipe at fourteen bar came up through four hundred square meters of concrete in about six seconds, and by the time the leading runners reached the middle of the shoulder they were running full tilt into a rising lake of fire-suppressant foam on a wet apron, and a Cat-1 juvenile does not have feet.

It has claws. Claws are for purchase in shale.

Forty spawn-runners went into that shoulder at fifty kilometers an hour and about thirty of them lost their feet immediately, sliding, scrabbling, piling into the wreckage of the rail spurs at the far end, and Poppy Renner walked into the middle of them on a five-story rebuilt trainer with a salvage cutter in her right hand and started killing.

“They’re going sideways!” she reported, delightedly, to the entire city. “Ma’am, they’re going sideways, it’s the best thing I’ve ever.”

“Torque, the crane.”

“Yes ma’am.”

The number two crane in the shoulder is a Kessner-pattern lattice, forty meters, and its slew brake has been out of adjustment since the autumn, and Poppy has a hazard tag on it in her own handwriting with the date on it and a small drawing of a skull.

She shoved the boom around against a brake that would not hold, and let it go, and the whole span of lattice came down across the northern half of the shoulder into a pile of sliding animals.

It killed nine of them outright.

“That’s the crane,” she said, and her voice had stopped being delighted. “Deck, that’s the crane, I’ve got no more cranes, I’ve got about a dozen runners still up and they’ve worked out the foam, they’re going around on the rail spur, and I’m.”

She stopped talking and started working.

A spawn-runner is the size of a truck and it comes in low and it goes for the knee, because a Cat-1 juvenile has been going for the knee of things since before there were frames to have knees, and a line pilot is taught to back into a wall and let the gun line strip them off her.

Poppy Renner does not have a line pilot’s training. She has four years of standing in that shoulder with a torque bar, and what she knows about the ground under her feet is not tactics, it is inventory.

She backed onto the rail spur.

The rail spur is a hundred and sixty meters of narrow-gauge track on a raised bed, laid in the year I was born, and it has a set of points at the eastern end that have been seized since the autumn, and the whole thing is up on a meter of ballast with a drainage ditch on either side.

She stood on it. She made a dozen Cat-1s come at her up a meter of loose ballast in a single file that was not wide enough for two of them, and she killed the first four with a salvage cutter as they came over the lip, one at a time, in about twenty seconds.

It was the ugliest, cheapest, most efficient piece of fighting I have ever watched, and it did not look like war. It looked like a small woman working a queue.

Then three of them got into the scrap under her left side while she was busy with the ones in front of her.

Scrapdog’s left arm came apart at the elbow.



I saw it happen on the repeater and I felt it through the frame. Longstride was four hundred meters away, and Scrapdog’s elbow came apart in Signy’s nervous system and went straight up into my palm, because Signy was watching, and because whatever else the anchor does, it carries what she feels.

Three runners had gotten into the scrap under Scrapdog’s left side while she was killing the ones in front of her.

Poppy took her frame’s ruined arm off at the elbow herself, with the cutter, in about six seconds, and did not stop moving, and I heard her say, on the open channel, in a completely different voice from the one she narrates in:

“Fine. Fine. Fine, that side’s rubbish anyway, I built that side.”

And Battery Six’s casemate face came down.



It was Pike’s second charge that did it.

He backed off the gate two hundred meters, on the causeway, in the open, under eight coil batteries, and he took seven more slugs on the wedge while he did it, and then he came again, and this time he did not hit the gate.

He hit the northern face where he had already hurt it, because he had already hurt it, and he knew he had.

That is the sentence that ended a lot of careers, and I did not understand what I was watching. Kaiju do not assess damage. A Cat-3 walks into a wall. This one had put twelve hundred tons through a face at four thirty-six, and at five-fourteen it went back to exactly the same place and did it again.

Sixty meters of casemate came off the wall.

Battery Six is in that face, three levels up, and Battery Six’s crew is nine people, and I have known their sergeant since I was seventeen, and I was standing on that crown weeks ago when the traverse mount sheared and every one of them walked away from it, because my hand found the fatigue in the casting about nine seconds before it let go.

They got out onto the collapsing gallery.

The gallery went.

And a rebuilt trainer Mule the color of rust came out of the foam with one arm and put what was left of her ruined left hand into the casemate mouth and held the roof up.



She did not catch anything. Frames do not catch buildings. What she did was jam the wrecked stump of Scrapdog’s left forearm, which is a two-ton casting with a broken elbow and no hand on it at all, into the space between a falling casemate lintel and its own gallery floor, and then she put Scrapdog’s shoulder against it, and stood there.

The lintel came down onto the stump and stopped.

It bent the stump. The whole arm assembly folded back seventeen degrees at the shoulder yoke and jammed, and the frame’s left side went into a red screaming failure state that nobody has ever gotten out of a Mule and lived, and Poppy Renner stood in the wreckage with a battery crew running out under her frame’s armpit and said, over an open channel, to a city:

“It’s fine, it’s a rebuild, I’ve got about ninety percent of a frame here, honestly it’s the best ninety percent I’ve ever.”

“Torque. Count them out.” Vera.

“Sergeant Merat, that’s one, hurry up, sir, that’s two, three, four.”

She counted nine.

She pulled Scrapdog’s arm out of the casemate and let the front of Battery Six come down behind her, and turned around with one and a half arms and a dozen spawn-runners in her scrapyard, and went back to work.



The bad thing about that night is that all of it worked.

Vera’s gun line held the northern face. Juno stripped the runner screen off the batteries and kept stripping it. Poppy made the shoulder cost forty animals and one arm. Sledge and Halberd stood in the coil gallery doors with their shoulders touching, which is the only thing two Limited frames can usefully do in a gate breach and which nobody has ever thanked a line pilot for.

The plan was correct and everybody executed it exactly as it was made, and the only thing left, at five-nineteen in the morning, was for me and Signy Larke to kill twelve hundred tons of animal in a kill-lane at the crest of the causeway.

We had planned that too.



There is a moment in the tandem cradle that is not in any manual, and there was never going to be, because the men who wrote the manuals cut the chapter out with razors.

The cradle bay is a steel coffin two meters long behind the pilot’s spine, and it is dark, and it smells of hot insulation and hydraulic fluid and, always, of her. Signy Larke rides forward into the brace with her arms out along the throttle rails and her spine two hand-widths from my face, and the sync-suit is cut away at the port ring, and there is a rectangle of bare skin at the base of her neck about the size of my palm.

That is the whole of the mechanic. Everything the Authority has built its empire on for fifteen years exists to keep a man’s hand off a palm’s width of skin at the base of a woman’s spine.

She reached back over her shoulder without turning her head, and found my wrist, and put it where she wanted it, and held it there for a second longer than she needed to.

I felt her pulse come up under my fingers.

She had been awake for twenty-six hours. She had slept two of them, in my arms, on a cot, with a bench meter cooling at a hundred and three behind her, and I had lain there with my chin on the top of her skull and listened to a woman breathe and thought for two hours about a red lever.

“Larke,” I said.

“Don’t.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were.” Her voice came back over the frame’s internal, flat, quick, and about a quarter-tone off from where she keeps it. “You were going to say something that would make me feel understood, ten seconds before I take the crest, and I would carry it out there with me, and Wade, I need to be empty out there.”

“Fine.”

“Fine.”

Three seconds.

“Say it anyway,” she said.

I put my other hand on the back of her helmet, and my palm flat on her spine-port, and I bent forward until the cradle brace stopped me.

“Everything past a hundred is mine,” I said. “I put it in you and you’re going to spend it on that animal and it is going to be the loudest thing this city has ever seen. Take the crest.”

Under my hand her pulse went from a hundred and four to a hundred and thirty in two hard beats, and the amber trace-lines came up the length of her spine and lit the cradle bay the color of a foundry.

“Channel,” said Signy Larke.

I took my glove off with my teeth and put my bare palm flat on the exposed dermis of her spine-port, and I opened it.



Longstride’s flank number is four meters high and it faces the causeway, which means it faces the city, which means the breach broadcast carries it without anybody having to decide to put it there.

It had been sitting at 60.0 for two hours, which is where she idles her, because habit is the last thing a doctrine gives back.

It went to 74 before my next breath and to 88 before she had finished turning, and I felt the whole vast lit architecture of that woman come up under my hand exactly the way it had come up in a workshop seven hours earlier with my hands on her stomach and her sternum, and behind us, in the cradle bay, in the dark, the diagnostic slate lit.

SYNC STATE: SUSTAINED OVERDRIVE.

100.0.

The city was behind six meters of rock and a broadcast feed. I did not hear it.

101.6.

“Kessler,” said Signy Larke, from two hundred tons of matte-black war frame with her voice absolutely level, “give me a lane.”



The doctrine says: massed ordnance to the dorsal brainstem. It says it in six places in three manuals, and it is how the Fifth and Ninth Wings killed the thing at Vantry Field five years ago, at sunset, at hour nine, with everything they had left, after the animal had been fighting all day and had stopped covering its back. Six frames stood over it and hit the same square meter until they got through.

That is the kill. That is the only kill in the books.

Signy Larke took Pike in the kill-lane at the crest of the causeway at a hundred and one point six percent sync, and she did everything right.

She did not fight him on the flat. She took him in the re-entrant where his own mass worked against him and the geometry belonged to us, and she let him commit to a charge and stepped inside it, which no Limited pilot can do because no Limited frame has the hip torque to move a frame’s mass laterally at speed, and Longstride’s shoulder went into that animal’s jaw and turned him, and twelve hundred tons of Category Three went past her into the causeway retaining wall and put his head through it.

And she got on his back.

She got a knee between his dorsal shields and her left hand into the base of his skull and she held herself there while he came up off the ground with her on him, and she put Longstride’s right fist into the dorsal brainstem seam thirteen times in eight seconds, at a hundred and two point nine percent, with a force that no human being has ever delivered to anything.

And I had my palm on her spine-port, and through her, through the frame, through the arm, through the fist, I read what she was hitting.



It is the same as reading a strut.

That is all it has ever been. Bone is honest. It carries load and it shocks and it cracks, and if your hand is on it and you are quiet for three seconds it will tell you exactly what it is doing, and the fact that it is inside a living animal the size of a warehouse changes nothing at all about the physics.

The dorsal seam on the Vantry carcass is a meter and a half wide and the hide over it is thin, and I have stood inside that dead thing with both palms on it in lamplight and felt it.

There was no seam on Pike.

Under Longstride’s fist, at the base of that skull, where every Authority manual puts a brainstem seam a meter and a half across, there was seven layers of laminated dorsal shield, fused, interlocked, thicker at the seam than anywhere else on the animal.

I felt her second blow shock through it and go nowhere.

I felt the third crack the outer sheet and stop.

And I felt the next ten do nothing at all. Ten strikes at a hundred and two point nine, delivered by a two-hundred-ton machine into a surface that took every one of them and passed them straight out through the animal’s shoulders into the ground, and gave back exactly nothing, and I felt her frame’s third knuckle go on the eleventh.

“Signy,” I said. “Stop hitting him.”

“What?”

“There’s no seam. He’s fused across the dorsal.”

“Wade, the seam is doctrine, it’s on every.”

“The seam is on the animal in the field at Vantry,” I said, with my palm on her spine and my voice going down where it goes, “and it is not on this one, and I have both hands on the reason you have broken your frame’s third knuckle.”

Pike threw her off.



He threw her two hundred tons of war frame twenty meters through the air into the causeway wall, and Longstride came down on her damaged side, and I hit the back of the cradle bay hard enough to knock the picture out of my eyes for a second and put hot copper at the back of my nose, and my palm never came off her spine-port because I have practiced that since the Shale Flats.

Blood came out of my nose and ran down onto her shoulder.

“You’re bleeding on me,” Signy said, getting the frame up.

“Yes.”

“How long can you hold this.”

“Long enough.”

“That is not an answer, Kessler.”

And that is when Anvil moved.



He had been sitting in the smoke at thirteen hundred meters for sixty-one minutes.

He had watched a gun line reorganize. He had watched a screen of juveniles die in a scrapyard. He had watched a sixteen-battery coil position expend a thousand rounds, and a casemate face come down, and he had not so much as shifted his weight, and there is not one line in one manual on this continent that describes a Category Three doing any of that.

At five-thirty-one, with Pike bleeding from a cracked dorsal shield and Longstride down on one knee against a retaining wall and every gun on that Wall laid on the causeway, Anvil stood up out of the low ground and came in at forty kilometers an hour.

Not at the gate.

At the shoulder.

Where the northern face had come down, where the wire was, where sixty years of doctrine says nothing needs to be defended, where a battery crew were running for the inner doors across four hundred meters of open foam-slick apron, and where one rebuilt trainer Mule with one and a half arms was standing in a scrapyard.

“Deck, Falconet.” Juno, screaming, for the first and only time in her life. “Second contact is up, second contact is committing on the shoulder, he is going for the breach.”

“Torque, get out of there,” said Vera Stahl.

And Poppy Renner, twenty-four years old, thirteen days a line pilot, standing in four hundred meters of junk she had known since her first work crew, with a battery crew behind her and a Category Three coming at her out of the smoke, said:

“Ma’am, there’s nine of them behind me.”

Longstride came up off her knee.

I got my hand back onto her spine-port and I felt what she was going to do before she did it, which is what the weeks since the first anchor had built between us, and it was the wrong thing, and it was going to kill both of them, and it was the only thing.

102.9.

“Wade,” Signy said.

She had taken the crest an hour ago, and the crest is a long way from the shoulder. Twelve hundred meters of open ground, downhill, across a causeway apron with a Category Three standing on it. A cracked frame, a dead arm, a Cat-3 at her back and a Cat-3 in front of the only person on that shoulder who had never been allowed to matter.

Her voice on the open channel was flat and clipped and carried to every screen in the city.

“Kessler. Everything you have.”


Chapter 20: Breach Night II: Burst Vector

Twelve hundred meters, on a broken frame, with a Category Three behind her.

Signy Larke crossed it in thirty-eight seconds.

A whole frame, uncapped and carrying what she was carrying, does that ground in twenty-four. Longstride went down the causeway with a folded shoulder plate, a cracked knee casting, and a right arm that answered about half of what she asked it, and every one of those fourteen extra seconds was Pike coming after her, which is exactly what I wanted, and which I had about six seconds to understand.

What I thought was: He is chasing her.

And then: Twelve hundred tons of animal built like a wedge does not run. He charges. He is going to charge her, and he is going to keep charging her, and he has done it twice already tonight and both times he has

And I was back inside the Vantry carcass with a lamp on my hands.



Ninety meters into a Category Four’s shoulder, under the dorsal armor, in the dark, there is a fan of ordnance scars six meters across.

Four ranging falls and a hit.

The hit is on a seam a meter and a half wide, and Poppy Renner read it off a surface scan and told me what it was, and I have not forgotten one syllable of it, because she said it standing on a bone strut fifteen meters over my head with her voice gone small.

It opens when it swings the left forelimb across the body. That’s the charge.

Two seconds. Three. Every single time it committed.

Somebody five years ago had put a full firing solution into that seam, and been told to check fire, and walked their guns thirty meters right into the flank armor, and gone home.

I had a war frame. And an ace inside it. And a woman running for the shoulder with a Cat-3 behind her.

“Signy,” I said. “Don’t fight him.”

“What.”

“Don’t turn around and don’t slow down. Get into the shoulder and put the junk between you and him and do not let him charge you.”

“Wade, he is twelve hundred tons and he is six meters off my.”

“He’s a Cat-3 and the seam isn’t on his back,” I said, with my palm flat on her spine-port and my voice going down and down. “It’s under his left arm and it opens when he commits, and it’s open for three seconds, and I have had both hands on it. Torque.”

The circuit crackled.

“Here,” said Poppy.

“He has to charge somebody who isn’t Signy.”

There were about two seconds of nothing at all on that channel, and I have been told since that four thousand people in a deep shelter under the fifth quarter heard those two seconds on a repeater and that nobody in the room breathed.

“Oh,” Poppy said. “Oh, that’s good.”



The shoulder has a choke in it. It has had a choke in it since about five-fourteen that morning, when Poppy Renner pulled forty meters of Kessner-pattern crane lattice down across the northern half of the ground, and it has had the two condemned launch towers standing in the southern half of it since before I was born.

Between the lattice and the towers there is a gap sixty meters wide, and it is the only ground in that shoulder where a twelve-hundred-ton animal can build up a charge line, and it points at the foam-slick apron in front of Battery Six.

“Torque, stand in the gap. He is going to come at you and you are going to make him commit to it, and then you are going to not be there.”

“How much not be there have I got?”

“Three seconds.”

“Wade, I’ve got one and a half arms and a frame with a folded shoulder yoke, I don’t have three seconds of anything, I’ve got about.”

“You’ve got the standpipe.”

Silence. Then Poppy Renner laughed out loud on a channel that the whole city could hear.

“I’ve got the standpipe,” she said.

“Falconet.”

“Go,” said Juno.

“There are a dozen runners in the shoulder and if any of them touch her while she’s baiting, she dies. Take them off. All of them. Now.”

“On it. My wife,” said Juno Vail, banking a war frame through four hundred meters of dark, “has repeatedly asked me what exactly it is I do at work.”

“Larke.”

“Ready.”

“Flank. North of the lattice. Don’t let him see you and don’t move until he commits.”

I felt her lock under my hand, everything in her leveling at once.

“And then?”

“And then everything past a hundred,” I said, “into the gap under his left arm.”



Juno stripped the shoulder in ninety seconds.

Falconet was a line frame with a standard coil lance and no tandem bay and a Limiter bolted between her cradle and Juno Vail’s spine, and she flew that machine at exactly sixty point zero percent through a scrapyard full of sliding foam and killed a dozen Cat-1 juveniles in a minute and a half without once putting a shot within thirty meters of the rebuilt trainer Mule standing in the middle of it.

Doctrine is not stupid. Doctrine is what people did when they were not allowed to be more than sixty percent of themselves.

Juno Vail is what sixty percent looks like when the woman inside it is very, very good.

“Shoulder’s clear,” she said. “Torque, you have a customer.”

Pike came through the choke.



He came through it because Poppy stood in it.

Poppy Renner walked a broken frame into a sixty-meter gap between a collapsed crane and two condemned towers, with a battery crew behind her in a shattered casemate, and she stood there with her one good arm out and let a Category Three see her.

She did something that is not in any manual and never will be.

She banged Scrapdog’s wrecked left stump against the launch tower’s leg. Twice.

The sound went across four hundred meters of shoulder the way a dropped girder goes across a hangar, and every animal in that place turned to look at it, and Pike lowered his skull and rolled his shoulders forward, and I felt Signy Larke’s pulse jump under my palm.

“He’s looking at me,” Poppy said, delighted and terrified and twenty-four. “He’s really looking at me. Oh, that’s a lot of face.”

“Torque, stand still.”

“I am standing still. I’m the standing-stillest.”

“Wade,” said Signy, very quietly.

“Wait.”

Twelve hundred tons of Category Three swung his left forelimb across his own body and committed.



The doctrine is right about one thing, which is that a Cat-3’s charge is the most frightening event on this planet. He does not accelerate as a machine accelerates. He falls forward into it, all of him at once, and the ground goes, and everything on it goes with it.

Pike came down the gap at Poppy Renner at fifty-one kilometers an hour.

And under his left arm, where the shoulder shield rolls back to let the limb come across the chest, a meter and a half of unarmored seam opened up like a door.

“Now.”

Three things happened in the same second.

Poppy put Scrapdog’s remaining heel through the apron for the second time that morning, thirty meters ahead of where she had done it the first time, at the far end of the branch, and fourteen bar of foam main came up in front of a charging animal.

Juno Vail put a coil lance into Pike’s right eye from four hundred meters, not to hurt him, because you cannot hurt a Cat-3 in the eye, but because everything alive turns its head away from a light on that side.

And Signy Larke came around the end of a fallen crane lattice at a hundred and five point one percent sync.



The slate lit in the dark of the cradle bay, two hand-widths from my face.

OVERDRIVE STATE 1: [Burst Vector] . . . ENGAGED.

I had my palm flat on her spine-port and I felt what a hundred and five percent does to a nervous system from the inside, and I took every scrap of it that came back the other way, and it came back like a foundry door swinging open in my chest.

A frame does not lunge. That is not a thing frames do. A frame is two hundred tons on two legs and it walks and it runs and it strikes, and every hip and knee and ankle bearing in it is designed by a committee that has assumed, correctly, for sixty years, that no human being can sync above sixty percent and therefore no frame will ever be asked to put its entire mass through a single joint at once.

Longstride went across fifteen meters of open ground without her feet touching it.

The left knee actuator that I had flagged on an inspection form before the exhibition, and had rebuilt with my own hands afterward, and had read with my palm two hours before the klaxon, put four thousand tons of impulse through a bearing race rated for fourteen hundred, and held.

I felt it hold.

She went into the seam under Pike’s left arm with Longstride’s right arm out straight and the whole mass of the frame behind it.

She did not punch. There is nothing in a punch. A punch is a fist arriving at the end of an arm, and an arm is forty tons of the two hundred available, and every frame that has ever gone into a Category Three has been throwing forty tons at it and calling the result doctrine.

She speared him.

Arm and shoulder and hip and both legs and the whole mass of the machine behind a single point, two hundred tons moving at the speed a woman’s nervous system can move it when nobody has bolted a brick between her spine and her machine, and I felt the load path light up under my palm from the ankle of her right foot to the second knuckle of her right hand, one unbroken line, everything in the frame agreeing at once.

Longstride’s arm went into that animal to the shoulder yoke.

The seam is a meter and a half wide and it goes eight meters inboard and it opens into the brainstem cavity.

I felt the arm go in.

I felt it hit bone, and I felt the bone go, and then I felt, through her, through the frame, through the whole depth of a living creature, the exact texture of the thing my hand had read in a five-year-old corpse under lamplight: dense honest bone, and behind it, the give.

Then Pike’s charge took him past her.

Twelve hundred tons at fifty-one kilometers an hour does not stop because it has died. It carries. It carried him twelve meters down the gap with a war frame’s arm inside his chest and Longstride’s feet came off the ground, and there was one second in which Signy Larke had to decide whether to keep her arm.

She let it go.

The right elbow sheared. I felt it shear: the yoke going, the actuator stack tearing out of its mounts one bearing at a time, and the frame’s whole right side went into the red screaming failure state that no Mule and no line frame and no ace has ever come out of intact, and Longstride landed on her feet.

Twelve hundred tons of Category Three went down into the foam on the apron in front of Battery Six with twenty tons of war frame in its chest.

He did not get up.

105.1.

The number stood on Longstride’s flank in the dark, four meters high, facing the causeway, facing the city.

Pike’s left forelimb was still stretched out in front of him in the shape of a charge he never finished. His hind legs went for a few ugly beats, as anything’s do. The foam had gone pink around him and it kept spreading and the floodlights that were left were shining straight up out of the wrecked casemate face and lighting the underside of the dust.

Every soul in the deep shelters under Bastion heard the noise it made through six meters of rock.

“PIKE IS DOWN.” Juno, on the wing circuit, cracking in half. “Pike is down, Pike is down, deck, confirm, first contact is dead.”

And Vera Stahl, on the deck circuit, in a voice like a door closing:

“Deck confirms. Larke, get out of the shoulder. Second contact at four hundred.”



The recall came nine seconds later.

It was seventeen words, in clear, on an open channel, with Pike dead in the foam and Anvil still moving.

CONTINENTAL TO ALL FRAMES SECTOR GATE NINE. DISENGAGE AND WITHDRAW TO THE INNER DOORS. ALL FRAMES. ACKNOWLEDGE.

Pike had been dead for nine seconds.

Anvil was four hundred meters from the breach, combat-active, moving at forty kilometers an hour.

Nine members of Battery Six’s crew were on the open apron. The northern face was down. The coil galleries were holding their doors with two Limited frames. There were, at that moment, more than twelve hundred civilians and cadets on the eastern evacuation route inside the Wall.

And a man in a room somewhere, with a plot in front of him showing all of it, told every frame on that Wall to withdraw to the inner doors.

That order does not lose the sector. It is a defensible instruction, and any officer will tell you so. Withdrawing the frames to the inner doors is a real doctrine and it saves the frames. It surrenders the outer yard and the shoulder and the eastern route, and it costs a district, and the manual says so on page four, and every officer alive has read it.

It is an order to lose smaller rather than to win.

It was given at the exact moment the winning became possible, and it was given nine seconds after a woman with a deck-tech’s hand on her spine killed a Category Three on live broadcast at a hundred and five point one percent sync.



Commander Vera Stahl keyed the deck circuit.

“Deck acknowledges receipt,” she said.

And nothing else.

There is a difference between acknowledging receipt of an order and passing it on, and it is not a large difference, and there is not one word about it anywhere in the Authority’s regulations, and Vera Stahl had been thinking about it for fifteen years.

She said, in exactly the same tone:

“Longstride, Falconet, Scrapdog. Deck command has no further orders for you.”



Nobody turned.

That is all the refusal ever was. There was no speech. Nobody said anything at all about doctrine or about the Marshal or about the war. Signy Larke was standing in a scrapyard with one arm and the corpse of a Category Three, and she simply did not turn her frame around, and afterward, when it was over, that was the entire body of evidence against her: a war machine’s compass heading.

Juno Vail keyed her circuit twice, which is the fleet signal for a bad receiver.

“Deck, Falconet. I’m having, uh.” A burst of static that she made with her own thumb on the key. “Receiver problems. Say again your last, I’m getting nothing but.”

More static.

“My wife,” said Juno Vail, in the clear, to the entire city, “is going to kill me.”

Poppy Renner did not acknowledge the recall order.

Scrapdog was standing in the middle of the shoulder with one and a half arms, a folded left shoulder yoke, a heel through the foam main, and no functioning left side at all. Behind her, in the wreck of Battery Six’s casemate mouth, coil handlers with an average age of thirty-one were coming out over broken concrete onto four hundred meters of open apron that a Category Three was about to cross.

The inner doors were eight hundred meters behind them.

A frame walks that in seventy seconds. A man with a coil handler’s toolbelt and a colleague on his shoulder walks it in seven minutes.

So when a voice on the command channel told every frame at Gate Nine to disengage and withdraw to the inner doors, the newest line pilot on the Wall, thirteen days up off the hangar floor and standing between nine coil handlers and seventeen hundred tons of animal, did not key her circuit at all.

She said, afterward, that she genuinely did not hear it.

She said this to a room containing Commander Vera Stahl, who looked at her, then wrote it down.

And out on the causeway crest, Odessa Kane keyed her circuit.

The academy ready flight had been released at twenty-five past five in the morning, after seventy-five minutes strapped into a cradle on an apron eleven kilometers back inside the Wall, watching a breach happen on a repeater. Three frames came up the inner face at a dead run and covered those eleven kilometers in six minutes, which is as fast as a Limited frame moves on legs, and Razorback came out onto the causeway at five thirty-two in the morning.

She got there.

She got close enough to see it: ninety seconds of standing on the crest of the ground she had trained her entire life to stand on, watching a matte-black war frame that a deck-tech’s hand was riding put its whole mass through a seam under a Category Three’s arm at a hundred and five point one percent sync.

And nine seconds after Pike went down into the foam, a voice on the command channel told every frame at Gate Nine to disengage and withdraw to the inner doors.

“Razorback acknowledges,” Odessa Kane said. “Ready flight is disengaging and withdrawing to the inner doors.”

And she turned her frame around.



She was right.

Not in any way that matters, and not in any way I have ever been able to forgive, and not in any way that would have looked like anything except cowardice to a city watching Razorback’s shoulders come around on the causeway. But she had been given a lawful order by the command authority of the Continental Defense Authority, in clear, on an open channel, with no ambiguity in it whatsoever, and she was twenty-two years old, and everything she believed about how a wall gets held was built on the proposition that a soldier who decides for herself which orders to obey is not a soldier but a hazard.

Odessa Kane obeyed the order. Signy Larke ignored it. Both of them were doing the same thing, which was the thing they had each been taught by the people who raised them, and only one of them was raised by an academy.

Razorback walked back through the inner doors and knelt and shut down on the repeater in the corner of Longstride’s HUD.

Odessa Kane climbed out of her cockpit and went to the apron rail alone.

Then the feed shook under Pike’s dying convulsion, and the cradle filled with Signy’s breath and the next problem.

On the repeater, she never made a sound.

A ready-flight tech told me later her knuckles were white to the bone.



Anvil came through the breach at five thirty-six and did not stop for any of us.

There was a war frame standing over a Cat-3 corpse in his path. There was another one in the air on his flank. There was a rebuilt trainer Mule in the shoulder, and sixteen coil batteries, and two more frames in the gallery doors, and every single one of those things is a threat, and a Category Three engages threats, because a Category Three is a territorial animal and its entire recorded behavioral repertoire consists of walking into the nearest thing that is hurting it.

Anvil went past Longstride at twelve meters.

He did not look at her. He did not slow. Seventeen hundred tons of Category Three ran through the breach and across the outer yard and ignored four war frames and sixteen coil batteries and thirty thousand tons of infrastructure, and went for the shelter viaduct.

The viaduct is seven hundred meters of elevated roadway inside the Wall, and it carries the eastern evacuation route across the outer yard to the deep shelters under the fourth and fifth quarters, and at five thirty-six in the morning it had twelve hundred people on it: the last of the eastern quarters, four transports of walking wounded from the northern casemate, and the second cadet tier of Bulwark Academy, moved out of the eastern shelters an hour earlier because the eastern shelters were full.

“Deck,” said Vera Stahl, and for the first time in her life her voice moved. “Deck, get them off the viaduct.”

You cannot get twelve hundred people off seven hundred meters of elevated roadway in ninety seconds.



Signy went after him.

I did the arithmetic in the cradle bay while she ran, and I did it three times, because it kept coming out the same and I did not like the answer.

Anvil: four hundred and sixty meters from the eastern pier, at forty kilometers an hour.

Longstride: fifteen hundred and fifty meters, the whole width of the outer yard, because she had killed Pike in the shoulder in front of Battery Six and the viaduct’s eastern pier is at the far end of everything. A folded right shoulder plate. No right forearm below the elbow, because it was still inside a dead animal back there in the foam.

At a hundred and three percent she arrives eight seconds after he hits the pier.

At a hundred and five point one, which is what she had just done, and which had put a bearing race at nearly three times its rating, she arrives four seconds after he hits the pier.

There is no number where she gets there first.

“Wade.”

“I know.”

“Wade, I’m not going to.”

“I know,” I said, and put my other hand high on her back, both hands on her now, and opened myself all the way up.



I do not have very much of what happened next.

What I have is this.

The channel between us has a shape. I have spent the weeks since the first anchor learning it, the way you learn a machine, and it is not a pipe and it is not a wire, it is more like standing in a doorway with a wind coming through: you do not carry the wind, you are the doorway, and the wind is exactly as large as she is.

At a hundred and three percent, in a workshop, on a cot, with her in my arms, it had been the largest thing I had ever felt.

I opened it past that.

Somewhere behind my eyes a taste arrived that I have yet to describe to a doctor: a nine-volt battery on the tongue, the whole thing, held there. My ears went. Both of them, at once, as they go when you come up too fast from the bottom of a diving well, and the frame’s noise and the comm and Poppy’s voice all dropped out and left me in a silence with my own heartbeat in it, going very fast and then, strangely, very slow.

The tracery came up my arms.

I watched it happen. I have not told Maren and I do not intend to. I had my hands on a woman’s back in the dark and I turned my head and watched silver-white light crawl up the inside of my right forearm past the elbow, past the sixteen centimeters that a fifty-two-year-old medical officer had measured with a caliper the previous afternoon, up the biceps, over the ball of the shoulder, and stop.

It did not hurt. Nothing hurt. That was the worst part and I understood it at the time: I had gone past the place where a body tells you anything at all.

106.4.

Longstride crossed the outer yard so fast the feed smeared and the cradle’s inertial alarm stuttered twice before it found a number.

Anvil hit the eastern pier of the shelter viaduct at five thirty-eight.



The pier did not explode. Nothing exploded. Seventeen hundred tons of animal put its shoulder into a concrete column seven meters across and the column simply ceased to be in the way, and a hundred and forty meters of elevated roadway with ninety people on it came away from the abutment and began to fall.

It fell slowly. Everything at that scale falls slowly.

I could see it on the repeater. I could see the transports, and the little running shapes, and I could see, on the fourth transport, four cadets in gray who had gotten out and were pulling somebody’s stretcher across the deck, and one of them was Mina Falk: small and scrappy, with a mouse-brown ponytail coming out from under a helmet that did not fit her, and a maintenance manual jammed in the front of her flight suit, because she had taken it to a shelter with her, because a commander had told her to.

I did not tell Signy that.

The slate came alive in the dark, two hand-widths from my face.

OVERDRIVE STATE 2: [Deadhand Catch]

That was the line. No status. No threshold. A forty-year-old flight computer, running a base image that nobody had read in a generation, looked at what a woman’s nervous system was doing at a hundred and six point four percent and offered her something out of a table that had been sitting dark in every frame in the fleet since before the Cascade, and the name it had for the thing was already in it.

Nobody wrote that name. It was waiting.

“Signy,” I said. My voice did not sound like mine. “It’s on the slate. State two.”

“I see it.”

“I don’t know what it is.”

“I know what it is,” said Signy Larke.



She went under the span.

There was a right way to do it and she did not have time for it. The right way is to take a falling structure on both arms with the feet spread and the knees locked, and she had one arm, and the span was not falling flat, it was hinging off the abutment at the western end and coming down like a lid.

So she went in under the hinge, at the deep end, where the drop was greatest and the mass was worst, and she turned her back on it.

I have asked her about that exactly once. She said that a frame’s dorsal plating is eight centimeters thick over the spine and forty over the shoulders, and that her arms are for killing things, and that the sum was not difficult.

She got Longstride under a hundred and forty meters of falling roadway with her knees bent and her one remaining arm out sideways for balance, and she planted her feet on a yard floor that had been fired to gravel by seventeen hundred tons of animal running over it, and ninety people and four transports and a hundred and forty meters of reinforced concrete came down onto the dorsal plating of a war frame.

The frame took it.

Every actuator in her legs went to the end of its travel and stopped there. The left knee, which I had rebuilt with my own hands, which had put four thousand tons of impulse through a fourteen-hundred-ton bearing race three minutes earlier and had not yet had time to cool, went down seven degrees and locked, and I felt every load path in that machine light up at once and then start, one at a time, to look for somewhere else to send it.

There is nowhere else. That is what a static load is. It does not go anywhere and it does not get tired and it does not stop.

Her spine took it through the cradle.

My hands were on her spine.

I felt it arrive: a hundred and forty meters of viaduct landing on Signy Larke’s back, through eight centimeters of steel and a spine-cradle and a woman, and the load came off her and came into me the way it is supposed to, because that is the entire function of the thing that I am.

There was so much of it that I stopped being a person and became a doorway with a wind in it.

Somewhere above us, on the deck of a transport, fifteen meters over a war frame’s shoulders, four cadets in gray went on dragging a stretcher toward the western abutment and did not fall, because the thing under their feet had stopped moving.

107.3.

The slate finished its sentence.

OVERDRIVE STATE 2: [Deadhand Catch] . . . AVAILABLE.

Available.

The number went up on Longstride’s flank, four meters high, facing the city.

It went up on the breach broadcast, live, under a recall order that was still repeating on the command channel every thirty seconds.

Ninety-six point eight had stood for fifteen years. It belonged to a woman standing on a gun line four hundred meters away in an immaculate uniform, who had set it before the youngest person on that Wall was born, and who had spent fifteen years teaching girls to fly at sixty percent of what she had been.

Bram told me she did not look at the boards.

He said she looked at the frame.



Anvil turned around and came back for what he had knocked down.

He had two hundred tons of frame standing in the wreckage of his own kill, holding it up, and he came at her with seventeen hundred tons and everything he had, and Longstride could not move, because if she moved ninety people fell forty meters onto concrete.

“Kessler.” Her voice. Very far away. “Kessler, my left hand’s free.”

“Take him.”

“Wade, if I swing I lose seven degrees of the span, I’ll drop the.”

“You won’t. I’ve got the span.”

“You do not have the.”

“Signy.” I put my forehead against the cradle brace, and my palms flat, and I gave her everything that was in me, and it went across, and it kept going across, and somewhere in there I stopped being able to see anything at all except a gray field with a woman’s silhouette burning in the middle of it. “Kill him. I’ll hold you.”

Longstride’s left hand came off the ground.

She spiked Anvil’s skull into the killing ground in front of Battery Six with a hundred and forty meters of viaduct on her back and a Cat-3’s mass in her fist and ninety people over her head, and the noise it made brought two hundred meters of the northern face down into the yard, and Anvil’s brainstem cavity came apart around her fingers.

Seventeen hundred tons of Category Three went down into the foam beside the first one.

And Signy Larke stood there, holding a road up, and screamed my name into the comm.



She had her hand on the lever.

I know because I felt it. I could not see, and my ears had gone, and I had no body below the elbows that I could account for, and I was still, in the only way that word has ever meant anything, holding the doorway open; and the load on the other side of it was a hundred and forty meters of concrete, and under my dead hands I felt her right arm come across her own body against the throttle rail and find the red cam I had turned on a shop lathe and painted red because the paint was there.

I had bolted it to her cradle nineteen hours earlier.

I had told her, in the wind, on a gantry, that she would know before Maren knew and about ten minutes before I was willing to admit it. I had been right about that. I had been right about all of it, and I had stood there with the wind coming up through the gratings and told a woman that I was giving her the only part of it I could give her.

You pull it.

Four seconds. That is the number I built into it: the anchor drops, and her output sags to her natural line inside four seconds.

At her natural line, unanchored, no woman alive holds a hundred and forty meters of viaduct.

The span comes down onto the yard floor with ninety people on it, and a war frame stands up out of the wreckage with a live technician in the cradle bay behind her.

That is the whole of the choice, and I designed it, in a workshop, out of a fuel line and a lathe scrap, and I was proud of it.

She took her hand off the lever and put it back on the throttle rail.

“Kessler,” she said, “let go,” and I did not, and the last thing in the world was her voice going up into a register I had never heard from her, saying my name over and over on an open channel that was carrying to a hundred thousand kitchens, while I held a road up through a woman’s spine with both hands and no eyes and no ears and no arms.

Anvil stopped moving.

I let go, and the world went black with Signy still saying my name.


Chapter 21: Three Days

I lost three days.

Not evenly. I have four or five things out of them: a ceiling I did not recognize; somebody’s thumb pulling my eyelid up; a smell of hot rubber from a rebreather bag; and Poppy Renner’s voice, at some hour, from a long way off, reciting a torque sequence over and over like a woman counting to keep from screaming.

The fourth morning I woke up properly, in the dark, at four, because I have woken up at four every day since I was fourteen.

Dr. Ilsa Maren was sitting in a chair beside the bed with her reading glasses pushed up into her iron-gray bob and a chart on her knees, doing nothing at all.

“Don’t sit up,” she said.

I sat up.

Ilsa Maren watched me do it. She watched the whole slow ugly process, the elbow, the arm shaking, the pause halfway when the room went sideways and came back, and she did not lift one finger to help me, and when I was upright and gray and breathing through my teeth she wrote something on the chart.

“Now you know,” she said, “and I do not have to argue with you about it.”

She put the chart down.

“You were dead for about thirty seconds on Longstride’s dorsal plating,” Dr. Maren said, conversationally. “That is not a figure of speech and I am not being dramatic; I do not have the temperament for it. Your heart was doing something I would not accept from a machine. Larke and Renner had you out of that cradle bay and down fifteen meters of dorsal plate before my orderlies got up the ladder, which is why you are alive, and Renner did chest compressions on a war frame’s shoulder for two minutes while Stahl held the two of them on by the harness webbing, because there is no railing up there, because nobody ever imagined anybody would be standing up there.”

I did not say anything.

“Your nervous system,” she said, “looks like a re-soldered board. I have your traces from the exhibition and I have them from the Flats and I have them from three days ago, and something in you has been taken apart and put back together by somebody working in a hurry with the wrong iron. Whoever did the soldering was drunk.”

She stood up and squared the chart on the seat of the chair.

“Do it again,” said Ilsa Maren, “and I retire. Not a threat. I will file my papers, and I will go and live with my sister in the fourth quarter, and this academy will have a twenty-six-year-old to look after six hundred pilots, and every single thing that happens after that will be on your account.”

She picked the chart back up and looked at it without reading it.

“Larke and Renner argued with me for six minutes after they carried you in,” Maren said. “Then they took turns sitting outside this door as though medical advice were a thing that could be out-stared.”

She turned a page.

“Your left ear is four decibels down on where it was in the autumn,” she said, “and I have charted it under a shorthand of my own devising which means he will not do anything about it, because a rack of composite plate came down two meters from your head in a hangar in front of forty witnesses and you have never once mentioned it to me.”

“It’s a ring.”

“It is a permanent threshold shift, Kessler. It is not going to come back and there is nothing I can do about it, and it is on the list of things I keep about you that nobody has ever asked to see.”

She got to the door.

“Both shoulders,” she said, without turning around. “It reached both shoulders. I measured it while you were unconscious because I am not going to get another chance at a still subject.” Her hand was on the frame. “I told you what I would have to offer you when it got there, Kessler.”

“You did.”

“I have kept my word,” she said. “Here it is.”

She went out.



There was a sheet of paper taped to the monitor beside my bed.

It had been taped there with electrical tape, which is a rigger’s answer to everything, and it had been amended a number of times, and it was written in three handwritings.

The first was small and vertical and absolutely regular, the hand of a woman who has filled in ten thousand pre-flight checks:

WATCH ROTATION. SUBJECT: KESSLER, W. 0400-1000 LARKE 1000-1600 RENNER 1600-2200 STAHL 2200-0400 LARKE

Under it, in a round careless scrawl, with the letters getting bigger toward the end:

2200-0400 RENNER (I DON’T SLEEP EITHER AND SHE HAS A JOB)

And under that, in a low sloping copperplate that had graded fifteen years of cadet telemetry in red pencil:

2200-0400: BOTH OF YOU. ONE SLEEPS. THIS IS NOT NEGOTIABLE AND I HAVE TAKEN 0400 MYSELF.

Somebody had drawn, in the margin, a small careful cartoon of a man in coveralls asleep on a cot with x’s for eyes and a wrench where his heart should be, and three arrows pointing at it, labeled THIS IS OURS NOW.

A fourth arrow had been added afterward, in a different pen, drawn with a ruler, by a man who has never drawn anything in his life.

There was a fourth line, in the small vertical hand, at the very bottom, added later, in different ink.

He will read this and try to get up. Don’t let him.

I read it three times.

Then I got up.



They had put me in a med-bay side room on the second tier, and there was a wheelchair beside the bed, and I walked past it and out into the corridor in a pair of medical trousers and a blanket, and made it six meters before a nineteen-year-old cadet with a mouse-brown ponytail came around the corner with a tray, saw me, dropped the tray, and burst into tears.

“Falk,” I said.

Mina Falk stood in a corridor full of broken crockery with both hands over her mouth.

“I’m sorry,” she said, from behind them. “Sir, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I don’t. I’ve been coming up here every morning before drill for three days and it’s always been you asleep and I had a whole thing worked out to say and now I’ve.”

“You’ve dropped a tray.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Falk.”

“Sir.”

“I’m not a sir. I’m a technician.” I got a hand on the corridor rail, because the floor had started doing something. “Get me to Hangar Three and don’t tell Larke.”

Mina Falk wiped her face with the back of her wrist, straightened up, and looked me dead in the eye. Her mouth trembled once. Then she set it, and I saw a cadet choose duty over awe in the space of one breath.

“No, sir,” she said. “I’ll get you a chair and I’ll take you anywhere in this academy you want to go, and then I’ll tell Captain Larke, because she’s on rotation at ten and she’ll ask me, and I’m not going to lie to her.”

I looked at her for a while.

“Get the chair,” I said.

She got the chair. I never put a hand on it. She pushed it along beside me the whole way, empty, at my elbow, in absolute silence, for a kilometer and a half, in case. I have not forgotten it and I do not intend to.



Bastion had gone somewhere in three days and had not come back.

I do not know how to describe the walk from the second tier to Hangar Three except to list the things.

On the flank of the sixth-quarter grain silos, under the two-hundred-meter mural of Vantry Field that has been there since I was a boy, somebody had put up scaffolding.

Not scaffolding for repairs. Scaffolding for painting, and there was a woman on it at seven in the morning with a bucket, laying in the ground colors of something enormous, and what was already there was the shape of a war frame under a road, on one knee, with its shoulders down and its arms up, and above it a hundred and forty meters of viaduct with small figures running across it.

There were four hundred people standing in the street looking at it.

I did not stop.

At Gate Four the gun walks had been chalked. TORQUE was still there from before, in letters two meters high, and beside it, new, in white, in a rigger’s blocky capitals, somebody had written 107.3 and nothing else, because in Bastion, that week, nothing else was necessary.

On the tram station wall, over the print stall, the vendor had taken down the lightning-sleeve prints.

He had put up new ones.

They were the same arm, photographed the same way, gray on gray, no face, and the tracery went to the shoulder now, and the price had gone from forty scrip to fourteen, and there was a queue.

Bram Odell was waiting for me at the freight gate with his thermos and his bad knee and fourteen staples in his thigh, because Falk had told him, because of course she had.

He looked at me for a long moment.

“Well,” Bram said.

“Don’t.”

“They’ve got a poster of your arm at the tram station for fourteen scrip.”

“I know.”

“That’s a third what I paid,” said Bram Odell, with terrible satisfaction, “and I bought three, and I want you to think about that, Kessler, because I am going to be thinking about it for the rest of my life.”



The Kill Board is a hundred and eleven meters of screen on the outer face of the Wall above Gate Four, and it is the closest thing this city has to a public clock.

I stood under it in a blanket at eight in the morning with a cadet, a rigger, and a wheelchair nobody was sitting in.

1. LARKE, S. / LONGSTRIDE

There was a flag beside her name. It is a small white icon shaped like a chevron and it is called the record flag and it means that the pilot named beside it holds the highest recorded sync index in the history of the Continental Defense Authority, and until three days previously it had been beside the name STAHL, V. for fifteen years, in the retired column, at the bottom, where nobody ever looked.

Under Signy’s name, in the rookie rail:

RENNER, P. / SCRAPDOG

And beside it, where the wing flash goes, an icon that is not in any style guide and never has been: a wrench.

It was not a chalk mark anymore. It had been rendered properly, in the Board’s own type, by the Board’s own techs, and nobody has ever admitted to authorizing it.

Bram put his thermos in my hand.

Two cadets came past us on their way to drill and both of them saw my arms and both of them stopped and saluted, badly, holding their books.

“Don’t,” I said.

“Aye,” said Bram, “and there’ll be a thousand more of them by Thursday,” and he took his thermos back and drank out of it and looked up at the Board with an expression I had never seen on him.

“Forty years,” Bram Odell said, “I have stood under that thing and read other men’s numbers.”



The citations were pinned four days later, on the Wall’s crown, in daylight, in front of fourteen thousand people.

That is the valor ceremony: individuals, decorations, one name at a time, out on the crown where the city can see it and the cameras can carry it. It is short. It is the one everybody remembers, and it is not the real one; the real one comes later and takes two hours and is a roll of the dead.

Marshal Aldric Crane pinned them himself.

He came out onto that crown at fifty-eight years old in dress grays with his silver head bare in the wind and there was not one soft thing about him anywhere. The campaign scars on his jaw and his knuckles are from the first incursion, when he was younger than I am now, and he got them at Kestrel Station holding a gun line for eleven hours with three hundred men and no frames at all, and every single person on that crown knew it, and it is true, and that is the entire problem.

He was magnificent. He stood in the wind above his city with his hands clasped behind his back, and he did not smile, and he did not perform, and he spoke for six minutes without a note about the crews of Batteries One through Sixteen and what they had done in the dark. And then he named the nine of Battery Six, one at a time, and he got Sergeant Merat’s name right, and Merat cried, and I do not blame him.

He gave Vera Stahl a citation for the defense of the sector.

He gave Juno Vail a citation for the destruction of a dozen Cat-1 juveniles under conditions of extreme hazard.

He gave Poppy Renner a citation for the preservation of a battery crew, and he had to reach down to pin it, because she is a meter and a half in her boots, and she looked up at him the entire time with her jaw set and did not thank him.

He gave Signy Larke the Wall’s highest decoration for valor, and he pinned it on her with his own hands, on camera, and said, into a microphone, to a city:

“Captain Larke destroyed two Category Threes at Gate Nine one week ago. It is a feat without precedent. It will not be equalled in my lifetime. The Continental Defense Authority is proud of her beyond the reach of language.”

Fourteen thousand people made a noise you could feel in the stone.

And Marshal Aldric Crane turned to the man standing a meter to Captain Larke’s left, in gray deck coveralls, with his sleeves rolled up because there was nothing else to be done about it, and pinned a Technical Commendation, Second Class, on his chest.



We were close enough that I could hear him breathing.

He put the pin through the fabric of my coveralls with the steadiness of a man who has done it four hundred times, and he closed the clasp with his thumbnail, and he squared it without hurry.

His eyes went to my forearms.

Not to my face. To my arms, from wrist to shoulder, both of them, unhurried, the way I read a strut, and I watched him take in every centimeter of it and understand exactly what he was looking at, which was a public ledger of everything the Limiter had cost this city, walking around in daylight.

Then he looked at my face.

I looked back at him.

That is all that happened. Neither of us said one word. The broadcast has it: a fifty-eight-year-old Marshal and a twenty-four-year-old deck-tech looking at each other on the crown of the Wall in front of fourteen thousand people, and the citation between them, and the applause going on and on.

The information exchanged was total, and it was this.

You know what I am doing. I know that you know. I cannot stop and you cannot stop. One of us is going to bury the other, and it will not be quick, and there is no version of this in which we are ever going to speak about it.

He moved on to the next person in the line, who was a bosun from the foam station, and he shook her hand and got her husband’s name right.



By the second morning after Gate Nine, the recall recording had been entered into the record as under review for authentication.

No reviewer was named. No date was set for the review. Nobody in the Authority has ever stated that the recording is false, because a thing that is stated can be disproved. It went into a queue to be authenticated, and it is being authenticated still, by nobody, forever.

Five days after that, the Continental Defense Authority stood in the wind on the crown of the Wall and pinned its highest decoration for valor on the woman who had ignored it.



Poppy came into the workshop that night with her slate in her hand, her grin missing, and both thumbs locked white around the slate case.

“Two things,” she said. “The first one’s bad and the second one’s strange, and I’ve been sitting on the strange one for four hours because I couldn’t work out which order to.”

“The bad one.”

She put the slate on the bench.

DRAFT / NOT EXECUTED. TRANSFER ORDER. VAIL, J., CAPT. WING RECONSTITUTION, NINTH WING, NORTHERN DEPOT. FRAME: FALCONET (TRANSFER WITH PILOT). STATUS: PENDING REVIEW.

Sitting in a queue. No signature block filled. No execution date.

I had held that shape in my hands before, in the wind, on a fourth-tier gantry, with Signy Larke’s name in it instead of Juno Vail’s. I did not reach for the comparison out loud. It is not a comparison. It is a procedure: you draft the thing, you do not execute the thing, and then you go about your business and wait for the week in which executing it becomes cheap.

“Receiver problems,” Poppy said, very quietly.

“Yes.”

“Wade, she has a wife here. Ilma runs the quartermaster’s stores on the freight side, they’ve been married for six years, the northern depot is nine hundred kilometers and there is no married quarters allocation for a.”

“I know.”

“She did it because of us.”

“She did it because a colonel’s man in a room told four frames to walk away from twelve hundred people on a road,” I said, “and Juno Vail keyed her circuit twice. Show me the strange one.”

The workshop door moved. Vera Stahl had been standing in it for some unknown length of time with her cap under her arm, which is a habit of hers I have yet to catch her starting.

“And because the recall recording is already outside Crane’s hands,” she said. “Open-channel copy. Three witnesses with rank, two without, and one review path through the northern signal office that does not answer to Mattick.”

Poppy did not pick the slate back up for the second one.

“I didn’t find this one in the queue,” she said. “I found it with my feet.”

She sat down on the crate by the bench, which she never does, because Poppy Renner does not sit on things that were designed for sitting.

“Freight lift, sixth tier, sub-level. That’s the Mothball Yard. It’s where you go when you want a pre-war casting that nobody makes anymore, and I have taken a pallet jack down that lift about forty times since I was eighteen, and not one human being has ever looked up at me while I did it.” She turned her hands over on her knees, palms up, as though the evidence were on them. “Yesterday I went down for a hip bushing off a dead Culverin-class, with a work chit, in daylight. There were two men standing on the lift door with rifles.”

“Deck-security?”

“No.” Flat. “Not deck-security and not fleet. Field grays, clean boots, and neither of them knew what a hip bushing was and neither of them cared.” She looked up at me. “And the old badge reader on the lift plate has been cut out with a grinder, Wade. Not swapped. Cut out. The hole’s still raw, there’s no filler in it, and there’s a command-key plate sitting in the middle of it that’s newer than my boots.”

Then, because she is Poppy Renner and she was never going to be satisfied with having seen it, she picked the slate up after all and found where it had been written down.

FACILITY SECURITY POSTURE. MOTHBALL YARD (SIXTH TIER, SUB-LEVEL). ACCESS AUTHORITY REVISED. PREVIOUS: DECK CHIEF AND ABOVE. REVISED: COMMAND KEY ONLY. PATROL: DOUBLED. EFFECTIVE IMMEDIATE.

I looked at that for a long time.

“When?”

“The morning after the breach.” Poppy’s hazel-green eyes came up. “Wade, it makes no sense. It’s a scrapyard. It’s fifty frames under tarpaulins on the sixth tier, half of them are pre-Cascade, there’s nothing down there but rust and rats and Bram’s ghosts. Nobody’s stolen a mothballed frame in thirty years. There’s nothing to steal.”

She was right.

There was something down there worth doubling a patrol for, on the morning after the whole city watched an unLimited pilot do a thing the doctrine says cannot be done, and the reflex had been immediate, and it had not been aimed at Gate Nine or at the boards or at me.

It had been aimed at a graveyard.

“Poppy,” I said. “Something flinched.”



They came for me together on the ninth night, which I should have seen coming, and did not, because I am not as clever as I think I am and because they had planned it like an operations order.

Vera Stahl arrived first, in uniform, with a sheet of paper.

Signy came second, out of a sortie brief, still in the sync-suit with the sleeves knotted at her waist, and shut the workshop door with her heel.

Poppy came last, sideways, carrying something under a rag, which she put on the bench and did not uncover.

“Sit down,” said Vera.

“I’m working.”

“Kessler,” said Commander Vera Stahl, “there are three of us and one of you and one of you has recently been dead. Sit down.”

I sat down on my own stool in my own workshop and three women looked at me.

“This,” Vera said, and put the sheet of paper on the bench in front of me, “is an arrangement. It is not an ultimatum, because an ultimatum can be refused and this cannot, and I have written it in the format of an operations order because it is one, and because I have discovered in the last four days that I am no longer able to think about you in any other format.”

I picked it up.

It was an operations order. It had a heading and a situation paragraph and an execution paragraph and it was signed by all three of them.

1. SITUATION. KESSLER, W. (TECHNICIAN, HANGAR THREE) HAS ANCHORED BEYOND SURVIVABLE LOAD ON FOUR OCCASIONS IN TEN WEEKS. HE WILL DO IT AGAIN. HE HAS SAID SO. HE IS NOT LYING AND HE IS NOT GOING TO CHANGE.

I looked up.

“Keep reading,” said Signy.

2. MISSION. THE CELL WILL KEEP HIM ALIVE WITHOUT ASKING HIM TO BE SOMEBODY ELSE.

3. EXECUTION. (a) WATCH ROTATION AS POSTED. PERMANENT. NOT SUBJECT TO REVIEW. (b) THE CUTOFF LEVER IS INADEQUATE. SEE PARA 4. (c) NO ANCHOR ABOVE 100 INTO A BOARD SHOWING TWO OR MORE CAT-3 CONTACTS WITHOUT PRIOR AGREEMENT OF THE CELL, ALL MEMBERS, IN ADVANCE, IN PERSON. (d) HE MAY NOT SIGN OFF ON HIMSELF. HE IS NOT A MEMBER OF THE CELL FOR THE PURPOSE OF THIS PARAGRAPH.

“Paragraph three (d),” I said.

“Is the entire document,” said Vera. “The rest is furniture.”

Poppy pulled the rag off the thing on the bench.

It was a cutoff lever. It was a much better one than mine: turned properly, cammed properly, machined out of a solid billet instead of a fuel line and a lathe scrap, with a red anodized head and a linkage rod that came off it into a junction box with three cables.

“Three,” Poppy said. “That one’s hers. Right hand, where the old one was. That one goes out through the frame’s comm trunk to a repeater box on deck command, so whoever’s holding the deck can drop the anchor from the ground without asking anybody’s permission.” She turned the third head toward me on its linkage rod. “And that one is the bay lever. It’s mounted at the cradle-bay hatch, behind your shoulder, so that anybody at all who can get up that dorsal plating can reach in and pull it. It’s on your side, and it’s rigged so that you can’t get a hand to it, and that is the whole point of it, and don’t tell me it isn’t, because I built it and I know what it’s for.”

“Poppy.”

“Any one of the three,” she said. “Any one. Mechanical linkage, three cables, no circuit, nothing to override, and I built it in seven hours and Bram checked my brazing and told me it was adequate, which from Bram is.”

Her voice went.

She turned around and pretended to look for something on the shelf.

I picked the thing up.

I turned it over in the lamplight and put my thumb along the joint where the linkage rod met the cam, and closed my eyes, because that is the only way I have ever known how to say anything.

Brazed, not welded. She had cleaned the parent metal before she laid the rod in, which nobody does at two in the morning, and the fillet came up under my thumb even and unbroken the whole way around the joint with no undercut anywhere and no porosity in it at all, and it was cool, and it was quiet, and there was not one thing in that piece of metal that was waiting to let go.

She had done it a dozen times, on three cables, in seven hours, on a mechanism whose entire purpose is to switch off the man she was building it for.

“Poppy.”

“It’s fine, Bram checked it, I don’t.”

“It’s better than fine,” I said. “There’s no undercut. You cleaned it before you laid the rod. There isn’t a rigger in Hangar Three who’d have bothered at two in the morning on a part nobody’s ever going to look at.”

Poppy Renner stood facing my shelf with her back to me and her shoulders up around her ears.

“It’s got to work the first time,” she said, to a rack of bearing races, in a voice that had gone very small. “That’s the whole thing about it, Wade. It’s got to work the one time anybody ever touches it.”

“I couldn’t pull it,” Signy said.

Nobody in that workshop moved.

“I had my hand on your lever with a hundred and forty meters of road on my back,” she said, “and ninety people over my head, and you dying under my spine, and I could feel you going out like a lamp, and I could not pull it. Wade, I had four seconds and I couldn’t. Because pulling it dropped the road.”

She was standing with her arms folded and her chin up and her eyes were absolutely dry.

“You built me a lever,” Signy Larke said, “that could only ever be pulled by killing ninety people, and then you told me it was mine, and you thought you were giving me something.”

I opened my mouth.

“Don’t,” said Vera Stahl.

“Ma’am, if there are three levers then the responsibility is.”

“Yes,” Vera said. “It is divided. That is the point. You are a man who has spent his life carrying loads that were never designed for one member, and you have now done it to a twenty-three-year-old woman’s conscience because it did not occur to you that a conscience is a structural element.”

She put two fingers on the operations order.

“I have signed it. Renner has signed it. Larke has signed it. You may sign it or not sign it, and it will make no difference at all to whether it is executed, because there are three levers and one of them is on my deck.”

I sat on my stool in my own workshop and argued for about ten minutes.

I made every argument. I made the argument about the seconds it costs to poll a cell. I made the argument about a wall that will not wait. I made the argument about what I am for, and I regretted it as soon as I said it, because I made it in front of the three of them and watched it land.

Then I stopped, because Poppy Renner had turned around and was crying, and not narrating it, and not making a joke out of it, and there is no sound on this deck worse than Poppy Renner with nothing to say.

I signed the paper.

Vera Stahl folded it and put it inside her jacket and looked at me for a moment with an expression that had a great deal of fifteen years in it.

“Good,” she said. “Now. I have the deck at twenty-two hundred and I intend to be nowhere near this building for the next several hours.”

She went to the door.

She stopped with her hand on it, and did not turn around, and said, in the driest voice in the Continental Defense Authority:

“Larke. Renner. Do not let him do anything.”

And she left.



The door shut.

Signy Larke turned the lock.

Poppy Renner took the key out, held it up between two fingers where I could see it, and put it in the front pocket of her coveralls, and grinned at me with her chin down.

“Not here,” Signy said.

“What?”

“Not the workshop. You’ve bled in here and you’ve nearly died in here and you have a black box on the bench.” She picked up my jacket off the hook and threw it at me. “Third tier. Berth seven.”

“That’s my.”

“That’s your quarters,” said Signy Larke, “which you have slept in four nights in six years, and which has a bed in it, an actual bed, with a frame, and Renner and I inspected it four days ago and put sheets on it, and we have both decided that we are not doing this on your cot.”

“You inspected my quarters.”

“We inspected your quarters,” Poppy agreed happily. “There was a sock situation.”



The berth is four meters by three on the third tier and it has a window the size of a slate and it smells of nothing, because nothing has ever happened in it.

I put my back against the door and looked at them.

“Say it,” I said.

They had been talking about me the whole way up the stairwell. Not to me. To each other, across me, in that shorthand the two of them had built in a rebuild bay over two months: he’ll stand up, and he always stands up, and you take the left, which they thought I could not hear.

They stopped.

Signy came and stood in front of me with her braid still tight and the sync-suit sleeves knotted at her waist and her collarbones bare, and she did not touch me.

“We want you tonight,” she said. “Both of us. Together. We’ve talked about it for three days and we’ve talked about it in front of each other, which was worse than doing it, and we are asking you, because it’s ours to ask and it’s yours to say.”

“Yes,” said Poppy, from somewhere around my sternum. “That. All of that. Enthusiastically. In writing if you want it in writing, I’ll get a pen.”

I looked down at the top of a teal undercut, and up at a pair of storm-gray eyes doing a very poor job of being level.

“Bed,” I said. “Both of you.”



They went.

Everything that came after is only true if this part is: two of the most decorated women on this continent, one of them the highest-ranked pilot in the history of the Continental Defense Authority, crossed three meters of floor and got onto a bed because a technician in a blanket told them to, and neither of them looked back to check whether I had meant it.

I stayed at the door.

“Take her braid out,” I said.

Poppy’s head came around so fast she nearly went off the mattress.

She rose behind Signy Larke and worked that braid out with her small filthy clever fingers, unhurried, all the way from the nape, and Signy sat perfectly still and let her, and her eyes never left me. When it came loose Poppy shook it out with both hands and the whole black weight of it went down Signy’s spine, and Poppy Renner made a noise of open, uncomplicated, awestruck greed.

“Damn,” Poppy said.

“Yes,” said Signy, dryly, to me. “Everyone’s very impressed.”

“Poppy.”

“Yeah.”

“Suit off. Hers first.”



The sync-suit came down off Signy’s shoulders under another woman’s hands and I stood at the door and watched it happen, and I let it take a long time.

It came off her arms. It came down over her chest and Poppy stopped and said “hold on” and put both hands on her, which she had plainly been thinking about for weeks, and Signy’s breath went out of her in one unsteady line and the flush came up her throat, and she stayed absolutely still with her hands loose in her lap because I had not told her she could move.

The suit came down over that waist. It went over the flare of her hips.

She has the body they put on the recruitment posters and she has spent her whole adult life being ashamed of exactly how much of it there is, and Poppy Renner peeled her out of a matte-black sync-suit on a bed in a room nobody had ever used and said, with her nose four centimeters from the small of Signy’s back:

“You’re ridiculous. You’re actually ridiculous. Wade, look at.”

“I’m looking.”

I was. I have never in my life not been looking.

“Now yours,” I said. “Coveralls. Slowly. And Signy: don’t touch her yet.”



Poppy Renner has never done anything slowly in her life and it cost her something, and that was the point.

She rose up on the bed in the middle of the room with the tool lanyard swinging and got the knot at her waist undone, and pushed the coveralls off her freckled shoulders one at a time, watching me the whole way, and she was already flushed pink in a wave from her cheekbones down across her collarbones and out along both arms.

She got the tank top over her head. Small, high, pert, and her nipples drawn up hard just from being looked at by two people, and she knew we were both looking, and it turned her the color of the inside of a shell.

She started to say something clever.

“Don’t,” I said.

Her mouth shut with a click, and her eyes went enormous, and she shivered from the crown of her head to her knees.

That is Poppy. Everything she is runs on being watched, because for four years nobody would look at her, and there were two people in that room looking and one of them had just taken away her voice.

I crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed with my back against the wall.

“Here,” I said, and pointed at the floor between my boots.



She went down like she had been waiting her whole life for the instruction.

Poppy Renner between my boots with her hands on my thighs, tiny, freckled, wide-eyed, her chin tipped up and her whole face open, and I got my hand into the teal undercut at the back of her skull and held it.

And Signy Larke came in behind her on the floor and put her hand in there too.

Poppy went absolutely rigid and made a small strangled noise, and Signy leaned down over her shoulder and said, in that clipped precise cadence, right into her ear, without ever looking away from my face:

“You’re going to do exactly what he tells you.”

“Yes,” said Poppy Renner.

“And I’m going to watch.”

“Yes.”

“Because I have watched him do this to me for weeks,” Signy said, “and now you see how he does it,” and she closed her fist in Poppy’s hair beside mine and guided her down onto my cock.

Poppy moaned around it the second her mouth stretched to take it. She always does. She went down as far as I let her and stopped where my fist said stop, and above her Signy watched every centimeter of it disappear with her lips parted and her breathing gone wrong.

“Look at her,” Signy said, wondering, half undone already. “She’s so small.”

“Yes.”

“She can’t take all of it.”

“She takes what I give her.”

Poppy whimpered around me and tried to prove them both wrong, and I held her exactly where she was.



I let that go on for a long time.

I could not have done much else. Five days out of a med-bay, with a nervous system somebody had re-soldered drunk, I had perhaps a third of my strength and none of my stamina, and if I had tried to take those two women the way I would have taken either of them a fortnight earlier, I would have been on the floor inside six minutes.

So I did the other thing, which is the only thing I have ever been good at.

I set a pace I could hold and I made both of them hold it with me.

“Slower.”

Poppy whined around me and did not slow down, and I tightened my hand in her hair and lifted her off, entirely, and held her there four centimeters away with her mouth open and her eyes streaming and a thread of spit swinging between her lower lip and the head of my cock, and let her look at what she was not getting.

“When I say slower.”

“Sorry. Sorry, sorry, sorry.”

Signy watched that happen from ten centimeters away, and the reaction hit her whole body at once. I saw it: the flush jumping her collarbones, her thighs pressing together where she knelt.

“Do it again,” Signy said, very quietly.

I did it again.

“Please,” Poppy said, ragged around the edges, and lifted both hands behind her back. “Make her hold my wrists. I want that.”

“Signy. Hold her wrists.”

Signy Larke gathered both of Poppy’s small grease-stained wrists in one hand behind her back with the mechanical competence of a woman who has been on the receiving end of that exact grip a hundred times and has clearly given it a great deal of thought, and put her mouth against Poppy’s ear, and looked at me.

I put Poppy back down.

Slowly.

All of it, this time, as far as she could take it, her throat working and her nose against my stomach and her wrists locked in another woman’s fist behind her back.

Poppy Renner made a sound into me that came up through the both of us, and Signy’s eyes closed, and when they opened again they were no longer level. They were pleading in the precise, ruined way I have only ever put there.

“Signy,” I said. “Reach down and find out what this is doing to her.”

She did. Two fingers, between Poppy’s thighs, and her face changed completely.

“She’s soaked,” Signy said.

Poppy sobbed around my cock and shoved herself back onto that hand, and came, right there on the floor between my boots, with her mouth full and her wrists held by the number one ace on the Wall.



I took Signy on her back in the middle of the bed with her hands over her head and Poppy sitting astride her hips, facing me, and Signy’s mouth working slowly along those freckled shoulders from underneath.

I slid into her slowly, and her whole body arched up off the mattress to meet it, and Poppy rode that arch like a woman on a swell and swore in delight.

I did it slowly because slow was what I had.

That is the joke, and neither of them found out for months: everything I did to them that night, I did because it was all my body would give me, and it turned out to be the most excruciating hour of either of their lives.

Signy could not stand it. She has spent her life at the top of every board in the city and she needs it hard, and I did not have hard, and I would not give her fast, and I held her hips down on the mattress with the last strength in my forearms and made her take all of it at a pace she had no vote in whatsoever, while Poppy Renner sat on top of her and narrated.

I could feel her clenching around me, trying to drag me deeper by sheer will, and getting nowhere.

“Oh, she’s cross,” Poppy said. “Signy, you’ve gone all.”

“Renner.”

“She’s gone all red, Wade, look at her, it’s coming up her.”

“I know where it’s coming up.”

I watched it happen. The flush climbing out of her chest and across her collarbones and up her throat, her tits shifting with every slow drive, her thighs shaking on either side of me, her hands white-knuckled around the headboard rail she had not been told she could let go of.

“Please,” said Signy Larke, to the ceiling, the way she calls a course correction. “Harder. Wade. Please. I am asking properly and I have asked twice.”

“No.”

“Wade.”

“You’ll get what I’ve got.”

I put my thumb on her clit and kept the same unbearable pace and did not give her one centimeter more, and Signy Larke broke underneath another woman with her back off the bed and her heels dug into my mattress and her whole body closing on me and letting go and closing again on that hard even beat that is the last thing she ever loses.

She came in complete sentences, and then she stopped having sentences at all, and Poppy watched every second of it from ten centimeters away with her mouth open and her hand between her own legs.



They kissed each other while she was still shaking.

Nobody planned it. I have asked both of them since and they have both told me the same thing, which is that they don’t know who moved: Poppy went down over her, and Signy’s hand came up off the sheet into that teal hair, and they went into it hard, and it turned into something else entirely, and it went on for about thirty seconds.

I stopped moving and let them have it.

When they finally came up out of it they were both looking down at me at the same time, from about thirty centimeters away, with the same expression on two completely different faces, and there is no word for that expression and I am not going to invent one.

It was not surprise.

It was: this is a unit now.

“Well,” said Signy Larke, breathlessly, to Poppy.

“Yep,” said Poppy.



I finished the way the arrangement said I could.

Sitting up against the wall with my back braced, because I could not have held myself over anybody for another minute, with Signy astride me riding a pace I set with both hands on her hips and would not let her exceed, and Poppy Renner settled over my face with her fingers in my hair and my hands closed over her hips, one whole hip filling each palm, thumbs hooked to the bone, and one of them shouting and one of them silent, which is not what anybody would guess.

Poppy went first. She goes silent at the end, always: the voltage cuts out and she opens her eyes very wide and shakes apart with no sound at all, and she came against my mouth with both hands fisted in my hair and her thighs locked and her whole small body ringing like a live wire jumping.

Signy came second and screamed the roof off.

She had her palms flat on my chest and her hair everywhere and her head thrown back, and at the end her hands came down my arms and closed on both forearms and held on, all the way from wrist to shoulder, over every centimeter of silver-white that the weeks had written there.

She said my name three times.

And I came inside her with my spine against the wall of a berth I have slept in four nights in six years, while a white chevron sat beside her name on every board in Bastion and somebody’s chalk said 107.3 in letters two meters high on the Gate Four gun walks, and I had nothing left in my arms and nothing at all left in my legs, and I gave her every last thing I still had in me and not one gram more.

And a twenty-four-year-old line pilot held my head in both her hands and told me she loved me.

I do not think Poppy meant to say it.

Nobody remarked on it. That is not how the three of us have ever worked.



I checked them both afterward, because I check everybody.

Poppy’s knees, which had carpet burn on them from the floor. Poppy’s wrists, where Signy had held her, and where the marks were already going. Signy’s hips, four fingers on each side, which would be there in the morning and which she looked at with an expression of profound satisfaction and then covered with her hand when she saw me writing it down in my head.

They let me do it. They watched me do it. Neither of them said anything until I had finished, and then Poppy Renner said, from somewhere under my right arm:

“He does this to everybody.”

“I know,” said Signy.

“He did it to me on a gallery floor, he was checking my pulse, I’d just.”

“I know, Poppy.”

“Does he do the thing with the thumbs?”

“He does the thing with the thumbs.”

They lay on either side of me in a berth on the third tier that had never had anything happen in it, and Poppy started narrating Breach Night with sound effects.

She got as far as the crane. She did the crane. She did the noise of forty meters of Kessner-pattern lattice coming down on a pile of sliding spawn-runners, at volume, with her hands, and then she started on the standpipe, and made the noise of fourteen bar of foam main coming up through four hundred square meters of concrete, which took some time, and then she began to describe what Pike’s face had looked like from sixty meters.

Signy Larke reached across me without opening her eyes, got a pillow, and put it over Poppy’s head.

The narration continued, muffled, undeterred, for another thirty seconds.

It stopped, and there was a small sleepy giggle under the pillow, and then nothing.



In the morning the watch rotation on my monitor had been amended again.

Somebody had drawn a line through the four-to-ten block and written BOTH and then crossed that out, and underneath, in a round careless hand with the letters getting bigger toward the end:

AMENDED. 2200-0400 IS NOW A DIFFERENT THING. SEE ANNEX A.

There was no Annex A.

Under it, in a small vertical hand, absolutely regular:

There is no Annex A. Stop writing on the door.



I went down to the workshop at six and stood at the bench with a cup of Bram’s terrible coffee and looked at the wall.

It had grown. Ten weeks earlier it had been a notebook under a false bottom in the third drawer down. Now it was four square meters of my own workshop with string on it, and it had reached the size at which a man stops being able to take it in all at once, which is the size at which evidence stops being evidence and becomes a case.

I did not read any of it. I have read all of it.

I put my hand on the black box.

Five years in the mud in a dead lieutenant’s dorsal bay, and the gaskets had held, and it was still locked, and it was still keyed to an encryption standard that died with a generation of pilots. Under my palm the composite was cold and dense and told me absolutely nothing, which it has done every single time, and which has never once stopped me putting my hand on it.

There were two things written on the case in grease pencil, in a round careless hand, and they had been there for five weeks.

ASK VERA. HER ERA’S ENCRYPTION?

WHO?

I set my palm on the black composite and left it there while the coffee went cold.

Vera Stahl had come off deck watch at four in the morning.

I went to find her.


Chapter 22: The Strippers’ Harvest

Vera Stahl was in her office at six in the morning with her cap off and her hair still pinned, coming off fourteen hours of deck watch, and she listened to the whole thing standing up.

I asked her for nothing. I had not asked her for anything since the night she told me not to.

Then she said: “I have a wing-key.”

“Ma’am.”

“Ninth Wing, pre-Cascade, physical, brass, about the size of your thumb.” She was looking at the corner of her own desk. “Every flight leader carried one. They were called in during the equipment consolidation ten months after the Cascade and I signed a form to say that mine had been lost in the fire at Kestrel Station, which was a lie, and which nobody ever checked, because by then I was a woman with a medical file.”

“Where is it?”

“In a drawer,” said Vera Stahl.

She did not look at the drawer. That is how I knew which one.

“Bring it to the workshop tonight,” I said, “and we’ll find out what a dead lieutenant recorded.”

“Tonight.”

“Ma’am, that box has been on my bench for five weeks with your name written across it in grease pencil.”

“And the key has been in this office for fifteen years,” Vera agreed, “and I am going to open that drawer at a time of my own choosing, and I am going to do it alone, and then I am going to walk down to Hangar Three with a brass key in my pocket like a woman going to the shops.”

She put her cap on.

“Tonight,” she said.

We did not open the box that night, and it was not her fault, and it was not mine.

It was because at four in the afternoon Poppy Renner came into my workshop backward, dragging a monitor by its cable, and said, “Wade, there are men on Anvil.”



Poppy had built four drones out of range junk.

They were terrible. They were made of certification-range target-hauler parts and a scrapped Mule’s attitude sensors and a great deal of tape, and they flew like a bag of hammers, and they had between them one working thermal camera which she had taken out of a coil battery’s fire-control unit that had been condemned over the winter.

She had put them up over Gate Nine because the sector was closed and nobody was looking at it, and because she wanted to know whether her standpipe repair was holding.

That was Poppy down to the bolt heads: four flying junk-piles in the air because a pipe she had fixed was lonely.

The corpses were still there.

I put both hands on the monitor frame and made myself look at that before I looked at the men.

Two Category Threes had died at Gate Nine on Breach Night. Twelve days later, both of them were lying in the outer yard exactly where they had fallen. Twelve hundred tons and seventeen hundred tons of animal, in a re-entrant with a hundred meters of casemate face down across it, inside the Wall, four kilometers from a hundred thousand people.

A Category Three corpse is recovered fast. It has to be. A rotting Cat-3 is a public health event, and the armor laminate is worth more than the frame that killed it.

Twelve days.

The sector had been held behind a perimeter while the engineers shored the viaduct and the med teams cleared the last shelter route. That explained no heavy cranes and no civilian crews.

It did not explain no lights.

Nobody had rolled a recovery truck. Nobody had posted a guard line worth the name. Nobody had put lights on the exclusion zone.

“Nobody made one loud move,” Poppy said. “That’s the part that scares me. They kept the honest recovery crews behind tape and left a battlefield full of frame parts and kaiju meat sitting four kilometers from the city until the wrong people could get there first.”

She put the monitor on my bench and turned it around.

Grainy white-on-gray thermal, from four hundred meters up, in the dark.

Three cargo crawlers in the outer yard with their engines hot. A boom crane on tracks. A generator, a fuel bowser, and fifty-two heat signatures moving in a working pattern around the flank of a dead animal the size of a warehouse.

And, cut open across the chest of the first corpse, where the ribs had been heat-lanced back in one clean sheet, four men on a lift, working with a four-lobe driver on something inside it.

Signy Larke leaned over my shoulder and studied the screen without blinking.

“That’s my arm,” she said.



Longstride’s right forearm went into Pike’s chest to the shoulder yoke at a hundred and five point one percent and it stayed there, because she left it there, because there was a Cat-3 going for a viaduct and she did not have ten minutes to spend getting her own limb back out of an animal.

It is a twenty-ton casting. It is the single most expensive individual component on the Wall. It has her frame’s serial on the wrist plate and a rigger’s soapstone signature on the inside of the elbow shroud, because Bram signed everything he rebuilt that year, and I stood in a workshop with three women and watched four men on a scissor lift cut a war frame’s arm out of a corpse’s chest cavity at two in the morning.

“They’re not stripping the kaiju,” Poppy said.

“No.”

“The armor laminate’s right there, it’s the most valuable thing in the.” She stopped. Her mouth stayed open for a second. “They’re not stripping anything. Wade, they’ve got three crawlers in there and they’re only touching the frame parts, and there’s a boom crane, and.”

She scrolled the feed back six minutes and froze it.

Two men, standing at the tailgate of the second crawler, with the tarp back.

Crates. Foam-lined, stacked four high, and the tailgate crew were taking them off the crawler and carrying them out onto the yard floor, toward the corpses, in the dark, at two in the morning, twelve days after a breach.

“Oh,” said Poppy Renner, in a very small voice.

I have known since a stripper camp on the boneyard fringe. I have had my hands on twenty-nine brand-new sync-governors in a crate with the wax paper still on them, forty kilometers past the Wall, and I have known exactly what the wrecks were for.

Knowing a thing and watching it happen are two different objects, and the difference between them is physical.

“They’re not taking cores out of a battlefield,” I said. “They’re bringing them in.”

Nobody answered me.

Poppy Renner stopped moving. All of her, at once, like a machine when somebody hits a cutoff, and she did not start again. And Signy came around the end of the bench and stood in front of me and looked at my face for about two seconds, and then she put her palm flat on my sternum and left it there, the way you leave a hand on a housing to find out whether the vibration is getting worse.

“Wade,” she said, carefully. “Say the rest of it slowly.”



I called the cell that night and I did not get to run it.

There were nine people in the corner bay. I had a grease pencil in my hand and half the outer yard drawn on the workshop wall, and I opened my mouth.

Bram Odell put his thermos down on the bench and got there first, in a flat and entirely shameless imitation of a voice I had apparently been doing for two months.

“Nobody gets to change the plan after we go through the wire.”

Poppy made a noise into her collar.

And while I was still deciding how much of my dignity I intended to spend arguing about that, Commander Vera Stahl came in out of fourteen hours of deck watch, took her cap off, looked at my drawing for four seconds, and put her hand out.

I gave her the pencil.

I have thought about that a great deal since and I still could not tell you whether she asked me for it or took it. She did not say one word. She simply put her hand out at the height a hand goes out for a tool, as a chief does, and my arm had handed the thing over before I had a vote in the matter.

She finished my drawing.

It took her ninety seconds and it was better than mine. She laid in the collapsed northern face, and the crawler line, and the crane, and the exclusion tape, and the sector control point, and she put a small square in the middle of it that she did not label, and she did all of it with the particular economy of a woman who has been briefing a wing since before I could hold a wrench.

Then she turned around and looked at the nine of us.

“I have not done this in fifteen years,” Vera Stahl said. “If I do it badly you will tell me afterward and not during.”

Nobody told her afterward.

She did not go around the room. That is the part I noticed and kept noticing. She had watched me do it twice, in that same corner bay, on that same wall, and she did not do it: she did not call names and wait for them to come back to her. She stood at the wall and she gave it out, in order, in a low contralto that assumed compliance like water assumes a channel, and she assumed it correctly.

“Odell. Ground party, eight, in through the collapsed northern face at midnight, two hours ahead of their crawler movement. You take the wire down and you put it back up behind you, and you go nowhere near the crates, because a crate of cores in a yard is nothing and a crate of cores in a yard with fifty men’s hands on it is a custody trail.”

Bram Odell looked at her for a moment.

“Aye, ma’am,” he said.

Something went across that man’s face that had forty years in it and one dead wing, and he turned the thermos around twice in his hands, and he did not say another word all night.

“Renner. Drones and comms from Scrapdog, on the reverse of the causeway crest, lights off. You blind their sentries at midnight and you keep them looking up, which is the whole of your job and it is worth more than eight men with tools.”

“Their boom crane’s a Kessner lattice,” Poppy said, rebuilding a camera mount in her lap without looking down at it. “Same as the fringe. I’ve had a drone over the number three stay for three nights and the pin is fine, ma’am, and I hate that, so I went and looked at the slew bearing instead, and the slew bearing is not fine at all.”

“Then the crane is yours,” said Vera Stahl, and wrote KESSNER inside the small unlabeled square, and moved on without stopping. “Larke. Longstride goes dark on the reverse slope and does not move. Not for the fight, not for the arm, not for Kessler. You come down when he calls, or when the shooting stops.”

Signy Larke was standing at the back of my workshop with one hand closed around her opposite wrist.

“Or when the shooting stops,” she agreed, perfectly evenly, and I did not hear what she had put into that sentence, because I was looking at the wall.

“Vail.”

“Completely routine long-range patrol,” said Juno Vail, from the doorway. “Coincidentally over the eastern return corridor. My wife has been told I am at a lecture.”

“I will be at the sector control point at midnight with Watch Commander Trask and fourteen deck-security officers,” Vera said. “In uniform. In the lights. Close enough that every camera on that yard sees exactly who takes Kel Brasco off it.”

She set the grease pencil down on my bench.

“They wanted this recovery quiet,” she said. “So we make it loud. We do not argue with Colonel Mattick afterward, and we do not give him a room to argue in. We put his supplier face down on the deck plates in hand irons, with factory cores at his feet, in front of a thousand witnesses.”

“That is the lesson of the annex,” Vera Stahl said. “Kessler taught it to me. You do not let them move the fight into a room. You make the object impossible to carry away.”

Merrow put his cap back on. Andic, who had not opened his mouth all evening, said “Aye” to nobody in particular and went off to check his tool roll.

Then she looked at me, and so did the other eight, and the whole corner bay waited, because there was one thing left on that wall and she had not written it.



I put my hands flat on the bench.

“Objective,” I said.

“The cores don’t matter,” I said. “Understand me. Three hundred and sixty cores in a stripper camp, most of them factory-new, is a scandal, and a scandal is a thing that gets authenticated for eleven months and then gets tired. Cores can be lost in transfer. Cores can be reissued. Cores can be explained by a quartermaster with a good clerk.”

I tapped the grease-pencil rectangle at the middle of the drawing, which was Brasco’s command crawler.

“Kel Brasco has been running a supply route for three decades and he has been paid in freshly issued CDA scrip out of a closed pouch by a man with clean gloves, and I have met exactly one kind of man like that in my life, and I have met a hundred of them. He is a merchant.” I looked around the bay. “He keeps books. He has to. He is settling accounts with somebody who counts, and you cannot settle an account without paper, and he will have it with him, because a man like that does not leave his ledger in a warehouse.

“We are not going to Gate Nine for the harvest,” I said. “We are going for the paper.”



We went through the collapsed northern face at ten minutes past midnight.

I have walked into a lot of ruins. That one was different, because twelve days earlier I had been in it, and because the last time I had seen the outer yard I had been looking at it on a repeater through a woman’s eyes at a hundred and six point four percent sync.

The viaduct was still down. They had not lifted it. A hundred and forty meters of roadway lay across the yard floor at an angle with its reinforcing rods bent out like grass, exactly where Signy had set it down, and you could see, in the drone’s floodlight, the four gouges in the underside where a war frame’s shoulders had taken it.

Somebody had left flowers at the eastern pier.

I put my palm on the concrete as I went past, out of habit, and read four hundred tons of dead load resting where it should not be, and twelve nights of frost working in the cracks, and, deep in it, a shock front that had gone through the aggregate and turned it to gravel around every rod.

The whole span was scrap. It would never carry anything again.

Ninety people had walked off the end of it.



The corpses do not smell as you expect.

Twelve nights in the cold is not long enough for real rot. It is long enough for everything else. A Category Three does not have the chemistry of anything that lives on a farm. What comes off one is a flat mineral smell like a wet quarry, with something underneath it that gets into the back of your throat and stays there for two days, and every rigger who went into that yard that night has told me since that they can still find it in a coat.

Pike lay in the shoulder with his left forelimb stretched out in front of him.

Somebody had cut his jaw off. Not for meat and not for laminate: for the teeth, which go to the sixth-quarter market at three scrip a centimeter and which every child in Bastion wants on a cord around her neck, and I stood in the dark beside twelve hundred tons of an animal that a woman I love had killed with one arm and looked at a man’s bootprints in the foam where he had stood to do it.

Bram Odell put a hand on my shoulder and left it there until I nodded.

“Later,” he said.



On the causeway crest, twelve hundred meters back, in a five-story matte-black war frame with every light off and her sync down at nothing, Signy Larke sat still and watched four men on a scissor lift cut her frame’s right forearm out of a dead animal’s chest cavity.

She had told me she would not come down.

She said it in my workshop with that same locked-wrist stillness, and she said it in front of Bram and Poppy and Vera and everybody else in that room, and she was the one who had explained to us, at the boneyard fringe, why a raid has to be human-scale to produce human evidence.

They got the arm out at half past one.

It came away in a hoist sling with the elbow yoke trailing torn actuator stack behind it like tendon, and the crane took it up and swung it over the pallet stack and set it down, and one of the strippers went along it with a wire brush and started taking Bram Odell’s soapstone signature off the inside of the elbow shroud so that the casting could go on a manifest as unattributed materiel.

Longstride did not move.

I heard her breathing on the crew circuit. That is all. Twelve hundred meters away, in the dark, with her lights off, the number one pilot in the history of the Continental Defense Authority listened to a man scrub a rigger’s name off her arm and did not move one gram of a two-hundred-ton machine, because she had said she wouldn’t, and because I had asked her not to.

“Kessler,” she said, once, very quietly, on a channel that only I was on.

“I know.”

“Tell me when.”

“Soon.”



The camp was working when we reached the wreck of Battery Six.

Fifty-two men, three crawlers, a boom crane, and floodlights, in an exclusion zone inside the Wall of the last human city on Meridian, at one in the morning, with two Category Three corpses going soft in the cold.

And they were not stripping.

They were loading. Two crews were bringing crates out of the crawlers and stacking them in the open on pallets beside Anvil’s flank, and a third crew was going along the stack with grinders and hand-scrapers and buckets of yard silt, and they were dirtying them, one at a time: taking the wax paper off a factory-new sync-governor, scoring the housing, rubbing twelve days of a dead animal’s rot into the bolt lands, and putting it back in a foam-lined crate stenciled RECOVERED MATERIEL, SECTOR GATE NINE.

Bram Odell lay in the rubble beside me with his chin in the dust and watched a man age a Limiter with a wire brush.

“Forty years,” he said, “and I have never once.”

“Bram.”

“There’s a routine to it. Look at them. They’ve a jig for it, son.”

They had a jig. It was a wooden cradle with a foot brace, and a man could do a governor in about ninety seconds, and there were nine crates already done and stacked and stenciled and waiting for the boom crane to lift them into a truck that would carry them home through a gate with a manifest.

Forty units a crate.

I lay on the wreckage of a coil battery casemate whose crew had walked away from a shearing traverse mount weeks earlier because my palm was on the flange when it began to negotiate, and I ran the numbers, and then I stopped running them, because they went somewhere I could not carry.

“Poppy,” I said, into my mic. “Blind them.”



Four badly built drones came in over the floodlights at ten meters with their rotors screaming, and fifty-two men looked up.

Bram’s ground party took the wire down and came through it and put it back.

Nobody fired. Four riggers and a fifty-seven-year-old chief walked out of the dark into a working camp with tools in their hands, and Bram Odell said, in a voice like a crane brake:

“Nobody touch that crane.”

And a man with a cutting torch on a lanyard came around the tailgate of the second crawler and looked at us for one second and then reached for his torch, and after that it went loud, as it always goes loud, faster than a person can describe.



I am not going to try to render all of it.

There were fifty-two of them and nine of us. It was one in the morning and the floodlights went out in the first thirty seconds because Sowe put a wrench through the generator’s housing, and after that there was nothing in that yard except drone strobes and hand lamps and the blue glare of cutting torches, and the whole fight happened in the ribcage of a seventeen-hundred-ton animal, in and out of its bones, in a light that showed you a man’s face for a third of a second at six meters and then took him away.

Merrow broke his hand on somebody. Andic went down under two of them and got up.

I got a crowbar off a pallet in the first minute and never let go of it.

Poppy dropped the boom crane.

She had spent three nights watching a machine that nobody else was watching. That is all it has ever been with her. The difference between the fringe and this one was that at the fringe I had my hands on the stay, and this time I was ninety meters away and she did the whole of it herself, over a comm, off a drone.

“WADE. Get off the pallet stack, get off it, get off.”

I got off the pallet stack.

“That crane’s slew bearing has been running dry for a year and they’ve been slinging fourteen-hundred-kilo pallets on it and the cage is gone,” Poppy said, in my ear, from a war frame on the causeway crest, entirely calm. “It’ll take load. It will not take load and turn.”

“How do we make it turn?”

“Somebody in that cab has to want very much to swing the boom,” said Poppy Renner. “So go and be annoying underneath it.”

I went and was annoying underneath it.

The crane driver swung the boom to knock me off my feet, with fourteen hundred kilos of crated Limiters on the hook, and the slew bearing came apart into twenty years of dry rollers, and forty meters of Kessner lattice came over sideways and lay down across the second crawler’s engine deck with a noise like a foundry falling over.

It was the second time I had watched Poppy drop a crane where it needed to go. It did not get less enormous.

Steam went up. The whole camp turned around to look at it.

And in the ninety seconds while they were looking, I went up the ramp of the command crawler and pulled the door shut behind me.



Kel Brasco was at the quartermaster board with a clipboard in his hand.

He was fifty-one, and thirty years of shale country had dried him down to something with no water left anywhere in it, and he had not run, and he was not packing. He was taking paper off a board and putting it into a canvas case, in order, quickly, without any wasted motion at all, which told me more about that man in one second than the whole of the last two months had.

He looked up at me and at the crowbar and at my forearms, and his mouth pulled back from one gold-capped tooth in a fighter’s grin that was not fear.

“You’re the hands,” he said.

Then he took the cutting torch off his hip.



A cutting torch is not a weapon. It is worse. It has a thousand-degree flame at the end of a meter of steel lance and you cannot block it, and you cannot let it touch anything you are holding, and Kel Brasco used it the way a fencer uses a foil: short, economical, never lunging, always making me move backward through a crawler cab full of things to trip on.

He put it through the crowbar’s shaft in the first exchange. Straight through, before I had room to swear, and I was holding two pieces of a crowbar and backing into a bulkhead.

He burned my left forearm across the tracery and I did not feel it until the next morning.

He put the lance past my head into the bulkhead behind me and the paint went up and the cab filled with smoke that tasted like scorched insulation and I dropped low on the deck plate with one palm on it to catch myself.

And the deck plate told me.



It is a crawler. It has been in a salvage yard for thirty years. There is a sump under the cab deck where a hundred thousand liters of hydraulic fluid and rainwater and kaiju rot have gone through the drain gutters and sat, and the plate over that sump has been rusting from underneath since before I was born.

Under my palm, in one second, in the dark, with a cutting torch coming at my face: cold where flow has died. Grain gone soft. A crackle under the skin like sugar under paper.

Fatigue. Two millimeters left of a twelve-millimeter plate. The whole panel between the third and fourth deck beams.

I got up.

I stopped backing away.

Kel Brasco came forward with the torch because I stopped, because that is what a competent man does, and he put his weight onto his forward foot exactly where I wanted it, and I did not hit him at all.

I hit the deck.

I brought half a crowbar down on the plate between his boots with everything I have ever taken off a stuck bolt, and thirty years of rust let go, and Kel Brasco went through the floor of his own command crawler into a sump full of black water with his cutting torch still lit.



He came up swearing, chest-deep, with his hair on fire.

I put it out with a tarpaulin, because a man cannot bargain when he is dead, and because he had a canvas case of paper under his arm and he had not let go of it even going through a floor, and that told me the last thing I needed to know about Kel Brasco.

I took the case off him.

He watched me do it, chest-deep in his own sump, breathing hard, with the skin coming off one side of his scalp.

“That’s the whole business,” he said. “Thirty years. You know what you’re holding.”

“Yes.”

“You’ll want to talk to me.”

“No,” I said. “The commander will want to talk to you. She’s outside with fourteen deck-security officers and a live order and a watch commander who is not for sale. And I’ll tell you a thing for nothing, Brasco, because you fought well and it cost me.”

He looked at me.

“They were going to leave you in the field,” I said. “That’s what they did to Rusk. That’s the phrase they use.”

Kel Brasco laughed. It was a horrible sound in a flooded cab, and it went on for a while, and then it stopped, and he wiped his face with his burned hand.

“Aye,” he said. “That’s the phrase.”



I came down the ramp of that crawler at ten minutes to three in the morning with a canvas case under my arm and nothing left in my hands, and fifty-two men were sitting in the silt with their fingers laced behind their heads, and Bram Odell was standing over them with a torque bar he had not used.

I put my hand up to key my mic.

I did not key it.

The shooting had stopped three minutes earlier.

In the corner bay, with grease pencil still on her knuckles, she had said it herself: when Kessler calls, or when the shooting stops. She had put that second clause in on her own, and I had let it stand without thinking about it, and I did not understand until I was standing in the silt with a dead crawler behind me that she had been telling me something.

The ground said it before my ears did. It always does. Two hundred tons taking its weight off a crest travels through shale faster than it travels through air, and I felt it arrive in the bones of both legs, and I stood in a dead animal’s shadow with a canvas case under my arm and listened to my own plan turn up on time without me in it.

Longstride came down the causeway with every light on her switched off.

She did not need them. There is nothing in the world louder than a five-story war frame walking toward you in silence with the whole eastern sky behind it. Fifty-two men who had spent three decades stripping battlefields sat in the foam and watched the thing that had killed both of the animals they were standing on come down the hill to collect its property.

She knelt at the edge of the yard.

She reached out with her left hand, her only hand, and picked her own right forearm up off the pallet stack where the strippers had laid it, and held it against her chest the way you carry firewood, and stood there.

Nobody said anything until the crawler’s cooling fans clicked off.

Signy Larke’s voice came out of the frame’s speakers at conversational volume, because the machine amplified it, and because she has never in her life needed to shout.

“Which of you took the name off it.”

Not one man moved.

“Chief Odell will restore his signature to that casting in the morning,” she said, “and every one of you is going to be alive to hear about it, and I want you to understand exactly how narrowly that was decided, and by whom, and that it was not me.”

Longstride stood up with her arm in her hand and walked back up the causeway.



They opened the crates in the yard at three in the morning under Vera Stahl’s hand lamps, and Watch Commander Deman Trask stood over them with a slate and photographed every stage, and fourteen deck-security officers held fifty-two men on the ground under a dead animal.

Nine crates were already dirtied and stenciled. Fourteen were untouched.

Trask went along the untouched ones with a bar and took the lids off.

Factory-new sync-governors, in foam, in wax paper, forty to a crate. The housings gray and unmarked. The bolt lands smooth. The serial plates stamped inside the year, with the burrs still sharp under my thumb.

And on the end of every crate, in white, four centimeters high, stenciled at a factory by a machine:

CONTINENTAL DEFENSE AUTHORITY. MATERIEL, CONTROLLED. SYNC-GOVERNOR, MK IV. DO NOT DIVERT.

Vera Stahl stood over a crate of them with her hands behind her back and said absolutely nothing while the factory wax caught the lamp in clean yellow squares.

“Five hundred and sixty units,” Trask said. “Chief, that’s.”

“That’s a fleet refit,” said Bram Odell.



The recovery detail arrived at four in the morning, twelve days late, because by then the whole city could see the lights in the yard and nobody wanted to be the last honest uniform through the gate.

There were seven trucks and a crane and a lieutenant with a clipboard.

And an escort of three frames, because a recovery detail in an exclusion zone gets an escort, and the ready flight is what you send.

Razorback knelt at the edge of the yard and shut down and Odessa Kane came down the ladder in gray, sealed to the chin at four in the morning in an exclusion zone, because there is no hour of the day at which that woman is not in uniform.

She walked the length of that yard past fifty-two men lying face down in the silt, past a folded crane, past a flooded crawler with a syndicate boss sitting on the ramp of it under guard, and she stopped three meters from the open crates.

I was standing on the other side of them with a canvas case under my arm.

She did not look at me. She looked at the crate.

She looked at the gray unmarked housings in their foam, and the wax paper, and the sharp-burred serial plates, and the white stencil on the end panel, and I watched Odessa Kane read CONTINENTAL DEFENSE AUTHORITY. MATERIEL, CONTROLLED. DO NOT DIVERT in her own doctrine’s own type, on a battlefield, at four in the morning, in the hands of a wreck-stripper.

Her jaw locked hard enough to pull a tendon in her throat tight, then released.

Then she took her personal slate out of her thigh pocket, and photographed one crate, once, with the stencil in frame and the serials in frame and the yard’s floodlight on it.

She put the slate back in her pocket.

She looked up, and her ice-blue eyes went over my forearms, from the wrists to the shoulders, the whole length of them, slow as a service-record check.

She turned around and walked back to her frame, and did not speak to anybody at all, and was gone before the lieutenant with the clipboard had finished asking who was in charge.



The canvas case had thirty years in it and I did not open it in the yard.

I opened it on my bench at eight that morning with Bram asleep in the chair and Poppy asleep on the cot and Signy standing behind me with her hand on my shoulder and her thumb moving on the tracery, and Vera Stahl on the other side of the bench with her cap off.

Consignment notes. Delivery dockets. Nine hundred pages of a merchant’s honest bookkeeping about a dishonest trade, going back three decades, in four hands, in pencil.

And clipped to the board at the back of the case, folded once, soft as cloth from being handled, a document thirty-eight pages long.

It was a manifest.

It was not Brasco’s. It was old and it was official and it was printed on Continental Defense Authority stock, and it listed, in columns, frame by frame, every machine that had been struck off the operational register and sent to the Mothball Yard on the sixth tier of Bulwark Academy for fifteen years.

There were four hundred and eleven of them.

Beside each frame’s serial there was a column headed DISPOSITION, and the entries were the ordinary vocabulary of a scrapyard: retained, cannibalized, released to contractor, released to contractor, released to contractor.

And beside that column, on a scrap manifest, on a document whose entire purpose is to account for metal, somebody had ruled a fifth column by hand with a straightedge and headed it in block capitals.

PILOT.

Four hundred and eleven names.

Rank, name, initial, and the date she stopped flying. Fifteen years of them. Line pilots and aces and instructors and cadets, and beside a great many of them, in a small square hand, a note: exceeded governed output, 3 occasions, benched. Exceeded, 1 occasion. Requalified, benched. Deceased.

Vera Stahl put both hands flat on my bench.

She read down that column without moving. I watched her get to a name about two-thirds of the way down the ninth page, and stop, and go on, and stop again on the fourteenth.

“I taught seven of these women,” she said.

Signy’s thumb had stopped moving on my shoulder.

I put my thumb on the rule of that fifth column and ran it down the page.

Somebody had drawn it with a straightedge. By hand. On a scrap manifest.

At the bottom of the last page, in the certifying block, where a contractor signs to say that he has received the materiel and holds it against the Authority’s account, there was a signature.

It was written with a hard pencil, in a small square upright hand, and it had been written four hundred and eleven times in fifteen years and it never once varied.

E. SARN



There was pencil in the margins of every page.

I did not read one word of it that morning. There were four hundred and eleven names in the fifth column and I could not get past them.

Poppy woke up because I had gone quiet, which is how she wakes up.

She came and stood at my elbow in her socks and read down the column with her lips moving, and then she stopped, and put one small filthy finger on the page.

“Denn,” she said.

“Poppy.”

“That’s Denn. That’s a girl called Denn. I fixed her Mule when I was twenty and she went to line pilot that year and I clapped for her.” She was reading the entry beside the name and her voice had gone somewhere flat. “Exceeded governed output, two occasions, benched. Wade, she’s not dead. She works in a depot. She’s been in a depot for three years and she told me she washed out.”

“She didn’t wash out.”

“No,” said Poppy Renner. “She was inconvenient.”

She stood there for a while with her finger on a dead frame’s serial number.

“That’s what they wrote next to me,” she said. “On my file. Retain as deck personnel.”



Vera Stahl had not moved from the other side of the bench.

She was standing very still, with her fingertips whitening on the certifying block and her expression gone parade-still in the exact way I had seen once before, in lamplight, under a dead animal’s back, ninety meters inside a Category Four at Vantry Field.

“Four hundred and eleven,” she said.

“Ma’am.”

“Kessler, a scrapyard does not know who flew the machine. It cannot know. The frame’s serial is the entire record; the pilot’s file lives in a different building, under a different authority, and to put those two things beside each other you would have to go and look each one of them up.” She lifted her fingers off the paper and looked at them. “Four hundred and eleven times. Over fifteen years. By hand. On your own time. For no reason at all.”

“Unless somebody wanted them kept.”

“Somebody has been keeping them,” said Vera Stahl, “next to the record of the machine it took her out of, in a graveyard ledger, in the dark, for fifteen years, and nobody has ever asked him to.”

A parts cart rattled past the workshop door and died against the threshold with a metal complaint, and nobody inside the room looked up.

I squared the manifest on the bench with both hands, edge to edge, before I said any of it.

Command key only. Patrols doubled. Effective immediate, on the morning after the whole city watched a woman fly at a hundred and seven point three.

“They didn’t flinch about a scrapyard,” I said. “They flinched about a witness.”

Then I picked up a grease pencil and wrote three words on the wall of my workshop, above the bench, above the casts and the governor and the box, in letters four centimeters high.

THE MOTHBALL YARD.

I said it out loud once, the way you say a bearing.


Chapter 23: The Culverin

“Two hundred and eighteen entries,” Poppy said, and put the lift log down on my bench at six in the morning. “Four years. Twelve of them are patrols.”

“And the other two hundred and six.”

“Same badge number. Every single one of them.” She flattened both hands on the slate and pushed it across at me. “And I did not look it up. I have a feeling about it and I would rather you found it with your hands.”

The mothball berths are on the sixth tier, sub-level, under the academy, and you get to them down a freight lift that takes three minutes and smells of cold iron. Nobody goes down there.

Somebody had been going down there every fortnight for four years.

Vera Stahl had not been down there in fifteen.

The access authority on that lift had been revised to command key only twelve days earlier, on the morning after the breach, in the routing queue, at four o’clock in the morning, while the two animals that had died at Gate Nine were still warm. Vera put her own key in the panel, turned it, took it out, and said nothing whatsoever about it, which is the most Vera Stahl thing I have ever watched a person do.

She stood in the lift with her cap under her arm and her hair pinned and did not say anything for three minutes, and when the doors opened she walked out into the dark ahead of me without waiting for the lamps.

Fifty war frames stand in that place under tarpaulins.

They are shrouded to the knee and racked in two rows down a gallery four hundred meters long, and the tarps have gone gray with dust and the dust has gone gray with time, and the whole gallery smells of cold grease and rat and the particular sweetness of hydraulic fluid that has been sitting still for a decade. Five stories of dead machine, and another, and another. You cannot see the ends of the rows.

Every one of them has a serial stenciled on the tarp at chest height.

No room I have ever stood in has felt more like a cemetery, and I am not going to use the other word for it, because a cemetery is exactly what it was: fifty machines here, and four hundred and eleven names in the paper record, written in a small square hand by a man nobody had ever heard of.

The two numbers do not fight. I had the manifest open on my knee in the lift on the way down and I had already run it. The disposition column says released to contractor three times out of four, and released to whom is not a question that column has a box for.

Fifty is what they could not get rid of.

Vera walked past seven of them and stopped at the third berth on the left.

“This one,” she said.



I put my palm on the tarp before I looked at anything.

That is habit and I do not apologize for it. Under the canvas the plating was cold, and it was clean: no dust film on the metal, no bloom of oxide, no grit under the heel of my hand where fifteen years of a sub-level gallery should have laid down a millimeter of it.

I stopped.

“Kessler.”

“Give me a minute, ma’am.”

I got the tarp back off the ankle strut and the foot casting and the lower leg and stood in a work lamp’s cone with both hands on a pre-Cascade war frame’s shin.

The Culverin is older than anything I have ever worked on. She is a heavy frame from a generation that built them like bridges, forty tons heavier than Longstride at the shoulder, with a great slab-sided chest and an armored cockpit ring and hands that have three fingers and a thumb because that is what they thought a frame needed when Vera Stahl was twenty-six years old.

She was sound.

The words on their own do nothing, so I will say what that means with my hands.

The knee bearing turned. I got up on the strut and put both palms on the housing and rocked it and it turned, smooth, no notch, no dry spot, no rust bloom on the race, and there was fresh grease in it. Not old grease gone waxy: fresh, tacky, laid in with a gun within the year.

The hydraulic risers were charged. I could feel the fluid standing in them, cool, quiet, no air in the column.

The actuator on the left hip had been rebuilt. Somebody had taken the whole assembly down and replaced the gaskets and put it back, and had done it with the frame standing, upside down, on his back, under a five-story machine, alone, and there was a soapstone tick mark on the housing where he had counted his torque sequence and not trusted himself to remember.

I went up her leg and her flank and her arm to the shoulder yoke over about twenty minutes, with both hands, and everything I touched had been maintained inside twelve months, and some of it inside four weeks.

The cannon in her right hand had been stripped and oiled and the bore was bright.

I came down off the strut and stood in the dark and could not immediately say anything at all.

“Well,” said Vera Stahl.

“Ma’am, this frame is at deployment standard.”

She did not move.

“There’s fresh grease in the knee. The hip’s been rebuilt inside the year. Her risers are charged, her bore’s bright, and there’s three hundred kilos of dust on the tarp and none on the machine.” I wiped my palms down my coveralls. “Somebody has been coming down here and maintaining a decommissioned war frame to a live standard for fifteen years, on his own time, in the dark, with no work order, no requisition, and no possible way to explain himself if anybody ever asked.”

Vera Stahl stood in front of her own frame with her cap set down on a service crate beside her, which I have not seen her do anywhere else on this Wall.

“Bram,” she said.



He was standing at the end of the row.

I do not know how long he had been there. He had come down the lift after us, on a bad knee, with fourteen staples still in his thigh, and he had not made a sound, and he was leaning on the rail of the second berth with his thermos in his fist.

Vera Stahl walked thirty meters down that gallery to him.

She stopped in front of him and looked up at a fifty-seven-year-old rigger with a walrus mustache and forearms like bridge cable, and she was a commander, and he was deck crew, and neither of those things had ever once had anything to do with it.

“Chief Odell,” she said. “How long.”

Bram Odell looked at the floor.

“Every Tuesday,” he said. “Off shift. That’s all.”

That is what he said. Six words, and then he put the thermos cap on, badly, twice.

Vera Stahl reached out and put her hand flat on his forearm and left it there, and did not say one word, and Bram looked at the floor of a berth gallery for perhaps half a minute with his jaw working.

“She’s a good frame,” he said at last, in a voice with gravel all through it. “It’d have been a waste.”



The honors assembly for Gate Nine was held three days after the raid, in the great hall under the crown, and it was broadcast, because everything is.

This is the long one. The crown ceremony is for the city: individuals, decorations, cameras, six minutes and a wave. The assembly is for the sector, and it is where the deck actually goes, because the assembly is unit citations and the roll of the dead, read out by rank and name and battery, all of them, in order, without music.

It ran for two hours. Battery Six was cited as a crew and the citation was read by a man who kept losing his place. The northern casemate’s dead were read: forty-one names, and the hall stood for all of them and sat down between each one, which is how it is done and which is why it takes two hours.

Marshal Aldric Crane sat on the dais throughout, upright, hands on his knees, and did not once look at his slate.

At the end of an honors assembly, under the hall’s eastern arch, there is a public range terminal bolted to the stone.

It is a scarred steel pedestal, and nobody has ever mistaken it for a desk or a request box. It is wired straight into the live qualification board above the eastern range, the same board that posts every cadet’s trial number and every line pilot’s daylight test.

No Cascade-era grounded pilot had touched it in fifteen years.

Vera Stahl stood up in the third row when the assembly ended and the hall was already breaking up into twelve hundred people putting their coats on.

She did not go to the doors.

She walked down the center aisle in her immaculate blues with her cap under her arm and her back like a plumb line, and the people nearest the aisle saw where she was going a heartbeat before anybody else did, and the noise in that hall came down like a hand had been laid on it.

She reached the terminal.

A corporal stood beside it with a coil-key on his belt and a face that said he had never expected the dead part of that machine to wake up during his shift.

“Open the range board,” Vera said.

“Ma’am, that board is.”

“Live,” she said. “Open it.”

He keyed it.

The terminal woke with a flat green line, and the eastern range board above the arch copied it ten meters high.

Vera Stahl put her thumb to the reader and stood in front of twelve hundred people and four broadcast cameras and a Marshal of the Continental Defense Authority while the machine took her pulse, her service tag, and the old pilot code buried under fifteen years of instructor credentials.

She straightened up and looked at the board.

LIVE RANGE CHALLENGE: STAHL, V. A., CDR. FLIGHT STATUS: GROUND-RECLAIM. DAYS SINCE LAST QUALIFIED SORTIE: 5,553.



The hall went silent in a single hard drop.

Then a woman somewhere at the back, a line pilot, one of the six hundred that Vera Stahl has taught to fly at sixty percent of what a human being can do, stood up.

And twelve hundred people came off their chairs at once, and it was not applause. It was a hall full of soldiers making a noise at a number.

They stood on the chairs. Two cadets in the gallery were hanging over the rail. Poppy Renner was screaming something at the top of her lungs beside me with both fists in the air and tears going straight down her face, and Signy Larke, who does not display, had both hands over her mouth.

On the dais, Marshal Aldric Crane rose to his feet.

He was the first officer above the rank of major to do it, and he did it fast, before anybody could notice that he had hesitated, because he had not hesitated. He stood and he turned toward the eastern arch and he applauded Commander Vera Stahl, on camera, in front of his city, with his face composed into an expression of grave and entirely convincing approval.

He could not do anything else. That was the whole of the trap and Vera had built it and walked into it herself, in daylight, with her name.

You cannot hide a range challenge once the board has taken it.

You can only put a machine in front of her and hope she breaks where everyone can see.



Vera came out through the arch with her cap still under her arm and a range chit on a lanyard around her neck: thirty centimeters of cord and a rectangle the size of two fingers.

STAHL, V. A., CDR. LIVE RANGE CHALLENGE ACCEPTED.

She stopped in front of me in a corridor full of shouting people.

“He’ll try to break me in daylight,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“He will put a cold rig under me, tune the scar against me, and hope the number dies before the crowd understands what it saw.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Vera Stahl looked down at the chit on its lanyard, and then up at me, and her mouth went command-still around a hope I had seen exactly once, in a training bay, in front of a bench meter that would not go past forty-one.

“Then I had better be unfailable,” she said. “Loudly.”



We opened the black box that night.

Four of us in a locked workshop with the lamp down low: Vera, Signy, Poppy, and me. Bram would not come. He said he had a bearing to press and he was lying and nobody argued with him.

Poppy had spent six days building a reader.

The keying block on that recorder wanted a physical wing-key, brass, thumb-sized, of a pattern that stopped being issued ten months after the Cascade, and Vera Stahl put her hand into the pocket of her blues and took out something wrapped in a scrap of cloth and unwrapped it on my bench.

It was green with age at the shoulders.

She looked at it for a moment. Then she put it in the block and turned it, and something inside a five-year-old flight recorder from a dead lieutenant’s frame went click for the first time since the day that woman died.

RECORDER 4471-C. UNIT: 9TH WING. FRAME: CULVERIN-CLASS, HULL 118. PILOT: SIVRET, A., LT. RECORDING: VANTRY FIELD. ELAPSED 09:41:07.

“Nine hours and forty-one minutes,” Poppy said. Her voice was not doing what it usually does. “That’s. Wade, that’s the whole.”

“Find hour two,” I said. “The tissue said hour two or three.”

She found hour two.



The recording started, and the first thing that hit me was how bored it sounded.

It sounds like tired people doing their jobs.

There is the hiss of an old frame’s comm. There is the gun-net of the Ninth Wing’s massed battery, four kilometers back on the ridge, coming through Sivret’s frame because a wing leader monitors the gun-net. There is somebody coughing.

GUN NET: “Ninth, gunnery. We have a seam. Dorsal shoulder, port side, opens on the forelimb swing. It’s a meter and a half and it goes inboard.”

“Say again inboard?”

“It goes all the way in, control. It’s a shaft.”

A pause. Paper.

“Ninth gunnery to control. Requesting solution on the shoulder seam, walking, four ranging.”

CONTROL: “Granted. Walk it.”

The guns.

You cannot hear a coil battery on a frame’s comm. What you hear is the gun-net’s spotter, and he is about twenty-two years old, and he is very good.

“Fall one. Short thirty, line good.”

“Fall two. Short fourteen.”

“Fall three. Line. Short four. Correcting.”

“Fall four. On for line. On for range. Standing by on the swing.”

Nine seconds of nothing. Somebody breathing.

“He’s committing. He’s swinging. SEAM IS OPEN, SEAM IS OPEN, FIRE.”

And the spotter, screaming, the way a twenty-two-year-old screams when he has just done the thing he was trained to do and it has worked:

“HIT. HIT ON THE SEAM. Penetration confirmed, we are INSIDE, control, we have got a shaft into the killbox, repeat, we are through the shoulder, second round loading, GIVE ME THE SEAM AGAIN.”

You can hear the Ninth Wing’s gun crews behind him. Somebody is shouting. Somebody laughs, once, high, out of relief.

Alma Sivret’s voice comes on for the first time, from inside a war frame, seven kilometers away, and she is young and she is out of breath and she is delighted.

“Ninth flight to gunnery, that’s a kill lane. That’s a kill lane, we saw it from here, put four more in there and we can.”

And a voice cuts across her.



The voice was calm.

It was not cold and it was not cruel and there was no cunning in it whatsoever. That was what put my teeth together. It was the voice of a man who was not hurrying because he had never in his life had to hurry. Unremarkable. You would not turn around in a corridor.

He does not give a callsign. He does not authenticate. Nobody asks him to.

“Check fire.”

Three seconds.

GUN NET: “…Say again, control?”

“Check fire. Re-lay thirty right. Acknowledge.”

“Control, we have penetration on the seam, we have a shaft into the brainstem cavity, we are asking for four more rounds, we can end this in nine minutes.”

“Re-lay thirty right. Acknowledge.”

Nine seconds.

Nine seconds of an open gun-net, and a twenty-two-year-old spotter, and eleven gun crews, and a wing leader in a frame, and a Category Four with a hole in its shoulder, and nobody says anything at all.

GUN NET: “…Ninth gunnery acknowledges. Re-laying thirty right.”

And then, on the recording, on her own channel, alone, to nobody, a young woman’s voice, quiet, with the frame’s noise around it:

SIVRET: “Control, say again. Control. We had it.”

Nothing.

SIVRET: “Control. We had it.”

Nobody ever answers her.

The recorder runs for another seven hours and forty minutes. There is a great deal on it. The animal reaches the picket line at hour four and the outer township at hour four-thirty, and the Fifth Wing loses seven frames in the streets between hour five and hour six, and at hour seven, at nine hundred and forty civilian deaths and counting, a young woman takes a Category Four in the flank alone with a lance to buy an evacuation nine minutes.

She gets them their nine minutes.

The recording ends when the frame stops.



Poppy had her hand over her mouth. She had had it there since hour two and she had not moved it.

Signy Larke was standing with both palms flat on my bench and her head down and her braid over one shoulder, and she was breathing in fours, and I could see her counting.

I reached over and stopped the reader.

“Play it again,” said Vera Stahl.

I played it again.

She stood absolutely still through the entire playback with her hands behind her back and her chin level, exactly as she stands on a gun line, and at check fire nothing whatsoever happened in her face, and at the nine seconds nothing happened, and at Control, we had it she closed her eyes and opened them.

When it finished she said: “Again. Just those four seconds.”

I played the four seconds.

“Check fire. Re-lay thirty right. Acknowledge.”

“Again.”

I played it eleven times.

At the seventh, Vera Stahl said, in the flattest voice I have ever heard her use:

“That is not Aldric Crane.”



Nobody in that room had said it out loud.

Every one of us had been thinking it for an hour, because we had spent eleven weeks building a case out of wax casts and crates and manifests and one filed detent, and every arrow in it pointed at one man, and there is a great deal of comfort in a war having a face.

Aldric Crane’s voice is the most familiar sound in Bastion. It comes out of the rooftop screens on the anniversary. Every child in this city can do an impression of it. It is a low, resonant, deliberate voice with a slight roughness at the bottom of it from thirty years of shouting on gun lines, and he places his stresses like a man laying bricks.

The voice on that recorder is lighter, quicker, and entirely uninflected.

“It isn’t him,” Signy said. “It isn’t anything like him.”

“No.”

“Ma’am, five years ago Crane was Marshal. If he wanted a shot called off he had only to.”

“He had only to say so,” Vera agreed, “and it would have been his voice on that net, because he has never once in his life hidden behind anybody, and I have hated that man for fifteen years and I will not have him made smaller than he is.”

She was looking at the reader.

“Whoever said check fire at Vantry Field,” Vera said, “had the authority to say it into a wing’s gun-net in the middle of a Category Four engagement, and a gun-net does not query an unfamiliar voice with a killbox on the table unless it recognizes the authority, and it did not query him. It waited nine seconds and it obeyed.”

Poppy took her hand off her mouth.

“So he’s above the Marshal,” she said.

“Or beside him,” said Vera Stahl. “Or behind him. Or in a room that the Marshal does not enter.”

She stopped.

She stood there with her fingers resting on the edge of my bench and looked at nothing, and I watched a thought go across Commander Vera Stahl’s face and get caught and held, and she did not say it.

“Ma’am.”

“No.”

“You know something.”

“I know nothing,” she said, “and that is precisely the trouble, and I have spent fifteen years watching what happens to people who say a thing out loud in this building before they can prove it.” She picked up her cap. “I am going to be careful about this one thing, Kessler, and you are going to let me, and when I am ready I will say it in front of all of you at once.”

She got to the door.

“Do not lose that box,” Vera said. “It is the only piece of evidence any of us have that cannot be answered by a clerk.”



Poppy had made a map.

She had made it in the night when she was not sleeping, on seven sheets of drafting film taped together, and she had hung it over my bench where the doctored governor is bolted, and it was the eastern approach of the Wall from Gate Four to Gate Eleven with every patrol lane on it in blue.

She had marked the contacts in red.

“Sawtooth,” she said, and put her finger on the exhibition day. “Came through a stress fissure in the outer face at Gate Six. Everybody says bad luck. Wade said, on the day, that the patrol schedule left that fissure thin.” She moved her finger. “It did. Lane fourteen had been re-rostered eleven days earlier for rotation balance.”

“Poppy.”

“The flanking Cat-1s at the Shale Flats. Six skirmishers, and they flanked, and Juno said on the comm that Cat-1s don’t flank.” Her finger moved. “They came up a wash that the convoy escort schedule stopped covering weeks before, because two frames got detached for a ceremonial.”

She moved her finger again, out onto the low ground south of Gate Nine, and stopped it there, and left it there.

“Anvil,” she said.

“Go on.”

“Sixty-one minutes. Thirteen hundred meters out in the low ground with the smoke between him and the gun line, not moving, not feeding, not probing, not doing one single thing that appears in any manual on this continent.” Her fingernail had gone white against the film. “And then look at when he got up. Not when the wall cracked. The wall cracked at fourteen minutes past five and he sat there another seventeen minutes and let it. He got up at five thirty-one, when every coil battery on that Wall was laid on the causeway and the only frame on the continent that could hurt him was down on one knee against a retaining wall with a Category Three on top of her.”

She turned around and looked at me.

“He waited for our doctrine to commit,” she said. “Then he walked into the one piece of ground it tells us nobody has to defend.”

Her finger came back to the map.

“The twin threes came through the two thinnest patrol lanes on the eastern picket, four hours apart, and converged. And the reserve was six hundred and fifty kilometers south for seasonal rotation balance, and the ready flight sat in its cradles for seventy-five minutes because there’s no line in the procedure for releasing it.”

She stepped back from the map.

“Every single anomalous contact in eleven weeks,” Poppy Renner said, “went through a hole that one of Crane’s orders made.”

Signy put down the wrench she had been holding for ten minutes without knowing she was holding it, and set it on the bench, and squared it with the edge.

“Say the two readings,” I said.

“One.” She held up a finger. “Somebody is telling them where the holes are.”

“Two.”

Poppy Renner stood over the map with both hands braced on the bench and read it through twice, and when she spoke, her voice had gone somewhere small.

“Two,” she said. “Nobody’s telling them anything. They’re reading it. They’ve been watching us hold a wall for sixty years and they’ve worked out that the holes move, and they’ve worked out how the holes move, and Wade, if that’s it, then the animals understand our doctrine better than the city does.”

Nobody said anything for a while.

“Log both,” I said. “Bury neither.”



She came down to the berths at midnight in borrowed deck coveralls.

The coveralls hit me harder than the uniform ever had. I had spent weeks looking at Commander Vera Stahl in immaculate instructor blues and had gotten used to the war that one regulation button fights every day of its life, and I was not prepared for what a set of Merrow’s spare coveralls does to a body built like hers.

They fitted her nowhere.

They were tight through the chest to the point of open hostility and the zip had been abandoned somewhere around the sternum, and she had the sleeves shoved up over her forearms and the legs turned once at the ankle, and her mahogany hair was down over her shoulders and she had a work lamp in one hand and a thermos in the other and she had never in fifteen years looked less like a monument.

She had the requalification chit around her neck on its cord.

It hung between her breasts. She had not put it inside the coveralls.

I was standing under the Culverin’s foot with a grease gun in my hand and I did not say anything at all, and Vera Stahl came down the length of that gallery watching me look at her and let me do it.

She put the lamp on a service crate.

Then she reached out and took my right hand off the grease gun in both of hers, and pressed it flat against her sternum, on bare skin, above the chit, and looked up at me with her amber eyes gone heavy.

“Read me,” she said. “Now.”



I read her.

Her pathways came up under my palm the way a hoist rope comes up under a load. There is nothing to look at while that happens. Nothing moves. The strands go hard one after another from the drum all the way out to the hook, and the rig leans, and the deck plates take the change, and the whole shop can be standing right there and see none of it, and the only man who knows what is about to happen is the one with his hand on the line.

She had been down here ten minutes before I heard her boots. Her body had been doing this the entire time.

A hundred and twenty at the heart. Every trunk line in that woman pulled taut and singing under my palm and not one gram of it moving anywhere, because at the top of all of it, across the port ring, at the one place where everything Vera Stahl is has to pass through:

The scar.

I have felt it in a locked office and in a training bay and once with my hand on the back of her neck while she was crying with rage on a rooftop, and it has always been the same thing: a machined band, glass-smooth, dressed, even, laid across everything she has.

It was straining.

“Vera.”

“Say the number.”

“You’re at forty-four,” I said, “and climbing, and there is nothing pushing on that scar except you wanting.”

Vera Stahl put her head back and laughed.

It came up out of her all at once, low and rough and twenty years younger than she is, and it went away down four hundred meters of dead war frames and came back, and she put her hand flat on my sternum, palm spread, and left it there long enough for me to feel what her own heart was doing under all that command, and then her other hand came up and closed around the back of my neck and pulled. Not steering. Committing, as she commits reserves. I got my hand into that mahogany hair and took control from that second.



I did not ask her for anything.

That is the difference between that night and the night in her office, and she noticed it before I did.

In the office she had to ask. She had to look at the blouse in my hands and say pin my arms with it, out loud, to a technician, at forty-one years of age, with fifteen years of parade rest standing behind her like a wall. It cost her something to get that sentence out. I have thought about what it cost her more than once since.

In the berth gallery I took two fistfuls of Merrow’s borrowed coveralls and stripped them off her shoulders and down to her waist before she had finished laughing at the number.

Vera Stahl looked down at her own bare chest. Then up at me. The laugh changed shape.

“You didn’t wait.”

“No.”

“You didn’t ask.”

“No,” I said. “And I’m not going to. You’ve done all the asking you’re ever going to do with me.”

Commander Vera Stahl laughed at me again, a real one, loud and rough and delighted, with four hundred meters of dark standing behind her, and fifty dead machines heard every note of it.

I had my hand in her hair before she had finished.



She was not naked. She never is.

The coveralls stayed knotted at her waist and everything above them was bare, and the chit hung on its cord in the valley between her breasts where she had deliberately left it, and one work lamp on a service crate threw the shadow of a five-story war machine forty meters up the gallery wall behind us.

Vera Stahl has the most extravagant chest I have ever put my hands on. She is forty-one years old and she has never once been shy about either fact.

I used my teeth on her. Not carefully.

“Yes,” she said at once, contralto cracking, watching my face. “Yes. Harder than that.”

“You have a range day in fifty-one days.”

“I have a range day in fifty-one days,” she agreed, and her chin came up, “and before it I have a flight physician who is going to put me on a table and take me down to the waist and go looking for fifteen years of damage.” Her eyes did not move off mine. “Let the first thing he finds be these, Kessler. Make him work out what he is looking at. There is going to be exactly one unexplained item in my medical file, and I intend to have put it there myself.”

I bit her again, harder, in a place he was definitely going to look, and Commander Vera Stahl stopped talking about physicians entirely.



I turned her around and put both her palms flat on the Culverin’s foot.

That is not a figure of speech. A war frame’s foot casting comes up past a tall woman’s ribs, and hers stood at the head of the berth with the tarp turned back off the ankle and the plate beneath it clean enough that she could see her own hands in it.

I laid my own hand over the back of one of hers and pressed it down into the plate until fifteen years of cold armor came up through the both of us.

“You put your name on a board this afternoon,” I said. “Hold onto what you filed for.”

Vera Stahl looked down at her own hand on her own war frame with a technician’s hand spread flat on top of it, and I felt the entire length of her change temperature.

“Kessler.”

“Hold onto it,” I said, and closed her fingers under mine.

She did not answer that with words. She took hold of the ankle plate the way she takes a throttle-side rail when the frames spool up and she is not allowed to fly them: both hands, knuckles white, fifteen years of wanting going straight down through her wrists into the metal. Except that this time the metal was hers, and she was holding it because a man had put her hands on it and told her to.

She braced.

A meter and eighty of commander went up onto the balls of her boots with her forearms flat on the ankle plate of the machine they took away from her fifteen years ago, and her mahogany hair swung forward over her shoulders, and the chit hung down under her in the dark and turned slowly on its cord.

I put my right hand flat on the back of her neck, over the machined band, and I took her.

She had spent an hour standing in front of the thing she wanted, doing arithmetic about it, and her body had come to its own conclusion long before her mouth did and had not asked anyone’s leave. When I put my hand between her legs she was already soaked, blunt and unapologetic about it, a forty-one-year-old woman who had stopped pretending about anything that mattered. She took the whole of me in one long push, and she took it hanging onto her own war machine with both hands.

The sound she made went out into four hundred meters of dead war frames and came back off every one of them.

That is what a berth gallery does with a noise. It is a stone tube half a kilometer long with fifty machines standing in it under canvas, and it takes whatever you give it and hands it back doubled and half a second late, and a woman who has not raised her voice in twenty years spent the next quarter of an hour finding out exactly what her own voice sounds like in a room full of war machines nobody is allowed to fly.

She said please. She said it a great many times. She said things into that gallery that fifty mothballed frames had been standing in the dark for fifteen years waiting to hear. She said my name, and I gave her all of it, one hand spread flat across the back of her neck and the other locked on her hip hard enough to leave four fingers there for a week.

She never once let go of it.



And with my hand on the scar, in the middle of it, I read her.

Everything she had was on the line, and the line ran through one machined band the width of my thumb at the base of her neck, and that band was carrying the entire weight of the woman.

In her office there had been a decommissioned throttle rig in the room and a load bank thrumming in the corner and a bench meter with a needle on it, and the scar had something to fight.

In that gallery there was nothing. No rig. No bank. No meter. A war frame she is not permitted to touch, a lamp on a crate, a technician’s hand on the back of her neck, and fifteen years of dressed, careful, glass-smooth surgery taking the full load of a forty-one-year-old woman who had decided, in public, that afternoon, that she was going to fly again.

The band was hot.

And along the edge of it, where the metalwork met the live pathway underneath, it had started to weep.

Forty-five.

I do not have a bench meter in my hands. I do not need one.

“Vera.”

“Don’t stop.”

“It’s letting go.”

Her forehead came down onto the cold plate of her own machine and stayed there.

“The band,” I said, with my mouth at the back of her neck and my palm spread flat across it. “Forty-four when you came down that gallery. Forty-five a minute ago. It’s hot, it’s taking everything you’ve got, and it has started to give at the edge, and I have that edge under my hand right now.”

“Say the number.”

She had asked me for it once already that night, in that exact voice, standing at the foot of her own frame with my hand flat on her chest, and I had handed it to her inside of four seconds.

“No,” I said.

“Kessler.”

“Come,” I said, “and I’ll tell you.”

Commander Vera Stahl has spent her entire adult life being handed numbers by people who were afraid of her.

She swore at me. She swore at me at length, in the parade-ground contralto, with her palms flat on her own war frame and the whole hall listening and her hips driving back into my hands on every word of it, and she did not get the number.

What she got was my hand spread over the thing they cut into her neck and my voice telling her, stroke by stroke, what her own wanting was doing to it. She climbed the entire way to the top on that. And when the load finally came off her, when the whole enormous held weight of the woman broke free of the deck it had been standing on for fifteen years, I put my mouth against her ear.

“Forty-seven,” I said.



She went over standing up, with both hands on her own war frame and a number in her ear.

Vera Stahl came on the arithmetic of hope: forty-one in a training bay, forty-four an hour ago, forty-seven with my palm flat on the thing they cut into her neck while she was unconscious. And I felt it give under my hand. A fraction. Less than a fraction. The first thousandth a flange gives when the torque finally takes it and the joint pulls down onto its own face and never sits the same way again.

She was crying and coming at once and she was not embarrassed about either.

It took her like weather taking a coast: slowly, and from everywhere, and it did not finish when it should have. She closed around me, heavy and deep and in no hurry whatsoever, and held, and swore, and shook, and held again, and said forty-seven twice, out loud, in a contralto that had cracked clean down the middle and let a much younger woman out through the gap.

And the gallery gave every word of it back to her. Doubled. Half a second late. Off fifty dead machines, in her own voice.

She heard it. I felt her hear it, through my palm, the whole system of her going still for one beat to listen. That is the part I did not plan and will not forget: Vera Stahl coming out loud against her own frame’s ankle in a hall full of the dead, hearing herself do it, and not one thing in her wanting to be quieter about it.



I turned her around before she was finished.

Her back went against the Culverin’s foot and her shoulder blades hit fifteen years of cold armor, and she gasped at the shock of it and did not move away from it by so much as a centimeter.

I took her wrists and put them behind her, palms flat on the plating of her own frame, and left them there.

“Don’t take your eyes off me,” I said.

Commander Vera Stahl’s chin came up out of fifteen years of habit, and her amber eyes came up with it and locked onto mine: heavy-lidded, level, entirely unembarrassed. Five stories of her own war machine standing over the both of us, and Vera Stahl looked at the technician.

She reached for the grease gun’s nozzle cup on her way, out of pure practical habit, exactly as she has reached for a red pencil every morning of her adult life, and I caught that wrist and put the hand back where it belonged on the plating.

“That is a chassis grease,” I said.

“It is non-conductive, it is inert, and I have had it in my hair for fifteen years,” said Vera Stahl. “If you make one more remark about consumables I will.”

“You won’t need it,” I said.

She looked down at what she had already done to me, and worked it out, and the noise she made then was not a laugh.

So I gathered her up in my own two hands and pressed her together myself.

That is the other difference, and she felt it land. In her office she had to hold herself for me. Down there I would not let her do one single thing for herself. I took the whole heavy weight of her in my hands and closed her around me, standing, in the cone of a work lamp under five stories of her own war machine, slick with nothing in this world but what she had already given me, and her arms stayed behind her on the plate where I had put them, and her chin stayed up.

She never looked away.

Not once. Not to close her eyes, not to tip her head back, not to be somewhere else for one second of it. Vera Stahl watched my face the entire time with her mouth open and her breath coming out of her in a low broken rasp, and every few strokes she dipped her chin and got her tongue on me when I came up under it, and then went straight back to watching me like a gauge she had no intention of taking her eyes off.

The chit lay on its cord between my hands the whole time.

“Kessler.” Her voice had gone somewhere it has never gone on a flight line. “Look at what I get to have.”

“Don’t move.”

She did not move. A woman who has given orders to six hundred pilots stood exactly where a technician put her, arms behind her on the cold plating of her own frame, shaking, and held.

I did not ask her where.

I did not need to, and she had spent an hour making sure of that: she had come the length of four hundred meters of dead war frames with that chit hanging outside her coveralls, and she had put it there herself, and I had known what it was for since the first second the lamp caught it.

So I got two fingers under the cord and lifted her name up out of her own chest, up into the lamp, and I held it there, and I finished on it.

It went across the paper and across the cord and across every centimeter of what she had spent fifteen years buttoning away, and ran down over one heavy breast onto the old Cascade burn at her collarbone. And Vera Stahl kept her hands on her frame, and her chin lifted, and her eyes open, and took every last bit of it, while a hall full of the dead handed her back the sound she made.

Then I turned the chit around so she could read her own name through the mess on it.

She looked at it for a long moment.

“Well,” said Vera Stahl. “That’s going in the drawer.”



Afterward we sat on the floor with our backs against the Culverin’s foot and shared the coffee out of Bram Odell’s thermos, which was on the crate, and which neither of us had put there.

Vera turned the cap around in her fingers without opening it.

“He’ll know,” she said.

“He’ll say nothing.”

“He will say nothing,” she agreed, “and that will be how I know he noticed.”

Her back was cold.

That was the first thing my hands found, and it was not what I went looking for. A frame that has stood in a sub-level gallery for fifteen years sits at about four degrees the whole way through, and she had been braced against the ankle casting of one hard enough and long enough to take the chill down into the muscle, and the plate’s stiffener ribs had printed two long parallel bands of it across her shoulder blades.

I put both palms flat over them and left them there.

“That is not a check,” she said, with her eyes shut.

“It’s a check.”

“That is a man warming a woman’s back.”

“It’s both,” I said, and went on doing it until the cold came out from under my hands.

The rest. Four finger-marks on the left hip and four on the right that would still be there in a week. Both shoulders worked through their travel with a hand under the elbow. The rust-scale ground into the creases of both her palms from holding onto two hundred and forty tons of war frame with everything she had, which I worked out one crease at a time with my thumbnail.

She watched me do all of it in complete silence, exactly as she had the first time.

Her hairpins were four hundred meters away in an office on the fourth tier.

She looked around, and reached into the tool roll I had left open under the strut, and came out with sixty centimeters of safety wire.

Safety wire is not a cord. It is stainless, it is stiff, it remembers every bend anybody has ever put in it, and it does not want to go around anything. It fought her. She gathered the whole mahogany weight of it up off her neck in one fist, took a turn, and the wire sprang half out of her hand, and she said something short and unrepeatable to it in the parade-ground contralto and took the turn again with her thumb pressed down hard on the crossover.

Then she twisted the tail ends together the way a rigger locks a castle nut, three turns, tight, and snapped the surplus off against the edge of her own thumbnail, and tucked the sharp end down away from her scalp with the care of a woman who has been stabbed by her own hair before and does not intend to repeat it.

It took her about forty seconds. She never once looked for a mirror, and she never once looked at me to see how it was landing.

By every rule of the thing, it should have been absurd.

“They’ll try to break me cleanly,” Vera Stahl said, to the dark gallery. “That’s the plan. A cold rig, a scar tuned against me, and a number they can call proof. And by winter nobody will remember the sound this hall made.”

I nodded and kept my hand on her wrist.

“So we will not permit clean.” She pressed one palm to the cold plating of the frame behind her. “Every number, on a board, in daylight, where the city can read it. Forty-seven this month. If your hands are right about what is behind that scar, then by the range day I will be somewhere they cannot explain, and they will have to break me loudly, in front of twelve hundred people, with a number on a screen that says I am the strongest pilot in this academy.”

She reached over with her other hand and laid it on my right forearm, over the tracery, from the wrist to the elbow.

She sat like that for a while: one palm on her frame, one palm on my arm.

“Both of you, then,” said Vera Stahl.



Poppy caught the Yard response at four in the morning and brought it to me before she had put her boots on.

The lift we had ridden down the day before was welded shut by Thursday. Two armed men stood in front of the heat-scaled doors with new rifles and no grease on their boots.

There is one other way into the Mothball Yard and it is a cable gallery, and it is seven hundred meters long, and it is thirty-one centimeters wide at the shoulder.

On the public range board under the eastern arch, in the great hall, where a corporal had keyed a dead terminal awake for the first time in fifteen years, one line glowed in front of twelve hundred people a day.

STAHL, V. A., CDR.

LIVE RANGE CHALLENGE ACCEPTED.


Chapter 24: The Signature

The Kill Board ceremony happens twice a year and nobody has ever cared about it.

The Board’s standings are live all year on a hundred and eleven meters of screen above Gate Four. Twice a year the academy drags the names into daylight, hands out plaques, and reminds everyone which pilots the city is supposed to cheer for.

Attendance is compulsory for cadets and voluntary for everyone else, and in the whole of my life I had never seen more than four hundred people at it.

Forty thousand came.

They came up the eastern approach from the freight side and the foundry quarter and the terraces and they stood on the gun walks and the crane gantries and the roofs of the sheds, exactly as they had come for a rebuilt trainer Mule on a Wednesday, and by noon the CDA had shut the tram line because the sixth-quarter station could not physically empty itself.

Marshal Aldric Crane did not attend.

He sent Colonel Dray Mattick, who stood at the back of the dais in field grays too clean for a hangar with his gloved hands clasped behind him, and who did not applaud anything.



1. LARKE, S. / LONGSTRIDE / 28

Twenty-eight confirmed kills. A Kill Board ranks by kills and has done for sixty years; the number beside a name is the only thing on that screen the whole city can read without being taught.

Seven of those twenty-eight had been sitting in a drawer since the exhibition, under a technical-review hold that nobody had ever scheduled and nobody was ever going to. They went up quietly two nights before the ceremony, with no announcement, at half past two in the morning, and nobody has ever been able to tell me which Board tech did it or under whose authority.

Poppy says she has a theory. Poppy always has a theory.

But the annotation field under a name carries the pilot’s frame, her wing, and her output, and it is four lines deep, and on that afternoon Signy Larke’s read:

LONGSTRIDE / FIRST WING / SYNC INDEX 84.6 (GOVERNED: NIL) ANCHORED PEAK: 107.3 ▲ RECORD

The record flag beside it is a small white chevron and it is four centimeters high on a hundred and eleven meters of screen, and the whole eastern approach made a noise at it for a solid two minutes.

Signy Larke went up onto the dais and took the plaque and said eight words into the microphone, which is seven more than anybody expected.

“The number is mine,” she said. “The hands are Kessler’s.”

She came down.

The Board techs had done something else that nobody authorized. At the bottom of that annotation field, where there is nothing but a blank line and never has been anything else, somebody had entered a fourth line, in the Board’s own type.

ANCHOR: KESSLER, W. (TECH.)

It is the only entry in the history of the Continental Defense Authority in which a member of the deck crew appears on the Kill Board.

Bram Odell looked up at it until steam curled off the thermos cap in his fist.

“Aye,” he said, and did not say anything else, and turned around and shouted at Merrow about a cable run.



14. RENNER, P. / SCRAPDOG / 13

Thirteen kills, all of them spawn-runners, all of them taken in the shoulder of the breach in a rebuilt trainer Mule with one and a half arms, in the fourteenth position on the Kill Board of the Continental Defense Authority, in her first month as a pilot.

Her annotation field read SCRAPDOG / DECK / CERTIFIED SYNC INDEX 74.5.

The rookie plaque is a small brass rectangle and it is bolted to a wall in a corridor and the deck went so completely insane when Poppy Renner walked up to collect hers that the officer at the microphone had to stop for ninety seconds.

Two thousand riggers banging on railings and plate and sheet steel with wrenches and hammers and spanners and boots.

She stood on that dais in a flight suit knotted at the waist over a grease-stained tank top, a meter and a half in her boots, with an undercut the color of a welding arc, and she looked out at the eastern approach and the gun walks and the roofs, and I watched her go absolutely white, exactly as she had gone white on the range apron.

Then she found the woman with the baby on the freight shed roof.

She had told me about her twice. She had gone looking for her twice.

Poppy Renner lifted the brass plaque over her head with both hands and pointed it at a woman on a roof four hundred meters away, and the entire gun walk turned around to look at where she was pointing, and the noise that came off that approach went up the Wall and over the crown.

The wrench icon glowed beside her name in the Board’s own type, unauthorized and perfectly legible.



4. VAIL, J. / FALCONET / 21

Juno Vail’s transfer order was never acted on.

That was the only time in this entire affair that the city itself reached up and took something out of Crane’s hands.

On the morning after Breach Night, a stall on the sixth-quarter tram concourse began selling a card, eight scrip, printed with two words in fleet-standard stencil type.

RECEIVER PROBLEMS

By the end of that week there was a chalk stencil of it on a thousand walls between the harbor and the crown. Children shouted it at each other in the street. A foundry crew welded it into the gate of the number four furnace shed. Somebody put it on a card and posted it to the Provost Marshal’s office, and somebody else printed four thousand of them.

You cannot transfer a woman to a depot nine hundred kilometers north when a hundred thousand people have made her two words into a joke they tell in the tram queue. You can try.

It simply becomes very expensive, and Aldric Crane has never once in his life paid too much for anything.

Juno Vail collected a citation for the destruction of a dozen Cat-1 juveniles and walked back to her seat past her wife, who was in the fourth row in a quartermaster’s uniform with her arms folded and an expression of profound irritation, and who mouthed something at her.

Juno grinned.

Ilma mouthed two words slowly enough for half the fourth row to read them.

Nine hundred kilometers.



2. KANE, O. / RAZORBACK / 23

Odessa Kane stood for her plaque in parade gray with the collar fastened and applauded everyone.

She applauded Signy steadily, with her hands up in front of her chest, properly, which is how you applaud when you mean it, and she looked at that record flag with her ice-blue eyes doing arithmetic, and whatever the arithmetic came to she did not let anybody see.

Number two on the Kill Board of the Continental Defense Authority, at twenty-two, at sixty point zero percent, which is the number the brick in her cradle allows her and not one thousandth more.

She killed nine Cat-1 juveniles at Gate Nine after the recall, on the way back to the inner doors, because they were in her lane.

The Board does not have a column for what a pilot is capable of. It has a column for output, and hers read 60.0 that afternoon, the same number it had read every day of her professional life, and she had been taught since her first year in the ladder that this was what kept her alive.



The klaxon went at ten past three, in the middle of the fourth speech.

Weeks earlier I had stood at a barrier line at a cadet exhibition and watched what a breach klaxon does to a crowd, and it is not a thing you forget: the drop in the stomach, the surge toward the stairwells, the mothers counting, the vendors abandoning carts.

CONTACT. CAT-1 PACK, EST. FOUR. LOCATION: GATE NINE, OUTER YARD, BREACH SCAR.

Stragglers. It happens after a big kill; juveniles that were shed off a Cat-3’s screen and went into the shale come back weeks later to the place where their parent died, and they come up out of a rubble field, and doctrine says four Cat-1s in an open yard is a wing action.

And forty thousand people stayed exactly where they were.

The crowd stood on the gun walks of Gate Four and looked at the boards, and about a hundred of them looked at the two women standing at the front of the dais, and then a thousand did, and then all of them, and it went across that approach like wind across a field.

Signy Larke was already walking. She did not run. She went down off the dais with her plaque still in her hand and gave it to a cadet in the front row to hold, and Poppy Renner was ahead of her by six meters, running flat out in a knotted flight suit with her lanyard swinging.

I got to the gantry a few strides behind them.

Behind us, on the dais, an officer was still holding a list.



Longstride and Scrapdog crossed eleven kilometers of the Wall’s inner face in six minutes, which is Scrapdog’s flat-out and Longstride idling along beside her out of courtesy. It is the same ground the ready flight ran on Breach Night, at the same speed, and it put Razorback on that causeway with ninety seconds left of a battle that had already been decided by two women and a deck-tech. Nobody was late for anything this time.

The broadcast picked us up as we came over the crest of the causeway, because the broadcast never stopped, because there were four cameras on the ceremony and every one of them swung, and the city feeds carried a five-story matte-black war frame and a five-story rust-colored trainer Mule coming down into the breach scar in daylight with the crowd’s noise still going on the audio.

I put my bare palm on Signy’s spine-port.

“Channel,” she said.

“No,” I said.

There were four Category One juveniles in a rubble field. A wing of Limited pilots at sixty would have taken them and probably lost an arm doing it, and doctrine would have called that a fair afternoon’s work. What went down into that scar was a woman flying on nothing at all except what is hers, and a line pilot in a machine she had built out of nine dead women’s frames, and a technician sitting in the bay behind the first one with his palm flat on her port and the channel shut.

She topped out at eighty-one point four, three points under her own line, because four juveniles in a rubble field are not worth the last three points of anybody. She never asked me for one above it and I never gave her one, and the whole eastern approach watched an ungoverned, unanchored ace kill four kaiju in daylight with her own hands.

It took five minutes and thirty seconds.

Poppy killed two of them with the terrain, because she is Poppy Renner: she backed into the collapsed viaduct span, which she had told me during the raid was scrap and would never carry anything again, and she got one juvenile onto the deck of it and dropped four hundred tons of dead road on it by putting Scrapdog’s foot on the far end.

“That’s for my arm,” she said, to the entire city.

Signy took the other two in seven seconds, one with the hand and one with the knee, in the shoulder of the breach, twenty meters from where a hundred and forty meters of viaduct had come down on her back.

She stood Longstride up in the breach scar and turned to face the Wall.

KILLS: 4. ELAPSED: 05:30.



Every soul on the gun walks of Gate Four cheered like a crowd at a match.

The sound made me look back from the gantry rail.

Eleven weeks earlier, a Category Two came through a fissure at a cadet exhibition and this city went into the ground like water. Mothers counted children on stairwells. A woman I have never met left her cart in the street and did not come back for it for two days.

And on a Thursday in the spring, four Category One kaiju surfaced four kilometers from a hundred thousand people, and the crowd stayed on the gun walks, and ate what it had brought, and watched, and when it was over in five minutes and thirty seconds they made the noise you make when an encore is good.

That is what an anchor does. It takes the oldest fear a human being on this continent has ever had and turns it into an afternoon.

Colonel Dray Mattick stood at the back of the dais through every second with his gloved hands behind him and watched the elapsed clock on the boards.

So did Odessa Kane.

She watched it after the clock stopped, standing at the dais rail with her plaque under her arm, running a sum nobody had asked her for.



She caught me on the stairs behind the dais as the crowd went out.

I was going down and she was coming up and there was nobody within twenty meters of either of us, and Odessa Kane stopped one step above me, exactly as she had stopped one step above me on a gallery stair after a certification.

She measured me for one long breath.

“The shoulder,” she said.

I waited.

“I got it looked at.” Her jaw locked, released once, and locked again. “Med officer at the northern depot. Not here. Not one of ours.” She looked past my head, out at the eastern approach, at a whole city going home. “It was an over-rotation. Old. Four years of compensating, and it had started to take the joint capsule with it, and he said another eighteen months and I would have lost the arm’s rotation permanently and never flown again, and he asked me who caught it.”

The stair was very quiet.

“I told him a technician shook my hand,” said Odessa Kane.

Then she went up the stairs past me and did not look back.

The entire conversation was over before either of us had shifted a foot.



Mina Falk found me at the bottom of the same stair with a maintenance manual.

She was nineteen and she had a manual for a Mule’s hydraulic system under one arm, which she has carried everywhere since Breach Night, and which is now held together with tape.

“Sir. Technician.”

“Falk.”

“I’ve got a question and I’ve written it down because I get it wrong when I say it out loud.” She opened the manual. There was a page of her handwriting folded inside it. “How does a pilot get read?”

“Say that again.”

“For anchoring.” She was going red and she kept going. “You put your hand on Captain Larke and you knew. You put your hand on Kane’s and you knew about her shoulder. You put your hand on the Commander and you found something that fifteen years of medical officers didn’t. So there must be a test. There must be a way to find out which pilots can be anchored and which anchors can carry which pilots, because otherwise how did the old program pick people, and I have looked in every manual in the technical library, sir, all of them, since the exhibition.”

She looked up.

“There’s nothing,” Falk said. “There’s not one line.”

I looked at a nineteen-year-old cadet with a taped-up manual in a stairwell.

I have been asked a great many questions in my life and I have lied to almost nobody, and it would have been very easy to say something kind.

“There’s no test,” I said. “There’s no science and there are no compatibility tables and nobody knows how the old program picked anybody, and I could not tell you in advance whether an anchor will take, because I have never met another one.”

“But somebody knew.”

“Chapter Eleven of the frame doctrine manual,” I said. “Selection, compatibility, tandem procedure, overdraw thresholds, contraindications. Forty-one pages.”

“Where is it?”

“Fifteen years ago men came into briefing rooms with razors and boxes and cut it out of every copy on this continent,” I said, “and there is exactly one leaf of it left in the world that I know of, and it is in a commander’s desk on the fourth tier, and it is a diagram of a man’s hand.”

Mina Falk stood in that stairwell and went white, and then she got a look on her face that I had seen once before, on a range apron, on a woman five years older than her.

“That’s stupid,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Somebody has to write it again.”

I let the question hang there.

I watched a nineteen-year-old cadet decide, in a stairwell, that the person was going to be her, and then I watched her get embarrassed about it, and then I watched her decide not to be.

“I’ll need to talk to you,” Falk said. “A lot. For years, probably.”

“Bring the manual,” I said.



The wall over my bench in the corner bay of Hangar Three, on the last night of that spring, and what every object on it had turned into.

The serial casts and the factory wax paper: in three archives now, in three buildings, in three sets of hands, and on a rigger’s private slate on the freight side whose owner I have never met and never intend to.

The doctored governor: bolted to a plaque a rigger made for it as a joke, with Watch Commander Deman Trask’s evidence mark stamped into the back of the plaque, because Trask still has a career, and is now the most carefully documented man in Bastion.

The Vantry casts: the originals sit in the academy vault under Vera Stahl’s signature. There are two more sets. I do not know where either of them is, and that is deliberate, and it was Bram’s idea.

The recorder: open, and keyed, and a voice that is not Aldric Crane’s saying check fire over a live gun-net has been copied so many times that the Continental Defense Authority no longer has the clerks to chase it.

The merchant’s books: photographed, page by page, in Trask’s evidence room, by a man who was a fitter for twenty-nine years and who now signs everything twice.

And thirty-eight pages of a Yard manifest, with four hundred and eleven names ruled into a fifth column by hand, and one signature at the bottom of every page.

Chief Dagan Rusk is in a cell with three deck men outside the door at all hours. Kel Brasco is in a different building with Vera’s handpicked security on the stair. Neither of them can vanish quietly, because too many people saw them taken and too many people know what was at their feet.

The recall recording was officially disputed.

It is also on approximately forty thousand private slates in this city, because the breach broadcast went out live, and the Continental Defense Authority does not own what a hundred thousand people copied off a rooftop screen with their own hands.

Some deeds cannot be buried. They can only be denied, forever, in a room, by people who know.



Poppy Renner re-imaged the anchor rig’s diagnostic slate that night, because the contact-current trace had gone noisy, and she called me over at ten with a driver in her teeth.

“There’s a third one,” she said.

SYNC STATE: SUSTAINED OVERDRIVE. OVERDRIVE STATE 1: [Burst Vector] . . . AVAILABLE. OVERDRIVE STATE 2: [Deadhand Catch] . . . AVAILABLE. OVERDRIVE STATE 3: [Full Bore] . . . LOCKED. THRESHOLD: - - - -

“It was under state two,” Poppy said. “It’s been in the base image the whole time. It doesn’t unlock at a hundred and seven point three, so whatever it wants, it’s.”

She stopped.

“Higher,” she said.

“How much higher?”

“Wade, the threshold field is blank.” She turned the slate around and put her finger on the four dashes. “That isn’t a number the machine hasn’t reached yet. That’s a number the machine hasn’t been told. Somebody built a state into every flight computer in this fleet and never filled in what it costs.”



I stood at my bench for a while after she went to bed.

Four hundred and eleven names.

That was the thing I could not get out of my hands, and I said it out loud that night to nobody, in an empty workshop, with my palms flat on a manifest.

There are four hundred and eleven women in the Continental Defense Authority who were told they washed out. Some of them are dead. Most of them are alive, in depots and stores and range crews and instructor pools across this continent, and every one of them believes the file that was written about her, exactly as Vera Stahl believed hers for fifteen years and Poppy Renner believed hers for four.

They were not broken. They were inconvenient.

The manifest holds the wreck record for each woman, and the Yard still holds fifty of the frames they had not managed to release to contractors, and a man with a hard pencil has been writing it all down.

I mean to go down there and give them back.



She came and got me at midnight and did not say where we were going, and I knew, and I went up the ladder first, because I always go up a ladder first.

The last time we stood on that roof there had been an unsigned posting order sitting in a queue with her name on it, and I had told her there was more of her on the far side of a hundred, and I had not known how much.

The order is still in the queue. It has never been signed.

The watch-fires were lit. The city had not changed at all.

She had her flight jacket on over the sync-suit with the record-flag pin on the left breast, and her braid was out, and she stood at the rail with the wind moving her hair around her jaw exactly the way it had the first time.

She held her hand out behind her without turning around.

I took it, and she put my palm flat over the pin, over the little white chevron that says she is the strongest pilot who has ever lived.

She moved it four centimeters to the left and held it over her heart, and turned around inside my arm, and looked up at me.

“Hands on the rail,” I said.

Signy Larke smiled at me.

“Make me,” she said.



She fought.

She has never fought me. Not once since the first night, not from the first night in a workshop with her own maintenance logs under her arm, and on the crown of the world at midnight with a record on the boards behind her and her city glowing under her boots, Signy Larke put both hands flat on my chest and shoved me backward into the plant-room housing and laughed at me.

I got her by one wrist.

She twisted out of it, which she can do, because she is an ace and she trains for it, and she got two steps toward the ladder before I had her around the waist and off the ground.

She was still laughing when I put her against the rail.

She was not laughing when I got her right wrist in one hand and her left in the other and pinned both of them flat on the cold iron and stood behind her with my mouth against the port ring at the base of her neck, and she went from fighting to absolutely still in one breath, and the sound she made was not a word.

“Hands,” I said, “on the rail.”

“Wade.”

“Say it.”

“Yes.” Her forehead went down between her shoulders. Her knuckles went white on the iron and stayed there. “Yes. Wade. Yes.”



I took an hour, and her jacket never came off.

That was deliberate, and she had it worked out by about the fourth minute. The flight jacket with the record pin on it stayed exactly where it was on her shoulders, and everything underneath it stopped being hers. I opened the sync-suit at the nape and ran the seam down inside the jacket to the small of her back, and I took it off her arms one sleeve at a time without ever letting a palm come off that rail, and stripped it down her legs and off over her boots and threw it behind me onto the roof.

So the number one ace of the Continental Defense Authority stood on the crown of the Wall in a flight jacket, a record pin, and nothing else at all, with both hands flat on cold iron.

Watch-fire light comes up the underside of a body from a hundred meters down. I had thought about what it did to her on this roof more than once since the spring, in places where I had no business thinking about it, and I can report that it is better with the jacket on. The leather stops at her waist. The light takes everything under it: the arch, the flare going out and down off that tiny waist, the long muscle standing up either side of her spine, and the sweat that had already begun to run.

She let me look. Then, in the black glass of the plant-room window, her eyes came up and found mine before I had lifted my own, and they stayed there.

I put my hand between her legs from behind and she was already wet enough that my fingers slid through her with no resistance at all, and she swore, once, with feeling.

“An hour,” I said.

“Wade.”

“You’ve got the record. I’ve got the hour.”

I took it. I opened her up on two fingers and worked her slow while the wind came off the crown and her nipples drew up hard in the cold, and every time she got close I stopped and held my hand flat and still against her and let the stone under her heels and the iron under her grip do the work. Everything around her cold and unyielding. Nothing alive in that whole rooftop except her and me. She stood there dripping onto the parapet stone with her hands locked on the rail because a man had told her not to move them.

“Your breathing’s in fours.”

“That’s because you keep stopping.”

Signy Larke laughed at me. Not the wrecked half-sobbing thing she did in a rigging cage with my blood dried on her collar: a real one, aimed at me, delighted, up there in the wind above three hundred thousand sleeping people with my hand inside her. Then I set my teeth lightly against the port ring at the nape of her neck and pushed three fingers into her at once, and the laugh went out of her sideways, and she said something clipped and precise and filthy into the dark.

We talked the whole way through it. Between the two of us, even here, especially here, kill-lanes and old jokes and exact numbers kept finding their way through the heat.

“Left knee,” she said, at some point, with her cheek against the iron and her voice in pieces. “Third layer down. Lateral load will open it.”

“That was an inspection form.”

“It was the first thing anybody ever said to me that was true,” said Signy Larke, “in three years.”

And then, watching me in the glass the entire time, she took her right hand off the rail.

She did it slowly. She did it so that I would see her do it, and she got that hand halfway back toward my hip before I had the wrist.

I folded the arm up between her shoulder blades and held it there in one fist, and put my other hand flat between her shoulders, and bent her down over the rail.

Her cheek went onto the iron and her back went into the arch it was built for, and Signy Larke stood on her toes on the crown of the Wall with one wrist locked up her own spine, one palm still white on the rail beside her face, and a hundred meters of dark under her chin.

She got out about half of a laugh.

I put my mouth on her from behind and finished the rest of it for her.

That is the difference between this roof in the spring and this roof at the end of everything. In the spring she held still because I told her to, and I paid her for every centimeter of it. Tonight she lifted a hand off that rail on purpose, in front of me, in the glass, so that I would have to put it back, and asking for it that way cost her nothing at all. She was not surviving anything up there. She was playing. She wanted to lose.

So I held her down and took my time about it, and she stopped testing me inside of a minute, and by the end she was flat on her cheek with her thighs shaking and her one free hand locked on the iron like it was the last thing on the Wall.

She came like that. Bent over a maintenance rail with her arm folded up her own back and her mouth open against cold metal, and this time nobody told her to be quiet, and Signy Larke let the wind have every sound she had.

Then I gave the arm back to her.

She put it where it had been without being told.



And I told her to take her hands off the rail.

That is the only order I have ever given her in that direction, and for a second she did not move at all, because she did not believe she had heard it.

“Off,” I said.

“You told me.”

“I’m telling you something else.”

She lifted her palms off the iron and turned around inside my arms, and I got her by the waist and put her up onto the parapet’s flat inner ledge, and she came off the ground with a small startled noise and had her legs around me before her back touched the stone.

“I want your hands on me tonight,” I said. “I’ve earned it.”

Signy Larke looked at me for a moment, on the edge of a hundred-meter drop, with a record burning on the boards behind her and her city under her heels.

She put both arms around my neck, and I slid into her there with the whole city glowing under us and her heels locked at the small of my back.

All of it, in one slow push. She was so wet and so ready that she took every centimeter without a sound, and then made up for the silence.

Slowly. Because she wanted it fast, and because she has spent the weeks learning exactly what fighting me gets her, and because on that particular night there was nowhere in the world either of us had to be.

Her jacket hung open. The record pin caught the watch-fire light on every stroke. Her tits swayed against my chest and her hair went out into a hundred meters of dark, and she rode me at the pace I set, gasping, precise, ruined.

“Say it,” I said.

“Ninety-six point two.”

“That’s the Flats.”

“That’s the Flats.” Her hands were in my hair. “You bled on me and folded off the ramp and I nearly killed a medical officer.”

“Ninety-nine point eight.”

“A rib wall,” she gasped. “There was a woman on the other side of it.”

“Say the last one.”

Signy Larke put her forehead against mine and her hands came down off my neck and along both my arms, from the wrists to the elbows and up over the biceps and onto the shoulders, both palms flat, over every centimeter of silver-white that the weeks and one road had written into me, and she held on there while she went.

“One-oh-seven-point-three,” she said.

She said it the way other women say a name.

She went on the number, with the wind coming across the crown and her jacket open and the record pin against my chest and the watch-fires burning underneath us. She locked around me and pulled, and the beat of it was hers and nobody else’s, exact to the last: her back drew up into that impossible arch out over the drop, and her nails went into the tracery on my shoulders hard enough to draw blood.

I felt every part of it happen from the inside: the long pull of her, the pathways flaring open under my hands the way a cold main comes up to pressure, every branch of her filling at once and holding.

“Inside,” she said, against my mouth, absolutely certain. “All of it. Wade.”

I did not last long after that, and I had not planned to.

She had both palms on my shoulders. Flat. Spread. Lying over the whole silver-white map of what carrying her has cost me, wrist to elbow to the ball of each shoulder, and she never took them off.

That is what got me. Not the arch, not the grip of her, not the hundred meters of nothing under the rail. Eight fingers and two thumbs holding onto the ledger of my own arms while she said the number.

I came looking at her face.

She put both palms flat over the whole silver-white map of my arms, wrist to elbow to the ball of each shoulder, and held on, and did not take them off, and I came inside her with those ten fingers pressed over the ledger of everything carrying her has cost me, and neither of us said one word through any of it.

We had already spent all the good ones on the numbers.

I put my palm flat over her sternum afterward, where the anchor-read lives, and held it there while her heart came down.

Under my hand, at the top of everything she is, the membrane was there. Stretched thin now, and warm, and holding.

Behind it, a long way back, something waited.

“Higher,” I said. “I can feel it.”



Signy Larke looked up at me with her storm-gray eyes wide open and wrecked, the level gaze long gone, not one measured thing left in her, and did not ask how much.

I got my jacket around her shoulders and turned her hands over first.

The rail’s rust was ground into both palms in two parallel bands, exactly where it was the last time she held that rail for me, and her nails had four half-moons of my own blood under them, and her fingers were cold to the second knuckle and warm past it, which is also exactly what they were that night.

Nothing about that woman’s hands has changed in five weeks except what is written on the boards.

I worked the joints, pressed my thumbs into the pads at the base of each palm until she swore at me and informed me that she was intact, and told her that I decide that, and she let me finish.

Then she sat on the parapet in my jacket with her knees up, and took my right forearm across her lap, and read it like a service record, fingertip by fingertip, all the way up to the shoulder, where it stops.

Where it stopped that night.

“There’s room,” she said, “for about four more.”

“Mm.”

“Wade.”

“There’s room for about four more,” I agreed.

She put her head on my shoulder and hit me in the ribs with her elbow, quite hard, and neither of us said anything else about it, because we had signed a piece of paper with three levers on it.

The klaxon went.



It was the wrong one.

Every klaxon in Bastion has a voice. The breach klaxon is a rising two-tone and it lives in the base of your skull from the age of four. The contact klaxon is short and repeated. The all-clear is a single flat note held for twelve seconds and there is no sound on earth I love more.

What came up off the Wall at four minutes past two in the morning was a single sustained tone that did not stop.

It is called the long tone. It has sounded four times in sixty years. It does not mean breach and it does not mean contact: it means a Category Four has been acquired by the long-range picket, and it means everybody in a uniform in this city goes and finds out where, and it means nothing else at all.

Signy Larke was off the parapet and had her sync-suit up over her hips before the second breath of it.



Vera Stahl had the manifest open on my bench when we came in.

She had come from deck watch. Poppy was already there, barefoot, with her map of the eastern approach hanging behind her and the drafting film curling at the corners.

Nobody had come to the workshop because of the manifest. We had come because of the long tone, and the workshop is where we go, and Vera had put her hands on the nearest paper the way I put my hands on the nearest machine.

She had a magnifier.

“Kessler,” she said. “Have you read the margins?”



I had not.

There were four hundred and eleven names in the fifth column and I could not get past them. It took me nine days to look four centimeters to the right, and the margin sat there the whole time, in a hand I should have recognized.

I took the magnifier.

All down the right-hand edge of thirty-eight pages, beside four hundred and eleven dead war machines, in a small square upright hand, in hard pencil:

Left knee, third layer down. Tool chatter, not hers.

Governor fought her the whole four years. You can feel it in the mount. She flew it anyway.

Cradle sound. Frame sound. No fault anywhere in this machine.

Flew it home on a cracked shoulder yoke and never entered it in the log.

Overdrew twice at the seam. Nothing burned. Nothing was even warm.

I stopped.

I put the magnifier down on my bench and stood with both hands flat on either side of that manifest until Poppy came to my elbow and read it, and Signy came and read it over my other shoulder, and the three of us breathed around the same empty space.

There is no instrument that reads tool chatter.

There is no diagnostic rig that tells you a governor has been fighting a woman for four years. There is no gauge for the third layer down. You cannot measure whether a machine was ever even warm by any method the Continental Defense Authority has ever possessed, and I know this with total certainty, because I have spent six years being the only man on this Wall who could do it, and every single one of those readings is a thing I have said out loud in this workshop with my palm on metal.

And I found the one on page thirty-one, and my hands went cold.

Fray at the third cervical, both sides, even. She was carrying it alone and telling nobody.

You cannot read a fray from a frame.

A fray is not in the metal. It is in the woman. It is in her pathways at the port ring under a hand’s width of skin, and there is exactly one way in the world to know that a pilot is fraying evenly on both sides at the third cervical, and it is to put your palm on the back of her neck.

Somebody has been in that graveyard for fifteen years.

He has been reading four hundred and eleven dead war machines with his hands, one at a time, and finding them sound, and writing down that they were sound. And beside them he has written the name of the woman they took off the line for exceeding a number.

And at least once, he put his hand on her.



“Specialist,” Vera said.

She was standing on the other side of the bench with her cap in her hands.

“That was the old word. I heard it only from officers who stopped talking when I came near. He was attached to the pre-Cascade program, but not as a pilot, not as a technician, and not on any roster I ever saw.”

The lamp buzzed.

“And after the Cascade,” Vera said, “he was not mentioned again by anybody, ever, for fifteen years, and I have never once heard a single human being say that he died.”

The lamp buzzed. Somewhere out on the deck a night crew was singing, badly, and it came through the wall of my workshop like a sound from another country.

I picked up a grease pencil.

At the bottom of the last page of the manifest, in the certifying block, where a contractor signs to say he has received the materiel and holds it against the Authority’s account, there is a signature. It is written with a hard pencil, in a small square upright hand, and it appears four hundred and eleven times across fifteen years, and in all that time it does not vary by a hair.

I drew a circle around it.

E. SARN

Nobody in that workshop said the name out loud. Not that night.



We went up to the crown of the Wall at three in the morning because that is where the watch plot is.

The crown at that hour is cold and enormous and empty, and the wind comes over the parapet off seventy kilometers of shale, and behind you, down the whole southern face, the boards glow.

Signy’s number was still on them.

The watch officer had the picket returns up on the plot, and there were eight of us on that gun walk in the dark, and nobody was saying anything at all, because a Category Four is a thing that happens to a generation.

It was seventy kilometers out.

It was not coming toward us.

That mattered. A Category Four had come up out of the eastern shale at two in the morning, and it had walked west until it was seventy kilometers from Gate Eleven, and then it had turned ninety degrees to its left.

And it was walking north.

Along the Wall. Sector by sector. At eleven kilometers an hour, at a constant seventy kilometers of standoff, and it had passed the pickets of Gate Eleven and Gate Ten without deviating by one degree, and it had not fixed on anything, and it had not charged anything, and it was not doing one single thing that is written down anywhere about what a kaiju is or does.

It was looking at us.

Poppy said, in a very small voice: “It’s ranging.”

Nobody argued with her. Vera Stahl put both hands on the parapet and looked out into the dark and did not say a word.

I went past the watch officer to the eastern parapet and set my right palm to the stone.

It is only stone. It is four meters of granite and rubble core and it has been there for sixty years and it does not know anything, and there is nothing in it to read and nothing under my hand but cold, and I stood there anyway with my palm on it and my arm bare to the shoulder in the wind, as if I could feel seventy kilometers of shale and one enormous patient animal walking north across it in the dark.

Signy came and stood beside me. Then Poppy. Then Vera.

Four hundred and eleven names, a graveyard with an armed patrol on it, a welded lift, a voice on a five-year-old recording that nobody could name, and a signature written four hundred and eleven times by a man who reads metal with his hands.

“We’re going to the Yard,” I said.

Behind us, the watch plot updated. The Cat-4’s track crawled one more sector north.


Thanks for reading.

Leo Thornvale here. A couple of ways to get more:

	Visit my website. Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow me on Amazon. The simplest way to keep up with new releases.



On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.

Hope you enjoyed the story.

Leo Thornvale
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