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	Play Nicely

	 

	The view goes negative, then my guts do the thing where they try to chuck everything out of whichever end is the nearest.

	It’s an hour before I can pick up the coffee left by an orderly who looked barely older than my little sister would have been. She didn’t say a word. Literally ran off as soon as she put the cup down.

	I need to clean myself up. Then someone needs a crash course in etiquette. No, scratch that. Some arsehole needs a lesson. Manners are reserved for those who deserve them.

	Stalking down the corridor in clean fatigues, I can feel people moving away. I’m sensitive enough to feel data as it passes by, and able to mess with it by act of will if I’m close enough. It’s not hard to detect clumps of electrical impulses bundled up as humans. 

	“Technical Specialist Carsen. What are you doing away from your post?” Sergeant-Major Ipswich. Lovely man, always seems annoyed. Shouts a lot, even when in conversation, and he’s not chatting to me right now. So be it.

	“I’m not at my post because it became irrelevant. Right now, I’m looking for the arsehole who gave permission for someone to let off an EMP within a kilometre of me without warning. Honestly, Mister Ipswich, I’m trying to help, but all you lot seem to be able to muster is piss-taking and casual negligence.”

	He grabs my arm. A mistake, but he doesn’t know. I shouldn’t do this, but I’ve been in a bad mood all day and getting twatted by an EMP backwash offed my final nerve. Moments later, he lets go and hastens away, convinced there’s a knife fight going on outside the Officer’s Mess. That extra memory will last until he sleeps, then it’ll fade like one of those dreams where you can’t remember the details when you wake. The mind is surprisingly resistant to interference without chemical or traumatic assistance.

	Slamming through the doors to the command centre, I lean on the console next to the orderly who delivered my coffee. Turns out she’s a Trooper. I miss details like that when I’m busy unloading my guts onto the floor. 

	“Could you get the idiot who authorised that EMP to come up here, please?”

	She stammers. My bare hands on a connected box is close enough. I delve into the console’s underlying data lines and divert the tactical feed from Zone Six to a vending machine in the canteen. Unhappy shouting starts. It’ll be louder in the canteen: never get between soldiers and their food. I wouldn’t usually be so rude, but it’s the nearest device that’ll cope with an excess dataload without taking – or causing – harm.

	Splitting my focus, I raise my voice: “Which fuckwit ordered the EMP?”

	The shouting continues without producing anything useful, so I send the main display off to that vending machine as well.

	“Come on, people. Focus. Who ordered the EMP?”

	A voice from behind: “Release the data or I will shoot you.”

	I turn slowly because the tone of the demand tells me he’s jumpy. I briefly meet the eyes of a balding man who jerks like he’s been prodded somewhere sensitive. He fixes his gaze on my forehead. That overtight officer’s uniform has a lot of stripy stuff on the chest - must be a bastard to stick it all on. He also has a revolver pointed at my head, aimed slightly lower than where he’s staring.

	“If you shoot me, the system crashes.” It probably won’t, but I’ll bet he doesn’t know that.

	“We’ll reboot it.”

	I glance at the trooper, read her name tag, and smile: “How long for a reboot, Trooper Barratt?”

	She sits up: “About thirty minutes, Technical Specialist Carsen.”

	I look at him: “How much war can you lose in half an hour?”

	He goes a little pale: “Technowitch bullshit. The interference will drop when you do.”

	This man is a senior officer in the army that found, trained, and honed me. He hasn’t got a fucking clue. Sadly, he’s part of a huge majority.

	“I’m an ‘electrosensitive’ with ‘chronic hypermanipulation’. Street slang for me is ‘databane’ or ‘datawitch’.” I tilt my head and grin: “You really are a blockage in the bowel of evolution, aren’t you?”

	He turns even redder. His aim drifts off me.

	“Boojuns to scare the natives. You’ve just got supercomputers up your fanny, you stuck-up little cunt.”

	The f-?!

	I hear the familiar sound of pistol hitting skull.

	His head rocks and his eyes cross, then he drops like a sackful of veggies off the back of a truck. Behind him stands a short, dangerous-looking bloke wearing baggy fatigues and warpaint, both in shades of dull green. Belying the aura of menace are his bright eyes and big grin. He holsters the gun and cracks his knuckles.

	“Excuse me, Lieutenant-General Renvers. This young lady has been kind enough to save our sorry arses twice in the last month, and is about to crawl through three kilometres of mud to fondle a cable so we can slip past enemy detectors, kill some people, and get out of occupied territory once again. Therefore, mind your fucking manners.”

	You could hear a pin drop.

	My man Malc Green takes a deep breath, then winks at me: “Ready to get dirty, witch?”

	“Only for my favourite Uruks.”

	I smile at him and restore the feeds.

	As we head out, Malc pauses by Trooper Barratt and whispers: “Dunno ‘bout you, but I’d be inclined to take the cartridges out of that revolver while he’s sparko. Also might be a good idea to take a meal break soon as he starts showing signs of activity.”

	She grins nervously: “Yes, Sergeant. Thank you, Sergeant.”

	 

	 

	Day 1

	 

	My parents gave me up for adoption after my curiosity stopped grandpa’s pacemaker. That was the final straw in a series of increasingly spooky electrical events where I was the only common element. Mum’s dad dropping dead at the dinner table, my little fingers wrapped round his thumb, was too much. Determination can only substitute for love for so long.

	The adoption agency signed me over to a biotechnology company after I rearranged their display screens to get the videos I liked playing on the biggest screens I could easily see. I didn’t understand why they were so scared. It wasn’t like I managed to shift all of them. Some only showed static after I moved the data around.

	That company happily sold me to the military after I crashed one of their helicopters, killing everyone on board - except me. The crash foam was found to be inadequate for adults, but it saved precocious, eight-year-old me, much to several peoples’ dismay.

	Ever since a meeting held a few days after the crash – where I sat in a corner and wondered why there wasn’t much data running nearby –the comment made by a horrified member of that company’s staff forms the earliest words I can remember. I can’t remember a single word from my family, only some unknown arsehole’s condemnation.

	“She should have died in the crash. Christ, she should have died sooner. Maybe they’ll kill her. What the fuck is she going to grow into if someone doesn’t?”

	 

	 

	State of Grace

	 

	I know my mud. In the six years I’ve spent helping the forces of Greater Europe wage war, I’ve slithered through wet dirt in more countries than I care to remember. The stupid thing about hi-tech special ops is that after detections, countermeasures, counter-counter-measures, and so on are done making each other largely irrelevant, we’re back to what our ancestors worked with: don’t make a noise, don’t get seen, and don’t let your guard down. Irritatingly, not all the detectors are useless all the time. That’s why I’m here.

	“We’ll follow the treeline about three trunks in.” Malc’s voice over the gear built into my headband sounds unconcerned.

	He’s got a fair amount of stuff implanted, so doesn’t need headware. I can’t have any implants that contain electrics. The side-effects could drive me insane, or kill me.

	“Why that far in? I hate brambles.”

	“That’s cow pasture, it’s been raining for days, and we’re crossing the downhill end. Remember cowpat soup? The Maginot meadows?”

	Sliding through liquified cowpat isn’t half as bad a memory as the rotting body parts that got caught in my kit while sculling through floodwater in Upper France.

	“Three trunks going to be far enough?”

	“Undergrowth is dense at the edge. Should filter the lumpy bits.”

	“You’re nasty.”

	He reaches back and pats my head: “You’d miss me.”

	Jackie headbutts his shoulder: “Much as I love being stuck in a crater while muddy water gets intimate with my lady parts, maybe we should get moving?”

	“Did you forget your fancy bodysuit?”

	“I’ve got the ripped one. The new one still hasn’t arrived.”

	“So you’re showing heat traces?”

	“Only if I roll on my back, and only an issue if the gaffa tape falls off. It’s leaking, but it keeps the edges touching.”

	“Good enough, Corporal Dawes. Let’s go kill for their greed and our paychecks once again.”

	That’s Malc, reducing every situation to basics. In this case, his usual deduction: wars are fought over power, and affect wealth.

	Knowledge of which changes this shitshow not one bit. We slip up over the edge and into the undergrowth, bramble thorns the size of my thumbnails plucking at our backs as we go.

	 

	Two hours later we’re the same colour as the slop we’re sliding through. It’s the only thing that saves us as a mobile patrol blows by not three metres away, the spotlights on their guns flicking about as they pass. Guttural remarks drift in their wake.

	Jackie goes rigid as she understands what she’s overhearing: “They’re looking for a databane!”

	“The fuck they are!” Malc’s not impressed.

	One of the delightful surprises of working with an army that doesn’t believe I can do what I do is that some converts who’ve seen me work would rather I be dead than saving their comrade’s lives.

	I sigh: “Sorry. Looks like the base has a hater.”

	Jackie hisses: “Every base has haters. There’s a difference between hater and traitor.”

	Malc’s voice has fallen into the monotone that warns he’s furious: “Yeah. Haters get to live. Damn. I was hoping to not have to kill anyone this time.”

	I know what that means: “We’re going to get transferred again, aren’t we?”

	Jackie pats my shoulder: “Not your fault, Lissa.”

	Malc slides back and touches his head against my temple: “We got fourteen months grace. Best yet.”

	He’s right. Margrave FOB has been good. Fun at times. A good mix of people, too. With that, something comes clear.

	“We should take Trooper Barratt with us.”

	Jackie looks my way: “You think so?”

	“Yes. She’s got that something.”

	Malc chuckles: “That something you can’t define? Sure it’s not just because she’s staggeringly pretty?”

	“Shut it, Uruk Number One. She’s one of us.”

	He nods: “Fair enough. We’ll get on that. Renvers should be happy to part with the closest witness to his embarrassment.”

	Jackie grins: “More importantly, which number Uruk am I?”

	“Three. Rudjyck is two.”

	“Figures. Where is he, anyway?”

	Malc shrugs: “Central had an op that needed his rifle.”

	I wiggle round so I can blow my nose onto a bit of ground we’re not going to crawl through.

	“Speaking of an op, we should do ours.”

	They agree and we move out. My target isn’t far from the meadow, but finding the relay box is a bastard, until we realise the lightning-blasted tree we’re using as the top left anchor of our search grid is actually the prop set up to hide the fucking thing.

	“They did good with this.” Jackie sounds impressed.

	“Local equivalent of Hollywood set builders. Realism is their game.”

	Just another person discovering a useful crossover between military and entertainment careers.

	Malc hacks a section of the fake trunk away, nodding his appreciation.

	“They’ve even textured the filler.”

	Jackie shoves one of her longer knives in. It hits metal about halfway down the blade. She wiggles and twists the knife to make a gap.

	“Bingo.”

	I slide between them and look it over.

	“If I lie on my side, I can rest an arm on my pack. Give me a hundred-mil clear patch upwards of where your blade is.”

	When they’ve done that, I get comfortable and put my hand against the revealed section of panelling. There’s a moment of disorientation, then my electrosensitivity lets me know the data flowing within.

	“Good and dense. Probably a sector relay. Just the job. You go do what needs doing, then I can crash the sector before we leave. That should give us time to get clear.”

	Jackie smiles: “That ‘blinded drones and guns constantly seeking unfindable targets’ thing never gets old.”

	Malc nods: “Worth a quick try if we can spare the time. Might be best not to linger after what we’re about to pull.”

	“Fucking this up won’t take long.”

	“Then I like the idea a lot. Okay, start the clock.”

	I nod and establish a careful touch upon the data. The opposition are getting very good at spotting the subtle disturbances caused by a databane ‘feeling up’ the lines. 

	Unlike what rumours and idiots say, I can’t change details. I don’t understand the ‘language’ they’re ‘written’ in – it’d be like an English author trying to amend a scene in a Chinese film script when he has no knowledge of Chinese. But I can recognise the nature of the data from the patterns within. They provide a host of clues I can’t put into words.

	Changing a destination is the easiest task, but impossible if you want the redirect to go undetected. The most complicated task is ‘locking’ the data in shape. That’s what I’m doing tonight. Put simply: when the sensors detect a pair of stealthy killers, the alerts pass through this relay, among other places. While I’m in control, the data going from here will be the same as it was before the alerts. Given that network traffic is frequently verified to determine state and continuity, preventing a signal is a mad juggling act where I have to balance both ends and several points in-between. On top of that, I have to ensure my input will take precedence over any contradictory data from feeds I missed. 

	As well as being a crappy description, it doesn’t convey the sheer amount of effort necessary to succeed. Pattern replication is never an exact copy, and every error I make means I have another set of alerts to suppress. It’s a losing game. Eventually, the sheer data load will overwhelm me and my concentration will slip.

	It’s one of the reasons I don’t carry a gun. I can’t do datacrafting and shoot arseholes trying to kill me. The other reason is that I’m shit with handguns. I’d do better throwing the pistol at them.

	On top of all that, it’s not an exact art. Lots of practice is the only thing that can help with that. Even so, enemy monitoring will eventually pick up anomalies. They multiply the longer I keep the data flow invariable, because – datacrafting being a crude form of manipulation - all the data will be fixed, even unrelated stuff.

	Given the time of day and lack of tactical activity in this sector, there’s a low chance of being spotted quickly. That’s one of the factors considered when they plan these forays. Minimal data monitoring is ‘essential for the successful concealment of military operations using databane intervention’.

	“You got this?”

	I gently lock the data flow into place. There. Until I release it, everything coming in will become, and go out, the same as it is at this moment.

	“Go.”

	Malc and Jackie slide away and I settle down to get rained on for a while.

	 

	 

	Day 10

	 

	“That sandy stuff you feel is electricity with information in it. We call it ‘data’. Tingly stuff is electricity on its own.What you do when you try to grab either is to mix it all up.”

	I look at the black-haired, one-eyed woman and wonder what happened to her. She’s beautiful, like one of the ladies in the magazines mum reads.

	“Is mixing it up bad?” I know the answer, but I want to know if she does.

	“You know it is. What I’m going to teach you is how to not hurt the patterns in data.”

	I smile at her. She tilts her head, then leans forward and touches my chin.

	Suddenly, I remember we’ve spoken before, in this same room. I also know that never happened.

	“Don’t worry. It’s natural that you scramble data beyond retrieval without trying. We all do it as the first thing we do. It’s our first demonstration of hypermanipulative ability. Without training, it’s all we can ever do.”

	I stare at her. I want to be able to do what she just did to me.

	“How did you put that in my head?”

	She straightens up, whispering something in a foreign language as her eye goes wide. 

	She leans back down, not touching me, examining my face. I can’t take my gaze from the scar across the blank space where her right eye should be.

	“My name is Petah. You will be able to do that, child. I will teach you, along with so much more.”

	“More?”

	Her expression turns sad: “You’re going to be famous, Lissa Carsen. So valuable, so dangerous. So much so that those who think they own you will eventually turn on you.”

	I don’t understand that. But I’m sure she’s on my side, unlike the men in uniforms or white coats who speak to me like I’m stupid.

	Petah stands up and extends her hand: “Come discover this hellish wonderland.”

	I take her hand. Another fake memory of her talking to me happens.

	“We are a special group, little one. Most are limited. But, to you, I can teach everything. Everything they want of you, everything they don’t need to know, and all the things they don’t want you to know. After that, if you are strong enough, I can teach you how to be rid of them all.”

	 

	 

	After the Rain

	 

	I hear the commotion before Malc and Jackie reappear. They’re in a big hurry and a lot of very angry people are chasing them. However many there are, they’ve got a lot of bullets to spare, and seem to be sending most of them this way.

	“Time to go, witch.”

	“Still good to mess things up?”

	“Do it.”

	The data has been quiescent in my hold. Delicacy has allowed me to hold it down for nearly an hour without obvious alarms being raised. It’s time to shake things up - at last. With a quick ‘twist’ I brute-force swap the data paths of each feed with the one possessing the least similarity. The network starts to spasm and I take my hand off the box. No finesse, no easing away. Just let it run amuck.

	“That’ll fuck with their command and control.” I grin.

	Jackie pretty much picks me up and points me back the way we came.

	“It’s not their C&C I’m worried about.”

	Malc nods as we start skid-running homeward.

	“It’s the bunch of bastards chasing us. Something about killing their favourite commander has got them a bit worked up.”

	“How badly?”

	“If we’re lucky, they’ll only nail us to tables and skin us from the toes up. You they’ll get creative with.”

	I start paying a lot more attention to staying upright and moving as fast as I can.

	 

	The scary two-hour pursuit ends when we lead our angry followers into an ambush organised by a bunch of hard cases from 2-ISRB. I still don’t know what that means, but it’s the thing Malc and Jackie work for, and that I’m attached to.

	The early morning calm being torn apart by gunfire answers my ‘did he/didn’t he’ worry over Malc arranging for someone to rescue our arses if things turn difficult.

	As the last angry soldier fails to achieve a glorious end, Captain Chas Hawkston wanders over, reloading his shotgun as he comes.

	“Sergeant Green and Corporal Dawes. So good to see you two again. Good morning, Miss Carsen. Always a pleasure.”

	I duck my head: “Good morning, Captain Hawkston. Thanks for arranging the warm welcome.”

	He commands the only people who can save my arse if things go bad. There’s no way I’m going to try and get clever with him. Besides, he scares the shit out of me - even more so since I found out he’s one of the very few who my ‘extra memory’ tricks don’t work on.

	Malc snaps a salute while grinning at me: “Morning, Cap. Do you know you’re the only person she’s properly polite to?”

	He smiles: “Can’t say I’ve noticed. Then again, everybody’s nice to me. After all, I do command a bunch of borderline psychotic bloody-handed carnivores.”

	Jackie steps up behind me: “Let’s not overlook them being cool enough to cook haute cuisine in a firestorm, and possessed of the ability to turn any IT infrastructure into a giant information blender.”

	Chas laughs and points at me: “That second one being her superpower. You lot can only be a giant blender for someone’s infrastructure, IT or otherwise.”

	Malc nods: “Point to the Captain. So, Cap, what next?”

	Chas pulls out a packet. I see the reassignment flashes and the look on my face gives it away. He shakes his head.

	“Don’t be like that. This one’s for good reason. You outed a real double agent, not just some sorry-arsed traitor.”

	Jackie leans in: “Anyone we know?”

	He nods: “After Malc’s request for a back-up ambush position due to a confirmed leak, we started looking. Not much can hide from 2-ISRB if we know it’s present. Sure enough, we found one very pretty Trooper Annelise Barratt sitting even prettier at the head of the trail on a two-year stack of leaked information.”

	Damn.

	Malc sighs: “Just in time. Don’t worry, you had to be wrong sometime, witch.”

	Jackie pats my shoulder reassuringly.

	Chas glances between the three of us.

	“Not sure what I missed there. Anyway, having found the leak, we took a very close look at Trooper Barratt. So close, we spotted an inconsistency: a sensitive leaked memo that Trooper Barratt, being half a planet away on special leave, would not have had access to. On top of that, she couldn’t even have gotten sight of that memo without being in Johnathan Creasey Renvers’ office on the same day she was attending her brother’s funeral. On finding that, we dug deeper. Seems that Barratt had been set up to take the fall, but Renvers was lazy in maintaining the details, then got clumsy when rushing to get our favourite databane killed.” He grins at me: “Seems you pissed him off something fierce.”

	Malc raises a finger: “Lieutenant-General Renvers?”

	Chas smiles: “The very same. I should also mention that you’ll not be needing to kill this arsehole, Malc. He’ll face a firing squad.”

	Jackie breathes out hard: “Dear gods.”

	Chas nods: “Yeah. This one’s raising a big stink. One that certain specialist units of mine are better off getting away from. So, on the one side, I need to commend you. On the other, I have been instructed to get your ‘disruptive tendencies’ away from this theatre of operations. Oh, and take Barratt along, would you? She’s kind of persona non grata round here all of a sudden.”

	He actually winks at me. Nicely done, Captain. No collusion or favours needed after all.

	Malc slaps my shoulder: “I’ll go give Barratt the good news. Can she bunk with you until we get her promoted and stuff?”

	Fuck. He remembered. She’s got to be a Corporal or better to join this outfit, and Troopers don’t qualify for personal quarters in this army.

	“It’d be a pleasure to share space with Specialist Barratt while things are being sorted out.”

	Jackie leans round me and gazes into my eyes: “You’re getting better at this straight-faced bullshit thing, aren’t you?”

	“Fuck off, Uruk Number Three.”

	 

	 

	Day 100

	 

	The classroom is just about my favourite place. There’s all sorts of electric stuff and devices lying about for the technicians to turn into things for me to practice on, depending on what Petah wants me to learn.

	“How’s it going, Lissa?”

	I carefully think a subfocus into place to guide my hypermanipulation, then ‘step up’ in my head so I can see what’s going on in the real world.

	“Better, Petah. Ooooops.”

	I feel the data squirm and have to dive back down to catch it.

	“Well done, Lissa. Don’t worry about it not going perfectly at the start. That’s how we learn to be perfect, by getting our minds able to multitask and fix things without conscious thought. Your hypersense will learn to do what is needed to obey what your mind wants to happen.”

	“Leto said it’s like developing muscle memory in martial arts.”

	Petah snaps her head round to fix her gaze on a young technician, who abandons his attempt to sneak out of sight.

	“Leto makes a very good point. Would you like to learn martial arts, Lissa?”

	“Will I be able to do spinning kicks like Leto does?”

	Petah glares at Leto, who smiles nervously.

	She laughs and looks back to me: “Well, as Leto will be acting as your chaperone, he better make sure you get everything you need to do that, hadn’t he?”

	I see Leto look up toward the ceiling as his colleagues give him a silent round of applause.

	 

	 

	Touchdown

	 

	Two transport planes and a VTOL jaunt later, we’re somewhere cold with a name that ends in ‘emmi’. The name is difficult to pronounce. Syllables and/or sequence change depending on who I’m asking, so I stop asking. I could hassle Malc to get details, but that wouldn’t be fair. More importantly, who cares? Go somewhere, fuck with someone’s data, do it well, do it again, keep doing it until someone tries to kill me in a fit of superstitious terror or gets executed by Malc for betraying us in order to get me killed. Following either of those, hopefully we’ll get transferred somewhere warm.

	It’s a snow-covered frontline base, all grey concrete with black stencilled lettering - in yet another language I can’t read - and huge icicles. Everybody looks pinch-faced and miserable. There are a lot of runny noses. 

	Malc ambles back from wherever he’d fucked off too.

	“Good news: the locals hate us. Word is the diplodicks brought in a different tribe to run the security and it gave that lot the de facto victory in a blood feud that’s been going on for centuries. We are extremely not popular.”

	Jackie wraps another blanket round me, muttering about me being too skinny and not being fed yet. I have ‘metabolism of a mama bear’, according to Rudjyck. Not sure what that’s got to do with anything, but so far this place is no fun and even less warm.

	“So, we don’t go off the base. Simple enough.”

	Malc shakes his head at her: “Cantina and shop are shared operations with the locals, running from premises sited at the edge of the base. This place has laughable physical security. I’ve asked for, and got, permission to bring in Task Force Red.

	Jackie claps her hands together like a little girl who’s been given a birthday surprise.

	“Calm down, Dawes. It’s only been a few-”

	“Months since I’ve seen my husband.”

	I slap the both of them, stepping between them as I do so. Blankets fall off me. I turn to Jackie.

	“You’re married? How come that detail slipped by during our little chats?”

	She looks shamefaced: “I miss him too much to ramble about it. Sorry.”

	She’s really upset, even by me just having a little go. I kill my angry right there and give her a big hug instead. She holds on to me for a bit while she gets her shit together.

	“Excuse me. Sergeant Green, sir?”

	We all turn to look at Trooper Barratt.

	“What is it, Barratt?”

	“Technical Specialist Carsen’s fingers are turning blue, sir.”

	Fuck!

	There’s a flurry of flying fabric and swearing. At the end of it, I look like an igloo made of stray uniforms, but I’m actually warming up.

	“Well spotted, Trooper Barratt. Now, could you please scoot on over to the stores with my chit and get yourself and Technical Specialist Icicle Nipples here proper ISRB spec body suits? It’s the blue and grey striped building over there.”

	He points off into the snow-blurred distance, ignoring my glare of outrage.

	“Yes, Sergeant.” She grabs the chit from his hand and sprints off.

	Jackie steps closer and rests an elbow on Malc’s shoulder.

	“Isn’t she precious?”

	One of the aircrew slides down the ramp and butts in.

	“Precious, nothing. Look at that balance! Running flat out over icy ground in standard issue boots? She should have been flat on her arse inside ten metres.”

	We all watch as the distant figure hurdles a low-loader that comes out of nowhere before dropping into a reverse lunge and cutting a flawless fifteen-metre slide to stop by the storehouse door. All the way from us to there, people are standing and staring. She doesn’t notice, just hurries through the door.

	Something strange is close by.

	Jackie yells and leaps to my left, getting caught and lifted into the arms of a tall bloke who appeared without any of us hearing him coming.

	“Hello, wifey.”

	Malc crouches down next to me: “Lissa, meet Jahn Dawes. An assault trooper assigned to Task Force Red to provide special weapons support. In case you haven’t picked up on the subtle clues, he’s Jackie’s hubby.”

	He’s also got more electrical flow going on than your average human. A lot more. So much, it has to be a combat AI, not just hardwired tactical processing.

	“You’re enhanced, aren’t you?”

	He smiles and pats Jackie on the arse: “You were right, love. Less than thirty seconds, and from three metres out.” He looks me over: “How far does that detection extend?”

	“Beyond arms-length and a bit, it depends how well I know the area. Once I have that, I can sense electrical variances out to about ten metres. It takes a long time to learn something as big as a base, though. But, in your case, the data density is way more than normal. That’s why I spotted you, and could probably spot you twenty metres away.”

	He nods: “We’ll have to try it after you’ve settled. Could be useful.”

	For what? I catch Malc’s eye. His brows furrow briefly and he gives the tiniest headshake. I let it pass.

	Jackie slides out of his embrace, sees my questioning stare and crouches down on the other side to Malc: “Jahn and I were married and in service before he volunteered for the enhancement project. Turned out he was one of the few people suited to having an RSCS - Resident Smart Combat System.”

	Jahn shrugs: “A fancy definition that doesn’t come close. I’m living with a literal, immoral, tactical genius child in my head. It’s a huge combat advantage that would drive me insane if I didn’t have an off switch for it, placing it in a mainly dormant state so I can get some alone time.”

	He stops, a look of surprise on his face.

	“Even in dormant mode, it’s assigned you the highest threat rating it has in every category. Including the direct combat ones. If it were human, I’d say it was terrified.”

	Malc puts a hand on his shoulder: “Does that present a problem?”

	Jahn looks worried: “First rules conflict I’ve ever had. She’s flagged as a friendly in my database, but is also classified as a hostile threat.” He stares off into the distance for a minute or so.

	“I’d recommend not getting me involved in anything related to saving her until this is cleared up.”

	Jackie heaves a sigh of relief: “For a moment there I thought you were going to request a transfer out.”

	Jahn grins: “I’ll only leave a base with my wife on it if someone orders me. We don’t get sent to the same base often enough. Probably why our relationship is so great. It’s like Christmas every time we meet.”

	Malc rolls his eyes: “Nauseatingly sweet romance, presents, loud sex, and partying.”

	Jackie and Jahn blush, then burst out laughing.

	The two of them laughing is infectious. By the time Barratt returns, we’re all howling.

	 

	 

	Day 1000

	 

	It’s the end of grading day. If I’ve succeeded, I can start real sparring, instead of using punchbags and the little muk yan jong in the corner. I don’t like the dummy. It’s used to improve my form, to make me adopt the correct posture and stance. Although it’s considered necessary, it’s very boring, like learning how information systems are put together – which I already do too much of.

	I prefer getting mixed up with a square of swinging punchbags. I can stay off the floor for ages by kick-stepping and palming the bags. It’s fun. No rules except my strikes must be hard and I must not get hit by a swinging bag.

	Sensei Wirro steps forward and bows to me. I make sure I bow a little bit deeper.

	“Lissa. While you have fulfilled the requirements to reach the first combative grade, there is an additional requirement.”

	He smiles. The droopy cuff of his ceremonial garb swings as he gestures to my right. I look that way to see Petah standing at the edge of the mat. She’s barefoot and wearing a black gi. 

	Sensei claps his hands. Petah brings her fists together and bows to him, then to me. She steps onto the mat and walks over, stopping a couple of metres away.

	“There are things these venerable ladies and gentlemen cannot teach you. Don’t expect to win this. Just try to understand what I am doing.”

	She lunges at me, moving into the opening of a basic punching combo. She swings, I block. Her skin touches mine. A flash of false memory: her breaking my arm! The pain is blinding. Before I can get past it, she slams me into the floor.

	Her hand lingers on my neck as we have another conversation that didn’t happen.

	No. A conversation that no-one can hear except us.

	“Very good. Now, what did I do?”

	“You used your knowledge of how that injury feels to give me an extra memory. Will I have to get hurt to get that good?”

	She helps me up while our conversation continues.

	“No. Using that injury was a harsh demonstration, but it made the point. Think of all the times you were in a lot of physical pain, like when you threw up last Christmas, or when you landed after falling off the climbing frame just after you arrived. Anything like that will do. If you’re unlucky enough to suffer it, using menstrual pain works really well on men. For women, use a sudden pain, the more exotic, the better. We’re surprisingly resilient to low levels of pain, so go in hard. Brace yourself, I’ll show you what I mean.”

	A blinding pain tears my head apart behind my right eye. I scream out loud and faint. I come round to find Petah massaging my shoulder and arm while making excuses to Sensei Wirro and Instructor Sian about being heavy handed.

	In my head, she continues as if nothing happened.

	“That was what came after I tore out the tactical eye they’d implanted and found it didn’t stop the pain. I clawed out the interface, dragging every piece of data-active metal from my head. A useful example of exotic sudden pain, but a better warning about having implants that require or use data.”

	“I hope I’m never able to call on that sort of memory.”

	“I can understand that. Now, people fighting you won’t be able to deal with extra memory like you or I - even if they’re hypermanipulators. You create it in them, and their minds do the difficult bit: some kind of translation, making it personal to them.”

	“What about men and menstrual pain? They can’t translate that to be personal.”

	“That might be why it’s so effective. Now, pay attention. If you can induce extra memory in the middle of a fight, you can easily do it to someone as you brush by them. All you need is to touch their flesh. It will only last until they next sleep, but it can be very useful. One warning: always remember there are a small number of people the extra memory trick does not affect. Therefore, if you can, have an alternative ready.”

	“Like running away?”

	“Certainly. Something that lets you dodge whatever you’re trying to avoid them doing. However, running is not always the answer.”

	She helps me up.

	I keep hold of her hand and look up at her, clumsily creating my first extra memory, in her mind, of me asking a question: “This is one of the things we don’t tell anyone about, isn’t it?”

	She adds to the memory, ‘remembering’ her reply.

	“Yes.”

	I stare at her: “If extra memory fades, why do I remember some of our conversations in here?”

	****

	** To read further, please purchase a copy of this book. Thank you. **

	*****
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