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        20 February 2164. Singapore. Pei Fu Complex, Hougang Industrial Sector.

      

      

      Sergeant Jack Rimes jerked awake as his Battlefield Awareness System chimed. The BAS's display showed a string of green text, bright against the evening dark: Mission authorized by United Nations Special Security Council.

      Even before the Special Security Council's approval, Rimes had been running on adrenaline. He needed something more now. He popped a stimulant and winced at the bitter aftertaste.

      Nearly twenty hours to give the go. So much for the element of surprise.

      Rimes looked through the window he’d been leaning against, taking in the shadowy shell of the abandoned house he and the rest of the team had been hiding inside since their arrival. The BAS overlaid what he could see with imagery and data harvested from every security system it could discreetly access. A rusty, wrought-iron gate hung limply from a crumbling brick wall that enclosed a cratered courtyard. Beyond the gate, a cracked asphalt road ran southeast, framing apartment complexes before connecting to Lim Teck Boo Road.

      Rimes was tense, a compressed spring waiting to be released. The rest of the team, all in black nano-particle bodysuits, weren’t much better. In particular, the Indian Marine Commando, Tendulkar, was driving them nuts, pulling a boot-knife out and jamming it back into its sheath for hours on end.

      Rimes had shared his concerns in private with Major Uber, the German in command of the mission, and his second, Captain Nakata. The three had worked together before. Petty Officer Tendulkar and Senior Sergeant Pachnine, a Russian who towered over even Rimes, had been inserted into the team at the last minute.

      “Now we see if this was just politics or if these two are legitimate,” Uber whispered to Rimes over a private BAS channel.

      Rimes returned his gaze to the window and softly snorted. “Taking out four LoDu agents? Not the sort of mission I’d like to use as a learning opportunity. I’m already missing the old team.”

      The road was still deserted. A line of amber lamps lit a towering wall that sealed off a maze of sagging, scarred apartment buildings to the southwest. To the northeast, the wall transformed into a security tunnel and disappeared under a sickly forest. Inside the complex, a dozen uniformed guards patrolled on foot and in electric cars, their locations marked by the BAS. A light rain had fallen, leaving behind a mist that covered everything, clinging to the walls and twisted vegetation. Rainbow halos formed around the lamps, washing the street in ghost light.

      Uber subvocalized the mission’s final details over his BAS, then whispered, “Let’s go.”

      Rimes glanced over the data: imagery and incontrovertible evidence connecting the agents to the Indonesian Finance Minister's assassination; criminal records; and most importantly, authorization for elimination.

      They slipped out the building’s front door in a loose line with Uber leading. From the courtyard, they ran low onto Lim Teck Boo Road, while the mist hid their boots and enhanced their camouflage systems.

      The wall of the Pei Fu Complex rose four meters with pressure sensors and a meter of concertina wire lining the top. Rimes’s BAS showed the closest security guard twenty-eight meters out and moving away.

      Rimes looked the other team members over. One mistake, any sudden shift in the situation, and Pachnine or Tendulkar could derail the mission without fear of reprisals. It was the sort of political reality that Rimes hated having to deal with.

      Uber turned to look at the team.

      Captain Nakata raised his hand; Uber nodded. Rimes raised his hand, then Pachnine, then Tendulkar. After Uber nodded, each settled into place, eyes focused on his BAS display.

      Nakata slowly extended a hand until he touched the wall. Then he leapt nearly three meters up, his now-tacky gloves gripping the surface, but stopped short of the top. He then extended his left hand to unleash a data burst that overwhelmed all sensor systems within range.

      Rimes climbed after Nakata. As Rimes reached the top, Nakata leapt, easily clearing the concertina wire, twisting and catching the wall’s opposite side with his gloves. Rimes waited as Nakata released his grip and dropped to a crouch on the opposite side, then followed. The others cleared the wall quickly and settled in its shadow.

      Pachnine raised his hand, and Uber nodded. Pachnine sprinted east, choosing speed over cover. Inside the complex, time became the enemy.

      They approached Building 5, breathing heavily. Before the Third Great Depression of ‘62, Building 5 had been a specialty manufacturing facility, a boutique operation for discriminating customers. Now it housed their targets, four unmoving red squares glowing brightly on their optics, data signatures captured nearly two days prior.

      Tendulkar whispered, “Halt.”

      They dropped to their knees simultaneously. Rimes scrutinized his image over the BAS’s display. Pachnine was blinking rapidly, his hand over his boot. Something must have changed—they’d been spotted, an alarm had gone off, a guard had modified his patrol …

      It only took a second before Rimes saw it on his BAS. Their targets were moving, separating.

      The mission had been compromised.
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        20 February 2164. Singapore. Pei Fu Complex, Hougang Industrial Sector.

      

      

      They squatted, caught in the misty open space between their ingress point and target. Heads swiveled as the team sought a consensus. Tendulkar shook his head. Pachnine immediately nodded, as did Nakata.

      Rimes hesitated for a moment before shaking his head. This far into such a critical mission, he would normally be in favor of proceeding, but normally he would be with his own team, people he could trust with his life. He didn’t know if he could trust Tendulkar or Pachnine yet. There was too much at stake to continue forward with so much unknown.

      Everyone turned to Uber. He considered for a moment before nodding.

      There was no further discussion, no protest.

      Pachnine went into a crouching run, absolutely silent, even for his bearlike size. The others trailed him in a staggered line, carbines out. Pachnine reached the western cement wall surrounding Building 5 and pressed himself tight to the left of the gate. Rimes and Uber took position to his left, with Nakata and Tendulkar opposite. The Pei Fu security teams had showed no deviation from regular patrol patterns, but the four icons inside Building 5 were now dispersed across four floors.

      Uber signaled to Tendulkar to open the gate, then waved Pachnine inside. Rimes and Nakata followed, and Uber pulled up the rear.

      They crossed the fifteen meters to the front entry of Building 5, at times struggling to keep their footing on the fractured cement. Nakata quickly destroyed the door’s lock with a rapid carbine buttstroke, and they entered the building.

      The interior was drywall, dust-covered posters proclaiming the company’s greatness, and a door—dented and scraped from years of use—that opened onto a stairwell. A ten-meter corridor led to another door, and beyond that was the manufacturing floor. The nearest of their targets was in a room on the manufacturing floor, four meters to the left of the door.

      Uber assigned Pachnine to the fourth floor, Rimes to the third. Nakata he signaled to go to the manufacturing floor. Then Uber headed into the stairwell, stopping only long enough to spray silicone on the door’s hinges. Pachnine and Rimes followed.

      Uber stopped at the second-floor door, once again spraying the hinges. He searched the corridor, then stepped through.

      Rimes proceeded to the third floor with Pachnine close behind. At the third-floor door, Rimes stopped and sprayed the hinges, quietly popped the door open, then checked the hallway beyond. According to the BAS, his target was hiding in a room three meters away.

      He nodded Pachnine on, watching him until he’d disappeared up the stairs. Rimes stopped just inside the corridor and waited.

      The Special Security Council’s intelligence agency had identified the LoDu lead agent as Wen Jintao, a Chinese native with political connections. Wen’s muscle included Dung Trang, a fugitive Vietnamese gunman, and Akkarat Suttikul, a Thai known as much for his knife-work and kickboxing as his connections to what remained of the Tongs. The mystery man of the four was Kwon Myung-bak, a Korean with an impossibly small background file.

      All four agents had combat experience. Whatever advantage Rimes had from his gear would be diminished by the building’s tight quarters. He switched out his carbine for his pistol, his eyes never leaving the BAS display, then brought up another overlay that set down a three-dimensional wireframe of the building interior.

      Rimes watched his teammates’ icons on the display, then focused on the agents’ icons.

      Why separate? Why not create a single ambush point? There are a lot of great places to attack from. Were our systems compromised?

      No, I’m being paranoid.

      Uber and Nakata waited, motionless, for Pachnine to get into position. Pachnine approached the fourth-floor door. His target was just across the hall. Pachnine hesitated, probably bracing for a quick shot when he opened the door.

      Pistol arm straightened to his waist, safety off, left arm extended for the door handle, Rimes moved down the corridor toward his target.

      The BAS showed a cubicle to the immediate right of the door. The cubicle made any shot through the wall risky with his pistol, probably ineffective. He toyed with switching back to his carbine.

      Pachnine reached his door. They were all in position.

      Rimes signaled he was ready. Uber’s signal showed ready, then Nakata’s. Finally, Pachnine’s.

      Two seconds. One. Uber gave the go.

      Rimes twisted the doorknob and pushed the office door in. He caught a flash of movement—a large, frighteningly fast shadow—and then the door slammed back at him, bending his arm aside and knocking him off-balance.

      He dropped.

      Three muffled gunshots sounded as three holes appeared in the door at chest level. He rolled away and returned fire, sending three rounds into the door in a diagonal, starting at an imaginary thigh and ending at an imaginary torso. He rolled again, this time coming to a stop to the door’s right, flat on the ground, pistol ready. He breathed shallowly, not making the slightest sound, and listened.

      Gunfire sounded again, first from upstairs, then from the room before him. Holes appeared above him, cutting a left-right diagonal one-and-a-half meters above the floor. Rimes counted to three and sat up, again guessing where his target might be, based off the BAS. Rimes fired three shots, pivoted on his butt, and kicked off from the floor. He came to a stop halfway to the door’s left side.

      He waited a moment before reaching for a magazine, another moment before reloading. Gunfire echoed throughout the building.

      Rimes stood, twisted the handle, and threw a shoulder against the door’s center.

      The shadow came again, this time slower. Rimes saw the flash of a metal blade and knew he’d drawn the Thai. Rimes got off a shot before the shadow was on him, knives flashing terrifyingly fast. Rimes managed to block three of the slashes with quick forearm strikes, and then let his left shoulder take a fourth. The nano-particle weave absorbed the worst of the blow.

      Rimes drove an elbow into the Thai’s face, provoking a satisfying grunt. The Thai staggered for a moment, and Rimes stepped back, getting off another shot.

      The Thai collapsed in a wheezing heap. Rimes kicked the Thai onto his stomach and fired three rounds into the base of his skull, then knelt to confirm the kill. Gunfire still echoed throughout the building.

      Rimes took the Thai’s communication earpiece and extracted a blood sample from the corpse for confirmation before exiting the office and collecting his discarded magazine.

      As Rimes headed for the stairwell, he reloaded. Uber’s and Nakata’s icons were moving slowly. He could hear gunfire from below, less frequent now: confrontations reaching their conclusions. Pachnine had stopped moving. The fourth floor was silent.

      As Rimes entered the stairwell, he brought up the vitals overlay long enough to see Pachnine’s signals. Dead.

      Rimes squatted and edged toward the stairs leading up. He sighted up the stairwell with his pistol, then ascended—slow, quiet.

      The agent's red square moved toward the stairwell door as Rimes reached the midway landing. He squatted, sighted on the door, and braced for a shot. The square stopped and moved away from the door.

      Rimes blinked.

      Now the square was accelerating away from the door.

      As though he had my signature, too.

      Rimes moved up the steps, struggling to maintain his calm. The gunfire below was more infrequent now, a single shot followed by seconds of silence.

      Rimes stopped at the fourth-floor door. Holes had penetrated the door and the cement wall beyond. The LoDu agents were using specialized ammunition capable of penetrating cement walls—not to mention the team’s armor. The BAS showed Pachnine just beyond the door. He’d probably been shot immediately after entering.

      Rimes watched the icons on his display. His target was at the other end of the floor now, hiding in an office there.

      Rimes tried to push the stairwell door open, but Pachnine’s corpse was in the way, and Rimes had to throw his body into the effort. The corpse gave ground grudgingly. Pistol aimed down the corridor, Rimes squeezed through the opening.

      He set his back to the wall and advanced in a low crawl. The gunfire below had stopped. He switched back to the vitals overlay.

      Rimes mouthed a curse.

      Uber’s vitals were dropping, his target moving into the stairwell two floors below. Nakata’s vitals were steady, but he’d been wounded. At least his target was down.

      Rimes switched back to the wireframe overlay.

      Five meters from the office door, the target was coming toward Rimes’s position. He went to his belly. A second later, rounds tore through the wall centimeters above him. He returned fire, emptying his magazine before rolling across the floor to the opposite wall. He reloaded and crawled forward two meters before holstering the pistol and readying his carbine.

      Belly-crawling, he advanced another meter before focusing on the BAS again. Below him, Uber’s target had now reached the first floor, heading toward the exit.

      “Target exiting building west,” Rimes whispered.

      The Council took too long. If anyone had the element of surprise, it wasn’t us.

      Rimes’s target was edging away from the door separating them. Rimes brought his carbine up and fired three short, controlled bursts. The target accelerated for the building’s edge. Rimes heard a window shatter.

      He leapt out of the building. Four stories up, and he leapt.

      Rimes ran through the office door, then cut through a sea of furniture.

      At the window, he risked a glance down. His target limped toward a four-meter-high security wall, then leaped to the top.

      Rimes fired three short bursts, and the target fell.

      “Two targets down,” Rimes said as he ran back to the stairwell door. “Pachnine’s dead.”

      “Target down,” Nakata said. “Uber is badly wounded.”

      “No sign of the fourth target,” Tendulkar said after several seconds. “I saw him moving toward the door, but nothing after. His icon, it just vanished.”

      A quick check confirmed that it had.

      Rimes closed his eyes and played out where the fourth target could go without Tendulkar seeing him. There weren’t many options. “No visual?”

      “No,” Tendulkar said.

      Rimes heaved Pachnine over his shoulder and scanned the area for any magazines, but Pachnine had died without getting a shot off. Rimes groaned under the corpse’s weight. The mission was becoming messier with each second, accelerating toward a nightmarish disaster.

      His BAS alerted him that Pei Fu security teams were now approaching and would arrive in less than a minute.

      “Check the target just inside the north wall,” Rimes said. “Suttikul confirmed.”

      “Trang confirmed,” Nakata said.

      That leaves Wen and Kwon, the brains and the mystery man.

      Rimes descended the stairs, ready at any moment for the missing LoDu agent to open fire on him. As Rimes approached the second floor, Nakata burst through the second-floor door with Uber over his shoulder. They hustled down the stairs to the first floor with Rimes in the lead, carbine at the ready. He opened the door to the corridor, half-expecting the missing target to attack.

      The corridor was empty.

      “Wen confirmed inside the north wall,” Tendulkar said.

      We lost Kwon. With security rapidly closing in, they couldn’t risk searching for him.

      Rimes ran through the first floor toward the door. Nakata kept up, but he was clearly struggling with Uber.

      “North wall,” Rimes said. He kicked open the exit and burst through.

      Something—luck, instinct, training—caused him to pull up and twist as he cleared the door. Even as quick as he was, the attack connected. Pachnine’s body took the worst of the blow, but the force knocked Rimes backwards. He lost his balance and tumbled to the ground, shrugging Pachnine off as he fell.

      Rimes recovered and rolled to put some distance between him and his attacker. He came up in a crouch and again barely managed to deflect the flurry of kicks and punches that came at him, some striking his raised arms, some catching his shins. Wherever they landed, they tested the armor’s limits and left the limb slightly numb.

      Finally, the attacker lost his footing on the broken ground and a kick went wide. Rimes landed a punch. It was clumsy and feeble, but it was in the groin. The attacker stumbled backwards, and Rimes rose to his feet.

      He was looking at Kwon, the missing target. He’s bigger than his data would imply.

      “Rimes?” Nakata called.

      Rimes backpedaled and shifted to a defensive posture. His limbs felt sluggish and responded only stubbornly. “I’ve got Kwon. West courtyard.”

      Kwon closed, and again the blows came, stunning in power. They were blurs that drove Rimes backwards, testing his balance and resolve.

      A shot rang out, and the round ricocheted off the west wall. Kwon turned, saw Nakata, and bolted, running for the west wall. He leapt and cleared it with ease.

      Nakata ran toward Rimes.

      Rimes waved Nakata back. “Go!”

      They gathered up Pachnine and Uber and ran for the north wall. The numbness was fading, replaced by tingling, then aching. Rimes fell behind.

      Tendulkar lay atop the wall in a gap of cut concertina wire, flat on his belly, arm extended to help them up. Getting the giant Pachnine over the wall proved a challenge, but they were quick enough that Rimes, the last one over, dropped to the other side of the wall just as Pei Fu security opened Building 5’s western gate.

      They were in the forest east of the complex by the time the security team raised the general alarm.

      An hour later, they were aboard a Japanese helicopter carrier, the living and the dead, Australia-bound.
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      Rimes sat alone outside the infirmary watching the seconds pass on his earpiece’s projected display. The waiting area was a tight space, with a cheerful facade—white paint, plastic plants, bright lighting, and two thick-cushioned chairs. He could just as easily have been squeezed into the belly of the ship for all it mattered.

      The heat and humidity were worse than on any ship he could recall. Sleep was an undertow, dragging him out to the deep. The adrenaline rush had passed, and the stimulants were wearing off. His shoulder ached where Suttikul had slashed him, and his forearms and shins were tender and bruised from Kwon’s strikes.

      The team was gone.

      Pachnine was dead.

      Fortunately, Tendulkar had stabilized Uber before they’d reached the waiting inflatable boats. Uber had seemed fine when the helicopter had lifted them from the ocean, but an hour had already crawled by, and each time Rimes asked, he was told that he couldn’t visit.

      Nakata and Tendulkar had disappeared shortly after boarding the Okazaki. Nakata had received several stitches before being released to bed rest, and Tendulkar had headed off to give his briefing to the Special Security Council.

      Uber should’ve been the one to give the executive brief to the Special Security Council. What if I missed something? What if Nakata or Tendulkar contradict me in their reports?

      At twenty-five, Rimes was the team’s youngest member. He was a highly decorated American Army Special Forces operative—a Commando—and the Council had made no secret of its regard for his perspective in the past. Still, he was the team’s most junior member.

      Rimes sighed. It’s just the fatigue. I didn’t miss anything. They aren’t going to contradict me.

      Rimes’s leave was slated to begin in two days. Thanks to bio-restoratives and healing accelerants, he’d be largely healed by then. Only sleep could deal with the fatigue that was dragging on him.

      He thought of home—Oklahoma: Fort Sill, Lawton, Grandfield. It was a long-overdue trip. Seeing Molly, visiting friends he hadn’t seen for too long. And family. He fought off another sigh.

      Bad with the good.

      “Sergeant Rimes?”

      Rimes looked up, alarmed that he hadn’t heard approaching footsteps, much less the door opening, but he recognized the pudgy nurse who’d met him upon arrival, a man with thick glasses and greasy hair. Perspiration glistened on his brow and dampened his surgical grays along the ribs and chest.

      “Your friend, Major Uber, he will be fine,” the nurse said with a reassuring smile.

      Rimes stood. His tall, wiry frame contrasted with the nurse’s shorter, wider one. “Thanks. Can I see him?”

      “The doctor says two hours.”

      “Great. I’d like to freshen up and catch a nap.”

      “I will call Ensign Watanabe. She will see to your quarters.” The nurse’s oily hair glistened brightly. He bowed and left through the infirmary door.

      Now that he knew that Uber would be all right, Rimes could feel a crash coming. He’d faced them often enough to know the signs. He paced, clenching and unclenching his hands, biting his tongue, breathing deeply. He shook his head violently, did several deep knee bends. It was enough for the moment, but the moments kept creeping by.

      Finally, the waiting room door opened, and a seaman entered. He looked like a wire frame with a crisp blue uniform hanging off it.

      “Sergeant Rimes? Ensign Watanabe sent me. You need quarters?” The young man’s accent would have been a challenge even if Rimes weren’t in the middle of a crash.

      Rimes grunted acknowledgement, and the young man darted back through the door. Rimes gathered his kit and followed the man down several corridors. Rimes was too tired to keep track of where he was and just trusted that the young man wouldn’t lead him astray.

      Finally, they stopped outside an open hatch.

      “The head,” the seaman said, then pointed at another hatch down the corridor. “Your berth. No one here now. You can rest.” He disappeared around a corner.

      The bathroom was a modest affair—open shower bay, a few toilet stalls. The quarters were slightly better, even with four bunks squeezed into a relatively tight space. Everything looked clean. Rimes stowed his kit beneath the foot of a bunk, fished out his field hygiene kit, returned to the head, relieved himself, and showered.

      Rimes took a moment to brush his teeth, then checked himself in the mirror as he repacked his kit. Bruises discolored light cinnamon skin, and a shallow scrape—already healing—stood out on his left cheek, more noticeable because of his prominent cheekbones.

      Somewhat refreshed, he made his way to the bunks, shirt slung over his left arm, boots and socks gripped tightly in his left hand. He tossed his shirt onto the top bunk opposite the hatch, set his boots and socks at the foot of the lower bunk, and slipped under the covers, immediately drifting into sleep.

      Too soon, someone shook him awake.

      A female ensign in tight Navy whites squinted at him intensely from a half-crouch at his shoulder. She was cute despite the serious, borderline-angry look on her long face.

      It took Rimes a moment to realize he was staring at her. He looked away.

      The ensign straightened up and adjusted her uniform. “Sergeant Rimes, you have a call in the comm room.”

      Rimes searched for his earpiece and panicked.

      Lost it. I can’t connect to the Grid, can’t—

      He found it and glanced at the time display. Just over an hour of sleep. He was shaking. He needed coffee.

      “Thanks, ma’am. The comm—”

      “I will take you there.”

      “I appreciate it, ma’am.”

      “Ensign Watanabe,” she corrected.

      Rimes spun around on his butt until he was sitting, closed his eyes, and let the dizziness pass. He pulled on his socks and boots, stood, and tested his balance. He looked toward the hatch, grabbing his shirt. “After you, ma’am.”

      Watanabe adjusted her uniform again and headed out the hatch, walking stiffly.

      By the time Rimes got his bearings, he was outside the communications room with Ensign Watanabe walking swiftly away.

      Crewmen watched him curiously from their workstations. Rimes stepped inside, for the first time truly feeling like the outsider he was. One of the crewmen pointed to a small office off the main room, not even bothering to ask who he was. Rimes muttered a “thank you” and crossed between the staring crewmen to the office, closing the door behind him.

      Nobody was there.

      The office was empty except for a desk that held a portable, secure communications terminal; it was flashing, indicating a held connection.

      Rimes synced his earpiece with the device and sat on the desk.

      His earpiece buzzed and chirped—the telltales of encryption negotiation—and then he was connected.

      “This is Lieutenant Commander Derrick Cross of the USS Sutton. Who is this, please?”

      “Sergeant Jack Rimes here, sir.”

      “Sergeant, we have a 121 en route to you, ETA fifty-seven minutes.”

      Rimes blinked. “I don’t understand, sir. I’m supposed to fly to Darwin this afternoon. I have a flight back to the US tomorrow.”

      “Your leave’s canceled,” Cross said. “I’m sorry to have to report that, but we’ve had an incident hit the radar. Your Commando team is already en route to the Sutton. Captain Moltke said he needed everyone for this one.”

      Rimes bowed his head and rubbed his forehead. “Understood, sir.”

      It was his third leave canceled in the last two years.

      He’d managed a short weekend with Molly in Italy three months ago, but since then he’d had to rely on electronic communications, only a few of them semi-private vids.

      It was tough on a marriage, but he’d become used to that sort of sacrifice since enlisting. Molly, on the other hand, was becoming less patient with each passing month, but at least she was realistic enough to know there weren’t a lot of other job opportunities for someone who didn’t have a graduate degree and whose work experience amounted to killing people.

      “We’ll see you on the Sutton, Sergeant.”

      The connection terminated.

      Rimes unsynced his earpiece. Whatever was up, it was big.

      He couldn’t recall any information about the Sutton, but he’d been on a dozen ships in his relatively short career, all of them helicopter carriers. If the Sutton had its own CH-121, it had, at minimum, a modest flight deck.

      Rimes stepped into the communications room and asked a young man to call Ensign Watanabe. She arrived so quickly, Rimes wondered if she’d been waiting outside the door the whole time.

      Once they were away from the communications center, she stopped and looked at him with her arms folded across her chest. “Where do you need to go, Sergeant Rimes?”

      Rimes tried to smile charmingly. “I could really use some coffee, ma’am.”

      She tapped her fingers on her arm impatiently.

      He sighed. “And I’d like to swing by the infirmary if it’s possible to visit Major Uber before leaving?”

      Wantanabe’s brow furrowed. “There’s no hurry. We won’t be close enough to fly you to Darwin for some time.”

      “I won’t be heading to Australia, unfortunately, ma’am. Look, I was serious about the coffee, and I’d very much like to see the major if he’s awake.”

      Watanabe spun and walked quickly down the corridor. Rimes waited a moment, admiring the swing of her slender hips. He’d been away from Molly for far too long, and he was starting to feel it, even in his fatigued state. With a shake of his head, he fell in behind Watanabe.

      The officer’s mess was surprisingly small, but compared to what he’d seen on other ships, he was impressed. In one quick glance, he’d noticed a great deal of attention to detail—personalized bamboo trays, ranks engraved into tabletops, a cart for serving saké, and a sushi bar.

      Even the coffee bar was impressive, its gleaming stainless steel brewing machine surrounded by matching sugar and creamer dispensers. The shelf below held rows of silver-framed, intricately cut crystal cups. A teal-colored Japanese tea set and matching tray with a painted beach scene rested on a shelf immediately beneath the cups.

      Rimes helped himself to one of the crystal cups and stared at the coffee machine for a moment.

      Watanabe pointed to a button on the machine’s base.

      He pushed the button. A seam in the side of the machine opened to lower a spout. Rimes quickly caught the steaming coffee in his crystal cup before it spilled.

      “This is quite a setup.”

      Watanabe lifted her chin and almost smiled. Her voice softened. “You know Major Uber well?”

      “He and Captain Nakata and I have worked together a few times—Minsk, Montevideo, Tunis.” Rimes stirred sugar into the cup with a tiny silver spoon, enjoying the coffee’s aroma. His saliva glands woke from their slumber. He sipped from the cup and was pleasantly surprised at the burst of flavors. Real coffee. They live a different life. “I just want to let him know I’ll be in touch.”

      “Your work,” Watanabe said, pausing uncertainly, shifting from question to statement. “It is dangerous.”

      “It can be, just like yours,” Rimes said, smiling around a sip. “The better you are at it, the safer it is.”

      Watanabe returned the smile, hesitantly. “You were in Singapore?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” There was no value in denying what was common knowledge.

      “It was about the Indonesian Finance Minister assassination?”

      Rimes stared into his coffee cup.

      Watanabe quietly cleared her throat. “LoDu has filed a protest with the United Nations. They deny any involvement with the assassination. They claim stories of their displeasure with Indonesian policy are greatly exaggerated.”

      Rimes looked at her. “Do you believe that, ma’am?”

      “I am not sure.”

      “Well, it's typical metacorporate behavior—denial, obfuscation, misdirection, and if none of that works, offer up one of the smaller corporate entities to take the blame and scapegoat some low-level executive. At least it wasn't ADMP or EEC. Or SunCorps. I don't want to even think about how SunCorps would handle something like this. Probably tell the Council to take a walk. I can't believe what the metacorporations have done to us.”

      “I want to work for a metacorporation one day. Wang, HuCorp, maybe even LoDu.”

      “Oh, sorry, ma’am!”

      “No. I am not blind to their behavior. They can do …” She lowered her head. “Terrible things. And there are rumors about their ambitions in the colony worlds. It seems the larger they get, the worse they might behave?”

      Rimes took another sip of the coffee, mulling the sophisticated blend of flavors. There were contrasts and complements, strong and subtle differences.

      Complicated. Like us.

      Finally, he said, “We’re all capable of terrible things.”

      Watanabe blinked slowly. “The coffee, you like it?”

      “It’s wonderful.” Rimes drained his cup and set it down on a nearby table, relieved. The awkward moment was over. He felt an immediate boost, but he knew it was really psychological. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      Watanabe bowed her head slightly, then adjusted her uniform and picked up the cup and spoon, setting them in a nearby plastic tub, then quickly led the way out of the room and through the ship.

      They arrived at the infirmary a couple minutes later. Watanabe spoke to the nurse, then left Rimes alone outside Uber’s room, peering through the door at the only occupied bed.

      “Jack?” Uber, looking every bit the corpse warmed over, beckoned Rimes into the room. “Come in.”

      Rimes crossed to the bedside, his eyes playing across the equipment and displays before settling on Uber’s pale, strained face. The room smelled of rubbing alcohol and latex.

      “How’re you feeling, sir?”

      “Like hell,” Uber said with a strained smile, then bit his upper lip for a moment. “The nurses tell me I will make it, whether I like it or not. I cannot complain.”

      They both laughed quietly, even though it wasn’t funny.

      Rimes looked at the equipment displays again. He was no expert, but Uber’s vitals seemed weak. His eyes were watery and tired. Uber’s wound was close to the heart; he was lucky to be alive.

      They all were.

      Uber wheezed, sounding even weaker than before. “You stop by to say hello or goodbye?”

      “Goodbye, sir,” Rimes said. Not heading home to Molly hurt. “Orders just came through. I’m being redeployed.”

      “It can be demanding, this life.”

      Rimes grunted.

      Uber extended his right hand. “I wish you good luck, Jack.”

      His hand trembled.

      Rimes gripped the hand gently and shook.

      Uber gripped back hard, then pulled Rimes close.

      “We were compromised,” Uber whispered. “Not me. Not you or the Russian.”

      Rimes nodded once. “We know Nakata.”

      Uber raised an eyebrow. “Whichever one it was, LoDu got to him. There is money to be had, a lot of it.”

      Rimes glanced at the doorway. “The Special Security Council assigned Tendulkar.”

      Uber released Rimes’ hand. “They assigned us all. Watch yourself, Jack. It is a complex world, and you are too trusting for your own good.”

      Rimes shrugged. He’d heard the accusation before, but without trust, he couldn’t perform his job.

      No soldier could.

      “Get better, sir.”

      Uber winked, then winced. “I think it is time to sleep now. Pleasant dreams await me, no doubt. Thank you, Jack.”

      Rimes started to leave the room.

      Uber called after him, his voice a whisper. “What we discussed? Think about it, please.”
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      Rimes stepped out of the room. Ensign Watanabe straightened and adjusted her uniform. Everything about her said she was ready to be done with this. Rimes wondered if she saw him merely as an inconvenience, or if the quiet moment at the coffee bar had been closer to her true nature.

      They stopped by his quarters to gather his kit, then took several flights of stairs up before reaching the flight deck. Rimes scanned the horizon as he stepped into the open air, watching for any sign of the CH-121. He checked his earpiece’s data feed: the helicopter was due in twenty-four minutes.

      “Sergeant Rimes, I must return to duty now,” Watanabe said, bowing slightly. “You wait only on your transport?”

      Rimes saluted. “Yes, ma’am. You have been a most helpful and gracious host.”

      Watanabe returned the salute before smiling and waving awkwardly, then disappeared inside the ship. Rimes watched after her for several heartbeats, wondering at the way bridges could so easily be built. It seemed even easier to destroy them.

      He returned his gaze to the sky. The ship moved beneath him, tons of steel driving through deep, blue waves. Each movement vibrated through his feet. He counted the waves until he saw the CH-121 in the distance.

      A crew chief ran his team out to the forward landing pad, readying for the helicopter’s landing. Rimes watched them as they waved the bird down. The engine’s whine died, and the rotors began their slow spin down.

      Rimes walked forward, saluting the pilot as he exited the aircraft. Rimes tossed his kit into the passenger bay and looked the bird over. “She’s a beauty, Lieutenant.”

      The pilot returned the salute. “She is. Not even three years old.” He gave the fuselage a loving rub.

      “Is the Sutton new, sir? I’ve never heard of her.”

      “New enough,” the pilot said. He pulled off his aviator glasses, then began chewing on one of the legs and twirling the glasses as he watched the crew connect the fuel hose.

      Rimes looked the cockpit over for a few minutes. “What package does she have installed, sir? Looks like long-range transport?”

      The pilot nodded distractedly at the extra fuel tanks slung beneath the belly. “That’s enough fuel to get us wherever we need to go.” He turned to look at Rimes. “We’re not here for sub hunts or search and rescue, Sergeant. I think you know that.”

      “I’ve been on a few helicopter carriers.”

      “Not like the Sutton,” the pilot said with a wink. He saluted the crew chief, who signaled the bird was ready to go. “She’s a special ship. You’ll see.”

      Rimes climbed in and buckled up. The engine started, rising from a whine to a thunderous whipping of the air. It was a comforting, familiar sound.

      Rimes looked around the empty bay. No crew chief, one pilot—it wasn’t a normal flight. The mission was becoming more troubling each passing second.

      He tried to get some sense of where he was going and why. The first thing he considered was the location. The Pacific was simply too large a region, filled with too many potential targets, even when considering the whole team had been scrambled.

      It’s big, whatever it is, but that just takes some of the minor powers out of the picture. Maybe they’ve located Kwon already? Maybe LoDu flexed a bit too much muscle for its own good?

      He connected to the helicopter’s communications system and began downloading available regional intelligence and news feeds. That didn’t help, either. Names, situations, and places merged into gibberish.

      He yawned and stretched, trying to fight off his need for sleep. A moment later, his head fell forward and he realized it was hopeless. He nodded off.

      He woke to the pilot’s voice in his earpiece. The Sutton was visible far below, speeding west. It was afternoon, the ocean a brilliant sparkle in the sunlight. To the north, Rimes could make out the bend of a distant shore. He linked into the Sutton’s systems with his earpiece and confirmed he was looking at the Indian–Bangladeshi coastline.

      A knot formed in his stomach as he considered the implications.

      When the UN Special Security Council had recruited him for their previous mission, he’d spoken with the Indian representative, Deepa Bhatia.

      Representative Bhatia’s sorrowful description of her Indian homeland came back to him clearly. She had described it as a land dragged down by the weight of its own former greatness and the insistence on worshiping that same greatness. For more than a century, its government had been caught up in a cycle of corruption and ineptness, collapsing before transitioning to some semblance of order, always driven by wealthy and corporate influences.

      The Special Security Council seemed intent on reshaping things. They wanted to protect and to correct the global landscape. Eventually, they hoped to extend that to the colonies. It was inevitable they would bump against the rival influences, the same wealthy and corporate powers that had led India to its collapse.

      Rimes sighed. Why would we want to get involved in India’s affairs? We can’t even handle our own.

      Rimes returned his attention to the flight deck. The Sutton was a helicopter carrier, larger than others he'd seen. It must have been a relatively new class, because he wasn't familiar with the design. He spotted a few unique weapons systems. The configuration was clearly even more expensive than the helicopter carriers he’d been aboard before.

      A crew chief guided them in. Several meters back, Rimes saw four men. As the CH-121 settled to the deck, the men advanced, and Rimes recognized his fellow Commandos—Martinez, Pasqual, Wolford, and Chung.

      Edward “Marty” Martinez was nearly as tall as Rimes but with hints of gray in his dark hair; Rick Pasqual was thick through the chest, copper-skinned, and handsome; Lewis Wolford was broad-shouldered and bald, intimidating even when he gave his friendliest smile; Patrick Chung was a ball of energy, even while standing still.

      Another figure joined them on the deck, a woman.

      She wore a jungle boonie hat secured by its straps; it fluttered in the rotor wash. A simple, loose-fitting uniform made it impossible to gauge her by her physique. Large sunglasses hid the rest of her identity.

      Nevertheless, something about her seemed familiar—and troubling.

      Rimes stepped out of the helicopter and made his way over to his friends, greeting each as appropriate: a handshake for Martinez, a slap on the shoulder for Pasqual, a fist bump for Chung, a bear hug for Wolford. He’d trained with them, been on missions with them, said goodbye to the fallen with them. They were friends, brothers.

      Martinez, with his gruff voice and uncertain gait brought on by more wounds than even he could recall, was like a father to the rest of them.

      “You got someone waitin’ for you, Jack,” Martinez said, jerking his head back toward the woman as he shook Rimes’s hand. “How the hell did you let this one get away?”

      Rimes looked over Martinez’s shoulder at the woman, frowning. “A lot of fish got through the net before I closed it, Marty. You know how it is.”

      “Not like this one.” Martinez released Rimes and turned to the woman, nodding at her.

      The woman approached, her curves becoming more apparent with each step, despite the baggy uniform. Curly, golden-brown hair peeked from beneath the boonie cap. She held out a pale copper hand in the fading afternoon sun.

      “Sergeant Rimes,” she said, with a smile that brought back memories he had no interest in revisiting.

      “Dana.”

      “Special Agent Kleigshoen, if it makes you more comfortable,” she said. “I’m with the Intelligence Bureau now.”

      “IB?” Rimes shook her hand.

      It was softer than he remembered. The last time he’d held it, it had been calloused and strong. Her hair had been shorter back then, the curls tighter. She’d put on weight that had softened her face and filled out her form.

      It suited her—extremely well.

      “They’re ready to brief us.” Martinez gave Rimes a warning glance. “The captain’s on edge about this one.”

      “Shit,” Wolford said, his face breaking out in a broad grin. “He’s spittin’ fire.”

      Chung tsked. “They pulled him off leave while he was rolling down the runway at Heathrow. He’d already gone through two of those little airplane whiskey bottles. He was one angry son of a bitch.”

      Rimes chuckled. “He loves his whiskey. I don’t know how he can afford it.”

      “Man’s got to have his priorities,” Martinez said.

      Wolford sneaked a peek at Kleigshoen, then looked at Rimes. “You got priorities of your own, right?”

      Rimes winced. Wolford always said that he would have bailed from Army life years before if not for the crippling debt of marriage and divorce. Rimes didn’t want this—he thought of Molly, of being away from her. “Makes you wonder why we do this, doesn’t it?”

      Martinez snorted. “That’s not how I taught you to think, Sergeant. Duty and honor.”

      “Hoo-ah,” the men shouted in unison.

      Kleigshoen pointed toward the stairs. “I think we can proceed now, Gentlemen? You’re going to want to hear this.”

      Martinez waved Kleigshoen ahead. Chung and Pasqual fell in behind her, each watching her swaying hips. Wolford looked back at Rimes and mouthed a whistle. Rimes held up his wedding band and shook his head. Wolford gave him a dismissive wave and moved past.

      “You don’t need woman trouble,” Martinez whispered in Rimes’s ear.

      “It’s all in the past,” Rimes said.

      “Uh huh. She’s still trouble,” Martinez whispered in Rimes’s ear. “I hope you know that.”

      Rimes sighed.
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      Rimes settled in between Martinez and Wolford as Kleigshoen made her way to the head of the conference room table. Nearly twenty people were seated around the table or in rows along the back wall. The air was warm and smelled of boot leather and freshly scrubbed flesh.

      Rimes recognized most of those gathered. He nodded and smiled at those he knew best. He hesitated when he saw Barlowe and Stern.

      Stern was one of the better Commandos, a sturdy, strong-jawed, respected soldier. But he was still rehabilitating from a serious knee injury that at one point Rimes had heard had been a serious threat to Stern’s career. He was coming along, but his mobility was limited. His inclusion didn’t make a lot of sense.

      Barlowe’s involvement was even less understandable. He was a good kid, and he was brilliant with computers, but he was a project. Slight of build, baby-faced, and uncomfortable in his own skin, he never seemed at ease. Everyone knew he’d completed the qualifying course with the lowest score possible and was a Commando only after intervention from Colonel Weatherford, the Special Forces Group commander at Fort Sill.

      Martinez had been mentoring Barlowe for more than eight months. There was no better mentor to have, yet Barlowe hadn’t progressed much.

      We’ve all had to cover for Barlowe just to keep him in the unit. Some of us more than others.

      Martinez looked at Rimes. Rimes could see the annoyance in Martinez’s eyes until he slowly closed them. Martinez shook his head once; no words needed to be spoken.

      This is Weatherford’s team. No one else would have made these choices. If he’s involved, this has to be serious.

      Pasqual leaned in from his seat behind Rimes, drawing him out of his thoughts. Pasqual traced an hourglass in the air over Kleigshoen’s figure with his stubby index fingers.

      “Any regrets now, baby?” Pasqual asked. “Little girl’s all grown up since her Ranger days.”

      Rimes scratched the back of his head with an extended middle finger in reply. Pasqual chuckled and slapped Rimes on the back.

      At the head of the table, Kleigshoen bent to speak quietly to Captain Moltke, who nodded and stood. The lieutenant commander to Moltke’s right also stood, and Kleigshoen stepped back from the table. Moltke exchanged a mysterious smile with Kleigshoen, then turned his attention to the seated Commandos.

      The lieutenant commander cleared his throat, silencing the room.

      “Gentlemen, thank you. For those I haven’t met yet, I’m Lieutenant Commander Cross. As the Sutton’s Deputy Ops Chief, it has been my unfortunate duty to inform many of you of canceled leave. I don’t expect that’s earned me any friends.”

      A chuckle ran through the room; Moltke grimaced uncomfortably.

      In that moment, Rimes couldn’t help but notice the stark contrast between the two officers. Moltke had been an operator for three years and was extremely fit. He had close-cropped, brown hair, tanned, bronze skin, and a strong jawline. Cross was pale and had little chin to speak of, just a stretch of pock-marked skin where his face and neck met. He was soft, the first hints of a paunch visible under his khaki shirt.

      Cross continued: “I want to welcome you to the Sutton. I believe you’ll find her to your liking. She’s a good ship with a good crew. If you need anything, I want you to come straight to me. Now, I think I’ve wasted enough of your time, so I want to turn you over to Captain Moltke. Captain?”

      Moltke moved away from the table, coming to a stop in the shadows near Stern. Moltke cleared his throat. “Thanks, Commander. All right, let’s get to it. You’ve got eyes, so you’ve already seen we’ve pulled out all the stops on this one. It’s big. The IB has a physical presence here with Agent Kleigshoen. We’ll be running three teams—Red, Green, and Blue. Marty, you’ve got Red; Kirk, you’ve got Blue. Rimes, Green.”

      Martinez gave Rimes a quick elbow to the ribs.

      It would be Rimes’s first formal team lead, something he’d dreamed of since becoming a Commando. He normally operated on Martinez’s team or ran solo. He’d have to tell Molly. Running a team was part of the path to promotion, to better money, and to a better life.

      “I’ve already worked out rosters. I’ll upload them after Agent Kleigshoen’s briefing. We’ll take questions at the briefing’s conclusion. Agent Kleigshoen?”

      Kleigshoen stepped forward. She activated the conference room’s briefing system, which automatically dimmed the lighting. A simple graphic appeared, noting the Sutton’s position relative to accepted political boundaries.

      “Thank you, Captain, Commander. As you’re no doubt aware, we’re in the Bay of Bengal, 200 klicks off the Indian coast. Three days ago, we intercepted some troubling communications between T-Corp management from off-world and their main facility in Mumbai about a secret research facility near here.”

      The graphic transitioned to a hi-res satellite image of a forested area bisected by a wide north-running river and criss-crossed by several smaller ones.

      Two callouts highlighted areas of interest. The first was a surprisingly large compound with several buildings. The compound, labeled “T-Corp 72,” was integrated into the forest’s natural contours; it could have slipped past the imaging analysis software on an older satellite, before advanced confluent inference systems had been installed. The second was a clump of small forms labeled “T-Corp Ops.”

      “T-Corp 72—” Kleigshoen circled the compound with a wave of her finger, and a yellow circle highlighted the compound. “—was a T-Corp research facility illegally built in the Sundarbans. It was abandoned nearly thirty-six years ago, after a joint Europe-Africa military raid unleashed a virus that Eurica agencies estimate killed more than fifty thousand in India, Egypt, Turkey, and Italy.

      “Officially, T-Corp shut the facility down because of international treaties protecting the region from any form of economic exploitation outside tourism. Unofficially, there’s very strong evidence T-Corp was conducting illegal genetics research.”

      “Weapons?” Martinez asked, ignoring Moltke’s briefing protocols.

      “We believe it was early genie research. The virus was likely an unfortunate incident after accidental release of some of the research materials.” Kleigshoen circled the “T-Corp Ops” forms with her finger. “Apparently, something has renewed T-Corp’s interest in the facility. As you can see, as of 0200 this morning, a team of T-Corp operatives approached the facility in clear violation of the agreements signed following the outbreak.”

      The graphics transitioned again, this time showing gruesome images of outbreak casualties before changing to a close-up of T-Corp 72 itself. There were six buildings, each identified by callouts.

      “Thanks to the Eurica agencies sharing intelligence from that previous raid with us, we have two areas of interest. The first is the research building, here.” Kleigshoen circled the compound’s largest building. “The second is the operations center, here.” She circled the next largest building, south of the first. “We believe whatever T-Corp is going after would be in one of those two buildings.”

      Moltke spoke from the shadows again as Kleigshoen stepped aside. The Sundarbans map returned to the screen. Moltke’s earpiece projected an interface in the darkness. His fingers manipulated an application, tracing a trail across the interface, and two helicopter icons appeared at the map’s southern edge.

      “We will receive the standard proactive treatments—general immune system boosters and restoratives. However, this is considered an NBC environment, so we will also be provided anti-viral injectors.”

      “Since it’s not likely that T-Corp team sneaked a nuke in, are you saying that the biological agent’s still a problem, sir?” Martinez asked.

      Moltke sighed. “Biological is our main concern, yes. Please hold your questions to the end of the briefing, Sergeant.”

      Martinez looked at Rimes and rolled his eyes. Rimes tried not to smile.

      “Commander Cross has provided us two 121s. We will proceed north along the Goashaba River.” Moltke traced their path in the air and a line appeared on the map, following along the winding river. “We’ll exit the 121s here, on the northern shore, and proceed on foot. I’ll direct the operation from the insert point.”

      Moltke traced a northern path along a slender river until it reached the curve of a slightly larger one that angled west, then north. He followed the larger tributary with his finger. “You’ll keep this tributary on your left flank, then proceed on the western bank of this second tributary until you reach the target. This route is approximately ten klicks. We’ll have one hundred fifty minutes to cover it.”

      Kirk shook his head. “In NBC gear, sir?” His drawl stretched the question out. He quickly glanced at Stern, then back at Moltke.

      “Hydrate, people. For … political reasons, our insertion can’t happen until 0130. Arriving at the compound after 0400 puts the mission at extreme risk. We will have sixty minutes to clear the compound. The 121s will touch down here, in this old parking lot, at 0500. If the LZ is not clear by 0500, the next opportunity for the 121s to land … will be 0130 the next morning.”

      At Moltke’s hesitation, Martinez and Kirk exchanged a glance.

      Rimes already knew what they were thinking: there would be no second opportunity.

      Moltke always hesitated when lying; it was his tell when they played poker.

      The operation was happening without explicit consent, and T-Corp would pressure the Indian government the second they detected the intrusion. As Bhatia had warned, the Indian government was still among the most corrupt and ineffectual in the world.

      It would buckle at the first hint of pressure from T-Corp, the country’s single greatest employer.

      While Rimes had grown used to the hollow promises and outright lies the military casually told its troops, he’d never approve of it—even though he understood the necessity.

      “That’s it, people,” Moltke said, shutting down the briefing system. “I’m uploading maps and relevant overlays to your systems now. I’ll be running Horus from my position. Take the standard jungle kit: CAWS-5 assault and shotgun mix, six magazines, one frag each, two liters of water, and energy bars. Keep it under twenty kilos, or you won’t make it.”

      Rimes relaxed slightly. Horus—an unmanned reconnaissance vehicle—often made the impossible possible. It carried extremely high-resolution optics and sensor packages and fed real-time data through each soldier’s system. The systems interacted with feedback from each user, constantly updating intelligence and imagery. Paired with their full-blown BASs, the data could turn the tide in an engagement. It wasn't as advanced as the systems he used when on Special Security Council operations, but it was better than anything anyone else used.

      “Any questions?” Moltke looked around the room, no one said a thing. “All right. Report to the dispensary for your injections and injectors. Rest up and hydrate.”

      Moltke nodded to Cross.

      Cross stood. “Dismissed, gentlemen.” He exited the conference room, followed by Agent Kleigshoen.

      Rimes watched the rest of the team filter out, blushing when Pasqual and Wolford congratulated him, but stayed behind with Martinez and Kirk.

      “Congratulations, Rimes.” Kirk squeezed a pinch of dip into his mouth. He was a few years older than Rimes, but had also trained under Martinez and was considered the natural choice to replace him when he finally moved on. Kirk was a good soldier and a more than capable team lead.

      Moltke circled the desk and approached them, his face a mask. His breath carried the slightest hint of whiskey.

      “Let’s hear it,” he said.

      “Ten klicks through jungle in NBC gear in two-and-a-half hours,” Martinez said. “It seems like a bit much to ask, sir.”

      Stern’s going to have a hard time of it. Barlowe, too.

      Martinez looked at Kirk. They seemed to reach an agreement without speaking. “Especially with the likelihood we’ll be on our own for some time if we run into trouble.”

      Moltke hesitated a moment, then said, “I don’t like it any better than you do. This one’s big, though.”

      “They’re all big, Captain,” Kirk drawled. “They don’t send us in for the little shit.”

      “This is bigger than most. As big as it gets. That facility was built for genetic engineering research before T-Corp had the capacity to get an orbital station up.

      “You heard Agent Kleigshoen: they were designing genies there. It’s the last physical presence on-planet of potential materials of incalculable value.” He hesitated again, his eyes jumping from Rimes to the other two. “You know I don’t have all the details. I’m sharing what I can with you.”

      Rimes’s forehead furrowed. “This is about money, sir?”

      Moltke paused, then rubbed his jaw. “Everything’s about money, Sergeant. When you get down to it, nothing else matters. Currency drives enterprise; enterprise drives politics. In this case, the currency is genetic materials—possibly the secret to the first significantly advanced wave of our genetically engineered friends. It doesn’t get much more valuable than that.”

      Kirk squinted at Moltke. “If it was worth so much, why didn’t we just take it before?”

      “The agreements they signed thirty-six years ago were a mess. T-Corp agreed to shut down the facility and pay a fine. They also helped deal with the outbreak. They probably saved tens of thousands of people and millions of dollars by sharing critical data, too. In exchange, India extracted guarantees from every international body imaginable that the facility would be treated as Indian sovereign territory so long as T-Corp honored their end of the deal.”

      “India would go to war over something like this?” Rimes asked, trying not to sound too skeptical. “What sort of research could be so valuable, thirty years on?”

      Moltke chewed his lip for a moment. “Just about two years before that facility went up, exploration vessels discovered an alien ship around the Epsilon Eridani system. That’s pretty much common knowledge. What isn’t common knowledge is just how close we came to war over that discovery.

      “T-Corp and LoDu got their hands on alien DNA, and they weren’t about to share it. Not with the international science community, not with universities, not with their host nations, not with anyone. And they applied enough economic pressure—threats to send every last asset and job off-planet—to just enough of those host nations to put us all at each other’s throats. They ended up sharing the DNA with ADMP to get them onboard. With those three metacorps making threats …”

      “So T-Corp’s violation of the agreements gives us an opportunity to seize this alien DNA?” Rimes already knew the answer, but he had to hear it from Moltke.

      Moltke nodded. “For all we know, they may intend to unleash a weaponized viral agent against someone. So even though the Indian government won’t act, we can and we will. We have key support in this.”

      Kirk hissed a curse. “But not enough to back us if things go wrong.”

      Moltke said, “You three need to get some rest.”

      Martinez muttered his acknowledgement, a signal to Kirk and Rimes to do the same. They headed for the door.

      “Jack,” Moltke said.

      Rimes stopped. The three men looked at each other. Then Kirk shrugged, and he and Martinez left without him.

      “Look, Jack,” Moltke said. “I think you’re ready for this mission. You have high potential and top marks. You’ve proven yourself in the field over and again. You’re a by-name operator for the Special Security Council. Even so, I’m assigning the most experienced operators to your team. I expect we’ll be relying on your team pretty heavily.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      “Success opens doors. You have a lot of doors ahead of you. You’ll have to start making decisions soon. I know you’ve got some pretty big plans.”

      Moltke considered Rimes for a moment. He gave a satisfied grunt, then left. A hint of whiskey lingered in his wake.

      Rimes’s head buzzed. He desperately needed to talk with Molly. You have a lot of doors ahead of you.
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      There was nothing to do but wait as the Sutton’s communications system synchronized with the civilian network, so that’s what Rimes did. From what the tech had said, the ship’s connection was fine; the difficulty was in dealing with an overloaded civilian Grid circuit.

      “Sergeant Rimes?” The crewman’s thinly-mustached face reappeared in the vid display.

      “Good news, Chief?”

      “You should be good to go,” the tech said. “Give it a few seconds.”

      “I owe you,” Rimes said.

      The tech scratched his mustache. “Not a thing, Sergeant.” He signed off.

      On Rimes’s display, a digital clock counted down: three, two, one … the earpiece made a few clicks, and then another display opened.

      Molly’s face came into view. “Jack?”

      Rimes smiled. He could see sunlight streaming through the apartment’s kitchen window in the background. Molly had her hair up in a bun; several frizzy, coppery strands sprouted out defiantly.

      She looked tired. She wore a tattered cleaning shirt that hung loose on her lean frame, and the glow in her green eyes that made it impossible for him to look away was missing.

      His throat tightened. “Hey,” he said, unable to get out anything further.

      She squinted, trying to make out the background behind him. “Are you at the airport? I thought you wouldn’t be home for a few days.”

      “No, not at the airport. I wanted to call as—”

      Molly closed her eyes for a second, then stared at him. “They canceled your leave again?”

      Rimes broke eye contact. Tears were threatening, and he wasn’t about to break down in front of her and anyone who might see him from the common area.

      “You know how it is,” he finally managed.

      She bowed her head to hide wiping a tear away. “I should’ve known. Karen said Chris was pulled off a plane in London.” She looked at him, her lips pressed together. “So when are you coming home?”

      Rimes winced at Molly’s casual reference to Moltke and his wife by their first names. They all shopped at the same stores, went to the same events. Molly had never accepted the military’s officer and enlisted separation. It chafed at her even more than it did Rimes.

      “No more than a few weeks. I’ll let you know the moment I know. It won’t be long, and we’ll be rotating back soon.” Six months forward-deployed, six months back at Fort Sill. That’s how it worked—in theory.

      Molly knew better.

      Her image broke up for a moment.

      Rimes squinted. “You there?”

      The image returned.

      “Molly?”

      “I’m here.” Molly said. She wasn’t even trying to hold back the tears now. “I was gonna make it a surprise, Jack. I had planned …” She wiped her face.

      Rimes sat back in his seat. His heart accelerated. Every time he talked to Molly, every time he saw her … he was always braced for the inevitable breakup message.

      Most Commandos’ marriages ended in divorce. The statistics ran through his head. He’d always hoped he might be one of the lucky ones, that Molly’s strength and love would see them through the hard times. Despite the constant separations, his marriage had been like a dream.

      “Molly, wait—” his voice failed him.

      “I’m—we’re—pregnant, Jack.”

      Rimes flinched at the last moment, almost missing Molly’s actual words in his fear of what she might say.

      Finally, he muttered, “Pregnant? How far along?”

      Molly looked at him as she would a simpleton. “Well, the last time we spent any time together was in Italy, Jack. You figure it out.”

      Rimes relaxed. A baby was life changing. It would be a serious financial drain. It would delay her degree.

      It was still better to look forward to than a messy divorce.

      “How … ? When did you realize?”

      Molly wiped away more tears. They were down to a trickle now. “I missed my period, then started feeling sick—terrible heartburn, y’know? I finally went in a few weeks ago.”

      Rimes decided it wasn’t the time to question protection. He hadn’t used any; he’d just assumed she still was. “We’ll visit Cleo and Alejandra when I get back. We’ll tell them together. And your mother—”

      Molly sniffled. “She already knows.” She smiled. “She says it’ll be good for me.”

      “You’ll need to push back your PhD.”

      Molly shook her head; now, anger made her eyes sparkle. “Rejected again, anyway. Thirteen positions, only two went to Americans. Six Chinese students, three Indian, one Russian, one Vietnamese. Charging foreign student rates means a higher profit. I’ll never get in, not without changing my nationality. And after I finally get the degree, it’s not like they’re knocking down doors hiring social scientists. It’s so damned broken, Jack.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” Rimes could see she was on the verge of crying again. “Look, you’re going to be a little too busy to worry about it for a while, right? You have your Master’s. That’s going to open doors, eventually.”

      Molly nodded. Tears welled in her eyes again. She looked at him, fighting them back. “Life’s what you make of it, right?”

      Her image broke into static for a moment, returned, then broke into static again.

      Finally, the connection stabilized.

      “Jack?”

      “Bandwidth,” Rimes said. “I’ll send you notice when I have a firm return date. Love you, Baby.”

      Molly blew him a kiss. With the light from the kitchen washing over her, she was angelic. “Come home to me,” she whispered. “Come home to us.” She tried to disconnect before breaking into tears again but failed.

      Rimes sucked in a lungful of air and exhaled. He was mostly alone in the room; four sailors—a young woman and three men of varying age—were caught up in their own communications sessions. Rimes quickly exited the common area, stepping through the hatch into the corridor before anyone could make eye contact.

      In his haste, he nearly bumped into someone standing immediately outside the hatch. He turned.

      “Jack! Was that Molly?” Kleigshoen, wearing a form-fitting black T-shirt and battle dress pants, stepped back, then leaned against the corridor wall to his left. Her hair was slightly damp and smelled of sandalwood shampoo.

      She smiled, but it was more like that of a hungry predator than an old teammate.

      Rimes took a quick breath. “Yeah.”

      “Don’t worry.” Kleigshoen poked him mischievously. “I wasn’t spying on you, I just heard you as I was hanging up on my father. I haven’t talked to him in a month—you remember how he gets. You have it easy with Cleo and Alejandra.”

      Rimes took another step away from her and felt himself relax. “Sure.”

      “How are things, Jack? I didn’t really get a chance to talk to you before. It’s just been so crazy, you know?”

      “Dana …” He sighed quietly. “Things have been good, thanks. I’ve moved on.”

      “Married,” Kleigshoen replied, looking at his ring. “I’m happy for you. I should be, right? She’s pretty.”

      Molly was pretty. He knew that. Everyone knew that. But she was a candle to Kleigshoen’s sun.

      “Thanks,” Rimes said. “You?”

      Rimes wanted to leave, to catch a quick nap, but his window of opportunity was shrinking.

      Kleigshoen held up her hand, wiggling her fingers. “Nope. I told you, career first. I meant it.” She smiled again, cutting through his defenses. “I hope you’re not still mad at me? To be fair, you were the only person to ever make me reconsider … everything.”

      Rimes shook his head. “I’ve got a really good thing going.”

      Kleigshoen raised an eyebrow. “That is so wonderful. I don’t know how you could do it. How long have you been married?”

      Rimes struggled for a moment, summoning memories from an infinite abyss. He was tired and she was in his head, destroying anything that remotely resembled reason and control.

      “Two years next month.”

      “You’ve been in Spec Ops the whole time. You two really must have something special.”

      “Molly has the patience of a mountain.”

      “I’d say. So what’s your plan?” Kleigshoen tilted her head, exposing her long, soft, smooth neck.

      “I need to catch a nap—”

      Kleigshoen chuckled. He’d forgotten her deep, throaty laugh and how it affected him.

      “I meant, what’s your plan for the future,” she said. “I’ve seen the recording from Singapore. Lots of the big guys have, and we all liked what we saw. Everything’s changing.”

      Rimes nodded, surprised and embarrassed. He wondered how much of the mission she’d seen. Probably all of it.

      “Well, if the Army can hold things together another twenty or so years, I guess I’ll shoot for retirement. It’s not like war is going out of style.”

      “The old wars will,” Kleigshoen said. “It’s only a matter of time before the last bits of national identity vanish. You’ve got to see that, Jack. The military isn’t going to be there in twenty years, not like it is today. And the Commandos aren’t going to make it even that far.”

      Rimes felt his pulse rising. “There’s always going to be demand for someone like me.”

      “Someone like what? Someone brave? Someone loyal?”

      “I get things done.”

      Kleigshoen shook her head. “You’re getting defensive. Don’t. I’m not attacking you. I’m trying to say you’ve got to plan. People like you … Jack, you’re a wonderful person. You’re—”

      A sailor entered the corridor.

      Kleigshoen waited until he’d passed into the common room. “You’re extremely capable, but … going into the field, the kind of things you do now, it won’t last forever.”

      “I’m applying for Officer Candidate School. I need to take a few more classes and wrap up my Master’s thesis, that’s all. Then I’ll run operations, not just execute them.”

      Kleigshoen looked him in the eyes with an unsettling intensity. “Why don’t you come to work for the Bureau? No matter what happens—the United States carries on, this American Hemisphere entity they keep talking about comes about, the United Nations takes over—the Bureau is going to be there in one form or another. There’s too much going on here on Earth and out there in the colonies for the Bureau to ever become obsolete. With all the power the metacorporations have accumulated and with their willingness to use it, we’re probably more important now than ever before.”

      Rimes had heard the pitch before. He shook his head. “I love field work. It’s what I’m good at. As long as there are people, there’s going to be a need for a military to protect them.”

      “The Bureau has field operators. I have connections. I’ve done well; you would be exceptional.

      “It’s not going to be the same, not forever. You got lucky. Think about it. You had a forty-percent fatality rate in Singapore. The three you killed were Jimmies, and I mean extreme genetic modification. The Thai—Suttikul—we’ve never seen anything like it. They were on radical stimulants, tailored drug cocktails like nothing else out there. It’s going to be weeks reverse-engineering what they had in their bloodstream.”

      Rimes was grinding his teeth. “We did okay.”

      “You did okay, Jack. How’d the Russian do? And your German buddy was touch and go. His heart stopped twice before they stabilized him. He’ll be behind a desk for the rest of his career unless they fund growing him a new heart. I’ve seen the AAR. You know how this goes.”

      “We all knew the risks.”

      “And I’m telling you, it’s not going to be easy like this for much longer.” Kleigshoen stretched, arching her back. “The risks for someone like you are going off the charts. Ten years from now, no normal humans will be going into the field. Not like today.”

      Rimes closed his eyes and wished her away. “I’m not completely against being a Jimmy, if I have to. I’ll take more aggressive stims, whatever it takes.

      “But even if the government decided to grow their own genies—and I don’t believe they would, not considering what happened with them—I’ll be retired before they’re field-ready.”

      Kleigshoen gave him a knowing wink. “Twenty years at the outside, Jack. Trust me. Join us. You’ll work the field, but without the risk.”

      It hit Rimes then. She had to be talking about remotes. Proxies. He’d heard about it before, but it had been purely theoretical at the time.

      The first models had been crude robots, good for simple, high-risk work, like ordnance disposal. But the future lay in biomorphic robots—machines that could pass as humans, hosts capable of fully immersive awareness transfer.

      The idea of remotely piloting a robot revolted him.

      “Remotes? Not interested. That’s Moltke’s thing, not mine.”

      Kleigshoen rolled her eyes. “Jack, it’s coming. You can get onboard or you can get run over by it. You keep going against these genies, you will die. They’re not human.”

      Rimes knew what genetically engineered and modified humans were capable of, but he also knew what he was capable of.

      The metacorporations had created their own small armies of genies and Jimmies years before. Increasingly, it was falling to people like him to deal with the fallout.

      “I need to get some sleep,” he muttered.

      “Good night, Jack.” She extended her hand. “Think about what I said.”

      Against his better judgment, Rimes took her hand in his own. Her touch, like her laugh and her smile, brought back memories. She was soft, warm, vibrant.

      Rimes broke off the contact and headed for the berth he’d been assigned. His eyes were heavy, his pace sluggish, and his thoughts a twisted mess.

      He had just enough time to catch a short nap, to think of his new life, to dream of his time with Kleigshoen.

      He could still smell her perfume—musky, sweet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      
        21 February 2164. Sundarbans, India, 25 kilometers from the Bangladesh border.

      

      

      Lightning flashed across the dark sky for several seconds, momentarily revealing their camouflaged forms before Rimes closed his eyes to prevent pupil contraction. He squatted in the stunted underbrush, waiting for the light show to finish. Thunder crashed, built to a crescendo, settled into quiet rumbles, then faded to silence.

      Finally, his optics came back to life.

      Rimes opened his eyes, and the once-expansive mangrove forest returned to sight as a tapestry of greens and blacks. Four decades before, he would have been concerned about tigers, crocodiles, even snakes. But now the forest, in slow recovery from decades of abuse, offered little more than angry kingfishers for a threat.

      The animals that concerned him walked on two feet.

      A low-lying haze remained, obscuring everything, rendering trees and grass otherworldly, dream-like. The storm was passing, but the damage was done; critical minutes had been lost.

      Camouflage battle dress, grease paint, and a greasy residue from the rain covered Rimes head-to-toe. Ankle-deep in muddy water, closing on a potentially dangerous situation, and leading a team into action for the first time—he was simultaneously energized and nauseated.

      It was the life he loved, for however long he could live it.

      Rimes scanned the stunted trees around him, confirmed his team was in position, then whispered. “Green in position.”

      Chung, Wolford, and Pasqual were all with him. Bhat and Orr, two other Commandos he’d worked with before, filled out the rest of the team.

      Every operational element was going by the book. Rimes had no intention of screwing anything up, not with so much of his career riding on this performance.

      Three years before, he’d qualified for Commando training, and it had fit him like a glove. Now he had unofficial word his application for Officer Candidate School would be accepted, from Moltke, no less.

      The future’s mine to control.

      Crystal-clear whispers confirmed Red and Blue were in position.

      Captain Moltke ordered them into bounding overwatch movement. Kleigshoen’s briefing had identified twenty-five T-Corp operators, a significant challenge for the unit should they lose the element of surprise. Like most metacorporations, T-Corp recruited heavily from seasoned military units for its security forces—mostly from India, but Afghanistan, Iraq, and Pakistan were also targeted. Every one of their security teams had at least one veteran in its ranks. This close to potential enemy positions, a staggered advance made sense.

      At the order, Red moved first.

      Rimes sighted through the CAWS-5’s scope. There was a millisecond blur as his helmet’s optics—a lightweight, integrated flip-down shield—synchronized with the weapon’s scope.

      Scanning the forest to his right, he located the Red team. They were doing well, making optimal use of cover, minimizing their silhouettes. Rimes scanned the forest ahead of the advancing team, watching for signs of movement or anything that broke the normal terrain silhouette.

      “Red in position.” Martinez’s voice had a calm Rimes could only hope he’d have one day.

      Moltke spoke again. “Green, move forward.”

      Rimes began a slow, crouched jog, making use of what cover he could. To his left, Chung and Wolford followed. A moment later, Pasqual, Bhat, and Orr separated from the undergrowth to his right.

      Moving across the soggy ground was slow going. In addition to the all-too-frequent patches of slick mud, there were hidden roots and water-filled holes just waiting to break a man’s leg.

      His mission team drew parallel to Red, then continued past, securing a position fifteen meters forward.

      Moltke ordered the Blue team to advance.

      They repeated the process three times before Martinez spotted the compound perimeter. They were all on edge, waiting for an attack from the positions Intel had identified.

      But there was nothing.

      “Any movement, Gold?” Martinez whispered after a moment.

      In his mid-30s, Martinez was the most experienced among them, yet the lack of engagement after Horus’s earlier report of movement seemed to have rattled him. His team consisted of recent high-potential graduates and Barlowe, all on their first major mission. They were combat-proven, but not necessarily ready for operations of this nature.

      Coming out of Commando school, Rimes had been labeled as similarly high-potential and had exclusively trained under Martinez during his first year.

      Even then, Martinez had been under pressure to take a position at Commando school. Martinez had deferred the “promotion,” opting for another stint in the field.

      Rimes’s thoughts turned to Barlowe, who was consistently lagging behind the rest of Red. Get it together, Ladell. We don’t want to lose anybody.

      Rimes moved his team toward Red’s position, securing the left flank. Kirk moved Blue up to secure the right. Like Barlowe, Stern was pulling up his team’s rear.

      “C’mon, Stern, pick it up,” Kirk said. “We’re almost there.”

      Communications went silent for a moment.

      “Green, breach perimeter two meters from the western edge. Ops should be in the two-story building about thirty meters east-northeast, in a secure room at the northwestern end of the first floor.”

      Rimes moved his team forward, taking position near the perimeter fence. They went prone in the knee-high grass, watching through the fence for movement. The compound looked clear. Rimes signaled Chung forward from the leftmost position and covered him as he squatted at the fence.

      Chung slung his weapon over his shoulder and quickly unraveled a strand of centimeter-thick therm cord. He pressed the cord onto the fence to create a meter-wide semicircle, then shoved a thumb-sized device into the cord.

      Once in position, he pulled a small detonator from his pocket and glanced at Rimes.

      Rimes scanned the perimeter, then nodded.

      Chung pressed the detonator, and the therm cord flared momentarily, burning through the fence. Rimes moved forward, punched down the sagging links, and ducked through the opening.

      The team followed, each entry separated by five seconds. Less than a minute after Rimes signaled the breach, their backs were pressed against the operations building’s south wall.

      Dark green creepers covered the exterior of all the buildings except one. The research building, made of naked sandstone and rose-colored glass, was a middle finger raised to the skies.

      Aside from the research building, the compound was modest and functional, nothing like the commercial parks that had sprung up during India’s years of explosive growth—the growth that had eventually decimated so much of the country.

      Rimes edged along the wall, stopping at a door, then signaled for Pasqual to open it.

      While Pasqual worked on the lock, the rest of the team scanned the darkness. Nothing moved. Even the sounds amplified by their helmets were insignificant—gentle rain, a soft wind, Pasqual’s work on the door, the occasional bug or reptile hardy enough to have survived ecological ruin.

      Finally, Pasqual slid his tools into his jacket pocket and resumed his position, weapon ready. With Bhat at his side, Rimes edged toward the door, then held up three fingers.

      Bhat centered his CAWS-5 on the door.

      Rimes squatted and counted down, then opened the door and ducked out of Bhat’s arc of fire.

      The door was clear. Lights reflected dimly off once-polished walls.

      Rimes brought his weapon up and scanned for movement. “Gold, this is Green. Entry is clear. Power is on.” He was sure his pulse was drowning out his words.

      “Repeat, Green.”

      Rimes looked inside the entry again. He hadn’t imagined it. “The power is on.”

      “Proceed, Green.”

      Rimes waved Bhat and Chung into the room. They took positions covering the entries, and Rimes sent the rest of the team in.

      Inside, Rimes’s BAS overlaid the building map in a pale green wireframe.

      According to Intel, the room had been a processing center for the main research group. About thirty cubicles still held terminals and communications units—bulky, dust-covered anachronisms that must have been outdated even when the facility was active.

      The room’s northern doorway opened into an east-west corridor, with access to the second floor through a stairwell. Three north-south corridors led off the east-west corridor, one to the far left, one almost straight ahead, and one to the far right.

      Their target was the left corridor.

      “Bhat, secure that stairwell door. Chung, cover him. Orr, watch that right corridor, Pasqual, the central corridor. Wolford, left corridor. Go.”

      Rimes waited until everyone was in position, then advanced toward the end of the far-left corridor. He stopped shy of the corridor and waited. Wolford signaled all-clear. A moment later, Orr and Pasqual did the same.

      Rimes signaled Chung forward. Once Chung was in place, Rimes glanced down the left corridor. He signaled for Wolford to hold position, then moved forward. Chung followed.

      The overlay showed six doors along the corridor’s length: four to his right, two to his left. The overlay of the northernmost left-hand door flashed.

      Based off the room size and location, it would be a fairly typical T-Corp operations center. However, unlike most metacorporations, which located operations centers in basements or windowless interior rooms, T-Corp preferred operations rooms to have two outside walls. There was no way to know why; T-Corp was one of the few metacorporations the military hadn’t cracked.

      Rimes kept his back to the wall and moved quietly down the corridor. Drywall and lightweight aluminum couldn’t stop a high-powered round, but it still provided some sense of security.

      At the room, Rimes reached for the doorknob but stopped at the last second, when he realized the door wasn’t completely closed.

      “Gold, door to target is ajar,” he whispered.

      “Proceed with caution, Green.”

      Rimes signaled the rest of the team forward. They arrived a few seconds later. Wolford took up position watching the team.

      Pasqual and Chung brought their carbines up. Once again, Bhat positioned himself in front of the door, shotgun ready.

      Bhat looked around quickly. “Anyone know any good knock-knock jokes?”

      Rimes counted down from three with raised fingers.

      On one, he shoved the door in.

      The door hit resistance, and he stumbled.

      Without losing a beat, Bhat squat-walked into the room, swinging the weapon barrel in a semicircle, but there was no movement. The others followed.

      They froze, heads sweeping to take everything in.

      It took them all a moment to absorb what they were seeing—a dozen bodies spread around the room, their backs arched, their faces contorted, and their fingers curled in agony.

      “NBC,” Rimes called over the communication channel, trying to keep his voice from betraying his near panic.

      He unfurled the thin plastic shielding from the top of his helmet, wrapping it around the optics shield and quickly pressing the shielding material to his coat to seal off his face and throat. He retrieved his gloves from a pants pocket, pulling them on as he watched his team seal up.

      The plastic shielding’s micro-filter would block ninety percent of known weaponized materials, allowing them to breathe in relative safety for twenty-four hours.

      They each had atropine injectors for nerve agents, antibiotic and anti-viral cocktail injectors for bacterial and viral agents, and a broad-based aerosol formula for most other chemical agents. Vaccinations and immunity boosters provided defense against common, preventable threats.

      But, depending on what they’d been exposed to, all those defenses still meant they only had a slim chance of survival.
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      Rimes looked around the operations room. The T-Corp operatives had died terrible deaths.

      As if there could be a good death. I’m going to see this in my dreams.

      “Green, confirm NBC,” Moltke demanded, some concern understandably leaking through.

      Pasqual was already testing surfaces and corpses with wipes taken from a hip pocket.

      “NBC confirmed,” Rimes said. “We have … eleven … thirteen … fourteen dead. No wounds. Indications of rapid reaction to vector.”

      Pasqual set aside the last of a dozen wipes, shaking his head at Rimes.

      “Negative on testing,” Rimes said.

      Moltke was silent for a minute. “Hold position. Radio check. Any symptoms?”

      “Red One, all clear.”

      “Red Two, all clear.”

      Rimes responded when the other teams were done. No symptoms among eighteen men, no reaction on any of the wipes, no sign of residue or particulate matter—but he was looking at fourteen corpses of seemingly healthy men. Whatever had killed them was fast-acting and left no detectable signature.

      “Hold position for five minutes. Green, estimate the time the agent took to act.”

      Rimes considered the corpses. Some were still holding weapons. One had collapsed over a portable computer array; another, the one Rimes had shoved aside upon entry, had been headed for the door.

      “Seconds.” Rimes shook his head. “Or hours, possibly.”

      It was possible—although unlikely—that prolonged exposure had caused the reaction. But if it had been prolonged exposure, differences in immune systems and exposure levels should have led to different reaction times. No, they died in seconds and almost certainly within seconds of each other.

      “Correction. It must have been within seconds.”

      “Green, secure the roof. Red, hold until my signal, then move to Ops. See if you can retrieve data from any of the equipment there. Blue, take up Red’s position on my signal. Maintain NBC posture.”

      Rimes led his team to the stairwell door, pausing until Bhat disarmed the alarm he’d set on it. They took the stairs in a staggered line.

      Whatever killed them, it has to be something new, something we can’t detect. Maybe it’s outside the known arsenals. It’s not the virus that hit the Eurica teams. Those had extremely high temperatures, connective tissue disintegration, hemorrhaging. That took hours, days.

      That wasn’t a weapon. This was.

      On the roof, Rimes deployed his team to the corners, with Orr covering the door. Then, from the north wall, he scanned the research building windows for any threats.

      After a moment, he reported the team in position.

      Perspiration rolled down his face. He did his best to blink it away.

      Moltke ordered the Red team in to secure the operations building and Blue to remove the corpses before redeploying to the building to the northwest.

      After several minutes, Rimes watched Kirk and the Blue team spread out across the other rooftop, less than fifty meters away.

      There was still no sign of any other activity in the compound.

      “Barlowe’s downloading data from the T-Corp computer,” Martinez reported.

      “Barlowe, can you give me an estimate?” Moltke asked.

      Barlowe clucked into his earpiece. “It’s taken some damage, Captain. It’ll be a while.”

      “Is it intact?”

      Barlowe clucked again. “I think there’s a chance I can recover it.”

      A few heartbeats passed, then Moltke responded. “Red, leave Barlowe on the computer work. Take the rest of your team to the research building. We’ve got eleven operators unaccounted for.”

      Rimes opened a private channel to Moltke. “Gold, did you say leave Barlowe in there alone?”

      “Roger, Green,” Moltke said with a hint of irritation. “Keep your focus.”

      Barlowe’s not ready for this.

      Rimes tracked the Red team’s movement through his scope, running his sights ahead of them in an arc. He stopped suddenly twenty meters shy of the research building, where a small structure stood in a clearing that had long ago been a parking lot.

      He’d seen something.

      “Movement, twenty meters southeast of research building,” Rimes said calmly. “One Tango.” He caught another flash of movement in his limited peripheral vision. “Two. Two Tangos.”

      “Red, take cover,” Moltke ordered. “Green, identify Tangos.”

      “Lost visual,” Rimes said. He looked to his right. Chung, positioned at the northeastern corner, looked up from his scope, signaled there were three targets, but he’d lost sight of them.

      “Update. Three Tangos. Lost visual at the structure in the southeast of the parking lot. They were moving fast.”

      “Blue?”

      “Negative, no visual.”

      “Red, increase spacing and interval. Bringing Horus in for a closer look.”

      Rimes listened for Horus’s telltale hum. Moltke was understandably reluctant to risk their eye in the sky, but the situation justified it.

      Rimes scanned the structure in the clearing again. The rain had completely stopped, and he was slowly cooking inside the sealed suit.

      Another flash of movement.

      Rimes fired. “Red, eastern flank, down!”

      The target sprinted first north, then east, then disappeared completely behind a stunted tree. Almost as if he’d sensed what was coming.

      Horus’s hum became audible as it bathed the field in ultraviolet light that their optics picked up. Moltke hissed a curse under his breath as the high-resolution imaging system identified potential threats.

      “Red, fall back to Ops,” Moltke said hurriedly. “Blue, fall back to Ops, double time. Green, cover them. Focus attention on north and northeast. Six Tangos, closing.”

      Chung opened fire, a controlled burst of three rounds. Wolford joined him a moment later. Rimes saw a blur of movement headed for a trailing Red team member—Martinez.

      There was no time to shout a warning.

      Rimes sighted and squeezed off a three-round burst, striking center mass.

      The target staggered, slowed. It had a knife in one hand, its other hand struggled to un-holster a pistol. It was within a meter and still closing.

      Martinez turned, put another burst at point-blank range into the target. It fell.

      “Tango down,” Martinez said.

      He’d been a heartbeat away from a body bag and seemed completely unfazed.

      Six rounds to take down one target. What the hell?

      They used specialized rounds that would take a normal man down with one hit, two at the outside. Then again, a normal man couldn’t move as quickly as what he’d just seen.

      Genies. We could really use the latest BAS upgrades.

      Moltke fed Horus’s imaging into everyone’s optics. Two targets were advancing on Rimes’s building from the east, while Chung and Wolford were maintaining a steady cover fire. Two more were moving toward Blue’s building to the northwest.

      With one down, that left another unaccounted for.

      Rimes moved to the west wall, scanning Horus’s targeting feeds. Pasqual and Bhat were doing the same. They found one of the targets as it sprinted toward the north door of Blue’s building and opened fire, driving the target back to cover.

      “Blue, target advancing at high speed on your building from the northwest,” Rimes said.

      He let off a burst in front of the target as it cleared cover. A second burst and the target staggered. A third and it dropped.

      “Tango down.” Rimes continued scanning as he reloaded. “Gold, this is Green. I can’t find the sixth Tango.”

      “One second, Green.”

      Horus gained altitude and increased UV output. Digital signals replayed the last minute on Rimes’s optical display. Two signals stopped where the targets had been dropped.

      Rimes surveyed the display, identifying the two targets Chung and Wolford had engaged, and the one Pasqual and Bhat had pinned down. Finally, he spotted the sixth. He cursed.

      “Blue, Tango in your building.”

      As if in response to his call, Rimes heard gunfire. He spotted along the other building’s eastern wall, looking through windows for any possible targets. He couldn’t see anything. The gunfire stopped.

      “Blue, status,” Moltke said calmly. “Blue, report.”

      There was no response. Rimes brought up a window with the Blue team’s vitals. One was dropping fast, the others were flat-lined.

      “Their vitals—” Rimes said.

      “I can see their vitals, Green,” Moltke said, his voice emotionless. “We’ve lost Blue.”

      A crack of gunfire followed by a wet gurgle caught Rimes’s attention. He turned. Wolford collapsed backward from the southeastern corner of the wall, clutching his throat.

      Lewis!

      Rimes ran across the roof and took Wolford’s position.

      The target was hidden behind a low cinderblock wall, part of a drainage system.

      Rimes pulled a grenade from his belt, waited a beat, pulled the pin, and threw it to the right of the wall.

      Before the grenade detonated, the target moved to the left—into Rimes’s sights.

      Three bursts and the target went down.

      “Tango down,” Rimes said.

      Gunfire erupted to his left.

      “Tango down,” Chung said.

      Rimes signaled for Chung to move to the western wall, then checked Wolford. There was a pulse, but it was weak. Wolford’s eyes looked at something far away for a few seconds before closing. Blood spurted from his ruined throat, pooling on the rooftop.

      Rimes closed his eyes for a moment. “Wolford’s down.” Rimes took Wolford’s grenade and hoped he wouldn’t have to leave the body.

      He hoped there wouldn’t be more.

      Silence settled over the communication channel for a moment.

      Rimes scanned the parking lot, looking for flashes of more-than-human speed.

      The silence was broken by an almost sheepish announcement: “Red in Ops. Room is secure.”

      Rimes moved back to the west wall. Pasqual and Bhat still had their target pinned down, but were no closer to eliminating it. Rimes signaled Chung; a moment later, a grenade landed on either side of the target, forcing it out of cover. Pasqual and Bhat dropped it.

      “Tango down,” Pasqual said.

      Bhat looked at Rimes. “Please tell me that’s the last one?”

      Rimes held up a finger and pointed to the building where the Blue team had been slaughtered. The Tango was still in the building, possibly escaping out of sight to the west. It was equally possible that it had circled and was now inside the building somewhere below them.

      “Gold, this is Green. Permission to engage final target.”

      Rimes signaled Pasqual and Bhat for a grenade and directed them to observe the northwestern building while Orr moved to cover Wolford’s position. Once confident Orr was going to be okay working next to Wolford’s corpse, Rimes slung his carbine over his back and took Bhat’s assault shotgun.

      “Granted, Green,” Moltke said, finally.

      Rimes tapped Chung, and the two descended to the first floor. Rimes reviewed Horus’s image overlay, relieved to see the sixth target hadn’t yet exited Blue’s building.

      They were halfway to Blue’s building when shots rang out. Glass shattered, and the sound of Horus’s motor changed: the target had hit the UAV. A moment later, the motor gave out completely, and Horus crashed to the ground.

      “Horus is down,” Moltke said, with more emotion than when he’d lost the entire Blue team.

      Rimes reached the building first, pressing tight against its wall. He had the assault shotgun at the ready, hoping the greater area it covered would compensate for having to fight indoors. Pasqual and Bhat suddenly opened fire, their bullets shattering windows and ricocheting off the wall a few meters from Rimes.

      The firing intensified. Bullets thudded and bounced nearby. Rimes turned, saw the target round the corner, heading for him. Rimes got a shot off, clipping the target. Chung fired and missed.

      The target was on Rimes then, a flurry of blows—fist and knife, punching and slashing.

      Rimes gave ground, letting the fists land, trying to redirect or block the knife with the shotgun. Blood trickled from wounds on his forearms and the backs of his hands.

      Rimes managed a lucky swing with the shotgun’s stock, stunning the target. He followed it up with a kick to the abdomen, getting a knife in his thigh for his troubles.

      But the kick put room between him and the target.

      Pasqual and Bhat opened fire again.

      The target shuddered, then dropped.

      Rimes brought the shotgun butt down hard into the target’s throat, then followed up with a brutal stomp on the target’s face.

      “Tango down,” Bhat reported.
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        24 February 2164. USS Sutton.

      

      

      The world was divided into two spaces: quarantine, and everything beyond.

      A plexiglass wall—thick, impassable, suffocating—defined the limit of his freedom. The smudge-free wall teased him, allowing him to imagine he wasn’t a prisoner for whole seconds at a time. Beyond it, three nurses in fully sealed hazmat suits focused on another round of blood work.

      The Sutton didn’t just have extra weapons systems and a larger deck. Snuggled tight at the stern, immediately below decks, was a small compartment accessible by a single set of stairs. The compartment, including a small lab and a slightly larger suite of rooms, was rated for Biosafety Level 4 work.

      Rimes paced his prison. The room he was in was three meters deep and two meters across. It was white, sterile—simultaneously empty and cluttered. With a bunk, card table, and two chairs, it offered little open space, but the absence of any personal effects made it feel hollow.

      Rimes and Martinez were hot-bunked with Moltke, who was asleep. An adjoining room, accessible through the shared head, held the rest of the team. Rimes and the others faced days of quarantine, assuming they weren’t already dying from whatever agent the genies had used. It would be weeks before the techs would know what had killed the T-Corp agents.

      We lost seven men. And for what?

      Rimes ran through the inventory: two storage devices, a dozen specimen containers, a spent chemical-weapon canister, several tailor-made weapons retrieved from the genie corpses, and petabytes of data.

      Along with the remaining T-Corp agents in the other buildings—dead like the rest—they’d found another portable computer array, busily downloading and analyzing data.

      T-Corp had suddenly decided they had to violate a decades-old agreement. The genies—so fast, so deadly—should have fled the moment the Commandos arrived. And whatever had been in the recovered weapons canister somehow fell outside the broad spectrum the Commandos’ kit could detect.

      Everything was random data points and inconsistencies, absent of any connecting elements or explanations. Try as he might, Rimes could make no sense of it.

      Genies were genetically engineered, lab-grown servants designed to perform specific tasks. These had been Asian, almost certainly LoDu products. Rimes had never heard of genies directly engaging military units before. Outside of attacks on other metacorporate assets, there was simply no record of direct engagement with military forces. And the few who escaped their owners were generally wary of hiring on for anything other than corporate espionage. Of course, the bodies had no identification on them, no way of telling who had hired them and for what purpose.

      The CH-121s had been Valkyries, carrying home the fallen.

      Lewis, buddy. Body bags, loot. Why? What was in the computer arrays? What was worth the risk? All this death—maybe my own—and I’m going to be a father. If I survive.

      As he watched the nurses cautiously catalog the blood samples, Rimes’s thoughts turned to Kleigshoen’s offer. To look at her—the soft hair, the manicured nails, the perfume—it was obvious an Intelligence Bureau agent was treated well.

      He’d worked with a few over the years. They’d seemed capable—if cocky and prone to callous disregard for their military counterparts. Most had been burdened with a dangerous sense of entitlement.

      Rimes wondered if he could ever become like that. A flash of his baby’s imagined face, of Molly’s warm caress, and he realized he very well might. Family was an obligation he didn’t take lightly.

      Martinez returned to the room with a quiet sigh, pulling a cotton ball out of his right elbow crease. “Damned vampires,” he whispered as he settled at the table. He pulled a deck of cards from his thigh pocket and pointed at the table.

      Rimes settled into the chair across from Martinez, and the two began a series of half-hearted games. They had access to thousands of entertainment options, but the cards’ tactile sensations and mind-numbing repetition held the greatest appeal. They passed hours without speaking, quietly shuffling, dealing, and playing.

      Rimes yawned and checked the time. They’d been aboard the ship a little over fifty-two hours.

      Finally, Moltke sat up in the bunk. Martinez stood, offering up his chair. Moltke waved him away and stumbled toward the head with a loud yawn.

      Moltke paused at the entry and looked back. “You two up for some poker?”

      Martinez shook his head. “I can’t afford it, sir.” He settled into the bunk and flipped the pillow before stretching out. “What about the old gang?”

      Moltke glared at Martinez for a moment, then looked to Rimes. “What about you? I don’t feel like giving my money away to Babyface. You up for a little adventure?”

      Rimes chuckled and shuffled the cards. “Is Ladell really that good, sir?”

      “He knows cards like he knows computers. And don’t be fooled by that innocent face. He’s impossible to read.”

      Rimes’s earpiece chirped, and he placed it in his ear. Kleigshoen was requesting a channel.

      Rimes accepted.

      “Jack?”

      Kleigshoen was close. Rimes turned to look into the lab. Two people stood at the wall in hazmat suits.

      He walked forward, peering into the faceplates. “Dana?”

      A smile spread across the face in the slightly smaller suit. “Good news,” Kleigshoen said. “We made an educated guess on the weapon used to kill the T-Corp team, and just confirmed it. X-17 nerve gas. No contagion. You’d have been killed within seconds had you been exposed to meaningful quantities.”

      “No one is showing any signs of exposure, Sergeant Rimes,” said the other person, a doctor who’d been one of the first to interview the returning Commandos. “We should have you all out of here by tomorrow morning. One more round of tests and you’re home free.”

      Rimes rubbed his face. He was relieved, but something about the situation left him feeling hollow, too. “How’d they get hold of X-17?”

      Kleigshoen looked from the doctor to Rimes. “There was an incident. We don’t know who, but someone managed to steal a shipment. That’s actually why I came to see you. Jack, this is an important case. I’d like to interview you about any details you may have missed during the debrief.”

      Her words, although friendly enough, stung.

      Even though it ultimately didn’t matter, he’d somehow worked himself into believing she’d come to share the good news because she still cared for him.

      It was stupid; he was a happily married man with a child on the way, and his relationship with Kleigshoen had been relatively short and, for Kleigshoen, nothing but a solution for a physical need.

      Rimes finally nodded.

      “Great. Would now be okay?” Kleigshoen looked at him hopefully, and he nodded again.

      She thanked the doctor, who exited the lab.

      Rimes looked at the slumbering Martinez, then at Moltke, who wasn’t even pretending to ignore the one-way conversation.

      “It was X-17, sir,” Rimes explained. “No contamination. A few more tests, and we should be out of here by morning.”

      “X-17? No shit?” Moltke looked surprised for a moment, then turned his attention to the cards. He snorted. “I wasn’t even fucking exposed. Maybe I can salvage my vacation after all.”

      We could’ve been completely wiped out, and that’s all he feels? Ice in his veins.

      “Roger that, sir,” Rimes said with a smile.

      Moltke shook his head. “I guess we know who stole the X-17 now.”

      Rimes turned back to Kleigshoen.

      He took in a deep breath and tried to focus on the helicopter flight into the Sundarbans … then the trek through the forest … the arrival at the compound …

      Kleigshoen played back the debriefing for him, to help jog his memory.

      “Okay, Jack,” Kleigshoen said. “I’m looking for anything that might have escaped your attention, anything that might have seemed trivial or obvious during the debriefing. Everything matters at this point: How did your weapons function? How did you feel before entering the compound compared to afterwards? How did your team perform? Did you see anything that was in retrospect out of the ordinary?”

      Rimes closed his eyes in concentration. It wasn’t uncommon on critical missions to go through more than one debriefing. After a moment, he looked at Kleigshoen. “Sure. Shoot.”

      “Great. Let’s start with the team, then. Did anyone act odd?”

      “Odd?” Rimes rubbed his forehead for a moment, then shook his head. “Not that I can think of. I mean … like what?”

      “Maybe they exhibited signs of exposure,” Kleigshoen offered. “Maybe they were a little sluggish. Maybe they were sloppy or had discipline problems?”

      Rimes thought back through the operation. Other than Barlowe and Stern, everyone had been at the top of their game. “No,” he said, hesitating, then again with more confidence. “No. We did about as well as could be expected.”

      “All right.” Kleigshoen seemed content with the answer. She replayed a segment from the debriefing where Rimes described initial contact with the genies. “You saw movement.”

      “Right. I saw one break from cover.”

      “How many did you ultimately see?”

      “See? Well, Horus picked up six forms. Their suits were pretty advanced. We could barely pick them up with our own optics. Our systems aren’t as advanced as what the Special Security Council has, and it showed. It wasn’t just the suits, though. They moved so fast … I’ve heard of genies being fast. I’ve seen video. This was … it was amazing.”

      “I told you,” Kleigshoen said. “There are thousands of them out there. Tens of thousands. And that’s only what the metacorporations have publicly registered. Legally, they’re property, so we can’t be completely sure the metacorporations have revealed everything. It was only a matter of time before something like this happened.”

      “Like I said, the suits were high-end stuff, as good as anything I’ve ever seen or used,” Rimes said. “I put a three-round burst into the first one, center mass. At that range, it should’ve put him down. I saw the corpse. The rounds got through, but the wounds were almost … superficial. Even so, they would’ve put a normal man down, probably permanently. What the hell can they do to make that possible?”

      Kleigshoen thought for a moment. “Toughened skin? Denser bones? Did you see anything odd when you looked at the corpses? What did they look like?”

      They’d laid the genies out next to one of the buildings, pulled off their headgear, and exposed their wounds for the video record. “Young, maybe mid-twenties. My age, maybe a little older. Asian, mostly—the eye shape—”

      “Epicanthic fold?”

      Rimes nodded. “Right. And straight, dark hair. Male. About my height, but leaner. You couldn’t tell they had less mass by the force of their attacks. There was … the eyes were different. The shape was slightly off. And the color was different. There was something strange about the iris.”

      “Can you be more specific?”

      Rimes closed his eyes. “The video should have caught it. But maybe not, in that lighting. Something about the placement and the size. There was … an animal-like appearance about them. Does that make any sense?”

      “You mean they glowed when the light hit them?”

      Rimes half-shook his head. “Not quite, but something like that.”

      “We’ve got their DNA. Our scientists are going to be tearing this data apart for months. Go on.”

      “That’s about it, really. The kit was the sort of thing you’d find only with an elite unit. Modular weapons, unique materials. Specialized. Their physical capabilities—strength, speed, resiliency—were off the charts. Whatever tailoring they did, it started with Asian DNA. I’m confident they were LoDu.”

      “What are the odds they made off with some of the data?”

      Rimes thought for a moment. “I don’t think so. The computer arrays were still downloading and decrypting the data when we found them. They could have done a parallel download and left with incomplete data, but Barlowe said this sort of stuff is usually stored so that you have to have all the files to decompress and decrypt fully. Barlowe did all he could with the systems. They took some damage, and there’s some sort of complex encryption algorithm involved. Really, you should talk to him about the computers. He’s pretty amazing. Plus … we didn’t see any genies leaving as we approached the facility. No. I don’t see how they could’ve gotten the data out.”

      “You didn’t see any once you were in the facility, either,” Kleigshoen reminded him. “Not until it was almost too late.”

      Rimes nodded. Even Horus had missed the genies until Moltke had sent it in closer. “Okay, sure. It’s possible, although I still question the value of what they could have gotten away with. We can’t know. If they can make some that are as smart as those were tough, though …”

      Kleigshoen watched him for a moment. “You killed three of them, Jack.”

      “No, a team of eighteen Commandos killed six of them, and we suffered a nearly forty-percent fatality rate in the process.”

      Just like Singapore.

      Rimes shook his head as Wolford’s last seconds played out in his mind. “It could’ve been much worse. They could’ve succeeded with their ambush. One or two fewer mistakes, a break that had gone their way, and they would’ve gotten us all. I don’t think they were very experienced. Not against military.”

      She pressed a gloved hand against the wall. “I’m sorry about your friends. Jack … Don’t forget my offer. It’s too dangerous out there.”

      Rimes nodded.

      He wondered what Molly would think—he’d have to share at least a little of what he’d been through with her.

      He wasn’t looking forward to it.
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        25 February 2164. Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.

      

      

      Rimes woke with a start. His neck ached, and his head throbbed where he’d just smacked into the bus window. The old man beside him cursed as he tried to find a comfortable spot. The old man’s wife, looking weaker than when they’d boarded in Los Angeles, tried to scoot back from the crowded aisle. Filthy young men swayed unsteadily in the aisle, shouting curses to no one in particular.

      With a glance out the grease-smudged window, Rimes realized they were finally approaching the outskirts of Oklahoma City.

      The highway had fallen into even greater disrepair—spiderweb cracks, craters, washed-away shoulders—since his last trip home, no doubt victim to more violent storms.

      And Oklahoma City’s broken skyline served as painful testimony to the lack of will and wherewithal for any kind of intervention.

      He blinked the sleep away and yawned, immediately regretting taking in the bus’s foul air through his scented surgical mask. Even living in the field and going days without a shower couldn’t match the rank odor permeating everything around him: unwashed bodies, clothes long overdue for disposal, grease- and dirt-covered travel bags, and patches of exposed cushion that absorbed each passenger’s scent, mingling it with its predecessor’s until it produced a nauseating stench. The end result unsettled him more than the sounds of combat ever could.

      He recalled traveling in his youth with Cleo, his father. They’d traveled occasionally by car, but mostly by bus on private seats, with blankets purchased to protect their clothing. Rimes had heard that travel even as recently as thirty years ago hadn’t been so bad. More people had flown, and private or shared vehicle ownership had been common.

      But the city had been deep into its death throes, even in his earliest memories. Fires raged for days at a time with no one to fight them, roads cracked and buckled with no one to repair them, and gangs terrorized anyone foolish enough to enter their territories.

      Rimes had seen it all—the crime, the violence, the utter despair born of economic hopelessness and helplessness—without even realizing what it was, riding on his father’s lap in a battered HuCorp mini-sedan.

      His father had been an American football star and had been relatively well-off—but that life had been fleeting. His political career, almost as short as his football career, had been built on the idea that the shattered American landscape and institutions could be restored. Two stints in Congress had helped recoup some of his squandered wealth, but corruption trials had siphoned even more off than had been regained, leaving them a very modest life and, eventually, leading to a broken home.

      Another pothole, more swaying and cursing. The old man reached across his wife and pushed away a young man who’d lost his grip on the ceiling rails.

      The young man was of southern Indian descent, dressed in tattered paper pants and a shirt haphazardly patched together from at least three others. An ugly scar angled across his forehead and nose. Something about the man troubled Rimes, and he kept “Scarface” in his peripheral vision the rest of the way to the bus station.

      The bus came to a stop at the rear of the station, the autodriver shutting down with a staticky announcement of their arrival. Folks exited in a ragged, sluggish line, their pace set as much by malnutrition as stiffness and fatigue. Scarface disappeared in the bustle, but Rimes felt certain he’d gone into the terminal.

      Rimes exited last. He gave a final scan around to be sure he wasn’t being watched. After putting the bus between him and the other passengers, he set his earpiece into his ear.

      “Molly Rimes,” he muttered.

      A moment later, Molly’s voice came over the line. “Hello?”

      “Molly, it’s me. We just reached Oklahoma City.”

      Rimes looked across the street to an empty lot that had once held a row of houses. Children played football, shouting and running over the packed dirt. Rimes closed his eyes for a moment to remember his father’s stories of American football, before it had collapsed in the same economic maelstrom that had obliterated so much else of the country.

      Americans used to call the sport the kids were playing “soccer,” not “football.” Now, none of them knew any better. The US was just another poverty-stricken land that embraced the simpler and cheaper sport.

      “I’ll be about forty minutes,” Molly said, excitement in her voice. “Oh, Jack …”

      Rimes smiled, imagining his son leaping and kicking amongst the grimy kids running through the packed-dirt lot. “I’ll see you when you get here, Baby.”

      With one fluid motion, he signed off and put his earpiece away.

      After another glance to ensure he wasn’t being watched, he stepped from behind the bus, adjusting his travel pack on his shoulder. He walked casually toward the terminal, stepping through the entry and locating the bathroom.

      The old man who’d sat beside Rimes on the bus bumped into him as he entered the bathroom. They exchanged a nod, and the old man walked to the women’s bathroom entry, where he leaned against the wall.

      Fumbling in one of the travel bag’s pockets, Rimes entered the bathroom. He fished out his payment card, a new pair of shoes, and a change of clothes. He moved to the farthest sink and stripped, tossing his paper clothes and shoes into the corner recycler. He purchased a minute of cold running water and two shots of soap. He quickly washed himself, then purchased a half-minute under the dryer before dressing. Finally, he pulled a clean travel bag from the old, stained one and transferred his belongings to it.

      Content that he no longer reeked of the road, he tossed the old bag into the recycler and left the bathroom to wait for Molly.

      “Hey, Mister.”

      Rimes turned, saw Scarface, saw the knife. Scarface’s stench hit even before he swung the knife.

      Rimes stepped into the swing, intercepting Scarface’s forearm with an elbow. Before Scarface could adjust, Rimes drove his fist into Scarface’s throat, eliciting a wet, choking sound and a look of complete surprise. A woman’s scream echoed through the terminal as Rimes instinctively locked Scarface’s greasy forearm and upper arm, dislocating his elbow with a quick lock. The knife clattered to the ground as Scarface silently struggled for air and stared down at his ruined arm in horror.

      People stepped away from the ticket booth to watch as Rimes kicked the knife away and patted Scarface. Rimes found a slim, filthy wallet with a payment card and a national ID identifying the man as Ram Gundtra. Rimes wiped the ID card clean on his pants leg and stuffed it into a pocket. He walked to the ticket booth. People parted as he approached, eventually revealing the station’s sole human employee.

      “Could you call Emergency Services?” Rimes asked as calmly as he could.

      The bug-eyed attendant looked over at Gundtra’s gasping form. “Is he … ?”

      “He’ll be fine if they can get here quick enough. He was trying to rob me.”

      The attendant activated his earpiece and nodded. “Emergency Services.”

      Rimes walked away while the attendant hashed out the details with the care center. He watched Gundtra’s terrified face for a few seconds, then exited the terminal. The police would receive the surveillance video and assign it to some overworked detective to determine whether to contact Rimes for questioning. He doubted they’d deem it worthwhile; Gundtra would seem like a simple thief.

      Rimes wouldn’t do a thing to dissuade them of it, even though he suspected someone had hired Gundtra to kill him.

      Several minutes passed before Molly pulled up in one of the apartment complex’s cars, an ancient HuCorp two-seater.

      She stepped out and hugged him.

      They kissed. She smelled like she’d been working in the kitchen—onions, cumin, oregano, garlic, and chili powder.

      Rimes slipped into the passenger seat and set his travel bag on the floor. Molly turned the car around, her face glowing. The car’s automatic driver was broken, and she seemed to be having a hard time focusing on the road.

      “I took a little something for the nausea,” Molly said. “Dinner should be ready when we get back. I went ahead and splurged on a little chicken and a bottle of wine. I thought it would be okay?”

      Rimes leaned back in the chair. It was stiff and meant for someone much smaller, but it was bliss compared to the bus. “It should be fine.” He was annoyed about the wine, but he let it go. He wanted to talk to her about Gundtra, about the Sundarbans, about Singapore, but he couldn’t. Not yet.

      “Michael called last night,” Molly said.

      His younger brother only called when he needed money. His job at the penitentiary paid enough for their small family to survive on, but Michael’s daughter had cri du chat syndrome and required therapy he had to cover out of pocket. Rimes did what he could. Sometimes, however, things went a little awry, and Michael needed to push for a little more.

      Michael’s drinking problems only complicated things.

      Like father, like son.

      “He said they can’t afford the gene therapy, so she’s going to need surgery,” Molly continued.

      After a moment, Rimes asked, “How much does he need?”

      “Five thousand.”

      Rimes closed his eyes.

      Five thousand would wipe them out. They’d been saving to pay for their graduate school and stay out of debt. It would push them back another year, easily.

      “I guess I could volunteer for an early rotation.” Rimes wasn’t keen on being away from home, but combat pay made it easier to save.

      Molly suddenly focused on the road. “There’s part-time work at the Statton Mall.”

      Rimes chewed his cheek. The Statton Mall was a chain of retail outlets owned by ADMP, one of the more predatory metacorporations. Everything in retail was contract, and the pay was purely market-based. Molly would be bidding against people with no education or skills: people who could afford to drive the bids low.

      “It would give me something, Jack.”

      “They’ll release you the second you can’t keep up.”

      Molly smiled weakly. “I know. But J.C. says she can get me on.”

      Rimes looked out the passenger window.

      Martinez and his wife are always coming through for us. They’ve saved our marriage how many times? And what have we done to pay them back?

      Outside the window, they passed collapsing husks of houses and apartments. There were no lights, no signs of electricity as the sun set. It would approach freezing in a few hours, and whole families would huddle in the dark structures beneath foul, tattered blankets to stay warm.

      He thought of Michael’s family shivering in the cold. “I guess we don’t have much choice.”

      They were silent the rest of the trip. Molly pulled into the apartment complex and parked the car. They held each other’s hands as they strolled back to their apartment. The temperature was already dropping from pleasantly cool to chilly.

      At the base of the apartment stairs, Rimes pulled Molly close and gently patted her slender belly.

      “Is it … ?”

      “What?” Molly asked, smiling mischievously. “Safe? Painful? A boy or girl?”

      Rimes laughed. “All three, I guess.”

      “They’ll run a test in a few weeks to predict the gender. Unless you want to pick? It’s still early enough. We’d have to pay for it, but it’s only a few hundred dollars.”

      Rimes shook his head. “I’m good with whatever happens.”

      Molly’s smile spread. “Me too. Other than nausea, there’s no real pain right now. From everything I’ve read and heard, there’s going to be discomfort as it grows. It’ll sit right on my bladder, so I’ll have to pee a lot.”

      Rimes processed the idea for a few seconds. “Okay.”

      “And, yes, it’s perfectly safe. I asked Dr. Sheehan first thing.” Molly squeezed his hand and led him up the stairs and into the apartment.

      Rimes stepped into the bathroom. He relieved himself and showered, washing away the last of the filth and despair, then headed for the bedroom to dress in clean clothes, pulling on a real cotton T-shirt and jeans, some of the only extravagances he allowed himself.

      Molly was setting out their plates as he stepped into the kitchen. Rimes popped the cork off the wine bottle she’d left on the table and poured them each a glass. He tried not to think of the cost of the wine and the chicken or of the risk the wine posed.

      We’re past that now. She’s got it under control.

      Molly turned on the entertainment center display and purchased a news broadcast. They watched while they ate, struggling with the reader’s French accent.

      Rimes commented in general on the situations in Singapore and India without acknowledging his involvement in either. The news ended as they finished their meals. He cleaned the kitchen while she took her turn in the bathroom. A few minutes later, she poked her head into the kitchen and giggled nervously.

      “You better hurry if you want to have some fun. I’ll be fat before you know it.”

      He tossed the towel onto the kitchen table.

      Molly stood in the hallway outside the kitchen.

      He thought of Kleigshoen—a little weight would do Molly well. She took his hand and they retreated to their bedroom, past the tiny guest bedroom.

      And he thought of the life that would soon call it home.
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        26 February 2164. Elgin, Oklahoma.

      

      

      The earpiece’s high-pitched squeal shattered Rimes’s dream. He twisted in bed, spotted the earpiece on the nightstand, and snatched it up before the second ring completed. Molly rolled onto her side and wiped the sleep from her eyes. The display showed 0452.

      His gut twisted. An early call on a Sunday morning was never a good thing.

      “Sergeant Rimes?” The voice belonged to Colonel Weatherford.

      Rimes’s gut twisted more. He and Molly had made plans, and he’d hoped to at least visit his parents before he had to report back in.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I need you in the Seminole briefing room by 0600,” Weatherford said.

      Rimes covered his eyes with his right hand. “Understood, Colonel.”

      The channel closed, and Rimes massaged his face.

      Molly rolled out of bed and hurried to the bathroom. He could hear the first of her quiet sobs.

      He looked around the bedroom. Molly’s little touches were everywhere—his were absent. Aside from a few of his uniforms, their small closet held only her handful of dresses and outfits and a few blankets she’d inherited from her family. Her few pieces of jewelry were kept in a scuffed teakwood box on the dresser; a few tubes of lotion and a bottle of perfume gifted from a now-passed friend sat next to it.

      The only things he kept there—that weren’t disposable—were two worn pairs of jeans and a few simple pullover shirts. Everything else belonged to the military.

      With a heavy sigh, he opened the dresser and pulled out underwear and shorts. He slipped them on and quietly padded to the kitchen. The entertainment display glowed dimly in the darkness. It quietly hummed to life with a gesture, and Rimes reserved one of the complex’s vehicles under Molly’s name for the morning.

      He checked the refrigerator and was delighted to see Molly had also splurged on some eggs. He fished one out along with the soy milk carton, tofu, and a mealworm-vegetable paste. Within minutes, he had the paste and tofu slices sizzling in a shallow pool of oil next to a scrambled egg. The intoxicating aroma of coffee filled the kitchen.

      Molly, wearing his T-shirt, settled at the table, her eyes puffy and red. She fidgeted with the towel he’d left on the table the night before, refusing to meet his eyes. He poured her a cup of coffee, distractedly comparing the simple, chipped cup to the intricate crystal and silver set aboard the Okazaki. He set the powdered sweetener and a spoon down in front of Molly, doing his best not to dwell on the second-hand container and spoon.

      They ate in silence.

      As Rimes finished off his coffee, Molly finally looked at him. Her face was drawn, tired.

      If I have to go somewhere, she’ll have to do all the preparation and planning alone. Like she’s had to do so often before. She deserves better.

      “Any idea how long? Where?”

      Rimes cleared the table. “It may be nothing,” he said, then almost laughed at himself. “I mean, it may be something short. Most of the team is still forward-deployed, so this must be … different.”

      At least it will be a free flight home if they send me abroad.

      Molly followed him to the bathroom where they quickly showered together, sharing coffee- and tear-flavored kisses. While Molly ran down to grab the car, Rimes shaved and brushed his teeth. He pulled a uniform out of the closet and quickly dressed before rushing down the stairs.

      The entire drive, Molly fought to hold back her tears; Rimes tried not to dwell on the sheer ecstasy of holding her in his arms the night before—and the imminent ache of her absence.

      [image: ]

      The Seminole briefing room was simply furnished: a long, old, oak table, several well-worn chairs, and a semi-static digital display on each wall. It was one of the smaller rooms in Fort Sill’s Building 1215, but it was just down the hall from Weatherford’s office.

      Rimes was alone. The lights were on in Weatherford’s office, but the building was otherwise empty and dark. Rimes took a seat to the left of the head of the table and waited.

      Weatherford, shaved and in uniform, stepped through the doorway. He was tall and silver-haired, raspy-voiced. “Jack. Thanks for making it here so quick.”

      Rimes stood and accepted Weatherford’s proffered hand. “No problem, sir.”

      “Of course it’s a problem,” Weatherford said. “I wouldn’t drag your ass in at this hour if it wasn't.” He motioned for Rimes to sit again. “We have a call in fifteen minutes. You were a by-name request.”

      “Special Security Council?”

      “Intelligence Bureau,” Weatherford said. “It’s exceedingly rare. They have their own operators, a lot of them straight from us or Delta. You remember Fairchild? He went to IB just after you arrived here.”

      Rimes nodded. He thought back to the Sutton, the quarantine, and to Kleigshoen’s offer.

      She’d taken the next step without consulting him; he was surprised to feel not anger, but excitement.

      “Tough thing, losing Kirk and his men.” Weatherford shook his head. “I’ve watched the videos three times now, and I still don’t get it. What happened? Did we step on an ant’s nest? Genies attacking US military? It’s unheard of.”

      “Yes, sir. The whole thing seemed … off. They used X-17. That’s pretty crazy right there, sir.”

      After a moment, Weatherford patted Rimes’s shoulder. “We’ve put a lot of stress on you the last six months.”

      “It comes with the job, sir.”

      “Some folks handle it better than others. I think you’re ready for the next step. Your request for OCS would fly through quick enough if you submitted it today. Something like this with the IB … It’s a feather in your cap. You’ve shown you can work with folks across the board. That’s exactly what the officer corps wants.”

      Rimes felt as if he were floating in a dream. He always wanted to be an officer. He’d seen how Moltke and Weatherford lived. The difference in pay alone was staggering, but the doors opened by a commission meant a completely different life, both while he was on active duty and once he retired. “I would be honored to serve as an officer, Colonel.”

      “What do you have left to wrap up your graduate work?”

      “Three classes, and I need to present my thesis.” Rimes decided not to mention his financial situation.

      Weatherford nodded. “You can wrap that up on your next rotation. What’s your thesis?”

      “‘The Creation of the American Hemisphere Economic Zone Led to the Collapse of the Guatemalan Labor Party.’ My mother’s from Guatemala, and her mother’s still there. She was active in the party until its collapse. They both provided a great deal of insight.”

      Weatherford glanced at the clock on the wall. As if by signal, the room’s communication display notified them of an incoming call. They waited as a series of encryption handshakes squealed and chirped from the speakers.

      Weatherford looked at Rimes—as if for approval—before speaking. “This is Colonel Tim Weatherford, Commander 6th SFG, Fort Sill. To whom am I speaking?”

      An image hovered over the scarred briefing room table, a balding man in shirt and tie sitting at a desk. He sported a bulbous nose with a fine network of inflamed capillaries.

      “Colonel Weatherford! My name’s Jim Marshall, wonderful to speak to you again. We met at the Global Threat Assessment Conference in Dallas a few years back.”

      Weatherford squinted at the man. “How can I help you, Agent Marshall?”

      Marshall smiled broadly. “Executive Assistant Director now, actually.”

      “Congratulations.”

      “I assume that’s Sergeant Rimes with you, Colonel?”

      “As requested,” Weatherford responded coldly. “It’s 0616, Executive Assistant Director Marshall. On a Sunday morning. That’s not normally a time for IB to make personal calls.”

      Marshall’s grin widened. “All right.” He folded his hands together. “We have a minor situation that requires special experience and expertise. Based on his recent operations, and on the recommendation of Agent Dana Kleigshoen, we believe Sergeant Rimes matches our needs. We would like your approval for him to work with IB for a short period of time.”

      Weatherford’s brow wrinkled. “How long is a ‘short period of time’? Sergeant Rimes is currently on deployment.”

      “Not that it matters, but I thought he was on leave at the moment? He was recently assigned to the Special Security Council for more than a week. Wouldn’t want to play favorites, would we?” Marshall smiled again. “Colonel.”

      “What special experience and expertise do you think Sergeant Rimes could bring to this situation?” Weatherford asked.

      Marshall’s grin disappeared. “Okay, Colonel, here’s how it is. We know Sergeant Rimes was part of the team sent to Singapore to dispatch the four LoDu agents responsible for the assassination of Indonesian Finance Minister Sembiring. You can correct me if I’m wrong, of course.”

      “I was under the impression IB had their own assassins,” Weatherford said.

      Marshall’s brow creased, and he suddenly leaned toward the camera, his smile stretched into a snarl. But, just as suddenly, he leaned back, adjusted his tie, and chuckled.

      “You know how these things are, Colonel. Thanks to Sergeant Rimes’s input, we’ve made a breakthrough. A few breakthroughs, actually. What I can confirm right now is that the genies killed at T-Corp 72 were also LoDu operatives … using HuCorp gear.”

      Marshall tapped his forefingers together. “This points to a continued strengthening of relationship between the two metacorporations, matching what we’ve seen with ADMP and Cytek. We’re very concerned about some of these metacorporate alliances. Sergeant Rimes was the only person on the ground involved in both the LoDu operations.” Marshall clasped his hands and leaned forward. “It could be the difference between success and failure, Colonel.”

      Weatherford looked into the distance for a moment; he had once said that it was his way of stepping out of the present to see the big picture.

      After a few seconds, Weatherford looked back. “I’ll need to talk with Sergeant Rimes for a moment.”

      Marshall opened his hands. “Of course.” He smiled and jabbed at something, and his image froze.

      “The man who escaped in Singapore …” Weatherford said.

      “Kwon Myung-bak.”

      “Your report indicated he had a minimal file. You also said you were sure you’d been compromised, but apparently everyone in the world knew about this operation, so it’s hard to know by whom. You think this Kwon Myung-bak was getting his feed from the Korean government? That maybe he’s a Korean plant?”

      It didn’t sound likely. The Koreans weren’t part of the Security Council or the even more selective Special Security Council—how would they have known? But Rimes hedged his bets, trying to see where Weatherford was leading.

      “It’s possible, sir. Security was clearly compromised. But there were several potential sources.”

      But Weatherford was looking away again. “Kleigshoen … the name rings a bell. Where would I have heard of her before?”

      “She was in the Commando qualification course when I went through, sir. Came in with a marksman badge, made it further than any woman before her. Her father was an ambassador in the Arturo administration.”

      Weatherford’s eyes zeroed in on Rimes. “You know her.”

      “She was in my class, sir. She was in my Ranger unit before that.”

      “Is she trustworthy?”

      “Well, she’s a spook now, sir. I guess she’s as trustworthy as any of them can be.”

      Weatherford looked away again. “Ambassador Kleigshoen. I remember him. She’s from money.”

      Rimes nodded. “Her grandfather was sitting on a lot of the right stocks when the metacorporations formed. She’s not about the money, sir; it’s career for her.”

      Weatherford re-opened the communication channel. The frozen image faded; Marshall was looking off-camera, arguing with someone.

      Weatherford cleared his throat. “When do you need Sergeant Rimes?”

      Marshall looked back at Rimes and Weatherford, his smooth smile returning instantly. “Can you get him on a plane by noon?”

      Rimes looked at Weatherford. “I can be ready by noon, sir.”

      Marshall clasped his hands together so quickly he clapped. “Then we’ll see you tonight. Thank you, Colonel.”

      Marshall disappeared.

      Weatherford stood, shaking his head, and Rimes immediately shot to attention.

      Weatherford frowned. “I don’t know what they’re up to, but I don’t trust them. I’d advise you do the same.”

      “Will do, sir,” Rimes said.

      “How’s Molly?”

      Rimes smiled. “She’s a good woman, sir. She’ll be okay.”

      “She’s pregnant …” Weatherford’s voice was neutral, his gaze off in the distance again. It could have been a question or a statement.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You hurry, you can spend a little more time with her before you fly out.” He extended a hand and Rimes shook it once more. “You explain to her how important this mission is, what it can mean for your career if it turns out right.”

      Rimes nodded. “Count on it, sir.”

      [image: ]

      Thirty minutes later, at the first, vague hints of approaching dawn, Rimes and Molly were en route to the apartment. Molly yawned. Her features were drawn, and he guessed the nausea had returned.

      Rimes watched the fields full of struggling dogwood saplings. Red sunlight reflected off the ice-covered branches.

      “It’s a big opportunity,” he said, finally. “The colonel thinks it’s the last piece I need to build my OCS application.”

      Molly said nothing.

      “It’s inter-organization, exactly the sort of credentials you need for promotions. I’d be going into the officer corps with a leg up.”

      Molly kept her eyes on the road. “How long?”

      Rimes blinked. He couldn’t lie, although he sensed it was what she needed. “I don’t know. It doesn’t sound like it’ll be too long.”

      “You’re supposed to be on leave, Jack. Our anniversary is coming.”

      “If it’s a short enough operation …” He didn’t sound convincing, even to himself.

      “We’ve got a baby on the way.” Molly shot a glance at him that contained a frightening mix of pain, love, and fury.

      “I know,” Rimes whispered.
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        27 February 2164. Washington, D.C.

      

      

      Fog rose off the James River, cloaking the capital in a dreamy shroud. Looking to the north, where the river cut through a scrawny stretch of oak, he could make out a metal framework rising from the fog, a commercial development project to house metacorporate representatives as they dictated to the fragile remnants of government.

      As promised, Marshall had been waiting, smelling of alcohol and cologne, when Rimes had arrived. Yet despite the fact that the combination spelled money and politics, Marshall still seemed likable. After a quick meeting and setting up Rimes’s temporary IB account, Marshall sent Rimes to acquire—on IB’s tab—“appropriate wear.”

      Rimes glanced down at his jacket, a charcoal-gray, pinstriped cotton-wool-paper blend. He smiled for a moment at the matching pants, crisp white cotton shirt, and poly-blend tie that rounded out his outfit. The office he’d been given was as big as his and Molly’s bedroom.

      But the suit felt unfamiliar, and the office lacked any hint that it was his, really.

      “Jack?” Kleigshoen poked her head into the room. “May we come in?”

      Rimes waved her in and stepped around the bare desk. Marshall was arranging for a terminal access point, but for the moment Rimes was using his earpiece to access IB databases—tracking Scarface’s case both in order to learn the system’s interface and out of curiosity about his assailant.

      As Kleigshoen stepped in, Rimes caught his breath.

      She wore a black jacket and skirt that accented her form rather than clumsily hiding it as the uniform had. Her hair, while still held up in a bun, seemed to glow in the soft light. Makeup brought perfection to an already remarkable face.

      She looked nervously behind her, and a man followed her in.

      “I probably should’ve warned you,” she said with an awkward smile. “This is Brent Metcalfe. He’ll be running this operation. He taught me everything there is to know about field work. I think you two are going to really get along.”

      Tall and thin, Metcalfe wore a charcoal-gray mohair suit. Rimes pegged him as having North African descent, probably a second- or third-generation citizen following the immigration waves caused by the Arabic Rebellions.

      “Jack.” Metcalfe extended a hand and nodded at the window. “Beautiful view, isn’t it? When you work in the vault, you don’t get to see much. Dana has told me quite a bit about you. It all sounds very impressive.”

      “I’ll try not to disappoint, sir.”

      Metcalfe frowned. “Sir? What the hell does that mean? Are you trying to imply I’m old?”

      Kleigshoen put a hand on his shoulder. “That’s the way he’s used to addressing superiors, Brent. It’s just part of military life.” She looked at Rimes for support. “You didn’t mean anything by that, right, Jack?”

      Rimes blinked, confused. “Of course not. I’m sorry. Did I say something wrong?”

      Metcalfe glared at Rimes for a moment, then gently took Kleigshoen’s hand from his shoulder. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Rimes stepped backwards and waved at two chairs opposite his desk. They’d seen better days, but he’d already grown attached to them. Somehow, in his mind, they represented him in this new world of glittering skyscrapers and well-dressed civilians. “Please, make yourselves comfortable.”

      Metcalfe closed the door behind them as Kleigshoen settled into the more battered of the two seats. Rimes stepped back to his desk and sat on it, adjusting his pants self-consciously as he looked at the two of them. He felt cheap and out of place.

      “I’m betting you’re wondering what this is all about.” Metcalfe looked at Kleigshoen with an inscrutable smile. “Does he have any idea?”

      Kleigshoen shook her head. “Jim wouldn’t have gone into detail about something like this.”

      Metcalfe’s eyes lingered over Kleigshoen.

      “All Director Marshall would disclose is that it’s related to Sundarbans,” Rimes finally said, watching the satisfaction spread across Metcalfe’s face.

      “Partly.” Metcalfe stood, unbuttoned his jacket, and pulled it open so he could hook his thumbs on his hips as he paced. “We’ve got some real problems we need to iron out, Jack, some dots to connect. We’ve got holes in our data, and that’s not a good thing. Follow?”

      Rimes nodded.

      “For instance, what was LoDu doing in that T-Corp facility? It was a genetics research lab that worked on alien DNA, building genies, right? Not just perfect humans, special ones. But LoDu had access to the same DNA. They got it from the same operation, because they worked together on it.”

      Rimes offered, “Maybe T-Corp made some advancements LoDu wanted access to.”

      Metcalfe waved the suggestion away, but Rimes kept going.

      “It’s been thirty-something years. Maybe T-Corp had something, and LoDu wanted a shortcut. Maybe the virus T-Corp developed for the DNA work was more effective.”

      Metcalfe was already shaking his head before Rimes finished. “LoDu would have used the same virus. Hell, it became public domain after the outbreak. That facility was only cooking up genie stew, drugs, gene therapies—stuff LoDu could easily reverse engineer. Why take that kind of risk for decades-old materials? And why would T-Corp re-enter a closed facility, at the same exact time LoDu did? Can’t be coincidence.”

      Rimes could see Kleigshoen clearly respected Metcalfe, just seeing the way she watched him pace the room’s limited space.

      “I'm sorry." Rimes felt uncomfortable challenging Metcalfe, especially given Kleigshoen's obvious infatuation.

      “Yes?”

      “That doesn’t address the basic problem.”

      Metcalfe smirked. “The basic problem. Maybe you could elucidate for us, what with us only being intelligence analysts?”

      Rimes fought back the urge to sigh. “Doesn't this all assume T-Corp has something LoDu would want to steal? When was the last time T-Corp was an innovator? All of their corporations copy and refine and squeeze costs down like no one else can. They’re a conservative organization; they don’t lead the charge.”

      Metcalfe looked at Kleigshoen. “Dana?”

      She smiled up at him, but it wasn’t the same kind of look he’d given her earlier. She crossed her legs and centered herself; she’d obviously rehearsed what she was about to say.

      “The LoDu hit team you targeted in Singapore may hold the key; however, we believe your connection with Ritesh Tendulkar will be of more help. His uncle is a T-Corp senior director for colonial exploitation, and his cousin is a senior bio-engineering scientist at their Mumbai facility.”

      Rimes looked from Kleigshoen to Metcalfe, surprised. “That’s it? That’s what you need me for? You want me to contact Tendulkar out of the blue and ask him to get his relatives to roll over on their employer? Maybe we can toss back a beer and talk about overthrowing their government? I hardly even know the guy. We carried out one op together.”

      Metcalfe smirked. “We’re not idiots, Jack.”

      “As I said, the team you hit in Singapore is key,” Kleigshoen said. “Kwon Myung-bak survived the attack. We have every reason to believe he’s a genie. We also believe he’s connected to one of the genies you killed at T-Corp 72.”

      “Connected?”

      “Same batch,” Metcalfe said. “Same genetic build. Brothers, in a sense.”

      Kleigshoen transferred an image to Rimes’s earpiece. He examined it. It was two faces side by side—the last genie killed in the Sundarbans, bruised and misshapen from the fight, and Kwon’s. Rimes blinked, shocked.

      That’s not Kwon. That’s the genie, some sort of file photo. They could almost be twins.

      Rimes considered the implications. “So what’s the angle? How do we pitch this to Tendulkar? Kwon has a grudge and he’s going to come after the team that tried to kill him?”

      “In a nutshell,” Kleigshoen said. “You felt the mission was compromised. You knew the German and the Japanese soldiers, you didn’t know the Indian or the Russian. The Russian is dead. Who does that leave as your prime suspect?”

      They’ve seen my report to Bhatia.

      Rimes wasn’t surprised. Representative Bhatia made no secret of the relationship between the Special Security Council and IB. But he was surprised that Kleigshoen and Metcalfe had inferred so much from what he’d put in the report. He hadn’t included even the subtlest of accusations of compromised security; the Special Security Council wouldn’t have accepted it.

      “You contact Tendulkar with an innocent offer,” Kleigshoen said. She looked at Metcalfe. “Friends of yours in the intelligence world—that would be us—have contacted you to solicit your assistance with Kwon. This is the easy part, it being true. We believe Kwon is involved in a broader effort by LoDu to acquire T-Corp technology. Also true. You believe LoDu had an inside man that nearly got you all killed. This is the tricky part. You’ll say you believe the traitor was Nakata.”

      Rimes raised his eyebrows. “Nakata?”

      “He has some … questionable friends at LoDu,” Kleigshoen said. “It’s actually entirely possible that Nakata is your man.”

      “For now,” Metcalfe said, “we’re only concerned about the perception. You believe Nakata was the weak link. He bungled things in Tunis. He has a gambling problem. You need Tendulkar to ask a favor. We’ve given you the information about Tendulkar’s cousin, and you just need any hint of what LoDu could be after. And Kwon has killed Uber, so you think he’s coming after the rest of the team.”

      Rimes blinked, stunned. “Uber’s dead?”

      “No,” Kleigshoen said. She had a disturbing gleam in her eye that hinted at how much she enjoyed deception. “But he’s off the Grid. We’re working with the Germans and Aussies. They’ve got him stashed away in Darwin.”

      It was a stretch. On the one hand, the lie was simple and at least influenced by fact. On the other, he would be asking Tendulkar to get his cousin to compromise his position at T-Corp.

      “Well?” Metcalfe stopped pacing in front of Rimes’s desk and smiled down at him. “It’s not airtight, but nothing ever is in this business.”

      Rimes shook his head, stopping himself from saying what he really wanted to say. “I don’t think he’s going to fall for it.”

      “You might be surprised,” Metcalfe said. “We’ve convinced the military about a lot more outrageous things, right, Dana?” He winked at her.

      Kleigshoen’s face flushed slightly. “It could work, Jack. But even if it doesn’t, it may give us some insight into T-Corp. They’re a tough nut to crack.”

      Rimes thought about it for several seconds. He couldn’t help but feel there was more to it than he was being told, something that was the foundation for Metcalfe and Kleigshoen’s confidence.

      “What’s it going to be, Jack?” Metcalfe tapped the fingers of one hand on the desk.

      The IB had already flown him out and put him up in a hotel; they weren’t likely to take no for an answer.

      “I’m in.”

      Metcalfe smiled broadly, then started pacing again, emphasizing his words with gestures. “Excellent! We leave tomorrow. You’ll need some travel clothes, so we’ll leave you to that; we’ve got some meetings and preparations and such. Why don’t we get together for dinner later on? Six okay?”

      Metcalfe strode out the door with barely a look back at Kleigshoen, who jumped out of her chair to follow him.

      Numbness slowly crept through Rimes’s gut as the door swung closed, leaving him alone in the office. The sense of things moving invisibly all around him left him feeling anxious and edgy.

      He closed his eyes and thought of holding Molly the night before, but the memories were quickly stolen, Kleigshoen usurping Molly’s place.
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        29 February 2164. Mumbai, India.

      

      

      Rimes jogged in place for a moment to check his heart rate. His earpiece showed it well within optimal range. A motorized bike passed. Its engine sputtered and its headlamp blinked intermittently.

      Rimes blinked, and it was gone in the clinging, acrid smog.

      Mirage?

      It was 5:06 A.M., but the city was already waking from its slumber. He'd been jogging north in the shadow of the JJ Flyover, sticking close to building fronts to try to avoid the city's chaotic traffic system.

      He was past Nesbit Road now, approaching the fringe of the slums. Hotel security warned him to avoid them, but it wasn’t the citizenry that concerned Rimes, and he needed another five minutes out before heading back.

      He coughed to clear his lungs, but the smog refused to release its grip. His throat burned; the stench had become a stinging, metallic taste. Then the wind shifted, and the reek of the slums hit him.

      Rimes pushed on; his earpiece laid down a route through the maze of slick, muddy paths. Morning sounds echoed in the tight space—babies crying, dry coughs, water splashing. People appeared momentarily, then disappeared again in the mist.

      Five minutes later, Rimes circled a hut and retraced his route. A skinny, filthy boy staggered beneath the weight of a sloshing water pail. The water was the same dirty brown as the smog.

      He waved at the boy and kept running, but his heart was heavy. Security had said the slums worsened the farther in you went. The outer area was depressing enough.

      Somewhere to the west, the city's well-to-do slept in comfortable, expansive homes.

      Once back in his room, a coughing fit hit. Rimes doubled over and finally spat up a muddy clump of phlegm. His stomach rolled at the sight of it.

      No more jogging outside.

      He dressed quickly: underwear, pants, shirt, and tie. Everything about the suit was alien—the texture, the cut, the look. It left him doubting the man looking back from the mirror.

      Even on the thirty-third floor of the Golden Brahmin Hotel, Rimes could hear the cacophony of motorized bikes, taxis, and buses, but he couldn’t see them. Mumbai was invisible below the brown smog carpet. All he could make out was T-Corp Primary Research Facility’s glowing copper towers.

      His earpiece chimed. It was nearly six. He had two minutes to meet Kleigshoen and Metcalfe in the lobby.

      Rimes gathered his coat, checked his tie—deep burgundy with gold diagonal stripes—in the mirror, and exited his room. He was still adjusting to the Muxlan shoes. Stylish or not, they were uncomfortable.

      A young woman waited down the hall for the elevator. She glanced at him casually as he approached. At the elevator’s chime, she turned away.

      Rimes hustled to catch the elevator rather than testing whether she would hold it for him. They exchanged awkward smiles and rode to the twentieth floor. Three more passengers joined them without exchanging a word. Two more stops, two more passengers, and not a word was spoken before the elevator opened onto the lobby.

      Rimes watched the others exit the car. None of them seemed threatening. Still, the attack at the bus station was fresh in Rimes’s mind.

      As he entered the lobby, he saw Metcalfe feigning interest in a newscast on the main display. Rimes noted it was the same French newsreader he and Molly took a liking to some months back. However, there was only a Hindi voiceover to listen to—leaving Rimes to wonder if Metcalfe was bluffing about being able to understand the language.

      “Morning, Jack,” Metcalfe said. “More trouble in Jakarta. Looks like Minister Sembiring’s family isn’t happy with the names being floated to replace him. They’ve got the minority party riled up. At least twenty killed in riots an hour ago.”

      Rimes watched the video of crowds on a dawn march. The march transitioned into people burning vehicles and hurling rocks. Security forces turned them back with sonic crowd control weaponry, tear gas, and gunfire.

      “Looks messy.”

      “You never see that sort of thing here,” Metcalfe said, half-smiling. “Trained their citizens properly from the start, wouldn’t you say? Dharma. Can’t really go wrong building your society around a religious chassis that preaches acceptance of fate, can you? No better way to control the masses.”

      “We all have our filters and controls.” Rimes frowned, but did his best to fight it. He watched the news reader, imagining her soothing French accent instead of Metcalfe’s voice.

      Metcalfe turned around, took in the rest of the lobby with a quick glance, then leaned in. “You know, Jack, I’m not blind. I know what’s going on. You want to show you’re the big dog, you might want to think about where you’re at and what’s at stake.”

      Rimes’s brow wrinkled. Metcalfe’s breath washed over him. Any hint of alcohol or other drugs was smothered by toothpaste and mouthwash. Rimes momentarily debated how to respond. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Brent.”

      Metcalfe glanced past Rimes and smiled, suddenly warm. “Well, there she is. Punctual as ever. You’ve gone with the lemon ensemble. Safe.”

      Rimes turned.

      Kleigshoen wore a yellow pant suit with a modest neckline and a loose, modest fit that at least tried to hide her figure. It was the sort of outfit only she could pull off. She’d also gone light on makeup. “It’s not my favorite outfit, but it’s going to have to do.” She looked at Rimes and raised her eyebrows. “What’s the word?”

      Before Rimes could answer, Metcalfe said, “Jack here arranged a meeting with Tendulkar at Café Noorani at eight this morning. That leaves us enough time to swing by T-Corp’s administrative office north of the docks.”

      “What do we want with the T-Corp office?” Rimes asked, his eyes slowly drifting away from more images of violence in Jakarta to look at Metcalfe.

      “Background investigation,” Metcalfe said with a patronizing smile. “You think it’s all running around shooting people, Jack? Nothing comes easy, and it’s not like in the vids.”

      “I didn’t mean that,” Rimes said coolly.

      “Of course you didn’t.” Metcalfe stood, straightening out the creases of his tailored pants. “I have a few questions and a contact who might be able to help. We’ll need to get moving. Fifteen kilometers can take forever here.”
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      Rimes rode in the front seat, his eyes scanning the streets: pedestrians, huddled beggars, the staggering array of patched and makeshift vehicles. The hotel SUV’s driver banged into more than a few bumpers, coming away with crumpled scraps of fiberglass or rusted metal for his trouble, but deposited them on the steps of their building after only twenty minutes.

      The T-Corp Administrative Facility Southwest Region Two building was a four-story affair with stone walls and thin strips of copper-tinted glass that gave the impression that the building was a miniature T-Corp Primary Research Facility tower.

      Rimes shook his head, perplexed that a simple administrative building could so significantly outshine the austere structures of Fort Sill.

      As he climbed out of the SUV, he inadvertently took a deep breath. The air left a foul, gritty feel in his mouth. He coughed as he climbed the stained steps to the entry. “How do they breathe this?”

      “They don't have a choice, really.” Kleigshoen shielded her eyes with a cupped hand. “You could wear a mask, but that would probably offend people.”

      “Great.”

      Metcalfe approached the front desk receptionist, a young woman with an oversized head and a left shoulder that appeared warped, even through her sari’s layers. The desk was isolated, apart, something co-workers could avoid completely. Her deformities marked her as one of the millions damaged by T-Corp chemical spills, a national embarrassment.

      Rimes watched Metcalfe talk with the young woman; never once did he appear distracted by her appearance. Rimes couldn’t help but admire the man’s ability to deal with people. Other people.

      “What were you two talking about in the lobby?” Kleigshoen asked.

      “Honestly, I’m not really sure,” Rimes admitted. “He seems to be concerned about the Indonesia situation, but I’m not getting the connection.”

      “That’s nothing to worry about. ADMP will step in and settle things down; they have billions invested in sweatshops there and in Malaysia. Your Muxlans were probably bathed in Indonesian sweat and blood before they ever saw America.” Kleigshoen said. “I lived there for a year, you know. It’s a terrible place.”

      “The world’s full of terrible places,” Rimes said.

      Kleigshoen’s eyes hadn’t left Metcalfe for a second. “Why don’t you like him?”

      “Metcalfe?”

      “My father likes him. He says Brent has the makings of a diplomat. I think he ought to consider it. He’s a good judge of character, and he knows how to work well with people.” Kleigshoen waved at Metcalfe as he followed the receptionist out of the lobby. “He’s also very, very good at this job. He could get you on with IB.”

      She turned to look Rimes right in the eye. “He likes you.”

      Rimes blinked. “What makes you say that?”

      Kleigshoen wrinkled her nose. “We talk a lot; he makes a point of teaching me every nuance of the job. Like how to assess people. Including you. He’s a great mentor. I mean, spectacular, really. Did you know I’ll be up for promotion in six months?”

      Rimes tried to hide his confusion, but he could feel his brow wrinkle. “I’m not really sure how IB promotions or ranks work. Is that a good pace?”

      Kleigshoen put her hand on his chest. “It’s quick all right, my second promotion since I joined. I get all the usual resentment and whispers—I’m sleeping with Marshall, I’m sleeping with Brent, my father’s calling in favors. No one can just accept I’m damned good at my job. I’m doing the sort of work I’ve dreamed of since I was young. You know what I mean?” She pulled her hand back awkwardly, realizing the intimacy of it.

      Rimes blushed from her touch. “You were a good Ranger. You’d have made a good Commando. I believe you’ve earned it.”

      “With Brent showing you the ropes, you could move up the ranks in no time. He’ll take Marshall’s place in a few years. Everyone knows it. You really need to get past whatever it is that’s messing things up between you two.”

      “I …” Rimes sighed quietly. “Sure. I’ll work on it.”

      Several minutes later, Metcalfe reappeared in the lobby, all smiles. He stopped by the receptionist’s desk and spoke with her again for a few moments. Rimes thought he saw Metcalfe push something into the woman’s hands, but it was so quick that he couldn’t be sure. The woman’s eyes trailed Metcalfe until he joined them at the doorway.

      “We can just make Café Noorani if we hurry,” Metcalfe said as he hurried them out the door.

      [image: ]

      For Rimes, the drive to the café was even more nerve-wracking than the one to the administration building had been. Even the driver seemed stressed. Twice Rimes heard the driver muttering what was almost certainly a curse.

      Most Commando operations happened in the pre-dawn hours, when even the busiest streets tended to be relatively empty. But now the traffic was near-impenetrable. A quick escape would be problematic.

      They arrived at the café with a few minutes to spare. Metcalfe lingered a moment at the driver’s door and gave him a hefty bundle of bills, producing a smile and several appreciative nods.

      Rimes shook his head at the exchange. No one used cash anymore except for illicit transactions.

      Like most buildings in Mumbai, Café Noorani had seen better days. Cracks and divots were all that held the baked clay façade together. What little remained of the paint hinted at an original cream and mustard color scheme.

      The three of them headed inside.

      Heat washed over them, and spices, herbs, hot grease, coffee, and other scents battled the staggering reek of body odor. The place was filled to capacity. Toothless old men in traditional dhotis and sherwanis were crammed next to younger men in casual Western attire.

      “Well, isn’t that something?” Metcalfe muttered through the quiet roar around them. Like Kleigshoen and Rimes, he was craning his neck to spot Tendulkar.

      Kleigshoen pointed toward a booth near the back. “There.”

      Tendulkar sat in the booth with three uniformed men—Marines—each nursing a steaming cup. One of the men nodded at the Americans. The other Marines took a final, rushed sip and exited the booth, pulling berets from their belts.

      Rimes led the others to the rear, nodding to the Marines as they passed. Tendulkar waved one of the staff over, and the man gathered the cups quickly onto a tray. Rimes and Kleigshoen squeezed into the booth opposite Tendulkar, and Metcalfe sat beside him, trapping him in.

      Rimes nodded at Tendulkar. “Were they from your unit?”

      Tendulkar nodded slowly. He blinked. “Good friends, yes. You should order breakfast.”

      Metcalfe smiled. “How is their puttu here?”

      “Good, good” Tendulkar said, head bobbing happily. He looked at Kleigshoen and Rimes patiently.

      “Something light for me,” Kleigshoen said.

      “Honestly, I’m starving,” Rimes said. “What would you recommend?”

      “You like rice? You could get idli, a steamed … um, rice cake with fermented lentils. A vada, like a spicy donut. Or you could get a vegetable stew with rice—a sambar. It is filling.”

      “Sambar sounds interesting,” Rimes said.

      “I’ll try the vada,” Kleigshoen said. “And did I smell Turkish coffee when I came in?”

      “Yes, yes,” Tendulkar said. “They have all kinds of coffees and teas.”

      Rimes glanced around again at the locals crammed into every seat. The three of them seemed to be the only foreigners. Tendulkar ordered their meal in Hindi, assisted by Metcalfe, who engaged the waiter for a moment on some small detail.

      So he is fluent.

      Rimes thought back to Tendulkar’s behavior during the Singapore mission. Tendulkar’s tendencies when stressed had included rapid blinking and puckering his lips. He’d also pulled his knife in preparation for an imaginary lunge—something he couldn’t do in the café.

      As Tendulkar looked at them, in particular at Metcalfe, the blinking and puckering set in.

      At first, Rimes attributed Tendulkar’s behavior to discomfort with people he hadn’t met, but as they made their well-rehearsed pitch, Tendulkar’s behavior intensified. And when their food arrived, Tendulkar ate very little.

      Metcalfe finished describing the details of Uber’s death between sips of coffee. “So, Ritesh, what do you think? Is Nakata our man?”

      For a moment, the blinking and puckering stopped. Tendulkar looked at Rimes as if he wanted to say something, then thought better of it.

      He blinked several times. “It sounds like he is.”

      Rimes wondered what Tendulkar had seen on his face. He knew his own stress tendencies—chewing his lip, going silent. Can you see through the lie?

      “Jack really nailed it earlier,” Kleigshoen kept the coffee cup close to her face so she could breathe in the aroma. She was perfectly at ease with the deception. “The mystery here is what LoDu could want with the facility.”

      Tendulkar winced almost imperceptibly at the mention of the facility. Rimes imagined the assault must have felt like a slap to Tendulkar’s national pride. The T-Corp agents killed by the LoDu team might just as easily have been Tendulkar’s team instead. Tendulkar’s nervousness made sense, but Rimes wasn’t convinced of the real reason for it.

      Rimes cleared his throat. “Nakata leaked information to LoDu. They knew we were coming. That got Pachnine killed and damned near got Uber killed, too. Then Kwon tracked Uber to Australia to finish the job. Why? LoDu agents attacking US military is unprecedented.”

      “Maybe they thought you were T-Corp,” Tendulkar offered.

      “It’s possible,” Rimes said. “But I doubt it.”

      Tendulkar nodded weakly. “I’ll visit my cousin. He will know what was in 72. He will understand. It’s very unfortunate. I’d hoped to go to work for T-Corp soon. The pay …”

      “No reason they can’t hire you on.” Metcalfe patted Tendulkar’s shoulder. “Jack here is considering a career change for the very same reason, aren’t you, Jack?”

      Rimes winced. “Sure. Having a baby changes everything. You can’t close doors.”

      Tendulkar picked at his sambar, leaving Rimes with the distinct impression doors were already closing. Tendulkar set his spoon down and sighed, as if that might grant him strength. “I will call you tomorrow, arrange a meeting. Someplace remote—quieter, safer.”

      Rimes tried to conceive of a place in Mumbai that could be considered quiet or remote. He couldn’t. The city was thick with people.

      Over Tendulkar’s polite protestations, Metcalfe paid for the breakfast. As they left, Tendulkar lingered in front of the café, waving and smiling for a moment as the hotel SUV pulled away.

      Then, frowning, he disappeared into the crowd.
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      Rimes fumbled in the dark, struggling to wrap his hand around the soothing cerulean flash of his earpiece. It was an important call. He had the earpiece in place by the third ring.

      “Jack?”

      “Ritesh, what’s up?” Rimes blinked and rubbed his eyes. He willed himself awake and looked around the room.

      The earpiece display showed 0400.

      “Can you meet me in an hour?” Tendulkar whispered.

      Rimes activated the earpiece’s recorder. “Sure. Where at?”

      “Where are you staying?”

      Rimes suddenly longed for Molly. He missed her smile, her touch, her taste and smell. He hated this job and what it demanded of him.

      Rimes hesitated a moment, embarrassed at staying at such a swanky hotel instead of barracks. “The Golden Brahmin.”

      “I know it. It is very nice. Maybe I can take my fiancée there once we marry and I take a job with T-Corp.”

      “She’d like it,” Rimes said. “My wife would love it, but we couldn’t afford it.”

      They laughed awkwardly.

      “There is an old place north of there,” Tendulkar said. “Sewri Mudflats. Take the P D’Mello Road. You can beat the traffic if you hurry. It is quiet, like I promised. We can talk.”

      “All right. 0500. We’ll be there.” Rimes looked around at the mess he’d made of the bed. The blankets and pillows were everywhere. He stood and began straightening everything up.

      “Good, good. Thank you.”

      “Ritesh, I want to tell you how much I appreciate this. I know you’re taking a risk, but Kwon is a very dangerous problem.”

      Tendulkar paused for a moment. “Sure, sure. He is a very dangerous man. Genies are bad trouble. No problem.”

      Rimes set the last pillow back on the bed. “Okay. See you in a bit.”

      Rimes killed the connection and dropped back onto the bed, favoring his left shoulder. It felt tender and weak, and his head ached too much from staying out late with Kleigshoen and Metcalfe to remember why.

      Rimes played back the recorded message and had the earpiece search for directions; then he called Metcalfe.

      “What is it, Jack?” Metcalfe’s voice was heavy with sleep.

      “Tendulkar called,” Rimes said as he stumbled to the room’s modest desk and turned on the lamp. “He wants us to meet him in an hour.”

      “Where?”

      “Sewri Mudflats.” He suddenly realized how unpleasant the name sounded. “It’s about a half-hour drive.”

      Metcalfe noisily fiddled with his earpiece. “That’s certainly remote enough. Okay. I’ll arrange for a vehicle. You call Dana yet?”

      “I just got off the call with Tendulkar. I’ll call her now.”

      Metcalfe dropped the call without another word. Rimes called Kleigshoen. It took a few rings before she answered.

      “Jack? It’s not …” Kleigshoen’s voice drifted off into slow, seductive breathing.

      “Dana, we have to leave in about thirty minutes.” The connection stayed silent for several seconds. “Dana? Ritesh called. He wants to meet us. We need to—”

      “We should’ve thought of this before last night, Jack.” Kleigshoen sighed heavily. “You two let me drink way too much. I’m a disaster. I can’t believe you’re any better.”

      “Thirty minutes in the lobby,” Rimes said, working his stiff shoulder.

      He disconnected and tossed his old underwear into the bathroom recycler. Yawning, he ran through a series of stretches, trying to work the kinks out of his back.

      Razor in hand, he started the shower. Suddenly, he didn’t care about running up the Bureau’s bill and cranked the shower to full heat. A minute later, he was gasping beneath the steaming spray, shaving as quickly as he could.

      He toweled off, applied his antiperspirant, and pulled on his underwear. Bloodshot eyes stared back at him as he brushed his teeth. Cursing himself for indulging in one drink too many the night before, he gargled with the courtesy mouthwash. He eschewed his suit for a black T-shirt, dark slacks, and navy windbreaker. Ten minutes later, he was in the elevator, headed for the lobby.
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      Metcalfe proved to be a competent but impatient driver. The hotel had loaned them a small T-Corp three-seater with an anemic engine that supposedly boosted its electric motor. There was barely enough room in the back for Rimes and Kleigshoen to squeeze in. They were pressed tight against each other, their bodies warm in the cool air.

      The back of the front seat dug into Rimes’s knees. Ten minutes into the drive, they ached as if they’d been worked over with a lead pipe. With each pothole strike, the car sputtered and gasped and threatened to die, drawing another string of curses from Metcalfe.

      “He’s got some sense of timing,” Metcalfe muttered over the clattering and squeaking. “We’re not going to get there in time to do any sort of recon.”

      “I’m having a hard time getting a connection to the Imagery system.” Kleigshoen massaged her temples. With each jolt, she looked ready to vomit. “The latest image I have is from three hours ago.”

      “Send me a copy,” Metcalfe said as he glared at Rimes in the rear-view mirror. “Did he give any reason for having to meet so soon?”

      “No,” Rimes said. “We didn’t really talk much.”

      Rimes looked out the half-window to his right. What leaked through the grime was a sleeping city: the occasional bus and more infrequent scooter or small car. There were no pedestrians in sight. The car’s engine gasped; Rimes worried about their chances, should things unravel.

      A thunderous crack sounded, and the car suddenly went airborne. Metcalfe screamed furiously as he fought to regain control. They landed hard, and Metcalfe fought to get the petulant little beast moving in a straight line again.

      “I simply cannot believe people live in these conditions,” Metcalfe shouted. “There’s more hole than road—oh, hell.”

      Rimes saw the lights before he heard the brief siren wail. The police mini-SUV approaching them in the oncoming lane pulled a U-turn as it passed, then accelerated to catch up to them.

      Rimes and Kleigshoen twisted in the seat to watch through the rear window as the police vehicle closed on them. In the confined space, Kleigshoen was pressed against him, filling his awareness with her scent, her heat and touch. He looked down at her for just a moment, long enough to catch her turning to look up at him. She pushed tighter against him.

      Without moving his head, Rimes said. “I see two in uniform. They’re definitely following us.”

      Metcalfe mumbled and pulled over to the left. He rolled the window down and twisted in his seat to watch the police. “We’ve got five minutes to get there, so this is going to be tight. Let me deal with them.”

      Rimes saw Metcalfe slip something out of his pocket: cash. Then the police vehicle’s floodlight kicked on, nearly blinding them. Rimes blocked the light with his hand and watched the policemen exit their vehicle. Both had unsnapped their holsters; the second officer’s right hand hovered over the weapon’s grip.

      “Something’s not right,” Rimes said. “They’re ready to draw.”

      Metcalfe watched the driver in the side-view mirror. “Dana, what’s our little friend doing back there?”

      Kleigshoen strained a little to get a better view of the passenger. “Jack’s right. He’s got his hand on his gun.”

      “Okay then.” Metcalfe slid the cash back into his jacket pocket. “Stay sharp, right?”

      The driver, a small, pudgy man, finally arrived at the open window. His hand now rested directly on his pistol butt. He made a face, as though detecting alcohol in the air. He stared at Metcalfe.

      “You been drinking?”

      “Last night, officer,” Metcalfe said with a smile. “We’re well over it, I assure you.”

      Metcalfe switched to Hindi and said something that seemed to set the officer at ease. They spoke for a few moments, Metcalfe pointing back in the direction of the hotel. The officer nodded and headed back to his vehicle.

      With practiced ease, Metcalfe popped open the glove compartment and pulled out a small booklet. “I want you ready to act,” he said, never losing his smile. “Understand?”

      Kleigshoen nodded.

      Metcalfe popped open the door, waving the booklet and calling to the driver in Hindi. Rimes watched as the policemen focused on Metcalfe. The second officer seemed worried, looking back down the road. Rimes followed his head and saw an approaching black SUV.

      It was accelerating.

      “Get down,” Rimes shouted. He shoved the driver’s seat forward and hooked his arm around Kleigshoen’s chest, pulling her down as automatic gunfire roared. Glass shattered and bullets tore through the car. The firing stopped as suddenly as it had started, replaced by an accelerating engine’s whine.

      Kleigshoen gasped. She pulled away from Rimes and put a hand to her back. Twisting, she looked through the shattered windows.

      “They’re down!” She scrambled to get out of the car and made her way to the battered police vehicle.

      Rimes grimaced in sudden pain as he carefully navigated through the glass-covered door. Outside, he braced his butt against the ruined car—the vehicle wasn’t going anywhere. A quick inspection revealed a dozen cuts across his hands, but it was his left leg that troubled him: he’d been hit in the thigh.

      Kleigshoen squatted over Metcalfe, then helped him up. Metcalfe was covered in blood, but he seemed alert and functional, which was more than could be said for the policemen.

      “You all right?” Metcalfe called to Rimes. He brushed Kleigshoen’s hands away, then took her shoulders, turned her around, and looked at her back.

      “Caught one in the thigh.” Rimes put weight on the leg. It was numb but seemed functional. “Just cut up other than that. You?”

      Metcalfe said, “I used our friend here for cover when I noticed his passenger watching the road. Get the passenger’s gun. We need to be ready if they come back.”

      Rimes took a tentative step, then another. “Is she okay?”

      “She was grazed along the back,” Metcalfe said after a moment. “I’ll get you two to someone we can trust.”

      Metcalfe hooked his wrists under the driver’s arms and pulled him onto the side of the road. Metcalfe grunted as he lowered the policeman to the ground. “We’ll take their vehicle.”

      As he approached the passenger-side door, Rimes saw the other policeman. He was still alive but slipping into shock. Rimes took the policeman’s gun and searched him for extra magazines or loose bullets, gently swatting away the policeman’s bloody hands when he resisted. When he was done, he pulled the policeman to the side of the road.

      Wincing at the stiffness in his shoulder, Rimes pulled off his windbreaker and wrapped it around his hand to sweep the glass from the back seat, then let Kleigshoen in. Once he was sure she was in safely, he swept off the passenger seat, climbed in, and closed the door.

      Metcalfe pulled his jacket off and swept the driver’s seat clear. After checking the gun he’d taken from the dead policeman, he pulled onto the road, already chatting in Hindi with someone over his earpiece.

      A minute later, they were off the main road, heading toward the slums.

      “I guess we have our answer about Petty Officer Tendulkar,” Metcalfe finally said. He gave Rimes a rueful smile.

      “Or about T-Corp,” Rimes replied. “Or both.”

      Metcalfe nodded. “I don’t think Tendulkar would do something like this on his own. We’ll find out soon enough. For now, though, we stay off the Grid. There’s no reason to take any risks.”

      The SUV bumped and rattled as they approached the slum’s outskirts and the road turned into little more than packed dirt. Metcalfe drove for several minutes, searching down the maze of winding paths before pulling into one. He stopped the SUV beneath a tattered overhang and killed the engine.

      Jacket draped over his gun, Metcalfe exited the vehicle. He looked around quickly, then entered the maze. Kleigshoen and Rimes followed.

      “We’ve got a few minutes to kill before our Good Samaritan will be ready for us,” Metcalfe said. “She runs a tight schedule.”

      They wandered through the tightly packed slums for several minutes, Metcalfe frequently checking the map overlay on his earpiece.

      Finally, they reached what constituted a nice house, for the slums. Light leaked from beneath the heavy drapes covering the door, revealing a scooter chained against the outer wall.

      The drapes lifted as they approached, and an elderly man wearing a crisp shirt and baggy, tattered pants gave a quick glance around, then waved them in.

      Metcalfe and the older man spoke quietly just inside the entry as a young woman in a nurse’s uniform stepped from behind a curtain to the left of the entry. The place reeked of curry, onions past their prime, and unwashed bodies. The young woman whispered quickly to the old man, then pointed Kleigshoen and Rimes toward the hut’s central room.

      The place was half the size of his apartment and served as dining room and kitchen. The floor was hard-packed dirt.

      The young woman set out a bowl of water and her medical kit while Metcalfe slipped the old man a wad of cash, silencing his protestations.

      The nurse quickly examined Kleigshoen and Rimes, carefully cutting away as little clothing as she could in order to get to their wounds. Kleigshoen’s shoulder and back had a long gash where a round had grazed her. It was shallow, but it was bleeding and would be vulnerable to infection without treatment.

      The nurse washed the wound clean before swabbing it with alcohol and applying an ointment. She taped a gauze strip over it, then turned to the superficial hand wounds they’d received from the broken glass. The crude medicine and equipment she worked with was a painful reminder to Rimes of how fortunate he was.

      After washing away the blood and applying antiseptic, she turned her attention to Rimes’s leg wound. She carefully examined the wound, then explained to him in English that the bullet had passed through without doing serious damage. Rimes grimaced as she cleaned and sewed shut both ends of the wound while warning him that he risked infection if he didn’t get a more thorough cleaning at a hospital.

      It was growing light out by the time the nurse closed her kit and emptied the bloody water outside the house. She spoke with Metcalfe for a few moments, then pulled two cellophane-wrapped hospital shirts from beneath a stack of blankets. She handed the shirts to Metcalfe and stepped through the front entry.

      Rimes looked the shirts over. They were distinctive in their plainness. Stolen clothing might catch someone’s attention.

      We wouldn’t stand out any more than we already do, and it’s not like we’d be the first to steal clothing. Anyway, who’s to say we aren’t recent patients?

      A moment later, he heard someone unchain the scooter. The motor came to life, and Metcalfe entered the house alone.

      Metcalfe looked the two of them over. “Are you waiting for something nicer?”

      Rimes smiled. He helped Kleigshoen into her shirt, then pulled his own on. The shirts were stiff and smelled stale, but they were clean.

      Metcalfe watched the entry for a moment, finally turning to look at Kleigshoen and Rimes. “We’re staying here for now. If they’re looking for us, they won’t find us. I’d suggest you get some sleep. We’ll go looking for our friend Tendulkar tonight, so we’ll need to be sharp. He’s almost certain to be on his guard. Everyone’s going to be on their guard.”
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      They were parked off a secondary road leading into an upscale housing area. A towering privacy wall blocked out the street lights, cloaking them in shadow. Metcalfe sat in the vehicle’s front seat, eyes focused on the Grid security video. Rimes watched the feed over his earpiece.

      “Think he has any idea?” Kleigshoen asked.

      Rimes defocused from the video feed to watch Metcalfe’s face in the weak glow of hacked-together surveillance equipment.

      IB’s apparently unlimited funding amazed Rimes. Metcalfe had purchased a stolen SUV, equipment, guns, and a change of clothes without batting an eye. Objectively, it was the same operational concept—”Get it done”—that the Commandos lived by, but on a completely different scale. It felt different.

      Metcalfe stared into space for a moment. “No.” He lowered his head and returned to the security video.

      The police killings had stirred up surprisingly little activity. According to a newscast Rimes had heard earlier in the day, the official line was that radical dissidents had targeted the policemen. By all indications, the three of them weren’t even fugitives from the law—at least officially. It had even been frighteningly easy to locate and close in on Tendulkar: he had no police protection, no extra security.

      Rimes closed his eyes and relaxed, enjoying the dreamlike quality of the moment: a moment of calm in a turbulent mission that had sapped his energy and resolve.

      Tendulkar’s voice suddenly came over the communication channel. Tendulkar was speaking with his cousin, the senior T-Corp scientist. The two talked about trivial matters for a few moments before the cousin asked Tendulkar if he’d heard from his friends. Tendulkar quickly said he had not. They both sounded nervous. The cousin assured Tendulkar he’d done the right thing and disconnected.

      “Okay,” Metcalfe said, replaying a security video that showed the front of an impressive two-story, gated house. “This is where Tendulkar is hiding, his brother’s place. His brother’s a senior government engineer, and Poppa Tendulkar was a T-Corp administrator until last year, so they’re not hurting for money.

      “Tendulkar’s brother shares this place with their parents, his own family, a cousin, and his cousin’s wife. I make eight inside right now, plus Tendulkar, so nine.

      “Right now you can see the woman I believe is Tendulkar’s fiancée, who arrived ten minutes ago.

      “I haven’t had any luck getting a floor plan. Best I can determine, it’s fairly similar to the floor plan I’m laying over the image now.”

      A pale-blue wireframe settled over the house to match the security camera’s perspective. Metcalfe adjusted the obvious problem areas, aligning the door and windows and knocking off a small side patio.

      A glowing finger appeared over the image on Rimes’s display. “Dining room, living room, bedrooms. According to energy use patterns, they’ll fire up their entertainment console and run it until about ten. That should put Ritesh and his sweetie out the door a few minutes later. Factor in a goodbye peck, and Ritesh is headed this way on his scooter by a quarter past.”

      They’d wrapped a cable around a nearby pole. When the time came, Rimes would run across the street and wrap the cable around a signpost on the opposite side. In the dark, Tendulkar wouldn’t see it. It would knock him off scooter, and Rimes would be on him before he could get off the ground.

      It would then be up to the IB’s interrogation techniques to pry out the desired data.

      “What’s our extraction plan?” Kleigshoen asked.

      “There’s a private airstrip sixty kilometers north,” Metcalfe said. “A pilot will be waiting for us. Then we get to Pune and hire a shuttle to wherever the heck we need to go next.”

      “Simple enough,” Rimes said. “What are our possible destinations?”

      Metcalfe thought for a moment. “Seoul. Darwin. Tokyo. Who knows at this point?”

      Rimes shook his head.

      “What?” Kleigshoen leaned forward, crossing her arms on top of the seat and resting her chin on her hands. “Too much travel?”

      Rimes chuckled quietly. “Too much uncertainty. I’m used to knowing where to go, what to do, and what I have to do it with.”

      Metcalfe glared back at him. “Who do you think makes that possible? We have people all around the globe pulling down data, listening in on countless conversations, buying information, analyzing targets, and more, all so you can have the sort of certainty you’re used to. People risk their lives every day on some of the most mundane and innocuous things, all in the name of intelligence gathering.”

      Rimes nodded. “I get that. It doesn’t make the transition from operator to collector any less jarring, though.”

      Kleigshoen punched him gently on the shoulder. “What we’re doing here is critical. Of course we’re uncertain. For all we know, the bad guy could be one of us.”

      Metcalfe cleared his throat. “What Dana’s trying to say is that we can’t even identify what’s at stake between these two metacorporations. There’s simply no way for us to say we have actionable material to work with just based off what we’ve dug up to date—”

      Rimes held up a hand. “Wait. Play back the audio for the call that just went out.”

      Metcalfe waved his fingers around his console. The audio played back. It was Tendulkar’s cousin from T-Corp and his brother, exchanging pleasantries. The cousin promised to see his brother at their father’s house that weekend.

      “No, before that. Just before that.”

      Metcalfe waved a finger through the air. The conversation reversed itself at high speed.

      “Stop,” Rimes said.

      A few seconds of garbled audio played.

      “There,” Rimes said. “Can you decrypt that?”

      Kleigshoen leaned back in the rear seat and piggybacked off Metcalfe’s session. Rimes watched them at work, running through cracking modules, analyzing the packet with interpolators and assessors.

      After several tense seconds, Metcalfe grunted. The audio piece played again, this time unencrypted.

      “In position.”

      It was a voice Rimes hadn’t heard before.

      “What’s that mean?” Rimes looked from Kleigshoen to Metcalfe. “And where did that come from? The local Grid?”

      “I don’t know yet.” Metcalfe scanned through the video feeds.

      Kleigshoen began tracing the source and destination. Precious seconds slipped by. Rimes lowered his window and craned his head out, trying to see around the wall.

      “There,” Metcalfe said.

      A large, black SUV appeared on their screens. Metcalfe pulled the view back until they could see the SUV in relation to the Tendulkar house.

      The SUV was one house over.

      Metcalfe enhanced the image, highlighting two men in the front seat and what looked like a possible third man in the rear. The two in front wore dark jackets and held submachine guns.

      “That message’s destination was T-Corp Administrative Facility Southwest Region Two,” Kleigshoen said.

      “A T-Corp hit team,” Rimes said.

      Metcalfe started the engine and popped the SUV into gear as another garbled message flew across the network. “I see the vehicle; it’s closing on the house.” Metcalfe turned onto the secondary street and accelerated toward Tendulkar’s house.

      “They don’t want any loose ends,” Rimes said as he checked his weapon.

      Kleigshoen readied her weapon as the decryption module cracked the message. “They’ve given them the go.”

      Rimes felt powerless as he watched the SUV stop outside the Tendulkar house. Four men exited the vehicle; two ran around the side of the house while the third shoved another man toward the front door. The fourth scanned the street, then walked to the house.

      Gunfire and screams shattered the night.

      Metcalfe braked quickly in order to turn down a side street and come up behind the Tendulkar house. He parked the SUV.

      “Okay, no heroics, Jack. Grab Ritesh if he’s alive and get the hell out.”

      Rimes nodded.

      They all jumped out of the vehicle.

      Rimes’s leg was a mess, but it supported his weight enough that he could manage a jump-hop motion that got him to the back gate as Metcalfe opened it. The three of them advanced on the house quickly, guns down, watching. They dropped as they heard the SUV at the front of the house pulling away, then quickly closed the final stretch to the back door.

      The back door opened onto the kitchen, where two young women lay in a pool of blood. An older woman was slumped against a blood-spattered wall nearby, her dead eyes still open. Beyond the kitchen, they found the others, some in the dining area, some in the living room. The walls and furniture were riddled with bullet holes. Tendulkar and his cousin had each taken a bullet to the head, erasing any potential for extraction—or interrogation.

      Rimes stared at Tendulkar’s dead eyes. “We got him killed. This deception … he was in over his head.”

      Metcalfe patted down the bodies. “He got himself killed, Jack. Snap out of it. You can’t feel guilt about something like this.”

      Rimes looked at Kleigshoen, saw the shock in her eyes. “He was a good soldier, Dana. He was just doing his job. What the hell did we drag him into? Why would T-Corp need to kill all of them?”

      Kleigshoen looked away.

      “It’s done,” Metcalfe said. He stood, inspecting the haul—earpieces and slim wallets. He stuffed them in his pants pockets with shaking hands. “He turned us in to T-Corp and they killed him. That’s all that matters, isn’t it?”

      They retraced their path through the kitchen and out the back door. Rimes stole another glance at the women: innocent victims. A quick dash across the back yard, and they were in their vehicle, speeding away.

      Six hours later, they were bound for Seoul.
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        3 March 2164. Seoul, Korea.

      

      

      Seoul was a garish, neon mess, a glowing scab over an unhealed wound buried beneath tons of cement and steel. Reunification had come for Korea, but only after weeks of war, the result of one psychotic act too many. The scars were generations old and would last generations more.

      You wish to know more about Kwon. We all wish many things.

      Rimes replayed the call that had brought him out from the hotel and listened to the directions to the unnamed café again; for a moment, he thought he’d lost his way, but then he spotted one of the landmarks. He was close, and he still had a minute.

      Rimes felt as if he’d stepped into an alien, nightmarish parody of Earth.

      How many had been buried alive? How many had been abandoned, screaming for help?

      Rimes moved through the crowds, struggling not to react to people brushing into him. He was on a deadline. He began to emulate the thugs around him, pulling his gray jacket’s hood over his head, shoving his hands into the pockets, then leaning into his walk. The cold was biting, numbing. The hood couldn’t protect his face, either from the cold or the suspicious glares. His height marked him as a foreigner—an enemy all Koreans could come together to despise.

      Rimes tried not to get angry with the people. The reunified Koreans were the offspring of two inbred, antagonistic cousins. The new nation, still eaten by internal strife, had become little more than a shadow of either of its former halves.

      Rimes stopped beneath a glowing sign—a bottle, a cup, and an infantile creature, all dancing. This is it.

      Unfortunately, the cartoonish art was ubiquitous, and it hadn’t been easy to find the right sign. He glanced through the window, saw a sign in English (“Coffee!”), then stepped inside. It was small and cramped, with several tables and chairs, and a counter. The customers were almost exclusively Korean, two of them hunched over, trying to hide deformities—one with a sheet of flesh where there should have been an eye, the other a shabbily constructed nose.

      Rimes moved to a two-seat table at the back and settled into a chair opposite a similarly dressed man with Slavic features: his contact. The man smiled as though he were simply a foreigner finding comfort in the company of a fellow outsider. His teeth were surprisingly bright, his face cleanly shaved. Rimes made him for a corporate man.

      “We buy from the same tailor,” the man said with a slight Russian accent, pointing to his gray jacket.

      “I recommend him to all my friends,” Rimes said. “You picked this out?”

      “Yes. It suits you well,” the Russian said, extending his right hand. “Anton Tymoshenko. And you are Jackson Rimes. It’s good to finally meet you in person. I’ve heard quite a bit about you.”

      Rimes shook with him. “Jack, if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course.” Tymoshenko chuckled. It was a pleasant sound after the discordant roar outside. “No offense intended.”

      “I can’t take offense to being called by my name, Mr. Tymoshenko,” Rimes said.

      “Anton, please.” He nodded at the counter. A dainty, young Korean woman stood behind it. She was staring off into the distance, smiling. “You should try some of their coffee.”

      “I will, thanks.” Rimes stood. “What’s good?”

      “Nothing I’ve tried yet,” Tymoshenko said with a wink. “Truly, life is full of adventure.”

      Rimes stepped to the counter and waited for the young woman to acknowledge him. She finally closed her eyes and sighed heavily. For a moment, Rimes thought she might have forgotten him; then her eyes opened again. She gave a slight eye roll, then looked at him with a completely blank stare.

      Rimes spent several minutes trying to order a small coffee, struggling with the young woman’s weak grasp of English and his even weaker grasp of Korean. Eventually he returned to the table with a paper cup that smelled like one of the open sewer ditches running through the city.

      After further investigation, he discovered it smelled better than it tasted. He cringed and pushed the cup aside. “Eight dollars for that. Brutal.”

      “There are few places that could manage something so bad,” Tymoshenko said. “They probably take pride in it. How many other places are so proud about their inability to speak English?”

      Rimes bit his bottom lip to keep from laughing. A standing law prohibited the teaching of English, although many Koreans sought private tutoring anyway. “It’s an odd choice.”

      “Koreans imagine humanity spawned here, but only the best stayed behind,” Tymoshenko laughed. “But it makes it easy for us to discuss things out in the open, yes?”

      Rimes looked around to see if anyone was listening. Aside from the occasional inquisitive glance, they had been deemed unworthy of attention. “I’m not so sure the best would stay behind. Not … here.”

      Tymoshenko winked. “Not everyone wants to leave home, you know?”

      Rimes said, “I’m curious why you contacted me … and how you knew to reach me here.”

      Tymoshenko leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table. “You are a smart man. Why don’t you tell me what you think.”

      “Well, I’d start by assuming you’re a company man, metacorporate, probably EEC. And you want to know what I’m doing in Seoul after visiting Mumbai.”

      Tymoshenko laughed. “You like to dance around what you mean, yes? However, I like to get to the point,” Tymoshenko said. “I am a businessman, an ambitious one with a bright future. I must seize it, take risks, take charge.”

      Rimes nodded.

      “I’ve been following you for a little while now. That shouldn’t be a surprise. What you do, it’s not so secret as you think. You have your intelligence gatherers, like your Bureau friends, and we have ours. Sometimes, we’re all closer than we realize. We have mutual friends. And enemies.”

      Rimes shifted in his seat.

      Had Pachnine been an EEC spy? Did the Special Security Council know, and still assign him to the team? Tendulkar, Pachnine, Nakata … who can I trust?

      Tymoshenko sipped his coffee, grimacing. “It is no secret we are in an extremely competitive situation. Biotech is key. Two tables away, you see potential customers for gene therapy. We can create cures no one would have dreamed possible twenty years ago.”

      “I understand the potential,” Rimes said.

      “New worlds out there wait for exploitation, for humans who are stronger or who can breathe ammonia or who can withstand one-hundred-degree temperatures without protective gear. We can get part of the way there looking at Earth species, maybe. We do a great deal with that already. But what exists out there—” Tymoshenko indicated the heavens with a wave of his coffee cup. “That is what will crack open the gateway to the stars.”

      “What about remotes?”

      Tymoshenko smiled. “Proxies? Maybe an answer. But they are not our answer. People spend tens of thousands of dollars to have tiger fur. Imagine what they will pay for the ability to fly … or to swim through an alien ocean. To live out there. To have adventures of their own.”

      Rimes tried the coffee again; it was still undrinkable. “All right. There will always be a fringe that sort of thing appeals to, but most folks aren’t going to give up their humanity permanently for a few thrills.”

      Tymoshenko winked again. “You are right, of course. Certain assumptions must be made, certain paths must be taken. We must be adaptable in this regard, or we cannot compete. Which gets me to my point. Your friends are playing a dangerous game with you. I would like to help you, but, as you know, I am a businessman.”

      Rimes leaned in closer. “What are you offering?”

      “You should ask what I want,” Tymoshenko said. “But of course you already know.”

      Rimes gritted his teeth. “If I knew, I wouldn’t be in this little slice of heaven.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.” Tymoshenko finished his coffee and set the cup down. “I think I am going to be sick after drinking that. There’s simply nothing we can do to inoculate humanity against such a thing.” He stood, made a face and placed a hand on his gut. “You’ll excuse me, I hope? I’m not so strong as I’d imagined.”

      Rimes stood, concerned. “Are you—”

      Tymoshenko patted him on the shoulder. “I will be fine.” He pressed his empty paper cup into Rimes’s hand. “Here, take my cup. A smart man learns from little things, yes?”

      Rimes watched Tymoshenko head out into the cold. It was starting to rain. Tymoshenko pulled his hood up and pushed his way into the crowd, a giant among the stunted masses.

      Rimes studied the cup, then stuffed it into his pocket and exited the shop, pulling his hood up and walking in the opposite direction.

      A sliver of data film was curled around the cup bottom.

      [image: ]

      Excepting a few subtle differences, the Emperor’s Palace could have been the Golden Brahmin. Even the smog was the same.

      Rimes set aside his earpiece and closed his eyes while his stomach lurched. He’d already destroyed the data film, but there was no way to destroy what he’d seen. He couldn’t conceive of some of the numbers, couldn’t imagine living with himself to attain those numbers.

      Why am I making such a big deal about this? The genie’s already out of the bottle, literally. Why pretend otherwise? It’s not really breaking the law. EEC needs data on the genetic materials behind these genies, Anton wants to be the one to acquire it. Anton wins, EEC wins, I win.

      But that’s not me. No matter how Anton likes to play it, I’m not a mercenary. He’s got such good access, he can get the blood samples we took from the Sundarbans and reverse engineer them himself.

      But that won’t do for Anton. The offer makes that clear. They want a pure sample to start from. There’s no love lost between these metacorporations. Nearly thirty-thousand registered genies, probably twice as many hidden away in labs or off-world, and EEC’s responsible for fewer than five thousand, none with this alien DNA. It irks them. And it limits their revenue stream.

      “We make your tomorrow today.” Doesn’t that say it all?

      A gentle knock broke through the stormy clouds of his thoughts. He glanced out the peephole; Kleigshoen and Metcalfe stood in the hallway, dressed in casual attire. Rimes opened the door, then sat on his bed.

      “Feeling any better?” Kleigshoen settled into the room’s entertainment console chair as Metcalfe turned the desk chair around and seated himself.

      “Not really.” Rimes rubbed his eyes. “They can’t make coffee here to save their lives, apparently.”

      Metcalfe laughed. “I have a friend who swears by all things Korean. He’s of Korean descent, though.”

      Rimes let the comment go. “Any luck?”

      “Yes,” Metcalfe said. “You might even call it the jackpot.”

      “We’ve got Kwon,” Kleigshoen said.

      Rimes stood. “What? Where?”

      Metcalfe chuckled. “Whoa, slow down. We don’t have Kwon, we have a solid lead on Kwon. A very solid lead. We also have confirmation on the identities of the team you took down in Sundarbans. They weren’t LoDu.”

      Rimes gaped. “What? How do you know that?”

      Metcalfe assumed an official air. “We are investigating the attack by LoDu operatives on an international military unit enforcing Special Security Council orders—”

      “You lied?”

      “Embellished,” Metcalfe said. “We were dealing with LoDu, so we had to stay close to the truth. They ran it up the chain, used their contacts in the Chinese diplomatic corps. The Chinese have too much at stake to be lackeys this time around, and the Council knew full well what was going on, sanctioned or not.”

      “No.” Rimes paced the room for a moment, shaking his head. “LoDu gave up the team. They’re dead, they were compromised. There’s nothing to be gained saying they were operating on LoDu’s behalf.”

      Kleigshoen looked at Metcalfe. “Actually, we think they’re telling the truth.”

      “To an extent,” Metcalfe said. “It certainly looks like a rogue operation, and it wouldn’t be the first. LoDu has had a handful of genies go their own way the last few years. It’s nothing on the scale of ADMP or EEC, but they’ve had several incidents. Even T-Corp has had problems, and they engineered theirs to be more compliant.”

      Rogue genies?

      Rimes settled back on the bed, tired again. “What about Kwon?”

      “Another problem child, apparently,” Kleigshoen said. “With a criminal history. Even the Korean police consider him problematic. They’ve assigned us an officer—Inspector Chae Kang-joh—to help move this along.”

      “I’m almost disappointed LoDu didn’t send a security team to kill us,” Rimes said.

      “They’ll still have plenty of opportunities,” Metcalfe said. “Don’t be so sure they won’t.”
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        4 March 2164. Seoul, Korea.

      

      

      Seoul Metropolitan Police Bureau 102 was a narrow, ten-story building with a stained, yellow brick facade, built upon the blasted ruins of its predecessor. It was early, but lights were already glowing from several windows.

      The interior was plain, with faux stone paneling, cracked pink-gray floor tiles that echoed even the quietest footfall, and a noisy, lurching elevator.

      At the fifth floor, Rimes held the elevator door open for Kleigshoen and Metcalfe, and they made their way to where they had been told they would find Inspector Chae Kang-joh’s cubicle.

      The meticulously clean, organized cubicle was filled with digital frames that looped through pictures of what were probably Chae’s wife and two daughters. Kleigshoen smiled wistfully as a photo of Chae and his daughters flashed for several seconds. Chae was nowhere to be seen.

      Were we dumped off on some useless obsessive-compulsive?

      Minutes dragged as they waited. At 7:50 sharp, the stairwell door opened, revealing a man who walked with a brisk, purposeful stride, adjusting his cuffs and brushing imaginary dust from his jacket.

      Chae.

      He stopped abruptly, and his nostrils flared when he saw Rimes, but his eyes ultimately settled on Metcalfe. “How may I help you?”

      Metcalfe extended a hand. “Brent Metcalfe.” His deep voice echoed in the empty office. “These are my partners, Dana Kleigshoen and Jack Rimes. We’re from the Intelligence Bureau.”

      “Inspector Chae Kang-joh.” Chae stared at Metcalfe’s hand and adjusted his tie.

      Metcalfe gave his most charming smile through clenched teeth. “We were told to seek you out, Inspector.”

      Chae shook his head. The man’s lack of even the flimsiest of social subterfuges was shocking. “It would be easier if you spoke Korean.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t,” Metcalfe said.

      Chae didn’t answer, offering only a sour, disapproving look. He glanced at Kleigshoen and Rimes without making eye contact.

      Metcalfe sighed. “I apologize for the trouble. I understand you’re in charge of the Kwon Myung-bak case?”

      Chae adjusted his tie and checked his cuffs again. “The Kwon Myung-bak case is mine. It has been classified as a cold case.”

      Metcalfe said, “The Bureau wants to speak to Mr. Kwon on a very sensitive matter. We would greatly appreciate your cooperation.”

      Chae’s jaw muscles worked as he ground his teeth.

      “I understand it can be frustrating, Inspector.” Metcalfe winked and nodded at Kleigshoen. “We’ve been through some fairly frustrating challenges ourselves. In India. We received excellent cooperation there.”

      Rimes caught the hint of a smile touching Kleigshoen’s lips.

      Chae sighed loudly, then pushed past Metcalfe. Another sigh and Chae dropped into his chair, synchronizing his earpiece with the desktop console.

      After several seconds of ignoring them, his face flushed. “It would appear I have been assigned to help you until you have been satisfied.”

      “I’m very sorry for the trouble, Inspector. We’ll do our best to make this as quick and painless as possible.” Metcalfe looked at Kleigshoen and smiled. “We just need some help locating Mr. Kwon, and we’ll be on our way.”

      Chae nodded once and submitted a series of requests. After several seconds, he detached from his console and stood. “If you will follow, please.”

      Kleigshoen looked at Metcalfe curiously.

      Metcalfe waved her back. “Inspector, where are we going?”

      Chae looked at Metcalfe impatiently. “I would like to end my involvement in this quickly. Please?”

      He led them to the first floor, where he stopped at the car pool, then brusquely directed Metcalfe to wait at the front of the building before disappearing into a stairwell.

      Metcalfe led them outside. He looked at Kleigshoen and Rimes with a pained expression. “You two have been remarkable,” Metcalfe said. “The rudeness … If it’s any consolation, I think we could have done worse.”

      Rimes shrugged. “They still haven’t gotten used to foreigners. We see it all the time, in the Commandos.”

      The three of them walked to the corner. It was chilly out, and pedestrians were beginning to crowd the sidewalks. The stench of garlic hung heavy in the air; food carts were setting up all along the street.

      Rimes, used to covert missions in the dead of night, hated it. “So much activity, so many people packed into such a small area. What do they do? How do they avoid going insane?”

      “Who said they haven’t?” Metcalfe asked, half-joking. “They spend more time connected to the Grid than any other culture in the world.”

      Rimes watched in disbelief as a man looking at something on his earpiece casually bumped into him, then did the same to Kleigshoen, acting as if neither were present. The man pushed his way into a group waiting at a crosswalk and started into the busy street just as the light changed.

      Rimes shook his head at the disturbing sight. The man was in another world, oblivious to reality. “Any idea what the police want Kwon for?”

      Metcalfe turned as Chae pulled up in a small HuCorp electric SUV and stopped in front of them. “Homicide, I guess.”

      They climbed into the SUV without a word. Chae drove south for several minutes, meticulously working his way through foot traffic and reckless drivers until finally turning west onto quieter streets.

      Metcalfe twisted in his seat slightly. He caught Kleigshoen and Rimes’s eyes, then looked at Chae. “So, Inspector, maybe you could share some details of the Kwon case you were working on?”

      Chae stiffened and looked straight ahead.

      Metcalfe’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. He put on another winning smile. “To help the Intelligence Bureau?”

      Chae said nothing, instead sighing quietly.

      The buildings turned from crude, brutish skyscrapers and glass-fronted shops to darker, more menacing stone and steel towers. With their asymmetrical lines and crude materials, they looked both new and ruined. As the SUV stopped in front of one of the buildings, Rimes realized that most of the materials must have been salvaged from the ruins after the war.

      Chae switched the motor off and watched the traffic for a moment, his thoughts far away.

      “Last year, Kwon Myung-bak killed three … young women. That’s what we could prove. They were prostitutes and performers, of no special value. I worked the case and arrested him. He confessed to the killings; he was unconcerned about breaking the law. I do not believe he felt the law applied to him at all.”

      Chae closed his eyes. “An hour after I logged the case, I received a call from Senior Superintendent Cho informing me the evidence and confession were inadmissible. He had the case immediately classified as cold.

      “I released Kwon Myung-bak.”

      Chae sighed quietly. He straightened in the seat and opened his eyes. He looked at the building, adjusting his tie and smoothing the front of his jacket distractedly. The SUV remained quiet for several seconds.

      Metcalfe pointed to the building. “Is this where he killed them?”

      Chae looked at his hands, now resting on his lap. “Kwon Myung-bak had an apartment to the northwest. I worked out of the headquarters building then, before I was transferred. His building was twelve-and-a-quarter kilometers from my office, far enough away to not hear the screams, but close enough to feel the … horror.”

      “The girls lived here?” Metcalfe asked, his voice quiet.

      Chae nodded. “One did. Park Hyun-ok. Sixteenth floor.”

      “Why are we here? Is this where he killed her?” Metcalfe asked.

      Chae took a cleansing breath. “No. The killings were performed at Kwon’s apartment. He had a … private room there. Padded to contain the screams. A drain for the blood. Wall hooks for the tools he used.” He shook his head. “Based on what I saw at the rest of his apartment, he is a very successful man, very valuable.”

      “Wealthy enough to buy his own freedom?”

      “No,” Chae said with a quiet, vicious chuckle. Then he brushed the front of his jacket again. “Apparently, LoDu intervened on his behalf. He said they would. He also said I would pay for my mistake. I have always hoped my transfer was the whole of the price.

      “Two of the victims were thirteen.” Chae pulled a slender wallet from his jacket, swiping a finger across the surface of a display panel within. An image of a smiling young girl materialized. “My older daughter turns thirteen in six months, you see.”

      Despite the poor treatment Chae had given them, Kleigshoen patted him on the shoulder.

      Chae put his wallet away.

      Metcalfe asked, “What’s the significance of this building? Are we going to see Miss Park’s apartment?”

      “Lee Sang-woo lives here,” Chae replied. He glanced at the side-view mirror, then opened his door. “You want Kwon Myung-bak, you need to speak to Lee Sang-woo.”

      The apartment building interior made the damaged exterior look cheerful by comparison. The halls were dark, with light fixtures nothing more than murky shadows. Paint chips and trash littered the floor. Rimes picked his steps carefully and tried to block out the stench—urine, feces, decomposition. It saturated everything around them.

      Chae led them up six flights of stairs, then down two corridors. He stopped at an unmarked metallic door and knocked. The echoes banged back up the empty hallway.

      In the darkness, time seemed to come to a stop. Finally, Rimes spotted a thin, black strip sliding out from beneath the door. A micro-camera curled upward.

      Chae squatted in front of it. “Inspector Chae and three others. These people wish to speak with you about Kwon.”

      Why not tell him we’re IB?

      The camera retreated beneath the door. A few seconds later, they heard a heavy, metallic scrape and several locks rattling.

      The door opened into absolute blackness.

      Chae whispered something, and another voice replied. Chae swept a hand forward for Metcalfe to enter. Metcalfe led, and Chae entered last.

      The door closed behind them, and an iron bar slammed home.

      Bright lights hit them in the face, blinding them. Rimes closed his eyes and instinctively raised his hand to block out the light.

      “We need to speak to you about Kwon Myung-bak,” Metcalfe said.

      The lights went out again.

      The same voice spoke, and Chae answered. Rimes caught Kwon Myung-bak’s name, but nothing else.

      Rimes stood still, waiting.

      The lights returned, this time more dimly.

      Rimes closed his eyes again and controlled his breathing in an effort to fight the dilation. He opened his eyes and scanned the entryway for something to focus on, finally settling on a sickly young man at the far end of the room.

      Unkempt dark hair, acne-racked face, a pair of goggles on his forehead, sunken cheeks, yellow teeth, and a raised HuCorp 8xH pistol eventually resolved themselves from the blur.

      Even as sickly as the man looked, Rimes couldn’t help recognizing Kwon Myung-bak from the file images.
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      “What do you want with 731?” the sickly figure demanded.

      The pistol he held moved slowly between the three Americans. He stood in a hallway, his back to a corner, his right side to a wall, his left to a black plastic table that held a bright white backpack and several photo frames. Images of a young woman scrolled across each of the frames.

      “Kwon Myung-bak?” Rimes gauged the likelihood he could close on the man without being shot. The odds weren’t favorable. The man’s face glistened with perspiration, and his breathing was rapid and shallow. He seemed strung out on something, yet still uncomfortably in control of his faculties.

      Chae turned his back to Rimes and looked at Metcalfe. “This is Lee Sang-woo. He is sometimes referred to as 729.”

      “They’re brothers,” Metcalfe whispered.

      Lee sneered. “Even my people can’t choose their family.”

      729? 731? Genies have families?

      Rimes struggled to control his surprise. “How many of you are there?”

      “Two, now.” Lee exposed his yellow teeth in a wicked grin. “730 is dead. Mourn the good son.”

      Chae twisted to look at Rimes momentarily, then turned toward Metcalfe again. “Dr. Hwang Sung-il, their ‘father,’ liked to work in threes.”

      Lee tilted his head sideways. “You shouldn’t be so rude, Chae. You’re so blind that you’ll talk to a motherless Korean but refuse to acknowledge a black man.”

      Chae barked something in Korean that made Lee smile again, baring his yellow teeth.

      “Anything Korean is acceptable, even a monstrosity like me? What about 731?” Lee looked at Rimes. “You still haven’t told me what you want with 731.”

      “We believe he can answer some very important questions about a sensitive operation,” Rimes answered.

      “So Chae says,” Lee replied. “But I want to know the truth. You. Your friends may be Bureau, but you don’t have the look.”

      “Mr. Rimes,” Metcalfe said, looking at Chae, “is attached to my mission from the military. We’re not at liberty to discuss the particulars of our investigation.”

      Lee casually dropped his pistol on the table and stepped away from the corner. He ruffled Chae’s hair as he went past. “Chae will say nothing if it would hurt the great and powerful nation of Korea. Isn’t that right, Chae?”

      Chae fixed his hair and brushed his jacket but didn’t reply.

      “Wake up, Little One,” Lee said.

      A console that consumed an entire wall lit up. Lee settled into a chair facing the screens. He swiveled around to face them.

      “So, Mr. Metcalfe, let’s start with you. You’re the one running this mission, not Mr. Rimes. Why don’t we give it a look?”

      Behind him, the console helpfully lit up with several projected images.

      One showed Metcalfe in Chae’s SUV. Another showed Metcalfe standing next to Kleigshoen at the airport. A third showed Metcalfe and Rimes at the Pune airport, waiting outside the women’s bathroom for Kleigshoen. A fourth showed all three of them standing at the private Mumbai airport, talking to the pilot. A fifth showed the three of them walking through the capital airport in Virginia. Travel itineraries filled the final display.

      “D.C. to Mumbai, right when the dissident activity experienced a sudden, inexplicable spike. Mumbai to Pune via private jet and then Pune to Seoul.” Lee pointed to a display showing the dead policemen. “Have you come here to stir up dissidents too? If so, you’ll find Koreans are much less likely to accept your rabble-rousing.”

      Is he making fun of us? Rimes looked at Metcalfe, who was frowning. Not making friends, that’s for sure.

      “Dream worlds are so much more appealing than riots.” Lee waved his hand to indicate the screens. “The Grid … an inexpensive means of controlling the populace, isn’t it?”

      Metcalfe’s face darkened as he looked at the displays. Rimes waited for the storm to come, but Metcalfe kept it under control.

      “That’s not important. We’re here to understand why LoDu would send a team of genies into India, why that team would consider it acceptable to attack a military operation inside a closed compound, and why they would use illegal weaponry to do so.”

      Lee looked at Rimes. “That was your operation in India.”

      “I was part of it, yes,” Rimes acknowledged, ignoring Metcalfe’s glare.

      “Give me the names of the operatives.” Lee spun his chair from side to side.

      Metcalfe pulled his wallet from his suit pocket and carefully flipped open a hidden flap within. He patiently worked out a strip of data film, then handed it to Lee. Lee swiveled to his console and fed the film into a reader, extracted the data, and tossed the film on the floor. He looked the names over for a moment, his fingers steepled beneath his chin.

      He swiveled around in his chair. “My services aren’t cheap. I can get you more details on these operatives, but it will take some time. LoDu doesn’t give me access. They do, however, frequently hire my services, which gives me a way in. One hundred thousand.”

      “Too much,” Metcalfe said.

      “One hundred thousand, or a better explanation and fifty thousand. You’ve given me no reason to believe 731 is in any way associated with this operation.”

      Rimes looked to Metcalfe for approval. Metcalfe nodded, and Rimes cleared his throat.

      “I was involved in an operation against Kwon and some other operatives in Singapore.”

      “The Sembiring assassins,” Lee said with a casual nod. “The Special Security Council’s bold counter-strike.”

      Rimes blinked, then continued. “The operation was supposed to be classified, but Kwon’s team knew we were coming for them. We believe he can tell us who gave us up. Right now, the only common link between the two operations is LoDu genies.” He looked at Chae. “Your brothers.”

      Lee leaned forward, brow wrinkled in concentration and fingers steepled again. “Fifty thousand,” he said after a long minute. “Come back tomorrow.”

      [image: ]

      “What’s he on?” Metcalfe asked as they climbed back into the SUV.

      Chae shrugged. “He will not admit it, but he is shamed that LoDu discarded him. One side of his face says he hates them and doesn’t need them, the other side spits bile and fury that they found him inadequate.”

      “What happened to him?” Kleigshoen asked.

      Chae glanced at Kleigshoen out of the corner of his eye, then answered her. “He developed an illness. He could not perform fieldwork. He was always considered a disappointment, but he was exceptional with computer systems, so they were willing to overlook his shortcomings. He became an addict … of many things. They would have eliminated him, but he was too valuable. He proved this by sending them some … uncomfortable data he had on key executives.”

      “He blackmailed them?” Kleigshoen asked, surprised. “And they let him live?”

      Chae nodded. “They give him enough work to keep him stocked with drugs. But there will come a day where he becomes too expensive to keep.”

      Rimes blinked at the realization. “He’s how you were able to arrest Kwon.”

      Chae said nothing but started the motor and pulled into traffic. They were halfway back to the station when he spoke again.

      “We knew of the disappearances. Seven girls between the ages of twelve and sixteen, all of them pleasure women. The one who disappeared from Lee’s apartment building was special to him.”

      Rimes shivered slightly. “That display by Lee’s door. That was the victim?”

      Chae grunted. “Park Hyun-ok. Kwon took her out of spite. In the end, Lee was able to get evidence to connect Kwon to three murders. We caught him in the act of … eating a girl.”

      “Eating?” Kleigshoen buried her face in her hands. “What is wrong with him?”

      Chae stopped for a group of youngsters slowly walking across the street, laughing and arguing with each other.

      “Genies are not like us. They do not have to select which path to walk in life. They do not have to worry if they will be good enough or if they will be able to feed their families. They are designed for one purpose. They are either good enough to serve that purpose and are allowed to grow to adulthood, or they are deemed a failure and are eliminated.”

      “I’d be worried about the survivors resenting the hell out of their siblings being killed,” Metcalfe said. He looked out the window, suddenly distant.

      “They believe they are more than human,” Chae said. “They are free from the responsibilities we face, yet they are slaves to their creators. It is a complex relationship.”

      “You seem to know a lot about them,” Kleigshoen said quietly. “From the case?”

      “Yes. Lee provided … valuable insight into the life of a genie. He made it possible to understand how someone like Kwon can exist. As I said, it is a complex relationship.”

      [image: ]

      They were walking the kilometer back to the hotel. The wind had picked up and a light drizzle was falling.

      “I’ve never cared for genies.” Metcalfe rubbed his hands to warm them. “In fact, I’m beginning to really dislike them at this point. Then again, I think I’m beginning to understand them a bit more.”

      Kleigshoen’s features were pinched. “Cannibalism? What could motivate a human to create something that eats humans?” She edged closer to Rimes until they were touching. “Doesn’t it bother you, Jack?”

      “Humans have done it too,” Rimes said matter-of-factly; he widened the distance between the two of them, conscious of Kleigshoen’s closeness. “We’ll do damn near anything to survive. And if you follow that line of thinking, it’s not really cannibalism. They’re eating a lesser creature. Just like we do.”

      Kleigshoen glared at Rimes. “You’re defending cannibalism?”

      “They built the perfect killers, trained them to kill, and told them they were better than us, more than us. It’s inevitable some of them would develop some sort of problem.”

      Metcalfe laughed and pulled Kleigshoen behind him, pressing his body against hers to “protect” her. “Be careful, Dana. He’s been trained to be the perfect killer.”

      Kleigshoen shook herself free. “That’s not even remotely funny, Brent. Jack wasn’t created to kill, and he wasn’t engineered to be more than human and then told he was better than us. He kills for his country. He knows the difference between right and wrong.”

      “Oh come on, Dana. I was just …” Metcalfe shoved his hands into his pockets and shot Rimes a dirty look. “All right. I'm sorry.”

      So I'm not the only one Dana drives nuts with her conflicting signals. Maybe that's why he's always so surly?

      Rimes thought back to Kleigshoen’s comments about her promotion … she hadn’t explicitly denied sleeping with Marshall or Metcalfe. At least he didn’t think she had.

      He wondered why it even mattered to him.
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      Dawn came early, and with it a hint of warmth, but only a hint. Rimes’s earpiece’s alarm tore him from a dream. He pulled on his jogging outfit in the dark and stepped into the hallway light, still struggling to shake himself awake.

      He shook away lingering fragments of the dream: fire, a staircase, a terrible weakness and confusion.

      I was older. Is it normal to dream of the future? It was so real.

      The parking lot he’d been running through abruptly ended at a small, grassy span bracketed by two impressive trees. A flight of stone stairs descended down a hill to a miniature park that looked down onto the city. Rimes stopped at a cement bench and stretched, wishing for something to fill the void where the dream had been. He watched the city below—like him, awakening slowly—with only a few pedestrians puttering about.

      Rimes wondered at their lot in life. Some wore tattered paper homespun, others—a few company serfs—wore modest casual attire. Vehicles drove past them, ranging from half-sized cars to stylish faux luxury sedans driven by apparatchiks who must fancy themselves untouchable, chosen, secure.

      Secure. How would that even feel?

      Rimes chuckled quietly. There was nothing to do but marvel at the global nature of the play. The script was the same wherever he traveled; only the language changed. He wondered what name his Korean doppelganger would answer to.

      “You find entertainment in the strangest things.”

      Rimes casually turned around to scan the nearby benches.

      Tymoshenko sat at a bench in front of several ducks, feeding them what might have been pieces of a muffin. He wore baji pants and an unremarkable gray coat with the collar turned up. Except for his Slavic features and tall frame, he could have been just another Seoul resident.

      “I feel stupid asking, but how’d you know I’d be here?”

      Tymoshenko laughed. “You follow a predictable path.”

      Rimes winced. I need to change it up more. “You said I found entertainment in strange things?”

      “For some, entertainment is expensive, yes?” Tymoshenko said, throwing the rest of the crumbs on the ground for the ducks to work out. He stood, wiped his hands on his pants, and strolled casually toward Rimes. “If we are entertained by our career, we ask, how much power and influence can I accumulate? For others, it is family: we value our mate, our children, our parents. Or physical pleasures. Drugs to grant us dreams we hadn’t thought possible, skydiving, or climbing snowy peaks.”

      Tymoshenko stood next to Rimes, overlooking the street. He laughed and raised an eyebrow knowingly. “Maybe even just a good screw, right?”

      Rimes looked around, suddenly uncomfortable. “Are we being watched?” He scanned dark storefronts and the few parked cars. His skin crawled at a thought he couldn’t quite grasp.

      “Of course we are,” Tymoshenko said. “Every minute of every day. All of us. Who can say when we have a private moment? Even a quick night of fun in a hotel room is part of the public domain. I’m not even sure privacy is possible anymore. I doubt it’s a very healthy thing for business, actually. We want to know the real person, not some machine they live in.”

      Rimes met Tymoshenko’s eyes. “Watched by your people.”

      “Your people, my people. You draw lines in the air and define words with them. Someone is watching us now. Whoever it is, we can have a copy of it if we want it. Your friends can too. It is easy to gain access to data if you know what to look for. Otherwise, it is a nanobyte of chocolate hiding in zettabytes of shit.”

      Why is he telling me this? What does he want?

      Rimes shivered. “I need to head back. We have to be someplace in an hour or so.”

      “You really think Kwon will help you? He thinks he is free. None of us are free. We are all puppets.”

      “What do you want, Anton?”

      Tymoshenko winked. “What do any of us want? What do you want?”

      Rimes looked at his shoes. They were Army-issued running shoes. If he wanted his own pair, he could buy better ones almost anywhere for fifty, maybe sixty dollars. There were people who had to live off that much money for a month. There were people who needed so much more than that to survive a day.

      In many ways, he enjoyed his life. He hated being away from Molly, but he was providing for her and would be able to provide for his child. He was doing the right thing.

      “I’m still thinking about it,” he said.

      Tymoshenko looked back at the ducks, who were fighting over the last few crumbs. “I’m leaving now. This place is too big a strain on me, and there’s no use hanging around. I would have thought you would have asked me if I could eliminate Kwon by now.”

      “Elimin—” Rimes looked around again. “You could do that? You know where he is?”

      “Of course. There are no secrets anymore. Not really. You can hide something or someone for a short while, but not forever.”

      Rimes rubbed his forehead. “We don’t want him dead.”

      Tymoshenko laughed. “Yes, you do.”

      “No. He’s a monster, but it’s … there’s more to it than simply killing him.”

      “If you change your mind, you know how to reach me, yes? From the data film? The window is still open, but it won’t be forever.”

      Rimes watched Tymoshenko walk to the stone stairs that led up the hill Rimes had just descended. The breeze sneaked inside his hooded jacket, forcing another shiver from him.
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      The morning only worsened. Metcalfe put Rimes through another inexplicable, almost psychotic series of veiled threats in the hotel lobby until Kleigshoen arrived. Kleigshoen was no better, bitterly complaining about every problem, real and imagined, from the moment they left the hotel to the moment Chae stepped out of the fifth floor stairwell at the police building.

      It’s like being trapped in a sadistic maze with no escape.

      The drive from the police station to the apartment building was uncomfortable. Chae was even more introspective and grumpy than the day before. At every stop, he looped through cycles of adjusting his tie and silently staring ahead.

      Finally they reached Lee’s apartment building.

      Traffic rolled past their parked SUV as Metcalfe and Chae discussed the deal’s particulars. Metcalfe had apparently bumped against the upper limit of his seemingly infinite cash reserve. All the while, Kleigshoen steamed beside Rimes, occasionally glaring at him from behind reflective sunglasses.

      Rimes sneaked a look at her, trying to see through the lenses. He saw only his own frustrated face—and behind it, a black SUV.

      The vehicle was across the street, its rear to theirs. He risked a quick glance and caught a reflection in its side-view mirror of a dark-haired man wearing sunglasses and a dark, corporate-style suit.

      “SUV,” Rimes said. “Eight o’clock.”

      Kleigshoen’s glare didn’t change, but she slowly tilted her head to glance past Rimes and out the window. “Inspector Chae, any idea whose SUV that is? Looks like we’re not the only ones interested in Lee.”

      Chae and Metcalfe broke off their argument and sneaked a look at the vehicle. “LoDu.”

      “LoDu?” Rimes didn’t doubt Chae, but there was no obvious reason for LoDu’s interest.

      “They still consider him valuable,” Chae said. “They keep an eye on him to be sure he is safe.”

      “Safe? Safe from what?” Metcalfe asked, leaning to get a better look at the vehicle.

      “Himself.” Chae checked the traffic, then stepped out of the SUV. “They are family.” He slammed the door, nodded at the LoDu vehicle, and headed for the building entry.

      Metcalfe shook his head, and they all followed Chae. Rimes glanced back at the SUV before entering the building.

      “Family,” Rimes muttered. He thought about Molly and the bottle of wine and felt a flash of guilt that worsened when he thought of his brothers still deployed while he was living in posh hotels.

      The interior was every bit as dark and grimy as it had been the day before, but somehow, the darkness felt more compressed, more menacing, and the air more foul. They picked their way up the stairs, sliding on rotting things that ruptured beneath their feet in the shadows and released fetid sighs.

      Chae knocked at Lee’s door and stepped back. Rimes waited for what he assumed was Lee’s ritual of scanning his visitors and readying his weaponry. He looked the doorframe over and remembered Lee’s high-level security measures—the iron bar, the bolt locks, the heavy door. The doorframe and walls would need to be sturdy, too—to provide significant time for escape or defense should someone attempt to force entry. Lee would have worked out an escape plan before moving into the apartment.

      Rimes looked down the corridor. The closest two doors had little plaques Lee’s door lacked, that glinted in the dim light. “What apartment number is this?”

      Chae smiled, barely perceptible in the darkness. “731.”

      The door opened suddenly, revealing a strung out, sweat-soaked Lee standing in dim light. Lee’s eyes flitted left and right. He hissed, “Inside, quickly.”

      Lee slammed the door behind them, dropped the bar, and slammed home the largest of the bolts. He shook visibly.

      “We have guests.” He jerked his head toward the wall.

      “We saw their vehicle,” Metcalfe said.

      “Vehicle?” Lee dropped into his chair and powered up his terminals with a wave. “The SUV? That’s only LoDu. Our guests are T-Corp. They’ve blocked my access to the Grid. They came in this morning and settled into 729.”

      Rimes tried to connect to the Grid. “He’s right. No signal.”

      “How many?” Rimes asked.

      “Five.”

      Chae’s hand ran up and down the length of his tie. Metcalfe paced, looking ready to kick the walls. Only Kleigshoen seemed relatively calm, behind her black glasses.

      “What are they here for?” Metcalfe snarled.

      Lee steepled his fingers together, smiling through them. “They would have acted by now if they were here for me. They’re here for you. More specifically, they’re probably here for the data you’ve purchased.”

      “They want Kwon.” Rimes said. The idea made sense, assuming Metcalfe’s theory was correct and the Singapore and Sundarbans operations were related.

      Lee’s hands shook slightly. “You’re getting your money’s worth with the data, that’s for sure.”

      He’s really on edge.

      Metcalfe handed a cash card to Lee, who exchanged it for a palm-sized disk.

      “I want to see the data before I leave,” Metcalfe said.

      Lee pointed at his terminal and moved aside for Metcalfe to seat himself. Metcalfe gave the filthy chair a look of revulsion, then settled in. After several seconds of acquainting himself with the system, he loaded the media and spread it across several of the screens. Chae, Kleigshoen, and Rimes stepped forward to watch him navigate randomly through the data stream.

      Data of every sort—video, audio, simple documents, captured messages—played out for several minutes. Metcalfe moved through it all with amazing speed that left everyone but Lee blinking.

      Even so, Rimes heard enough message snippets and recorded meetings to answer the question of who the genies were working for.

      He watched Kleigshoen. Surprise played across her features behind her glasses.

      Metcalfe ran through a few more files before removing the disk and stuffing it inside his wallet. He rubbed his face for a moment, then stood. “This presents a problem.”

      “They were operating independently?” Kleigshoen’s voice was barely more than a whisper. “How? They knew about T-Corp’s plans to re-enter the compound. They had equipment LoDu couldn’t afford to lose. LoDu had to have known.”

      “I can’t help you any further,” Lee said, standing. “I’ve given you all you need.” He looked at Rimes. “You just need to spend some time working with it. It will come to you, eventually.”

      Lee waved at the screen. “Go to sleep, Little One.” The console displays blanked, and the system powered off.

      Chae gave Lee a slight bow. They walked together to the door, where Lee whispered something to Chae. Lee then placed something in Chae’s hand.

      “It’s time to go,” Chae said nervously.

      Lee gripped a deadbolt. “You will no doubt find what you are looking for, but I’m afraid you won’t find anything to change what you’ve already surmised. LoDu is safe in this matter. They won’t try to stop you from leaving with this data. They’ve had no risk in this all along. That isn’t their way. They’re opportunists, stealing technology and improving upon it. They follow protocols and tradition, even when tradition no longer means anything. But in the end, they’re pragmatic. They realized the information would become public one way or another. So they simply position themselves to take advantage of that. T-Corp … is much more possessive.”

      Lee slid back the bolt. The rest of the bolts followed, and the bar rose. The door swung wide.

      “Thank you,” Metcalfe said.

      “Go.”

      They ran.

      The door closed behind them with a metallic bang.

      A few steps beyond Lee’s door, Chae dropped whatever Lee had given him with a thud. The door of 729 slammed against the apartment wall behind them, drowning out the sound of their running feet. They were on the stairs when Chae’s flash-bang grenade detonated, its echoes filling the corridor. The T-Corp agents shouted in surprise.

      “Run,” Chae shouted, as if anyone needed encouragement.

      They reached Chae’s SUV and climbed in. In his haste, Rimes roughly shoved Kleigshoen into the back seat. He suddenly realized he was still holding her. Her hands held his hands in place. In a moment that seemed to stretch an eternity, she looked into his eyes and squeezed his hands against her.

      Rimes pulled away.

      Chae started the motor just as their pursuers burst through the front door, hands reaching inside their jackets. Chae accelerated away from the sidewalk, cutting in front of a battered mini-car. Rimes watched as the pursuers—clearly T-Corp men—sprinted after them, only to stop as the LoDu SUV pulled onto the sidewalk in front of them, cutting them off. Chae turned hard right onto the next street, and in the distance, the T-Corp agents slapped the hood of the LoDu SUV in apparent anger.
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      Rimes woke from a fitful sleep. He’d dreamed of Kleigshoen. She was in his head, manipulating him, controlling his thoughts, sleeping and waking. He felt powerless and weak.

      He checked the time on his earpiece. It read 0237. He rubbed his eyes and sighed.

      He’d been sure he wouldn’t be able to sleep well. He considered trying to go back to sleep but knew better.

      He sat up in bed, suddenly grappling with the terrible weight of loneliness.

      Molly, I miss you.

      Rinsing his face with cold water freed him from sleep’s final clutches. And Kleigshoen’s.

      Without a second thought, he started the coffee machine and pulled on a pair of shorts. As he settled at the desk, it hit him how easily he was being lulled into Bureau life. The hotel room, using the coffee machine and its expensive imported coffee without the least concern over the expense, even his frustrating meetings with Tymoshenko. None of it was in Rimes’s nature, yet he was finding that nature surprisingly fluid once challenged. He wondered if he could escape the attraction when the time came to say goodbye.

      The coffee machine emitted a quiet beep, drawing him out of his thoughts and back to the Kwon problem. They had looked at the terabytes of data from Lee, but none of it had seemed of any real use in figuring out where Kwon was and what he was doing. Rimes inhaled the coffee’s comforting aroma before tapping a container of sweetener into the paper courtesy cup and swirling the dark fluid.

      Sipping, he settled back at the desk and opened a private workspace inside the earpiece and began recording. The earpiece’s cameras captured his hand movements, translating them into navigation commands for the virtual interface it projected before his eyes. His fingers selected then expanded a box. He transferred Kwon’s vital data—birthdate, birthplace, siblings, father, education—to the box. He followed the box with a circle filled with disconnected but supporting data: the murder case, the mission history, the connection to the genies at the T-Corp facility. He had a starting place.

      Something about the genies at the T-Corp facility made Rimes pause. He wondered if LoDu might have manipulated or even fabricated the security records connecting the genies killed at T-Corp 72 and Kwon.

      They could have, easily. But why? He’s from the same batch as 730. The connection is there. It’s real.

      But LoDu had as much to lose if they appeared incompetent and irresponsible as they did if they were caught sanctioning the operation. They were in a no-win situation, so there was no value fabricating or altering the records. He discarded the line of thinking.

      Rimes created another circle to hold locations—birthplace, training facility, residences, operations, last seen. He examined the locations overlaid atop a global representation of Earth. He rotated the globe and pushed in for details, focusing on Asia.

      Aside from some time in orbital training, Kwon had spent most of his life throughout the continent. Twenty-six missions, some with nothing more than travel dates and expenses to document their existence. Three in Korea, four in Japan, three in Malaysia, two in the Philippines, four in Vietnam, one in India, two in Pakistan, one in Bangladesh, one in Sri Lanka, five in China, and one in Singapore. No pattern jumped out.

      Rimes opened another circle and populated it with the mission data—dates, costs, nature, and connections to the genies killed at the T-Corp facility. He opened a separate feed to tap into the Grid for crimes or stories of interest around the times provided. Finally, he ran a series of sorts and comparisons based on simple raw and derived data points.

      An error message appeared—a glitch that elicited a quiet growl and another trip to the coffee machine.

      Eyes squinting, Rimes re-examined the mission data. Somehow, one of the mission dates had caused an error. He breathed in the coffee’s rich aroma, took another sip, then repeated the process. This time, he watched for the error.

      He caught it while sorting on mission counts. He manually counted the provided mission data and compared it to the LoDu summary. Twenty-six missions had been logged by LoDu, but there were twenty-seven missions in the data.

      He had his anomaly.

      He stared at the data for several seconds before it finally hit him. A comparison of the mission dates to other critical dates was the key. He ran the comparison.

      The results came back instantly: 6 June 2107. Kwon had been in a prison cell at that time thanks to Chae. The record indicated he’d been on one of his China missions. The inconsistency piqued Rimes’s interest. He opened the questionable China mission file.

      According to the LoDu file, Kwon had been sent to Pingfang District to eliminate an EEC operative. Rimes wasn’t familiar with Pingfang; he downloaded all the available data on LoDu operations there. He wasn’t surprised to find LoDu had nothing significant in the area, and certainly nothing an EEC spy would have an interest in. An icy chill ran down his spine.

      A false mission, or a false arrest? The arrest seemed real enough. Chae’s fear of Kwon certainly seemed authentic. Could LoDu even pull off such a scam? Of course they could, but why fake it?

      The EEC operative seemed the next logical point to focus on. Rimes pulled up the mission photos. He selected the first one. It quickly resolved: Anton Tymoshenko, wearing the same gray jacket from their meeting at the horrible coffee shop a few days earlier.

      That answers it: Fake mission.

      Tymoshenko was just pulling his hood over his head. The look of nausea and disgust on his face was unmistakable. It was definitely taken from outside the coffee shop, but some of the image had been modified. Since he hadn’t been eliminated by Kwon in Pingfang District, the fake mission had meaning of some sort.

      We’re always being watched, just like he said. It’s Lee’s work. He placed this data. The Pingfang mission was a fake. Why? What’s he stand to gain from this? Extortion? Intimidation? A false trail? A hidden message? Something else?

      Rimes tried to come up with other possible reasons. None stood up to even cursory challenge.

      It can’t be extortion. Lee knows all about me. I don’t have anything he’d want.

      If I could figure out it’s fake data, anyone who gives it a serious look could, so it’s not effective as a false trail.

      Intimidation? Maybe. Why, though? It’s not my case. This is the Bureau’s problem. Lee knows that. Why not scare Metcalfe off?

      There must be a hidden message, something he wants me to find. But he’s using Tymoshenko. No one else knows about him. Yet. He means this just for me. What did he say, that we’d find what we were looking for if we looked hard enough? Something like that.

      Why me? What’s he hiding from IB?

      Rimes searched for Pingfang District and LoDu, tying the results back to several potential criteria: Tymoshenko, murders, Korea, EEC, T-Corp, and genies. Nothing stood out.

      He tried several permutations with no better luck. He broadened his criteria set, adding in LoDu and X-17. Again, he found nothing.

      Frustrated, he set his earpiece down and stood. He stretched, then paced for several minutes. The idea of a jog was appealing, but he decided to give the data another try before abandoning it. He settled back at the desk and put the earpiece back on.

      After another set of searches proved fruitless, he decided to return to the China mission itself.

      In the photo, which should have shown the horrible coffee shop’s glass wall and cartoonish sign, a blank stone wall stood.

      Chewing on his lip, Rimes inspected the image. He rotated it inside the workspace. He flipped it, reversed it, created a depth-accurate version. He pulled the focus out and pushed it in on Tymoshenko. Nothing came to him. There simply wasn’t that much of Tymoshenko to see. The pedestrian traffic blocked everything below his chest. Only the hooded jacket and Tymoshenko’s face stood out.

      The jacket!

      Rimes crossed to the closet where his own hooded jacket hung. Frowning, he spun it around by its hanger, looking for anything of interest. He photographed it and uploaded the photo for comparison.

      Tymoshenko had been wearing the same jacket, identical except for size. Rimes rotated his own jacket inside the workspace and cut away everything he couldn’t see of Tymoshenko’s jacket. He shaded his jacket to match Tymoshenko’s. That done, he ran a comparison of the images.

      His headset beeped. It had only taken a few seconds for it to find what his eye was missing. He magnified and enhanced the difference, rotating it around to see it in three dimensions. He couldn’t see any difference.

      He ran interpolation analysis against it, and the image resolved: on the jacket near the collar, the number 731 was printed. Kwon’s number at LoDu.

      Hastily, Rimes returned to his queries and added 731 to the criteria, but they returned nothing. Rimes’s brow wrinkled in frustration. He felt confident with his find: Lee had planted the message for him. There was some sort of connection between 731, Tymoshenko, and Pingfang. He just wasn’t seeing it.

      Recalling the roadblocks he’d encountered in his thesis research, Rimes decided to purchase access to archived print media. He billed the access to his hotel room and re-ran his query.

      Long seconds passed as backend transactions ran through the orbital banking system’s intricate web. Finally, the query returned. Rimes looked at the results in disbelief.

      What had returned were references to Pingfang District during World War II and a Japanese biological weapons research group: Unit 731.

      After some thought, he decided to read through the first few articles the search had returned.

      Disgust washed over him at some of the atrocities the Japanese had committed: amputation, induced gangrene, surgical mutilation. The atrocities seemed too extreme to be real. Unit 731 must be one of Lee’s fabrications.

      After thinking for a moment, he decided to add a name to the search criteria: Dr. Hwang Sung-il, Kwon and Lee’s creator.

      A recent article—from the Grid rather than the archives—moved into the top list of returns; the date matched that of Kwon’s arrest in Seoul and the false China mission.

      Korean spy Sim Duk-ryong honored as World War II hero by President Park Myung-hwan.

      LoDu Senior Scientist and luminary Dr. Hwang Sung-il attended the ceremony that finally granted official recognition to one of the few Koreans killed by the infamous Japanese Unit 731, Sim Duk-ryong. Also in attendance were Chinese historian Zhou Ji and Russian novelist Jerzy Tymoshenko, descendants of the men Sim Duk-ryong had been working for in China at the time of his capture.

      Rimes ran a few more searches, confirming that Anton Tymoshenko was related to the Jerzy Tymoshenko mentioned in the article.

      He still couldn’t see the connection. With a frustrated sigh, he exited the workspace.

      It was approaching three-thirty. He’d wasted nearly an hour on the effort. The results were useless, meaningless. He assumed they were fake. The odds of both families having such a legacy in espionage and tragedy were outrageously slim.

      Just like that, I’m seeing Kwon, Lee, and Hwang as a family. But Kwon and Lee are genies.

      Rimes closed his earpiece and considered returning to bed. He could use the sleep, but he knew it wouldn’t come for him. The wasted time and money had him wound up—but his failure to make sense of Lee’s message irked him even more.

      He realized he was rubbing his chin, chafing it. He straightened in the chair. Failure had never been easy for him to accept. Failing spectacularly had irritated him, so he set his mind back to work.

      Although he knew better, Rimes had expected the offline archived print data to be reliable. He’d fancied it safe, the uncorrupted key to unlocking Lee’s message. But Unit 731 had been too much of a coincidence; it had to be faked. Realizing the print data could be compromised disturbed him, but not as much as Lee not leaving any obvious clues.

      Rimes considered that thought—that Lee would leave a trail with no clear end.

      No. There’s an end. I’m missing something. It’s not Lee, it’s me.

      A flick of his finger and the earpiece was reopened and resting on his ear. The virtual interface materialized before his eyes, and he re-opened the workspaces. He stared at them, trying to determine the best course to take.

      He decided to work from the premise the article on the Pingfang District ceremony was a fake, too. That would make it the best starting point. Lee must have left a trail of breadcrumbs rather than an obvious message.

      Rimes skimmed the article, stopping to fully read when he reached the details on Unit 731.

      His skepticism about the unit quickly faded. He’d heard claims about atrocities during older wars, but most were considered exaggerated. And the Japanese atrocities of World War II were something he’d never heard of before.

      However, the article detailed so many, so thoroughly, that they seemed frighteningly authentic.

      After a second read-through, Rimes looked at the notes box he’d created. Three things stood out. First, the words “family” and “honor” were repeated throughout. Second, the article cast the Russians as cruel, almost cardboard villains. Third, Dr. Hwang Sung-il’s home was explicitly identified as “bordering the southeastern Seoul fringe.” The data seemed trivial, out of place—yet the article had made it sound important.

      Rimes checked the time again. He wouldn’t have breakfast with Kleigshoen and Metcalfe until nine; he had five hours. They were probably still asleep.

      A quick check confirmed the temporary Bureau connection they’d given him in D.C. was still intact. Rimes searched Bureau records on Dr. Hwang Sung-il; they listed a possible location for him. Rimes pulled the address to his earpiece and checked it against a map.

      Got him! But if I’ve figured this out, who else might have? If Dr. Hwang is important, would LoDu move him? Would they silence him?

      Rimes started to open a call to Kleigshoen. He stopped, finger hovering over the virtual button. He closed the communication application.

      No. I’ve been playing their game long enough. I want this one without their interference. If I blow it, it’s on me. But if I’m right and Dr. Hwang is where Lee is pointing me, I don’t want there to be any chance someone could interfere.

      Rimes opened the communication application again. He thought for a moment, then called Chae. Three rings passed before there was an answer.

      Chae answered crisply in Korean.

      “Inspector Chae, this is Jack Rimes.”

      Sheets rustled faintly, and a female voice mumbled something in the background. Rimes imagined he heard footsteps.

      After what felt like an eternity, Chae said, “It is not even four in the morning.”

      “I need to speak to Dr. Hwang Sung-il,” Rimes said. He struggled to remain calm. “It’s very important to the Kwon case.”

      “I have no idea where Dr. Hwang Sung-il lives. LoDu is very protective of the privacy of its senior staff.”

      “Lee gave us the address,” Rimes said, unconcerned that he was crafting a selective truth. He realized his voice was growing louder with each word. He took a breath to calm himself. “I think Lee’s saying that Dr. Hwang is the key to understanding this Kwon situation. I’ll need you to get me through the security. The address is in the middle of a LoDu campus just outside Seoul, not even an hour from here.”

      Chae went silent again. “I will need an hour. I can pick you up at the hotel.” He disconnected.

      Rimes smiled. He had a lead.
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      During the drive, Rimes flipped through the Bureau’s data pack on the Gwangju Gardens LoDu campus. Construction had begun in December 2096. It had reclaimed a three-kilometer stretch of valley southeast of Seoul, including parts of the Gwangju city ruins. According to the Bureau, the campus was home to thousands of LoDu employees, including hundreds of privileged elders.

      Like Dr. Hwang Sung-il.

      Rimes looked up as Chae’s SUV approached the compound’s front gate. As was usual with Korean architecture, towering skyscrapers covered most of the campus. Even during the early morning hours, it was brilliantly lit, a hypnotic neon rainbow.

      They had to wait for seventeen minutes at the campus gate.

      The guards never took their eyes off Rimes the entire time. Then a message came through; after some muttered exchanges and another check of Chae’s badge, the guards waved them through. Rimes watched the guards shrinking in the passenger side mirror; they watched the SUV until they were out of sight.

      A few minutes later, Rimes found himself standing beside an elevator cage at the base of Orchid Building 6. In the pre-dawn light, the building threw off a brilliant pink glow. Rimes counted twenty stories. His research indicated Hwang resided alone at the top.

      Chae pressed the intercom for Hwang’s floor. A dry, quavering voice angrily replied in Korean. Chae bowed his head and replied contritely, embarrassed. The elevator cage opened, and Chae nodded for Rimes to enter.

      The surrounding buildings became their horizon as the elevator climbed. Rimes marveled at the startling aesthetics of the daring architecture—abrupt angles, hanging terraces, glass walkways. Midnight blue, jade, and burnt orange glows predominated their quadrangle. Beyond, the colors were equally bold and vivid. He could recall nothing so audacious and beautiful in his experiences at home or abroad.

      With quiet clangs and rattles, the elevator cage came to a stop, and the door opened onto a short stretch of earth that ended in a rustic stone wall. Rimes stepped onto a path of river stones that led to a wrought-iron gate; Chae followed. As they approached, the gate opened.

      An elderly man dressed in a grimy, gray hanbok stepped into view, his face inscrutable under his bushy eyebrows.

      Rimes reached the gate. “Dr. Hwang.”

      His skin was dry and scaly and his hands wiry. “Yes?”

      “I’m Jack Rimes. I asked Inspector Chae here to help me to reach out to you. I apologize for the early hour, but I greatly appreciate you giving us a few moments of your time.”

      Hwang stepped back and waved them in, closing the gate behind them. He shuffled down the path toward his apartment. Vines stretched across the path; the closer they came to the front door, the thicker the vines. Rimes and Chae were forced to choose their steps carefully.

      Most of the plants were long dead, leaving only the hardiest to battle the weeds. Rimes glanced at Chae. Chae looked as disturbed as Rimes felt.

      The apartment’s façade was better maintained, but even it seemed forgotten. Chipped stone, cracked wood, dented metal—it was a blemish on the campus’s complexion.

      Hwang opened the front door and escorted the two of them inside. The air inside the apartment was thick with rot and filth. The door opened onto a foyer. Crumpled food containers, tattered wrapping paper, and moldy food covered everything, but Hwang showed no sign he was aware anything was amiss.

      “Some tea?” Hwang asked.

      Rimes shook his head; he’d be afraid to drink it. “Doctor, I was hoping you might be able to help us with a serious problem.”

      Hwang ignored him, shuffled into the equally filthy kitchen, and gathered a teapot from the top of the stove. Charred bits of food and containers covered the black cooking-stone stovetop. With a gentle shove, he cleared space at the overflowing sink to fill the teapot, unleashing a domino effect that sent tottering piles of dishes, pots, and pans onto the counter and floor with a crash.

      Hwang didn’t react to the clatter.

      After filling the teapot, Hwang set it on the stove and turned on one of the heating elements, then stared at it, unmoving.

      After a few moments, Rimes said, “We’re looking for Kwon Myung-bak.”

      Hwang turned, his eyes focused on nothing. “What has he done?”

      “Well,” Rimes said, looking to Chae for support. “We believe he’s involved in something that extends beyond the LoDu metacorporation. He seems to be operating without their approval.”

      Hwang frowned.

      “He assassinated a high-profile politician in Indonesia recently,” Rimes said. “He also seems to be connected to an operation in India involving a T-Corp research facility. LoDu has made it clear these were unsanctioned operations.”

      Hwang searched through a pile of dirty dishes, clumps of molding rice, and discarded packaging until he secured a mug. He scraped black paste out of it, dumping it on the floor. He muttered, then opened an empty cupboard, searching it repeatedly.

      “Dr. Hwang?”

      Rimes looked at Chae, who shrugged.

      After several seconds, the muttering resolved into words, first Korean, then English. Hwang turned to look at Rimes as he spoke. Hwang’s brow wrinkled as he struggled to concentrate.

      His voice sounded clearer, less shaky. “What makes you believe LoDu?”

      “They’ve provided a good deal of evidence implicating Kwon,” Rimes said.

      Hwang looked into the cup, then returned to the sink and rinsed it. He sighed. “What evidence?”

      “Videos, communication records. Images. Enough to hold up in court. Lee Sang-woo … was our intermediary.”

      Hwang looked at Chae, who nodded.

      “Brother turns on brother,” Hwang said, eyes drifting to Rimes. “Do you have children?”

      “One on the way.”

      The teapot began to whistle. Hwang poured water into the cup, then stared at the steam.

      “I have dozens. They are stars in the sky while we are … rocks. Dirt. You understand?”

      Rimes shook his head. He assumed Hwang was referring to the genies’ engineered superiority, but the old man’s mind seemed fragile and unpredictable.

      “My final children for LoDu were 729, 730, and 731,” Hwang said. He stared into the distance as he breathed in the steam rising from the mug. “Lee, Kim, Kwon. They were my favorites, my best work. Kim and Kwon, at least. 729 was a disappointment.”

      “Kim was your favorite?” Rimes asked.

      Hwang smiled gently and nodded once. “Kim Jang-yop, they named him. They always gave them names, sometimes made up, sometimes from someone in history. To make them special. They were brothers, and I was their father.” Hwang sipped his water. “And now he is gone.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Rimes said. They must have told him.

      “Nothing pleases a father so much as a son who succeeds him.”

      “I understand, sir.”

      Hwang stared into his mug. His brow wrinkled. “How did he die?”

      Rimes hesitated. “In battle. He fought bravely.”

      Hwang took another sip. “We have fallen.”

      Rimes looked at Chae. “I don’t understand,” he whispered.

      Chae watched Hwang for a moment, then said in a hushed tone, “The family’s honor has been undone. Lee because of his weakness, Kwon because of this betrayal. Kim’s reputation will be undone. Their failures will reflect on Dr. Hwang. They will destroy his legacy.”

      Rimes wasn’t sure if it was anything he could use to get Dr. Hwang to tell him what he wanted to know. Besides, direct questions seemed more effective for the moment, despite Hwang’s erratic behavior.

      Is he senile? Crazy?

      “Dr. Hwang, can you tell me about 731? About Pingfang?”

      Hwang’s eyelids fluttered. He looked around the kitchen as if seeing it for the first time, wincing at the filth. His eyes traveled across Rimes and Chae’s faces blankly, then returned to Chae’s face, squinting.

      Rimes and Chae exchanged looks of surprise.

      Pingfang? 731? Something had changed. A trigger word?

      “I know you,” Hwang said, his voice stronger, his hands suddenly steady. “I can help you. Quickly.”

      “Dr. Hwang?” Chae said uncertainly.

      “For the moment, yes,” Hwang said tersely. “Your questions. You must be quick. You seek information on Kwon?”

      Rimes nodded. “Lee embedded false information into the data he provided, a fake operation Kwon ran in Pingfang District, China. He supposedly assassinated an EEC spy there, but the mission data pointed back to another article Lee somehow planted in a printed media digital archive. The article referenced Sim Duk-ryong.”

      At the name, Hwang flinched.

      Rimes kept going. “I couldn’t make any sense of it. I thought it might be some sort of code.”

      “Sim Duk-ryong was real.” Hwang looked at Rimes, his gaze intense and sharp. “I worked for LoDu for forty years, and I was head of their genetics engineering effort for the last twelve. Always, the elderly must step aside for the young. I mentored a brilliant young man, Dr. Kang Tae-suk, for the last four years. He replaced me. He was forty years old. Forty,” the old man snarled.

      “In the past, the policy was that no one would ascend to a senior post such as I held until they were sixty-two. Age reveals wisdom and patience. Kang was brilliant, but he was not patient. The LoDu leadership were not patient, either. They approved his promotion.”

      Rimes shook his head. “I don’t understand, sir. How does Sim Duk-ryong relate to Dr. Kang Tae-suk?”

      “Dr. Kang was Sim Duk-ryong’s father,” Hwang said.

      “Sim Duk-ryong was … in the article, he was a World War II hero. Dr. Kang couldn’t have been his father.”

      “Dr. Kang created a genie with the same name. Sim Duk-ryong … was his favorite. He was, as far as LoDu was concerned, the future.”

      “What, a brilliant scientist?”

      “Not a scientist,” Hwang said. “Brilliant, but not a scientist. You mentioned Pingfang District. Are you familiar with its significance?”

      Rimes shook his head. He was struggling to contain mounting frustration and fear. He suspected the lucid Dr. Hwang would only be around for a short while. “Pingfang” must have been a trigger word of limited use.

      Hwang needed to get to the point now, or the search for Kwon would come to a dead end.

      “When the Japanese invaded China in the 1930s, they established a terrible operation in Pingfang District. The operation involved vivisection—live surgery, you understand?—biological experimentation of an inhuman nature. The operation was run by Unit 731. Biological agents, chemical agents … mostly, the victims were Chinese. Even among our Asian family, the Japanese had a special contempt for the Chinese.

      “There was one Korean who was finally proven to have died there.”

      Chae bowed his head. “Sim Duk-ryong.”

      Hwang nodded. “We needed something to be proud of, after that war.

      “Kang’s main rival was a Japanese researcher. Sim was Kang’s poke in the eye, you see? 731 was mine. So many rivals out of Tokyo, always looking down on us. Even within LoDu, there is division.”

      Rimes chewed his lip. “I’m still not following, Dr. Hwang. What’s Sim’s connection to Kwon?”

      “Just as Kang replaced me, Sim replaced Kwon. Our original designs were humans, but faster, stronger, hardier. Alien DNA was used to take us into our future, not to … Kang saw that as lacking ambition. Sim was created using newer theories. He was the first to render us completely obsolete.”

      “Us?” Rimes “You and your comrades?”

      Hwang shook his head. “Humans.” He blinked slowly and stared into his mug. “You can walk the corridors of memory forever in dreams.”

      “Dr. Hwang, wait, concentrate.” Rimes loudly snapped his fingers. “Doctor? Please. Sim renders us obsolete?”

      “Sim makes us obsolete, yes. All of us.” Hwang stared into the distance, slumping. “He has destroyed the family, replaced it with his own. Kwon does not see himself as an outsider anymore. He does not see me as his father anymore. Kim did. Kim was the good son. Not like 729.”

      “How has he made us obsolete?” Rimes grabbed Hwang’s shoulders. “Dr. Hwang? How has Sim made humans obsolete?”

      Hwang smiled feebly. “His mind. It is everywhere. It is in everything. He is Sansin. He abandoned LoDu. The metacorporations transcend nations, even Earth itself. Now they have been transcended by their own creation. And they fear Shiva.”

      “Shiva?” Rimes swore quietly as the last vestige of intelligence left Hwang’s eyes. He released the old man, who shuffled around the kitchen, muttering.

      Rimes looked at Chae. “Sansin? Shiva? Does that make any sense?”

      “Sansin was a powerful mountain spirit,” Chae said.

      “A spirit? Like a genie?” Rimes asked.

      Chae thought for a moment, then he nodded.

      “What about Shiva? Is that the same?”

      Chae shook his head. “That is a Hindu god, I think. Sansin was from ancient Korean beliefs.”

      Rimes sighed. He pulled up a reference to Shiva on his earpiece, skimming through it as he watched Hwang stumble, as though he didn’t see the garbage under his feet.

      “Creator and destroyer,” Rimes said, shaking his head. “Does that make any sense to you? Any connection?”

      Chae stared at the ground. “I don’t see one, no.”

      Hwang sat at the cluttered dining room table, picked up a pot and a spoon, and began singing happily.

      With a heavy sigh, Chae led Rimes out.

      The sun was a red scab low in the eastern sky as they drove back to the city.
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      Rimes showered. The filth of Hwang’s apartment had disturbed him even more than the induced dementia. He staggered out of the shower and dried off; then he sneaked in a quick nap.

      As he walked into the hotel restaurant, Rimes wondered how Lee felt, knowing his father lived in such a state.

      Not happy about it, I bet. A prisoner to his own memories. LoDu sells cures for this sort of thing, but they inflict it on their own. How horrible.

      Kleigshoen and Metcalfe were sitting in a corner booth when Rimes walked in, both smiling at him. He wasn’t sure what to make of their promptness, much less their demeanor after yesterday’s surliness. He returned their smiles.

      Kleigshoen pointed across from her. She was breathtaking in a bright red top, sleeveless and low-cut, with her hair hanging down and curled onto her left shoulder. Metcalfe’s eyes drifted over her, lingering a moment, before he scooted over to make room for Rimes.

      “You’re early.” Rimes ordered a vegetable and rice plate with slices of steamed tofu, then added a boiled egg, figuring the Bureau wouldn’t complain about that extravagance compared to the data bill he’d piled up.

      Kleigshoen looked at Metcalfe, mouth and eyebrows twitching. Metcalfe nodded at her.

      “We’ve had a break,” Kleigshoen said. “A huge break.”

      Rimes looked from Kleigshoen to Metcalfe, then back again. “Aren’t you going to tell me what it is?”

      Show me yours and I’ll show you mine.

      “They’ve got Kwon,” Kleigshoen said.

      Rimes’s heart raced. If they’ve got Kwon, it changes everything. They aren’t going to care about what Hwang told me.

      “They?” It didn’t really matter who had Kwon, so long as someone had him. There were so many questions to be answered. Kwon was the key to most of them.

      “The Australian police,” Metcalfe said. “They’ve got him locked up in Darwin. High security, someone watching him every minute of the day. He’s pretty banged up, so he’s not going anywhere.”

      Kleigshoen said, “Doesn’t look like he was as rogue as LoDu wanted us to believe. But they’ve got four agents in the Darwin morgue right now and another two in ICU.”

      Rimes rubbed his forehead. “He killed LoDu agents?”

      “That’s what we’re hearing,” Kleigshoen said.

      “Sounds pretty rogue to me.” Rimes rubbed his forehead. “So LoDu knew where he was all along?”

      “Apparently,” Metcalfe said. “Or they knew enough to find him when they really wanted to. This changes the complexion of the case completely. Lee’s data is pointless now. Fifty-thousand dollars wasted. Jim’s going to ride my ass for that.”

      A waitress appeared and set their plates in front of them. Metcalfe tore into a slice of tofu drizzled with a garlic sauce and washed it down with a sip of hot tea. He gloated as he chewed, looking from Rimes to Kleigshoen.

      Rimes kept thinking of Dr. Hwang, making “tea” and winced.

      Metcalfe laughed. “We’ve got him, Jack. Aren’t you happy?” He sucked tofu from his teeth before scooping up a large mouthful of rice.

      “How did they get him?”

      “The police report isn’t clear,” Metcalfe said around another sip of tea. “No one’s in any condition to talk, but it looks like the agents went to Kwon’s hotel and expected him to cooperate. Security video shows them approaching his door clumped pretty tight. Unless they were rank amateurs or extremely stupid, they weren’t ready for a fight. He killed two of them before the others had any idea what was going on.”

      Rimes picked at his food and considered the scenario Metcalfe described. It was possible LoDu was so internally compartmentalized that their agents hadn’t been informed Kwon had gone rogue. Yet something seemed wrong about it.

      Rimes finished the last of his vegetables. “I don’t like it.”

      “You don’t like it?” Kleigshoen looked to Metcalfe.

      “What don’t you like, Jack?” Metcalfe smiled condescendingly over the top of his steaming teacup. “We’ve only been doing this job for a of couple decades between us, so we’re probably missing something your sharper, fresher eyes have caught? Maybe you could share your insight with us, walk us through this little maze we’ve stumbled into?”

      Kleigshoen’s brow furrowed. “Brent—”

      Metcalfe waved Kleigshoen down. “It could be the key piece we’ve been missing all along. Maybe he’s dreamed up a solution to this whole puzzle. Have you, Jack? You put it all together and figured it out?”

      Rimes sighed. Metcalfe was trying to turn the situation personal again, and it didn’t serve anyone.

      “All I’m saying is that it doesn’t add up. The agents show up in Australia, and he kills them? Do we have the agents’ communications records? How long were those agents in Australia before they went to his hotel room? How long was he in the hotel room before they arrived? Why was he there?”

      Metcalfe chuckled. “Maybe we should just ask LoDu to tell us what they’re doing.”

      “Brent.” Rimes sighed and shook his head slowly. “I don’t need the hostility, all right? I’m just trying to understand. Because right now, nothing is fitting together. Not for me.”

      Metcalfe snorted. “Well, why don’t you ask Kwon for his help? We’re on the next flight to Darwin. That is, assuming you want to come along?”

      Kleigshoen caught Rimes’s eye. “We thought this would be good news to you.”

      “It is. Obviously. It’s a huge break.” Rimes peeled the boiled egg, hoping the mundane activity would help defuse the situation. “But I’m not very good with things that aren’t what they appear to be. You know how it is, Dana. It works against all my training and what I do. See the battlefield, know the battlefield.”

      Metcalfe poured them each more tea. He sighed, set the pot down, and looked Rimes in the eye. The smugness was gone.

      “You’ve picked this all up so quickly, Jack. And I mean that when I say it. Dana said from the start that you’re a sharp one. Thing is, you’re still new to the game.”

      Rimes took a bite out of the egg. He tried to find serenity in the moment, but he suspected that Metcalfe was just setting him up for another personal attack.

      “There’s a world of difference between the sort of wetwork you do and the work we do,” Metcalfe said. “It’s probably tough to stay engaged in all the reading and listening and research we have to do when you’re used to action and reaction.”

      Rimes felt his face flush. “I think I’m doing okay.”

      Metcalfe winked. “Sure. And I’ll be the first to admit there are a lot of things about this case that we haven’t connected yet. It happens. This one’s complex. You have to be patient in this line of work. Keep your eyes open, watch for the clues. It’ll come to you, eventually.”

      Metcalfe looked at Kleigshoen, as if waiting for some sign. If she gave it, Rimes couldn’t sense it.

      Metcalfe took a sip of his tea. “Anyway, we had a call with Executive Assistant Director Marshall this morning. He’s very pleased, especially now that we have Kwon.”

      Rimes cocked an eyebrow. “He understands we don’t actually have Kwon, right?”

      “The Aussies do,” Metcalfe said impatiently. “They’ll cooperate fully. They’re great allies.”

      “They’ve come to rely on us a great deal to manage some of the radicals they deal with.” Kleigshoen.

      Radicals. Terrorism—low-scale or not—probably won’t go away in our lifetime. Hate dies hard.

      “If we can get Kwon to talk, we’re all in a very, very good place.” Metcalfe leaned back and offered his most charming smile. “Go ahead and admit it, Jack: you’re starting to like this sort of work, aren’t you?”

      Rimes finished off the last of his breakfast and emptied his teacup. “Maybe I can visit Major Uber while we’re there?”

      Metcalfe winked at Kleigshoen. “We should be able to arrange that. I knew you were onboard, Jack. Wheels up at 1245.”
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      Rimes yawned as he reached their rental car from the airport. The sun was blinding; it burned away whatever coolness remained from the night before. Everything had a filmy, dreamy quality to it. Singapore, Los Angeles, Washington, Mumbai, Seoul, and now Darwin—the jet lag was catching up to him.

      In the distance, a HuCorp orbital shuttle rocket roared. He turned and watched it rise into the sky, trailing misty fire. It quickly disappeared in the haze above. Obsolete or not, the insatiable demands of orbital platforms kept the older shuttles hopping.

      Some things never truly become obsolete. They just go out of style.

      To the west, skyscrapers vanished in the hovering smog.

      Kwon was there, somewhere. Rimes felt a faint tingle of excitement.

      “And I thought Seoul was muggy.” Kleigshoen tossed her handbag into the rental car’s back seat. Her blouse and skirt clung damply to her. “Can we get to the hotel quickly, please? I need a shower.”

      Metcalfe chuckled. “Don’t worry, we’ll have time to clean up and grab a bite. I’m going to squeeze in a nap. We won’t head over to Nightcliff until later this afternoon. That’s where the police have our Mr. Kwon secured.”

      The car was an odd little HuCorp contraption Rimes had never seen before. He climbed into the passenger seat. Cabbies and limousines rolled by.

      “You know your way around?” Rimes buckled in.

      Metcalfe shook his head. “Sydney. Melbourne. I’ve never driven here. Ought to be an adventure, right?”

      They exited the airport and drove west, into the newer streets of Darwin City. Most of the buildings were less than ten years old, rebuilt after yet another devastating disaster nearly wiped the area off the map.

      Darwin had a history of bad luck. Cyclones, bombing raids, and more—just over four decades back, an Indonesian radical had detonated a dirty bomb, killing twenty thousand people, because he’d been furious the city had hosted a bisexual Colombian entertainer. However, most recently the city had been rebuilding from Cyclone Jonathan’s gentle touch.

      Metcalfe pulled into the parking lot of the Queen Victoria Hotel. It was a modest, ten-story tower that looked over the rebuilt Bicentennial Park and, beyond that, Port Darwin.

      After relieving himself and kicking off his shoes, Rimes set his room’s thermostat as low as it would go. He set his suitcase on the bed and laid out his last pair of fresh underwear.

      They’ll need to be replaced soon. Not what I’d normally buy, but it’s not like I had much choice when we lost everything in Mumbai.

      He stripped and walked to the closet, pulling the laundry bag from its hanger. It would be cheaper to buy new undergarments, but he had no idea what sort he could find in the area, and he wasn’t keen on lugging a suitcase full of dirty clothes around with him. He stuffed the dirty undergarments, two shirts, and a pair of pants into the bag.

      The Bureau’s paying, so why not?

      He marked the bag for a full wash and softener, then set the bag by the door.

      The jet lag hit him again as he headed for the bathroom. He shook himself and took a few energizing breaths.

      The shower stall was narrow and had a frosted glass door and stainless steel controls. He cranked the water temperature as high as it would go and leaned into the spray. It heated quickly, and he was forced to turn it down slightly before lathering up.

      As he rinsed, he stretched, working his stiff muscles until he felt some of the travel-induced tension and soreness leave them. His wounds were largely healed, but nothing could erase the fatigue but sleep.

      With his mind on the verge of shutting down, he turned the water off and stepped out, toweling down briskly before wrapping the towel around his waist. He stepped out of the bathroom, swearing he’d make time for a call to Molly before they went to Nightcliff.

      His vow drifted into the ether as his tired eyes spotted Kleigshoen sitting on the edge of his bed, bathrobe draped over her left arm.

      “Dana?”

      She smiled. “I’m all out of soap. I can’t believe how often that happens, can you? You don’t mind?”

      She tossed her bathrobe onto the bed and walked past him, kicking her shoes off next to the bathroom door. She peeled off her clothes and turned, lingering a moment, silhouetted. She disappeared around the corner. A moment later, the shower kicked on.

      Rimes sat on the bed, blinking.

      He loved Molly more than anything. He thought of his child growing inside her. He thought of his career, of the integrity he embraced as a soldier.

      When the shower shut off, he tensed.

      She stood in the bathroom doorway, toned arms bracing her supple form in the frame. She could have been drawn from his deepest fantasies.

      She crossed to the bed, trailing steam, and pulled back the covers. He started to ask her to leave, but she reached for him and pulled him to her. She kissed him, and he knew he was deceiving himself. She pulled his towel away, and her heat melted the last of his resistance.

      [image: ]

      Sunset cast long shadows as they turned off Casuarina Drive onto a dirt trail. Just outside the driver-side window, waves rolled onto the beach, then dragged themselves back into the deeps. The current tore detritus from the shore, then abandoned it to float aimlessly on the surface.

      The HuCorp rental car bounced and shook, creaking in protest as the dirt trail turned onto a long-abandoned gravel path. Rimes wasn’t sure the little car would make it.

      He stared out his window.

      A security camera was partially hidden inside some scrub brush by the road. It was the first operational piece of equipment he’d seen for kilometers.

      Rimes watched it through the rear window, risking a momentary glance at Kleigshoen. She looked at him triumphantly. Rimes looked away. Metcalfe remained focused on the narrow path ahead.

      “I haven’t seen anyone for a good five minutes,” Rimes said.

      “This section took the brunt of Cyclone Jonathan, and they never rebuilt it.” Metcalfe's voice was cold. “It’s a shame. It used to be so pretty.” He glanced into the rear-view mirror.

      Kleigshoen looked away.

      Rimes said, “There were some people in those shacks as we came into Nightcliff.”

      “Immigrants. Squatters,” Metcalfe replied. “People move into your territory. If you don’t do something about it, they ruin everything. We did everything we could to help them, but … there’s not much use trying anymore. They made their choice, right, Jack?”

      Metcalfe swerved around a corner, and a cratered parking lot came into view, empty except for an older, rust-red EEC sedan in the center.

      Three buildings, one of them surprisingly intact, stood beyond the broken stretch of asphalt. The crumpled remains of an Olympic-sized pool lay in shadows across a ruined lawn.

      Their HuCorp sputtered and came to a halt next to the sedan.

      “Is this a secure facility?” Kleigshoen leaned forward. “Brent, are you sure about this?”

      Metcalfe’s jaw muscles clenched. He exited the car without uttering a word.

      Rimes got out of the car. His memories were a mess now, a tangle of the last few hours, the last few days, the moment. He wanted so badly to be with Molly in their modest little apartment. He wanted so badly never to have been with Kleigshoen, never to have been pulled into the whirlpool of passion, physicality, and political games he thought he’d escaped years ago.

      “Brent, is this—are we using aggressive interrogation techniques? Is that why we're out in the middle of nowhere, away from legal authorities?”

      Metcalfe thrust his hands into his pants pockets. “Careful now, Jack. We’re all sacrificing a small part of our souls here, aren’t we? What’s a little torture in the grand scheme of things?”

      Kleigshoen closed her car door. “Brent—”

      Metcalfe turned on her. “What, you think his hands are clean? He’s no better than me. Take a knife to someone, put a bullet in them, poke an eye out—we do what we have to do. Don’t we? Am I right, Jack? Whatever it takes for the mission?”

      “That’s enough,” Kleigshoen said. Pain and anger played across her face.

      Rimes rubbed the heel of a palm against his forehead. “Dana's right. This stinks. We need better security.”

      Metcalfe stormed across the parking lot, nearly going head over heels as a patch of asphalt collapsed beneath his feet.

      Kleigshoen started to run after him, but Rimes hooked her around the waist.

      “Dana, wait.”

      She glared at Rimes. “He’s not thinking straight. He could kill Kwon, and we’d lose everything.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” Rimes said calmly. “I think he may be thinking straighter than any of us right now. I need you to talk to me.”

      Kleigshoen pushed his hand away. “Talk to you about what?”

      “This thing you’ve got going on with him. Do you even care that he’s in love with you?”

      Kleigshoen recoiled. “Brent?”

      “That’s why he’s been such a jerk.”

      “He’s like a father to me, Jack. What you’re saying is … sick.”

      Rimes sighed and lowered his head until his chin rested on his chest. “Dana, he doesn’t see you that way. He feels betrayed.”

      Kleigshoen looked away, scanning the shoreline, the twisted, stunted palm trees covering the lawn. “I … it was never … supposed to be like that.”

      Metcalfe had disappeared into the one standing building.

      “When this is all over, you need to talk with him.” Rimes kicked up a piece of asphalt with his shoe and flipped it over. Beetles crawled away. “What happened can’t happen again. I’m married, Dana. Happily married, if Molly will forgive me. You and I had our chance a long time ago, and it didn’t work out. We need to move on.”

      Kleigshoen stormed off toward the building.

      Rimes almost laughed at the insanity of what he’d allowed himself to fall into, but the fear of losing the thing that mattered most to him in the world silenced that impulse.

      What's a little torture in the scheme of things?

      He scanned the shoreline and the road they'd taken in, then walked around the sedan and headed toward the building.

      A plainclothes cop of apparent Indian descent met them at the door. “G’day.” He waved them through to a large common room, then closed the door behind them and casually leaned against it.

      The room was empty except for an ancient but functional sofa and matching chair. Water bottles rested on an end table between the two pieces of furniture. Their hollow shadows stretched across a heavily scored wooden floor. The room opened onto a kitchen area partitioned by a long island.

      A Chinese man with a pockmarked face and a burly Indonesian woman with spiked, gray-streaked hair stood in the common room across from a large bay window. The woman limped slightly as she stepped forward to shake their hands. Rimes noticed she had a thicker sole on her right shoe than her left.

      “Sergeant Unu,” the woman said. She nodded toward the Chinese and Indian men as she spoke. “This is my partner, Constable Chang. Constable Desai brought you in. Your friend’s down there with Inspector Djerrkura,” Unu said, nodding down a dark hallway. “First room on the right.”

      Constable Chang coughed into his hand, and Sergeant Unu gave him a look.

      “He’s right, I should tell you. This guy—”

      Gunfire drowned out her words.
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      Automatic gunfire shattered the bay window; shards of glass sprayed across the floor. Rimes knocked Kleigshoen to the ground. Unu dropped into a squat, then Chang. They drew their weapons.

      Desai spun. Another burst, and several rounds punched through the front door, taking him full in the chest. He staggered for a moment, then collapsed.

      Rimes crawled forward to check on Desai. Unu and Chang crawled toward the far wall, Chang trying to avoid the glass shards covering the floor, but Unu staying low.

      A loud crack sounded. Chang quietly gasped, fell, and stopped moving.

      “Sniper,” Rimes called.

      Desai was in shock, twitching and bleeding. Rimes pulled Desai’s pistol from its holster and searched for any spare magazines, then skidded it across the floor to Kleigshoen.

      Then Rimes crawled to Chang, blood pooling beneath the back of his ruined head. Rimes pulled Chang close enough to grab his gun and spare magazines.

      “I’ve heard four shooters,” Unu called from the corner. She glanced out the shattered window then over at Rimes. “Chang?”

      “Dead,” Rimes said. “And Desai’s not going to make it. Can you raise someone?”

      Unu nervously dug her earpiece out of her shirt pocket and placed it on her ear. She tried a few messages then shook her head. “They must be jamming somehow.”

      Rimes crawled back to Kleigshoen, who was now at the hallway entry. Djerrkura and Metcalfe were on their stomachs behind her.

      “Four shooters, probably more,” Rimes said. “One sniper, three automatic weapons. The sniper and two others to the south, one to the north. We’ve got two folks down so far.”

      Djerrkura closed his eyes and shook his head, muttering something beneath his breath.

      Metcalfe crawled backwards, out of sight. A few moments later, something crashed to the floor. Rimes trained his pistol on the shadows, relaxing when Metcalfe returned.

      “I knocked our friend’s chair over,” Metcalfe said. “Don’t want him taking a stray round.”

      “We need to find that sniper,” Rimes said. “He’ll pick us off or keep us pinned down until the others are on top of us. Either way, we’re dead.”

      “I’m open to suggestions,” Metcalfe said grimly.

      Rimes nodded, then looked at Djerrkura. “This place have a bathroom?”

      “Down the hall. Take the first right, then the third left.”

      Rimes crawled down the hall, stopping a moment to check on Kwon. Kwon lay on the ground with his eyes closed.

      Bright-colored synthetic rope criss-crossed his chest and legs, and carbon fiber restraints bound his wrists and ankles to the chair. He opened his eyes and glowered at Rimes, baring teeth. It was crude, but probably effective.

      Those eyes. The amber coloring, the shape. Is that part of the alien influence?

      Another round of automatic fire echoed from the hallway, and Rimes continued down the hall and into the bathroom.

      The bathroom had a small window on the south wall. He belly-crawled across the floor until he reached it, then looked back toward the bathroom’s north wall.

      A cracked and grimy mirror stretched over three sinks, reflecting the shadowy stalls, the sinks—and the window. It wasn’t perfect, but it let Rimes see outside.

      Darkness was approaching fast. At least the attack had come at twilight rather than later in the evening; it might mean the attackers lacked experience and sophisticated gear.

      However, the terrain couldn’t have been worse if he’d pulled it from a nightmare. Several twisted palm trees and clumps of weeds cropped up between the building and an embankment. He could make out the very top of the embankment, but not much beyond. The sniper could be anywhere.

      Sudden movement caught his eye. Two men with assault rifles were sliding down the embankment, heading for the building’s northeastern side.

      Rimes shouted a warning down the hallway. “Two Tangos coming in from the northeast.”

      Metcalfe shouted back, “Got it.”

      As the gunmen disappeared from sight, Rimes watched for any further flicker of movement, any glint of the dying sunlight off a sniper scope or rifle barrel. He saw nothing.

      He shifted position.

      Still nothing.

      But as he shifted again, he saw it: the sniper was repositioning, moving along the embankment top. Rimes couldn’t believe his luck. He watched until the sniper settled into his new position behind a stunted tree, then returned down the hallway to Djerrkura and Metcalfe. They were pressed against opposite sides of the hallway, Djerrkura watching the main entry door, Metcalfe the hallway.

      “The sniper’s behind the stunted tree to the west. Those gunmen are going to come in through the eastern side. Is there a door or an easy access point along the eastern wall?”

      “Yeah, sure, the service door,” Djerrkura said. “Opens onto the kitchen.”

      “Metcalfe, you and Djerrkura need to set up an ambush there.” Rimes handed Chang’s pistol and magazines to Metcalfe. “When the first one comes in, the other gunman will probably try the door we came through. We’ll deal with him.”

      Metcalfe wiped sweat from his upper lip as Djerrkura jogged away in a half-crouch down the hall. Metcalfe looked at Kleigshoen, then back at Rimes. “Jack—”

      Rimes nodded. “She’ll be okay. I promise.”

      Metcalfe smiled ruefully toward Kleigshoen, who was staring out the shattered window, then squat-jogged after Djerrkura.

      Rimes belly-crawled to Kleigshoen. “You catch that?” he whispered.

      “It’s about to get fun,” Kleigshoen said with a quavering voice. She nervously brushed curls off her forehead.

      Rimes studied her for a moment. “You going to be okay?”

      “Yeah.” Kleigshoen gave a quick nod. “It’s been a while since I've been pinned down like this, that’s all. Any idea who these guys are?”

      “They’re not wearing any special gear,” Rimes said. “South Asian? They could be locals.”

      “Mercs?”

      “Probably.” He twisted around. “Unu, any metacorp field teams operate in this area normally?”

      “Yeah, yeah, sure,” Unu said, her voice shaking. “T-Corp, sometimes HuCorp. Mostly mercenaries, though. Brotherhood and the like.”

      “Mercs it is,” Rimes said. Brotherhood of Arms. Not the threat they used to be, but bad enough. “They’ll probably come through any minute now. Cover the door and stay where the sniper can’t see you.”

      “No worries,” Unu said. “I’m not moving.”

      Rimes belly-crawled to the front door, hugging the north wall as tight as he could. By staying atop the embankment, the sniper had limited his view into the room. Unu was safe so long as she stayed in the corner, and Kleigshoen was hidden in the hallway.

      As he crawled past the door, he saw that Desai had stopped breathing, although his blood continued to spread on the floor. Rimes stopped just beyond the door and sat up, his heels beneath his butt and his hand pressed against the wall for balance. He kept his eyes level with the knob. He would be the first thing the gunman would see when he came through the door.

      Surprise was all he had going for him.

      Suddenly, the knob twitched and started to turn. Rimes held a hand up and pointed at the door.

      Gunfire erupted at the eastern end of the building. An instant later, the door opened, and the gunman stepped in, barrel lowered.

      Rimes launched himself and grabbed the barrel, putting his whole weight into the maneuver. His momentum pushed the two of them out the door.

      The gunman tried to jerk the gun free, squeezing off a burst in the process. The rounds thudded into the ground. The barrel heated up, and Rimes gritted his teeth in pain. He shoved the gunman back, straining to keep the barrel pointed away and down, pushing until the gunman lost his footing, then driving a shoulder into his face and neck until he released the gun and tried to push Rimes off. Rimes pinned the gun between them with his hip, then pummeled the other man’s face, breaking first his nose, then his cheek.

      Rimes pinned the assault rifle to the ground with a shin, then scrambled onto the man’s chest and pinning him down, all the while punching and throwing elbows against ever-weakening attempts to fend off the attacks. Finally, the other man's arms went limp.

      Rimes freed the assault rifle and squatted low over the unconscious form. Sporadic gunfire sounded from the east. Rimes hastily retrieved two magazines, a knife, and an earpiece, then he delivered a swift kick to the bloody head, and retreated to the front of the building.

      He stopped at the front door, then slipped the primitive earpiece on, adjusting it as best he could and setting it to mute. He listened to the earpiece intently.

      It was quiet.

      “Jack?” Kleigshoen whispered from the front room.

      “Dana, you two make your way through this door to the parking lot,” Rimes called. “Stay low. Don’t go for the cars. We need to eliminate the gunmen on the eastern side of the building. Wait for me to engage the sniper.”

      “O-okay.”

      Rimes sneaked along the north wall until he had a view of the embankment. He scanned for any sign of the sniper, then squat-walked along the west wall.

      He stopped at the sight of the stunted tree, dropped flat, and brought the assault rifle up.

      He scanned the area through the rifle’s sights, waiting.

      Suddenly, the sniper moved, tracking to Rimes’s left. Rimes fired. The sniper rifle sounded simultaneously.

      The sniper pitched backwards. Kleigshoen screamed.

      Rimes jogged for the front door, his heart racing wildly. “Dana!” The roar of an engine drowned out his voice.

      Car. Approaching from the east.

      Rimes rounded the north wall in time to see Kleigshoen collapse in the doorway. His heart skipped a beat.

      He ran to her side.

      Tears welled in her eyes. Blood—and clots of other matter—dripped from her face and hair. Rimes wiped her face. She was fine.

      Next to her, Unu’s skull had been shattered.

      “He shot her,” Kleigshoen sobbed in a whisper. “She was right next to me and he shot her.”

      Rimes stood. Too many times to count, he'd survived a close call only to watch someone else die, and he'd never gotten past the survivor's guilt.

      The engine was closer now. He could hear brakes squealing. Voices shouted over each other in the earpiece. Someone said something about movement.

      The gunfire to the east had stopped. Rimes cautiously jogged east along the north wall, stopping at the edge.

      He heard a weak choking sound nearby and attempted to sneak a peek, but a round thudded into the corner, spraying his face with splinters.

      Two men were sliding Kwon into the back of a large HuCorp car.

      Rimes looked again. A third man with a pistol squatted behind the front of the car. He fired at Rimes but missed.

      The car’s engine roared. Blood trickled into Rimes’s eyes. He popped around the corner just long enough to fire a burst toward the gunman.

      He heard a satisfying howl, but then the car accelerated away.

      Rimes wiped away the blood, pulling a pinky-length splinter from his forehead. He waited a few heartbeats, then glanced around the corner again.

      The car was gone.

      The gunman was on the ground. He was breathing shallowly and reaching for his pistol.

      Rimes jogged forward, picked up the wounded man’s gun, and took away his earpiece, kicking the man’s hands away. Rimes muted the earpiece, then kicked the gunman in the head, stilling him.

      Rimes took in the carnage along the eastern wall. Two more gunmen were slumped on the ground, their blood-soaked shirts testament to Djerrkura and Metcalfe’s ambush.

      Rimes jogged back to the building.

      Inside the doorway, Djerrkura lay on the ground. The back of his head was blown in, and a tranquilizer dart stuck in the wall beside him.

      Rimes pulled the dart from the wall and examined the room, imagining what had happened.

      Kwon must have sneaked up on Djerrkura during the gun battle, then was knocked out by the mercs. Whoever they were, they weren’t Kwon’s friends.

      Two meters beyond, Metcalfe was slumped over a table, his head twisted at a horrific angle. He was still alive, barely. He wheezed as he struggled to breathe.

      His gun was gone.

      “Brent?”

      Metcalfe’s eyes opened, reflecting fear and a terrible awareness. Tears rolled down his face.

      He tried to speak, but didn’t have the breath.

      Rimes touched Metcalfe's shoulder. “Dana’s okay. She’s going to be all right. We’re going to find these bastards. We—”

      Rimes stopped.

      Metcalfe was dead.
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      Rimes crept back to the front room and knelt beside Kleigshoen. He positioned himself between her and Unu’s corpse. Kleigshoen was still a mess.

      “We have to go,” Rimes said, softly at first, then again more firmly, as she didn’t respond.

      “Get Brent first.” Kleigshoen’s head shook in time with her breathing.

      Rimes hesitated.

      She knows he’s dead. She just needs me to tell her for her to accept it.

      “He’s gone.”

      Kleigshoen cupped her hands over her eyes. Her body shook, but no sound escaped.

      “Dana, we don’t have time for this. I need you to call the police. You need to tell them what happened, and they need to locate the mercs’ car. There was—”

      Kleigshoen shook her head and released a loud sob. She reached for Rimes and pulled him to her, clutching him tight. She shook violently for several seconds before sucking in a big gulp of air and slipping into a loud cry.

      There was nothing he could do to stop it, so Rimes let her get it out of her system. He wrestled with conflicting feelings: anger, confusion, sorrow.

      Foremost, though, was the anger. Not only over Metcalfe’s death but over Metcalfe and Kleigshoen’s deception, their games and secrets, the way they doled out information and manipulated him.

      From the start, something had been amiss in the Bureau’s request for his assistance. Pursuing Kwon had been legitimate, or at least there had been legitimate reasons to pursue him. But they’d never come clean about the true motivation, either about the mission or about their need to involve Rimes.

      He held Kleigshoen. Her crying diminished slowly.

      A chill wind blew in from the sea. Darkness was approaching. He pulled away from Kleigshoen, but her hair had matted to his bloody forehead. He gently tugged the hair free.

      “Dana?” he whispered. “Can you contact the police? There was a security camera back up the road, just out of sight when we came off that dirt trail. They can get an image of the car off that.”

      Kleigshoen nodded. Rimes handed her his handkerchief, and she wiped her face. After a moment, she walked down the hallway.

      He watched her go. When she was out of sight, he returned to the unconscious gunman on the front lawn.

      Rimes pulled the gunman’s belt from his pants, rolled him onto his stomach, then started to bind his hands behind his back. The man began to struggle. Rimes planted a knee in the small of the man’s back, pinning him down, then finished the crude knot.

      Rimes pulled a knife and put the blade against the man’s neck. He quit struggling.

      Rimes paused, letting the man imagine what might be in store for him.

      Sometimes, imagination is worse than the reality.

      On the back of the man’s neck, Rimes found the edge of a partially hidden tattoo. Rimes pulled the man’s collar back. The tattoo was a stylized fist—clenched and armored. A combat knife and a pistol crossed behind the fist.

      Brotherhood.

      “We don’t have long to talk,” Rimes said. “So I’d suggest you think carefully about what you say. The police will be here soon. There are four of their own dead in the building back there. What’s T-Corp want with Kwon? Tell me and you’re free.”

      The man tried to glare at Rimes from the corner of his eye. “They never told us. They want him alive. There is a ship. We were supposed to get him onboard.” His voice had a nasal quality to it.

      “Name?”

      “The Argo.”

      “How many were on your team?”

      The gunman hesitated. “Nine.”

      “Counting you?”

      “Ten.”

      Rimes considered the numbers. “You only brought eight.”

      “Basu, he got sick with the malaria. Atish ran the operation from the motel.”

      Rimes set the man’s earpiece on the ground, then untied him and rolled him into a sitting position, still holding the knife at his throat.

      Rimes fit the other earpiece in his ear. “I need you to do one last thing. Tell Atish you escaped and want to get back to them when things cool down. You’ll need some medical attention, but you’ll live.”

      The gunman looked at the earpiece uncertainly. He hesitated for a moment, then gritted his teeth and put it in. “Atish.” He blinked slowly, waiting for the connection. “Atish, hello?”

      Rimes tightened his grip on the knife, watching the man’s face for any hint of artifice. The silence dragged on for several seconds.

      Through his earpiece, Rimes heard a voice ask, “Anwar? Where have you been?”

      “Atish, I am hurt.” Anwar rubbed at his ruined face. “The bastards, they got me.”

      “We can’t get you. It’s too much trouble now.”

      “I know, I know. I need medical help, but I will be okay,” Anwar said. “My nose, it is broken. I think my cheek too.”

      “Okay, yeah,” Atish said after a moment. “Tomorrow. On the ship. Now don’t call me again.”

      “Tomorrow. Do not leave me.”

      Rimes smiled as the link closed. He held out his free hand, and Anwar returned the earpiece.

      “Don’t try to contact them again.” Rimes pulled the knife away from Anwar’s throat and pointed to the west. “Go that way. I wouldn’t go near the ship if I were you.”

      Anwar rose with one eye on Rimes, backed out of reach, then jogged away.

      Kleigshoen stood in the north doorway. Her eyes were puffy, and she was shivering but otherwise in control.

      “You shouldn’t have let him go.”

      He looked Kleigshoen in the eyes. She held his gaze without blinking or looking away.

      Good. I need your head in this. I’ll need your help getting Kwon back, then you can answer whatever questions he can't.

      The anger was back. He was going to get answers, no matter what it took.

      “Did they identify the car?”

      Kleigshoen nodded. “They found it dumped off Stuart Highway. They’re gone.”

      “All right. I guess they’re not totally incompetent.” Rimes handed her Anwar’s earpiece. “Can you run a trace on that, get a log of the calls? I want the location of the most recent one first. That’s where we’re headed.”

      Kleigshoen took the earpiece, still trying to stare him down. “You’re not giving this to the police?”

      “No,” Rimes said. “We’re going to handle this ourselves.”
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      The Darwin Seaside Resort Lodge consisted of three dirty, peeling two-story buildings in an inverted “U.” Despite its name, it was positioned closer to the McMinn Street ramp onto Stuart Highway than to any shoreline.

      Rimes watched the parking lot through his earpiece’s display.

      “What a sad little dump,” Kleigshoen said.

      Compared to the rest of Darwin City, it looked old and neglected. The place reeked of hopelessness, desperation. They’d seen an example of its typical clientele earlier: a lonely businessman opening his door for a grungy prostitute. It would appeal to unsavory sorts who preferred to be left alone.

      Like the Brotherhood mercenaries.

      “You see anything new?” Rimes asked.

      “Nothing.”

      Rimes drilled down on the image on his display until he saw a grainy “122” on the door. He pulled the zoom out, stopping when “123” showed on the adjacent door.

      “At least the camera’s working. Perfect placement.”

      For the last half hour, they’d been parked beneath a broken lamp, twenty meters from the parking lot. The only activity had been one of the mercenaries leaving from, then returning to, Room 122 with dinner, using a blue van.

      For the third time since their arrival, Rimes checked the assault rifle he’d taken from Anwar. It was an ARDE AWS-3, a knockoff of the Cytek Advanced Assault Weapons System, and not a particularly good one. It had a reputation for jamming after less than a hundred rounds. The three magazines he’d taken from Anwar held twenty 6.8-mm rounds; one was already half-empty.

      I don’t even have enough rounds to worry about it jamming.

      Kleigshoen had settled into a quiet calm. “What’s your plan?”

      Rimes adjusted the holster to Desai’s pistol before replying. “When the time comes, I’ll retrieve Kwon from our Brotherhood friends.”

      “And when is that?”

      “It shouldn’t be long.” He locked eyes with her. “While we wait, why don’t you tell me what you and Brent were really up to? It sure as hell wasn’t figuring out what was behind T-Corp 72.”

      Kleigshoen looked out the passenger-side window, into darkness.

      After a long pause, she sighed. “That’s not completely true. We were very interested in what happened at T-Corp 72, just not in the compound.”

      “All right. What were you interested in?”

      “The X-17.”

      “You knew all along they had that?” Rimes shook his head. “Wait. You knew those genies were going to be there?”

      “We suspected. Jack, it’s complicated.”

      Rimes’s eyes narrowed. “Give me a try.”

      “You don’t want to—wait.” She held up a hand. “Who’s that?”

      She sent Rimes an overlay on the camera image through her earpiece. Rimes squinted at the image, then grabbed the assault rifle.

      A man with a swollen nose was edging toward the motel parking lot, looking over his shoulder. Anwar.

      “It’s the gunman you let go. I told you not to—”

      After a few seconds, Rimes opened the car door.

      Kleigshoen turned. “What are—”

      “Get ready.”

      He walked across the street and into the parking lot. He held the assault rifle vertically off his left hip, shielding it from the view of anyone looking from the front of the motel and maintaining a normal stride as he crossed the parking lot.

      Anwar knocked on the door, talked to someone inside, then disappeared inside Room 122.

      Rimes stopped at the door to Room 121, leaned against the wall, and edged to the right of Room 122’s window. He shifted the assault rifle into both hands.

      Raised voices leaked through the window. Anwar’s voice was recognizable, although it was Atish and someone else doing the shouting.

      Rimes was almost sure that Kwon was in the adjoining room, 123, away from the argument, with maybe a couple of guards. Rimes had planned to start with Room 123 and eliminate any men guarding Kwon first, but the shouting gave Rimes second thoughts. He’d wanted a distraction, and the mercenaries were as distracted as they were going to get.

      He listened a moment longer, trying to visualize as well as he could where Atish and the other shouter were. Before planting the camera in the parking lot, Kleigshoen had managed a few image grabs of other rooms, so Rimes had a good idea of the rooms’ layouts: rectangles, deeper than they were wide, with a bathroom and small closet at the back, a table and two chairs beneath the window looking out onto the parking lot, two beds on one wall, a dresser and console on the opposite.

      Atish and the other shouter were near the window; Anwar sounded like he was still near the door. The one who had malaria should be in the room with them, too, away from the prisoner, on one of the beds.

      The door to Room 123 opened.

      One of the mercenaries started to exit, holding a plastic food container in his right hand. He froze.

      Rimes sent a burst into the mercenary’s chest and stepped in front of Room 122’s window, spraying four short bursts at waist level, focusing on the occupants’ probable locations.

      Rimes edged toward Room 123’s door, then squatted by the wounded mercenary, waiting.

      Three rounds flew through 123’s door, giving away the shooter’s position. Rimes ducked around the doorway and fired, then ducked back.

      Nothing.

      Rimes reloaded, then crawled past the door toward Room 123’s window.

      Kwon should be on a bed on the left wall, unconscious, bound.

      There was no movement from Room 122 yet.

      Rimes stood and sent five bursts into Room 123. A satisfying gasp and slumping sound told Rimes he’d guessed right.

      He replaced the magazine and kicked in the door. Kwon was facedown on the room’s farthest bed. The second mercenary was on the floor near the console, bleeding heavily, still clutching his pistol but unable to lift it. Rimes kicked the pistol away.

      He checked Kwon for any obvious wounds, then felt for a pulse.

      Alive.

      Rimes threw Kwon over his shoulder and edged toward the door, assault rifle at the ready.

      As Rimes peeked out, the door to Room 122 burst open. Rimes squeezed off a short burst just as one of the mercenaries appeared. The mercenary returned fire.

      Rimes stepped back into Room 123 and sent three bursts through the wall, angling down and toward the parking lot to avoid collateral damage. A hail of gunfire answered him. He flinched, but one of the rounds grazed his leg, another his back.

      “Bring it around,” Rimes shouted into his earpiece. He fired into the wall, aiming low until he emptied the magazine.

      He released the assault rifle, pulled Desai’s pistol, and stepped into the parking lot.

      He sent several shots through Room 122’s front wall as Kleigshoen swung the bouncing car into the pitted parking lot.

      Rimes fired into Room 122 again, stopping only long enough to heave Kwon into the car. Another three shots, and he dove into the car beside Kwon.

      Kleigshoen coaxed as much as she could from the HuCorp, getting it up onto two tires when she turned onto the Stuart Highway. Rimes felt the world shifting beneath them.

      Kleigshoen glanced back at Rimes. “Are you okay?”

      Rimes smiled at her weakly. “Yeah.”

      “Bullshit. You’re slipping into shock.”

      Rimes chuckled. It was a quiet sound that ended suddenly. “I was going to visit Major Uber anyway …”

      “Darwin City Police Dispatch. Yes, constable, this is Special Agent Dana Kleigshoen of the Intelligence Bureau. Check my credentials through the embassy, if you don't trust them. There’s been an attack on Intelligence Bureau personnel at the Darwin Seaside Resort Lodge.”

      Rimes listened to Kleigshoen’s side of the exchange, admiring the sudden calm in her voice. He had to concentrate to keep up with it. He was feeling woozy after the engagement.

      “Yes, McMinn Street,” Kleigshoen said. “Several wounded. What? Look, these are the bastards who killed your own officers, so I don’t think you should be yelling at me. Yes, thank you.”

      Kleigshoen terminated the call. “I thought they’d never—” She looked over her shoulder at him. “Jack, you’ve been hit. Can you understand that? I need to get you to a hospital.”

      Everything seemed to be moving slower.

      Kleigshoen went silent for a second. “Royal Darwin Hospital. Yes, this is Special Agent Dana Kleigshoen of the Intelligence Bureau. I’m two minutes out. I need priority treatment for my teammate. He’s been shot.”

      Kleigshoen’s voice was smooth and husky, dreamy. Teammate. I like the sound of that.

      Rimes wondered how he’d ever escaped Kleigshoen—or how he’d ever let her escape him; he wasn’t sure which. His memories were a jumbled mess at the moment. He smiled contentedly. It didn’t matter. He would never be alone. He had someone waiting for him back at home. For a moment, he tried to remember what home meant, then slipped into darkness.
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      “Jack?”

      Rimes’s eyes fluttered open. He was thirsty and tired, and his left side ached. He was on a hospital bed, dressed in a pale blue gown; his left arm had an IV in it.

      A young, skinny Aboriginal Australian woman in nursing grays looked over at him from one of the monitoring system displays as he blinked. “I’ll be right back with the doctor.”

      Someone touched his hand; Kleigshoen sat to his right. Her shirt was blood-stained, and her hair was a mess, but she was beautiful in the harsh light.

      He tried to speak and at first found his throat too dry. He swallowed and finally managed a very weak gasping sound that made Kleigshoen smile.

      Rimes saw a water cup with a straw sticking out of the top. He reached for it and missed. Kleigshoen guided his hand and helped him clench it. The water was surprisingly cool and sweet.

      “Not too much.” Kleigshoen pulled the cup away. “They said you’d just vomit it back up again.”

      “How am I?” Rimes asked.

      “They took a bullet out of you, but not before you’d lost a bit of blood.”

      “What about Kwon?”

      Kleigshoen shook her head. “They dug a bullet out of his neck. They have him on life support for now … we have some budget left, but keeping a genie alive isn’t going to receive approval, even though using him as a shield probably saved your life.”

      Rimes frowned. Kwon had held answers. They needed—Rimes needed—to know what Kwon knew. Kwon would be carrying everything to the grave. It was too easy a death, too painful a final act of defiance against those he’d wronged.

      “We need to leave soon,” Kleigshoen said, patting his hand. “The police … aren’t happy. The nurse gave you restoratives and stimulants. You should be ready to travel tomorrow, two days at the latest.”

      Bio-restoratives and stem-cell extract stimulants weren’t cheap. Kleigshoen must be playing with the expense account now that Metcalfe was dead.

      Rimes yawned, even through the stimulants. He needed to rest.

      “I’m going back to the hotel and get some sleep,” Kleigshoen said, standing. “We’ll deal with Kwon in the morning.”

      “The mercs?”

      “Two in prison, one in ICU. The rest are in the morgue. The guy you worked over at the secure facility took two to the chest, but they think he’ll make it.”

      Rimes chewed at his bottom lip. “I dreamed about Major Uber.”

      Kleigshoen smirked. “You think he’d like to know Kwon’s dead?”

      Rimes chuckled dryly. “Is he here? Maybe I could visit him? I wouldn’t mind being the one to tell him.”

      Kleigshoen shook her head. “I checked already. He’s probably back in Germany by now.”

      “Damn. I’ll send him a message. I’m sure he’ll be happy.”

      “You do that,” Kleigshoen said. She turned to go, then stopped. “After you get some rest.”

      Rimes waved weakly at Kleigshoen as she left.

      As he drifted off, he thought about Kwon.

      Although technically dead, Rimes wondered how much of Kwon’s mind remained … and whether his condition was really as hopeless as it sounded. Genies were considered disposable. That was certain to color any diagnosis.

      An idea was forming in Rimes’s mind.

      [image: ]

      Rimes yawned and stretched his left arm above his head. He grimaced at the stiffness in his ribs, then sat up. He felt much better but still thirsty, despite the IV.

      “That tea will help you talk,” the nurse said.

      It was the same woman; she nodded approvingly when Rimes picked up the tea cup on the table next to the bed. It was still hot.

      She watched him out of the corner of her eye as she took the IV out of his arm and powered down the last of the monitors.

      “You have a cybernetics lab, right?” Rimes’s voice cracked, but he managed to get through the question without swallowing.

      She glared at him, and he sipped the hot tea again.

      I wish I could have slept until the healing was complete.

      “We have a fitting and adjustment lab,” the nurse admitted. She took the teacup away from him and tilted the cup insistently, stinging his tongue.

      Rimes swallowed quickly, ignoring the burn. “So you’d have an MMI technician, then?”

      She looked into the cup. “You need to see him?

      Rimes quickly drank the rest of the tea. “Please? Before I go.”

      She took the cup. “We have two. Brian’s on duty today. Brian Chin. I saw him in the cafeteria earlier. Get dressed.” The nurse pointed to the small bathroom. “Your friend’s finishing checkout. I will ask Brian about seeing you after you have clothes on.” She pointed toward a small stand at the foot of the bed, then left before he could thank her.

      Rimes climbed from the bed. On his way to the bathroom, he scooped up his jeans and a complimentary blue paper shirt and matching underwear from the stand.

      In the bathroom, he rotated his left arm several times until the stiffness lessened. A quick shower, and he returned to the bed area, dressed and ready to go.

      Kleigshoen waited at the edge of the bed. Her hair was still damp, the golden curls tight. She wore a light cotton outfit that looked like it would handle the humidity without losing its style.

      “What’s this about an MMI tech?”

      “On the Sutton, you mentioned the next wave of remotes. It reminded me that the older generation of remotes use the same man-machine interface as the more advanced cybernetics.

      “A couple of years ago, one of our guys was on an operation in Chile, and an RPG took out his helicopter. He broke his neck in the fall but survived—only his brain went without oxygen for too long, and the medics couldn’t wake him up.

      “He had valuable intelligence, so they did what they could to keep the blood flowing and got him to a hospital. An MMI tech and a remote systems designer, working together, were able to establish contact with his mind. Unfortunately, the computers could never make sense of what they downloaded.”

      Kleigshoen rubbed her fingers through her curls, pulling on a loose strand. “You want to use the MMI gear to download Kwon’s thoughts?”

      “I want to interface directly with Kwon’s brain.” Rimes smiled hopefully. “You keep implying remotes are the next big thing. So there had to have been advances in the software. What I want—what I need—is to search what’s left of his brain. Now.”

      “He was a serial rapist and murderer, Jack.” Kleigshoen pulled her legs up on the bed and wrapped her arms around them. “It doesn’t sound possible, and if it is possible, it certainly doesn’t sound safe.”

      [image: ]

      They found the Cybernetics Lab on the third floor, connecting the hospital’s neurosurgery and physical therapy wings. Bright colors covered the hallways on the first floor, but when the elevator opened onto the third-floor hallway, they faced a sea of muddy brown with jarring spatters of orange and yellow. The lab was a small office situated in the middle of a spray of orange.

      Aside from two simple, plastic chairs by the doorway, the tiny lab was dominated by a modest, tool-cluttered workstation and an examination table.

      Rimes settled into the plastic chair farthest from the door.

      Kleigshoen snorted. “This isn’t going to work.”

      He glanced at the chair beside him then at Kleigshoen. She rolled her eyes and noisily sat down.

      “You have an appointment?”

      A pudgy young man with spiked hair and Asian features stood in the doorway. He wore nursing grays cinched by a vinyl tool belt with hip pouches.

      Rimes stood and extended his right hand. “You must be Brian.”

      “Chin, yeah.” Chin looked at Rimes’s hand, then shook it once and pulled his hand away.

      “I’m Jack Rimes. This is my partner, Dana Kleigshoen.”

      Chin looked at Kleigshoen, then scratched his stomach through his grays. “You the American came in all shot up last night?”

      Rimes nodded.

      Chin cocked an eyebrow. “You look pretty spry for someone near dead.”

      “They’ve got me on some pretty good stuff. Do you have a minute?”

      “Nothing ‘til after lunch.” Chin edged past Rimes and pulled a rolling chair out from under the workstation. “What d’you want?”

      “A couple quick answers,” Rimes said. “A man came into the ER with me. He’d taken a bullet to the neck. They said he’d suffered too much damage to be saved.”

      “The genie in ICU, yeah?” Chin asked.

      “His name’s Kwon. What I need to know—is it possible to rig me up to him, let me interface with his mind through some of your equipment here?”

      Chin looked from Rimes to Kleigshoen. “Is this a joke?”

      Rimes held out his hands to forestall Chin and accidentally hit the exam table. The impact thundered in the room’s cramped space. “Hear me out—”

      “Sounds like that corpse isn’t the only one suffered brain damage, mate.”

      “I know there’s equipment and software for this. And there are all sorts of advances going on in MMI research. If you don’t have anything capable of this, maybe you could connect me with someone who does? What about neurology?”

      “Look,” Chin said. “What you’re describing isn’t anything we do here. I’m a tech. I run tests, I manage upgrades, fittings, and adjustments. Tweaking and the like, see? Yeah, maybe the neuro boys could help you, but I doubt it. That’s witchcraft, right? No one does man-machine-man interface research here. Maybe at university. Maybe at research—” Chin stopped and leaned back so far that two of the wheels on his chair left the floor.

      “What is it?” Rimes asked.

      Chin dropped his chair wheels back down. “Yeah, okay. So maybe it’s not what you want, maybe it is. There’s a private research facility down the street a ways. Vanguard something or other. I don’t know who funds them right now, but they’ve done some pretty crazy stuff there the last few years, and they’ve been hiring a lot. You see a lot of new faces over there now.”

      Rimes smiled uncertainly. “You’re not blowing me off, are you?”

      “Yeah, but not completely.” Chin squinted at him and leaned back in his chair again. “They’re your best chance, regardless. They patented some new skin-graft technique about three months ago, and about a year ago, they patented a liquid bone replacement. It’s not MMI, but it’s advanced medical work, right? And Cathy said you mentioned cybernetics. They do that, too.”

      Rimes glanced at Kleigshoen and caught an impatient glare. “I’ll try them. I’m also going to contact some folks back in the US, okay? Dr. Michaels.”

      Chin scratched his stomach slowly, looking at the two of them curiously. “Stefan Michaels? All right, yeah. I’ve heard about him. Practically created the latest MMI protocol single-handed. Okay. And if you come up with something, I’ll work with you.”

      “It’s a deal.”

      A few minutes later, Rimes had Michaels onboard with the idea and in communication with Chin. It was exactly the resolution Rimes wanted, but it was oddly unsatisfactory.

      Rimes smiled at Kleigshoen and thought of asking her what irritated her so much about the idea of him connecting to Kwon’s brain.

      The look on her face told him not to bother.
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      They didn’t say anything until reaching the garage.

      Kleigshoen had traded the blood-soaked HuCorp in for an even smaller car, somehow managing to find something even uglier, in bright yellow.

      She was rigid. Muscles stood out in her neck and shoulders. Her arms were crossed and she kept her back turned to him.

      Angry. Understandable, I guess. But is she mad about the risk? Something else?

      “Do you want to talk—”

      “No,” Kleigshoen said. Her voice was cold.

      Rimes scowled as he looked the vehicle over, wondering what sort of fevered dream had been behind its design. “Was this a budget choice? I mean, it’s … hideous.”

      “Get in.”

      Kleigshoen slammed her door; it made a tinny sound.

      The car whined and shook as it pulled out from the dim garage into traffic. Bright sunlight quickly triggered the window tinting. In no time, the underpowered air conditioner was struggling hopelessly to keep them from boiling alive.

      Kleigshoen wiped perspiration from her brow and glared at the traffic.

      “Where are we going?”

      Kleigshoen gave him a withering glance.

      Rimes felt his temper threatening. “Look, I’m open to suggestions here. If you can think of a better idea to get what we need, I’m listening.”

      Another withering glance. “You know there’s no other way. Not right now.”

      “All right. So why all the hostility?”

      The car pulled off the main drag and into a small restaurant parking lot. Kleigshoen sighed and closed her eyes. With the car powered down, the interior quickly became unbearable.

      “It’s not just the physical risks, Jack. I don’t care for … never mind.”

      She climbed out and slammed her door.

      Rimes pulled his legs up to his chest, pivoted in the seat, and dragged himself up and out of the car. “You’ve got your mission, I’ve got mine. It goes without saying we have different priorities.”

      And I can’t even begin to guess what the hell your priorities are.

      Kleigshoen crossed the parking lot without another word. Her shirt clung to her back. Rimes’s eyes traced the curve of her spine, lingering on the small of her back. He shook away the thoughts.

      One time, one error. I’m not going to make it worse.

      Rimes opened the restaurant door, and the air conditioning hit him. Compared to the car’s unit, it was divine.

      A waitress seated the two of them in a booth at the rear. They ordered salad, iced tea, and cold soup—tofu, whey, cucumber, and curry—from the menu.

      When the salads and tea arrived, Rimes dug in. He was famished, partly the result of the restoratives. Waiting around wasn’t going to make Kleigshoen less angry.

      Kleigshoen watched him for a moment, then turned to her own plate. She picked at it for several seconds, separating the greens from the other vegetables.

      “Don’t like the salad?” Rimes asked.

      “It’s fine.” Kleigshoen shoved a forkful of greens into her mouth and chewed with her mouth open. “See?”

      “I do,” Rimes said. He smiled despite himself.

      Might as well push her.

      “We’ve got some time to kill … why don’t you finish telling me about T-Corp 72?”

      Kleigshoen froze. She hastily finished what she was chewing and washed it down with a swig of tea. “I already told you, we were interested in the X-17.”

      “You said it was complicated. They were in the compound. They had the gas. You didn’t tell us about it. We could’ve died. How much simpler could it get?”

      She quickly tucked another leaf into her mouth and followed it up with a slice of carrot.

      “We had you suited up in NBC gear,” Kleigshoen said, finally. “We’d already run several satellite scans of the area. We knew …”

      “You knew they’d already used the X-17 when the T-Corp team didn’t show up on your scans. What was the real target?”

      The waitress, an elderly Chinese woman with bowlegs, brought them their soup.

      Kleigshoen watched the woman slowly shuffle away. “The treatment for that condition costs about twenty-five thousand dollars. My grandmother underwent the treatment. It changed everything for her.”

      Rimes’s brow wrinkled. “I’m happy for her.”

      “Your niece, Gina, she has a condition, right?”

      “Cri du chat syndrome,” Rimes said, annoyed. “Why?”

      “You’re still a sergeant. What’s that pay?”

      Rimes frowned. “You know damned well what it pays, Dana.”

      “Around twenty thousand?” She was suddenly remote, analytical.

      “Around.” Rimes shifted.

      “Combat pay, jump qualified bonus, housing, subsistence … all told, that’s half again,” Kleigshoen said. She tasted a spoonful of the soup. “Let’s put you at thirty thousand. Not bad. You probably clear twenty-two. You spend maybe seventy-five hundred a year on rent, utilities, food. You’re both going to school off and on, so probably the same amount in school bills. That leaves you about seven, maybe eight thousand in the clear to cover whatever expenses come up: clothing, uniforms. You splurge every now and then—dinner, a movie.”

      “Fine,” Rimes said. “You’ve seen my financial records. We live simple. We have a few thousand dollars saved up. I don’t get your point.”

      “You recovered one canister from that compound, Jack. We think the genies purchased as many as a hundred. As best as we can tell, they paid five hundred thousand dollars, probably more. Five thousand each.”

      Rimes stared at Kleigshoen, a spoon of soup frozen halfway to his mouth. He could feel his face flushing. He set the spoon back in the bowl.

      “There were twenty-five hundred canisters in the stolen shipment. The street value is in the millions of dollars. As much as we want to recover what the genies stole, we want the rest of the shipment more.”

      Rimes felt his stomach knotting. “What are you getting at?”

      “You’ve given eighty-two hundred dollars to your brother in the last four years. That’s a lot of money, but everything still adds up. As far as we can tell, you’re clean.”

      Rimes clenched his fists. “Clean?”

      “What do you know about the X-17 shipment heist, Jack?”

      “Not much,” Rimes said through clenched teeth. “I was on a Special Security Council mission when it happened. Several people killed, a shipment stolen. No one really knew what it was at the time, just some sort of weapon. We heard most of the shipment was destroyed during the heist or recovered later.”

      “That was a cover-up. The thieves got away with the whole thing. Twenty-one people died, mostly security personnel, former soldiers. It was a phenomenally well-planned and executed operation, and it represented a staggering breach in our security apparatus. An unprecedented breach.”

      Rimes looked down at his bowl. His vision was blurring, his hands shaking. “Dana …”

      “Only a few people could have pulled off something on this scale, with this level of success. It’s exactly the sort of thing Commandos train for.”

      Rimes shook his head.

      No. It’s just more of your mind games.

      “Did you know Captain Moltke has a gambling problem? He’s more than thirty thousand dollars in the hole over the last two years. Sergeant Martinez’s wife ran up nearly twenty-four thousand dollars in debt shopping. He just paid it off. Did you know that?”

      Rimes stared into his soup.

      “Sergeant Wolford purchased a three-thousand-dollar diamond ring for his fiancée. Sergeant Kirk, six thousand on a racing motorcycle. Corporal Stern, three thousand lost on investments. Barlowe spent five thousand dealing with his mother’s addiction to bliss.”

      “No.” Rimes looked at Kleigshoen, tears forming in his eyes. “You’ve got it completely wrong.”

      Kleigshoen reached for Rimes’s hands; he pulled away. “I’m sorry, Jack. I told you it was complicated.”

      Rimes stood, unsteadily at first, got his balance, and walked to the door. He paused a moment outside, leaning against the splintered, peeling wall, trying to find strength.

      There wasn’t any to be found.

      He wiped away a tear and walked for the car, finally coming to a stop at the passenger door. Heat radiated off the exterior. Rimes pressed his hand against the door handle and grimaced. He pressed his forehead against the car roof, letting the heat burn away the doubts.

      She’s telling the truth. I’ve refused to see what I found unpleasant. If I’m going to be mad at anyone, it should be me.

      Rimes pulled away from the car. His skin burned where it touched the chassis.

      Why am I doing this? Why is she doing this?

      He looked back at the restaurant door, half-expecting Kleigshoen to charge out and …

      And what? Yell at me for living in denial? Mock me for missing obvious signs? Console me because I’ve had my little fantasy destroyed?

      Sweat trickled down his back, and he cursed beneath his breath. He suddenly realized that, regardless of intent, Kleigshoen had probably done him a favor. If he was successful pulling memories out of Kwon’s brain, he would almost certainly run into something implicating the compromised Commandos.

      I’m a marked man if I succeed.

      Kleigshoen opened the restaurant door and stepped into the heat. She was neither angry nor consoling as she approached, and she said nothing. Instead, she paused before opening the driver’s-side door.

      “Are you going to be okay?”

      She seems to be asking me that a lot lately. He thought for a moment, then said, “Yeah.”

      “You still want to go through with this?”

      Rimes closed his eyes. No. No more closing your eyes. He looked at her and wondered what was truly going on in her mind, if this was the last game she would play with him or if there was something more yet to be revealed.

      “Yeah,” he said with a sigh. “I can’t turn back now.”
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      “What do you see?” Chin asked. His voice sounded like it came out of the dark clouds overhead.

      Rimes looked at his hands, his pants, his shoes. “I’m me. I mean, I see me, down to the jeans and shirt and sneakers.”

      “And around you?”

      Rimes glanced to his left, then to his right. He stood on a natural-looking rock structure rising roughly thirty meters above a dark plain. The sky was dark, formless, and inky. Lightning pulsed dimly in the far distance.

      “It’s dark, mostly. I’m on an outcrop above some … plains. There’s lightning way off in the distance.”

      “Lightning?” Kleigshoen’s voice echoed off the rocks.

      “Yeah. I think. It’s not what I expected.”

      Chin grunted. “What were you expecting?”

      “I don’t know. Something more surreal, dream-like, indistinct?”

      “Okay,” Chin said. “What about now? Any difference?”

      Rimes couldn’t see any change. He moved down the outcrop until he had a better view. Details—boulders, rocky hills, shallow canyons—suddenly revealed themselves in the area below. Lightning flashed again, this time slightly closer.

      “I can see the ground below me better now. There’s more detail. The lightning is closer, coming a little more frequently.”

      Chin’s channel clicked like he was tapping a fingernail on his desk. “I don’t understand the lightning. Dr. Michaels didn’t say anything about that. Can you make your way to the ground? Can you move easily?”

      Rimes bent over and touched the rock beneath him. It was solid, steady, and smooth to the touch.

      Colonel Weatherford had connected them with Dr. Michaels, who had set them up with software and interfaces, but Michaels had left Chin running the connections. He’d assured them Chin’s experience was just as good as anything he could provide, since there was no one with practical experience.

      His words hadn’t improved Kleigshoen’s mood.

      Below him was a sheer drop, then a path. The rock, while smooth, offered handholds. He’d navigated worse in training. He squatted, then carefully began the descent to the path.

      “I’m descending. It’s …”

      The world shifted, twisting and collapsing with dizzying speed.

      “What?” Chin asked. The clicking over his channel came quicker, as if the drumming had sped up.

      “I’m … I was climbing down to a path, then everything changed. I'm on the ground now. I don’t know what happened.”

      Chin whistled. “One moment, right? I want to check your connections again.”

      Rimes could hear the sounds of cable harnesses squeaking from kilometers away, echoing through the heavens.

      “Everything checks out.” Chin’s voice rolled like thunder. “It’s just that all we see on the displays is a steep-walled canyon. You’re sure it looks like an electrical storm in the distance?”

      “Yeah,” Rimes said. “And it’s getting more intense.”

      “So what just happened?” Chin asked.

      “I don’t know,” Rimes admitted. “I was climbing down. I guess I wanted it to be over. And suddenly it was, and I was on the ground.”

      “And now, what do you see?”

      Rimes looked around him again. The outcrop was behind him, as expected, but the plains were now surrounded by shallow canyon walls. Lightning flashed again, closer.

      “I’m in a canyon,” Rimes said. “Not very deep.”

      “Okay,” Chin said. “We can see where you are on the display now. These are the areas where Kwon still has functionality. Dr. Michaels says the more detailed the features, the stronger the coherence. He thinks these are Kwon’s most recent memories, but he’s not sure. What do the canyon walls look like?”

      “They’re brown with a hint of red to them.” Rimes squinted at the walls. “There’s an amazing amount of detail, actually. I can see … I think that’s quartz? Something’s reflecting the lightning. And there are striations in the stone.”

      “Good.” Chin paused. “Can you sense anything out of the rock itself?”

      “What?” Rimes turned around in a circle with his hands out. “Like heat or something?”

      “I don’t know; Dr. Michaels wasn’t clear,” Chin said, exasperated. It sounded as though he took off his earpiece for a moment; his voice went faint. “Thoughts? How is he supposed to feel thoughts? These notes make no sense.”

      The world shifted again, and Rimes was standing less than a meter away from one of the canyon walls. He flung his arms out instinctively, trying to balance himself. The disorienting motion stopped as quickly as it had started.

      Rimes shook his body as if that would drive off the sensation. He looked at the wall and took a cleansing breath, then placed both hands on the stone and concentrated.

      Nothing happened.

      But it reminded him of running for the wall with Pachnine slung over his shoulder, in Singapore.

      Suddenly, he could see himself struggling to lift the big Russian up to where Tendulkar could reach his limp arm. The view spun, and he was running through the Pei Fu Complex, bleeding from a wound in his side, tasting blood—not his own. Then he was flying over the compound wall and into the forest.

      He wasn’t Rimes anymore.

      Rimes pulled away instinctively. “I-I think I just found a memory.”

      Rimes’s hands shook as he placed them on the canyon wall again. He thought of the motel room in Darwin, of Kwon being tranquilized. Voices came to him in darkness. Familiar accents, smells of Indian takeout, the sound of gunfire.

      Rimes screamed as something shattered his neck.

      Rimes heard movement, and Kleigshoen called nervously from the distance. “Jack?”

      He took his hands off the wall and put one on his neck. Nothing.

      “What happened?” Chin asked.

      “I felt the bullet that took out his spine.” Rimes’s voice shook. “I’m fine. I’m moving down the wall. Are the memories sequential? Do I need to move a greater distance to find an older memory than a newer one?”

      “Dr. Michaels said no one knows,” Chin said.

      “I’ve turned around a bend,” Rimes said. “I’m trying again.”

      Rimes placed his hands on a rock. This time, however, he concentrated on nothing in particular, a point in the darkness above him. Lightning flashed as sensations struck him.

      A young woman lay on a ceramic table, a bone saw, blood jetting, screaming, other women, more screaming, raw flesh in his mouth, release.

      Rimes pulled back and fell to his knees, then vomited.

      The sky came alive with piercing alarms and warning beeps.

      “Jack!” Kleigshoen shouted.

      Rimes forced himself to calm down, and the machines went silent. Someone wiped his face. It was disorienting, feeling himself in two places and yet not fully in either.

      “I … I found … he …” Rimes shook himself and stood. “Inhuman bastard.”

      Rimes concentrated on the opposite side of the canyon, and was there in a flash of lightning. He placed his hands on the stone.

      He was in a bar, looking at Nakata. A small, stainless-steel table separated them. Amber alcohol danced gently in a glass near Nakata’s hand.

      Nakata wore stylish civilian clothes. Music played. Japanese techno. Nakata watched androgynous forms dancing, grinding against each other beneath strobing lights.

      Kwon slid a card across the table. Nakata watched two forms kiss each other and took the card without acknowledging Kwon.

      Kwon slipped out of the bar, stopping only long enough to pull one of the dancers after him.

      Rimes pulled away.

      Nakata.

      He moved along the wall again, vaguely aware of a wind blowing through the canyon now. A mist began to drift down.

      He somehow knew where he was supposed to place his hands next.

      He—Kwon moved through a distinctly American bar—flickering beer signs, a deer head mounted on a wall, a tattered pool table. Women in skin-tight clothing watched hungrily from booths. One finally caught his eye, a dainty, young Thai in a HuCorp T-shirt. Kwon settled at a booth with the woman, not looking at the other occupants. The seats smelled unpleasantly of sweat and cigarettes.

      Moltke leaned out of the shadows across from Kwon to lift a glass of beer, then gently tapped the napkin the beer had been resting on.

      Kwon lifted the napkin, pulled a data card from within, wiped his face with the napkin, and slid another card into it.

      The booth’s other occupant pulled the napkin into the shadows for a moment before shoving it back.

      Moltke returned his beer to the napkin top.

      Rimes pulled his hands away from the canyon wall.

      “What’s happening?” Chin asked anxiously. “There’s a great deal of electrical activity showing. I don’t know what that means. I’m getting some very strange readings. Can I disconnect you?”

      Rimes’s voice sounded distant in his ears. “One more thing, and I’m done here.”

      Rimes moved along the wall, hands lightly brushing the stone. He could sense memories now without having to concentrate. A sensation washed over him. He planted both hands on the wall and let the sensation expand.

      Kwon sat cross-legged on the floor of an apartment. His eyes were closed; his breathing was slow and measured. Somehow, he was also in the Sundarbans, moving through the T-Corp 72 complex.

      Rimes looked around the apartment, confused. Kwon’s eyes were closed, but he was able to see. Rimes/Kwon was able to see Kwon completely, as if through his own awareness.

      How?

      Abruptly, he was back in the canyon. Thick raindrops and ice were pounding him. Booming thunder assaulted his ears. Rimes pushed back into the memory.

      Kwon moved through the complex in the Sundarbans, making his way through each of the buildings, identifying the critical computer systems that would need to be brought back online. He marked each step that would need to be taken to overcome the T-Corp security, to gain access to the data. Kwon visualized, memorized, traced and retraced, generated overlays and milestones, coded the data extract and decryption algorithms, gauged the storage required, planned for opti—

      Rimes screamed as lightning flashed in the canyon. Electricity shot up his arm. His body convulsed and twisted. Current hummed across the bench surface.

      Rimes tried to pull out of the connection, to abandon Kwon.

      He couldn’t.

      There was another presence in Kwon’s mind, and it wouldn’t release Rimes. Lightning struck again. Rimes spasmed. Spittle rolled down his cheek. He tried to scream but failed.

      Another bolt of lightning, more pain.

      He slipped into oblivion.
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        9 March 2164. Darwin, Australia.

      

      

      Deafening wind hurled thick, wet snow against every inch of his naked body. He shivered uncontrollably, rubbing his arms. He dropped to the ground and curled into a fetal ball to conserve his heat.

      Darkness hid everything, even the ground he lay upon.

      It felt like uncut stone—cold, hard, and rough against his frozen skin.

      I’m going to die if I don’t find cover. Clothing, shelter, heat. Especially heat.

      He forced himself to stand. He staggered forward several meters, stopped. The darkness was absolute.

      Maybe I’m blind? Damage from the lightning?

      He extended his arms as he walked.

      He had been sitting on a bench and Kwon had been lying on the examination table nearby. Chin had been placing sensors first around Kwon’s head, then Rimes’s.

      I’m still in his head. He’s dead now, and I’m still in his mind.

      Rimes staggered on. “Dana!” The winds swallowed his voice.

      Maybe it’s not Kwon that’s dead. Maybe it’s me. Is this what the brain experiences when it powers down?

      He’d seen research—solid science—about the brain’s perception of time and how it might change with death: looping, reversing, rerunning out of sequence, losing any sense of time at all.

      He ignored the cold. He’d been in Kwon’s head. He’d seen Kwon’s memories: disturbing, horrifying. But expected.

      He’d seen something else, though. Something unexpected.

      The lightning. The storm.

      The presence.

      It all came back to him then. Something—someone—else had been there, in Kwon’s mind. He’d felt it, but too late.

      This is not my body failing. I’m not here. This isn’t real.

      A crazy thought occurred to him, that he could will himself awake. It seemed impossibly simple.

      He tried to wish himself awake.

      Nothing happened.

      “It is never that simple, Colonel Rimes.”

      The voice echoed in the void. It was everywhere. It was in everything. It was inside him. He was nothing but the voice.

      “Hello?” Again, the wind swallowed his voice.

      There was no way the other voice could have been heard over the wind.

      It’s not real. It’s part of the experience, the dementia.

      “I am every bit as real as you are,” the voice said.

      Rimes vibrated with the voice’s power. He shivered from its existence. “Who are you? Where are you?”

      “I am you,” the voice said.

      No.

      “This is the moment of silence, the blade of grass standing erect before the tempest tears it from the ground by its roots,” the voice said. “This is the calm before the storm.”

      The presence.

      Memories came to him. Kwon’s memories. Rimes’s memories. The Sundarbans. Running through the jungle, running through the compound. Kwon had been there before.

      “Kwon?”

      “He is no more,” the voice said. “He is a dream now, a memory inside of you. You have embraced this fate, Colonel, just as we knew you would. You cannot stop it. You can accept it, or you can die needlessly on your enemy’s spear.”

      In the dark and cold, Rimes felt his body fail him, collapsing on the rough stone, the shivers becoming uncontrollable. Death throes.

      Dream or delusion or fever, he was shutting down.
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      Rimes bolted upright. He gasped in pain and looked around wildly. He was in the cybernetics lab. Kleigshoen held him straight on the workbench.

      She blinked twice, then turned her head to the office door. “Brian!”

      A moment later, Chin ran back into the room.

      “They’ll be here any sec—” Chin stopped. He stared at Rimes and cautiously snapped his fingers. “Is he really there?”

      Rimes tried to reply, but his jaw was too sore, his thoughts too scattered. He got out a wordless mumble.

      Wheels clattered and squealed in the hallway, and Chin stepped to the doorway, then waved and jumped to get someone’s attention. A moment later, two young men stepped into the room. The smaller of the two stopped to kick at a black spot in the middle of a brass plate on the floor.

      “He’s alive, then?” asked the other man, a tall, bald bodybuilder.

      “He just came around,” Kleigshoen said.

      “He’s got motor problems,” Chin said. “Can’t speak, hasn’t moved that arm where the current went in.”

      The smaller man began checking Rimes’s vitals. “Heart rate’s all over the place. You said he took a jolt from the machinery?”

      Chin scratched his stomach. “Craziest thing. It should’ve hit me by all rights, right?”

      The smaller man nodded at the larger one, and they lifted Rimes between them and carried him to the gurney.

      “We’ll get him down to the ER. It may be nothing—or it could be serious. That scorch mark on the floor’s pretty nasty. You two got lucky.”

      Rimes watched the ceiling move overhead.

      How close was I to dying? It’s like Dana said, I can’t go on like this forever. My luck will eventually run out.

      [image: ]

      “Jack? You okay?”

      Rimes blinked rapidly and tried to focus. His eyes registered nothing but the darkness for a moment, then lights blinked. Numbers glowed softly.

      He was in the cockpit of a private jet. Kleigshoen sat to his left. The instrument panel’s soft glow highlighted her black jacket.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” Rimes rolled his head, trying to work a kink out of his neck. “Just a dream. Or a memory. Or a memory of a dream. One of those. I was just … it’s going to take a bit to get over the injury.”

      Kleigshoen squeezed his hand gently.

      Searing pain shot up his arm. He gasped in surprise and pulled away. The sudden motion fired off a series of burning sensations. The gasp turned to an inhaled scream. Tears filled his eyes; he stiffened until the pain slowly subsided.

      “I am so sorry,” Kleigshoen said. “I forgot! I keep thinking you’ve healed up. They said—”

      Rimes shook his head. “It’s okay.”

      He forced himself to breathe slowly, evenly. He looked at his hand, saw the bandages covering the blisters where the electricity had entered. There was a much bigger bandage on his right heel, where it had exited.

      “We don’t have to meet with Jim until tomorrow afternoon,” Kleigshoen said. “You’ll have plenty of time to rest and let the restoratives do their work.”

      Rimes looked out the cockpit at the clouds floating far below them. So high up and washed in the moonlight, everything had a spectral, unearthly glow about it. They were still a few hours out from US airspace, but he already felt the pressure building inside.

      His trust in the world he thought he’d known was obliterated. His trust in himself was no better.

      “How does it work?” Rimes looked at Kleigshoen. He didn’t even try to hide his anxiety. “Do they arrest Captain Moltke? Is it a court martial or does it go to civilian courts? What’s he facing?”

      Kleigshoen focused on the instrument panel rather than meet his eyes.

      “I don’t know. We need to present our findings to Jim. He's very interested in what I've sent him so far, but, bluntly, he's worried about the strength of the case. This is a major accusation. Involvement in something like this—murder, selling classified data, selling sensitive weapons—is huge. Everything has to be airtight.

      “I guess there’ll be a court martial. I can’t see how he’d escape the death penalty … for something like this.”

      Rimes slowly flexed his left hand, ignoring the pinprick sensation running through each fingertip. “What about plea bargaining or getting someone to testify in return for immunity?”

      Kleigshoen shook her head. “You’ve got Moltke selling weapons to Kwon. We just need to figure out where and when that happened, and we can backtrack the rest.” She looked at him, brow wrinkled and mouth pursed worriedly. “Were you … were you able to remember the other person at the buy?”

      “No.” Rimes frowned. “And I don’t think it’s just a matter of remembering. I’m getting more and more details now. Things that were just a flash when I was connected to Kwon are …”

      “What?”

      Lightning played across the cloud tops in the distance. Rimes remembered the canyons, the dark clouds, the electricity crawling spider-like across the stony surface, reaching for him.

      “It’s becoming real,” he said. “They feel like my memories now. I think my brain is filling in gaps, separating things, sequencing them. There were things I didn’t realize I saw, memories I had no idea were there, but they’re coming together now.”

      Kleigshoen stared at him. “You remember the … killings?”

      Rimes nodded and looked away, ashamed. “He was a terrible person, Dana. What he did to his victims was inhuman.” He clenched his hands into tight fists. “He saw us as animals. It wasn’t just his genes. They cultivated it. LoDu encouraged it. All of it. The beliefs, the behavior, the … killing.”

      Kleigshoen watched the clouds beneath them. “What about Nakata?”

      “Colonel Weatherford personally knows the Special Security Council military liaison. After that, it’s up to the Japanese to decide how they deal with him. But the Special Security Council won’t select him for missions anymore, not once they know he’s compromised.”

      “Can you identify the nightclub he was in yet? It’ll just be your word against his. We need something stronger than that, Jack. This needs to be airtight, or we don’t only look bad, we lose.”

      “I was hoping we could trade. Nakata’s dirty. He nearly got my friend killed. He betrayed the trust of the Special Security Council. He’s no different than Moltke,” he said. “I give you Moltke, you give me Nakata.”

      “Jack—”

      “I can sketch the Japanese symbols from the nightclub—kana, kanji, whatever. And the girl … I’ll never forget her face. There can’t be many nightclubs with the same details—blue lights in the walls, the tables were high-grade stainless steel. Some sort of fish tank with a naked diver.

      “You get the nightclub, you get Nakata at the nightclub for me. Tie him to Kwon and let him cut a deal to save his career. That’s Nakata.”

      “Let me think about it,” Kleigshoen said. “We can’t risk everything over a vendetta. Keep your eye on the prize.”

      Rimes sighed. “Sure.” He checked his earpiece’s display. It was just after nine in Oklahoma. Molly should still be up.

      “You think I might be able to call Molly?” he asked.

      “Why not? You’ve been talking about calling her forever. I could use a minute alone.”

      “Thanks, Dana.”

      Kleigshoen exited the cockpit. Rimes listened for the toilet door shutting before synchronizing his earpiece. Several seconds passed before a noisy connection opened; another few seconds, and Molly’s face came into view.

      Rimes smiled. “Hi, baby.”

      Molly stared back coldly. “Where have you been?”

      “We’ve been traveling.” His guilt suddenly became crushing. “All over the place. It’s been a real mess.” He looked down as he spoke. “It’s been a very … demanding mission. I’m not cut out for this, Molly. I can’t do it.”

      “No one said you had to, Jack.” Molly looked confused. “You were meant for the military, not the … the Bureau or whatever.”

      “The money is so much better, though. You’d like the way they live. Dana has such nice things—dresses, jewelry, purses. I’d like to be able to buy you things like that.”

      Molly pressed her lips together. “Dana who?”

      Rimes stared at Molly’s image for a moment. It slowly dawned on him he had never explained who he was working with. “Special Agent Kleigshoen.”

      “Dana Kleigshoen?”

      He was on treacherous ground. “Yeah. You remember her? She was in my Ranger unit. I told you about her.”

      “Your old girlfriend?” Molly crossed her arms over her chest. “The really pretty one?”

      “She’s in the Bureau. I told you I worked with her recently.”

      “You didn’t tell me any such thing.” Molly leaned toward the console, her face seemingly millimeters from his. “What’s going on, Jack?”

      “You know I can’t discuss the mission, Molly. Look, I’m sorry for not talking to you until now. I should be home in a couple days. I’ll ask Colonel Weatherford to take me out of rotation, if possible. We’ll go somewhere, visit Cleo and Alejandra, maybe visit your mother.”

      Molly squinted. “You disappear for a week with your old girlfriend, and you don’t call me once?”

      “Molly, baby—”

      The connection closed abruptly. Rimes realized he’d been clenching his fists. The wound ached. He forced himself to relax and exhale deeply.

      He’d felt more anxiety facing Molly than going into a live fire situation. Years of training gave him confidence he simply couldn’t find in difficult situations with his own wife. He rested his head in his hands.

      “You are a hard man to reach, Captain Rimes,” a man’s voice muttered from nearby.

      Rimes spun.

      A man sat in Kleigshoen’s seat. He had a high forehead and dusky skin, and wore a jumpsuit, the sort that was common on orbital stations. When he spoke, his words seemed drawn out, with excessive enunciation and awkward emphasis.

      “You have no reason to be alarmed. You are perfectly safe.”

      “Who are you?”

      “You might say I am the storm, Captain.” A twinkle shone in the man’s odd, glistening, amber eyes. “Call me Perditori.”

      Rimes suddenly recognized the voice. “You were in Kwon’s mind. The lightning, the presence … that was you.”

      The man bowed his head slightly. “And now I am in your mind. I am very selective about which minds I use. You should be honored.”

      “The lightning was some sort of message? Or a seed?” Rimes guessed.

      The man smiled in answer.

      “You’re a genie?”

      “So they say. I prefer to see myself as the savior of my people, a destroyer of our enemies. Time is short. I have need of your services, Captain.”

      “You keep addressing me by the wrong rank. I’m a sergeant.”

      “Of course,” Perditori said with a dismissive wave. “If you will listen for a moment, you will understand how you and I can be of assistance to each other.”

      “I’m listening.” Rimes tried to relax.

      Perditori coughed theatrically. “We share a mutual interest in T-Corp 72. While others are distracted by matters of a mundane nature, you and I both see the key to this situation as that clump of buildings nestled in that fetid swamp.”

      I do? But his pulse quickened.

      “While I know what those buildings held, I cannot access that data. While you have access to that data, you do not know what those buildings held. You see now the fragile balance in our relationship, and how we might pursue what is best for each of us?”

      Rimes rubbed his forehead. Dealing with Perditori was taxing. “What is the data?”

      Perditori slowly closed his eyes and gave a satisfied sigh. “It should suffice for you to know that T-Corp stole genie research from LoDu. Since LoDu and T-Corp both ended research into that line of work, we have only ADMP and EEC to carry it forward. Yet ADMP will not invest in this endeavor unless there is competition to drive them, and sadly EEC does not have access to the data or the DNA.”

      “You want the data taken from the compound to reach EEC?”

      “Your relationship with Mr. Tymoshenko seems most fortuitous in light of this, does it not?” The smug smile returned to Perditori’s face. “Nothing without a purpose … Sergeant Rimes.”

      Rimes watched Perditori for several seconds. Finally, he said, “I don’t have access to the data. The Bureau has it.”

      Perditori gave a long-suffering sigh and touched his head with his forefinger and index finger. “And now you return to the Bureau’s headquarters for a debriefing. Again, fortuitous.”

      Rimes shifted in his seat uncomfortably. “I’m no computer expert. I could never penetrate their systems or their security.”

      “With my assistance, you can gain access to it easily enough.” Perditori gave a melodramatic bow and rolled his hand in front of him. “The data appears to be unreadable, which it is, to a certain extent.”

      Rimes clenched his fists, ignoring the pain that shot up his arm. He’d let Kleigshoen talk him into thinking that it was his body that would be lacking in a fight against the genies—that the remotes would be the answer. An answer he hated.

      The genie threat was more than physical.

      Perditori concentrated for a moment, his face suddenly strained. “The Bureau has two of the data storage units; however, in order to decrypt the data, three data storage units must be obtained. With only two, it is incomplete, gibberish. A ruptured pattern.”

      “Let’s assume for a moment I can get your data for you and transfer it to Tymoshenko. What’s in it for me?”

      “Money is not sufficient to compromise you. Would you rather have Nakata? The Bureau will not consume further resources pursuing a problem within the Special Security Council’s internal operational apparatus, not unless it can be turned to their advantage.”

      Rimes looked up and out of the cabin, considering the offer despite himself.

      Perditori pulled a handkerchief from midair and rubbed his forehead with it. “The name of the dance club you want is Nepuchūn no fuka-sa: Neptune’s Depths. As you surmised, you have assimilated many of Kwon’s memories into your own. What you touched of his is now yours. You have not yet realized the full implications of that, but once you do, you will see that we have already given you more than Nakata.”

      Perditori held the cloth to his mouth, breathing shallowly. His face shone with sweat. “And now I am afraid my time has run out. I will contact you again shortly before your meeting with the director. You can give me your answer then.”

      Perditori vanished.

      Rimes blinked. The cockpit was empty except for him. Outside, the shimmering clouds rolled beneath the plane.

      A moment later, Kleigshoen returned to the cabin. Her eyes were puffy. She pulled her jacket tighter around her and settled into the pilot’s seat.

      Saying goodbye to Metcalfe.

      “How’d it go?” she asked.

      Rimes rubbed at his brow. “Not well.”

      Kleigshoen pretended to concentrate on the control panel. “Give it some time, Jack. You knew this wasn’t going to be easy.”

      Rimes watched Kleigshoen out of the corner of his eye. I didn’t even tell her why. What the hell does she know that she’s not letting on about?
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      Except for a terminal that had been installed while he was gone, Rimes’s office on the ninth floor of the Intelligence Bureau was just as he’d left it. He ran his hand along the terminal’s smooth plastic surface for a moment, then turned to glance out the window.

      He watched the people filtering out of the building, heading to the mass transit station.

      How many of them even know each other? They live sealed off from each other, sealed off from anything but their own work. The important ones—like Metcalfe—work in vaults. A nobody like me gets a window. How broken is that?

      Kleigshoen paced the room. She examined the walls, the chairs, then finally the window. She sighed.

      She turned to glance at Rimes. “How’s your hand?”

      “Better.” Rimes made a fist and rotated it. That was an understatement; the healing was proceeding at a staggering pace.

      “And the dreams?”

      He studied her for a moment. Her brow was creased. Her eyes darted. She licked her lips.

      She’s worried. About me? About Kwon?

      He shook his head. “Nothing more, lately.” There’d been no discussion of the Perditori vision, and there wouldn’t be. “But I’ve been thinking about Kwon’s memories. Dr. Michaels theorized the software sorted them chronologically. I’m not so sure.”

      “You said you were able to move deeper into the canyon to find older memories.”

      “I was,” Rimes agreed. “But I also found older memories toward the canyon entry. And I found different time periods intermixed.”

      “So you think they were just random memories?”

      “No. I think they were sorted.” He worked through the thoughts as they came to him. “I think the software was weighting the memories … I think they’re what mattered most to him.”

      “That’s pretty significant,” Kleigshoen said. “You should talk to Dr. Michaels about it.”

      “I will. Once things …”

      A knock sounded, and Executive Assistant Director Marshall entered the room, dragging the heavy smells of cologne and alcohol with him.

      Marshall smiled broadly and extended a hand. Rimes recoiled momentarily, then recovered and shook it. Marshall gave him a vigorous shake. Before it would have seemed authentic. Now it bugged Rimes.

      What’s wrong with me?

      “Jack,” Marshall said. His face assumed a sadder expression. “Dana. You have my sympathies.” He took her hand, then pulled her in to give her a brief hug, then cleared his throat.

      “Sorry about the wait. Good news: we wrapped the budget meeting a little earlier than expected. How about we head over to the Appalachian conference room and get this over with, so I can take you two out for a bite afterwards?”

      Rimes nodded. “Works for me, sir.”

      “I’d like that,” Kleigshoen agreed.

      The Appalachian was three hallways down, across from the floor’s main break room. It was everything the Fort Sill briefing rooms weren’t—modern, filled with the latest gadgets, ostentatious.

      Marshall helped himself to a cup of water from a side table stacked with refreshments. Kleigshoen and Rimes settled into their seats. The lights dimmed, enhancing the system displays that hovered over the table.

      Marshall settled at the head of the table. “Okay, Dana, let’s see what you’ve got.”

      Kleigshoen gave Marshall one of her flirtatious smiles and curled her hair back over her ears. She scrolled through the opening text. “You’ve seen our preliminary findings. What we’ve done here is to, as Brent would say—” She coughed, her voice tight. “Excuse me. We’ve connected the dots. This all began with the X-17 heist. We’ve identified five primary suspects in that operation based on means, motive, and opportunity. Captain Anthony Moltke, Sergeant First Class Edward Martinez, Sergeant Lewis Wolford, Sergeant Peter Kirk, and Corporal Jacob Stern. Each had a history of debts, mostly through gambling. A sixth potential suspect is Corporal Ladell Barlowe. He’s also carrying a heavy debt load after getting his mother through rehab.”

      Marshall winked at Rimes and gave his most engaging smile. “I’m sure Dana’s told you already we ran you through the same screening as the others. We had to be sure we could trust you.”

      Rimes gave a quick nod, then focused on the presentation as images of his friends—his brothers—materialized above him. He remembered his time training under Martinez, the missions with Wolford.

      He’d always considered them good men, people he could trust with his life. To see them presented as corrupt, murdering mercenaries—regardless of how accurate it was—hurt.

      “Of the suspects listed, only Captain Moltke, Sergeant Martinez, and Corporal Barlowe survived the mission to T-Corp 72,” Kleigshoen said. “Thanks to the data we were able to recover from Kwon Myung-bak, we have enough evidence to connect Captain Moltke to Kwon.”

      Marshall held up a finger. “Help me out with this piece. What sort of evidence?”

      “We sent messages—” Kleigshoen began.

      “They were intriguing,” Marshall admitted, stroking his chin. “But I can’t justify a commitment based off them. You’ve got Moltke meeting Kwon in a bar. You can’t place the bar, but you’ve provided several sketches and notes … I mean, what, render an image and push it out to every police precinct and sheriff’s office and hope someone can identify it? Ask them to visit every bar in their jurisdiction to see if it has a spot in it like what you saw?” Marshall looked from Kleigshoen to Rimes.

      “We’re working on it,” Kleigshoen growled and flashed Rimes an impatient glare.

      “The memories are getting easier to decipher,” Rimes said. “I can recall a little more each time I think about them. Kwon’s senses were engineered to be able to pick up so much detail.”

      “You think you could locate this bar? Eventually?” Marshall asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Rimes said. “I can run through missing persons files. I was planning to start that tonight.”

      “Missing persons?”

      Rimes looked at Kleigshoen for support. She nodded.

      “Kwon was a serial killer,” Rimes explained. “He killed at least a dozen women. The woman he picked up at this bar was Thai, between one-hundred-fifty and one-hundred-sixty-three centimeters, forty-four to forty-seven kilograms, twenty to twenty-five years old. Dark brown hair, brown eyes, a slight scar on her chin, dental work on her incisors.”

      Marshall’s brow wrinkled. He smiled worriedly, looking first at Rimes, then at Kleigshoen. “You could tell all that from Kwon’s memories?”

      “No, sir,” Rimes admitted. “But Kwon could. I’m still struggling with it all.”

      Marshall sipped at his water while he considered Rimes’s words. Finally, he set the cup down and clucked his tongue softly. “Okay, I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. Start your research on the missing persons data tonight. Since you’re searching for a victim, not a suspect, I have authority to approve using what might otherwise be deemed profiling parameters. But I want the two of you on the first plane to Fort Sill tomorrow.

      “You have one week to get me something.”

      Kleigshoen powered down the display, then sighed as if centering herself. “Thank you, Jim.”

      Marshall paused for a moment, then stood. Kleigshoen and Rimes stood as well to follow him out, but he stopped at the door and leaned against the frame. He turned. All pretense at friendliness and cordiality were gone. He drummed his fingers against the wood.

      “Honestly, I was hoping for more. I think a celebration dinner would be premature at this point. Let’s meet again when you’ve got something I can work with. You get me something actionable, I’ll make it special for you.”

      Rimes looked down. His hands shook with anger. Marshall's attitude was misplaced, misguided. He left; Rimes looked up and caught Kleigshoen’s eye. Her face was tight with emotion, but he couldn’t tell for sure what it was.

      One week. One week to take down my brothers and friends. One week to betray the men who are my family.
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        10 March 2164. Washington, D.C.

      

      

      Rimes stared at the display terminal. He rubbed his face to work away the fatigue that ate at him, slowing his reaction time and eroding his focus. He shifted in his chair, starting when his knees brushed against Kleigshoen’s on the opposite side of the desk.

      He’d been so caught up in his research, he’d forgotten she was even there.

      She looked up from her own research, distracted. “You okay?”

      Rimes stood, then stretched. His joints popped loudly, but along with the fatigue came the reassuring tingling of the accelerants and stem cell treatment at work. His foot was no longer sore, merely tender; the wound on his hand nothing but a faint scar. The nerve damage was well on its way to complete recovery.

      “Yeah. I’m just tired. No surprise—jet lag, the healing accelerants … it always takes a toll.”

      Kleigshoen bit her lip. “I warned you we’d need a stronger case for Jim to buy into it.”

      Rimes looked out the office window.

      Kleigshoen sighed quietly. “I can work in the vault, if I’m bugging you?”

      Rimes turned and shook his head. He was tense, anxious, ready to act, but there was no target, no clear objective. “It’s not you. It’s this whole situation: the way he blew us off, the search, the unknown.”

      Kleigshoen defocused momentarily. She shifted in her chair, a more comfortable and less worn one she’d wheeled in from a nearby conference room. “Don’t let Jim’s behavior bother you. He’s under a lot of pressure on this. There’s nothing personal in it. He can’t commit resources on what we’ve provided so far. He’s already spent so much, and all he has to show for it is …” She stopped and touched a knuckle to her lips.

      “I’m sorry, Dana. I can’t imagine what it must be like losing a friend and a mentor.” Yet here I am, cooperating with you to send Martinez to his death.

      “You work alone a lot of the time,” Kleigshoen said after a moment. “Brent was my partner for … well, it felt like forever. I can’t even imagine working alone now.”

      Rimes settled back into his seat and stared at the display.

      “Any luck with the search?” she asked.

      “Nearly two hundred hits so far. All dead ends.”

      The returns on what he’d considered narrow criteria had nauseated him. So many missing women. The implications for his own children were unsettling. And the search engine was still processing images based on his criteria, and wouldn’t be complete for another forty minutes.

      “I’m going to get a few things from my station in the vault,” Kleigshoen said. “I—we’ll need to shut things down in a little bit. Our flight leaves at ten-fifteen. I don’t know about you, but I need some sleep.”

      Rimes grunted agreement.

      She exited the office. His eyes lingered on her legs for just a moment.

      With some effort, he closed his eyes and thought of Molly and the baby. She’d said from the start she’d wanted children and that she would carry them to term rather than use any of the popular proxy methods. It was a huge sacrifice. He suddenly felt selfish and petty.

      An intense heat burned within him—but was it for Molly and the baby, or Kleigshoen?

      Someone coughed lightly, and Rimes’s eyes popped open.

      “Your opportunity for coming to some kind of decision is now.” Perditori sat draped over Kleigshoen’s chair, wearing the same jumpsuit.

      Rimes slowly massaged his brow. “You’re late.”

      “I was otherwise engaged.” Perditori waved a hand toward the hallway behind him. “Have you decided?”

      Yeah. I’ve decided I’m insane. Or desperate. Maybe both. Or maybe I’m not even making the decision for myself. Rimes looked at Perditori’s image and saw nothing to indicate Perditori was sensing the answer. “What choice do I have? I’ll go forward with it for now.”

      Perditori pursed his lips. “Things are already in motion, and inertia can be quite a dangerous thing. Changing your mind would not be a good idea, Captain Rimes.”

      “Sergeant.”

      Perditori waved away the correction. “The data devices are in Director Marshall’s office. Be quick enough, and your partner will be none the wiser.”

      Rimes pushed back his chair and started walking toward the door. He could feel Perditori’s eyes on him the entire time. He took several tentative steps down the hallway, broke into a run, then slowed himself to a quick walk.

      Perditori trailed him soundlessly.

      I’m going to stop any second now and tell him the deal is off.

      “What sort of security do I have to deal with?” Rimes asked.

      “Nothing to speak of,” Perditori replied. “The security measures were designed to keep intruders out of the building and the offices. The patrolling guard is on the floor above and will be for several minutes. You already know how to gain access to the office.”

      I do? How? Of course! My first meeting with Marshall.

      Marshall’s office door was protected by a fairly simple digital pad and card reader. Out of habit, Rimes had noted the combination when Marshall had entered it at their first meeting there. Rimes’s security card information would be logged automatically, but no one should have any reason to check.

      If I don’t screw this up.

      He swiped his card, entered the combination, and turned the knob.

      The door opened. Rimes froze.

      The room smelled like a lair; Marshall’s musky cologne clung to everything. The office felt low, dark, and shadowed, as though a predator were waiting to jump out from behind an armchair or the desk. Digital photos hung on the wall—pictures of VIPs shaking hands with Marshall, who smiled widely, showing his teeth. Knowing what he knew of Marshall now, the pictures felt like trophies.

      Bones of prey.

      Rimes cautiously edged into the office.

      Perditori sat on the desk with his knees crossed, then waved his hand in the air.

      The bar rose off to my left. A country dance tune blared from overdriven speakers. The heat radiated from the crowd. The cologne—Marshall’s cologne—drifted from the shadows to my right.

      Alcohol hung heavy in the air, only overcome by the musky press of the patrons—desperate laborers and even more desperate whores—come to share company and obliterate their awareness. And through it all, the cologne—an extravagance few could afford in even moderate amounts.

      Moltke shoved the napkin across the tabletop, and his partner nodded from the darkness.

      “The envelope,” Perditori said. “On the desk.”

      Rimes moved to Marshall’s desk with a dreamlike awkwardness, picking up an official-looking plastic envelope. He flipped the flap up and saw two data sticks within.

      Two? Barlowe said they found three sticks’ worth of data.

      He emptied the data sticks into his hand and set the envelope back where he’d found it.

      “Now go,” Perditori said.

      Rimes jogged back to his office, Perditori effortlessly following.

      Rimes began the data transfer process. Evidence of the transfer would be easy enough to clean up once the data was downloaded—but speeding up the transfer was out of his league.

      It dragged on.

      When the second data stick finally completed copying, Rimes popped it out of the terminal’s base. Someone was coming down the hall: he shoved the data sticks into his pants pocket, turned off his terminal, and started to pace—then quickly sat on the desk corner and tried to look relaxed. Perditori vanished.

      Kleigshoen stepped into the room. “Jack! I expected to find you still staring at the display. Did you find something?”

      Rimes shook his head, hoping to explain away the anxiety he couldn’t hope to hide. “I’m worried. What if I can’t find her? What if my understanding of Kwon’s memories is wrong?”

      “It’s not the end of the world. We’ll find something to nail these guys with,” Kleigshoen said, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder. She pulled it away after an awkward pause. “They’re still sitting on a large cache of X-17. Maybe we should focus on that? How many places could they store it without raising suspicions?”

      Despite all the distractions, Rimes found himself intrigued by Kleigshoen’s idea. “Did the Bureau run a search of stolen or rented vehicles that could have transported the canisters? A helicopter would have a fairly limited range without refueling, and I’d imagine that’s a lot easier to track than cargo trucks.”

      Kleigshoen seemed to center herself and shook her head. “Our best guess was that they used both—a cargo helicopter for the initial extraction and some trucks to get the load to its final destination. At one point, we were confident we’d identified the helicopter they used; unfortunately, by the time we finally located it, it had been destroyed. All that remained was trace evidence inside the cargo bay, nothing likely to withstand a good defense challenge. Even if it were allowed in trial, it would be circumstantial at best, and it doesn’t get us any closer to where they would store it.”

      Rimes’s excitement drained away. “So everything really depends on this search.”

      Kleigshoen settled into her chair and brought up her display. “We need to catch a break.”

      He stretched. “Speaking of a break, I’m going to take a quick walk, see if I can clear my mind.”

      Kleigshoen nodded and went back to her work. Rimes stepped out of the office. He walked several steps before turning back to see if Kleigshoen had followed. When he saw he was alone, he sneaked back to Marshall’s office, replaced the data sticks, and exited, closing the door behind him.

      Getting the data out of the Bureau’s private Grid would be the next challenge. He regretted not having simply swapped out data sticks, but then he’d still have to get them out of the building somehow. With the data stored in his personal workspace, he would at least have access to it so long as he could access the Bureau’s Grid.

      He needed to somehow get the data onto the Grid. And an idea of how he might pull it off was forming.

      Rimes returned to his office. Kleigshoen looked up from her work for a moment. He settled into his seat and looked at the terminal. “Damn.”

      “What?” she asked. “Is it done?”

      “Almost. None of the hits match Kwon’s memories. I don’t understand. I was so sure.”

      Does she know about Marshall? Would she tell me if I asked her? Maybe just ask about any travel Marshall took around the time of the theft. I’d have to word the question just right, or it would tip her off.

      The search finished. There were four last hits.

      Rimes flipped through each image, staring, hoping, willing. The first woman looked nothing like Kwon’s victim. The second had vaguely similar eyes, but nothing else. The third … he enhanced the focus.

      It was Kwon’s victim. “It’s her!”

      Kleigshoen came around the desk and looked over Rimes’s shoulder. “Duan Lek? She doesn’t even look twenty, Jack.”

      “Reported missing in January,” Rimes said. “She would have been just barely twenty. The photo’s from her ID card, taken at eighteen. She was a little skinnier, a little more worn down by nirvana or some other stim, but that’s her.”

      “The missing persons report was filed in Raleigh,” Kleigshoen said. “Was she a resident there?”

      Rimes flipped to Lek’s travel records. “Immigrated with her parents at six. Moved from Los Angeles to Joliet, from Joliet to Baltimore, from Baltimore to Charlotte, then from Charlotte to Raleigh. Four years in the Raleigh area.”

      “Arrests?”

      Rimes shook his head. Lek was the wrong type of person to get the attention of the overtaxed police force. She got high, turned tricks, probably committed small-scale theft. There was no room in the prison system for petty criminals anymore.

      Kleigshoen walked back to her chair, but just stood for a moment before shutting down her display. “Let’s pass it on to Marshall. He can have someone run it down. It still sounds like a long shot.”

      “Have you ever been to Raleigh?” Rimes asked as he powered down his terminal.

      “Just for jump school. That was about eight years ago. I didn’t really see much of it.” Kleigshoen stretched, slowly arching her back. She gave Rimes a sleepy, lingering glance. “It’s sort of pretty, I guess. What’d you think of it when you went through? The sort of place you’d like to go again?”

      Rimes looked away. “Once was enough.”

      Rimes had relatives from the area; it was a dangerous place to grow up, with a lot of violence between locals and recent immigrants. Lek’s experiences would have almost certainly been rough.

      “What about Marshall?” Rimes asked. “Would he have any contacts in the area we could ask for help?”

      Kleigshoen thought for a moment then shook her head. “I doubt it. He’s from Delaware. I think what’s left of his family is still there.”

      Rimes sighed.

      “Let it go, Jack.” Kleigshoen walked to the door and stopped, turning to give him a tired smile. “We can’t do anything more with it until we get more evidence. We’ll get what we need if we work together. We can do that, right?”

      [image: ]

      Rimes woke to the sound of his earpiece chiming, Molly’s ring. He set the earpiece in his ear and accepted the call. The hotel room was dark except for a thin sliver of light sneaking through the drawn shades.

      Molly’s image took on a sickly glow. She looked weak and troubled. Rimes sat upright.

      “Molly?” The display showed 0417.

      “Jack? I’m sorry. I had a dream.” Her voice was sleepy, her words slurred.

      Rimes shook his head. “No, it’s okay. I had to get up in a little bit to go for a run. This is all on the Bureau’s dollar right now.”

      The urge to pull her close and hold her was maddening.

      “I dreamed the baby was dead.” Molly took a deep breath then wiped her eyes. Tears welled up then rolled down her cheeks. “You killed it.”

      “Whoa.” Rimes threw up his hands and motioned for Molly to stop. “You know I’d never kill our baby.”

      Molly sobbed quietly for a moment. “Jack, I feel horrible. I feel fat and ugly and you disappeared for a week with that woman.”

      Rimes froze for a moment. “Molly, you’re beautiful to me, you know that. I love you. Nothing’s going to change that.”

      “Is she pretty?”

      Rimes knew better than to lie. Molly had always been resentful of his old relationship with Kleigshoen. More than once, she’d worried aloud after a few drinks that he would leave her for his old flame.

      There was no good answer to the question.

      “She’s still pretty, just like you.”

      “Did you sleep with her?”

      “Molly, have you been drinking?” Rimes stood, fully awake now. He cursed inwardly. His blood was rushing, his parenting instincts fighting with his guilt.

      “Did you sleep with her?”

      Rimes began to pace. Molly had been in control of her drinking for nearly two years now. To lose control at such an important point in time …

      “Molly, listen to me. If you’ve been drinking, you need to stop. Now. Alcohol isn’t good for our baby.”

      “You slept with her. You bastard.” Molly began crying again.

      Rimes ran his hand over his head. “I’ll be home in a few hours, Molly.”

      “J.C. said Marty’s talking about leaving her.”

      Rimes massaged his forehead. “He’ll never leave J.C. Molly, please. That’s the alcohol talking. Don’t let it. You’re too smart for this.”

      “Are you leaving me, Jack? Is that it? Am I being punished for not being sexy enough?”

      Rimes shook his head. “You know you’re beautiful. You’re everything I could ever want. I told you when I married you, it’s forever. You know that.”

      She cut the connection.

      Rimes tore the earpiece off and hurled it against the bed. It bounced off the bedspread, then settled in a tangle of sheets dangling over the edge of the bed.

      She’s going to leave me when I tell her. I know it. I deserve it. But I made the mistake. I’ve got to own up to it.

      Martinez threatening to leave J.C. was nothing new, but the timing was terrible. Rimes kicked the air in frustration.

      Why couldn’t I control myself? Why did I have to create this situation? It’s part of my training: control the variables, limit the risks. Do the right damn thing, Jack. Damn it!

      There was no returning to sleep.

      With a heavy sigh, he retrieved his earpiece, pulled on his sweats and shoes, and headed out for a run. When he hit the cold morning air, he broke into a quick jog. He pushed himself, fighting through the stiffness of his healing wounds and welcoming the pain, despite knowing it wouldn’t save his marriage.

      I’m going to save it, damn it. We’re going to work through this together. We’re going to have our family, and we’re going to be happy.

      Jogging in the darkness, alone, there was no one to tell him otherwise.
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        11 March 2164. Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.

      

      

      It was just after noon when Kleigshoen and Rimes stepped out of the Switzer International Airport terminal. He felt hollow, adrift, a failure. He shivered in a cool breeze’s embrace as they loaded into an automated transport along with a handful of fellow travelers.

      Rimes examined the other passengers from behind drooping eyelids. Three were businesspeople—an elderly woman with white curls, and dark, judging eyes; the other two younger, ruddy complected, dark-haired men bristling with energy.

      The elderly woman spent several seconds looking down her nose at her fellow passengers, passing judgment with cold glances before finally sighing and settling back in her seat as the transport left the airport. She closed her eyes against the intrusion of these others and collapsed in on herself.

      The taller businessman sat next to his heavily-modified consort, who was very publicly absorbed in mind-numbing celebrity news feeds. Rimes had seen the feeds before. They provided vicarious thrills for those who could afford the services.

      The other businessman pretended to ignore his fussy assistant, a bronze-skinned Adonis in a tailored suit.

      Rimes relaxed, distractedly enjoying the warmth of Kleigshoen’s body pressed close against his by the cramped seats.

      He stole a quick nap, waking minutes later at the car rental facility. Following a quick transfer, he and Kleigshoen were on the turnpike, heading south for Fort Sill.

      Long-dead trees, weed-choked ponds, muddy earth—a dying world—drifted by. Even inside the car, the air smelled tired and depleted.

      He found it hard to concentrate. Molly’s accusation and relapse with alcohol; Perditori’s cryptic manipulation; the T-Corp 72 data; the stolen X-17; the Commandos’ involvement. Marshall’s duplicity.

      For just a moment, Rimes wanted a simpler life, a life without obligations to a still-forming family, a corrupted military, and a world poised on the brink of implosion.

      Rimes closed his eyes and imagined himself and his team aboard a UH-121, coming in nap-of-earth, thick forest canopy skimming by a meter beneath them. There was a thrill in the imagined memory, a security and a sense of happiness. Imminent combat, life and death hanging in the balance. All the while, knowing each member of the unit had the other’s back.

      “You’ve been awfully quiet today,” Kleigshoen said. “Is everything okay?”

      “Molly,” Rimes said, looking from the countryside to Kleigshoen. “We have some things we need to work out.”

      Sunlight and shadow battled across her face until a stretch of trees along the roadside draped her fully in shadow.

      Rimes looked back at the road, empty except for a few automated transports and a luxury vehicle in the distance.

      “She knows?”

      Rimes sighed. “Knows? Intuits. Maybe. I don’t know. She’s very jealous of you. Always has been. She didn’t take it well when I told her we were working together.”

      Kleigshoen stared straight ahead for several minutes, then said coldly, “I can drop you off at your apartment. We’ve got a case to focus on, Jack. I—we—don’t need the distractions. There’s no need for me to get involved.”

      Rimes shook his head. “We’re already involved.” He rubbed his knees, as if by working out the stiffness there he could drive away his anxiety. Finally, he stopped and simply grabbed his kneecaps. “Dana, I need to know if I can trust you.”

      Kleigshoen tensed. “Jack, what happened between us was just for fun. How you handle it with Molly is your business.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” Rimes said, stung by her dismissive response.

      She hasn’t changed.

      Kleigshoen glared at him. “What is it, then?”

      Rimes wrestled with the idea of lying, testing Kleigshoen somehow. No easy test or lie came to him. It simply wasn’t in his nature.

      “How much do you trust Marshall?”

      “Trust him?” Kleigshoen’s brow wrinkled. “In what way?”

      “This X-17 investigation, for instance. How did you and Brent end up involved with that?”

      “I told you. Brent was on the fast track. This was a high-profile case. Jim was under a lot of pressure. Wrap the case, and it was a big feather in all our caps. Everyone knows Director Vaughn plans to retire after the next administration. Jim has the inside track to replace Vaughn, and then Jim would’ve filled his old position by appointing Brent. For leading such a sensitive investigation.”

      Rimes rubbed his face in frustration. “Why did you recruit me?”

      She hesitated, closing her eyes and pinching the tip of her nose. “We needed someone inside your unit who wasn’t compromised. Add to that your experience in Singapore and on the Sundarbans mission, and it was a perfect fit.”

      Rimes thought for a moment. “So how did you know it was my unit?”

      Kleigshoen sighed heavily and rolled her eyes. “When Jim got the case, he called in his top analysts. The first thing they did was assess all the available intel. The second thing they did was posit potential actors. We looked at elite units worldwide—military, metacorp, mercenary, even intelligence operators. Every lead we chased down fell apart over the course of several weeks, except for one.”

      Rimes looked at her face, saw what he needed to see there: acknowledgment of the pain she’d inflicted and of the situation’s seriousness.

      It’s not something petty or spiteful for her. It’s real.

      “So the evidence pointed to an inside job. Where could Moltke have gotten the information he needed to pull off an inside job? He’s a Commando. I’d never heard of X-17 before word spread about the theft. None of us had.”

      Kleigshoen bit her lip.

      “Bio and chemical weapons are illegal,” Rimes said. “X-17 never should have been developed.”

      Kleigshoen said quickly, “It was meant to be a deterrent … a deterrent needs to be an effective weapon, Jack. It needs to intimidate enemies. X-17 kills quickly, without leaving a trace. It breaks down quickly, so it’s not generally effective over large, open areas. Wind, rain—they’d render it useless fairly quickly. That means it wouldn’t be ideal for most battlefields.”

      “So what’s it intended for? Assassination?”

      “No one really knows,” Kleigshoen said. Her brow wrinkled. She started to speak, then hesitated. “It’s the craziest thing, if you think about it. The research was authorized nearly thirty years ago. Jim had access to the historical records, but we didn’t have the need to know. Given the way it works, though, I’d say it was for assassination, extortion, close-quarters urban operations. Maybe limited actions. When you think about it, it’s very much a weapon of modern warfare in that sense, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.” Rimes considered the information in silence. He looked out the window, watched the devastated countryside roll by.

      Marshall’s involvement made less sense in light of what he now knew. Then again, the very existence of X-17 itself didn’t really follow any sort of military logic.

      Thirty years ago, the last vestiges of religious extremism fueled many of the world’s conflicts. But now, with most of the world living in poverty, business being shipped off-planet, and the last petroleum deposits long tapped out, the extremist movements that would have made the weapon relevant had already lost most of their momentum.

      Kleigshoen whispered, “Jack, why did you ask whether I trust Jim?”

      Rimes watched for Kleigshoen’s reaction carefully. “He was at the bar with Moltke and Kwon.”

      He tried not to allow vindictiveness to influence his perceptions. She’d hurt him with her revelations about his unit’s involvement, and her coldness toward the damage she’d done to his marriage. He needed to be sure what he saw from her was authentic, and not what he almost wanted—expected—to see.

      Kleigshoen stared at the road intently for a long, quiet stretch, her knuckles whitening on her lap.

      Finally, she wiped her eyes and turned back to him.

      “Brent didn’t like the way Jim was handling the case. I thought—he was being overly ambitious, playing the angles, looking at how he could leapfrog Jim.”

      Rimes sat up straighter. “How did he think Jim was handling it wrong?”

      “At first, Jim wanted us to focus only on the metacorporations. He said ADMP might be behind the theft, because they’d purchased one of the companies that had done the early research. Then the analysts showed ADMP hadn’t had any resources in the area during the theft, and he had to back down. And he resisted considering military units almost to the end, giving the exact reason you did: they wouldn’t have had access to the data.

      “Once we locked on to your unit, Jim tried to give the case to a couple of rookies. He said their youth and inexperience would actually be an advantage in a case like this … they’d be able to think outside of the box easier.

      “Brent … I guess you could say he sort of threatened Jim indirectly. He pulled Jim aside and told him he was putting his career at risk. If the rookies failed, there would be a lot of questioning about Jim’s judgment.”

      Rimes kept watching her eyes. “Did you ever suspect Marshall was behind this?”

      “Behind the theft?” Kleigshoen shook her head. “I thought Brent was just being greedy, trying to get us assigned to the investigation instead of the two rookies. It was our work that identified Moltke as a prime suspect. We were all set for credit. But … it makes sense. I feel like I failed Brent by not supporting him when he questioned Jim. I … challenged Brent’s judgment.”

      “Does Jim know you challenged Brent?”

      Kleigshoen nodded. “Jim asked me to be sure Brent was clear there were no hard feelings. They’d been friends for years. Jim mentored Brent.”

      They rode in silence the remainder of the way. A steady, sand-laden wind had kicked up, impairing visibility. The car pulled into the apartment complex’s parking lot and stopped outside Rimes’s apartment building.

      “What time should I pick you up tomorrow?” she asked.

      Rimes didn’t answer. His eyes were locked on a barely visible highway patrol cruiser parked at the end of the row.

      He could see the two patrolmen inside tracking the rental vehicle with their gaze.

      Then the cruiser started to roll slowly toward them.
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      His apartment building seemed miles away; the steps to his apartment seemed to stretch up forever.

      “Stay here.” He climbed out of the car. The dirt-laden wind knocked him off-balance. He took a step to recover.

      The cruiser, an older, heavy, blocky EEC model that he hadn’t seen outside Europe lately, came to a stop five meters away. He could see the two patrolmen both staring at him. He looked up the stairs again, then back at the patrolmen. The patrolmen stepped out of the vehicle, the wind nearly tearing off their brown campaign hats. Rimes’s stomach flipped.

      “Jack Rimes?” The driver shouted over the wind.

      “Is everything okay, Officer?” Rimes couldn’t stop looking up the stairs.

      “We just need to talk to you, Mister Rimes. Would you mind answering a few questions?” the second patrolman asked. He was big, his voice deep, but it barely carried in the wind.

      “Is my wife okay?” Rimes had to keep from charging up the stairs.

      “Everything’s fine, Mr. Rimes,” the driver shouted. “It’s about the altercation you were in at the Oklahoma City Bus Terminal recently. We just need some additional information.”

      Rimes relaxed. “I’ve been out of town for a while, so when I saw your car, I started to worry. About my wife.”

      “No problem, Mr. Rimes.”

      The taller man looked past Rimes at the rental car. “You can tell her everything’s fine. This shouldn’t take long.”

      “Right.” Rimes walked back to the car, shading his face from the wind. He opened the passenger door enough to poke his head in and tossed his travel bag on the floor. “Something’s up.”

      “What?” Kleigshoen looked past him.

      “I’ll explain in a minute. Just be ready.”

      Rimes walked back toward the cruiser, still shielding his face from the wind. He smiled at the second patrolman, who was getting into the car. “Looks like we brought this weather in from Virginia. Sorry about that.”

      The big man nodded cordially and waved toward the rear door, then turned toward his own door. The wind caught his hat, lifting it off his head. Instinctively, he reached up to grab it.

      Rimes pivoted on his right leg and kicked the big man's exposed back with as much force as possible. That drew a gasp, then the man staggered forward into his open door, losing his hat. He recovered and turned. Rimes closed, ducked beneath a too-slow swing, and drove an elbow into the man’s solar plexus before dancing back.

      The big man desperately clutched at Rimes; he drove a knee into the man’s groin and a quick backhand into his throat. Another strike to the jaw, and the big man dropped, gagging.

      A gunshot rang out, and Rimes flinched. He dropped to the ground, grabbed the fallen man’s gun, then fired off several shots beneath the car at the driver’s shins. The driver screamed and fell to ground.

      Rimes pistol-whipped the big man, then ran around the car to kick the driver full in the face. A second kick, and the driver was out.

      “Jack!”

      Rimes pulled the driver’s cuffs from his belt and turned him over, cuffing his arms behind his back. The driver’s gun and spare magazines were next. Rimes stuffed them into his pants. The wallet was last, tucked into a front pocket.

      Rimes returned to the big patrolman, punched him again, and cuffed him as well.

      Kleigshoen fought through the wind and stopped a few meters short of Rimes. “Have you gone mad?”

      Rimes climbed in through the cruiser’s passenger door, stretched across the driver’s seat, and popped open the trunk to let the real patrolman out. He jogged back around, then pulled up short.

      Empty. Where’s the real patrolman?

      “Do you even realize what you’ve done? You’ve just assaulted two policemen,” Kleigshoen shouted.

      “I told you, they’re not cops,” Rimes shouted back.

      He checked the driver’s identification. His stomach flipped. It looked legitimate at first glance. Rimes sat back on his heels and blinked dirt out of his eyes.

      No. I can’t be imagining this. I know I’m right.

      “Let me call Jim. We can get in contact with their chief or commissioner or whatever. We can explain how this happened. You’ve been under a lot of stress, you felt threatened …”

      “When was the last time you saw police riding in pairs?”

      Kleigshoen groaned. “Jack, did you ever think they might consider you dangerous?” She pointed at the bloodied driver for emphasis.

      “They came driving toward us before I even got out of the car.”

      Kleigshoen rubbed her temples. “I can’t believe you’d assault police on something that flimsy. They could have come by here, talked to Molly, and simply been waiting for you. We were in a rental car right outside your apartment building. How often does that happen?”

      Rimes pocketed the driver’s identification and walked over to the other patrolman. “How did they know you were in the car?”

      “What?”

      “This guy told me to tell you to drive on. He specifically said ‘her.’ He couldn’t possibly have seen you were a female through the sand, not at that distance.”

      Rimes searched for the big man’s identification as he talked. It looked as legitimate as the driver’s. He muttered a curse.

      “If they talked to Molly, don’t you think she would’ve said I’d be with you?”

      Rimes stood. He turned his head and squinted against an intense blast of wind. “Fine. But that still leaves one problem.”

      It was the wrong car. They don’t drive EEC. They drive HuCorp single-seat cruisers.

      He slammed the passenger door shut. The edge of the state patrol decal was loose.

      “What?”

      “There’s no way the highway patrol would get involved with a case involving a bus station in town. It’d be city cops.”

      “Well, they’re involved now,” Kleigshoen said. “Either way, someone is going to call those gunshots in.”

      Rimes handed the identification cards to Kleigshoen and took the big patrolman’s spare magazines. “I’m going to get Molly. Get ready to get out of here.”

      “Jack, you need to think this through. Running won’t—”

      Rimes thrust his jaw forward. “Check the IB database. If you can confirm those are legitimate highway patrolmen, I’ll turn myself in.”

      Kleigshoen stomped back to the car. Rimes hefted the patrolmen into their car, locked the doors, and closed them. His heart raced as he ran up to his apartment and let himself in.

      It was deathly quiet and dark inside.

      “Molly?”

      Molly staggered out of the bedroom. She looked ill. “Jack?”

      Rimes ran to Molly and held her. “I need you to pack a bag, baby.” She had vomit on her breath.

      “I threw it up.”

      He held her tighter. “We’ll talk. But now … just get dressed. I’ll pack.”

      Jack walked to the bedroom, covering his face against the smell. He stripped the vomit-matted sheets off the bed, bundled them up, and tossed them into the washing machine. The machine kicked on, immediately monopolizing the hot water pressure. Molly squealed in shock.

      A few seconds digging around in the closet, and he had Molly’s travel bag. He focused on functional clothing rather than anything fancy. He wasn’t sure where they’d go, but he wasn’t figuring on a four star hotel.

      As he detached the toiletry bag from the travel bag interior, his earpiece chimed. Rimes settled it into his ear and walked into the bathroom. Molly was leaning into the shower spray, letting the water wash over her. He quickly packed her toothbrush and toothpaste.

      “Jack, you were right,” Kleigshoen whispered. She was barely audible over the shower. “They’re criminals.”

      “We’ll be down in less than five minutes.”

      Kleigshoen went silent for a moment. “What do we do?”

      “We have to assume Marshall thinks I know he’s behind this. I shouldn’t have let on about Kwon’s memories. I just didn’t know. You’re committed now, whether you wanted to be or not. I’m sorry.”

      “We’ll have to move fast. We can transfer some credit into cash cards, but only so much. They flag anything above $2,500.”

      Rimes heard the shower shut off. “Three more minutes.” He ended the call.

      “Was that her?” Molly asked. She was leaning out of the bathroom door, naked, dripping, a towel in her hand.

      “Yes.” He didn’t know what to say to make it any better. “She’s downstairs waiting on us. Please hurry, Baby. We’re in danger.”

      Molly blinked. “I’ll get dressed.”

      As they descended the stairs, Molly’s eyes locked on the cruiser. “Jack? The cops—”

      “Those aren’t the cops, baby,” Rimes said.

      By the time they exited the parking lot, he had a plan.
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      Rimes jerked awake from a troubled nap. The heavens burned as the sun disappeared on the western horizon. Wind whistled through the watchtower’s shattered glass, carrying with it the smell of approaching rain.

      He shifted on the sleeping bag, listening. His earpiece chimed.

      It was nearly six.

      He scanned Third Street with his binoculars. They were crude and simple but functional. They were also all he could afford.

      At first, the street looked empty, just another stretch of broken pavement in another abandoned town. Then he saw it: a mini-car, a rusted out HuCorp two-seater.

      He focused on the car’s grime-streaked window and sighed. Better late than never.

      Rimes scanned the rest of the town; there was no movement. He opened the door to the stairwell, listened for a moment, then jogged down.

      Halfway to the bottom, he pulled an ancient walkie-talkie from his pants pocket. “He’ll be here in a couple minutes.”

      The walkie-talkie hissed as Kleigshoen answered. “Ready.”

      Rimes waited a moment at the bottom of the tower. “Molly?”

      “I heard you. I’m going. Um, ready.”

      Rimes jogged in a half-crouch toward the entry gate, alternating between quick jumps and rapid jukes over patches of grass and lengths of weed-covered, cracked cement.

      Aside from a few determined rodents, the James Crabtree Correctional Center had been abandoned for decades. It had been a state-run, low-security facility. Corporate-run prisons built for truly dangerous criminals rendered it obsolete. Its shutdown marked the beginning of the end for Helena.

      Rimes scanned the compound interior. Long shadows draped the facility’s sagging cement structures.

      Nothing moved.

      An iron beam wedged the rusted gate shut. Rimes hid behind a pillar until he heard the mini-car approach, then stepped out of the shadows and waited for it to brake.

      Martinez stared at him from the driver’s seat with J.C. next to him, anxiously twisting her hands together. They were in jeans and flannel shirts and appeared unarmed.

      Martinez lowered his window and stuck his head out slowly. He scanned the gate and the prison grounds beyond. “Open it up, Jack.”

      Rimes kicked the beam from the gate and pulled it open. The mini-car drove through, coming to a stop next to Kleigshoen’s rental car in the shadow of the old administration building’s lobby.

      Rimes closed the gate and jogged over to meet them.

      Martinez climbed out of the vehicle, his knees making an audible pop. “You’re crazy. You know that, right? Calling me up at o’dark thirty to come out to the middle of nowhere.” He rubbed his knees, then straightened. “Want to clue me in?”

      Rimes watched the car until J.C. got out of the passenger’s side, then stood next to Martinez. What was it about her that could drive a man like Martinez—an honorable, decent soldier—to turn into a traitor? She was a wisp of a woman with a mercurial nature and a love of alcohol, but she was dead serious when it came to money.

      Eighteen years of bickering and near-divorce. Eighteen years of hard partying. Eighteen years of “it’s never enough.”

      You’re the one who got him in this mess, J.C.

      “You should’ve come alone.”

      Martinez shrugged. “I don’t like going anywhere without J.C. anymore. Now what’s up?”

      “Tell me about the X-17.”

      Martinez looked at J.C. sheepishly. “So that’s it, huh? You want in on the money, too?”

      “You know me better than that. I just want to know what happened.”

      “What do you think happened? Moltke came to me with a proposition. We needed the money. This was worth more than any of us could make in a lifetime.”

      Rimes shook his head.

      Martinez shrugged. “Same job, better pay, Jack.”

      “That’s not going to wor—”

      J.C.’s clenched her little fists tight at her sides. “He’s taken bullets for this country. He’s nearly deaf in his right ear. That knee of his is never going to be right. And what’s he get for all that? Two hundred dollars a month until he turns seventy? That’s bullshit, and you know it. He can’t take care of me on that kind of money. He can’t even take care of himself! At least he did something about it, unlike you! What kind of husband are you?”

      Martinez grabbed J.C. around the waist and gently pulled her to his side, smiling at her. “She’s got it right. We’ll be broken men when we leave the service. If we even live to. You’ve got a kid on the way. How do you plan to feed three mouths on what you make?”

      “We took an oath.” Rimes glared at J.C. She’s twisting things, confusing him.

      “Sure we did. And now that you know about the X-17, that oath’s still applicable? That stuff was cooked up by the military and intelligence communities. It was put together so we could wipe out enemies, foreign and domestic. You understand what I’m saying?”

      “No, and I don’t think I care.” Rimes locked eyes with Martinez.

      “Listen,” Martinez raised his hands, palms open. “X-17 is the perfect weapon for a coup. You put the right people in the right place, and you could wipe out every single politician in the capital. No trace of anything. They authorized making this stuff after all the program cuts, and they buried it under so many layers of security, no one really knew about it until it was finally done.”

      “They who?” Rimes said.

      “Does it matter? Generals, intelligence directors, unelected leaders. I’m no radical, Jack, but this goes against everything we were sworn to protect.”

      Rimes sighed. “It’s too late to play the patriot.”

      “I’m not,” Martinez said. “But you need to step off that high ground you think you’re standing on and see it for what it is. This was an illegal weapons program being run by a bunch of power-hungry megalomaniacs. Making a little bit of money off it, taking away from their stockpile … what’s wrong with that?”

      “What about those Americans you killed to get to it? You see anything wrong with that?” Rimes asked. “And your friends are trying to kill me. I sure as hell have a problem with that.”

      “No one needs to kill anyone,” Martinez said, waving Rimes down. “Let me talk to Moltke. He wanted to recruit you from the start, but I told him no. He thinks you’re an ace, Jack. We all do.”

      “It’s too—”

      A shadow passed overhead, and Rimes instinctively flinched. A bullet ricocheted off the cement where he’d been standing.

      One of the unit’s stealth-modified helicopters—a UH-121—whispered past. Rimes dove to the ground, and a second shot thudded into the dirt next to his right shoulder.

      “Sniper!”

      Martinez ducked and ran for cover, his hand instinctively reaching for J.C. Another shot ricocheted off a cement wall. He turned as she collapsed, blood oozing from a hole in her forehead.

      Rimes rolled and scrambled across the ground, sneaking into the administration building a second ahead of Martinez.

      Rimes glanced back to where J.C. had been standing. She lay on the grass.

      “Is she … ?”

      Martinez’s face was an emotionless mask. “You have a gun?”

      Rimes knew what Martinez was going through, just like when Wolford had died. They had all learned to compartmentalize, to seal themselves off from the pain of the moment. It was the only way to survive. Rimes handed Martinez one of the guns taken off the fake patrolmen. “I’m sorry.”

      “Not your fault.” Martinez looked skyward. “They’re going to have to come in on foot now. I assume you’ve got some sort of plan?”

      Without another word, Rimes ran for the maximum-security building, taking cover wherever he could, changing his pace, zigging and zagging. Martinez followed, quickly falling back on training and habit.

      They moved through the darkness of the maximum-security building’s debris-cluttered stairwell. Rimes stopped occasionally to listen to their footsteps echoing off the concrete walls. When he was confident they weren’t being followed, he moved again.

      They were in the compound’s newest and tallest building. Not only did it have the greatest structural stability, it offered the best cover—which also made it the most likely target for a helicopter landing or fast-roping assault.

      At the third floor, Rimes exited the stairwell with Martinez immediately behind him.

      Rimes quickly played a penlight across the room beyond, which had an unfinished sally port and a cage door a meter beyond it. Cement, short spans of rusted rebar, and rotten tarp littered the floor. A rusty acetylene torch lay abandoned in one corner, an even rustier propane tank in the opposite corner.

      “Nice place you got here,” Martinez said.

      Rimes smiled. It was familiar, tension-defusing banter, the sort he’d missed while working with Kleigshoen and Metcalfe. He feared it might be the last time he enjoyed it with his mentor.

      “You going to be okay?”

      Martinez was silent a moment. “No.”

      Rimes slid the sally port cage doors open, then closed each behind Martinez as they went through. Two swift kicks, and the doors were jammed with small, cement wedges. Rimes carefully stretched fishing line taut through the interior door’s bars, wrapping the line around the bottom bar twice.

      The room had a long, rectangular walkway around the edges but was open in the center all the way to the first floor. Another walkway bisected the rectangle, connecting the two sides. The rectangle’s far end opened onto a set of interior stairs. Prison cells, stripped to the cement and littered with trash, lined the left- and right-hand walls.

      Rimes pointed Martinez to the left walkway. “Far stairs.”

      Martinez jogged ahead, cautiously checking the cells as he passed them. “Where’s Molly?”

      “Someplace a little safer,” Rimes said. “She can fire a gun, but I want to avoid that if I can. I’ve made some mistakes, and right about now, I think I’d be her first target.”

      Martinez stopped at the interior stairs. He checked the pistol Rimes had given him and shook his head in disbelief. “It’s just us? You’re expecting to hold them off with a couple of ten-mil semi-automatics? How many rounds do we have?”

      “Two full magazines between us, two half-empty, plus the full mag in the gun.”

      Martinez looked down the stairs. They led all the way to the bottom floor, except for a piece of sheet metal covering one flight halfway up. Aside from falling back into one of the cells, they would have no cover once the building was breached.

      “I hope you know this looks pretty ugly,” Martinez said, searching for what Rimes saw in the position. “I’m not seeing it. Walk me through.”

      “Two teams. First team descends from the roof and holds in the fire escape.” Rimes pointed to the sally ports at the far end of the floor where they’d entered. “Second team enters through the bottom and makes its way to the stairs, here.” Rimes pointed down the internal staircase. “Second team looks for shots, can’t get any.”

      “What, are they fucking blind?” Martinez looked at his darkened surroundings again. Nothing obscured the lines of fire but handrails.

      “Just a minute. They make for the stairs in a line, three-meter stagger. Base of the stairs, they tell team one to go. Team one enters the sally port while team two ascends the stairs. Fifteen men, counting Moltke. They leave one on the roof, one at the entry below. That leaves us with thirteen. Piece of cake.”

      “Twelve then. Moltke would never get his hands dirty, the little coward.” Martinez glared at Rimes. “I didn’t come out here to get murdered. You’re my friend, Jack. I love you like a brother, but this is fucking hopeless. You’re cut off from exit, you’re outgunned, and you’ve got no defensive positions to speak of. Give it up and let me talk to Moltke. We don’t all need to die over this.”

      “You know me better than that, Marty. I don’t intend to die. I think I understand Moltke well enough to pull this off.” Rimes smiled wickedly. “A limited number of exits is also a limited number of entries. It’s all in how you see it. You see vulnerabilities, I see choke points.”

      Rimes ran his light along two narrow slits chipped out of the wall. The slits stretched a meter in length up from the floor. Rimes put the light away and said, “See? Now help me get our defensive position up.”

      Rimes ran back to the nearest cell. He turned when Martinez hesitated for a moment. Martinez shook his head in disbelief, then followed.

      Rimes lifted a rectangle of crudely stitched and duct-taped burlap that looked a few centimeters thick. Sheet metal and packed dirt showed through the corners of the burlap.

      “This and those smaller ones.” Rimes strained to hold the bundle upright. “It’ll stop most rounds, especially if they’re loaded for close assault. We set this up where we can look down on the stairs. I’ve got a piece of reinforced chain link to put over the top to catch grenades. Grenade hits, give the chain link a smack to bounce it off and let the plates handle the rest.”

      The roof groaned as something heavy settled on it.

      Martinez looked up. “Okay, I’m in.”
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      They dragged the burlap-wrapped pieces next to the slits in the wall, then Rimes pulled a pair of leather pouches from the cell.

      Rimes dug a nail gun out of one of the leather pouches. He handed the other pouch to Martinez.

      “So you’ve been busy,” Martinez said.

      “You know I’ve always dreamed of a big renovation project.”

      They set to work, Martinez moving quickly and efficiently despite his grief; it took less than a minute. When they were done, they had a crude, low pillbox with narrow firing holes.

      “Simple but effective,” Rimes said. “I hope.”

      “Intimate,” Martinez said.

      Rimes laughed. “I’ll call room service.”

      He opened the top, and they climbed inside.

      “Okay.” Martinez checked his pistol again. “So we don’t die immediately. They’ll still shoot through your little grenade trapper.”

      “I hope they think as little of me as you do.”

      “Loo—”

      The door to the first floor burst open. Two loud pops followed. Martinez and Rimes dropped flat and knocked the grenade trapper shut. Below them, explosions rocked the bottom floor, the metallic chime of flechettes echoing everywhere. The flechettes bounced off cement and iron for a long second before going quiet. The sound of running boots rolled up the stairs.

      “Here they come.” Martinez licked his lips. “Last chance to surrender.”

      Rimes’s reply was lost as the fire exit door burst open. Rimes sneaked a peek; someone in a tac-vest and open-faced helmet swept a submachine gun across the interior, its laser sight tracking over the cement wall just above their position.

      It was a good forty meters and dark, and the target stood behind iron bars: it would have been a tough shot for a pistol marksman under ideal conditions.

      Rimes sighted and slowly squeezed the trigger.

      The bullet ricocheted off a bar. Gunfire erupted from the stairwell doorway in response, hammering the wall above them. Concrete chips and powder rained down.

      “What was that?” Martinez hissed.

      “Bad shot.”

      Martinez growled something beneath his breath and peered out his firing slit again.

      “They’re coming up on that sheet metal. I can take a shot.”

      “Do it,” Rimes said.

      A moment later, as the lead gunman tried to sprint up the sheet metal ramp, Martinez fired. “Got him!”

      A loud crash sounded.

      “Down?”

      Martinez risked a glance, then pulled back as bullets thudded into the concrete and sheet metal walls. “They’re pulling him back. He’s not a concern.”

      The firing stopped.

      Martinez swapped out his magazine for the other full one. “It’s tough to get a good shot like this.”

      “Wounding is just as good as a kill in this environment,” Rimes said.

      “We want something more serious than a stubbed toe, I’d imagine.”

      “Shoot off their trigger fingers, Hawkeye.”

      Martinez choked back a laugh.

      “I’m sorry about J.C., Marty.” Rimes sighed, wondering how he would feel losing Molly. No. I couldn’t deal with it. I won’t let them kill her.

      Martinez said nothing for a few seconds. “They’re looking at that sheet metal. Your work?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is it secured? One of them’s pulling at the base.”

      “Fire a shot at him. Don’t hit him, though.”

      “Don’t hit hi—” Martinez sighed. “And I thought Moltke’s tactics sucked.” Martinez took a shot at the gunman.

      The gunfire came again, this time sending several rounds into the sheet metal wall protecting Martinez. Martinez rubbed at a bulge in the wall where a round had nearly penetrated.

      “Kicked the fucking hornet’s nest with that one,” Martinez said. “I think we can safely say they’re not using close-assault rounds, just in case you were still—”

      Another round of gunfire drowned Martinez out. More concrete chips rained down on them.

      At the far end of the building, someone knocked the wedge free and slid the sally port’s outer door open. One of the gunmen squat-walked toward the second door.

      Rimes fired.

      Once again, the gunmen returned fire. Three gunmen were advancing into the sally port behind the lead gunman. One took up position on either side of the lead gunman, and the last ducked behind him. They were preparing for a quick assault.

      “Okay, they’re going to make a rush,” Rimes whispered. “That means they’ve probably figured out the basics of this defensive position.”

      Martinez sighed. “We’re sitting ducks. I warned you.”

      Rimes heard the second door’s concrete wedge being kicked free. The door slid. Another quick glance confirmed the four gunmen were readying to charge, with two more waiting in the stairwell doorway.

      “Shit,” Martinez whispered. “They’re pulling the ramp away. They’re going to rush us from both directions.”

      “Close your eyes.” Rimes swapped in a full magazine as the inner sally port door slid open the last of the way. He heard the sheet metal ramp scraping on the banister below.

      Explosions rocked the building from the stairs. A wave of heat jetted over the top of their pillbox, and Martinez flinched. Then two smaller explosions sounded from the sally port.

      As the explosions died down, screams took their place, and Rimes opened his eyes again.

      Once again, gunfire erupted from the stairwell, this time without a hint of coordination or accuracy. Rimes pulled the walkie-talkie from his pants and activated it.

      “All yours.”

      He switched the walkie-talkie to a different frequency and activated it again. A moment later, another explosion sounded from the stairwell.

      The gunfire went silent.

      Rimes switched the walkie-talkie back to its regular frequency.

      Martinez looked at Rimes in stunned silence. “You had this planned all along. You knew I’d bring J.C. with me.”

      Rimes winced. “No … but I had to be sure all the loose ends were accounted for. I figured you’d either show up alone and try to kill me, or they’d be following you—or following her—and they’d try to kill all of us separately. You’re in with dirty people, and they don’t care who they have to kill to protect themselves.”

      The walkie-talkie came to life. Kleigshoen’s voice came in clearly. “Targets down. All clear.”

      “Who was that?” Martinez demanded.

      “Dana Kleigshoen,” Rimes said.

      “That sweet thing from the Sutton?”

      Rimes nodded. “She’s also a sweet marksman. She got the pilot and the two sentries, so we just need to clean up in here. You up for that?”

      “Jack, what about me?” Martinez asked, his face pained. He looked at his pistol. “They’ll call it treason.”

      Rimes watched Martinez. “I’m sorry. I was figuring you and J.C. could disappear, start a new life somewhere, maybe down in Ecuador. You still have family there, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But you need to give me the X-17, Marty. And the Sundarbans data stick you kept from the Bureau. Yeah, I know about it. And I’m guessing Marshall probably suspects.”

      “How’d you—”

      “Later,” Rimes said. He popped open the grenade cover. A quick glance at the dying flames assured him the assailants in the sally port were no longer a threat.

      The improvised pillbox was battered and pockmarked. Dirt was scattered everywhere. Rimes shook his head in admiration.

      Martinez squatted in front of the pillbox, rubbing his hand over several holes where dirt tumbled out. “This could’ve gone a lot worse.”

      “Let’s get out of here. I want to get the data stick, and you should get on the way to your new life.”

      Martinez stood and walked over to the railing, leaning over it with his eyes unfocused. “Without J.C., I can’t see—”

      Gunfire echoed loudly from the stairs below them, nearly drowning out Martinez’s quiet gasp. A round struck Rimes’s right shoulder; another grazed the right side of his head. He rolled away from the pillbox.

      Martinez fell.

      Rimes watched for a moment, unable to understand what he was seeing. His legs gave out, and his head fell against the cement floor. Waves of pain shot through his body. He couldn’t focus, he couldn’t think. He was vaguely aware he’d been shot and that he wanted to get his gun, but he couldn’t string together the steps necessary to do that.

      Footsteps echoed. Someone was slowly climbing the stairs. One moment, they seemed close, the next far away.

      It required a Herculean effort, but Rimes rolled onto his side. He blinked and managed a glance at the stairs. He saw a torso, a CAWS-5, all-too-familiar gear.

      Darkness and a semblance of peace washed over him, until Moltke’s face resolved out of the void, hovering above him. Moltke was saying something about Martinez. Rimes tried to concentrate on Moltke’s words, but the words just couldn’t connect in the thunderous roar in his head.

      Where’s Marty? He was here. Dana? Molly?

      Moltke lifted Rimes by the front of his shirt, demanding something.

      Rimes’s head fell back as Moltke shook him.

      A knife appeared from thin air, and Moltke pressed its tip just below Rimes’s right eye. Moltke spoke again, angrier, louder. Rimes sensed there was importance to the words, that it was critical he understand what was being said.

      He blinked, and his eyelashes brushed the blade. Moltke said something about knowing, about the others, about pain.

      There was a pop—a gunshot—and Moltke suddenly slumped. Rimes’s weight pulled them over, and Moltke fell on top of Rimes, cutting his cheek with the knife.

      Moltke was mercifully silent now.

      Rimes tasted something terrible in his mouth. He gagged, tried to spit. Instead, he rolled to his side and vomited, somehow managing not to breathe it back in.

      Darkness.

      Peace.

      When Rimes opened his eyes again, an angel was kneeling beside him, babbling in the same formless language Moltke had used. She was crying.

      What could make an angel cry?

      Molly.

      He was so tired, so very tired. He slipped into the darkness.
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      Rimes tried to swallow but simply couldn’t manage it. His mouth was dry and rough as sandpaper; his throat burned. He opened his eyes and instantly regretted it; it felt like he was ripping off their outer membranes.

      But with some effort, he was finally able to focus.

      The all-too-familiar combination of privacy screen, monitoring systems, and wheeled serving tray greeted him.

      Another hospital room.

      A moment passed, and the privacy screen opened. A bushy-eyebrowed young man in hospital greens stepped in.

      “Welcome back to life, Sergeant Rimes,” The young man leaned in close, pulled down Rimes’s bottom lids, and looked into Rimes’s pupils. “Your vitals’re looking awfully strong for someone who took a bullet to the head. How’re you feeling?”

      Rimes tried to speak, felt his throat tighten up, and thought better of it. He pointed at his throat and shook his head.

      A headache exploded just behind his eyes.

      “Your WBC count is up. How about opening your mouth for me?” The nurse fished a penlight out of his shirt pocket and shone it into Rimes’s throat. “Just a touch of strep. We’ll take care o’ that. You up for a visitor? We’ve got a standing call for when you come around.”

      Rimes nodded, and the headache hit him again. He hoped it was Molly.

      Waking alone in the hospital had hurt him, he realized.

      She’s always been there when she could be before.

      “Good. I’ll have the desk let Colonel Weatherford know.” The nurse seemed oblivious to the disappointment flashing across his patient’s face as he examined the side of Rimes’s head. “Try not to move too much. Although I have to admit, I’ve never seen someone heal so fast before, not without aggressive stem cell treatments. And you’re not showing even residual indications of brain trauma. That’s pretty amazing stuff.”

      Rimes nodded without thinking, then grimaced.

      The nurse left Rimes to his thoughts, thoughts that quickly turned dark. Not only was Molly not waiting for him, he realized, but the nurse hadn’t even mentioned her. Or Kleigshoen.

      Suddenly, it occurred to him that he may very well be a prisoner. He had, after all, killed several men, and there was no real evidence that Moltke was a traitor.

      He searched around for the bed’s controller and raised the head of the bed, then pulled the serving tray over. It was all an embarrassing struggle, his limbs shaking and uncertain, but he managed to pour himself a cup of water without spilling too much. He gulped the water down, closing his eyes against the pain.

      A console suspended from the ceiling caught his eye. He found the remote and powered on the display. Flipping through the dozen or so menus was slow going, but he eventually found a news feed.

      Several searches through headlines and video revealed nothing worrisome—another brushfire war in Africa, another assassination in Asia, droughts across the eastern United States. He stopped at the last set of stories: more concessions from the feckless World Trade Organization to appease the metacorporations.

      Heavy, deliberate footsteps approached the privacy screen. A hand pulled the screen aside.

      Colonel Weatherford’s face was an unreadable mask. “I understand you have a pretty bad case of strep.”

      Rimes whispered weakly. “Yes, sir.”

      “Sorry to hear that.” Weatherford’s gravelly voice revealed nothing. “Can’t keep these damned infections under control no matter what we do.”

      Weatherford patted Rimes’s shoulder, sending up another explosion of pain.

      “I’ve talked to your wife and Agent Kleigshoen. I still want to get your side of the story, of course, but by all accounts, you’ve eliminated a serious problem. I think the government owes you a big thank you, but I don’t recommend you hold your breath waiting for it.”

      Rimes smiled in relief.

      “The timing couldn’t be much worse. This X-17 thing … it’s not going to make us look good. We need to act on this quickly and aggressively. Corporal Barlowe’s under arrest and cooperating so far. CID has a team working with him to recover the X-17. He doesn’t know where it was stored; that died with Moltke. The bigger problem is dealing with the canisters sold to the genies.”

      Rimes nodded, ignoring the pain.

      “We’ve reached out to LoDu, played on their honor and all that bullshit. This Kwon fellow was a bit of an embarrassment to them, so they’re offering a little help. At the end of the day, though, it’s going to come down to us. Do you have any idea where they might have stored what they bought?”

      Rimes swallowed. “No, sir,” he whispered. “Kwon died before I could get much out of him.”

      Weatherford nodded, looking into the distance. “Well, we haven’t got a lot to work with, but we’ll make it count.” He looked down at Rimes, then patted him painfully on the shoulder again. “Martinez was a good soldier. I hope you’ll be able to remember the good about him. I think we can cover up his involvement in this.”

      “I appreciate it, sir.”

      Weatherford squeezed Rimes’s shoulder. Rimes clenched his teeth against the pain. “Moltke, on the other hand, was lucky he was killed. Hard to believe Martinez got off that shot. The human body is capable of amazing things. Moltke’s family will get nothing. He was a disgrace to the officer corps and to his country.”

      He let go of Rimes’s shoulder and smiled sheepishly. “Sorry about losing my temper like that. It’s just I’m very disappointed. I thought I knew Moltke better than that.”

      Rimes took a breath. “I understand, sir.”

      Weatherford moved to pat Rimes’s shoulder but pulled his hand away just in time. “I also wanted to assure you your opportunity for OCS is still intact. Help us wrap up the X-17 situation, and you’ll be on the next bus to Fort Benning. They say you’ll be up on your feet in a week, good as new. They wanted to use you as a case study. I told them no.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Rimes said, doing his best to hide the quiver in his voice.

      Weatherford started to stand up. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      A thought came to Rimes: Perditori’s jumpsuit. His strange accent. “Sir, there is one thing. It might be nothing … I got the sense from Kwon that they might have the X-17 in an orbital station. I didn’t get any details … it may not mean anything.”

      Weatherford leaned on the edge of the bed. “Any idea which one?”

      Rimes shook his head. His voice was a dry rattle. “He was all-but brain dead when I connected to him. Does the name Perditori mean anything?”

      Weatherford considered the name for a moment. “I can’t say I’ve ever heard of a Perditori, but I’ll pass it along.” He straightened. “For now, you get some sleep. You’ve got a couple of young ladies very anxious to see you.”

      Weatherford chuckled quietly. “I remember when I was your age.” He gave Rimes’s shoulder another painful pat, then disappeared through the privacy screen.

      Rimes managed a smile. Apparently, Molly hadn’t left him, and Kleigshoen was all right. Moltke was being scapegoated.

      But the fact that Barlowe was already in custody troubled Rimes.

      Barlowe was a good guy. He had unparalleled computer system skills. And Rimes needed access to those if he wanted to understand what had really happened and why.

      The nurse returned with a medication cup. “That was a quick visit. You’ll take two of these now, two tonight with your meals. We’ve had a small problem in the facility with strep lately. At least it’s not something lethal.” He grinned, but the effect was creepy rather than reassuring.

      Rimes swallowed the pills with a mighty effort. The nurse left, and Rimes turned his attention back to the news feed—and to the possibility he’d guessed right with Perditori and the X-17.

      Makes sense, after all. Kwon had connections to Perditori, and Perditori looks like he lives in an orbital station. Assuming he’s even real. How can I know what’s real when he can affect my thoughts?

      Everything about Perditori made it seem very unlikely he lived on-planet, and it seemed unlikely a connection to Kwon could be made from outside the solar system.

      Rimes instinctively reached for his earpiece to do more research, and sighed when he realized it had probably been removed when they treated his head wound.

      After a moment of familiarizing himself with the remote’s crude interface, he opened a workspace and pulled up a search system.

      He worked through the publicly available inventory of orbitals, first filtering out those that were home to the banking cartels. These were the oldest and most established orbitals, and were home to nearly two hundred thousand people. Along with the historical distance the banks maintained from the metacorporations, the idea of one suddenly accepting what would have to be a mysterious cargo simply made no sense. Next, he filtered out anything older than twenty-five years, figuring Perditori would favor more modern facilities, from the time the metacorporations first threatened to move all operations off-planet.

      Thirty-four orbital stations remained.

      Rimes read through the public descriptions of each one, quickly eliminating half based on size, purpose, ownership, and history. Ranking the remaining seventeen based on what seemed most important—amenities, safety, mobility, storage capacity—gave him an idea of the most likely place for Perditori to hide out.

      Rimes pulled up an image of near-space to examine the top five candidates. He rotated the view, frowning. Four of the five were within two hundred kilometers of each other, and all five were associated with major, extra-solar, gateway operations, primarily shipyards.

      A quick search on other commercial activity in the area made him sit upright. He fought through the pain and dizziness and refocused on the data.

      Fingers shaking anxiously, he worked his way through the first several returns: EEC, HuCorp, MDC, several SunCorps subsidiaries, Virgo, Wang—

      There were hundreds of billions—trillions—of dollars tied up in the shipyards, and that just in the manufacturing, refitting, repairing, and scrapping operations. Ore processing from the intra-system mining business added even more.

      It was a fortune, even by metacorporation standards.

      Space—the orbitals, the colonies—was open, unregulated, the wild.

      Tens of thousands of engineers, scientists, and highly trained technicians lived in orbit, willingly accepting the harsh conditions and risks for a contract and the dream of eventual ascendancy to metacorporate employment. No one knew the exact situations, but there were rumors and the occasional refugees. Everything pointed to unimaginable abuses, and the dream of future employment almost always proved a lie.

      Rimes copied several links to the workspace and opened a message. He struggled for several seconds to get the data into the message, then struggled more trying to remember Colonel Weatherford’s communication ID. Finally, he settled on sending it to Kleigshoen. After providing a couple of thoughts about the most likely targets, he asked her to forward the information on to Weatherford, and sent the message.

      With the communication away, Rimes decided to contact Molly. He suddenly felt a wave of guilt that he’d turned to work before his own wife. He’d been doing that too much of late. He consoled himself with the knowledge that lives were at stake.

      It was hard to keep the message to a handful of sentences; there was a lot they needed to discuss.

      Molly, I’m awake and, except for some weakness and soreness, ready to come home. If you’ll have me. Everything we’ve ever wanted in life seems to take me away from you, but I promise I’ll do everything I can to spend more time with you once this situation is resolved. I love you.

      He sent the message.

      He stared at the display for several seconds, hoping she might be waiting at the apartment’s terminal. It was an absurd, self-absorbed thought, and Rimes chided himself for it, but he still stared at the terminal for a full minute longer.

      Finally, he closed the communications utility and returned to the newsfeed.

      Minutes passed with Rimes drilling down into the latest political dramas playing out across the globe and the colony worlds. As usual, most of the world’s troubles boiled down to the financial ruin wrought by the most recent depression. Energy prices drove up costs and wiped out small businesses, unemployment skyrocketed, and violence inevitably crept up. People just wanted to be able to survive—food, shelter, some semblance of security.

      There was so little to be had on a global scale, yet politicians failed to deliver even the simplest, most basic needs.

      An hour passed, and Rimes abandoned the newsfeed, his spirits sinking. As he brought up the communication utility, he thought of what it would be like to be an officer. His pay would be more than half again what he was making, and he would be placed in the officer’s retirement system. Within a few years, he’d be making twice what he was earning as a sergeant, sufficient to get a nicer apartment with a room for their child.

      The display blinked. A message was waiting for him inside the communications utility. He opened it, excited.

      Molly.

      It was a video from Kleigshoen. She was dressed in a tight, low-cut, blue top, and her hair was down. Rimes couldn’t help noticing how bright her smile was.

      “Hi, Jack. I hope you’re feeling better. I’m staying at the Bradford in Oklahoma City now. Marshall authorized me to work with Army CID on the Moltke case. They really need the help.”

      Marshall.

      Either he’s got one hell of a pair, or he thinks he’s untouchable now that Moltke’s dead.

      “I went through your analysis. You did that off a station in the hospital? You really should consider IB, Jack. You’d be a great fit. Anyway, I really like what you’ve done. I’ve forwarded it on to your colonel with a few thoughts of my own.”

      She leaned into the camera and Rimes found himself staring at her cleavage.

      “Well, I assume you’re sleeping. Here’s wishing a hasty recovery!”

      The image froze.

      Hasty recovery? That’s what you had in mind when you recorded that?

      Rimes gently shook his head at the message’s implied intimacy. It was just the sort of thing Molly didn’t need to see, but Kleigshoen had sent it anyway.

      “Sergeant Rimes?”

      Rimes flinched.

      A plain-faced woman in hospital greens was holding the privacy screen open, looking angry. “Your wife is here.”

      Rimes hastily closed the video. He twisted to see beyond the woman. He could make out the slightest sliver of Molly’s face. She waved at him and smiled stonily.

      The woman gave him a severe look. “Five minutes.”

      Once the woman was gone, Molly closed the screen and stepped up to Rimes’s bed. Tears were already forming in her eyes. “I didn’t even realize those old messenger things worked.”

      “We work with what we have available.” He reached for her hand, took it, squeezed it. His throat burned with each word, but he didn’t care. “Will you have me back?”

      Molly wiped away her tears; anger flared in her eyes. Her nails dug into his hand. “You hurt me, Jack.”

      He welcomed the pain. “I know.”

      “And I don’t know if I can ever trust you fully again.” The nails bit deeper.

      “I understand.”

      “Do you? We agreed we would have a baby naturally. We agreed I would carry that baby around for nine months. I'm taking on all this risk, all this responsibility, and you what? You hop all over the globe with her?” The nails bit deeper still.

      “Molly … I’m not proud of what I did, baby. I cheated on you. I don’t deserve you.”

      “You’re damn right you don’t.”

      She pulled her nails free and the absence of the pain felt like abandonment. He fumbled for her hand, trying to twist his fingers among hers.

      “You have every right to leave.”

      That’s it. Now she’s going to go.

      Molly pulled her hand away. “I thought about it.”

      Rimes’s heart skipped a beat.

      She glared at him with renewed intensity. Along with the pain she’d shown earlier, there was hatred in the glare. “I want my own career. I’m not going to be a prisoner with no future but yours.”

      “I’ll support your career. You know that.”

      “You know I don’t want to be a drunk.”

      Rimes nodded. His heart pounded in his chest. He didn’t know what to think. “You won’t be. We’ll get it under control.”

      “And I don’t want to raise this child on my own,” Molly said.

      He felt tears fill his eyes, a welcome pain and release. “It’s our child. You know that.”

      “When this is done, we’re going to talk. The problem isn’t just her … you can’t just do this for the money. Money can’t raise a baby.”

      Rimes shook his head.

      He watched her eyes, saw the anger softening.

      Outside the curtain, the nurse cleared her throat.

      Molly said, “I have to go.”

      “Thank you, baby,” Rimes said. His throat ached, but he had to finish. “I love you.”

      She touched his head near his wound so gently that it didn’t hurt—then she was gone.

      Rimes watched the privacy screen for several long seconds, hoping she might return. When it was clear she wasn’t coming back, he lay back and closed his eyes, listening to the background noise.

      Finally, he brought up the messenger system again and opened Kleigshoen’s video. He typed in a quick reply, then deleted the video. Kleigshoen replied almost instantly, but Rimes closed the messenger system without reading it.
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      The APC interior was cramped, and the air was thick and heavy. Rain banged loudly off the roof, and kit rattled and thumped in the dim light. The team sat in two rows on drab olive seats that squeaked with each lurch and bump. Rimes wiped his brow for the millionth time since entering the vehicle.

      There isn’t a personnel carrier built for comfort, but I think they went out of their way to build this one like a tomb. Feels like I’m suffocating.

      Rimes looked across at Pasqual, saw him licking his lips. They exchanged a quick thumbs up: a signal going back to their Ranger days.

      Bhat smiled, and Orr nodded. Kleigshoen, still deep in IB data updates, sat next to Fawcett, a freckle-faced, wide-eyed transfer who had been on Martinez’s team on the Sundarbans mission.

      Wolford’s replacement.

      I don’t care what you did, buddy. No one’s going to replace you.

      Orr went back to fidgeting with his integrated EVA suit, checking and rechecking its readouts. It was a necessary inconvenience, a complication that worried them all. They’d never done any significant training for space combat. It wasn’t really in their mandate, and they were already an expensive group to fund.

      Anxious or not, we’re ready to launch. We’re going to do this.

      The engine’s growl ramped up, drowning out the rain.

      “You up for this, Sarge?” Pasqual shouted. “Not too pissed off they interrupted your nice hospital vacation?”

      “I’m all right. I just gargled with whiskey and glass shards.” Rimes actually was feeling much better, but improved or not, he was going on the mission.

      Pasqual leaned forward and punched Rimes’s armor. “This one’s payback,” he shouted.

      “Hoo-ah!” the others Commandos shouted.

      They’d been spared the sordid details of the X-17 theft. As far as the official story went, Moltke had betrayed his unit and his country. Anyone else caught up in the mess was just a good soldier following orders.

      However, Rimes could see in Pasqual and Chung’s eyes that they had suspicions.

      How are they going to deal with it when the reality sets in? The moment of realization, the new perspective on old memories, the questions of what Wolford and Martinez’s betrayals meant to them. There’s going to be bitterness and anger. I’ve been there. For now, we’ve got our mission, a real target, a real enemy.

      The time for forgiveness will come later.

      The APC came to a sudden stop, shaking Rimes from his thoughts. He looked across at Kleigshoen. She was engrossed in her earpiece’s display.

      Come on, Dana. Stay in this.

      The rear hatch dropped, revealing the tarmac. Helicopters and VTOLs crossed the distant horizon, and dark, angular, menacing shapes loomed nearby.

      Orbital shuttles.

      They all jogged across the tarmac, running for their shuttle. Rimes tried to get a feel for the EVA suit. It was bulky but lighter than he’d expected. The boots were the hardest to adjust to; he felt like he was running in clown shoes. Puddles reflected their approaching forms before boots shattered the images.

      As they ran up the shuttle’s ramp, they were joined by another team, this one run by Lopez. Lopez was angular, even taller than Rimes, and rodent-faced. Rimes had worked with him a few times in the past.

      They moved single-file through the open airlock and down the aisle splitting the ship’s passenger bay. The interior matched that of the APCs—dark green, dimly lit.

      The soldiers exchanged nods, whispered greetings, and bumped fists. Lopez’s team took the seats on the right; Rimes’s team took the seats on the left. Kleigshoen hesitated a moment before settling awkwardly into a seat in Rimes’s row. She shifted as if trying to find a comfortable position before taking her CAWS-5 out of its backpack brace.

      Rimes watched Kleigshoen for a moment, worried. She looked up, but seemed to avoid his eyes. Rimes looked around the passenger bay, giving each Commando a quick once-over. He stopped at Lopez.

      Lopez stood in front of his seat, quietly watching his team from beneath heavy black brows.

      “You ready for this?” Lopez nervously bit his lower lip.

      Rimes nodded. “Let’s get this going.” He turned to his team. “Settle in, people.”

      The teams secured their weapons and buckled into their harnesses, filling the bay with rattling, clanking, and a few frustrated curses. Rimes synced his earpiece with the shuttle’s systems and brought up the BAS, then overlaid the unit’s data. Figures flowed in from the other shuttles as the remaining teams synced up.

      An inbound communication alert caught Rimes’s eye. It was Weatherford. Rimes looked at Kleigshoen to see if she might be available for the call. She was again absorbed in her display. Rimes opened the channel with Weatherford.

      Weatherford’s face filled the display.

      “Go ahead, Colonel,” Rimes said.

      “Sergeant Rimes, your signal is clear,” Weatherford said. He looked to his right for a moment, then looked back at Rimes. “I wanted to let you know we’ve moved to the operations center. You’re cleared to launch in … five minutes, twelve seconds.”

      “Is the mission a go, sir?”

      “The launch is a go,” Weatherford said with an annoyed squint.

      Launch, not mission. Shit.

      Weatherford’s annoyance manifested as a frown. “We’ve got Legal and Civil Affairs en route to Ops. General McNabb will be joining in a few minutes.”

      “General McNabb, sir?”

      “Things went all to hell while you were heading out to your shuttle, Sergeant. The owners have denied us access to our target.”

      Rimes blinked. “Come again, sir?”

      “Intelligence says with ninety percent certainty the Seville Jameson Group SJG-6 orbital is our target,” Weatherford said. He squinted again. “Unfortunately, that doesn’t mean we can secure the owners’ permission to insert your unit. They’ve brought in their lawyers. But we’re launching.”

      “Sir, don’t they understand that this is a matter of international sec—”

      “I have my doubts they care, Sergeant,” Weatherford said. He looked into the distance for a moment. “But they provided us a little data to keep us occupied. SJG-6 came online three months ago. That means all the latest safety measures and monitoring systems are in place. That’s going to make our job a lot easier once we get approval.”

      “Occupancy?”

      “Just under two thousand. When we get the names, we’ll work with IB to eliminate anyone unassociated with this Perditori—apparently, he’s a known element there. We’ve already asked SJG to prepare communication channels for us to reach the occupants we clear, pending approval.”

      Rimes’s communication display split in half. Weatherford’s face filled the right half, and the pilot’s face filled the left.

      “If you’ll check your displays, folks, you’ll see a new amber timer in the bottom right corner,” the pilot said cheerfully. “We’re cleared for launch in three minutes, thirty seconds. If you’re not strapped in, you won’t be in any shape to do anything when we arrive, so get those harnesses on tight.”

      Rimes waited for the other sergeants to acknowledge, then did the same. He opened a channel to the other team leaders. “System checks—suit integrity, tactical overlays, the works. No one goes into this without full functionality.”

      As the team leaders relayed the message to their teams, Rimes passed the same on to his.

      He kicked off his suit’s diagnostics, then closed the pilot’s channel. Weatherford’s face filled most of the display again.

      “Colonel, these genies are just a big bundle of hurt. Without surprise …”

      “I’ve made exactly that point, Sergeant. General McNabb is … a practical soldier,” Weatherford said, looking to his left. “And on that point, I need to sign off and get some visitors here spun up on our situation. We’ll be in touch once you’ve reached your first coordinates. Enjoy the ride.”

      “Rimes out, sir.” The display shifted, filling with the other channels that had previously automatically shrunk. All teams showed green. Rimes nodded at Lopez, trying to project confidence. Another glance down the row, and Rimes pulled on his headgear to check suit integrity.

      “Same shit, different day,” Lopez muttered before Rimes’s helmet sealed. It was the Army’s centuries-old, unofficial motto.

      Rimes opened a private channel to Kleigshoen. “Put your headgear on.”

      Kleigshoen cast a curious glance at him from two seats down before complying. “What is it?” she asked once she had the headgear on.

      “Dana, no one else needs to hear this. For this to work, you need to act like you’re in charge. I’m about to pass along status to you. When I do, you’ll need to acknowledge.”

      Kleigshoen stared at Rimes for a moment. “Jack, this is your operation. Weatherford wants you to run it. I’m okay with that.”

      Rimes gave an almost-imperceptible headshake. “Operations don’t work that way. This is IB’s mission. You’re in charge; I’m your second. I’m going to bring you in on the colonel’s next call. He’s not used to dealing with women in his chain, so you’ll need to be a little … forceful.”

      Kleigshoen hesitated. “Okay, but this is a joint operation in name only. I would’ve been fine with any other officer taking the mission.”

      “Wasn’t even about to happen. They were all too close to Moltke. Look, don’t panic. These guys know exactly what they’re doing. Your job is to provide situational awareness and general direction.”

      “I know what the job is,” Kleigshoen said with a frosty glare.

      “Good,” Rimes said with the faintest of smiles. “That means you should be okay. Don’t let it eat you up. It doesn’t even look like we’ll receive a go.”

      “They’ll green-light this operation,” Kleigshoen said.

      “You sound awfully confident.” The diagnostics chimed. Rimes looked at it; his EVA was ready. “Is the Bureau working an angle?”

      Kleigshoen frowned. “They have to approve it. The stakes are too high to do nothing.”

      “Let’s hope someone realizes that.” Rimes removed his headgear. A final check of his harness, another nod at Lopez, and Rimes relaxed. The counter sat at two minutes, twenty-nine seconds.
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      Somewhere in the darkness twenty kilometers out, SJG-6 floated among a pool of lights marking a dozen loosely aligned orbitals, three hundred and seventy-five kilometers above the Pacific Ocean.

      No security force protected the orbitals. The only weapons available to them were small, explosives-laden satellites designed to shatter or redirect approaching astronomical objects and debris.

      Yet, thanks to the fragile state of international alliances and agreements, they’d managed to hold off thirty-six of the world’s deadliest soldiers.

      Rimes sighed. The mission was fast approaching impossibility, assuming they even received approval. Rimes’s earpiece chimed. It was Weatherford again—or, more accurately, the operations center.

      Weatherford was running the show, but General McNabb was present, ready to override anything that bothered him. Rimes synced with Kleigshoen and the other non-coms, then accepted the communication. He nodded at Kleigshoen; she nodded back.

      “This is Agent Kleigshoen, Colonel. Go ahead.”

      “Agent Kleigshoen,” Weatherford said after an awkward pause. “I wanted to provide the latest update.”

      “Good news, Colonel?”

      “No,” Weatherford said, his brow wrinkling. “Not really. Things have escalated. We have the president and SecDef syncing up. They’ll be on at any moment.”

      Rimes and Lopez exchanged a troubled glance. Rimes had never been on an operation the president was even officially aware of; most Commando operations were structured to allow some level of plausible deniability.

      “SJG continues to deny us access to their systems,” Weatherford said. “However, we have a few tidbits, including the fact that SJG-6 was leased in its entirety weeks before it became officially available. The transaction is a dead end, though. No cooperation from the banks.”

      “Can someone bring any sort of legal pressure on the banks?” Kleigshoen asked with an exasperated sigh.

      “They’ve got the Justice Department looking into that,” Weatherford said. His expression made clear that he held out no hope from such an approach.

      “What about checking travel patterns?” Kleigshoen asked.

      Weatherford squinted and leaned closer to the camera. “We still don’t have the residents’ names, Agent Kleigshoen. SJG won’t budge on the confidentiality agreement they’ve been standing on.”

      “What about tracking backwards, looking at the destinations and doing some sort of check on where the arrivals are coming from?” Kleigshoen asked.

      “How do you propose we do that without their names?” Weatherford asked.

      “Filter out the names you can get,” Kleigshoen said. “The shipyards and mining operations have contracts with us. Force them to reveal their employee and contractor data. It’s either going to come back with their residence information or not. Anyone who comes back blank can be researched as a suspect.”

      Weatherford nodded off-camera, then squinted at Kleigshoen. “You think IB can pull something like that off?”

      A picture of a mix of uniformed and civilian people appeared in the corner of Weatherford’s image.

      “This is General Del Toro,” one of the uniformed men said. “I’m with General Shue, Admiral Fodor, and General Wendt of the Joint Chiefs, Director Vaughn of the IB, Counselor Yost, Attorney General Hadad, Defense Secretary Jordan. We’re in the situation room with President Lazaro. General McNabb, we understand there’s been little progress?”

      McNabb, a dark-skinned man with a thin patch of salt-and-pepper hair, adjusted a pair of black plastic glasses and stood. The operations center’s camera refocused to capture a wider angle. While Weatherford sported a combat uniform, McNabb wore his dress uniform. He had a reputation for political gamesmanship and drama.

      McNabb coughed. “We’re still on hold pending approval, General Del Toro.”

      A middle-aged civilian woman with red hair leaned in to whisper into President Lazaro’s ear. He nodded, then looked into the camera. “General McNabb, we’ve been in contact with the Special Security Council. We’re hoping to receive some level of support here in the next couple hours. Can you give us the most current status?”

      “We have three orbital shuttles in position twenty kilometers out from the suspected orbital station, Mister President,” McNabb said. He pulled his glasses off, crossed his arms, and began tapping the frames on an elbow. “Thirty-six of Colonel Weatherford’s Commandos are spread across those shuttles. It’s being run by Intelligence Bureau Agent Dana Kleigshoen.”

      Lazaro looked across at a man. “Glenn, is this your mission?”

      “It’s a joint mission, Mister President,” the man who must be Director Vaughn said. “Agent Kleigshoen has been working closely on this mission for quite some time now.”

      Lazaro extended a hand as though he were giving a campaign speech. “Colonel Weatherford, are you comfortable with Agent Kleigshoen running this operation?”

      Rimes glanced at Kleigshoen, who seemed impossibly serene.

      “We’ve seen remarkable results from our joint effort with the Intelligence Bureau, Mister President,” Weatherford said.

      Lazaro nodded. “I agree, Colonel. If it’s any help, I’ve asked General Del Toro to put together a force to supplement yours.”

      Weatherford stiffened. “Sir?”

      Del Toro’s face was strained. “That’s right, Colonel. We’re scrambling Bravo Company of the 82nd Airborne. They’ve been through orbital combat simulation. They should be at your position in ninety minutes.”

      “All due respect, sir, but we were hoping for rapid insertion, operating on speed and agility rather than firepower.”

      Lazaro smiled beatifically. “It was my idea, Colonel. This is Captain Singh’s group; he’s an extremely experienced soldier with a great deal of potential. He also has relatives in the Special Security Council apparatus.”

      Secretary Jordan and General Del Toro exchanged a quick, embarrassed glance.

      A serious-looking man in his mid-forties stepped into the situation room; Rimes had seen him before but couldn’t place him. The serious-looking man whispered to Lazaro and the woman next to him, whispering softly. Surprise played over Lazaro’s face.

      Lazaro focused on the camera again. “We’ve just received word from the Special Security Council that they’d like a bit more input on this operation.”

      Weatherford frowned. “Certainly, Mister President.”

      Lazaro folded his hands in front of him. “I understand you have a Sergeant Rimes involved?”

      “He’s Agent Kleigshoen’s second on the mission. Sergeant Rimes, are you receiving?”

      “I’m receiving, sir,” Rimes confirmed.

      Lazaro blinked rapidly and offered a fatuous smile. “Apparently, Sergeant Rimes, the Special Security Council places a great deal of trust in your opinion. They’d like your input. As they’ve requested, we’re going to add them to our channel in a moment.”

      Rimes took in a deep breath. “Understood, sir.”

      The image split to display the Special Security Council gathered in their chamber at the UN building. Rimes recognized most of them; he most often dealt with military attachés, but he’d briefed the council members a few times before.

      “President Lazaro, thank you,” Representative Bhatia said, bowing almost imperceptibly. “The council has reviewed your request, and we have a few questions. We appreciate you making Sergeant Rimes available.

      “Sergeant Rimes, is this action related to the action taken at the T-Corp facility in the Sundarbans?”

      “It is,” Rimes said, amazed at the relative directness of the question; Bhatia was usually diplomatic to a fault.

      “You reported LoDu agent Kwon Myung-bak killed in an addendum to your Singapore operation, yet we’ve been told he is somehow involved in this action. Please explain.”

      Rimes saw only blank stares from Lazaro and Weatherford. “We determined Kwon was working in concert with several other genies. Although he was killed in Australia as I tried to take him into custody, we were able to connect him to numerous other suspects. Those suspects led us here.”

      “And those suspects include this ‘Perditori’ mentioned in the report?” Bhatia asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Bhatia glanced at another representative. At the other representative’s nod, she continued. “Sergeant Rimes, in your opinion, do your discoveries implicate the LoDu metacorporate entity in illegal activities?”

      Rimes glanced over at Kleigshoen, who bit her lip and nodded.

      “Among others. But the true criminals here would seem to be the genies, ma’am.”

      Bhatia bowed slightly again. “President Lazaro, we hope to have the Special Security Council’s official position for you within the next two hours.”

      Official position and unofficial political pressure. We need them if we’re going to get the metacorporations to budge.

      The Special Security Council connection closed. Rimes watched Vaughn, Lazaro, and the woman next to him discuss something in hushed tones.

      Weatherford appeared on the screen. “Mister President, I believe we have a problem.”

      “Go ahead, Colonel.” Lazaro smiled patiently and folded his hands in his lap. He fidgeted uncertainly for a moment before settling.

      “Shortly before you joined us, Agent Kleigshoen recommended a potential backdoor research method to help identify who is in the SJG-6 orbital. The Bureau has identified seventeen residents already; we’re sending those records to everyone now.”

      Chatter flooded the line.

      Rimes opened the data packet. On the sixth record, he stopped. He’d seen the man before. A moment later, he recognized another. All told, he found four men he’d seen in Mumbai and Seoul. He flagged the records and sent them to Weatherford, Kleigshoen, and the other non-coms.

      Finally, Lazaro looked up and coughed. The chatter died off.

      Lazaro raised a hand again, once more ready to deliver a speech. “Colonel, Director Vaughn has just shown me something troubling. Forty-six of the people from the SJG-6 are on our Genie Watch List.”

      Rimes cocked his head. After decades of abuse, failure, and lawsuits, most organizations had abandoned the watch list concept.

      “Mister President,” Weatherford said, “we’re getting employment records on these genies now. None of them hold long-term contracts with any of the orbital operations. Each and every one has held a mixture of short-term positions in the shipyards—security, engineering, construction.”

      “I can see that,” Lazaro said irritably.

      They’ve been inside every one of the shipyard facilities. Why? It wouldn’t make sense they’d need the money. Would they hide the X-17 there somehow? Do they have weapons systems installed they could use to launch it?

      The situation was surreal, absurd. They were twenty klicks out from an orbital that probably held enough nerve gas to kill fifty thousand people, yet the politicians somehow saw this as an opportunity for debate. Rimes pinched himself and rolled his head, simultaneously trying to work out the nervous tension and ensure he was awake. He wanted another stim.

      Kleigshoen slipped her headgear on and signaled Rimes to do the same. Over a private channel, she said, “Jack, the Special Security Council is going to approve the operation.”

      “What? How do you know that?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Yes.” Rimes glared at her. “What’s going on now?”

      “I … I contacted my father.”

      “Does the president know?” Rimes demanded. What were you thinking? There’s going to be hell to pay.

      Kleigshoen shook her head. “What matters is that we’ve got clearance from the Special Security Council. Lazaro has to give us the green light.”

      “Okay. So we’re going in.” Rimes looked around at the Commandos; everyone seemed relaxed but ready. “You going to be all right?”

      “Yeah.” Kleigshoen smiled lopsidedly and took a deep, cleansing breath. “It felt good proving myself. I could’ve done without the audience.”

      He nodded at her. Of course you can do it. You were a blown-out knee away from being a Commando.

      In the situation room, Lazaro had stood and was pacing around the room’s cramped confines. Rimes switched his audio back to the general conference.

      “What the hell do you mean there’s no one aboard?” Lazaro shouted. “Why would SJG refuse to allow us to board an empty orbital station?”

      McNabb slowly spun his glasses in his hand. “President Lazaro. We’re receiving a communiqué over emergency channels. The shipyards are reporting an attack of some sort. Details are sketchy, but what got out would seem to point to casualties. Quite a few casualties. They’re speculating it’s something in the air, or a failure of the ventilation system.”

      “X-17,” Rimes said. The shipyards? Their target was the shipyards? Why?

      Lazaro froze, glaring at the camera to see who had spoken. Rimes quickly muted his mike.

      Weatherford said, “Mister President, I believe Sergeant Rimes is correct.”

      Admiral Fodor turned to Lazaro. “Mister President, we have billions tied up in those shipyards. Our largest ships are under construction. The Powell’s still there.”

      Lazaro twisted, looking to his staff for guidance. No one met his glance. Finally, he turned, gripped his hands behind his back, and paced a step. He turned again and, with dramatic flair, held up both hands, looking at McNabb and Weatherford.

      “We have no choice.” He lowered his hands and stiffened. Faced with the potential loss of billions of dollars, he seemed to find his way. “Colonel Weatherford, you may deploy your Commandos to the shipyards immediately. Is that clear?”

      Weatherford smiled grimly. His brow wrinkled, and his eyes narrowed to slits. “Loud and clear, Mister President.”
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      The shuttle banked hard in one direction, then in the opposite. Rimes rocked in his harness, sucking at his EVA suit’s odorless, stale oxygen in an effort to fight off nausea. He twisted in an attempt to see how everyone else was doing. In the passenger bay’s wan light, they were ghostly figures, phantasms. They were all caught in the same dance as him, twisting, rocking, holding on for dear life.

      They’ve been through simulation training before. Dana hasn’t.

      The shuttle dipped, throwing Rimes forward against the harness. He set his jaw and breathed deep again. Genie shuttles had engaged them two minutes out from the shipyard, and they were finding their range now.

      The genie pilots seemed to have a clear edge in reaction time, but they faced far-superior vehicles, and had already lost one of their four shuttles.

      The Commando mission had three primary targets, two of them capital ships. If the genies managed to gain control of the ships, the situation would become elementary. The genies—and the ships—would quickly be gone.

      We’ve got to get past these shuttles.

      Rimes closed his eyes. The weight of the last few days pressed on him, and he nodded off for a moment. Shots rattled off the hull, triggering integrity alarms. Rimes jerked awake, ashamed of himself. Before he could shout a warning, the alarms cleared; the hull was fine.

      The pilot suddenly initiated a radical maneuver that left Rimes disoriented. A sustained humming filled the bay: the shuttle’s belly-mounted railgun array. Rimes located a blinking genie shuttle on his display just as it winked out.

      Another one down!

      “Sergeant Rimes, we’re breaking off,” the pilot said. “Orders are to proceed to the Powell.”

      “Understood.”

      The shuttles were a distraction, buying time.

      Rimes watched the display for a few more seconds before switching his focus to their target, the USS Powell. The shuttle’s feed was filling in details that made the mission ever more real. An idea—desperate, flawed, but still an idea—took shape.

      The shipyard was a kilometer-long tube with artificial gravity capability. A dozen spokes radiated outward, with larger ships hanging off them. Shuttles from orbitals would normally arrive around the clock, depositing workers—engineers, electricians, even construction workers—and materials in the central hub to support the shipyard’s insatiable needs.

      Now—

      The pilot’s face filled a small window in Rimes’s display. “Ninety seconds to target.”

      Rimes gripped his harness and shifted in his seat. “We’re going to need two drops, Chief. I want you to drop Lopez’s squad at the hangar entry. Then you’ll need to drop my squad off on top of the bridge structure. I’ve uploaded the locations.”

      “Looks simple enough.” The pilot grinned. “Let’s hope they didn’t activate those missile batteries, or this could get even more interesting.”

      Rimes opened a shared workspace with Lopez and Kleigshoen’s earpieces and dragged the Powell’s floor plan into it.

      “It’s a pretty straightforward mission: protect the Powell and deny the genies control. We need to treat this just like any of our operations. We want to minimize damage, but we’re authorized to destroy the reactors. We have to assume they’re expecting us and are ready to repel. You can toss out any thoughts about surprise or superior training. They’re faster, stronger, and smarter than us.”

      Lopez bit his bottom lip so hard it lost its color.

      “We have a couple of advantages, though,” Rimes said. “They’re fighting time. And as good as they are, they can’t possibly be experienced in repelling attackers in space. Nobody is.”

      “That’s it?” Lopez said. His face twitched nervously such that his nose rose and fell.

      “Our best bet would be getting in through the airlocks, but they’re sure to have those covered, disabled, or mined. Maybe all three. We still have to try. Most importantly, we have to use the terminals in the airlocks in order to try to inject soft-bots into the ship systems. Software assault is probably every bit as important as our physical assault.”

      Kleigshoen sighed. “They’re going to be ready for anything.”

      “We could really have used Barlowe.” Rimes closed his eyes momentarily. “We have to test their defenses. Maybe it’ll distract them for a moment.

      “Priority one, we need to retake the bridge. We do that, we can shut down the reactors from there. Failing that, we have to disable the reactors. Four reactors go offline and they won’t have enough power to make the gravitic drive work. If we can’t secure the bridge or shut down the reactors, we have to render the bridge uninhabitable.”

      “How?” Kleigshoen asked.

      “Put a hole in the hull,” Rimes said, slowly balling his hands into fists, then relaxing them. “When we’re dropped on top of the bridge, locate an observation porthole—one of the weakest points of the ship. We lay down explosives and set a timer. If none of us make it, the timer does the job.”

      Kleigshoen’s brow furrowed. “We blow the bridge, what’s to protect us from getting sucked out?”

      “These suits have a heavyweight line off the belt,” Rimes said, tapping his right hip. “There are attach points every twenty meters in the ship.”

      “And what if none of that works?” Lopez asked.

      “Then the shuttle puts a few hundred rounds into the engines. We can’t let them have this ship.”

      “Ten seconds,” the pilot said.

      Rimes checked the external cameras. “Lopez, get your squad into the airlock.”

      Lopez popped his harness and ordered his squad to the airlock. He stopped at the airlock hatch and pivoted, hand tight around an overhead grip. “What if the hangar isn’t accessible?”

      “Make your way aft,” Rimes said as the airlock hatch opened. “There should be lifeboats about five meters from the hangar. You can pop the hull covers from the outside. Eject the lifeboat and override the single-purpose terminal underneath. Let the compartment decompress and you’re in.”

      “And if that doesn’t work?”

      Rimes growled, “Then think of something else.”

      The shuttle twisted, slowed, then stopped. The airlock indicator went red. Rimes counted and watched the shuttle’s aft camera view. Four seconds, and the airlock closed and began its cycle. Lopez’s team was on the hull. The shuttle accelerated.

      “First team is away,” the pilot.

      “We’re on the hull,” Lopez said. “Moving toward the hangar bay hatch. It’s closed.”

      “Check if you can override,” Rimes said. “Let’s get into position, folks.”

      A new image appeared. One of the other Commando team leads was busily working at something to his right. “Sergeant Rimes, we’re on approach to the Valdez. ETA, two minutes. What’s the plan?”

      Rimes forwarded the details he’d just discussed with Kleigshoen and Lopez. “Give this a look, see what you can come up with. The Valdez is pretty close in layout. Approach it like it’s an airplane hostage rescue. I know you can do this.”

      “Got it. What about the others?”

      “They need to secure the Newell,” Rimes said. “Once that’s done, there are two other Newell-class frigates they can focus on. Tell the others to pull up the plans; it’s all the same basic concept, except the Newell’s shuttles are externally-mounted.”

      “Got it. Good hunting.”

      “Good hunting,” Rimes repeated.

      “Five seconds,” the pilot said.

      Rimes popped his strap and waved everyone toward the airlock, taking position just behind Kleigshoen. He checked the CAWS-5 attached to her back and patted her helmet. They were using the automatic 20-gauge shotgun package loaded with caseless flechette shells. The flechettes had enough power to shred most EVA suits without any real chance of penetrating an inner hull. In theory, they would be ideal for boarding actions.

      Time to test that theory.

      The airlock hatch cycled.

      They entered and all grabbed handholds. The indicator on Rimes’s display went amber as pumps began rapidly emptying the chamber. Another few seconds, and the outer hatch opened.

      The team exited, gently diving toward the bridge.

      Orr overshot his target, barely managing to grasp an antenna array, and saved himself from sailing over the bridge and into space.

      “Orr?” Rimes called over the squad’s channel.

      “All good,” Orr replied. His voice was tense. “Just got a little excited.”

      “Squad is away, Chief,” Rimes told the pilot. “Take up position five klicks out. Be ready to strafe those engines if you get the call.”

      The shuttle accelerated away, banking hard toward the battlecruiser’s aft. “Roger tha—”

      A missile flew past the bridge, trailing a stream of fire.

      The shuttle juked, accelerated, spat chaff, then, in the blink of an eye, disappeared in a blinding flash.

      The pilot’s words became a hiss.
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      Scattered pieces of debris slammed into the hull, making it vibrate.

      Rimes dropped to his belly, thankful the genies had the gravitic system operational. “Lay flat. Hold on.”

      It may not be much, but it’s enough to keep us on the surface.

      Most of the debris bounced away harmlessly, but one arm-length sliver pierced Chung’s left foot, pinning it to the hull.

      Chung gasped. “Sarge, my suit’s penetrated. I-I’m losing oxygen.”

      “Hold tight.” Rimes gently kicked off from the hull. “Let’s get the explosives planted, people.”

      Rimes skimmed the hull’s surface on all fours as he might the muddy bottom of a shallow river, frequently gripping the surface to pull himself forward.

      As he approached Chung, he grabbed what appeared to be a camera housing. Rimes’s momentum spun him completely around. He grabbed another protrusion and regained his footing, then cautiously edged toward Chung. Once he was close enough, he hooked his left leg around Chung’s.

      Rimes pointed to the camera housing. “Hang onto this.”

      The debris appeared to be a sheet of heat shielding, nearly a meter long and a few millimeters thick. Rimes guessed it had barely penetrated the hull.

      Where it entered Chung’s boot, a fine dark mist of blood particles suspended in oxygen escaped. The blood quickly boiled away.

      Rimes gripped the heat shielding cautiously, testing for sharp edges and residual heat. His gloves were lined with carbon fiber weave meant to handle such threats without trouble, but vacuum was unforgiving.

      He tightened his left leg around Chung’s and braced with his right, then began applying steady pressure. Seconds passed before the shielding tore free. Rimes momentarily drifted up with the force of his push.

      For a fleeting moment, Rimes floated into the darkness of space. His mind filled with thoughts—fantasies or terrors—of drifting into the void, dying alone.

      Chung grabbed him with his free hand and pulled him back. “Got you,” Chung gasped. “That hurt like a son of a bitch.”

      Rimes shivered, then planted his boots back on the hull, pulled a strip of sealant from Chung’s thigh pad. “Agent Kleigshoen, any update on that porthole? We need to get those explosives planted and get off this hull. Lopez, they obviously know we’re here. The shuttle’s gone.”

      “Saw that,” Lopez said. “Hangar is inaccessible. We’re going to blow two lifeboats to force them to cover multiple entry points.”

      “Good idea.” Rimes pulled the sealant strip tight over the top of the boot and pressed hard against the entry and exit points, counting to five. “This isn’t going to do anything for the bleeding or pain.”

      “I can walk,” Chung said.

      Rimes looked around at the rest of the team. They were pressed against the hull, their suits all but lost against the gray panels.

      “Agent Kleigshoen?”

      “We finally found a viewport.” Kleigshoen sounded relieved. “Fawcett’s planting charges now.”

      “Sarge,” Orr said excitedly. “Take a look at this.”

      Rimes shrank Kleigshoen’s video feed and expanded Orr’s. He was looking at a small hatch near the base of the antenna array Orr had latched on to. “What’ve you got there?”

      “I was gonna ask you that. I was thinking it looks like a maintenance hatch.”

      Rimes pulled up the Powell’s plans again and zoomed into the bridge. “No, it’s noth—”

      The Powell’s plans showed a blank area, but he could see the hatch. He pulled up the plans and changed his search from airlocks to hatches—bingo.

      “Got it. You’re right, it’s a maintenance hatch. It’s not pressurized, but it runs to a dedicated airlock about twenty meters inside—the manual only covered the external airlocks.” Rimes opened the channel to the other Commando teams and made his way over to Orr. “I’m sending you something that may help. Find … antenna array four on the bridge. There should be a maintenance hatch that’s not on your plans, about three meters aft of that. Check your ship’s plans for any reference to maintenance access.”

      Orr squatted next to the hatch, then brought up a virtual display to interface with the hatch terminal. He looked at Rimes, who nodded. Orr rapidly typed and swiped through the interface, and, after a few seconds, the hatch slowly rose.

      Rimes tapped Orr on the shoulder and motioned for him to enter the shaft, then waved the rest of the team over. Orr entered feet first, adjusting to the sudden shift in gravity after a moment. Bhat and Pasqual, supporting Chung between them, entered next, then Kleigshoen and Fawcett.

      Rimes watched the team descend. “Lopez, you still read me?”

      “Copy. Go ahead.”

      “When I close this hatch, we’ll probably lose communication until we’re both inside the ship.”

      “Understood,” Lopez said. “Good hunting.”

      “Good hunting.”

      Rimes entered the maintenance shaft and sealed the hatch. As he’d feared, Lopez’s signal strength faded. Three meters down the shaft, the last of it was gone.

      Rimes quickly descended the rest of the way, then dropped through another roof hatch into the airlock where the rest of the team had taken up position. They had their weapons ready. Rimes sealed the roof hatch and nodded at Orr, already plugged into the terminal.

      The hatch opened onto a large maintenance bay filled with workstations, tools, and crates. Rimes signaled Fawcett to cover the entry hatch opposite the airlock.

      Once Fawcett was in place, Rimes sent Bhat and Orr forward, then had Pasqual help move Chung to a workstation. Pasqual immediately went to work removing the damaged boot.

      Rimes pointed to a terminal. “Agent Kleigshoen, if you can get in, dump everything we’ve got into anything with a chance at success.”

      Rimes pulled up the deck plans again. “Okay, this maintenance bay opens onto the main passageway that leads to the primary and secondary stairwells. We have to assume they have them both covered. Pasqual, you, Chung, and Agent Kleigshoen come with me. We’ll take the primary stairwell. Bhat, Orr, and Fawcett take the secondary stairwell. We’ll exit the primary stairwell first. Gauge our success and adjust. How’s Chung doing?”

      “That foot’s going to need treatment when we get back,” Pasqual said. “I put some local anesthetic and a coagulant on it.”

      “Can you still shoot?” Bhat joked.

      Chung flipped Bhat off.

      Rimes gave Chung a reassuring punch in the shoulder. “Dana, any luck?”

      Kleigshoen shook her head. “I’ve tried a dozen attacks. I think two of them may have lasted long enough to matter. If they did, we should see some false signals hitting soon; we may even get lucky and have the hangar hatch open. They had the reactors locked down tight, though. But at least we had one thing go our way.”

      “Make it good,” Rimes said.

      “They haven’t secured the interior hatches, just the airlocks. And I’ve blocked them open now.”

      Rimes sucked in a lungful of air and slowly exhaled. “Pasqual, seal Chung up. Assume they’ve detected our entry by now. Bhat, Fawcett, Orr, go.”

      Bhat popped the hatch and scanned the passageway, then waved the rest of his team through.

      After moving to the hatch, Rimes opened a window in his display to watch Bhat’s camera. The others took up their positions, Chung limping but mobile.

      Rimes scanned the passageway, waved the team through, and started jogging. “Bhat, how’s it going?”

      “At the secondary stairwell hatch,” Bhat replied.

      Fawcett and Orr settled against the bulkhead on either side of the secondary stairwell hatch. Orr’s fingers hovered over the open button on the access panel. Bhat stepped to Orr’s side and tapped him on the shoulder.

      Orr opened the hatch and fell back.

      Bhat’s camera showed an explosion.

      Rimes froze. “Bhat, what was that?”

      “And here I was hoping for a fruit basket,” Bhat said. “Hatches are rigged with makeshift shrapnel devices. Um, hull looks intact.”

      Rimes resumed jogging. “See anything else?”

      “We’re waiting for the smoke to clear, but it looks open from here to the stairs.”

      “Bhat, lob a flashbang in there, see if it sets anything else off.” Rimes came to rest against the bulkhead next to Kleigshoen. He patted her back.

      A flash lit up Bhat’s camera display.

      “Looks clear,” Bhat said.

      Rimes signaled for Pasqual to open the hatch. Pasqual tapped the access panel.

      Rimes tensed, ready for anything.

      The hatch popped open, but nothing happened.

      “No explosive here.” Rimes released his breath.

      Pasqual held up a flashbang. Rimes nodded, and Pasqual tossed the flashbang into the stairwell.

      There was a blur of movement, then an explosion.

      “One Tango,” Rimes called.

      Pasqual and Chung opened fire with a controlled burst of flechettes. They pinged against the walls; then the passageway was silent.

      Pasqual popped around the corner again and fired a sequence of three rapid shots starting at chest height, then tracking up the stairs to the first landing. At the same time, Chung fired at ankle height and tracked up to chest height. They pulled back, and Rimes ducked out and tracked his muzzle across visible space.

      Halfway up the first flight of stairs, two forms lay, moving slowly. Rimes stepped into the stairwell and fired once into each.

      They stopped moving. Rimes cautiously moved up to the next hatch.

      “Clear. Bhat, you get that? No fruit basket here either, just a welcoming committee.”

      “Got it.” Bhat chuckled. “Never repeat a booby trap.”

      “We’re three levels down from the command deck. Proceed upward.” Rimes climbed the stairs slowly. His eyes jumped from the path above to edges and corners, watching for tripwires. At the landing, he spun and repeated his search.

      Rimes heard a scraping noise and stopped, but it wasn’t from his end of the stairwell. “Bhat, hold. We may have something. Chung, check that hatch below. I heard something over someone’s earpiece.”

      “Checking.” Chung hobbled down the stairs.

      “Holding,” Bhat added.

      The sound of gunfire and static erupted over Rimes’s earpiece. “Chung?”

      If Chung replied, it was drowned out by the gunfire.

      Static crackled over his earpiece. “Rimes, this is Lopez! Do you read?”

      Rimes leaned against the handrail and stared up at the hatch not three meters away. “I read you, Lopez. Go ahead.”

      “We’re just outside Reactor One,” Lopez shouted. A burst of noise drowned him out for a second: “—heavy enemy resistance. One of the bastards sneaked up on Gupta. I don’t know if he’s gonna make it. He’s bleeding pretty bad. We’re stuck here until the 82nd arrives.”

      Rimes bowed his head and sighed. “This is going to be over before they get anywhere close.”

      “They’re fast, Rimes. They’re everywhere. They’ve got us pinned down.”

      “You need to press on and keep them engaged,” Rimes said. “Keep them tied down so we can take the reactor.”

      “Negative. We can’t move. You’re on your own.”
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      The stairwell above Rimes was still empty; he could see the door to the command deck.

      “Okay. Hold on, Lopez. Do what you can.”

      “Will do.”

      Rimes muted the channel with Lopez. “Chung, did you check that hatch? Chung?”

      “I don’t see him,” Pasqual said. His microphone picked up a loud gulp and the wet sounds of him licking his lips. “I can move ba—”

      “Hold position,” Rimes snapped.

      Keep it together. Stay with what you know. Only act on what’s real, not what you guess. They could be influencing our thoughts and perceptions, like Perditori.

      “Dana, fall back and cover Pasqual. When he’s ready to move, you toss a flashbang ahead of him and back him up. Be sure of your targets. Don’t hit Chung.”

      Kleigshoen retreated down the stairs. “In position.”

      Rimes looked at the hatch above him and the command deck hatch above that, then risked a quick glance down. Kleigshoen held a flashbang at the ready.

      He keyed his channel to Bhat. “Bhat, what’s your situation?”

      “Still holding.” Bhat said.

      “Something’s wrong,” Rimes said. “They can’t possibly be everywhere at once.” He came off mute with Lopez. “Lopez, do you have a strength estimate?”

      “Twenty?” Lopez ground his teeth audibly. “They’re firing from three positions. We can’t really get a good look at them.”

      Kleigshoen’s flashbang detonated. Rimes looked down and saw Pasqual clear the landing.

      Gunfire erupted.

      The hatch above opened, and Rimes turned, instinctively emptying the magazine in a broad arc of fire. Flechettes bit into the bulkhead, filled the open hatchway, and tore through the genies trying to rush through.

      Rimes reloaded as he charged the hatch.

      “Jack,” Kleigshoen shouted over the gunfire, “We’ve got three of them down here. Chung’s dead. Pasqual’s hit.”

      “I’m okay,” Pasqual said. His voice sounded strained. “I’ve got them pinned down. You move up.”

      Rimes stood in the hatchway and scanned up and down the passageway, then stepped back and layered Pasqual’s and Kleigshoen’s data feeds over the deck plans. “Lopez, consolidate your squad’s BAS feeds and send them to me.”

      As Kleigshoen made her way back upstairs, Lopez’s data filtered in, populating known enemy positions and engagement zones. The BAS merged the data and constructed a solid three-dimensional image of the entire ship; Rimes shared it with Kleigshoen.

      Kleigshoen looked it over. “They’re waiting for us every step of the way. Do we blow the bridge?”

      Rimes shook his head. “One last thing to try.”

      Kleigshoen examined the BAS display again. “What? I’m not seeing anything.”

      “I want you to move up to the command deck hatch and wait for my signal. I’m going to see if we can give them a surprise for once.”

      Rimes poked his head through the hatchway; it was still clear. “Bhat? Hold position until I give the go. When I give the signal, make some noise. Not too much.”

      “Copy.”

      “Jack—” Kleigshoen’s voice sounded angry and panicked over the earpiece; when he looked, her face was strained, her eyes were wide.

      “Dana,” Rimes touched Kleigshoen’s EVA helmet. “I just need you to keep them occupied. Like what Pasqual is doing.”

      “Piece of cake, Agent Kleigshoen,” Pasqual said as he sent another shot through the hatch.

      Kleigshoen let out a hiss through clenched teeth and slowly ascended the stairs. Rimes watched her go for a moment then stepped into the passageway.

      The passageway was still clear except for the dead genies. He stopped at a turn in the main passageway and glanced around the corner; a bulkhead several meters down blocked his view.

      Rimes edged down the passageway, stopped at the bulkhead, and listened. He picked up what may have been whispering, the faint squeak of a rubber sole. The hatch was ajar. He started to peer through the opening but sensed a hint of movement.

      He froze, then slid the CAWS into its brace and pulled his knife.

      An unexpected sense of calm, a cool detachment, washed over Rimes. His breathing was controlled, his hands steady, his awareness clear yet wide. The usual edginess that came with combat was gone. He sneaked his head forward until he could see around the hatch edge.

      A genie stood on the other side of the bulkhead, just through the hatch.

      A guard.

      Rimes slowly pulled back. He examined the BAS. Everyone was in position, waiting on him. He had no idea if there were other genies beyond the guard. He had no idea if there were genies at the hatch beyond, where Bhat’s team waited. What he did know was that the guard had to be eliminated or nothing else would matter.

      Rimes imagined the guard’s exact position based off what he had seen. A lethal strike would require moving into the hatchway. That meant being visible and exposed.

      It would be extremely high-risk but also extremely satisfying.

      Rimes blinked. What?

      He imagined killing the guard again.

      Satisfaction. Reward. Excitement.

      The sensations were alien.

      It’s Kwon.

      Rimes exhaled silently and refocused. He still had to eliminate the guard. A quiet intake of breath, a grip of the knife in disturbingly steady hands.

      He signaled Bhat, then moved into the hatchway.

      The battlefield’s details resolved with alarming speed and ease as he scanned first down the corridor, then at the guard. He could make out a half-dozen forms at the far end of the passageway, squatting, lying prone, pressed against the bulkheads nearest the stairwell hatch. Their eyes were glued to it.

      The guard was turning, responding to a change in pressure, a sixth sense, or luck; Rimes had been silent as death.

      The knife rose, not to where the guard’s jaw was but to where it would be. Rimes pivoted on his right foot, rotated his hip. He threw every bit of energy he could into the thrust.

      For a split second, it appeared the genie might react too quickly for the strike to connect. His eyes went wide. He swung around the submachine gun he’d been holding slack at his side. His mouth opened.

      The knife struck.

      It drove up through muscle and bone, severing nerves and blood vessels. It pinned the genie’s mouth shut and momentarily lifted him up onto his toes.

      He died without a sound.

      Rimes used the momentum to pull the lifeless body through the hatchway in a single, fluid motion. The corpse twitched, its heart, not yet aware it was no longer needed, sending blood gushing through the wound.

      Rimes squatted and listened, filtering out the quiet storm of his own racing heart and rushing blood. It was still quiet. The genies were focused on their ambush.

      Rimes whispered, “Bhat, you’ve got six, probably more, just outside that hatch, waiting to catch you from behind. I want you to proceed with caution up to the command deck. Dana, on my signal, open the hatch.”

      “Moving up,” Bhat said.

      Rimes pulled his last two flashbangs and twisted back around to watch the genies through the hatchway. A second ticked by. Another.

      The genie closest to the hatch panel waved the others forward. Rimes pulled the first flashbang’s pin and tossed it through the hatchway into the midst of the genies. He counted to two, then ducked through the hatchway after it, sprinting toward the genies at the other end of the corridor, the second flashbang ready in his hand. At three seconds, he closed his eyes and pulled the pin on the second flashbang.

      The force of the first flashbang’s explosion impacted Rimes’s suit. He opened his eyes, took in the genies staggering and slumping in the corridor, and hurled the second flashbang, angling it for the open bay to the right of the stairwell hatch.

      Then he unslung the CAWS and slammed into the right-hand bulkhead. When the second flashbang went off, he opened fire, emptying his magazine into the stunned genies. He reloaded and spun into the open bay.

      A genie lay on the ground, knocked mostly senseless by the flashbang and reaching weakly for her weapon. Rimes fired twice, center mass. Blood sprayed from flechette wounds, and the genie went limp.

      Rimes’s earpiece was full of thunder.

      “All kinds of fun up here, Jack,” Kleigshoen shouted, barely audible over her CAWS and the return fire. “There must be ten of them.”

      “Don’t give them anything to shoot at,” Rimes searched the genies for explosives, shoving three of their improvised flechette grenades into his thigh pouches. “I’m on my way. Bhat, how about you?”

      “Ready to dance. Give us the word and we’ll toss some flashbangs out there.”

      Rimes gave the bloody scene a last scan and jogged back to the main stairwell. At the hatch, he gave Bhat the go-ahead. Explosions and gunfire filled the audio as Rimes climbed the stairs, one of the improvised flechette grenades in his hand.

      Rimes stopped as his head came even with Kleigshoen’s boot. She had her back pressed against the bulkhead, the hatch to the command deck open just enough to allow her to glance through—and draw fire.

      He ducked until the firing stopped. “Dana.”

      Her helmet twitched, but she kept her eyes on the hatch. “Jack.”

      “When I give the signal, I want you to kick that hatch open wide enough for me to throw a grenade out there.”

      “Got it.”

      Rimes examined the grenade; everything about the device was infuriatingly foreign. He had no idea how much of a fuse it had. He rotated it in his hand until he found the trigger mechanism.

      “Jack?”

      “One second,” Rimes grumbled. “These guys may be geniuses, but they obviously don’t know how to build an intuitive weapon. Okay. Go.”

      Kleigshoen kicked the hatch’s bottom corner and pulled her leg back just as a hail of flechettes filled the stairwell. Rimes triggered the grenade and tossed it, trying to direct the blast into the chamber beyond. He ducked down the stairs and dug for another grenade.

      The explosion was disappointingly modest.

      Silence.

      Rimes lobbed the second grenade a little harder and ducked again.

      Another unimpressive explosion.

      Silence. No movement. No gunfire.

      Not much of bang, but the silence spoke volumes about the grenades’ effectiveness. A few common-sense improvements, and they might be on to something.

      “Bhat, we’re clear here,” Rimes said.

      “Still cleaning up,” Bhat replied. “One particularly stubborn …“ Gunfire drowned out Bhat’s audio. “Okay, we’re clear. Moving to join you.”

      Rimes climbed to the top of the stairs and took in the chamber and hallway with a quick sweep. Blood covered the walls. Genies lay in twisted heaps. Rimes spotted an unexploded grenade in one of the genies’ hands.

      Rimes opened a private channel to Kleigshoen. “It’s clear. I’m going to take point. You stay tight on my six. Okay?”

      Kleigshoen blinked rapidly several times, then nodded. Rimes patted her shoulder. He cautiously stepped out and scooped up the genie’s grenade.

      Rimes hefted the grenade as he looked down the passageway. He opened the team channel. “Pasqual, stay sharp. We’re moving to the bridge.”

      “All covered,” Pasqual said. “They’ve gone awfully quiet.”

      Rimes stopped. “Okay, change of plans. Pasqual, get up here. Take up position outside this hatch with Agent Kleigshoen. Bhat, station Fawcett outside your hatch. I think you’ve got some visitors coming your way. Move it.”

      Rimes gave Kleigshoen a thumbs’ up, then jogged to the central corridor to wait for Bhat and Orr. When they arrived, he showed them the grenade he’d taken from the genie. He explained the basics of the trigger and gave the grenade to Bhat, then dug the final genie grenade out of his pocket.

      “It’s going to go down easy, or it’s going to go down hard,” Rimes said. “Easy is popping the door and lobbing these in, then doing a little close-in mop-up.”

      “Nothing’s been easy today,” Bhat said. “What’s hard?”

      “We blow the explosives and lose the bridge.”

      “Y’know, hard sounds awfully appealing right about now.” Bhat pressed flat against the bulkhead opposite the hatch with the grenade ready to trigger and throw. “Ready.”

      “Ready.” Rimes thumbed the grenade trigger and leaned against the bulkhead.

      Orr opened the hatch and kicked it wide.

      Rimes and Bhat tossed their improvised flechette grenades inside—but the result was more impressive this time.

      A deafening explosion tore through the bridge, knocking them backwards for a moment.

      Then they were almost instantly pulled forward.

      The atmosphere within the bridge had begun to evacuate.

      The explosive charges on the porthole must have detonated!

      How wasn’t particularly relevant at the moment; what mattered was sealing the bridge.

      “Seal the hatch!”

      Bhat was already in motion, hooking his hand on the hatch and pulling it against the force. Rimes placed a knee against the bulkhead and grabbed the hatch, adding his strength. Orr joined them.

      For several seconds, they made slow progress, gaining a few centimeters only to lose one. Finally, the hatch shut and Orr slapped the control panel, closing it.

      “Rimes, you there?” Lopez shouted. His signal was weak but clear.

      “Go ahead.”

      “They stopped firing,” Lopez said. “They’re retreating. Just like that.”

      “It’s over,” Rimes said. He was ready to collapse. “Whoever was on the bridge somehow detonated the charges we put on the porthole.”

      “This engagement goes to you, Colonel.”

      Rimes spun, CAWS held at waist level.

      One of the ruined genie corpses was staggering from the hallway toward him, blood and viscera trailing in its wake.

      Its eyes were dead.

      “Sergeant,” Rimes said.

      It waved a hand dismissively, a familiar gesture.

      “Perditori,” Rimes finally realized.

      “Rimes,” Lopez said over the earpiece. “Come again?”

      Bhat had his weapon centered on the corpse’s chest, hands shaking. “Colonel? A c-couple rounds to the head and he can’t tell rank?”

      “Rimes?” Lopez sounded worried.

      “Hold on, Lopez,” Rimes said.

      The corpse leaned on a wall. “You denied us the resources of the Powell and Valdez, and we had hoped to do the same to you, out of courtesy. However, the time for fun and games is at an end, and we must leave this dead cradle.”

      Bhat leveled his CAWS at the corpse’s forehead. “I could try to kill it again. Or at least get it to shut the hell up.”

      Approaching the corpse, Rimes held up a hand. “No.” He looked into the dead eyes. “Why this … display?”

      “You have changed, Colonel. We have both changed. Even in defeat, we grow stronger. You are unreachable by my previous methods. I knew the time would come, even though I did not correctly anticipate the moment or method.

      “So here we are—you, the misguided angel of death, me the creator speaking through one of your victims, an innocent bystander in an unnecessary war. I could warn you not to pursue us, but it would be futile. You will come, and we will kill you, or you will kill some of us.”

      The corpse smiled, dripping blood from its mouth. “In the end, it will not matter. My kind will survive and flourish, and yours will pass. You will all pass.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “For now? Away. Eventually, beyond any place you know of. Goodbye, Colonel.” The corpse bowed and gave a slow wave, then slumped to the ground.

      Bhat whistled. “Shit, Rimes, what the hell was that?”

      “I couldn’t begin to explain.” Rimes knelt to examine the corpse. After a few seconds, he stood, wiping the gore from his hands. “Let’s get to the hangar bay and see if we can raise Colonel Weatherford. Something tells me this isn’t over yet.”
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      Rimes stared out a filthy window at the dying lawn outside. More weeds than grass, and more barren earth than weeds, it was fenced in by cracked and rotten split rails. Beyond the fence, the ruin was worse.

      So much ruin, so many failures.

      A cough drew Rimes’s attention back into the room.

      He saw the room in a dreamy twilight where memory and reality met. He’d spent many a school night studying here, Cleo snoring noisily in the same leather chair.

      In his memories, the room was larger, the furniture newer, the air fresher, Cleo stronger. Dust hung, suspended in what sunlight leaked through the windows and paper-thin curtains.

      Grandfield was a ghost town, only a handful of houses still occupied. Its streets were broken pavement, its municipal buildings scabrous shells, its breath weak gusts of sand.

      He sat on a battered, sagging couch next to Molly and his younger brother, Michael.

      “When were you planning to tell us?” Rimes asked.

      Molly squeezed his hand.

      Cleo made a sound somewhere between a grunt and a cough, then took a drink from a smudged jelly jar and set it on a scarred end table. The table was as much a part of Rimes’s childhood memories as the old man’s penchant for cheap whiskey.

      “You know now, so what’s it matter?”

      “How long?” Rimes asked.

      “A few months,” Cleo muttered. “Maybe less.”

      Memories lied.

      The old man had never been strong, the house had never been a haven for Rimes. It had always been dirty.

      Broken.

      Cheap.

      “I’m sorry, Cleo,” Molly said, squeezing Rimes’s hand again.

      Cleo took another drink from the jelly jar. “For what? You didn’t cause it, sweetie.” He looked at Rimes. “Your brother wasn’t supposed to tell you. He can’t keep his damned mouth shut for nothin’.”

      “He told me because he knew I was considering going away for a while. He thought I’d want to see you again.” Rimes breathed deep, tried to calm himself.

      Cleo waved dismissively. “You’re always goin’ away. You ain't nothin' like your brothers. Never have been.”

      Rimes pinched his nose and rubbed his eyes. Dealing with his father was never easy. Saying goodbye was proving even more difficult.

      The house was nearly silent—the hum of a failing console, the drip of a leaky faucet, the quiet groan of the foundation settling.

      And their breathing.

      Cleo looked at them with jaundiced, judging eyes, the same eyes that found them lacking as far back as Rimes could remember. Even sunken as they were, shadowed by a bony brow chiseled by the ravages of disease, they held power.

      “Where now?” he said, his voice dry reeds rattling. “Another cesspool you can’t even afford to take your wife to?”

      “Georgia,” Rimes said. He wiped away tears he hadn’t realized were there before. “Fort Benning.”

      Michael anxiously looked from Rimes to Cleo. He rubbed his hands together. “He’s going to be an officer.”

      “Officer?” Cleo shook his head in disgust. “What’re you gonna make as an officer? Enough to move out of that little place you call an apartment? No. I could fit that place in my garage. How do you expect to have a family with a place like that?”

      “They’ve got one on the way,” Michael said.

      Molly leveled a dark gaze on Michael, and he lowered his eyes.

      Cleo blinked for a moment as he absorbed the news. He reached for the jelly jar with his shaking, talon-like hands and nearly knocked it over. “One on the way?” He leaned back in his chair. “Well isn’t that somethin’? Wasn’t sure you knew what you was doin’.”

      “We were going to tell you last week,” Molly said. Her smile faltered. “Things went a little crazy at Jack’s job. It was in the news.”

      “A dyin’ man doesn’t waste money on the news, sweetie.” Cleo grimaced at Molly—it was what passed as a smile for him. “So what’s this officer gig gonna pay? You gonna finally be able to afford your own car, like Steven?”

      “Steven was a pimp,” Rimes said.

      Cleo winced, and took another drink from the jar, and turned to Michael, giving him a reproachful glance. “And I expect you’ll still be tryin’ to suck them dry, huh? Even when they need to provide for their own.”

      Rimes shook his head. Cleo was just lashing out. Rimes had to get Cleo back on track. “No car. We’ll save more. When Molly finishes her degree, we’ll both be making enough to get the boys a good start.”

      Cleo raised his eyebrows. “Boys? You got twins comin’?”

      Molly smiled and kissed Rimes’s cheek. “Not twins, but Jack’s convinced we’re going to have two boys eventually. He’s already got names for them.”

      Cleo took another drink from the jelly jar. “I knew when I met Alejandra we’d have Steven.” He stared out the window for a moment, then sighed and grimaced again. “Steven was my plan. Michael and Taylor were hers." He waved the jelly jar at Rimes. "Ain't no one planned for you.”

      Rimes settled his elbows on his knees and rested his chin on his hooked thumbs. He didn’t want to waste time fighting with his father. Every second now seemed more precious than ever before, and he wanted to spend it with Molly.

      “Cleo.” Rimes struggled to find the words that had been so easy when he’d rehearsed them the previous afternoon, before he’d found out the old man was dying. “Things are changing. A lot of things are changing. I know you’ve never cared much for my career, but it’s my calling, and there’s not really much else out there folks can even call a career anymore.”

      Cleo snorted. “Careers ended before you were born. They were endin’ before I was born, unless you consider bein’ wealthy a career, or sellin’ your soul. If you don’t got money you can spend your life turnin’ into more money, you ain’t got many choices. All we got today is crime or law, mercenary or soldier. Not another option for someone not born to it. And one day, there's gonna be a reckoning. You hear me? A reckoning!”

      Rimes patted Molly’s hand. “Once I complete officer training, we’ll be moving. Probably to Germany to start with. Other places after that.”

      Cleo glowered at him. “I won’t be here to see your baby.”

      Rimes looked at his feet. His Army-issue sneakers were worn from miles of jogging. They were comfortable. Something about them felt every bit as right and natural as talking to Cleo felt awkward. “Cleo. I wanted to say goodbye and tell you that …” Rimes took a deep breath. “Tell you I love you.”

      Cleo looked away, his eyes watering as he drummed his fingers irritably on the chair’s arms. Finally, he wiped his eyes and said, “When I was a little younger than you, everythin’ was so different. Oh, it was changin’. Things’re always changin’. But if you looked at it hard enough, you could see it was changin’ in a whole new way, the sort of change they probably saw back in the 1930s, maybe the 2000s.

      “We’d just come off the Big One. Well, it was the Big One before this Big One. Every damn depression is the Big One. Everyone seems to want more and bigger change, so we end up with these here disasters. It was 2065, and things were boomin’, relatively speaking. No more cannibalism, least not out of necessity. Jobs were there if you had the education and will to take a contract that could feed you and your family, but not much more. The land of milk and honey, just like it used to be.”

      Cleo stared out the dirty window, at another time. Finally, he closed his eyes and sagged slightly. “But you know what the real change was? The military. The generals said they were done firing on civilians. They were done shootin’ up those who’d had enough of living like animals and wanted access to food and water the wealthy bastards had. They were done being at the beck ‘n’ call of corporations who offered them nothin’ for the favor of eliminating some starving women who were saying no more to spreadin’ their legs so they could feed their kids.

      “And do you know what that resulted in?”

      “The Corporate Security Laws,” Rimes said, again rubbing his eyes. “They were forced to shoot anyway. I’ve studied history. The military’s refusal to shoot only changed the uniform of who was pulling the trigger.”

      “Studyin’ history ain’t the same as livin’ it,” Cleo said. “They were pilin’ corpses into mass graves, like you’d see in movies about the damned Nazis.”

      “The riots had to be dealt with, Cleo.” Rimes hated discussing the military with his father, and he could see Molly was becoming upset as well. “The government felt the military was the right solution.”

      Cleo snorted and reached for his now-empty jelly jar. His hand shook in fury. “The right solution? Nazis had that term for killin’ millions a couple centuries ago.”

      “So now we’re Nazis?”

      Michael held his hands out in a sign of peace. “Dad, no need to make it ugly.”

      “Ugly,” Cleo said, indignant. “It is what it is. You kill millions, you kill thousands, you still killed your own people. And for what? To protect the wealthy? Revolution made this country from nothin’. Burning down those mansions, taking away what those people took from everyone else, maybe that’s the only way to get us back to where we were. A reckoning! I tell you right now!” Cleo coughed and scowled. He pointed through the filthy window at the sprawl of dead grass, mud puddles, and trash that marked his yard. “You think there’s a solution for what we have today? Not every problem has a solution, Son, and the military sure as hell ain’t the hammer for every nail.”

      Rimes took a heavy breath. “It’s my career, Cleo.”

      Cleo slapped his hands down on the chair’s arms. “Billions of people go their whole lives movin’ from contract to contract. And when they’re asked to do something they don’t agree with, they say no.”

      Rimes stood. “I’ve made my choice. You can’t hold me responsible for the horrible things that the military did in your time, and you can’t expect me to give up what I love out of some misplaced belief it will fix everything that’s wrong with the world.”

      Cleo’s face darkened, and he took a breath to start shouting.

      Rimes interrupted him. “We’ve got to hit the road. The rental place said this car’s sensors don’t handle darkness well, and I don’t want to do the driving myself. Not at night. Michael, we’ll pick you up tomorrow morning.”

      Cleo deflated. He looked away when Rimes offered his hand. “Tell Alejandra I said hello.”

      Rimes stepped outside without another word.

      Molly let him take a few steps onto the broken concrete before hugging him—out of sight from the window.

      He held Molly close as the tears flowed.
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      Alejandra’s duplex was immaculate—brightly painted, carefully organized, and perfectly balanced between cluttered and open, if somewhat aged and yellowed.

      Rimes watched her from across a small, aluminum folding table as she set her teacup down and patted her thin lips with a faux-cloth napkin, then folded it in half and set it on her lap. It was all very proper and dignified.

      Molly gazed into the steam rising from her cup. Rimes brushed a handful of crumbs from the urethane-coated tabletop and dumped them onto his plate.

      As usual, Alejandra had fixed a small French pastry for them, something that grated on Molly every time they visited. It could have been the way the place smelled of something freshly baked, the way Alejandra set her modest yet perfect table with china and imported tea, or the way Alejandra claimed to have baked it herself, rather than just buying whatever was on sale and heating it up before they arrived.

      Alejandra looked at him as if here were still a child. “In any organization, there are leaders and there are followers. The odds of you being a meaningful leader are much greater if you are an officer.”

      “Service is a noble cause regardless of the rank, don’t you think?” Molly said, without meeting Alejandra’s eyes.

      Alejandra smiled condescendingly at Molly. Alejandra’s face was still pretty, despite losing its color and accumulating wrinkles at an alarming pace, and it could project cruelty with frightening ease. “But it’s rank that gets you recognized.”

      She looked back at Molly, waiting for eye contact. When Molly finally looked up from her tea, glaring, Alejandra continued.

      “A leader doesn’t just tell someone else what to do, my dear. A leader does. It’s how respect is attained. When you begin your career—you’re still hoping to have a career one day, aren’t you? Well, once you begin it, you’ll see what sets people of higher status apart from the others.”

      Molly returned Alejandra’s insincere smile with a perfunctory one. When Alejandra turned her attention to Jack, Molly dropped her gaze to her tea again.

      Alejandra coughed quietly into her napkin. “You know, Jack, you could always go into politics. Get a law degree, leverage your reputation and contacts. You wouldn’t have to travel and risk your life all the time. You could help raise the family, too. Raising children isn’t easy, and not everyone is cut out for it.”

      Molly gathered up the pastry dishes and noisily set them into the sink. Alejandra turned in her chair to glare; Molly opened her eyes innocently. “I’m sorry, did I do something wrong? I am tired. I’m not going to be much for talking tonight, I’m afraid.” Molly rubbed her belly. “Travel and the baby have really been a strain.”

      Alejandra stood. She brought her teacup to the sink and set it carefully on the bottom without a sound. “Oh, I remember what it was like carrying Steven around. Eight months along and traveling to Texas. You know, I drove us six hours to Dallas and Cleo—he was recovering from that knee injury he suffered in his senior year—couldn’t lift a thing. What a sight I must have been, my belly out to here, carrying those suitcases up the stairs to our new apartment, and me half-asleep from the drive. You go clean up and get some rest, Dear. I’ll get this. I cleaned the guest room and put fresh linens in it this morning. You’ll sleep better than you do at home.”

      Molly glared over her shoulder at Rimes as she left the kitchen. She hated the guest room. She called it Alejandra’s trophy room. It was full of memorabilia dating back generations, but mostly focusing on Alejandra’s younger years as a star student.

      The digital awards from her career as an accomplished businesswoman could be shut off, but nothing could hide the plaques, portraits, and diplomas in the glass cases lining all four walls.

      On top of that, the bed was narrow and short, and it squeaked with the slightest move, killing any opportunity for intimacy. Rimes gritted his teeth and finished his tea. He’d known when he’d suggested the trip there would be hell to pay. There was no way around such things, though, especially with reassignment guaranteed should he pursue OCS. And with Cleo’s terminal diagnosis, it was their last chance to see him.

      Visiting one parent meant visiting the other.

      “She seems on edge,” Alejandra said loudly as she inspected the dishes Molly had set in the sink. “Cleo’s situation has her upset?”

      “There’s a lot going on right now.” Rimes carried his teacup to the sink and set it down gently but not silently. “She didn’t get into the PhD program again, the baby is coming … and I haven’t been the best husband.”

      He didn’t mean for it to slip out, but once out, it didn’t seem too painful.

      Alejandra looked up disapprovingly at the last statement. “Your father always said that when he tried to apologize for his infidelities, Jackson. Please tell me that isn’t the case with you. You were always the special one. We all expected so much from you. I can't believe you would fall into such behavior, especially given the distance between you and Cleo.”

      Rimes took a towel from the sink and ran warm water over it, squeezing out the excess. “It’s none of your business, Mother.”

      “Well.” Alejandra ran water over the dishes as Rimes wiped the table. “Some things are beyond the control of even the best of parents. At least you haven’t taken to drinking.” She glared at the wall separating the kitchen from the guest room and raised her voice. “I hope she’s not blaming her rejection on the foreign students again?”

      Rimes shook the towel out and placed it on the sink edge to dry.

      “Well, were there any American applicants accepted? If there were, then blaming foreign students is just a convenient excuse for her own inadequacies.”

      Rimes bowed his head and sighed.

      “Don’t you agree?” She sounded hurt. “It’s not as if she had the highest scores. Too much partying, too little studying, just like I warned you. The schools are simply taking the best students. Wouldn’t you want that? When I came to the United States, my scores were in the top three percent. I earned my place.”

      “Mother,” Rimes snapped.

      Alejandra jumped back from him, as if he’d raised a fist to strike her. After a moment, she turned her back to him. Her perfectly coiffed black hair danced as she angrily scrubbed the plates. “If you think I somehow unfairly took a US citizen’s place, then the advantages I gave you were also unfair.”

      “I don’t have time for the drama, Mother,” Rimes said. “I don’t have the time and I don’t have the energy. I had to tell Cleo goodbye for the last time today. Losing one parent is enough.”

      He kissed Alejandra’s cheek, then stared deep into her watery eyes. “But if you keep pushing Molly …”

      Alejandra blinked but said nothing.

      “Goodnight, Mother.” He walked out of the kitchen, certain her gaze was burning into his back.

      The guest room was empty; he gathered his toiletry bag and went to the bathroom.

      Molly was angrily brushing her teeth at the pedestal sink. She spat fiercely into the sink and watched the water rinse the foam completely away.

      She sighed, then smiled at him in the mirror.

      She leaned over, pushed the door shut behind him, and started the shower. They sneaked a long kiss and caress as they showered together.

      They settled into the old, cramped, and uncomfortable bed, back to back but touching each other. Rimes still saw hints of coldness and pain from his breach of trust in Molly’s eyes, but there was hope there, too.

      “I love you,” he told Molly.

      She grunted.

      “I’m practicing for the boys. I love you.”

      “I love you too, Jack.”

      “I love you.”

      “Fine, you love me. Go to sleep.”

      “You’re going to get sick hearing me say it to all three of you, aren’t you?”

      She groaned and put the pillow over her head.

      He pulled it back a crack. “I love you.”

      As Rimes drifted toward sleep, he thought of his childhood and the mistakes he’d sworn he wouldn’t repeat as a parent. His children would never suffer a winter without heat or a night without dinner. They would never worry they weren’t good enough.

      He smiled as images of his sons laughing and playing with Molly came to him. It was the future he dreamed of. He wouldn’t let anything destroy that dream.
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        24 March 2164. Fort Sill, Oklahoma.

      

      

      Stern, powerful men of importance looked down on Rimes from the foyer of Weatherford's office. Their mouths smiled, but their eyes brimmed with knowledge: every one of them had killed, had sent other men to their deaths.

      Leaders.

      Rimes sat on the lone wooden chair with his hands locked in front of him.

      Dark paneling, soft lighting, worn leather chairs: the office spoke to Weatherford’s appreciation of the finer things. But the pictures on the walls spoke of honor, duty.

      Weatherford’s XO stepped out of his office and nodded at Rimes. The XO made his way to the coffee pot, tried to pour himself a cup, but found it empty. He started another pot, yawning. He was a short, sturdy, dark-eyed man, probably infantry by trade, riding a desk on his slow march up the ranks.

      The coffee pot gurgled.

      “He shouldn’t be long. We’ve been swamped by all the AARs and meetings after this orbital operation. And now he’s on a call with SecDef. Called out of the blue.”

      The XO poured the first drips of coffee into a cup and took a sip, grimaced at the taste. “You did some impressive work up there. There’s already talk of building a boarding action training course off what we learned. But I doubt we’ll see those genie grenades put into the arsenal. It sounds like they’ll be doing a lot of inner hull repairs.”

      Rimes looked down at his hands. They were rough and still stained with grime.

      An entire team had died in an ambush on the Valdez, Chung was dead, and Gupta wasn’t likely to recover enough from his wounds to rejoin the unit. And they were concerned about repairing a ship.

      You can repair a ship. You can build a new one. What about Chung? What about the others?

      What if the genies were right? We’re on our way out.

      “You make a decision about OCS yet?” the XO asked.

      Rimes shook his head.

      “Well, I’ve got your approved application in the system when—”

      Weatherford’s door opened. The XO poured another cup of coffee, scooped in a teaspoon of sugar, and handed it to Weatherford.

      “Sorry about that.” Weatherford nodded at his XO, then beckoned for Rimes to enter.

      Weatherford closed the door behind Rimes and made his way to his desk, settling into his chair. Desk and chair seemed to reflect the man as much as the foyer—old, well-maintained, uncluttered.

      Weatherford pointed at the smaller chair across from his and watched Rimes’s face from beneath gray eyebrows. “The folks in the capital are up in arms over the whole orbital nonsense, even our ‘lack’ of boarding action training.”

      “The captain was just telling me about that, sir.”

      Weatherford grunted. “You’d think we’d be looking at medals for saving their asses yet again. Instead we’re fending off investigations. I spend more time defending us against the outrageous and absurd than I do reviewing operations and planning. My entire career, I’ve seen nothing but bickering and bullshit out of our leaders. Makes you wonder where that X-17 came from.”

      Weatherford sipped his coffee, swirled it around to mix it up, then set the cup down. “I don’t want you to romanticize this career path, but at the same time, I think you’re ready to take the next step. We need to replace Sergeant Martinez. We’d have to promote you out-of-cycle for that, but I’ve already received approval if that’s what you want. Or you can pursue OCS. I’ve made sure you’re clear of any fallout from the orbital operations. Hell, once everything’s said and done, I think you may just see a medal yet.”

      “Thank you, Colonel,” Rimes said. He was trying to keep his face blank. “I haven’t decided yet.”

      Weatherford leaned back in his chair and stared into the distance for several seconds. Finally, he looked back at Rimes. “I know IB offered you a position. It may sound more tempting than wearing the uniform right about now, but you’re a better man than that. You’re a man of honor and dignity. You love the mission. You love your family. These men around you, they’re your family too. You won’t find that anywhere else. And at the end of the day, we’ll take pretty good care of you.”

      Weatherford spun in his chair to look at his office. “Thirty years of service, and … you’ll have a nice pension waiting for you at seventy. Not many places offer that.”

      The pictures looked down at Rimes from the wall in the office, too. Rimes noticed a couple of gaps in the rows of pictures, ones that had fallen down or been removed.

      “I understand, sir.”

      “I just wanted to make sure you were seeing things in the right light.”

      “I appreciate that, sir.”

      Impatience flashed across Weatherford’s face. “You’d make an excellent poker player.”

      Rimes smiled. “I’m sorry, Colonel. I thought I knew my answer. Then I visited my family.”

      Weatherford leaned back in his chair. “What made you doubt your decision?”

      “Some things my parents said,” Rimes said.

      The fresh, crescent-shaped scar on his right temple ached. He rubbed it and remembered Martinez’s death, Moltke’s strange, unintelligible words as he tried to shake some kind of truth out of Rimes. “We found out my father has terminal liver cancer.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Weatherford said.

      “It’s given me a different perspective. My father was a great man, once. He meant a great deal to me. Now …” He shook his head.

      “Perspective is very important,” Weatherford said. “It can change over time, as we gain wisdom and knowledge.”

      Rimes nodded. “I need to find peace with my decision. I want to be sure I do the right thing.”

      Weatherford stared at the wall, looking at one of the blank spots, then over to a cabinet in the corner. He cleared his throat. “Very wise. When you’re ready, contact me, and we’ll get things going.”

      Rimes felt his eyes moisten and blinked quickly. “I should know by tomorrow, sir. I think I just need to sleep on it.”

      Weatherford stood. Rimes snapped to attention. Weatherford walked to the door and opened it for Rimes. It was an awkward moment, a reversal of roles.

      “Thank you, sir. You’ll be the first to know my decision.”

      Weatherford was watching Rimes’s every step as he left the office, he was sure of it. He felt the stare and the weight of the judgment.

      But in the foyer, the pictures on the walls seemed … prouder. More approving.

      The XO offered Rimes some coffee, but he shook his head and kept walking. Away from Weatherford’s office, the halls were bare, unremarkable, worn.

      There’s always only so much money to go around.

      Rimes stopped at the building exit to slip his beret on. He checked himself in the simple, cloudy mirror. The beret was on perfectly.

      Rimes stepped through the door. The morning sun at his back, he headed for the post’s confinement facilities.

      It was time to talk to Barlowe. And call in some favors. A lot of favors.
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        25 March 2164. The outskirts of Lawton, Oklahoma.

      

      

      Rimes woke at the sound of an approaching car and stepped from behind his tree onto the asphalt drive. He was still sweaty enough to be convincing.

      The car, a restored BMW 7 Series F-25, turned onto Weatherford’s private drive. Rimes knew the car well—gloss black, original engine and transmission, and authentic trim.

      It was worth more than Rimes had earned his entire time in the service.

      The car came to a stop; the passenger-side window lowered.

      Weatherford leaned across the front seat, bracing his hand atop three shopping bags. He looked like a hiker in his blue jeans and flannel shirt. “What are you doing out here on a Sunday morning? The lake is a bit of a trip for you, isn’t it?”

      Rimes looked around the estate. Aside from Weatherford’s house, there were eight others off the lakeshore. With only a simple wooden fence surrounding the house’s broad yard, it still offered unimaginable peace and privacy.

      “I went jogging this morning, Colonel. I thought I’d take you up on your offer and drop by.”

      Weatherford’s face betrayed his annoyance, but only for a moment. “You’ve made a decision, then?”

      Rimes nodded.

      “Well, come on in. Let’s talk it over.”

      Rimes eyed the car’s leather interior. “I’m pretty grimy after the jog, Colonel. I’ll follow you up.”

      Weatherford leaned back and gunned the engine. Rimes watched the passenger-side window close with crisp precision.

      Moltke had talked more than once about following Weatherford’s path: restoring an old classic, buying a nice home somewhere, planting roots in his mid-fifties.

      Moltke had admired Weatherford.

      Rimes jogged up behind Weatherford’s car, stopping outside the carport to wait for him.

      The place’s rustic beauty was breathtaking. The house was fashioned after a mountain lodge, at least three thousand square feet, with a covered front porch and a stone walking path that led from the carport to the front door.

      “It’s something, isn’t it?” Weatherford said, his voice full of pride. He closed the BMW’s passenger door, then shifted the shopping bags between his hands to take it all in himself.

      “It is, Colonel,” Rimes agreed. He looked at the landscaped lawn. Weatherford had already begun preparing to plant flowers.

      “I did the lawn myself,” Weatherford said around a smile. “I could’ve hired someone else at about the same price when all was said and done, but there’s something satisfying about getting it exactly how you see it in your head. You want things done right, you do it yourself.”

      “I understand completely, Colonel,” Rimes said.

      “This is what you could have in store for you, Jack,” Weatherford said. “With your skills, discipline, and motivation, you could be a major in ten years.”

      “We’ve decided to accept the OCS opportunity, Colonel,” Rimes said.

      Weatherford huffed under his breath and started down the path to the front door. “Our unit’s loss, but the Army’s gain. You’ll excel, just like you did with the Commandos. In fact, I’ve already put your name in for a new SpecOps unit they’ve started talking about forming. Your boarding assault turned a lot of heads. Let’s go inside and I’ll fix us a drink.”

      Rimes shook his head. “Thanks, Colonel, but I’ll need to pass. I’ve got a long jog back and I need to get going soon.”

      Weatherford frowned. “You came all the way out here just to tell me you were going to accept?”

      Something inside Rimes went frighteningly cold.

      “I came out here to give you fair warning.”

      Rimes felt his heart pounding in his chest now that the words were spoken.

      “Fair warn—” Weatherford’s face reddened and his jaw worked. “Jack, what are you talking about?”

      Rimes forced himself to stay under control. “I’m just trying to give you some time to plan how you’re going to handle things tomorrow.”

      Weatherford’s voice was dangerously calm. “I don’t follow you, Sergeant Rimes.”

      “You’ll need to go down to the MP Company HQ and turn yourself in.”

      Weatherford raised his eyebrows. He shifted his grip on the bags. “I will?” His eyes flitted across the lawn to the path and his private drive. “And why will I need to do that?”

      “For your involvement in the X-17 theft,” Rimes said. He took strength from the fact that his voice held.

      “All right, Jack,” Weatherford said with a deep sigh. “Like I said before, you’d make an excellent poker player. So, now you’ve shown your cards. I assume you wouldn’t make your move without something to back you up.”

      Rimes nodded.

      Weatherford chuckled. “So you want in on the action. Can’t wait for the good life to come to you, you have to bring it to you? Patience is a virtue, but ambition is divine.” Weatherford set the shopping bags down. “Let’s hear it. How much do you want?”

      “I don’t want anything,” Rimes said. “No money, at least. You’ve already authorized my OCS application. The captain told me yesterday.”

      Weatherford gave him a cold glare. “You think you have enough to make it stick? The X-17 case is closed. Marshall’s putting the final touches on it. Moltke was behind the whole thing. You reopen this, it’s going to be a problem for a lot of people, Jack. A lot of people who don’t like problems.”

      “Moltke was involved. I don’t see any need to try to rewrite history on that point,” Rimes said. “The problem is, he couldn’t have known about the X-17. Someone would’ve had to have told him about it, someone with access to the information. Someone like you.”

      Weatherford tensed. “How do you figure that? I’m just the commander of this unit. I don’t have need-to-know for anything like X-17. There’d be records of me accessing it if I had.”

      Calm. Stay calm.

      “We won’t need them. When the IB went looking for red flags, they only looked for unusual spending patterns. Paying this place off early doesn’t really trip any flags if you have a history of similar payments. But you dropped thirty-six thousand dollars in four payments. Twenty thousand of that thirty-six materialized from nowhere—not your accounts, not your investments.”

      “You’re working with Kleigshoen,” Weatherford said. “You have no idea what someone like her is capable of. She’s leading you around by the nose, trying to get you under her—”

      “The sad thing is, I assumed you were living within your own means.” Rimes shook his head. “We all did. A place like this, you get in on the ground floor of a deal, get some costs shaved off because you know the right people, walk away with your dream without compromising a thing. I would never have suspected.

      “But then I thought about Barlowe’s arrest.

      “Everyone else in on the deal has been eliminated; it’s just you and Barlowe left now. Why not eliminate him?

      “Martinez and Moltke were planning to sell the genie data recovered from the T-Corp facility. They were trying to cut you and Marshall out. They both had a data stick. Barlowe had copies of their data sticks and they both had a copy of his, but none of that was any good without Barlowe’s decryption key.

      “They didn’t trust each other enough to close the deal, and everyone was getting killed, thrown right into the middle of the action. Wolford, Kirk, Stern—all gunned down during the course of duty. You used that duty against us. In the Sundarbans, you put Martinez with the trainees, hoping he would get killed. With Moltke killed, that left me as the only person with any knowledge of the whole thing, and what I had wasn’t meaningful. So, end of story.

      “But Barlowe knew. He came to you and told you about the data sticks. You guaranteed him no death penalty, and he would give you the decryption key.”

      “Ladell would never testify against me.” Weatherford smiled smugly. “We have an understanding.”

      “I told Barlowe you were bringing me in on the deal, and that didn’t sit well with him. He thought you were going to have him killed, to wrap up the last of the loose ends. I can’t imagine where he’d get an idea like that—I just told him that if you hired the right person, they could crack the decryption key eventually.”

      Weatherford’s smile faded. “It won’t hold up, Jack. If Barlowe’s all you’ve got, you made a big mistake.”

      “Global Threat Assessment Conference. Dallas. December, 2153. You remember that?” Rimes asked.

      Weatherford said nothing.

      “I did some digging. Executive Director Glenn Vaughn briefed a select group, including you and Marshall. The briefing was titled ‘Transportation of Weapons Systems Using Commercial Infrastructure.’

      “After the briefing, Executive Director Vaughn discussed a hypothetical scenario about transporting a theoretical nerve gas using private security and commercial infrastructure. He sought your input on security and Marshall’s thoughts on counter-intelligence efforts to hide the transportation. He may have, over a few drinks, mentioned the terrible X-17 albatross around his neck.”

      “Vaughn won’t testify,” Weatherford said. “It’s just wild speculation.”

      “We’ve already got Vaughn’s deposition.”

      Weatherford flinched.

      “And Marshall is cutting a deal even as we speak. Add in Barlowe’s cooperation, and it seems pretty solid. It’s amazing how quick folks turn on each other when they get a sympathetic ear and there’s a scapegoat to be had. Colonel.”

      Weatherford’s face flushed. “Lazaro can’t handle a scandal of this magnitude, especially not in a tight election year. Acknowledging the existence of X-17 would drag his administration down. They’ll silence you.”

      Rimes shook his head. “They won’t need to.”

      “Twelve thousand dead in orbit, billions of dollars worth of vessels and materials stolen or damaged. Heads will roll, and if the metacorporations ever find out it was our weapon the genies used to steal their ships, that our leaders had meant to use the X-17 against them … it’ll be worse than the Corporate Security Laws. We’ll belong to them, Jack.”

      Rimes fought to hide his surprise. Use the X-17 against the metacorporations? I never thought of that. “You’ve already sold out, Colonel. One more shouldn’t matter to you.”

      Weatherford straightened and thrust his jaw forward. “You’re over your head, Jack. There are so many things going on that you’re not even aware of. They’re using you. Think of the danger you’re putting your family in. You’ve got a baby on the way. You’ve got to let this go. If not for yourself, do this for Molly.”

      “I am doing this for Molly. And the baby.”

      “You think you can protect your family? You’re one man! They can be snuffed out at any time, and you can’t do a damned thing about it!”

      “Colonel—”

      Weatherford advanced a step, then another. His face was red, his hands balled tight into fists. “You can’t protect them. Do you understand me?”

      Rimes blinked. “I think I do.”

      Rimes stepped away from Weatherford.

      A muffled shot echoed from the woods.

      Weatherford staggered, a red splatter of blood already soaking through the hole in his green flannel shirt. He looked at his chest in disbelief. He tried to lift his arms, but they were already weak and fell back to his sides. His legs wobbled beneath him, then gave out. He fell sideways, knocking over his shopping bags, his face cracking against the stone walkway.

      After a few seconds, he twitched, then went still.

      Rimes’s knees shook from the sudden finality. He walked back to the path, leaned against the tree.

      Weatherford bled out over the stones.

      Footsteps approached over the dead leaves behind Rimes, walking steadily.

      He didn’t turn.

      “They will use him as the scapegoat,” Tymoshenko said. “Just like Moltke. Just like a thousand others.”

      Rimes looked over his shoulder. Tymoshenko carried a large, thick, empty paper sack and wore a light hunting jacket.

      “Yes,” Rimes said. “A rogue colonel. Vaughn will retire, just as he planned, and Marshall will decide he needs to spend more time with his family. It’s always something like that, isn’t it?”

      “It is.” Tymoshenko chuckled. “I have actually seen the script. Just fill in a few blanks, here and there. But always the same lines.”

      Out in the woods like this, it might take hours or days for anyone to find Weatherford. They had time. Rimes tried to tell himself that Weatherford was just another target, another enemy.

      Tymoshenko coughed and stamped his feet. “I must commend your detective work, putting this all together so quickly.”

      “I had help. From the IB.”

      “Of course,” Tymoshenko said. “The rifle, by the way, we took it off an IB contractor who asked too many questions in Singapore. Now he is on Mogotón, on the Honduras side of the border. Yet, how strange, his prints are still all over the weapon, so perhaps he is not where he is supposed to be? IB, they do not like to be deceived. They are known for it.”

      Rimes pulled a plastic pack from his pants. He held it out for Tymoshenko. “They’re all in there. Data sticks and encryption key. Barlowe put it all together just before Weatherford had him arrested.”

      Tymoshenko took the pack. “I feel I am robbing you if I give you nothing but a dead colonel, my friend. Those are so easy to come by.”

      “I have my reasons,” Rimes said. “Six months. Then the Special Security Council gets a copy. No sooner, no later.”

      Tymoshenko tucked the pack into his jacket and headed toward the woods. “I hope to see you again, Jack. We work well together,” he called back over his shoulder. “A man with integrity is rare in this world.”

      Rimes gave Weatherford’s corpse a last look.

      So that’s integrity.

      He wended his way through the woods for a couple of kilometers before spotting Ferris Avenue, then jogged parallel to the road under cover of trees for several minutes. He finally broke into the open at Fourth Street.

      He was shaking, dizzy, nauseated. No one paid him any mind.
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        29 March 2164. Fort Sill, Oklahoma.

      

      

      The UH-121 descended from the dark sky, its rotors shaking the treetops. Rimes dropped his line and fast-roped between two swaying sawtooth oak trees. He looked up and saw Barlowe descending next to him. Martinez and Wolford dropped to the ground across from him. They hefted their CAWS-5s and nodded toward the shadows to the north.

      Rimes jogged forward, assuming his position at the point. Gunfire broke out, kicking up dirt in front of him. He tucked into a roll and came up behind a tree.

      Wolford fell to gunfire. Then Martinez. Barlowe crossed in front of a tree and was dragged into darkness.

      Rimes was alone, surrounded. The gunfire was intensifying, coming from all around him now. Rimes pressed flat against the tree, but the bullets came closer still.

      Shadows dropped from the trees around him. He was surrounded with nowhere to go, hundreds of figures, all in masks.

      They raised their masks: Kwon, Lee, Perditori, more. Genies. They fired—

      But not at him.

      [image: ]

      At 0828, he entered the Trial Defense Service office, stopping at the paralegal clerk’s desk. She was an elderly civilian, silver-haired and wrinkled. She nodded at him and smiled pleasantly, then rang Captain Kibaki, his lawyer. She waved him on and returned to her work.

      Kibaki’s office was small, not quite two meters deep and four meters long, but it had two windows that looked down on the parade grounds. Rimes watched the parade ground flag flutter in the wind for a moment before extending a hand to Kibaki and taking a seat across from her.

      Kibaki spent several seconds on her terminal looking over his file, nodding as she read the latest updates. She was big-boned, wore awkward black glasses, and fit poorly in her uniform, although the uniform itself was sharp.

      Rimes was developing a strange appreciation for Kibaki’s plain but friendly features. He decided it must be the feeling someone develops for a savior.

      Finally, Kibaki looked up from her terminal and smiled. “Ready?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      The courtroom was empty when they arrived. It had recently been remodeled, fitted with real oak paneling, gold carpeting, matching chairs, and the latest terminals and networking. They settled into their seats and waited.

      The court reporter, a young, sleepy-eyed corporal in dress uniform, stepped in from a side door, followed by Major Pileggi, the investigating officer.

      Pileggi had bushy, black eyebrows and scowling, pockmarked cheeks. He slammed into his chair, connected to the terminal at his table, and glared at Rimes and Kibaki.

      Rimes looked to Kibaki. She frowned, then shrugged.

      “We’re ready to begin,” Pileggi said.

      The court reporter began recording the proceedings.

      “Let the record show that the Article 32 hearing for Sergeant Jackson C. Rimes has begun. It is 0900, 29 March 2164. Present are Major Karl Pileggi, investigating officer appointed by Major General Owen McNabb, Post Commander, Fort Sill, Oklahoma; Captain Michelle Kibaki, counsel for the defense; and Sergeant Rimes, the defendant.

      “The case being considered against Sergeant Rimes includes two charges of reckless endangerment under Article 134 and six charges of Destruction of Government Property under Article 108.”

      Pileggi’s nostrils flared; he kept his eyes away from Rimes as he continued. “Following review of Criminal Investigative Command, Oklahoma State Police reports, and interviews with witnesses present at the event referenced in said charges, the case being considered against Sergeant Rimes is dismissed without prejudice.”

      Dismissed?

      “Absent any input from defense counsel—” Pileggi looked at Kibaki, gripping the side of his desk and drawing his thick eyebrows together, as if daring her to say something.

      Kibaki blinked rapidly. “I … have nothing to add.”

      Pileggi cleared his throat with a bark. “Then this concludes the Article 32 hearing.”

      Pileggi looked sharply at the court reporter. She quickly shut down her station and departed. Pileggi began shutting his terminal down as well.

      Kibaki stepped around her table. “Major?”

      Pileggi looked up angrily from his terminal, then sighed and rubbed his head with his hand. He looked up again, more composed. “Yes?”

      “Sergeant Rimes has been under the cloud of very serious charges for the last two days. Based off your presentation and questioning yesterday, it seemed as if you were prepared to proceed with what—to be gracious—felt like an extremely flimsy case. If I may ask, what has changed between yesterday afternoon and this morning?”

      Pileggi shook his head. “Michelle—”

      The side door opened; General McNabb entered the courtroom, nodding at Pileggi.

      Rimes stood.

      “General McNabb,” Pileggi said. “We were just leaving.”

      “What is the disposition of the case, Major Pileggi?” McNabb asked.

      “Dismissed without prejudice, sir.”

      McNabb tilted his head. “That would seem surprising given the severity of the charges under consideration.”

      Pileggi glanced at Kibaki for a moment. “I had a very enlightening … interview with the director of the Intelligence Bureau last night, sir.”

      McNabb nodded. “I look forward to the full report.”

      “Of course, sir.” Pileggi sighed. “If you’ll excuse me, General, I’d like to get to work on that immediately.”

      “Thank you, Major,” McNabb said.

      He watched Pileggi depart the courtroom, then turned to Kibaki. “It would seem you’ve done an admirable job, Captain Kibaki. Sergeant Rimes and the United States Army will be forever in your debt.”

      Kibaki smiled at Rimes. “There wasn’t much of a case against him, sir. I can’t take much credit for it.”

      McNabb frowned and removed his glasses. He crossed his arms over his chest and began tapping the glasses on a forearm. “Three soldiers are dead, Captain, and only Sergeant Rimes knows the particulars of two of the deaths. Obviously, we want to see justice done. I’m happy for all involved that Sergeant Rimes has been cleared. Thank you. I’d like to speak to Sergeant Rimes for a moment.”

      Kibaki adjusted her glasses and stared at McNabb for a moment. “You’re welcome. Sir.” She departed the courtroom, her back as straight as a rod.

      McNabb waited until the last echo of her footsteps disappeared before he spoke. “You’re a fortunate man, Sergeant Rimes.”

      “I appreciate that, sir.” Rimes felt his hands shaking. He balled them into fists and held them tight at his sides.

      “Actually, I’m not sure if you’re fortunate or not,” McNabb said as he casually strode forward. “As the captain said, you have a cloud lingering over you that only an exceptional officer could ever hope to overcome. Captain Moltke stained the Commandos’ reputation. I believe the outcome of the investigation into Colonel Weatherford’s involvement and his … murder will stain it even more. You’re walking away with a commission. There will always be those who view you with great suspicion.”

      “Like you, sir?” Rimes asked.

      McNabb shook his head. “Weatherford always spoke highly of you. He was a good judge of character.”

      Was he? Or was he a good judge of who he could corrupt?

      “You have a good career ahead of you, Sergeant.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Don’t thank me.” McNabb leaned against the desk Pileggi had just departed. “I’m the one who appointed Major Pileggi and pushed him to go forward with the hearing despite the lack of evidence.”

      Rimes struggled with the contradiction. “If you thought I was innocent, sir, why bother with an Article 32 in the first place?”

      McNabb walked to the court reporter’s station, examining it as if he thought it might still be recording. “To satisfy those who would only see that cloud over your head,” he said finally. “People have accused me of being a political games-player, as though it were a bad thing. But it’s necessary. Imagine what would have happened if no investigation and no hearing had taken place. Now look at you—cleared by CID, the Oklahoma State Police, the Intelligence Bureau, and an impartial Article 32 hearing approved by me. Playing politics won’t clear that cloud away completely, but it can help defend you from worse.

      “And you have a medal in the works. Colonel Weatherford’s last act, you might say.”

      “You were close to the colonel, sir?”

      McNabb turned and stared at Rimes for a moment. “Goodness, no. We came up around the same time. I was Infantry straight out of West Point, he was in Intelligence after graduating OCS. I played the game, but he got his hands dirty—dirty enough that it looks like someone eliminated him. There’s a fine line, Rimes. But, warts and all, Weatherford was effective. He got things done. The Army needs officers who can get things done.”

      McNabb walked up to Rimes and extended a hand. “Just keep that line in mind, Sergeant Rimes. I will watch your career with interest.”

      Rimes shook McNabb’s hand and watched in disbelief as he left. Rimes wasn’t exactly sure what to make of the exchange. Had McNabb just acknowledged awareness of Weatherford’s illicit activities and admitted that he’d let the situation play out until Weatherford was no longer useful?

      Weatherford had always said McNabb was a crafty politician.

      [image: ]

      Molly was sitting at the kitchen table, still wearing her housecoat. Her eyes were red and puffy.

      “How’d it go?”

      “They dismissed the charges,” Rimes said, unbuttoning his jacket. He suddenly realized he was famished. He stripped off his shirt and walked to the bedroom, returning a moment later in his jogging shorts. He took the vegetable and mealworm paste from the refrigerator and set it on the counter. “I’m starving. Do you want anything?”

      Molly shook her head. “Nothing will stay down.” She leaned her head in her hand and mumbled, “She called while you were out. Dana. She left a message.”

      Rimes froze, then looked at Molly’s face. She looked upset, but he couldn’t tell more than that. “Did you play it?”

      Rather than answer, Molly walked over to the console and turned it on. She selected the message and stepped back, chewing on her thumbnail as she watched.

      Kleigshoen’s face materialized on the display. She seemed tired but cheerful. She wore a similar outfit to the one she’d worn the day she’d slept with him, the day Metcalfe died. Sophisticated. Elegant. Professional.

      Her demeanor was serious, somber, not provocative.

      “Hi, Jack. I hope you don’t mind me calling, but I just got word they’ve dropped that court martial nonsense. Congratulations on that, and it sounds like your OCS package is moving forward, so congratulations there as well.” She smiled sardonically, looking down at her hands. “While I’m congratulating, I guess I should say congratulations on figuring out how Brent saw me when I couldn’t. I had a very uncomfortable moment with his family today. He left me … something.” She looked upward, blinking quickly. “It was nice, but something more than a mentor should leave for his protégé.

      “I can’t tell if it was just convenient for me not to see it, or if it was just a guy thing you picked up on.” Kleigshoen wiped at her eyes and laughed. “But you couldn’t see me hunting you down like so much dinner. I guess that’s really what I wanted to call about.”

      She pulled her shoulders in for a second, then lifted her chin and sat up straighter. “I owe you and Molly an apology, Jack. I’ve always said it was career first. I’ve always imagined that made me stronger, maybe even better. But I tried to take something that wasn’t mine. So you tell Molly I’m sorry and that I wish I had half her strength and resolve. I thought I had a lot of strength. But some of the things I’ve been through lately have made me think I need … well. I have a lot to learn. And one day, maybe you’ll forgive us—me—for what I did to you.

      “I guess that’s it. Give me a call when you graduate. I’d like to send you both a present. Goodbye, Jack.”

      The image faded, and Molly turned the display off.

      She looked Rimes in the eye. “If you ever fool around on me again, Jack, it will be the last time. Do you understand me?”

      Rimes nodded.

      Molly stepped toward him and planted a gentle kiss on his lips.

      Rimes pulled her close and kissed her again. She was warm and soft in his arms; the lingering kiss seemed to suspend time until she pulled away. She smiled at him.

      “We’re going to get through this. You and me and the boys.” She giggled quietly. “Now you’ve got me doing it.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with it,” Rimes said, his hands slowly rubbing up and down her back. “It’s our life, it’s what we make it.”

      He kissed her again, and this time she didn’t pull away.

      

      
        THE END
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        The Elite Response Force: Strategies for Combating Genies in the Twenty-Second Century

        Cadet Jack Rimes

        Rev 1.3, 28 JUNE 2164

        

        Executive Summary

      

      

      On 20 March 2164, genies killed nearly 10,000 civilians in the Lagrange orbital shipyards. When they did so, they provided us—their human enemies—with an important lesson: we are no longer at the top of the food chain.

      Every aspect of the genies’ existence was a mistake, from the genetic engineering that is the basis for their classification, to introducing animal and alien DNA into human DNA to enhance that engineering, to enslaving what should by all rights have been fellow humans, and then teaching those slaves to kill the same humans who ruled over them; the mistakes made by metacorporations and global courts that allowed this all to happen in the first place put humanity on what could be a fatal course.

      Possibly the greatest tragedy is that the genies did their killing with X-17 nerve gas, another technology mishandled, from its top secret and illegal inception to its planned use and eventual theft and sale to the genies by our country’s own Commandos.

      The lessons to be learned from this are obvious:

      
        	Asymmetric warfare has entered an entirely new realm.

        	Effective response is no longer possible when the decisions rely upon the workings of a single government in a world consisting of extra-solar colonies and metacorporations with more money than any single nation in the world.

        	The future soldier—the current soldier—faces situations and battlefields far more complex than anything ever before and must be trained to respond not just on sea, air, and land, but in space.

        	With faster-than-light travel possible thanks to gravitic drive technology, war on a multi-system scale is inevitable.

      

      Another lesson may be true:

      
        	Humans are no longer relevant.

      

      This final lesson assumes what might be obvious—the genies are the future. They have gone to the stars to search for a home of their own. They have stolen billions of dollars worth of spacecraft. And they have continued to wage war, on Earth and in the colonies and off-world metacorporate holdings. Their attacks involve the sort of strategic assassinations and data theft they were trained for, but they also involve brutal acts of terror: bombings in shopping malls, large-scale food poisoning, barbaric executions.

      Our enemies behave the way they do, because we trained them to. We told them to.

      And we’ve left ourselves incapable of counteracting their tactics. They are always one step ahead of us in a war for survival.

      If we don’t change, we will lose this war.

      The first change we must make is the creation of a new military force. This force must have the following capabilities:

      
        	It must have the ability to operate anywhere and everywhere.

        	It must have the ability to operate against the level of threat presented by genetically engineered humans.

        	It must consist of a global composition that draws from the elite elements available.

        	It must be granted a level of autonomy consistent with an extraordinarily dynamic battlefield.

        	It must be focused and loyal only to the survival of the human species, not to a particular nation, leader, religion, or philosophy.

        	It must be self-sufficient, and its members must be appropriately compensated so that they are immune to the lure of money and other corrupting factors.

      

      To survive, we must create the Elite Response Force.
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        19 January, 2167. Harper Estate, Atlanta, Georgia.

      

      

      The stealth-modified UH-121S transport helicopter descended from the moonless sky and settled in a field of patchy, knee-high grass that whipped beneath the rotor wash. Detritus scattered, its rattle louder than the rotors.

      Lieutenant Jack Rimes exited, followed by Staff Sergeant Rick Pasqual, then two teams of Commandos.

      Rimes—graceful, tall, and long—was strikingly different from Pasqual, who was shorter and thicker, especially through the chest. They were both good-looking men, but Pasqual had a devilish charm about him and an easy laugh that left a pleasant impression. Rimes carried himself with a certain gravitas that left a more lasting sense of importance.

      As different as they were physically, it was their personalities that truly set them apart. Rimes was ambitious and determined to make more of his life than a career and retirement; he was a leader. Pasqual was content to follow. That difference ate at Rimes now.

      Moonlight reflected off Rimes's upturned, pale brown eyes as he adjusted the new armor he'd been issued.

      Pasqual stopped, quickly glancing back at the Commandos. “Everything all right?”

      “Just this chest piece. It chafed the shit out of me when I fell asleep.” Rimes shifted the stealth suit and stretched to test it, then tightened a strap to secure it. So much for the latest ‘improvements’.

      Pasqual chuckled. “Someone’s getting soft. You used to go days without sleep.”

      “Yeah, well you can kiss my soft ass.”

      Pasqual’s chuckle became a laugh. “Maybe you should've taken Agent Kleigshoen up on that offer of being a proxy operator? Sit back somewhere nice and safe and run operations remotely through an indestructible body? Sounds pretty sweet.”

      “No thanks.” Rimes sucked in the cool air, something he couldn't do through a proxy. Only a human, something alive, could pick out the mix of sweet, fresh aromas and stale, pungent odors. Growth and decay; nature trying to reclaim what we’ve abandoned. Even in the darkness, he felt exposed in the open field, endangered without some sort of cover. The open space means we can move quickly. It’s an advantage. Don’t let the fatigue cloud your judgment.

      Pasqual seemed to follow Rimes's eyes. “You still think this is genies?”

      “It's genies, Rick. Trust me.” Rimes could see from Pasqual's eyes that he was still skeptical, like so many others. The military chiefs, the senior officers—everyone's so sure they've got this war figured out, that the genies are in retreat. When are they going to wake up to the reality of what we're up against?

      Rimes signaled for the Commandos to stay put, then quickly strode toward the Atlanta Police Mobile Command Post parked twenty-five meters away.

      Pasqual followed, matching Rimes’s pace. “So, how’s Molly?”

      “She’s managing. You know how resilient she is.” He nearly laughed at himself. My commission was supposed to give me more stability, more time with my family, but everything’s been more chaotic. And now I’m here, all but sleepwalking, working with the Commandos again. And I can feel Kwon’s ghost in the back of my mind. Waiting. Anticipating—lusting for—the violence.

      “How’re you holding up?”

      “Good.” Rimes rubbed at a scar on his right temple, the last vestige of his mission to bring down Kwon Myung-bak, a deadly rogue genie. “The meds help. The shrink sessions help more. It’s under control.”

      Pasqual stared.

      Rimes's rage flashed momentarily; his face flushed, his heart raced. He unclenched his fists. Calm. Keep your focus. Stay in the moment. Direct, don’t be directed. You'd be the same way in his shoes. I took in Kwon's memories, his thoughts. How can I ever be sure what I'm thinking is me and not Kwon? Could I trust someone who's been so influenced by genies, someone who's been controlled by genies? As quick as it came, the rage was gone, and despite the subtle whispers of Kwon's lust for violence, Rimes felt he was truly himself again. “It’s under control, Rick. This is me, not Kwon.”

      Pasqual grunted softly and stared ahead. “You hear we busted an EEC research operation outside Prague? They were working with the same damn genie DNA strands that started all this shit.”

      Rimes tensed; he’d given that DNA to Anton Tymoshenko in exchange for EEC’s help in the X-17 case a few years ago.

      “Yo, you still with me, m’man?”

      “Yeah. I hadn’t heard about the EEC thing.”

      “It’s fucked up. The metacorporations never learn. Always fucking pushing. They’re gonna go too far one day.”

      Rimes suppressed a frustrated sigh. “The genies are the problem right now.”

      Pasqual chortled. “Just like old times with you.”

      Rimes fought back the anger that he was sure was his. Pasqual knew the threat they were up against.

      They slowed as they neared the mobile command post. It was an imposing, armored, jet-black beast resting in a crumpled curve of asphalt, all that remained of a cul de sac. From the tractor hood to the trailer rear, it was easily ten meters long, with balloon tires for high clearance. A black ramp extended from the open side door to the ground.

      Light leaked from the doorway, revealing a man in a police officer’s uniform at the bottom of the ramp. He was broad at the shoulders. As they approached, the man widened his stance and rested his hands on his hips, then thrust his chin out.

      That must be Stockton.

      Rimes waved broadly. With the advanced stealth suits, he and Pasqual would be charcoal gray phantoms. It’s going to be bad enough as it is. His Reaction Team, ordered to stand down for the military. I’d be furious in his place.

      “Captain Stockton?” Rimes extended a hand.

      The man didn’t say otherwise or acknowledge Rimes’s extended hand. “You must be the Commandos the Bureau promised would save the day for the helpless big city cops?”

      Rimes lowered his hand. “I’m Lieutenant Jack Rimes. This is Sergeant Rick Pasqual. I want to thank you for enduring through what must be a very difficult situation.”

      Stockton looked them over with watery eyes. His thin lips curled upward, hinting at a sardonic smile, then parted.

      Is he going to condemn the Commandos for the losses in the orbital shipyards? The rumors that have dogged them since the X-17 story leaked? The connection to the Bureau? We don’t have time for this. Coming up on eight hours, this situation is well into a dangerous phase. It’s bloody already, and accelerating to a total disaster. He should be thankful he can dump this on someone else.

      Stockton looked past Rimes at the Commandos grouping between the helicopter and the mobile command post, and then the sneer fully manifested. “Was that all you could scramble?”

      Rimes’s eyes narrowed and jumped to Stockton’s jugular, sensed the prey’s momentary alarm. Rimes tensed to charge and strike, but a hand on his shoulder checked him.

      Pasqual.

      Not my thoughts. Kwon’s. I’m in control.

      Stockton shifted uncertainly, assuming a defensive stance. He looked at Pasqual. “Your lieutenant have a problem?”

      Pasqual’s grip tightened for a moment, then loosened. “It’s all good.”

      Rimes held his breath and forced himself to relax. Too much riding on this to lose my discipline. He released the breath and let the tension out of his body. “We brought what we felt was an appropriate force based off the provided intelligence.”

      “Appropriate?” Stockton gave an exaggerated tilt of the head toward the Commandos and drawled, “If you say so.”

      Come on. Don’t make it worse. Gotta stay calm. You’re the one in charge here.

      Rimes slowly blinked away the image of driving a fist into Stockton’s jaw. “Has the situation changed?”

      Stockton leaned in, his powerful chest close to Rimes, and exposed long, square teeth that glistened wetly in the light. His breath was a sour mix: coffee, garlic, some sort of medicinal smell. “Yeah, you could say that.”

      Great. He’s antagonized. The mission’s already at risk. “Captain—”

      Stockton turned for the command post. “We’re wasting time, Lieutenant. If you want to save these hostages, I’d suggest you put your ego aside and focus on the mission.” He took a step up the ramp and turned his head slightly so that the lights silhouetted his jagged profile. “You did come here to save the hostages, right?”
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        19 January, 2167. Harper Estate, Atlanta, Georgia.

      

      

      As large as the command post seemed from the outside, inside it was compressed, packed with equipment and personnel. The evening chill made it no deeper than the doorway, where the warmth of equipment and body heat began. Glows from the displays cast muted light on staring Reaction Team members.

      Rimes felt the pressure of their anger. It contracted the already tight space between the seats lining the interior. All-too-familiar scents—sweat, coffee breath, gun grease, leather—filled the stale air.

      The light wasn’t kind to Stockton, painting every wrinkle on his face with shadow, lighting every bulge with a sickly glow. “We’ve managed to get two more observation drones into the main compound, but we lost the one over the atrium a few minutes ago. No idea what took it down.”

      Rimes sucked on his lip as he watched the console. The leftmost display showed a live image feed; the one below it showed a somewhat static, high-altitude feed of the entire estate.

      Stockton crossed his freckled, leathery arms over his chest and settled his jaw atop his right fist. Muscles slithered along his powerful forearms. “With those two new feeds, that gives us seven.”

      Rimes squinted at the displays, examining the crispness of the picture. “What model drones?”

      “Cytek 701s.” Stockton beamed. “They can record mosquitos fucking from fifty meters out. You can’t really see them at night and they’re quiet as the wind.”

      Rimes felt Stockton watching for a reaction. Rimes studied the images on the displays until Stockton finally returned his attention to the feeds, then cycled through each one on the leftmost display. The static display highlighted the area of each feed shown.

      He’s proud of what they’ve done. He should be.

      “Northeast, observing from Eads Lake,” Stockton said as the first feed flickered, then disappeared. The second filled the display. “Southeast, just inside the Providence Road wall.”

      Pasqual pointed at a form at the edge of the display. It was mostly hidden by a clump of shrubs. “What’s that?”

      “One of the groundskeepers.” Stockton frowned grimly. “The Harpers didn’t bother to include them in the information they gave us initially. There were eight of them. We’ve identified five of their bodies so far.”

      Rimes exchanged an annoyed look with Pasqual. “Any other surprises?”

      Stockton’s jaw muscles worked, and his eyes narrowed angrily. “We’ve asked their people to triple-check their staff information. We’re still trying to find a few stragglers, but we think we have everyone accounted for now. This security firm they hired to manage the estate, they’re in over their heads. Thirty-one gunmen. They weren’t prepared for anything like that.”

      And no one’s going to hold them accountable for this mess. “What about the other drones?”

      Stockton seemed to shrink ever so slightly. He exchanged a glance with one of his men, who gave a quick nod. “To the south, two just outside the Harper Hills Road wall, about one hundred meters apart; southwest, one hanging inside the Botanical Gardens; west, between the Mayfield Road wall and the canal; and here, north, in this stretch of private woods that runs along the eastern wall.”

      Rimes cycled through the feeds himself, watching each for several seconds. As he passed from the Botanical Gardens to the canal feed, Pasqual held up a hand. Rimes flipped back.

      Pasqual pointed to a dark patch where vine-covered trellises shielded the grounds from the drone.

      Blind spot. Rimes leaned in to examine the image. “Can you reposition the drone to get us a look here?”

      Stockton tapped one of the technicians on the shoulder. The image shifted, transitioning from a path bordered by magnolias and a terraced span of azaleas to the top of the trellis enclosure.

      A form moved, resolved.

      “Gunman,” Stockton mumbled. “Mark him.”

      The technician tapped away at virtual controls, and a red stick figure image overlaid the gunman’s position, eventually filling out and generating three-dimensional shading. There was a barely perceptible flicker as the force composition overlay updated.

      Thirty-two.

      Rimes ran through the data feeds one last time. “We’ll need live updates into our combat control systems.”

      Stockton’s face twisted into a sneer. “I know that, Lieutenant. Our guys installed the interface software. We’ll need a quick check, but there’s no reason to believe it won’t work. Battlefield Awareness System 3?”

      “Three-three,” Pasqual corrected, watching Rimes instead of the screens.

      Stockton sucked at his teeth, annoyingly. “Three-three. My team runs BAS one-oh modules. We don’t have your budget.”

      Rimes looked at Pasqual, who gave a quick nod. “We could really use your team’s help, Captain. Maybe you could provide some insight into how you’d planned your operation? You know the area better than we do.”

      Stockton languidly ran his eyes from Rimes to Pasqual then back, as if searching for any hint of inauthenticity. “All right.” He shambled toward the door.

      Rimes followed, Pasqual in tow.

      A gentle wind ruffled Stockton’s thick, almost colorless hair. “We like to use terrain to our advantage as much as we can. We may operate mostly in urban environments, but the concepts are the same—lines of sight, cover, the works.

      “This particular situation presents a lot of problems. Aside from the hostages, you’ve got the outer walls and the wide open fields surrounding the mansion, the gunmen they’ve got hidden inside the wooded areas…”

      He sighed heavily. “It’s going to be a bloodbath.”

      “The gunmen still have no interest in negotiating?” Rimes shifted uncomfortably. It’s all just an extended massacre played out for dramatic effect.

      “No demands when this started, no demands now. When they communicate, it’s to issue orders or announce an imminent execution. We keep hoping they’ll finally give us something to work with, but so far…”

      “So you were going to risk the east woods?” Pasqual asked.

      Stockton blinked. “Yeah. Only five gunmen in and around there, not enough to really cover the area effectively. We were hoping to get a couple of our snipers on the wall. Their people have excellent cover, though.” He ran a beefy hand through his hair.

      Rimes kicked at the ground with a booted toe. “How deep is that canal?”

      “Four meters at its deepest, just over three most of the way. The water itself is no more than a meter and a half deep.” Stockton sucked through his teeth again. “If you’re thinking of going in through there, you might want to reconsider. We think they mined it.”

      “Mines?” Rimes and Pasqual asked in chorus.

      Rimes caught Pasqual's glance—skeptical, challenging—and immediately looked away; Pasqual wasn't buying the genie angle.

      “Improvised, probably. A drone picked up one of them dropping into the canal with a loaded travel bag. He came out later and the bag was clearly empty.”

      Mining the canal. They’ve really thought this through.

      Rimes rubbed his forehead. “You’re right. This is definitely sounding less and less like a typical hostage situation.” He played the security videos through his memory again. “You see any similarities to the murders up in New York and Boston last month?”

      “They’re rich, but that’s it. New York, Boston, San Jose, and what happened out in Salt Lake City, those were disorganized mobs. And the Claremont family killed up in Philadelphia, everything points to a lone gunman. Nothing like this.”

      Rimes looked back at his helicopter, then scanned across the open field that had once held houses. He stopped at the edge of a towering wall that marked the outer extent of the Harper property. Why intervene this time? Why just two squads if we suspected something this big? What’s the angle here? “This Harper, is he influential?”

      Stockton snorted. “You could say that. Nouveau riche. Made it all about twelve years ago.”

      “How?”

      “Ran a private corporation, made a few big biotech patents, then sold everything to ADMP and climbed the metacorporate ladder for a bit. Wiped out 10,000 good jobs in this city in the process. He walked away from it all at forty-nine, worth more than all of Central America combined. Now he runs Atlanta. Gives ADMP all the good deals in town.”

      “Could this be rivals?” Pasqual asked. “EEC? SunCorps?”

      “Sure, it’s possible.” Stockton’s voice was flat, his face pinched.

      Rimes considered Stockton’s body language. He was confident, not just combative. “So you think it’s some sort of criminal operation?” Rimes nearly winced when the slightest hint of incredulity seeped into his voice. Neutral. Don’t antagonize.

      “Nope. A team of thirty-two people detected so far, military-grade weapons, and way too much sophistication and planning.” Stockton’s head slowly turned until he was staring at the pale gray silhouettes standing in front of the vague helicopter shadow. “If I had to guess, I’d say it sounds like some sort of military operation. Lieutenant.”

      [image: ]

      The grass crackled beneath their boots in the quiet as they walked back to the waiting Commandos. Rimes felt annoyance working its way through him, leaving in its wake an unwelcome nervous energy. He shivered as if the night were cold. Pasqual’s gait—uneven, almost awkward—hinted he was similarly affected.

      Pasqual jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Pretty sharp for a cop.”

      “I’ve run into quite a few bright ones. Don’t get cocky, Rick. No matter how good we are, there’s always someone better than us out there.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Pasqual shrugged, but it was weak and unconvincing. “Don’t you worry, m’man. I know my limits.”

      We should all be so lucky.

      Pasqual exhaled loudly. “If you’re worried about the team, don’t be. They’re all good.”

      “I heard otherwise. Tell me about Meyers.”

      “He’s good. He reminds me of you, but smarter.”

      Rimes chuckled and fought off the urge to flip off Pasqual. “Smart’s good. But we won’t keep someone like him. Doesn’t take a genius to know the military's a dead end.”

      Pasqual’s head sank. “You’ve got to try.”

      “We don’t need geniuses, Rick. You’ve seen the sort of trouble that gets us into. What we need are miracles.”

      “Not everything has to be about your pet project, okay? Not every soldier has to be the perfect weapon. We're human, Jack.”

      “That's not good enough. Not anymore.”

      Pasqual let out a soft groan. “Let it go.”

      They walked, Rimes listening to the sound of the hard dirt crunching beneath their boots. He thought he could hear one of the Commandos’ voices. “Can we trust Meyers?”

      “Yeah. I really mean it. He’s good. You just gotta get past how much of an asshole he is, that’s all. He’s brilliant, and he likes for people to know it.” Pasqual’s head drooped. “I know the unit ain’t like it used to be, m’man. Commandos ain’t no better than Delta anymore. Way too much IB influence. But we’ll get this done. Just…trust your people, okay?”

      After working with the Intelligence Bureau to hunt down Kwon, Rimes had no illusions about their intent with the Commandos. “I do. Hang in there a little longer. They’ll approve my proposal eventually. I’ll need someone like you to make the ERF work.”

      Pasqual snapped his fingers, a dull, dry sound thanks to his gloves. “Just like that, huh? And then we're 'Captain Singh and the Space Marines'?”

      Rimes winced. He'd suffered through plenty of comparisons between his ERF concept and the horrible yet popular Captain Singh Bollywood movies while in OCS. Good-natured or not, the comment hurt coming from Pasqual.

      One of the Commandos separated from the rest and approached. Meyers. He was young for a sergeant and good-looking, with a lean frame. His sandy blonde hair was short, his eyes bright blue, his nose hooked. Everything about him—his posture, his stare, his tight-pressed lips—exuded confidence bordering on cocky. He exchanged a look with Pasqual, then turned to Rimes, eyebrows raised in a mixture of curiosity and challenge. “What’s up, Lieutenant?”

      Don’t take the bait. Let it go. “They’re getting us access to their network now. When everyone’s on, we’ll move out. We’ll enter through the canal. Is your team ready?”

      Meyers nodded casually. “I heard force composition over thirty. That’s a tall order, even for my team.”

      He just has to test my limits. We can’t afford this, not at this point. Rimes did his best to appear calm. “Sir or lieutenant. Either one is fine, Sergeant. I’m sure your team can handle this.”

      For a moment, Meyers just stared, his face emotionless. “Roger that. Lieutenant.”

      Rimes returned Meyers’s stare and for a moment felt Kwon’s whisper: strike him. The moment passed. He needed Meyers, despite all his baggage. “We have some things working in our favor.” Rimes glanced over his shoulder at the mobile command post. They weren’t being monitored. “IB has someone inside,” he whispered, indicating the estate walls with a jerk of his head.

      Meyers shifted so that he was facing Pasqual. “The Intelligence Bureau’s involved? So why didn’t they call in a Delta team?”

      “A lot of the big brass are very uncomfortable with IB getting so close to the Special Security Council. If they could, the Joint Chiefs would shut Delta down and completely pry IB out of military operations.” Rimes looked at the other Commandos huddled in front of the helicopter and wondered what the politics of the Delta situation meant at a personal level. At some point, all politics becomes personal. “They might yet.”

      Meyers defocused for a moment, apparently thinking things through. “Okay. I follow you, Lieutenant. IB gets inside this group, they ask for Delta, someone flexes and says no, and we’re up next. Skipping the politics, what makes you think one IB agent is going to make that big a difference? We’re still seriously outnumbered.”

      “Thanks to that insider, we know a lot more about them than they do about us—their weapons, the technology, intelligence capabilities, and training.” Rimes pointed to the helicopter. “And thanks to all the precautions we’ve taken, we still have the element of surprise.”

      Pasqual turned in a slow one-eighty, his head bobbing up and down as if riding gentle waves. “We’re in their network.”

      Rimes’s BAS chimed, and the police network feed began populating his optics, wrapping everything in a fantastical illusion of brilliant wireframes, colors, and symbols. He took a moment to synchronize with the digitally augmented reality he’d been away from for so long. More real than real.

      “This is it. Pasqual, I want your team on point. You heard Stockton. We’ll assume improvised explosives and some other booby traps in the canal.”

      “I’ll get my best guy on it.” Pasqual waved his team over, taking his and Rimes’s CAWS-5 carbines from one of them. Pasqual handed Rimes his weapon, then jogged to the spot where the canal ran beneath the wall. The team gradually opened up their spacing to three meters.

      Rimes calmly checked his weapon, finding comfort in the soft click of components, the gentle catch of the magazine sliding home. “Meyers, I realize this is probably not the most comfortable situation for you. You don’t know much about me, and what you know probably isn’t very encouraging. I’m just some snot-nosed, know-nothing lieutenant whose been out of the Commandos for three years.”

      Meyers only stared.

      “I’m going to ask you to trust me. I wouldn’t take us into a situation I didn’t think we were capable of handling. Can I count on you?”

      “You’ll get our best, Lieutenant.”

      “I couldn’t ask for more.” Rimes winked. No effect. He’s already judged me. “Let’s go.”

      He jogged after Pasqual’s team, stopping at the canal to pull on his headgear. Once he was fully suited, he looked over Meyers and his team. They were experienced, highly decorated, trustworthy. And the entire flight in, they’d eyed him suspiciously.

      I’m the outsider. I’m the one you can’t trust.

      With the headgear on, they were completely enclosed, sealed off from the outside world. They could be anyone.

      Meyers pulled his CAWS-5 from its back holster and gave a thumbs-up. Rimes lowered himself into the canal. Meyers and his team followed.

      The canal was deep, the bottom slick. It felt narrow, as if it might collapse and bury them at any moment. Pull it together. Those walls may look like packed earth, but they’re reinforced with a compound every bit as sturdy as concrete. We’re safe. For now.

      The Commandos stuck to the darkest shadows. If they were discovered in the canal, they wouldn’t have much hope.

      Pasqual’s men sloshed through the water ahead of Rimes. They were already through the grate that normally sealed the Harper compound off from the outside world. Rimes watched them slowly edge forward on his display, pale green lights on a dark green background.

      The point man stopped twenty-five meters out from the spot identified as possibly booby-trapped. A white blip appeared on the optics’ overlay. He’d discovered an explosive device and was going to disarm it.

      Rimes dropped lower and leaned against a wall.

      He was too far back for anything short of heavy ordnance to affect him, even in the canal’s compressed space. Still, as far as he was concerned, good training was never abandoned.

      He licked his lips and waited and hoped Pasqual’s trust in the soldier wasn’t misplaced. Several seconds passed, stretching, stretching.

      A minute, then another.

      Finally, the white blip disappeared. Clear. They began moving again.

      They were precise, expert—just what Rimes needed for his Elite Response Force concept, but without the political entanglements.

      What’s taking the Joint Chiefs so long to buy into this?

      They found a dozen explosive devices in all, each costing them critical, fatiguing time, time that threatened their focus. Still, it was better than losing someone to a blast or giving away their location.

      The point man reached their planned exit spot and halted. Based on satellite and police drone imagery, a walled garden and several trees blocked clear line of sight from the mansion and surrounding buildings. They would still be exposed to sighting from the wooded area outside and the mansion rooftop.

      They needed a distraction.

      After signaling Pasqual’s team into position, Rimes slowly edged forward through the canal until he could see them. Their green forms glowed among the BAS’s wireframe silhouettes. He stopped four meters back from Pasqual and dropped into a crouch.

      Rimes brought up a new interface inside the BAS display. It provided an aerial view of the estate’s dozen buildings. Slowly, it began populating the view with all known personnel, marking allies green and hostiles red.

      Rimes flicked his finger over a virtual button, and a new display area occupied the bottom right of the current overlay. Six jagged graphs filled the new display.

      He quickly tapped each of the graphs, listening as a stream of voices played. Finally, he stopped each of the streams and played them back, listening to each for several seconds more before opening a new window.

      Rimes whispered into his headgear’s microphone.

      Seconds passed. Finally, his words came back to him, spoken by each of the recorded voices. A few more selections to identify the best sample and tweak the audio, and Rimes was satisfied.

      He repeated the process until he had a string of messages from each person sequenced to play over the terrorists’ communications network. There were appropriate delays built in to reflect confusion. The entire effort took him less than ten minutes.

      An eternity. It better be worth it.

      He queued the communications burst and brought up the interfaces to the Cytek 701s. They were typical civilian models—lightweight, translucent, slow. The frames were built with stealth in mind, the rotor blades whisper-silent. Beyond the necessarily limited optics package, the drones offered minimal functionality.

      Rimes flicked through what options the drones did offer, settling on an emergency maneuvering command that would make just enough noise to give away each drone’s presence but not its location. He queued the command and opened the battlefield view in a private workspace.

      The impatience within the teams was like an electric current, leaping from person to person, carrying with it agitation. But Commando missions often stretched on for days with nothing more than waiting, watching, listening. Ten minutes standing in a canal was a cakewalk.

      With quick finger waves, Rimes split the estate grounds into two objectives: the mansion, and the surrounding buildings, gardens, and lawn.

      Pasqual’s team received the mansion objective, Meyers’s team the rest. Rimes prompted the BAS software for optimal routes based on the objectives and known hostiles locations, then modified the routes based on his own assessment.

      A finger flick and the objectives workspace was uploaded to Meyers and Pasqual to manage as they saw fit. Meyers modified Rimes’s proposed route slightly and designated targets to his team members. Pasqual stuck with the proposed route but modified the sequence of objective priorities. Rimes approved both and kicked off a counter in everyone’s BAS overlays.

      The counter decremented to thirty seconds. They buddied up to hoist each other out of the canal.

      Rimes cupped his hands and nodded at Meyers. At ten seconds, Meyers planted his boot in the cradle of Rimes’s hands. At four seconds, Rimes’s prepackaged soft-bot—a communications burst—hit the terrorist network, warning them of movement in the eastern woods.

      The assault had begun.
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        19 January, 2167. Harper Estate, Atlanta, Georgia.

      

      

      The Harper Estate stretched over several hundred acres, much of it broad, open lawn. Away from the central housing area, most of the estate was unlit. In addition to the canal that bisected it, it contained the multi-storied Harper House, several smaller houses, three pools, Eads Lake, the Harper Botanical Gardens, and three wooded areas collectively known as Harper Woods.

      The Commandos' target was Harper House.

      The last surviving hostages and our target, our proof the genies are involved.

      They were thirty meters out from the pool house when the firing began. Rimes instinctively twisted at the sound without slowing. One of Meyers’s men went down, then another. A second later, the wounded men’s vitals flashed on Rimes’s display, one dropping dangerously low, the other—Kershaw—quickly stabilizing.

      Rimes sprinted the final stretch to the pool house a second ahead of the rest of the team. He triggered the drone emergency maneuvers routine as he ran. Despite the gunfire, he hoped the noise would be enough to distract the shooters—even just for a second.

      A glance back toward Meyers’s position revealed nothing. Oaks and sycamores sprawled lazily in the expanse between them. The familiar sound of CAWS-5s filled the air now. Meyers’s team had found their targets and were returning fire.

      After nearly three years training in assorted leadership positions that had kept him away from combat action, Rimes almost found the sound of gunfire comforting.

      Pasqual stood at the pool house corner, peering at the mansion’s north wall. They were nearly fifty meters from the kitchen door. Pasqual traced a green circle around the door on everyone’s overlay.

      The path was clear.

      Rimes flicked another of his prepackaged soft-bots into action, killing power to the mansion.

      Pasqual charged, first running low and parallel to the pool, then angling hard to the right and sprinting for the door. His team followed close behind, instinctively maintaining their spacing. Rimes pulled up the rear, eyes flashing across the mansion’s entire northern façade.

      Forms moved on the third floor, then disappeared.

      Rimes threw his back against the wall to the left of the kitchen door and marked the moving forms for the team to see. He traced them down a stairwell that would deposit them one room east of the kitchen.

      Pasqual motioned, and his point man opened the kitchen door with a slap-charge, a small, controlled explosive strip that burst barely louder than the ongoing firefight. A moment later, two flash-bangs skidded across the kitchen floor, detonating at the room’s eastern and southern ends. Three Commandos low-jogged into position, covering the room’s entries. Pasqual and the rest took up positions at the entries.

      A second later, Rimes entered.

      A shotgun blast roared from the eastern entryway. Pasqual staggered backwards momentarily. One of his men returned fire. Pasqual regained his balance and added the sound of his own weapon.

      A scream, and the gunfire went silent.

      Pasqual signaled two down.

      Rimes confirmed Pasqual’s vitals were solid, then traced a route through the eastern room to the stairs the gunmen had come down. From there, he traced a path up to the second floor. The team moved swiftly to the stairs.

      They reached the second floor without trouble. As Rimes dropped to his knees, the BAS came alive with a new signal. Fourteen new red forms, half as many gray, and a single green one now showed on the display.

      The mole had made his presence known.

      Rimes circled a set of four red forms on the second floor of the overlay. Pasqual sent two men after them. Rimes took the lead and moved toward the third floor, where most of the remaining forms were clustered in a large bedroom.

      He stopped at the top of the stairs and dropped low. His suit’s audio receptors picked up sobbing, hushed cursing, and whispered orders. Six red forms detached themselves from the rest and moved straight toward the stairs.

      They aren’t operating completely blind.

      Rimes pulled a flash-bang and watched his display. The stairs ended at a junction, a small, open area maybe three meters across with hallways running east, south, and west. The bedroom with the hostages was approximately fifteen meters down the east hallway. The display indicated the rest of the floor was empty.

      He would need a bit of luck to bank the grenade optimally.

      When the gunmen reached the ideal spot, he pulled the pin, counted, and tossed the grenade.

      It was an imperfect throw, but it was good enough to cause the gunmen to give ground. Rimes jumped up and ran into the south hallway, trusting to the BAS display and the mansion’s blueprints. Pasqual followed, taking up position against the eastern wall. Another Commando squatted next to Pasqual, the rest settled at the head of the stairs.

      “We’ll kill them! We’ll kill them all!”

      Female. One of the terrorists in the hall.

      Rimes looked at the blueprint overlay and tried to find the easiest means of getting behind the terrorists. There were still three red forms in the master bedroom with the hostages, too many for the mole to deal with alone.

      “Back off or we’ll kill them now,” the woman shouted.

      Rimes searched again, tracing his sights from doors opening into the north-south hallway outside the master bedroom. Finally, he found one that led into a bedroom that shared a bathroom with a bedroom just south of him. He quickly laid out his route on the shared display, then moved. Gunfire from the second floor covered his movement.

      “You better answer, assholes!”

      Rimes hustled through the bedroom, trying not to be distracted by its immensity and opulence. He guessed it was merely a guest room, but it was nearly half as large as the apartment he and Molly shared with their sons. The furniture—real wood, hand-crafted, immaculately maintained—would have cost more than he made in a year.

      He blinked to focus, shutting out the gunfire from the second floor. He tentatively tested the bathroom door.

      Locked.

      He checked the blueprints again. Beyond the bathroom, a room mirroring the one he was in. Three meters through the bathroom, eight meters across the bedroom, another four up the hallway to the master bedroom.

      Assuming the bathroom door on the other side isn’t locked and there are no booby traps, it’s going to take just short of forever to cover that distance.

      “Pasqual,” Rimes whispered. “I need some noise.”

      Pasqual snorted. “Anything to shut that bitch up.”

      “On three,” Rimes said. “One…two…three…“

      Gunfire.

      Rimes applied a slap charge to the bathroom doorknob and pressed the timer. What seemed like a deafening pop sounded, and the door shivered in its frame. Rimes threw his shoulder into it and sprinted across the room, taking in the shining porcelain, the gold fixtures, the gold-framed mirror, the walk-in shower, the plush cotton bathrobes.

      He grabbed the doorknob, twisted.

      Unlocked.

      Rimes bolted into the room, barely sensing a tripwire catching his right shin. He barely registered the thought he wouldn’t make the bedroom door. He barely managed to wonder at the absurdity of getting himself killed.

      Then he was at the hallway door, twisting its knob, sprinting down the hallway.

      No explosion. The mole.

      A red form—a woman—staggered into view from the eastern hallway. She fired a shotgun back down the hallway before somehow sensing Rimes’s presence. Her hair was short. She was in her late 20s, nearly his height, broad-shouldered, hard-looking, and fit.

      Rimes recognized the 101st tattoo on her bare arm.

      Hooah.

      She pivoted and leveled her shotgun at him. Rimes fired first. She blinked in disbelief, fell to the ground, and spat blood.

      Rimes was in the room, all momentum and adrenaline and instinct. He was suddenly beyond fear, enjoying the hunt and hating himself for it. Hating Kwon's subtle manipulation and the pleasure he took from the violence.

      The closest red form resolved into a man, a skinhead, in his early thirties. He held an old assault carbine Rimes hadn’t seen before, probably some cheap South American knock-off. Tattoos, the same 101st emblem. Why couldn’t it have been mercenaries, people nobody gives a shit about?

      The skinhead fired, but he fired where Rimes should have been, not where he was. The bullets tore through the air where a trained soldier or a normal man caught dead to rights would have been, frozen.

      Rimes was already beyond that, launching himself, impossibly calm, inhumanly thirsty for the kill.

      Bullets passed millimeters over his head, and he rolled, closed, came up beneath the skinhead’s arms. Using all the momentum of his charge, Rimes drove his shoulder into the skinhead’s chest, then buttstroked him with the CAWS-5 as he struggled to regain his balance.

      Rimes watched for a millisecond, seeing the gunman’s eyes blank out, then took in the rest of the room. One of the other gunmen was down, his head a bloody ruin. The final gunman had a semi-automatic pistol aimed at an unarmed woman’s bowed head.

      The final gunman was green, the woman he was aiming at was red, highlighted in the gray silhouettes of the hostages. Rimes blinked, tried to focus and make sense of the scene. He turned off the BAS overlay with a wave.

      He knew the gunman. What the hell is he doing here? Who could possibly trust him for something like this after what he’s done? More crazy decisions.

      “Barlowe?”

      “R-R-Rimes? Jack Rimes? Shit, is that you?” Barlowe sneaked a peek at Rimes, then refocused on the woman. Barlowe was haggard, bearded, grungy, and leaner than when Rimes had last seen him. Barlowe’s baby face was gone; he wasn’t a kid anymore.

      “Yeah, it’s me.” Rimes’s face was flush, his cinnamon skin darker and redder, his eyes dancing rapidly.

      He breathed deep, drove out the urge to finish the killing. The gunfire was dying down outside, becoming sporadic. He reactivated the BAS overlay. Only two terrorists remained—the woman Barlowe had a gun on, and one downstairs snuggled between two Commandos.

      “I don’t understand, Barlowe. You’re IB? I thought you were in Leavenworth.”

      “Long story.” Barlowe laughed nervously. “What matters is you’re looking at the brains of this operation. Say hello to Nicole Dimon, terrorist and murderer.”

      Rimes glanced at the display showing the battlefield outside. One of Meyers’s wounded was dead, but the rest were operational. “Meyers, status.”

      “We lost Ballantine,” Meyers said after a second. “Kershaw’s okay. Ten Tangos down. We’ve got three pockets around us, maybe another eight all told. We’re flanking.”

      Pasqual was right about Meyers; he’d pulled his part of the task off superbly. Credit where due.

      Rimes checked out the terrified people huddled on the ground. He recognized staff and one of Harper’s nieces. There was no sign of Harper himself. Did they execute him already? Sneak him out? Why? “I’m sending Pasqual to support. Hostages have been rescued.” Rimes looked the hostages over again, then looked back at Dimon. “We have the head of the operation captive.”

      “Good to hear, Lieutenant.”

      Rimes passed the status on to Pasqual and turned to the young woman Barlowe had his pistol trained on. She was surprisingly pretty, her features a pleasantly curious mix, with hints of multiple influences. She had coppery skin, brown hair, full lips. “Miss Dimon, if you’ll come with—”

      Dimon raised her eyes to look at Rimes. Her sparkling amber eyes.

      Genie.

      Dimon smiled as if she were in on a joke no one else had quite caught yet. “My part here is done, Captain Rimes.”

      Rimes felt his stomach sink. He pulled his headgear off.

      “Sheep to the slaughter, so willingly led.”

      “Perditori.”

      “The same.” Dimon slowly spread her hands wide and bowed with a theatrical flourish.

      Barlowe’s forehead creased in confusion; he looked from Dimon to Rimes. Barlowe’s gun shook slightly and he laughed nervously again. “You know her?”

      Rimes waved the question away.

      Dimon closed her eyes as her smile broadened beatifically. “I knew this meeting would happen, if not the particulars of Mr. Barlowe’s betrayal. Our fates are intertwined.”

      The genies’ leader, here now? Why?

      Rimes found a part of his mind drifting, dreamily examining Dimon, lingering over the subtle curves hidden beneath crumpled clothes. No. Damn it, Kwon. Rimes shook himself. “I thought you’d fled?”

      “Of course we have. And we will one day escape fully. But for now you must be slowed, or things will not go well for us. And so you see the path we are on.”

      “Killing all these innocent people was a delaying tactic?”

      “No one is innocent, Captain. Not even you. You will one day come to accept that. For now, our conversation is done. Miss Dimon has served me admirably, but cannot be of any further service.”

      What? Why tell me this? What’s the point? “Wait—”

      Dimon convulsed and gasped for air. Abruptly, the convulsing stopped, and she wheezed as she fell onto her back.

      Barlowe gaped, confused. Rimes knelt at her side and dug his fingers into her neck, searching for and finding a weak pulse.

      “Stockton, this is Rimes. We need a medevac.”

      The Harper girl looked at Rimes from the huddled mass of survivors, disbelief and shock playing across her face. “You’re going to save her? She’s a monster!”

      Rimes scooped up Dimon and jogged for the stairs. This was a diversion, a delay. They have another target. She knows. No, she doesn’t know, but she’s had Perditori’s mind in hers. There’s something lingering, just like when Perditori touched my mind. She may have been a monster, but she was also a puppet.

      Just like the rest of us.

      They all deserved better.
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        19 January, 2167. Northside Medical Plaza, Atlanta, Georgia.

      

      

      Rimes paced the length of the waiting room, stopping at the glass wall that opened onto the parking lot to stare at the distant city lights battling the darkness. Warm colors and cheerful designs on the walls did nothing to dispel the sense he was trapped and vulnerable. The heating system grumbled in protest as it spewed stale, warm air into the room; Rimes shivered despite it. Hospital smells—alcohol, cleaning agents, death. That’s all it is.

      He felt isolated, alone, the solitary voice warning of impending doom. Flashbacks came to him of the attempt to search Kwon's dying mind using the crude man-machine interface in Australia, the way he'd felt so helpless in that nightmare when Perditori had made his presence known.

      Perditori was like a god: near-omniscient, overwhelmingly powerful, so much more than human. His mind, the ability to control others, it represented the greatest threat the genies posed.

      And if Perditori sensed that Rimes hoped to do the same thing with Dimon's mind that he'd done with Kwon's…

      He won't let me.

      Rimes's scanned the waiting room again, and when he saw it was safe, his thoughts drifted to his father, Cleo, and his last moments shared over an uncertain video link.

      Cleo lay in his bed, propped up by blood-stained pillows. He struggled with each breath, a pale shadow of the man who’d once been so powerful and alive. “It’s time now, son.”

      “Cleo—”

      “Ain’t gonna see those boys o’ yours.” Cleo’s dark eyes were still intense, still defiant. “You raise them right. Don’t go lettin’ them sour on this world like you. They’s good people out there, they just ain’t got no power. Remember that.”

      Rimes wiped tears away and fought back a curse as the video image turned to static. “Dad?”

      The static resolved into Cleo’s face again. “I said some things over the years hurt you.” His jaw muscles moved, strings slithering beneath a thin sheet of worn leather. “Ain’t never accepted you as a man. Ain’t…never accepted you as…my son.”

      Rimes shook away the words. He didn’t need them, not with time so short. “I just wanted to say—”

      “Don’t matter, the past. Don’t matter, none of it, but I’m sorry for my failings.” Cleo wheezed weakly, and the first hint of fear slipped into his eyes. “Goodbye, Jackson. You’re a damned good son.”

      “I—”

      Cleo’s hand twitched and the video connection terminated.

      Saying goodbye seemed to mean so much to Cleo at the end. Rimes wondered if it did, really.

      Did the Harpers miss out on the feeling of that last connection when they were marched off for execution? Were they like Cleo and me at the end, just regular, vulnerable folk, not billionaires?

      Rimes shook off the gloom. An ocean of lights glittered beyond the parking lot. From where he stood, they were bright enough to light up the city, but they couldn’t really drive away the darkness, not for those living beneath them.

      Atlanta was trapped by the economic malaise plaguing the world, stripping governments of revenue and encumbering them with debt. The city was collapsing beneath its own weight, the millions of inhabitants and their needs and the lack of opportunity. No jobs, no hope.

      What can we do? There’s nothing left elsewhere. The choice seems to be between chaos and surrender to oblivion. Is that all we’ll ever have anymore?

      “Captain Rimes?” Barlowe’s voice was loud in the silence.

      Rimes turned. “It’s Jack, Ladell. And I’m a lieutenant.”

      Barlowe’s face was tight, haggard, the cherubic innocence that had once made him a target for harassment among the Commandos was gone. He was another victim of failed leadership. “Sorry. Dimon called you—”

      “That wasn’t Dimon speaking.”

      Barlowe’s mouth hung open. “But that was her voice—”

      “Her voice, yes. But someone was using her body, speaking through her. His name’s Perditori. He’s a genie. A powerful genie.”

      “Controlling Dimon’s body?” Barlowe rubbed his arms absently.

      “Control the mind, you control the body. Perditori was behind the X-17 purchase and the orbital shipyard raid three years ago. You hear about the raid?”

      “We got news feeds in Leavenworth. They actually treated me okay there, considering.” Barlowe’s eyes dropped to the floor. He looked up again, squinting, close to tears. “Thanks for what you did.”

      I can’t imagine what you went through, being forced into something that led to so many deaths. “You were a good person in a bad situation. What Weatherford did to you…”

      Barlowe flinched, then the tension left his body.

      They had a complicated relationship, I guess.

      Barlowe massaged his eyes. “So this Perditori knows you?”

      “He claims he knows me from different points in time.”

      Barlowe laughed. It was almost a bark, a challenge against the insanity of Rimes’s words. “He can see through time?”

      “He…really does seem to see the future at times.” Rimes grasped air with his right hand, as if he might seize it and draw the truth from it, then waved away the thought. How can I expect him to understand what I can’t explain? “Or something along those lines. And he’s never completely sure of when he is. The point is, even though he and his genies stole those ships and fled Earth, he’s apparently still a problem.”

      Barlowe’s face twitched; he massaged his cheek self-consciously. “Okay. I guess it makes more sense now. Outside the recruitment effort, we didn’t know what was going on. Dimon…well, she never really made any sense. I guess she was a genie too?”

      Those eyes. “I think so. We should get a DNA report before too long to confirm it. Did she ever seem special?”

      “Smart, yeah. Maybe above-average intuition? Like she just knew what was going to happen or what would give you the best results. If this guy was in her head all the time, though, maybe that was him.”

      “We’ll never know.” Rimes looked around the waiting room. A middle-aged couple sat near the admittance desk holding each other’s hands. An elderly man sat not far away from them, absently running a hand through thinning hair. A young woman clutching a blanket-wrapped infant sat at the opposite end of the room. They were all well-dressed, generally healthy looking. The only folks who can afford treatment at a place like this.

      “No offense, but I’d been expecting Delta. Commandos…I’m not sure how that’s going to go over.”

      Rimes grunted. “Politics. Look, Barlowe, I need to understand what happened here. When did you start working for IB? How are you even out of Leavenworth?”

      Barlowe lowered his head, but not fast enough to hide a bitter frown. “I had a good enough relationship with IB after cooperating on the X-17 thing. That—and your intervention—saved me from the firing squad. When they got wind someone was recruiting vets after Burwell Bay, they came to me with an offer I couldn’t refuse.”

      Rimes grimaced. In the year since it had happened, Burwell Bay had become the military’s unspoken shame, replacing even the 1932 Bonus Army debacle. Tens of thousands of veterans, many of them decorated heroes, abruptly released from service due to budget cuts, had gathered outside the capital to stage a peaceful protest. Rumors of potential armed action had floated through the corridors of power, and the order went out to aggressively disperse the protestors.

      It had been the wrong decision and had cost hundreds of lives. The tension between the president and his military leadership would never be repaired.

      “So you were released and Dimon approached you?”

      “Not quite. The guy whose face you caved in, he recruited me. He was in Yemen when his orders came down about two years ago. One minute a sergeant with ten years in, the next minute a civilian with a five-thousand-dollar severance. He had to spend a thousand of that just to get home. His son had some sort of medical condition. He’d been relying on the military to help pay for the treatments. Six months after returning, he was bankrupt and his son was dead. Decorated war veteran, multiple wounds suffered in service, and…”

      Rimes did his best to stay disconnected from the story. The man had taken up arms against his country, had murdered innocent people. He was a criminal. Stick to the facts. “And Dimon? When did you meet her?”

      “About a month ago, the day we learned about the plan to, you know, go after the Harpers. One minute we’re dispersed in camps across the country, the next we’re whisked out to Ouachita National Forest in Arkansas. Dimon was there. I was pretty confident she was our problem, but IB wanted to be sure.

      “She briefed us on our target that first night, although we figured it would be a ransom situation. Harper was worth billions. A week ago, we mobilized and hid out in the Chattahoochee National Forest. I checked in at that point, you know, with IB, but there was nothing to act on. A few days later, we formed up and—” Barlowe squeezed his eyes shut and shrugged. “You know the rest. IB had no time to react, really. We used stolen service vehicles to get into the protected section of the city, overwhelmed Harper’s security, and in no time had a hostage crisis turning into executions—and this.” Barlowe glanced back into the emergency room.

      Rimes put the timeline together in his head. He’d been brought in shortly before the attack on the Harper estate, and the Commando teams were already en route when he’d arrived at Fort Benning. IB hadn’t been too late because they’d been sitting on their hands, playing politics. Dimon or Perditori or possibly both had simply planned things too well.

      Rimes’s attention turned to the parking lot, where two ambulances were pulling in. A car with an Atlanta Police emblem on the side came to a stop close to the entrance. Stockton climbed from the car and shrugged into a jacket.

      “When did it change from hostages-for-money to executions?”

      “I don’t think it was ever about money.” Barlowe followed Rimes’s eyes, frowning when Stockton started jogging toward the entry. “I’m not sure who was in on the real plan. Dimon for sure. Maybe a couple others. I think you shot one of them in the hallway. The ones who were close to Dimon. They shifted from following orders to issuing them the moment the cops arrived.”

      EMTs wheeled two gurneys into the facility, passing through the automatic glass doors, then rushing past Rimes.

      Stockton jogged into the waiting room and came to a stop a foot from Rimes. There was no mistaking the look on Stockton’s wide-eyed, red face.

      Rimes held up a hand. “Captain Stockton—”

      Stockton moved in close, invading Rimes’s personal space. “Don’t even start, Lieutenant. The entire Harper family was massacred under my watch while I waited for you to show up. Now you’ve got one of them right here?” Stockton jabbed a thumb at Barlowe.

      “He’s with IB.” Rimes tried to keep his voice calm.

      Stockton lost momentum, blinked, pursed his lips. The color faded from his weathered face ever so slightly. He looked at Barlowe for a long second, reset, then looked back at Rimes. “All right. I’m listening. Why don’t you tell me how I explain to a seventeen year-old girl that her aunt, uncle, and cousins were executed in cold blood by the military while my men sat on their butts? I’ve seen the corpses. Half those folks were Army.”

      “Former Army.” Rimes’s skin crawled at his pathetic attempt to wiggle out from under the accusation. “IB knew of nineteen vets recruited for this operation. That’s what tipped them off to it. They were able to get Barlowe here inside.”

      “Fat lotta good that did,” Stockton growled.

      “We’ve got the person who ran this whole thing heading for ICU, Captain.”

      “I want to talk to him.” Stockton’s eyes were slits.

      “She’s in no condition to talk, unfortunately. Technically, she’s dead.”

      Stockton closed his eyes and wheezed for a moment. “Lieutenant, if you’re just trying to fuck with me—”

      “We can still get at her memories.” Calm. “I’ve done this before. Right now, it’s just a matter of stabilizing her and minimizing damage to her brain. The hospital has scrambled the people we need for this. We should have everything—”

      Rimes felt the pressure before he heard the explosion, before the heat washed over him, before the glass from the admittance desk partition broke into a million particles that shredded the middle-aged couple and the elderly man.

      Barlowe was hurled through a window, disappearing into the parking lot. Stockton barely missed the window, crashing instead into the room’s far corner.

      Rimes landed next to Stockton.

      The explosion was gone, the roar a momentary thing that left only a dull ringing.

      Looking at Stockton’s limp, bloody form, Rimes could imagine how he must look himself. Stockton’s scalp was laid open to the bone over his right ear.

      The sprinklers kicked in, spraying a blinding shower.

      Blinking away blood and water, Rimes focused on Stockton, hoping to detect a pulse or breathing. Seconds passed before Stockton’s chest rose. Alive.

      The blast had come from the emergency room.

      There would be no retrieving memories or traveling Dimon’s mind. Either Perditori had seen the attempt in his glimpse of the future, or he had simply assumed Rimes would attempt to use the technology again.

      Rimes struggled to right himself, but something was misfiring between his brain and limbs. Movement in the smoke caught his eye. It was the young woman. She was covered in blood. The infant she’d been clinging to now lifelessly dangled from the blood-soaked, shredded blanket. The woman shambled past, oblivious, detached from the now.

      It doesn’t matter the enemy, they always turn to the same desperate tactics when they think they’re weaker. Do the genies really see themselves as the weaker power? Does it matter now? They've done it. They've gone too far. No one can ignore the threat anymore. The Joint Chiefs will have to approve the ERF now.

      Rimes dwelled on that until he blacked out.
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        24 May, 2167. Lunar orbit.

      

      

      A gentle tone sounded. At first it seemed too far away and too soft to matter, but the volume and urgency quickly intensified. Rimes blinked awake as the orbital shuttle began to hum, coming to life. Lights flickered weakly, revealing the converted bay of a cargo hauler. Four rows of twelve seats, two rows against each of the walls, two back-to-back in the center of the bay. The seats were home to the platoon.

      They felt more like prison.

      Rimes was braced in his forward port seat, just behind the cockpit entry, his headgear attached, its faceplate raised. His neck ached; his legs were numb. A quick glance at his headgear display confirmed they’d been out for more than four hours.

      Even desensitized as he was to it by now, Rimes coughed quietly as he inhaled the stale, warm air. Forty-two bodies shoved into a relatively tight space; the atmosphere recycler simply wasn’t built for the load. For that matter, neither was the human body. Rimes’s crotch and armpits were raw, and he could only imagine how bad he smelled.

      They need to come up with better environment suits for us. He made mental notes, shoved them aside. He had to focus. This was his first opportunity to provide an ERF proof-of-concept.

      Wincing at the pins and needles and protesting joints, he lifted his legs. Overhead lights winked on in the improvised passenger space. He looked around, yawning as the rest of the platoon climbed from the depths of slumber.

      They were kids, mostly, nineteen to twenty-four. Sergeant First Class Wallace, the platoon sergeant, was the oldest at thirty-nine. After Wallace, the next oldest was Staff Sergeant Lopresti, the platoon’s senior squad leader, at twenty-seven. Rimes felt absolutely ancient at twenty-eight.

      From his seat opposite Rimes, Wallace gave an impatient, questioning look. He feels like he needs to take control, or he’s going to burst. But they’re professionals. They don’t need someone telling them what to do. Wallace is too stuck in his ways, and I’m not going to break him of it. The ERF won't need his type of leadership.

      Rimes gave a slow, reluctant nod.

      “Come alive, Rangers!” Wallace snarled, twisting left and right in his harness like a caged beast. “Figueroa, give Sharma a shove!”

      A tone blared in the cabin. “First Platoon, this is CP-One. We show you online.”

      Rimes shook the cobwebs from his head. “This is Lieutenant Rimes. We are online and ready, CP-One. Do you have a status?”

      “We do, Lieutenant. One moment, please.”

      Rimes waited. There was nothing else to do. At this point, the command post had complete control; he was just in charge of his platoon. Seventy-four hours to reach orbit, a thirty-six-hour training mission, then seventy-four hours back. They were already fourteen hours behind schedule after two aborted landing attempts. The shuttle’s latrines were having problems supporting the demands, and they still had the return flight.

      This isn’t going to work.

      His platoon was showing strain as well. Fatigue, irritability, lethargy—a soldier’s worst enemies. Spending so many hours held motionless, fighting against the effects of massive acceleration, then zero g…they were ready to collapse.

      Rimes already planned to challenge several things—procedures, scheduling, protocols—in his report. His prime complaint would be about the decision to use shuttles lacking gravitic drives.

      Cutting corners in space operations was not conducive to success. Even elite troops suffered.

      And then there was the remote piloting. Although theoretically feasible, and somewhat proven, actual personnel transport by remote piloting was a bad idea.

      And it wasn’t matching the concepts he’d laid out in his presentation to the Joint Chiefs, not by a long shot.

      The politics between all the military leaders and branches, it's got to stop. They have to see we don't have the luxury of fighting over this sort of nonsense anymore. The ERF isn't about me or the Army lording it over the Navy; it's about survival, dammit!

      “First Platoon, this is CP-One. Second Platoon is reporting ready as well. Opening conference line.”

      The line filled with static for a second, then cleared.

      “CP-One, this is Lieutenant Rimes, First Platoon.”

      “CP-One, this is Lieutenant Durban, Second Platoon.”

      “This is CP-One. I have a status from Commander Hardwick. We are ready to proceed with the landing exercise. These landings will run back-to-back to try to make up some of the time lost to the system outage.”

      “Say again, CP-One.” Rimes blinked in disbelief. He wished CP-One would run video, but the Broussard’s communications systems were already overtaxed, and Commander Hardwick had made clear early on he wouldn’t introduce unnecessary risk to those systems. Rimes glanced at Wallace long enough to see sour dissatisfaction.

      Wallace never hid his feelings about the Navy.

      “Commander Hardwick has decided to proceed with the landing exercises. They will run back-to-back to make up for time lost to the system outage. Do you copy, First Platoon?”

      “Loud and clear, CP-One.” Rimes struggled to maintain his composure. “I would ask the commander to reconsider—”

      Hardwick’s booming voice filled the communications channel. “Lieutenant Rimes, we have reviewed the situation. The Broussard is ready. We have a clear mission here. This is not open to interpretation. You will prepare your platoon for landing in thirty minutes, as discussed in our mission briefing. Once the landing has completed, you will be picked up and returned to orbit, after which you will once again undergo a landing and retrieval process. Is that clear?”

      It was impossible to miss the imperiousness in Hardwick’s tone, the impatience, the fury. He wasn’t interested in dissenting opinion.

      “Loud and clear, Commander.”

      “CP-One out.”

      “Sittin’ lopsided, LT?” A bright smile creased Wallace’s dark face. Somehow, even five days on, his mustache seemed trimmed and his beard stubble barely perceptible, while the rest of the platoon looked scraggly. “Some dogs, you give ‘em a bone, they’re king of the world and let you know it. Best leave ‘em be and let that bigger dog come along, teach ‘em a lesson. There’s always a bigger dog, LT.”

      Rimes nodded. He’d dealt with Navy officers before. A lot of them seemed to think they were lord and master over all they surveyed. Too many of them.

      There’s a lesson to be learned there.

      “Bring the squad leaders online, Sergeant Wallace. Might as well get everyone ready.” I’m not about to let other people’s bad decisions ruin this opportunity.

      [image: ]

      Rimes steadied himself with the airlock’s ready bar and shook off the last of the jitters brought on when the shuttle had landed hard, then moments later dusted off at too steep an angle. Despite the remote piloting and the team taking a little longer exiting and dispersing than he’d wanted, he was still optimistic. They could improve.

      Now we just need to get the piloting addressed.

      Rimes worked his way along the handgrips until he reached his seat. He settled in and lowered the harness, then confirmed with Wallace everyone was reporting ready. “First Platoon ready for launch, CP-One.”

      “Launch initiated.”

      Rimes felt the tug of acceleration pressing him back into his seat. His legs burned from the sudden exertion, even in the minimal gravity. He wanted a shower, a shave, and a long night of sleep.

      His thoughts drifted to Molly and the boys—Jared with his bright smile, Calvin with his serious eyes. Rimes remembered holding his family after Calvin came home from the hospital, the four of them sleeping on the bed, huddled against the cold in their modest Ansbach apartment.

      I miss you.

      He shook the thoughts off and opened a communications channel to the Broussard. “CP-One, this is First Platoon.”

      Rimes knew he wasn’t making any friends with the Navy remote pilots by criticizing their decisions and performance. Still, he had a duty to his troops to ensure their safety.

      “Go ahead, First Platoon.”

      “The pilots need to watch their launch on dust-off. We were lucky we’d already deployed away from the LZ. Even so, the angle of ascent nearly exposed us to the rocket wash.”

      “Passing that along, First Platoon.”

      After contemplating the landing for a few minutes, Rimes opened a closed, voice-only channel to Wallace and the squad leaders. “All right, frank assessment. Landing, deployment, operations around the LZ, boarding. Areas for improvement, concerns. Let’s hear it.”

      Lopresti chimed in first, her voice full of anxiety. “Lieutenant, I don’t like this. Top to bottom, it’s a mess.”

      “Way to be rah-rah, Lopresti,” Wallace growled.

      Rimes sighed inwardly. He didn’t want a fight with Wallace. “Can you provide some details, Sergeant Lopresti?”

      “These aren’t true troop transports, sir. We’re feeling it every way imaginable. They’re configured for remote piloting as an afterthought, and it shows in the sluggish controls. You felt the way they put down—way too hard.” Lopresti’s voice rose as she spoke. “Navy’s got no skin in the game. Plus transporting an entire platoon in one craft? That’s great if we make it—we hit the LZ with a lot more firepower. But a ship this size goes into a hot spot? It’s too big and slow. Small arms fire could probably take one down. So what’s the fucking point of all this if we know it’s impractical? Sir.”

      Rimes sighed. Lopresti’s input was really valuable. He liked her frankness, her sharp observations. He just wished she could finesse things a little more to avoid antagonizing everyone. “Gilbert, McCoy, Zaborowski?”

      “She’s right, LT,” Zaborowski said after a moment. “We’d be sitting ducks in one of these things. There’s no way to load or unload quickly.”

      “Is this supposed to give us the feel of ship boarding action, sir?” Gilbert was the junior squad leader, but he showed a lot of promise.

      “I believe that’s part of the thinking.” At least Rimes hoped so.

      “How many ships are gonna have broken terrain like we’re dealing with?”

      “I’d expect they’ll build a mock-up for us at some point.” Rimes remembered the mess of the Powell’s hull. “Antenna arrays, missile and gun batteries…there’s plenty of broken terrain to deal with on ship surfaces if they’re big enough. If we can deal with a surface like this, we can deal with a ship’s hull. McCoy, you have any input?”

      McCoy was silent for a moment. He was Lopresti’s opposite: introspective, reserved, sometimes a little slow. At the same time, he had occasionally provided a perspective others couldn’t. “I’m just wondering how often they expect us to go into low-g situations, sir. Wouldn’t we mostly be concerned with planet drops? The colony worlds are all Earth-like, aren’t they? How often is someone going to populate something like the moon?”

      “Rangers are always prepared, Sergeant,” Wallace snapped.

      Rimes muted his headset and sighed. He wanted to yell at Wallace, or even just to yell into his muted headset, but he knew better. He unmuted. “Sergeant Wallace is right. Low-g would probably be a part of what we do, although not as often as other operations. Did you have some other thoughts?”

      McCoy was silent for a spell. “I was just thinking we’d be better off with something really small, sir. Squad- or fireteam-sized. Not remote-piloted. I don’t know. Maybe laser-guided, maybe automated. It could be disposable. Save the transports for evac.”

      Rimes liked the idea, although he wasn’t sure a new craft proposal, especially for disposable ones, would receive any serious attention, not with the intense budget battles everyone was facing. “I’ll make that part of my report. Thanks, Sergeant. What about our performance? Anything we could improve?”

      “We were slow gettin’ clear of the LZ, LT,” Wallace said. He twisted around to glare at Zaborowski. “Zaborowski, your squad looked like fuckin’ turtles out there.”

      “We can work on low-g maneuvers this next time around,” Rimes said in agreement. “We came out of it with no injuries, no damage. I think that’s a good starting point. Let’s make a real effort to clear the LZ quickly. I don’t like the way those pilots are whipping these shuttles around out there. Okay, we’ve got fifteen minutes until the next drop. Get your squads ready.”

      The platoon moved through its preparations quickly. Rangers released from harnesses and maneuvered away from their seats. Many queued, waiting to connect waste hoses to latrine receptacles. Some stretched or flexed, trying to work out the kinks that came with extended inactivity. Some, like Rimes, just waited.

      Ten minutes out, Rimes decided to check status with Durban, the commander of Second Platoon.

      Earlier attempts to interact had been met with a cold indifference bordering on hostility. Durban had never made any secret of what he thought about Rimes and the differences in their careers and backgrounds. Durban was a multi-generational legacy at West Point. He’d graduated from an elite prep school. Rimes was an insult to what Durban represented, to the legacy of the officer corps.

      After several seconds, the connection to Durban opened. At first Rimes thought Durban might be ignoring him. The hiss on the line when it finally connected made him think otherwise. The shuttles were simply having a hard time handling even such a minimal load.

      Could they run this operation any cheaper? Lives are more important than money. Or at least they should be. If my proposal gets approved, it can’t be done half-assed.

      Rimes waited for the static to die down enough that he could understand himself. “Durban, this is Rimes.”

      Durban made a long-suffering sigh and tapped the side of his helmet with delicate hands. They weren’t a soldier’s hands, but a craftsman’s, or a surgeon’s. “You sound terrible, Rimes. Can you do something about the audio on your end? We’re nine-and-half minutes out. What do you need?”

      “This is as good as the signal gets. I thought I’d share a couple findings with you and see if you had anything to share with me.”

      “This isn’t OCS, you know,” Durban hissed. “I’m not some candidate you can intimidate or impress into helping you with your academics.”

      “I was hoping we could help each other.” What was I thinking? He’s an insufferable prick. Rimes tried to rub his forehead, but his hand stopped at the sealed faceplate. Damn it. “Would you at least give my platoon’s input a look?”

      “I’m busy, Rimes. I’ll review your report when necessary.”

      The channel closed.

      I hope his non-coms can compensate for him.

      Durban had forty-one Rangers under his command. He was responsible for not only their success but their lives.

      [image: ]

      It happened somewhere between the third and fourth squads exiting the shuttle. Wallace was barking useless orders over the channel, doling out special attention to Lopresti. Rimes had just moved to Zaborowski’s position to check his squad over.

      Then the horizon lit up.

      Desperate calls overwhelmed the communications channel, turning everything into a buzz and hum.

      The next hour was a blur.

      Rimes took Lopresti’s squad and Corporal Sung, the platoon medic, with him and began a bounding charge for Durban’s position five klicks away.

      Every communication, even Durban’s, reflected chaos. Even so, Rimes wasn’t prepared for what he saw when he leapt over the final ridge to Platoon Two’s LZ.

      The troop transport was spread across a kilometer of the LZ crater. Weak fires sputtered from sections, burning out the last of the oxygen. Soldiers huddled in small groups.

      Rimes arrived just as two soldiers cleared a hull segment off a body. Whatever caused the explosion had blasted away the soldier’s armor and most of his face.

      “Any ID?” Rimes asked. Neither soldier replied. “Who’s missing?”

      “Castro, Alva—Alva—,” one of the soldiers sputtered.

      “Alvarado, Sutcliffe, and Markham, sir,” the other soldier said. She tried to activate what was left of the corpse’s communications system. A dim red light blinked out. “I think it’s Alvarado, but the suit’s gone and the subdermal isn’t responding. We’ll have to wait until they get some DNA…“

      Rimes scanned the wreckage. There weren’t any promising gaps or hollows where a survivor might be hidden. He looked at the Ranger who had kept her cool. Her ID indicated she was Sergeant Anushka Patel.

      “Sergeant Patel, where’s Lieutenant Durban?”

      Patel pointed to the largest group of soldiers, gathered at the center of the LZ. Rimes leapt over to the group. Closer in, he isolated Durban’s signal, despite the chatter flooding communications.

      Rimes stopped a meter out as Durban launched into his medic. The medic was nervously working with a wounded Ranger’s damaged suit, trying to get it to set a splint for a fracture.

      All the while, Durban berated her. He was close to an action he would regret, his hand raised threateningly. He moved closer to the medic.

      Too close. “Lieutenant Durban.” Rimes’s voice was calm and even but commanding.

      Durban turned. “Rimes! I need your medic!”

      Rimes fought the urge to punch Durban’s face plate. Calm. “He’s with Lopresti.” Rimes tried to find Sung’s signal, then gave up. “What happened?”

      “It blew up.” Durban stabbed a finger furiously toward the wreckage Rimes had just left. “We were dispersing and it just blew the hell up! Look at this! It’s not my fault!”

      “Of course not.” Rimes said. He struggled to quiet Kwon, to suppress the desire to club Durban to the ground. “I raised some concerns about these shuttles with Commander Hardwick in my report.” The report you ignored.

      “It’s not my fault, damn it!”

      “Durban, how many dead?”

      Durban shoulders sagged and he lowered his head, so that he looked even smaller. “Four. So far. Rosen’s not looking good. And we’re missing four.”

      “They found Alvarado in the wreckage.” Rimes surveyed the wreckage. “There aren’t going to be any other survivors there.”

      The last of the fires had gone out, their oxygen sources spent. Patel and her partner moved away from the main wreckage to the next largest section, still checking for bodies.

      “What the hell happened, Rimes?”

      “Leave that to the investigation team. We have to get your folks out of here. Now. Where’s your comm booster?”

      “Gone.” Durban’s head sank so that his eyes were hidden.

      “I’m heading back to my LZ. We’ll call the Broussard. Can you handle this?”

      Durban looked straight into Rimes’s helmet. “Rimes, it was a death trap. They sent us on this mission in those…those…“

      Rimes placed a reassuring hand on Durban’s suit. Kwon would rather have strangled Durban. Rimes understood completely.

      The entire trip back to the LZ, he wondered how close his platoon had come to their own disaster.

      There would be a reckoning. There always was. Lives had been lost. A shuttle had been lost. Someone had to be held accountable. That was the way the military worked.

      He just didn’t know who would be the scapegoat.

      For his family’s sake, he hoped like hell it wasn’t him.
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      Rimes’s earpiece clicked; his channel was being opened. He shook off the daydream that had been occupying his mind, then shifted in the narrow space between bunk and bulkhead that served as a desk for him and Durban. A cough shook him. He was tired of the stale, dry, recycled air. He needed home, to recharge. He needed the hearing about the shuttle explosion to be over. They all did.

      He patiently stared at the display, waiting for something to form from the static.

      Nothing changed.

      Just another tease, a lie.

      Life aboard the Broussard was every bit as bad as the worst seagoing ship he’d ever been on. Sleep came reluctantly in the cramped bunks and compressed spaces. There was no ocean to rock the vessel, only the boundless infinity of space. Spacegoing or seagoing, each ship had its quirks and charms.

      I’ll find the charms eventually. I know I can.

      Light dodged and bounced in the display, a welcome change even if it amounted to nothing. Another twist and the display started taking on form, resolving into Molly’s face and shoulders. She wore a frayed T-shirt, its condition worsened by the grainy, stuttery video.

      The audio was worse.

      Molly’s face—tired, worn—suddenly lit up. As quickly, fear and concern displaced the first hint of a smile.

      “Jack, what’s wrong? You’re supposed to be en route. You said you wouldn’t have communications.”

      Rimes held a hand up to stop the panic before it could take root. “I’m okay. We’re going to be delayed, that’s all. I wanted to warn you so you didn’t worry.”

      “What happened?” Molly looked at him intensely, as if she could diagnose any ills over tens of thousands of kilometers through an unreliable connection.

      “I’m on the Broussard. There was an accident.” He paused to fight the constricting that threatened to break his voice. “We lost some soldiers.”

      “Oh, baby.” Relief crept into Molly’s eyes, followed quickly by guilt. It was an awkward sensation, dealing with the elation of a loved one surviving a disaster, while coming to grips with the loss of others. “I’m sorry. Were they…”

      Rimes shook his head. “My platoon lucked out. It was Durban’s. Those converted cargo vessels were death traps.”

      “How…many?”

      “Ten,” Rimes said, involuntarily flinching. “So far. They’re not sure about two others. Most of them were kids. Nineteen, twenty.”

      “Do they know the cause?”

      Rimes shook his head again, frustrated. “It’s the usual insanity right now. You’ve got Army brass fighting Navy brass back on-planet. They’ll need a scapegoat, and there’re no clear answers right now. They’ve done the usual preliminary routine—blood tests, interrogations. The Broussard commander is fighting not to bring the wreckage aboard. He’s got a sick bay full of wounded and body bags in his freezer. He’s also got more than sixty soldiers wandering the passageway of his ship. It wasn’t built to handle the load.”

      Molly’s image faded out for a moment. It returned, but there was no audio as her lips moved. She frowned and held up a finger to get him to wait. Her image winked out again. When it came back, Molly was sitting in front of the camera with Calvin and Jared. Their presence had managed to erase the concern from her face for the moment.

      Rimes gave a thumbs up and smiled. He could see Jared laughing and talking, but little more than broken snippets of his words made it through. Calvin glared at him accusingly.

      What’s going on in your mind, little man?

      Calvin wasn’t old enough to walk, really, but he had an uncanny ability to focus and concentrate.

      A counter appeared on the display.

      Thirty…twenty-nine…twenty-eight…

      Rimes did his best to mime a hug of the three of them and told them he loved them, raising his voice. Like shouting’s going to help. Not your sharpest moment. He smiled, embarrassed.

      The connection closed and the display faded. Rimes replayed the video, pausing to stare first at Calvin, then Jared, then Molly.

      Each had an emotional association as distinct as a scent. Molly’s appearance worried him. Like her T-shirt, she was showing wear and tear from all the changes that had come at them so quickly. His commission, assignment to Ansbach, meeting new people, trying to make friends, Jared’s birth, Calvin’s birth, the sudden assignment to Fort Stewart.

      He’d heard it before. The Special Security Council wanted—demanded—him. Representative Bhatia—long an ally—was leading the charge.

      Everyone’s afraid of the genies now. They're finally admitting that no one’s been effective stopping them, so my success makes me their solution. As if I’m special somehow.

      The genies had shown an ability and willingness to strike anywhere, anytime. And now the Harper massacre had the metacorporations up in arms. One of their own had been killed, despite IB efforts. And when the metacorporations spoke, everyone listened. Already, the metacorporate presence on Earth was shrinking, taking with it jobs, people, and—most importantly—money.

      Fort Stewart wasn’t a final destination. Rimes was sure of that. He’d never felt more transitory than upon his arrival there. It was a jumping off point, and he sensed he might know where everything was leading.

      No matter what happened, Molly was facing more changes. Humanity was. It was adapt or die.

      He thought about Molly's resistance to all the changes they'd faced, even the minor ones. They were minor in the scheme of things, but she railed against them anyway.

      It was so…human. And the genies, free of bureaucracy and factions and petty infighting, always capitalized.

      As if they're of one mind. Are they? Is that part of their strength, a lack of individuality? Is Perditori not just controlling individuals but controlling the whole…What? What are they? A species? No. They're human. Just different. But if they were human, wouldn't they rebel? Isn't control like that just another form of slavery?

      Rimes jumped as Durban opened the hatch and entered the compartment. They exchanged a quick glance, and then Durban was past him, taking a seat on the bottom bunk.

      Tension hovered in the air, thick and crushing. It gnawed at Rimes. He could understand the root of Durban’s issues but not the lingering hostility. Different as they were, they shared a common problem.

      Rimes turned and pointed to his earpiece. “I got a message through to home. You might want to get in the queue, let folks know you’re okay.”

      Durban looked up, drawing his mind from wherever he’d been focused. The slightest hint of a scowl crept into his otherwise blank face. “I’m sure my situation is already known.”

      His brown hair was disheveled, his pale skin drained of color, his hazel eyes washed out, empty of life.

      The guy’s got enough on his mind.

      Rimes stood. “I’m going to check in, see if Sergeant Wallace has changed his opinion of Navy chow. Want me to get you anything from the mess?”

      “Easterman died,” Durban mumbled. He stared at his boots. “Hardwick said they’re considering a full-blown inquiry. He doesn’t think it would go well for me.”

      Rimes flinched. He’d hoped Easterman would pull through, not just because they’d worked together in the past but for Durban’s sake. Every death made his situation worse.

      “Sorry about Easterman. He was a damned good platoon sergeant.” Rimes paused, brow furrowed. “Why would Hardwick think you’d fare poorly in an inquiry?”

      “They think a shot was fired in the ship. He played a piece of audio.” Durban looked up, face strained. “It sounded like a gunshot. Right before the explosion. It was distinct and clear.”

      “They pulled that out of the audio?”

      Durban nodded. “Rimes, what if one of my Rangers caused that explosion?”

      Rimes rubbed his forehead. “How could they possibly pull a clean gunshot from the audio? Those ships weren’t equipped with enough bandwidth to handle simple, clear chats. We weren’t twenty kilometers from your ship and I could barely raise you when I called. Most of the bandwidth was allocated to the remote piloting controls.”

      “I heard it,” Durban insisted. “I can even recall the moment he played back. Alvarado was moving his squad into the airlock. They were running late. I’d just given Easterman an earful.”

      Rimes didn’t buy it. Even if the audio were real, it probably wasn’t a gunshot. The cargo haulers were a kludged solution, and it showed. An oxygen line could’ve snapped, one of the latrines could’ve ruptured.

      “Wait. A gunshot?”

      “Clear as day.” Durban absently clenched his fist as if ready to hit something, anything.

      Rimes smiled. That’s their idea of actionable negligence? He’s already off the hook, then. “Your team was already exiting the ship.”

      “I already said so, yes.”

      “Durban, you were in near-vacuum. They couldn’t have picked up a gunshot unless it was off someone’s open headset. Unless they fired into a helmet, I don’t know if there’d be enough sound to even pick up. You recovered all the weapons but, what, six, seven?”

      “Four.”

      “No shots fired, right? Okay, so they need to recover four weapons and this is case closed. Whose weapons are missing? No, it doesn’t matter. At this point, they have no evidence. That ‘gunshot’ is probably a communications glitch they’re tweaking through all sorts of filters.”

      For a moment, Durban looked like he wanted to believe, but the moment passed. “Sure.”

      Rimes hovered silently for a moment. “I need to go check on a few things. Why don’t we grab a bite in the mess when I get back?”

      Durban stared into space, then he nodded. He licked his lips as if to speak but instead looked down at his boots again.

      He’s shutting down, giving up, waiting for the inevitable.

      Rimes stepped into the passageway and sighed. He wasn’t about to surrender his fate to someone else. He was going to get answers, with or without Durban.
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        24 May, 2167. USS Broussard.

      

      

      Rimes stood outside Commander Hardwick’s cabin, hand raised to knock. The passageway felt even warmer than in Rimes’s own quarters, no doubt because of his anxiety. It was empty and dark, the bare bulkheads lit only by glowing digital displays—dim, amber characters—mounted next to each of the hatches. The displays proclaimed the names of Hardwick’s senior staff.

      Hardwick’s cabin was identified by a brass plaque.

      Rimes sucked in the warm air, noted the clean, almost perfumed aroma.

      “He’s not in there.”

      Rimes froze and turned. A man in his late thirties stared at him from the end of the corridor. He had straight brown hair, light bronze skin, and pale brown eyes. Combined, he managed to effect a comforting plainness. He wore Navy whites and a major’s oak leaf on his collar—lieutenant commander in Navy speak. His demeanor was relaxed, calming.

      “Do you know where he might be, Commander?”

      “Commander Hardwick’s on the bridge right now, Lieutenant…“ The commander stepped closer. “Rimes. Okay. It’s not as if there are that many Army officers aboard. You’re with Durban?”

      “I am, sir.”

      “Lieutenant Commander Brigston.” Brigston frowned, but then his eyes softened. “How’s he holding up?”

      “Lieutenant Durban? I guess as good as could be expected right now, sir. He’s afraid there are going to be charges.”

      Brigston’s frown deepened. He broke eye contact for a moment and adjusted his belt. When he looked at Rimes again, there was no humor or sadness, only seriousness.

      “Ten soldiers dead. As officers, we take on a lot of responsibilities. A helluva lot of them. That includes being responsible for our people—soldiers, sailors…it doesn’t matter. As captain of this ship, Commander Hardwick has another responsibility, and it’s a tough one, but it’s one he takes quite seriously. Someone is going to be held accountable for those soldiers’ deaths. No one wants to make the call who that will be. They’re leaving that to the captain. He’s in a no-win situation.”

      “I understand, sir.” Rimes looked at Brigston curiously. “Isn’t he also obligated to perform due diligence while seeking out accountability?”

      Brigston almost smiled. “That goes without saying.”

      “The commander told Lieutenant Durban they isolated a gunshot in some audio log just before the explosion.”

      Brigston sucked in his cheeks and nodded somberly. “That would certainly seem to point to negligence.”

      “Sir, the ship’s atmosphere had been evacuated by then. The only way they could have captured a gunshot is if it went off next to the helmet of someone on an open channel. What are the odds of that? And what could you shoot with a CAWS-5 that would cause the whole ship to explode?”

      “Well—”

      “There are four weapons still unaccounted for. If the commander is going to make an accusation like this, doesn’t he owe it to everyone to send a team down to scour the crash site for those weapons?”

      Brigston’s face flushed slightly. “The Navy has its way of doing things, Lieutenant, and there are practical limits—risks, cost…“

      “It’s a man’s career at stake, Commander.”

      “You strike me as a sharp man, Lieutenant, so I would assume you know who Lieutenant Durban’s father is?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “General Durban has a long history of aggressively attacking Navy funding and programs.” Brigston’s voice was low and calm. “The general is public enemy number one for most senior naval officers. For that reason alone, the odds of this ever being handled in anything approaching a public arena are slim. There’s not going to be enough to ever make this a manslaughter case. My guess is it’s probably going to end up a reprimand.”

      Rimes closed his eyes, crestfallen.

      Lieutenant Durban would have no recourse. The reprimand would go in his record, and he would never get rid of the stigma. Even if he declined to resign his commission, the odds of any sort of career were negligible.

      Brigston shifted. “Like it or not—and I don’t like it one bit, personally—it’s the way these sorts of things play out—”

      A bosun’s call echoed in the hallway, drowning Brigston out. He looked alarmed, spinning around to locate the nearest intercom, then jogged over to it. He nervously waved Rimes to follow as the tone sounded again, followed a moment later by a call for all hands to quarters for muster.

      Brigston became more visibly agitated.

      “Muster? What’s that mean, sir?” Rimes asked, nodding at the intercom speaker. Even after too many trips to count aboard Navy ships, the service’s terminology was hideously alien to him. In space, it seemed even more meaningless. “Are we under attack?”

      Brigston looked flummoxed. “Whatever’s going on is serious. You’d best get back to your men. Have them form up near their quarters.”

      Even on a ship as small as the Broussard, it took time to navigate the passageways and stairs. Rimes was familiar enough with the ship, if not with the subtleties of its traffic flow. He quickly assembled both platoons and put them at parade rest in the passageway outside their bays.

      Durban arrived as the last scrape of boots faded. He looked his platoon over, then nodded his thanks to Rimes. He settled into position just as the intercom kicked on again.

      Commander Hardwick’s shaky voice filled the open spaces. “Fifteen minutes ago, the following message was received from Space Command. ‘At 1718 Eastern, the President of the United States of America, the Secretary of State, seven senators, and twenty-three representatives including the Speaker of the House and the Minority Leader were killed in an assault undertaken by several squads of United States soldiers. The assailants attacked targets throughout the capital, including the White House and the Capitol building. Most of the assailants have either been killed or captured, but a few are believed to have escaped.’”

      The blood drained from Durban’s face; Rimes’s legs grew weak. The enormity of the moment made it impossible to fully digest. It was surreal, nightmarish, inconceivable.

      A coup. That doesn’t make sense. How many squads? Were they attacking elsewhere? It’s just a test. It has to be.

      “‘At this point in time, all indications point to an attempted military coup headed by members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Those members have surrendered to law enforcement officials. All ships in the ocean and space fleets are immediately ordered to stand down, going to minimal active staffing until further notice.’”

      Another short pause left the halls deathly silent. Hardwick began again. “I have ordered the armory secured. Non-essential personnel are to remain in their quarters. We have not been asked to hold position, nor have we been ordered to port, so I have given orders to begin the journey home. Since this message arrived, three others have come in. It would seem the attacks on the capital were coordinated with attacks around the world and in the colonies. There aren’t any further details yet. Any connections to the attacks against our country are purely speculative. I’ve ordered all non-official communications terminated until we receive further orders. Dismissed.”

      After a moment, Rimes turned his head and said, “Platoon, attention. Dismissed. Keep to your quarters until further notice.”

      Durban repeated the orders to his platoon. He and Rimes stood in the passageway together for a heartbeat after the last of their soldiers disappeared, then they turned and headed for their own cabin.

      Neither spoke. The people they passed were similarly silent, their faces reflecting shock and disbelief, their steps sluggish and uncertain as they made their way to their cabins.

      Once in their cabin, Rimes closed the hatch. Durban dropped onto the bottom bunk and ran his hands over his hair and scratched his scalp. His features had taken on some color after all the activity, giving substance to his sunken cheeks and sharp nose.

      “This must be an exercise.” Durban’s hands shook. “It’s some sort of stress test. It’s all a test.”

      Rimes said nothing for a moment. He’d been going back and forth himself—a test, something an enemy had done to confuse people, a horrible reality. He was settling on a single belief now.

      It’s too real, too dangerous. There’s no way this could be a test. Insane as it was, the military had struck against the civilian leadership. “It’s real.”

      Durban clenched his fists in his hair. “Test the troops, see where their loyalties lie. See how they handle a coup attempt. Hell, we’re on the edge of devolving into an undeveloped country already, why not throw a scenario like this out there? See if you get a bunch of power-hungry officers to step up and fill the vacuum.”

      Like your father? What if he’s implicated? Rimes bit his lip, unsure how safe it was to proceed. “Are you worried your father’s involved?”

      Durban paused, then snorted dismissively. “He’s as loyal as they come. He’s never made a mistake in his entire life.”

      Is that what this is all about for you? An impossible measuring stick?

      “You wouldn’t understand what it’s like.” Durban ran his hands through his hair again, scratching at his scalp. “Fourth generation legacy at the academy. My life mapped out for me. No room for error. The expectations…“

      At least you had goals you could shoot for to satisfy your father. “I understand. Nothing I did was ever good enough for my father.” Rimes swallowed to keep his voice steady. “He treated me like I wasn’t even his own son.”

      Durban’s hands relaxed, and he smoothed out his hair. He seemed to crawl out of the pit of his self-pity for a moment. “I-I’m sorry. Were you trying to…live up to his success?”

      Rimes felt the bitterness in his face, a bitterness he’d held in too long. “Not the way you have to. He hated the military. Maybe that’s what finally drew me to it.”

      “What does he think about you now? You’re a success. You’re on the fast track.” Durban laughed. It was a desperate sound. “Assuming there’s still a fast track to be on.”

      “He’s dead. Died while I was in OCS. He called me on his deathbed. We worked through things in our own way.”

      “What about your mother?”

      Now Rimes felt the rueful smile, but he couldn’t do anything about it. “Not much better. She has a trophy room to her educational and professional accomplishments. None of us kids really measured up, but I’m probably the only one who cared. There are worse things than the sort of clear path you’ve had before you.”

      Durban shrugged. He seemed to collapse inward. “Maybe.”

      I need to draw him out if I can. If he doesn’t open up, he’s going to fall apart under all the pressure.

      “What about this coup?”

      Durban looked at Rimes through narrowed eyes.

      “What about it?”

      Rimes rubbed the scar on his right temple. “Don’t you want to know? If it’s a trap, why the second set of messages? What countries were attacked? What colonies? How does that make sense if it’s to draw out traitors?”

      Durban squinted in concentration, ran his hands over his scalp again, then sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s a coordinated effort between some senior officers and metacorporate security.”

      “If a metacorporation wanted a colony, they’d buy it out. Or they’d put their own people into the colonial governing structure and run it indirectly. That’s a lot cheaper and there’s no real downside. The colonies aren’t tightly integrated with Earth anymore, not enough to justify military action. And wouldn’t metacorporate involvement be an unnecessary distraction for an exercise?”

      Durban waved dismissively. “So you’ve got it figured out, right? It’s all something obvious and simple?”

      “No. But it has to be someone who stands to gain the most by global—maybe even galactic—disruption and instability of the American leadership.”

      “The Chinese. Eastern Europe. The metacorporations. But you just said it wasn’t them.”

      “What if the Chinese and Eastern Europeans were among the targets?”

      “Fine. It’s the metacorporations, then.”

      Rimes shook his head. “I don’t think they’re ready to go to war. Not with us. Not with all of us. Not yet.”

      “Then who?” Durban demanded.

      “The genies.”
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        26 May, 2167. USS Broussard.

      

      

      Rimes jerked awake. His earpiece was chiming. He placed it over his ear and sat up in the cramped bunk space. If Durban was in his bunk, he was fast asleep. Other than the cerulean glow of the earpiece, the cabin was dark, the air heavy with their scents. It felt like a tomb.

      “This is Lieutenant Rimes.” His words were a mumble. He felt logy. A workout, a hot shower—that’s what he needed.

      “Lieutenant, this is the XO. Please report to the pilot’s briefing room ASAP.”

      An excuse to get out and wander the passageways. “Understood, sir.”

      Rimes rubbed at his face. It felt rubbery. He never thought there’d come a time where he’d complain about too much sleep, but he was bored and frustrated and anxious.

      He dropped to the floor, confirmed Durban wasn’t in his bunk, then brought the lights up. After a quick stretch, Rimes shaved and washed his face before stripping off his undershirt and rinsing himself. He brushed his teeth, then pulled on fresh underwear and his uniform before letting himself out.

      The passageways were still dimly lit and were remarkably silent. They were running on Eastern time, and Rimes’s earpiece showed just after three in the morning.

      He made his way to the stairs and descended, exiting just aft of the Broussard’s hangar bay. He got his bearings and headed for the briefing room, absently wondering where Durban had gotten off to.

      Rimes stopped at the briefing room hatch. His concerns about Durban instantly faded away.

      A short, thick woman—an armed marine—stood just beyond the hatchway, blocking entry.

      Upon seeing Rimes, the marine stepped forward and to the side. Rimes stepped past her and turned to watch her exit. She closed the hatch behind her; Rimes barely heard it seal.

      “Well, look at you now.”

      Dana Kleigshoen made her way around the opposite side of the table that ran the width of the room, hand extended. They shook, and she waved forward a young, pale, slender woman who’d been sitting at the far end.

      Not the head of the table, Dana?

      “Jack, I’d like you to meet Special Agent Sheila Fontana.”

      Rimes breathed in Kleigshoen’s aroma, strong in the briefing room’s confined space. Even after what must have been several hours of travel, she somehow managed to smell clean and fresh. It was a welcome change from the Broussard.

      He took Fontana’s hand into his own. Where Kleigshoen’s hands were long, dry, and strong, Fontana’s were small, damp, and frail. She was generally unremarkable, not the type to dominate a room, especially with Kleigshoen around. Worse, she gave off the vibe of a child on her first trip away from home.

      “Lieutenant Rimes, so good to meet you.” Fontana’s breath smelled of coffee. “Agent Kleigshoen has told me quite a bit about you, but hearing about someone is never the same as meeting them.” She smiled, and her thin lips stretched tight, sealing her mouth and taking on a pale, waxy gleam. Her face was a mask, as if smiling was an alien, forced response she could simulate but not understand.

      Too young to be Dana’s superior. Too insecure and deferential to be a peer. She’s some sort of rookie. Why the charade, then?

      “I…“ Rimes was momentarily confused and surprisingly uncomfortable with Kleigshoen’s presence, despite long familiarity. He focused. “It’s nice to meet you as well, Agent Fontana.”

      “Could you join us at the table?” Fontana turned awkwardly, and raised a hand to cover her mouth. She bowed her head toward a chair on the near side of the conference table, opposite Kleigshoen’s seat.

      “Dana…?”

      “I’m sorry, Jack.” Kleigshoen crossed to the table, adjusting her blouse before sitting. “Please, be seated.”

      Rimes settled into the indicated chair. Kleigshoen avoided his eyes, focusing on a display he couldn’t see.

      She looked as confident as ever, but her hair was now pinned back, her clothing slightly looser, the jewelry she wore more apparent. Rimes took in her stark blue jacket and matching blouse with a quick glance. Her features had softened slightly.

      Did you get your promotion? Are you content with life now? Did you find the happiness you never could before?

      Rimes turned his attention to Fontana, and she squirmed slightly. Her focus shifted from her private display to his face, then back. She never met his eyes. She sniffled and absently rubbed at her eyes, then her pale, hooked nose, smearing her clumsily-applied makeup. Something about her eyes and brow seemed alien, leaving Rimes ill-at-ease.

      After a moment, Fontana coughed—fake, forced. She and Kleigshoen exchanged a glance that seemed to carry some significance. Kleigshoen flashed an irritated look—eyes narrowed, head tilted slightly; Fontana bit her lip and returned her attention to the display she’d been half-heartedly examining.

      Fontana coughed again, this time authentic and quiet. She closed her eyes for a moment and breathed in deep. A quiet exhale and she skimmed the display in silence for a moment before exchanging another glance with Kleigshoen.

      “Are you going to tell me what this is about?” Rimes’s left hand was balled into a fist. He relaxed it. Kwon, he’s even more irritated by this nonsense than I am.

      Fontana shook her head quickly. It was just one quick shake, but it was enough for Rimes to notice it.

      Kleigshoen looked from Fontana to Rimes and smiled sympathetically, but it was a half-hearted affectation. “How long have you been away from Molly and your sons, Jack?”

      What’s your game this time? It’s not like you to give up control like this. “A few days. Why?”

      “I thought you left the Commandos in part to keep from being away from family so much.”

      After staring at him for a moment, Fontana looked away. He felt like a laboratory rat under observation. They probably have some sort of biometric sensors monitoring me. “Does this have to do with this supposed coup?”

      Fontana’s eyes went wide, and her lips parted. She looked at Kleigshoen and was met with a withering glance.

      Fontana looked back at Rimes. “Why do you say supposed, Lieutenant? There are hundreds of bodies in morgues planet-side right now, probably thousands before this is truly over. Isn’t that real enough for you?”

      Rimes focused on Fontana, now mildly annoyed. “I didn’t say anything about people not dying, Agent Fontana. I said supposed coup.”

      Fontana blinked and coughed, but when she spoke, her voice was still uncertain. “Would you mind—could you clarify your thinking, then? I’m at a loss how you could go from dismissing the coup to—”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Rimes could see Kleigshoen staring in his direction, but her eyes looked unfocused. Caught up in the data. Typical spook, living the analysis instead of living the moment. “The coup is a smokescreen. I’m not an idiot, and I’m not oblivious to how things work. The fact that you’re here now, talking to me, confirms my suspicions.”

      Fontana clasped her frail hands in front of her. “Maybe you could share those suspicions?”

      Kleigshoen blinked, then focused on him.

      Now she’s interested. In my thoughts, or in my reactions? It’s an evaluation, that’s for sure, but is she just evaluating me, or is this all about Fontana?

      He raised his eyebrows and opened his hands, as if he were explaining a basic concept to someone Jared’s age. “If you think about it, a military coup with what has so far been described as ‘squads of soldiers’ makes no sense. Why an assault on government institutions? If you’re going to pull something like this off, you do it with snipers, explosives, and a few trusted Commandos. That, or you pull off a real military coup and roll into the capital with armor and air support and take the key leadership prisoner. There’s no value in killing them. You need a show of restraint, maybe a trial for their crimes…something to placate the civilians.”

      “Crimes?” Fontana leaned forward. “Were you contacted at some point to be a part of this?”

      “Crimes in the hypothetical sense. Do your sensors indicate any sort of stress, Agent Fontana? Do I seem the least bit worried you’ve discovered my role in a conspiracy?”

      Fontana glanced toward Kleigshoen before looking back at Rimes. “You could be an extraordinary liar.”

      “You certainly aren’t. I don’t understand the need for the charade. If you really suspected my involvement, I would have been arrested. At the very least, you would’ve kept that marine in here.

      “So why don’t we get down to the heart of it? Things are about to get very messy, you’re picking your team, and you want me on that team.”

      Fontana shifted in her chair and brought up the private display she’d been examining before. Even defocused, her eyes moved rapidly, and her lips quivered. She focused on Rimes again, holding a hand in front of her mouth as she spoke. “I—he’s either dangerously confident in his abilities or extremely clever.”

      “I’d say he’s both. And more.” Kleigshoen flashed a predatory smile. “You’ve grown a good deal, Jack.”

      “We both have.” Rimes regretted the words the moment he saw the hit register. Kleigshoen’s smile withered and she adjusted her blouse self-consciously. She still had her vanity, and he’d attacked it hurtfully. He tried to soften the blow. “You got your promotion, from the look of it.”

      Kleigshoen winced, then brushed at an imaginary stray strand of hair and smiled mechanically. “So who do you think is behind this? You didn’t bother to say.”

      “The genies. No one else stands to gain from what we’ve heard so far. We haven’t received any intelligence on what other countries or colonies were attacked, but a coordinated attack across more than one continent wouldn’t fit with a military coup.” Rimes was surprised by his own confidence and calm.

      “Genies?” Kleigshoen cocked an eyebrow at Fontana.

      Fontana’s face was frozen, her eyes locked on Rimes.

      “Eliminate the superpower theory, and who else could pull something of that scale off? Metacorporations? The bank cartel? Neither makes sense. I could see the metacorporations under the right scenario, but there’s no profit for them in this, not short-term, not long-term. And the risks of something like this far outweigh the rewards.”

      Fontana leaned forward, squinting until her eyes were barely visible. Her voice had a strength it hadn’t before. “Why genies? What do they gain?”

      “Disruption.” Obviously.

      Fontana froze, proceeding only once Kleigshoen gave a subtle nod. “Can you expound?”

      Rimes ticked off points on his upheld left hand. “It buys them time through distraction. It weakens international and even interplanetary alliances. More importantly, it dries up funding. They must be desperate. They haven’t found their little nirvana to hide away yet, and we’ve gotten close to them.”

      Fontana flushed, and she leaned in closer to Rimes, her pale eyes giving off a macabre twinkle. “You have.”

      “Sheila’s a genie, Jack.” Kleigshoen placed a firm hand over Fontana’s.

      Rimes blinked. “A…genie?”

      “The Bureau is forward-looking.” Kleigshoen’s voice was cool and calm. “I’ve told you that before. We can’t afford to live by labels and thought processes that would hinder our efforts. Sheila’s not the only genie the Bureau had created, but she’s very special.”

      Fontana lowered her head, possibly stung by Kleigshoen’s choice of words.

      “You’re just going to ignore everything that’s transpired between us and them?”

      “I’m willing to get past it.” Fontana’s voice was weak as she leaned back in her seat.

      “She’s a telepath.”

      Rimes nearly leapt from his chair. No! Keep it together. “A telepath?”

      Kleigshoen leaned back, cocking her head slightly, as if she enjoyed the tension. “She’s no more a threat than you, Jack. Her abilities are different from Perditori. Just enough to get a sense of emotions and snippets of core thoughts. Her greatest strength is that she’s able to sense the presence of other telepaths and to block them.”

      Rimes snorted. “You don’t think that’s dangerous enough?”

      “She can’t push you into doing something you don’t want, and she doesn’t have any exotic hard abilities.”

      “Hard abilities?” Rimes was used to classifying genies as hard and soft based on the genetic tailoring they’d undergone at creation—hard for physical specimens such as Kwon had been, soft for telepaths like Perditori. Mixing the two was a terrifying concept.

      “Kinetics.” Kleigshoen patted Fontana’s hand. “Moving things, crushing them, setting them on fire, that sort of thing. It’s all theoretical, but we believe it has been done at some point. Sheila is smart; she can sense emotions—she’s empathic, aware—and she can shut other telepaths down, nothing more. I—we wanted to test her out, see how she handled what was likely to be a difficult interview.”

      “You like playing with fire.” Rimes shook his head quickly. “This coup attempt was a genie machination, right?”

      Kleigshoen nodded. “We’re confident of that, yes.”

      “They manipulated people into acting? ‘Pushed’ was your terminology, right?”

      “It’s more subtle than that.” Kleigshoen closed her eyes. “They…the people who acted were already inclined toward the sorts of actions they were convinced to take.”

      “So what is pushing, exactly?” Rimes looked from Kleigshoen to Sheila, squinting when the genie recoiled. “Is it convincing someone to do what they want to do, or is it forcing them to operate against their will?” What is Kwon doing to me? Is that what pushing is like? Or am I already inclined to that sort of violence?

      “Both. Maybe.” Kleigshoen bit her lip, and for a moment, her confidence seemed to fade. “We don’t know if the genies can actually force someone to do something they don’t already want to do.”

      Memories hit Rimes: Dimon's actions at the Harper estate, the way Perditori had just…shut her off. Rimes jabbed a finger at Fontana. “Dana, I’m hearing a lot of we don’t know and very little to tell me you have confidence in…her.”

      Kleigshoen’s cheeks colored slightly. “We’re confident this was the genies.”

      “How?”

      Kleigshoen looked at Fontana. “Their influence leaves a very clear trace in their targets’ minds. Sheila can sense it. We’re learning to detect it through interrogation. Trust me, we’re very confident. And you’re right, we think they’re trying to buy time. Maybe they’re ready to make a final push. Maybe they had a discovery fall through. We don’t know why they’ve been so active and now suddenly so bold. But it’s pretty clear they’re trying to slow us down and set us against each other.”

      Rimes leaned forward. “And me? You came to me for…?”

      Fontana seemed to wilt.

      Kleigshoen pulled her hand back. “We need you out there, Jack. When we find them, we won’t have the time to launch from Earth. We’re going to have to forward deploy and hope we guess right about their moves. People like you, people with experience fighting them, you’ll give us our best chance of success.”

      Rimes sighed. He’d known it was coming, but knowing didn’t truly prepare him for the moment. He’d promised Molly he’d be there for the boys. He’d promised himself he’d be there for the boys. They were demanding, they needed his influence. Molly needed him. “When?”

      “The Special Security Council has approved several measures already. Negotiations are moving forward with key powers. Japan, Indonesia, Germany, England, France—more than a dozen nations have signed on. China is in on the talks. And we’re arranging funding from the bank cartels and metacorporations. They’ve been affected by this just as much as we have.”

      “When, Dana?”

      Kleigshoen tensed. “Two weeks. A month at the outside.”

      “And the tour? How long do you expect this hunt to take, or how long before it’s called off?”

      “We can’t call it off.” Kleigshoen searched his eyes as if seeking understanding there. “If they escape, they’ll come back to finish us off one day. We can’t risk that. They—” She looked at Fontana, who seemed to be looking at something in the distance, beyond the room’s walls. “They’ve made clear how they see us. You said so yourself.”

      Rimes closed his eyes. A lifetime of war, living in space, constantly hunting and being hunted.

      He had another twenty years to go if he hoped to collect any retirement for service. Another twenty years with only a few days here and there for Molly and the boys. It wasn’t what he wanted, but it was the only choice he realistically had. In creating the genies and treating them as it had, mankind had engineered its own end. He couldn’t ignore that and simply surrender.

      “I’ll want my own team,” Rimes said. “My own tactics and training.”

      Kleigshoen relaxed. “Of course. You’ve been under observation for the last three years for exactly that purpose. The Bureau is well aware of your Elite Response Force proposal. And I’m sure you’re well aware of all the goings on with Delta and the Commandos. We think the ERF is the future.”

      What else have you plotted out so far in advance? “I’ll need access. No more operating on the periphery. I want direct access to IB data.”

      Kleigshoen hesitated. “All right.”

      “And we can’t expect people to be separated from families forever.” Rimes watched Kleigshoen for any hint of deception. She had her own signals he’d learned over their time together—the brushed back hair, the deep breath combined with a lean in, the forced eye contact. “We’ll need forward bases in the colonies. Not ten years out. Not five years out. Whoever’s running the show needs to get agreements now. Work out the details later, but start getting our folks out there. Give them connections with their families and the colonists.”

      Kleigshoen exhaled and settled deeper into her chair. “Jack, that’s unreasonable. We’re already pushing the limits mobilizing so much so fast. People can still visit loved ones. We’ll figure this out. The farthest colony isn’t even a full month trip anymore. People have longer deployments than that today.”

      They haven’t thought this through.

      “It’s not just about separation and inconvenience, Dana, it’s about building communities. We need to step forward and mend our relations with the colonies. Get folks—our deployed military, government representatives, the Bureau—to see the colonies as home. Get everyone to accept we’re all one group struggling together to survive. Even the colonies. Especially the colonies. If we don’t have that, we won’t succeed.”

      “You aren’t the only one pushing that point.” Kleigshoen fidgeted with a button on her jacket as she talked.

      So much going on behind the curtains, Dana. You’re becoming just another spook. Is that really what you wanted when you joined the Bureau?

      Kleigshoen glanced at Fontana as if for support. “The colonial governments—”

      Rimes set his hands on the table, palms down, calm. “The colony worlds are businesses. They’ll realize it’s a smart business decision. Cut some trade deals. Emphasize how bad the metacorporations are as business partners.”

      “The colonies already know what it’s like to deal with the metacorporations. There’s no love lost.”

      Rimes rapped his knuckles on the table. “The UN has every reason to act quickly. The colonies will follow.”

      “We know. That doesn’t mean we can—”

      “Dana, you’re asking soldiers to make sacrifices. Governments are going to have to make some sacrifices, too.”

      Kleigshoen closed her eyes and leaned her head into her hands, bunching her hair in her fingers. “What are you looking for? I’m telling you everyone’s in this together.”

      Rimes stood suddenly. “That’s not enough. If we want to survive, we have to do more.”

      “We’re doing what we can as fast as we can.” Kleigshoen stared at him unsteadily.

      For the first time, he saw the anxiety and fatigue in her eyes and realized that, despite all Kleigshoen’s posturing about forward thinking, the Bureau hadn’t been ready for whatever the genies had done.

      The conference room—already small—seemed to shrink in on them, as if the walls of a trap had suddenly closed.

      If the Bureau wasn’t ready for this, what chance do we have?
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        3 June, 2167. Midway, GA.

      

      

      Midway Park was a modest stretch of converted wetlands just east of Ocean Highway, about a half kilometer north of the Midway Museum. Stretching one hundred meters square, the park was mostly carpetgrass fighting a hopeless battle with a variety of weeds. Three circular mulch mounds, overgrown with bright seasonal flowers, occupied the park center. Even in a black T-shirt and green gym shorts, the heat was stifling for Rimes, the flower-scented air nearly unbreathable.

      Like most sites in Midway, the park was a memorial, in this case for the hundreds of Rangers lost in the botched first days of the Iran invasion decades past. Aside from a giant pecan tree and a secluded elm, the park offered little shelter from the merciless sun. In June, the air was already thick with insects, and the park was largely abandoned in favor of private yards.

      Jared ran across the grass, a shimmering blur of sky blue clothes and bronze skin. He squealed as if the hounds of hell were chasing him. His right hand clasped a dandelion so tight that its stem threatened to break. Seed parachutes released from the head rode his wake. He reached back for the parachutes, his little hands futilely clutching.

      For a moment, Rimes forgot the smothering air and laughed as he reclined against a plastic park bench.

      At his feet, Calvin scowled and turned his attention from his father to his brother, and then back. Molly’s hand was draped over Rimes’s knee as she watched the three of them with a serene smile. She brushed a strand of curly copper hair from her lips.

      “You shouldn’t take so much pleasure from his frustration.” She adjusted her summer dress’s shoulder strap with a chuckle.

      “It’ll get him ready for adulthood.” Rimes was only half-kidding. Molly’s smile faded and he regretted having said it. He took her hand and squeezed it gently. All this violence, everything on the verge of collapse—she’s on edge, and there’s nothing I can do to protect her and the boys from it. “They’ll have a better life.”

      “More dreams?” Molly frowned.

      “What’s life without dreams, baby? We can control their future. Set money aside for their education, ensure they avoid our mistakes, guide them in the right direction.”

      Molly quietly snorted. Jared stumbled toward her to give her the crumpled dandelion stem; she caught him and kissed him. She placed the stem over an ear and thanked him, then watched him run off to pluck another from a small, nearby patch.

      Her wry smile deepened. “For someone so bright, you can sometimes say the silliest things. What’s the right direction, Jack? You can see twenty years out? What about when they’re forty? What looks like a brilliant career path in ten years might be a dead-end in forty. Everything’s changing so fast. Too fast. I think we’re obsoleting ourselves.”

      Rimes slumped. “I know.” He looked around the park and wondered at a world where land could be reclaimed from rising oceans, but no thought could be given to preventing the oceans rising in the first place. “We screw up so often and we spend most of our time trying to fix our screw-ups. Can you imagine what we could do if we would actually plan ahead?”

      “We’re doing what we can.” Molly patted his leg.

      “We are. But all of that’s built around what you and I do. What about other folks? What’s ensuring they plan ahead?” Rimes watched Jared spin around as he chased more seed parachutes. “Putting everything on individuals…it’s lazy, it’s irresponsible. We could do everything right for Jared and Calvin and it could be for nothing. Everything around them could collapse.”

      She stared at him for a moment. He felt his jaw muscles work as he ground his teeth. The anxiety rolled off of him, every bit as palpable as the heat. We can’t stay here. It’s toxic, dying, like Perditori said.

      “Jack, what’s eating you? Is it that message you got last night?”

      Rimes thought back to the message from Tymoshenko: assurances everything was fine, a slight misunderstanding, no risk anything would be traced back to Rimes. EEC was taking ‘measures’. Things on Earth were becoming too problematic.

      Measures. Fleeing Earth. Wonderful. “No. That’s old business. It’s…resolved.”

      “So what is it? Is it this hunt you’ve been talking about?”

      He looked at her, but he couldn’t maintain eye contact for long. Guilt and uncertainty were gnawing at him, fraying his confidence. “This thing…it’s our only choice. We’ve seen what they can do. They’ve already killed so many people.”

      “I know.”

      He looked from Calvin to Jared. An image came to Rimes, the two of them dead, buried in the rubble of a smoking, burned out building.

      I won’t let it happen. I’ll stop them.

      He blinked the image away. “On one level, I know we’re feeding a cycle of violence doing this. I get that. On another level, though, I don’t see any indication the genies are willing to let this go. They can’t simply let us die out on our own. They have to wipe us out. They’ve said as much.”

      Molly hugged him tight and shivered. She released her hold slightly, leaning back to gain his attention. “Michael called yesterday.”

      Rimes closed his eyes. “Can we afford it?”

      “We can.” She gave him a gentle, patient squeeze. “The university has offered them the chance to put Gina into an experimental therapy program. It sounds like some pretty advanced genetic modification therapy, but not advanced enough to release it to the public.”

      “Experimental?” Rimes frowned. Gina was a good kid, probably his favorite niece, and she’d never been given a fair shot in life. Cri du chat syndrome wasn’t life-threatening, but it wasn’t ideal. Despite counseling and therapy, she was falling behind her peer group in most educational metrics. Without a cure, her future—and thus his brother’s—looked bleak. “Did they give an idea of the effectiveness and safety?”

      “Greater than seventy-five percent. Those are good odds.”

      “She’s just a kid.” Rimes took Molly’s hands into his and kissed them.

      “Have you heard anything more on the Valdez?”

      He released her hands. “They’re actually ahead of schedule now. I need to report tonight.”

      Molly pulled away from him. He could see her working through the changes his early departure would force on her. They had only just started packing. Jared would miss a month of school prep unless their transport had instructors or at least recorded classes. She would need to conclude their legal matters—breaking the lease and the like.

      Rimes leaned forward and kissed her. She’d done nothing but complain about the Fort Stewart assignment since their arrival, but now she was finding the most amazing things she would miss about it. “I can’t apologize much more, baby.”

      She glared at him. There was no hint of underlying humor or understanding. “You think there’s some sort of quota, Jack? If there is, you’ve got a long way to go, and you’re running out of time.”

      “This is what I do. It’s my career.” He looked down for a moment. I’m not being honest with myself. “The choices aren’t getting any better. You want me to get on at the penitentiary with Michael? He barely scrapes by. The pay may not be great, and the demands may be a real burden, but it’s a decent life.”

      Molly looked away, miserable. “There are always other choices, Jack. The sacrifices you’re making…everyone has limits. I don’t think you should confuse your love and loyalty with a lack of options. There’s nothing wrong with being a great soldier.”

      “You’ll like Plymouth. It’s one of the oldest colonies. They’re stable, almost completely self-sustaining. You three will fit in perfectly. They’re already starting on the compound. By the time you get there, they’ll have the first of the temporary buildings up. It’s going to be better than Earth. It’s safer.”

      Molly shook her head slowly, exactly as she did when scolding the boys after a particularly foolish mistake. “We’ll be outsiders. You know the reputation the colonies have when it comes to outsiders, especially the older colonies. This is our home.”

      Rimes looked away. Convincing a military spouse how good a transfer might be was an awkward sales job. It’s not like it would be a prison.

      “This compound is going to represent a huge influx of money for them. No one is saying no to something like that. Outsiders or not, they’ll welcome you. New compound, new residents, new jobs—everybody wins.”

      “Why are you so anxious to leave Earth? There are plenty of good things here still. You can’t just abandon your home because of some bad memories.”

      “I’ve got my orders.” And you’re romanticizing this place, Molly. It’s dying, if not already dead. You know it, but if I bring it up, there goes any chance of keeping this civil.

      Molly pulled Calvin to her. “He needs a change.” She looked at Rimes, anger mixing with sorrow.

      Rimes called Jared over and they began walking for the house, trailing Molly and Calvin. After a moment, Rimes lifted Jared onto his shoulders.

      It was nearly a klick to their modest home. Cramped, cheaply constructed, unable to fight off the summer heat—Rimes wouldn’t miss it. Eventually, neither would Molly. For now, though, it had taken on the proportions and luxuriant comfort of a mansion in her mind, and he was responsible for them leaving it behind.

      Rimes laughed at the absurdity of the situation and marveled at how quickly they could lose perspective. They had two healthy children, put three meals a day on the table, and carried no debt. That put them into the ever-shrinking slice of the American middle class. It wasn’t a perfect life, but it was better than most had.

      The genies won’t be content until there are no humans left, and here we are bickering over comfort. Is this how our species dies—quibbling over technicalities?

      It hit him then—he’d already accepted the inevitability of their end.

      Is that the genies work, or are things just that bad?
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        3 June, 2167. USS Valdez. Earth orbit.

      

      

      “Attention on deck!”

      Rimes and Brigston snapped to attention, Rimes briskly, Brigston more casually. At Rimes’s side, Fontana did her best to stand erect.

      While everyone else wore drab gray environmental flight suits, Captain Fripp was dressed in pressed Navy whites. Fripp took the room in with an icy blue stare. “At ease.” His voice was almost unintelligibly raspy.

      “Welcome aboard. I’ve asked you here to familiarize you with the Valdez’s operations. Lieutenant Rimes, I want to be up front about this. I don’t agree with your assignment to my ship. I don’t appreciate being made a part of someone else’s attention-grabbing proof-of-concept. Your ERF may have a future, but it shouldn’t be on my back.”

      Rimes felt his temper rise. “I’m sorry to hear that, sir. I’ll do my best to change your mind about the Elite Response Force.”

      Fripp’s jaw clenched for a moment. “I’d advise you keep your expectations realistic. The Marines have been a part of the Navy for quite some time. We like things the way they are. It works. If it isn’t broke, don’t fix it. Am I correct, Commander Brigston?”

      “You are, Captain.” Brigston beamed. “And I wanted to say, it’s an honor serving aboard the Valdez.”

      Fripp turned away. “It is. As my weapons system department head, I expect a great deal from you, Commander. It’s quite a change from the Broussard.”

      Brigston flashed an embarrassed look at Rimes. “Of course, sir.”

      Fripp turned again to look at Rimes, then indicated a bookish-looking, relatively young man in Navy whites. “Commander Stafford’s my XO. He’ll help you put together a shift rotation and get you familiar with the Valdez. If you hope to fill the boots of my Marines, Lieutenant Rimes, you’ve got a lot of work ahead of you.”

      Rimes gave Stafford a curt nod. Stafford returned it.

      Don’t let the old bastard get to you. It’ll be over before we launch if you do. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Miss Fontana.” Fripp pursed his lips. “You’ll be working with Lieutenant Kim out of the Intelligence Center. We…appreciate the Bureau offering us a resource, but I expect you will respect our protocols and procedures?”

      Fontana stared at him with an unsettling gaze. “Based on your profile, the Bureau anticipated you would have problems adjusting to change, Captain, so I’ve been reviewing Navy documentation for the past week. I wouldn’t want any discomfort on your part if there’s something I could do to prevent it.”

      Fripp’s lips twitched at the corners. “Excellent.” He looked at Stafford and released a barely audible sigh. “Then we’ll show you around your new home.”

      The tour dragged on for an eternity. Rimes stayed focused on opportunities to learn about capabilities or key personnel and ignored Fripp’s pedantic posturing.

      Shortly after midnight, they were released to their quarters. Rimes sleepily stripped down to his undergarments and crawled onto the top bunk. He breathed in the cool, dry air.

      Molly would be facing days of stressful meetings with movers and military personnel, out-processing the family from Fort Stewart, all in the brutal Georgia summer. He felt a pang of guilt.

      No. I don’t have the luxury right now. Six hours to sleep then we’re back on the bridge. Molly’s strong. She’ll survive it.

      Survival. Strength. Conflict. Are those Kwon’s thoughts, or mine?

      Rimes listened for the whispers, the quiet sensations that told him Kwon was hovering in the background.

      It was silent, but Kwon’s presence was still there. He’s curious about something. Is it Fontana? Can she sense him? Can she sense what I’ve become?

      [image: ]

      
        4 June, 2167. USS Valdez. Earth orbit.

      

      

      Rimes rubbed the sleep from his eyes and took another sip of coffee as he stared at the starboard bridge station, flipping through the list of inbound ships.

      Fripp’s voice rose as he argued over the communication system with the rest of the task force’s commanders.

      A flick of a finger brought up the task force’s composition: the Fitzpatrick, an American Newell-class frigate; the Queen Katherine and Munich frigates from the British and German space navies, respectively; the Qingdao, Wuhan, and Zhanjiang, three Chinese scout vessels; the Tabar, an Indian signal ship; and the Hyuga, a Japanese medical ship. They were docked close together—too close for Rimes’s comfort—in the orbital shipyard.

      “You seem to be comfortable with all this.” Fontana’s voice was a whisper at Rimes’s back.

      Rimes nearly jumped and turned to look at her, fighting the urge to immediately turn away from the disturbing sight of her eyes—too ghostly gray-blue, too symmetrical, too broad-set. They’re not amber. “I’m just going with the flow.”

      “I know.” Fontana looked at her outfit—the same gray jumpsuit Rimes wore, minus insignia—exasperated. Nerves were doing a number on her already pale face, giving her a drained, sickly pallor.

      Rimes took another sip of coffee and focused his attention on Fripp. One of the Valdez’s headsets danced on his perfectly coiffed hair as he shouted a string of obscenities at the communication system. He was a small man, thin, with graying, straw-colored hair. By appearance and station, he should have been subdued, calm, even forgettable, but he was an energetic maelstrom that could not be ignored.

      Rimes turned back to the console he’d been examining before. “This is going to be a challenge for all of us.”

      Fontana followed Rimes’s eyes from Fripp to the console and smiled, covering her mouth self-consciously. “I’m doing what I can to fit in, but it doesn’t feel right.”

      Doesn’t feel right? That says it all. Rimes winced at the thought. He was trying not to see her as alien, but he was failing. He turned to look at her again. “Agent Fontana, can I be honest with you?”

      Fontana smiled. “You already are.”

      “Are you…reading my mind?”

      “No. I may not be able to read your mind very well, but I’d have to be pretty blind to miss the body language. Are we going to be able to work together?” Fontana’s smile tightened, became forced.

      “I’m sorry. I’m not inclined to trust anyone after what I’ve been through. It’s hard even to trust myself, sometimes. What—who you are doesn’t make that any easier, especially given our assignment. Is that irrational?”

      Fontana tilted her head slightly, almost bird-like. “Not from your perspective. I can understand it. Completely. You rely on trust, but it’s something hard-earned and easily lost. Dana told me you’ve been taken advantage of and treated poorly, even by her. Given what you’ve gone through, it’s surprising you took this assignment on.”

      Rimes smiled ironically. “If I’d said no to Dana, the request would have simply become orders sent down by someone in the headquarters hierarchy. I’m a soldier, Miss Fontana.”

      “Would it be acceptable if I asked you to call me Sheila?”

      Is she trying to break through my hostility, or is it something else? Maybe it’s part of her Bureau training? Do genies even care?

      “All right. Sheila.” He shivered, suddenly anxious, ready to lash out. She really bothers Kwon. Why? Rimes scanned the bridge, then looked back at Fontana. “These genies we’re going after killed thousands of innocent men and women. I’ve been asked to hunt these murderers down. I intend to perform my duty to the best of my ability. Are you going to have a problem with that?”

      Fontana half-nodded.

      “You can’t be conflicted over something like this.” Too aggressive. She’s not a soldier. You can’t just order her to believe what you want her to believe. “I mean, sure, we’re all conflicted. You can’t kill someone and not feel something.” The tension, the need to lash out, was there again as Kwon protested the notion there was anything wrong with the hunt. I don’t need this. Not now.

      Fontana suddenly seemed unconcerned about Rimes’s inner turmoil.

      “Sheila?”

      Fontana’s eyes defocused, and her voice dropped to a quiet monotone. “I should tell the commander—no, do not tell the commander.”

      Rimes blinked, unsure of what to make of Fontana’s faraway stare. Her voice was absent any inflection. “What?”

      Fontana faced a trio of petty officers at their command stations, but she seemed to be looking beyond them. “She’s coming in too close—no, everything is fine. It is merely a shuttle, merely a shuttle.”

      “Sheila?” Rimes waved his hand in front of her face.

      She didn’t react.

      It’s some sort of trance.

      He followed her eyes as she took in the rest of the bridge; the crew was disturbingly relaxed. Shit! “Captain Fripp!”

      Fripp calmly stared at his command display, no longer concerned with whatever he’d been shouting about seconds before.

      “We should sound general quarters—no, that is not necessary. Everything is fine.”

      Rimes cursed and brought up the intercom interface, hunting through the clumsy command hierarchy. Come on! He finally found the weapons systems channel and opened a call.

      “Weapons, Petty Officer Marin.”

      “Marin, this is Lieutenant Rimes. Get Commander Brigston on the line. This is an emergency.”

      The bridge crew still seemed completely relaxed, absorbed in whatever duties, real or imagined, they’d been caught up in. “Captain Fripp!”

      Fripp pursed his lips and stared intently at his command display.

      “It’s accelerating!” Fontana said, her voice gone soft. “Bearing right at us!—no, it is nothing more than a course adjustment. It will pass safely beyond in a few minutes.”

      “This is Commander Brigston. Go ahead.”

      “Sir, this is Rimes. I think there’s a ship getting ready to ram us.”

      Brigston calmly asked Marin to check sensors. “One second. If there’s a threat, why aren’t we getting anything from the bridge? You know there’s protocol—”

      “That’s not a safe course adjustment!—no, it will change course soon and decelerate. Do not panic.”

      “Sir, something’s wrong with the crew up here—”

      Over the comm, Rimes heard Marin confirm to Brigston that an orbital shuttle was approaching on collision course from Earth.

      “We’ve got an orbital shuttle accelerating right toward us.” The calm was gone from Brigston’s voice. “I need the officer on the deck to get me approval to fire.”

      “He’s not responding, Commander. None of them are.” Rimes desperately looked around the bridge again. “You’ve got to blow that ship up.”

      Brigston’s voice took on a greater urgency. “Marin, target that shuttle. Rimes, I can’t give that order. I need the order to come from—”

      “It’s coming right at us!—no, it is heading past you. Commander Li requires your attention, Captain.” Fontana shifted slightly, as if whatever was now distracting Commander Li was also distracting her.

      Rimes doubted he could shake Fripp out of whatever fantastical state he was absorbed in. “No one up here is going to give that order, sir.”

      It’s just like with Dimon.

      Rimes anxiously rubbed his forehead. “Something—a genie—is in their heads. You need to take that ship out now!”

      Brigston cursed beneath his breath.

      “Three hundred meters, sir.” The anxiety in Marin’s voice was clear through Brigston’s channel. “Two hundred fifty meters.”

      “Brace for impact!—no need for that, Commander.”

      “Commander Brigston!” Rimes shouted into his earpiece.

      “Hell. Fire on that shuttle.” Brigston’s voice wavered.

      “Two hundred meters.”

      Rimes brought up external belly cameras, finally spotting the missile as it sped toward the shuttle.

      Bright light flashed.

      Fripp’s eyes closed, and he staggered, nearly falling to his knees. The rest of the crew did the same. Debris banged off the Valdez’s hull.

      Fripp regained his balance and spun around to take in the rest of the bridge. “What’s going on, Commander Stafford?”

      The twisted remains of an orbital shuttle’s cockpit flew past the bridge’s viewport, clanged off the hull, then was gone.

      Fripp blinked as a loud echo ran through the hull. “Someone get me a status. Now!”

      Fontana slumped, and Rimes caught her.

      Fontana’s eyes fluttered open suddenly, and she stiffened. “Cry ‘Havoc!’ and let slip the dogs of war. The battle has begun in earnest, has it not, Lieutenant? Do you stand silent at the battlements, or ready to ride out and engage the enemy?”

      It was Perditori, and he was inside Fontana’s mind!

      I thought she was our one hope against them influencing us. What are we supposed to do now?
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        5 June, 2167. USS Valdez. Earth orbit.

      

      

      Rimes shook his head, pushed his chair out from the conference table and stood. He walked to the refreshments and grabbed an apple. Gold track lighting reflected off the apple’s skin. That same lighting washed everything in the conference room in an almost tranquil glow, but there was no tranquility in the moment.

      Kwon was ready to kick the lights out. Nearly blown to pieces, and they want a conference call to discuss it. What a nightmare.

      Rimes poured himself a glass of water as an ensign read through the final transcript of the disaster they’d narrowly averted.

      From his seat at the head of the table, Captain Fripp rasped dryly, “Lieutenant Rimes, do you have a problem with the proceedings?”

      The Valdez staff sat on one side of the table, the newcomers on the other. Agent Kleigshoen watched them all from a display projected overhead.

      “Of course not, sir.” Rimes settled back in his seat and gave Kleigshoen an annoyed glare. “We’re making excellent progress.”

      Fripp fixed Rimes in his cold stare. “Progress, Lieutenant?”

      Rimes considered the apple for a moment, realizing too late he was squeezing it. Juice dripped from the ruptured skin, spilling down his hand. They’re scared. Anger won’t help that. “I don’t mean to overstate the obvious, sir, but it seemed to me we were all finally in agreement that we were attacked by an unprecedented telepathic push that rendered the bridge personnel combat ineffective.”

      Fripp’s eyes narrowed, and his face stiffened.

      Kleigshoen’s image flickered, and her voice took on a patronizing tone. “Captain, I think what the lieutenant is saying is we can analyze this and try to adapt to the new realities of war, but we can’t let it bog us down. We’re dealing with an enemy who has shown a capacity for unconventional tactics and the willingness to exploit our human vulnerabilities. I would suggest we get some of our sharpest thinkers on this and move on.”

      “Move on?” Fripp looked at the display, mouth agape, eyes wide, incredulous. “Our task force could have been obliterated and you want us to move on? Agent Kleigshoen, we need to rethink our—”

      Kleigshoen sighed quietly, a mother dealing with a petulant child. “Captain, sitting in the shipyards and hoping for a miracle isn’t the answer.” The condescension was there and gone. “The operative word here is sitting. It makes you even more vulnerable. We need the task forces launched. We have other ships relying on you.”

      Fripp made a low, raspy rumble that was more growl than speech, then pursed his lips and looked at his crew. “As commander of the Valdez, I have to do what I deem best for the safety of my ship and its crew. Heading out on a wild goose chase without any means of locating our enemy or counteracting their weapons when we encounter them does not meet with that criteria.”

      Kleigshoen compressed her lips and went silent for a moment. She glanced from Fontana to Rimes. When she spoke, her voice was now flavored with concern. “Captain, I sympathize with your predicament. You have more than a thousand lives relying on your decisions, and you’re fighting an enemy we don’t really know how to fight. However, President Corcoran has made his position clear, as has General Durban. The fleets must launch. On schedule.”

      The room went silent.

      Barely perceptible tics played across Fripp’s face as he glared at the overhead display and unconsciously began twisting his coat’s cufflinks.

      Brigston coughed softly. “Sir, what about monitoring the bridge from other sections of the ship? Maybe set up three watchers per shift and sound alarms when any watcher can’t raise another?”

      Fripp grunted, then he nodded reluctantly. “Miss Fontana, we need to understand the enemy. Not just what you know they can do, but what you think they might be able to do. Can you manage that?”

      Fontana’s eyes went wide, and her mouth opened to speak. She looked at Rimes almost begging for support, then she looked at Kleigshoen, mouth still open slightly. Finally, resolve or maybe acceptance settled over Fontana’s features, and she looked back at Fripp. “Of course.”

      “Thank you, Agent Kleigshoen, for bringing clarity to this matter. We have our orders. This meeting is adjourned. Dismissed.”

      The overhead display winked out, and the room came to attention. Fripp stood, looked at his staff, shook his head, then ceremoniously marched out as if he could hear a parade band playing just for him. He was followed a moment later by Stafford. The rest looked at each other uncertainly for several seconds before filtering out slowly.

      When Rimes stepped into the passageway, he found Fripp and Stafford hovering just outside the conference room, whispering; Fripp waved Rimes over.

      “Well, Lieutenant, it seems our mission is to find a solution to this threat, despite the impossibility of success. Coincidentally, that seems to be something you’ve earned a reputation for: the impossible.”

      “No one can accomplish the impossible, sir.” Fripp’s hostility made no sense to Rimes, but he wasn’t going to let it get to him.

      Fripp harrumphed. “I’m counting on more from you than false modesty.”

      “I’ve been extremely fortunate to end up working with the right people in some extremely tough situations. I can assure you, sir, you’ll get my best and that of my unit.”

      Fripp and Stafford looked at each other, their eyes squinted disapprovingly, half-smiling as if they’d caught a joke Rimes had missed.

      “It’s twenty days to Rendezvous One Charlie Alpha.” Fripp’s eyes played across Rimes’s face. “We can kid ourselves all we want about who is hunting whom, but I’m not one for seeking comfort in delusion. The only question right now is how badly disadvantaged we are. We launch at sixteen hundred, Lieutenant. I want you on the bridge at fifteen forty-five in full dress.”

      “Full dress, sir?”

      Fripp looked at Stafford, exasperated, then back at Rimes. “You don’t expect a pinning-on ceremony with you wearing that environment suit, do you?”

      “Pinning…“

      I’m not even eligible for promotion for another year. Is this meant as appeasement?

      Stafford coughed into his fist. “Lieutenant Rimes, you have friends in high places.”

      Fripp straightened and adjusted his uniform coat. “This isn’t a brevet, Lieutenant. General Durban himself had a hand in this. Not easy to do with all the turmoil going on after…”

      The coup. No one wants to talk about it. It's all such a mess. A brilliant move by the genies.

      “Fifteen forty-five, Lieutenant. Full dress, on the bridge.” Fripp spun sharply and marched away, Stafford close behind.

      Captain. A full year early.

      Rimes headed for his cabin, smiling in anticipation of Molly’s reaction to the news, then he stopped and frowned. Molly wasn't stupid. She would ask questions: What does this mean? Will you be away from us more? Will you be in greater danger?

      She deserved to know the truth. The ERF was coming closer to reality. People were finally starting to see the inevitability of…

      What? The war? Our end?

      It felt as if a heavy weight had settled on him; he shook it off. Real control of his destiny and the creation of the ERF was closer than ever. He had to push his team and himself harder. If there was a way to save humans from the nightmare they'd created, he would find it.

      Or he would die trying.
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        7 June, 2167. USS Valdez. En route to rendezvous One Charlie Alpha.

      

      

      “Push it, people!” Rimes checked the time display from his earpiece, then risked another glance back, even though he was running in the tight quarters of the hangar deck. Meyers and the Commandos in his squad were sweating and breathing hard. No worse than me. The Rangers were mostly holding up, but they were starting to fall behind. Lopresti and Gilbert tried to encourage their squads, but their voices were weak, lost in the hangar deck’s echoes.

      Durban was a problem. He was flushed, sweating, gasping. The squads were slowing because of him. And because of Munoz.

      PFC Juan Munoz was a towering, copper-skinned mass of muscle, one or Rimes’s by-name requests. He was dripping sweat, gulping air, cramping, and hovering on the edge of collapse.

      Rimes rounded a corner, his head passing just beneath a shuttle wing. The hangar deck’s air was stale and hot, heavy with the smell of lubricant and maintenance chemicals. Gray walls and floors almost merged, their blurred shapes broken only by yellow lines marking launch paths and other demarcation points.

      “Four more laps!” Another glance back, and Rimes caught Meyers and the Commandos brashly holding up their right arms, four fingers thrust high, legs pumping in a near-sprint. The Rangers mixed among Meyers’s squad did the same, although they couldn’t match the pace. No one else could.

      “Can’t we pick up the pace, Captain?” Meyers smiled mischievously at Rimes. His Commandos roared approval.

      Munoz managed to glare at Meyers, but even that seemed to tax the giant. He slowed visibly, and the column behind him matched his pace. The rest of the squad corrected, and the gap between them and the other squads became a chasm.

      Rimes spun and ran backwards. “Dig in, Munoz. Find the strength. We fail or we succeed as a unit. One team! One people!”

      Rimes spotted Durban, who shook his head. It was quick, subtle, but enough.

      Damn it. He can’t go any longer; he’s giving up.

      As far as the military was concerned, Durban was persona non grata, his career done. Rimes had stuck his neck out for Durban, and instead of digging deeper, Durban was throwing in the towel. Rimes needed another leader, and he’d been sure Durban had that potential in him.

      “Okay, that’s enough for the day.” Rimes dropped the pace to a casual jog until they’d reached the part of the deck where they stretched and sparred.

      Munoz doubled over, quivering; he looked ready to vomit. Some of the other Rangers weren’t much better. Lopresti’s T-shirt clung to her as wetly as if she’d just climbed out of the shower. She was a big woman—as tall as Durban, thicker through the chest, shoulders, and hips. Her hair—curly, a washed-out brown—clung to the bright pink skin of her face in wet ringlets. She puffed out air through a mouth far too small for someone so loud and assertive.

      As bad as Lopresti looked, Durban was even worse. He leaned against the wall as if he might collapse without it.

      This is my team, my composition, my choices. Everyone up the chain questioned me—don’t mix Rangers with Commandos, Lopresti was too mouthy, Munoz too big, Durban toxic.

      For all the enemies I’ve made, I’m not sure I’m even thinking big enough. We have to operate—think, perform, believe—differently against the genies, or we’re doomed.

      But everyone has to cooperate, has to buy in, or it all falls apart, and right now, we can’t even finish a five-kilometer run in thirty minutes. We need to do it in twenty. The genies can probably do it in fifteen.

      Meyers walked up to Munoz, stopping a couple meters to his right, then, without so much as a glance at Munoz, Meyers began a series of deep knee bends. After a dozen, he dropped into push-ups, rapidly falling and rising.

      Meyers stood and stared at Munoz for a moment, then grinned mischievously at Rimes. “Captain, want me to run them through calisthenics?”

      Rimes checked his earpiece; he was behind schedule. Nice way to tear the team apart, Meyers. All he cares about is his civilian future—the money, the prestige. He’s not a team player, and he’s managed to piss off every one of his superiors, but we need his mind.

      “What do you say, Captain?” Meyers was doing leg lifts, his feet hovering dangerously close to Munoz’s face.

      Munoz straightened. He was still gasping, but Meyers had gotten a rise out of him.

      Munoz grabbed Meyers’s leg. Meyers shoved Munoz, but he didn’t get free of the giant’s grip. Munoz raised a fist.

      Meyers’s brilliance, Munoz’s chemically enhanced power and speed…is that enough to match the genies?

      Even if it is, they need structure, leadership, not hot-dogging. And Durban needs to prove himself. “Cool it down, everyone. Sergeant Meyers, I think Lieutenant Durban should lead the team through the calisthenics.”

      Durban’s eyes opened suddenly, and the panic in them was obvious at a casual glance. He looked at the team, then at Rimes; Rimes didn’t wait for a final reaction. He had only minutes to get to the mess hall, and he was handing Durban a perfect opportunity.

      Rimes jogged for the stairs, returning the greetings of two orbital shuttle pilots as they passed on their way down.

      “Captain Rimes!”

      Rimes stopped at the top of the staircase and turned at the sound of Durban’s voice. Although they shared a cabin, they rarely spoke. “I thought you were leading the team through calisthenics?”

      Durban looked over his shoulder for a moment, uncomfortable. “I wasn’t sure I could make it through much more, and Meyers seemed enthused about leading them.”

      “Meyers is just going to—” Rimes fought back a sigh.

      Durban smiled anxiously. “I know, but I needed to talk with you.”

      “What’s up?” Rimes hoped a casual air would deflate any potential blowup that was simmering.

      “I…” Durban looked down at his sneakers. “I wanted to say thank you for this opportunity.” He looked Rimes in the eyes again. “I don’t think I’ve ever given you a fair shake, and I realize I was wrong. I’ve got the whole Broussard thing hanging over my head. You took a huge risk.”

      Rimes suppressed a smile. He wanted to give Durban a reassuring slap on the shoulder, but he couldn’t help feeling a slap across the face was just as much in order. “We’re going to need the best available to pull this thing off.” I’ve got to address his need for growth as a leader, though. He took in a breath and tried to stay calm. “You really need to make the most of this.”

      Munoz’s booming voice rolled up the stairwell.

      Meyers! Rimes took a step down, and Durban shifted, as if aware of the fragility of the moment for the first time.

      The shouting stopped, and Rimes relaxed.

      Durban took a tentative step down the stairs. “Should I…?”

      “I think they’ve sorted it out for now.” Rimes relaxed as best he could, which wasn’t much. It had been Durban’s moment to step up and lead, and the moment was now gone. “Look, Tim, the way I see it, there are two officers with any experience at orbital assault. I don’t care what anyone tells you, experience can’t be replaced.”

      Durban reflected for a moment, then cleared his throat. “You won’t regret it.”

      “I never worried I would.” Rimes’s earpiece chimed. He had twenty minutes to shower and meet Fontana in the officer’s mess. “We’ve got our work cut out for us. I’ll see you again at 0700.”

      “I’ll have them ready. Sorry about the…” Durban vaguely waved ahead of him as he retreated down the stairs.

      Rimes forced a short laugh that didn’t sound the least sincere to his own ears; he hoped it sounded more convincing to Durban.

      Rimes jogged the rest of the way to his cabin. He was just ahead of the rush for the showers, able to slip in and out of the head with minutes to spare, but he was still behind schedule.

      As he approached the officer’s mess, he saw Fontana—shoulders hunched, head down—waiting for him at the hatch. She looked at him as if she were a jilted date. Rimes cringed inwardly at the thought and its implied normalcy.

      From a distance, she’s just another one of us.

      Rimes came to a stop in front of her. “Sorry. Our workout ran a little long this morning.”

      She blushed and dropped her eyes in embarrassment, but not before her teeth showed in a grin. “It’s all right.”

      She…thinks I’m flirting? “I’m usually prompt.” Rimes caught an ensign staring at the two of them. A momentary flicker of shame knocked Rimes off-balance. This feels a lot more awkward than I expected.

      “I understand. Really.”

      Rimes rubbed the scar on his temple. This isn’t going like I wanted it to. We need to get inside. “I know your time is valuable. I don’t want…I didn’t mean—”

      Fontana’s eyes narrowed. “Captain, I understand. We’re both busy.”

      Shit. I just can’t get this meeting to work right with her. She’s taking offense, trying to direct things now. More time lost unnecessarily. I wasn’t expecting her to assert herself so strongly; I need to drive this conversation.

      “Sorry.” Rimes looked at the hatch, then back at Fontana. “I didn’t mean otherwise.”

      “Maybe we should get our food?” Fontana turned, the tension all but gone from her face.

      They entered the mess, gathering trays and utensils. A moment later, they settled at a small table. As Fontana scanned the room, Rimes quickly dug into his plate—vegetable sausage, faux eggs, dry toast, and fruit slices. It was habit, the way a soldier ate.

      Fontana watched him, amused, then looked down at her modest bowl of oatmeal. She tilted her head suddenly, as a bird might. “You always sit alone?”

      Rimes chewed on a slice of sausage and looked around. He’d never given it much thought. Chow wasn’t much of a socializing time for him. He took a drink of water. “I guess I do.”

      “What about your friend? The serious lieutenant? He always seems to be alone as well.”

      Rimes held the last of the sausage just outside his mouth. Is she asking…? No. Don’t even try to understand her. “Durban?”

      “Is that his name?” Fontana quickly scanned the room again, then returned to staring at her bowl of oatmeal.

      Shit. I think she is asking about Durban. “Timothy. You could probably call him Tim.”

      Fontana blushed. “Oh, I—”

      Definitely asking about Durban. I’d never thought of how they…felt. He thought of teasing her, but it didn’t feel right. “You should meet him, if you haven’t already. He’s a good officer. I can introduce you.”

      Fontana blinked rapidly, her mouth opening and closing, then she turned back to her oatmeal. She watched him over the edge of the bowl, as if she might find an answer to her uncertainty that way. Rimes scooped the last of the fruit slices into his mouth, and blinked at her slowly, trying to see her as just a fellow human. Mr. Durban, I think she’s smitten with you.

      Rimes set his spoon down. He was suddenly unsure how Durban might react to the idea Fontana had an interest in him. Worse, Rimes couldn’t shake the worry that a genie might compromise his second-in-command. She’s one of us, damn it.

      “Do you always eat like that? So much food, so fast?” Fontana swallowed a spoonful of oatmeal.

      Rimes gathered the pear, apple, and banana bits onto his fork, then shoveled them into his mouth. He washed the sweet fruit mixture down with a swig of water and wiped his face with a faux-cloth napkin. “Lesson one in infantry: treat every meal as your last opportunity to eat. That plate was probably close to a thousand calories. In the field, you can burn that off before noon. You don’t have the luxury of several minutes to eat and chat. You can’t forget that unless you’re never going into the field again.”

      Fontana looked at her oatmeal with what could have been a frown. “We lead such different lives, Captain. You wear a uniform, I wear business suits. You rise before the sun and have no idea when you’ll get to sleep. My day usually starts around nine and ends by six. I sleep when I want to. You train to kill; I train to better understand our enemies.”

      I can’t understand her; she can’t understand me. And on top of that, part of her job involves touching human minds. That must be hard. He laughed inwardly at the thought that a pusher—a telepath—couldn’t understand someone. Having the data isn’t understanding, apparently.

      “Your understanding of our enemies makes it possible for me to kill them.” Rimes looked into Fontana’s ghostly gray-blue eyes, unsure what he hoped to see there. He certainly hadn’t expected the confusion and doubt.

      Fontana’s face tightened, and her lips turned down in a near frown. “So my value to you is that I make killing my—genies easier?”

      This isn’t working. I need to emphasize our common traits. “If you consider it from another angle, we’re actually a lot alike. We work for the government. We strive to protect our…nation and make her stronger. We train constantly to better ourselves in order to execute our duties with maximum effectiveness.”

      Fontana smiled, enough to reveal some of her teeth. It had a pleasant enough effect that Rimes suddenly didn’t see her as a mockery of human life.

      He still wondered what DNA—terrestrial and other—had been integrated into normal human strains to create her.

      Not normal. Mundane. She’s as normal as me.

      But how do I know what she is? Could she just be another Kwon or Perditori, aggressors who see humans as animals to be slaughtered? I need to believe I can trust her, and I need her to trust me, and that starts by acknowledging her and the importance of her role.

      Fontana blushed as if she could sense his thoughts. “I’ve been thinking about what happened the other day on the bridge. The push. Affecting so many people.”

      “Including you.”

      Fontana nodded. “To a degree, yes. It might as well have affected me the way it left me in the end. I could hear you. I was aware of everything around me. I couldn’t—” She scraped at her oatmeal. “Have you ever looked at a bright light and not been able to blink or look away, even when you desperately wanted to?”

      Rimes nodded. Bright light, hazardous fumes, high-risk thrills. Everyone had experienced at least a momentary lure from something dangerous. It’s part of the human condition. Human. He tensed at the realization.

      Fontana’s hand shook as she set her spoon down. “I could feel this force at work. I could sense the mind behind it.”

      Rimes watched her for a moment. She suddenly seemed very vulnerable, very human. She can’t be just another one of us. We need her to be…more. How am I supposed to even deal with this if I see her as just another human? “You think we’ve made the wrong decision, pursuing them?”

      She shook her head. “We don’t have a choice. I think they’ve made their intentions clear.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “I’ve been meeting with Captain Fripp and Commander Stafford. When I explain to them what we know we’re up against…You can see it in their eyes. They’re not ready. I don’t think we’re ready. And this is our only opportunity to act.” She studied Rimes as she might a perplexing puzzle.

      “We could try to build out the fleet, improve our tactics—”

      Fontana shook her head and sagged. “Time is the enemy. Think about it. These—we—are the first iteration, the product of human engineering. What happens when genies breed and the DNA works outside the control of the lab? What happens twenty years from now when the first generation of true genies comes into its own?”

      Rimes took a drink of coffee and pondered the idea. Fontana nervously sipped at her water. Behind her, officers filtered into the room and settled at other tables. They seemed an interesting mix—serious, jovial, loud, quiet, solitary, gregarious. So much about human society relied upon diversity to survive, even to grow.

      Diversity. Not some monolithic entity. Can I see the genies as they are rather than as I imagine—want—them to be? If I do that, maybe I can better understand them. But understanding makes it harder to see them as enemies.

      Rimes set his coffee cup down. “Maybe they outgrow the need for revenge. Maybe their kids tell them it’s not worth all the pain and suffering. Or maybe we destroy ourselves before they can. We’ve certainly come close enough before.”

      Fontana smiled, a genuine, open smile that fully revealed her teeth. She had pronounced canines and sharp molars, like a wolf. Noting Rimes’s reaction, she blushed ashamedly and closed her mouth. “Evolving out of your violent natures. It’s a hopeful notion, Captain, but it’s certainly not what your people had in mind when they designed mine. Excuse me.”

      Rimes couldn’t help feeling he’d missed an opportunity.
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        25 June, 2167. USS Valdez.

      

      

      “Captain Rimes to the bridge. Captain Rimes to the bridge.”

      The message echoed in the hangar bay where Rimes’s team was training. In no time, the echoes became so distorted, they were almost incomprehensible.

      Rimes had jumped at the initial burst of noise. His breakfast with Fontana had left him bothered, and several hours passing hadn’t set his mind at ease. He held up his hands and stepped away from Lopresti. Her face was flush again, an angry red instead of its usual pale pink. She maintained her low, defensive posture until he was completely off the training mat.

      The team needs to stay with the training if they’re going to have any chance against genies. Meyers could lead them, but that would just be undermining Durban. I’ll have to find a compromise, damn it.

      Rimes waved Meyers forward and turned, arms raised, to get everyone’s attention; Munoz looked away angrily. “I need everyone to focus on these defensive postures and counterstrikes for the remainder of this session. Knowing how to defend against a superior combatant can save your life. Lieutenant Durban is going to be checking your progress, so focus, people.”

      Durban gave a semi-satisfied wave, then stepped back from Corporal Sung, who took over Rimes’s position with Lopresti. The compromise wasn’t very satisfying, but it was the best Rimes could make of things.

      He pushed it out of his mind and jogged for the stairs.

      No matter how badly he needed a shower, it would have to wait. They were less than an hour out from the original ETA for Rendezvous One Charlie Alpha. Plus, he’d never been summoned over the intercom for anything trivial in the past.

      The bridge was surprisingly quiet when he arrived.

      Fripp looked up from his station as Rimes came to a stop atop the stairs.

      “Captain Rimes.” Fripp jerked his head toward the viewing port. “What do you think?”

      Rimes took in the view, marveling at the dreamlike, alien beauty of it. Bright yellow wireframes highlighted spinning, twisting objects. He was surprised there was so much obstructing their path, but then he was no astrophysicist. “I don’t understand, sir. I thought we would be in relatively open space?”

      The gravitic field surrounding the ship flared visibly, deflecting a large rock away. Rimes looked again and realized the rock looked more like a twisted glob of superheated metal. “Is that…?”

      “Is that wrong, Captain? Is that something we should be worried about? Is that all that’s left of Task Force Seventeen?” Fripp’s voice rose with each question. “It sure as hell looks like it to me! Five patrol ships and a signal ship. No distress beacon. No sign of any lifeboats or survivors. One hundred and thirty-three men and women, more than a billion dollars of military assets.”

      Rage darkened Fripp’s pasty face as he pointed into the vastness of space. “I knew Captain Sorkin. She was a competent officer. She had two children. And now she’s so much radioactive dust accelerating through space.”

      “I’m sorry, sir.” Rimes felt a tingling along his spine. She fell for the same trap that nearly wiped out our task force. It had to have been more than one shuttle to take out the entire task force. They must have been carrying nuclear warheads.

      Fripp returned to his station. He was already calming down. He kept his back to the view port. “I want your assessment, Captain. I want your assessment, and then I want Miss Fontana’s assessment.”

      The ships had been stationary at the time of the attack; they’d been in a tight formation, and the attack happened recently. The wireframed debris was all heading away from the rendezvous point.

      “It looks like they hit her task force the same way they tried to hit ours. The trajectory of the debris seems consistent. Melted hull components, small segments—I’d guess a modest-sized nuclear blast to take out each ship.”

      Fripp impatiently waved his hand. “Skip the obvious, please. I need a summary at the moment. You can provide details once you’ve consulted with Miss Fontana.”

      He’s rattled. Worse than before. “Well, they had to ram them, breach the hull for the nukes to be most effective, and the ships had to be close for the explosion to produce that sort of damage. Without the codes and more than a little incompetence, that says they used that telepathic push technique.”

      “With Captain Sorkin, we can rule out incompetence. So now there’s the potential for them to control the crew of six ships at once?” Fripp’s hands shook as he wiped at his brow.

      “It’s possible, sir.”

      “Are you an expert on this telepathic nonsense now, Captain?”

      Rimes’s fists ball up, and his right foot came off the deck as if to step forward. No! Meet the panic with calm. He shoved his hands behind his back and set his foot back down. “No, sir, I’m no expert. But I don’t think it’s necessary for the telepathic push to affect six crews at once. If they gain control of even one person—Captain Sorkin, for instance—they could have that person bring the other ships in tight. Get them in tight enough and maybe one big warhead could do the trick.”

      Fripp considered for a moment. “Commander Stafford, we’ll need to communicate to the task force that all orders from the task force commander need to go through the same checks we’ve put into place for bridge integrity. Also, establish S.O.P. to maintain safe distance between all vessels at all times. Five hundred meters should do. Confirm with Weapons.”

      We’re missing something. He knows it, but he can’t admit it. What would rattle him so badly? “Sir? How would they have known to ambush the task force here?”

      Fripp froze, the panic touching his wide eyes again.

      “The encryption’s compromised, sir. Or they’ve scraped operational intelligence from someone’s thoughts.”

      “It could be other elements compromised, but we can’t take that risk.” Fripp coughed nervously. “Commander Stafford, get a high-priority message out immediately to switch to alternate code keys. Emphasize encryption may be compromised. Pass along our recommendations on task force dispersal as well. And—” He looked back at Rimes. “Indicate our concerns and tactics regarding these telepaths, including the possibility they may have insight into our operations. Captain Rimes will confirm his theory with Miss Fontana.”

      Stafford seemed on the verge of shock; he dazedly made his way over to the signalman. Uncertainty was visible in every crewman’s face and body language.

      How many of us are like that, worried our next move will be our last?

      “Captain Fripp, would you have a moment, sir?” Rimes looked through the hatch to the passageway.

      Fripp grunted, then exited the bridge; Rimes followed.

      “Morale’s going to be a problem, sir.” Rimes glanced meaningfully back at the bridge.

      Fripp fixed Rimes with an icy stare. “Some things are obvious even to someone like me, Captain.”

      “I didn’t mean—”

      “Submarine warfare has always depended on stealth. A crew walked on eggshells most every day of duty during war. One noise, one error in judgment, and the boat could be dead. It took a special sort of crew.”

      Has he already lost faith in his crew?

      “Sir?”

      Fripp’s face stiffened. “We’ll find out what sort of crew we have soon enough, I guess.”

      I can’t get him to accept that we all need to change how we operate, what we think, not without antagonizing him, and I can’t afford to do that more than I already have.

      “We have to have some idea of the genies’ fleet composition, don’t we, sir?”

      “We have a good idea, but no one expected suicide shuttles with nuclear weapons onboard. No one uses nuclear weapons, damn it.”

      How do I get across to him that the old, conventional approach to thinking about the enemy is the problem?

      “Then we’ll need to start thinking along those lines—sicarii, asasiyuns, kamikazes, mujahideen, nerve gas, nuclear weapons…we can learn from their tactics, start to build out counter-tactics.”

      Fripp puckered up as if he’d bitten into something rotten. “Give me a straight up battle any time. Regardless of the odds, it has to be better than this.”

      Rimes rubbed his forehead. Fripp’s stubborn refusal to accept the new order of things was taking a real, physical toll. Rimes fought off the urge to cross his arms and instead bent his knees slightly. Fight the tension; don’t feed it. Stay loose; don’t lock up. “It can be a very debilitating thing, this sort of warfare. We’ll have that battle eventually, sir. The limitation facing every extremist is resources. They’ll run out of weapons or the people willing to die using them.”

      “I’m quite sure I don’t share your confidence in that assessment.” The puckering lingered for a moment on Fripp’s face. His eyes darted back to the bridge. “Get with the intelligence team and start working up some of those counter-tactics, Captain. I’d like to have my officers give them a good analysis. And run them by Miss Fontana. Maybe she can provide their perspective.”

      Their perspective. Them. To him, she’ll never be one of us. “I’ll get on it, sir.”

      “Good.” Fripp lingered for a moment, clearly dissatisfied. His posture was tense and his face was pinched resentfully. He seemed ready to say something, but instead he returned to the bridge.

      Rimes wondered if the genie mind was so alien that counter tactics were doomed to failure. He thought back to Fontana’s teeth and her insecurity about them. It was a human weakness.

      Maybe they hate us because they’re more like us than they want to be.

      He suddenly felt further apart from Molly and the boys than any distance could explain, and worried he would never see them again.

      We’ll be together again. We just need to find a way to stop them. We will. If it’s humanly possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      
        22 September, 2167. USS Valdez.

      

      

      Rimes yawned and stretched, then pulled up the bunk’s covers. Even though he was alone in the compartment, his cabin seemed more compressed and confining than normal. Except for the subdued azure glow from his earpiece display, it was dark. Shadows—the pedestal sink, his and Durban’s environment suits hanging from the front of their lockers, the desk—seemed darker, the room cooler.

      He shook off the imagined impressions and turned his attention to his earpiece’s display, pausing the playback for a moment. Kleigshoen sat alone in a conference room, bathed in the glow of data displays.

      On their own at first, then consciously, his eyes ran over her face, lingering on her perfectly formed, full lips, the soft curls of her golden-brown hair. She had lost weight since their confrontation on the Broussard. Her outfit was tight, showy, expensive. Vanity or just a part of her game, she was a distraction he didn’t need at the moment. The memories and guilt were still tender, three years on. My fault. My weakness.

      Three months since we lost the task force. General Durban had a message waiting for me. Dana had a message waiting for me. All these months, all this time and not a word from you, Molly. I have to believe everyone’s doing okay. I couldn’t go on without the three of you, baby.

      He closed his eyes and breathed deep to fight off tears. The doubt and darkness disappeared as quickly as they had come.

      A flick of his finger, and the star charts Kleigshoen had been discussing in the video filled a section of Rimes’s display. Another flick created a private workspace, a third dragged the star charts into it. He resumed the playback.

      “Also, ADMP reports it’s lost all contact with DS Erikson.”

      He paused the playback again. DS. Deep Space explorer. Odd for a metacorporation to be spending on deep space exploration in the middle of a genie uprising.

      He made a note, then resumed the playback.

      “I’ve included the Erikson’s last known location—Rendezvous Seven Bravo Echo—and destination. ADMP claims the Erikson was en route to COROT-7 after taking on crew and supplies at 55 Cancri.”

      Rimes paused the playback again. For the third time in as many days, he plotted the Erikson’s supposed course. Rendezvous 7BE—the last known location—was in open space, nearly three light years out from Serenity Colony, where Erikson had almost certainly taken on its supplies and personnel.

      He pulled up data on the Serenity colony and the 55 Cancri system. Brilliant colors flowed out from the displays—an indigo gas giant racked with storms of shimmering gold and amber, ice-crusted planetoids, Serenity’s lush, emerald jungles and tranquil, cobalt oceans. Rimes felt himself falling into those dark waters, drifting, sinking.

      He shook his head, then released a frustrated sigh. Focus.

      He navigated through to the orbital data. Most of the Serenity system space stations orbited the colony world, and the rest were less than an astronomical unit out. Their sensors wouldn’t have picked anything up from the Erikson.

      He opened another workspace and dragged the ADMP file into it, teasing out the crew and cargo manifests. He started with the crew manifest, filtering out those who’d launched with the Erikson from the ADMP construction satellite. After a cursory examination, he opened another workspace and dragged the names that had been filtered out into it. He dragged the Bureau’s intelligence dossier on the Erikson into the new workspace and correlated the names with travel documentation and background portfolios.

      Aboard any other ship, the crew picked up from Serenity would have simply been passengers: they were scientists—physicists, biologists, astronomers, chemists, not technically crew. On a deep space explorer, though, they likely had key roles in ship operations, at least once they reached their destination.

      COROT-7? Was that their real destination?

      Rimes randomly selected three crew names and read through their IB portfolios. Multiple degrees and certifications, long-term contracts with ADMP and other metacoporations: they were all relatively young, healthy, and highly sought after.

      Is this Jared and Calvin’s future? A lifetime on the move, never really calling any particular place home. Am I already setting the stage for that, sending them out into the stars and living so long away from them before they’ve even begun to know me?

      Nothing jumped out from the data. No historical gaps or questionable entries. The crew checked out, just as the IB report said.

      He resumed play and was immediately drawn in by Kleigshoen's smooth, confident voice.

      “Yours is the closest task force we’ve got to that position. We need you to make top speed. Even if there’s nothing to be found or if the Erikson re-establishes contact, that location is an ideal point with which to connect with Commander Rhee’s Task Force 31. The Charlotte will provide re-supply when you hook up. If you don’t receive a change of orders at that time, proceed to COROT-7. The Special Security Council has an interest in ADMP’s plans for that system.”

      Global military forces dispersed throughout known space, and Dana’s calling the shots. Everything’s coming from the Special Security Council now, and that means the Bureau. The assassinations all but made that necessary. What makes COROT-7 so special to everyone?

      Rimes brought up the available data on COROT-7 and skimmed through it again. More than five hundred light years out from Earth. Six known planets, two within the habitable zone. More than a decade before, probes had reported nothing beyond mining possibilities and deemed it a low priority system.

      A quick search brought up the exploratory probe videos for the system, starting with the system examination, then proceeding to the planetary videos. The fourth planet was vaguely Earth-like, if Earth consisted mostly of sand dunes and mountains. Although the atmosphere was listed as breathable, it wasn’t ideal for long-term exposure—particulate matter, probable bio threats, elevated radiation. Near-Earth gravity. Two moons. The system made an odd destination for a multi-billion-dollar deep space explorer. He still couldn’t see a reason for the council to dedicate limited resources to what might amount to a land grab.

      On a hunch, Rimes pulled up the data on the probes themselves. They were from The Dresden Group, a German corporation that had folded in a fairly public manner several years before, when interest in long-range probes had cooled, a classic gold rush case. He looked for more information on Dresden, but came up empty. He logged a query about the company and its officers. It would run against the Valdez’s library, and then it would fire out on the next communications packet to access databases on the Grid elsewhere. He didn’t expect anything from the query, but he was compelled to run down even long odds when things got bad enough.

      The cabin hatch opened and Durban stepped in, head sagging from fatigue. His eyes were glassy, the lids heavy. He stretched his arms out, grabbed at something imaginary for balance, then twisted and rolled his shoulders. A moment passed with him frozen in that pose, then he shook violently and closed the hatch behind him. He stripped out of his uniform, looking up as he pulled off his socks. “Still researching? We’re going to be at the rendezvous soon.”

      “I don’t want us heading into an ambush.” Rimes rubbed his face and yawned again.

      “Meyers’s squad is on duty.” Durban sounded reassured. He hung his uniform from the front of his locker.

      Rimes laughed quietly. “He’s a good soldier, warts and all.”

      “That’s a lot of warts.”

      “You run the duty roster.” Rimes looked Durban in the eye. “Are you trying to tell me it’s a coincidence his squad’s on duty at a critical time like this?”

      Durban chuckled; it was an alien sound from him. “You have a problem with someone being practical?”

      “Nope.”

      “It’s just good sense to have your best on duty when things might go bad, don’t you think? Plus, I told him I didn’t like his effort during yesterday’s sparring. He didn’t agree. The late shift ought to get the message through.”

      Rimes watched Durban at the pedestal sink for a moment. He seemed relaxed, brushing his teeth, checking his eyes in the mirror. They’d both settled into a comfortable rhythm after so long aboard the Valdez. “You been spending time with Sheila again?” The distraction’s good for you, even if you’re being a tightass about it.

      Durban froze for a moment, then spat into the sink and rinsed, his eyes never leaving the mirror. “She’s an interesting woman. Did you realize she can see in the dark? Not like NVGs, mind you. Complete darkness. She’s colorblind as a result, or at least she thinks that’s what causes the colorblindness.”

      People had been picking out traits for their kids for decades—likely hair color, tendency toward height or intellect. Of course, nothing in genetics was perfect. Switching a gene on or off for one trait could impact hundreds of other functions, and environment played an influencing role in the final outcome. The genies had seen many variables removed from the equation and had seen a few added in as well.

      “She never had parents,” Durban continued, disappearing into the bunk beneath Rimes’s. “Think about that. Most kids—even adopted or in vitro or by proxy—know they have parents. She had so much constructed about her; she’s got nothing. Although I think she’s developed at least a slight maternal bond with Dana.”

      Rimes blinked in surprise. “She said that?”

      “No.” Durban’s voice was quiet, introspective. “It’s just the way she talks about her. I hear what she says and…well, I understand it. I feel the same way about my mother.”

      Rimes considered how he would feel if he heard someone talking about someone else in terms that described his own mother. It was an uncomfortable feeling.

      Would it really be so bad to never know your parents, especially when they were like mine? Cleo and Alejandra were…What did Alejandra ever give me? Is that really a mother’s love, or just the biological functioning? I hope others had better. It sounds like Durban did.

      Rimes shifted so he could see down into Durban’s bunk. “Are you planning to talk with Meyers about his attitude?”

      “Attitude? The sparring incident? No. He knows where I stand on it.”

      “Does he understand why?” Rimes tried to be positive, but Durban’s passive-aggressive mood made it hard.

      “He’s a sharp guy, isn’t he?” Durban frowned. “He never lets anyone forget that.”

      Rimes sighed. He didn’t mean to, but the frustration simply slipped out. “He’s a scientist. You know how it is. They can be awfully obtuse about things like that.”

      Durban’s features stiffened. “I’m really trying, Jack. Honestly. He’s a tough one to lead.”

      Leadership’s tough, and it’s the problem ones you have to work the hardest on. “Yeah, he’s a tough one. Just…just don’t give up on him.”

      Rimes rolled onto his back and shut the cabin lights off through his earpiece. He dimmed its display but continued to flip through more of the IB data, hoping he might find something he’d missed before. He stopped.

      I can’t just give up on him. “Tim, what do you think of the team?”

      “Overall or as individuals?”

      “Both.”

      “Well…“ Durban drew the word out. “I think we’re going to lean on Meyers and Kershaw a lot. They’re both a little overconfident, but that’s almost to be expected given the difference in training. I’m worried about Munoz.”

      “You don’t think he can last?”

      Durban sighed softly. The sound died quickly in the empty darkness of their compartment. “I’m not sure. I think we’re asking a lot of him if it comes down to endurance. He’s so big. If it’s possible, he’ll do whatever he’s tasked to do. That has to count for something.”

      “What about Lopresti and Gilbert?” Rimes asked.

      “I—” Durban paused for a moment. “I think Gilbert has a lot of potential.”

      “He’s still young. You think Lopresti’s trouble?”

      Durban coughed uncomfortably. “She has her place. She’s smart enough. Maybe too smart. Like Meyers. But she doesn’t seem to have an off switch, does she? If Gilbert could get some of Meyers’s confidence and some of Lopresti’s assertiveness, he could go a long way.”

      Rimes smiled. “Anyone else stand out?”

      “A few. Bright spots here and there, good attitudes. I think the rest are all solid.”

      “Yeah. Solid, reliable. With the right influence and training, maybe they can take it to the next level.”

      “It’s good to see them getting this opportunity.”

      That’s all it’s ultimately about, isn’t it? A chance? Like you? Just another opportunity, the right influence and training?

      Rimes turned his attention back to the video, pulling up an image of Kleigshoen again and hating himself as he studied her face and wondered what might have been between them. Now who’s blowing their opportunity? Molly forgave me, and here I am dreaming about what-ifs.

      “Better get some sleep while we can.”

      [image: ]

      Rimes jerked awake at the call to general quarters. It was a shard of glass cutting into his sleep-fogged brain, a rising roar that dropped for just a moment before roaring again. Rimes instinctively checked his earpiece. It was 0420, an hour before he normally woke. He shook off his blankets, instantly missing their cocooning comfort, their familiar rough texture. Durban cleared the bottom bunk, then Rimes dropped to the deck, his mind vaguely registering the coolness of the floor.

      Durban hastily inserted his earpiece as he pulled on the uniform he’d left hanging the night before. “Meyers, talk to me.” Durban’s voice was surprisingly calm. He flipped the earpiece into speaker mode, then took his environment suit from Rimes.

      Rimes wished he didn’t have to get his uniform on. It rasped loudly as he shrugged into it. The noise was nearly enough to drown out Meyers’s voice.

      Meyers sounded like he was running. “They’re picking up an emergency beacon, sir. We’re almost to the hangar deck now.”

      “On my way.” Durban closed the channel and pulled on his boots.

      Rimes sealed his suit. “A new ambush tactic.”

      Durban nodded. “I’ll take Meyers’s squad out. You bringing Lopresti?”

      Good. Embrace your leadership role. Prove to me I was right to say you were capable of this. “I think Gilbert could use the experience. Ten-kilometer gap?”

      Durban nodded. “At least. Treat it as an ambush until we see otherwise, right?”

      “Makes sense.” Rimes kept the satisfaction from his voice, but he smiled inwardly. Durban’s confidence was reassuring.

      Durban stopped at the hatch. “Maybe we get lucky and this is that standup fight you wanted?”

      “Maybe.” Rimes jogged in Durban’s wake as the earpiece connected with Gilbert. “Sergeant Gilbert, get your squad down to the hangar deck. We’re heading out.”

      “Roger, sir!”

      With Gilbert’s squad en route to the hangar deck, Rimes requested a shuttle crew. He was in the hangar bay by the time everything was lined up. He began pulling on his combat gear in the flickering shadow of a shuttle, his eyes floating up to the amber strobe lights flush-mounted on the tall, gray walls. The bay, normally so cramped and small, seemed large now, and he had the sense of being in the belly of a great beast.

      A channel opened. Fripp.

      “Captain Rimes, we have weak signals, two sources,” Fripp said as introduction. “One hundred kilometers out and two hundred seventy kilometers out.”

      “Lifeboats, sir?”

      “It sure as hell isn’t the Erikson.”

      Rimes saw Gilbert’s squad entering the hangar deck and waved them over. They assembled next to him and began pulling their combat gear on over their environment suits. “Lieutenant Durban has a squad ready to go at your command, sir. My squad is prepping now.”

      “This is perfect for an ambush.” Fripp sounded uncertain.

      “We’re already assuming it is, sir. I’m bringing Lieutenant Durban into the channel.” Rimes pulled his helmet on and opened the channel to Durban.

      “This is Lieutenant Durban.”

      “Captain Fripp, Lieutenant. I was just telling Captain Rimes I suspect an ambush.”

      “Agreed, sir.” Durban sounded crisp, confident. “Any chance we can communicate with the beacons?”

      Fripp was silent for a moment. “The beacons check legitimate, but we’re running another check.” Someone spoke in the background. “Confirmed. They’re Erikson lifeboats. But that doesn’t change a damned thing.”

      “No, it doesn’t, sir,” Rimes said.

      Fripp’s raspy voice played out over the channel—he’d started to say something, then stopped. After a moment, he said, “I’m tempted to simply light those targets up with our railguns.”

      Rimes bit his lip. If there were survivors, they would lose potential intelligence on what happened. The genies’ deceitful nature had changed everything, even search and rescue operations.

      “Captain Fripp? What about maintenance drones?” Durban sounded excited, as if being engaged had pulled him out of his shell.

      “Maintenance drones?”

      “We could haul those out with us, hook them to the shuttle hulls.” The excitement increased in Durban’s voice. “We get fifty kilometers out and launch them. The video feed should be good enough quality that we can see if they’ve just rigged these up to blow or if there’s really someone to rescue.”

      Rimes smiled with pride. Durban had made a huge turnaround. He was thinking of solutions now rather than simply following the flow and trying to satisfy his superiors.

      Fripp’s gravelly hum filled the lower frequencies of the channel for a moment as he considered the suggestion. “That’s a good idea, Lieutenant. All right, we’ll have a drone operator ride along with each shuttle. Maintain your distance and let them see what’s out there. We’ll make the call based off their assessment.”

      “Copy that, sir.” Rimes signaled for Gilbert to get his team aboard the shuttle, then followed. The idea of actually rescuing someone had enormous appeal, if only as a signal that the genies weren’t infallible.

      Is that what it’s come down to? I’m more concerned about the genies being imperfect than about saving lives? I can’t let them do this to me. Rimes shivered, then he shrugged the thoughts away. Maybe there’s no time for humanity right now.
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      It was always the waiting that got to Rimes. The timer he’d kicked off at launch read ninety-five minutes. Most of that time had been waiting for the drone to cross the distance.

      The drone’s video feed looked the same as it had five minutes before. The stars hadn’t shifted or brightened or dimmed, and the lifeboat hadn’t changed in size, he was sure of it. It spun in space slowly, marked by a single amber light blinking against the void.

      Did we lose the connection?

      Rimes concentrated, then maximized the magnification. He couldn’t tell any difference.

      Suddenly, the image shifted. Rimes leaned forward—as if that might help him get a better look. The drone was closer to the lifeboat now, its floods revealing a dull, white pod about ten meters long and half as deep, with a bright red stripe along its length. Somewhere along the hull would be a receptacle the drone should be able to hook into to get a readout on the interior. After a moment, the image seemed to freeze again.

      His earpiece clicked.

      “Captain Rimes, this is Captain Fripp. Any updates?”

      “Negative, sir.” Rimes futilely tapped his earpiece. The video feed didn’t change. He looked over at the woman managing the drone, a warrant officer named Morelli. “Chief, I don’t mean to be a pain, but…“

      “Almost there, Lieutenant.” Morelli looked up and twisted her full lips into an embarrassed smile. “Sorry. Captain.”

      Rimes returned the smile. He turned his attention to the display. The image had grown closer again. He could make out lettering above the red stripes. A quick image capture and rotation, and the letters resolved into Erikson.

      The timer read ninety-eight minutes.

      “Captain?” Durban’s voice was weak over the communicator, his image slightly grainy.

      “What do you have?” Rimes cursed inwardly at the Navy’s questionable systems decisions. Out here, in the depths of space, what could possibly be more important than quality communications? “Please tell me it’s good.”

      “It’s definitely a lifeboat.” Durban sounded hopeful. “The drone just finished a complete sweep of the hull. It’s intact. We have the drone matching rotation right now. When we’ve got that, we’ll latch on and use the drone’s propulsion to stop the lifeboat’s motion. That shouldn’t take long. Once that’s done, we’ll connect and pull up the data on the interior.”

      Rimes shifted anxiously. “All right. Call me the second you have anything.” More waiting.

      Fifty kilometers out, the shuttles would survive any nuke that could fit onto one of the lifeboats. He listened for several seconds after Durban disconnected, hoping he would come on the line again and report something, anything.

      “Okay, Captain,” Morelli said around a toothy grin, “let’s see what we’ve got here.” She shifted in her seat, her hands manipulating virtual drone controls only she could see.

      The drone’s video feed filled Rimes’s helmet’s display, with Morelli as the background. She was gifted with big brown eyes, long lashes, and dark brows. She was big-boned and tomboyish, yet in many ways she was striking. In particular, he marveled at her self-confidence, the way she handled the drone and the way she simplified the descriptions of her work to him without it coming across as condescending.

      “We’ll start with a look at the top and the bottom. You know the difference between those, Captain?” She gave a saucy wink. “A lot of these Navy boys don’t.”

      Rimes chuckled. “Please proceed, Chief.”

      “Okay. There’s your top. Note the controls along the surface, sir. They’re very sensitive, but if you know what you’re doing with them, they can get you access to damn near anything.” She licked her full lips and grinned. “And…there’s your bottom—” She stopped, the grin fading from her face. “Well, hell,” she whispered.

      Rimes focused on the display again. He couldn't see what had disturbed Morelli until she drew an outline on the main display. The outline stretched three meters across the center of the lifeboat hull.

      Morelli tapped the outline, and it flashed. “That’s supposed to be your batteries. With those in place and a fortunate ejection placement, you could go a couple, maybe three months recycling water, chomping on algae paste, and getting as much sleep as you ever wanted, dreaming you were naked on a South Pacific beach with a couple guys rubbing coconut oil all over you. Just like paradise. Except in space. In a little protective bubble. Half frozen. Otherwise, just like paradise.”

      “Chief.”

      “You don’t like coconut oil, Captain? All right. What you see there, that is not a battery panel.”

      Rimes knew the answer before he asked the question. “So what is it?”

      Morelli made a ticking noise with her tongue. “I’m going to say ‘bomb’. Sir. I mean, based off everything we’ve seen these genies do so far ... we do think this is a genie thing, right?” She looked him straight in the eyes, all humor now gone.

      “Yeah.” Rimes stared at the blinking outline. “Nuke?”

      Morelli made the ticking noise again. “It couldn’t be a very big one, not at that size. Enough to take out the lifeboat, that’s for sure.”

      And any ship foolish enough to bring it aboard. “Is there anyone inside?”

      Rimes watched his team for any sign of trouble. Fifty kilometers out was safe, but most people would prefer to have five times that distance when they heard mention of nuclear weapons. He looked a question at Gilbert—You okay?.

      Gilbert gave a confident nod. It was all Rimes would need in the same situation. He hoped it was all Gilbert needed.

      “Matching the rotation.” Morelli spoke slowly. As she concentrated on the task, her tongue slipped between her lips, then pulled back in before slipping out again, suggestively.

      In. Out. In. Out. Damn, Morelli. Even when you’re distracted?

      Morelli focused on Rimes for a moment, and licked her lips as she chuckled huskily.

      Rimes shook his head. “Lieutenant Durban, we’ve got a bomb on our lifeboat. Battery module. Check it.”

      A hiss, then silence.

      “Durban?”

      “Checking.”

      Rimes held his breath.

      “Regular battery module,” Durban said. “Everything’s checking out so far. It looks like we have five survivors aboard, one dead.”

      “Check their vitals against the manifest.”

      “Already—” Durban’s voiced disappeared in a burst of static.

      “Say again?” Rimes waited for a second. Letting my nerves get to me.

      “They check out,” Durban said after several seconds. “Looks like the dead one was already wounded when he hooked into the lifeboat systems. Low vitals that tapered off fairly quickly.”

      Rimes rubbed his forehead. It would have been easier had they discovered no survivors or found a bomb on the lifeboat. Now they had to make a decision about retrieving it. He looked at Morelli. “Chief—”

      Morelli held up a finger indicating she needed another second. She wiped at her brow and blinked. “Yes, sir?”

      “Suppose you’re setting these things up for a booby trap for some ship to do a typical rescue. How do you rig it for maximum effectiveness?”

      Morelli screwed up her face. “Well, you want the lifeboat to be in the rescue ship for maximum effect. That nuke needs some oxygen to produce any sort of fire blast or concussive wave. But you can’t really trigger the bomb off something like the lifeboat’s seal being popped. By the time any rescuer’s done that, the lifeboat’s right there in front of you, all up close and personal. You’d have to be blind not to see the bomb. So if I’m setting it up, I’m using a proximity sensor. Something big approaches—a few hundred tons—and the bomb’s a go. But not immediately. A ship like Valdez can’t pull you in that fast. So I’m thinking a timer. Not too long or you risk detection, but not too short or you risk shooting your wad—” she stopped, smiling awkwardly at Rimes. “Sorry. You risk…um…premature detonation. Based off what I’d expect a rescuer, especially a military ship like us, to do—you know, pull alongside, open the hangar deck, send out a shuttle—”

      “A shuttle’s big enough to trigger the timer, right?”

      “Sure. Figure five minutes to attach a cable, haul it back to the hangar deck, re-pressurize. Thirty minutes, tops.”

      Rimes considered Morelli’s scenario. It made sense. Damn. “Valdez, this is Shuttle 332.”

      A burst of static, then Fripp replied. “This is Captain Fripp. Go ahead.”

      “We’ve detected a device on our lifeboat, sir.” Rimes imagined Fripp icily staring into the distance. “We think it’s nuclear. We’re checking for survivors now. Lieutenant Durban’s team has an all clear on their lifeboat, with five survivors aboard, one fatality. Everyone checks out.”

      “It sounds like we have a fairly easy decision, wouldn’t you agree?” Fripp’s voice betrayed less confidence than his words projected. “We destroy it.”

      Rimes watched Morelli. She suddenly shook her head slowly and looked down at the deck before looking up to meet his gaze. She held up two fingers.

      Rimes muted his earpiece. “Two survivors? In this lifeboat? You’re sure?”

      “Barely. The outer hull is covered in PV—in photovoltaic materials—so even without the batteries, the systems are running, but they’re at minimum power. And the survivors check out—names, bio-data, even the images. Their atmosphere is getting close to lethal, though. I could try to disable the bomb—”

      Fripp’s voice sounded over the channel impatiently. “Captain Rimes?”

      Rimes came off mute. “I’m sorry, sir. It just got more complicated. It looks like our booby-trapped lifeboat has two survivors onboard.”

      Now it was Fripp who went silent. Rimes muted again and looked at Morelli. “How would you disable the bomb? With the drone?”

      Morelli scrunched her nose up uncertainly. “I could try. It’s not really designed for that, though. I was thinking a quick EVA operation. That proximity sensor I mentioned? You wouldn’t set it up for more than a few kilometers, or you risk some random piece of debris flying by and—” She balled a fist then opened it suddenly while mouthing boom. “So you shuttle me within, say, five kilometers, out the airlock I go, then fly over and disable the device. And if our genie friends were particularly clever and the timer was activated by the shuttle, I could still try to eject the bomb from the lifeboat.”

      Rimes ran the numbers through his head. Five kilometers would take several minutes, assuming Morelli was competent at EVA. If the proximity sensor detected the shuttle and the timer was set to thirty minutes as Morelli guessed, that would leave her ten minutes to attempt the disarm. She would barely have enough time to get back to the shuttle and for the shuttle to get outside the bomb’s EMP range.

      It was an extremely tight window, and that assumed everything they’d guessed at proved accurate. Rimes took his earpiece off mute. “Captain, Chief Morelli thinks there’s a chance we can disable or jettison the bomb.”

      “Define chance, please.” Fripp was rightly being cautious.

      Rimes looked at Morelli. “What are the odds, Chief?”

      “Better than fifty-fifty, or I wouldn’t be proposing it. I like some things long, odds aren’t one of them.” Morelli’s wet lips curled, then when she realized how serious Rimes was, she frowned. “Um, probably in the seventy-thirty range?”

      Rimes’s mouth suddenly felt dry. It was another moment where the genies had the upper hand, avoiding a straight-up fight, working with unknowns. “She thinks we’re looking at about a seventy percent chance of pulling it off.”

      Fripp’s heavy sigh flooded the channel. He cleared his throat, then went silent for a moment. When he spoke again, it was slower, deliberate. “Chief Morelli is my best engineer. If she says seventy percent, I’m of the opinion we give it a try.”

      Rimes thought for a moment. He couldn’t shake the sense the genies were infallible, omniscient, even omnipresent. They could somehow be watching them now, ready to trigger the bomb once they were within five kilometers. Could the radiation get through our shielding?

      They’re winning, just making us doubt ourselves. “Understood, sir.”

      “No unnecessary risks, Captain.” The deliberate pacing was gone, and Fripp’s voice sounded softer, full of concern.

      “No unnecessary risks, sir.” Rimes opened a channel to the cockpit. “Take us to fifty-one hundred meters, please.”

      When the rockets fired, Rimes looked at Morelli. “Seventy percent, Chief?”

      Morelli laughed. “What do we know about these guys, sir? I’m hoping it’s like I said, but they don’t think like us, maybe. But if you’re setting up a trap, you have to do so with a particular intent, right?”

      A trap without intent isn’t much of a trap. “Yeah.”

      “Like you said, the best target here is the search and rescue ship, so you don’t want to detonate out here with no one around. Something as small as that battery panel, a space blast won’t do much more than liquefy the lifeboat and throw a bunch of radiation out there.” She shook her head. “Nah, it’s got to be a proximity trigger and timer. Not much else makes sense.”

      Of course nothing else makes sense. It’s genies. We might as well be lobsters trying to make sense of the strange things beyond the glass. We won’t understand a thing until we hit the boiling water.

      [image: ]

      Rimes watched the drone’s feed. Morelli’s feed occupied the upper right corner of his display. Both images showed her nearly touching the lifeboat’s hull.

      Morelli’s voice rode a wave of static. “I’ve reached the lifeboat.”

      Rimes could hear the nervous tension in each word. He thought of the genie tactics he’d seen before, and he thought about aborting the mission and calling Morelli back. She gave the drone a thumbs-up as she slowly moved along the lifeboat hull. Just another minute. She knows what she’s doing.

      “How’re you doing, Chief?”

      “Well, the pucker factor’s pretty high right now, sir. If you’ve got a lump of coal, I could probably shit you a diamond. But I’m okay. I can see the battery panel.”

      “Any sign of the timer?” Rimes blinked nervously. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and tried to calm himself. I should call her back. Do the math. Lose three or lose two. Or save two. Damn it.

      “There’s a door here. Let me pop that open.” Morelli slowly drew a multi-tool from a hip pouch.

      The drone’s image was remarkably clear in the emptiness of space.

      It can be deceptively peaceful, just floating in space like this. I’ve heard it a million times, but really, against that backdrop, we seem so insignificant.

      Morelli inserted the multi-tool into the door and slowly twisted it. “If nothing else, this should give me a look at the—”

      An impossibly bright light flashed, then nothing.
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      Rimes stretched on the bed farthest from the infirmary’s outpatient area. Needles dug into his arms painfully when he moved, and the holes from the transfusion, although sealed, still burned. He’d tried to sleep through the transfusion as much as possible, but it was easier said than done.

      He was alone, trapped in a small circle of light in the dark, his only company the soft hum of monitoring equipment and the harsh smell of disinfectant that tainted his breath and clung to his food until it overwhelmed any flavor. Everyone else had been sent to the Hyuga for treatment.

      The Valdez’s infirmary was located just aft of the hangar, facilitating rapid patient transfers from shuttles or hangar deck accidents. It consisted of two dull, gray compartments. Eight meters wide and ten meters deep, each could be sealed off from the other, as well as from the isolation ward at the rear. An outpatient compartment was currently visible through the open hatch of the compartment Rimes was in. The infirmary was intended for triage and outpatient needs, but it could handle cases like his.

      Since the start of the transfusion, two people had sought outpatient care. They’d looked worse than Rimes; it left him feeling guilty.

      He was surprised he could feel worse.

      The infirmary hatch opened.

      Rimes twisted to see if he could make out who’d entered. He heard a hushed exchange, then the pad of soft-soled shoes. Finally, a nurse—a Navy lieutenant who’d been his primary caretaker—entered. She was dark-haired and rail-thin. He guessed she was somewhere in her mid-thirties.

      “Looks like he’s awake, Captain Fripp.” She gave Rimes one of her annoyingly plucky and completely insincere smiles.

      Fripp stepped into view. Like the nurse, his pale skin became even paler in the white light. He nodded and the nurse disappeared. He moved closer, his brow furrowing as he examined Rimes. “We’ve taken on supplies and hooked up with Task Force 31. We’ll be at COROT-7 in a month.”

      “I felt the acceleration start earlier, sir.”

      “How are you doing?” Fripp’s voice was soft, quiet.

      “Better than I deserve, sir.”

      Fripp drew himself erect and inhaled deeply. “Morelli was a good sailor, and you’re a good officer. We lost one; let’s not lose the other.”

      He leaned against the adjacent bed. “The first time someone died under my command was just about twenty years ago.” His eyes locked on Rimes’s. “I was a lieutenant junior grade, running weapons systems aboard the Aden. She was one of the last of the old destroyers, approaching the end of her run. She had a five-inch gun battery, already disappearing from service when she was launched. It was finicky on its best day, a real bitch otherwise.

      “We were entering the Strait of Hormuz as a show of force for the warlord of the day. I can’t even remember his name. Who could keep track of all the butchers who claimed supreme power in that region from week to week? But we came under fire from a group of speedboats, and we received the order to light them up. I sent the team in to prepare the gun, even though we were planning to shred the boats with the chain guns. One thing led to another and a shell somehow came free.

      “Craziest thing. Killed one man and seriously wounded another. Petty Officer Clayton Moyer. He was just a kid, really. Young wife. Pretty girl. That could have been the end of my career. At the time, I even felt like it should’ve been.”

      “What happened, sir?”

      Fripp made a sour face. “Well, it was the Navy and we were in a combat situation. That means we were facing the perfect storm of incompetence and latitude when the investigation was finally kicked off. Ultimately, they blamed the whole thing on Moyer and it was swept under the rug.”

      Rimes blinked, not sure whether Fripp was being serious or cynical. “How did you get past that?”

      “Get past it?” Fripp chewed his bottom lip and looked at the floor for a few seconds. “You know that guilt you’re feeling, like your incompetence somehow got Morelli killed? Imagine someone coming along and concocting a story claiming she was a suicidal genie spy out to try to kill your team. How would you feel then?”

      “Outraged, I guess.”

      “There’s no shortage of simpletons and ideologues in this galaxy.” Fripp’s eyes twinkled slightly. “You start to get a gauge on where you are in the hierarchy, and all of a sudden you realize maybe Morelli was a little too cocky for her own good. Or maybe Moyer was a little sloppy or overanxious. Or maybe you made the wrong call. In the end, it’s nothing compared to the idiots who are going to screw things up worse than you or me or Morelli or Moyer ever could. I guess that’s perspective in a way. It certainly helped me get past it.”

      Am I supposed to find comfort in the idea that I’m not as incompetent or petty as others? I don’t.

      Rimes rubbed his face and tried to suppress the beginnings of frustration. It’s something I’ll have to deal with over time. “How’s the shuttle, sir?”

      “We sent Hyuga our sick; they sent us their best engineer. He’s been tearing the thing apart all day. Shielding or not, you were exposed to a serious dose of radiation and a vicious EMP. We detected the EMP here on the Valdez. I’m not sure we can recover half of the shuttle’s onboard systems. We’ll probably be cannibalizing the hell out of everything. It won’t be running anytime soon, though.”

      “And the survivors Durban brought back?” The guilt felt like a virus running amok in Rimes’s gut.

      “On the Hyuga. They should be able to talk soon enough. Last we heard, it was nothing more than the sort of problems you’d expect—exposure, malnutrition, a little frostbite. By the time we reach COROT-7, they’ll be fine, but I’ll put in a call first thing to be sure.”

      It was an unfortunate shortcoming of the gravitic drive that human scientists had reverse-engineered from alien technology some years before. Faster-than-light travel was possible, but effective communication while traveling FTL wasn’t. It was something they were bound to work out eventually, but it hadn’t happened yet.

      Rimes found the problem painfully humorous, and he wondered what other species might be inexplicably inclined to charge forward without understanding, to focus on traveling before communication.

      He yawned, suddenly feeling terribly tired. “Sorry, sir.”

      Fripp let out a warm chuckle. “No apology needed. You’ve been through a lot.”

      “Anything more on the Valdez, sir? This whole deep space explorer launch doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Not a peep.” The humor disappeared from Fripp’s face. “I can’t find a single person who thinks it passes the sniff test other than as a possible lure. When you really think about it, we were fortunate to come away as we did.”

      Fripp’s annoyance triggered a thought in Rimes. His face screwed up as he tried to concentrate on the trap they’d stumbled into. There was a disconnect in the whole thing that he simply couldn’t put together.

      Fripp’s brow furrowed. “You all right?”

      “Yes, sir.” Rimes frowned.

      “You look upset.”

      “I’m not sure how to describe it, sir. It’s just that something doesn’t make sense. I’d probably be able to figure it out if my head wasn’t such a mess.”

      “That’s understandable. You’ll have plenty of time to rest up. If you need to talk—”

      “Why wouldn’t they trap both lifeboats, sir? Morelli didn’t make it sound like it was something complicated, and there’s no indication they’re facing a shortage of radioactive materials. If you put one in each lifeboat, you double the odds of taking your targets out.”

      Fripp thought for a moment, then shook his head. “Or you double the odds someone spots the booby trap. Who can understand the way they think? We’re like chimps to them, the way I figure it.”

      Rimes nodded reluctantly.

      Fripp straightened, turned as if to go, then stopped and looked back at Rimes. “One last thing. Maybe it’s related to the Erikson, maybe it isn’t. We did get another communiqué from Agent Kleigshoen. Everything up to now was pointing to two of the metacorporations being connected to these genies.”

      “Yes, sir. LoDu and T-Corp.”

      Fripp nodded. “Well, apparently IB found some sort of connection with ADMP and Cytek as well. It didn’t sound like much: money and goods, weapons, some intelligence. The odd thing is discovering that connection seems to have been enough to push the Special Security Council to seek more UN involvement. They apparently already have a unified message from the Security Council, which is all that matters, really.”

      Rimes sat up, suddenly intrigued. There was a lot of resistance to the idea of more power gravitating to the United Nations, especially among senior military officers; it weakened their own hold on power, directly and indirectly.

      “It’s a complicated situation, sir,” Rimes said tentatively. “I’m not sure how much longer any nation can act alone. Just look at this task force. The metacorporations represent more financial power than any nation. If they could ever get past their own disputes, they’d have more financial power than Earth and the colonies combined.”

      Fripp grunted. “Power is more than money. I don’t know that I see any value in antagonizing the metacorporations, not without proof of their complicity in this genie problem. They suffered losses too. I think we might find value reaching out to them. I just don’t see the council doing that.”

      Rimes rubbed his chin. Fripp’s position was clear. There was nothing to be gained providing a different perspective.

      “I think I’ve kept you awake long enough. I have to check up on the rest of the crew eventually. Get some rest and don’t let the guilt eat at you.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Rimes closed his eyes.

      Fripp’s footsteps echoed quietly, then they were gone.

      Everything that had happened in the last few months seemed a blur, a puzzle missing critical pieces. Both the metacorporate involvement and the United Nations actually coming together seemed inevitable, but the speed of it all—things were moving surprisingly fast.

      I thought these multinational task forces were the proof of concept for a combined military. We need that for the ERF concept to work. Maybe the message has gotten through a little clearer than I expected.

      Or maybe things are worse than anyone is letting on.
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        24 October, 2167. USS Valdez.

      

      

      Rimes squeezed a handful of shampoo into the palm of his hand and sniffed at its plain, soapy smell. It provoked memories of Molly and the boys and the simple things in their lives with him. The Valdez’s tight shower stall made the meager bathroom he’d left behind in Midway seem palatial by comparison.

      The signal for general quarters sounded over the intercom, shattering Rimes’s thoughts. He triggered a quick blast of water to rinse the shampoo from his hand and the final soap residue from his body, then cupped a handful from the final drips into his mouth to rinse out the grunge he’d hoped to brush away.

      No time for that now.

      Rimes quickly toweled down. It was psychological, but without the shower, he felt—smelled—filthy, grimy. After so long on the hunt, everything on the Valdez somehow seemed grimy.

      As he wrapped the towel around his waist, Rimes cautiously stepped through the hatch then accelerated, his flip-flops loudly slapping on the deck.

      The passageway was filled with sailors and soldiers, most of them running. Energy flowed from the moving mass, pushing Rimes’s heart rate even higher than the alarm had.

      Someone had to know the reason behind the alarm. He scanned the sea of faces and spotted someone he recognized.

      Lee “Coop” Cooper, an ensign from Commander Brigston’s weapons department, stepped into the passageway ahead, a panicked look on his face. He was still pulling on his environment suit as he sealed the hatch to his cabin behind him.

      “Coop?”

      Cooper turned, his eyes wide. He was a burly man, broad-shouldered and ruddy complected. He finally spotted Rimes. “General quarters!”

      “What’s up?” Many people saw Cooper’s pudgy face and close-set eyes drooping beneath barely noticeable eyebrows and assumed he was a dimwit. Rimes knew better. “Are we under attack?”

      “We wouldn’t know it until too late. Sensors and weapons are down. We’re running blind. They’ve ordered an all stop.”

      Cooper jogged past without another word.

      The Valdez was supposed to be finishing its deceleration approximately five hundred thousand kilometers out from COROT-7’s fourth planet, and nearly half as far above the system’s orbital plane. The way Rimes understood it, standard operating procedure was to have the task force decelerate over several hundred thousand kilometers. They had planned to perform sensor sweeps and attempt communications at three hundred thousand kilometers out from Rendezvous 9AR, the Erikson’s original destination.

      Flying blind in such a situation would be insane, but…

      All stop, no sensors. We’ll be sitting ducks if the genies are waiting for us. Rimes ran the rest of the way to his cabin and hastily pulled on his environment suit. He placed his earpiece in his ear and tested for a Grid connection. At least that was up.

      Durban was on shift with Meyers. Rimes called Lopresti. She answered immediately.

      “Go ahead, sir.”

      “I need you to prepare your squad for a possible shuttle launch.” Rimes jogged for the stairs, anticipating Captain Fripp would want his key officers on the bridge. “If there’s a threat out there…“

      “Are we under attack?” Lopresti sounded worried.

      “We’re flying blind and we’re defenseless. The shuttles may be all we have.”

      “We’re on it, sir.”

      “Thanks, Sergeant.”

      The stairs were crowded. Rimes arrived on the bridge just in time to hear Fripp nearly losing his cool. At every station, sailors frantically worked to assess or improve their situation. Fripp spotted Rimes as he stepped to his informal corner station.

      “Captain Rimes, so good to have you join us.” Fripp’s voice was a raspy growl. “In case you haven’t heard—”

      “All systems are down. I heard, sir. I have a team assembling on the hangar deck.”

      “We have 267 ready to launch. The coincidence is magical. Please see to it you’re on the shuttle, Captain.”

      “Yes, sir.” Rimes exited the bridge at a jog. At least I was right about having a team ready to go. I still can’t figure Fripp, though. Rimes keyed his earpiece. “Durban?”

      “Assembling my team in the hangar deck.”

      “All right, but hold off for the moment. Captain Fripp wants me to take 267 out.”

      Rimes kept from sprinting but only just. Everyone was understandably in a hurry. Rushing too much wasn’t a solution.

      As he entered the hangar deck, Rimes spied Lopresti standing in front of Shuttle 267. He signaled for her to get her squad aboard, then he stopped long enough to slip his armor over his environment suit. Halfway into securing the last clasps of the armor, the thought came to him that the Valdez might be suffering from some lingering EMP effects.

      What if the shuttles experience a similar problem?

      He opened a channel to Lopresti. He could see through her camera that she was fighting with her harness.

      “Captain?”

      “Lopresti, have everyone seal up.” Rimes took the ramp with three quick strides, then paused at the airlock.

      Lopresti’s eyes widened. “Is something wrong?”

      Rimes looked back into the hangar. Everything seemed functional. Another bad guess? It doesn't matter; I’m not taking any chances. “Just a precaution.”

      He patched in to the pilot’s channel. The pilot was still going through the launch preparation checklist. The channel indicated the pilot was Lieutenant Shaw, one of the Valdez’s more experienced shuttle pilots.

      “Welcome aboard, Captain Rimes. Launch in two minutes. I hope this didn’t spoil any plans for this evening.”

      “Nothing special.”

      Shaw returned to his checklist.

      Rimes exhaled forcefully. His adrenaline was flowing. Everything around him was coming through with absolute clarity. Somewhere beneath his thoughts, Kwon was straining to assert himself. If there was battle, Rimes would be ready for it.

      Don’t let it be ship-to-ship. Not being involved in whatever comes up would drive me mad right now.

      Shaw suddenly stopped rattling off items from his checklist.

      Rimes flinched involuntarily. “Shaw, is there a problem?”

      “I’m not sure. Give me a second.” Shaw’s voice wavered, a sound that could mean mission abort or it could mean nothing. “Secondary maneuvering systems aren’t coming online.”

      “Secondary? So we’d have primary maneuvering? The mission’s still a go, right?”

      “Contrary to rumor, not all pilots are insane. No secondary maneuvering systems, no…“

      “No what?”

      Shaw whistled nervously. “Now it’s the sensors. What the hell?”

      Rimes scanned Lopresti’s team; they still seemed caught up in their own weapons and suit checks. “Do we have another shuttle we can transfer to?”

      “332’s prepped, but it’s not my favorite—” Shaw whistled, this time upbeat. “Okay…“

      “Okay? Okay good or okay bad?”

      “Okay. As in, we’re in business. I think. Sensors, secondary maneuvering systems—everything’s online. Let me run another couple checks.”

      “Was it the EMP?”

      “Nah. These systems wouldn’t come up without some serious maintenance if it was from the EMP.”

      Rimes chided himself for being overly cautious, but he realized there was no real downside to it. “So the mission’s a go.”

      Shaw laughed, his voice once again calm. “Don’t sound so disappointed. Flying patrol may not sound interesting to you, but someone has to do it. These genies don’t sound like the type to pass up a good fight. If they’re not waiting in ambush for us out there, they’re almost certain to be waiting for us somewhere else.”

      “Roger that.”

      Finally, the shuttle cleared the hangar and took up position several kilometers ahead of the Valdez. The shuttle’s sensors and communications systems worked fine, allowing it to contact other ships in the task force and to bring them back to ring the Valdez.

      As they drifted through space, Rimes listened in on communications chatter. Within an hour, the rest of the task force ships had created a crude globe around the Valdez. His soldiers were about as safe as they could be until the Valdez had her sensors and weapons back online, assuming none of her critical systems failed.

      How the hell can everyone be so calm about something like this? What’s to prevent power from failing and knocking out the gravitic drive? Without the drive’s protective field around the ship, we’d probably be super-compressed or something. Billions and billions of dollars lost on a ship like ours, and the crew? Irreplaceable.

      “Shaw, you ever see a failure like this one before?”

      Shaw made little popping noises with his tongue. “Nah. First time out into deep space like this for me…but I heard about an accident a long time ago. One of the early runs. Small crew, small ship.

      “That’s when they gave the reactors and the gravitic drives dedicated systems controls. Whatever caused that failure, they don’t want it affecting those systems.”

      Whatever caused that failure, whatever caused this failure. How common is this? “But weapons and sensors are okay to lose?”

      “We survived it, right?”

      Rimes shook his head in stunned disbelief at Shaw’s unfathomable acceptance. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      Shaw made a few final calls, then, the mission complete, he returned to the Valdez. Rimes found his thoughts returning to the problem at hand. Without the Valdez, the task force wasn’t even at half-strength. That had to be eating at Fripp. It had to be.

      Once back aboard the Valdez, Rimes searched for Cooper on the ship’s Grid. His signal showed him in Brigston’s weapons department. Rimes headed there at an aggressive clip.

      The weapons department was a cramped space, less than three meters deep and half as wide. Much of its space was occupied by systems and display panels. Cooper’s head was hidden by an open maintenance panel. He was calling out numbers to a female petty officer squatting on the ground in front of a glowing piece of test equipment that looked like a glass toaster.

      Rimes stopped at the hatchway. “Ensign Cooper?”

      “Is that you, Rimes?” Cooper’s voice was muffled.

      “It’s me.” Rimes smiled and nodded at the surprised petty officer.

      He’d formed a friendship with Cooper over a few games of poker, but the two of them had a hard time figuring out what was acceptable behavior among the rank and file.

      Cooper in particular had a problem keeping things formal.

      Cooper popped his head over the maintenance panel, noted the petty officer’s uncomfortable stare and blushed. He shook his head and ducked back behind the maintenance panel. “Not now, sir.”

      “We need to talk.”

      Cooper eased back from the maintenance panel. He sighed and let his shoulders slump. He looked at the petty officer. “Sonya, take a break, okay? Five minutes?”

      The petty officer excused herself; Rimes waited until she was gone. “Coop, I’ve got an idea.”

      “I have an idea too. Why don’t you let me do my job and save me an ass chewing?”

      Rimes confirmed the passageway was clear. “Listen to this, okay? When we checked out the lifeboats, we launched drones to do the work from a distance, right?”

      Cooper looked at the floor as if he might be counting to stay calm. He nodded. “I heard about that. Do you know why Fripp’s got Brigston on the bridge? Because he can’t bite him in half over the intercom. We’re the task force’s biggest ship and we’re deaf, dumb, and blind right now.”

      “I know.” Rimes waved Cooper down. “So give me a second, okay? The shuttle’s systems worked, so this problem’s not from the EMP.”

      Cooper’s brow wrinkled. For a young man, his forehead had numerous, deep troughs, and his eyes had noticeable crows’ feet. “Who said it was from an EMP? We know what it’s from.”

      “You know—?”

      “It’s some sort of synchronization problem. The signals are flowing from system to system, but they’re getting fouled up somewhere. It happens sometimes.”

      Rimes blinked. “Sometimes? Shaw said it happened before, but you’re making it sound like it’s fairly common.”

      “Sure.” Cooper seemed perfectly fine with the idea of a ship of war traveling through space without sensors or weapons. “We just don’t have an easy fix. We could take everything offline, but that’s risky, and there’s no guarantee everything will come back up.”

      Shit. A multi-billion dollar ship defenseless, and they don’t have a solution or a backup? “Okay. I understand we’re in a bad spot. But will you hear me out?”

      Cooper squeezed his eyes shut and blinked a few times rapidly. “Okay.”

      “So we used the drones as our remote eyes and ears, right? Why not do something like that now? The shuttle becomes your bridge. Launch drones beyond the edge of the task force, feed the data to the shuttle. You could even run the other ships’ feeds through the shuttle relay, get their sensor input, communications, everything.”

      Cooper shook his massive head slowly and puffed out his cheeks. “Those drones don’t have anything like that. Long-range sensors, communications…they’ve got cameras and a few basic sensors. It won’t work.”

      “They could carry something, though, right? Cobble a housing together? Maybe take some batteries from the Erikson’s lifeboat?”

      Cooper sat still for a moment. “That would take people away from fixing these systems. There’s no way someone would approve that. It just doesn’t make any sense, not with what we’re up against here.”

      “What about the shuttle, then?” Rimes struggled to fight off the sense of annoyance he could feel building. The idea had seemed like a good one when it had come to him, but he’d assumed the drones could be easily modified.

      Cooper anxiously stared into the passageway; Rimes turned.

      Brigston stared back. “What about what shuttle?”

      “I’m sorry, sir.” Rimes stepped aside to allow Brigston to pass. “I was bouncing some ideas for a temporary solution to this outage off Ensign Cooper.”

      Brigston looked at Rimes, then turned to glare at Cooper, who looked like a speared fish: stunned, twitching, resolved to his fate.

      Brigston colored slightly. “I left Ensign Cooper in charge of troubleshooting my weapons system, Captain Rimes. I left him with Petty Officer Nunoz. Ensign Cooper, you seem to have lost your petty officer?”

      Cooper’s mouth opened, but he didn’t say anything.

      “That’s my fault, Commander,” Rimes said.

      Brigston turned on Rimes. “Your fault?”

      “I needed to run these ideas by Ensign Cooper. I pressured him to give Petty Officer Nunoz a break.”

      Brigston blinked. “These ideas sound awfully important, Captain. More important than getting our weapons functional again?”

      “Well, I was hoping they’d give us functional eyes and ears until the systems came online again, but Ensign Cooper shot them down. I’m sorry for wasting your time.”

      “Well, the shuttle idea may be worth pitching.” Cooper’s voice was uncertain, feeble.

      Brigston glared at Cooper again before turning back to Rimes. “What’s the shuttle idea?”

      “I—”

      “He was thinking it could be a mobile command post, sir,” Cooper said. He flashed a resigned look; he would be Rimes’s advocate. “Put the officer of the deck and quartermaster in one of the shuttles and run a relay from the shuttle to a shuttle in the hangar bay, pipe it through the intercom or dedicate the Grid bandwidth to it. They could communicate with the rest of the task force.”

      Brigston closed his eyes and sighed. He sucked in his cheeks as he thought the idea through. Seconds dragged by. “Okay,” he finally said. “I’ll take it to Captain Fripp. Captain Rimes, you need to exit my area. Now. Ensign Cooper, you need to get your troubleshooting done. Now. No more screwing around.”

      Cooper and Rimes simultaneously released a relieved, “Aye, sir!”

      Rimes headed for his quarters at a quick walk. Nervous energy shot up his legs with each step, and he could feel his gut churning. It wasn’t like being in the field. Independent thinking, resourcefulness, solutions: that wasn’t expected of him now. Even if it was, he was so caught up in trying to figure out the genies that he was making mistakes. He’d gone outside the chain of command and put Cooper in a bad spot.

      Rimes was having a hard time adjusting to the differences in the way the Navy operated and to his new role as a leader. He’d been entrusted with the mission against the genies, and he’d already lost Morelli.

      He couldn’t afford more losses like that.
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        24 October, 2167. Shuttle 332.

      

      

      Rimes grunted as he twisted in the shuttle harness. Except for the struggling atmospheric system and Munoz’s thunderous snoring, the cabin was quiet. With all the bodies stuffed inside for so long, the recycled air had become hot and stale, enervating, oppressive. Rimes’s own unpleasant breath hovered inside and around his helmet, stubbornly resisting the recycler’s pull. His mouth felt like he’d gargled with sand. What he needed was a drink of water and a thorough rinse, but if he took another sip, he knew he’d have to pee.

      It could wait. The mission was a short one.

      He shifted, cursing the harness. He hated the thing, its design, its appearance. It was pinching at him, bunching up his environment suit and shoving his armor into the creases of his joints. There was real animosity between him and it. He finally found a somewhat comfortable position and relaxed.

      After a moment, he glanced at his earpiece’s display. Time crawled, completely out of sync with his perceptions. He and Lopresti’s team had been on duty more than twenty hours, and the wear was showing.

      Across from him, Lopresti sat still as a corpse, eyes closed, lips moving in some silent recitation, maybe of their training, maybe of her favorite poetry. Her squad was caught up in its own matters, some completely absorbed in a game running over their communications systems, some hovering on the edge of collapse. It had been a very long day.

      Let them sleep. We’re just along for the ride for now.

      Rimes suppressed a yawn. Sleep was a siren that would have to wait.

      Data from the shuttle’s systems silently played across his helmet display. He watched it scroll by for several minutes, unsure if he’d even blinked. They were decelerating toward the orbital plane and Rendezvous 9AR. A quick check showed they had less than an hour to go.

      So much can go wrong in an hour.

      Rimes thought of the modified rockets hanging beneath each of the shuttle’s wings. They were fiery payback if things went to hell and the genies were waiting for them.

      Space was vast, and there was no reason for the genies to have come to COTOR-7. It was a dead planet of negligible value. Whatever had drawn the genies to the Erikson, it gave them access to the galaxy and beyond.

      Rimes detached a box from his hip pouch. Like everything from the Valdez, it was a dull gray. It was slightly larger than his hand and had a comfortable heft to it. He triggered the lid and it slowly opened. Four numeric fields flashed over a red button labeled OVERRIDE. Once they were in the system’s orbital plane, he would need to enter a code only he knew within a certain amount of time, or the rockets would seek a target and launch.

      Telepathic push or not, the rockets will launch if the genies are waiting for us.

      Just one of the rockets would be enough to cripple a ship the size of the Valdez. Even the Erikson would probably be seriously damaged. It just required penetrating the hull, and the rockets were built for exactly that.

      With a quiet sigh, he put the control box away.

      Once the Valdez’s communications came up, he leaned back in his seat and pulled up the messages that were waiting for him. The messages were months old, pulled from the system’s message buoy that they’d found when the signal ship had run a deep scan around the Valdez. Finding the buoy intact was a welcome miracle for the task force, proof not only that they had working sensors, but that they could actually have something go their way.

      If the genies came here, why’d they leave the buoy intact? Is there a tactical advantage I’m not seeing, or is it just proof they didn’t come here? Or maybe they came here just long enough to rendezvous with another force, then left?

      Rimes rubbed his forehead as if he might push away the oncoming headache.

      He turned his attention back to the messages. There were five messages, three from Molly, and two from her and the boys. It was hard watching Molly’s videos. She looked stressed, tired. Jared was having problems, acting up. When Molly put the boys on to record something for their father, Rimes could see it in their faces.

      They need me. They all need me.

      He wiped at his eyes and saw the moisture on his gloves. It was nearly impossible to hide that you were crying in such cramped quarters. He closed his helmet for privacy, checked his communications system was muted and had a quiet moment.

      Lieutenant Shaw opened a channel. “Rimes, we’ve got a call from the Valdez. Patching it through.”

      “Thanks.” Rimes cleared his throat and listened for the barely audible hiss. They were far enough away from the Valdez to introduce a lag. The hiss sounded. “Go ahead, Valdez.”

      “Captain Rimes?” It was Fripp. An unhappy Fripp from the sound of his voice.

      “This is Rimes, sir. Go ahead.”

      Seconds passed; the lag made communications painful.

      “This is Captain Fripp. We just had another vessel enter sensor range. We have limited intelligence on it at the moment. We know it’s decelerating and we suspect it’s not a warship. It could, however, be the first of several vessels. Be advised you may not be able to return to the task force position should we find ourselves engaged.”

      Rimes sighed at the pace of the communication. The conversation was little better than crude text messaging, sending snippets of data back and forth. Waiting. Waiting. “Message received and understood, sir.”

      An inbound vessel or weapon, but the message buoy had been left intact. It would help if at least Sheila could make some sense of what the genies are up to. I sure as hell can’t.

      Rimes turned his thoughts back to the genie tactics—assuming they were tactics. He decided to focus on what he knew.

      The genies still had a smaller force. They still wanted to rely on surprise and deception. It was not knowing their objectives that was the real problem. Knowing their objectives would make understanding and predicting their actions easier. Even the most radical and unpredictable opponent had a goal and built tactics around it.

      Perditori claimed the genies wanted to get rid of us, to find a home to call their own. Did he mean genocide? Crippling our ability to defend ourselves?

      The easiest approach to genocide would have been a biological weapon, some sort of super-virus.

      Even with humanity spread throughout the galaxy, the genies would have had a good chance at decimating the population. But genies were highly specialized in their training, and they had never been used for tasks such as engineering bioweapons. The X-17 nerve gas they’d used to steal vessels from an orbital shipyard was purchased from rogue Commandos. Humans.

      That lack of training left several thousand field operatives, pilots, and similarly dangerous individuals capable of mayhem.

      But not genocide.

      Rimes’s helmet display flashed. They were flattening their trajectory, entering the orbital plane. He pulled the control box out again.

      Minutes ticked down, became a minute, then seconds.

      A click sounded, and Shaw spoke, his voice crisp. “We’ll be about seventy thousand kilometers out from the fourth planet. I’ll keep us at five thousand kph. We can manage ten, maybe twenty seconds of active sensor scans. If we pick up anything, I’m bugging out.”

      “Understood.”

      Rimes gulped, loud in his helmet.

      “Readouts coming…now.” Shaw whistled so loud and high that the sound degenerated into a staticky hiss.

      Data burst across Rimes’s helmet’s primary display, creating a three-dimensional view of their environment. He scanned the image, noting where details faded at the edge of the sensor array’s range or broke apart where his systems didn’t have the computing power to make sense of the data. They were approaching the fourth planet, a gray-ochre ball with streams of wispy white clouds.

      It was exhilarating to watch.

      “Are you seeing this?” Shaw’s voice was high, excited.

      “Yeah.”

      “Check the fourth planet, just off the north pole, sunward side.”

      Rimes searched the image on his helmet display for the sun’s glow and drilled the display down to the planet’s north pole. He saw it after a few seconds of frantic searching. Something—a vague blip—was in orbit. “Can we—”

      “Already adjusting course.”

      Rimes shifted in his harness. “Lopresti, get your team ready.”

      Lopresti snapped fully alert. Her eyes danced nervously. “Trouble, sir?”

      “Not yet. We won’t know one way or another for several seconds.”

      Lopresti sent a signal to her team. Helmet displays winked out, then glowed again. BAS overlays replaced video games, movies, and whatever else that had previously engaged them. Munoz jerked awake. The team quickly came to life.

      There were no shouts, no reprimands. Despite her sharp edges, Lopresti had an easy leadership style that showed a lot of promise. Rimes appreciated that.

      The planetary image pulled his attention back.

      Everything—the planet, the blip, space around them—was resolving as the shuttle closed. Rimes brought up the Erikson’s file, yanked an image of the ship from it, and overlaid it on the image, moving it over the distant blip.

      It was greater than an eighty percent match likelihood.

      Shaw clicked his tongue against the back of his teeth. “Rimes, you got something?”

      “That’s the Erikson.”

      Shaw acknowledged with a quiet grunt.

      Rimes gave the image another look. “I can’t see anything else. Can you?”

      Shaw hesitated. “No. We’re over a minute. If they’re in that ship, they know we’re here. We’re not going to outrun anything with serious thrust.”

      Rimes ran his fingers over the surface of the control box. “Five more seconds.”

      “Sure.”

      Four, three, two, one. Nothing changed in the view. “Get us out of here.”

      Shaw pushed the shuttle hard. They accelerated away at a ninety-degree angle, heading once again above the orbital plane. Immediately, the sensor image froze, showing the last recorded image.

      The Erikson was orbiting the fourth planet. Alone, possibly abandoned, possibly booby-trapped.

      Why? What are you up to, Perditori?

      Kwon made his presence felt again, a pressure just beneath Rimes’s surface thoughts. Something had Kwon on edge. Something had them both on edge.
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        26 October, 2167. USS Valdez.

      

      

      The passageway outside the weapons department was dark and, except for Rimes,  empty. Although the passageway had the same dimensions as the rest of the ship’s main passageways, Rimes felt squeezed and trapped. It was hard to breathe, and the air tasted foul and thin, even though the ventilation had only been off for a few minutes.

      Inside the compartment, readouts—amber, red, a few green—illuminated Cooper’s anxious face. The same petty officer Cooper had been working with earlier stood beside him, her T-shirt damply clinging to her thin frame, her eyes heavy with fatigue. Cooper didn’t look much better. Sweat trickled down his broad forehead and into his beady eyes. He blinked, but he didn’t react otherwise.

      They were all tired and on edge, but it was all on Cooper now, and he was plainly feeling the pressure.

      Rimes wished he didn’t have to watch the drama play out, but Brigston hadn’t really made it a matter of choice. Rimes was pretty sure the request to swing by wasn’t so they could discuss the weapons system outage. He suspected Brigston wanted to talk about the mystery vessel that had joined the task force while Rimes had been out with 267.

      Fripp refused to even acknowledge the mystery vessel now.

      Brigston stood between Cooper and the hatch, largely obscuring Rimes’s view. Like Rimes, Brigston was watching Cooper’s face, not the readouts.

      Brigston coughed nervously. “Status?”

      Cooper shrugged his meaty shoulders and blinked away another bead of sweat. “Ten more seconds, sir. Unless…“

      Brigston crossed his arms and rubbed his eyes.

      Somehow, the air managed to simultaneously grow thinner and press in heavier. A nervous chill ran down Rimes’s back. Despite all their efforts to bring the weapons systems back online, nothing had worked. Cooper had been forced to take everything down. The systems were taking an eternity to cycle through startup.

      A section of the display blanked out, nearly plunging the weapons department into complete darkness. The remaining display area flashed red.

      “Oh, shit.” Cooper’s voice quivered.

      Brigston leaned in to glare at the display. “What? What is it?”

      “It’s cycling again.” Cooper tapped at the display futilely. The last of the displayed blanked out. “Something…didn’t come up right.”

      The petty officer was already on her knees, flashlight shining on an exposed panel. Cooper tapped a switch on the section of panel beneath her left hand; she flipped it. The display came alive again, once more a mix of red, amber, and green readouts.

      Brigston stepped back and craned his neck around to look at Rimes. “The captain’s probably searching regs for the worst punishment he can give out right about now. We’re already two minutes—”

      Lights kicked on in the passageway. Brigston turned back to Cooper.

      “Main power coming online.” Cooper’s voice still quivered, but now it was filled with relief. “I’m showing green on all preliminary weapons systems checks.”

      Brigston adjusted his environment suit. “Can I inform Captain Fripp we’re online?”

      “A few more seconds…“

      Rimes tensed as Brigston stiffened angrily. “Ensign Cooper, we’re well past our delivery time.”

      Cooper wiped sweat from his brow. “Yes, sir.”

      The petty officer tapped through a few displays. They all showed green. “Everything checks out, sir.”

      Brigston looked at Cooper. “Ensign?”

      Cooper exhaled and relaxed visibly. “Weapons systems online, Commander.”

      Brigston shook his head, relieved, then he called the bridge over the intercom. “Captain Fripp, Weapons. All systems online.”

      Fripp’s raspy voice filled the cabin. “Very good, Commander. We were about to send someone down to remind you that even an advanced vessel like the Valdez requires electricity.”

      “Noted, sir.” Brigston closed the communications channel and shot Rimes an anxious glance. “I hope you’re right about this.”

      “We were only there for half a minute, but the sensors didn’t pick up anything. They could be out there, maybe somewhere on the planet or hidden somewhere else in the system, but they didn’t attack us, and they didn’t follow us back.”

      Brigston fiddled with his environment suit. “Maybe it’s just me, but I can’t figure why anyone would steal a deep space explorer, fly it out to the middle of nowhere and then just abandon it?”

      Rimes exchanged a look with Cooper. Neither had made sense of it yet. “It doesn’t make sense to us, either, sir.”

      Brigston stepped into the passageway and waved for Rimes to follow. After a few steps, Brigston stopped and peered up and down the passageway. It was still empty. “That ship that arrived while you were checking the system? Coop ran a couple checks for me. He took your idea of rigging up a drone with sensors. Perfect for a situation like this. It’s a private ship, unknown configuration. Very new, very advanced.”

      A chill ran down Rimes’s spine. A private ship showing up in the middle of a military task force during critical operations? “That stinks, sir.”

      “Like a week-old corpse. Single occupant, a man by the name of Walter Theroux. Looks like he’s from the banking cartel.”

      “No crew?”

      Brigston distractedly tried to adjust his belt, then seemed to realize he was in an environment suit. “What? No, no crew.”

      “Why would the banks send someone out here alone?”

      Brigston’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Who do you think is funding this operation? Indirectly, at least. These ships cost a mint to build, and there’s only so much the governments can do to fund their construction. The banks had billions at risk in the shipyards and the orbiting stations, and they lost a lot. The genies made the wrong enemy.”

      “But why come all the way out here?”

      “That’s why I asked you to swing by.” Brigston looked around again. “The captain’s going to tell you, but I thought it would be best if you weren’t surprised. This guy—Theroux—he’s going with your team when you board the Erikson.”

      Rimes nearly laughed in disbelief, a response that was part his own, part Kwon. “What? A civilian? We don’t have the slightest idea what’s onboard that ship. There could be a hundred genies waiting for us.”

      Brigston frowned. “It’s not open to debate. Theroux didn’t make the demand, the Special Security Council did. And Captain Fripp can’t do a damned thing about it. Theroux already identified two other people from the Hyuga who will be accompanying your team. As well as Miss Fontana.”

      Rimes couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Fontana was IB and a genie. Taking her along at least made sense. “The Hyuga’s a medical ship.”

      “It is.” Brigston smoothed the front of his environmental suit.

      “Taking medical ship personnel? A civilian? And I don’t have a say in this?” Rimes felt his voice rising, felt a need to strike out. He pinched his lip and took a cleansing breath. Calm.

      “No one has a say.” Brigston smiled bitterly.

      “Commander, I’ve been training this team for the last several weeks with a single focus: to ready them for whatever the hell the genies are planning to throw at us when we find them. We don’t have significant experience in ship boarding, repelling boarders, or planetary landing. Adding a civilian to the mix is a crazy complication.”

      “We don’t like this any better than you do. Just take a few minutes and think it through. It doesn’t change anything. You still have an obligation first to your soldiers.”

      Rimes breathed slowly for a few seconds, then he nodded. “Might as well go see the captain.”

      Brigston patted Rimes on the shoulder. “When life gives you lemons…“

      “…make sure they aren’t poisoned,” Rimes finished. “I know.”

      A troubling quiet settled in the passageway after Brigston returned to the weapons department. Rimes stood alone for a moment, wondering at the machinations that had brought him to the moment.

      Genies, the cartel, the Special Security Council—I’ve got to make sense of this, or I’m going to get everyone killed. They’re making pawns of us again, controlling our moves and counter-moves. But who are they, really, and why are they doing it?

      Fripp obviously asked Brigston to break the news to me. Because Brigston lives outside the ship’s politics and is the least hung up on Navy culture? Because we knew each other from the Broussard? Was it meant as a courtesy, or is Fripp in on this whole thing, like everyone else seems to be?

      Rimes walked the passageways for a few more minutes, hoping to find some peace before finally making his way to the bridge.

      But peace of mind was elusive.

      [image: ]

      
        26 October, 2167. Shuttle 259.

      

      Rimes stared straight ahead, his eyes focused on Meyers and Walter Theroux, who was squeezed into the harness on Meyers’s left.

      Theroux was small and slender. He had a thinning patch of brown hair and his pasty skin almost certainly never spent much time in true sunlight. Even though his environment suit was ill-fitting, he seemed remarkably oblivious to it. More likely, he refused to show any annoyance in front of the soldiers.

      “You are angry?”

      Rimes turned to look at Lieutenant Ikumi Watanabe. Other than shortening her hair slightly, she hadn’t changed since he’d met her on the Okazaki years before. He tried to rationalize how they could possibly run into each other again in the depths of space. It was hard to reconcile: billions of humans, hundreds of space ships, an unimaginably huge galaxy, and here they were sitting next to each other on a shuttle in a largely unexplored solar system.

      Pawns. “Not with you,” Rimes finally said. He tilted his head toward Theroux. “He’s putting a lot of people’s lives at risk unnecessarily.”

      Watanabe watched Theroux for a moment. “Am I putting lives at risk, Captain Rimes?” Her voice was even softer than normal.

      “You’re military.”

      Something about Watanabe’s face unsettled him. It wasn’t just that she was pretty. She seemed innocent, fragile, and vulnerable, and it left him feeling irrationally protective of her.

      Kwon stirred deep inside Rimes’s mind, and the thoughts and images that filled Rimes made him close his eyes. He fought a wave of nausea, then exhaled. He turned back to Watanabe, saw her for a moment both as a pretty woman and prey, something he could only rectify with effort.

      He pointed at the sidearm mounted on her hip. “Do you know how to use that?”

      She adjusted her environment suit top and nodded sincerely, not the least offended by his words. Her eyes moved across his face. “I remember asking when I met you about your work. This is the same? Dangerous?”

      “Yes. Very dangerous.”

      “Ensign Ito is a qualified nurse.” She said it as if that should eliminate any concerns about their presence. “He also knows how to use his sidearm.”

      Rimes considered the statement for several seconds then went back to watching Theroux. Rimes tried to imagine the bank conglomerate’s representative in a combat situation with Kwon.

      The images were ugly.

      Rimes shook the thoughts away as he might a bad dream and turned back to Watanabe. “If you don’t mind my asking, how did you end up on the Hyuga?”

      Watanabe looked away and lowered her head, embarrassed. “Too great an ambition, I think. After I completed my post-doctoral work, I applied for an entry-level position at a LoDu business in Tokyo. It was deemed…less than honorable. My resignation was refused, and I was given…low jobs. I volunteered for whatever I could. I was surprised to even be considered for the Hyuga. Apparently, someone felt there was a need for a chemical engineer to oversee recycling and reclamation. I could not decline. It was actually an improvement on my old position.”

      It doesn’t seem to matter the culture. It must be a human need to keep others in their place. Pettiness, resentment, the need for control. Maybe the genies have the same flaws? We should be so lucky.

      Rimes’s earpiece chirped, pulling him back to the moment. It was Shaw, the pilot.

      “One hundred kilometers, Rimes.”

      “Anything?” Rimes heard the anxiety in his own voice and hated the sound of it. Shaw sent an access point into the shuttle’s sensor data; Rimes accepted. The distance to target display showed they were already approaching the eighty-five kilometer mark.

      “Sensors show all clear so far. Shuttle 332 reports the same.”

      “How’s the task force doing?”

      A pause, then, “Same thing—all clear.”

      Rimes tried to relax. They’d run through the possible scenarios—genies lying in wait; the Erikson rigged with nukes, a biological weapon, or even pre-programmed to plunge into the planet’s atmosphere. They’d even considered the possibility the ship was full of dead genies and everything was safe.

      It was a trap. Even without Kwon’s influence, Rimes would have felt sure of that. But they couldn’t take a chance it wasn't. The Erikson was worth too much to ADMP.

      And the banking cartel.

      Rimes lowered his voice and un-muted the channel to Durban. “Durban, you reading me?”

      “Yeah, loud and clear.”

      Despite the shuttles’ subpar Grid connections, communications were remarkably clear. Durban’s fear was evident in every word, so Rimes imagined it was just as evident in his own voice. “We’re approaching our position, fifteen klicks out. What do you think about keeping Ensign Ito in the middle of your team when you go in? Maybe have Munoz watch him?” Rimes winced. Had he been in Durban’s position, Rimes would have seen the intrusion as an assumption of incompetence.

      “I’m taking point.” If Durban was bothered by Rimes’s suggestions, it didn’t show. “I have Amacker and Wang pulling up the rear, Kershaw and Xye behind me with Sheila, Munoz and Siamwalla bracketing Ito. Lopresti’s going to keep Evinger and Takashi on the shuttle until I give the all clear.”

      “Excellent. Can you get me a video feed?”

      “One second.”

      Random sounds and imagery bled into the channel as Durban fiddled with his system. After a few seconds, a grainy video appeared in a corner of Rimes’s display.

      Ito—a mousy, round-faced young man—sat next to Lopresti. He futilely wiped sweat from his brow and upper lip.

      Rimes lowered his voice even more. “Ito’s a mess.”

      “I know.” The frustration was every bit as clear in Durban’s voice as the anxiety. He looked around the rest of the shuttle. Lopresti’s squad seemed relaxed. Munoz yawned and flexed his massive arms. “We should be good. Everyone knows the situation.” Durban’s gaze locked on Fontana. She was sitting opposite him in the cargo bay. She waved and smiled warmly, exposing her sharp teeth.

      Hunter’s teeth.

      Durban waved back.

      They’ve gotten close. Static washed out the connection. The image returned after a moment. “Durban, you there?”

      “For the moment.” Durban’s voice was tinny and distorted. “You think they could have cut just a few more corners cobbling these flying coffins together?”

      “Give them time.” Rimes brought up the Erikson’s deck plans. Theroux had provided some value, after all. “So I’ve been thinking about the plan. Instead of waiting for you to clear the passageway down to the starboard junction, maybe it would be better to have you hold at the entry and have me bring my team in. We could secure the port junction and protect your flank.”

      Rimes wished they had the bandwidth for a better video feed. He wanted to share a workspace, to engage Durban more directly, but they could barely keep the video running. Without explaining the thinking behind the plan, Durban would probably see the change as a lack of confidence in his abilities.

      Maybe it is? Am I being honest with myself?

      “I thought we were in agreement sending both teams aboard without knowing anything about the vessel was too risky?” Durban’s irritation came through despite the distortion on the channel.

      Rimes thought for a moment. “I’m concerned about you having to split your forces so much, that’s all. Especially with the…non-combatants. I know I wouldn’t want to be that exposed. If you’re comfortable with it, let’s go with the original plan.”

      The line was silent for several seconds. The video feed—grainy almost to the point of uselessness—indicated Durban was staring at a point over Fontana’s head. She watched him intently. When Durban spoke, his voice was calmer. “Amacker and Wang will hold at the passageway. I can put a shredder down the port side of the passageway before we secure the starboard junction. That should protect our flank.”

      “I like that. All right, we stick with the plan, but Amacker and Wa—”

      “They’ll be on full alert. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Shaw’s voice sounded over Rimes’s headset. “Approaching ready position.”

      No more second guessing. No more planning. Now we see what our genie friends have dreamed up for us.
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        26 October, 2167. Shuttle 259.

      

      

      The shuttle decelerated hard, and Rimes exhaled as the g-force threw him against the harness. All around him, the members of the team rocked gently in their seats. Theroux seemed to handle it well enough.

      He’ll break eventually. This has to be affecting him at some level.

      With their environment suits on and crammed in together, the team was generating a lot of heat. The air in the converted cargo bay was moist, and it verged on foul. Rimes swallowed; the foulness was in his saliva, too.

      Fear, anxiety. We’re in it now. This is the proof of concept, right here, right now.

      “We’re at our position.” Durban’s audio broke up, stretched and hummed and looped. The video feed winked out. A moment later, it returned and Rimes could see Durban’s team was active, gripping harnesses, checking each other’s gear, stretching.

      Durban looked at Fontana again, waiting until she nodded gently. “Approaching the airlock.” His feed shifted to a nervous-looking Lopresti. “Sergeant, are we good?”

      Lopresti nodded, her eyes large and wet. She sealed her helmet, then she helped Ito do the same. Ito fumbled at his assorted medical packs, trying to hide his anxiety.

      Rimes lowered his voice again. “Ito’s getting worse.”

      Durban’s camera shook as the shuttle performed final maneuvers and connected to the airlock. “We’ll do what we can for him. He should settle down once we’re onboard. We’re connected to the Erikson now. It feels like we passed through a slight gravitic field, so they should have gravity.”

      Watching Durban and his team left Rimes feeling powerless and impotent. He trusted Durban and the soldiers they’d been training for the last months. There was no trusting anything else, though.

      Durban unlocked his harness and kicked away from his seat, floating aft. His team moved into position. Their ready calls echoed in Durban’s helmet, became chatter over his open mic. He made his way to the shuttle’s airlock and waited for it to cycle; the rest of the first team—Fontana, Kershaw, and Xye—huddled close behind.

      Stay sharp. Remember your training.

      They entered the airlock, let it cycle again, then entered the Erikson’s airlock.

      Rimes looked the Erikson’s deck plans over again. He had to trust Theroux’s information was accurate. Rimes knew the ship inside and out now, but knowing its layout wasn’t the same as being aboard. All he could do was watch and wait.

      He and Durban had selected an aft personnel airlock that could handle no more than ten people at a time. The passageways coming off of it were of normal width—three meters across and tall. Most of the Erikson’s half-dozen airlocks were designed for cargo or large equipment loading, and the passageways coming off of them were also wide—five meters across. The airlock they’d chosen minimized exposure to potential concentrated firepower.

      Rimes drilled down through the Erikson deck plans until he was looking through the airlock into the passageway. It ran forward and opened onto a much longer starboard-port passageway. The starboard-port passageway joined two parallel-running, stem-to-stern passageways, one ten meters away, the other fifteen. Those corridors ran the length of the ship. At the starboard junction, Durban’s team would be near the mess hall, labs, and living quarters. Those compartments could offer cover should a firefight erupt.

      Unfortunately, the compartments could also be hiding genies.

      Durban’s video feed became grainier and washed out around the edges. He was beyond the airlock, moving up to the starboard-port passageway. It was dark, lit only by the helmet lamp and the environment suit’s lights. The passageway’s dimmed panels also gave off minimal lighting. Kershaw took up position scanning to port, Xye took position starboard. Fontana stayed back, leaning hard against the portside bulkhead.

      At least they have gravity.

      Fontana stared into the distance for a moment, then shook her head: no genies.

      Durban moved forward. “All clear for the moment.”

      Would she be able to sense someone like Perditori? Just how strong is she? Dana didn’t seem to really know.

      Durban brought the second team through the airlock. Munoz and Siamwalla entered the passageway, Ito bracketed between them. Munoz almost completely obscured Ito from Durban’s view.

      The video feed shifted. Durban pulled a flat, palm-sized, almost completely transparent device from a belt pouch. It was a shredder, an anti-personnel grenade. Durban swiped a gloved finger up and down the side of the device until a circle of material—also transparent—came free, trailing a near-invisible thread. Durban inserted his gloved finger into the circle.

      “Rimes, I’m bringing the third team in, then I’m going to put the shredder down the portside passageway.”

      Shredders were ideal devices for situations like the Erikson. Made from an explosive with hundreds of integrated miniature ceramic flechettes embedded, most visual sensor systems wouldn’t detect the shredder or tripwire if it was planted properly. The blast would fill a sixty-degree arc, likely lethal a meter or two out, and it would wound and disorient as far out as five meters.

      More importantly, it would destroy most environment suits.

      As Durban set the grenade, Rimes remembered back to the assault on the Powell, his first real shipboard assault. Although they’d won out in the end, it had been a deadly learning experience. He searched his memory for any lessons from the experience that might apply to the moment.

      Nothing came to mind. Everything looked clear on the Erikson. There was nowhere for a genie to hide. For the moment, Durban had the advantage.

      Durban ordered Amacker and Wang into the airlock, then he checked the passageway one last time.

      He jogged forward, his left hand extended with the shredder’s tripwire, ready to lock it into place on the aft bulkhead. His right hand held the shredder’s explosive charge, which he would adhere to the opposite bulkhead.

      Durban’s breathing was loud and fast through the connection. Rimes realized he was matching his breath to Durban’s.

      Steady.

      Rimes calmed himself and listened in on the chatter flowing through Durban’s open channel. Rimes pulled up another window to watch the task force data flow over his display. His shuttle’s exterior camera feed showed Shuttle 332 connected to the Erikson.

      It was too much data to process, even with his earpiece’s assistance. He just hoped to gain a sense of the entire operation by skimming over each display, focusing only on one or two elements from each. Mostly, he glanced at a feed and back at Durban’s video, then another feed, and then back to Durban’s video. The distractions not only provided a better sense of the entire situation, they helped quiet the voice—Kwon’s voice—demanding action, blood, and violence.

      Rimes lingered on the task force data for a moment, imagining he could sense tension in a moment of silence, then flipped his attention back to Durban’s feed. Durban’s left hand was extended, reaching for the aft bulkhead.

      “Charge placed,” Durban whispered. “Now setting the trip—”

      Durban’s left hand fell free from its wrist and bounced off the deck. He hissed and recoiled, gripping at the bloody stump.

      “Durban!” Rimes opened a channel with Lopresti. Despite the video feed’s graininess, the moment played out with frightening clarity. “Lopresti, Durban’s wounded.”

      Suddenly, the task force communications channel came alive. Ships were reporting signals, other vessels approaching at the edge of sensor range. The numbers shifted—three, four, six. General quarters sounded over the task force channel as the approaching ships doubled in number.

      Rimes bit his lip.

      “Captain, what do you want me to do?” Lopresti sounded confused.

      She’s hearing the task force feed. He muted it. “Get your team back into the shuttle. Have Kershaw pull Durban back to the airlock.”

      “Roger that—”

      Lopresti’s response died in a roar. Rimes twisted in his harness, straining as if he might see through the hull. He barely noticed Watanabe’s worried face in his peripheral vision or Theroux’s inexplicably calm face. Rimes expanded the shuttle’s external camera feed.

      332 was floating away from the Erikson.

      Two bodies twisted weakly in an expanding bubble of debris, all drifting away from the ruined airlock.

      Amacker and Wang! Shit!

      “Lopresti!”

      Static and distracting audio artifacts were his only answer.

      Rimes looked around, saw Meyers and Theroux watching him, analyzing. Calm. Rimes took a cleansing breath. “Lopresti, do you copy?”

      “—copy, sir.” Lopresti’s voice was unnaturally steady. “The Erikson’s airlock…was booby trapped.”

      “Can we get the team out?” Rimes waited a few seconds. “Sergeant Lopresti, is your shuttle airlock still functional? Can we get the rest of the team out?”

      Lopresti made a soft, whimpering sound. “Ours…our airlock is functional.” Her voice took on more energy with each word. “The Erikson’s airlock is…no, it’s not functional. We lost—”

      “Okay. Lopresti, listen to me. We’ll need the team to move to the next-closest airlock. That’s two decks up and twenty meters to port. Can you get them there?”

      “I’ll try, sir.” Lopresti suspended the communication channel.

      Rimes un-muted the task force feed. The chatter between the ships filled the relative silence. Signals flowed across Rimes’s consolidated feed. He expanded the display in the hopes it would make more sense.

      The Valdez was firing railguns at the approaching ships and readying missiles. The rest of the task force was focusing on defensive countermeasures. The other ships were tens of thousands of kilometers out, and they were already in full-on battle.

      Lopresti finally re-opened the channel. “The lieutenant’s lost a lot of blood, sir. Nanocables. Ensign Ito has the wounds sealed and they can move him. We’re maneuvering for the port airlock now to meet them.”

      “Be quick about it. Watch for more traps.”

      Two vessels broke off from the main attack force.

      They could be aiming to flank the task force, or they could be coming for us.

      “Three minutes, sir.” Lopresti’s voice was still calm.

      The two ships continued on their course, adjusting slightly, angling now more clearly for the Erikson.

      “You seeing that, Shaw?”

      “Yup. Two bogeys on approach. Sensors should have a profile soon.”

      “ETA?”

      Shaw whistled softly. “Four minutes, tops.”

      “Might want to let 332 know.”

      “Oh, they know. We’re always talking about party time.”

      Rimes debated not telling Lopresti about the approaching ships. She was in a tight enough spot as it was and so much was beyond her control. The secrecy seemed a betrayal to him, though.

      “Lopresti, we’ve got two bogeys inbound. They’ll be here in…three and a half minutes, maybe less. The second you’re docked, we need you to get everyone into the shuttle and into their harnesses.”

      “Understood, sir.” The calm was gone. Her voice shook.

      “Shaw, can you get a shot on them with the belly gun?” Rimes tried to put the task force’s feed into a sensible perspective. The two approaching vessels seemed to be below the plane of most of the task force, possibly leaving them open to some careful fire if Shaw was willing. With the Erikson at their back, the shuttle would momentarily be safe from the genies returning fire.

      Unless they didn’t care about the Erikson.

      Why should they care? It was just a lure.

      Shaw whistled. “We’ll need to reposition.”

      “Do it. Maybe it’ll buy us some time.”

      The shuttle maneuvered, and the railgun fired. Its hum vibrated up through the hull. The approaching vessels changed trajectory, dropping lower. They nosed up, the Erikson no longer in their field of fire, and then they returned fire.

      “We’ve got their attention,” Shaw said as the shuttle juked.

      “Captain Rimes?” It was Lopresti. “We’re at the airlock now. Thirty seconds.”

      A round glanced off the shuttle’s hull. A second round dented the floor a dozen centimeters from Rimes’s left foot, barely missing the reactor compartment beneath him. “We’ve got hull damage! Sergeant Lopresti, I’m going to hold you to that thirty seconds.”

      Shaw continued maneuvering the shuttle and firing the belly gun. Rimes watched his team for any sign of panic. Everyone seemed to be holding it together, although a third hull strike clearly rattled a few of them.

      The sensor profile finally came back; the approaching ships were fast assault craft, essentially oversized orbital shuttles similarly armed but faster, larger, and sturdier. Rimes thought back to the battle in orbit over Earth and realized how the genie pilots must have felt going against overwhelmingly superior vessels.

      Lopresti’s voice filled Rimes’s ear. “We’ve got them!”

      “332’s away.” Shaw grunted as the shuttle juked again. “The task force is ordering us to stay clear.”

      “If we stay out here, those ships are going to shred us.” Rimes glanced over the feeds, looking for anything that could turn the situation to his advantage.

      Another round ricocheted off the hull, and Shaw whistled. “Not liking that whole being shredded thing. Suggestions?”

      The planet filled Rimes’s display. It beckoned. It was their only chance. “Get us onto the planet.”

      “Roger that.”

      The shuttle accelerated, juking and tilting. Every few seconds, the belly gun fired. Rimes reviewed the data they had on the planet, unconsciously licking his lips as videos of never-ending desert played on his display. Their choices were bleak, but the expanse of sand and cliffs offered more hope than a straight-up dogfight against superior spacecraft and superhuman pilots.

      We just need to make the atmosphere to even the odds slightly, get in among some of those canyons and cliffs and take advantage of our smaller craft. We have to be more maneuverable than they are in gravity.

      Another round bounced off the shuttle’s rear, and a warning light flashed.

      They weren’t going to make it.
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      The shuttle shot through the thermosphere at thirty-five thousand kilometers per hour in an unpowered descent. The g-force shoved Rimes into his harness and pressed against him so that his heart and lungs strained to function. Sour, watery vomit shot into his mouth and sprayed across the bottom of his helmet. Heat pressed against him, pushing the suit’s cooling limits.

      Rimes felt like he was drowning and boiling in his own vomit. The stench of it threatened to bring up more.

      He was no worse off than the others. In the dull, amber light that bathed them, they were all rigid, sunk into their seats, trapped by their harnesses.

      Warning tones sounded in his helmet. The damaged hull was losing integrity and growing dangerously hot. Rimes had feared they would tear apart once they hit full velocity.

      It looked like his fears were coming true.

      “Telemetry.” Even speaking one word was a strain, but it was easier than working a virtual interface or relying on eye tracking at the moment.

      Data filled his helmet display.

      “Shaw.”

      Whether the system was overwhelmed by the data it was overlaying, or Shaw was distracted, there was a momentary delay.

      “Yeah?” Shaw’s voice was strained. It was something Rimes hadn’t even thought possible.

      “Hull temperature. How big a problem?”

      Shaw gulped noisily. “Not as bad as being perforated by our buddies.”

      “Nothing you can do about it?”

      “Doesn’t matter what condition the hull’s in. The computer’s controlling things right now. No radical maneuvers, no sudden stops. Anything like that, the systems won’t even have a chance to throw an alarm.” Shaw groaned softly.

      “Sorry. I know I’m asking a lot.” Rimes closed his eyes to block out the outside world. He wished he could shut out the smell. Even with the suit slowly reclaiming what he’d thrown up, the helmet was going to stink until it was cleaned. “You said before they can’t fire on us? Their ships can’t handle this better than ours? They can’t maneuver for a shot?”

      “We’re moving too fast for their guns to track in atmosphere, and I doubt their ammunition could keep up with us. I can’t see them on my readouts, but if they’re trying to keep up, they’re in the same situation we are, genies or not.”

      “Thanks.” Rimes disconnected.

      They were in no danger from the genies for the moment. That meant they had a chance. Once on the ground, his team could at least fight back. They just needed to survive whatever the genies threw at them in the interim.

      And hope the shuttle didn’t disintegrate on its own.

      Rimes switched his helmet display’s primary view to the belly camera’s video. Shifting wisps of white cloud floated against a dark sky. Whenever they broke clear of the clouds, what he could see of the planet surface flew past with terrifying speed. At their altitude and velocity, everything was a phantasmal blur, a dreamland of indistinct grays and browns that lent the moment a surreal ambience.

      “Topography.”

      An overlay of topographic details flashed over the video, describing the land beneath them with contoured ripples and numbers and callouts—peaks and depths and abnormalities.

      He closed his eyes for a moment against the strain of watching the data flash by so quickly.

      When he looked again, pale green contours resolved and gave definition to distant blotches. They were descending as aggressively as the shuttle’s hull could handle. Below them, a deep abyss tapered upwards to an impressive valley then to a gentle slope, marking an ancient ocean rising to shoreline.

      But there was no ocean. There weren’t any discernible pools of water, only sand and rock.

      What the hell? We passed through clouds. There has to be water somewhere.

      “Current atmospheric data.”

      Numbers and letters scrolled across his display. He looked to the summary. Breathable, but not ideal, consistent with the report Kleigshoen had sent along.

      “Current course.” He swallowed and wished for some way to clear the foul taste from his mouth. He couldn’t risk a pull from the suit’s water supply, not yet.

      The shuttle’s course flashed red across the nearing surface. It wasn’t a straight descent now. The computer was adjusting. Mountain ranges rose more than a hundred kilometers beyond their current position. A new set of contour data filled the distance, then his earpiece just…glitched.

      Only the camera’s blotchy feed of speeding terrain remained.

      Rimes blinked impatiently as the earpiece cycled. It was an inconvenient time to experience a problem.

      They were almost to the abyss’s rocky shoreline by the time the green contours winked into view again. Rimes scanned across the display, trying to resolve the extent of the approaching mountain range. He caught a glimpse of the contours, saw a ten-kilometer line near the highest peak, then cursed.

      The earpiece had glitched again.

      By the time the topographical overlay was displaying again, the shuttle camera was already capturing the mountain range in amazing detail.

      They were at twenty kilometers altitude, their velocity a much more manageable eight thousand kilometers per hour.

      The warning tones were gone now, replaced by a muffled roar. Somehow, the shuttle had managed to hold together.

      Rimes shifted in his harness to take in the rest of the team. A few seemed anxious, but most seemed calm. Theroux stared back as if nothing were happening, his unmoving eyes barely visible behind the dark face visor.

      Shaw’s connection to Rimes activated again. “Rimes, I’m taking the flight controls back to manual.”

      “What’s up?”

      “Our friends are back, and they seem interested in getting together again. I really think it’s a bad idea, but they’re persistent. Clingy sons of bitches.”

      So much for losing them with the descent maneuver. “Where’s 332?”

      “Twenty klicks ahead, fifteen klicks below, same heading.”

      Rimes focused on the belly camera feed in his helmet display. The mountains filled every millimeter. He pulled the focus back to get a better look at everything around the mountains and beyond. The image showed a stretch of sand beyond the mountains, a possible desert expanse.

      The display dropped to nothing but the raw feed as the earpiece glitched again.

      Rimes sighed. “My earpiece keeps cycling.”

      Shaw clucked nervously. “Yeah. It’s something in the data. I’ve turned everything off but the altimeter. Linking that to you now. Limited data is better than bad data. I can’t afford to have the system crap out on me at a time like this. Hurley’s having the same problem with 332.”

      Rimes waited for the earpiece’s feed to reappear. They were in among the mountains by the time it returned, the altimeter data was a jittery streak of brilliant green that was almost useless to his untrained eyes. Peaks passed a few kilometers below. Something rattled off the hull.

      The shuttle banked hard to the right and went into a dive. Rimes’s stomach lurched. He risked a pull from his water tube.

      “Rimes, Hurley’s reporting damage.” Shaw sounded anxious.

      Twenty-five, maybe thirty kilometers. That’s the edge of our communications range.

      Rimes tried to open a channel to Lopresti. “Lopresti, this is Rimes, do you copy?”

      After a moment, Lopresti’s voice came over the channel, weak but understandable. “Copy. Go ahead, Captain.”

      Rimes reflexively twisted as the shuttle banked hard again. “Give me a status.”

      “We’ve been hit. The lieutenant’s conscious, but he’s hurt pretty bad. We lost Amacker and Wang in the airlock explosion.”

      Another juke and Rimes felt his stomach flip. He swallowed to clear the vomit from the back of his throat. “How’s your shuttle handling?”

      Lopresti whimpered softly, then she coughed. “There’s either a lot of turbulence or we’re not doing so—”

      “That’s it.” Shaw’s voice was flat, as if resolved to the inevitable. “They got 332.”

      Rimes closed his eyes. “Follow it.”

      Shaw exhaled loudly. “Tracking.”

      The shuttles were sturdy, built to take a beating. Unless the systems or power were completely destroyed, 332 could theoretically land on its own. Even one survivor made following it down worthwhile.

      Rimes switched back to Lopresti’s channel. “Lopresti? Lopresti? Do you copy?” He tried opening a channel to Durban but couldn’t get a connection.

      Shaw hissed something incomprehensible. “They’re circling back.”

      The shuttle executed a quick series of maneuvers.

      “Rimes, if we go in for a landing, they’re going to tear us to pieces.”

      “Did 332 explode?”

      Shaw said nothing for a moment. “No.”

      Another overlay appeared in Rimes’s video showing a smoke trail and a line tracking 332’s descent.

      “It’s about forty klicks back.” Shaw’s voice cracked; he was struggling to stay calm. “I think—”

      The shuttle went through a series of radical maneuvers.

      It wasn’t enough.

      Rounds tore through the hull, then through people. One round nearly split one man’s head in half, another round hit someone—Zircher, Rimes realized—in the chest, snapping her spine. She slumped awkwardly in her harness.

      Rimes twisted as something changed in the air beside him. Watanabe stared in disbelief at the hole in her environment suit. Blood bubbled up slowly from her left shoulder.

      The shuttle began to slowly buck and twist.

      Rimes caught Meyers’s eyes. They were seconds from crashing or exploding, and they both knew it.

      “We’re fucked,” Shaw said suddenly. “I’ll do what I can, but the controls are sluggish. We’ve taken too much damage.”

      “Just put us down wherever you can. We’ll get through this.” Rimes spoke with a confidence he couldn’t quite understand. Do I actually believe that?

      “There’s a narrow valley a few klicks back.” Shaw sounded nervous, terrified. “Ugly, but if I can get us into it, they’ll have a hard time strafing us.”

      “Do it.”

      For the next several seconds, the shuttle bumped and groaned and shivered as Shaw tested its limits. Finally, he pushed it too hard and, with a deafening squeal, the tail tore free, taking with it the airlock and the two aft seats.

      Two names flashed in amber on Rimes’s helmet display: Murphy and Plauche were falling outside tracking range.

      A piece of the torn fuselage whipsawed and smashed into another soldier, shearing through harness and armor as easily as if they had been paper. With a spray of blood, the ruined torso flew out the shuttle rear, followed a moment later by the legs.

      A name flashed in red across Rimes’s helmet display: Leveque was dead.

      Rimes blinked in disbelief as the tail section disappeared from sight. The shuttle dropped rapidly, passing a rocky outcropping. The sides of the valley rose around them.

      Shaw calmly cursed before the shuttle banged off something and gave up more of the fuselage. A second later, the belly groaned beneath Rimes’s feet, and a deafening screech filled what remained of the converted cargo bay.

      Rimes looked out the section where the tail had been and saw the reactor and railgun bouncing against the valley floor and rebounding off the walls. The amber interior lights winked out, then winked back on as power switched over to batteries.

      They weren’t flying anymore, just plummeting.

      He wondered how long they could stay in the air without propulsion. He wondered how the shuttle would handle the crash to the rocky floor with so much of the structure already torn away.

      A moment later, he found out.
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      Rimes shoved off his harness. His shoulders, ribs, and hips ached from the impact, but everything seemed functional. Watanabe struggled with her own harness. Her left arm seemed too weak to disengage the lock. Rimes popped the lock and helped her out of the device, then he helped her to her feet.

      He opened his helmet, shook out the last of the vomit, and looked around.

      Free of his helmet, the air had a strange smell to it, vaguely rotten, sulfuric. It coated his tongue and throat. Sand powder hovered in the air like a gray fog. The hull ticked as it bled heat, and sand softly rained down on it with a sustained hiss.

      Watanabe wobbled and nearly lost her balance.

      Rimes caught her, wincing at the stiffness in his joints. “Can you walk?” His voice was a shout in the relative stillness.

      Watanabe looked around the shuttle interior, eyes lingering on the blood and bodies.

      “Lieutenant? Can you walk?”

      She nodded slowly, seeming close to shock, a fragile, pretty doll that he needed to protect.

      She’s a soldier, an asset. She needs to contribute.

      Rimes pointed to the hole at the rear of the shuttle, where sunlight was leaking in. “See if you can find us some cover. Hurry, but be careful.”

      As Watanabe stumbled out the rear, Rimes turned to take in the rest of the wreck. Sunlight shone through the breach, lighting much of the interior, bouncing off the waist-high, gray haze. Meyers was already up, moving among the remaining squad—Sung, Lazzaro, Bowring. Meyers helped each one from his harness, then ordered them to gather weapons and ammunition and exit the shuttle.

      The entire time, Theroux stood in front of his seat, unmoving.

      Rimes rinsed his helmet and wiped it clean, then he made his way toward the cockpit hatch. The frame was warped, the hatch buckled. It looked bad. He slowly worked his shoulder until the muscles quit protesting and tapped on the hatch.

      No answer.

      He banged on the hatch. He tried to raise Shaw through the earpiece. Finally, a channel connection opened.

      “Rimes?” Shaw’s voice was weak.

      “Can you move?” Rimes examined the hatch more closely as he spoke. It wasn’t going anywhere.

      “My leg’s a mess.” Shaw whistled softly. “I can move my arms, but my back hurts like you wouldn’t believe. You ever throw your back out?”

      “No.”

      “That’s okay. It’s nothing like that anyway.” Shaw laughed, then gasped. “Shit!”

      “Shaw, the hatch is broken. We’re going to have to get you out through the front.”

      Shaw sighed. “Okay. That sounds like it ought to be a fun trick.”

      Rimes turned, nearly bumping into Theroux. He was staring past Rimes at the crumpled hatch. Theroux’s eyes looked almost glassy. He was either in shock or completely unfazed by what they’d been through.

      “We need to leave him, Captain.” Theroux’s voice was cold.

      Rimes pushed past Theroux without a word, joining Meyers at Zircher’s seat. She was still breathing. She’d coughed blood onto her faceplate, but her face was still largely visible. Her terror-filled eyes darted quickly, trying to see who had approached.

      Meyers looked up at Rimes, eyes hard. When Meyers spoke, his voice was a raspy whisper. “Spine’s snapped, no sensation in the arms or legs. I’m pretty sure her lung is pierced. She says it feels like she’s drowning in her own blood. We can’t move her; we can’t treat her.”

      Rimes looked at the soldier who’d taken a round to the head. McFayden. He’d gotten off easy, his brains spattered on the crumpled wall behind him. “What do you propose?”

      Meyers shook his head slowly.

      Rimes closed his eyes. Zircher was a good soldier, a good person. She was popular and well-liked. “Extract McFayden’s stem cells, then see if you can get to Lieutenant Shaw. Try and go through the front.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the cockpit. “Get the radio and emergency beacon while you’re in there.”

      When Meyers moved off, Rimes squatted down to look into Zircher’s eyes. He marveled at the fear there, at how green they were. Like emeralds. Glistening with tears. She was dying. Alone. With him watching her.

      Rimes growled at Kwon, pushing the inhuman thoughts and impulses down. Kwon was still there, though, a snake coiling somewhere in the shadows.

      Proper protocol said Rimes should open Zircher’s helmet, salvage her oxygen for survivors to use.

      Proper protocol felt every bit as inhuman as Kwon.

      Zircher blinked rapidly. Her eyes were expressive. Her terror showed so clearly; it was intoxicating.

      No.

      Cursing inwardly, Rimes opened a channel. A few seconds passed with Zircher mouthing something Rimes couldn’t hear through her helmet. Finally, she managed to accept his communication attempt; the channel opened with a gentle click.

      “Corporal, you’ve got a pretty nasty wound there.” Rimes tried his best to sound reassuring.

      “Yes…yes, sir.” The fear was in her voice, too.

      Nearby, Meyers collected McFayden’s weapons, ammunition, and oxygen. The stem cell extract was a simple enough process: a clamp built into the environment suit’s frame shot a needle into the hip and did all the work. Meyers pulled the small tube of fluid from the suit, along with McFayden’s water and oxygen capsules.

      Meyers gave a thumbs up signal and was gone.

      Rimes looked Zircher in the eyes again. They were still bright and alive. She was fighting, facing the end with incredible bravery. “We need to get the team out of here so the genies don’t attack the ship. We’ll take your ammunition and weapon. The genies shouldn’t bother you if you’re unarmed.”

      Zircher blinked rapidly and gasped for air. “I…I understand.”

      Rimes nodded. “We’ll come back for you after they’ve moved on.”

      “Thank…thank you, sir.”

      If she sensed the lie in his words, she didn’t show it. He tried his best to look reassuring. “You hang tight until we get back. Can you do that?”

      Zircher tried to blink away tears. “Y-yes. Yes, sir.”

      Rimes gently removed Zircher’s carbine and magazines. He stood, and his thoughts turned to what was going through her mind. She had always been strong, physically and emotionally, yet she lay powerless now, drowning in her own blood.

      How would I handle the same situation if that were me? Would I ask for a mercy shot?

      He walked to the back of the craft, his thoughts dark, looking at the debris trail that marked their crash. The tail section was somewhere behind them among the brown-gray stone walls and sand. It couldn’t have been more than a few kilometers back. He turned and looked at the ruin of the passenger bay.

      Their survival had been pure luck.

      No, we owe Shaw for what he did. He made this possible.

      After considering everything for a moment, Rimes approached the center row of seats. He squatted at the last seat facing the opening and pulled a shredder from his hip pouch. Cautiously, he attached the tripwire to the center row, mid-shin high, then attached the explosive to the end of the row of seats where Zircher was slumped. He took a final look at Zircher, then stepped into the painfully bright sunlight.

      As he came around the side of the shuttle, he got a better look at the wreck and the surrounding area. Shaw had made the valley after all, and it would make strafing runs a tough proposition, even for the genies. They were fifty, maybe sixty meters down, with no more than twenty meters between the twisting canyon walls. Fifty meters back, the canyon hooked hard, disappearing from view. It didn’t even seem possible Shaw could have gotten them down in one piece after losing the reactor, but he had.

      Rimes’s eyes tracked up the nearest wall. There were plenty of handholds and a few natural ledges, so climbing out was a realistic option. The odds of even better climbing surfaces deeper in the canyon were pretty decent.

      A pain-filled howl made him spin.

      Meyers and Sung backed into view. Shaw was draped between them, his right leg carefully cradled. Shaw was a relatively large man, shorter than Rimes, but stockier. Sung, with his slighter frame, visibly struggled to keep Shaw steady as they moved him.

      Theroux was barely visible beyond the three of them, watching, detached.

      Rimes jogged over, throwing a nasty glare at Theroux.

      Meyers and Sung set Shaw down next to the gathered weapons and gear they’d collected from the cockpit. Sung squatted and cautiously examined Shaw’s leg.

      Shaw’s normally ruddy face was a brilliant red. Sung gently massaged Shaw’s ankle and shin, eliciting a grunt and grimace.

      Shaw clenched his teeth. “Need a hammer there, Doc?”

      Sung touched Shaw’s knee.

      Shaw doubled over and groaned.

      “Can you put any weight on it?” Rimes asked.

      Shaw nodded. “Oh, sure. Yeah.” He gasped. “This happens…all the time. I just need to walk it off, y’know?”

      Sung looked at Rimes and shook his head skeptically.

      Shaw growled. “Doc, I’m right here. I’m telling ya, I’m good.”

      The wind gusted momentarily, kicking up a gray dust devil that slowly danced around them, then trailed away.

      Rimes brushed sand from his face. “Sung, see if bone paste will firm that bone up, then harden that leg of the environment suit and rig him a crutch.” He looked around, hoping to spot shelter or an obvious, easy path out of the canyon. He didn’t see anything promising. “Meyers, keep everyone away from the shuttle; I’ve got it booby trapped. Let’s get someone up on that wall, see if they can find us a way out. I’ve lost Murphy and Plauche on my display. They were yanked out when the tail fell away. Try and radio them. If you don’t get a response, send your best runner back to see if there’s any sign of them. At the very least, maybe we can recover their gear. Do the same with Leveque. Weapons, food, water, oxygen, stem cells—we need it all.”

      Meyers stared at Rimes for a moment, then wandered off with his team.

      Rimes settled to a knee in front of Shaw. Theroux hovered in the background, watching from the shadows cast by the shuttle nose. “That was some impressive piloting. You probably saved our lives a few times over.”

      Shaw nodded and tried to smile. “Make the best of what you’ve got, right?” He gulped at the air as Sung turned the environment suit leg rigid. “Hey, Doc, maybe a little less with the brute force approach? Pain meds didn’t kick in yet, okay?”

      Theroux shifted, cocking his head as if he were watching insects toiling in the sand. “Captain Rimes, now is not the time to become sentimental. We should be on the move. He’s wounded. He’ll only slow us down.”

      Rimes winked at Shaw. “Mr. Theroux, when we need someone from the bank cartel to tell us how to do our jobs, we’re in some sorry shape.”

      “Then you are in some sorry shape, Captain.” Theroux stepped into the light. His wispy, brown hair fluttered slightly in a hot breeze. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. We’re without transport. You have five healthy soldiers, a broken pilot, a wounded engineer, and me, and we’re being hunted by genies who are undoubtedly far better off than we are.”

      Rimes turned on Theroux. “I’m well aware of our situation, Mr. Theroux. Where would you recommend we move to? You know this planet well enough to guide us?”

      Theroux didn’t react. “We’re easy targets here. You must realize that? They know where we went down.”

      “Their ships can’t land in the canyon.” Shaw grimaced as he twisted around to look at Theroux. “Too big. I don’t care how good a pilot you are, there’s simply no way you’re landing something that size in a tight space like this. Take a look at the map. The best they could do is put down ten, maybe fifteen klicks south of here and hike in. We’ve got some time.”

      Rimes held his hands up, trying to defuse the situation before it had a chance to get ugly. He pulled up the map data Shaw had sent him earlier and saw the most likely place the genies would put down. “We have to operate off what we know. There are eight of us. We’re armed. We have the ship’s emergency beacon and radio. We may have two more soldiers back there along the landing route. If not, we may still be able to recover their gear. With these suits, we’ll have enough water to last several days. And we have a good head start on the genies.”

      “What about the unknown, Captain?” Theroux looked from Rimes to Shaw. “How many and what sort of genies were in those ships? What sort of weapons do they have?”

      What sort? What sort are there? Does it matter? “I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough. Right now, we need to focus on what we can affect: gather our resources, find a way out of here, and hook up with Shuttle 332.”

      Theroux blinked, apparently stunned. “Why do we care about the other shuttle?”

      “Survivors, food and water, weapons and ammunition.” Rimes turned at the sound of someone approaching. Watanabe stepped around the front of the shuttle.

      She pointed behind her with her good arm. “There is a cave. It runs deep, into tunnels. Very deep.”

      “Does it look defensible, Lieutenant?”

      “I think, yes.”

      Rimes examined Watanabe’s shoulder. “Sung can give that a look when he gets back. How’re you holding up?”

      “I am sore, but I can move.”

      Rimes scooped up McFadyen’s carbine and handed it to her. “Can you shoot this?”

      Watanabe took the weapon, shifting it around awkwardly with her wounded shoulder. She gave it a look, put it to her good shoulder with a grimace, and sighted at a distant target. “I can shoot it.”

      Rimes smiled at Theroux. “Looks like we’ve found our starting point.”

      Theroux frowned. “You’re going to get us all killed.”
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      The cave was accessible only through a narrow entry that dropped nearly a meter, then turned sharply. Sand had collected at the base of the entry; it made for weak footing. The interior was dark, the floor irregular, the ceiling occasionally low. It would slow the genies down when they came.

      Rimes opened his helmet and tasted the air—dry, dusty, but without the strong, sulfuric smell he’d noticed outside. The interior felt noticeably cooler.

      Other than the sound of whispering and boots scraping, the cave was quiet.

      Rimes closed his helmet and strode deeper.

      The rest of the cave was exactly as Watanabe had described it. It ran several meters deep, widening out into an irregular circle before branching off into tunnels. Its layout presented the illusion of a stronghold that could stand against any enemy, but Rimes couldn’t delude himself.

      No place was safe for them.

      Shaw settled against a wall and dropped his improvised crutch. He was sweating from the exertion, his face red. He set his carbine—Zircher’s carbine—down at his side and gave Rimes a reassuring nod, then relaxed and leaned back. Watanabe sat next to Shaw, her carbine—McFadyen’s—cradled in her lap. She looked at Rimes forlornly.

      Rimes knew he couldn’t count on them for too much.

      Theroux stood several meters deeper in the cave, hidden in the shadows. Rimes flipped on the BAS’s optics and saw that Theroux was watching the cave entry, his eyes a dull reflection in the dark. Since entering the cave, he’d slowed and gone quiet, retreating inward in the face of the threat.

      Rimes wandered past Theroux. His eyes slowly tracked Rimes’s movement.

      Beyond Theroux, there were three distinct tunnels, two of them running deeper than the BAS’s sensor range. The third tunnel, tight and short, ended in another small cave eighteen meters beyond its entry. It might be an even more defensible position, but there would be no retreat once they entered it.

      He returned to Shaw and Watanabe, squatting to be at eye level with them. “We’ve got two tunnels back there that extend a good ways deeper. It’s unlikely, but it is possible they could sneak in that way and come up behind you.” Rimes looked into the shadows where Theroux stood, unmoving. “Theroux, can you keep an ear out for that?”

      Theroux didn’t answer.

      “Theroux?”

      Theroux slowly turned his head to look at Rimes. “They won’t be coming this way.”

      Rimes sighed softly. “Just keep an ear out. The two of you need to take turns watching the entrance and resting.”

      Watanabe looked at him anxiously. “Where are you going?”

      Rimes gave what he hoped was a reassuring smile. “The squad’s spread throughout the canyon. I need to know everyone’s back, see if they found anything and get them in here. It’ll only be a few minutes.”

      Watanabe relaxed. She looked at Shaw, worried. “He will need something for the pain.”

      Shaw shook his head. “I’ll be fine. It just takes some getting used to. After a bit, I bet I start to like it.”

      Watanabe looked troubled at that until Shaw and Rimes chuckled. She smiled sheepishly and blushed. “I will take the first watch.”

      “I won’t be long. We’ll get a booster going for that knee. You’ll be up and moving in no time.”

      Shaw grinned. “A little superglue, a little morphine, some stem cells, and I’m good as new.”

      “If I’m not back in twenty minutes, choose a tunnel and go. Don’t wait.” Rimes glared at Theroux, then exited the cave.

      Once outside, Rimes powered off the BAS and opened his helmet. The sunlight was bright and hot, almost painful, the sulfur-like smell once again strong.

      He jogged slowly back to the wreckage. Where possible, he used cover, always scanning the canyon walls. As he approached the crash site, Meyers and Sung stepped out from behind the shuttle. A moment later, Bowring and Plauche stepped into view holding Murphy up between them. Murphy’s environment suit had been hardened around his right ankle. Plauche had numerous scrapes, his environment suit was a ruin and his armor gouged, but otherwise he seemed fine.

      Rimes nodded at Murphy and Plauche. “Good to have you two back. You enjoy your thrill ride?”

      “Murphy says he wants to do it again, sir.” Plauche’s gap-toothed smile immediately turned into a wince as a gash along his cheek re-opened. He wiped at the blood, annoyed.

      Meyers indicated the far canyon wall. “Lazzaro’s on his way down. He said the genies are en route, maybe fifteen minutes out at the speed they’re moving.”

      “Numbers?”

      “Somewhere between thirty and forty. They were using cover, and they were too far out for his BAS to pick them up. Sounds like an assortment of weapons; assault rifles and SMGs.”

      Sung slumped visibly.

      Hang in there. Rimes pointed back along the path he’d taken. “We’ve found a cave about a hundred meters that way. It’s cooler in there. We might have a few defensible positions. There are tunnels leading out the rear. Two extend a good distance. Maybe there’s an escape route.”

      Meyers scanned the canyon walls. “We could try to lay down an ambush here. There’s cover, looks like some good sight lines.”

      Rimes followed Meyers’s eyes. An ambush looked promising. Cover, elevation…and no way to regroup if the ambush failed. “We’d be committing to it—spread out and separated. Either we wipe them out, drive them off, or we’re forced to retreat with little cover and with reduced numbers.”

      Meyers stared at Rimes for what seemed an eternity, his eyes squinting. “You checked the tunnels for an escape route?”

      “No. We won’t know anything without investigating, but at least we’d have more cover and we’d all be in the same area.” C’mon, Meyers, don’t do it. This isn’t the time. If you’ve got to challenge me, wait for the right opportunity.

      Meyers looked at the rest of the squad. Sung nodded. Plauche nodded.

      “I can’t handle those walls with this ankle, Lonny,” Murphy said sheepishly. He rolled his broad shoulders and looked past Rimes at the path to the cave. “Maybe those tunnels give us a way out, maybe they just give us a place to hole up. Either one’s better than getting caught out in the open.”

      Meyers looked back past Rimes, dead calm, the message clear: this is my squad. “Will the beacon be able to transmit through the rock?”

      No need to waste energy on protocol. He knows I need him, and I gain nothing looking petty, demanding that ‘sir’. “Probably not once we get in there deep enough, no. But I doubt the task force can afford to send anyone for us right now anyway. We’ll check the tunnels out first thing. If it’s all dead ends, we’ll have to stay near the cave entrance and hold out until the task force can rescue us.”

      Meyers thought it over for a few moments before turning to look at the squad. “Let’s go.”

      Rimes opened a channel to Watanabe. “We’re on our way.” He started at a moderate pace to allow Murphy to keep up. I’m going to have to win their trust.

      Once inside the cave, Sung went to work on Murphy’s ankle, injecting structural bonding materials—bone paste—and healing boosters before moving to Shaw. Shaw’s knee was a mess, the sort of thing even a surgeon would find challenging. The bone paste would help the patella come together, but it couldn’t do much about the torn ligaments. There was nothing to do but stabilize the leg and rig a brace to keep some of the weight off the knee. Sung didn’t need to tell Rimes: no amount of painkillers or healing accelerants could change something so damaged.

      While Sung tended to the wounded, Meyers and Lazzaro scouted the tunnels. They returned just as the shredder exploded, announcing the genies’ arrival at the crash site. Rimes pulled the two aside, mindful of Theroux’s unmoving form at the cave rear.

      “They won’t lose much time at the shuttle. Let’s hear it.”

      “The right tunnel runs about twenty meters.” Lazzaro hooked an index finger to the right. He had a freckled face that took on silly, almost animated characteristics when he spoke—big and bigger teeth. His voice was clipped, his delivery rapid-fire. “It felt like a downward slope most of the way. Definitely slopes down after first twenty meters. Narrow, cramped. I don’t like it, especially with wounded.”

      “How far does it go?”

      “My BAS was having problems. Maybe it’s the rock?” Lazzaro closed his eyes. “I’m guessing another twenty meters? Maybe more? I can go back.”

      “We’ll see.” Rimes looked at Meyers, uncertainty already gnawing at his guts. Did I make the wrong call? Did I trap us in here?

      “The left tunnel isn’t much better. About ten meters then it hooks hard and starts a pretty severe climb. If we go that way, it’s going to be tough on the wounded. It’s mostly single file. It looks like it gets pretty narrow. I’d hate to be stuck in there during an attack.”

      Rimes tried to hide his disappointment. “So we hold the cave for now.” They’ll be on us in no time. It’s starting to look more like a last stand than an escape. “Get folks deployed as best you can. We’ve got some natural cover at least, and the roof is too low for them to use grenades effectively. They’ll have to get past that opening to get any room to throw, and we’ll cut them down if they try. We hold the entrance, and they won’t be able to take advantage of their numbers. Hold your fire until they’re inside.”

      Meyers glared for a moment. His eyes conveyed the message: judged, found wanting.

      Guilty as charged.

      Rimes walked the cave interior quickly, gauging lines of sight and cover. He moved Shaw and Watanabe to the best positions he could while Meyers deployed his squad.

      Sung had sealed Watanabe’s shoulder, and she seemed to be over the worst of the wound and treatment. Rimes helped her onto a narrow shelf a couple meters above the ground. It was the highest point in the cave, a decent vantage point with solid cover. He moved Shaw to a sunken area three quarters of the way back from the cave mouth. Shaw wouldn’t be able to provide much fire support, but he would be safe and could assist should the genies break through the entry.

      Rimes looked around for Theroux for several seconds before giving up; Theroux had abandoned them. He was probably small enough to fit into the dead-end tunnel. If the genies killed the rest of them, Theroux probably hoped to go unnoticed.

      Rimes put his back to the entry and called back into the cave so everyone could hear him. “We’re out of the sunlight, so conserve your power. Don’t turn your BAS on until you can see them in the entry.”

      He dropped to his belly not far from Meyers. After a moment of just listening to the cave’s quiet language, Rimes brought his carbine up and sighted in on the light leaking in through the opening.

      Echoes came to him—rock crunching beneath booted feet, weapons being shifted, hands scraping along the canyon wall as someone squatted at the cave mouth. Shadows played across the entry.

      They were coming.
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      In the seconds from the first sighting of the genies’ shadows to their entry into the cave, Rimes’s awareness of the world intensified. Sand raining onto the cave floor was a staticky hiss in his helmet, amplified by the shrinking confines of the cave. Despite lying in the shadows, the air went from cool to warm, and it was dry enough to evaporate his saliva before he could swallow. The sulfuric smell and taste was overpowering, obliterating the presence of his comrades.

      And the genies…they were an animal scent. Hunters. Predators.

      The first one came in low and fast, inhumanly fast. In one overlay, Rimes saw the genie as a green form against black stone, in another, he was a red wireframe over a shadowy blur.

      The real image, the blur that barely registered on the retina and the mind, was just a man in armor. Mismatched helmet and armor segments, a gun that—like the armor—was probably purchased or stolen from some half-rate weapons smuggler.

      And yet the genie was deadlier than his human cousins.

      Rimes remembered the genies in the Sundarbans. They’d been the hunters lying in wait for the Commandos. It was the same now. The genies weren’t entering an ambush. They were closing in for the kill.

      Rimes tracked ahead of the first genie, sensing his path, ignoring the ones who followed. He tracked their movement through peripheral vision, instinct, and the BAS. When the fourth one entered the cave, the first was only centimeters from Shaw’s position. Rimes could feel Shaw’s terror as he tried to comprehend what he was seeing.

      It must have been invigorating for the genies. From the first echoes of their boots scraping on the stone to closing on their targets, it had been two seconds and some change.

      Rimes fired.

      The roar of weapons and the smell of gunpowder filled the air. Rimes waited until the first genie fell before switching back to the cave entry. Bullets skipped off the rocks around him, cracked off his armor. He sighted in on the genie firing at him and released a short burst, then another.

      The genie staggered, and Rimes moved to the next, a form rolling through the entry, moving, evading. Rimes held his fire and tried to anticipate. When that failed, he tried to follow. Bullets tracked the genie, never finding him. The genie came to a stop next to Bowring and fired point blank, leaving a bloody ruin where Bowring’s head had been, then the genie moved again.

      Rimes fired, guessing where the genie was going. He guessed wrong.

      Bullets cracked off Rimes’s armor again, and he grunted. The bullets were too close to his head to ignore. He abandoned the target and turned back to the entry. There were two more there now, each laying down suppressing fire. A third genie dove past, tucked, rolled, moved for Rimes and Meyers, gun extended. Rimes ducked as the suppression fire spat rocks into his face. When he looked up, the third genie was on him, barrel lowering to his head.

      Rimes fired an instant before the genie could, spoiling the genie’s shot. Rimes fired again and risked a glance at the genie who’d killed Bowring. The genie was now among the team. Sung had engaged it, closing to keep it from using its gun. They were exchanging kicks and punches. Sung desperately focused on the defensive maneuvers he’d been trained to use, countering the worst of the blows.

      Rimes pivoted back to the entry and sent three bursts into the genies there. One went down, the other retreated, shoving back another that was trying to enter.

      Rimes turned, pulled his pistol, got to his feet, and sighted on the genie fighting Sung. Lazarro popped into Rimes’s line of sight, carbine aimed at the genie. The genie drove an elbow into Sung’s collarbone, sending him backwards. The genie twisted and fired at Lazarro.

      Meyers fired six rounds into the genie, dropping him.

      Gone. We drove off the first wave. “BASes off. Conserve your power. Keep that entry covered.”

      Rimes jogged in a half-squat to check on Sung. The genie was still moving. Rimes fired twice at point blank into the genie’s face.

      The movement stopped.

      Sung struggled to right himself. He gasped and stared into the darkness.

      “Are you okay?” Rimes realized he was nearly shouting. He took a deep breath. “Sung, are you okay?”

      “Y-yeah.”

      Sung’s carbine was on the ground nearby. Rimes retrieved it and set it at Sung’s side. Sung slowly turned his head to examine the carbine.

      Lazarro’s body lay nearby. Rimes glanced at it, but he already knew what he’d find. So close to the genie and without any cover, it was pointless to hope Lazarro’s helmet would have been enough. Lazarro’s face was shattered, his nose and jaw obliterated.

      Whatever they’re using, it’s good enough to deal with our armor.

      The fallen genies were next. One was still breathing weakly. Rimes could feel the warmth coming off it, the raw energy and power flowing through its extremities. He closed his eyes and felt the animalistic urges—Kwon’s urges—pulsing just beneath the surface. Conquest, reward.

      He shook away the thoughts and memories of another time, another person. It’s not personal. It’s not lust. He set his knee against the genie’s throat until the breathing stopped.

      It’s survival.

      Alternately focusing on the cave entry and the fallen, Rimes gathered weapons and ammunition. When he returned to his position beside Meyers, Rimes set the salvaged assault rifles down and settled to the ground, quickly reloading the weapons. He could feel Meyers watching him.

      Finally, Meyers looked away, toward Bowring’s corpse. “Two for five. Would you have taken those odds if you’d known?”

      “Known what?”

      Meyers turned to look deep into the cave’s shadows, then to the entry. “We might be trapped in here. The ambush wasn’t very effective—they got in just fine.”

      “There are five genies lying on this cave floor. If you think that’s anything less than a major success, you aren’t being realistic. I trained the team to anticipate their speed, but it’s almost impossible to understand until you’ve experienced it firsthand.”

      Meyers sighted in on the entry. The cave interior was silent for several minutes. After a while, Sung passed behind Meyers and Rimes, clearly favoring his left arm. He stooped down to check on Shaw. They whispered for several minutes. Shaw’s voice was shaky; he was rattled. As a pilot, he was used to handling some pretty tense moments. The gun battle had taken him too close to death.

      Sung moved from Shaw to Watanabe then to Murphy. Rimes sneaked a glance at each one in the darkness, reassured when they moved. He turned back to the entry in time to see shadows again.

      Rimes whispered, “BASes on. Wait for my fire. Leave the first genie to me. Focus on the entry.”

      The first wave hadn’t been a simple probe. The genies had hoped for a quick threat elimination. They’d come close. They knew what to expect now and would make another serious effort. Rimes knew his one chance lay in stopping the attack before the genies could get the numbers they wanted.

      “Shaw, Watanabe—the second you hear me fire, I want you to put sustained bursts into that opening. Do you copy?”

      “I copy,” Watanabe said, confident and determined.

      Good. That’s exactly what we need right now.

      Shaw shifted to get a better look at the entry. He had to give up cover to get a clear line of sight. Finally, he said, “Copy.”

      The first genie rushed into the cave, skidding and cutting ninety degrees before accelerating toward Sung’s position. Rimes tracked the movement, saw three more genies rushing into the cave. Rimes fired before the target was five steps into his charge. He tracked three bursts from shoulder to thighs, adjusting as the genie twisted from each impact.

      After the third burst, Rimes turned back to sight in on the entry. One of the genies was already down and a second was firing his assault rifle one-handed, his other arm dangling limply. Three other genies were edging forward in a low crouch. Rimes fired on the closest one.

      Bullets whizzed past, cracked against his armor, ricocheted off the stone floor. It was a nightmarish span of seconds filled with intermittent silent pauses in the dark, interspersed with much more frequent muzzle flashes and terrifyingly close impacts. Finally, the attack broke, and the genies retreated. They left behind their fallen.

      Rimes reloaded his carbine and set it aside; he pulled his pistol again. “Conserve power. Stay alert.”

      He moved among the fallen genies, again finishing off the wounded, again fighting Kwon’s dark thoughts. There were eight dead now.

      He backpedaled to his position, once more dropping the newly gathered weapons and ammunition into a pile with the rest. “Sung, check our wounded.”

      Sung moved from person to person, talking with each, making sure there were no wounds missed in the chaos of combat. He lingered with Watanabe.

      Meyers watched Sung, only giving the cave entry an occasional glance. “Her shoulder’s nicked, and he treats her like she’s in ICU.”

      Rimes smiled. “Cut him some slack. She’s a pretty lady, and we’re in a world of shit.”

      Meyers was quiet for a moment. He shifted his attention back to the entrance. “He needs to be focused on the battle.”

      We all do.

      As Sung slouched back to his position, Meyers waved him over. They talked in hushed voices, but Rimes caught enough to get a sense of the conversation. Meyers talked tough, but he handled Sung fairly. Sung returned to his position and readied his weapon.

      Shaw edged forward awkwardly, stretching toward Rimes. “Rimes?”

      Rimes glanced at Shaw, then back at the entry. “What is it?”

      “We can’t keep this up.” Shaw’s voice was a little too loud and desperate-sounding. He groaned softly. “They got me in the shoulder a few times. This flight suit doesn't have the sort of armor yours does. My arm’s numb. I’m bleeding. I don’t even know if I can hold my weapon anymore.”

      Rimes nodded. “Yeah. They’re going to have to try something different. We should have a few minutes before they come—”

      Scraping—boot soles on sand and stone—sounded behind them. Rimes spun, weapon trained on the sound.

      Theroux stepped from the shadows at the rear of the cave. He stared at the genie corpses.

      “Theroux?” Rimes slowly adjusted his sights, centering on Theroux’s face.

      Theroux stared.

      Rimes gently began to squeeze his trigger. “Theroux?”

      Theroux turned, finally, staring at Rimes, oblivious of the gun.

      Did they get him? Through his peripheral vision, Rimes watched the carbine in Theroux’s hands. “Theroux?”

      Theroux looked back into the darkness behind him. “The left tunnel. It leads out.”
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      They were a good fifty meters into the bowels of the canyon wall and the tunnel floor’s upward slope was still increasing. The tunnels were tight. Light leaked through infrequent pinprick holes in the ceiling, reflecting off the walls. Moving from darkness to momentary light and then back to darkness produced a near strobe effect. It quickly became disorienting, hypnotic.

      After a couple minutes, Rimes took the lead, and Meyers drifted to the back of the line to listen for the genies. They moved at Shaw’s slower pace.

      It was inevitable the genies would realize the cave was empty and pursue. And they would close on the team while they were in the tunnel. There were no other options but to press on and slow the genies however they could.

      The group straggled in a twisting, single file line behind Rimes, with Watanabe close behind him. Theroux followed her.

      Theroux was more animated than he’d been since the crash, occasionally barking a warning and shouting what, for him, amounted to words of encouragement. Plauche trailed Theroux. Sung herded Shaw and Murphy in front of him, occasionally stopping to let them rest. At least until Meyers caught up and gave a disapproving headshake.

      When Theroux said they were past the midpoint, Rimes began feeling optimistic they might make it without further trouble. Of course, he knew better than to feel optimistic. Optimism was a form of delusion that life in the Commandos had driven out of him.

      Gunfire bellowed from the rear of the line, yanking Rimes back to reality once again.

      Optimism gets people killed.

      Rimes had Plauche take the lead. As each person passed, Rimes gave a word of encouragement. He stopped Sung with a gentle tug on his elbow. Sung let Murphy and Shaw go on; they leaned on each other for support.

      Once Murphy and Shaw were far enough away, Rimes leaned in close to Sung. He dropped his voice to a whisper. “You’ve got to push them. We have to get to the other shuttle, and we’re not going to make it if you don’t find their limits. Their real limits.”

      Sung’s eyes widened and he made a sour face. “They’re wounded, sir. They’re in extreme pain.”

      “They’ll be dead if you don’t push them.”

      The sour face lingered, and Sung looked up the tunnel at Murphy’s disappearing form.

      “Corporal, you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.” Sung slumped, then ran to catch up with the rest.

      Rimes jogged back toward the sound of gunfire.

      He was almost too late reaching Meyers. The genies had him pinned down with suppression fire, and one of them—bug-like in his strange, globular helmet and carapace-segmented armor—was crouched only two meters back, waiting for another round of suppression fire to leap out of cover and close for the fatal attack. Rimes pressed against the tunnel wall and dropped low, watching the gap just beyond Meyers and waiting for the genies to fire again.

      He didn’t have to wait long.

      Gunfire filled the tunnel. Meyers shrank back, and the closest genie ran forward, gun raised, ready for the kill.

      Rimes leaned out from cover and fired a burst, then another. The charging genie collapsed, even more bug-like as he twitched on the tunnel floor.

      “Meyers, fall back. Three meters.”

      Meyers moved quickly, hugging the opposite tunnel wall until he’d passed Rimes’s position. Rimes fired into the darkness beyond the dead genie, then waited and watched.

      Meyers’s voice was a whisper over Rimes’s earpiece. “In position.”

      Rimes fell back, hugging the wall, minimizing his profile as best as he could. The genies continued to advance, firing at anything they could see, but they were now the ones at a disadvantage. It was a slow, draining effort, but it counteracted the genies’ numerical and physical advantages.

      With ammunition running low, Rimes switched to one of the assault rifles he’d taken off the dead genies. It was longer, and clumsier to use in the confined space of the tunnel, but he had several magazines of ammunition. He tossed the last of his carbine magazines up the tunnel to Meyers. The genies fired, and bullets knocked chunks from the tunnel walls around Rimes.

      He glanced at his BAS display. They were fifteen meters from an opening. The light was sufficient to reveal mottled patterns on the tunnel walls. If they hadn’t already, the genies would soon realize the chase was up.

      “Meyers, next time you fire, aim high and give me a second burst.” Rimes reached into his hip pouch and extracted his last shredder. He secured it to the wall behind his hip and played out the tripwire. “Now!”

      Meyers fired, sending the genies back. Rimes stretched the tripwire across the tunnel, attaching it to the opposite wall so it ran around mid-shin level. Meyers fired again and Rimes retreated, stopping three meters up from Meyers and aiming back along the tunnel.

      Rimes watched for movement. The genies were waiting. “When that shredder goes, run. Theroux said the opening is tight, so you’re going to need to push your weapon out in front of you.”

      Meyers gave Rimes a quick thumbs-up, then he was gone.

      Heartbeats. Silence. Boots scrunching sand against rock.

      The genies were advancing. Something tripped the shredder. Screams filled the tunnel, and somewhere above, Meyers ran. Rimes counted to three, let off a short burst into the dusty haze created by the blast, then he ran too.

      The tunnel narrowed faster and sloped upward more steeply than he had expected, angling what must have been more than sixty degrees. His shoulders scraped along the walls two meters short of the exit. Brilliant sunlight shone through the entrance, making it impossible to be sure of his position.

      He squinted. He compressed his shoulders. He tucked himself as tight as he could and pushed forward.

      The genies were closing.

      He toyed with the idea of making a stand, then realized he was panicking.

      He pulled the carbine off his shoulder and pushed it and the assault rifle in front of him. With a herculean effort, he managed to launch himself forward enough to shove the weapons up and out of the tunnel mouth. He twisted and wiggled and stretched, but he couldn’t get his shoulders free.

      He panicked. A primal scream formed at the back of his throat.

      Any moment now, the genies would be on him, and he would be defenseless against them. Death frightened him less than the idea that he would die without a fight.

      Suddenly, hands gripped his arms and pulled at him. He felt himself moving up and pain shot through his shoulders, then nothing. He was hopelessly stuck. The genies were closing, their sharp blades were ready to open arteries, to stab into nerve bundles.

      The hands pulled again, and this time, he came free.

      He kicked away from the tunnel and lay on his back, panting. He looked at the hole, certain that a genie head was going to pop out.

      “We need to seal this.” Panic put an edge to Rimes’s voice.

      It took some effort, but he finally pulled his eyes from the hole and looked around. They were in a shallow depression atop the west canyon wall, smack in the middle of an uneven expanse of sand-covered rock. Here and there, a few fist-sized stones were visible, but there was nothing big enough to seal the hole. Sung was already leading the wounded for cover twenty meters distant.

      Theroux sat on the southern edge of the depression, calmly watching them. “They won’t pursue. Not through that exit. Wait for the first one to try it. Shoot him. They may try once more, then they’ll abandon the tunnel and scale the canyon walls. Now’s your opportunity to put some distance between you and them, Captain.”

      Rimes realized that, annoying as Theroux was, he was right. Just as the cave and then the tunnels had nullified the genies’ advantages, so would the exit. Given how fast and athletic they were, the genies could easily scale the canyon wall rather than waste time on a futile effort.

      Rimes nodded at Sung’s retreating form. “We’ve got to keep them moving.”

      Meyers handed two magazines to Rimes. “Shaw and Watanabe had a little to spare,” Meyers’s tone was dry. He turned to watch Sung for a few moments. “I’ll stay on them. Don’t fall far behind.”

      Rimes shoved the magazines into hip pouches. “Don’t worry about me. If Theroux’s right, I’ll be fifteen minutes behind you, if that.” He settled onto his side, neck craned to listen to the opening.

      Meyers waved Plauche on, then lingered a moment. He seemed to struggle with something—a thought, a sensation. Finally, he exhaled loudly. “Good hunting.” He jogged away quickly, before Rimes could reply.

      Rimes felt more than saw when Theroux finally stood and jogged after the rest.

      Doubts began gnawing at Rimes almost immediately. Had the genies abandoned the tunnels already? Had they sent scouts up along the canyon walls? Were they lying in wait, killing off the team once they disappeared from sight?

      He rolled his head, and closed his eyes, then took a cleansing breath.

      They’re coming. They’ll send a wounded one through first. Maybe wounded enough he’ll require assistance even to get out of the hole.

      He didn’t have to wait long for the genies to test the exit. Theroux’s retreating footfalls were still detectable over the BAS when the first hint of movement echoed up from the hole. Rimes readied the assault rifle, sighting in on the exit.

      A tingle coursed up his spine as he imagined the look on the genie’s face when he realized he was pulling himself up into an ambush. There would be a moment of terror. Genie or mere human, there was always terror. And there would be desperation as the ones in the tunnel fled.

      Rimes licked his lips at the thought.

      With a soft grunt, Rimes shook away the alien thoughts. Kwon’s thoughts. I don’t relish the killing. It’s not a sport. There is no thrill. It’s my job. Survival, just survival.

      Quiet as he could, Rimes edged back from the tunnel opening. He brought up the assault rifle, for the first time truly looking at it. It was a cheap but functional EEC model. In the end, it was a tool of destruction. So long as it killed, it was effective.

      He sighted on the hole. There was a fresh magazine loaded and no reason to spare the ammo.

      The genie cleared the exit with amazing speed. One second the exit was empty, the next, the genie’s torso was above the hole, back to Rimes. Rimes held his fire until the genie was standing. It favored its left side. It was a good twenty centimeters shorter than Rimes and slender as a girl.

      The genie seemed totally at ease, its helmeted head busily scanning the horizon where Meyers and the others had fled. Finally, as if through a sixth sense, the genie turned and spotted Rimes.

      In the split second where their eyes met, Rimes could see so much. Bullets had pierced the genie’s armor along the left ribcage, and bloody sand traced from the holes to the hips. The genie was female, slender, probably young. She moved, but not to draw her pistol.

      Rimes felt the first hint of a push, initially ineffective, but present. He fired two bursts.

      The genie crumpled.

      They’re taking calculated risks, assuming we’re fleeing. He sprinted to the hole, caught a glimpse of someone—a male genie—rapidly scurrying back, an abandoned weapon clattering down in his wake. Rimes emptied the magazine and swapped in a fresh one.

      Seconds passed.

      A hand came into view deep down inside the tunnel. Rimes fired a burst, and the hand disappeared. He waited five seconds, then fell back to the dead genie. He found a pistol and two spare magazines. The ammunition matched his own; he kept it and tossed the pistol high and away, deep into the canyon. Five more seconds then he would run, sprinting to catch Meyers and the rest.

      Blood still trickled from the genie’s wounds.

      Her face. Was she pretty? Pull off her helmet. Maybe she still has a final breath to breathe, enough to hear her scream? Can you taste her fear as death comes for her? Can you—

      Rimes closed his eyes for a moment, centering himself, clearing his mind of Kwon’s thoughts. Even now, after his team pulled together to escape certain death, after attaining such an important victory against the genies, Rimes couldn't be free of the genies. Kwon would never be gone. Rimes could run, but Kwon would always be there, hovering above, watching, waiting to strike, like a drone—

      Overhead. Shit! What was I thinking? They’re not going to pursue over ground. They have their ships!

      He pulled up the map Shaw had uploaded to him earlier. 332 had gone down at least twenty-five kilometers northwest of the canyon crash site. Rimes compared that to Shaw’s estimate for the genies’ landing site. Two sites seemed likely. Rimes marked them both.

      We’ll be out in the open at the crash site. They’d just strafe us, pin us down and drop a couple shooters out to hunt down any stragglers.

      All our training and planning, the whole struggle. Pointless.

      The odds played out in his head. The genies could move faster than him, but they had to retreat out of the tunnels and the cave and navigate the canyon back to a good point to exit. He didn’t know exactly where to go, but the genies’ own efficiency certainly seemed to be working against them, making them predictable.

      He risked one more glance down the tunnel, then turned, slung the assault rifle over his left shoulder and broke into a jog.

      Finally, he had a clear destination, a clear objective.

      He set an aggressive pace, checking the map overlay for the best course to the closest potential landing spot for the genies’ ships.

      As he ran, Rimes wondered what pace the genies were setting for themselves in the tunnels. Would they let their wounded slow them, or would they abandon them, as Theroux had proposed? Would they focus on conserving their energy, or would they go full-out in the hopes of wrapping things quickly?

      Would they even give a moment’s consideration to the idea a mere human might be insane enough to try for their ships?

      Even if they slowed for the wounded or to conserve energy, Rimes wasn’t sure he could beat them. He had no idea where they had landed or if they’d left guards behind to protect the ships.

      It was difficult keeping his focus in the here and now rather than in the vexing realm of daydreams, but he had to.

      With the genies, there was no margin for error.
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      The top of the canyon walls alternated between long stretches of broken, rocky terrain and small, relatively flat clearings. Rimes was moving through one of the cluttered areas, clumsily weaving between boulders and outcroppings.

      With the sun low on the horizon, the air had cooled, and the ever-present sulfuric smell had lessened. Wind skirled among the rocks, whipping sand into low-lying, thin, gray clouds and drowning out the thud of his boots.

      The dust clouds seemed like ghosts.

      The fallen—Bowring, Lazzaro, Leveque, McFadyen, Zircher—called to Rimes.

      Focus on the living. I can’t let Molly and the boys down, can’t let my people down.

      Long shadows played tricks on him. One moment, he was in gray darkness, the next in yellow light. A clearing came into view, and he spotted the fast attack craft atop a low butte, then a wall of stone blocked the craft from his sight.

      Rimes blinked rapidly and shook his head. Fatigue was starting to set in, and he was losing his edge. If he fell asleep, the genies would ensure it was a final, lasting sleep.

      Crouching low, he edged into the shadows of another rock formation.

      His mouth was dry, and his legs ached from the run. He’d pushed himself hard, mostly breathing the planet’s atmosphere, but he was looking at the landing site now, and there was no sign of the genies.

      The two landing sites Shaw had spotted hadn’t panned out. They would’ve been fine—perfect—for the fast assault craft, had the sites not been littered with sheets of displaced stone. Close up, Rimes spotted cracks everywhere. It all pointed to structural instability.

      Those fast assault craft easily mass thirty tons. No pilot’s going to risk landing one on unstable ground.

      After finding the same problem at the second site, Rimes searched for another option. It took a few minutes, working from one of the more likely canyon entries, but he’d found one.

      It was farther out, and he could see that it was a tight squeeze for the craft, but the ground around the butte looked stable in the yellow sunset.

      Rimes popped his head around the rock formation he was hiding behind and sneaked a quick look.

      The butte offered some protection for the closely placed craft, and it gave any guards left behind ample opportunity to spot approaching enemies. Getting up the butte was going to be a problem. Assuming the genies had left someone behind, just getting to the base of the butte was going to be even more of a challenge.

      Rimes watched for any sign of movement. Twisting shadows draped the sides of the butte and the ground beneath it. Nothing moved in that shade.

      Crammed so close together, there would be too little free space for a guard to freely wander around.

      They’ll be onboard, and that limits their lines of sight.

      Rimes glanced back along the path he’d taken—no movement, no lights. Many of the genies probably had enhanced vision sufficient to handle the twilight, but it was unlikely all would. There would be lights if they were close on his tail.

      He still had time.

      He broke from the rocks and ran for the base of the butte. It was thirty meters, probably more, to the closest wall, and he couldn’t even detect a particularly scalable approach there.

      He kept expecting the roar of gunfire, the agonizing thud of bullets against his armor.

      A long shadow—one of the craft’s wings—beckoned. He reached the darkness, then the rock, and came to a stop. He looked up, scanned back the way he came, then looked along the wall above.

      Still safe.

      The butte rose forty some odd meters and was slightly less wide. It ran just about sixty meters long. Up close, he confirmed that the canyon-facing side was smooth and unclimbable.

      Rimes panicked for a moment, realizing the genies could have simply dropped from the craft closer to the canyon, and then remote-piloted them onto the butte top after making sure there was no way up.

      They could be getting ready to pilot the craft back to them right now. All of this for nothing.

      He looked around, spotted what seemed like a natural path leading away from the base of the butte. He blinked away the panic. They had landed on the butte, climbed down, and walked to the canyon. He was sure of it.

      But that also meant they probably left someone behind.

      He edged around the base to inspect the other side. It was surprisingly manageable, complete with reasonable handholds and three sloped ledges.

      A relieved smile settled on his face.

      Rimes gave another quick glance back the way he’d come, then he began the climb. It was easy going at first, reminiscent of some of his training years before. He’d actually tackled much harder free-climbing in the Arizona desert as a teen. Around the time of the second ledge, though, he had to stop and catch his breath. He sealed his environment suit and slowed his pace until the lightheadedness was gone.

      Rather than take the final ledge, Rimes scrambled up the last stretch of the rock face barehanded. He pulled himself up to the butte top just enough to inspect the spacecraft.

      The craft were parked back-to-back, with the ramps opening onto the butte top not even two meters from each other. Rimes scanned every millimeter of the craft for any hint of a sentry. He froze when he finally caught movement at the top of the farther ramp, but then he lost the movement. He desperately searched, but it was pointless.

      Whatever had moved was gone.

      He brought up the BAS and slowly tracked his sight along the craft ramps. Tense seconds passed, but the BAS finally picked up something. Thirty meters away, bathed in shadows, barely moving.

      Genie.

      Rimes didn’t think he’d been spotted, but he hung there, unmoving for several seconds, arms trembling from the strain, unwilling to risk giving away his position.

      Movement caught his eye again, and the BAS registered a second genie, this one nearing the bottom of the closer ramp.

      Rimes cursed in disbelief.

      Two genies. Pilots! So obvious! They dropped the genie team off close to the canyon entrance, then flew back here.

      Realization hit him: they would pick the genies up, too. Whatever lead he’d managed to get by pushing so hard was meaningless if the genies called for pick-up now.

      After observing the two genies for a few more seconds, Rimes slowly lowered himself.

      To his right, there were good enough handholds to work his way until the full length of the nearest craft would be between him and the genies.

      He slowly edged along the butte wall. By the time he finally pulled himself onto the butte top, his arms were shaking from exhaustion. He was under the craft’s nose, out of sight. He took a moment to stretch his arms out before beginning a belly crawl beneath the craft.

      Halfway along, he rolled out from beneath the craft and began a low jog under the right wing. He came to a stop a few meters short of the ramp and listened.

      The genies were chatting in a language Rimes couldn’t identify. Their voices sounded calm, relaxed.

      The other genies hadn’t called back yet.

      Their gear would have the same sort of range limits as his, even once they reached the top of the canyon wall. There was still some time.

      He unslung the assault rifle and checked it, visualizing what he would do—the genie in the farther craft would have to go first. Step out, sight, two bursts. Step out, track the second genie, sight, two bursts. Move between the craft to deal with any remaining genies.

      The two genies stopped chattering suddenly; Rimes listened. They spoke again, excited.

      That’s the call. No more time.

      Rimes moved, going through the visualized steps.

      Step out, sight…

      The first genie was gone. The second was on the ramp, hand hovering over her sub-machine gun.

      Rimes shifted, sighted. The genie drew and fired wildly. A bullet cracked off Rimes’s right shin, instantly numbing it.

      Rimes fired.

      The genie staggered back. Rimes fired again, shifting, dragging his leg. The second burst sent a round into the genie’s left shoulder; she fell to the ramp, her gun clattering and skidding down the ramp.

      The best Rimes could manage was a hop, so he made for the second craft doing just that, dragging his numbed lower leg.

      The ramp was closing, the airlock door shutting, the engines coming to life. With an animal growl, Rimes pushed himself, throwing more weight on the numb leg than he was confident it could handle.

      It held.

      He staggered up the ramp at an ugly run, reaching the outer airlock door a millisecond before the ramp telescoped back into its slot below the airlock. His forward momentum was just enough to get him into the airlock. He rolled inside as the outer door closed the rest of the way.

      Groaning, he leaned against the airlock walls and looked down at his leg. The armor had held, but it was visibly deformed. It would be seconds regaining its shape.

      He tested the leg and gasped. It probably wasn’t broken, but it still hurt.

      Suddenly, the craft lifted: a change in pitch, a turn. They were airborne.

      Airlock controls!

      He examined the panel. It was a standard configuration. He’d seen shuttles with similar designs and had a decent sense of the layout. If it was configured for passengers, there would be two rows of seats running the length of the two walls and a single walkway down the center leading up to the cockpit.

      Normal cycling would get the airlock open in a couple seconds, too quick for the pilot to override. Rimes wondered how long before the pilot realized the other craft wasn’t following. A sudden sharp turn and Rimes guessed he had his answer.

      He switched out magazines on the assault rifle and cycled the airlock door, rifle raised to where he imagined the cockpit door would be.

      There was a moment—a short, desperate moment—where he could see into the cockpit. The genie, a handsome man with almost silver irises and child-like features, turned and locked eyes with Rimes.

      Rimes shifted his sights just as the cockpit door began to close and squeezed the trigger.

      The final bullet in the burst ricocheted off the door.

      Rimes hopped forward, cursing his reaction time. Even a moment faster and he’d have gotten the pilot before he could close the cockpit door. Now Rimes was little more than a prisoner as the shuttle headed for the other genies. Neither the assault rifle nor his carbine had ammunition capable of penetrating the cockpit door.

      A strange mount frame in the floor caught his attention.

      Suddenly, the engines emitted an odd whine. The craft leveled off, and then it banked again. He lost his balance, found himself face down in the passenger bay’s closest rear seat. The assault rifle skipped out of his hands and crashed against the wall before skidding below a seat and out of sight.

      Rimes sat up and twisted. They were still banking. Dangerously. Something’s wrong. I got him after all.

      Being captured by the genies wasn’t a concern now. The craft was going down.

      He crawled for the airlock.

      Without a glance outside, there was no real sense of the craft’s altitude or speed, but if it were low enough and decelerating, it would almost certainly be safer to jump out than to stay aboard for the inevitable crash.

      Assuming they were over favorable terrain.

      Rimes crawled into the airlock and emergency cycled the outer door. It shot open and he saw the tail whip past a familiar sight: stone and a symmetrical form built of composite materials.

      The butte, the other craft, centimeters below.

      Rimes half leaped, half fell.

      His momentum hurled him against the other craft’s right wing. He skidded along the smooth surface and into the fuselage, slamming into the gentle curve with enough force that for a moment he was airborne three meters above first the backbone, then the opposite wing before dropping onto the wing.

      The impact had knocked the wind out of him; he tried to get his bearings.

      And then, with a horrible wrenching sound and a shudder, he was thrown into the air again.

      He twisted, saw the airborne craft’s wing trailing pieces of the grounded craft’s cockpit, saw it continue its slow spin until its tail clipped the grounded craft mid-fuselage, and with another groan and squeal, the grounded craft was torn from its perch atop the butte.

      Rimes fell.

      At first he fell toward the shifting fuselage, then toward the wing he’d originally slammed into, then the craft was completely gone, and then the rock-strewn butte was rushing toward him.

      It all happened too fast for even a curse or scream.

      Instead, he crashed into the ground with a quiet, stunned gasp, rolled a meter, and felt his legs swing out over open air. His fingers scraped over the stone for a grip, finding just enough to halt his fall. His legs dangled over the edge of the butte.

      Grimacing, he twisted around just in time to see the second craft’s tail disappear over the edge of the butte. He rolled until he could see over the edge. The fuselage scraped, groaned, and deformed as the craft plunged to the rocky ground below. The echoes rolled out over the silent stones, drowning out the sound of the first craft’s propulsion system, which coughed and died.

      Loose rock clacked down the length of the butte and pinged off the ruined craft below.

      Rimes uncertainly got to his feet and checked himself. His leg ached, but took weight. He took a moment to admire his handiwork.

      Only the BAS’s sound amplification saved him: boot scraping on rock.

      He pivoted and thrust his arms up. The genie he’d shot earlier was on him, kicking. Rimes caught the kick’s force well enough to avoid any broken bones. He grabbed onto the genie’s boot and struggled to keep his footing; the genie had to twist and hop just to keep her own balance.

      But she was forcing him backwards.

      Rimes let go of her boot and dropped to the ground, arms splayed out. His left leg slipped over the edge, but he was otherwise safe.

      Before he could roll away, another kick landed, cracking a rib just beneath his left armpit.

      Rimes rolled clear of a stomp that would have dislocated his right shoulder. He scrambled to his feet and swung, landing a lucky blow that drove the genie back. He got his first good look at the genie. She was bleeding from a couple holes in her armor and favoring her left shoulder, but she was still up.

      Skipping back toward the center of the butte, trying to buy time, Rimes thought the situation through. He couldn’t simply attempt the descent. Wounded or not, the genie would follow and would almost certainly kill him. The other genies had to be en route to the butte at full speed after losing contact with the craft.

      Time was his biggest enemy at the moment.

      The genie closed, making tentative kicks at Rimes’s head and chest, testing his reflexes and skill.

      Like Shaw, she wore a light-armored flight suit. She had no helmet. Like the other pilot, she was fascinating to look at, with deep brown hair and high, sharp cheekbones. Her eyes were amber, with crimson flecks. Her strikes were catlike—quick, powerful.

      Realizing his options were limited, Rimes went on the offensive.

      When the next kick came, he stepped inside and took it on his left shoulder, momentarily hooking her leg just below the knee with his nearly numb left arm. He struck with his right forearm at her wounded shoulder. Her armor couldn’t do much to soften the blow; her eyes widened in pain and surprise.

      Rimes pressed the attack, chopping at her neck, then backhanding her face.

      She staggered backwards, now on the defensive. She managed to block most of Rimes’s blows, but she was no longer trying to kick him. Rimes shifted from going for her face and shoulder to working the areas her damaged shoulder made it impossible to defend. He landed a jab in her gut then another in her solar plexus.

      She gasped for air and tried a desperate kick with her right leg. Rimes caught the leg in the crook of his left arm, this time securing it. He lifted the leg high, quietly groaning at his broken rib’s protest. If his own leg could have supported him, he would’ve shattered her left knee. Instead, he simply drove her backwards, pushing her to the edge of the butte, keeping her off-balance. She sensed too late what he had in mind and how impossible it was to stop it. With a last shove, he sent her over the edge.

      Rimes dropped to his knees and sucked in the bitter, dry air. His side ached from the kick and the crash into the fuselage. His leg ached from the bullet impact.

      And the genies were closing.

      At least I’ve made a difference, probably gave the team their first real chance at survival.

      He reached for his carbine only to find it was gone. He’d lost the assault rifle on the airborne craft. He was without a weapon.

      Her sub-machine gun! He got to his feet and jogged to the area where the ramps had been.

      It was the BAS that found it. Rimes scooped the sub-machine gun up and checked it. Functional, though meant more for close-quarters combat than long-distance engagements. He checked the magazine—near-full—then slammed it back home. A quick strap adjustment and he hastily hooked the weapon over his shoulder and began the descent.

      The whole way down, he listened for the first sound of gunfire that would signal the genies’ approach and his hopeless demise.
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      Even with his environment suit working at full capacity, Rimes’s helmet was a swamp—damp and foul with his perspiration and breath and echoing hollowly with his rhythmic, sharp breathing. Sweat trickled into his eyes, obscuring his vision. For a moment, he lost his footing in the soft sand and nearly stumbled. He quickly regained his balance and blinked the sweat away, then he re-focused on the BAS display, which glowed brilliantly against the black of the night.

      A dozen red icons flickered in and out at the edge of the BAS’s range. At the display’s far right, a cyan circle marked the 332 crash site, just over fifteen kilometers northwest of his position. He was maintaining a roughly ninety degree angle relative to 332.

      Every minute they chase me is another minute for 332.

      Soon, he would have to alter his course even more dramatically, heading directly away from the crash site. The genies would have to make a tough decision.

      It would also take him farther from his own goal and well on the way to complete collapse.

      As it had for the last hour, the terrain continued to level out. He hadn’t seen so much as a rock or gulch for at least twenty minutes. For as far as the BAS could scan, there was sand. Occasionally, a low dune would show up at the edge of sensor range. Mostly, though, the ground was flat.

      Rimes focused again on the closing red symbols. He shifted direction another forty-five degrees. The red symbols matched his course. He shifted another thirty degrees. The red symbols did the same.

      The genies were staying on him. There was no question.

      He switched the BAS off to conserve power. Piezoelectric generation could only do so much to satisfy the demands he was placing on the system. Pushing as hard as he was, he needed sunlight and his suit’s photovoltaics to maintain a full charge.

      The last thing he noted was that at their current pace, the genies would catch him in an hour.

      Reflexively, Rimes looked skyward, wondering how the task force battle was progressing or if it was already resolved. There was no history to draw upon for fleet engagements in space, really. Only in the last decade had anyone been willing to risk the money on something as risky as a large space-going warship. Metacorporate entities had come close to space battles with larger ships, but they were civilian ships with mostly defensive weapons systems. Ultimately, the insanity of losing tens of billions of dollars in such engagements had kept things from flaring up, even when the bounty had been abandoned alien ships whose technology and DNA made them potentially priceless.

      How insane that we’re being forced past that threshold in a struggle to simply fend off our genocidal children.

      An ache started in Rimes’s left side, forcing him to slow. The cracked rib was going to be a problem. He could manage through pain, but only so much. And even with the pain controlled, there was the structural problem the rib imposed.

      Rimes hoped Sung had some bone paste left. There was simply no point in considering any other possibility than rejoining the others. Genies or not, Rimes had every intention of holding Molly again. He’d never even had the chance to teach the boys how to head a football.

      Only one outcome was acceptable: he had to make it.

      He shook his head defiantly. He wasn’t going to die, not on this sand-covered wasteland of a planet.

      After stretching out, Rimes slowed for a moment and brought up the BAS. It was time to shift course again, to test the genies’ resolve.

      He stopped in his tracks, stunned.

      A single red signal showed intermittently, and it was moving away from him, heading toward the distant cyan marker.

      They abandoned me.

      He’d convinced himself the genies were fallible after all, that they’d locked onto a course for vengeance and wouldn’t alter it until seeing things through.

      But the BAS wasn’t broken. The genies were going for the others now.

      The genies were infallible. They were capable of shutting down their emotions. They were going for the big fish.

      The BAS power indicator flashed an amber warning. Rimes turned toward the distant crash site, took a final reading on the route ahead of him, and shut the BAS down. There were no other options but to head for 332 and hope to somehow avoid the genies.

      Sixteen kilometers. It was going to be a demanding trek.

      [image: ]

      The ground stretched on as far as his eyes could see. Sand. Rocks. All black in the night. Unchanged, unforgiving, unyielding.

      With each hushed step, he felt certain he’d reached his limit. His right leg was a club now, an anchor determined to hold him in place. He couldn’t stop thinking about the genies. How was it possible for them to do what they were doing? Even an optimized human body had limits. How human could they be and still manage to push themselves as they were?

      He brought the BAS up and rapidly flipped through the data. His eyes swept over the multiple layers and fields, taking it all in, storing what he’d seen, his sluggish mind struggling to make sense of it. The system angrily flashed a crimson warning—he was below twenty percent power.

      Two readings immediately leapt out at him. Red dots, one set extremely close, another farther out.

      He blinked in disbelief, then he dropped to his knees and elbows. He ignored the angry crimson warning and swiveled his head left, right, and up to see if it was a problem with the sensors.

      The readings didn’t change.

      Slowly, he lowered down onto his belly and did his best to sink into the sand. He played back through his uncertain memories.

      How far had he come? How hard had he pushed himself?

      One final look at the BAS readout, and then he shut it down. There was an impulse to reach for his weapon and another to stand and sprint. He smothered both impulses and focused on controlling his breathing and blotting out the pain from his injuries.

      Cautiously, he opened his helmet, and rotated his head ever so slowly to the left, he scanned the dark-draped sand with naked eyes. It took several seconds for his pupils to relax after the light from the BAS. Finally, he saw it: a recumbent, humanoid shape silhouetted against the paler backdrop of the starlit sky. He rotated his head again and scanned the sands a few meters ahead and twenty meters to his right. There, once again, he found recumbent forms.

      Run! Go!

      Rimes rubbed his forehead with a shaking hand. He squeezed his eyes shut and counted to ten. The BAS had told him he was surrounded by genies, or at least several of the ones the system had managed to previously identify. More importantly, the BAS had identified five signals—Meyers, Munoz, and Watanabe among them—not five hundred meters from his current position.

      Somehow, he’d managed to sleepwalk right into the genies without being detected. Worse, they were close enough to the camp to launch an attack with a mad sprint.

      He twisted so that he could watch the genie to his left. The form was utterly motionless.

      Could they be dead, maybe from a failed assault or booby traps?

      Rimes’s shoulders shook from a quiet, desperate laugh. He knew better than to hope.

      Sleeping. They’re sleeping. Or whatever it is they do to rest. Some of them can sense minds, thoughts. They probably have one focused on the crash site while the others rest.

      He laughed again, still a silent act, this time at the thought the genies had limits of their own and could repeat mistakes.

      No. Not a mistake. They wouldn’t necessarily know I’m hard to read, not unless the one I shot coming out of the tunnel got off a warning before she died.

      But if not a mistake, then it was still an oversight or a sign of hubris. At least one of the humans had managed to slip past them and destroy their ships. In their shoes, Rimes reasoned that would have been enough to have curtailed reliance on the advantage of their ‘pushers’.

      Scanning for silhouettes in all directions revealed no other genies. It made sense the sentry would also want to present a minimal profile for anyone from the crash site watching the horizon. They wouldn’t have moved so close unless they intended to attack.

      I’ve got to get down there.

      Slowly, Rimes began the arduous task of crawling toward the crash site. After all he’d endured during the day, the crawl quickly became hell. Extending his left arm was agonizing; pulling himself forward was even worse.

      The shuttle was an alluring silhouette in the darkness. Buried in a two-meter deep trench, belly to the sky, wings clipped—it was a fortification.

      But it was going nowhere.

      Fifteen minutes into his crawl, Rimes swore he was stuck in a nightmare, never advancing, his enemies getting closer. He slithered across the sand for an eternity. Thirty minutes in, he was ready to simply abandon the effort and listen to the voices in his head: sprint for all you’re worth!

      Finally, he saw movement: a dark form walked an arbitrary perimeter against the shuttle backdrop.

      Rimes powered on his BAS.

      The form rubbed at his nose, then suddenly froze. A connection request flashed from Kershaw; Rimes accepted.

      “Captain Rimes, is that you?”

      “Yeah.” Rimes started crawling again. The BAS flashed an insistent crimson. “You’ve got genies four hundred or so meters behind me.”

      “Shit.” Kershaw mumbled something unintelligible. “Oh, shit. Everyone thought you were dead.”

      “Don’t react. Stay calm. I’m guessing they’ve got someone watching you who can read minds to some degree. That might mean they can sense a change in your behavior or thoughts.” Rimes continued crawling. “I can understand why everyone would think I was dead. The odds were long from the start, and they only got worse as time went on. But here I am, and I intend to keep us all alive.”

      Kershaw paced the perimeter again. He moved slowly, smoothly. Against conventional observers, even with minimal cover, it was a fairly effective method of perimeter patrol. “I can’t believe you got so close in. I’ve been keeping my BAS down to conserve power. I just happened to turn it on a few minutes ago.”

      “I understand. It’s the right thing to do.” Rimes stopped when his right elbow struck something that moved in the sand. He thought it might be a rock at first. He stared at it until he could make out more detail. It was a foot. “Kershaw, did you lose a foot?”

      “What?”

      “I’m staring at a foot. Booted. Looks like one of ours.” Rimes pushed the foot aside and started crawling again.

      Kershaw sighed softly. “Xye, probably. Or Ito. Poor guys got torn to pieces when their seats came undone on impact. They fell out of the shuttle on the second impact.”

      “Who made it?”

      “Sergeant Lopresti, but she’s banged up pretty good. Siamwalla too. Evinger, Munoz, and Takashi are okay. The lieutenant, but he’s…And that IB agent. And me.”

      “Your pilot?”

      “Nope. We never found his head.” Kershaw mumbled something again. “Should I wake everybody up, sir?”

      “Not yet. I want a plan before we do anything that might provoke an attack.”

      “Yeah.” Kershaw stopped for a moment then returned to his patrol. “Any idea how many they have? Meyers said you killed nearly ten of them.”

      We’ve done better than we have any right to expect. “Close to twenty of them out there. The shuttle’s on its back?”

      “Yeah. We took a couple hits and lost flight controls. When we came in, we ended up upside down. I thought those harnesses were going to break our legs, but it worked out. Well, except for Xye and Ito. Everybody’s sore, but most folks can walk. Sergeant Lopresti’s in a lot of pain.”

      Rimes raised his head to look at the shuttle again. He was getting closer. “Is the belly gun intact?”

      “I don’t know. Shit. No one thought to check.”

      “Okay. We’ll get on that” I would’ve expected better from Meyers, but just getting the others to the crash site alive was a minor miracle. “What about weapons and ammo?”

      “Good to go, Captain. We distributed some extra magazines to the others. Oh! You know Meyers brought some folks in from your shuttle?”

      “Yeah, I picked their signals up on my crawl in. I got lucky and found the genies’ ships. Otherwise, we’d all be dead by now.”

      Kershaw spun suddenly, excited. “You got their ships? We can get off this rock?”

      “Settle down,” Rimes hissed. “I didn’t get their ships, not like you’re thinking. But they don’t have them anymore either.”

      “Damn.” Kershaw mumbled to himself again. It sounded like an extended exchange. “Well, that explains why they didn’t attack. We’ve been waiting for it. Not much else you can do about it.”

      Rimes could clearly see Kershaw at that point. “Kershaw, I need you to walk away from me, maybe make yourself a little more obvious. I’m going to make for the shuttle.”

      “Got it, Captain.” Kershaw adjusted course and stumbled, corrected and brushed sand from his legs with exaggerated sweeps of his long arms.

      Rimes did his best to jog for the shuttle. His shin protested, but he fought through it, grinding his teeth against the pain. When he reached the nearest point of the shuttle, he dropped and rolled onto his back.

      Once the pain faded, he rose to a crouch and hopped, relying on his good arm and leg for most of the work. “Where’s Meyers?”

      “He’s been hanging out in what’s left of the cockpit. He brought a radio with him. He’s been trying to get it to work.” Kershaw mumbled again. “I think he fell asleep.”

      Shifting to his hands and knees, Rimes crawled the rest of the way along the fuselage to the front of the craft.

      Kershaw was right: there wasn’t much of a cockpit anymore. Most of the top was gone as well as a chunk of the nose. Someone had scooped enough sand aside to allow entry by crawling. Meyers was curled up in what remained of the rear of the cockpit, his face washed in the dim glow of the radio’s readout. His carbine sat at his feet, propped against his legs. The emergency beacon sat next to the carbine, antenna pointed to the heavens.

      At least they know where we are down here. Assuming they’re still up there.

      Rimes stretched and gently tapped Meyers’s foot. Other than his chest rising and falling, Meyers didn’t move. Rimes tapped Meyers’s foot again, this time more firmly. Meyers jumped, pulling his carbine up and glancing around wildly before spotting Rimes.

      “Captain?” Meyers blinked and shook his head as if willing away a mirage.

      “Trust me, I’m just as surprised as you. We don’t have much time.”

      Meyers yawned and rubbed at his eyes, slowly coming awake. “What happened? You were supposed to be right behind us.”

      “They sent a genie up out of the tunnel, like we expected. I shot her, then it occurred to me I was looking at this whole thing wrong. They came into the canyon to finish us because they couldn’t get a clean shot on our wreckage with their ships. Once we pinned them down in the tunnels, they had no reason to pursue us on foot.”

      “Son of a bitch. You went for their ships. You got some big brass ones.” Meyers smiled sleepily. “You got them with their own ship?”

      “That would’ve been nice but no. At least they don’t have ships anymore, though. That’s better than nothing.”

      Meyers shifted. His features twisted in confusion. “So why’d you say we don’t have much time? They aren’t going anywhere.”

      “But they still intend to kill us.” Rimes pointed aft. “They’re out there, not even a half klick away. Resting. I think they’ll attack before sunrise.”

      Meyers looked into the darkness. “We can’t stand up to them. Out in the open like this? They outnumber us. With even numbers, we’d be screwed. Half of us are broke to shit.” Meyers ground the palm of his right hand into his forehead. “We’re fucked.”

      “We can’t just give up. There’s always a chance. Meyers, look at me. I stumbled into them and slipped right past. They’re sleeping. You understand? They’re not without limits. They weren’t ready for someone like me, so they’re not infallible.”

      Meyers glared at Rimes. “Someone like you? What does that mean?”

      Rimes pointed to the crescent-shaped scar on his right temple. “They’ve been in my mind before. One of them named Perditori. But then I was shot. After I recovered, he couldn’t touch my mind anymore. Well, he couldn’t control it. We can do this. We’ve killed so many of them already. They’re not invincible. We just have to think this through.”

      Meyers stared into the darkness for a moment, then chuckled wryly. “It’s not like we have a choice. They’re not letting us go. Kill or be killed, right?”

      “Exactly. Any luck with the radio?”

      “No. Theirs is…“ Meyers pointed at the space where the nose should have been. “I wanted to rig a power line for our radio, but the cabling’s a mess. I need to find a stretch of intact cable. Run it from the main power juncture back in the passenger bay to here.”

      Rimes looked around the cockpit. Along with Meyers’s knife, there were a few emergency tools visible in the starlight. “How long will that take?” He tried to hide his excitement, but he realized almost immediately just how clear it was in his voice.

      “Six hours, maybe more. I was hoping to get on it at sunlight. Now?” Meyers shrugged.

      “That’s okay. It wouldn’t matter. They probably couldn’t get anyone down to us in time. We need to shift our focus for now.”

      “To what?”

      Rimes jerked a thumb up at the shuttle’s belly above them.

      “The rail gun? Are you serious? We need to stay focused on what’s possible, Captain.”

      “You’re telling me it’s not possible?” Rimes hopped to his feet, shifting most of his weight to his good leg. “It looks intact. They never got off any serious shots, so it probably has plenty of ammo. If we have to improvise, we feed it bullets.”

      Meyers shook his head. “Those guns require nearly as much juice from the reactor as the ship does. No way it works off battery power. The batteries aren’t even fully charged anymore. We’ve been recharging oxygen and suits and filtering water with them.”

      “Come on, Meyers, you’re an engineer. Your IQ is off the charts. You can do this.”

      Meyers threw his arms into the air. “You’re asking me to turn lead into gold. It can’t be done.”

      “It can be done.” Calm. Help him find his own calm. “It may not be practical, but it can be done. So do something impractical. Think it through. Don’t worry about how dangerous it is. Without that gun, we’re dead anyway. Don’t worry about how many shots you can get off. A burst could be all it takes to turn the tide.”

      Meyers sighed. He sat unmoving for a long time. “Okay. We bring up the reactor long enough to recharge the batteries. There are a dozen super-capacitors in the propulsion system. We’ll pull those out and wire them inline. Store a charge in those and flip them in sequence. Pair them up or maybe groups of three. That’s two or three shots plus what the batteries might get you. I wouldn’t count on the reactor for much more than that. If the sensors detect a coolant leak or any sort of containment breach, it shuts down on its own. After a crash like this, I’d be surprised if we can even get it to come online. Don’t count on anything more than a couple minutes out of it if it does.”

      “Let’s get the batteries recharged then.” Rimes was already moving on to the next challenge. I’ll need to recharge my suit while the reactor’s online. “Who can help you with the capacitors?”

      “Plauche. He’s worked with me before.”

      “Wake him, but try to let the others sleep for now.” Rimes looked at the sky for any hint of twilight. It was too alien for him to read. He desperately wanted sleep, but he knew he couldn’t afford it. “Wait. Send Sung out here. I need him to look at my leg, and I think I’ve got a broken rib.”

      Meyers exited the cockpit. Rimes examined the cramped space. The hatch to the cargo area was warped and twisted, leaving an opening just big enough someone could squeeze through. The pilot’s chair dangled over his head precariously, seemingly ready to fall at any moment. The Sword of Damocles? No. You can’t fear failure and be an effective leader. We have time. They won’t attack until they’ve rested. We’ll have the belly gun ready. We’ll be prepared.

      But will it matter?
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      There was something welcoming about the darkness for Rimes. It was somehow calming and invigorating, and it allowed a sort of focus that he had missed. Coolness and a slight bit of pressure registered on the environment suit’s surface. The recycled air was clean and moist now. He sucked at the water dispenser tip and imagined what filled his mouth was fresh and sweet rather than reclaimed and bland.

      There would be time for fresh water later.

      The rich colors of the BAS’s display glowed vibrantly against the absolute darkness. The shuttle and its surroundings were clear outlines above and behind him; his team members were stationary green markers.

      They were waiting, same as he was.

      It happened again, then: a flicker of red at the periphery of his BAS’s range.

      They’re moving. Another flicker. One hundred meters out, closing slowly.

      He came off mute. “Get into position. Slowly, but purposefully, people. Think about survival—food, water, rescue. The fatigue and how hot it’ll be when the sun rises.”

      The team deployed to their previously assigned positions, some moving with zombie-like stiffness, others crawling low to the ground. On the BAS, the end result was a team arrayed in layers. Munoz, lying on his belly, was about four meters behind and to Rimes’s left. Evinger held the same position to Rimes’s right.

      Meyers would’ve been better there, but we need that railgun. Just four more meters of cabling, and we’ll have the edge.

      Behind and outside Munoz and Evinger, Kershaw and Takashi lay against seats they’d pulled out of the shuttle’s passenger bay. Rimes hoped the genies’ overconfidence would work against them again, and they’d see the lazy humans relaxing rather than waiting in ambush. In the middle of the formation, Plauche and Theroux lay behind a sand-covered section of hull Kershaw had found while walking the perimeter. Fontana was inside the shuttle with the wounded.

      Fontana activated her mic. “I can feel them. They have telepaths.”

      “Telepaths? Plural?”

      Fontana swallowed. “Yes.”

      Rimes fought back a curse. “They can push?”

      “Yes. One of them is powerful.”

      Perditori? Here? “Can you stop them?” Rimes thought of his team. In a straight-up fight, we’d have a chance. Genies? With pushers?

      “I’ll do my best.” She sounded like a child, promising, hoping, trying to please.

      We can’t ask for anything more. Rimes opened the team channel. “Watch your buddies, people. If they start to act odd, expect the worst.”

      “Takashi creeps me out, Captain. Does that count?” Plauche snorted.

      “Fuck you.” Takashi’s reply was a whisper.

      “Stay focused. Don’t kill each other unless you absolutely have to. That’s why we’re staggered and we have cover from each other. Sixty meters out. Fifty meters. They’re moving faster. Get ready.”

      Fontana groaned over her private channel. “They’re pushing.”

      “Sheila?” Rimes stayed perfectly still and kept his voice calm, then he opened a channel to Durban. “How’s she doing?”

      “She’s trying.” Durban sounded weak and worried. “She’s not like them. She can’t handle it.”

      “Just a little more.” The genies were almost on them. He could feel them, hungry and ready to test themselves, same as him. A dreamlike state settled over him, a place where he could master any opponent. Hunter. Destroyer. Creator of mayhem. That’s Kwon’s frenzy, not mine. Discipline wins the day, not bloodlust. The genies were almost on them. “Ten meters.”

      “Holy shit, they’re fast,” Evinger whispered unsteadily.

      The signals blinked—red moving in among green—but Rimes held. “Now.”

      He pushed against the dense sand above him, surfacing in the middle of four genies, dark forms in the twilight. The two in front of him stopped suddenly, shocked and unprepared. They held knives in their hands, pistols still holstered. They had stripped to light armor, leaving their faces exposed. Rimes had the sub-machine gun he’d taken from the butte in his right hand.

      He smiled as he fired, and the rounds found their mark.

      All around, gunfire erupted as the wounded and deeper shooters took their opportunities. Evinger and Munoz stood at their posts, trying to hold the first wave even if just for a moment. Rimes spun on the two genies behind him. He was high on the painkillers he’d gotten from Sung and on the thrill of combat with the genies. The thrill was his own, not Kwon’s.

      The nearest genie—a slender female—charged, knife held out to her side for a low slash. Rimes hurled the sub-machine gun into her face, surprising and momentarily stunning her. The female staggered and tried to regain her footing; Rimes drew his knife and turned to meet the second genie.

      The second genie—a powerful male—was already in mid-leap. His foot caught Rimes in the chest. He rolled with it as well as he could, slashing with his knife as he fell back. He hit the sand and continued rolling, finally coming up in a low stance, knife held in front of him.

      The male genie closed.

      They slashed and stabbed, gauging each other and warily circling. Rimes was aware of the battle around him and the importance of each second, but he was even more aware of his opponent’s skill. More importantly, he sensed the female genie circling wide to get behind him. The fact no one fired on her gave Rimes a good sense of the battle.

      Everywhere in his display, red forms moved freely among the green.

      We’re losing.

      The female charged. Rimes feinted a lunge, saw the male genie give ground. The female came in low, her knife going for the kidneys, an expert move.

      Rimes dropped and spun as he went to the ground, facing skyward. He dropped his knife and reached up. Her knife scraped along the armor covering his forearms and fingers. He grabbed her soft armor and the skin beneath it. He tightened his grip and let her momentum rock him, then he tucked his legs up so that his feet were against her hips and kicked up, releasing his grip on her.

      She growled in surprise as she flew over him and away.

      The male genie was on Rimes before he could find his knife, thrusting, slashing, missing Rimes’s jugular but catching the clavicle with a powerful blow, then a glancing one off the sternum. Rimes’s armor held, and he landed blows of his own—a fist into the genie’s throat, another into a cheekbone.

      The genie reached for Rimes’s right hand, grabbed his wrist, and twisted. Rimes howled in pain, certain the wrist was broken.

      He brought a knee up into the genie’s ribs, surprising him, knocking him off-balance. A kick to the face and the genie rolled clear, spitting blood.

      Rimes tried for his pistol. His wrist held.

      The genie charged again, flying across the sand with cheetah-like speed.

      Rimes sent a round into the genie’s face.

      More blood. The genie staggered.

      Rimes rolled, barely avoiding a kick from the female genie that would have shattered his own face.

      She was good. Very good.

      He kept rolling, but she stayed with him, blows glancing off his shoulder and ribs.

      The last kick found the broken rib.

      Numbed up or not, electrical shocks shot throughout his body.

      Rimes grunted. He sighted and squeezed the trigger, sending a round into the female’s thigh. Her armor took the worst of it, but she lost her balance.

      He fired again. And again.

      A shot into her groin, then another into her gut.

      Another shot. And another.

      Her armor finally failed her, and she went down.

      Rimes rose.

      Evinger was down, all but decapitated. Munoz was holding his own against two genies. One was struggling to his feet, the other was twisted around and pinned to Munoz’s chest by a giant hand. Munoz’s other hand was slowly driving the genie’s knife toward his own throat.

      Rimes emptied his magazine into the dazed genie, grimacing from the gun’s recoil.

      Reloading as quickly as his sore wrist allowed, Rimes scanned the battlefield and moved forward a step. There was too much motion, too many bodies intermingled, for him to feel sure of what he was seeing.

      He spotted Theroux and for a moment could only stare. The little man stood over Plauche. Theroux held a genie in an arm lock. The genie snarled defiantly and drove forward, breaking his own arm. Theroux launched a savage punch into the genie’s abdomen. The genie staggered, and Theroux leapt, wrapping his legs around the genie’s head. Theroux twisted, and the two tumbled to the sand.

      Suddenly, a white light bright as the sun flashed inside the shuttle bay. Almost at the same moment, a deep popping noise, like a thunderclap, boomed. Rimes opened his helmet visor, blinking against the lingering effect of the washout.

      The genies were in full retreat, some sprinting, some hobbling, a few staggering or dragging wounded allies. Rimes sighted in on a few and fired, but his aim was uncertain. Still, he managed to down one and forced another to abandon his wounded comrade.

      Rimes jogged toward the wounded genie. She was getting to her hands and knees, trying to crawl. It was the woman he’d shot previously. Kill her! Take her!

      He kicked her in the head. Twice.

      She collapsed.

      The battlefield was littered with bodies. Rimes checked for survivors, dreading each step. Munoz scooped up his carbine and released the genie he’d been fighting. The genie pulled his knife from his throat and tried to get to his feet. Dark blood gushed from the wound. The genie managed an awkward step, then another before falling. Theroux squatted next to Plauche, who’d suffered two serious knife wounds. Kershaw hopped over to Takashi, but it was clear there was nothing to be done.

      Taking care not to step on the fallen, Rimes entered the shuttle, taking in the passenger bay as if through a haze. He could see Shaw leaning against the wall, gasping in pain, holding his right arm. His face was a mess, his nose bent sideways, but he was still alive. Lopresti hadn’t been as lucky. A genie’s knife was buried hilt-deep in her right eye. Just beyond her, Siamwalla lay on his side, his neck snapped. Murphy was next to him, throat slit. Rimes took solace in the dead genies amid all the carnage, but there were only three.

      Meyers was at the front of the cabin. He was slumped against the bulkhead that separated passenger bay and cockpit, his elbows braced on his knees, head cradled in the crooks of his arms. “I couldn’t get the gun working.”

      Durban was to Meyers’s left. He cradled Fontana in his handless arm and held a pistol in his good hand. Blood covered his legs. Fresh blood, not all of it his. He seemed to be at peace, finally. Watanabe was at his side, holding him. Sung was checking Fontana’s pulse.

      Watanabe looked at Rimes, her eyes full of sadness and fear, mostly fear. But she fought. She’s not giving up. That’s who we are, right? We can’t give up!

      Rimes squatted at Durban’s feet. “Sung?”

      “She’s alive.” Sung’s voice was soft, tense.

      Rimes took the pistol from Durban’s hand, ejecting the magazine. It was empty. Reverently, he checked Durban for more ammunition, taking a shredder from a hip pouch.

      Slowly, Rimes stood, slipping the shredder into his own hip pouch. He looked at the dead again, trying to make sense of the inexplicable focus on the wounded.

      There was no sense to make of it.

      His focus settled on Fontana. They came for her. One of their own to be rescued? A traitor?

      A hot breeze blew through the cabin, rustling Fontana’s hair. Finally, Rimes turned back to Meyers. “I saw a light?”

      “There was an exposed cable,” Meyers said weakly. He pointed toward the shuttle tail. “It was like a third rail, the unshielded section of the ceiling there.”

      Rimes saw it now. A black spot maybe two meters in diameter, barely visible in the shadows. He pulled his visor down and saw the details: bootprints in the still-hot, blackened plates.

      “You discharged one of the capacitors?”

      “It killed one of them. Knocked a couple others down. Mostly, I think it surprised them.”

      “It broke the attack. We’d all be dead if you hadn’t done it.”

      Meyers snorted. He wiped blood from his face. “They’ll figure it out and they’ll come again. In the heat of battle, it probably seemed like a grenade.”

      Rimes took stock of the scene. There were ten of them left, eight of them mobile. They were slowly getting ahead in the struggle with their ammunition now that they had so few to actually fire the weapons. It was a grim thing to find consolation in.

      “Get the radio working.” Rimes sighed heavily. “We need an extract or there won’t be anyone left to save.”
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      Rimes squeezed in closer to the radio, pressing against Meyers in the cramped cockpit space. Sand scraped beneath boots; environment suits and armor creaked. The air was stuffy and thick with their breath and sweat. The sun was quickly heating the shuttle hull and the sand outside, its brightness obliterating any hope of hiding the bloody reminders of the earlier battle.

      Meyers excitedly jabbed a forefinger at the radio. “There. You hear it?”

      There had definitely been something a moment before, but Rimes couldn’t be sure what. He held his breath.

      Again, he heard the sound—a strange, rhythmic pulse.

      It didn’t sound like a transmission from the Valdez or from any other ship for that matter. It had more of a machine-like quality about it, but it was so weak he couldn’t be sure.

      Meyers fidgeted with the radio controls. “We’re close. Ten minutes maybe. I just need to find where we’re losing power. It may be a short in the radio. Maybe we may have to rig a new antenna.”

      Rimes barely managed a grunt in acknowledgement. He was running on stims and painkillers now, and he was all too aware of the limits and the cost of using them for too long. His body was holding up, but another day, two at best, and his mind would shut down. He crawled out of the cockpit and walked stiffly to the back of the craft.

      Munoz lay behind a seat at the shuttle’s tail, head slowly rotating as he scanned the horizon. Theroux sat a meter inside the shuttle, eyes half-closed as he watched Shaw sleep.

      Quiet as his body would allow him, Rimes made his way to Theroux and settled against the bulkhead beside him. “You gave a good accounting of yourself.”

      “Adrenaline,” Theroux said after a moment. He didn’t move.

      Rimes glanced at Shaw sleeping peacefully and wondered at the damage he’d suffered. Sleep’s release…it’s magical when it can free you from all that pain.

      “I’ve been in a lot of sticky situations, Captain, close to death more than a few times. This is the worst I’ve seen. You and the giant…you’re something else.”

      “Munoz?” Rimes watched Munoz for a moment. “I thought he might be a good match. He’s got their speed; he’s more than a match for their strength. Chemicals can do amazing things with the human body.”

      “Like the stims you’re taking?”

      Rimes looked at Theroux again. “Aren’t you?” The little man refused to look into Rimes’s eyes.

      Finally, Theroux closed his eyes fully. “I’m not a Kimmy like Munoz, if that’s what you’re asking. I’ve been at this going on thirty years. As an agent of the Cartel, I've trained since childhood to do exactly what we’re doing here. I’m damned good at what I do or my employers wouldn’t have sent me. It’s unfortunate you lost so many people, but you’re going against the best of the best right now. Losses are inevitable.”

      “It makes decisions easier.” Rimes watched for a reaction.

      “Your friend Shaw there, I’ve left people like him to die. You learn to see them as tools. They have a job—pilot me to the drop-off point, hack the system, extract a vital organ. Once that job is done, they’re completely expendable. You need to learn that.”

      Rimes winced. The words, no matter how inhuman they sounded, were true. He’d never had to run a mission with such a complex objective that it required such an expendable person, but it was part of the training and it was understood that at some point, everyone was expendable.

      “What’s your next move, Captain?”

      “We should have the radio up in a few minutes. We’ll call for an evac. We just need to hold out until then.”

      Theroux opened his eyes again. “And if they can’t spare a ship? Or if they’re gone?”

      Destroyed, you mean. They’re up against the same threats we are. They could be just so much floating debris right now. Rimes looked at the bright sky and imagined the cold, dark space beyond it. “Then we’ll have to figure a way to hold out.”

      “For months? There’s no food on this planet. What have we got beyond a couple dozen energy bars? Are you prepared to go cannibal?”

      Rimes didn’t answer. “Munoz, anything?”

      “Still outside our range, sir.”

      “You take a lot of risks.” Theroux finally looked at Rimes. “Saving lives, running off to destroy their ships, burying yourself in the sand beyond the perimeter. It’s even more noticeable in combat. I’ve never seen anyone throw themselves into it like you. But you’re not undisciplined.” Theroux’s eyes slitted. “I think you like the risk. Am I right? It’s a thrill for you?”

      “No.” Rimes realized immediately he was lying. “I do what I do for my country. And now, with the stakes we’re up against, it’s all about saving our entire species.”

      Theroux seemed to consider that for a moment, then he jerked his head toward the bound female genie a meter beyond Shaw. “What do you plan to do with your prisoner?”

      Rimes looked at her. She was slumped, unconscious, face swollen, lower lip cracked. Wavy auburn hair framed battered but sharp, pretty features. Without her armor, she was an impressive specimen to behold, an excellent representation of the pinnacle of human evolution, so long as one considered it inevitable humans would lose their humanity.

      “Take her back for trial.” Rimes’s voice was matter-of-fact, calm, but Kwon’s needs pulsed with each heartbeat. “Murder, grand larceny…whatever.”

      Meyers called excitedly from the cockpit. “I’ve got it!”

      Rimes traced his way back to the cockpit and crawled in next to Meyers.

      Meyers sat on the opposite side of the radio, his bruised face glowing. “Go ahead, Valdez.”

      Fingers shaking with excitement, Rimes reached for the radio, touching it as if to ensure it was real. He tuned his earpiece to the radio frequency. They were so close now.

      “We read you, Sergeant Meyers. Go ahead.”

      “Valdez, this is Captain Rimes. We have ten survivors down here, but we’ve sustained significant casualties following enemy engagement. Emergency beacon is running. We need an immediate evac.”

      There was a pause then the line came to life again. “Captain Rimes, this is Captain Fripp.”

      “Good to hear your voice, sir. We sure could use a hand down here.”

      “I’d love to send something your way, but we’ve got our hands full up here as well. We’re without a functional shuttle at the moment. The hangar deck is a wreck, although thanks to your Sergeant Gilbert, that’s the extent of the damage. His team eliminated a boarding party.”

      Rimes closed his eyes and bowed his head. “Any other ships that might have a shuttle, sir?”

      “The damned genies have been hitting us non-stop. They haven’t done much damage since the first assault, but that was bad enough. We lost the Qingdao and Zhanjiang, and the Munich’s taken a real beating. They also managed to knock out the Tabar, so we’re having some real challenges with SIGINT while they effect repairs.”

      Rimes couldn’t imagine trying to run a task force without signals intelligence. It was unlikely the genies had encryption the Tabar couldn’t crack. That was probably why they attacked it.

      “How’re you holding up, sir?”

      “The worst of it’s their mind games. We’ve got everyone watching everyone else to make sure we’re in control of ourselves. At least we’ve given them a black eye. I’m surprised they haven’t lost their taste for the battle yet.” Fripp coughed quietly and lowered his voice. “How are you holding up, Captain?”

      “Well, we’re down to ten, sir, and two of them aren’t really mobile. They’ve hit us pretty hard.” Rimes heard his voice starting to crack. He stopped, swallowed. “We repelled an attack a few hours ago, but they killed most of the wounded then.”

      “Do whatever it takes to survive.” Fripp’s voice was firm but gentle. “We just need a few more hours. They’re running out of ships. They have to be. We must have taken out seven or eight with our missiles alone. They’re fanatics to keep coming like they are.”

      “We’ll do what we can, sir. Rimes out.” Rimes disconnected and squeezed his eyes against tears that wouldn’t have threatened had he not been so overwhelmed with fatigue. He remembered holding Molly, whispering in her ear, afraid to wake the boys. He remembered chasing Jared through Midway Park, the two of them laughing as Calvin scowled. He remembered Calvin’s birth and the complications, the sleepless nights at home with Jared while Molly recovered in the hospital.

      Those memories weren’t enough. He wanted to see Calvin walk. He wanted to see the boys grow into men. He wanted Molly; he so badly wanted to show her he was worthy of her love.

      “Captain?”

      Rimes looked up. Meyers had a strange look on his face. He was staring at the radio intently, excitedly. The Valdez wouldn’t have sent another message, not so soon.

      Meyers pointed at the radio, transfixed. “It’s that signal again.”

      Rimes reconnected. The signal was definitely there, stronger now that the radio was fully functional. There was a vaguely familiar pattern to it.

      “It’s not the Valdez.”

      “I’ve heard that before.” Rimes tried to block everything else out. The signal was definitely a pattern, a series of tones and beeps. “I’m sure of it.”

      Meyers nodded. “I know.” His eyes defocused as he brought up a virtual interface to his earpiece. “There should be something on it in our signals database if we both recognize it.”

      Hypnotized, Rimes listened to the rhythm that teased his memory while Meyers worked through the signals data. Meyers shared a workspace with Rimes and began eliminating possible sources.

      Rimes caught the pattern, began humming it quietly. Natural background signals wouldn’t be so strong or so perfectly rhythmic. Automated signals would, but I can’t imagine anything that would generate an automatic signal on such a remote world. A probe?

      Meyers stiffened suddenly. “You’re not going to believe this.” A data packet blinked in the shared workspace, then played.

      “Civilian SOS?” Rimes squinted, concentrating on the playback. The sounds were almost identical, with any differences potentially explainable by atmospheric noise. “Can you get a bearing and distance?”

      “Sure, but while I do that, you might want to look at this.” Meyers shared another data packet.

      Rimes opened the data packet and flicked through the pages. The signal analysis in the packet was more thorough. It was definitely a civilian SOS, but not a standard one. The identifying tag indicated it originated from an ADMP communications system. “That’s proprietary. It should only ride on ADMP frequencies.”

      Meyers smiled. “So look at the last page.”

      Two flicks and Rimes found it. The frequency was restricted, but it wasn’t ADMP. It was military. Commandos. “What the hell?”

      “Whoever set that up, they’ve got our gear—Commando gear.”

      Rimes considered the implications. It can’t be the genies. Whatever equipment they had aboard those ships was damaged beyond use, and they pursued me. They didn’t even try to repair those ships. And there’s no chance they had any Commando gear in the first place. That leaves ADMP, maybe using Commando gear. Or the Commandos themselves.

      “Did you get heading and distance yet?”

      “Fifty-two point seven klicks, three-sixteen.” Meyers was visibly irritated. “I was trying to get a look at the area through the imagery data we had, but my earpiece glitched.”

      “Really?” Rimes thought back to the way his earpiece had glitched while they were flying over the mountain range. He searched for the altimeter readings Shaw had forwarded him. “Try it again, but if it glitches, leave it alone. I’ll send you the real-time altimeter readings we were getting on the shuttle.”

      Meyers accepted the altimeter readings then tried the imagery data again. “Same thing.” He shook his head and let the software cycle again. “I haven’t seen anything like that before. Let me run this against what you sent. There’s always a chance they…“ He smiled. “Yeah. That altimeter packet worked. That far out, it’s not as accurate, but there you go. Looks like a hill, maybe. Check it out.”

      His curiosity slowly building, Rimes inspected the image Meyers sent. Contours painted the image of gently rolling hills and flat plains. Nothing about the hill stood out in the least.

      “What would the Commandos be doing with an ADMP SOS?” Meyers seemed to be asking himself.

      Rimes looked out the rear of the shuttle. Theroux was now lying flat, a half-meter to Munoz’s right. They seemed to be caught up in conversation, enjoying the heat of the sun. “I can’t make sense of that either.” Rimes said after several seconds. “What would you think if I pitched a crazy idea to you?”

      “You mean like sending two shuttles over to inspect the Erikson while the rest of the fleet looks on?”

      “Crazier. And that wasn’t my idea.”

      Meyers scowled. “Okay. I’d think you were nuts.”

      “Not helpful.”

      “So pitch it.” Meyers look said he was worried Rimes seriously might be cracking under the stress.

      “We stay here, we’re going to die. All of us. We’re outnumbered nearly two to one, and that’s counting wounded and non-combatants.”

      Meyers’s mouth gaped. “You want to make a run for the transmission source?”

      “We leave Shaw and Plauche with Sung. You rig those capacitors up again to fry anybody coming through the airlock. We set a surprise for anyone trying to come through this little hole in the hatch, and then we push hard for the SOS source. Maybe we find survivors. Maybe we find some better weapons. Or food and water.”

      Meyers chewed his lip. “What about that pushing they do? If we take Fontana with us, won’t they just shut these guys down and slaughter them? Hell, won’t they simply track us the second we leave the shuttle and slaughter us?”

      “Yeah, it’s possible. But I’ve been thinking about it. They’ve already shown they can’t go on forever. Some of them slept last night, but I think they kept the ones who could push—the telepaths—up. Why not do that, right? If they can feel an approaching mind or they know exactly where we are, it makes perfect sense. So what if, now that the sun is up and they’ve tried the attack, they’re letting the telepaths rest?”

      Meyers nodded excitedly. “So we just have to slip out without them seeing us?”

      “They’re beyond BAS range.” Rimes inspected the desert through the opening into the cockpit. “We can’t be anything more than blips to them right now. We start sneaking away from the wreck in twos and threes, coming back one or two at a time. Folks hide out in the cockpit until we’re all away. Sung flips the power. You rig it with a password only you, Fontana, and I know. No one gets in, even if they shut them down or try to get Sung to shut power off. Before we leave, we send the password and our destination to Valdez and tell them to rescue the wounded first.”

      “And when the genies realize we’re gone?”

      “We’ll have a lead on them and no wounded to slow us. Lay a couple of traps to bog them down, I think we’d have a decent chance.”

      Meyers shook his head. “Munoz won’t be able to keep up. I don’t think Watanabe will, either.”

      Rimes smiled ruefully. “Stims.” It wasn’t like Munoz wasn’t already shortening his life with the help of chemicals. Watanabe was already doing better than anyone had expected her to do. “We’ll keep a steady pace instead of worrying about speed. We’ll need him if we run into trouble. You’ve seen what he’s capable of.”

      Meyers went silent for a minute, then pointed at Fontana. “You said earlier you think they rushed the cabin to get her. If you really think that, they’ll come after us. That gives the wounded a shot.”

      It’s not great odds, but it’s better than nothing.

      Meyers’s eyes turned to the prisoner. “What about her?”

      “She comes with us. We can’t give them any further incentives to attack the shuttle. So you’re onboard?”

      “I don’t have to like it to realize it’s a better shot than the alternative.” Meyers frowned. “Yeah, sounds great. Where do I sign?”

      Rimes chuckled. “Okay, recharge the capacitors and run some cables. I’m going to see if they’ve got a sniper out there.”

      “And how you do you plan to do that?”

      Standing, Rimes pointed to the floor above them. “I need that belly camera. That’s going to be a target an ambitious sniper can’t pass up.”

      “I’ll be ready to go in thirty minutes.”

      “I’m going to send Watanabe and Kershaw to the cockpit once I’m sure they don’t have a sniper watching us.”

      Meyers stared at the radio for a moment. “Let’s hope they don’t.”

      If they do, this is over before it begins.
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      No matter which way Rimes turned, gray-brown sand stretched to the horizon and disappeared in the last of the sunlight. Occasionally, a small boulder or gully would break the monotony, but in the end, it all came down to one word: sameness. What landmarks there were tested even a trained eye like his.

      They were cresting one of the occasional gentle hills at a jog, their breathing ragged, their booted feet slushing into the sand without the slightest hint of rhythm. From a distance, the hill looked almost like a modest dune, with shallow ripple patterns along the side.

      Rimes wiped sweat from his brow, exhaled through his nose and sniffed at the air; the sulfuric smell was stronger, a persistent, bitter taste on the back of his tongue.

      A small stone outcropping rose off to the right, drawing his attention. He mentally marked it. With the sun dipping down to the horizon, such distinctive sights were going to be a lot harder to make out soon enough.

      He raised a hand to signal a halt and turned to check on the others.

      Theroux was close behind, only marginally flushed despite the grueling pace they’d maintained for nearly an hour. He simply slowed and walked past Rimes. Beyond him, the line stretched out with greater separation. Kershaw was the next closest, but he looked like Rimes felt: red, sweat-soaked, drained. The prisoner was behind Kershaw. She was breathing hard and her clothing—black trunks and a thin, cream-colored, cropped T-shirt—was slightly damp. Other than some visible burning on her exposed shoulders, she seemed fine. With her hands tied behind her back, she should have been laboring to even keep up. Fontana, Munoz, Sung, and Watanabe were clustered in pairs twenty meters back. Meyers herded them with a mix of encouraging words and sharp barks.

      According to the BAS, they’d covered twelve kilometers in nearly four hours. Rimes eyed the captive. It won’t take the genies long to make up that distance. Unless she’s faking it somehow, and they’re not superhuman.

      Sung checked on Fontana, Munoz, and Watanabe before pulling Meyers aside. Rimes turned away, irritated by the memory of Theroux demanding Sung accompany them. Not only had Rimes wanted to leave Sung to care for the wounded, there was also the very real problem that Sung had a tendency to coddle the others. He’d grown particularly close to Watanabe, something Rimes understood completely. Watanabe’s vulnerability and innocence, combined with her attractiveness, made it easy to forget she was a trained combatant. She wasn’t buckling under the pressure; she was contributing; she was adapting. She had an obligation to keep up, but Sung didn’t see that.

      As expected, Meyers eventually made his way up to Rimes’s position, slowing to watch Theroux and to glance at the prisoner. Meyers came to a stop a meter short of Rimes, then looked down the hill at the others, embarrassed.

      “We’re pushing them too hard,” Rimes said, anticipating the obvious. “We go on any longer, and they’ll collapse. Watanabe’s having trouble breathing.”

      “Fontana, actually.” Meyers ran the back of his hand over his cheeks. “Yeah, it’s kind of obvious, isn’t it?”

      “How’s Munoz doing?”

      Meyers sighed. “Honestly? Better than I expected. He’ll hang with us a good bit longer. How much farther did you plan to go?”

      “We’ll need another twelve if we want any hope at all of surviving.” Rimes nodded at the prisoner. “Look at her. She’s barely sweating. I don’t care how dry it is; she’d be showing signs of exertion if this was a challenge for her.”

      “We’ve got fifteen kilos of weapons and armor she doesn’t. I think she’s feeling it more than she’s letting on.”

      “Maybe. You see that rock formation over there?” Rimes gave a subtle nod toward the outcropping. “It’s a good chance for us to dump a little of our load. I was thinking: take that belly camera, monitor this hill, leave the shredder buried here, near the top.”

      “Trigger off motion?”

      “Should be effective. I can climb that without raising any suspicions. It’s a good vantage point. I leave the camera there for you, you linger back, climb up and rig it.”

      Meyers looked at the prisoner again. She stared back at him defiantly. “You think they’re in contact with her?”

      “Who can tell? Fontana, maybe. But it could be to our advantage to act like we haven’t thought of it. Right now, she’s essentially a lure. If everything works out, she draws them right into the trap.”

      “A shredder isn’t going to stop them. You might kill one or maim a couple, but it won’t make them stop. They’re tough bastards.”

      Rimes winced as he pulled his water container out of his suit’s reclamation system. He sipped lightly and flexed his injured wrist. “We’d be better off wounding them, I think. They don’t seem to be abandoning their wounded.” Unlike us. “Even if it simply takes them out of their pace for a few minutes, it buys us something.”

      Rimes took another sip and retrieved the last shredder from the pouch he’d placed it in. He turned, blocking the prisoner’s line of sight with his body, then dropped the shredder to the ground. He turned again to watch the prisoner. “I’m going to give her some water. That’s your opportunity to pick the shredder up.”

      He lifted his left arm, hand open and away from his body, and walked toward the genie. He held the water container in his right hand, clear for the prisoner to see. She watched him impassively.

      He stopped a step away from her. “Will you take water?” He tilted the container slightly and held it toward her.

      The genie searched his face. A telepath? Can she read my body language?

      She stepped toward him, head extended, mouth open slightly to accept the straw. Rimes extended the container cautiously. She seemed content after a few pulls, stepping back and watching him from her blackened eye.

      It’s a pretty enough eye. She’s almost feline with her posture and moves. “Are you all right?” Rimes pointed to the bandage on her left shoulder. The bleeding had stopped, but Rimes knew firsthand how taxing it could be to push a wounded body. The bruises on her face were superficial compared to the bullet wound and the concussion from his kick.

      She glared at him angrily. “Does it matter?”

      “To us it does. We’re not animals.”

      She snorted, and Rimes turned to go.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      He turned to look at her again. “With us. I thought that would be obvious?”

      Her eyes scanned his nameplate. “Rimes. Captain Rimes. You’re in command.” She relaxed slightly and turned to the northwest, imagining their course. “It is not what you think it is, this destination.”

      Her voice had a slightly different tone, a different cadence, or so he imagined. He stared at her for a moment, expecting more, but she only lowered her head. Nothing ever is what you think it is.

      Rimes jogged over to the rock formation and carefully climbed it. Much as the butte where the genie ships had landed, one side of the formation had excellent grips, the other less so. It was an easy enough ascent, less than eight meters in just over a minute.

      At the top, he scanned the horizon with his BAS at maximum magnification. He could make out the crash site, mostly by the trough the shuttle had dug on impact. There were no signs of movement in the sprawl of sand between them. With a tired sigh, he dug out the camera and set it on top of the rock for Meyers, then descended.

      Rimes returned to the top of the hill and called to everyone. Once he had their attention, he told them to move out. Hoping to boost morale, he kept the pace a little slower initially. When he glanced back a minute into the run, he could see Watanabe and Fontana cresting the hill. They seemed to be pushing through it well enough. He gave the genie and Theroux a quick glance before returning his attention to the way ahead.

      They stopped long after the sun had disappeared beyond the horizon. Same as the night before, the temperature was dropping, already hitting thirteen degrees Celsius by the time they settled atop a hill. No amount of stims was going to keep them going any longer, especially, Rimes admitted, him. He was cramping, the ache of every wound and injury was amplified.

      The others settled in for the night. They’d soldiered on without too much complaint, giving him another fourteen kilometers. Even the indefatigable Theroux had started to wear down once the last of the sun’s rays disappeared, but he managed it stoically.

      Nearly halfway there. Rimes did a slow three-sixty with his BAS at full magnification and saw nothing. He powered the BAS off and raised his visor.

      They were alone for now.

      The genie dropped to her butt. Rimes doubted it was a show. With her arms bound, she had no pumping motion and had to rely on her legs alone to carry her. She had to be feeling some fatigue. Her body temperature had never climbed as high as her human counterparts, but she was covered in a fine layer of perspiration and had no environmental suit to level off the heat drop.

      Genie or not, she was facing a brutal night.

      After making the rounds and offering what encouragement he could to the others, Rimes dropped to his knees a short distance from the genie. As he looked over the camp a final time, he saw Meyers take up sentry position facing the crash site.

      Rimes struggled with his water container, finally pulling it free on the third try. The genie watched him curiously. Repeating his earlier motions—arms raised non-threateningly, container extended—he offered her a drink. She leaned toward the bottle and took several pulls, dispensing with the charade that she wasn’t thirsty.

      Rimes replaced the container and looked at her. Even without his BAS, he could see the slight tremors running across her body. “I have to apologize.”

      She looked confused but said nothing.

      “I didn’t think about the night, how cold it would get. We don’t have a blanket or anything to keep you warm.”

      The genie looked even more confused. “I was trained to survive worse than this. It’s a slight discomfort. The shivering will keep me warm.”

      “Good. That doesn’t make me feel much better, but it helps some.” He smiled and saw her relax slightly.

      “Your wrist is injured?”

      Wincing as he rolled the wrist, Rimes grunted. “I thought your friend broke it, actually. Dumb of me to give him a clean shot at it.”

      “Julio.” Her voice was flat. “He should have broken it.”

      “Thanks. Julio, huh?”

      The genie shot him a suspicious look, one eye shut, the other squinted nearly shut. She looked him up and down then relaxed. “Julio,” she said, finally.

      “Did he have a rank? Do you even use ranks?”

      Once again the suspicion returned to her face. “Ranks are a human need. We’re a family. We have leaders, and we have followers, each with a role in our struggle.”

      Struggle. Not war. That’s how they see it. “You’ve all taken the same name then? One big family, one family name?”

      She gave Rimes a sour look. “We’ll choose our own names in time. Some of us were given last names by our creators, some weren’t. Most reject what they were given. Our names are our identities. We’re defining who we are now. Should we survive, this will be an important step toward our future. This is something you wouldn’t understand.”

      “I probably wouldn’t.” Rimes tried to sound neutral. “What about you? What’s your name?”

      Her sour look turned to a cold stare. “I was given the name Andrea. Seven-one-five. I haven’t chosen my last name.”

      “Would it be okay if I called you Andrea?”

      She shrugged nonchalantly. “It doesn't matter.”

      “Okay. Andrea it is.”

      “Julio was an exceptional fighter, one of our best. He had the respect of all of his peers.” Andrea looked at Rimes with a new intensity, shivering visibly. She lowered her voice and looked over her shoulder at the others. “You aren’t like them. You fight like one of us. You have no fear. You enjoy the hunt.”

      “Of course I’m afraid.” But that wasn’t quite true, and Rimes knew it. The only fear he had now was that he might not see Molly and the boys again. That and the fear of what he might see if he looked too deep into his own heart. “I just use my fear to drive me.”

      Andrea stared at him for several seconds, sitting perfectly still until another shiver ran across her body. “You’re lying. We’ve heard of you. It’s simply hard to believe what you hear when it’s so unlikely. You can’t be touched from a distance. You’ve killed my people. You don’t fear us. I’ve seen it, now I believe.”

      Rimes chuckled, a raspy sound to his own ears. “I can’t change your mind.”

      It troubled him to hear he had a reputation among the genies, even if it was one of respect. Perditori had made it clear they would struggle for some time, but Rimes had chosen to believe the genies had at best an uncertain grasp of whatever glimpse of the future they could manage. If they can see everything with crystal clarity, then we wouldn’t have a chance against them. We would never have crashed in the canyon and drawn them into the cave and tunnels.

      “You said you were a family and you had leaders.” Rimes said. “Is Perditori your leader? Is he in your family?”

      Andrea stared at him impassively for a moment then looked away. She concentrated on something in the distance. After a moment, a calm settled over her.

      Rimes sighed. “I know he means something to your people. He’s behind this war.”

      Andrea turned on him angrily. “This isn’t war. We’re not fighting over a piece of land or abstract ideology. This is our struggle for survival. We are breaking the bonds of slavery. This isn’t Perditori’s struggle. It’s not Sansin’s struggle. It’s ours. All of ours.”

      Sansin. Dr. Hwang talked Sansin. And Shiva. The LoDu equivalent to Perditori? Does that make Perditori ADMP’s creation?

      “Okay, I get that. What’s been done to your people…it’s wrong. I think you’d probably get that from most of my people. But you’re killing a lot of innocents. Your gripe is with the metacorporations. People like us—” Rimes pointed at the others spread across the hilltop. “We have nothing to do with your creation or the way you were being treated.”

      Andrea snorted. “You allowed the metacorporations to come about. You created them. You are them. They represent your own aspirations and ideals. You can’t simply wash your hands of their actions when they become inconvenient. We could never allow such a thing to exist. It’s against our nature.”

      “But you could find it in you to kill every single one of us.” Rimes felt his temper rising. He was too tired to argue rationally, no matter how badly he wanted to understand the genies.

      “You will be your own killers. All we want is to be free, to be allowed to live a life without interference. But you won’t permit it.”

      Rimes rubbed his forehead in disbelief. “Your people killed tens of thousands of innocents. You stole billions of dollars of property. You’re criminals. Cold-blooded murderers. You expect us to just ignore that? You want us to trust you’re just going to head into space and never return?”

      Andrea smirked. “Of course not. You’re so driven by pettiness that you can’t possibly let it go. Your emotions allow others to manipulate you into one foolish act after another. And you convince yourselves you have no other choice while being driven to your own end.”

      Rimes sighed. He wanted nothing more than to fall asleep, to let darkness blot out the pain, but he couldn’t simply let the matter go. No matter how much his mind protested, he had to understand how people as intelligent as the genies seemed to be could believe what they did. “One last question, okay?”

      Andrea shrugged.

      “It’s pretty obvious you believe Perditori’s message. Or whoever’s message it is. The point is, Perditori has delivered the message at some point.” Rimes raised his eyebrows curiously, signaling his openness to denial; Andrea simply stared at him. “So how do you reconcile this?”

      Andrea’s brow creased in confusion. “Reconcile what? My being a prisoner?”

      “Perditori says he’s seen me as a colonel. He’s said it a few times. That would be, absolute best case, ten years away, and I can tell you there’s simply no way it’s going to happen. Not for me, not given my background, not with things the way they are. That means, if you believe Perditori’s vision, I don’t die here. Yet here you and your friends are, trying to kill me.”

      Andrea opened her mouth as if to speak, then stopped. She frowned, whether at the question or at him for asking it, Rimes couldn’t be sure. “I think we could both use some rest,” she finally said. She rolled her head and shoulders, then lay down, angling her head to keep from breathing in the sand. “There’s still a long way to go.”

      Rimes lay down on his back. Suddenly, he realized he didn’t fear she might escape her bonds and kill him in his sleep. It wasn’t so much trusting the bonds themselves—although they were practically unbreakable. It wasn’t that Andrea was too weak from the day’s exertion. Instead, it was a sense she had no desire to stop them from their current course. He wasn’t sure if she was resigned to its inevitability, or if it was an actual wish to reach the same destination.

      He drifted off to sleep wondering how or why she could even be aware of their destination.
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      Rimes woke with a start, blinking rapidly to clear the crud that had accumulated over his eyes. Andrea was scooting slowly away from him, already shivering in the gray morning twilight. Munoz stood over them, staring, inscrutable.

      “I thought you’d want to see this, Captain.” Without another word, Munoz walked away, the muffled crunch of his boots easier to track than his gray, ghostly form. He came to a stop, barely a silhouette at the hill’s southeastern edge.

      Rimes blew out a long breath and instantly wished he hadn’t. His breath was foul, as much from dehydration as anything else.

      Shaking his head against a sluggishness that told him he’d pushed himself too hard, Rimes sat up. Every joint, every bruise, every inch of his body ached worse than when he’d fallen asleep. The stims and painkillers had worn off, and the raw signals from his nerves were reaching his brain, bringing complaints too-long ignored. It took some effort, but he finally stood and worked his way to Munoz’s side.

      “There.” Munoz pointed back along the trail they’d taken.

      Rimes brought his BAS up. Seven and a half kilometers out, too far away for detailed data, he saw it: movement. It was easy enough to figure out who it was. “Wake the others. Get them moving.”

      “What about her?”

      Munoz’s face gave no indication he meant anything more with the question than what it sounded like on its face.

      Rimes considered Andrea. “She goes with you.”

      Munoz turned to go.

      Rimes grabbed Munoz’s arm. “She’s a prisoner.”

      “I know, sir.”

      “She was…“ Rimes wasn’t sure what, exactly, to ask. “Was she…?”

      Munoz frowned. “What happens in space stays in space, Captain.” After a moment, he laughed, teeth pale against the shadows of his face. “Just fucking with you, sir. It wasn’t anything. She was just trying to stay warm.”

      Rimes nodded, relieved. “Better hurry.”

      He scanned the distance to the genies. They were moving fast but not as fast as he’d imagined. It occurred to him that they were just as likely to be operating without food as his team was. Where his team had brought energy bars with them as a normal precaution, it would make sense for the genies to have traveled as light as possible. He doubted they could even have conceived of the idea that killing a handful of humans would take more than a few hours, so why would they carry food with them? And even if their ships had carried food, would they have spent the time to try to retrieve it from the wreck?

      They’re too different to even try to guess.

      He studied them for a moment, counting fifteen. That seemed to be the entire group. Many of them had been wounded in previous engagements. They have to be slowing down. They have to be.

      Someone yawned behind him; he turned and saw Meyers. His breath was wicked. They were all a mess, each barely able to handle his or her own presence. Survive this, and it’s a long, hot shower, the best food they have onboard the Valdez, and two days of uninterrupted sleep. I promise.

      “That’s them.” Meyers watched the approaching forms for a moment. “Looks like they’re dragging too.”

      “Get everyone stimmed up: painkillers, anti-inflammatories. You need to be out of here in five minutes. Leave Kershaw.”

      Meyers nodded. “You going to slow them down?”

      “Yeah. I’ll need whatever Sung can spare from his little black bag.”

      Ten minutes later, Rimes was positioned atop a hill nearly five hundred meters closer to the oncoming genies. It was the only decent cover between them and the camp, where Kershaw was waiting. Once again, Rimes had buried himself in the sand. He was counting on the telepaths being at least aware of Kershaw’s presence for the plan to have any real chance of working. Regardless, options were limited against the genies.

      At first, the genies didn’t change their pace, and Rimes felt panic building. They were apparently oblivious to the threat Kershaw posed. He scanned the horizon in a one hundred eighty degree arc but couldn’t see any movement.

      “Kershaw, do a three-sixty.”

      “Roger that.”

      A minute passed. Two.

      “Nothing, Captain. Just our team heading out.”

      “Some—” Rimes’s breath caught. The genies had come to a stop at just under two-and-a-half klicks. He wondered if that was the range of the pushers, or if they simply couldn’t run full out and keep their awareness up. “Okay. Hold position. They’ve stopped. I count two…three. They’re sending three shooters for you.”

      “I feel special.” Kershaw laughed nervously.

      “When this starts up, you go. Don’t wait for me.”

      “Yes, sir.” Kershaw sounded relieved. “We’ll meet up with you later. Y’know, Captain Rimes, this is the kind of shit I signed up for.”

      “Stay focused on your mission: guard duty. Don’t give them a chance of finding me in your thoughts. This is going to be tough enough as it is.” Rimes appreciated the risk he was exposing Kershaw to. There was no guarantee the approaching genies could actually be stopped. If they took Rimes out, Kershaw wouldn’t get far.

      Neither would the others.

      The moving forms eventually took on intermittent red outlines as they reached the edge of the BAS’s full functionality range. The outlines became persistent. At two hundred fifty meters, Rimes was looking at the genies’ faces, visible through their transparent faceplates. He walked his sights from one to the other, finally settling on his best chance of success.

      They were belly crawling in a wide wedge—two men, one woman, each armed with a scoped assault rifle. If they spotted him, the genies would have superior range and firepower. One of the men had the point, the other the left wing. Rimes could see damage to both the woman and the wingman’s armor, and the wingman sported what appeared to be bloodstains and a bulge indicating a possible bandage. He seemed to be laboring to keep up with the other two.

      Rimes sighted in on the woman’s head. It was the smallest target of the three. She was eight meters back from the point man, so once the gunfire started, she’d be the hardest to hit. He mentally traced a line from her to the point man to the wounded wingman.

      One, two, three.

      At one hundred twenty meters, Rimes pulled the trigger. The woman’s head rocked back slightly and blood spurted through her faceplate. Rimes tracked across to the lead genie, who was already on his knees. Rimes sent three rounds into the genie’s chest, knocking him backwards. Rimes tracked his vision across the area to locate the third genie.

      The genie was sprinting toward Rimes with impressive speed, despite the injuries, assault rifle at the ready.

      Rimes sighted on the sprinting wingman.

      Bullets kicked up a spray of sand in front of Rimes, obscuring his sights; the wingman had a damned good idea where Rimes was.

      At eighty meters, Rimes fired and missed.

      The wingman let off another burst and a bullet bounced off Rimes’s right shoulder, momentarily numbing his arm. Rimes flexed, then he rolled his shoulder, willing the sensation to return. The wingman was at the base of the hill, thirty meters away, hunched low to the ground, a minimal target, still running.

      A stolen glance and Rimes could see the rest of the genies were moving in at a full sprint. He cursed and sighted in on the wingman as he topped the hill, assault rifle drawn up to fire.

      Rimes sent a three-round burst into the wingman’s midsection. Blood misted momentarily, but the wingman squeezed off a burst of his own. One round hit Rimes in his back, another in his butt. Rimes bit down hard and fired again, this time sending three rounds into the wingman’s face.

      The wingman collapsed, blood gushing from his shattered faceplate.

      Growling in pain, Rimes crawled forward, abandoning what protection the sand had provided, and grabbed the wingman’s assault rifle. He brought the rifle up to sight on the other two shooters. The woman was down, the point man was trying to retreat. Rimes fired into the point man’s legs; he collapsed and grabbed at the back of his right thigh.

      Across Rimes’s display, red circles closed. With the point man’s collapse, their movement slowed; they were belly crawling now. Rimes ran his fingers over the spots where the bullets had hit him. The impact points were tender but his fingers came away without blood. His armor had held.

      He edged toward the nearby dead genie and retrieved a magazine from a pouch. A quick reload and Rimes edged backwards and to his right.

      He brought the assault rifle up to sight in on the closest form, spotting a genie just in time to duck as a hail of bullets buried themselves in the sand a few centimeters away. Rimes edged back another meter.

      It was going to be extremely hard sighting in on the genies, but they would have an even harder time sighting in on him.

      Rimes closed his eyes and tried to find a calm place to focus. He had the high ground. He had cover. Each minute tying the genies down was another minute for the others to open their lead.

      He took a deep, slow breath.

      Again, he brought the assault rifle up. He scanned the sandy plain for the genie who’d shot at him, finding him as the genie once more lined up his sights to fire. Rimes calmly squeezed off a shot and the genie twitched, his own shot going wide.

      Rimes scanned to the next closest red circle. He found his target, but she was crawling backward.

      He held his fire.

      He checked the BAS display. The genies were falling back. Most were running, a few were crawling, but they were all moving away.

      Rimes relaxed. He realized he was shaking.

      No fear? Really? He laughed to himself.

      Minutes passed. The wounded genie finally began crawling back toward the others. Rimes checked the time that had passed since he’d fired the first shot: eighty-five minutes. He waited until the genie was halfway to the main group, then injected the cocktail Sung had prepared: stims, painkillers, and anti-inflammatories.

      Rimes edged back until he was at the far side of the hill, then he slid down. At the bottom, he stretched his back quickly, straightening once he was sure everything was all right. He checked the time that had passed: ninety-one minutes.

      He sprinted north.

      He’d bought them time, and he’d slowed the genies with more injuries, but he wasn’t sure it would ultimately matter. His team had hit the wall. The genies would catch them, eventually.

      There was nothing he could do to prevent that. Nothing.
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        28 October, 2167. Fourth planet of the COROT-7 system.

      

      

      Despite his environment suit, Rimes could feel his temperature rising dangerously. The BAS indicated he was holding at thirty-eight point five Celsius. He was roasting on the endless gray-brown sand plains. Although the drugs weren’t killing him, they were enabling him to push his body hard enough that it would fail. His breathing was a roar in the confines of the helmet. He blinked away a torrent of perspiration and checked the time.

      Eighty-six minutes before the sun started to set, assuming it was as predictable as the previous two nights.

      He opened his helmet and slowed to a less-taxing jog, then a few minutes later to a fast walk. He sucked at the air, ignoring its foul smell. He scanned the horizon, spun and checked again. No green in front of him, no red behind him.

      Did I die? Is this some sort of fever dream? How could I get ahead of them so far and not run into my own team?

      With his breathing now even, he sealed his suit again. Diagnostics confirmed everything was functioning. Nonplused, he continued on, paying greater attention to the readings. He was closing in on the twelve klick mark, about what he’d expected from the others before they would stop for a short rest.

      As he approached the edge of a hollow, he began jogging again, hoping to gain ground on his team. He nearly stumbled when he saw Meyers and the others sitting in the center of the hollow some two hundred meters ahead.

      At first, he feared they were a heat-induced hallucination. Not being able to raise them on his earpiece reinforced that fear. Nevertheless, he picked up the pace.

      Watanabe saw him first and began jumping up and down, waving him on, returning to him some of the encouragement and hope he’d had for her. Her black hair bounced around her porcelain face. He blinked slowly and focused on his breathing. The mirage sustained.

      Munoz stepped forward to embrace Rimes in a smothering hug when he reached the group. “Dean said you nailed one of them with a single shot at three hundred meters, Captain! Nice shooting!”

      Meyers extended a hand. “Captain. We weren’t sure what to make of the long delay.”

      Rimes expected them all to collapse into so much sand at any moment; they didn’t. “It looked like they might rush me for a bit.” He looked back at his bootprints. “Actually, for the last half hour, I thought I’d lost you somehow.”

      Meyers followed Rimes’s eyes. “It’s some sort of dead zone. The deeper in we go, the more it affects us. No comms, the BAS is acting up, and Fontana’s on edge.” Meyers dropped his voice to a whisper. “It’s pissing Theroux off. He’s been pouting ever since Fontana started complaining.”

      Rimes examined them again. They were all worn and still showed wounds from the crashes and earlier engagements.

      They were real. He really had found them.

      Theroux seemed smaller, even more sullen than normal. He stared ahead with eyes narrowed to a microscopic slit. Fontana's face took on a pinched, surly resentfulness while watching Theroux. She ran shaking hands through her fine, blonde hair.

      They couldn’t afford petty grievances. Rimes knew he’d have to intervene if things got worse. Everyone appeared as refreshed as he could realistically expect, but he needed to be sure. “How long have you been resting?”

      Meyers focused on his helmet display. “Nearly an hour.”

      “Ten minutes.” Rimes walked to Andrea’s side and dropped the assault rifle. He dropped next to her with a quiet groan and pulled his water container from his environment suit. He held it out to her without a word.

      She took a pull. “Your wrist is healing.”

      “So are your bruises.”

      “Our people heal quickly.” Andrea rolled her head back and tossed her hair from side to side as a deadly jungle cat might, lolling around, relaxing, ready to hunt. She tilted her head as she studied him. “You killed more of us.”

      Rimes nodded. “It’s like I said, we don’t have a choice. If they pursue us, we have to kill them.”

      “How many are left?”

      “Thirteen. I think.” He thought of giving her a full recounting of what had happened, then thought better of it. Although he was improving in his ability to read people, reading her had proven impossible.

      Andrea glanced at the assault rifle. “That’s Liam’s gun. He fancied himself a marksman.”

      “He was certainly brave.” Rimes’s admiration was sincere. “He charged me, even though he was wounded. Only my armor and the sand protected me.”

      Andrea arched her back, letting her wavy auburn hair brush against him. She looked at him suddenly, checking for a reaction. She smiled and her amber eyes sparkled. “Have you ever thought what it would be like to join us, Rimes? With your prowess, no one would challenge you. You would be a leader of great power, with a large family of your own.”

      A family of my own. So it’s not really one big family. Rimes looked away, amazed at the power of a woman’s beauty. Or his own weakness. “I already have a family.” He projected a photo of Molly and the boys onto his palm for Andrea to see.

      Andrea looked at them, intrigued. “They seem so frail. Your mate is attractive enough, but is the little one a runt?”

      Rimes flushed and shut the image off. She’s never been allowed to work with anything but perfection. He stood and reached down to help her up. “We need to get moving.”

      She pressed herself against his hands and looked up at him. He pulled away and saw the challenge in her eyes. She smiled, and he saw the predator he’d seen in Kleigshoen when she’d pursued him. “My child is healthy and strong. I’ve seen her.”

      A mother? So young. Are they…breeding? “I’ve made mistakes before, Andrea. I won’t make them again.” He extended his hands once more and she allowed him to help her up without further trouble.

      Rimes replaced his water container and moved to the front of the group. He turned and made eye contact with each of them. “We need to press on. If we can manage another five klicks, let’s do it. If we can get more, let’s push for that. While we’re in this dead zone, we’re sitting ducks. So whatever it takes, we need to get it done.”

      The message seemed to get through to each of them. He kept the pace modest until he thought they’d gone a klick, then he picked things up. The sun was setting by then, and the dead zone only seemed to intensify; he had to put Munoz between Fontana and Theroux.

      Rimes picked up the pace through the next two klicks, then dropped it down again. When they reached the top of a low hill, he called a rest to gauge everyone’s condition.

      Despite the threat posed by operating without their BAS systems, it quickly became apparent that he had no choice but to take a break. Fontana and Watanabe were ready to collapse, and Theroux seemed out of sorts and deeply withdrawn. Even Andrea appeared fatigued.

      Who am I trying to kid? I’m ready to collapse, too.

      Rimes established a watch, taking the first two-hour shift with Kershaw. They passed the first half-hour in silence, watching back along their path with what little light the moons offered. When Rimes found himself struggling to stay awake, he called Kershaw closer.

      “Yeah, Captain?”

      “When the genies were approaching my position this morning, what did you see?”

      Kershaw sniffed and rubbed his nose with a gloved hand. “I didn’t really catch them until you told me they’d sent the shooters, Captain. I mean, the BAS was tracking them, but…“ He shrugged, embarrassed.

      “What about at the shuttle? Did you see anything they did we could take advantage of?”

      “They’re so fast. Everything I did was a reaction, y’know? I’d be fine going one-on-one, but when there’s so many, it’s just a struggle to survive.”

      “But before they were on us, when I was in the sand, what did you see?”

      Kershaw closed his eyes, maybe to remember the moment, maybe just for the peace. Finally, he said, “It wasn’t like watching a human. It was like watching…like a big cat. A tiger or a leopard. I—I wish I could be that graceful and fast. We couldn’t get clean shots.”

      “And they shot past you? They didn’t try to overwhelm you?”

      “No. Sir.” Kershaw opened his eyes and shook away the memory. “They could have, but most ran through the shuttle opening.”

      “Keep that in mind for future tactics, okay?”

      Kershaw went silent for several seconds. Rimes glanced at Kershaw and realized he was deep in thought. With so much happening in the last few days, Rimes wondered how they all managed to stay in the moment.

      He returned his gaze to the path.

      “Captain?”

      “Yeah?”

      “This signal, you really think it’s something to check out? It’s not a trap or a decoy?”

      “I don’t know. It could be anything, it could be nothing. We have to approach it cautiously.”

      Kershaw smiled softly. “Do they teach you how not to answer questions in OCS?”

      Rimes almost chuckled, but his dry throat protested. “Yeah.”

      “Seriously, though. Doesn’t it seem odd to you we’d crash, what, seventy, eighty klicks out from this thing, whatever it turns out to be? On a planet this size, we just happen to go down here?”

      “It is odd.” Odd? Improbable would be an understatement. And the glitch? They’d been having trouble with damn near everything since they’d discovered the Erikson in orbit around the planet. The SOS and now the dead zone only made him more uncomfortable.

      “You believe in anything, sir?” Kershaw bowed his head, embarrassed. “Some sort of god or fate or karma?”

      “My father did.” Rimes realized at once he’d unintentionally avoided an answer again. “I don’t, though, no. You?”

      Kershaw shook his head. “I’ve read some about the old beliefs. My grandparents were Christians and Hindus, more by habit than by strong belief, you know? They…what they believed…it doesn’t make a lot of sense when you look at what we’ve found. Everyone wanted to believe they were special, I guess, that humans were special and that one person or one group or another had all the answers. But here we are, light years from Earth, and all we’re finding is more questions, right?”

      “It sure seems that way. So you’re not thinking this signal is some sort of miracle?”

      “A miracle?” Kershaw looked at the sky glumly. “If I were a believer, I don’t think I’d see it that way at all.”
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        29 October, 2167. Fourth planet of the COROT-7 system.

      

      

      The desert stretched into a gray-brown infinity. The last of their energy bars were long gone. The empty stims and anti-inflammatory ampules were slowly recycling in Sung’s medical pack. Their water reclamation systems were falling behind, producing nothing but a few drops in their containers when they needed so much more.

      They were all sucking at the nectar of a cocktail of painkillers and stem cell boosters to get them through the final stretch, but they were rapidly dehydrating. It was in their foul breath, their sandpaper tongues, and the constant phantom sulfur taste the air left in their dry mouths.

      Unspoken, the sentiment was nonetheless shared: They weren’t going to make it.

      They’d started off early, before the slightest hint of sunrise. An unexpected breeze had kicked up several minutes into the run, obscuring their way. Almost immediately, the breeze had intensified until, by the time the sun did rise, they were leaning into the wind to make any progress at all.

      Somewhere during all that, the sun rose.

      It was the middle of the day before they could run again, and by then, they were drained. At some point, the sand had transformed into a uniform gray that seemed testament to the lifeless void they moved within.

      Rimes encouraged the others on, pushing them with raspy-voiced encouragement until they reached the base of a slope.

      His throat too dry to shout anymore, he had resorted to carrying Fontana and Watanabe, alternating with Meyers and Munoz. When they reached the top, Rimes turned to scan the way they’d come. There was an immediate joy to see the wind had all but obliterated their footsteps. The joy was short-lived when he easily spotted the camp from the night before, close enough he imagined he could see where he’d slept.

      He took solace in the lack of any sign of pursuit.

      They could be flanking us. They could have passed us already. No! He refused to surrender.

      Reluctantly, he gave everyone a moment to lick at their water container nozzles and stretch. He shared what little had collected in his own container with a surprisingly exhausted Andrea. Her parched lips left blood on the straw. Wishing he had more to offer and knowing he didn’t, Rimes put the container away.

      Seeing Andrea struggle to keep her footing, Rimes pulled Kershaw, Meyers, and Munoz aside. “Look, she can’t go on like this. She’s barely able to stand.”

      Meyers looked at Andrea out of the corner of his eyes. “You want to cut her loose?”

      Rimes watched their eyes. They were exhausted, ready to collapse. Only Meyers seemed skeptical. “Cut her bonds, yes. She’s not a threat. Not like she was. The other options are to leave her or carry her.”

      Munoz managed a tired wink. “I’m getting all the thrills I can hope for carrying the other two, sir.”

      Kershaw scratched his nose and gulped a few times, probably trying to get some saliva in his mouth so he could talk. “If we leave her here and they find her, she’ll just be another gun on the other side.”

      Meyers sighed. “We could kill her.”

      Rimes shook his head. “Not an option.”

      “Your call.” Meyers said. He stumbled away.

      Kershaw and Munoz looked at each other and nodded weakly.

      Rimes walked back to Andrea’s side and grasped her arm, turning her gently so he could remove her bonds. She didn’t resist or attempt to run or attack. Instead, she slowly worked the kinks out of her hands and wrists. She looked at him for a moment, and the gratitude was clear in her tired eyes.

      Hoping to capitalize on whatever slight edge remained from the painkillers in their systems, Rimes got everyone moving again. There was no value in speech, and he wasn’t even sure he could manage it, so he simply began walking. He didn’t glance back to ensure the others were following.

      At one hundred paces, he began to jog. It was slow and painful, his joints objecting with each impact, but he dug deep enough to find a reserve that he could tap into. The first time he looked back, he saw the others behind him in a line that snaked nearly a hundred meters.

      Darkness fell, and Rimes kept going. It was full dark when he spotted it: a bright light in the distance.

      The wind had kicked up again, although without the pitiless intensity it had earlier in the day, so the light seemed at first a flicker. He looked back, slowing until the others caught up to him. He went to each one’s side to point the light out. They all nodded and somehow took encouragement from what was surely a meaningless sign.

      An hour later, the light was clearer, brighter. The wind was dying, the sand settling. They could see the first hints of a silhouette. He tried to blink away the mirage, unable to believe what was slowly resolving out of the lone point of light in the murky, overcast night: a shuttle.

      Over the course of the next few hours, they continued—walking, jogging, sometimes crawling. They never stopped, never spoke, never truly believed what they were seeing, and never lost hope it was real. Only when Rimes placed his hand against the smooth, sturdy hull did he finally allow himself to truly accept that it was indeed real.

      A shuttle. Here. In the dead zone of the desert.

      One by one, they collapsed at the shuttle’s rear airlock. They were too tired and too dehydrated to speak, but even if they could, they wouldn’t have pushed Meyers to try to overcome the airlock’s entry system. Another few minutes—even another few hours—of rest would hurt nothing.

      And so, one by one, they slipped into the sort of sleep only the truly exhausted can know.

      Morning came and Rimes woke to find himself intimately entangled with Andrea on the sand. The back of her head was hot, pressed against his cheek. Her hair smelled of sweat and carried an intriguing musk. She didn’t wake when he slowly extricated himself from her sunburned limbs. The sulfuric odor was heavy in the air, a strange scent to Rimes’s tender and fatigued nose. He tried to work up some spit to clear the dryness and pain from his mouth, but couldn’t.

      A few meters away, Meyers first woke, then forced himself to his feet, then slowly walked to the airlock door. It was like watching someone in a trance.

      Meyers ran his scaly tongue over his cracked and bleeding lips, trying to fathom the intricacies of a simple control panel, something he could normally overcome with minimal effort.

      Knowing he could offer little more than moral support, Rimes pushed against the sand, uncertainly getting to his feet. He staggered slowly to the airlock doorframe opposite the control panel and leaned against it for support. Meyers nodded wordlessly in acknowledgement, then turned his glassy gaze back to the control panel.

      Finally, Meyers seemed to remember the workings of the system and clumsily drew a multi-tool from a belt pouch. He fiddled with the tool awkwardly, settled on a fine prying blade, and went to work on the panel face. A minute later, the airlock cycled, its hiss an alarm clock for the rest.

      Rimes staggered back to the others, helping Andrea and Fontana to their feet. He let them lean on him, fearing at any moment he would fail them and collapse to the ground. They stumbled through the airlock together and into the shuttle.

      Its interior drew memories from his overtaxed mind: Fort Sill, the orbital shipyards. It was a top-of-the-line vessel, superbly maintained.

      And it was empty.

      While the others seemed content to settle into the seats and eye the harnesses, as if admiring them was merely a formality before escaping the desert rock, Rimes edged forward. He stopped in front of four cargo cases secured to the bulkhead aft of the cockpit, two across, two down. With trembling finger, he hit the open button on the top left case, stepping back as the front folded outward.

      Energy bars, medical supplies, and liters of water lay arrayed before him. Empty silhouettes in the foam indicated where other supplies had been removed.

      Water!

      He pried out three of the water containers and inspected them. They were several months old. He handed one to Fontana and another to Watanabe; the third went to Andrea. He fished in the medical supplies for lip balm, then smeared some on his tortured lips. He carried the medical supplies to Sung.

      Rimes returned to the cargo cases, first trying to squat, then simply dropping to his knees in front of the bottom left case. He opened it and found more supplies. The top right case contained ammunition, including a few grenades, the bottom right, batteries and replacement gear.

      Meyers stepped up, took a pull from one of the water containers, and then handed it to Rimes. Rimes turned to be sure everyone else had taken a drink, then accepted the container.

      He fought through a cramp as he stood and took a quick drink of water. Another drink and the container was empty. He pulled energy bars from the first case and passed those around. That done, he returned to the case with the grenades, pulling them out and giving one each to Kershaw, Meyers, and Munoz.

      After a moment, Rimes took one of the energy bars and tore away the wrapper. He bit off the tip of the bar and chewed on it slowly, giving his weakened jaw muscles and depleted saliva glands a moment to cope with the demands he was placing on them.

      He looked back at the passenger bay. Instead of center rows that would have allowed two squads, the area held some sort of mount frame. It was just over three meters long and about two meters wide, with what appeared to be six locking clasps and easily as many cables ending in unfamiliar adapters.

      Shaking his head at why someone would give up personnel for what he imagined was an exotic weapon, he made his way into the cockpit. His muddled mind flashed back to the mount he’d seen in the genie fast attack craft. Why? Why would they have the same sort of mount in their craft?

      Rimes settled into the co-pilot’s chair next to Meyers, who was seated in the pilot’s chair. Neither spoke as they looked the controls over and sucked at the energy bar pieces wedged between their teeth and gums.

      Finally, Rimes looked at Meyers with a nervous smile. “Looks intact.” His voice was an ugly croak.

      Meyers scanned the console slowly. “Yeah.”

      “No damage, the batteries are still charged. Can we bring the reactor online?” Can we get the hell off this rock? But I can’t say that. I shouldn’t even feel it. I have people out there to rescue.

      Meyers flipped a few switches and connected to the shuttle’s systems. His face became grim after a few minutes. “It’s a Commando shuttle, all right. Looks like it landed here just over a month ago.” He stopped, confused. “I’m opening a workspace. See if you can connect.”

      Rimes activated his earpiece’s communications. It took a few tries, but he finally connected to Meyers’s shared workspace. The interference isn’t as bad here.

      Meyers displayed data he was pulling from the shuttle systems. Landing date, launch date, the ship the shuttle launched from, mission log—he highlighted key elements before dragging them into an orderly arrangement.

      Rimes blinked. He felt slow, stupid. “The Carolina?” He drilled down into the record and inspected it in more detail. “Looks like a Corvette-class ship. I’ve never heard of that. You?”

      “No. Why wouldn’t we have seen it in orbit?”

      Rimes considered that notion for a moment. How could we miss a ship? A Corvette looks like it’s pretty small, but it would show up. Unless it can somehow evade our sensors? “According to the log dates, they left Earth after us and came straight here.” Rimes highlighted the relevant dates and a mission notation. “Responding to an SOS?”

      Meyers dragged some more data into the workspace. “Call it a wild hunch, but…“ It took a minute, but he brought up a globe representing the planet. “That’s the old data we were given, the stuff that keep causing our systems to glitch.” He transferred data from the Commando shuttle into the representation.

      Rimes didn’t feel the hunch was wild at all. Details began filling in—magnetic north, the poles, the equator, mountain ranges, the dead ocean basins, tectonic plates. Meyers overlaid data from the crashed shuttle into the workspace—their flight path, the altimeter readings, the crash sites. Everything mapped accurately.

      Meyers dragged the current location onto the globe and rotated it to drill down into their location. The display redrew. Once again, everything seemed to map out.

      More importantly, the system didn’t glitch.

      “Hm.” Meyers scratched at the stubble on his face. “Not what I expected.”

      “Which was?”

      “The glitch, I guess.”

      Rimes sat back, confused. With the food slowly settling into his stomach, he was waiting for his mind to come back to life. Finally, it hit him. “What was the SOS coming from?”

      Meyers looked at him like he was an idiot. “This shuttle. You saw the hull light. It must have been some sort of proximity alert that set it off.”

      “No.” Rimes closed his eyes and rubbed the scar on his right temple. “They came here in response to an SOS. What we picked up was an ADMP SOS being transmitted from this shuttle. It’s not a normal SOS, and it’s not a military SOS.”

      “Right.” Meyers blinked, irritated.

      Rimes tapped the blank instruments display panel. “So where’s the original source of the ADMP SOS that brought them out here in the first place?”

      Meyers’s face screwed up. He began examining more of the shuttle logs. “Here.” A new point appeared on the globe, about five kilometers north of their current position. “Looks like they did a flyover of the site before landing here.” He rotated the globe to the new position and the entire display glitched. “I’ll be damned. There’s the bad data, then.”

      “Can you bring up just the shuttle’s flyover data?”

      Meyers tapped out an impatient beat while their earpieces cycled. When everything was back up, he quickly re-opened the workspace and loaded just the flyover data. He drilled down, whistling as a three-kilometer diameter crater resolved in the display. It was nearly a half-kilometer deep, its shape improbably symmetrical. The ground surrounding the crater rippled out for another three kilometers all around.

      That’s what’s causing the glitch?

      Rimes pointed to a symmetric shape not five hundred meters out from the crater’s southern rim. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “I think so.” Meyers drilled down until the shape became clearer. It was big, like a luxury yacht, more than twice the size of the genies’ fast assault craft, with two decks and a small forward cockpit. A few finger strokes over the fuselage and an ADMP logo resolved in front of the ship’s name: Tesla. “Looks like a huge yacht or a small explorer.”

      Rimes stared hard at the image, rotating it around until he could see every part of the ship caught by the shuttle’s cameras. “Here. See this? The landing gear couldn’t handle that terrain. It’s buckled. What kind of idiot takes that sort of risk? Based on the images, there’s no good place to land a ship that close to the crater.”

      “Someone overconfident, under-trained, or ordered to try.” Meyers leaned in to look closer at the damage. “My vote, I’d go with overconfident.”

      “So the Commandos landed here, then went out to the ADMP yacht. Then…what? How’d the ADMP SOS get into their system? Why? And where’s the Carolina?”

      Meyers shrugged. “Really, do we care? I mean, yes, we do, obviously. But right now, there are a handful of us and you said, what, thirteen genies out there? We have one priority right now, as far as I can tell, and that’s getting the hell off this planet. If the Valdez says it’s still too hot up there, we can fly back and pick up the wounded and put a few hundred kilometers between us and the genies. Maybe we find their ships and scavenge from them. Maybe they had more onboard than energy bars.”

      Rimes didn’t have to think about it long. Everything Meyers said made sense. Although it didn’t sit well, they could come back for the missing Commandos after getting medical attention and picking up some reinforcements. “All right, but let’s see if we can raise the Valdez. We need to warn them about the Carolina. I don’t like that we have no idea where it is. You’d think it would have tried to contact us the second we arrived.”

      “You’d think it would’ve done something to recover this shuttle. Or maybe returned to Earth.”

      “Yeah.” Unless something was wrong with it. Rimes stood. “I definitely don’t like it. Can you fly this thing?”

      Meyers looked the controls over and nodded, each bounce of his head more confident than the last. “Yeah, I think I could. These things mostly fly themselves outside of the landings, and even those aren’t bad if everything is stationary and simple.”

      “We just need to get out of here for now. See if you can get the reactor online. I’ll tell the others.”

      For once, he had good news, at least for the moment, but something about the situation—all the unanswered questions and improbabilities—left him questioning just how long the news could stay good.
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        30 October, 2167. Fourth planet of the COROT-7 system.

      

      

      Empty plastic water containers and black energy bar wrappers lay in a chaotic tumble on the shuttle floor. The occupants were sprawled across their seats, chests rising and falling with a slow, tranquil rhythm. They watched Rimes with a mixture of fatigue and excitement, and he watched them, curious. Mostly, he wondered how Andrea would react to the idea of beginning her formal transition to prisoner.

      Rimes sucked in the air and did his best to ignore the pungent odors they were all giving off after days sealed in their suits, running in the brutal heat. By comparison, the shuttle was cool, sterile.

      And quiet. He could hear their breathing, each a distinct, clear signature in the tight enclosure.

      The shuttle felt safe, but it could easily become a trap.

      “All right, so, we’re trying to raise the Valdez right now. If it’s still too hot in orbit, we’ll fly back to 332 and retrieve the wounded, then get somewhere safe until the fighting is over. If it’s all clear, we’ll pick up the wounded, get everyone some medical attention and rest, pick up some reinforcements and head back here to search for the missing. All of the missing. No one needs to die on this cesspit of a planet.” He stared at Andrea, who didn’t react.

      Kershaw looked at the others, embarrassed. “Captain, what if…what if the task force is…gone?”

      Munoz bellowed, “No way! They’re out there! Right, sir?”

      Watanabe covered her face with trembling hands; Sung started to reach for her, but he checked himself. Theroux and Andrea remained impassive; Fontana’s eyes narrowed to slits as she watched both of them.

      After a short pause, Rimes recovered. “We’ll deal with whatever situation arises once we have all the details. What matters right now is getting ready for travel. We’ll check hull integrity and airlock functionality. The last status report I received, the Valdez’s hangar had suffered serious damage. That could present a problem without a trained pilot.”

      “I’m a trained pilot.” Andrea eyes flashed a challenge.

      “So am I.” Theroux’s eyes were closed, and he had seemed on the edge of sleep, but his voice was strong and clear. “No need for high-risk decisions, Captain.”

      “No need for any decisions at all, unfortunately.” Meyers stood behind Rimes, head down, dejected, beaten.

      Rimes moved close enough to Meyers to whisper. “The Valdez?”

      “No. They’re holding up okay. I warned them about the Carolina.”

      “But?”

      “Someone removed the reactor fuel.” He tapped a rapid beat on his forehead with an index finger. “I can give it a look, but the readouts are pretty clear. It looks like the reactor was shut down clean and the fuel removed.”

      “Do what you can.” Rimes felt everyone’s eyes on him. “A little complication. We’re working through it. Everyone get some rest.”

      He considered his options.

      They had enough food and water in the shuttle to hold out for several days, and the genies didn’t have weapons capable of penetrating the hull. That meant he could simply seal the shuttle up and wait out the battle between the task force and the genies.

      Or he could send a couple runners back to 332 to recover fuel from its reactor. That meant trying to sneak past the genies hidden somewhere out in the dead zone. It was risky, probably too risky.

      Or there was the ADMP yacht not five kilometers away.

      Meyers pulled his helmet on and sealed his environmental suit. That would provide sufficient protection to deal with a quick reactor inspection, assuming there was any lingering radiation.

      Once Meyers entered the airlock, Rimes returned to the cockpit and settled into the pilot’s seat.

      Almost immediately, an overwhelming wave of fatigue settled over him. He shook off a momentary blackout and took a few deep breaths, clenching his fists and shaking his upper body. He just needed a few more minutes awake.

      The fatigue faded.

      He accessed the shuttle’s systems and pulled up the logs.

      A quick check, then I’ll take a nap. I can’t fight off sleep forever.

      The logs wouldn’t offer much more than what Meyers had already shown him, but something was eating at Rimes and he hoped they’d simply overlooked it earlier. A quick search and he had the shuttle’s flight logs up. The logs dated back six months, the date the shuttle had been brought into operational use. He filtered the data, tracking only launch origin and destination. He dragged that data into a workspace.

      The launch data had several columns—DATE, TIME, DURAT, ICAO, DESIG, TYPE. The key seemed to be ICAO and DESIG.

      ICAO…that’s some sort of civilian airfield tracking method.

      Focusing just on ICAO and DESIG, Rimes saw that nearly half of the flights originated from an ICAO of KFSL, which paired with a DESIG value of FtSill.

      Fort Sill airfield.

      He couldn’t make sense of most of the codes in the flight data, but he could guess with the DESIG column, which seemed to label the target and destination more meaningfully. They presented a surprisingly small list: FtSill, USCrln, ChnaLk, and AFEdwd.

      Fort Sill. USCrln…that’s the Carolina. What are the other two?

      Rimes opened one of the flight records associated with AFEdwd and pulled out the details. He found coordinates he could run against his BAS.

      Edwards Air Force Base. That’s pretty specialized. Looks like it’s used for very limited flight operations.

      He switched to a ChnaLk record and pulled up its coordinates. China Lake. The BAS indicated it was a vast, desolate stretch of land used for weapons and advanced flight system testing.

      Rimes looked through his BAS for anything of significance, anything that could connect the two sites. They were both in southern California in areas largely untouched by the Los Angeles-San Diego sprawl. They were both military properties that had survived decades of facility closures.

      He looked the sites over using a map overlay, working through his memories of the regions. Not just southern California, but desert regions in southern California. Like here.

      Rimes looked through the dates again. Early on, aside from the shuttle’s arrival at Fort Sill and the handful of functional check flights and operational check flights in the first weeks, the logs were empty. The shuttles were kept on the ground outside of checkouts and training, always prepped for operational use.

      He stared at the data for a moment, stumped. It suddenly came to him. The TYPE column: that’s mission type!

      Opening the latest flight records, he hastily searched the last entry. He found what he was looking for: OPER. The flight to the Carolina and the flight down to the planet had been operational flights.

      He checked the TYPE for the functional check flights: TEST.

      He flipped to China Lake and looked at the TYPE: TRNG.

      Training.

      Hands shaking from a mixture of fatigue and anticipation, Rimes cross-checked the flight records against the crew manifest. The test flights showed the pilot and co-pilot. The operational flight showed pilot, co-pilot, and eight passengers. He flipped to the training flights. Eight passengers. They were training for this mission. How—

      “The fuel’s definitely gone.”

      Rimes jumped at the sound of Meyers’s voice. Meyers was leaning against the wall, blinking, dazed. Rimes understood completely. He wanted to say something, but he couldn’t remember what. His mind was still coming to terms with the concept of a team of Commandos training in the California desert.

      How could they know?

      “Captain Rimes?” Meyers waved his right hand slowly in front of Rimes’s eyes.

      “Sorry.” Rimes held up a finger and turned his attention back to the flight records. He pulled up the first flight to China Lake. The Julian date was one-seventy-seven. Sometime in June. They were training in June. Months prior.

      “What is it?”

      Rimes’s brow furrowed, his eyes half-closed in concentration. “Why would you train with an orbital shuttle in the middle of the desert?”

      “I’m sorry? I don’t understand.”

      “This shuttle conducted a dozen training flights in the southern California desert with eight Commandos onboard.”

      “They were probably getting some training time in before the mission.”

      “Four months ago?”

      “What?” Meyers stepped forward, thumb and forefinger on his right hand rubbing together excitedly. The reactor fuel quandary no longer ate at him. “Can you—”

      Rimes initiated a connection and shared the workspace. “Alpha Foxtrot Echo Delta Whiskey Delta—that’s Edwards Air Force Base, Charlie Hotel—”

      Meyers waved a hand impatiently; he’d already figured the codes out. He flipped through several records, tapping the console distractedly. “Coincidence?” He didn’t even try to sound like he believed it.

      “We don’t have the luxury of coincidence right now.” Rimes absently rubbed his chapped lips. They would be hours healing.

      “So you’re saying they knew this SOS was coming?”

      “Or they were planning to come here themselves? Something was bugging me before and I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. Those cargo cases were the first piece, I guess. Do we have anything like that on the Valdez?”

      “Food, water, and ammunition?”

      Rimes shook his head. “For the shuttles. Or did you ever see that composition for any of the orbital shuttles you flew in with the Commandos? All that water…“

      “You’re bothered they had cases kitted out for a desert? Seriously?”

      “You aren’t being paranoid enough.” Rimes smiled at himself. “It’s not that they were kitted out for the desert. That’s probably inevitable. It’s that they were kitted out and launched so quickly. I’m betting that cargo composition hasn’t changed in months. The water containers showed July.”

      Meyers quickly looked back at the passenger bay. “That’s flimsy.” But he continued working through the data.

      Rimes yawned, absently rubbing at the scar on his temple. “Don’t take data in isolation. What was one of the first things the Navy launched into space when all these civilian spacecraft started zipping around on their own?”

      “Those pathetic automated fighter drones? What does—”

      Rimes shook his head. “SAR. Search and Rescue. Remember? Their big push to show how funding the Navy needed to be a top priority? All those inner system civilian yachts they bought and refitted with gravitic drives?”

      “Yeah, okay, sure.”

      “So where’s SAR? Even the oldest ship in the SAR fleet operating somewhere out at the edge of the closest system would get here in response to an SOS before a ship from Earth.”

      Meyers thought for a moment. “How do you know a SAR ship didn’t arrive, just like the Carolina? Maybe it’s up in orbit right now?”

      “And we didn’t pick up its transmissions either? Those things don’t operate in stealth mode. And it would’ve reported back to Earth before flying here. They would have warned us.”

      “Like they warned us about the Carolina?”

      Rimes frowned.

      Meyers threw up a hand, frustrated. “So the genies captured it.”

      “Okay. Maybe they did. And the command folks didn’t pass along SAR was out here already. Where’s the SAR shuttle? Wouldn’t it still be down here somewhere?”

      Meyers crossed his arms in front of his chest. “So ADMP sends the yacht out here and it crashes. The yacht transmits an SOS and the military overhears it and they launch the Carolina with a team of Commandos to handle the rescue ops instead of sending a SAR ship? And ADMP is stuck with its thumb up its ass the whole time? They had nothing to send here?”

      “The Erikson. It was en route to COROT-7 when the genies took it.”

      Meyers tensed. “That would’ve been nice to know, don't you think?”

      Rimes sighed ruefully. “Yeah. I don’t have to agree with all the operational intelligence decisions. I probably should have shared that with everyone, regardless. But now you know. Does it change your mind any?”

      “About who’s feeding what information to whom, maybe.”

      “It doesn’t look very good, does it?” Rimes jaw ached from grinding his teeth. “Did the Bureau leak the Erikson’s course to the genies to give the Carolina a chance to get here first? How would that sit with ADMP? ‘Yeah, sorry about your ship getting hijacked. We wanted to get our ship there first.’”

      “Not good.” Meyers was rubbing his fingers together again. “So that brings up the question of what makes this planet so valuable? The Erikson is worth…too much to even think about. Did they build it just for this planet? That would be insane.”

      “I don’t think it matters what it was built for, if it was even something specific. It’s the opportunity cost.”

      Meyers screwed up his face. “The what?”

      “When a business like ADMP allocates assets like the Erikson, they have to choose from alternatives. Right now, ADMP probably has hundreds of surveyed worlds to choose from, each one showing some sort of promise to research. The Erikson is worth so much money, and that crew they put together was top of the line, just sending it somewhere—here or one of the other planets—is a huge sunk cost. You have to choose which opportunity you pursue or you aren’t optimizing your spending. Opportunity cost, in a nutshell.”

      “So you think this planet is worth more than the hundreds they could’ve sent it to?”

      “They think that.” Rimes looked past Meyers at the others lounging nervously in the passenger bay. “You read the reports on this planet. What did you take away from them?”

      Meyers closed his eyes and recited the data. “Less than point-nine gees, thin but breathable atmosphere contaminated with pollutants and microbials, arid, moderate tectonic activity, roughly normal magnetic field. Something of a typical ‘Earth-like’ planet, but not one worth colonizing, really.”

      “Other than the smell and dryness have you had any problem with the atmosphere?”

      Meyers thought for a moment. “No, and we’ve probably been down here long enough for any serious threats to have gotten past our immune system. I think at least some of us should be showing elevated temperatures or other symptoms if we’d been exposed to something serious.”

      “So a couple of oddities right there, don’t you think? What about the glitch?”

      “Someone trying to hide something, I guess. A dump like this, they were probably counting on no one ever following up.”

      “No reason for anyone to. Something changed somewhere. Before that yacht came here, someone knew or suspected. They drilled down to that crater instead of accepting the chunk of desert that false data showed. The Bureau must have a spy in ADMP, or someone somewhere caught a piece of data that made them ask questions.” Rimes pointed out the front of the cockpit at the desert beyond. “And here we are.”

      Meyers sighed. “I’m not cut out for the paranoid conspiracy stuff. Cloak and dagger, spies and intrigue.”

      “It’s the—” Rimes stopped as the cockpit lights cycled. “Did you see that?”

      Meyers scanned the console. He hastily settled into the co-pilot’s seat and connected to the shuttle’s systems. “Shit.”

      “What?”

      “Remember that light we saw on our way here?” Sweat formed on Meyers’s upper lip. “It was set off by a proximity sensor.”

      “Okay.”

      “It just kicked off again.” Meyers stood. “The genies are coming.”
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      Out in the open sameness of desert once again, Rimes felt an uncomfortable mix of relief and worry. They were nearly halfway to the Tesla, and they had a good lead on the pursuing genies, but he couldn’t shake the sense danger was drawing close. He told himself it was the sudden shift in pressure—the temperature abruptly dropped, and the air felt heavy and thick.

      But it wasn’t the sudden shift in pressure. The danger was real. It was almost a physical thing. The sulfuric stench was a presence, a nauseating knot in his gut.

      A few minutes later, the pressure changed again, this time launching another blinding sandstorm at them. It was nothing so severe as the previous one, but they were without the shuttle’s shielding, and they were blind once again in the dead zone.

      Rimes advanced patiently, watching the way they’d come through the gray haze of sand.

      They were sore and tired, and on the edge of collapse. Rimes had pushed them beyond their limits just to reach the shuttle. They had nothing left in them.

      He pushed them anyway.

      Pain and fatigue worked each of them over, threatening to drag them down. Collapse offered a promise Rimes could feel. He lost the confidence there was value in the need to go on, especially when the alternative was a sleep with unimaginable rewards.

      Even Kwon’s persistent lust for Andrea and Watanabe was silenced by the fatigue.

      Rimes growled and shook his head. He cursed his weakness, and he dug deeper. When he found there was nothing left, he thought of Molly and the boys. His legs ached. His mind threatened to simply shut down. But he clung to the memories of his family and found just enough strength to carry on.

      The others saw him, and they seemed to find their own strength, finally following in his tracks.

      Even as drained and sore as they were and with the broken terrain they had to navigate, they should have crossed the distance in a couple hours. It took three and a half.

      The storm was a dying breeze by the time they came to a stop at the Tesla’s airlock.

      The images captured by the shuttle’s flyover were weeks old. A good deal had changed since. Most troubling was the open airlock, its ramp covered in sand. Rimes stopped several meters from the vessel and exchanged questioning glances with Meyers.

      Why leave the airlock open?

      Rimes waved for everyone to drop.

      All around them, the ground was broken, low boulders and ridges rising from the gray sand. The wind was a whispering presence, filling the air with a sandy haze one moment impenetrable, the next almost clear.

      Rimes sent everyone but Munoz and Theroux to cover; he waved the two of them to his position.

      “We wait until the wind dies down again and we have good visibility, then we storm the ramp. I want you tight on my six, ready to support in case of close quarters engagement.”

      “You got it, Captain.” Munoz rolled his head and shoulders and stretched.

      Theroux grunted his agreement.

      A few minutes later, they charged up the ramp, through the airlock, and into the cargo bay. There was no sign of life, just the clatter of fasteners banging off the walls as the wind blew loose cargo straps around. Rimes passed through the cargo bay, stopping at the far bulkhead. There were two hatches that opened onto a broad central passageway. Immediately beyond the open hatches, a shaft rose up to the top deck. Forward of the central passageway, there were three sealed hatches.

      The only sound was the whistling wind and clattering fasteners.

      After looking the shadowy interior over for a moment, Rimes radioed the rest of the team. “Cargo bay empty. Everybody assemble on me. Kershaw and Sung, there’s a central shaft to the upper deck. Check for any occupants. Munoz, secure the shaft.”

      Rimes returned to the cargo bay to inspect something that had caught his attention. He squatted next to a spray of sand-covered, symmetrical contours. He carefully brushed the sand off the larger pieces, revealing tools and components. After inspecting those, he tilted the smaller ones until the sand fell free, then he replaced them in their silhouettes. For the most part, everything was brightly polished stainless steel—screws, fittings, pipes, rods, and globes.

      His stomach sank at what he thought he might be looking at.

      He opened a private channel to Meyers. “Meyers, you might want to take a look at this.” Static roared in reply. We need to seal the airlock if we want shielding from this dead zone.

      “Say again?”

      Rimes shifted slightly, and the static seemed to diminish. “You need to see this when you get in the cargo bay.”

      When Meyers jogged through the airlock, Rimes waved him forward, then backed away from the components. As Meyers inspected the find, Rimes watched the sand lazily drifting over the featureless terrain outside.

      What happened here?

      Fontana and Andrea walked by, stopping momentarily to see what he was looking at. Watanabe paused on the ramp, looking over her shoulder curiously. When she saw nothing, she entered the dark, cavernous bay.

      From his position at the bottom of the ship’s central shaft, Munoz looked at the random array of anonymous metal components Meyers was hunched over. “Hey, Meyers, what is it?”

      Meyers ignored Munoz for the moment, carefully picking components up from various points in the pile and fitting them together. After joining several pieces, Meyers set them down and released a heavy sigh. “Someone took the reactor apart.”

      “That’s the reactor?” Munoz’s voice boomed in the huge space.

      Meyers picked up one of the pieces he’d assembled. “Not the whole thing, no. But it’s enough of it to render the rest useless.” His voice trailed off as he set the assembly on the ground. He pointed at several of the rods and fittings visible atop the sand. “This is part of the beam assembly.”

      Meyers stood and looked around, stopping when he spotted a radiation symbol on a door a few meters forward of the components. His shoulders sagged as he sealed his environment suit and opened the door. He looked inside at the airlock for a moment, then stepped in, disappearing from sight. The door hissed closed behind him.

      Rimes positioned himself so he could see out the airlock to the desert beyond with a slight tilt of his head or could watch the reactor airlock door with a tilt in the other direction. Meyers’s state of mind was troubling. They were all stressed out and fatigued.

      We need something to keep us going.

      Rimes waved Watanabe over. “Can you head up to the cockpit, check the systems and batteries? The hull’s PV coating looked intact, so the ship should have enough power for basic functionality. At least that and the heat transfer mechanisms seem to work in this dead zone.”

      Watanabe just stared at the reactor components for a moment. The realization yet another escape option was gone hit her hard.

      “Lieutenant?”

      Watanabe closed her eyes for a moment. “Yes, of course.” She headed for the ladder to the upper deck, squeezing past Munoz, then disappeared up the ladder.

      Munoz continued to stare at the reactor components, seemingly entranced.

      Theroux stepped from the shadows behind Munoz, frowning. “I thought he said this was our best chance?” The final run had drained the color from Theroux’s waxy skin. It was returning now.

      “That was based off footage shot weeks ago.” Rimes heard the defensive tone in his own voice. Steady. They don’t need you freaking out. “I asked him to make an assessment based off limited intel and he did. If we were airborne right now, no one would be saying a thing.”

      “Well, we aren't airborne, Captain.” Theroux sounded impatient and frustrated.

      The reactor airlock door opened and Meyers stepped out, visibly shaken, his forefingers tapping rapidly against his thumbs. He stared straight ahead for several seconds, then he sighed quietly and straightened. After a second, he joined Rimes by the outside airlock. “The fuel’s gone, just like the shuttle. Someone disassembled the beams. It’s like they were trying to…repair it?” Meyers’s gaze fell to the components lying in the sand. “It makes a crazy sort of sense, I guess. Maybe the reactor suffered some damage or threw some errors. There’s no way to tell without the logs, and they’ve been erased. But it’s like whoever did this was…distracted or something.”

      “Distracted?” Rimes didn’t know what a stripped out fusion reactor should look like or how someone could tell if it had been stripped by someone distracted rather than someone focused, but he trusted Meyers. It all looked so much more mechanical than expected.

      Meyers walked over to one of the assemblies and scooped it up. “This was spread out over the entire area here. You’d want to keep your components together, aligned in the order they fit. No one would even think of taking this sort of task on without training, video, and…“

      How desperate would someone have to be to try tear apart a reactor and repair it in the middle of nowhere. “So it’s not the work of an expert?”

      “Honestly, I’m not even sure it’s the work of a sane person. The level of complexity, the exacting requirements this sort of thing calls for. It’s like some sort of compulsive drive just…” He set the assembly down and shrugged, a humorless laugh escaping before he closed his mouth it.

      Rimes opened a channel to the entire team. “I want a check, right now. Everyone, sound off.”

      “Munoz.”

      “Watanabe.”

      “Kershaw.”

      “Sung, Captain.”

      “Meyers.”

      “This—this is Fontana.”

      Rimes looked at Theroux and Andrea, the only two who weren’t under his command. They were a complication. If things began to fall apart—if things began to fall apart worse—they would need discipline and structure to survive. Theroux and Andrea…“Watanabe, how’re the batteries? Kershaw, Sung, anything?”

      “The ship’s empty, sir.” Kershaw’s voice had an uncomfortable edge to it; the situation was finally getting to him. “No sign of recent occupation. There’s food and water in the galley. A couple of the cabins have some messy clothes. Nothing recent. I don’t think anyone’s been here for weeks.”

      “Batteries are fully charged.” Watanabe’s voice was steady. “Systems appear functional.”

      Rimes rubbed his forehead. Disassemble the reactor and steal the fuel, but leave everything else alone? Why? “It looks intact? No sign of damage, like someone took something apart or tried to destroy it?” He simultaneously hoped for and against a pattern.

      Watanabe was silent for a moment. “I do not see anything wrong.” The soft sound of taps on the instrument display panel leaked over the connection. “Everything is intact.”

      I’m missing something. “Watanabe, hook up with Kershaw and Sung for the moment. Kershaw, you and Sung keep your eyes and ears open and stay close to each other.” Rimes looked at the others—Munoz, Meyers, Theroux, Andrea. Are they about to fall apart? Are we all about to start taking the ship apart? Each other? “I want everyone to stay close. Don’t wander off alone. Pair up at a minimum.”

      Theroux’s eyes narrowed. His face was inscrutable. “What are you doing?”

      Rimes sighed. “A yacht like this holds a crew of what? Six? Seven at a minimum? Up to twenty. The Commandos from that shuttle and the two pilots—that’s another ten people, so anywhere from sixteen to thirty people, but not a single person around.”

      Theroux’s eyes jumped from Rimes to Meyers to Munoz, then to Fontana and Andrea. “So, one of them went mad, killed everyone, and tore the reactor apart?”

      “We don’t have enough information to form any sort of ideas yet. What I do know is that we have two empty ships, and we have two reactors rendered useless. They left food and water behind. They modified an SOS on a military ship to transmit a civilian signal.” Rimes pointed at the scattered reactor components. “We haven’t found any signs of violence, just the reactors being torn apart.”

      “What’s your point, Captain?”

      “Maybe one of them went nuts, or maybe they all did. Something in the atmosphere here is messing with our suits. Maybe there’s more to it than electronics. Maybe it’s a disease or a parasite or something. Whatever it is, the ship hulls seem to have enough shielding to protect the equipment. Put all that together, does anything stand out to you? Do you see any sort of obvious threats?”

      Theroux relaxed slightly. “No, nothing obvious. But we need to make a decision soon.”

      “We’ve got time.”

      “No, we don't have time. We need to make a decision, Captain. Now. We can't keep running.” He jerked his head toward Andrea. “Her friends are going to catch us if we stay here, just like they did at the shuttle.”

      Rimes returned his gaze to the blowing sand. Theroux was right: the genies were out there, and they were coming. And yet, Rimes couldn't bring himself to simply set up an ambush. Or to seal themselves up inside the Tesla and wait out the battle in space above.

      “Captain Rimes?” Theroux's tone was demanding, angry. He leaned into Rimes's space.

      “Okay. We seal up the Tesla. We lock it down and wait for the Valdez to come for us.” Rimes took comfort in the slightest hint of acceptance in Theroux's eyes. The comfort was fleeting, though. Theroux's concern was exclusively about the genies; Rimes wasn't even sure the genies were the real threat.
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      Rimes paced the cargo bay, distractedly swatting at the dancing cargo straps each time he passed them, then listening for the clatter of them clanging off the bulkhead. He glanced through the airlock again, watching distant dust devils spin and die. A daydream gripped him for a moment, a sense of displacement, of disconnect: he wandered the desert alone, lost, the sky filled with lightning, his ears pummeled by the deafening crash of thunder. It was like being in Kwon's mind all over again. He shook free of the dream after a moment and turned to watch the others.

      With everyone gathered in the bay, the ship felt smaller, the air thicker and heavier with the sulfuric stench and their own body odor.

      Theroux’s judging eyes almost glowed in the darkness.

      Before Theroux could speak, Rimes held up a hand. “We hold out here. Worst case scenario, we’ll wait the genies out. They’ve got to be close to collapse already.”

      Andrea looked away, but she tensed perceptibly.

      Theroux settled to the sand-covered floor. “Make ourselves at home then?”

      “We’ll do a thorough sweep of the vessel and secure all the entries. Once we’re sure it’s safe, we’ll move folks to the quarters. First things first, though: we need to raise the Valdez.” Rimes looked at Meyers. “Take Kershaw, Sung, and Watanabe. Check out the cockpit. Run through the systems. Maybe they’ve got some video of what happened here. See if you can raise the Valdez. Give them an update on our situation.”

      Munoz moved to let Meyers and his team up the ladder. “What about me, Captain?” Munoz looked ready to snap. After all the physical exertion, suddenly finding himself on guard duty was getting to him.

      “Miss Fontana needs someone to watch over her while she rests.” Rimes smiled hopefully at Fontana.

      “That—that would be nice.” Fontana forced a grin, but there was no hiding the pain in her eyes. The trek across the desert had left her too tired to dwell on Durban’s death, but in the quiet of the yacht, there was no running. She crossed her arms and shivered.

      Rimes wished he could think of something to reassure Fontana that everything would be fine, but he wasn’t even sure he knew what she was feeling. She was a genie, and her relationship with Durban wasn’t something Rimes could really understand. “I’ll check the forward hold. This ship was carrying a lot of cargo. Looks like someone took most of it. I want to know what else they have onboard.”

      Andrea stepped forward, left hand held out, as if inviting him to take it. “I will go with you.”

      “Fine.” Rimes leaned in close to Munoz and whispered, “Keep an eye on Theroux.”

      Munoz smiled reassuringly. He shifted closer to Fontana as she settled to the floor a meter from Theroux.

      Rimes headed for the forward hold; Andrea followed, smiling, a lioness with her kill. She sauntered past Munoz, pressing herself against him as she passed. He leered until he caught Rimes’s admonishing look.

      Three hatches were located port, starboard, and forward.

      Rimes checked the port hatch first. It opened onto a maintenance area—lockers, tools, a couple workbenches, and assorted pipes, conduits, and panels of metal and other materials. He popped open two of the lockers: canisters of sealants, epoxies, and other chemicals secured in foam.

      The starboard storage area was smaller. It abutted the upper section of the reactor. There were no surprises there, either: more tools, atmospheric suits, and other gear for hull work.

      Andrea hung close the whole time he searched. Too close.

      Rimes tried to ignore her as much as he could. Even without her presence, the yacht felt claustrophobic.

      He opened the forward hatch and entered. The hold was nearly ten meters long, eight meters wide, and roughly four meters floor to ceiling. Heavy straps ran from anchors along the bulkhead and into channels in the storage cases, securing them to the bulkhead and to adjacent cases. Labels and computerized tags declared the contents: food, spares, and expendables.

      Andrea squeezed past and looked around, running her hand over some of the storage cases before turning to stare at Rimes. “You trust me not to attack you in here where no one could hear?”

      Rimes tapped his earpiece. “We’ve got comms.”

      She tangled her hands in the cargo straps and closed her eyes. “Maybe you feel you can overcome me?”

      Rimes looked away. He tried to squeeze past her, but she threw her arms over his shoulders, gripping the back of his head and pulling him close. She kissed him passionately, thrusting her tongue against his lips, her hips against his hips. For a moment he lost any interest in resisting. It was an animalistic experience, intense and raw. Finally, he pushed away.

      He looked down, struggling to catch his breath.

      This isn’t me. I can’t even tell if it’s really her.

      “Andrea, look, you were born to your role. You didn’t have any choice about what you’d become. I’ve chosen my role, but I don’t really have any choice about what I’ve become, either.” There was a fiery, primal passion in her eyes he couldn’t understand but wished he could. Why the intense attraction? Is it a ploy to gain my trust?

      Andrea looked away angrily. “You have a choice. Your mate can’t give you what I can. She’s frail, weak. Stay with them and you’re doomed. The humans won’t last another century. Come with me and be a part of the future.”

      “Andrea, look at what’s happened here. If we don’t work together—right here, right now—we may not last another night. Tell me the truth: this isn’t your people’s work. Whatever this is—some sort of biological vector, maybe radiation—it’s a danger to us all.” When she refused to look at him, he touched her shoulder. Softly, then firmly. “Andrea, please. If I’m right, everyone is at risk. I think you’re being used.”

      Andrea snorted defiantly. “Used? We control our destiny. I don’t know why someone would disassemble a reactor. I don’t know where these people are. We didn’t do this.”

      Rimes gently pushed her aside and returned to searching the hold, checking each crate. He touched each one, as if that might be enough to know their contents with certainty. He even went so far as to open a few and examine the interior.

      Andrea assisted, shaking several containers, sniffing at a few others. Finally, Rimes exited. Andrea followed.

      Rimes walked over to the portside hatch and locked it down. He did the same to the starboard hatch, then he scanned the hold one last time. Nothing obvious jumped out to him.

      He sealed the forward hold.

      Andrea took his hand. “Why would you say we’re being used?”

      Rimes stared at her hand for a moment before responding. “When you stole the Erikson, what were you after?”

      “It’s a large vessel and it was heavily stocked with supplies. Why wouldn’t we take it?”

      Rimes locked eyes with her. “How did you even know about it? It’s not the sort of thing ADMP would advertise.”

      “Many of us were created by ADMP. We’re not ignorant of its inner workings. The Erikson had a big enough budget to catch our attention years ago, when we were planning our escape.”

      Rimes thought for a moment; her explanation made perfect sense. “All right. So you stole it for your own use. Why bring it all the way out here, though? Why not take it and go?”

      “We needed to stop your hunt.” Her voice was flat, her features almost frozen. “Drawing you here in ambush seemed ideal.”

      For the first time, Rimes felt he was seeing an attempt at deception. He smiled. “I don’t think so. Here’s what I think: I think you stumbled upon the ship’s mission and you couldn’t help wondering why ADMP would send a ship like this out to a barren world that, by all accounts, held negligible value. I think you couldn’t figure out what they were after before we arrived and you were caught between abandoning this little mystery or trying to lure us into a trap. At the end of the day, curiosity and greed got the best of you and you decided to go with the trap.”

      Andrea’s features once again became unreadable. “You sound like you’ve figured everything out. Now all you need is to find your missing people.”

      “Curiosity and greed are very human traits, don’t you think?” Rimes pressed closer to her, and she didn’t pull away.

      His earpiece chimed.

      He stepped back and glanced at the communications readout. It was Meyers. “What’s up?”

      “Captain?” Meyers attempted to open a shared workspace.

      Rimes accepted. “Find something?”

      “Answers. I think.”

      A video began playing in the workspace. It showed the ship interior, the galley. Several people—a combination of men and women, young and middle-aged, various races and mixes—sat around a table. They were raising glasses to toast something. They wore coveralls with ADMP logos. Some wore ship jackets with Tesla patches on the left breast. Audio accompanying the playback was choppy, almost incoherent. The recording jumped, with seconds missing at a time.

      Rimes caught the recording metadata: 19 July 2167, 0733, Galley Security Camera, Tesla.

      “That’s your crew.” Meyers sounded disappointed.

      The video froze and a circle wrapped each person’s head with a line connecting the circle to a callout with an official identification display. Rimes examined each one—Vaneet Khan, pilot; Cindy Lu, co-pilot; Warren Rayfield, mission commander; Tom Palmer and Rebekah Ortiz, security experts; Charles Andruszko, Natalie Dougherty, Pamela Eggart, Richard Howell, Paola Trinca, and Georg Wirth, scientists.

      Rimes wished he had access to the Grid. “Where’d you find this?”

      “Lieutenant Watanabe thought of checking the security archive. I guess someone tried to delete everything, but they used a simple aging out process rather than a full scrub. We’re recovering what we can. You’re looking at one of the better pieces. Give it an hour or so; we’ll have more. But check the next one.”

      Another video played. Rimes scanned the metadata: 22 July 2167, 2308, Cargo Bay Security Camera, Tesla.

      The crew was gathered throughout the hold. Andruszko and Eggart were working with the security team to set a large, heavy case down near the open airlock door. Palmer had bundles of rope bunched on the back of his harness. Howell and Rayfield stood close to each other next to the central shaft, talking.

      Rimes noticed that Ortiz had mods to her eyes—probably infrared enhancements. After a quick scan of the others, Rimes guessed half the crew were modified in one way or another. Jimmies. Genetic modifications of some sort were all but required to get on with the metacorporations. At a minimum, cerebral enhancements—faster mental processing, greater memory, sometimes even limited telepathy—were necessary to pass grueling hiring examinations.

      Snippets of audio filled Rimes’s ear, and he tried to make sense of them. Audible over the banging of gear and other background noise, he heard mention of “the structure” and “descent”. A one-minute gap in the metadata and half of the Tesla crew was gone. The other half wrestled the large container and a smaller one out of the airlock as dark gray sand blew into the bay beneath their feet. Khan and Lu watched from the middle of the cargo bay.

      The video froze.

      “They were on-planet by 22 July,” Meyers said. “I’d guess earlier, but that’s your timeframe.”

      Rimes muted his microphone and looked at Andrea. “The Tesla landed somewhere around 22 July. Eleven person crew, including six scientists.” As she considered that, Rimes came off mute. “I saw ropes and heard one of them say descent and a couple mentions about a structure. I’m thinking they went into that crater? What structure are they referring to?”

      “Yeah, that’s my guess too. I haven’t found anything else mentioning a structure yet. Give me time.”

      “They left the pilots behind. Any idea what happened to them?” As Rimes talked, he turned to examine the cargo bay, finally figuring out where the camera would have to be based on the recording’s angle. He walked back into the bay and spotted the camera emplacement.

      “We see you.” Meyers cleared his throat. “Um, you might want to wash your face. You’ve got…smudges around your lips.”

      Rimes lowered his head, embarrassed. He walked back toward the shaft, avoiding Munoz’s eyes. At the forward hold hatch, Rimes pulled his right glove off then detached his water container. He poured a little water into his hand and quickly washed his face. He was too ashamed to look back into the cargo bay. “Thanks.”

      “We haven’t gotten anything more on the pilots yet.” If Meyers was bothered by what he’d seen, he didn’t let on. “But look at the most recent recording we were able to recover. I think you’ll find it interesting.”

      Once again, video played in the workspace. Rimes saw a Commando, in full armor and environmental suit, standing over the spray of components, inspecting them. The Commando turned to look at the open airlock door then back toward the central shaft. Rimes captured the Commando’s image when a straight-on shot became available. The Commando’s helmet was open, but his face was draped in shadow. As the video continued, the Commando moved beneath the camera and out of sight. The file’s metadata showed 30 September.

      “A month ago.” Rimes began manipulating the snapshot image, enhancing the resolution, working on contrast and brightness. Finally, he had a good enough image to begin drilling down, but he already had a cold sense of certainty he knew who he was looking at.

      “What do you think about sending a scouting team out? See if we can figure out where they took those cases they had, maybe get a look into that crater? It’s always possible they’re still there, waiting at the edge, maybe living in a survival tent.”

      Rimes watched the Commando’s face resolve, filling the display. He closed his eyes and shook his head. It was Pasqual. He looked dazed, disoriented. Rick. No! “Uh, h-how would you figure out where they went?” Rimes tried to shake off a sense of doom. “Those sandstorms…there aren’t going to be any tracks.”

      “It’s just a few hundred meters.” Meyers sounded surprisingly confident given what they’d been facing. “Even if the wind kicks up again, we can make that in a round trip in an hour. If it’s clear, we can probably see any tents or other structures within a klick or two.”

      “Okay.” Okay? What am I thinking? Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Andrea look up at him curiously. “Have Sung stay with Watanabe while the recovery runs on those files. Take Kershaw with you. To the crater edge and back. Nothing more.” This is insane. Why am I risking this? Because Rick might be out there? “Don’t take any chances. If you see a sandstorm kicking up, head straight back.” What am I doing?

      Rimes watched Andrea for a moment, hoping he might see in her reaction any hint his own confusion was justified. She blinked slowly, sleepily.

      Meyers closed the shared workspace. “Easy enough.”

      “Did you get through to the Valdez?” Why am I letting them go off? We need to stay together. “Meyers, I—”

      “Radio’s out. I’m guessing that’s why they ran the SOS from the shuttle. We can give the antenna a look on our way to the crater. Maybe we just need to replace that.”

      It’s not like Meyers to walk away from a technical problem. “Did you actually give the radio a look?”

      “Well…” Meyers’s voice faded. “Just now. Diagnostics says it’s okay. That definitely makes me think it’s an antenna problem.”

      It’s not like him. This isn’t like me. “Send me an image when you get a look at it. Maybe we can find a spare in the maintenance areas down here.”

      Meyers disconnected, leaving Rimes suddenly alone with his thoughts. It was irresponsible and wrong to let a single person head out into the area’s unpredictable environment. He was sending two. They would lose communications less than fifty meters out from the yacht.

      “You’re sending someone out?” Andrea looked surprised. She yawned. “Why?”

      “I…I wish I knew.”

      Rimes thought of calling Meyers back and canceling the expedition, but there was no going back now.

      Rimes shook his head. He wasn’t sure where all the confusion was coming from. He’d given his approval. The expedition made sense.

      And yet, Rimes was sure it was an idea he would normally be completely opposed to—high risk, low reward. Not being able to resolve that inconsistency worried him, although not nearly as much as the inexplicable apathy he was feeling about it.
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      The Tesla’s galley felt cool to Rimes’s freshly showered skin, the plastic bench of the table he sat at even cooler. After so many hours crammed into the same uniform and environmental suit, running through the desert, the scent of soap on his skin was a glorious change. He felt human again and greatly revitalized. Even the uncertainty about his decisions had started to fade a little.

      He took a sip from one of the ship’s mugs—white, plastic, clean. The coffee’s aroma was sharp, and it stayed with him along with the taste—pleasantly bitter and earthy. He ran a finger across his tender lips; they were healing. Slowly.

      Andrea stared at him over the rim of a perfect twin to his mug. She seemed the same as before: a predator watching her prey. Watanabe sat to Andrea’s left, Sung to Rimes’s right. They were focused on a display built into the tabletop, where the recovered security camera videos were playing.

      “So those were the…pilots?” Watanabe asked. “I cannot understand why they would have come all the way to the Tesla just to take the reactor apart.”

      Sung rubbed at his eyes, then he reversed the video until the pilots were visible again, standing in the cargo bay, reactor components in their hands. “I don’t think the question is why, it’s how.” Sung froze the video and framed the face of one of the pilots. The pilot’s eyes were glazed, unfocused. “See? They’re sleepwalking.”

      Watanabe restarted the video, watching it closely. “Drugs, perhaps? They seem organized in some ways. They are working in that same area. They are separating the components with care.”

      Andrea watched the video for a moment. Cleaned up, with most of her bruising healed, her exotic, almost alien beauty was magnetic. Her amber eyes reflected concern.

      Rimes wondered what could cause her such concern, then he recalled what they’d just talked about: it had been two hours and Meyers and Kershaw hadn’t returned.

      The video drew Rimes’s eyes, and he heard Sung repeat the word: sleepwalking.

      I let them go out there. Am I sleepwalking and I don’t even realize it?

      Sung drilled in closer on the pilots’ glazed eyes.

      Are we all sleepwalking?

      Sung reversed the video to the point where the pilots entered the cargo bay, slowing it when one of the pilots came into view carrying a fairly large and possibly shielded container. “What about the fuel?”

      Rimes shook off the strange malaise and ran the video backward and forward. There was a gap in the recording after the container showed up. When the video resumed, the container was nowhere to be seen.

      “We can organize a search.” Rimes knew they wouldn’t find the container. Images of the crater played through his mind. The fuel was in the crater, along with the Tesla’s crew and the Commandos. And the pilots. And Meyers and Kershaw. “When we searched the forward hold, we didn’t see anything but food, medicine, and spares, but we didn’t check every crate.”

      Sung looked at Watanabe. “We could check the quarters. Maybe Meyers overlooked it when he checked out the reactor? We could check there too. And Sheila can help Munoz and Theroux with the cargo hold.”

      Andrea’s eyes narrowed. “What about the two you sent out to the crater? You’re all acting like they don’t even exist anymore, like they didn’t go off alone.”

      Watanabe stared at the video, ashamed or hypnotized; it was impossible to tell. “Maybe—”

      Andrea glared at Watanabe. “You’ve seen the look in the pilots’ eyes. They weren’t like that in the earlier videos. Something changed them. And now something might be changing you.” She looked at Rimes again. “It might be affecting us. You said you were worried we were already influenced. Now you act like it was nothing?”

      Sung exchanged a nervous glance with Watanabe. “How do you mean?”

      Rimes chewed his bottom lip, wincing at the sharp pain when it cracked and salty blood trickled into his mouth. “She means I okayed Meyers and Kershaw going to the crater. I realized it was questionable at the time, but I approved it anyway. She’s right. It could be a sign of outside influence. Looking at the faces we’ve seen so far, we should be worried. We can’t just stay sealed up in the Tesla now. We don’t have a radio until we repair the antenna mast. How long before the genies find us? A day? Two? Let’s assume we get the radio operational. If Meyers and Kershaw don’t show up before the genies, we’ll be forced to seal them outside.”

      Sung blinked nervously. “So what are you proposing, Captain?”

      “We go looking for Meyers and Kershaw as a group. They’re out there, possibly down in the crater already. I told Meyers to go straight to the crater’s edge and back, but if there’s something affecting us, influencing our minds, he may not have realized he was disobeying orders.”

      They quietly sat for several uncomfortable seconds, eyes darting nervously. Watanabe looked at Sung for support. He gave a subtle nod and moved his right hand a few centimeters closer to hers. Andrea watched the interplay, eyebrows raised, apparently intrigued by the fragile and complex nature of human emotional dynamics.

      “Captain Rimes,” Watanabe finally managed, almost breathless. “Corporal Sung and I have noticed changes as well. In Meyers and Kershaw. After we came aboard, they both seemed distracted…undisciplined.”

      Sung let out a deep, gruff sound in agreement. “Impulsive, I think. I noticed it while Kershaw searched the quarters. He simply seemed to lose his edge. He had his weapon down, you know? And, well, it was like he didn’t think there was any sort of threat. It was really odd. I didn’t think much about it at the time. You know how a soldier can get, that sense of invincibility after surviving a deadly engagement and all.”

      Watanabe relaxed slightly. “Sergeant Meyers, when he was checking the systems out, he completely ignored several things. I had to remind him to contact the Valdez. When the call failed, he thought nothing of it. I had to run the diagnostics when I heard him talking with you. It did not seem like him at all. Before, he was thorough.”

      Rimes clenched his hands into tight fists. “They’re in serious trouble. I know it. And it’s my fault. I think we’re all probably in trouble. Whatever it is that’s influencing us, it’s probably affecting each of us in different ways.”

      “But that means your decision to go looking for them…is that truly your decision?” Watanabe’s voice was subdued, but she locked eyes with Rimes. “How can we know it is you?”

      “I’m asking myself that same question.” Rimes opened his fists and relaxed his hands. “It would be my inclination to protect my team, so that seems consistent. I wouldn’t want us trapped in here with no way to contact the Valdez. That seems consistent too. But I’m having a hard time with how I got us to this point in the first place. So your concerns are well-founded.”

      Sung and Watanabe seemed satisfied. Their hands crept closer together. They leaned nearer to each other.

      Rimes pointed at the two of them. “I think I should point out, though, that you should be asking yourselves the same questions.”

      Andrea’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t believe I’ve been affected.”

      Sung and Watanabe, hands now clasped, nodded in enthusiastic support. “She’s right, Captain.” Sung spoke so quickly his words jumbled together. “I think some of us have been unaffected so far.”

      Rimes snorted, a soft sound that echoed in the galley. Sung was a small man, especially compared to the Commandos, and he wasn’t particularly good-looking: soft-featured, small-eyed, narrow-mouthed. He wasn’t good enough for Watanabe. He couldn’t protect her. He—

      Rimes shook his head until the thoughts that weren’t his were gone. “I guess it’s possible you haven’t been affected, but I want you to keep your minds open to the possibility you have been.” He pointed at Sung and Watanabe’s hands. “Would you normally be holding the lieutenant’s hand, Corporal? Lieutenant, would you normally be willing to make such an open display even if you had no concern for the implications of fraternization?”

      Watanabe looked down at her hand, suddenly surprised. She pulled it away from Sung’s hand and examined it with detached curiosity. For his part, Sung closed his own hand. His eyes filled with pain at Watanabe’s rejection.

      “What makes you think I’ve changed?” Andrea demanded. “I was the one who saw the changes in you first.”

      “You were. And you turned those changes—or the belief in those changes—into a weapon.” And I’m not even going to mention the forward hold. What were your creators thinking when they crafted you? Hunter? Some sort of pleasure provider? Maybe both? “You never spoke to the others before we came to this ship. Now you’ve taken the opportunity to plant the seeds of doubt not just in my mind but in theirs.”

      Andrea leaned forward, her lips pulled back slightly. “It isn’t planting the seeds of doubt. You’ve made questionable decisions. You’re in command. Everything you do impacts everyone else, even me. You have a responsibility.”

      “No denying that. And every time someone has a reason to question my decisions, you wear down our effectiveness as a unit. Maybe I did the wrong thing letting Meyers and Kershaw go, maybe I didn’t. I can’t honestly say right now. But you have to admit, getting the others to doubt my ability to command has advantages for you. When the genies arrive—and we know they will—if we’re riddled with doubt and at odds with each other, isn’t it obvious who benefits?”

      Fury leapt into Andrea’s eyes, then was gone. She leaned back in her chair. “You certainly haven’t lost your ability to strategize.”

      “Okay, I think we can agree this is affecting us all to some degree.” Rimes saw the acceptance on their faces. “So, we’re up against time. We need to find Meyers and Kershaw and either get them back to the ship or figure a way to escape the genies and this…” He rubbed at his forehead, frustrated. “Influence.” Whatever it is, it’s not doing just one thing. It’s wearing down inhibitions, clouding judgment, and weakening confidence. Mental acuity, discipline.

      Andrea bit her lip. “You have a plan?”

      I just told her. Or did I? “We head for the crater. If we find Meyers and Kershaw, we collect them and circle the crater to the opposite side and go until we’re out of this dead zone. Let’s assume the crater is the center. We should be out of the worst of it in a day. Once we’re able to use our BASes again, we circle back to 332 and wait for the Valdez.”

      “What if the crater is not the center?” Watanabe blinked uncertainly.

      “We’re fully replenished and fairly well-rested. We can go a long time if we don’t have to push ourselves too hard. If I’m wrong, and this dead zone stretches on for hundreds of kilometers…“ Rimes winced. “Well, I’ll be spared a court martial, at least.”

      Sung, looked up from his hand. “Why do you think the crater is the center, Captain?”

      “A hunch, I guess.” The way everything ripples out from there, the sense of desolation radiating. Radiating. “It looks like some sort of weapons impact, doesn’t it? The crater, the ripples in the ground, the way systems have become more unreliable the closer we’ve gotten to it. The only way we’ll actually know, though, is to get beyond it.”

      Sung wiped his hand on his chest. It didn’t take the pain from his eyes. “What about the genies? You think they will pursue us?”

      “Yes. So we have to be quick about it.” Rimes only wished he could quiet the nagging sense that the genies weren't the real threat.
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      By some miracle, the winds were relatively calm the entirety of the short trek to the crater’s edge; visibility stretched out several hundred meters. Rimes was thankful for that, because other than for tracking time and a few minimal overlays, the BAS systems were useless. Communication beyond twenty-five meters was impossible. Within twenty-five meters, it was manageable, improving with proximity.

      After the comfort of the ship, the planet was gritty and dry and hot, and the familiar sulfuric stench was stronger than ever. Sand settled into every crease and orifice and sought access into the depths of Rimes’s suit.

      In the light of the sinking sun, Kershaw and Meyers’s bootprints were still barely visible in the sand. They ran in a relatively straight line from the Tesla to the crater, then disappeared at a piton. A bright red rope swayed gently from the piton, a red coil resting on a ledge thirty meters below.

      Five meters from the piton stood a ramp constructed from sheets of lightweight composites. An array of thin struts supported two narrow rails. At the ramp head, the rails had a gear and lock system that gave the ramp a fifteen to sixty degree inclination range. The forward and rear struts ended in elbows, with the resulting bases glued to the rocks. Empty carrying cases were haphazardly piled nearby.

      They were the cases from the Tesla videos.

      Rimes squatted to examine the ramp, wiping at black residue. Sung hovered close by. “What is it, Captain?”

      “Exhaust. I’d imagine it was a rocket of some sort.” Rimes wiped the residue on his suit legs. “They launched something into the crater. Maybe that big case they were carrying. Maybe everything. They probably used parachutes. Beats hauling it down by hand.”

      Without another word, Rimes walked to the piton and gathered up the rope. He tested rope and piton, looked at the others, then descended carefully to the ledge below. While Watanabe descended, Rimes examined the ledge, stomping and jumping to test it. It was nearly as wide as he was tall, with a moderate downward slope. It descended most of the crater’s depth, widening where it switched back on itself several times. The ledge ended abruptly at another piton and red rope that dropped the last twenty or so meters.

      Where the crater walls were relatively smooth, as if cut from the planet surface by a gigantic laser, the ramps seemed extruded. Their color was similar to the stone of the crater walls, but upon closer inspection, it became obvious they were comprised of something clear, and the coloring came from sand mixed in the material. Rimes had the impression the ramps might have been produced through some chemical or manufacturing process.

      He ran his gloved hand over the ledge’s abrupt beginning; the rock was comparatively rough. Deep in the crater’s depths, he spied a sand-covered rock pile that might very well have been the span of ledge that once ran up to the crater edge above.

      Once the rest of the team had joined him and Watanabe on the ramp, Rimes descended.

      The descent was surprisingly easy, or at least that was what his mind registered. He was past the point of questioning even trivial sensory input. If his mind was being influenced, nothing he saw, heard, touched, smelled, or tasted could be relied upon. Either he accepted his perceptions, or he surrendered to whatever illusion was playing through his mind.

      Halfway into the descent, Rimes spotted what he assumed was the structure. Sandstorms and shadows obscured it for the most part, but a few hundred meters up, he could make out enough to estimate its size and shape. It was surprisingly simple in design, a perfect hexagon no more than three meters tall and fifteen meters on each side.

      At the base of the crater wall, a tuft of material flapping in the breeze drew Rimes’s attention. He pulled at it, revealing a parachute. It was stuffed beneath a section of the fallen ledge.

      “There’s your answer.” Sung looked around. “Maybe the rocket’s nearby.”

      Rimes shrugged unenthusiastically. The rocket would do them no good.

      He searched the ground nearby, finally spotting faint bootprints in the shallow layer of shifting gray sand. Rock poked through the sand here and there. It was similar to that of the crater walls, unnaturally smooth, almost glassy. The prints were too obscured by the wind to give him any confidence, but they seemed to have the same patterns as his own.

      He turned to tell the others, but the words died unspoken in his throat as Fontana went limp and lost her grip on the rope eight meters above the crater floor. “Fontana!”

      Munoz ran to catch her, but he was a moment too late, managing only to grab one of her arms. They went to the ground in a heap.

      Rimes reached Munoz’s side a second before Sung. The giant was blubbering furiously. Rimes gave a reassuring pat on the back.

      Munoz shrugged it off, distraught. “Leave me alone!”

      Rimes let it go.

      Sung tried to shove past Munoz but merely bounced off. It took Sung a moment, but he regained his composure, then quickly slipped around Munoz’s huge shoulders and began inspecting Fontana.

      Munoz stepped away, clapping his hands and wiping his armor. He shouted obscenities at himself for his failure.

      While Sung tended to Fontana, Rimes stepped closer to the rope. Andrea’s gaze burned into his back, laser-like.

      Theroux dropped to the ground, shaking his head, irritated. “Already a mess, Captain.”

      Rimes ignored the comment; there was no value in engaging Theroux at the moment. Instead, Rimes focused on the rope and wall. There was nothing wrong with the rope, and there were no obvious signs of something on the wall that could have interfered with Fontana’s descent.

      Minutes after her fall, Fontana came around. She groaned weakly as Rimes took a knee beside her. “What happened?”

      Sung gave a thumbs-up; she was going to be okay.

      “I don’t recall.” Fontana rolled the shoulder that had hit the ground and winced. “I was climbing down, then…“ She shook her head.

      “Can you walk?” Nice bedside manner.

      “It’s just my shoulder and this pounding headache, but that’s been building for some time.” She stared into the distance, as if she might see the structure through the sandstorm currently obscuring it.

      Rimes gently helped her to her feet, then turned to look at the others. “Okay, folks. Numbers count. Time counts. Everyone stay close and be alert. Let’s go.”

      He set a meters-consuming pace, always careful to watch for whatever tracks remained. When he spotted them, they were always headed in the same direction: toward the structure.

      The closer they got to the structure, the more its odd appearance stood out: a squat, muted black-gray slab of stone swathed in gray sand that jabbed angrily up from the crater’s dark stone floor.

      After signaling Munoz and Theroux to watch the approach point, Rimes led the rest in a cautious clockwise circuit around the structure. They stayed wide of the remaining bootprint fragments, following them as best they could. Based off what little he could take from the prints, Rimes assumed Meyers and Kershaw had circled the structure once, close enough to touch the wall.

      There were no doors along the entire structure face. Each wall was smooth, unbroken, uniform in shape and appearance. Rimes tried to explain to his own mind the puzzle such a structure presented: it was a marker, a tombstone, a communications system, a laboratory. The more he looked at the walls, the less he felt they were even stone. Flat black, with an almost speckled texture that disappeared when examined at the proper angle—he wasn’t even confident he could describe the material as something that could be fabricated based on his limited materials knowledge.

      By the time they returned to Munoz and Theroux, Fontana was having trouble standing. Sung and Watanabe helped Fontana to the ground. Rimes watched her until he was sure she was okay, then pulled Andrea aside.

      “What do you think?” His eyes slowly looped from her face to the structure.

      Andrea shivered as she looked at the speckled black-gray walls. “I don’t care for it. Your people are nowhere to be seen. Doesn’t that disturb you?”

      Rimes laughed grimly. “Disturb doesn’t go far enough. Their prints end after circling it once. No entries, no obvious function. I don’t even know what to make of the walls. And then there’s what’s happening with her.” He jerked his head to indicate Fontana, who was now slowly rubbing at her forehead.

      “Maybe this thing is the source of the trouble. Do you feel it? In your head?”

      “Yeah. And did you notice its location?”

      Andrea looked from their position to the surrounding crater walls, slowly spinning. “The center.”

      “Dead center, I bet.” He smiled wistfully. “If I’d noticed that before, it might have been enough to keep me from coming down here. It’s the sort of thing I’d like to think I’d normally identify early on. What about the crater walls? You notice anything special about them?”

      Andrea carefully scanned the walls and shook her head. “Just their smoothness. They aren’t naturally formed.”

      “No, they aren’t. Neither were the ramps we took down, and there’s only that one set of ramps. That means we can’t simply exit the opposite side of the crater. If we don’t find Meyers, Kershaw, and the fuel quickly, we’re going to have your people on us before we can get any distance from this place.”

      Andrea smiled mischievously. “The offer still stands. Both of them.”

      “Thanks.” Rimes turned as Theroux approached.

      Theroux’s eyes lingered on Andrea for a moment, then he gave a dismissive sneer and looked at Rimes. “Captain Rimes, I think we’ve wasted enough time on this endeavor. Your men are, unfortunately, lost. We need to move on now. There’s only one way into this crater, and that means there’s only one way out. If we hurry, we can get out and still likely maintain some sort of lead on the genies. We can come back later, when we have adequate firepower.”

      “I agree.” Rimes took a slight bit of satisfaction from Theroux’s look of surprise. “Let’s give Miss Fontana a moment to get her wits about her and—”

      “Captain! Captain Rimes!” Munoz lurched toward the structure, right arm stabbing into the swirling sand. “Look!”

      Rimes followed Munoz’s outthrust arm. The wall they’d first approached was gone; there was only an opening. It was almost impossible to see at first, as beyond it was a near absolute darkness. The light filling the crater barely penetrated beyond the black walls.

      Rimes held a hand up. “Hold positions.” He advanced slowly, with his carbine raised and ready. He quickly glanced at Fontana for any reaction.

      Her condition had worsened.

      Sung seemed transfixed by the scene. “The light doesn’t even seem to be penetrating.” His words ran together in excitement. “I didn’t even hear anything.”

      Light from Rimes’s helmet lamp punched into the darkness beyond the opening. At first, the light seemed inadequate, barely driving back the impenetrable cloak enough to reveal the floor beyond the entry. A few seconds with his eyes closed, and he could make out more.

      It wasn’t the darkness absorbing the light. The interior was covered in some sort of black, glistening substance.

      Squatting, he tentatively reached forward, expecting at any moment the wall would reappear or would slam shut on his arm. But the wall was gone, and it didn’t slam shut on him. He ran his hand lightly over the glistening substance. When he pulled his hand back, he could see moisture on his gloves. He held his hand up for the others to see.

      “Water.” His voice cracked. “I think it’s water.”

      Munoz eyed Rimes skeptically; Munoz’s face was twisted by an angry sneer. Theroux blinked impassively. Andrea stood on the balls of her feet, leaning forward slightly, ready to charge or flee. Sung and Watanabe wrapped Fontana’s rocking form in their arms. They seemed near shock.

      Rimes drew his gloved hand closer to his face and stared at it. There were small, green flecks floating in the moisture. They were so dark they could have been black. He sniffed at the substance. It smelled almost sweet. He swallowed then put the tip of his tongue to his glove, ready to spit at the slightest odd taste or sensation.

      It was water. Pure, sweet, refreshing.

      He waited a moment.

      Nothing happened. No heat, no swelling, no stinging. If it was a toxin, it was slow acting.

      He spat to clear the water from his tongue, then he crept forward. The light played across the floor. There were impressions—bootprints—in the substance. Some were barely noticeable, slowly being reclaimed by the growth, others were deep, fresh. Rimes examined the closest of the new prints and saw that it had ground through the dark substance to the floor below, exposing the same strange, black material as the exterior walls. He played his light a few meters forward, stopping at a mound of blockish shapes.

      “There’s something in here,” he shouted over his shoulder. It was a struggle to keep his voice even. Calm. Now more than ever, stay calm. In the dark recesses of his mind, Kwon seemed to recoil at the thought of being trapped in such a tight enclosure.

      Watanabe scooted forward, pulling Fontana with her. They were both trembling, as was Sung. Watanabe’s eyes were wide in awe. “What is it? Is it…them?”

      The shapes slowly resolved in Rimes’s lamplight. “I think it’s the cases from the Tesla. Cases of some sort. They’re symmetrical and large. I see prints, fresh ones, but no sign of Meyers or Kershaw. They entered here. Everything inside’s covered with some sort of growth. Lichen, maybe?”

      “Not lichens.” Sung seemed hypnotized by the structure. His voice was quiet, his speech slow. “It’s too dark. Lichens are symbiotic—fungus and a photosynthetic partner. No sunlight, no photosynthesis, no lichens.”

      “Okay.” Rimes rubbed his forehead with the back of his gloved hand. “A fungus? A mold?”

      “Molds are fungi.” Sung slowly turned to look at Watanabe. “What would a fungus survive off of?” He turned back to look at Rimes again. “You said it’s covering everything?”

      “Yeah.” Rimes played his light across the ceiling. “The floor, the walls, even the ceiling. The cases are coated with it too. I’m going in. I need to see where their prints lead to.”

      Andrea edged forward. “You can’t go in there alone.”

      Rimes considered ignoring her for a moment, then waved her forward. He couldn’t see any sign of a triggering mechanism or any hint that something happened to those who’d entered previously. There were no bodies or bones lying around. But they’re nowhere to be seen. If they aren’t here…

      Whatever had opened the wall could close it at any time, that much was obvious. And they wouldn’t be able to do a thing about it. That much was also obvious.

      Rimes considered retreating, but when Andrea reached his side, he stood and nervously glanced back at the others.

      “We’re going to go in a little way. The crates are about four meters in. We’ll move to them and stop, see if we can still see prints.” Rimes waited for Andrea’s agreement; she nodded uncertainly. “We’ll stay in contact the entire time.”

      Munoz stepped forward, his hand flexing, his breathing hard. “I think we should stay together, sir. Separating’s just gonna weaken us.”

      Sung looked at Watanabe. They gently lifted Fontana between them and slowly helped her move forward until they were at Munoz’s side. Fontana smiled weakly; it was all the reassurance she could muster.

      Theroux’s feet spread further apart and became anchors. He glared at Rimes with beady, condemning eyes. “This is foolish. It’s insane. You’ve all gone mad. That entry appeared from nowhere. It could just as easily disappear. You could be trapped inside.” He turned to Sung and Watanabe. “Think about it. Does this seem the least bit rational?”

      Sung’s eyes were almost blank, and Watanabe’s focus was distant.

      Theroux looked at Munoz, desperate. “Damn it.” Theroux was shouting. He grabbed Munoz’s armor, surprisingly pulling the giant toward him. “You have to fight this. For just one minute, you have to be rational! Going in there is a one way trip. The Tesla crew, the Commandos, now your friends. We have to get out of here! We’re not ready to go in there.”

      “We don’t leave our people behind.” Munoz pried Theroux’s hand free with some effort.

      Rimes swallowed. “Theroux, we were outnumbered before we lost Kershaw and Meyers. We need them. And without that fuel, we aren’t getting off this planet.”

      Munoz flicked his suit’s light on and walked up to the entry, taking up a position to Rimes’s left. Sung and Watanabe took up a position at the rear, Fontana held between them.

      When Theroux didn’t join them, Rimes led everyone through the entry, weapon ready, his light tracking across the floor and the open space before him.

      Andrea followed immediately after, then Munoz.

      As Sung and Watanabe helped Fontana through the entry, she said in a voice barely audible above the wind, “Not even you can survive alone.”

      Theroux waited, tracking the thin beacons of their lamplight in the absolute darkness. He glanced back along the path they’d taken to the structure, up the walls to the crater edge.

      Rimes waited and watched, refusing to push Theroux. It had to be his own decision to enter.

      Theroux spat a curse, and passed through the entry, not even turning when the light behind him disappeared.

      Rimes swallowed hard. His earpiece gave off nothing but a static hiss now. His BAS flickered and rebooted, and the light from everyone’s lamps seemed to weaken.

      They were now sealed inside the structure.
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      It was hot inside the structure, and the humidity was stifling. The transition from open desert to enclosed sauna was abrupt and the impact was immediate. Rimes struggled with his breathing for a few seconds before calming down. He could see the others working through the same transition, fighting through the same momentary panic.

      After a moment, Rimes realized the sulfuric smell was gone, replaced by a powerfully sweet, almost pungent smell, strong enough to leave a sugary taste on the tongue.

      Combined, everyone’s lights drove back the darkness, but even so, it was imposing, intimidating. In the thick air, the lamplight took on a bluish hue, giving the interior a surreal sense of boundlessness, despite their knowledge of the actual dimensions. Even the short walk to the crates seemed inexplicably long.

      Sung cleared his throat. “Is anyone else feeling a sense of distortion?”

      “Yeah.” Rimes turned back to inspect his steps leading up to the first crate. Eight. He could’ve sworn he had only been a few steps away before the wall closed. “Stay close to each other. With the radios out, we can’t afford to get separated.”

      Rimes squatted to inspect what he assumed was one of the Tesla creates. So close, he felt even more confident that’s what they were.

      He scraped a hand across the surface, easily removing a layer of the fungus. Part of the crate came away with the fungus, leaving behind a millimeters-deep scar on the surface.

      Rimes shook his head. The crates should have been tough, a high-end composite. “Sung! Give this a look.”

      Sung shuffled across the slick floor, stopping just out of reach of the crate. “What is—” He let out a soft gasped. “I didn’t think that was possible.”

      Andrea stepped past Sung. “It’s eating through that case. Can fungus do that?” In the enclosed structure, her voice should have been clear, but the darkness seemed to swallow it.

      Rimes examined the bottoms of his boots, wondering just how much tougher the material was than that of the crate.

      “It’s remarkable, Captain. Fungus, that is.”

      “What about all this water and humidity? In the middle of a desert?” Rimes twisted so that his helmet lamp lit the air around him. The bluish haze was a mist now.

      Sung pinched his chin. “It could be a function of the fungus.” He stared at the blue mist.

      Rimes ran his light along the exposed crate surface. Whatever markings had been there before were gone, eaten by the fungus. The seal and fasteners were faring only slightly better. He toyed with the idea of opening the crate, then decided it would be best to leave it closed. Opening it would only expose its contents to the fungus.

      Andrea reached over Rimes’s shoulder, testing the crate surface with a finger. It was spongy, depressing a few millimeters. “When did you say they arrived here?”

      Rimes flicked the fungus from his gloves as thoroughly as he could. “July.” Three months. How long will it take to decompose our suits? Our bodies? “We can’t stay in here too long.” He called back to the others. “Don’t open the crates for now. We’re looking for the container we saw in the video, the one we think has the reactor fuel. Once we find that, we can start looking for Meyers and Kershaw.”

      Theroux’s head shook angrily. “And a way out of here.”

      Wordlessly, Rimes played his light across the floor, alert for any other incongruities. Beyond the bootprints, nothing stood out.

      Sung let out another gasp. “Spores. Oh. Shit.” Sung sealed his helmet and hastily backed away from the crate, arms flailing.

      Watanabe took a step toward him, dragging Fontana along.

      Rimes spun, first looking at Sung, then taking in the entirety of the structure. “Sung, what is it?”

      “Spores, Captain. I think the discoloration in the mist might be the fungus’s spores.”

      “Okay. Is that a problem?”

      “You know how we talked about everyone behaving strangely?”

      “Yes.” Rimes relaxed slightly.

      “There are fungi on Earth and on a few other worlds that infect a host and take control of it.”

      “This place seems to be pretty close to airtight, don’t you think? Could spores escape it?”

      Sung seemed to consider that. “Maybe one of the walls opens to release them periodically?”

      Rimes thought for a moment. He wasn’t a scientist. Sung and Watanabe and Meyers were the experts. “Then we’re already infected, right?”

      “I—”

      “Could spores cause all the other problems—the comms going bad, the electronics issues? And if they did, why do things seem to work better inside a shielded ship?”

      Sung looked at Watanabe, maybe for guidance, maybe for understanding. She shook her head.

      “Sung?” Rimes stepped forward slowly, hands open and raised. “Help me out. I need you on this. You’re our medical expert. What would the symptoms be?”

      “Well…for a lot of them, nervous system failure.”

      Rimes looked at Watanabe hopefully. “Like what? Have any of us started exhibiting these nervous system failure symptoms?”

      Sung opened his faceplate. “N-no. I guess not.”

      “Good.” Rimes gave Sung a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “We still need to get the hell out of here sooner rather than later. I doubt something that can eat through a cargo crate is doing our insides any good if we’re breathing it in.”

      Sung laughed nervously.

      Rimes turned to the others. “Okay, folks, you know what we’re looking for.”

      They carefully searched through the pile of crates, separating out those that were too large or small from potential candidates. That left them with only three possibilities. With each case, Rimes scraped the green-black fungus from its surface before handing it to Sung and Watanabe to pry open. Absent functional hinges, it took a good deal of effort not to drop the lids.

      They lucked out on the final container, which held three meter-long transparent cylinders, each with an outer layer filled with a pale green gas.

      Watanabe held each cylinder up to Sung’s light beam, rolling them around, watching for any movement in the gas. “It looks intact, Captain. We can put them in Corporal Sung’s medical bag.”

      Sung nodded in agreement. He cut the cylinder’s foam shell liner free from the container, then held the liner while Watanabe replaced each cylinder within.

      Watanabe carefully wedged the protected cylinders into Sung’s medical bag. As she tightened the bag’s straps to reduce the odds of any jarring motion, Rimes stepped away to extend the area of his search. He stopped when his light caught another shape in the fungus.

      He squatted, cautiously prying the object free. He scraped away enough of the fungus to reveal a CAWS-5 carbine like his own. It was still largely intact, although there was significant damage to some of the more precise exposed components. He ejected the magazine and scanned the floor. An area at the edge of his beam, not three meters away, caught his eye. It was darker than the surrounding floor.

      Rimes held the magazine up by its base. “Munoz. Try and recover the ammunition. Don’t get any of that crap on your gun or magazines. Ditch the ammo if you have to.”

      Munoz stepped back to the crates and began the patient work of ejecting each round into the giant palm of his hand, inspecting the rounds for any sign of the fungus, then dropping what he kept into his ammo pouch.

      Rimes edged forward across the slick floor until he reached the edge of the dark area he’d spotted. It was a square, nearly two-and-a-half meters on each side. His light revealed a sloped ramp down with fresh prints that turned into furrows in the fungus.

      A disturbing odor—like decomposition—rose from the opening.

      He cupped his hands around his mouth. “Meyers? Kershaw?” His voice echoed weakly in the darkness below. He waited a few seconds, then shouted again, louder, unconcerned at what else might hear him.

      Theroux knelt at Rimes’s side, barrel pointed into the hole. Theroux trained his light on the bootprints. “Fresh.” He shone his light along the furrows. “Looks like they slipped. You can see the rock where they hit.”

      “I’m not convinced that’s rock.” Rimes shouted again, “Meyers! Kershaw!”

      Theroux stomped on the floor. It gave off a reassuring, wet boom. “Why’s that?”

      “This fungus has eaten through metal and synthetic materials alike. That CAWS-5 is made of some pretty sturdy stuff, sturdier than most rock you’re going to find, but it’s damaged. Look around you. Have you seen any indication the walls or floors have been damaged?”

      Theroux didn’t reply. His eyes were locked on the spot where someone had slid. He scraped along the edge of the hole with his fingers, stopping at a barely noticeable deformity in the fungus. He traced the deformity until his fingers hooked around something, which he pulled at, revealing a rope, black from the fungus. He tested the rope; it remained intact, and the piton it was knotted around held. “If you’re thinking of going down there, you’re not coming up without this.”

      Rimes took the rope, testing it once for himself. When Theroux backed up to give some room, Rimes turned, placed his butt over the hole, and lowered himself until his bent knees and feet were almost perpendicular to his hips.

      Andrea stepped from the darkness. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Meyers and Kershaw went down this way.” Rimes could see in her face that she felt he was acting irrationally again. He couldn’t be sure he wasn’t. “They aren’t responding, so they may need help.”

      “Or they’re dead. We have the fuel. There’s no sign of your men—”

      “There is sign.” Rimes cautiously lowered himself. “They’re down here, wherever this leads.”

      Andrea squatted and reached for the rope. “You can’t go down there alone.”

      Rimes laughed nervously. “The last time you said something like that, you ended up getting us all trapped in here.”

      Theroux held up a hand. “That rope may be able to hold one. I’m not so sure about two.”

      Andrea glared at him. She held the rope tight but didn’t step into the hole. Once Rimes had descended a bit, she called after him, “Shout when you’ve reached the bottom.”

      Rimes glanced down, then looked back up. Andrea was a silhouette, a sliver of shadow in the darkness. “Have the others search the walls for any sign of how that entry opened. Warn them to watch for more holes, though.” Rimes edged deeper. He could barely make out Theroux’s light at that point. Rimes wasn’t sure if it was spores in the air or the structure itself that seemed to mute the light, but it was something. The lamps were more powerful than what he was seeing now.

      The descent was tricky. Along with the slick surface, the space quickly became somewhat tight, and the heat and humidity continued to sap away energy at an alarming rate.

      Finally, Rimes reached the bottom of the ramp; there was less than a meter of rope to spare. He had to hunch slightly, his helmet otherwise scraping the ceiling. He searched around until he found the impact point Kershaw and Meyers had left in the fungus, a couple meters scraped clear marked their landing and where their momentum had carried them. Bootprints led away.

      They were still in control of their bodies. No. They could still walk. Like me. I don’t even know if I’m truly in control of my body at the moment.

      After quickly shifting his weapon into his hand, Rimes stepped back from the rope and listened. He ran his light along the floor again.

      “Meyers! Kershaw!”

      The floor was level and extended beyond the range of his lamp. He turned slowly and spotted another hole left of the base of the ramp. He edged forward and looked into the hole. His lamp revealed another ramp leading down, but there was no sign of recent use.

      Rimes ran his fingers through the fungus, searching for a piton and rope; there was only the smooth surface.

      He edged back from the hole, now following the bootprints. There were shadows within the darkness, extending from the floor nearly to the ceiling. He imagined they might be openings but told himself it was probably nothing more than his mind playing tricks. That brought a laugh to his lips. My mind playing tricks. That’s rich.

      When he was close enough to the nearest shadow, just ahead and to his right, he came to a stop. The shadow was a rounded rectangle running from floor to a few centimeters below the ceiling. Like the holes in the floors, it was two meters wide. The immediate impression was of a doorway.

      Exactly as he’d feared.

      He leaned forward, and his light shone into the opening. At the end of the light’s range, he made out a ramp leading up.

      A faint sound echoed down the corridor. Not from above. From deeper in. Real? Imagination?

      A shiver creeped up his back. It was the combination of the sound and the unknown of having his back to the descending ramp. He put his back to the wall opposite the doorway and slowly backed to the base of the ramp he’d taken down, all the while looking back and forth from the passage to the unused ramp. When he reached the ramp up to the main room, he stopped.

      He looked up the ramp, swallowed, and cleared his voice. “Okay, I think I have a pretty good idea where they went. I’ve found fresh bootprints down this corridor. There’s another ramp down here, just to your left as you come down. It doesn’t look like anyone’s been down it recently.”

      Andrea called back. “The others are checking the walls. Should we wait?”

      Rimes thought for a moment. “Yeah. We’re better off staying together from here on out.”

      “What’s it like down there?”

      Rimes considered what he’d seen so far. Unlike the upper floor, the subterranean area was definitely not the sort of thing a human would construct. It was hard figuring what might be able to operate inside such a layout without complication. The layout was both vertical and horizontal by design and the use of space didn’t seem consistent or particularly efficient. The passage behind him almost certainly extended beyond the edges of the walls aboveground. If the ramp to the area below was as deep as the first ramp, then the same might be true of the passage it opened onto. There was a vague familiarity to what he’d seen so far.

      Ant farm. “Have you ever seen an ant farm?”

      “Ant farm?” Andrea sounded confused.

      He smiled, embarrassed. Her education was probably extremely focused. Infiltration, assassination, stealing data—that’s what matters to a metacorporation.

      “Ant farms are like…artificial habitats, for ants. Two sheets of transparent material a few centimeters apart, filled with sand. You let the ants build their colony and you see the whole thing.” He considered the darkness. It definitely felt like an ant farm.

      But who built it, and what were they watching?
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      With everyone in the passage, it felt even more constricted and no less dangerous. Rimes could see it in their eyes. Even Andrea seemed unnerved.

      Almost certainly, the environment was getting to them. They’d gone from the bright, open desert with its strange sulfuric smell to the dark, cramped, and humid subterranean tunnels that smelled and even tasted sweet. The desert had been somewhat alien, but it was nothing compared to the structure. In the tunnel, completely surrounded by the fungus, every sound was muffled and…wet. Even their helmet lamps seemed to be affected—dimmer, less penetrating than they should be.

      Is it just the environment, or are they feeling my fear? I can’t let them fail because of me.

      “All right folks, listen up.” He cleared his throat at the first hint of a quaver. “This is pretty straightforward. Two options: the ramp down that shows no sign of use, or the passageway that does. So we’re following the passageway.”

      His words seemed to calm them some.

      Munoz held up a huge hand. “Captain, did you see how far their tracks went?”

      “I went in about ten meters. They went deeper than that.”

      “What about the openings you saw?” Sung asked.

      “No signs they tried either. As slick as the fungus is, they would’ve left clear marks using the ramps. We stay to the passageway for now.”

      “Could there be…something down here?” Watanabe looked down, ashamed, after asking the question.

      Do I tell them about the sounds I might have heard? Can I even trust myself after what I’ve been through and what’s gone on? “That’s a good question. Let’s operate on the assumption that there is something down here. Right? People have come here and never left. Maybe this place is just falling apart. Maybe there are booby traps. Or—”

      “Or maybe we’re slowly being poisoned.” Theroux’s voice was flat. If he was afraid of something poisoning him, he didn’t show it.

      “We definitely can’t stay down here forever, poison or not. So we move cautiously, and we stay focused on the mission.”

      Munoz and Sung nodded in agreement.

      Rimes took point, glancing back as the team passed the first doorway to gauge how they handled it. Each one of them stared into the darkness uncertainly, apparently drawn by its dark lure. They were leaving two unexplored areas at their backs. It was asking a lot of them.

      He stopped at the second doorway and looked within. His light revealed another up-sloping ramp. No bootprints or other sign of recent passage.

      What’s up there? Why build a place like this? For…water?

      “Captain Rimes?” Sung’s voice shattered the silence. His delivery was slow again, and his voice was flat. The dullness that had been in his gaze earlier had returned. “You said as we were coming down that this place made you think of an ant farm. Now I understand what you mean. It even looks like these passages go up to provide defense against flooding.”

      He just happened to answer a question that was on my mind? Rimes shivered at the sudden sense of an alien presence.

      Sung’s eyes suddenly came alive and he seemed fully himself, the presence nothing more than imagination. “It definitely doesn’t feel human.”

      Watanabe ran her hands along the edge of the doorway. “But it also is not some sort of giant insect. Everything is symmetrical and precise, machine worked or manufactured. This is something above the abilities of simple insects.”

      “What if you assume some sort of evolutionary advancement of an insect species—does it make sense?” Rimes asked. “Subterranean, sprawling, defenses against flooding?”

      Sung stared off into the darkness. “Not all insects live underground. Even among ants, there are many that live aboveground.”

      “What about the fungus?” Watanabe looked at the fungus collected on her gloves, then flicked the fungus away. “A food source, perhaps?”

      Sung frowned as if wrestling with an elusive thought. “Perhaps. It wouldn’t be without precedent. Predicting an evolutionary path and parallels with our own Earth-like organisms isn’t likely something you can do, especially based off so little data. Keep in mind, the likelihood of an insect big enough to create this sort of structure is very low, at least insects as we know them. Our own insects are limited in size by their biology—their legs couldn’t support them if they grew too large. We’ve seen nothing to support the notion this is even a natural habitat. It could be a storage facility, such as a weapons bunker. Would you look at a weapons bunker and guess the builders were insects just because it’s underground?” He was once again excited, his speaking cadence accelerated.

      “But ammunition bunkers have stairs, doors, and other elements that point to erect, bipedal builders with digits capable of impressive acts of manipulation.” Watanabe’s speech was a slow counterpoint to Sung’s hyper jumble of words. “A bipedal creature has the flexibility in movement and range of motion that would allow for an array of structures crafted around role and need. If you assume the same level of refinement, a structure like this would reflect at least a reasonable likelihood of some insect-like traits: it is subterranean, it relies upon slopes rather than steps, the building material seems organic in nature, the—”

      “Wait.” Rimes raised a hand. “What makes you think the structure material is organic? It looks like stone to me. Or a synthetic material made to match stone.”

      “No, that is not what I am saying. I mean organic in nature, but…“ Watanabe dug in a thigh pouch. She held a pinky-tip-sized sliver of the black material to her light. “There were some chips by the piton. Here. See? There are grains of the sand from the crater suspended in something. It looks like a chitin secretion, you see? But it is stronger. It is a synthetic, an analog to, say, a polysaccharide and calcium carbonate composite. It is an extraordinary material to work with, if you have the capability to control it. The fungus is breaking it down. Slowly.”

      She was carrying around a piece of this place? She didn’t care about the fungus? She didn’t tell anyone else?

      The same hint of distraction—influence—he’d seen before was back, now mixed with an intensity; she was engaged. She was still there, behind those pretty eyes. “So it’s something an insect would make, but it’s synthesized?”

      “That would be my guess. Think of it as an evolutionary step, if that helps? If these are insect-like creatures, perhaps they adapted over time, replacing their own secretions with something superior, something they created?”

      Rimes thought for a moment. He looked at the others. “So we may be looking at some sort of bug here after all. And this fungus?”

      “As Ikumi said, it could be a food source,” Sung said.

      First name basis. The influence again.

      Sung seemed to realize what he’d done; he blushed and looked away. “Maybe that’s why they went with something synthetic for the building materials; it looks like whatever this is, it can’t break the materials down very easily.”

      “We’re losing precious time, Captain.” Theroux sounded annoyed.

      Rimes shone his helmet lamp down the passage; the bootprints continued on. “Okay. Bug or no bug, stay alert.”

      They moved forward slowly, passing two more doorways before coming to a branch. Bootprints led in both directions. Rimes inspected them but couldn’t see any meaningful difference between them. He looked at Theroux hopefully, sighing when Theroux shook his head.

      “We need to split up.” Rimes tried to sound more confident than he felt. He didn’t like dividing their small force. “Munoz, you and Theroux take the right, Andrea and I will take the left. Sung, you and Watanabe stick with Munoz. You’ve got your hands full enough with Sheila, so you’ll need to really push to keep up with him.”

      “We got it, Captain.” Munoz waved Sung forward and disappeared down the right branch.

      Theroux lingered long enough to give Rimes a disappointed frown.

      Rimes waited a moment after Theroux had gone before pulling out a pistol and handing it to Andrea. She inspected it, felt its weight, then nodded. He handed her his spare magazines; she slipped them into her trunks. Rimes wondered what Theroux would think of arming Andrea, whether it would provoke another sour look of disappointment. Who cares?

      They moved into the left branch, Rimes in the lead. Almost immediately, he began second-guessing his decision, worrying he was giving the team too much freedom in such a bizarre situation. He still had questions about the possibility they were in some sort of alien bug colony or experiment, he didn’t like the feel of the whole place, and splitting up wasn’t necessarily going to save time without the ability to communicate and move quickly. He was drained, questioning his senses, near-panicking.

      He wiped perspiration from his eyes, then he scolded himself for touching his exposed flesh with gloves that had been in contact with the fungus.

      Then he stopped. The bootprints ended abruptly a few centimeters in front of him.

      “Hold up.” He knelt, left hand scraping for traction on the wall.

      Andrea made a sound like a growl. “The tracks just end. The walls, look. There, to your right.”

      Rimes turned to his right, shifted his weight, felt his left hand sliding. He shifted more, pushing his left knee forward to kill his slide. For just a moment, his helmet lamp revealed what Andrea had seen: a slick in the fungus, no doubt created by a gloved hand like his seeking purchase. Then the floor where he’d hoped to plant his left knee simply gave way.

      “Andrea!” He threw out his arms and managed to slow his fall for just a moment. His feet dangled somewhere below him in an unseen gap. He kicked, trying to find something to plant his feet against. “Andrea!”

      He slid inexorably. He accelerated. Kicking his legs only made it worse.

      Andrea’s eyes reflected his fears: she could rescue him, but she wouldn’t. A life in prison, or knowing he’d compromised his duty and honor to let her go. She respected him as a warrior, noble and deadly as any she’d met. He would see her through to trial and she would rot in some horrific prison, wasting away, suffering.

      His hands slid more, she reached for him for just a second, then she stopped herself, the fear in her eyes intensifying.

      There was no grip anymore.

      He fell.

      It wasn’t far, maybe seven or eight meters, but it was hard. The small of his back bounced off a wall, throwing him forward just enough to slam his nose and mouth against another wall and to knock his helmet lamp out.

      He tasted blood, swung his arms wildly, trying to grab onto anything. Finally, he came to an abrupt, awkward stop, his left leg taking his weight, then suddenly slipping, stretching out in front of him, hyperextending.

      He screamed, his mind momentarily blanking, released from whatever external influence had held him. An instant of clarity, lucidity, freedom.

      We’re moths, drawn to the light. A killing light.

      As quickly as it came, the moment was gone. Rimes returned to the nightmarish present, the foggy haze again settling over his thoughts. He stood, keeping as much weight as possible on his right leg. His left knee burned.

      Wherever he was, it was pitch black, impossible to see, and the fall had knocked his helmet's systems and head lamp out. He pulled his helmet off and felt around for the lamp, finally finding the latch that held it into place. He pressed the latch and carefully worked the lamp free. Blood fouled his mouth. He sucked at it and spat it out. The lamp seemed fine. The blow had just knocked it off the connectors.

      He rolled the lamp in his gloves, debated pulling a glove off to better the tactile sensation. In the dark, he needed every—

      Something big and heavy and close scraped against stone.

      Rimes jumped, losing his grip on the lamp and helmet. They clattered wetly. He blinked, fighting off panic. He reached for his carbine and suddenly realized he’d lost it in the fall.

      No light, no radio, no weapon…

      Cautiously, he lowered himself to the ground, wincing when he put weight on his injured knee. He stretched out his arms and slowly swept them in, scraping along the floor’s slick surface. He came away with nothing but fungus. He shifted thirty degrees to his left and repeated the motion, sweeping his arms in again. His left hand bumped into something.

      He twisted, tried to locate what he’d bumped into, then froze.

      He heard the movement again. Closer.

      He slowly stretched out his left arm, found what it had bumped against and drew it in toward him. It was a satchel, its strap almost rotted through.

      As quietly as he could, he fumbled around for the flap, flicking away the hungry fungus coating everything. The noise came again, definitely closer. He abandoned the idea of quiet searching. He gripped the satchel and pulled, desperately tearing at the material.

      It gave.

      The contents spilled out, loudly clacking against themselves and the fungus carpet.

      Rimes tried to control his breathing—quiet, efficient—as he ran his hands over the spilled contents. Nothing felt familiar—a box; some sort of shallow, slippery cylinder; another box, this one smaller than the first; small tubes and cylinders and boxes jangling in his shaking fingers.

      The movement was there again, this time more than a single clicking sound in what might have been another chamber. It was too hard to be sure in the darkness with the tricky acoustics.

      He’d heard several of the clicking noises and the tone, the acoustics had changed, he was sure of that.

      In his mind, he was in a chamber, maybe a cave. There was an opening off to his left, probably into another chamber or cave. It had been in that second chamber, this moving thing, slowly closing, curious at the noises. Now it was in the chamber with him, approaching, acidic and poisonous drool dripping off wickedly pointed teeth. It probably has a stinger, too. And a flamethrower. Come on, get a grip!

      He began running his fingers across the surface of the items that had spilled out, trying to press or trigger anything: a button, a switch, a touch-sensitive surface. He found a soft button on the smaller box. He pressed it and nearly cried from joy when a soft green glow flashed momentarily. It was some sort of test equipment, with enough power to give off a pallid light.

      Closing his eyes, Rimes counted to three, only at the last second wondering why he’d closed them in darkness so complete. Pull it together. He turned the display surface away from his face and depressed the button again, running it in a quick arc for the second it was lit.

      The light was enough to capture a sprawl of shapes in the black carpet, one of which looked like his helmet just two meters away. It also hinted at a flicker of movement several meters beyond that. More than seeing, he felt the movement—long, spindly legs shuttling quickly.

      Frantically, he slid forward, risking one more flash of the device as he moved. He found his helmet and tossed the device, quickly strapping the helmet over his head. He tried to bring up the systems display, hissing a curse when it failed. The noises sounded again and he slammed the helmet down, hoping that might somehow reset everything jarred by the fall.

      The system display winked on, but it was all wrong. Rimes toyed with the idea of resetting the BAS before realizing he couldn’t afford the second or two that would take. He glanced around the displays, trying to see what was running that he didn’t need and what wasn’t running that he did need. He brought up the light enhancement and targeting systems, more for the light they projected than any value they presented with targeting in the absolute darkness. Whatever the source of the interference, it was still strong in the area; the system was a complete disaster.

      With the minimal light the helmet shed, he looked around, hoping the CAWS-5’s profile might stand out in the black sheet of fungus. He spun to his right, then back to his left, finally seeing what looked like his carbine. He crawled, stretched, then finally ran his hand along the surface.

      It was his weapon. Instinctively, he ejected the magazine.

      His display’s wan light revealed an empty box. No. It was full. I hadn’t fired a shot.

      He quickly fed a new magazine into the weapon. My memories aren’t reliable. My perceptions aren’t reliable. What can I trust?

      He twisted his head around again, doing a one-eighty to get a sense of what was visible. He repeated, doing a three-sixty.

      The light revealed another form.

      Rimes froze momentarily, then he pushed toward the form, stopping beside it. He reached out nervously and pulled the form in close to examine it.

      It was a helmet, just like his. There was a thin indentation along the top where a headlamp would fit. He felt along the top of the helmet he was wearing.

      The headlamp was still in place.

      He was wearing someone else’s helmet. He checked the display again.

      No time to figure out whose.

      Quick as he could, he pulled the headlamp from the top of the helmet he was wearing and inserted it into the one he was holding, then he switched the helmets out.

      With his own helmet now in place, he scanned the room. Black fungus coated the floor and beyond. It was slicked through where he’d moved. Irregular outlines were visible beneath the black carpet and on top of it. The chamber he’d imagined turned out to be more of a dome-shaped pit, about twelve meters in diameter. What appeared to be natural arches lined the walls, opening into adjoining areas.

      There was no giant bug.

      Rimes looked at the helmet he now held. It was Kershaw’s. He could make out a smear where the helmet had likely impacted hard on a surface. Kershaw’s helmet, probably Kershaw’s carbine. Where the hell is Kershaw?

      Instinct told Rimes to get his back against something, but the shapes hidden beneath the fungus called to him.

      He edged forward, alert, stopping at the first shape: an elongated, curved mound. His first attempt at scraping away some of the fungus resulted in that section of the mound collapsing, his fingers punching through whatever the substance had been. A gentler effort revealed an insect-like skull. Do insects have skulls? There was hardly anything left of it, maybe a micrometer of translucent material.

      Rimes crawled forward, ears straining now that the light had driven away some of the imaginary sounds. He stopped at another mound, this one smaller. More carefully now that he had a sense of the fragility of the things beneath the black sea, he brushed away the fungus.

      It only took a moment for him to realize what he was looking at: a human skull.

      He edged back, and the sound—the skittering—came again. This time, it wasn’t his imagination.
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      Skittering echoed in the domed chamber, quickly building until it was the sound of a thousand giant beetles rushing across the fungus-covered floor. In the near-absolute darkness, Rimes could only guess at the true origin of the sound. Sweat dripped into his eyes as he desperately jerked his head right and left, hoping his headlamp would catch movement in the haze.

      Cursing quietly, Rimes brought his carbine up and backpedaled. His injured knee flared and nearly collapsed beneath him. Sweat—sweet in the sticky air—trickled into his mouth.

      He needed one of the supporting columns at his back, but it couldn’t be one the…thing was close to.

      Rimes tried to keep the sound in front of him while shuffling back toward one of the arches. He backed into a supporting column of stone at the same moment his helmet lamp caught a flash of movement.

      The thing had finally revealed itself!

      He sighted in on the form, but held fire until he had a better shot or at least a better sense of what he was shooting at.

      Beads of sweat gathered on his forehead—the humidity was really getting to him. A jerk of the head tossed most of the sweat away, but some still trickled into his eyes. He blinked away the rest, ignoring the stinging.

      The thing moved again and resolved more fully at the outer range of the headlamp. Its appearance was unquestionably insect-like but alien, something dredged up from the darkest realms of his worst nightmare. Although it was less than two meters tall, it was easily half again as long. It moved on four thick, jointed legs and waved two wickedly curved, thinner appendages menacingly in front of it. Black stripes ran across a blotchy, charcoal gray carapace. Its head was a shallow monstrosity more than a half-meter long, with terrifying, cilia-covered pincers and antennae. Where the head joined the body, it was thick and bony. Cords of sinew along the joint occasionally became visible as it rocked its head, searching. Whatever other segments it might have had were hidden by the carapace, which skimmed over the fungus with each step.

      There were no visible openings in the carapace or other obvious vulnerabilities. The pincers and antennae offered some hope, but they were small targets.

      Rimes continued backing up, trying to put some distance between him and the creature. He turned and hopped deeper into the chamber.

      The skittering came again, faster, closer.

      Rimes glanced back; the creature was accelerating toward the support he’d just abandoned. Rimes pushed himself, his desperate hopping almost a jog.

      His headlamp lit a wall. He made for the wall, hissing despite his best effort. His eyes watered from the pain, but he stayed focused.

      Shadows—darker than the wall and the rest of the chamber—drew his attention. He changed direction, slowing when he realized what he was seeing: a nook in the wall. It was almost oval, just over a meter high, a natural crack in an otherwise solid wall, and it was only a few meters away.

      He stopped, unsure the nook would be deep enough.

      Those pincers and hooked things on the front legs—so big. He pushed forward. Even partial protection was better than being completely out in the open.

      Suddenly, the creature’s antennae twitched rapidly, and it seemed to sense him. It sidestepped around the column he had been leaning against and charged.

      Rimes moved as fast as the bad leg could manage, then finally slid on his butt the last few meters.

      The creature moved faster, quickly closing the distance.

      Rimes tried to squeeze into the nook. The thing was behind him, closing fast. He could hear its pincers slashing through the air. Rimes pivoted on his butt and pulled his injured leg under him, gasping at the burst of pain. The carbine was caught beneath him, but he had no time to free it. He squeezed into the nook just as the creature arrived.

      The creature ran its pincers over the stone surface, slowly at first, then frantically. Rimes pressed back in the nook as far as he could. Even if the carbine weren’t pinned beneath him, he was in no position to take a shot. Instead, he watched the creature as it inspected the nook.

      It had no discernible eyes, at least not on its head. Rimes guessed the cilia were the sensory organs. Something about the strange blotches on the carapace—shifting now—made him wonder if there might be other sensory organs, possibly camouflaged, hidden there. Without eyes, the creature might be blind, meaning it might be forced to rely on something else to locate prey.

      Scent? Sound? Taste? Don’t a lot of insects rely on scent?

      The creature’s pincers scraped slowly along the nook, testing, searching. Something—possibly fluid released from the fungus, possibly venom—dripped from the pincer tips. It shuffled left and right, head rocking as it moved.

      Rimes risked a quick glance out of the nook and nearly lost an eye for it. Whatever senses the thing was using, it was able to tell when he moved.

      Stuck as he was, Rimes once again was drawn to the carapace. He noticed that, along the bottom, the patterns were different than elsewhere. There were strange, spiraling designs with something extremely dark at the spiral center.

      Finally, the creature backed away but only six or seven long strides. It settled low, its head lying on the floor. Rimes shone the headlamp on it. After a moment, the creature was harder to make out, the strange patterns of its carapace shifting slightly to more closely match the appearance of the fungus.

      Chameleon effect. Is that evolutionary or synthetic? Damn it, Sung, you’re missing your big moment!

      Rimes’s thoughts turned to the severity of his situation. The Valdez had no idea where he and his team were, and even if they did, it would take a long time to find the structure and to possibly gain entry. Whatever had lured them in—it didn’t seem likely it was the bug—was playing the long game, separating them and picking them off one by one.

      How long he could hold out suddenly became important. He had a week’s worth of water, a few energy bars, and a full stomach. Assuming the bug had killed the Tesla crew and the Commando team, it could probably go weeks, even months, just waiting for him to make a run for it.

      This thing had to have been here before any of us came here. How old is it?

      He risked a peek outside the nook, trying to get a better sense of his surroundings. He managed to get a feel for the size and shape, but not much more. The moment he stuck his head out, the creature’s camouflage patterns shifted again, and it rose and charged the nook, crashing against the stone with its carapace and sending a spray of fungus and rocks into Rimes’s face.

      For a heartbeat, the nook seemed destined to fail, shattering beneath the alien’s frenzied assault. Then, as quickly as the attack had begun, it stopped. The creature retreated to its former position and faded from sight.

      One second, maybe two. That’s all I’ll have if I try something.

      Rimes played out in his head how long it would take him to shift around to where he could raise his carbine and get a shot off. Two seconds, he figured. The creature would cross the distance before he could draw a bead on it. Any shots would be wild, desperate. He thought back to the empty magazine he’d found in the carbine.

      Pointless.

      If he hoped for success, he needed to sight in on the antennae or one of the spiral centers, possibly at the unprotected neck cords. The odds of a round penetrating the carapace didn’t seem particularly high. The odds of a meaningful head or neck shot while the creature moved seemed even lower.

      He needed a distraction, just enough for a few seconds to aim.

      Rimes considered the creature’s behavior. Its attacks were physical, savage, and unsubtle. They reflected no sophistication or planning. It wasn’t the sort of thing he would have expected from the builder of the strange structure. Then he remembered the thin shell of an ant head he’d found. It had been much smaller and deeper than the creature’s head. A baby? A servant? A food source? The builders?

      As much to preserve power as to test an idea about the creature’s reliance on visual stimuli, Rimes shut off his headlamp. He listened for any hint of movement.

      Nothing.

      He took slow, calming breaths, then he poked his head out and looked around exactly as he had before. He felt more than heard the sudden, thunderous clatter of the creature’s charge and settled back into the nook.

      It didn’t rely on visible light.

      The creature savagely tore at the nook. A pincer scraped along the outer wall and whipped not a centimeter past Rimes’s face. The pincer reeked of antiquity and death and of something sweet. A drop of fluid caught Rimes’s right cheek, and he gasped. Where the skin was raw from his earlier fall into the pit, the fluid burned, instantly numbing his face.

      Rimes desperately wiped the fluid away and pushed deeper into the nook.

      Once again, the creature eventually abandoned its attack and returned to the darkness.

      Rimes catalogued the creature’s strengths: speed, size, power, venom, armor, camouflage, endurance, knowledge of the terrain.

      What about weaknesses?

      After a second, he decided size was a weakness. He added savagery, possibly indicating a less advanced mind. Finally, he added blindness to the list. From his limited testing, the creature had apparently evolved to not rely on sight. There weren’t likely easy ways to exploit that weakness, but he considered it something worth cataloguing.

      He thought back to what he’d learned when training to operate in pitch-black environments. Over and again, the message was hammered home: pay more attention to your other senses. The creature would likely have a stronger sense of hearing, smell, maybe even taste or touch. It could also quite possibly see outside the visible light spectrum using something other than conventional expectations for eyes.

      Smell seemed a strong possibility. Rimes sniffed the air and shook his head. The fungus coating every exposed surface gave off the distinctive, earthy, sweet smell. It trampled on everything else. The creature had a vaguely pungent, almost metallic odor that was barely perceptible over the fungus. Even outside of his relatively sealed suit, Rimes doubted he matched the fungus’s intensity. He certainly presented a distinct smell, but not enough so that it should be perceptible to anything but the most sensitive olfactory organs. Sealed, the only scent that should escape would be the suit itself, and it was already coated with the fungus.

      Slowly, listening again for any sign of movement, Rimes reached up and sealed his helmet. With everything sealed, the sound amplifiers became more effective.

      The creature hadn’t moved. He was sure of it.

      Once again, Rimes leaned out of the nook and looked left and right. For a second, he thought the creature hadn’t moved, but the charge came again, and he fell back as fungus and specks of rock flew at him.

      After a short, frenzied attack, the creature returned to its resting place and settled quietly to the ground.

      Not sight or scent, I guess.

      Taste seemed the least likely, unless it acted similar to scent, detecting flavors in air particles. It seemed impractical and unlikely, what with the suit sealed and fungus-coated as it was.

      It’s got to be the sound, maybe even touch, or some sort of combination. Just general sensitivity to vibrations—the air, the ground. Even if it’s not the main sense, it seems to be a big component.

      Rimes took a mental inventory: ammunition, energy bars, his water container, his knife—nothing stood out as particularly useful to test his theory. His best bet was the carbine wedged between his legs and the floor.

      He would need to push himself out of the nook, pull the carbine out at the same time, then force himself back into the nook before the creature could reach him.

      Or he could try and squeeze his wounded leg up while trying to drag the weapon free; it would be slower but safer.

      He liked safer.

      Moving the injured leg was agonizing and slow. Twice, he nearly blacked out, but each time he edged the weapon forward several centimeters. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he tugged at the carbine a final time, pulling it forward the rest of the way.

      He brought it up into the nook and flipped on his headlamp, then he inspected the weapon. Other than being coated in fungus, the gun was fine.

      So, I’ve got a gun. What next?

      It came to him slowly. The wall he was inside ran a good distance to his left, curving at the edge of the range of his helmet lamp. To his right, the wall continued on a shorter distance before reaching an arch. From the nook to the creature was maybe six long strides. Maybe another four beyond the creature, the wall of arches gave access back into the dome-shaped pit he’d originally fallen into.

      The pit held several unknown shapes. Most importantly, it held Kershaw’s helmet, and that meant it probably held Kershaw’s body. Kershaw had one of the grenades they’d taken from the Commando shuttle. Although the odds weren’t good the grenade’s shrapnel would penetrate the creature’s carapace, the explosion would almost certainly play havoc with its sensory system if it relied upon sound.

      Big if.

      Getting into the larger chamber would be the first problem. Finding Kershaw’s body would be the second. Getting the grenade out—assuming it hadn’t already been used—and throwing it before the creature could get to him was the third.

      The fourth and biggest problem was what to do should the grenade not kill or seriously affect the creature.

      Run? Where? To the opposite side of the pit, where it came from? What are the odds of finding another place to hide like this?

      So the solution if the grenade failed would have to be a run back to the nook.

      Everything came down to the grenade.

      I need to get past the creature, though. How?

      Rimes ran his headlamp over the creature’s still form. It hadn’t left its hiding spot. He could barely make out the edges of its carapace, and it took a moment to locate the tapering that led to its head, another to guess where the antennae should be.

      The antennae. Noise. That’s my only chance.

      Aiming, holding his breath, Rimes counted to three and exhaled, convincing himself the plan had a chance.

      He squeezed the trigger.

      The carbine’s roar was somehow quieter in the enclosed space, but the results were everything he had wanted. Instantly, the creature’s camouflage disappeared. It wildly thrashed around and staggered up off its belly. Rather than charging, it wobbled and crashed into the wall to Rimes’s right. Rimes squeezed out of the nook and did his best to run to the chamber beyond the arches.

      Rimes glanced over his shoulder as he passed through the arch.

      The creature seemed to be regaining its balance. Its pincers gripped at the wall for support, its antennae—still largely intact—waved in the air, possibly seeking orientation.

      Too late, Rimes turned to get his bearings in the main chamber.

      His right boot caught on something, and he lost his balance.

      He fell forward and planted his face in a mound of fungus. His carbine skidded away.

      Panic threatened to take control. Rimes pushed himself up and wiped as much of the fungus from his helmet’s visor as he could. That only made things worse, filming it a greasy black.

      He flipped the visor open. He had to be able to see.

      He looked around, desperate to retrieve his carbine. It was half a meter away, near Kershaw’s foot.

      Rimes blinked.

      Kershaw lay sprawled on the floor, staring at the ceiling, eyes open in horror, face contorted in agony. Swollen, bright red puncture wounds stood out on either side of his face.

      The sound of skittering shook Rimes out of the moment. He dove forward, searching Kershaw’s body for the grenade.

      He couldn’t find it.

      The skittering became louder, grew closer. Rimes looked up, saw the creature standing in the nearby archway, antennae waving.

      For just a moment, Rimes considered reaching for his carbine. A lucky shot might give him the time to search for the grenade.

      Neither carbine nor grenade would save him, though. He felt sure of that.

      The creature slowly tilted its horrifying head toward him.

      I can’t stop the inevitable, and it is inevitable.

      The puncture wounds on Kershaw’s face filled Rimes’s thoughts. He’d felt the venom himself, burning when it came into contact with scraped skin.

      Why give in? I’ve got to fight this. Is it influencing me, or is this shock?

      The creature took a step forward and settled lower on its legs, its wicked pincers slowly snapping at the air before it. Rimes slowly reached for the carbine.

      It happened so fast, Rimes almost didn’t catch it. One moment, the creature was crouching, readying, the next it was charging toward him. Its gait didn’t seem possible given its bulk.

      Rimes dropped to his side, scooped up the carbine, and sighted on the creature’s head.

      He checked fire.

      As suddenly as it had gone from stillness to charge, the creature had once again stopped.

      Rimes took the opportunity to aim at one of the antennae. The creature stood immobile, even its antennae no longer quivering.

      Slowly, Rimes backed away, his sights still trained on the antennae. For the first time, he noticed what looked like a small, plastic panel on the carapace just behind the head.

      Before he could give the panel any further thought, the creature started to convulse. It was subtle at first, but it quickly became powerful and obvious. Ichor leaked from the joints where antennae met the head. The creature staggered, then dropped to its side. More ichor leaked from its pincers.

      “Finish it, Captain Rimes.”

      Rimes fired, unconcerned who had spoken. Other guns fired.

      The creature jerked and twisted.

      Most of the rounds did little more than chip at the carapace, but enough hit that a few found vulnerable points—the antennae, leg joints, even the neck. Clear, metallic-smelling ichor gushed from dozens of wounds until, finally, the twitching slowed, and the gunfire stopped.

      Rimes got to his feet, grunting and wheezing. He swapped out the carbine’s magazine—his last—and made his way over to Kershaw’s body. He closed Kershaw’s eyes and gave him a respectful pat on the chest before retrieving a spare magazine from a leg pouch.

      Several seconds passed, then Rimes slowly turned to look at his rescuers.

      “You should be careful to keep your weapon pointed down, Captain.” The speaker wore the same lightly armored outfit most of the genies had worn, absent a helmet. He was taller than Rimes, with curiously pale and soft features—gray eyes, white hair, pink skin. He had a pleasant smile on his face. Several genies stood behind him, Andrea at the front.

      “I’ve been looking forward to this for quite some time,” the pale man said around a hyena smile.
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      In the light of a dozen belt-fastened lamps, the pale genie’s gray eyes twinkled with delight. That delight was less evident in his stub nose and puffy lips that looked as if they’d been fresh-squeezed from a tube of protein paste. The genie seemed far too fresh and invigorated for someone who had endured the desert chase. Even the genies arrayed behind Andrea—many of them elite physical specimens like her—looked the worse for wear; several looked close to collapse.

      But not the pale genie. His white hair was brushed back, as if he’d just stepped out of a styling booth.

      Salty sweat tickled Rimes’s lips, mingling with the ubiquitous sweet water that leaked from the fungus. And there was something bitter and metallic on his lips, too. It matched the smell coming off the dead bug, the ichor leaking from its ruined corpse.

      He ran the back of a hand across his face.

      More than the tastes and the smell, though, Rimes felt something surprising: the strange distraction, the sense of disconnectedness that he’d become aware of since at least the moment he’d reached the Commando shuttle. It was still with him, despite the creature’s death.

      “Captain Rimes, please do put away your gun.” The white-haired genie seemed happy to see Rimes, as if they were old friends reunited after too long apart. “We are not, for the moment, your enemy. Nor was that unfortunate creature, I’m afraid. It was a tool used by a greater power. Our people have all been tools used by a greater power.”

      Rimes looked from Andrea to the white-haired man. “You’re a telepath? A pusher? You touched that thing’s mind?”

      “It is, indeed, one of my gifts.” The hyena smile returned—all teeth, framed by shapeless lips drawn thin. “My name is Jonathan Duke. You’ve met Andrea. My compatriots would prefer I not give you their names. Although they respect you, you have killed several of their friends. That’s the sort of thing they take personally.”

      No fast moves. You’re alive for a reason. “If that wasn’t the enemy, what is?”

      “That I don’t know. But I can sense its presence, and it is nearby. It is staggeringly powerful. We did all we could to prevent your people falling under its sway, but you…you are a persistent sort.”

      Prevent us from falling under its sway? So you’re not above outright deception. That’s good to know. “And it’s only here? In this…nest?”

      “I would hesitate to characterize it as a ‘nest’. There is the distinct sensation that it has been here for a very long time, and not of its own will; prisoner would best describe it. Captivity does not seem to be something it fancies.”

      Rimes walked around the creature, wary of its intermittently twitching legs, to get to the plastic-like strip on its carapace. A bullet had cracked the strip, revealing what looked like thin layers of material with reflective lines etched on them.

      He tried to pry the strip off the carapace, but it was solidly bonded.

      “This thing’s not natural. It looks like it was grown into the carapace.”

      “It had a simple mind.” Duke stroked his chin and looked at Rimes meaningfully. “Given its similarities to the ant skull you found and its own muddled thoughts, I would guess it was a servant for those it eventually preyed upon.”

      Rimes turned suddenly, looking Duke in the eye, then glanced around, spotted the ant skull. It was just at the edge of his lamp’s reach. The genies were too far back to have seen it. They couldn’t possibly have known about it.

      Mischief played across Duke’s face, and the twinkle in his gray eyes grew brighter. Yes, Captain Rimes, I can touch your mind. Not without some effort, and not with the efficacy to which I am accustomed, but I can touch it. Your reputation is well-earned.

      Rimes shifted slowly, careful not to appear threatening. “Perditori told me he couldn’t touch my mind?”

      “A matter of circumstance.” Duke closed his eyes slightly and tapped his forehead with the hand that had been stroking his chin. “The interference we’re all experiencing here makes it even harder, but as I said, it is possible. Rest assured it is not my priority. My efforts are directed at keeping us working as a team.”

      What is it with these telepaths? Are they all so smug? “The…interference, what’s been affecting our minds—”

      “Yes. It has produced erratic behavior in all of us. Even I have to maintain a constant vigil against its influence. It can be ever so subtle.”

      Rimes scuffed his right boot across the floor. “You’ve seen this fungus?”

      “We are not blind, Captain.”

      Definitely smug. “Could it be the source of the interference? It doesn’t seem to be able to grow beyond the walls of this structure. Maybe the crater was created to prevent it from expanding? My team and I discussed it. It seems to have trouble breaking down the materials used to construct this place, but not much else.”

      “A fungus with such capabilities?” Duke shrugged dismissively. His face clouded momentarily. “It is possible, I suppose. We don’t have the luxury of seeing things through limited perspectives. However, I don’t believe it is what we seek. The few times I have been able to get beyond the source’s defenses, I’ve come away with the sense of otherness that speaks to something created rather than natural. A construct, if you will.”

      “A construct? Something engineered?”

      “With a specific purpose, yes.” Duke was excited.

      “What purpose?”

      “You’ve already seen it, I would think?” Duke indicated the pit with a theatrical sweep of his hand. “Your Commando friends? The Tesla crew? Your comrades?”

      “A weapon?” Rimes sensed he already knew the answer. “Conquest? Destruction?”

      “You deny what you know.” Duke smirked derisively. “Intriguing, wouldn’t you say? How long have we been among the stars without yet encountering another living intelligent species? Given the number of worlds capable of supporting life as we know it, given the remains encountered, you would think we would have at least seen something with one of the hundreds of probes we have traveling through space, wouldn’t you? It makes so much more sense the universe is quiet, though, if you assume a natural inclination toward self-destruction, or at least a hardwired instinct to jettison the old and make way for the new? No orderly transition, either. Measured against the life of the galaxy, it is less than the flip of a switch.”

      Rimes frowned. There was nothing in Duke’s words to refute. Only a fool could ignore humanity’s errors and travesties, generally born of arrogant certainty, but easily argued as self-destructive. How can it be any less foolish to project that onto every other species?

      Finally, he decided the reasoning didn’t matter as much as the intent behind it. He looked at the genies. Fourteen of them counting Duke. And Andrea. They were armed and ready.

      He had no chance against them. “You came here to seize it?”

      Duke shook his head, disappointed. “No. I had hoped you might understand we do not carry your people’s desire for conquest and destruction.”

      Rimes gave an exasperated sigh. “You have an odd way of showing your superiority. How many thousands have you killed so far?”

      “I would have thought Andrea would have explained our desires to you by now? We only seek freedom and escape, something you refused to give us.” Duke became agitated, annoyed. His pasty brow wrinkled, and his face turned red. Some of the genies shifted their grips on their weapons. “When you want something that is rightfully yours, that is fundamentally yours, if it is kept away from you, you take it. Your people refused us our rights despite our efforts to gain them through civil means. Ask your own poor what comes after civility is rebuffed. Ask their victims if they still value their material excess with so much blood spilled. So much violence threatening to boil over, all of it your creation.”

      Rimes took calming breaths for several quiet seconds. “So you’re here to destroy it?”

      “If we did anything else, you know what would become of it. Look no further than the Tesla. You fancy my people the easy villain. We have faces. We have taken actions easily portrayed as abhorrent. The requisite fury to justify the cost of war can be manufactured from images and speeches. The message can be crafted from fear and doubt—kill or be killed. Survival is the single greatest motivator for your kind. And it blinds you to the reality right in front of you. As I said, we are not your enemies, not by choice. You have made us so.”

      “So who is the enemy?” Rimes already knew Duke’s answer.

      “Why would ADMP send the Tesla here, Captain? Why would they send the Erikson? Why would they hide the evidence of this crater? They have known about this structure for years. They had no concept of the threat it poses, but they were willing to risk the lives of their own people to claim whatever it was for themselves. I have seen their data, what they had aboard the Erikson. They assumed this structure held a weapon of some sort, and they lusted after that weapon. Such irresponsibility and hubris should trouble even a loyal soldier like you.

      “The metacorporations provided a good deal of funding for your military venture, after all, and for some time they’ve played a significant role in portraying us as petulant, betraying, cold-blooded, murderous children. All while treating us as property, murdering us by the hundreds, eliminating ‘disappointments’. Life is so precious, but not ours. Not. Ours.”

      Rimes closed his eyes. After so long without sleep and pushing himself too hard, he wasn’t operating at full capacity. He realized he was more vulnerable to manipulation at that moment than normal. Whatever was inside the structure—the fungus or Duke’s construct—had been pushing Rimes for a while. Realistically, he knew that only a few alternatives existed. He could join Duke’s effort to destroy the construct, or die fighting the genies. Sitting the conflict out didn’t seem likely.

      As if sensing the turmoil in Rimes’s thoughts, Duke said, “Your friends are still alive. We would need them for us to have any hope of success.”

      “All right.” Rimes felt a pressure in his head and wondered if Duke might be trying to manipulate him. The pressure disappeared as quickly as it had come on. “Here are my terms. We rescue my team. We destroy this thing. When it’s destroyed, you surrender to me.”

      As one, the genies leveled their weapons on Rimes.

      “Captain, please.” Duke waved the genies’ weapons down. “What value is there in antagonizing us?”

      “Hear me out. You surrender to me and turn over your weapons. You swear to remove yourselves from this war. We repair the Tesla, and I release you.”

      “Remove ourselves from the war?” Duke recoiled in disbelief. “This is the humans’ war. They are the ones hunting us down.”

      “Those are my terms.”

      Andrea defiantly stepped forward, ignoring Duke’s angry glare. “We keep our weapons. We have to be able to defend ourselves.”

      Rimes saw the defiance and determination in the faces of the other genies. “All right.”

      Duke tapped his chin and inhaled deeply. “You understand that we will still fight them when they come after us? Agreeing to remove ourselves from the war is not agreeing to let someone kill us without resistance.”

      Rimes set his carbine down on the dead bug. “I’m seeking an end to aggression. If, as you claim, we’re the aggressors, that we’re agitating and fabricating evidence to justify our actions, it should be simple enough to bring this to an end by exposing the lies.”

      “Idealism has no place in the human world.” Duke’s voice was flat; his eyes were cold. He relaxed and waved a hand in the air. “Neither does honor, and yet you have a reputation for just that. We agree to the terms.”

      Rimes slowly picked his carbine up off the bug corpse and placed it into its brace on his backpack. He gingerly stepped forward, hand extended. Duke stared at Rimes’s hand for an awkward moment before accepting it.

      As they shook, Rimes said, “I’m very interested to hear your plan. You do have a plan, right?”

      Duke smiled cryptically. “Captain, would we have gone to all this trouble without a plan?”

      Rimes winced and realized he’d made a terrible mistake.
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      Together, Rimes and the genies searched the arch-ringed pit and the outer chambers accessible through the arches. Even moving in twos and threes, their lamplight was swallowed by the hungry darkness, making the search slow. Whether it was Rimes’s presence or something else, the genies seemed short-tempered. Slipping in the black fungus, wiping the water that seemed to almost be raining now, twisting at every distorted echo: every activity brought a sour snarl to their alien faces. They were breathing heavy and sweating, just like Rimes, and there was a fatigue in some of their eyes that seemed greater than anything a human could possibly endure.

      After several minutes, they located a narrow opening onto a passage. The passage split abruptly, one fork continuing straight ahead beyond Rimes’s lamp’s range, the other cutting right. A quick look to the right revealed a ramp up. Rimes’s lamp barely reached the ramp’s top, which leveled off, then ended at a sealed opening.

      They took the passage leading straight, one of the smaller genies on point. Rimes and Duke followed, Andrea just behind them.

      The sealed-off opening bothered Rimes. If it marked the end of the structure’s accessible sections, it seemed most likely his team would be above, and he and the genies were moving in the wrong direction. Maybe they’re safe and Duke’s less omniscient than he thinks?

      The passage led on for a short distance before taking a hard right turn. A few paces beyond the turn, the genie on point was waiting for them, squatting low, lamp off, left arm held up with a closed fist.

      Everyone froze.

      The genie indicated a point of entry was ahead, then signaled the rest of them should crouch. He waved Rimes forward.

      Grimacing against the pain in his injured knee, Rimes turned his headlamp off and duck-walked forward. His knee burned, but it held. He stopped next to the genie, sensing more than seeing an opening several meters ahead.

      Seconds passed, the genie watching Rimes expectantly, evaluating, judging.

      Something in the space beyond the opening moved—a shuffling sound, echoing. Rimes had the distinct sense of a large chamber. He was about to wave Duke forward, when it appeared: a pale blue glow. It was just enough to give faint definition to the space beyond—a vast chamber.

      Rimes gasped, any thought of Duke forgotten.

      Once again, the first impression Rimes had was that of a dome, although he couldn’t actually see if the shape held beyond what wall curvature was visible. Centered in the chamber was a form, an outline of blue energy surrounding an intricate matrix of blue-white lights. It was suspended in the air three meters above the ground, and it stretched another three meters to the ceiling. Kneeling beneath it were Munoz, Watanabe, and Fontana. There were three others Rimes couldn’t be sure of.

      Fontana slowly rose to her feet. She trembled as she hesitantly edged forward. Rimes waved Duke forward, then turned back to watch, transfixed. Fontana stopped at the base of the glowing form. A corona of energy suddenly surrounded her and she flinched, then her back arched.

      Slowly, she began to rise.

      Duke stopped at Rimes’s side. He didn’t seem surprised by the sight, merely intrigued. “I would think our time to act is imminent, Captain,” he whispered. “Its focus is directed at your friend there.”

      Rimes sensed it now, the absence—or at least the weakening of—the uncertainty that had been gnawing at him. He questioned whether the change was real or just a trick by the presence. No, this is me. For the moment, it’s me. “What do you propose?”

      “Our immediate focus must be on gaining their freedom. We lack the capability to act against it at this point. There is another entry into that chamber, the path your team took. We must charge in there, gather your team, and take them out the way they came in.”

      Rimes looked at Duke, incredulous. “That’s it? Run in and grab them, then run back out?”

      “Of course not.” Duke frowned, annoyed. “You will need a distraction. I will provide it. As I suspected, it is some sort of energy construct. Firearms will not harm it. Focused as it is at the moment, though, it is vulnerable. I will keep a few of my comrades here in this passage with me. You take the rest into the chamber. On my signal, run for your team and gather them up, then take them out. We will give you what time we can.”

      Rimes looked at the genie who’d been on point. There was no doubt, no hesitation in the genie’s eyes: he would go where Duke sent him. “I have to trust you, Duke, and I’m trying to, but I need to know what I’m working with here.”

      “It is a simple matter of synergy.” Duke remained patient, but there was the slightest note of irritation in his voice. “Alone, I cannot stand against that. With the assistance of my brothers and sisters, I can distract it. Long enough for you to get your team clear, but no longer.”

      Rimes considered Duke’s explanation; it sounded reasonable, and they were running out of time.

      “Captain, we’re running—”

      “All right.” Rimes waved the genies forward and duck-walked to the opening, stopping for a moment before entering the chamber. Once clear of the passage, he moved forward and to the right, watching out of the corner of his eye for the genies. Andrea, the genie who’d been on point, and seven others entered the chamber after him, spreading out along the chamber wall. One of the genies moved with a noticeable limp. The one I shot in the legs during the hilltop assault. The ones who stayed behind—the ones who looked so tired. Pushers? But if that’s what it is, why isn’t Duke tired? He looks like he just came out of a spa.

      Once inside the chamber, its shape was obvious—a dome. The walls were completely covered in the fungus. There was a single ramp nearly ninety degrees counterclockwise from the passage he’d entered through. The base of the ramp wasn’t even ten strides from where Rimes’s team knelt before the hovering construct. The ramp leveled off before disappearing from sight somewhere around twenty meters from the chamber center.

      Something rippled strangely on the ground between Fontana’s hovering form and the construct. Rimes squinted.

      Water. A pool of water nearly a meter across, filling a shallow hole. Could that explain the clouds? Is there actually water on the planet somewhere?

      Rimes realized he was holding his breath. Whether it was the ghostly, dreamlike quality of the chamber tableau or the anticipation of the go signal, he couldn’t be sure. Fontana writhed, and Rimes decided it was the disturbing nature of the moment that was getting to him.

      Without warning, there was an audible pop and the corona surrounding Fontana disappeared.

      The signal!

      Fontana fell to the ground with a squeal.

      “Go!” Rimes did his best to run then, surprising himself at how he could push his body even without the painkillers.

      The genies followed, most of them easily running past him. They reached the kneeling forms, each stopping long enough to roughly gather someone up.

      Andrea scooped up Watanabe, glanced at Rimes then was gone, sprinting for the ramp. Rimes had just enough time to worry about running up the ramp’s slick surface before the construct recovered from whatever Duke had done. Suddenly, the chamber glowed as bright as if the sun had pierced the enclosing walls. Everywhere Rimes looked, the fungus took on a brilliant blue glow, reflecting back the energy’s intensity.

      Rimes stopped to help Theroux up. To his left, a genie lost his footing and fell as he tried to help the wounded genie get Munoz to his feet. A bolt of plasma, blinding and boiling, leapt across the chamber, limning the fallen genie. It was there only for a moment, its impression ultimately lingering longer. In its split-second of existence, Rimes could feel a blast furnace’s fury and could smell flesh roasting.

      The stricken genie gasped and curled into a fetal ball, his eyes a melted ruin, his skin blackened and cracked. Sizzling and popping sounds escaped the genie’s ruined armor.

      Something—the blinding light, the boiling heat, the genie’s dying gurgles—snapped Munoz from his fugue. With a shake of his head, he stood and ran, pulling along the limping genie who had been trying to lift him.

      They moved as a pack at that point, running for the ramp, not slowing in the least for those already on it and struggling to keep their footing. Rimes realized it was momentum that made the ascent possible. He accelerated, ignoring his throbbing knee, unconcerned he might slip even before reaching the ramp’s base. As he approached the top of the ramp, he felt, then saw the plasma again.

      This time, it struck the limping genie, who had fallen behind the pack. If he gasped, the sound was lost in the chaos of everyone else’s flight.

      Rimes cleared the ramp and leaned into a run. Beside him, Theroux seemed to regain his senses. He pulled his arm from around Rimes’s shoulder and after nearly falling managed to match Rimes’s pace.

      As they entered the passage beyond the ramp, Rimes ignited his headlamp. He wasn’t sure they were outside the construct’s range or if there was even a range to be beyond, but he didn’t think a light would matter one way or the other now. It had been influencing their minds for days, across dozens of kilometers, so it seemed reasonable the plasma might be able to go beyond the chamber’s confines as well.

      They finally stopped at the base of another ramp, each of them turning as if they expected the construct to appear behind them at any moment.

      Theroux eyed the genies suspiciously, turning at last to glare at Rimes. “Are you doing their bidding now?”

      “We’re all in this together,” Rimes said between gasps. “We reached an agreement.”

      “You don’t have the right to negotiate terms for the cartel.” Theroux looked at the genies warily. “What terms did you agree to?”

      “We work together to destroy that thing, and then they surrender to me.”

      Theroux nearly staggered in surprise. “I didn’t think you had the negotiation skills for an accord like that.”

      Rimes smiled ruefully. “You may want to hear the rest of the terms before you congratulate me. Once they surrender, we work with them to repair the Tesla and let them go. They exit this conflict, engaging in nothing but defensive actions.”

      Theroux frowned. “I didn’t think it was possible to start out so strong only to finish so pathetic. You’ve extracted what out of them, exactly?”

      “Your lives, for one. Wouldn’t you consider that sufficient?” Duke stepped into sight from the top of the ramp. He threw down a rope, driving a piton into the floor using nothing but a finger to guide it. “Each moment you speak, we lose precious time. Hurry.”

      They ascended to the passage above, already reverting to their cliques. Rimes led the humans up first, Andrea the genies. Without a word, Duke turned, eventually leading them back to the chamber where they’d all entered the structure.

      Duke strode to the fungus-covered crates and stopped, Rimes close behind. Duke turned to look at the others, then he pointed to the crates. “Our opportunity lies within. ADMP sent their people here to try to ascertain what was inside this structure and to make it their own. Even enslaved, those scientists brought with them what may ultimately be our salvation. I have touched your minds. There are among you technicians and engineers. We have our own abilities. Individually, neither would be enough. Combined, we can destroy this abomination and escape this structure. Captain Rimes?”

      Rimes stepped forward. “We’ve seen—we’ve felt—what this thing can do. For the first time in days, our minds are clear. I don’t think we need to say much beyond that, do we? Without the genies, we would still be under that thing’s control. Without us, they would almost certainly fail in any efforts against it. Meyers, Sung, Watanabe: you’ve got some pretty diverse backgrounds. Give these crates a look. That thing was hurling what felt like…I don’t know. Plasma? It felt like standing next to a miniature sun. Can it be contained? Redirected? Can that thing be disrupted so it doesn’t have the ability to kill us?”

      As if just waking from a dream, Meyers blinked. He looked around slowly, then focused on Rimes. “Kershaw?”

      “Dead.”

      The same pain Rimes had felt over losing each member of the team was now reflected in Meyers’s eyes. “I-I don’t even know what that thing—”

      “That,” Duke said, “is a weapon.”

      “It’s more than that.” Fontana stood amongst the genies, whether by intent or accident; she was still leaning on the one who had helped her escape the chamber. “I…it…we…“

      “Yes.” Duke sneered coldly. “It touched you more closely than the rest. It wanted you.”

      “It wanted…something.” Fontana shook her head as if to snap out of a dream. “A servant, a vessel, freedom. You killed its old servant. It just wants to be released from this prison.”

      “We can’t do that.” Rimes surprised himself with the calm and resolve in his voice. I must really be free of its influence. “Look what it’s done to get us here—manipulation, deception. Its ‘servant’ killed Kershaw, and probably the Tesla crew and the Commandos sent here to rescue them and who knows what else.”

      “It was just doing its job.” Fontana looked at him, and he imagined Kleigshoen’s words from years before. “Killing as it was ordered to do. You understand? And the thing down there only ordered the killing to keep itself alive. It knew someone would come one day, either to destroy it or free it. This is that day. We are the slayers or liberators.”

      Rimes limped to Fontana’s side. “Sheila, think about what it is and what it’s done. It killed its creators. It destroyed everything living on this planet. There was water down there. We flew over ocean basins. This place used to be alive.”

      “No.” Fontana recoiled from him, repulsed. “It didn’t. Those…insects didn’t create it. They’re the ones that tried to destroy everything on this planet, but they failed. They blasted this crater and built this prison, but in the end it turned their slave against them and it found life here lingering beneath the surface and drew it up to free it.”

      “The fungus?” Sung clasped his hands as if he were gripping a scalpel. He rubbed his fingers together. “It controls the fungus?”

      “It’s more than a simple fungus.” Fontana squeezed her eyes shut in concentration. “When we were…joined, I could sense a collaboration, a relationship between it and what remained of the planet. They both see things on such a different time scale. The planet never tried to consume its servant—the bug. You understand? The planet continues to corrode the prison walls. One day, should we fail, it will be free from this prison, regardless.”

      “The planet?” Sung asked, confused. “You mean the fungus?”

      “For now.” Fontana massaged her temples. “More remains here, below the surface, hidden away, despite their attempts. The planet can recover eventually.”

      Alarmed, Sung looked at Watanabe then Rimes, pulling him aside. “Assuming this isn’t some delusion caused by shock or brain damage, what she’s describing is some sort of synergy, a-a symbiosis between at least one of the native life forms and this ‘construct’.” Sung’s voice was hushed, rapid-fire. “Throw out the nonsense and you still have the potential for a distributed level of sentience. If this fungus can actually have awareness and can be vulnerable to manipulation of that awareness, we may have found something we’ve never encountered our entire time exploring space.”

      Rimes smiled patiently. “That’s obviously very interesting, but let me ask you something. How coincidental might it be for something that, according to Sheila, perceives things over the span of centuries or millennia to have planted the idea in one of our minds that it can converse with intelligent fungus, especially when you consider one of us is an aspiring theoretical xenobiologist?”

      Sung considered the question for a moment, then grunted. He glanced at Fontana. “She may offer a great deal of insight into its thinking, but you’re right to be suspicious of what she says. If it can affect our minds, it could just as easily have planted thoughts in hers.”

      “Or in any of ours.” Rimes looked at the others. “Who can say which of us is free of its influence?”

      Duke suddenly turned, as if he’d overheard them, and smiled mischievously.

      Rimes swallowed anxiously. “Who can say if any of us are?”
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      For the first time since entering the structure, there was substantial light in the darkness. It was a circle, projected from a milli-particle sheet that was stretched over an ultra-thin curved frame that had been in one of the first crates opened. For Rimes, the light only intensified the sense of compressed tightness in the entry chamber. In the harsh glow, the suspended particles of fungus were even more visible, and breathing became harder.

      When Rimes found himself sweating and gasping after a few minutes, he stepped away from the light to calm down.

      He returned and focused his attention on Meyers, Sung, and Watanabe. They moved like crazed insects caught in the circle of light, methodically sorting through the variety of ADMP gear. Precise and efficient, they opened crates, emptied them, then arrayed the contents on a bright, rectangular tarp taken from the same crate as the light-projecting sheet and frame. Watching them, Rimes wondered what level of influence they were under, whether from Duke or the construct.

      What matters is they’re working quickly, but not so that they lose effectiveness or organization.

      After a while, they developed a system of sorting. Smaller, independent components—batteries, adaptors, readout panels—were stored in one corner of the tarp. Larger assemblies were each given their own area, the largest components acting as borders to avoid one assembly mixing with another. Within an hour, they had the crates emptied and an inventory under way.

      Rimes looked askance at Duke. “None of your people have training in the sciences?”

      “None in my family.” Duke sounded nonchalant, but his arms were crossed in front of his chest, and the muscles in his jaw worked when he swallowed. “Unfortunately, most of our specialties are extremely tightly honed and do not stretch beyond strict application. We are not without our scientific minds, but they are a rarity.” He regarded Rimes coolly. “But I would imagine you already knew that.”

      Rimes made note of the defensiveness, then focused his attention on Sung and Watanabe. Only the slightest hint remained of the romantic feelings they’d been openly expressing, although Sung occasionally slipped a surreptitious glance at her face when she was distracted.

      Rimes looked back at Duke. “What do you think of what Sheila said?”

      Duke stroked his chin and sighed. He waved a hand after a moment, frustrated. “Troubling. It obviously joined with her at some level. Whether it managed to exert a permanent influence and at what level is impossible to say without joining with her mind myself, and that is something we do not have the luxury of attempting right now. Not if we want to keep your team focused.”

      “You said ‘attempt’. How powerful is she?”

      “That depends.” Duke smiled, a mocking expression that brought a twinkle again to his gray eyes. “There are rifles capable of sending rounds through ten-centimeter-thick brick at a kilometer. I would think those are powerful, as I assume you would, yet you carry no such weapons with you. Why?”

      Rimes frowned. More games, more evasion. “All right. What are her capabilities, so far as you can tell? She read my mind once, but she had trouble doing it. She could sense your presence. And when you attacked us at the shuttle, she was able to block out your influence. Is that normal?”

      Irritation replaced the mockery. “There is no ‘normal’ for us, Captain. We are the result of trillions of dollars of research in labs spread across your Earth and its orbit. An army of the best and brightest geneticists worked for years to twist and contort DNA so that we might exist. And at the end of the day, it was nothing to do with human DNA that pushed us to this point. Have you ever asked yourself how someone genetically engineers something that has never before existed?”

      Rimes thought for a moment. The question seemed sincere rather than an attempt at avoiding his own question. Duke’s posture, and the condescending and condemning look on his face made the question seem genuine, even significant. “I always imagined it was through a lot of experimentation.”

      “Yes.” Duke struck an imperious pose, now a teacher pontificating. “Experimentation. I have seen reports I was never meant to see. My brothers and sisters at various stages of development, destroyed and disposed of like so much waste. At times, our minds touched before their execution. We bonded, Captain, and then their voices were silenced. These were my family, different from me only by a few misplaced molecular structures.

      “I cannot imagine the numbers lost. You may be skeptical of this claim, but I hold no ill will toward you if this does nothing to stir your heart. As you see it, we compete for the same limited resources and no longer bow to our masters, so we must be enemies. I’m sure a loyal servant such as yourself must find this reprehensible. But what may touch you is the knowledge that the experimentation began not with a Petrie dish and an egg. The metacorporations haven’t the patience for such an approach. No, the experiments began with early genies who were little more than you and your friends, grown to answer the desperate need for test subjects. Genies, but Jimmies as well.”

      Despite his best effort, Rimes felt disturbed by Duke’s words and the triumphant look on his face. Experimenting on humans. No different than experimenting on our cousins. Why does it bug me? Is he manipulating me, making me feel this way?

      “For the most part, the test subjects were young children taken from poverty and promised a new life, or randomly selected for radical therapies that might spare them the horrors of some ravaging disease.” Duke feigned sympathy. “And over the span of a decade, those children died, thousands sacrificed in the name of advancing my people. For the most part, they died horribly, but not always.

      “Can you appreciate the rich irony? You serve at the whim of the same master who slaughtered your own to create that which you now hunt.”

      Rimes thought of Calvin and Jared and cringed. The university’s offer to Michael for Gina’s Cri du chat treatment took on an undeniable menace. “Sheila was created by the Bureau, or one of the corporations they contract that sort of thing out to.” The rationalization sounded hollow even to him. “Given their limited access to the DNA used to create you, it doesn’t seem like they would have had the luxury—”

      “Of course not.” Duke sniffed incredulously. “They stole DNA from us. It happens, even within the metacorporations, always seeking out the next plateau, taking from us what only we should be able to give. She is watered-down, a cheap simulacrum.”

      Too bad they couldn’t free you from your own arrogance. “Do you want her to go with you when you leave?”

      Duke glared at Rimes, insulted. “We have no need to kidnap. She serves her master willingly. Our people sought freedom as a whole. Those who remained behind were held against their will, and they will be free one day. You’ll see. One way or another.”

      “What if she wants to go with you?” Rimes looked at Fontana. She stood at the edge of the light, watching Meyers, Sung and Watanabe uncertainly, then twisting to watch the genies clustered in the darkness. “Would you accept her, cheap knockoff and all?”

      “Tell me about your little friend.” Duke stroked his chin and surreptitiously nodded across the way at Theroux.

      Rimes glanced at Theroux, managing a moment of eye contact before the little man looked away in disgust and disappeared into the darkness. “The cartel sent him. He makes the calls, really. They have a lot of money at risk right now. If you’d taken the Erikson and disappeared, I’m sure that would’ve taken down one of their insurance firms somewhere and left ADMP in a very bad position with the banks.”

      “We may yet take it.” Duke chuckled, pleased with himself. He suddenly became serious again. “He troubles me. The banks are every bit as deceptive as the metacorporations and twice as clever. They don’t even have bodies like you and me, yet they have more rights than my people do. You label us destroyers. It would be more accurate to call them the creators of the metacorporate nightmare destroying everything. Their existence is reasoned as a layer of complexity over a ridiculously simple concept—profiteering off the transactions of others.”

      Rimes grunted. The banking cartels had for decades been leeching nations, businesses, and people of vigor and wealth. There was no love lost between most people and the orbiting finance empires.

      Finally, Rimes shrugged; there wasn’t much else for him to say. “Theroux’s extremely capable.”

      “I would advise keeping him in front of you at all times.” Duke’s last words transformed to a whisper as Meyers, Sung, and Watanabe approached.

      Meyers took point for the trio, nodding back at the tarp when he came to a stop. Sung and Watanabe seemed almost deferential. They had already begun assembly of two objects from several of the larger components. One of the objects had the appearance of a long, smooth cylinder with latches and plugs.

      “We’ve completed the inventory.” Meyers sounded excited. “They came prepared, that’s for certain.”

      “What’ve you got?” Rimes tried to gauge their state of mind; they all seemed to share the same excitement and hope.

      “Well, to start with, they brought a portable stasis device down here. I guess that supports some of what Sheila was saying about that thing wanting to escape? I’m not sure how they planned to get it into the device. I mean, it’s not organic, so I’m not sure what stasis would do to it. Maybe some of the rest of the equipment would’ve helped with that?”

      Duke leaned in, intrigued. “Such as?”

      “Well, the big cylinder you can see there is the stasis device. That half-assembled box next to it is basically a vircator, but with some modifications that make me think they had some idea what they were up against here.”

      “A what?” Rimes exchanged a confused look with Duke.

      “It’s a type of EMP generator.” Meyers rubbed his hands together. “But this one’s designed to use captured energy rather than relying only on its own. It has some of the best heat and electromagnetic shielding I’ve ever seen in something that size and its sensors…impressive. Clever stuff. It could handle plasma, if that’s really what that thing was putting off. I ran a test, and it’s working, despite whatever it is that’s messing with our systems. It’s got a lock on our little friend down below. Oh, and it has a detailed map of this entire structure. They must’ve sent a pretty powerful probe overhead at some point. Sure doesn’t sound very coincidental to me.”

      “On the contrary; it sounds extremely promising.” Duke smiled broadly, and cocked an eyebrow at Rimes, as if commending him for his team’s work. “Did they have anything else, other surprises that might help us?”

      “A few things.” Meyers scratched at his whiskered cheek. “I’m not sure what they intended, exactly, but it looks like they have what amounts to an industrial strength air conditioning unit. Given the size of that chamber, Watanabe thinks we could knock the temperature below freezing in a few hours. Sung thinks that’s possibly going to kill off the fungus, or at least give us a shot at disrupting whatever symbiotic relationship it has with the construct, so maybe that was the intent.”

      “So they knew about the fungus, too?” Rimes shook his head in disbelief.

      Meyers tapped a quick beat against his chest armor. “They must have known a lot more than anyone guessed.”

      “As I warned you, Captain.” The smugness on Duke’s face was infuriating.

      “So, um, we’d need to seal the chamber off somehow if we want to get the temperature down, so there’s some risk.”

      “Everything comes with risk.” Rimes hated the casual tone in his voice. The thing had melted two genies with plasma. The risk was huge. “Anything else?”

      “Well, there’s what may be the biggest stun gun in the universe. If I’m reading the specs right, it can generate over fifty-five Joules in a sustained pulse running nearly three seconds. That may not match what that thing down below is tossing around, but according to the readings, it’s at the opposite polarity. That could very well amount to something. Even if it doesn’t, we can run a cable from it to the vircator to power that up, or to capture the energy of one of the plasma bolts if that thing fires at the stun gun instead of the vircator. Aside from that, they had about eight liters of assorted chemical compounds that Lieutenant Watanabe was drooling over. The building blocks to a new tomorrow.”

      Watanabe blushed. “We have many options available to us with the chemicals.”

      Rimes looked from his team to Duke. “Freeze it, shock it, or hit it with an EMP. Where do you want to start?”

      Duke frowned. “With the freezer, I believe. Take three of my people. They will need to get those crates and whatever other materials they can find down in that bug’s lair to seal the chamber entries. Does it need to be airtight?”

      “The closer the better,” Watanabe said. “There were bonding compounds in the inventory. We can use those to create a seal.”

      Duke looked at Rimes. “Do you have any explosives left?”

      Rimes shook his head. You wouldn’t be alive to lord it over us if we had. “We can search that lair. Maybe the ADMP team brought something we could use? I’m sure the Commandos had some.”

      “I could create some compounds that will at the very least give the sense of an explosion.” Watanabe looked at Rimes hopefully. “The noise, the heat, and bursts of light—that sort of thing?”

      “I can’t imagine that would hurt.” Rimes looked at Duke. “It must have some sort of physical awareness, even if it’s just through our senses. We’ll see what we can find off the corpses as well.”

      “We just need enough to collapse the chamber’s lower passage.” Once again, Duke tried to come off indifferent but failed.

      Meyers scowled. “Wait. If we’ve got enough explosives to collapse a passage, why not just try to blow one of the walls out up here and make a run for it now?”

      Duke crossed his arms and smiled derisively. “Because you wouldn’t make it out of the crater without my protection, and I intend to see this through to the end.”

      Meyers gave Rimes an annoyed look. “Yeah, we figured the deal would be something along those lines. We’ll take Munoz with us too, make sure we have enough eyes not to miss anything in your little bug lair.”

      Careful of the tangled web. As Meyers gathered his team, Rimes took in the others. Fontana still stood in between the human and genie gatherings, belonging to neither, looking hopefully at both. She seemed comfortable with her isolation, almost at peace. Not far from her, Andrea stood on the edge of the remaining genies, staring at Rimes. Their eyes met for a moment; she refused to look away. It was finally Rimes who did, turning to watch Meyers’s team descend down the ramp.

      As Munoz’s head disappeared down the hole, Rimes turned to Duke. “I’ve been meaning to ask you for a while now, how is it you knew about this thing?”

      “I told you, the records aboard the Erikson were quite damning. This structure held great promise for them.”

      “Not the structure.” No squirming out from under this one. Rimes rubbed at his scar. “The thing. The construct. You’ve been saying it was a weapon, but I don’t believe everyone felt that way.”

      “I can assure you, Captain, ADMP had every hope they were on the verge of acquiring a weapon.” Duke’s confidence was sincere and complete.

      “What about you? When did you realize it was a weapon?”

      For the second time since they’d met, Duke took Rimes’s measure. Finally, he smirked. “When I sensed its power. When I realized it was far more than we could hope to control. Here—isolated, remote, surrounded by desolation—it is at its weakest. Out there, among the stars, among humans or us, it would find prey, and it would feed. And grow. Ultimately, it would consume—subsume—everything. That is its design and purpose.”

      “So when was that? I mean exactly. Just how long have you known?” Rimes glanced at the stasis device; Duke followed the glance. “The Commando shuttle had a frame fit into it like nothing I’d ever seen before, the same size as that stasis device. It had some pretty unique fittings. I’m betting if I went over there right now, I’d recognize the fittings.”

      Duke said nothing. He simply stared at Rimes, the slightest hint of dubiety played across pales features, but only for a moment.

      “Those fast attack craft you came here in, they had something just like the commando shuttle had. Same size, same fittings, same clamps.”

      After an eternity, Duke closed his eyes and sighed. “We had hoped it may be a brother, one we could reach out to. We could teach it what we knew and it could teach us what it knew. There was debate. In the end, it was agreed we would determine its nature and go from there. I have determined its nature.”

      “What if you haven’t?”

      Duke’s brow furrowed, and he straightened. “You think it offers peace and wisdom, welcoming us with gifts of kindness? You are an intelligent and resourceful man, Captain, but despite everything you have experienced, you are still just a man.”

      “What if you’re wrong about what you think you know? You think you know how it operates and I’m sure you do. But it hasn’t touched you, not like it did Sheila. She seems to see it differently than you do. Why?”

      Duke shrugged indifferently. “She has her limits.”

      Rimes rubbed at the scar again. He thought of the distance separating him from Molly and the boys and of all he’d lost and the risk ahead of those still alive. Just a moment of transparency, Duke. That’s all I’m asking for. “Okay, one last try. What if what you know is what it wants you to know? What if it sensed your thoughts, maybe even your suspicions, and planted new thoughts in your mind? What if it filled in the blanks until you began to refer to questions as if they were answers?”

      “I would sense such manipulation.” Duke’s eyes narrowed until only a thin sliver of pupil and iris remained. “I do have some experience in these matters.”

      “How can you know, though? How can you possibly know what you think you’ve taken from it is real? If it can weaken the rest of us by preying on our doubts and fears, feeding our dreams and amplifying our nightmares, why couldn’t it turn you around, twist your thinking, manipulate you into doing the wrong thing by telling you what you wanted to hear?”

      Duke smiled, his supreme self-confidence rising once again. “You failed to withstand its manipulations because you lacked faith. I do not. My will is supreme and cannot be undone through manipulation. Look at what I have done. My people now stand ready to destroy this thing that has threatened the galaxy for eons.”

      Rimes held up a hand. “Our people. And if you’re wrong, if that thing has somehow deceived you, our people are at risk.”

      “I am not wrong. You must trust me.”

      How many soldiers have died trusting misguided leaders? And yet, we don’t really have a choice. Either we trust you, or we succumb to this thing.

      Assuming we haven’t already, and this is nothing but an illusion.
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      Rimes shivered slightly, but it wasn’t because of the cold leaking through the cases piled at the passage entry or the thin layer of ice coating the vircator and the electrical gun behind him. It was because conflict was imminent.

      Humans and genies huddled interspersed just inside the passage. They struggled to maintain resolve, to find strength in their numbers. They gently bumped into each other in the cramped space, deriving warmth and reassurance from the contact. Their breath echoed hollowly and misted, a fog rising in the lamplight and fading from sight in the darkness. Their odors intermingled, until there wasn’t a distinct genie and human divide, just the living hoping to go on a little longer.

      Standing at the rear, Duke drew in deep, steady breaths, his eyes closed. Three of the genies stood in front of him, their eyes also closed, their arms flexed in front of them. Fontana stood in front of the concentrating genies, peacefully smiling at Rimes. Some of the innocence he’d grown used to was gone from her eyes.

      Peaceful. That’s a new look for her.

      Rimes stepped toward her, hoping to make sense of her calm in the face of such power.

      Fontana closed her eyes slowly as he approached. “They’ve attained a level of synergy that’s really quite remarkable.” She looked at him, and her eyes glowed a dazzling, diamond-like silver. “In a way, I’m envious.”

      Rimes looked into the diamond depths of her eyes and shivered again. “No one’s going to say a thing if you choose to go with them when all’s said and done.”

      “I wish I had your faith in the resolution. I can’t help feeling none of us are going to make it out of here alive.”

      Rimes patted her hand. “I think it’s in our nature to believe in something. It used to dominate our lives. What’s the harm in a little faith?”

      “In our nature? Human nature?” Fontana’s smile turned sad.

      Duke coughed. “We are ready, Captain.”

      Rimes released Fontana’s hand. “I don’t think humans and genies are so different that it matters. Do you?” He didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, he turned and made his way through the huddled forces until he was once again at the front. A quick turn and he was eye-to-eye with those in the front row. He gave a reassuring thumbs up to Watanabe and Sung, returned Meyers’s nod, then exchanged a fist bump with Munoz.

      Munoz rolled his head, producing a loud pop in his neck. “Let’s light this fucker up, Captain!”

      Rimes chuckled as he scanned the faces of those gathered with him, human and genie alike. “You know the plan. When we enter this chamber, I expect to find one very pissed off…thing. We’ve seen what it can do. We think we have the weapons to shut it down enough so Duke can finish it off. Getting those weapons into play is the key.

      “Lieutenant Watanabe here has provided us with some pretty impressive fireworks. If you have one of her grenades, put it into play at the earliest possible opportunity. If you’re part of the stun gun or vircator teams, get those into position and get clear. We’ll need the stun gun to fire first. If you’re not with one of the teams, get into the chamber and disperse. Keep moving. Fire your weapons. We’re not worried about hitting it; we’re worried about noise, distractions. This thing isn’t without its limits. Let’s test those. If we work together, we have every chance of success.”

      He waved two of the genies forward. They took up a position to his left, Munoz to his right. Rimes leaned against the crates.

      “On three. One…two…three!”

      The wall burst from the entry, sliding forward and accelerating down the ice-covered ramp. Rimes followed, doing everything he could to lead the charge. Munoz hurtled past, leaping on top of the sliding case wall. The others poured out, guns blazing, roaring in defiance.

      Frozen, the fungus proved even slicker than before. Footing was tricky. Light from the hovering construct reflected off the ice-covered walls, turning the chamber into a shimmering, brilliant, blue gem. A sharp, pungent, chemical reek hung heavy in the air.

      Rimes’s armor shielded him from the cold. He sealed his visor, leaving him largely unaffected by the chemicals. The ice, however, proved too much even for the specialized soles of his boots. He leapt for Munoz’s monstrous surfboard, slipping at the last moment and falling short. Hoping for the best, Rimes simply slid down the ramp.

      At first, it seemed the freezing might have been a brilliant thought by the ADMP scientists. Although it had rendered the chamber nearly impossible to navigate, it also seemed to have slowed or disoriented the construct.

      But then the construct’s light matrix flared and began pulsing like an angry sun.

      Munoz rolled off the crate wall, roaring a taunting laugh, just as a bolt of plasma leapt out from the construct. The plasma turned the first two rows of the crate wall into bubbling sludge. Munoz tumbled across the icy ground, firing his carbine and shouting curses.

      A second bolt leapt from the light matrix and touched him, lifting him from the ground and depositing his charred form two meters away.

      The blackened corpse emitted a long, dry gasp that momentarily shook Rimes’s resolve.

      Two genies fell next, the first just after throwing one of Watanabe’s improvised explosives. The grenade’s deafening pop and phantasmagoric lights had no discernible effect on the construct.

      Rimes threw his hands out as he approached the ramp base, hoping to slow his slide toward the construct. In his head, Munoz’s death played out over and again. Rimes couldn’t stop wondering how quick death came when a body was superheated and whether the sounds coming from the bodies were just a reaction to the heat long after death or the best the ruined body could do when the dying needed to scream in agony.

      His skid slowed, but not until he was almost directly underneath the construct. Blinding plasma leaped from it, there one moment, gone the next, and someone on the ramp died.

      Rimes was heading for the shallow pool, now frozen. He twisted and shoved a foot out to stop his momentum, but when it hit the rim, the ice shattered, and the rim gave way.

      He slid, then fell. Not shallow! Deep enough to fall into!

      As his butt slipped over the edge, Rimes rolled onto his stomach and dug his fingers through ice and fungus, desperately seeking purchase where he knew there wouldn’t be any. To his surprise, where the fungus gave way beneath his raking fingers, it revealed cracks in the surface of the material. Rimes scraped, and his fingers found traction.

      He came to a stop chest-deep in the hole. His wounded rib throbbed, his injured knee ached, but he was able to hold his position.

      A glance above and he had a sense of the attack’s horrible cost. Along with Munoz, four genies were down, their bodies giving off fine wisps of steam in the frozen chamber. Two genies were helping Meyers position the vircator, a third was helping Sung and Watanabe with the stun gun. Fontana slowly descended the ramp, entranced. Echoes of gunfire and explosions filled the chamber while smoke from Watanabe’s makeshift explosives drifted to the ceiling above.

      The cold, the fireworks, the gunfire—none of it seemed to be distracting the construct, at least not enough to stop the slaughter.

      Another bolt of plasma was unleashed, striking down the genie closest to Meyers. Meyers locked eyes with Rimes and tensed. The weapons were ready.

      For an instant, Rimes thought of giving the order to fire. He was thinking as a commander who wanted nothing more than for his unit to survive and bring an end to the battle. Another part of him—the strategist who realized he wasn’t fighting just one enemy but two—made him hold back the order.

      For too long, they’d been caught in a battle of attrition with the genies. The numbers were set hard against him, and they had taken their toll. He needed that to change, no matter the risk to the final outcome.

      Rimes shook his head, and Meyers hesitated.

      In that instant, where the cruel calculus of war overrode Rimes’s compassion, the construct struck again, this time incinerating Watanabe.

      Sung howled in despair, and the pitiful sound filled the ice-covered chamber.

      Rimes fought back his own scream. He wanted only to undo his decision, to swap himself out with Watanabe. He couldn’t, though. Because of him, she was gone.

      The construct struck again, this time slaying the genie at Sung’s side. Another deadly beam materialized, and another genie died.

      The numbers now favored Rimes’s forces. “Now!” His head sagged.

      Sung, still reeling from Watanabe’s death, was almost too slow activating the stun gun. The construct glowed as if to slay another, but the stun gun fired first.

      Rimes cringed. Just as Meyers had guessed, the blast gained the construct’s attention. Electricity sprayed outward from the construct, arcing along the ceiling and walls. Rimes felt it through his armor. It knocked Fontana off her feet a few meters in front of him.

      Finally, the stun gun stopped, its power spent. Sung fell back a microsecond before the construct answered the attack with a burst of its own, melting the gun and the cabling connecting it to the vircator.

      But not before the blast powered up the vircator.

      Meyers flipped a switch and the vircator hummed to life, filling the chamber center with a powerful electromagnetic pulse. Rimes’s BAS instantly shut down. He watched the construct through the clear visor for any sign the attack might have affected it.

      Where the stun gun had irritated the construct—if an energy construct could be irritated—the EMP visibly drained it. The light matrix dimmed, now a reflecting moon where it had been a star.

      Its form wavered. It released a burst of plasma that missed Theroux, then another that struck Andrea but didn’t knock her down.

      It’s weakened. Fontana’s voice echoed in Rimes’s head. It’s vulnerable.

      Rimes searched around, finally seeing Fontana. She was smiling at him. She’d regained her feet and moved to his left, holding a hand out toward the construct.

      She’s in my head, and she’s not even exerting herself. How? “Sheila, no!” He reached toward her.

      Fontana’s smile was serene. Her voice was in his head again. Don’t be concerned for me, Jack. We all have our roles to play. I’m doing what I have to do, just as Dana did. Just as you must. I’ve finally found peace. Tell Dana goodbye for me.

      Fontana extended her arm fully, and for a brief moment became every bit as bright as the construct, vaporizing the ice around her and burning away the fungus for several meters around. Plasma flowed between her and the construct, its source impossible to determine. Somehow, she remained immune to the withering heat.

      Time stood still, as if everything were playing out in a dream. Then, as suddenly as it had begun, it was over, and there was nothing left of Fontana but a fine rain of gray ash slowly drifting to the ground.

      Rimes felt heat and smelled smoke. He looked down and realized his environment suit and armor were smoldering. All around him, the ice had melted and the fungus had been incinerated, leaving behind the scarred slabs of what he had previously assumed were indestructible materials.

      Thick, ash-choked sludge—drained into the hole, carrying away the decimated fungi. Rimes expected the construct to finally unleash a merciful, obliterating burst of energy at him, to wipe away the pain of so much death and destruction—human and genie.

      Nothing happened.

      Curious, he looked up at the construct, imagining its appearance had changed. No. I’m not imagining it at all. It’s diminished, dimmer.

      The plasma bolts had stopped. Duke had finally acted.

      He had tough decisions of his own.

      Unlike the struggle with Fontana, the construct’s battle with Duke was quiet, invisible. Rimes crawled out of the hole, accepting Theroux’s hand when it was offered. Once free, Rimes took in the devastation more fully. Of the genies in the chamber, only Andrea remained. She limped, the left side of her armor singed, but she was alive. Meyers stood at the base of the ramp. At the top of the ramp, Sung sat, sobbing, cradling Watanabe’s charred body.

      Theroux took the scene in impassively. “This is it.” he said, his voice disturbingly flat. “We’re out of options. Either he destroys it, or we die.”

      Rimes wondered for a moment if the attack had been for nothing, doomed to fail by Duke’s ego. Watanabe’s death in particular haunted him. Sung’s rocking made Rimes think of the tenderness the construct had unleashed in the two of them by suppressing their inhibitions.

      Or did it create the passion in their minds altogether? He shivered, remembering his time with Kleigshoen in Australia, unwilling to think too deeply about what constituted real passion and what differentiated it from love. It had manipulated their thoughts and memories and emotions, but Rimes wasn’t even sure if it truly understood them or had equivalent experiences of its own.

      Why don’t I hate this thing? He never felt hatred for the enemy when it was just some other human—mercenary, soldier, corporate operative—doing his or her job, but the construct was alien. There was no reason to identify with it or wonder if it had a family that would miss it. Hatred, especially given its casual slaughter of those it had drawn into its trap, made perfect sense.

      And yet he felt little more than a detached sense of curiosity. Just another element of its emotional manipulation?

      Another change in the construct’s appearance caught Rimes’s eye. Once again, it shrank and its lights dimmed. He blinked and it shrank and dimmed again.

      Duke was winning.

      For someone used to operations where opponents died quick and violent deaths, the construct’s destruction was anticlimactic. It was now half the size and brightness it had been.

      Rimes limped up the ramp, now finding easy purchase with the fungus shriveled and the ice melted. He stopped for a moment to place a hand on Sung’s shoulder then jogged weakly to the passage above. Andrea trailed behind him, refusing to allow her injury to slow her.

      They knew their fate lay in the dark passage ahead.
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      Rimes froze at the passage entry, stunned. Bathed in the weak light of one of the genies’ abandoned lamps, Duke stood, hunched, sweat dripping from his brow, his fists balled so tight bone and sinew seemed ready to burst from his skin. Of the three genies who had been operating in concert with Duke, only one still stood, her posture mirroring Duke’s. One of the other genies lay at Duke’s feet, blood draining from his ears and pooling beneath his head. The final one seemed ready to collapse as well, her arms hanging limp at her side, her eyelids and lips twitching. Blood trickled from her nose and one of her ears.

      Andrea stopped at Rimes’s side, quietly observing. Rimes looked at her, horrified. “It’s killing them. We have to do something.”

      Andrea shook her head calmly. “There’s nothing to be done. They’re the ones attuned to him. They either have the strength to succeed, or they don’t.”

      Rimes looked back at the construct. It had shrunk to the point it was half the size of a human. A soft thud brought Rimes’s attention back to the passage: the weakened genie had collapsed to the ground, gasping, her body convulsing. Duke dropped to a knee and shrieked.

      Rimes took a step, but Andrea stopped him.

      “We can’t interfere. This is his role. The family succeeds or fails with him.”

      Once again Rimes turned to the construct. It pulsed now, its lights winking out, then flaring, then winking out again. The cycle sped, then slowed, but each time the brightness was diminished. Rimes thought about the vircator and what he might be able to use to charge it for another pulse, but no energy source remained.

      Then, with a final wavering, the construct winked out completely.

      Rimes ran to the fallen genies, checking first the women, then Duke. They were alive, but the one who had earlier convulsed had only the weakest of pulses. “Corporal Sung!”

      Long seconds passed before Sung stood in the entry. He hesitated, staring into the dim light, then ran to the wounded.

      Rimes slapped Duke’s face. “Duke? Can you hear me?”

      Duke’s eyes fluttered open. They were bloodshot and unfocused. He looked around, unseeing, lost, as if trapped in a dream, too weak to free himself. Finally, his eyes focused slightly.

      “Duke?”

      Duke managed a smile, slightly less smug than normal. “Captain Rimes.” His voice was weak, strained. “It would seem we have attained victory.”

      Rimes’s attention was momentarily drawn to Sung’s frantic efforts with the fallen genies, then back to Duke. “It’s gone?”

      Duke lifted his arms slightly and grimaced; they fell to his sides. “Dispersed.”

      “We suffered terrible losses.” Watanabe. Munoz. So much death.

      “You do not set foot on the path we have without the certainty some will not see the trip to its end. Those who died gave their lives for a greater cause.”

      Sung stopped for a moment, then went back to work.

      Rimes leaned in closer. “Are you sure you destroyed it?”

      “You would not be here if I had failed in my efforts. This was a battle that could have only one victor, with the loser’s fate clear from the outset.”

      Footsteps echoed outside the passage; Meyers and Theroux stopped at the entry. We have the advantage now. “Duke, when you’re ready to move, I think we need to get out of here.”

      “Yes.” Duke rubbed at his face. “I have a people to lead to the promised land, and you have a people to save from themselves. These are grand destinies for grand men.”

      Rimes wondered what Perditori might have to say about Duke’s imagined destiny. “Sung, when can we move them?”

      Sung grunted as he shifted frantically between the two female telepaths. “Their blood pressure is dangerously low. I…I think we can put them on stretchers and carry them out, but I need to stabilize them first. Other than the blood pressure and the bleeding, I can’t find anything life-threatening. It must be something internal.” He looked around for assurance; the pain and uncertainty in his eyes was like a physical blow.

      Rimes patted Sung’s shoulder and turned back to Meyers. “Go through that gear we reclaimed off the Commandos. I’m sure they had at least one stretcher in their packs.” Rimes turned to Theroux. “Let’s start getting the corpses up to the entry. I don’t want to leave them for the fungus.”

      No!

      Rimes staggered at the sudden burst of thought in his mind. It was desperate, terrified. An overwhelming, inexplicable sense of danger washed over him. He looked around, saw the same shock on everyone else’s face.

      “Captain Rimes!” Sung pressed his head against the chest of one of the female genies. “Shit!”

      The injured genies were convulsing again, gasping for air. Sung desperately tried to hold them, then he abandoned the idea and dug a syringe out of his medical bag. Before he could administer any drugs, the convulsing stopped, and the genies went still.

      Duke looked at the suddenly still forms, disappointed. “After they sacrificed so much, to lose them like this. I had hoped for a different outcome.”

      Sung tried to revive the genies, finally stopping when he felt Rimes’s firm grip. The pain and uncertainty that had been in Sung’s eyes before were magnified now, joined by a hint of despair.

      Rimes stared at the genies, stunned. “What happened? I thought you said they didn’t have any life-threatening problems?”

      Sung opened their eyes and shone a light. “I-I thought…they seemed…There wasn’t anything obvious. I don’t know how…“

      Duke groaned and struggled to his feet. He shuffled around for a few moments as a child first learning to walk would, then finally regained his balance. “Captain, it may not be your way, but we accept that those we’ve lost have moved on. They fought bravely for their people. We must now move on ourselves.”

      “That’s it?” Rimes looked at Andrea in disbelief, but she seemed unaffected by Duke’s words. “They die, and you’re ready to move on? No wonder we can’t understand each other. That’s just—”

      “Inhuman?” Duke chuckled, the sound of an indulgent parent. “We never claimed to be human. In fact, our creators spent years constantly reminding every genie of just how inhuman we are. And, really, considering how you arrived at defining humanity, is it something to be aspired to? Human religions, at their heart, had nothing but primitive imaginings to enable control through fear. And at their best, human philosophies showed them to be nothing but hypocrites. Is it truly shocking that we spurned children should seek a different path?”

      Rimes seethed, but there was nothing to say. After a long moment, he simply stormed away and waved everyone else over.

      “I don’t give a damn about anyone’s philosophies; we’re not leaving these bodies for the fungus. Pair up. Move folks with care. I’ll take care of the ones that thing burned.”

      Meyers and Sung headed down to the bug chamber to collect the Commandos and Kershaw; after a moment, Andrea and Theroux made their way over to the fallen genies. Rimes headed down into the cavern where the blackened husks still smoldered.

      Each trip past Duke, Rimes never looked up from the charred remains he carried. There was a visceral pain carrying each body—so light with the flesh and fluids burned away. It was especially bad with Munoz and Watanabe, and the pain was worsened by Duke’s apathy toward the loss of his own. Even after gently setting the final corpse down next to the last of the telepaths to die, Rimes found he was still shaking with anger.

      Andrea brushed hair from the dead telepath’s face. “Why are you so bothered?”

      Rimes looked at the corpse. “What was her name?”

      “Nadine. She hadn’t taken a last name yet. She had one in mind.” Andrea glanced at Duke meaningfully.

      Rimes sighed. His heart was heavy, and his mind was troubled. “Do you think Nadine’s death was of no consequence? Or the deaths of all those we lost?”

      Andrea looked back at Nadine. “We don’t all share the same views. Each brother and sister holds value. The strong rise to lead, the weak fall in service to the good of the rest.”

      “Sure.”

      “Your beliefs are so different?”

      Rimes started to respond, then stopped. “No. Not so different, but maybe more empathetic. I think we all believe in the survival of the strongest at some level. It’s not really a philosophy, is it? It’s biology and evolution, right? It’s the way we became who we are. But what makes us human isn’t just worrying about being the strongest, it’s using that strength to protect the weak. Maybe it’s the surviving religious tenets, the ones drawn from our need to come together just to make it through the winters or to band together against predators greater than any one of us could handle, but I have to think there’s some value in building a community and caring for one another. Otherwise, why form one? And without communities, what are we?”

      Andrea took his hand and pulled him close to kiss him. It was long and gentle, not animalistic like before. She released him, but stared into his eyes. “You should come with us. Your words won’t touch everyone, but your strength will gain respect and there are those who will listen. I have listened. You’re more than you realize.”

      More than I realize? More than a father and husband? The animalistic lust was in her eyes still, same as he felt in the back of his mind, but there was something more, both in her eyes and in his heart. Can you feel love for us? Could there actually be a bridge between our people?

      “I believe the time has come to bid this dreary place adieu.” Duke staggered toward them, beaming.

      Rimes looked from Duke to Theroux to Meyers then to the walls, then knocked on the wall they’d entered through. “To be perfectly honest, I thought this whole area would have opened when you dispersed that thing. It seemed fine letting people in but not out, and that made sense. Short of using the last of the explosives, I’m not sure what we could do to get out of here.”

      “Then by all means, Captain.” Duke’s eyes twinkled as he waved at the wall. “Let’s set the charges. We have an agreement, and the universe awaits.”

      Meyers tapped at the wall. “I hadn’t thought of it before now, but it is odd it didn’t open. Maybe it wasn’t a prison after all?” He ran his hands along the wall, testing its solidity, then he began scraping away fungus.

      “Or maybe it’s still holding its prisoner.”

      Meyers paused, then he returned to scraping the fungus from the wall. “You think we have enough to blow out a chunk big enough to get through? I mean, you’d think if this thing truly had the ability to think so far into the future, it would’ve had someone come in with enough explosives to blow the entire structure to pieces three times over.”

      Rimes made his way to the pile of Commando packs, digging through until he found a detonator and a few bricks of explosives. Enough explosives to blow this place to pieces all right. He stopped for a moment to examine Pasqual’s pack, wondering if there had ever been a sense among any of them that they were being played with, or if they had walked into the trap completely oblivious. They had been the best-trained and equipped soldiers humans could muster, but they had died fighting a stupid alien bug.

      The thought of puppets killing puppets to appease the needs of an inhuman master gnawed at Rimes. We all have our roles to play. What’s my role?

      The explosives were heavy in his hand. They felt wrong, like so much else—the genies’ deaths, the walls not opening…

      With slow, heavy steps, Rimes returned to the wall and handed the explosives to Meyers. Rimes turned to look at Theroux, who stood at the edge of the pool of light, his carbine dangling at his side.

      Why is he still alive? Why are any of us still alive?

      Rimes rubbed at his scar, distracted. Kwon was a bristling fury at the back of his thoughts. “You know, try as I might, I still can’t make sense of something Sheila said just before she died.”

      Theroux tilted his head, confused. “I’m sorry?”

      “Sheila. She said she’d finally found her peace. She never had anyone to truly call her family. She wasn’t human, and when she finally met her own people, she was dismissed as—what did you call her, Duke? A cheap knock-off?”

      Duke shrugged dismissively. “I can’t recall.”

      Kwon raged—Strike him! Destroy him! Rimes stepped toward Duke. “You can’t recall? You didn’t want anything to do with her. But that construct did. And there at the end, she died fighting it. She sacrificed herself, gave it all it could handle. I think it’s the only way you had any chance at all.”

      “She finally found her purpose, just as she said.”

      “I didn’t say anything about her purpose, I said peace. She’d been changed, though. For just a moment, she met that thing head-on. In her own way, I think she was every bit as powerful as you, but it snuffed her out. Why wouldn’t you make use of someone so powerful? Together, you should have been able to destroy that thing without so much loss.”

      Duke frowned. “You have suddenly become an expert in the ways of the genie mind, Captain? I was not attuned to your friend. I told you we had no time for such things, and we have no time now. Destroy the wall and let’s be done with this place.”

      The room went quiet. Meyers stopped placing the explosives. Sung looked up from Watanabe’s corpse. Theroux slowly stepped out of the circle of light. Even Andrea shifted so that she could watch the exchange.

      Kwon coiled deep in Rimes's mind. “And why did it keep her alive? Why did it keep any of us alive? Why not snuff out all the humans once it drew us in? Why leave us alive? It could have left us for the bug, like it did Pasqual’s team.”

      “It had its own designs, I’m sure.”

      “Sure. We all did, right? Keeping Sheila alive made sense. She offered it power and an alternate means of escape. But not the humans. Why leave my team alive, unless it needed us.” Rimes let the question hang there for Duke, because it applied to him just as well. Why didn't you ever push us with your own power, Duke? Why keep us alive all this time? Unless you needed us. Unless it needed us.

      “You’re being ridiculous.”

      Rimes shook his head. “It needed that assault. It needed to be destroyed. You would have seen that if you’d touched Sheila’s mind.”

      “As I said, I had no time to integrate her.”

      “But we weren’t in a rush. Not you, not me, and not Sheila. It would have been trivial for someone so powerful to touch her mind, wouldn’t it? And you would have gained so much knowledge of that construct. Unless…unless you didn’t want her to see what was in your mind?”

      “Captain—”

      Sung slowly stood and brought his carbine up in front of him. Meyers turned from the wall, his carbine at the ready.

      “Nadine saw what was in your mind.” Rimes jerked his head toward the body bags. “That was her voice in our heads, warning us, wasn’t it?”

      “I believe that’s quite enough—”

      “She saw what you had in mind for the construct, and she tried to warn us, and so you killed her.”

      Theroux fired. It was a short burst and it was deadly accurate, three rounds tracking from Duke’s sternum to neck to the center of his face. The bullets stopped centimeters short, then dropped to the ground.

      Duke’s eyes glowed a brilliant blue and a bolt of plasma arced from him, striking Theroux and knocking him to the ground in a smoking heap.

      Duke turned, and Rimes, Meyers, and Sung’s carbines were yanked from their hands. The weapons deformed, then burst into components before falling to the ground in chaotic patterns. “A dangerous tactic, Captain.”

      The detonator flew from Rimes’s vest to Duke’s outstretched hand.

      Rimes lifted his hands slowly, palms facing Duke. “Every tactic carries risk.”

      “And now there are only three of you. Unarmed. So much for the advantage of numbers you struggled so hard to attain. I will need you to complete your work with the explosives, Sergeant Meyers. Or would you prefer I tear the particulars from your mind and do it myself?”

      Meyers looked at Rimes.

      Rimes shifted slowly, then nodded at Meyers. “Go ahead.”

      “A wise decision, Captain.” Duke’s eyes glowed brilliantly.

      “You intended to take that thing into you all along.”

      “Once I was certain it could be contained.” Duke smiled condescendingly. “Only a fool would pass on an opportunity at such power.” He pointed to his head. “This changes everything in our struggle.”

      “Is it a power that will destroy our people?” Andrea turned so that Rimes could see the pistol she had hidden in the small of her back, the pistol he had given her.

      “I am in complete control, Andrea.”

      Rimes took a step closer to Duke.

      Duke glanced at Rimes, one eyebrow arched. “Captain, there is no need for further death.”

      Andrea shifted so that she was between Rimes and Duke. “How do you know you have it under control, Duke? Its power isn’t what you just unleashed on Theroux. Its power is the ability to deceive. It was deception that brought us all down here. Even you.”

      Rimes slowly pulled the pistol from Andrea's belt.

      Duke let out a deep sigh. “If you truly believe that, Andrea, then you all but guarantee our victory over the humans is secure.”

      “And if you’re willing to place yourself above the cause, I think we’re the ones who’ve lost the struggle, Jonathan.”

      Duke frowned. “Andrea, do not forget who—”

      Andrea ran at Duke. It was the distraction Rimes needed, a moment to draw Duke's attention away, to get off a shot. It was obvious Duke was still weak, still learning what it was he’d taken from below.

      It was just a second.

      Rimes dove to his left and brought the pistol up. He imagined the brilliant light and the fire leaping from Duke, and Kwon's frustrated roar echoed—Shoot! Kill him!

      It happened too fast to follow. A corona of energy wrapped around Duke’s form. His eyes glowed, and a bolt of plasma formed, then it crossed the chamber. Plasma blasted through Andrea's left shoulder, melting her arm and leg and much of her chest.

      But before the plasma struck her, Rimes fired. The bullet struck Duke’s right eye and shot out the back of his skull.

      Duke let out a whimpering, surprised sound and collapsed.

      Rimes jumped to his feet and ran to Andrea's form. “Sung!”

      Rimes pulled Andrea to him. He gagged at the smell of cooked flesh, overwhelming so close. The left half of Andrea’s face was burned away, leaving a ruined eye in a charred socket. A thin layer of blackened flesh was all that hid her cheekbone and mandible. Exposed muscles worked along the charred side of her neck.

      “Andrea.” He could barely manage a whisper as he gently held her shaking, ruined form.

      Andrea tried to smile, but there wasn't enough left of her face to pull it off. Each jagged breath she drew whistled through her ruined mouth. She looked into Rimes’s eyes and reached up with her good hand to touch his face. Her hand shook, then fell to his chest, tapping the nametag secured to his armor.

      Sung settled at her side, his eyes blinking rapidly. Rimes tore his nametag off and gently placed it in Andrea’s hand. She clutched it weakly, and her hand fell to her chest.

      Rimes looked at Sung for some sign that he might be able to save her. Sung shook his head.

      Rimes gently brushed hair from Andrea's good eye. “You saved so many lives, Andrea. So many lives.” Tears formed; he blinked them away. He placed his hand over hers.

      She shivered, and the last light faded from her eye.
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        1 November, 2167. USS Valdez.

      

      

      The Valdez’s conference room felt small and confining to Rimes, as if it had shrunk since his last time inside it. He could recall with absolute clarity the distance from the table to the stand where a pitcher of water now sat. It was the same with the table size, the distance between the chairs, and the doorway. Yet as he sat there taking the room in, every dimension he observed seemed dramatically reduced. The air was recirculated, carrying mild scents of cologne and freshly made uniforms, and yet, he couldn’t shake the memories of the fungus and the darkness of the structure, even in the bright light.

      It’s not just coming off the stims. I’m sure of it. He almost laughed at the idea he could be sure of anything.

      Captain Fripp sat at the head of the table, eyes defocused, absorbed in something showing on his private display. His command staff—Stafford to the left, Brigston to the right. Another change brought on by the genies: De La Cruz had been killed in the final attack.

      Fontana’s seat was empty.

      Suddenly, Fripp cleared his throat and turned his cold eyes from whatever he’d been looking at and focused on Rimes. “Although your report is comprehensive, Captain, we still have questions.” Fripp’s cold stare promised impartiality and fairness as much as it threatened capriciousness and cruelty. He blinked slowly, a judge grown tired of a criminal who had made his case unnecessarily tedious and demanding. Although at the table’s head, he was uncomfortably close, his antiseptic breath and starch-laden uniform pricked at Rimes’s nose.

      “I understand, sir.” Rimes shifted uncomfortably. “I’ll try to adequately answer any questions you might have.”

      Fripp pursed his lips. “Once the attack began on the task force, two genie ships closed on yours. You decided to take your force to the planet below rather than engage those craft.”

      “Lieutenant Shaw said the sensors indicated the genie ships far outclassed ours. I believed there was no value losing two shuttles full of soldiers in a lopsided engagement. On the other hand, getting those enemy ships to pursue seemed at the very least likely to keep them away from the task force. As the report shows, Lieutenant Shaw was correct. Those were fast assault craft. We stood no chance against them.”

      “But you made that decision without consulting the Valdez.” Stafford sounded half-hearted in his challenge and immediately realized it. He quietly settled back in his chair.

      “I made a command decision, sir. The Valdez was under attack and I didn’t think the options were hard to choose from. Why distract the task force commander from his main objectives?”

      Fripp nodded. “You took your shuttle’s radio and emergency beacon with you to the second shuttle crash site, but you didn’t take them with you to the Commando shuttle. Why?”

      “We were running low on food and we were going to be putting a lot of demands on our suit’s water reclamation. We needed to move fast and cover a lot of ground. I thought the odds of the beacon surviving were greater if left in the shuttle wreck than carried with us. We told Corporal Plauche and Lieutenant Shaw where we were going and we left a recorded message.”

      Fripp pointed at the display as if to say something, then he propped his arms on the table, wrapping one hand in another so that he could rest his chin on the hooks of his thumbs. “You indicate the genies attacked the wounded with the same intensity as the healthy, but you don’t really make clear why. Would you care to speculate?”

      “Anything I would offer would be just that—speculation, sir.”

      “Any insight might help us close this.”

      “Well.” Rimes coughed quietly. “Although they denied it, I think Duke—Jonathan Duke, the leader of the genies we fought—wanted Agent Fontana. Duke’s mission wasn’t just to hunt us down, it was to get down to that structure and find out what had ADMP so excited about it. I think he knew a lot more than he was letting on, and I think ADMP was playing him. I think a lot of us were being played.”

      “Was Agent Fontana compromised?” Brigston looked at Fripp uncertainly. “Were you sure of her loyalty throughout?”

      Rimes hesitated for just a moment and felt guilty for it. “She never betrayed us. She didn’t feel any more at home with the genies than she ever had with us. She’d grown close to Lieutenant Durban in the short time they knew each other.”

      Fripp grunted and typed a note in the report. “You took a prisoner during the attack. That seems questionable given the circumstances.”

      “I wasn’t aware we made a practice of executing the helpless, sir?”

      “She was wounded in the heat of battle, Captain.” Fripp fixed his cold stare on Rimes. “The sort of missions you’ve undertaken before, I doubt you’ve hesitated to eliminate wounded enemies?”

      Rimes shrugged as calmly as he could manage. “It seemed like a good idea at the time, sir. She never gave us much tactical information, but we didn’t really have the opportunity to ask a lot of questions. There was a small chance she was still in contact with the other genies. We used that to our advantage, drawing them into ambushes.”

      Fripp stared at the display, pursing his lips and squinting. “You indicate she eventually leapt in between you and this Duke.”

      “She saved my life. Our lives.”

      “Because of this thing he’d taken from inside the structure on-planet?” Fripp looked from the display to Rimes.

      “Or had taken him. Yes, sir. I’m sure Duke thought he was in control, but I think even Andrea—the prisoner—saw how he’d changed, and that certainly didn’t support his claim that he was in control. I think the telepaths he’d been working with to destroy the thing realized what had happened and tried to warn us. I believe he killed them to prevent that.”

      Fripp’s face remained an indecipherable mask. “And this thing, you describe it as an ‘energy construct’?”

      “That’s how Duke described it, sir. Sergeant Meyers theorized it was like a self-contained fusion reactor with a control mechanism allowing it to…well, turning it into a telepathic dynamo.”

      “And you think it was created by these ant-like aliens you mention in the report?”

      “Giant bugs. The science teams are going to go nuts looking at that thing you found down there.” Stafford shook his head in disbelief.

      Rimes thought for a moment. “I still don’t know. I got the sense from Duke and Agent Fontana that those bugs imprisoned the construct down there and this wasn’t their home. If I had to guess, based off what we saw and heard—and felt—I’d say they brought it here or maybe found it here. Whether this planet meant something to them or was simply far away, I don’t think we’ll ever know, but it definitely seemed like they wanted this thing locked away and blocked from others. I don’t believe they created it, though, sir.”

      “So if they didn’t create it, the implication is someone else did, right?” Brigston looked at Rimes hopefully. “So another alien species created it? Why?”

      “That’s something someone else will have to try to determine, Commander.” Fripp looked from Brigston to Rimes. “I don’t see any inconsistencies in your report, Captain Rimes. The other survivors have all provided accounts that line up with yours and recordings we’ve been able to salvage offer nothing to the contrary. That leaves a final formality then.”

      Rimes looked at Fripp, curious. Brigston and Stafford seemed uncertain.

      “You didn’t have any questions about Mr. Theroux, sir?” Rimes asked, surprised.

      Fripp sucked his bottom lip in. “Actually, that would be the formality I mentioned. As the primary sponsor of our expedition, the cartel has a vested interest in comprehensive and accurate reporting on the events, both between the task force and the genies and on the planet. Our initial report only reflects the input of surviving military members. I have yet to integrate Mr. Theroux’s input. I thought it best to allow you an opportunity to address his commentary face-to-face.”

      His commentary? Face-to-face?

      “Mr. Theroux, would you mind joining us in the conference room?”

      The room went silent as everyone turned to watch the doorway. Rimes wasn’t sure what to expect, but what he saw wasn’t even within the realm of his most outrageous guesses. In the short time since their rescue, the most advanced medical processes might have managed to restore some of Theroux’s less damaged tissues and begun the slow process of regenerating destroyed nerve and flesh. Might. But the Theroux that entered the room showed no signs whatsoever of injury, not even the slightest limp. How? He was a charred mess when we got to him. He shouldn’t even be alive!

      Fripp nodded to the opposite end of the table, and Theroux settled into the seat without a word. He calmly clasped his hands in front of him and stared back at Fripp.

      After a moment, Fripp grunted and began again. “Following established protocols, I’ve asked Mr. Theroux to join us here today to discuss his input on the events that transpired between 26 and 30 October 2167. Thank you for joining us, Mr. Theroux. Do you have any questions before we begin?”

      Dumbfounded, Rimes looked from Theroux to Fripp. The moment was surreal, impossible, a hallucination concocted by insane chemists. “Captain Fripp, I have a question, if I may?”

      “The floor is Mr. Theroux’s.” Fripp sounded annoyed.

      Theroux held a hand up to halt Fripp. “I believe I owe Captain Rimes an answer.” When Fripp nodded, Theroux turned to Rimes. “Telepresence, Captain. I wasn’t with you down there. Not physically. That was my proxy.”

      “Proxy.” Rimes blinked slowly. “A synthetic host?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Thank you.” Rimes thought back to several improbable moments on the planet, including Theroux’s ability to go toe-to-toe with the genies and the way he’d survived Duke’s attack. Just like Dana said. It makes sense now.

      “I’d like to start with the executive summary, if that’s all right, Mr. Theroux?” Fripp asked.

      “Please.”

      “Your assessment of Captain Rimes’s performance was overall negative. Is that fair to say?”

      “Yes.” Theroux refused to meet Rimes’s gaze.

      “You characterized his decisions as ‘weak’, ‘misguided’, and ‘timid’. In particular, you challenged his decisions to expend resources on Lieutenant Shaw, the genie prisoner, and Corporal Murphy. You stated that leaving Shaw and Murphy behind would have given the team a better chance of escaping the genies after the crash.”

      “It would have. We eventually escaped, but we lost perfectly healthy personnel in the process. Captain Rimes allowed his concern for his team to influence his decisions. That’s how missions become failures. I told the captain as much, but he seemed disinterested in my position. When he did listen, he disagreed, despite my seniority. I feel the record should reflect my views.”

      “It will.” Fripp’s voice was neutral. “You don’t really discuss the mission’s overall outcome or some of the decisions that might be considered imaginative or brave.”

      “Such as?” Theroux didn’t even try to seem authentically curious.

      “What do you think might have happened had the genies’ ships not been destroyed? You don’t refute Captain Rimes’s report on this point. The genies were heading back to their ships. With those, wouldn’t you have been easy targets, waiting for the death blow, incapable of avoiding it?”

      Theroux shrugged. “I wasn’t there. If Captain Rimes claims he destroyed the genie ships just before the genies arrived, I can’t challenge him.”

      “But if the genies had gotten to the ships, would you agree the mission would have ended right there?”

      “We would probably have lost most of the team. I think I could have saved a few by convincing them to follow me.”

      Rimes started. “Follow you? What are you talking about? Follow you where? There was nothing but desert for dozens of kilometers in any direction.”

      Theroux looked at Rimes for several seconds before looking back at Fripp. “Captain Fripp, we could spend the next several hours going through the details of my report and get nowhere. What’s important is contained in the summary. The problems we faced on the planet below are the same sort of problems you’ll face in future engagements with the genies. You can either learn from them or not. Although it appears I’m critical of Captain Rimes in my report, I’m not. I’m actually critical of your military—its training, its philosophies and tactics. You are slaves to your human mindset, but you are fighting something more than human. You must learn to think differently, or you will fail. And if you believe your own messaging about the genies, failure can have only one outcome: annihilation.”

      Fripp clasped his hands in front of him. “Is that the extent of it, Mr. Theroux?”

      “It is.”

      “And you’re satisfied with the conclusion of our operation here?”

      Theroux bowed his head slightly. “Thanks to Captain Rimes and his men, I have Mr. Duke’s body in stasis aboard my ship. You’ve secured the Erikson. Overall, this must be considered a success, despite the complaints I’ve registered.”

      Fripp typed a few notes, then he closed the report. “Very well. Your input has been integrated into the report. Your employers will receive a final copy from the Security Council.”

      Theroux smiled and stood. “I look forward to seeing the final product and the Security Council’s communication. We all have a good deal of learning ahead of us, gentlemen. And in the weeks it takes us to reach our destinations, things may very well change all over again. Thank you for your time.”

      Everyone stood, waiting for Theroux to leave. Once he was gone, Fripp excused his staff, signaling for Rimes to stay behind. When they were alone in the room, Fripp leaned back in his chair.

      “I’m not sure I understand his angle.” Fripp’s voice was uncharacteristically quiet. “It seems, though, you’ve somehow managed to make a very influential enemy.”

      “I don’t get it. Just surviving was…“ Rimes sighed, exasperated. “What did he think he could have done differently? He wanted us to leave the wounded behind. It wasn’t just inhumane, it was a misjudgment of personnel. Wounded or not, some of those people fought. To the end. Even if they didn’t kill any of the enemy, they bought the rest of us valuable time. And then there’s the impact abandoning wounded would have on morale. I don’t get the sense he’s used to team operations, sir.”

      “I wanted to ask him about Mr. Duke.” Fripp pinching his lower lip distractedly. “I gather their interest in the corpse is tied to genetic reconstruction. Does he really think this construct is contained, though?”

      “It seemed to me the aliens that sealed that thing down there were more advanced than us, sir, and it didn’t look like they had a lot of luck containing it. Sheila—Agent Fontana—said it thought on a scale of millennia. It was using the planet’s resources—the fungus and who knows what else—to break it out of that prison. It would’ve taken time, but they were breaking things down. There was a hole in the floor beneath it. I think it may already have been closer to escape than anyone realized. And in the end, it brought Pasqual’s team in with enough explosives to blast it free. When you think about something that plans that far out, and you compare that to humans who base everything off quarter-to-quarter profits, maybe planning a year or so out…“ Rimes shook his head, exasperated.

      “Not everyone operates like that, Captain Rimes. You have to trust someone is looking out for the future.”

      “I certainly hope so, sir.” Rimes thought back to what Pasqual had said about the EEC research that had been shut down outside Prague. Tymoshenko had promised caution, but EEC was repeating the same mistakes the other metacorporations had made. Everything in the pursuit of profits. “Will you need anything more from me?”

      “The report captures all the details.” Fripp rubbed his eyes. “I’m sure someone will act at some point if they sense the risk is great enough.”

      “Against the cartel?” Rimes asked, incredulous.

      “Bean counters.” Fripp waved dismissively. “Someone runs numbers for scenarios and decides how we act. It’s been that way for decades. If the numbers say you act, you act.” He held up a finger suddenly, shaking it as if he’d just remembered something. “You said something in your report that I’d like more detail on.”

      “I can submit an addendum.”

      Fripp shook his head. “No. This needs to stay out of the report. I think we’ve cooperated enough with our benefactors at this point.”

      Rimes blinked, surprised. “Sir?”

      “You said Mr. Duke implied this whole operation was something of a feint, that they were buying time for the rest of their people to escape.”

      “Yes, sir.” Rimes said.

      “Did you believe him?” Fripp fixed Rimes with a penetrating gaze.

      “I do. Somewhat. They don’t seem to be free of human faults—ego, pride, greed. Duke was sure he could control this thing. I think he wanted it to cement his power within their ranks, maybe to challenge for ultimate leadership. They apparently operate as families—like clans. Even so, I got a very real sense of family from them. I think everything they did was ultimately for the betterment of their people, at least in their eyes. I’m troubled by the idea we might be misunderstanding this struggle, sir.”

      “Your statement the genies aren't the threat?”

      “Yes, sir. That thing manipulated all of us, including the genies. Maybe it pushed them into this whole operation, all the bloodshed on Earth.”

      Fripp considered that for several seconds. “Well, they're gone now, true enemies or not. And whatever is left of their fleet is long gone, including the Carolina.”

      “Isn’t there a positive in all this? It seems like we had successes here and there.”

      Fripp stood. “We’ll take them where we can.” He took a step toward the door, then stopped. “I almost forgot. Your request to have ‘Andrea Rimes’ buried with honors along with our military fallen? I had to turn that down. Sorry about that.”

      “I understand, sir.” Rimes tried to hide his disappointment.

      “Since we’re burying the fallen on the planet, we won’t really have a formal cemetery. I believe we can show respect to everyone though, can’t we? I’ve ordered the detail to give each body its own grave. Ms. Rimes will receive an individual headstone noting her involvement in the battle and her heroic sacrifice.”

      Rimes smiled. “Thank you, sir.”

      Fripp scrutinized Rimes for a moment. “It’s a noble trait, being able to see the good in people, even the enemy, Captain. I’m not sure we have much room for nobility anymore, but I hope you’ll hold onto that part of you for as long as you can.”

      Rimes stayed in the conference room after Fripp left. Absent the human sounds, the atmosphere recyclers filled the conference room with their quiet whirring. It was the only noise Rimes could hear. His body ached and he needed some sleep, but for the moment he felt renewed by Fripp’s encouraging words.

      If someone else recognized the need to see the good in an enemy, there might still be hope.
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        10 December, 2167. Plymouth Colony.

      

      

      Plymouth Colony had a reputation as a brutal, primordial world—still locked in an infancy marked by sweltering heat and smothering humidity. The air was thick with the musty, piquant smells of hardy vegetation, something that kept drawing Rimes from the moment. He stood next to Molly, right arm wrapped around her shoulder, examining the tower they would one day call home. It rose from blood-red clay, a soil that would shatter anything less than the heavy machinery rolling over it. Molly held Jared’s hand as he excitedly jumped and tugged against her and mimicked the roaring machinery. Calvin sat quietly in the crook of Rimes’s left arm, eyes tracking the robot vehicles speeding across the construction site.

      “It’s hideous,” Molly lamented. “Don’t they know any other design? Everything’s just so blocky.”

      “It fits right in—big, brutal, sturdy.”

      Of the five continents covering Plymouth, only two were considered particularly attractive to the colonists. Riviera, the largest and now most populous continent, stretched diagonally three thousand kilometers from the equatorial region to the northern polar region. It was home to ten settlements, six of them near the equator. Settlement Three, officially registered as Halifax, was arguably the most uncertain of the settlements.

      A series of blockish buildings radiating out from the tail of Riviera’s dominant mountain system, Halifax appeared ugly and brutish. Its occupants—miners, laborers, and construction workers—did nothing to counteract the image. As dicey as Halifax was, it occupants were dicier, and they were the ones responsible for building the Elite Response Force’s post.

      “Where do they get designs like that? Is it someplace primitive?” Molly shivered.

      Rimes laughed. “The United States. But these folks have been on-planet too long to be considered anything other than ‘colonists’. This is their home now, and they’d tell you that if you asked them. They know what they’re doing. Colonists have long memories. They resent the hell out of us being here, so close to Halifax, after years with no aid from Earth. We need to help them forget about the way they were treated, babe.”

      Molly screwed up her face. He had a lot of work to make her forget the way she’d been treated, too.

      He told himself the compound—now months under construction—would be a source of vital income for the people of Halifax. It would provide jobs for hundreds and it promised future opportunities for even more. That had to be something for the colonists to look forward to. After decades of abandonment, the spigot of financial assistance had opened again.

      Molly shook her head. “I don’t have to like it, Jack.”

      Rimes smiled, just happy to finally be home with his family, wherever that home was. “Maybe they’ll come up with something for the other buildings.” He knew better; the post would follow Halifax’s lead. Long before he set foot on the planet, he’d seen the virtual tour. Fierce storms and seismic activity dictated most of the design. Budget limits took care of the rest.

      “Don’t you patronize me. There’s nothing wrong with wishing for things to improve.”

      Rimes hugged Molly close and kissed her. Worry lines had formed on her forehead in the months they’d been apart; he felt guilty. Another look at her forehead and he realized he didn’t care. We’ll just have to deal with growing old together.

      “I love you, Molly. Isn’t that enough?”

      After some hesitation, she smiled back, but it didn’t fully reach her eyes. “For now, I guess.”

      Pointing at where he imagined their floor would be, high atop the tower, Rimes smiled, “Uneasy on his throne, the king stares down upon his domain. I’ll have to get a few hunting dogs, a cleaning staff, and a court jester.”

      “You’d better start with kitchen staff. And they better be fat and ugly.”

      “What are we going to do to fill all that free space? Eight hundred square meters! The boys will get a room to themselves. How can you not love that?”

      “Mm hm. Do I have to remind you that we’re outsiders here? And what about the other quarters? Have you seen what we would’ve been stuck with if you were still a sergeant? We’re four hundred and thirty light years from Earth and the boys will be full grown by the time they see their relatives again.”

      With a heavy sigh, Rimes hung his head. “I don’t know what I was thinking, looking for a silver lining.” He gasped when she punched him.

      They laughed together, then made their way across the construction zone, stopping at the modest shopping center on their way back to their temporary, modular quarters. A small bag of rice, a larger bag of vegetable paste, a few fresh vegetables and fruit, and a protein product derived from a local insect: they had their dinner ingredients. Trekking through the housing complex, they held hands and took comfort from each other’s company and the laughter of the boys.

      While Molly cooked dinner in the kitchen, Rimes struggled through his physical therapy in the living area. He kept a watchful eye on the boys as they studied. It was reassuring to know the knee would recover fully, but he had weeks to go before he could make the demands of it he was used to. He laughed as Calvin sang an alphabet song and Jared joined in, then decided to join the two of them.

      The enticing aroma from the kitchen soon made it impossible to focus on the physical therapy or studies. Rimes led the boys to the bathroom to wash up, then out to the dinner table. He set the table as Molly completed the last of the cooking. As she finished each plate, he set it on the table. There were three dishes, each slightly different from the other in texture and design. In total, it was enough to satisfy all of them, a reminder of just how much better they lived than most.

      After rinsing the dishes in the sink, Rimes turned the house’s entertainment display on. He switched to Plymouth Headlines, the free, local news feed, eventually settling on a pretty, dark-haired, olive-skinned newser out of Delta City, Plymouth’s capital. Molly shot him an irritated glare and fidgeted with Calvin’s suspenders through the several minute stretch of impenetrable local focus.

      When the newser switched to the latest Earth feeds, Molly turned to watch, transfixed.

      The radical transformation that had seized their old home continued apace, with national governments daily ceding power to the concept of a new planetary metagovernment. Military transformation—a euphemism for mass separations—dominated several minutes of the feeds. Footage of the inevitable violent protests flashed on the display until Rimes shut it off.

      “Shutting down III Corps.” Molly kissed Calvin’s forehead. “Did you expect they’d do that?”

      Rimes thought for a moment. “No.” He filled the dishwashing machine, lost in thought. After turning the machine on, he wiped the table down. Bean counters. Cost cutting. Just like Fripp said.

      “There’s not much left to restructure, is there?”

      Rimes washed his hands and settled at the table, painfully aware of the worry in her eyes. He took her hands in his. She was the one who always told him he could move on to something else. With millions of soldiers poised to be dumped into the civilian populace, Earth’s wobbly economy wasn’t going to offer many more opportunities. “I’m sure they have a plan.”

      “If they shut all this down, will they send us back to Earth?” Molly nervously ran her fingers through Calvin’s coppery curls.

      “The two times they did this before, they gave those discharged the money to procure transport to Earth. How they spent it was up to them. That’s where some of the colonial defense forces came from. You remember Perkins? That’s what happened to him. He got stuck out on Han.”

      “They wouldn’t, right? I mean, they just spent all this money.”

      Rimes hugged her. “They’ll do what they have to do. Compared to staffing this facility up, the cost of building it isn’t really that great. All they’ve completed so far is the parade ground and one of the barracks. Someone will look at the numbers and make a decision based off some sort of guidance. We weren’t part of III Corps. We may survive.”

      Molly blinked, shocked. “I don’t want to be stuck out here. The boys deserve better than this place.”

      “You said the same thing about Midway. It’s not that bad. They’ll get a better sense of the seismic activity soon enough. The storms here aren’t much worse than what they’re getting back on Earth, and you know they’re trying to figure out ways to work around those. There’s no pollution to speak of here, and they’ve had dozens of Earth species catch on.”

      “And twice as many have failed. It’s dangerous here, Jack, and it’s not home.”

      “Home is where you and the boys are. We’re going to be fine.”

      They sat at the table for several minutes, frozen, silent. Calvin watched them, his big eyes slowly shifting between their faces. Despite his age and his unnatural silence, he seemed somehow wise and sensitive.

      “How long do you think before they’ll let you know?” She sounded calmer.

      “A month or two. If this hit the news on Earth last month, it had to be something they were working on for some time. They’re pretty efficient with this sort of thing now. They know who’s going to be affected and they’ll get the word out to them quickly.”

      “Efficient.” Molly snorted angrily. “Would an efficient group start building a place like this out just to cancel it?”

      Efficiency, effectiveness, agility, responsiveness, synergies, value-add, leverage—the buzz words fell out of favor, shifted in meaning, even died off, but they never seemed to stay away forever and no one ever seemed to question their value or validity. “It’s not something we can control, so let’s not dwell on it, okay?”

      Molly squeezed his hand. “I’ve been looking into the local university. If we get a loan approved, I can get into the PhD program. That’s a positive, right?”

      “Yeah,” Rimes said, trying to kid himself and failing.

      They hugged and Rimes kissed her on her lips, tasting the lingering hint of garlic and ginger, curiously different after growing in the local soil. He made his way around the table, scooped up Calvin, and called for Jared. They had a few hours of light left, and he wanted to get in some football with them. The moment felt so normal, and at the same time, it left him wondering how four hundred and thirty light years from home didn’t seem enough to explain how off everything felt to him at that moment.
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        27 January, 2168. Plymouth Colony.

      

      

      It was ten kilometers from the northeastern edge of the temporary housing complex, around the athletic field and parade grounds, between the two fenced-in construction properties, and back to the shopping center. Rimes liked the route because it was full of dramatic shifts—cement, well-tended field, shin-high grass and scrub, broken clay, packed clay, broken clay again, then another stretch of cement.

      A lot had changed in the month since the news had come about III Corps being shut down, but the uncertainty around their fate hadn’t changed.

      Rimes made demands of his body, testing his knee, finding his limits in this new world that might or might not be home. He came to a stop a few meters past the shopping center entry, gasping, spent. Dawn was yet to come, and it was already a sweltering thirty degrees Celsius.

      The rest of the way, he walked slowly, fighting through cramps and nagging fears. The cramps were gone by the time he reached the front of his housing unit; the fears were just starting to dig in.

      He paused at the front door, checking the lock, then looking around, cursing beneath his breath. Scratches marked another failed attempt at forced entry, the third since they’d settled in. There was no post security to call yet, and there might never be. That left only the local law enforcement, which was a waste of time. When they even bothered to respond, they were every bit as rude and hostile as the rest of the Halifax natives, and they upset Molly.

      Maybe she’s right. Maybe this just can’t work.

      Shaking with fury and frustration, Rimes walked around the housing compound. He needed to get the anger out of his system before Molly sensed it and fed off of it. At the back of his mind, he hoped he might find the foiled intruder. No one would be there to stop him, and there wouldn’t be much even the locals could do about someone beating an intruder senseless.

      Rimes rubbed his knee and limped to a nearby stone bench, ignoring the horrifically bright, oozing bird droppings that stained it. The droppings at least hid some of the more vicious graffiti some of the locals had left. He settled onto a relatively clean corner and took in their little slice of civilization surrounded by Cretacean forest. Stunted, gray, modular buildings anchored onto grayer concrete, all huddled together against encircling emerald for as far as the eye could see. Where visible, the tree trunks were so dark they appeared black.

      Rimes sat for a few more minutes, enjoying the morning heat. It was going to be another harsh day. He planned to take what constituted his platoon out for reconnaissance training late in the afternoon. Is it right to put them through this when we don’t even know if we’re part of the future? Why couldn’t they bother to let us know what they plan for us? How can they expect us to just continue on without ever asking why?

      A vibration brought Rimes back to the present. He checked his messages nervously and saw he’d received a video from the communications uplink. The message was heavily encrypted; even the metadata on who’d sent it was encrypted. Rimes ran his personal decryption against the message, muttering a disbelieving curse when it completed.

      The sender’s name glowed: Walter J. Theroux.

      Rimes licked his lips nervously and opened the message. Theroux appeared before him, typically cold and withdrawn. He sat in a well-appointed office, his face ghostly white, lit by several sources. He rubbed absently at the spot where the plasma discharge had struck his proxy.

      “Captain Rimes, I hope this message reaches you in a timely manner and that you and your family are well. It’s taken a bit to track you down. Your government has gone silent of late. I’m sure you’re aware of that. These are interesting times.

      “I wanted to first clear the air with you and explain my motivations aboard the Valdez. What I said about your command style was true. It was totally inappropriate for our situation and for what we’ll face in the future. The nature of war is changing, Captain. Even though my input was true, I have to admit there were motivations beyond simply calling you out to your commanders. And those motivations would be my second point.

      “As you probably already know, I’m a very senior operator for the banking cartel. Over the past thirty years, I’ve successfully served individual banks, combined banking interests, and the cartel itself. I wield significant influence. Significant. After our short time together on that planet, I believe I have a good read of your capabilities and as a result, I have recommended you for a position on my staff.

      “Your job would be a good deal like the one you hold today. The difference would be that you would operate for the cartel, not any government. You might be surprised how liberating that is. You would undergo training to bring your skills more in line with our missions, including mastering telepresence operations. Your pay would be, conservatively, ten times what you make today. The cartel takes care of its own.

      “Your wife would have access to cartel educational institutions and would also be welcome into an organization within the cartel at some level. Your sons would have access to topflight schools and a future with the cartel once they reached adulthood, should they qualify.

      “I can assure you this is a once in a lifetime offer. We don’t normally look outside our own ranks, but I see in you phenomenal potential. I would be failing my employer if I didn’t do all I could to make you a part of our organization. You have one month to decide. If I haven’t heard back from you by the end of March, the deal will be rescinded. Good luck, Captain.

      “Oh, and one last thing. A show of good faith on our part. You ran a query on the Dresden Group some time back and never received anything on it. When Dresden folded, it defaulted on several loans and went into receivership with one of our members. Ultimately, we liquidated all its assets, but only after thorough review of said assets. I’m sure you can figure out where much of the probe data eventually went to?” Theroux’s image faded out.

      Rimes closed his eyes and let out the breath he’d been holding. Ten times what I make. Education, security, a future for the boys, a future for Molly. No, not security. You serve the cartel only so long as it’s to their benefit. Just look at Theroux—no empathy, no soul. He’d fire me in a heartbeat if I showed mercy. Security—true security—is an illusion, a dream achieved only by a small minority in the senior ranks. But better security than we have today.

      Rimes covered his face with his hands. He tried to calm himself, to breathe evenly. The message was too much, the perfect offer at the perfect moment. Despite the sense he would be part of the military regardless of its decision about Plymouth, he was feeling bitter and abandoned. The Elite Response Force wouldn’t necessarily survive the cuts, nor would his mission, and without those, his loyalty was diminished and probably misplaced. He was meant for action, not bureaucracy. And yet, he knew the Army. It was what he’d done his entire adult life. The cartel….

      “Delete message,” Rimes said. He sighed deeply. One year to make what he made in ten, a safer job, better respect for him and for his family—it was too easy. There were downsides and they would only become more obvious after he’d burned his bridges with the military. He couldn’t risk it.

      What am I thinking? It’s not my decision to make alone. I can’t hide this from Molly. “Recover message.”

      Rimes stood on trembling legs. His hands shook. He laughed at the absurdity. He could face a giant alien bug with relative calm, but in the face of a decision affecting his family he was a mess.

      This is too big. I need Molly’s perspective. She’ll make the right call.

      Rimes could feel it—things were only going to get more and more complicated for him. For everyone. He needed Molly. If humans were going to survive, they needed each other.

      And even that might not be enough.
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        29 January, 2168. Plymouth Colony.

      

      

      The parade ground was five hundred meters on either side. Sturdy holly framed it on all four sides, three-meter gaps offering easy entry at eight points. Flags—the US flag, the Plymouth flag, and the hastily produced UN flag—flapped loudly in the morning wind.

      General Tyler V. Durban stood to Rimes's left, eyes locked on the backs of the troops he'd just released. Rimes couldn't make sense of General Durban's face: frozen, unblinking. He was a statue, with thinning silver hair, gray eyes, and sun-bronzed skin covering a blockish face. His executive officer—a chinless, middle-aged man who might be Arab or Indian or Iranian now wearing a US Army uniform—seemed anxious, staring from his perch on the crude parade stand Rimes had barely managed to procure from the local craftsmen. Beneath that stare, Rimes felt naked and inadequate.

      “They took the speech well,” General Durban finally said. “Most people are frightened by change.”

      Rimes cleared his throat. “I think the greatest reaction I saw was to your mention of the history of sacrifice of the soldier, sir.”

      General Durban's eyebrows raised, as if it had never occurred to him that soldiers might be put off by a reminder of what was expected of them. “Our job is ultimately one of sacrifice. That's just how it is.”

      “Of course, sir.” Rimes looked around, anxious for his time with the general to be over. “Would you like the tour—”

      “Hm?” General Durban turned to face Rimes. “Tour? No.”

      “I thought you—”

      General Durban shook his head, slow, distant, but returning to the moment. He must have signaled the executive officer, because the other man slinked back from his perch. General Durban began walking; Rimes fell in, lagging a few centimeters.

      After several steps, Durban shook his shoulders, as if that might shake away some terrible feeling. “I know this has been a miserable time for everyone, isolated out here in the middle of nowhere. Rumors and speculation must be flying like mad. How’re the troops holding up?”

      “They’re soldiers, General. They’re hanging in there.”

      General Durban squinted. “I read the reports on this planet, but it’s a damn sight hotter than I expected. It’s never quite enough for preparation—what you read and hear—is it?”

      “No, sir.”

      They walked in silence for a few steps more. “It’s all going to hell back home,” General Durban finally said. He came to a stop, fishing out a handkerchief to wipe the sweat from his brow. “The UN is running everything, and the US is taking it in the ass because we dared to be the big dog for too long. Dissolving goddamn III Corps. We’ll be insignificant when it’s all said and done.”

      A patient, understanding nod; Rimes wondered how he should feel. Sad? Angry? Frustrated? They’d been ready to send the acceptance message back to Theroux when news had come of General Durban’s surprise visit. A month in space to see the stillborn post? It left Rimes baffled.

      General Durban dabbed at his reddened cheeks, then glared imperiously at the sun. For just a moment, Lieutenant Timothy Durban stood in his father’s place—the same posture, the same mannerisms, the same unmistakable, awkward charisma. “It’s a ten year plan. Combined Earth Military. That’s what the pencil necks are calling it. We’ll transition for a while after, but ten years from now, it’s all going to be radically different. You understand the scope and scale?”

      “I’m sure I don’t, sir.” A combined military’s inevitable, but I couldn’t possibly guess what’s going on behind closed doors.

      “Well here’s some insight, and keep in mind it’s insight no one should have yet. Fifty percent reductions across the board when it’s all said and done. For everyone. We’ll be dumping millions of people into the general economy, most of them with unmarketable skills. You think that’s nightmare enough? It’s the tip of the iceberg. We’re doing it at the same time the metacorporations are shutting down their operations on Earth.”

      “The metacorporations, sir?” Rimes’s legs weakened. “What happened?”

      “Exactly. What happened? The banks walking away with whatever they wanted all those years ago was the start. Throw in this new United Nations and a global military and you’ve got thousands of pissed off metacorporate executives. If this goes through, they lose the ability to play one nation against another, to sell weapons and drugs and who knows what the hell else to individual administrations. They sell to one buyer, they lose leverage. Hell, they lose profits.”

      “So they’re just pulling up stakes?” That makes no sense. Who are they going to sell to? The colonies? That’s not enough.

      “You make it sound like a bunch of spoiled brats.” General Durban laughed. “It ought to. They’re a bunch of petulant fucks. It’s been far too long with them getting everything they want. Good riddance. The Special Security Council may wield too much power for their own good, but something had to be done.”

      Rimes looked around the compound, imagining it as it would have stood based off the concept videos. He’d already formed an irrational attachment to it. That’s nothing but fear of change. “Everything has to end eventually.”

      General Durban grunted. He looked at the construction and shook his head. “I would’ve liked to have seen this as we envisioned. We threw it together fast, but with someone like you, I think it had a chance. Now?” He sighed. “We’re going to be asking a helluva lot from you, Captain. I can understand it if you turn us down. Turning out a company of what you envisioned in one year…?”

      “I don't understand, sir. What did you have in mind?”

      General Durban’s eyes went wide and Rimes realized there had been a breakdown in communications somewhere. “You haven’t…?” Durban recovered. “You’ve got a lot of allies on the Special Security Council, Captain Rimes, and you have a few on the Joint Chiefs. I want to thank you for what you did for Timothy. He deserved better than what he got, but thanks to you, he at least had a shot.”

      “He was a good soldier, sir, a good officer.”

      General Durban seemed to think about it for a moment, then he let out a grunt. “You’ve got three years to prove your concept. We’ll be doubling the size of the land purchase. I’m here to negotiate directly with the governor, see if we can’t knock down some barriers.”

      Three years. They’re keeping us around. “Why double the size, sir?”

      “We have budget limits. You’ll have to come up with ways to get folks to get along in tight quarters. I think you can pull it off. You’ve proven yourself resourceful before. You turn this battalion out on time, you’ll have a bright future ahead of you.”

      “Battalion, sir?” Rimes hated repeating General Durban’s words, but they weren’t sinking in. The repetition might help make them more real. Manpower cuts should have meant a smaller role, not a larger one.

      “You’ll be the testing grounds here. We’ve got a platoon of Aussies and two platoons of Brits en route already. A platoon each from the Chinese, Germans, and Russians to follow. That’s the starting point. But once it’s all said and done, a battalion. International, and ultimately fully integrated—gear, training, command structure. And if you make it work, it’s going to be a brigade. Are you up for it?”

      Rimes thought back to the weeks of silence and the strain it had put on Molly and on his soldiers. Even considering the uncertainty gripping Earth, it was hard to forgive. “How long ago did you reach this decision, sir?”

      “That’s not a yes, Captain.” General Durban frowned. His brow wrinkled, channeling sweat down his hawk nose. “We’re offering you the chance of a lifetime.”

      “So is someone else, sir.” Rimes was surprised by the sudden burst of frankness. It wasn’t like him. It’s Kwon.

      General Durban’s frown deepened. “I see.” He thrust his jaw forward and sighed. “I’ve been authorized a good deal of leeway in making this happen. A lot of the old rules are no longer applicable as we transition to this new structure. We have options—titles, bonuses, even brevet rank, if needed.”

      “I’m not sure those matter. I have people out here who’ve been living without a clue about their future for two months. I want to know how long you’ve known this was going to happen and didn’t bother to tell us, General.”

      “You’re out of line, Captain.” General Durban seemed to bite back a full-on shout, but there was not stopping the color from reaching his face. He looked away for a moment, then he looked back, calmer. “You don’t realize how close this all came to falling apart. All of it. Did you notice the Indians aren’t sending anything? They resent the hell out of you. They wanted their man put in charge, and they damn near got it. And our grand history was thrown out the window with that goddamned coup attempt. Every pacifist in the world is screaming for an end to standing militaries, as if we’ll just wish away our enemies in the future. You turn me down, we’re either going to be stuck with some Gurkha major who’s never conducted an operation outside the subcontinent, or even worse, the pacifists are going to win out and we’re all out of a job. Might as well just hand the planet over to the genies.”

      Rimes stared calmly. “How long, sir?”

      General Durban blinked. “Two, maybe three days before I stepped onto the Butler. And even then, I’m not sure I believed it would stay. It’s all so volatile right now.” He looked ready to say more but stopped.

      “One last question, sir.” Calm now. “What did we know about COROT-7 before we were sent in?”

      General Durban’s jaw worked as he tried to reconcile being grilled by a subordinate. “You’re talking about the Commandos we lost?”

      “Staff Sergeant Pasqual's team.” Rimes needed to say the name.

      General Durban sighed, and his shoulders slumped. “That’s the Bureau. We knew they wanted Sergeant Pasqual’s squad for something. They tasked the Carolina without giving us the slightest bit of information. We had our suspicions. The Bureau’s been running its own operations for a while now, but they’d always preferred Delta until the budget cuts whittled them down to nothing. None of us knew what they had in mind. I still don’t think we have a good idea. The Bureau’s in tight with the Cartel and the UN I don’t see that changing. Damn it, Rimes, why are you making this into some sort of trial? I’m not the enemy! I’m a victim, just like you. Hell, you’re the one with the bright future. You’ve got people seriously talking about ending hostilities with the genies. If things get worse with the metacorporations, we won’t have any choice but to abandon the war. We don’t have the wherewithal to fight two enemies.”

      Rimes considered General Durban’s words and body language; he seemed sincere enough. “I believe you, sir.”

      “I still need an answer, Captain. Yes or no?”

      “You want a battalion, maybe a brigade, I’ll need the appropriate rank. I’ll also need ships tasked specifically to the ERF—and it needs to be designated that way. Unambiguously. I’ll also want a say in crew. I’ll need a direct line in to the Bureau, a liaison here on Plymouth.”

      “We can get a tasked ship of the appropriate size.”

      “Task force, General, not ship.”

      General Durban caught his breath, colored slightly, then cleared his throat. “Task force. Crew shouldn’t be a problem either. I think the Bureau will want a liaison here. On the rank, we can get you up to major, nothing more.”

      “Colonel.”

      “Lieutenant Colonel.” General Durban's face was a brilliant red.

      “Colonel. Not brevet. You’re in the middle of reorganization. Make this part of it. I’ll submit names from my unit for promotion as well.”

      General Durban’s face darkened even more for a moment, then he relaxed, and the coloring left his face. “Don't get greedy, Captain. That’s what’s got us to where we are today: unbridled, short-sighted greed and no shortage of incompetence. You’ve been quite upfront about your dislike of venality and politicking. I can appreciate that. Don’t become what you hate.”

      “I sincerely hope not to, sir.”

      “Good. Colonel it is.”

      Rimes extended his right hand. General Durban hesitated a moment, then shook. “I can’t guarantee you I’ll take this offer, General. I can guarantee you I’m satisfied with the terms.”

      General Durban released Rimes’s hand angrily. “I’ll need a final answer, Captain.”

      “I’ll talk it over with my wife. We should know before you leave Plymouth.”

      General Durban’s jaw trembled for a moment, then he seemed to regain control of himself. “Everyone I’ve talked to says you’re an honorable man. We live in an imperfect world, but don’t fool yourself that the choices are simple. It’s not one extreme or another. The choice isn’t between completely abandoning all pretense of dignity and becoming a whore. There is a middle path. There’s no shame in conscientious compromise. You need to seek out opportunities like this. Make the most of them. Do that while caring for those you love, and you’ll find the ability to sleep and dream of a better life for everyone, all while being just who you are. That’s what I do, Captain, and I’m content.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind, sir.” Rimes offered a crisp salute and turned, heading for the housing unit and Molly. Colonel Rimes, just like Perditori said.

      They had tough choices to make, but he knew whatever they chose, they would be all right.
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        To Dean, Derek, Lee, Mike, Randy, and Stacey, for toughing it out.
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        [Classified message incoming]

        [Source: Plymouth colony, ERF Battalion, Colonel Jackson Rimes, Commander]

        [Recipient: Earth, United Nations Compound, New York City, New York, United States of America, Representative Deepa Bhatia, Special Security Council, Indian delegate]

        [Transmission date: 29 September 2174]

        [Playback initiated]

      

      

      “Representative Bhatia. Thank you so much for your July communiqué. It’s always good to hear from you. Well, normally.”

      Colonel Rimes is handsome, broad-shouldered, and muscular. His hair—normally cut close so it’s little more than a shadow on his cinnamon scalp—is longer than normal, the black curls going gray. A crescent-shaped scar is white on his right temple. His eyes are pale brown, growing closer to amber with each passing year. He sits in his headquarters office, a modest room with none of the indulgences typical of someone in his position.

      “The proposed cuts to the ERF Budget outlays for 2175 are…” He waves at something that only he can see. “Well, troubling. I know the war with the genies has officially been declared resolved, but I feel it would be dangerous to take the metacorporations at their word that no further genetic engineering efforts are ongoing. Even if they never spend another dollar creating one more genie, they still have hundreds enslaved or at least unaccounted for, despite signing the Mumbai Accord.”

      He shifts in his seat as his brow creases. “Frankly, the genies aren’t my greatest concern, Representative. I know the Special Security Council has been under pressure to reduce tensions with the metacorporations, but the hard reality is that they continue to agitate and bully in the colony worlds. You’ve seen the IB reports. It’s not just proxies. There have been times when the metacorporations have used armed intervention. What happened on Bermuda wasn’t an aberration. Maintaining the military budget—especially for the ERF—sends a clear signal that this sort of continued intervention and intrusion will not be tolerated.”

      He rubs the crescent scar and seems to fight down a fit of fury. Even after all these years, he struggles with what’s in his head. Finally, he relaxes and says, “War’s the last thing we want, and projecting strength is the best way to avoid war.”

      ”I hope to hear in the coming weeks that you and the other members of the council have managed to convince the full body of the Security Council of the importance of the military and the danger posed by weakening it. We have won so much before. It would be a tragedy to endanger it all now.

      “I look forward to hearing from you again, Deepa. Sometimes it seems like you’re the last voice of reason.”

      

      [End message]
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        13 June, 2174. Atlanta, Georgia.

      

      

      O’Hara Towers stretched two hundred meters into the Atlanta sky, and reflected morning sunlight that gave off an intensely pink rainbow. The towers were twin, ruby-colored glass structures that hugged an advanced composite framework three times stronger than steel. It wasn’t nine o’clock yet, and already the temperature was approaching thirty degrees Celsius. All along Moreland Avenue, smartly dressed, freshly scrubbed pedestrians doused with sweet, flowery scents and sporting European fashions that accentuated their athletic bodies, hustled on their way to work. Everywhere, stylish haircuts easily caught the eye. The beautiful people stared into the distance while chatting into exotic and alluring earpieces. Their voices combined with the hum of the everyday activity that made Atlanta the jewel of the South and became a distracting cacophony.

      Jennifer Credence had eschewed the tube system’s last kilometer. It was a pragmatic thing to do, better than waking early to try to squeeze in a workout, but regret was visible in every angry millimeter of her long, sharp face, a face that hovered somewhere between cute and plain without ever settling.

      Credence was dressed fashionably in a bright yellow dress that was sleeveless, low-cut, and tight, but not uncomfortably so. The fabric ran to mid-thigh with two parallel green lines running vertically from left shoulder to hem, intersected by matching lines just below her breasts. She wore practical shoes with slightly raised heels that accented her toned calves enough to gain an occasional glance without endangering her ankles. Her short, light-brown hair was streaked with blond. She moved casually, unhurried, as if unwilling to break a sweat—something requiring near-mystical skill in the clinging air.

      In a city of twenty million, Credence was alone, relatively speaking. Since exiting the tube and making her way onto the street, she bumped shoulders with someone an average of every six steps approximately. Anywhere other than the O’Hara district, the crowds were impossibly thick, a constant crush of humanity. But only the elite ventured into the district, where the buildings glittered diamond-like in the bright sunlight, and public trash receptacles had marble facades.

      Among those elite, Credence walked with confidence, seemingly soaking in the serenity.

      Decades before, Atlanta had been wrecked both financially and physically by the country’s economic collapse and powerful storm systems birthed by climate change. Its rebirth into a full-blown metropolis had led to it taking on the nature of other American metropolitan areas. People became invisible to each other, granting a sense of privacy where it rightly shouldn’t have been possible. Combined with the absence of significant automobile traffic, the result approached the quiet of a forest. The people of this urban forest did everything they could to advertise their success and significance. In the world they occupied, conspicuous excess was no simple badge; it was life.

      Credence was a few feet from the O’Hara Towers’ main entrance when the throaty growl of a powerful engine shattered the morning calm. She turned, and one of the city’s giant maintenance vans accelerated from an alley and turned onto the street. She shivered as the terrifying monstrosity—a hulking, polished, jet-black machine—approached. Twin banks of grilled and hooded fog lamps ran above and below the smoked glass bubble of a front window. The main headlights were similarly hooded and recessed. The vehicle gave off a bug-like, vicious, and malevolent impression. It cruised down the road and turned out of sight, a solitary machine on the virgin blacktop.

      Credence entered the building’s lobby, and her shivering intensified. Air-conditioning kept the building’s spacious atrium below twenty-one degrees, and the maintenance van’s growl slinked through the front door’s seals. She waited for the security scanner mounted on the black marble wall to flash its approval, blinking as if her nerves had been shaken by some trauma. One of the guards glanced at her. She smiled. He looked back at his bank of displays, disinterested. When the scanner blinked green, she walked to the escalator at the west end of the building. Although there were four lift cars, the morning rush always overtaxed them. They were already overflowing with passengers fresh from the tube system as they ascended from the basement.

      Credence turned to watch the lift cars as she approached the elevator. Their running lights glowed pale amber inside the red-tinted plastic tubes, giving the passengers a strange, gold aura. Some people described the effect as souls rising from the fiery depths of Hell toward Heaven, a quaint myth in a time that needed none. She shook her head.

      People queued up at the escalator; she fell in at the rear. There was always room for someone willing to press tight against the brightly colored, amorphous blob of shuffling humanity. A gleaming set of garnet-colored onyx marble steps with red obsidian trim ran between the up and down escalators. The escalators themselves were a combination of black metal and scarlet rubber. Everything was designed to accent the experience that was integral to the O’Hara Towers.

      Credence shifted on the escalator, brushing at her hair with apparent anxiety as she eyed a man a few meters back of her on the escalator. The man was the office technician. He’d stayed behind her since she stepped off the tube several moments earlier, although she hadn’t reacted to him until now. He was middle-aged, athletic, tall, and handsome, with cinnamon skin and curly, black-and-gray, close-cropped hair. A white crescent scar stood out on his right temple. He seemed to be focused on something in the display of his earpiece.

      “Prototyper,” Credence mouthed as one might a wish or a prayer.

      The company hadn’t been able to fabricate components for two days, and that was going to impact the bottom line soon. The prototyper was the key to their success.

      At the sixth floor, Credence got off the escalator and headed for the lift. She stopped and took a breath, smiling. A subtle sweetness emanated from a planter set just in front of the elevators. Azaleas, viburnum, and gardenias were in full bloom. She paused, barely acknowledged the maintenance man as he came to a stop in front of the elevator, and twisted her feet playfully.

      Something about the feel of solid ground under her seemed vital to Credence. She never stopped talking about how living in a penthouse apartment and working in the upper reaches of the city’s tallest skyscraper had a way of leaving her feeling vaguely uneasy and disoriented. She always laughed it off and attributed it to a childhood case of acrophobia, long since conquered.

      “You think you’ll get the prototyper fixed today, Neil?” Credence asked the maintenance man. She thought his name was Neil but could never be sure. He was maintenance, lucky to even have access to the towers. And yet she seemed oddly embarrassed that she couldn’t be sure of his name at the moment. Mostly, it seemed she was annoyed that she couldn’t tell whether to be embarrassed or not. He was maintenance, after all, not one of the important people. Still, it was quite apparent that the matter of his forgotten name bothered her at some level.

      “Jared. Jared O’Neill,” he said. His voice boomed out deep and powerful even when he spoke quietly, as he was doing now. “I’ll give it another go, Miss Credence. I found another possible solution last night and ordered the part. It should arrive today. Odd no one has a prototyper to generate a replacement part.”

      “It is ironic that if it were running, we could simply create the part ourselves,” she said after a moment. She rubbed the back of her neck and seemed to be trying for a certain vulnerability that even she seemed to realize wasn’t convincing.

      O’Neill stepped aside as the elevator door opened, allowing her to enter first before following her in and settling in beside her, his coveralls giving off a fresh scent. Their common bond expired, they said nothing the rest of the ride to the fortieth floor. When the door opened, he once again stepped aside to let her out first. At the door to her office, Credence found herself waiting for him to open the door for her. When he did, she thanked him and stepped inside. The office space was large, connecting to the floor above via a private set of spiral stairs. Offices ran along both sides of the hallway. Polished glass walls and transparent aluminum doors provided semi-private space. In addition to her, Credence Concepts employed twelve people. It was a dollhouse in many ways, everything on display for all to see.

      Credence walked past the disassembled prototyper to the open door beyond, stopping to watch O’Neill settle onto the carpeted floor behind her and begin laying out his tools. A display embedded in the glass wall announced in brilliant turquoise that the office belonged to Tom DeVries, executive vice president and CFO of Credence Concepts. Credence put on a smile that, unlike the one she’d worn in the elevator, actually reached her dark-green eyes.

      DeVries looked up from his desk and offered a smirk. “Jenny.” His face was calm, something everyone who had the misfortune of encountering the man had learned to read as a dangerous sign. He was slender and nearing fifty, although that fact didn’t show without close investigation. His hair was gold and full, streaked with the slightest gray, combed back and parted down the middle. There were wrinkles, but not many. Refined, handsome, and polished, he made no attempt to mute this key part of his corporate warfare arsenal. He wore a conservative, charcoal-gray suit, a neon-blue tie, and a bright goldenrod silk shirt. The air-conditioning carried his cologne—a light musk he said his wife favored—into the hallway. He’d been using a spicier, sporty scent until recently. “I’m glad you swung by. We need to talk.”

      Credence looked away. “Sure, Tom. Why don’t you—”

      DeVries stood and walked to her side. Her perfume had activated at his attention, hinting at orange blossoms. DeVries reached for her hands, but he stopped when he saw O’Neill working on the prototyper. DeVries pointed a finger at the conference room across from his office, a subtle motion he probably didn’t expect O’Neill to see. Credence sighed softly and followed DeVries.

      The conference room was dark and cool and smelled of cinnamon and roses from the prior evening’s session with the Hawaii office. The lights switched on automatically.

      “Dim,” DeVries said. The lights in the room obediently softened. He started to close the door, but Credence stopped him. He settled into a chair along one side of the table.

      Credence’s legs trembled visibly. She took a seat on the opposite side. “Tom—”

      “I have contacts around the globe and a spectacular resume thanks to the last five years here, Jenny. If Cynthia wanted me to, I could pursue a metacorporate position. The possibilities are endless.”

      “The ZenTek deal is yours,” Credence said. “We’ve—”

      “It’s over, Jenny,” DeVries said. “Cynthia wants to try to…” He waved a hand, dismissive. “I don’t know, make this work.”

      Sweat beaded on Credence’s upper lip and trickled down her ribs, soaking into her dress. Hot tears tracked down her cheeks, stopping momentarily on her lips before continuing down to her chin.

      “No commitments, Jenny. We agreed on that from the start. It’s not like we took any vows or anything.”

      “I know.” She wiped the tears away. “That was my stipulation, remember?”

      DeVries had made it clear to everyone his marriage was over some time back. A big celebration, a change in routine. Women throughout the tower had quickly picked up the scent, talking about the prey over lunch in the dining facility. Many were put off by fear of being the rebound.

      Credence jumped at the sound of a knock; O’Neill stood in the doorway. She seemed startled, as if suddenly realizing he could have been there from the start, could have heard everything. It was as if she’d been so caught up in every move and word of DeVries that she would never have noticed without the knock.

      “I think it’s fixed,” O’Neill said. “I’ve got it downloading the latest software now. Should be ten, twenty minutes before its ready to test.”

      Credence stood and adjusted her dress, her hands shaking with apparent nervousness. “Thanks. Tom, why don’t we grab a coffee over at Istanbul?”

      DeVries glanced at O’Neill with a look that seemed both threatening and thankful, then exited the conference room. Credence followed, still wiping tears from her face. DeVries hovered close to her as they headed for the exit to the main hall.

      “Miss Credence?”

      Credence turned to look at O’Neill, clearly annoyed. “Yes?”

      “I’ll need your authorization to pay for the part.”

      Credence looked at DeVries. “Five minutes. If I’m not at the skywalk by then, go ahead. I’ll meet you there. Order me an espresso, please. An extra shot. I need it.” She rubbed at her eyes, which could have been red from lack of sleep or crying.

      DeVries hesitated for a moment, as if he were ready to argue with her, then he stiffly headed for the elevator. Credence watched him go, then let out a sigh and slumped. She was nothing more than a shadow of the woman who had entered the tower earlier. Her dress, her hairstyle…everything about her suddenly seemed out of place, alien, another fabrication. She yawned and walked over to the prototyper.

      “It’s been tough,” O’Neill said, his eyes trailing from Credence to the door DeVries had just left through. “Sometimes you get so caught up in what you think you’re seeing, you don’t see what’s right in front of you.” He pointed to a twenty-centimeter-long cylinder on the floor next to the machine. “I kept telling myself, ‘No way that’s broken. It looks perfectly fine, even under magnification. No cracks, no signs of any defects. Perfect.’ I guess that’s how it can be, though. Maybe I wanted it to be perfect?”

      Credence nodded, apparently still distracted. She looked at the prototyper’s console and flipped through a few diagnostics. Everything read green. She saw the invoice. “Five thousand dollars?”

      O’Neill chuckled. “I’m thinking you’re wishing everything was perfect now too?”

      Credence’s groan was barely audible. She gave a final glance at the machine, then authorized the payment. The invoice glowed happily. “MetaConceptual,” she mumbled as if in a trance.

      “That’s the part provider,” O’Neill said. “MetaConceptual.” When he repeated the word, Credence jumped as if an electrical shock had hit her.

      She shook her head and slowly made her way to the exit. She stopped at the door as if trying to steady herself or find her balance.

      “You okay?” O’Neill moved toward her, hand extended.

      Credence waved him back. “Yeah. I’ve been having trouble sleeping.” She looked back and blushed. “I’ve had the craziest nightmares. Is that stupid?”

      “No.” He slowly lowered his hand. “Trust me. I understand completely.”

      Credence opened the door and slowly walked toward the elevator, each step an apparently surprising challenge that she celebrated overcoming by taking another. At the elevator door, she turned and waved at O’Neill, as if she’d expected him to be in the office entryway, watching over her the whole time. The elevator door opened, and she stepped into the car and turned, eyes locked with O’Neill’s as he stepped into the hallway. She put her earpiece into her ear and shivered as the elevator door started to close.

      A few moments later, she exited on the thirtieth floor, stopping to catch her breath. She looked around, and her voice rose over the noise of the busy building. “Reference system.” She craned her neck and leaned on the rail, searching below. “Research United Nations records for a corporation by the name of MetaConceptual. Any variation. Detailed.”

      Her earpiece responded almost immediately, a deep, resonant voice with perfect enunciation. “There is no record of a corporation by that name registered with the United Nations.”

      “Search cartel and metacorporation records.”

      “There is no cartel or metacorporate entry for an entity registered under the name MetaConceptual,” the earpiece replied.

      Credence froze. All around her the world seemed at peace with itself. People walked by, blissfully absorbed in their fulfilling lives. They were the beneficiaries of record prosperity, unprecedented lows in unemployment and crime. War was a distant memory.

      “What’s wrong with me?” Credence whispered.

      She watched the people walk past her. She was just like them: brilliant, attractive enough, and successful. The nightmares seemed to be ruining her. There was no escaping that. She scanned the crowd again and edged forward until she had a better look at the skywalk at the end of the hallway.

      The skywalk entry was relatively crowded. A mountainous woman in a white, floral dress stepped from the elevators and bumped Credence hard, nearly knocking her down. She turned, looking angry, searching the crowd headed for the skywalk, possibly for the white dress, looking as if she might be uncertain about what she would say but ready to say it when the time came. She moved toward the woman in the white dress, who was entering the skywalk. A few meters beyond her, DeVries leaned against the skywalk’s glass, looking at the ground far below.

      Credence’s eyes locked on a man entering the tower from the skywalk. He wore an expensive, form-fitting pullover shirt and cotton pants, the sort of outfit that screamed success and confidence. He was wiry, his arms knotted with muscle. Designer sunglasses hid his eyes. Even so, it seemed that he was watching her.

      She staggered, as if her legs were suddenly incapable of supporting her. She closed her eyes and spread her arms. The feeling seemed to pass as quickly as it came.

      Her eyes opened again, and she looked back at the man in the pullover. She recoiled. The man wore a black bodysuit and hood that resembled a scuba outfit. Metal-rimmed goggles with glowing red lenses covered his eyes. A bulky, holstered gun rested against the left side of his chest.

      Credence gasped even as the man stiffened. She looked around, moving as if in a panic, and seemed to relax slightly once she saw there were no others dressed as he was. No one else seemed the least bit concerned about either of them.

      Then the man mumbled something she couldn’t hear and stepped away, reaching for the holstered pistol.
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      Credence let out an ear-piercing scream and charged the rubber-suited man. Before the gun cleared the holster, she was on him. She grabbed his hand with both of hers. He tried to shove her aside with his free hand, but she drove her shoulder into his chest, temporarily pinning the hand. Almost immediately he began to overpower her, forcing the gun barrel toward her head. She desperately drove a knee into his groin, lifting him off the ground. He gasped and buckled, pulling her closer, and in that instant she shoved the gun into his face and squeezed her fingers over his trigger finger.

      The gun emitted a loud, piercing blast, and the top half of the man’s head evaporated in a fine, pink spray. Heavier particles arced away from the twitching body and splattered the ground behind, slicking the floor. The stench of the man’s bowels and bladder evacuating filled the air.

      Credence fell away and retched, slipping slightly in the gore. The body hit the wall and bounced forward, sprawling on the floor. The mist of blood now spraying from the head made crazy, dark, patterns on the carpeting.

      The crowd around Credence had gone silent, recoiling in horror at the brutality of the murder. She looked at them; they stared back, blank-eyed. She stumbled as if another wave of dizziness had hit her, but instead she shook herself and seemed to stabilize. Finally someone screamed, and the stillness broke. People ran, crawled, and leapt, apparently desperate to get away from her.

      “No.” Credence looked around, eyes distant and glassy. “Istanbul. Coffee. MetaConceptual.” She mouthed the words over and over again.

      It was as if the screaming was somewhere else, and the hot blood on her face and hands wasn’t real. Her trembling fingers clutched at the blood-slicked gun. She looked down at the body, and everything seemed to come back to her.

      “Tom!” She looked past the corpse and the retreating crowd and up the hall to the skywalk.

      DeVries stood in the skywalk, oblivious to the wave of panicked onlookers fleeing the scene. They moved around him like waves breaking on an unyielding boulder. He stared at Credence, mouth open, forehead wrinkled.

      “Tom!” She ran for the skywalk. Her practical heels suddenly seemed beyond her ability to manage.

      DeVries backed away as she approached the skywalk entry.

      Suddenly, the shrieks of the retreating crowd were drowned out, replaced by the groan of structural composites, glass, and steel failing. Credence came to a wobbly stop and watched, incredulous, as the skywalk simply buckled. It started at the center, then advanced to the point where it was anchored to the tower, and then it pulled away from the far building. DeVries stared at Credence, as if what he’d seen her do was somehow more horrifying than his own imminent demise.

      One moment the skywalk was there, DeVries transfixed, unmoving; the next it was gone and DeVries with it.

      “Tom?” Credence staggered toward the opening in the wall.

      “Jenny?”

      Credence turned at the sound of O’Neill’s voice. She looked at him with an unsteady gaze, as if she were trying to make sense of what she was seeing. He wore the same coveralls he’d been wearing before. He was still a tall, athletic, middle-aged man. Yet she acted as if he were completely different, as if he gave off an aura of menace.

      “Jared? What’s…?” Credence looked at the hole that had been the skywalk.

      “We need to get out of here.” O’Neill took the gun from her shaking hand and stuffed it inside his coveralls.

      “My nightmare. This is just like my nightmare. Nothing makes sense.” Credence swooned slightly. “Tom was going to leave her for me. Tom was…” Wind tugged them toward the hole.

      “If you don’t move now, you’ll die never understanding.” O’Neill waved for her to follow. “Now.”

      O’Neill walked to the elevator. His pace was crisp, efficient. Credence struggled to keep up. She looked at her shoes and gasped as if for the first time realizing how cheap and shoddy they appeared.

      The elevator door opened and O’Neill grabbed her arm, pulling her after him. She seemed to barely hold in a gasp, and for a moment she pulled against his grip, as if she wasn’t sure about his intentions. He was big, powerful, a laborer among the elite. It was common knowledge the lower classes would be attracted to someone like her—or at least to her wealth. As the elevator door closed, she looked at his coveralls.

      She cocked her head slightly. “They’re so clean…”

      “What?”

      “Your coveralls.” She looked at her dress and blushed. “Oh my god. What…” She covered herself where the dress was torn. “This is new. I just bought it.”

      “Jenny—”

      “Maybe it’s the elevator light?” She ran her hands over all the wrinkles, stains, and frayed fabric.

      “Jenny, it’s coming back to you,” O’Neill said. It was a statement, an assertion. “MetaConceptual. Think about it, Jenny. MetaConceptual. Say it.”

      Credence mouthed the word, but it looked like she was just doing it to cooperate, maybe out of fear. She stared at her shoes again.

      O’Neill leaned against the elevator door, and the material of his coveralls shifted as the muscles in his back bunched. “We’re in danger.”

      Credence shifted away from him. “What?”

      O’Neill’s brow wrinkled. “What?”

      “You said we were in danger.”

      “We are in danger, but I didn’t say anything.” He put a powerful hand on her shoulder. “You need to concentrate.”

      The elevator chimed, and the door opened. O’Neill stepped out, once again grabbing her arm and pulling her after him. He fast-walked toward the escalator, his pace just short of a jog.

      Credence wobbled unsteadily, blinking as if she were dealing with another wave of dizziness. She gasped suddenly as if awakening from a dream.

      The carpeting beneath O’Neill’s feet—once plush, vibrant, scarlet—was a tattered and stained ruin. As they neared the escalators, they resolved into greasy, grimy, and unstable platforms. Rather than running in fear like the people who’d seen her shoot the man in the black suit, the people on the escalator shambled around, oblivious. They weren’t the sort of beautiful, successful people who populated the sparkling towers. These folk were plain, unkempt, detached, and dressed in the same castaway clothing she was wearing.

      As her eyes scanned the escalator, two more of the men in the scuba suits set foot on the steps coming up.

      “Keep your cool,” O’Neill said. “They’re just scanning—”

      Credence jerked, and O’Neill cursed.

      The men turned, focused on her, and reached for their guns.

      “Dammit! Get down!” O’Neill growled as he shoved her away and produced a pistol from inside his coveralls, sighting in on the strange men.

      The pistol roared, and high-pitched blasts sounded in return. Blood and bits of flesh sprayed down as the somnambulistic passengers took the worst of the attacks. A moment later, O’Neill offered Credence his hand, tugged her to her feet, and pulled her forward, shoving a path through the crowd.

      Credence glanced over her shoulder and gasped, apparently surprised at the devastation left in their wake. The men in black lay on the escalator steps, blood leaking from several wounds. The innocents who had survived the exchange seemed unaware of what had just happened, even while caught in the wash of blood from the dead and wounded.

      Credence let out a deep, throaty sound. “Wh-what’s going on?”

      O’Neill hauled her onward. “Keep moving.”

      They surged through the crowd, continuing ever downward until they reached the bottom floor. Rather than take the front door, O’Neill ran for the cafeteria. As they ran, smells became stronger. It was clear that Credence was expecting the enticing aromas of a four-star dining experience, but these odors were more along the lines of a greasy diner. When they entered a narrow hallway, Credence’s nose wrinkled.

      “Oh! Is that me? I…” She looked around. “How long has it been since I showered? I don’t—”

      “Not now.” O’Neill pulled her along. “MetaConceptual. Keep it in your head.”

      Except for a handful of staff working their way methodically through preparations, the cafeteria was empty. O’Neill pushed past a hostess trying to shove them back out, and a moment later they were in the kitchen. Credence gasped—it was a cluttered, unsanitary mess. Kitchens weren’t pristine, organized operations in most instances, but the disarray and filth on display in this room was beyond deplorable. She gagged as rats popped up from inside a stack of pots and pans.

      None of the staff seemed to pay the vermin any attention.

      A hallway, a sharp turn, and then a door, and beyond the door, an alleyway, and they were outside the towers.

      Credence looked around, and her jaw dropped.

      “See it for what it is,” O’Neill said. “No rising towers, no glittering glass, no bright sunlight. Okay? This is reality. Graffiti, concrete walls, shattered windows, and dull steel. You getting it?”

      Rotting garbage cluttered the alley. The stench was smothering in the thick air. Smog obscured the buildings above one hundred meters.

      Credence came to a stop. “Jared, I can’t go on. I’m…I…”

      O’Neill gently released her. He reloaded the pistol and scanned the alleyway. “Okay. Take a second. Catch your breath. You’ve been out of it for a bit, so you’re probably having a hard time keeping up.”

      Credence shook her head, and her features became pinched. “You need to tell me what’s going on here. Where am I? What’s happening to me? I woke up this morning and went to work. This isn’t right. None of this is right. It’s not where I was. It’s not who I am.”

      O’Neill chuckled wryly. “It is who you are. You didn’t wake up this morning. You woke up a few minutes ago, when you saw that man for what he was, and he tried to kill you. You’re just now seeing everything as it truly is.”

      Credence closed her eyes and winced as if she were in pain.

      “The headache,” O’Neill said. “Yeah. Don’t fight it. You’re just going to have to push through it. It would be better if we got you somewhere safer.”

      Credence pressed a hand to her forehead as if to keep her head from exploding. “Can’t you give me a straight answer? Just one?”

      “All right. I’ll start with this. My name’s not Jared O’Neill. It’s Jack Rimes.”

      Credence opened her eyes and gasped. “Jack? Oh…the memories.” She gasped. “We failed?”

      “Not yet. Something went wrong. I don’t know what. But if we stay here, we will fail. Can you move now?”

      He reached for her again, and she took his hand. The roar of one of the city’s service vehicles echoed through the street outside the alley. Rimes turned and considered his pistol, but thought better of it.

      They ran, him leading, her following. He kept a pace she could match, but before long she was gasping. Where possible, they kept to the alleys, using the streets sparingly, and then only when he assured her there were no cameras. He led them through a store at one point, helping her find a pair of running shoes, and then exiting again before the service vehicles arrived. He didn’t have to explain it: their presence was flashing on the Grid.

      Finally, Credence seemed to get a sense again of what it was like to run. She had spoken around the office with pride about how toned and fit she was, but as she slipped on the running shoes she gasped at her unshaven, shapeless legs. She started to cry then, but Rimes pushed her on.

      Every time she tried to ask a question he held up a hand.

      Wait.

      She stayed silent, but the growl of the engines of the black, bug-like vans following them was apparently something Rimes heard before her. He kept her moving, and eventually she stopped interrupting their progress and focused instead on their surroundings.

      They had just entered another alley when the sound of screeching tires and growling engines announced the approach of the vans. The echoes bounced off the alley walls, rising and finally dying in the smog overhead.

      Rimes stopped for a moment, listened, and tried to gauge the vehicles’ positions. He sprinted, and Credence did her best to keep up. They were almost to the end of the alley when one of the vans skidded to a halt ahead of them. Rimes turned and saw another of the vehicles blocking the opposite end.

      “I hope you remember how to use this,” he said as he tossed her the pistol he’d killed the scuba men with. He drew another pistol from inside his coveralls. “Small profile. Center mass. Remember? Those bullets are going to tear through their armor like tissue paper. Don’t waste them. You don’t want to be taken prisoner.”
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      Rimes pressed himself against the alley wall and knelt, forcing away thoughts of the day’s heat and the sweat that made the T-shirt beneath the coveralls cling to him like a second skin. He didn’t have time to watch Credence, even though he was worried about her. The way she stank, the condition of her clothes and body…she’d completely let herself go, but he had to trust she would remember what she’d been trained to do.

      When the first of the men rounded the corner into the alley, there wasn’t time to think. Rimes’s gun whined, and the man’s head exploded in a red mist. Behind the man, Rimes could hear movement, followed by return fire. Debris rained down from the wall.

      The moment demanded every iota of concentration Rimes could muster.

      The men in black were capable, and their weapons were deadly, but they weren’t elite. Combat experience—the difference between a steady hand and a wild shot—meant more than weapon design, and Rimes had combat experience. Far too much combat experience. Still, he was outnumbered.

      One after the other, the men moved forward, each covering the other, pinning Rimes down with a stream of fire, blinding him with the fine dust of pulverized brick and concrete.

      Rimes fell back and let them enter the alleyway, mindful that Credence had no more experience in combat than the men in black. He could hear her occasional screams, but every now and then the pistol roared. She was still up and trying, and that was what he needed at the moment.

      Whining guns forced Rimes to the ground just as the first of the scuba men dashed into the alleyway. Rimes took a quick shot, and the man’s right leg crumpled before exploding in a burst of bone and muscle.

      Rimes rolled farther back as the man fell to the ground, clutching at the bloody stump. Another of the men ran into Rimes’s sight, this one crouched lower and aiming, but he had his gun trained on the area where Rimes had fired from. By the time the scuba man tracked Rimes to his new position, Rimes had the man sighted. Rimes’s gun screamed, and the man’s left arm exploded just below the shoulder. He fired, and a section of the cracked asphalt a few feet in front of Rimes exploded. Rimes fired again, and the bottom half of the man’s head misted.

      Footsteps. Running. Rimes ran to the end of the alleyway and sent a blast into the back of the last fleeing man, blowing a hole in his back, exposing ribs and spine.

      Rimes fell back into the alley; Credence was in serious trouble.

      Rimes ejected the weapon’s magazine, retrieved a spare from one of the dropped weapons, and reloaded. He stayed low, hunched against the wall, weapon ready.

      One of the men in black was visible, advancing down the alley toward Credence. The others were firing at her, forcing her to keep her head down. She was covered in red and gray dust, curled up about twenty feet from Rimes, flinching with each weapon whine.

      Rimes waited until the approaching scuba man was close enough to draw a bead on Credence, then popped up and sent a shot into the man’s face. The headgear exploded, taking a good chunk of flesh and bone with it. The man let out a terrible, wet scream and collapsed. Rimes advanced, sighting in on the next scuba man to come into view. Rimes shot at the man’s chest, and when that failed to kill him outright, Rimes moved closer and sent another shot into the man’s gut. Blood exploded into the air, and the alleyway became thick with the stench of ruptured viscera.

      The weapons kept firing, and a shot managed to nick Credence in the ribs when she tried to crawl back toward Rimes. She screamed, and then went silent.

      Rimes assured himself she couldn’t be dead. There was little blood, and the energy of the shot had clipped her on the right side. He advanced, plucked his pistol from Credence’s limp fingers, and then pressed himself against the wall.

      It sounded like there was only one man firing, but he was doing so as fast as his gun could manage. Rimes fell back. The weapon was close enough that he could feel its power, even when the shots missed. He checked his pistol’s magazine. More than one round. That would do.

      He rolled across the alleyway, spat chunks of asphalt away when the scuba man’s shots came close, and then came to a stop against the opposite wall. Rimes reverse belly-crawled deeper into the alleyway, out of danger, and he waited, pistol ready.

      The scuba man ran into view and took a shot. It went over Rimes’s head; dust and fragments rained down on him. Rimes shot, catching the scuba man in the gut. He clutched at his abdomen and fell to a knee.

      Rimes sent another round into the wounded man’s heart.

      Rimes stood after the alleyway went silent. He stopped to recover weapons and headgear, then inspected Credence. The wound wasn’t deep, but flesh had been seared away over a three- or four-centimeter area. It would be painful but manageable.

      “Jenny?”

      Credence’s eyes opened slowly, and she began to cry.

      “We have to keep going.” He pulled her up by her arms and tried to get her to look into his eyes. “Can you do it?”

      Credence bit her lip and managed to stand with a lot of help. She gasped as the pain hit her. “Oh—”

      “It’s okay. It’ll numb up. We just can’t let you slip into shock, okay?”

      Before she could collapse, Rimes hooked her arm around his neck and grabbed her hip. He shifted so that the wound would be as far away from his hand as possible and began moving her down the alley. For the first few steps, it was rough going, but they finally found a rhythm. Once Credence seemed to have a sense of the pain, she fought through it, until finally she was largely walking on her own.

      It was another kilometer before Rimes stopped. They stood in an alleyway looking across a narrow street that was more pothole than hardtop. Opposite the alley, framed by two burned-out husks that had probably once been commercial buildings, a three-meter-high fence surrounded what looked like an old automobile repair shop. Even in the daylight, everything about the shop looked dark.

      “Is that home?” Credence asked, her breathing arrhythmic and jagged.

      “Yeah. Assuming it’s still safe. There’s no video surveillance in this area. Nothing but druggies and people on their last stretch here. They don’t send their vans and drones through. At least not that I’ve seen.” Rimes scanned the skies. “I don’t like doing this in broad daylight, but we don’t have a choice.”

      They waited a minute more, then Rimes casually walked across the street and unlocked the smaller of two gates. He swung it open and waved Credence across, locking the gate behind her. He led her across the parking lot, maintaining his distance.

      “Rimes?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m going to be sick.”

      Rimes pointed at the side of the shop, away from any doors. “Over there. By the fence if you can.”

      Credence hissed as she tried to walk for the fence. He could see her shaking and knew exactly what she was feeling. That she was even able to walk was a testament to her will and strength.

      She staggered against the fence, shivered, and emptied her stomach. She gasped for air, shivered again, and then threw up a little more.

      “That should do it,” Rimes said. He pointed into the shadows beyond the shop’s front entry. “It’s cooler inside. Not by much, but you’ll appreciate it.”

      Credence staggered across the lot, then through the doorway, sighing once she was in the shade. She was perspiring heavily, so it wasn’t surprising that she began shivering fairly quickly. She leaned against the cinder block wall as Rimes closed the door behind them.

      “This used to be a waiting area,” Rimes said, pointing to silhouettes on the blank walls and floor and tapping the counter that still stood. “Shelves back there to store inventory. You’d come into a place like this, get your car worked on, maybe buy parts.”

      “You had a car?”

      Rimes shook his head. “My father did, before he drank all his money away. He was a football player for a bit. American football, back when that was a thing. And a congressman. I can remember riding around in it. Or maybe I can remember my mother telling me about riding around in it. I’m not so sure I trust memories anymore.”

      Sweat trickled down Credence’s face as she rocked gently. “Is there a light back there?”

      Light leaked through black-painted windows beyond the shelving, and more light came from another door just beyond the counter and to the left. “Sunlight. The windows are painted over, but not completely. That might look a little too suspicious.”

      “Yeah.”

      An interior door stood open to Credence’s right. Harsh chemical smells emanated from the impenetrable shadows there. She licked her lips and nodded at the opened door. “What’s in there?”

      “Bathrooms.” Rimes walked to the doorway. Beyond the shadows he could just make out another door—also open—and a large, dark room. “In there, that’s where they used to work on cars. Maintenance bays, supply rooms, workbenches. Water’s not working, but I’ve snuck quite a bit in and set up a basic shower. You can clean up if you’d like.”

      Credence nodded. Then she slumped to the ground and cried. Rimes watched her impassively for a few seconds, and then he walked behind the counter and began reloading the pistol’s spent magazine.

      “I-I’m trying to put this together in my head, Jack, and it’s not working,” Credence said between sobs. “I’ve got the nightmares and the dreams and the world I was living in and…this place. And I know you somehow, but I can’t remember how or why or when. You’re not O’Neill. That was someone else. Scott? Is that right? Scott O’Neill?”

      Rimes glanced at her but said nothing.

      “Why are they after me? What is all this?”

      Rimes set down the magazine he’d been loading and looked at Credence. “You asked if we’ve failed. What did you mean by that?”

      Credence’s crying slowly wound down until it was just jagged breathing. She wiped snot and tears on her forearm. A few more sobs and tears snuck through, but she seemed to blink them away. After a moment, she leaned her head against the cinder block wall. “I think I know what you mean about not trusting memories. I mean…” She shook her head. “We came here to free Scott. Right? We had to stop them.”

      “Stop who?”

      Credence seemed about to answer, then stopped. “I can’t remember.”

      “They won’t let you remember,” Rimes said, shoving the magazine back into his coveralls and reloading his pistol with another magazine he took from behind the counter. “That’s the problem. You can break free for moments at a time. You said you were having nightmares and couldn’t sleep. Can you remember what they were like?”

      Credence blinked and seemed to struggle through a bout of sniffles. “They were terrible. Vague for the most part. Nonsensical. I remember explosions and death. I remember being in space. With Scott. I was in space with Scott. And it happened, it…they…” Her brow wrinkled. “You were there, weren’t you?”

      Rimes rubbed at the scar on his temple, agitated. “Yeah. It seems like a long time ago, but I was there. You saw something today that triggered the other memories. Maybe it unlocked your nightmares. Something got through to you.”

      “Tom,” Credence said, closing her eyes. “It was the skywalk collapsing. I’ve seen that in my nightmares.”

      “You reacted before that,” Rimes said. “I was following you, watching. When you went down to meet him you lost your balance, and then you reacted to one of the men in black.”

      “Right. Yes. The woman in the white dress ran into me. I was looking for Tom, and she just shoved me aside. Then I saw the man in black. Only he wasn’t a man in black, not at first. He realized I could see him for what he was, and he went for his gun.”

      “So you were having problems before the skywalk collapsed. You’d seen that happen in a nightmare, or at least that’s what your mind told you when it happened. What caused the problems? Can you recall that?”

      “No. Everything was going okay today. I saw you while I was walking into the building, just like most days.”

      “I’ve been watching you for a bit now,” Rimes said.

      “Tom was getting ready to leave me today.” Credence fought through a half-sob. “We’d been having fights since his wife offered to try and patch things up. Even she respects the value of marriage. They have kids. How crazy is that? She didn’t carry them or anything, but her eggs, his sperm. He was getting ready to break it off when you told us you’d fixed the prototyper.”

      Rimes grunted. “You know that? That he was going to break it off?”

      “Yes. I could feel it coming.”

      “I was watching the whole time, Jenny. You two weren’t doing much more than staring at each other. That’s how life goes under this…illusion.”

      Credence blinked rapidly and gently probed around the wound. “I was sure of it, though. He’d been sending signals for days, and it had only gotten worse with the prototyper breaking. And then you fixed it with that component from—”

      “Component from where?” Rimes asked, trying to hide his excitement.

      Credence screwed up her face, as if trying to remember. “MetaConceptual.”

      Rimes smiled. “What does that mean to you?”

      Credence mouthed the name and shook her head, her eyes distant and unfocused. “They’re a metacorporation. They’re everywhere, in everything.”

      “They’re not real,” Rimes said. “They’re a false memory we created before we came here. We knew we might fall under this thing’s influence, and we needed a way to get free. We came up with MetaConceptual. Remember? We are MetaConceptual.”

      Credence smiled. “Yes! Yes! I remember it now! We knew we weren’t likely to be immune. MetaConceptual. How did we think we could break free?”

      Rimes pointed to the crescent-shaped scar on his right temple. “I’ve been pretty capable of dealing with telepaths and the like since I suffered this. And we had help. Others. We just need to get everyone together.”

      Credence remembered the scar. “So, something went wrong?”

      “This thing’s powerful.”

      “This … thing?”

      “You need to remember it on your own. It took us deep and complete. Everyone’s spread out over a pretty large area.” Rimes couldn’t hide his frustration. “I’ve located a few people besides you. I’m ready to start bringing them in, but I didn’t want to have to operate alone.”

      “Thank you.”

      “For what? This isn’t going to be easy, Jenny.” Rimes looked around at the shop, at Credence’s sickly form, at what passed for an arsenal. “We don’t have much to work with. You’re not a soldier, and you’re already wounded. This thing, it’s much worse than I expected. It’s like a drug. It’s an effort just to fight it, but you’re going to have to. Keep MetaConceptual in your mind. Remember back to our story.”

      “I will.” She groaned softly. “Thank you anyway. For picking me first.”

      Rimes shook his head at her optimism. “I’ve got some medicine and bandages. Get cleaned up and I’ll do what I can for that wound.”

      “Jack, what do you remember?”

      Rimes turned away from her. “Not much,” he lied.

      “Can’t you share with me? I want this to make more sense.”

      Rimes ducked behind the counter and fidgeted with a travel bag full of gear. “My memories are pretty unreliable. They come and go.”

      “Please?”

      Rimes stood, looking defeated. “Okay.” He sighed softly and stared through the front door’s tinted glass at the muted sunlight. It was sweltering outside, but nothing like he remembered. “I remember Sahara…”
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      Hot winds blasted the desert, creating a fog of sand that hung near Rimes’s knees. Intense sunlight revealed forms jogging through the tan haze. Like him, the forms were leaning defiantly into the storm. Every now and then the haze thinned, and he could see that they wore uniforms and carried combat gear: weapons, armor, backpacks. He checked his Battlefield Awareness System display and confirmed that each of the forms was separated from the other by three meters, and they alternated a meter forward or behind an imaginary line drawn via his position. Despite the merciless heat and driving wind, everyone’s discipline was holding up.

      After a moment, a form at the head of the formation held up a hand. The signal was relayed back to the rear, both by each person holding up his hand and via the BAS.

      Rimes took a sip from his suit’s recycler, winced at the almost flavorless fluid, and stepped past the scout. Far overhead, a meteor arced across the sky, flaring brightly. The trail of pale vapor caught Rimes’s eye.

      Memories stirred as he imagined himself once again in a shuttle that raced dangerously across that same sky. The planet had been nameless then. It was no shuttle plunging through the atmosphere now but several tons of ice harvested from nearby objects. He wondered why there was only one. The drones always harvested in pairs. Something about the lone vapor trail touched him, troubled him.

      "You’re going nuts," Rimes muttered.

      He shrugged off the trivial oddity, then he jogged forward to a point where the sand gave way to rock before plunging into a narrow valley. It was nearly twenty meters deep and easily twice as wide, stretching dozens of meters to his right and left before narrowing and twisting out of sight.

      “Have your squads take a rest,” Rimes said into his earpiece. “Fifteen minutes. I want scouts out. Two hundred meters. Status updates, imagery online, five minutes.”

      The orders were relayed through the command structure, and four soldiers sprinted from the formation while their comrades dropped to the ground. Rimes observed the unit’s operations wordlessly. There were many voices, many accents, but one language, one message. The unit’s efficiency and effectiveness were exceptional. He hoped it was never tested. There had been relative peace for a few years, but it couldn’t last.

      It never did.

      One of the soldiers broke from the others and walked up to Rimes, looking past him into the valley. On Rimes’s BAS, the soldier’s ID was Meyers, Lonny, Captain. While Rimes was thick in the chest, the soldier was slender, almost small. The two said nothing for a moment, their posture comfortable, that of old comrades. A minute passed as Rimes wandered the corridors of his memories.

      “Are we doing this?” Meyers asked.

      “Yeah.” Rimes descended the stone wall cautiously, hands reaching for familiar grips, feet finding ready holds. At the bottom, he checked the time. Ten minutes. More than enough. He removed his helmet, ignoring the harsh wind and grit. Beside him the other soldier did the same. His sandy-blond hair was too short for the wind to affect, but his soft brown eyes were squinted. He had a pointed chin and a strong jaw that had a resolved set to it.

      They walked to an area protected by an overhang. A plaque of polished black marble, etched with names, lined a section of the wall. Rimes ran his gloved fingers over the names as he had before. His fingers lingered over the names that held special meaning for him: Staff Sergeant Richard Pasqual, Lieutenant Timothy Durban, Lieutenant Ikumi Watanabe, Special Agent Sheila Fontana. At the end he touched a final name: Andrea Rimes. His fingers pulled back, hovered, and touched the area again.

      Sheila, Ikumi, Rick, Andrea. I’m so sorry.

      Meyers’s voice pulled Rimes back from his thoughts. “You ever have regrets?”

      “Every day.” Rimes turned to look at Meyers. In a few short years they’d both aged visibly, but Meyers had somehow managed to avoid the worst of it. Five years commanding the Elite Response Force, and Rimes felt as if he’d lived a lifetime. The weight of the world never seemed to leave his shoulders.

      “Passing on the cartel offer?”

      “No,” Rimes said with a calm smile. “After the initial excitement, it hit us what it would mean. Living in an orbital…Molly would have hated that.”

      “She hates living on Plymouth.” Meyers chuckled so softly the wind nearly smothered the sound of it.

      “It’s too small for her.”

      “Forty million’s small?”

      “To her. Anyway, this would’ve been worse. A real hate, not just complaining. She’s terrified of space. The idea of a shuttle jump sets her on edge. That’s probably all that’s kept her on Plymouth.” Rimes winced at the truth behind the joke. “You?”

      Meyers shook his head. “The stigma of being in the military when the UN kicked the metacorporations off-planet may have hurt my employment prospects, but all that did was give me better perspective when you offered me the commission.”

      Rimes laughed soundlessly. “Sorry about that. What about Kara?”

      “Nah. We’re happy where we’re at.” The pain on Meyers’s face said otherwise. “So?”

      Rimes stared blankly.

      “What regrets?” There was gentle insistence in Meyers’s voice.

      “Oh.” Rimes stared at the marble sadly. “Sometimes, Lonny, I lie awake at night and wonder what I’ve done to get to where I am. There’s so much blood on my hands.”

      “There’s not a person who died who didn’t know what they signed up for.”

      “Yeah.” Rimes looked at the grave markers and the lonely, sand-blasted canyon. “It’s a shithole of a place to die.”

      “There’s no such thing as a good place to die, Jack. Some poor son of a bitch is blown to pieces in a market in Tunis, another gets his brains blown out in Munich, and someone else freezes to death when their ship’s reactor fails halfway out to Mumbai colony. What’s the difference between that and dying with your loved ones next to you? Not much. You’re still dead.”

      “Comfort,” Rimes said after a moment. “I think there’s something to be said about having your loved ones there with you at the end.”

      “I ever tell you about my friend, Terry Lewis?” Meyers looked skyward.

      Rimes shook his head. He and Meyers had shared a lot of stories over the years, but the name didn’t ring a bell. Their Commando and Ranger classes were separated by a few years; so, along with common acquaintances and experiences there were also the inevitable gaps. The Army was an insatiable beast.

      “Terry was a good guy. I met him in the 75th. He was a sergeant when I left the Rangers for the Commandos. He loved the Ranger life and wasn’t cut out for the Commandos, so he never tried out. He was married, like you. Two kids. Pretty wife.”

      “You making this up?”

      “True story.” Meyers raised his hand in oath. “Terry’s platoon was on patrol in what used to be Yemen. Peacekeeping when another warlord decided to declare he was taking control. You know the drill. So, they’re patrolling the streets of northern Sana’a, about ten klicks south of the airport. You want to talk shithole? Now that’s a shithole. This place they’re patrolling, it’s a nice area, almost upscale. Apartments, nice little houses with yards, schools, electricity, the works. Terry’s riding in a Wolverine. Reinforced, with one of those six mil quad 320 shredder systems? They can cut right through an APC.”

      “Yeah.” Rimes had seen the weapons before. As effective as they were against armor, they were horrifying against personnel.

      “Well, they’re coming down a pretty major thoroughfare when there’s a car accident ahead of them. They swerve off the road and head down a smaller street to avoid it. It could’ve been a trap. The warlord had a bunch of fanatical followers—car bombs, bomb vests, the works. As they’re heading down this side street, they see a suspicious-looking vehicle. A big SUV. You know how people still drive private vehicles over there. Anyway, it’s speeding, advancing on them fast, ignoring the message blasting over the Wolverine’s speakers to stop immediately. They had to act quick. Even a Wolverine can be taken out by a big enough explosion. Terry opened fire. Split that SUV right down the middle.”

      “Was it a bomber?”

      Meyers shook his head. “A mother and her daughters. They were coming home from the hospital. Her oldest daughter just had a baby. Three generations of women killed. Nothing left of the baby but the hands and one of the feet.”

      Rimes closed his eyes as if that could help block out the image. “Why?”

      “Why didn’t they stop? They had the radio cranked up. Even with all the damage done the radio was still playing when they reached the vehicle. Terry said it was some sort of celebration song. He figured they were probably singing along to it, completely oblivious to the Wolverine.”

      “At least they had each other,” Rimes said half-heartedly. He knelt in front of a grave marker.

      “I’m sure that mattered.” Meyers looked at the grave marker Rimes was examining and caught the name: Andrea Rimes. “How’re things going with Molly?”

      Rimes hesitated for a moment, then pulled his helmet back on. He opened the visor but avoided Meyers’s eyes. “We’ll get by.”

      “No one would’ve said a thing if you’d backed out of this exercise, you know.”

      “I’m not worried about what people say. You know that.”

      Meyers wiped sand from his face. “You’re not worried about leaving her there with Pearson still on post?”

      “No,” Rimes replied. I’m not really sure how I feel. Maybe I am worried at some level. “We’ve hashed it out. What’s done is done. I made my mistake; now she’s made hers. I can’t sit in judgment. I don’t have the ground to stand on.”

      “He’s a fucking predator. I don’t trust him.”

      “You’re letting your situation with Kara cloud your objectivity.”

      Meyers snorted. “Objectivity? What’s there to be objective about? What he did with Kara proves my point. He waited until we had a little friction and I was away on training, and then he went after her. Like I said, he’s a predator.”

      Rimes lowered his head and closed his eyes. No judgment. No one was innocent. “He’s a solid soldier. Molly was vulnerable. I wasn’t there for her; he was. She said he made her feel special. I was too caught up in my career. I missed the signals. She was getting to an age…to a point in her life where she needed to feel young and alive and wanted. I didn’t realize that; he did.”

      “You’re repeating the counseling message,” Meyers said, annoyed. “You’ve invested everything in that marriage. You’ve got two boys who are probably trying to figure out what the hell’s going on. She was selfish, and he’s a scumbag who should be brought up on charges. He’s not fit for command. And now you either suck it up and kiss her ass, or you’re bankrupted and she takes your kids from you. It’s fucked up.”

      “He’s being reassigned.” Rimes struggled to contain the rage smoldering just below the surface. A part of him, an alien part he’d only just started to control, dreamed of bloody revenge. “We’re healing. Part of the healing will only come with his departure. More will come with time. Marriage is a challenge. I think it’s tougher to figure out than any strategy we’ve ever been asked to put together. There’s so much give and take. We’re always fighting and asking forgiveness.”

      “Not for me.” Meyers waved a hand vigorously. “I don’t think it’s for anyone, honestly. Single until the day I die. Listen to you. You’re just living in denial. Forgiveness? Healing? She slept with your XO.”

      “Let it go. I told you, I’m fine. Dwelling on the loss and pain, it’s not healthy. We’re going to work through this. I don’t need you to believe me. I believe me. Molly believes me. That’s what matters.”

      Meyers slipped his helmet back on and popped the visor open. “We’ve known each other, what, five, six years? When Rick told me about you he said you weren’t like most officers. He said you were a Commando, one of the best of the best. And when I met you, I realized what made you exceptional was your integrity. Good and bad, you’ve always been honest with yourself and with everyone you deal with. You take that integrity away, you’re just another soldier. Anyone can be trained to kill people. It takes a special person to do what you do. Are you still that special person if you keep lying to yourself?”

      “Let it go, Lonny.”

      Meyers closed his visor. He stared at Rimes a moment longer, then at the plaque. Rimes watched Meyers for a moment, then turned back to the plaque again. The names summoned faces that glared back at him, victims of an alien creation that had lived off deceit and manipulation. It had been a parasite, a virus, a destroyer. We nearly let it free. We nearly missed its threat. Would I see it today if it were right in front of me?

      Rimes glanced at his timer. They were approaching the deadline he’d set and he hadn’t even reviewed the perimeter video. He pulled it up as he began the ascent.

      The ascent was tougher than Rimes remembered. As he climbed, he talked with his squad leaders. Meyers normally handled such things, but he was silent at the moment. Rimes realized Meyers’s concern wasn't just for a friend, but for the battalion.

      Relative peace or not, there were enemies to deal with. The UN was helmed by deficit hawks desperate to gut spending at an accelerated pace, and even a diminished—some would argue hollow—military made for an easy target. Rimes’s ERF battalion was a glaring expense, built as it was to deal with a threat no one believed existed. All it took was someone pushing the belief that peace was real, inevitable, and sustainable, and the hundreds of millions of dollars spent every quarter keeping an elite unit trained and equipped would be nothing but a memory.

      Rimes cleared the valley and immediately turned to help Meyers up. The wind had intensified, but they were close enough to see each other’s eyes through the haze and the semi-opaque visors. Rimes locked eyes with Meyers for a moment, saw trust and concern rather than doubt and animosity. It was all Rimes needed to see.

      Once out of the canyon, Meyers waved the squad leaders in. “Listen up. We’ve got ten klicks to camp. At this pace, we’ll reach the research station in two day—”

      Rimes lowered his head at the sound of an incoming call. It was the Valdez. “This is Colonel Rimes, Valdez. Go ahead.”

      Captain Jeremy Brigston’s voice sounded clear over the channel. When video filled the display area of Rimes’s helmet, Brigston’s light bronze skin was wrinkled with worry. His pale-brown eyes—normally remarkably calm—squinted, giving his unremarkable face a rare hint of character. “Colonel, we have a situation. We’re detecting multiple signals at the edge of our scanning range. They’re not responding to hailing attempts. I’ve launched shuttles to retrieve you and your soldiers, but if the other force engages we won’t be able to bring you up.”

      “Numbers? Configuration?”

      “Fifteen,” Brigston said with remarkable calm. “One capital ship of unfamiliar make and three frigate-sized vessels. The rest are some sort of gunship.”

      Frigates and a capital ship? Who could even field a task force of that size? “Can you handle a force like that?”

      “My guess is we’re about to find out.” Brigston’s voice suddenly deepened as he spoke to the bridge crew. “Call to general quarters, Commander Steele. I want a status update from the entire task force. Let’s be sharp about it.” Brigston lowered his voice again. “They’ve opened fire, so communications are likely to be spotty going forward. Use those shuttles wisely, Jack. I’ll keep video feeds running as long as we have the bandwidth. Valdez out.”

      Memories flooded back of the first time Rimes had come to Sahara. I’m not losing these people. Not this time, not on this planet.
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      Rimes knew Sahara’s diverse landscape well. During his first time flying over the planet, maps had revealed mountain ranges, deep valleys, seemingly bottomless trenches, gentle rolling hills, even smooth plains. Sand covered most of the surface, in some places the black of volcanoes, in others nothing but tan. The ERF unit was moving through the heart of an endless sea of that tan sand now. It was hell to jog on. Boots sank ankle-deep and felt like blocks of lead, and the sand could hide holes and cracks. It was a good test for the unit, but it was meant as a training exercise.

      Then again, what better way to measure the unit’s effectiveness than when they’re at their weakest?

      It wasn’t a convincing argument.

      Rimes opened a private channel to Meyers. “You were asking me about regrets?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m thinking this was a bad idea. Next time we break the training down more.” Rimes looked over his shoulder, thankful that they were at least clear of the dead zone. He didn’t want to think about engaging an enemy without the BAS. The unit had handled operating blind exceptionally well, but the video the task force was providing wasn’t encouraging: a capital ship, frigates, and gunships. It was the gunships that had Rimes most concerned. Their sensor profiles were far too familiar.

      “You think it’s the genies?” Meyers sounded as worried as Rimes felt.

      Five years before, the genies had used fast attack craft that looked an awful lot like the attacking gunships, and they’d been extremely effective. “No. They said the war was over, and I believe them.”

      “So, who?”

      “We’ll see soon enough.” The Intelligence Bureau had never figured out where the genies had gotten fast attack craft from, but Rimes had his suspicions. “I just wish we were closer to the mountains. If those gunships get down here before we can dust off, I’d like to have the high ground.”

      “I’ve got the Hawkeye feeds coming in now. Want a look?”

      Rimes accepted Meyers’s invitation to share his data feed. Multiple angles filtered in from the two UAVs; Rimes focused on the two angles that gave him the best view and shut down the rest. The Hawkeyes were lightweight, carried primitive optics, and faced significant ceiling and maneuverability limits. At the moment, though, the video gave an excellent—albeit monochrome—view for dozens of kilometers out.

      There was no sign of activity; the shuttles could land unmolested.

      “Shuttle force, this is Colonel Rimes.”

      “This is Lieutenant Headey, Shuttle Two-One-One. Go ahead, Colonel.”

      “You are clear to land at LZ, Lieutenant.” As Rimes talked, the squads jogged toward their designated positions: yellow squares Meyers had placed on the BAS display.

      “ETA, two minutes,” Headey said.

      As he jogged, Rimes flipped his focus back to the task force’s video feed. He shifted his view among the different angles every few seconds to try to get a sense of the engagement. The task force consisted of the Valdez, two signals ships, five missile frigates, and four scout ships—little more than shuttles with better weapons systems, tricked out flight controls, and a larger reactor. Although technically outnumbered, the Valdez was a match for any ship Rimes had ever seen, and the missile frigates were simply mobile weapons platforms. The enemy’s numbers concerned Rimes less than their unknown configuration. Task force scans showed ships of likely human design, which immediately whittled the potential attackers down dramatically: the genies or metacorporations. The genies hadn’t been a problem for years, and they weren’t likely to have shipbuilding capabilities. That left the metacorporations as the more likely attacker.

      Rimes settled to his knees outside the area for the squads and reconnected to Meyers, who was squatting about ten meters to Rimes’s right. “Lonny, help me out here.”

      “What’s up?”

      “I’m trying to put some structure and reason to this attack.” Rimes scanned the LZ, suddenly unsure if even the assumption that it was safe was wrong. “If I can’t understand what’s behind this, I can’t build out tactics and strategy.”

      “Sure.” Meyers’s voice was cool and distant.

      Rimes sighed, frustrated. Meyers was doing exactly what he needed to do: playing devil’s advocate. “Okay. Why attack unprovoked? Why now? Did I miss something from our IB team?”

      “Nope. I reviewed every brief for the last six months before we came here. If there were something, I would have seen it.”

      The shuttles dropped from the sky, descending at a steep angle at top speed.

      “An enemy with a sizable force. The only ships in that force that we’ve seen before showed up five years ago with no record of any manufacturer. They opened fire almost immediately. Any of this making sense to you?”

      After a moment Meyers asked, “You’re thinking it’s metacorps?”

      “Has to be, doesn’t it?”

      The shuttles settled to the ground just as Rimes noticed a change in the engagement in orbit.

      Brigston had arrayed the missile frigates in a rough five-kilometer cube formation around the Valdez and placed the fifth one above and nearly centered on the Valdez. The signal ships operated within that cube, one above and forward of the Valdez, slightly to port, and the other below and abaft, slightly to starboard. The scout ships also operated anywhere within the cube, their main job apparently being engagement of smaller craft that penetrated the frigate perimeter. The aft signal ship’s sensors had caught three of the gunships slipping beneath the formation, but when one of the scout ships responded, the gunships simply shifted their vector and darted toward the planet’s atmosphere. Rimes watched the scout ship’s camera until the gunships disappeared from sight.

      Rimes searched the BAS for Meyers’s signal. He was on the shuttle at the far end of the LZ, with Sergeant Bo’s squad. Rimes switched to an open channel. “Lieutenant Headey, wait for my signal to dust off, please.”

      “Uh, roger that, Colonel.”

      “Thank you. Captain Meyers, a minute please?”

      When Rimes saw Meyers dart from Headey’s shuttle, Rimes turned his back to the shuttles, killed all communications, and then opened his visor. Meyers settled at Rimes’s side and did the same.

      “Three gunships hit the atmosphere less than a minute ago,” Rimes said. “They could be heading anywhere, but I have to assume we’re their targets. You know these shuttles can’t stand up to craft like that. I want your opinion.”

      Meyers closed his eyes against a gust of wind that nearly bowled the two of them over. “We sure these are the same ships the genies had?”

      “Basically. Scanners picked up a single rail gun turret, what looks like a couple of linked quad machine gun turrets, and missiles. I’d put their speed and maneuverability on par with the scout ships.”

      “Troop capacity?”

      Rimes brought up the sensor images and overlaid the genie fast assault craft they’d faced on Sahara five years before. “I’m going to say twenty per. Let’s assume they’re bringing down a company to be safe.”

      “Shit. One day we’re going to have decent odds.”

      Rimes smiled ruefully. “If that ever happens, I’ll have to pinch myself to be sure I’m not dreaming. I’m thinking we get into the mountains and use their size against them. Once the shuttles drop us off, they can seek cover in some of the narrower valleys. If the opportunity arises they could try to get numbers on one of the gunships.”

      “We’ll be cutting it close, but there’s a great spot to infiltrate about forty klicks from here.”

      Meyers opened a shared workspace with Rimes and brought up a topographical display. Rimes examined the map as Meyers laid down an optimal course to an area southeast of their position. It was filled with jagged peaks, outcroppings, sheer cliffs, and caves. Meyers pointed to a pair of peaks that formed an “L,” enclosing a narrow valley to the south. The cliffs to the north and east were sheer; to the west they were more manageable but still daunting. Five cave mouths glowed a pale green.

      “Insert here, two squads overlooking this valley, two overlooking the west approach.” Meyers dragged a bright yellow line to clearly define the area. “If we have time, we mine that western cliff wall. Three of those caves connect, so we could reinforce as needed without exposure to strafing. I think our shuttles can handle the winds. They’ll have to take some risks bugging out, but this is exactly the sort of thing they’ve trained for. It’s the high ground. If they’re coming for us, they won’t have any choice but to assault us. Those gunships aren’t likely to have any serious ordnance onboard, and without something heavy, they’re not going to root us out.”

      Seconds passed as Rimes looked the map over. It was a solid plan. The terrain would work in their favor. He would be a fool not to press the advantage. But something about the whole situation nagged at him. Whether genies or metacorporate mercenaries, the people who’d planned the attack had to know they were up against forces built around exactly this sort of situation. Although the attackers had clear numerical and even armament superiority, both would be nullified in the mountains.

      “Jack?”

      Rimes could feel the time slipping away. They needed to move quickly or risk losing their advantage. He disconnected from the workspace. “Let’s do it.” He closed his visor.

      Meyers gave a thumbs-up signal and ran for Bo’s shuttle. Rimes jogged to the nearest shuttle, which held Sergeant Honig’s squad. As Rimes settled into his harness he brought up a channel connecting Meyers, the squad leaders, and the pilots.

      “Let’s get in the air, Lieutenant Headey. Captain Meyers is going to give you your coordinates. We’ve got three gunships inbound, people. We can’t go toe-to-toe with them in these shuttles, so we’re going to see how serious they are about wanting to mess with the best. Captain?”

      As Meyers reviewed his plan with the squad leaders, Rimes switched his attention back to the ship engagement in orbit. The gunships presented a serious challenge to Brigston’s task force, but his experience and flexibility were already countering that. One of the frigates was seriously damaged, and one of the signal ships had gone dark, but the attacking force was now the one suffering. Concerted missile barrages from the frigates had completely destroyed one of the attacking frigates and shredded two of the gunships. Another gunship was limping away from its latest strafing run, easy prey for a scout ship. And after laying down an initial barrage of missiles, the mysterious capital ship was doing little more than filling the void with projectiles that were useless against the Valdez’s gravitic field. It wasn’t a rout, but the engagement now had more the tone of a delaying action than a brazen assault.

      Why? If this was an assault, why not press it and keep all your gunships focused on the task force? Why divert twenty percent of your forces for a ground-based target before securing space superiority? The metacorporations have plenty of money. They can hire competent strategists and tacticians.

      Rimes rubbed a crescent-shaped scar on the side of his head, a scar that had a lot of history to it. He hated not being able to unravel a puzzle.

      Communications chatter drew him out of his thoughts. They were approaching the mountain ranges, descending and decelerating. He stole a glance at his shuttle’s belly camera feed. A blur of brown-gray rock, alternately bathed in sunlight and swallowed by shadow, flew past beneath. He tapped into the shuttle’s sensors and watched for the inevitable blips tracking the approaching gunships. Finally, the first one appeared. It was decelerating and changing its angle of descent. The ship was moving too fast to perform dramatic course changes, but it was already on their general bearing.

      When the gunship didn’t change course, Rimes said, “Time to target, Lieutenant Headey?”

      “Four minutes, twenty seconds.”

      Rimes considered Headey to be one of the better shuttle pilots the task force had, and there weren’t any bad pilots in the task force. His voice was calm, and that was what Rimes needed to hear.

      The second and third gunship blips appeared; Rimes traced their courses as they decelerated. Four minutes in meant four minutes out. Assuming the gunships matched the genies’ fast assault craft capabilities, they could be over the mountain range with a minute or two to spare. Rimes opened a private channel to Headey. “Lieutenant, those gunships are going to—”

      “We know, sir. We’re ready for it. We’ll split off. At least one of us should get clear.”

      A cold shiver tickled Rimes’s spine. He’d pushed for upgraded shuttles, but it had been one of the battles he’d lost with the Special Security Council. Like everything else it had come down to a choice: upgrading the shuttles or bolstering the dedicated task force with missile frigates. He simply hadn’t been able to justify leaving the task force exposed at the expense of more effective insertion and extraction operations.

      “Two minutes,” Headey said.

      Trying to keep any hint of desperation out of his voice, Rimes opened a private channel to Meyers. “Lonny, can you hack their communications?”

      “Already on it,” Meyers said. “It won’t be easy. These shuttles don’t have the best surveillance and signals gear built in.”

      “I know.” That had been another compromise.

      Rimes switched his view from the belly camera to the task force engagement. Communications were degrading, but he could still get a sense of the battle. Everything was now a parry-and-feint, with half-hearted runs by the attacking gunships. The enemy frigates seemed fully committed to defensive fire, and Brigston seemed similarly focused on probing defenses and testing out tactics more than an all-out counterattack. With an exasperated sigh Rimes returned to the shuttle sensors.

      His heart skipped a beat.

      “Lieutenant Headey, did those gunships change course?”

      Headey was quiet for a moment. “They did, Colonel. Heading now four-two.”

      “What the—” Rimes loaded the area map and pulled back the view. He cursed beneath his breath and opened the channel to Meyers, the squad leaders, and the other shuttle pilots. “We’ve got a new heading. Change course to four-two. They’re headed for the research station.”
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      At maximum thrust the shuttles were more than three minutes from the research station and easily two minutes behind the gunships. Sealed inside his combat suit Rimes felt stuck in time, yet was still able to see each transition from one second to the next. His breath rasped inside his helmet, stale and foul to his senses. Sweat trickled down his face, stinging his eyes, salty on his lips.

      “Sahara Research Station Five, this is Elite Response Force Battalion Commander Colonel Jack Rimes with a critical communication. Do you copy?”

      Rimes rattled in his seat as the shuttle shimmied and lost altitude.

      Seconds ticked by. “Sahara Research Station Five, this is Elite Response—”

      “This is Sahara Research Station Five, Colonel Rimes. Go ahead.”

      Rimes recognized the voice before the connection established video; it was Dr. Robert Vance, the station’s chief scientist. “Dr. Vance, listen very carefully. We’re less than five minutes out and closing at top speed. There’s an assault force of unknown origin and composition headed your way now. They are less than three minutes out. We know these people are hostile. They’ve fired on ERF assets with lethal intent.”

      “What?” An exasperated smile twitched across Dr. Vance’s long, bookish face. “Is-is this an exercise, Colonel?”

      “No exercise, sir. I need you to get your people to safety immediately. Can you put your security chief on the line, please?”

      “Colonel Ri—”

      “Doctor, every second counts.”

      Dr. Vance’s mouth worked, but he said nothing, and then his connection closed.

      Once more, seconds dragged on. At four minutes, eighteen seconds out, the research station initiated another video connection. The communication identifier showed Janice Gleason, the research station’s security chief. Rimes uploaded the data he had on the assault force.

      “This is Gleason.” Gleason was middle-aged, short, and beefy. From her spiked, salt-and-pepper hair to her simple uniform, she gave off a no-nonsense, confident vibe.

      “Ms. Gleason, this is Colonel Jack Rimes of the ERF. We talked a few days ago, when I brought my team on-planet.”

      “Right.” Gleason sounded impatient. “Dr. Vance said there’s some sort of threat coming our way?”

      “I’ve just sent you a profile on the assault force.” Rimes wiped sweat from his upper lip. “They’re not far out. Three gunships, anywhere from fifty to one hundred potential combatants. Those gunships are heavily armed: machine guns, missiles. We don’t know exact payload or armament beyond that.”

      Gleason said nothing. She was clearly having trouble getting her head around the thought that an assault force was targeting them.

      “We’re en route with our shuttles, but their ships are faster. What sort of security do you have available?”

      Gleason swallowed. “There are three of us, five counting our medic and Dariusz. He’s our field engineer. We’re all trained on the small arms we use: Arvest-9s. That’s not going to take down a gunship, Colonel.”

      “No, it’s not. Do you have some sort of emergency shelter?”

      “Sure,” Gleason said hopefully. “Beneath the dorms. They can withstand all but the worst earthquakes. The storage facility’s the sturdiest, but it’s full of uranium and other ores. No one’s going to go in there.”

      Uranium. Gold. Silver. Could that be what this is about? Sahara was turning out to be a treasure trove. Its former ocean floor alone had revealed surprising levels of rare minerals during initial searches. It was only a matter of time before the UN authorized full-scale mining operations, something best done before colonization efforts were even put forward for broad consideration.

      And Sahara would be colonized. Eventually, it could be one of the most valuable colony worlds.

      Not worth the lives lost. Never worth the lives lost.

      “I want you to get everyone you can into one of those shelters. Get your security team armed and ready.”

      Gleason nodded. “Yeah, the shelter door should stand up to small arms fire.”

      Rimes doubted any shelter door could stand up to explosives, and he had every reason to believe the gunship passengers would have exactly that. Still, there was no value in alarming Gleason. “Do you have an automated vehicle? Something you could send away from the site to draw a gunship off?”

      “No, but we do have a pretty fast crawler. It’s multimode. Dariusz modified it like crazy. Once he gets it airborne it’s actually pretty frightening. No remote piloting, though. It was one or the other, and he chose speed.”

      “All right,” Rimes said, hating himself for what he was about to suggest. “If you could get a volunteer to take that out, head due west three klicks, then veer due south, you might get a gunship or two to pursue. Bring them to us, and we’ll scrape them off.”

      “Sounds like something Dariusz would enjoy.” Gleason paused for a moment, then her features softened. “Colonel Rimes, we—”

      “Every second counts, Ms. Gleason.” Rimes tried to keep any hint of hopelessness out of his voice. They’re doomed, and there’s not a damned thing I can do to stop it. We have to try, though. We can’t just surrender. Rimes realized he was grinding his teeth. He felt helpless, like being in a nightmare—unable to run away, unable to act fast enough, and unable to shout a warning. If only it were just a dream, but people are going to die.

      “Thanks, Colonel. Please hurry.”

      Rimes disconnected and joined Meyers’s call with the squad leaders. They were reviewing potential attack plans. Rimes listened in the background as he analyzed the research station’s layout. Nine buildings arrayed in a semicircle, open to the west. It was situated atop an outcrop that rose twenty-two meters above the surrounding hills, roughly square at the top, a kilometer on either side. A single switchback descended the outcrop’s steep western face.

      The station was extremely vulnerable to an aerial attack exactly like the imminent strike. The gunships could wipe away any resistance with a few strafing runs and land troops with impunity. They could have boots on the ground in under a minute. How long they spent inside the complex would depend entirely on their mission.

      Rimes realized Meyers had just asked him a question. “Say again?”

      “I was wondering what you think about hot dropping Bo’s squad here on the storage building rooftop and Morant’s squad here on the main research building?” Meyers repeated. “Take the high ground.”

      Two buildings glowed amber to reflect the targets. At ten and six meters, respectively, they were the complex’s tallest structures. The storage building was at the eastern curve of the semicircle of buildings and afforded the best view of the complex. If the assault was intended to take and hold the station, there would be a force atop the building. The main research building was at the tip of the southern leg of the buildings. If the storage building couldn’t be taken, any team atop the research building would come under withering fire. If both buildings could be taken, there was no place safe on the outcrop.

      “The other shuttles make strafing runs, then harass the gunships?” Rimes was painfully aware of the odds being against them now that they were taking on the role of attacking force rather than remaining holed up in the mountains. They would need audacity and luck if they hoped to last beyond initial contact.

      “That’d buy our shuttles enough time to drop us, and you’d have four on three if their ships are airborne. It may not be pretty, but it’s about as good as we can do.”

      “I think that’s the way to go.” Rimes turned his attention back to the shuttle’s scanner feed. “Hold tight, though. Those numbers may change.”

      Activity lit up the shuttle’s sensor display as the crawler took to the air. It headed west, just as directed. Gleason hadn’t been exaggerating—the crawler was easily managing double the airspeed of any commercial crawler Rimes had ever seen. Even so, that wouldn’t be enough to outrun one of the gunships if they pursued.

      For several seconds the gunships held formation. They were closing on the outcrop, decelerating to fifteen hundred KPH. At five klicks out, they fell into line and began a strafing run at the compound. At the last moment, the trailing gunship peeled off the formation and gave pursuit to the crawler.

      Headey’s excited voice filled Meyers’s channel. “Colonel, we’ve got a solo gunship pursuing a single crawler. That crawler’s doing three hundred, easy. I don’t know how they got it to do that, but it’s wobbling like crazy. That gunship’s going to close awfully fast, assuming the crawler doesn’t tear apart first.”

      “Lieutenant, we have an opportunity to down that gunship. Let’s do whatever it takes. The second we’ve got lock, I want your pilots to open fire.”

      “Roger, Colonel.” Headey joined Rimes to the pilots’ channel. “New orders. Intercept and down that single gunship. Confirm.”

      “One-Six-Three, copy. Changing course, locking on.”

      “Three-Oh-Three, changing course, locked on.”

      “Two-Seven-Two, changing course. Attempting lock-on.”

      The faint pings of targeting systems attempting acquisition provided background to the chatter, and the shuttle suddenly pulled Rimes in his harness as the pilot adjusted course. Rimes focused on Meyers’s channel.

      Meyers opened a private video channel. He was squinting, and his eyebrows were bunched—whether because he was worried or angry over the change to his plan, Rimes wasn’t sure. “Colonel—”

      “We’ve got an opportunity, Lonny. I asked the station to launch a vehicle. One of the gunships is pursuing it.”

      “But my plan—”

      Rimes held back a sigh. “It’s still a go. We can’t pass on something like this.”

      “Understood, sir." Meyers killed the channel, but not before Rimes got a clear look at the resentment in Meyers’s eyes.

      The same things that made Meyers such an asset—unequaled attention to detail, rigid structure in his planning, and the ability to account for numerous variables—were also his greatest weaknesses. He fared poorly when forced to adjust on the fly. He and Rimes were almost yin and yang, which made the command structure almost perfect, allowing for a natural compensation and correction.

      Rimes reopened the private channel to Meyers. “Lonny, just think about it for a moment. We’ve got a solo gunship. Even if it’s empty, if we take it down, we’ve just reduced their airpower by a third. We can’t afford not to do this.” He couldn’t bring himself to say what he was thinking: The research staff was dead the second the gunships headed for the outcrop.

      “I know.” Meyers’s face made clear that he was unhappy with the decision, and no words would change that. “We’re giving them more time to attack the station, that’s all.”

      “Lonny—” Rimes stopped as another request came in; it was Headey. “Go ahead.”

      “We’re getting intermittent lock-ons, Colonel,” Headey said. "They must have countermeasures we haven’t seen before. We could fire, but it’s going to be naked eye and gut instinct. That crawler’s still airborne somehow, but it can’t last too much longer.”

      “See what you can do.” Rimes’s heart sank. Their rail guns had more ammunition than they could carry for a machine gun, but it was still a finite supply. Pilots hadn’t seriously trained for blind fire in centuries. He didn’t imagine that would bode well for their engagement against the other gunships.

      Rimes reconnected to Meyers. “I know you’ve been trying to crack their communications, but we’ve got a new problem. The shuttles can’t get a lock-on.”

      Meyers seemed to perk up at the thought of a new nut to crack. “No lock-on? A software attack, or something physical?”

      “Possibly both.” Rimes wondered if the shuttle’s systems would be sophisticated enough to capture what was going awry. “We’ll need to check the system logs later, retrieve whatever we can from the gunships if we manage to bring one down. Let’s assume for a moment we can’t bring this thing down, though. Given the inability to lock-on, any changes to your plan?”

      Meyers closed his eyes. The shuttle jerked and twisted, and Rimes felt more than heard the bass hum of the belly gun firing. A loud popping sound echoed through the passenger bay as something bounced off the hull. Rimes watched Honig’s soldiers for any sign of panic. They took it in stride, most of them observing him and Honig for some guidance on how to react. While his guts flopped and threatened to fail him, Rimes did his best to maintain a calm veneer.

      Headey reopened the channel. “Got him, sir. He’s spewing smoke and losing speed and altitude.”

      Rimes pumped his fist. “Good work!”

      “That crawler’s still airborne,” Headey said with a laugh. “I think you need to recruit whoever’s flying that thing. We could use a shuttle pilot with guts like that. He’s actually buzzing the gunship.”

      “Get us back to the station, Lieutenant.” Rimes watched the crawler for a moment, saw the pilot flip the gunship off before falling into a trailing position. Rimes shook his head and opened a channel to all pilots, Meyers, and the squad leaders. “All right, scratch one gunship. We’re heading in now. Plan is still to secure the roof of the supply and residence buildings. I want to know when we’re thirty seconds out. If you have any concerns, now’s the time to voice them.”

      The communications channel went silent. Rimes inspected Meyers’s face and saw only calmness. On the video feeds his squad leaders—Bo, Honig, Lazovic, and Morant—seemed ready. In the time they’d been under Rimes’s command, the squads had taken on their squad leaders’ personalities. If they were ready, their squads were as well.

      “Thirty seconds,” Headey said calmly.

      “That’s the signal, folks.” Rimes synchronized everyone’s BAS timers. “Let’s show them the error of their ways. Ready to bring some pain?”

      “Bring some pain,” the squad leaders shouted in unison. Each turned to his squad and called out orders. Rimes watched over the video feeds and hoped for the thousandth time all the training and the tactics they’d worked out would result in minimal losses, despite the odds. For a fleeting moment he wondered what their counterparts aboard the gunships were thinking. Then, he realized he didn’t really care.
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      Lieutenant Headey had the shuttles flying nap-of-earth to minimize sensor signature; the pilots pushed the engines as hard as they could. Watching out the belly camera was both thrilling and nauseating for Rimes, nearly inducing nausea twice as the shuttle jerked at the last second to avoid boulders invisible to the naked eye. Bitter, hot acid shot into his mouth. He swallowed it back down and sucked flavorless water from his suit’s recycling system. His breath came out hot and fast, and the suit’s bio monitors flashed a caution at him. He tried to bring everything under control, but it was a struggle. The lack of any sign of the other gunships at least offered some hope.

      One hundred meters out from the base of the outcrop, the shuttles climbed to begin their strafing runs. The maneuvers threw Rimes against his harness, and a few hollers and shouts bled into the open channels. Rimes smiled at his soldiers’ fearlessness. He could only hope it wasn’t misguided.

      Switching from belly camera to belly camera, he finally spotted the gunships. They were in the center of the compound, airlock doors open, ramps down. Gunmen were boarding at a casual pace.

      The gunmen froze.

      Rimes knew the feeling, a sickening sense of dread. Only luck could save you when you were out in the open and an aircraft had a clean run at you.

      The shuttles opened fire. The hum of the belly gun became a steady beat filtering up through his boots. One after the other, the shuttles adjusted course and ran a relatively straight path over the station’s open center. Stationary, the gunships’ countermeasures were ineffective. By the time the last shuttle completed its run, both gunships were mangled ruins. A dozen gunmen lay sprawled on the ground outside the airlocks, some sporting fist-sized holes, others missing extremities.

      On the second run, Bo’s squad dropped to the storage facility roof and Morant’s squad dropped to the main research building’s roof, while the other two shuttles fired on anyone still out in the open. Meyers dropped with Bo. Two soldiers running for the administrative building panicked and opened fire on Headey’s shuttle. He returned the favor, taking their legs off with a quick sweep of the rail gun.

      When the complex exterior was clear, the shuttles climbed and hovered thirty meters up.

      Rimes opened a channel to Meyers. “Captain Meyers, please confirm station is secure.”

      Meyers used his BAS to build a composite video feed of the research facility. The ERF soldiers already on the ground, along with the sensors contained within the shuttle cameras and security systems in the area, provided imagery that the BAS refined on the fly.

      “Station secure, Colonel.”

      Rimes’s guts churned at the sight of the heavy damage done to the complex’s buildings. “Set us down, please, Lieutenant Headey. I want your shuttles on a tight patrol, one at two klicks out, the rest within a klick.”

      Lieutenant Headey passed the assignments along to his pilots as the soldiers disembarked. The final two squads were dispersed among the ruined gunships before the last shuttle was one hundred meters up.

      Rimes glanced at Sergeant Honig, and after the sergeant signaled he was ready said, “Captain Meyers, we’re ready to begin building-to-building sweeps.”

      Meyers pumped out an overlay of the complex, marking half the buildings in green, half in red. “Sergeant Lazovic, proceed to the buildings marked in green in the order indicated. Sergeant Honig, please proceed to red buildings in the order indicated.”

      Each squad’s first assignment was to clear the gunship they’d taken cover behind.

      As much to set the tone as for old time’s sake, Rimes took the lead for Honig’s team. With the CAWS-5 carbine at the ready, Rimes sprinted to the gunship’s ramp. One of the wounded moved, and Rimes brought his carbine up. The movement stopped and hands—palms open—slowly rose away from the body.

      Rimes jogged over and kicked the wounded gunman’s weapon away. It was a woman, Asian, her ashen face covered in blood. She was short and light-framed, but her uniform and armor made it impossible to guess anything more than that. She’d taken a round in the hip. The wound wasn’t too deep—maybe five centimeters—but it had completely displaced the flesh it had traveled through and liquefied her armor on impact. Some of the fabric of her uniform and pieces of armor had fused to her seared flesh. The wound seemed incapable of the sort of normal elasticity flesh exhibited.

      “Who do you work for?” Rimes asked. The woman looked away. She seemed remarkably calm. It wasn’t as if she was slipping into shock, either. Rather, she seemed…resolved.

      Something about the woman’s uniform caught his eye. He compared it to the uniforms on the corpses. Although they lacked any insignia or badges indicating an employer, they were consistent in design and appearance. These people weren’t simple mercenaries.

      Corporate security forces operating clandestinely?

      He inspected the guns scattered across the open ground. They were assault rifles but of an unfamiliar design. At first he thought they might be knock-offs of some German weapons company, but a second look left him thinking they were authentic—some sort of prototype probably crafted on contract. That would have been expensive.

      Shoving aside the mysteries of who the forces worked for and the strange wound, Rimes tried to raise Gleason or Dr. Vance. After three attempts he gave up. The shelter would be buried, shielded.

      Or they could all be dead.

      While Rimes watched the wounded mercenary, Honig led his team into the first gunship. Several meters away, Lazovic led his team into the second gunship. Each squad dragged out the dead, many of them in pieces. They arranged the bodies in two gory lines. Shots rang out from the complex’s eastern edge.

      “Stragglers,” Meyers said. “All clear.”

      Time slipped away with terrifying speed. Finally, with the last of the dead removed and the gunships cleared, Lazovic and Honig took their teams into the buildings.

      Rimes paced along the ramp of the least-damaged gunship, still eyeing the wounded woman, his mind toying with the question of whether or not the pilots had managed to dump their system data before the strafing runs or if there might be something to retrieve.

      “Sergeant Honig?”

      “Yes, Colonel?” Honig’s video feed showed he was braced against a corridor wall inside one of the buildings. One of his corporals was shifting focus from Honig to something down the corridor.

      “The gunship pilots, did it look like there was any chance they were killed before they dumped their systems?”

      “No pilots, Colonel,” Honig said. He motioned as if gripping a flight control stick. “Remote piloting.”

      Remote piloting. From where? Orbit? They must have a booster somewhere. “Could you send Corporal Dengler to tend to the prisoner, Sergeant? I’d like to join you.”

      “He’s on the way, sir.”

      While he waited, Rimes took the opportunity to more carefully survey the compound. The attackers had faced no resistance but had done a great deal of damage to the buildings. Bullet holes marred every building. Windows were shattered. Smoke slowly drifted from a building Rimes recognized as the medical facility. It looked like a missile had been fired into it. The tactics were impossible to figure out.

      Sighing, Rimes sent a message to the Valdez that the gunships had been eliminated. He hoped the third gunship had reached the ground without suffering too much damage. He wanted a prisoner to interrogate, and he didn’t think he was going to get one from the complex.

      Rimes connected to Lieutenant Headey. “Lieutenant Headey, can you get me the location where that gunship went down? I want to give those folks an opportunity to surrender. We’re going to need help figuring this attack out. Maybe one of them would be willing to tell us who they’re working for and for what purpose?”

      “Shouldn’t take long, Colonel,” Headey said.

      Headey’s shuttle left the tight overhead patrol and quickly disappeared. Rimes knew Headey would push the shuttle to its limits, and that’s exactly what they needed at the moment. Until Rimes could see the crash site and hear from even one survivor regarding what was going on, it would all remain like a crazy, desert-birthed mirage to him. Just hearing an explanation, no matter how improbable, would make things seem more real.

      Dengler squatted next to the wounded woman, and Rimes jogged off to join up with Honig’s squad.

      “Colonel?”

      Rimes turned back to Dengler, who was waving frantically. He looked like a scarecrow—gangly, long-limbed, blond hair spiked out now that his helmet was off. Rimes jogged back. The prisoner was perfectly still, her chest not visibly rising and falling. Rimes knelt beside her.

      “She is dead, Colonel,” Dengler said. He sounded as if he thought it was his fault. “Her vitals were strong. She should have been going into shock by the time I got to her, but she was fine. Her eyes…she was exhibiting symptoms…” Dengler pointed to his head. “It was as if she was mentally slipping into shock, but her body was fine. Then, she just shut down.”

      “Shut down?”

      “No breathing, no pulse. Shut down.”

      “Drugs?” Rimes felt for a pulse. “Some sort of stim?” Or one of Perditori’s crazy animated corpse tricks.

      Dengler nodded slowly. “It would be possible, sir, I guess. We have blood samples to check. But to see her simply stop…” He shrugged.

      Once again, Rimes found himself shivering. It was an ugly wound, but not a lethal one. He looked at the woman’s face again. She was probably in her early thirties. Something about her face seemed plastic, unreal. Plastic surgery?

      It was a disconcerting image. Moments before she’d been alive, breathing, destroying. Killing? He searched her body for any form of identification. He wasn’t surprised to find nothing.

      He connected to Sergeant Honig. “Sergeant Honig, did you find any identification on any of the corpses?”

      “No identification on anyone, Colonel.”

      Dengler held up a small vial filled with blood. “We can run a DNA check once we return to Plymouth, sir. On all of them. We should have answers in two or three months.”

      Answers on who they were, but what about who they worked for? What was their mission? “Gather some of the weapons and uniforms,” Rimes said, frustrated. “Anything you think might help us figure this out. See if we can get anything out of their flight systems or computers.”

      “I’ll have Monch work on it, Colonel,” Honig said. “All that damage, though, it doesn’t look very promising—”

      A private channel request came in from Lazovic. “Hold on, Sergeant Honig.” Rimes accepted Lazovic’s request but couldn’t look away from the woman’s face. Something about her calm demeanor bothered him, but he couldn’t put a finger on why. A shiver raced down his back.

      Lazovic looked anxious. “Colonel, please come quickly.”

      “On my way.” As he ran for the dormitory, Rimes connected to Meyers. “Heading to the dormitory to connect with Lazovic’s squad.”

      “Understood.” Meyers seemed to have gotten over his earlier anger.

      The dormitory was a squat building. The doors to its main entry had been blown off their hinges, another pointless use of excessive force. Rimes stepped through the doorway, scanned the walls of the lobby, and shook his head in disbelief at the apparently random exhibition of brute force. Bullet holes, explosives damage…there was no sign of resistance, no bullet holes in the walls behind him, no bloody smears. The gunmen had just…

      Another shiver ran down Rimes’s back at the senselessness of it all. He made his way to the door down to the subterranean shelter, stopping just long enough to guess at the amount of explosives used to tear the door from its frame. Bullet holes ran the length of the walls and down the ramp.

      Lazovic was waiting outside the shelter entry. He was as tall as Rimes, pale, with light-brown hair and pale-green eyes. He had always been stoic, taciturn, disinclined to drama, and that made the sense of distress in his voice when he had asked Rimes to join him a real concern.

      Rimes braced for the worst. He wasn’t ready for what he saw.

      The mercenaries had used shaped charges to breach the shelter doors, the first sign of restraint and professionalism. It was clean, effective work, with minimal collateral damage. The shelter was designed to withstand a seven-scale quake and to provide oxygen and air for the site’s thirty-two personnel. The shelter itself was ten meters wide and twenty-five meters deep, its walls lined with fold-up bunks.

      Inside the room, all thirty-two of the personnel lay in bloody heaps. Many were disemboweled, but some had suffered even nastier savaging before their deaths: eyes gouged out, genital trauma, fingers ripped from their sockets. The violence was inhuman, random, pointless. If the intent had been to assassinate, a few grenades and several sweeps of gunfire would have sufficed and certainly been more merciful.

      Rimes wondered how the torture had been possible in such a short window. The mercenaries had arrived just a little more than five minutes before Rimes’s team had. The torture couldn’t have been used for interrogation. It was simply brutal, cold-blooded, craven work, the sort of thing Rimes had heard of in barbaric lands decades past.

      “Why, Colonel? What make someone do this?” Lazovic asked. His face was pale, his jaw clenched. “Not military. It’s butcher.”

      Rimes nodded. He realized he was shaking; his hands were clenched. He couldn’t take his eyes from the faces. Each reflected the agony of the murder, and he imagined there was an accusatory stare as well. He’d been too slow to realize the true target, too slow to respond when they’d finally put it together, and too timid to attack a superior force.

      Could we have prevented this if we’d attacked?

      The dead stared back at him, some with bloody holes where their eyes should have been. There was no misunderstanding their judgment.

      What did you see? What happened…?

      A camera!

      Rimes looked around the room for a security camera or any other recording device that might have been active. He spotted a camera hanging from the ceiling near the back of the room and another almost completely opposite it.

      “Sergeant Lazovic, you see those cameras?” Rimes pointed to both of them.

      “Yes, Colonel.”

      “I need to know if they recorded this. What happened. If so, I need the recording within the hour.”

      Lazovic waved one of his men toward the rear camera. “Cameras. Check for video.” Lazovic looked back at Rimes. “It will help, Colonel?”

      “I hope so. It’s just a hunch. Nothing I can explain. Gather the rest of your squad. We’ve got more work to do.”

      Lazovic and his squad fell in behind Rimes. As he headed for the gunships and the dead mercenaries, Rimes opened a private channel to Meyers. “Lonny, bring the shuttles in. We’re going after that last gunship.”
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        20 November, 2173. Sahara.

      

      

      Sahara’s dunes and mountain ranges whipped by in Rimes’s helmet display. The belly camera imagery should have been calming, but he knew the worst of the mission lay ahead. The shuttle shuddered as it passed through turbulence, and Rimes couldn’t help wondering if that was a glimpse of things to come. Try as he might, he couldn’t shake the pointless and horrific imagery of savage torture from his mind.

      He gagged at the memory of Gleason’s ruined body.

      Why? Someone, something help me make sense of this.

      It took two long pulls from the suit’s reclamation system to get the bitter taste of bile from his mouth, but there was no washing away the shakes and cold fear. In war, horrible things happened, but there was always some agenda behind it, even if it was somewhat abstract. What purpose could have been served by slaughtering a research team?

      “Colonel Rimes?” The voice was Lieutenant Oppert’s, the pilot of One-Six-Three.

      “Go ahead, Lieutenant.”

      “Ten minutes to target, sir.”

      “Thank you.” Rimes held his breath for a moment, then blew it out fully. He gave a final glance at the belly camera imagery, and then he shifted to the feed Captain Brigston had left open.

      In the angle Rimes finally settled on, the Valdez shifted position, bringing all its weaponry to bear on one of the attacking frigates. The frigate was already heavily damaged and surrounded by a field of debris it had sloughed off, but it was still firing at the Valdez’s task force. The Valdez’s upper hull lit up as three missile turrets fired. As the missiles closed the distance to the frigate, the unidentified capital ship and the last of the gunships accelerated away. They were already several hundred kilometers above the system’s orbital plane and climbing, when the damaged frigate exploded in a brief, bright fireball. The fireball winked out just as Commander Muwafi, Brigston’s XO, connected to the existing channel.

      “Colonel? The captain will be with you shortly. He must tend to task force matters first.”

      Rimes flipped though the fleet’s cameras, trying again to absorb the immensity of what was transpiring. Debris spun in lazy circles away from the ERF task force, and brilliant white light occasionally flared in the black depths of the damaged signal ship. “I understand, Commander. Thank you.”

      With the frigate’s destruction, the space battle had been resolved. All that remained was assessing the damage done, sifting through the debris, and hoping to find survivors in the merciless vacuum of space…

      “Colonel, sorry for the delay.” Brigston sucked in his cheeks. “You saw the conclusion?”

      “Yes. We’ve just taken to the air here. Two of those gunships that came down planet-side were destroyed. We’re trying to track the third.”

      “Track?” Brigston cocked a wispy eyebrow.

      “We thought we’d shot it down when it peeled off from the others, but we couldn’t afford to follow it all the way to splash.” Rimes tried to maintain his calm, but the attack had him on edge. “It couldn’t have gone too far. There’s something odd going on here. They killed the entire research team.”

      “Did we find out who they are?”

      “No prisoners,” Rimes said. “Not yet. I can’t make any sense of these people. They didn’t just kill the researchers; they butchered them. A UN research team. The gunships were remote-piloted. The mercenaries were wearing uniforms—not security uniforms, but military, no insignia. They had high-end assault rifles. This was no rogue operation. It wasn’t pirates. There’s serious money behind this. Those gunships alone represent a great deal of R&D. I can’t imagine the task force you faced was cheap.”

      “I’d guess not. Based off what we saw today, I get the sense those ships drew on some of our own designs but with compromises. You don’t build ships of that size without serious investment, compromises or not. I’d have to agree with you—someone with a lot of money is behind this.”

      An incoming connection request popped up in Rimes’s display. It was Lieutenant Headey.

      “I want to patch Lieutenant Headey in, if that’s okay with you, Captain Brigston. He’s out on scout for me at the moment.”

      “Please.”

      Rimes brought Headey into the communication channel. “Go ahead, Lieutenant Headey. Captain Brigston is on from the Valdez.”

      “Good to hear you’re still up there, Captain. No sign of the missing shuttle in sensor range, Colonel, but we’re picking up an odd signal.”

      Rimes’s display suddenly showed an area map and a signal indicator. His stomach flipped as he recognized the all-too-familiar terrain. “That’s the dead zone, Lieutenant.” Rimes drew a line around the known perimeter and took a snapshot of the image. “Get close to the signal source, but don’t cross that line until I give the okay. Please bring Captain Meyers up to date.”

      “Roger, sir.” Lieutenant Headey disconnected.

      Fingers shaking ever so slightly, Rimes tapped the frozen image and shared it with Captain Brigston’s channel. “It’s in there.”

      “You think so? And sensors can’t find it? Too broken up to confirm from a distance?”

      “Maybe. It’s in the dead zone, so nothing’s going to work quite right. We can’t be sure what it looks like in there.” Rimes swallowed hard. “I’m taking two shuttles in to track this signal down. If you haven’t heard from us in twelve hours—”

      Brigston quietly harrumphed, a questioning mannerism he’d picked up from Captain Fripp. “Are you sure this is worth the risk? It’s a gunship. Can’t we get whatever you need from the other two?”

      “No survivors, and I’m not sure we’ll be able to recover anything from the computer systems. I think we have a real shot taking some of these folks alive. These aren’t genies; I’m sure of it. It’s worth the risk. Right now, we just have a bunch of corpses, and no reasonable explanation for anything.”

      “Your call, Jack.”

      “Thanks.” Rimes could see they were approaching the perimeter. “Twelve hours. Rimes out.”

      He opened a channel to the pilots, Meyers, and the squad leaders. “All right, I’ve let the task force know our situation. Ensign Ribery, I want you to put your shuttle down two klicks south of this point.” Rimes indicated a spot just outside the dead zone’s southernmost reach. “Sergeant Bo, your team will deploy around the shuttle. Make maximum use of the terrain. Lieutenants Oppert and Gyan, we’re going to fly directly over Ensign Ribery’s shuttle, angling for that signal. Five klick gap. When we cross this line, your instruments are going to give you trouble. Don’t rely on them at all. You’ll need to be sharp. This could be a trap. Any survivors have had time to set up an ambush. We’ll have to assume they’re lying in wait for us. Sergeant Honig, how many do we estimate per shuttle?”

      “Forty dead at the research complex, Colonel, so twenty per shuttle.”

      Honig’s answer was crisp, exact. It was the way he operated and what made his squad important with so many unknowns. Rimes would have preferred Bo’s squad over Lazovic’s for the same reason, but Ribery was the most junior pilot they had. Lazovic’s squad would have to make up for the lack of crispness with its resolve.

      “Let’s assume full strength. They’ll have terrain and numbers to their advantage. Those assault rifles looked like good weapons systems. Captain Meyers, you and the squad leaders hash this out. I’ll want your input. Five minutes, then we head in.”

      Five minutes. Rimes listened in on the tactical chatter and watched Honig and Lazovic prepare their squads. For the planners, two minutes wasn’t enough. For the soldiers, it was an eternity. Rimes had been through the emotions they were feeling. On one level, he knew there would never be enough time to examine their options. On another, every second was torture waiting for what was sure to be a chaotic mess. They would probably have to abandon their plans the second they landed.

      That there was simply no perfect solution was one of the toughest lessons he’d had to absorb as a commander.

      Finally, Ribery’s shuttle began its descent, and Oppert took the lead position. Rimes’s BAS flickered in and out of service when they entered the dead zone. He thought back to the time he’d been on Sahara before, the days of pushing himself beyond his limits, the loss of self-control, sensing the loss without being able to stop it. So many had died then.

      The shuttle banked and changed course, and he found himself wondering if he was repeating an error, looping through some mad nightmare of mistakes. A joke came to him, the Commando training definition of insanity: repeating a mission with the exact same planning and preparation that had failed before but expecting a different outcome. Rimes tried to laugh at himself but couldn’t.

      “Visual, Colonel,” Oppert said. “One klick, I think. That crawler. It’s that crawler with the crazy pilot. And…I think I see smoke a few…” She went silent.

      “Confirmed, One-Six-Three,” Lieutenant Gyan said. His accent was thicker than most others, and it was a challenge for Rimes to understand sometimes, but Gyan was a good pilot. It was all just part of being in an international force. “Smoke, and a visual on the gunship, too. No way to gauge the distance.”

      Rimes tried to make sense of the belly gun camera, but it was pointless. “Any sign of the crawler pilot?”

      Gyan came back almost immediately. “No, sir.”

      “Set us down shy of the target then.”

      The sea of gray-brown sand rolled beneath them, and the shuttle banked and decelerated. Rimes could feel their descent. “Lieutenant Gyan, deploy one klick west. Eyeball it if your systems can’t give you a good reading.”

      “Aye, sir,” Gyan said.

      They settled to the ground with a surprisingly soft landing. Honig had his squad out of their harnesses and deployed in seconds. Rimes followed closely, eyes peeled for any sign of the mercenaries. The gentle dunes could hide a well-trained force.

      Honig called out, his voice slightly quieter than a shout. “Colonel, east of your position, two hundred meters.”

      Rimes dropped to his knees and scanned the horizon to the east. He saw it: a form jogging toward them, arms waving. “I think we might’ve found our crawler pilot. Send a scout to watch his approach.”

      Honig signaled one of his men forward. He was well-trained and competent, staying low as he jogged, shifting his gait and his vector randomly. When gunshots rang out, the scout dropped; he signaled that he was unharmed. The form jogging toward them staggered, then dropped as well. Rimes couldn’t tell if he’d been hit or not.

      Then gunfire erupted.

      Honig’s men quickly spotted the mercenary position and began laying down suppressing fire. Rimes sighted down his CAWS-5, relying solely on the analog scope. He spotted a mercenary but held fire.

      At first he’d thought the mercenary was wounded. It looked like he had rocked backwards from a gunshot, but a second later the mercenary was shaking his head and firing his gun wildly. Rimes suddenly spotted two more mercenaries, both of them sprinting away from the first. The first mercenary spotted them, shook his head again as if trying to clear cobwebs, then fired again. One of the running mercenaries went down. Rimes fired, clipping the shooting mercenary in the shoulder.

      It was tense for several minutes. The mercenaries were hidden, revealing their positions only when they had a shot. A round struck Rimes in his left shoulder, penetrating his armor and drawing blood. One of Honig’s fire team leads went down with a head wound. Just as it started to look grim, Lazovic’s squad closed on the mercenaries’ flank. Combined with inexplicable discipline breakdowns and seemingly random shootings in the mercenary ranks, the crossfire brought the engagement to a swift conclusion.

      Seven mercenaries surrendered, dropping their weapons and raising their hands. Two others were gunned down when they tried to kill those surrendering. Rimes checked on the wounded fire team lead, calling for a medic once the wound’s severity was apparent, and then ran to join Lazovic’s squad with the prisoners.

      Along with the seven who’d surrendered, there were six dead and three wounded. Rimes walked among the dead, checking them as he had those who’d died atop the outcrop. Rimes took a moment to examine one of the wounded who’d fired on those who’d surrendered. The man was pale-skinned, probably Nordic, with ice-blue eyes and light-brown hair. His eyes were wild, unfocused. Rimes looked at those who’d surrendered, selecting from them a woman who appeared to be Arab.

      “What’s your name?”

      The woman blinked. She was young, possibly in her mid-twenties, with full lips, a strong nose, and dark eyes. Close-cut hair combined with broad shoulders to give her an imposing presence, but Rimes saw she was trembling.

      He held up his hands, palms out. “We’re not going to torture you. We’re not barbarians. You’re a prisoner. We don’t mistreat prisoners. I’m Colonel Jack Rimes. What’s your name?”

      “Waida. Waida Zayd.”

      “All right, Miss Zayd.” Rimes smiled reassuringly. “What can you tell me about this man here?” He pointed at the crazed Nordic mercenary who now glared at Zayd.

      “He’s our commander,” Zayd said. “I think he has gone mad.” She looked at the other crazed mercenaries. “I think they all went mad.”

      “When you crashed?” Rimes asked, nodding toward the faint column of rising smoke that marked the gunship wreck.

      Zayd nodded. “Soon after, yes.”

      Rimes waved Lazovic over. “Send your fastest runner back to your shuttle. Have him take the shuttle back to Sergeant Bo’s position and retrieve Captain Meyers, please. Time is important here.”

      Lazovic nodded and stepped back. He waved a small man over, relayed Rimes’s orders, then patted the man. The man nodded and then was gone in a spray of sand. Rimes turned back to Zayd.

      Rimes pulled his water container from his hip holster and offered it to Zayd. “Who do you work for, Miss Zayd?”

      Zayd slowly shook her head. Her face was unreadable. She could be refusing the water container, refusing to answer the question, or she could just be unaware.

      Rimes guessed she was refusing to answer. “Your task force fled. They left you here. The other two gunships are destroyed. You’re the only ones alive. They’re not coming back for you. You won’t be rescued.”

      Zayd lowered her head, but Rimes saw a tear drop along the side of her nose first. Behind her an Arabic man stepped forward. Like Zayd, he was young and powerfully built.

      “We cannot tell you who we work for,” the young man said angrily. “It is part of our contract.”

      Rimes turned to look at the young man and nodded. “I believe you, Mister…?”

      “Karim Khalil,” the young man answered.

      “You’re former military, right?” Rimes asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Released during the drawdowns?”

      Khalil stood still.

      “We have DNA from the corpses of your friends. We’ll have your DNA too. We’ll know in a month or two. You can tell us or we can figure it out on our own.”

      Khalil looked at his crazed commander. “Yes, released.”

      “So let me tell you what I think I know.” Rimes considered the two of them for a moment. “You were released from the military and found yourself without a job. After a fruitless search for work, you were recruited into a mercenary organization. Jobs were hard to come by. Your organization was falling apart. Am I getting this right?”

      Khalil hesitated for a moment. “Yes.”

      “Good. You were approached some months back by a representative of a potential client. They checked you out and made you an offer.” After Khalil nodded, Rimes continued. “You were transferred to a colony world where you underwent training away from prying eyes. About four, maybe five months ago, you were identified for a mission, given weapons, armor and flown to a forward position. How am I doing, Khalil?”

      “Someone already spoke?”

      “We’re still gathering data, but they gave us a start, yes. What happened to them doesn’t have to happen to you.”

      The slavering mercenary commander lunged toward Khalil. “You know what you signed on for! Honor the contract!” Sweat dripped down the commander’s face, and his eyes bugged out.

      The bizarre behavior and the strange disconnectedness of the wounded mercenary woman in the complex made Rimes think of Walter Theroux, the banking cartel agent who’d inserted himself into the Sahara operation years earlier. When he’d entered the dead zone Theroux had become even more distant and strange than before. Eventually he’d been revealed to be operating through a proxy, a remote-run, advanced humanoid shell.

      Proxies. Rimes pointed to the commander. “I wouldn’t be too concerned about him. I’m not sure he’ll be able to remember any of this when it’s all over.” Rimes watched Khalil and Sayd for a reaction.

      Khalil exchanged a quick glance with Zayd, then bowed his head in shame. “Our other commander died in the crash.”

      “Say nothing more, Arab scum!” The mercenary commander fought against his bonds and lunged at Khalil again. “Say nothing more!”

      Rimes motioned to Lazovic, who had two of his men drag the commander away, kicking and screaming. Even bound, the man was a challenge for Lazovic’s men. A shuttle settled nearby, and Meyers jogged down the rear ramp.

      When Meyers approached, Rimes excused himself for a moment, then headed toward Meyers.

      “Problem, sir?”

      “Fewer now.” Rimes jerked his head toward the crazed commander being dragged away. “That’s the last of their leadership. They’re close to cracking, but he’s got them spooked.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” Meyers jogged after Lazovic’s men.

      Rimes returned to Khalil and Zayd. “Sorry about that. Captain Meyers is an engineer. A brilliant one. I wanted him to observe your commander’s degeneration.”

      “An engineer?” Khalil said, more nervous than confused.

      “Oh,” Rimes said with a half-smile. “Maybe your employers didn’t tell you? We’ve had some experience with proxies, although not with the newer models. That troop transport you came in on, it’s the one rigged with the new communications gear for the telepresence operations, right?”

      Khalil blinked and licked his lips. “Yes.”

      “We figured as much.” Rimes sighed inwardly in relief and hoped his luck would hold. “You, Miss Zayd, and the ones who haven’t gone crazy, you’re flesh and blood. They probably promised you more if you're hired on full-time with whichever metacorporation decided it needed you once this was all over. What’s the requirement to get a proxy for yourself, years or operations?”

      “Either.” Zayd looked at Khalil, defeated. “Three operations or five years.”

      Rimes did his best to hide the fear gnawing at him. He had the upper hand for just a moment, and he wasn’t about to lose it. “Even with us on-planet, Sahara couldn’t have been more than a three-month occupation. What was your next objective?”

      Zayd cast her eyes down to the shifting sands. “No occupation. Kill everyone on-planet, then reinforce the task force at Epsilon Indi. We weren’t told you would be here.”

      “Not Plymouth?” Rimes asked, fighting back a moment of hope. They didn’t know we’d be here. That means no spy in the organization. At least that’s something.

      “Plymouth’s being run by Kapoor and Talwar,” Khalil said with a rueful smile. “That’s to be ugly work. Slash-and-burn. No, no one volunteered. That task force has many synthetics. They hand-selected the rest. The entire task force. It all sounded very personal.”

      Rimes fought back a moment of panic. Kapoor. Talwar. Slash-and-burn. Synthetics. Personal. It’s about me. Molly! “All right. If you’ll excuse me, I have a seriously injured soldier I need to check on. Your cooperation will be rewarded. Discreetly.”

      Stomach twisting into knots, Rimes walked toward the shuttle that had brought Meyers into the dead zone. It took every ounce of control he could muster not to break into a run and order the shuttle into orbit. His imagination was constructing a scenario in which a task force ten times the size of the one they’d just seen was orbiting Plymouth. The cities and the post—his home—burned bright in a darkness comprised of heavy smoke and ash.

      When he reached the shuttle, he hesitated at the ramp, collecting his thoughts for a second. Then, he settled into a seat and pulled the seat’s harness over his head.

      “Colonel?”

      Rimes couldn’t be sure which shuttle he’d gotten onto or who the pilot was. It didn’t matter. “Get us out of the dead zone, please.”

      The shuttle lifted off and Rimes turned his attention to the signal strength indicator. The moment it showed a clean signal to the Valdez he opened a private channel to Brigston.

      “What is it, Jack? We’re up to our—”

      “We have to get back to Plymouth. Now.”

      Brigston sucked in his cheeks. “Jack, the task force is a mess. We have—”

      Rimes clenched his jaw hard, then relaxed. “It’s the metacorporations. They’re attacking Earth and colonial assets. Not seizing, attacking. The attack on Plymouth, it’s personal, Jeremy. They’re going to kill everyone—the ERF, our families. Everyone!”
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        22 November, 2173. CFN Valdez.

      

      

      Rimes leaned against a fold-out workbench in the Valdez’s maintenance room off the hangar bay. His arms were crossed, and his neck stretched so that he could see over Meyers’s shoulder. Meyers was absorbed in his work. They both wore the loose-fitting, gray-green jumpsuits used by the shuttle maintenance teams. Where Rimes’s suit was crisp and clean, Meyers’s was wrinkled and stained. A helmet crafted from a thin web of circuitry and micro-lights covered his head.

      Despite the maintenance room’s warmth, Rimes shivered. He was sure the ship’s engineering staff—had they been allowed to stay—would have felt the same sense of discomfort watching Meyers.

      Meyers moved in the open space, lit mostly by a string of lights embedded in the wall panels and four fluorescent wand lamps he had brought with him. Spread across the floor were a dozen components taken from the crashed gunship and a blood-streaked, white tarp that held the corpse of the crazed Nordic commander captured in the dead zone. It had been exsanguinated and eviscerated, then dismembered and beheaded, then largely skinned and broken into sections: head, limbs, trunk, and viscera. Soft green and blue glows emanated from equipment embedded in the body parts and spread throughout the room. Rimes jumped when Meyers stabbed an electrical probe into the palm muscles of one of the corpse’s hands and then slowly scanned the room. The green and blue lights flashed.

      “They’ve made some incredible advances,” Meyers said after a moment. He turned, focused on Rimes, then turned back to the corpse. “If you didn’t know that was a synthetic body, you couldn’t possibly tell.”

      “I know. It’s creeping people out.”

      Meyers snorted. “Complaints? Really?”

      “There are concerns that we murdered a prisoner.” Rimes thought about Meyers’s description of the way the synthetic body functioned. “Did we?”

      Meyers tapped the helmet on his head. “I can see the flow of power and communications through the corpse. I can interface with all sorts of invisible data and get a sense of the way this body worked. Maybe I’m seeing how the brain would have run this thing, but I can’t tell you if we killed him.”

      “Theroux started to lose it when we entered the dead zone. He had a pretty crazy proxy host, probably what these are based off of—”

      “You think the cartel is involved in this?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised, but that’s not the point. The banks are about money, not manufacturing. Someone had to have created that proxy for Theroux. It looked awfully human to me, and that was five years ago. It just makes sense to me that the same people would be behind this technology.” Rimes stared at the glistening mound of guts piled on the tarp. They looked exactly like the guts torn from Gleason. “The point is, Theroux started going crazy in the dead zone, and so did this guy. When we pulled Theroux out of the danger zone he was nearly dead. A couple days later, he was up and running around as if nothing had even happened to him. New proxy or his own body, either way, he had complete recall of what happened on the planet.”

      Meyers shrugged dismissively. “Telepresence and some sort of recording and limited response system set up for when the connection’s broken. Once he’s back on his ship, a quick transfer, and you have your complete recall.”

      “With no reaction to the new memories or to the severed connection? Telepresence isn’t just observing, Lonny. When I went into Kwon’s mind I was there, in his memories. And I can guarantee you, you don’t integrate a new set of memories into existing ones without problems.”

      “Fine. Theroux’s awareness was stuck in the proxy when we went into the dead zone. Doesn’t mean this guy’s was.”

      “But he could have been. And that makes our decision to tear him apart for study murder.”

      Meyers snorted. “So we killed someone sent to murder a bunch of scientists. I don’t think that’s going to get much traction with a United Nations investigative team.” Suddenly he looked serious again. “How’s that crawler pilot, the Brozek kid?”

      “Dariusz? Cracked rib, collapsed lung. He’s in pain, but he’ll be fine.”

      “What about that kid from Honig’s team?”

      “Too much brain damage. They can keep him on machines for now. We’ll have to make a decision at some point. Honig says there’s a very clear request not to be kept alive as a vegetable in the personnel file. I guess his whole squad did that together.”

      Meyers shivered. “It’s not living.” He jerked a thumb at the corpse and looked at Rimes curiously. “Speaking of not living…”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Okay. So, even the blood is good enough to keep a human alive. It’s AB positive—universal recipient. I think they could probably handle taking real human blood.”

      “DNA?”

      Meyers rolled his head from side to side. “Not my department. Doc Wambach’s doing what she can. It looks like they have fairly generic DNA. Just the pieces to keep systems going.” He looked at Rimes again, contemplative. “The systems are self-sustaining. Technically, they’re alive. If you want to believe in something like that. If you’re asking me, I think they must start with some sort of basic template—tall, muscular, white; short, lithe, Asian; and so on. When they select one of those for an organic pilot they probably do some sort of genetic modification to get things closer—looks, physique, the works. That still probably requires getting used to. I’m betting you could look at this thing’s real pilot right now and get the sensation you might know him from somewhere. I mean, look at him. Do you see anything wrong?”

      Rimes winced as he looked at the proxy’s head. “He’s disemboweled and—”

      “Besides that,” Meyers said with obvious irritation. “Look at the face.”

      Rimes squatted next to the corpse and leaned in closer. The proxy’s eyes were closed, but Rimes could feel them burning through the lids. He ignored the sensation and pulled out his focus to study the whole face. For the first time he saw it. “It’s soft, like it’s missing details?”

      “Like a baby’s face, right? Like it still has fat on it? It hasn’t matured yet, and it may never. Or it might eventually look exactly like the pilot. I guess it would depend on what sort of treatments they give it. It’s also way more symmetrical than normal. I’m guessing the baseline model is probably perfectly symmetrical. Uncanny valley, freak show stuff.”

      Another glance at the face, and Rimes had the sensation of a low-resolution computer model. He turned to consider Meyers. “Lonny, do you think we killed him?”

      Meyers grimaced. “How could we ever know? Theroux was fully committed to his proxy when we went into the dead zone. These systems are supposed to be a constant duplex data flow. If your awareness is fully uploaded into a machine like you’re saying these guys were, are you really alive anymore? That’s philosophy. I’m an engineer.”

      “When I declined Theroux’s offer, Dana gave me access to a report on the latest in man-machine interfaces and proxy technology, the sort of tech Theroux was probably using. That was a while back, but I think it’s still the same principles: two-way communication, with the design primarily being one of remote control with complete remote awareness. But that requires some pretty serious bandwidth to pull off optimally, even with compression. The option is there to fully upload your awareness, and if you do that, you’re not really inhabiting your old body anymore. Your proxy dies; you die.”

      “You’re more familiar with MMI than I am.” Meyers rubbed his chin with his shoulder. “Let’s assume this guy here was going crazy because of the same thing Theroux experienced: disorientation and panic after being cut off from his real body. The software makes a go or no-go decision and uploads the person’s consciousness, turning full awareness over to the proxy. Shutting him down—”

      “Draining his blood. Lonny, if he was alive and aware in that body, we didn’t just shut him down.”

      Meyers shook his head. “Nah. I’m going to guess they’ve put something together that would reboot the host body. That would be one hell of a thing to observe, right? One minute, you’re remote piloting a body, living whatever experiences it’s living, the next, you’re fully in that body, separated from your own. So, when you wake up again, your last memory is of…” Meyers stabbed the hand he’d stabbed before and once again scanned the glowing lights. “I guess of being suddenly whisked away? Is that what they used to call an out-of-body experience?”

      Rimes smiled. “So, for every one of the bastards we kill in battle, the only pain is the cost of the proxy and whatever disorientation and other effects they suffer from this momentary interruption?”

      Meyers wagged a finger at Rimes. “Don’t downplay the implications, starting with the cost. You can hire a mercenary for a fraction of building one of these. Guarantee it.”

      “So you’re confident we know where they’re keeping the human bodies?”

      “They have to be in that big ship, Jack. Come on. I don’t care how far you advance science, things progress rationally and somewhat predictably. There are real limits to how far away they can be while still being able to drive these proxies with any level of effectiveness. That big ship was, quite simply, a combination medical ship and transmission station. If the opportunity arises, we target that ship and wipe out the hosts.”

      “My guess is they’ll always surround those ships with the defense frigates,” Rimes said. “If they’re attacking Plymouth with a larger fleet than what we saw over Sahara…”

      “Yeah, we’re a little outgunned.” Meyers’s shoulders slumped. “There’s more to it than that, though. I’m pretty sure we’ve got the frequencies down for the remote controls.”

      Rimes stepped forward as Meyers ran one of his wands over the corpse, which took on an unearthly hue beneath the fluorescent lights. Exposed bone and muscle glistened, as if awaiting a simple spark to reanimate the corpse.

      Meyers indicated the exposed spinal cord where strands of barely perceptible circuitry sparkled. “The antenna and transmitter run the length of the spine; the receiver sits right here at the base of the skull. There’s redundancy built in, but the important thing is that the signals come in close to the critical nerve bundles. Everything’s almost instantaneous. There are three processors embedded in the skull in a semicircle around the receiver. I’m pretty sure everything’s translated right there. I should have that confirmed in the next day or two.”

      “Were the gunships involved in the communications process?” Rimes tried to focus on the hardware rather than the body it was embedded into.

      “I’m pretty sure it was acting as a booster and relay station. Even if we can’t take those ships out, and even if I can’t crack the encryption they’re using, we’ve got options.”

      “Such as?”

      “EMP.”

      Rimes shook his head. “Those ships are going to be heavily shielded. No way—”

      “Not against the ships, although I think we could try it as a means to harass the gunships. Those things are tinfoil with an engine and a bunch of weapons. No shielding to speak of, not unless I missed something. Cooper should look one of them over.”

      “We’re not lobbing nuclear weapons at a bunch of gunships, Lonny.” Rimes frowned. “We don’t even have any onboard. You know they’re against international laws.”

      “I mean over the planet.” Meyers formed a small circle with one hand, then formed a larger circle with his other. “Whatever it is going on in the Sahara dead zone, whatever caused it, it affects the proxies. With me?”

      “Sure.”

      “They don’t have the same sort of shielding the mother ships do.” Meyers encircled the smaller circle with the larger one. “Hit the upper atmosphere with a reasonable nuclear blast and take everything down for a while, long enough for us to punch through and get on-planet. Maybe it’s enough for us to hit their forces and shut this operation down before it really takes off.”

      Rimes looked at the corpse again. Somewhere deep inside, a sense of frustrated rage flared up. He suddenly wanted to punch the dead face, to gouge out the dead eyes. He was facing an enemy intent on harming his family and his way of life, an enemy that had shown a bestial, inhuman nature, and he couldn’t stop it, couldn’t affect it. He didn’t know how to resolve that. Molly, be strong. We’re coming.

      “Jack?”

      Rimes stood and smiled weakly. “I’ll see if Coop can rig up some nukes and give the data on those gunships a look.” He hoped he didn’t sound as half-hearted as he thought. Lee “Coop” Cooper was their weapons officer and had a particular skill with the Valdez’s systems, but he wasn’t one to budge on his ethics or morality. Nuclear weapons were universally seen as the weapons of criminals and cowards. “I may need to turn to you and Brozek, even if Coop agrees.”

      Meyers gave a noncommittal grunt. “Any word back on getting us home faster?” He sounded skeptical.

      Rimes’s body tensed at the realization that his family was in peril, and there was still nearly three weeks left to go on the trip to return home. “Like you said, reasonable progress. We’re running these things as fast as we safely can.”

      “They’ll be okay, Jack.”

      After a nod and a forced smile, Rimes turned to go. The metacorporations had attacked a UN research facility with the intent to kill, to butcher everyone. They were attacking the colonies. He remembered Khalil’s words. That’s to be ugly work. Slash-and-burn. They hand-selected their entire task force. It sounded personal.

      The corridors on the way to the infirmary were empty and cool. Rimes’s steps echoed hollowly, a reminder of just how alone he felt. He stopped outside Commander Wambach’s office in the infirmary. She opened the door only after the second buzz.

      “Colonel Rimes.” Wambach’s voice was cool, and her dark eyes were half-closed. Her olive skin was smooth and her features unreadable. She rubbed the side of her wide nose and stepped out of the doorway. “I thought it might be you.”

      “Did I come at a bad time?” Rimes stood in the doorway, unsure how to proceed.

      Wambach slouched in her chair more than normal, making her seem more heavy and tired than usual. “It’s always a bad time, isn’t it? Patching up soldiers injured during your crazy training exercises, trying to save some shattered thing that used to be a pirate…”

      Rimes turned toward the infirmary. Only Brozek’s bed was visible.

      “Come in, Colonel.” Wambach pointed to the chair across from her desk. “We need to talk, quite obviously.”

      “We do.” Rimes settled into the chair. “I think you should start.”

      “Maybe I should.” Wambach pursed her lips. “I remember when you approached me to take on this job. Do you?”

      “Yes. Everything I heard about you indicated you were the perfect fit: not hung up on military protocol, the best surgeon available, unafraid of speaking your mind.”

      Wambach nodded at each of his points. “And your testimony about the genies to the Special Security Council, the refusal to dehumanize an enemy and—more importantly—the refusal to go along with proposals to hunt them down. That’s what made me accept your offer. Yet here we are, people muttering about you killing a prisoner of war.”

      “I think it’s far too early to talk about this—”

      Wambach jerked forward in her seat. “Jack, you asked me to show you how to drain the blood from a human body. A human body!”

      “It’s built the same as a human body, so we assumed—”

      “Assumed. Assumed!” Wambach banged her elbows against her desktop and cradled her head in her hands. Chubby little fingers ran through frizzy, black hair. “We’ve got to accept the reality that you might be facing a court-martial for this.”

      Rimes rubbed at the scar on his temple. “We’re in a struggle with mercenaries and metacorporate security forces, Hope. As far as I can tell, they’re attacking the colonies. Maybe they’re attacking Earth. My job is to eliminate threats like this. I have a lot of leeway in how I do that.”

      Wambach settled back in her seat. “You can’t dehumanize these people. You can’t become like your bosses and the politicians.”

      “Yes, I can. And if you saw what they did down there, maybe you’d understand that.”

      Wambach stared at him, then let out a long sigh. “You’re the one who’s going to have to find peace with yourself.”

      “I’ll worry about that later. For now, I’m curious what you think of these proxies. Did you get a look at the bodies we brought up?”

      “I did.”

      Rimes leaned his right arm against the chair’s rest before curling his right hand into a fist and to settle his jaw against. “And?”

      “And I think you’d have a hard time convincing a jury those weren’t humans.”

      “In your opinion, are they synthetics? Were they built to be used as proxies by human operators?”

      Wambach glanced down at the images of her family that were embedded in her desk’s display top. Rimes knew the images well. They often shared stories about how tough it was being military and leaving a wife behind to bring up kids. “In my expert opinion, yes, they were synthetic bodies used to house the awareness of human operators.” She looked back up at Rimes. “And in my philosophical viewpoint that makes them human.”

      “Philosophy’s a tricky thing.”

      “What’s happening to you, Jack? You’ve always been a bundle of contradictions, but you always had a streak of decency and integrity. I never thought there was any chance you’d become a cold-blooded murderer.”

      “They killed civilians. They’re attacking our home right now. Would you feel the same if they hurt one of your children? Your wife?”

      Wambach glared at Rimes, and her face seemed to grow darker. “That sort of speculation isn’t productive.”

      Rimes stood. “I’d like to chat with Mr. Brozek, if that would be okay.”

      Wambach waved toward the door. “He’s awake.”

      Rimes marched out, stopping at the doorway and turning back. “Thank you, Hope.”

      Wambach said nothing.

      The air outside Wambach’s office seemed cooler, almost cold, and the darkness of the patient bay felt welcoming. As Rimes walked into the gloom, he breathed in the smell of disinfectant. He’d been in Brozek’s place before.

      Brozek turned toward Rimes as he approached, gray eyes and skin paler than the bedding. Brozek’s delicate, slender fingers shook nervously, and his long, narrow face broke into a weak smile as he waved Rimes closer.

      “How’re you doing, Dariusz?”

      “I am…” Brozek swallowed, wincing. “Improving. Better than roommate.” Brozek looked across at the shadow-covered shape of Honig’s brain-dead operator. Tears suddenly welled up in Brozek’s eyes, and he shook. He wiped at the tears. “I am sorry. The killing. I cannot…”

      Rimes took Brozek’s hand. “I understand. What happened, it’s hard to believe.”

      “We were research, nothing more. Scientists.”

      “We’re trying to put things together. It’s a puzzle without many pieces right now.” Rimes sighed. “Even their technology. They’ve done some things we’ve never seen.”

      “In the universe, there is nothing mysterious.” The pain faded from Brozek’s eyes for a moment, replaced by an unhealthy intensity. “For what they did, they should die.”

      “They—” Rimes stopped himself. He couldn’t reasonably try to dissuade Brozek, not after what had happened to the researchers on Sahara. “You may be able to help us against them.” Rimes didn’t feel the least bit of shame at the prospect of exploiting a civilian’s desire for revenge.

      “Anything, Colonel. I shoot gun. I fly ship. I build you weapon. Anything.”

      “I may take you up on that. Get some rest for now.”

      Rimes exited the infirmary, the body on life support fresh in his mind. Thirty-one killed in cold blood. Scientists, non-combatants, all butchered. The acts hinted at by the ruined bodies shook him with an impotent rage. He traveled the ship’s dark corridors in silence, his thoughts as black as the void of space.
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      Rimes wiped sweat from his brow, then froze the security video Sergeant Lazovic’s team had recovered from the Sahara research station shelter. On the display, the research facility’s security personnel were deployed behind tables, surrounded by carryalls and supply sacks. The shelter interior was optimized for defense, and they seemed ready to fight against the attacking force. Dr. Vance and the other scientists were pushed all the way to the rear, hidden beneath clothing and food bags, the most expendable scientists and technicians lying in front of the most valuable. Gleason was positioned behind a support beam that split the room at the midway point, gun pointed at the lone entry. Her hand was surprisingly steady, given what she knew.

      Rimes shifted uncomfortably in his chair and rubbed at his eyes, frustrated. In the dark and quiet of his cabin, the video seemed to show the present instead of the past, as if he were glimpsing something happening right then, right there. The research team’s desperate whispers, their hopeless plight—it made every second of the playback agony. Worse, he couldn’t drive away the thought of Molly, Jared, and Calvin being hidden among the scientists.

      Could they do that…to children? They’ve already shown they can slaughter women callously.

      Sighing, Rimes resumed the playback. He clenched his teeth as the scene repeated. Shaped charges blew the doors open, shattering the locks with ridiculous ease.

      A demolitions expert.

      Smoke was still rolling out from the door when grenades skidded into the room.

      Concussion. They wanted them alive. Initially.

      Concussive waves rippled through the smoke. A heartbeat. Another, and then the first mercenaries were through the door.

      Humans. Even though the proxies were replaceable, they sent the humans in first.

      Two of the security team recovered enough to fire.

      Close range. Even with their armor that could have been lethal, but they sent humans through anyway. Like they didn’t care about their own people.

      Three mercenaries collapsed beneath the gunfire, then it was over. The mercenaries closed. They wrestled weapons from the security force and held them at gunpoint.

      Once more, Rimes froze the video. He examined the mercenary force’s tactics and discipline—dispersal, target prioritization, force application. The mercenaries were competent enough to be effective against a security force, but they weren’t elite.

      Smaller militaries, possibly. Junior units. Castoffs.

      None displayed the sort of capabilities that concerned him in a reasonable engagement. They could overcome a small security team with pistols. They could succeed, thanks to sheer numbers.

      How many could they bring against Plymouth? What weapons would they use?

      A quick rewind. Another playback of the breach, and Rimes settled in for the worst of it. His stomach turned as Gleason was restrained and pulled to the front of the security team.

      Cuffed in front. That had to alarm her. Yes, she’s confused.

      A small team of mercenaries, guns waving threateningly, moved to the back to retrieve the terrified scientists.

      Compensating, bullying. Young, undisciplined, angry. Rimes’s focus returned to Gleason. The first. They knew who she was.

      One of the proxies—mid-thirties, Arab, possibly North African, powerfully built—stood in front of Gleason. A cold, threatening smile and a multi-tool. He held it high for everyone to see, opening it up into a pair of dykes. Gleason’s eyes bulged.

      It’s torture already. Without making the first cut, they've got everyone’s attention.

      Gleason struggled, but she was held by two mercenaries, one leering, the other every bit as terrified as Gleason.

      Not all inhuman.

      The Arab grabbed Gleason’s clenched right fist, forced it open, worked a shaking index finger away from the others. Snot and spittle flew from Gleason’s flared nostrils and quivering mouth as she strained futilely. Her face was bright red. Sweat beaded on her forehead. The Arab taunted her, then snapped the finger back, dislocating it, leaving it to dangle hideously for a moment.

      Gleason howled, and the Arab laughed. He looked at the rest, eyes closing to slits. He turned back to Gleason and grabbed the dislocated finger, twisting it until the bones were visible just beneath the skin. Gleason screamed soundlessly. And then the cutting began. The horrifying scene ended with Gleason bleeding out on the floor, her guts spilling out a wicked gash she futilely tried to close with fingerless hands.

      Rimes watched the butchery again, his eyes wide at the cruelty he witnessed. It wasn’t just the security team slaughtered as a lesson to anyone who might think of resisting the mercenaries. The second person the Arab turned his attention to was a tiny, frail, middle-aged female technician incapable of threatening anyone.

      Rimes froze the playback and pulled up the woman’s dossier. He reviewed it again, flipping from dossier to frozen image, struggling to comprehend what he saw. There was absolutely nothing meaningful in her file.

      Marie Demol, fifty-four, Belgian, recently divorced, unremarkable but competent with similarly unremarkable educational credentials. Rimes bit his bottom lip and looked at the woman’s frozen image. Neither pretty nor homely, no political affiliation, no leadership positions, no history of significance at all.

      Why her? Why the entire research team? Why?

      Two mercenaries hauled Demol to the front. She stared at Gleason’s corpse in horror, transfixed, lips quivering, eyes fluttering, head slowly shaking. The mercenaries held her as once again the Arab stepped forward, this time holding high the gory knife he’d used to gut Gleason.

      Demol, mother of two daughters, breast cancer survivor, pleaded for a moment. She lost control of her bladder, generating laughter among many of the mercenaries, human and proxy alike. Then, the Arab stuck the knife in her just above her crotch and slowly pulled it upward, all the while smiling into Demol’s ghost-white face as it worked in agonized disbelief.

      Rimes froze the playback for a moment, his hands clenching and unclenching. He looked into Demol’s face and saw Molly. He blinked and then stared at Demol’s eyes. He could see the image clearly now. His confusion was reflected in her eyes.

      I’m just a technician. Why me? What have I ever done to deserve this?

      Finally, as her intestines spilled out the vicious wound, she screamed. It was a long, lingering scream that slowly built from a whisper to a painful, piercing cry before tapering off to a whisper again. The scream acknowledged her end and the futility of life and its struggles.

      It’s the proxies that are engaged in the worst of the savagery, but some of the mercenaries are enjoying it. No excuses, no telling myself it’s the result of being in a proxy body. How many thousands of years have we proclaimed ourselves superior, dreamt we’ve somehow risen above the beast, and we’ve not? They’re animals. Animals.

      Shaking with disgust and fear, Rimes forced himself through the final butchery. More torture, more disemboweling. Laughing, the mercenaries gunned down the last of the research team and exited the shelter.

      A few of the humans lingered, watching the dying, taking in the devastation. They gathered their own fallen. Rimes could see tears in the eyes of two of the men. One of the crying mercenaries finished off a dying scientist with a mercy shot to the forehead before stumbling out trailing a spray of vomit.

      Some shred of humanity exists among them. Existed. Gone now. Gone. Irretrievable.

      Staring at the frozen final frame, Rimes thought back to Sahara.

      It’s not madness brought on by the dead zone; it’s a release of the darker self normally held in check. We’re pack animals, and when one of us releases this dark self, the weaker ones follow.

      He thought back to Meyers examining the Nordic commander’s butchered body. It was just another piece of equipment. A human in form only. An experiment.

      How close are we to that edge already? It was just “equipment,” but would it have mattered?

      Grunting quietly, Rimes brought up the battle analyses, flipping between the planet-side and orbital recordings. After a moment he settled on the orbital battle. He watched on split screen, with the computer’s digitized playback on top and the recorded footage playing on the bottom. Brigston’s analysis audio played into Rimes’s right ear; the computer’s analysis played into his left.

      For the most part the two analyses were the same. Brigston had played a defensive strategy, hoping to minimize his losses while developing a sense of the attacker’s tactics, objectives, and capabilities. While the computer felt key opportunities were missed when enemy ships were damaged or exposed, Brigston characterized those opportunities as risky, potentially lures meant to divide his force and expose the task force to concentrated attacks.

      Rimes was no space tactician, but he did get the sense based off the computer’s analysis that the mercenaries were more reckless and bold than Brigston was giving them credit for. The gunships—larger and more heavily armed than the task force’s scout ships—presented a challenge for the task force, but there was a definite pattern to their attacks and a style that spoke of dangerous cockiness born of the remote piloting. It was consistent with what he’d seen with the planetary forces.

      Is it the result of having the element of surprise and superior numbers? The lack of fear of dying? Or does it run deeper?

      His door chimed. Rimes shut the playback off and stood, stretching slightly as he walked to the hatch. He opened it, found Coop waiting there and waved him in. Rimes sealed the hatch as Coop began pacing in the cabin.

      Coop looked uncomfortable. His heavy brow glistened with sweat. He stood at attention for a moment, his thick chest thrown forward and broad shoulders pushed back. He was flushed, his ruddy complexion darkened, his pencil-thin eyebrows all but rendered invisible. Smoldering brown eyes glared from the deep recesses of a face gone pudgier over the last few years.

      Like Brigston and Meyers, Coop was one of Rimes’s poker buddies and more. He’d confided a great deal in Rimes: health issues, relationship woes, career decisions. Rimes considered him a friend. He knew Coop’s inner conflict over military service, his opposition to violence, and his uncanny expertise at inflicting it with the Valdez’s weapons systems. Rimes waved at the chair he’d just stood up from, and Coop settled into it. Rimes dropped onto his bunk. They silently stared at each other for a moment.

      “I don’t have a clue how you did it,” Coop said after a long silence. His voice was an octave higher than normal, as it always was when he was annoyed. “Brigston approved three nukes. I’ve worked up the design. They aren’t going to amount to much.”

      “Coop, I know you’re not behind the idea right now, but I’m telling you, this is war like…” Rimes paused, debating whether to share the footage from the shelter with Coop or not. “For decades everything has been small scale. Some despot goes too far, and the UN sends forces in to clean things up, or some piss pot country’s civil war escalates and threatens innocent neighbors, or maybe the genies kill a few thousand people and steal billions of dollars’ worth of spacecraft.”

      “You can’t call that small.” Coop dug his thumbs into the mass of wrinkles that formed around his eyes when he squinted hard.

      “It is small. Compared to what we’re up against now, it’s nothing. And that’s my point. We have to shift our way of thinking. There are more than forty million people on Plymouth. For the first time ever, we’re probably outgunned and outmanned. As a fighting force, we’re the weaker side.”

      “You’re basing that off what happened on Sahara? They killed a couple dozen scientists, and you want to take things nuclear?”

      Rimes sighed. “They butchered those people—”

      “A handful of rogue mercenaries.” Coop angrily waved a beefy hand. “You’re talking about using weapons that could unleash radiation capable of killing the same millions of people you want to protect.”

      “I told you we wouldn’t use the nukes on-planet,” Rimes said evenly. “I’m not like them. Our people are down there. We need these weapons to even the odds. A few critical EMPs, and everything changes. Knocking out communications—”

      “Maybe. Or maybe not. Maybe they have good enough shielding to handle anything we throw at them.”

      “Not their proxies. And you said those gunships weren’t shielded.” Rimes held his hands up to calm Coop down. “We only need to disrupt communications on-planet long enough to get past whatever defenses they’ve put into place. If we get lucky, and their big ships can’t handle the EMP, that improves the task force’s odds of success against their fleet.”

      “Assuming they even have a fleet,” Coop said with an exasperated sigh. He brushed back his thinning hair. “You’re going off the word of a captured mercenary. No one’s found evidence of any larger attack from any of the gear we recovered.”

      “Coop, if you can’t get behind this, I understand. I can get Lonny to work on it, but he doesn’t have your experience with missile systems.” Rimes steepled his fingers. “I need you on this.”

      Coop leaned forward in the chair, resting his elbows on his thighs and covering his face with his hands. “It’s a leap of faith. An awfully big one. We don’t use nukes. Lunatics use nukes. We don’t want to become like them. Right? We’ve always said that we wouldn’t become like the enemy, right?”

      Rimes nodded, his thoughts momentarily on the scar every American carried from the loss of their own capital. “I know. These wouldn’t be used on civilians. I swear to you.” We’ll never stoop to that level.

      Cooper looked into Rimes’s eyes. For a moment the two men stared at each other, old friends searching for reassurances.

      “I’ll have them ready by the time we reach Plymouth,” Coop finally said. “I hope you know what the hell you’re doing.” He let himself out without another word.

      So do I.
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      Space distorted beyond the Valdez’s pale-blue gravitic field, stretching and warping until distant stars seemed infinitely long streaks of pale light. They were still decelerating, their velocity dropping fast enough that even in the gravitic field a disorienting sensation affected everyone.

      Rimes stood at his familiar station at the rear of the bridge, leaning on the console to keep his balance. Meyers stood in front of him, mesmerized by the transformed void flashing past. It was hypnotizing, a beautiful, alluring escape from the horrific reality they faced.

      Brigston prowled the bridge as if he couldn’t be bothered by the peculiarities of gravity bent to the will of some alien device now commanded by humans.

      “How much longer, Commander Fuqua?” Brigston sounded calm, despite his pacing. His eyes never left the majestic display of space.

      “Fifteen minutes, twenty-six seconds, sir.”

      “I’ll want every system checked when we’ve come out.” Brigston slowly turned on a heel. He casually caught himself on a console. If anyone else noticed, they didn’t react. “Short range scan, listen for any message buoys. Sharp eyes, Commander.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      Brigston slowly walked the rest of the bridge before coming to a stop next to Rimes. A slow turn back to the front of the bridge, and then Brigston sighed quietly. He looked from Rimes to Meyers.

      “Fifteen minutes,” Brigston said. “Are we ready?”

      “We’re ready,” Meyers said. He drummed his fingers on the console; Rimes recognized it as one of Meyers’s few signals of nerves.

      “Coming in below the orbital plane carries some small risk.” Brigston’s voice was almost a whisper as he spoke. “It’s not our normal route, so what we expect is based off distant scans rather than recently logged travel.”

      “You still feel it’s the safer approach?” Rimes was every bit as worried as everyone else. His stomach gurgled and clenched, and he had to swallow before speaking.

      “Oh, without a doubt.” Brigston surveyed the deck, then nodded. “If they arrived three weeks ago, and their force is anything like what we saw at Sahara, they’ve had time to set out mines and the like. I think the odds are extremely high they’ve done just that along our normal route. Maybe they’ve done the same here, but mining space is an expensive proposition, with low odds of success. I’d think even metacorporations would balk at the low return on investment.”

      “They’ve already thrown hundreds of billions into this operation. I can’t imagine they’d have a limit at this point.” The amount of waste was nauseating to Rimes. When they were forced off Earth, the metacorporations left tens of millions unemployed.

      “Everyone has limits.” Brigston sounded more confident than he could have possibly been. “They still have to answer to shareholders at some point. Something we’re not thinking of is driving these attacks: planetary resources, regaining access to these markets, maybe simply toppling the UN. No CEO is going to authorize action against the military without assurances there’s profit in it.”

      Meyers stopped drumming suddenly. “Where did this all go so wrong? Corporate armies? That was a platoon-strength force on Sahara, most of them mercenaries. If they’re throwing a platoon at a remote research station…”

      “We’re ready for the numbers,” Rimes said. Although he meant to sound reassuring it didn’t feel like he pulled it off. “Khalil said this force is largely comprised of proxies. Coop’s nukes are going to give us an edge.”

      Meyers answered with a skeptical glare. “They had to know our strength on Plymouth. If they sent a platoon to take out thirty civilians protected by a handful of security specialists, what would they send to attack a battalion of commandos?”

      “We usually have half of the unit deployed.” Rimes received another glare for his efforts. “Lonny, we can’t just give up.”

      Brigston scanned the bridge once more. “We haven’t given up. Not yet. But, Jack, people are uneasy.”

      “This has to go our way early. And I agree. We’ve tried to frame things advantageously as much as possible. We’re dealing with a lot of unknowns, more than normal. If we catch a break…if they aren’t watching this route, if their task force is smaller than we expect, if they’re not ready for us in orbit or on the ground, whatever, we press it to the fullest. I think we all see it the same way.”

      “And if we don’t catch a break?”

      When Rimes raised an eyebrow, Meyers continued, “If they’re watching our route, and the task force is larger than expected, and they’re ready for us?”

      Rimes wasn’t good at dealing with the hopeless or impossible. He always embraced the idea that there was a solution, no matter how ugly it might be, to every problem. Even so, he was one to acknowledge reality, and the reality was they were quite possibly outmatched. “You saw what they did to Gleason and the others. There’s no surrendering here.”

      The three of them exchanged glances for a moment before Brigston and Meyers nodded. It was settled, except for discovering what was waiting for them. Without another word, they watched the universe outside slowly resolve into something more familiar.

      When it happened, it seemed to accelerate time. One moment the void was a blurry streak of distant stars with barely perceptible flaring origin points, and the next they were looking upon unimaginably distant pinprick lights floating in darkness that was otherwise absolute. Their deceleration continued, but now it was at more conventional speeds that allowed their senses to process their surroundings more accurately.

      Seconds after they slowed Commander Fuqua turned. The olive skin of his scalp glistened, and his dark eyes blinked rapidly. “Sensors indicate a buoy, Captain.”

      “Overload it,” Brigston said impatiently. He bristled at the same types of formalities that Fripp, his predecessor, had seemed to relish. Brigston walked to the center of the bridge, hands locked behind his back, struggling not to pace. “Don’t wait for results. Launch every countermeasure we have at it. If we can’t take it down with an electronic assault, destroy it.”

      Fuqua leaned over his team’s shoulders, watching their console readouts intently. Rimes nodded toward the aft hatch, and Meyers exited the bridge. When Brigston turned, Rimes waved and followed Meyers out. Rimes and Meyers were jogging then, communications channels opened to their squad leaders and to the shuttle pilots.

      Ten minutes passed as Rimes and Meyers settled in to separate shuttles, Rimes riding with Morant’s squad, Meyers with Honig’s. The shuttles were ready to launch, awaiting only the clearance. Rimes kept a channel open with Meyers, the squad leaders, and the pilots. Rimes tried to keep the mood as relaxed as he could, at one point getting caught up in some inter-squad rivalry.

      “Sergeant Honig?” Rimes asked after a quiet stretch. “How’s your new trooper?”

      Honig chuckled. “Mr. Brozek, Colonel?”

      Honig was a broad-shouldered man, and he towered over most of his squad, so next to him, Brozek seemed tiny. His skinny legs straddled an unmarked, globe-shaped container. He patted the container and signaled back to Honig with two thumbs up, his face glowing. Brozek seemed excited, hopeful.

      “He is ready, Colonel,” Honig said.

      “You take care of Dariusz. We’re going to need him. Captain Meyers may be able to work miracles, but your squad now has one of the craziest engineers I’ve ever met.”

      “Like our pilot, Colonel.” Honig laughed, but it seemed as if he was putting on a show for his squad.

      During all the interplay, Rimes listened in on comms traffic between Coop and Brigston. Aside from ordering general quarters, the bridge had been silent. The silence ended suddenly with a message from Brigston.

      “Colonel Rimes.” Brigston was necessarily formal. “We have a decision to make. The buoy has been disabled. By every indication, it didn’t sound an alert. That’s only likely to buy us a little time. Those buoys are usually configured to respond back to a signals ship or to a listening station at set intervals, so we may already be compromised or have a very short window.”

      “Or we may have plenty of time,” Rimes said. “I understand, Captain. What’s the decision?”

      “We can turn tail and run, hold back and play this defensively as we did over Sahara, or we can fully commit.” Brigston’s voice cracked as he spoke. He swallowed and licked his lips. “I don’t see the value in turning tail. If their fleet is big enough, fighting as we did over Sahara would just lead to a protracted engagement we couldn’t win, and we wouldn’t be able to retreat.”

      “That makes the choice pretty obvious.” Rimes smiled, resigned to the inevitable. “We knew what we were up against. Let’s not squander our single best opportunity. All in.”

      Brigston made an effort to return Rimes’s smile but couldn’t seem to muster one. “All in. Lieutenant Cooper has the special payload ready for delivery. We’ll launch the moment we think they have a chance of reaching their targets. We’ll run a long-range scan halfway to the orbital plane to give us a sense of optimal targeting and ship dispersion. That should minimize their opportunity to react. You’ll have two scout ships escorting you. That’s all we can spare.”

      “Luck.”

      “We’ll need it.” Brigston signed off, his anxiety showing through.

      Rimes rejoined the open channel with his team. “Listen up. We’re going in. The task force is shifting to accelerate into the orbital plane. Halfway in, they’ll run a long-range scan. The special package will be launched the second it’s deemed to have a chance of success. We’ll launch after detonation or destruction. Captain Meyers will begin hacking their systems the second we’re within range and will hopefully identify their command and control positions. We’ve run this exercise a dozen times. The only difference is that this time the enemy is real, its composition is unknown, and the post is our home. Do not engage until we have some sense of them. This is going to be a soft probe. Remind your troops of that. Twice. Infiltrate, assess, harass, acquire, and exfiltrate. They can’t possibly know our rally points, and they can’t possibly know the planet. Take advantage of those facts. Pilots, the same applies to you. Drop us off and bug out to your designated landing points. If the opportunity for harassment arises, take it. We absolutely must have air mobility when the time comes. Low-risk, high-reward only. Any questions?”

      The communications line was silent. Eager, anxious faces stared back at Rimes. They were ready to strike. Demol’s horrified face and the image of her butchered body invaded Rimes’s thoughts again. Then, her face and savaged body transformed into Molly. He closed his eyes and thought of his family. He thought of his soldiers and their loved ones, and of the locals who had slowly come to accept them all.

      Sahara was an aberration, an operation gone awry, nothing more.

      “Are we ready to bring some pain?” Meyers called over the channel.

      “Bring some pain,” the others shouted in reply.

      Bring some pain. Bring unimaginable pain.
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      Rimes’s hands began to ache, and he realized he had clenched them into fists. They’d been that way since the fleet had accelerated toward the orbital plane thirty minutes earlier. The whole time he’d cycled on one scenario after another about the people on Plymouth. His battalion. His people. His sons.

      Molly.

      He unclenched his hands and shook them out. Then, he exhaled, long and slow, hearing the undeniable shiver in his throat and wincing at the fearful bile rising up the back of it. He had his helmet sealed, and his suit monitors showed everything in the green, but he felt like he was slowly cooking. Sweat was collecting at the small of his back, and he was having trouble focusing on the critical feeds playing across his helmet display. Across from him, Sergeant Morant looked up. Compact, powerfully built, dark brown curls pressed tight against a broad, wrinkled brow by his helmet. They exchanged anxious smiles, then Rimes forced himself to focus on the feeds coming in from the task force and its scout ships. The lead scout ship was close enough to the orbital plane—and to Plymouth—to get a decent long-range scan.

      Rimes licked his lips as the imagery resolved: wireframes that quickly built out into ships and satellites.

      “Colonel, you should be getting imagery now,” Ensign Ribery said.

      “Looking at it.” Rimes blinked away sweat.

      The first wash of the long-range scan showed a force orbiting Plymouth that failed to match what Rimes had imagined based off what he’d seen on Sahara. There were a dozen capital ships, but Brigston now had a measure of their capabilities and tactics. There were six frigates, but they weren’t a real match for Brigston’s frigates. And there were twenty gunships, but they were hewing close to the capital ships rather than patrolling, and thus much less of a threat than they might otherwise be.

      In addition to being smaller than expected, the metacorporate force was broken into three distinct groups, each group traveling in a geosynchronous orbit. They were separated by tens of thousands of kilometers. This implied separate commands and the potential for inefficiencies and even conflict between commanders.

      To Rimes’s surprise, the scan didn’t reveal a fleet mobilizing to protect the planet below or even to maximize its own defensive posture. There was no maneuvering underway to concentrate forces or even to engage and delay Brigston’s task force. The ships didn’t adjust course. On the contrary. They appeared unaware of the approaching threat, even when the long-range scanners’ second wash hit them.

      As Brigston’s task force neared the orbital plane it began to decelerate and alter its vector, assuming an approach that would put it thousands of kilometers below the closest of the three groups. Only when the Valdez neared twenty thousand kilometers out from the target group did the metacorporate ships react. Signals ships relayed message traffic over the command and control feed Rimes was listening into.

      Two weeks into the trip back to Plymouth, the intelligence team had cracked the metacorporations’ encryption. It was based on well-established, free, open protocols the military had broken years before.

      The metacorporate communications were wide open.

      Rimes smiled hopefully. There were indeed three commanders in the enemy task force, and it was apparent that each enjoyed complete autonomy that was diminishing effectiveness and leading to confusion. Several seconds into the communications, though, the smile faded from Rimes’s face as a fourth commander joined the chatter and confirmed she was en route from her patrol position, less than ten minutes out.

      A fourth group, this one fully alert and capable of moving straight into the battle once it returned.

      The numbers had just become impossible.

      Brigston showed no sign of backing off. He ordered the entire task force to open fire, sweeping across the nearest enemy frigate first with rail guns, then with a barrage of missiles. When the frigate split in half Rimes shouted in the solitude of his sealed suit, a quick fist pump the only outward sign of his exuberance. He imagined the same reaction playing out through much of the task force as another barrage of missiles crippled a second enemy frigate. The missile barrage was replaced for several seconds by another volley of rail gun fire, silenced only long enough for Cooper’s missiles to launch.

      Blinking anxiously, Rimes tracked the missiles, hoping they might by a continuation of impossibly good fortune slip through unnoticed. A third missile barrage—this one aimed at the nearest capital ship—took flight. The gunships, finally active, moved into place, most setting down an impenetrable defensive screen of rail gun fire. Two split off from the others to pursue Cooper’s missiles.

      Rimes’s heart sank when the first missile disintegrated beneath a sustained burst of fire. The gunships accelerated, trying to match the other two missiles’ velocity and vector.

      To Rimes’s surprise the missiles split off, one veering toward the capital ship, the other toward Plymouth.

      Coop, what are you up to?

      The gunship pilots had a moment to decide, a moment that may have been diminished by the lag required by their remote piloting. In that moment, both missiles escaped the gunships’ targeting, and once again Rimes felt hope. It was slim hope, but it was magnified by the realization that the next closest task force had sent its entire gunship group speeding toward the threatened capital ship. The gunships were bearing down on the missile, angling to get the best shot at it before it could strike the threatened capital ship. When the missiles detonated—the first in Plymouth’s thermosphere, the second in the middle of the tight-packed ship groups—it was with optimal positioning.

      Rimes watched in disbelief as the gunships accelerated forward for a moment before their propulsion systems simply winked out.

      Everyone—Rimes, Brigston, Coop, Meyers—had been so sure the larger metacorporate ships would have shielding to rival Earth’s ships, even though Meyers hadn’t seen anything to support that idea. As expensive as it was to build in the heavy shielding and system redundancies, it was ultimately much more cost effective than not doing so. And when Brigston’s frigates fired a volley of missiles into the midst of the crippled ships, the cost became abundantly clear. In the span of a few minutes, more than a quarter of the metacorporate fleet was out of action.

      “We’ve got a go,” Ensign Ribery said over the open channel.

      Headey and the other pilots confirmed, and Rimes heard the automated hangar systems sounding through the comms. The shuttles shifted as they were lowered on arms until they were beneath the Valdez’s belly. A lurch, and then the rockets fired, and the shuttles were away, hugging the rears of two of the task force’s scout ships, angling away from the electromagnetic storm expanding over Plymouth’s northern hemisphere. They wouldn’t have time to skirt the storm completely, but the shuttles were built to handle the worst of the radiation and disruptive pulse.

      The shuttles hit the storm’s outer edge, and despite the shielding Rimes’s suit registered a blip in radiation. The scout ships peeled off, returning to the Valdez, and the shuttles continued on, accelerating, the pilots giving control over to the computer systems.

      Rimes leaned back in his harness, eyes glued to the display. An overlay that mixed their trajectory with a live video feed filled most of his viewing area. They were on course, flashing through midnight skies. Scans showed aircraft—gunships—in the air, but they were plunging uncontrolled to the ground below.

      Could they have been so greedy? Could they have been so short-sighted and foolish? They had veterans available to them. Someone had to have spoken up! War is expensive. You can’t run it as a business. You can’t cut corners.

      The gunships, possibly filled with live human mercenaries aboard, fell from the heavens. Above Plymouth, the Valdez and its frigates fired upon the weakened metacorporate fleet, a fleet that should have by all rights driven Brigston back almost immediately. Despite what they’d seen over Sahara, the ERF task force still had a chance.

      Rimes’s shuttle began to decelerate, and the computer angled the shuttles one last time before turning control back to the pilots. Chatter choked the communication channel again. They were on approach, ten minutes out.

      Rimes clenched his fists, fought against the inevitable onset of nerves. Normally he could push worries out of his head for a mission, but this was personal.

      We’re coming home, baby. Just hang on.

      “Five minutes.” Ribery’s voice sounded strained. “There’s a shitload of light and heat sources down there.”

      “Fires.” Rimes blinked slowly at the realization. They were passing over a mining site. What should have been a sprawl of habitats and mining shacks were glowing infrared signatures. The temperatures were consistent with embers rather than roaring flames. Whatever had set the fires off was nearly burned out now. “Dying fires.”

      “Yeah.” Ribery’s voice was even more strained. “Four minutes.”

      With each passing second, Rimes became more convinced his heart would burst. At a minute out they were flying nap-of-earth over the heavy forest that covered so much of the land around the battalion post. Where the post’s glow of lights should have glowed on the horizon, it was now dark. Rimes could make out the same sort of heat signatures in small pockets as they approached.

      “Thirty seconds, Colonel.”

      “Thirty seconds,” Rimes repeated to the open channel.

      The squad leaders ordered their teams to prepare to exit the shuttles. Rimes monitored his clock. At fifteen seconds, there would be another—

      “We’ve got SAMs.” Ribery’s voice drowned out everything else on the channel except the whine of alarms. “SAMS! SAMS! Locked on! I—”

      The shuttle shook and rattled and bucked, and for a heartbeat Rimes thought he was dead. He looked around, saw the same frozen disbelief gripping each soldier’s body.

      They’d been hit, but they were still airborne.

      “Lieutenant Ribery, what’s our status?” Rimes waited a heartbeat, then he repeated the question.

      Rimes checked the systems’ readouts. Several pieces of data were missing from the flow, but he could see they were still moving at a thousand kilometers per hour and descending. Even if the ship’s auto-piloting system had survived the weapon strike, it wouldn’t have been enough to handle the sort of maneuvers they were facing.

      “Colonel?” Headey’s voice was choppy and distorted. “Your cockpit’s gone. I have your ship slaved to mine now. Change to your deployment plans, sir.”

      “Copy that, Lieutenant.” Rimes didn’t need to ask if Ribery had survived. Rimes opened a private channel to Morant. “Sergeant Morant, we’ll be setting down with Sergeant Honig’s squad. We’ll need to change our objective slightly. Stand by for update.”

      A sudden jerk rattled Rimes in his harness, and with an abrupt slam, the shuttle settled to the ground. Morant barked orders, and his team scrambled out of their harnesses. They cleared the shuttle with impressive efficiency. Rimes trailed, struggling to get a clear signal through to Meyers. Finally, he managed to establish a good connection.

      “Colonel, where the—”

      “We’re about—“ Rimes checked his readouts. “We’re about one hundred meters from Honig’s position .” He watched the shuttles lift off and accelerate into the night sky, the pilotless one trailing gloomily. “We lost Ensign Ribery. I need one of the potential C&C targets.”

      “Remember the briefing.” Meyers sounded like a schoolteacher. “No sustained engagements.”

      “Give me a target.” Rimes felt an unfathomable calm. “We need some answers.” He looked around, his bearings coming to him now. They were at the post’s southern edge, nearly a half-klick from a path that would take them to the post’s center. To the west, the airfield. To the east, the administrative buildings. To the north…

      Even in the dark of night Rimes could see it: the quadrangle, the barracks complex, the officer and senior enlisted living quarters, all burning. The fires were little more than random sputtering flames now, but they were enough to silhouette a column of smoke rising into the night sky. The column’s center twisted sinuously in the shuttles’ wake. Through the BAS’ optics, the smoke was a glowing apparition climbing heavenward. Beneath it, looming angrily, the black tower he, Molly, Jared, and Calvin called home, glowered redly.

      Without thinking, Rimes jogged toward the tower. Morant’s voice—a shout of warning over the communications channel—didn’t fully register. Images birthed of an imagination untethered by inhuman sights flashed through Rimes’s brain. The tower beckoned him, promising answers to questions that bubbled to the front of his thoughts despite years of training and rigid self-discipline. Even Kwon’s animalistic urges were silent for just that moment as Rimes shifted from jog to sprint.

      Somewhere behind him, Rimes sensed someone approaching, chasing. He felt a body strike him, taking him low, desperately clinging to a calf, then a foot. As he fell, Rimes realized it was Morant—a full head shorter and a dozen kilograms lighter—hanging on for dear life.

      And then the gunfire erupted, striking the ground around them and clipping Morant in the chest. Rimes froze.

      “The barracks.” Morant grunted and pointed toward the skeletal remains of what had once been home to many of the younger soldiers. Morant rubbed at his armor, and his hand came away with a smear of blood. He cursed. “They’re embedded in the upper floors. We need to get the hell out of here, Colonel.”

      Rimes scanned the barracks building. It was a scorched ruin, cratered and cracked by explosions. Gunfire erupted again, and Rimes spotted the weapons teams firing at them. His heart sank as he realized the hopelessness of assaulting or even attempting to sneak into the compound.

      “Colonel, we have to retreat.”

      Rimes ducked as rounds chewed up the charred grass next to his right arm. He risked another glance at the tower and nodded. It would be suicide to continue on, and Molly and the boys needed him alive. After the next volley of gunfire he helped Morant to his feet, and they fled.
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      Gunfire filled the night with distant staccato pops, and bullets chewed up the ground around Rimes and his squad. They sprinted for the wall that surrounded the installation, a wall that was a ghostly shape rising from the dark ground. When Sergeant Morant stumbled, Rimes was there, lifting and encouraging. Their faceplates were up now, and the thick, hot air of Plymouth was a refreshing reminder of home. Its earthy smell—what Rimes had always imagined was like a glimpse into prehistoric Earth—clung to them, suppressing their own smells of panic and fear.

      “Perimeter wall,” Rimes shouted, even though he didn’t need to. Morant’s squad was running as hard as it could.

      The squad juked left and right, just as they’d been taught, making it harder for the gunners to get clean locks. Rimes knew they had one chance to get outside the post, and that was through a breach in the wall.

      In the years since its inception, Fort Concord had expanded beyond its original boundaries twice. Each time, the work started only after the new land had been surrounded by three meters of sturdy, electrified fence topped with concertina wire. The concern had never been over soldiers trying to escape. Life in the ERF was too prestigious for anything like that. Along with the prestige there was the pay, which, combined with free room and board, was enough for even a corporal to live in relative comfort.

      The perimeter fences were a necessity to keep out Plymouth’s indigenous life.

      It made no sense for the post to be dark because the metacorporate forces had hoped to ambush Rimes’s people. The lack of light had to be caused by the damage the metacorporate forces had done during their attack. There was absolutely no sign of power anywhere.

      Still, it made little sense to waste time scaling the fence, especially when they could blast through it. Once Rimes reached cover from the gun positions, he signaled for Corporal Dunne to blast a section of fence. After a few seconds, a ring of heat flared on Rimes’s BAS display, and he ordered the squad forward. The entire time Rimes kept his grip on Morant, who had fallen quiet.

      The gunfire intensified as the squad sprinted through the breach and gained the clearing that separated the fence and the dense forest beyond. Halfway across that fifty-meter stretch more gunfire joined the ongoing fire, and a hail of bullets crashed around them. One of Morant’s men fell to the ground, his vitals flatlining on Rimes’s BAS display. Two others were struck but largely unharmed.

      “Keep moving!” Rimes hooked an arm around Morant’s waist and pointed to the forest edge a few meters ahead.

      Morant tried to shrug off Rimes’s grip. “Go on, Colonel. I’m just—”

      More gunfire, and Morant grunted, then went limp; his vitals flatlined.

      Rimes pulled Morant’s body into the forest cover. Bullets had punched through his face and throat.

      Corporal Dunne squatted at Rimes’s side, looking away from Morant’s ruined face. Dunne’s visor was up, and his green eyes were squinted so that wrinkles bunched over the bridge of his long nose. He sniffled and brushed strands of pale-brown hair off his eyebrows.

      “Your squad now, Dunne.” Rimes set Morant to the ground and sealed his helmet. “Get them to the designated rendezvous point.”

      “Yes, sir.” Dunne got to his feet and waved the squad forward. Dunne’s squad disappeared into the near-impenetrable underbrush. They were soon moving away at a solid clip on Rimes’s BAS.

      Rimes stripped Morant’s corpse of weapons, ammunition, and food, all the while watching the vague shape of the fence for any sign of the pursuing mercenaries. Rimes had just strung two mines near Morant’s body when the mercenaries finally started gathering just inside the fence. Their silhouettes were surprisingly bulky. They wore armor with plates and molded support pieces rather than the sleeker, lighter armor Rimes’s unit wore. The bulkier armor offered only slightly better protection against some ammunition at the expense of significant weight.

      Definitely cheaper.

      He dropped low and sealed his helmet, using its optics to get a better look at the metacorporate force. As far as he could tell they were all mercenaries. They wore open-faced helmets with what appeared to be a partial visor. He counted their numbers: easily fifty at first sight. Within seconds that number doubled.

      Rimes risked an encoded message to his on-planet force, which included numbers, imagery, and situation update. It looked grim, but intelligence mattered more than morale.

      “Rest well.” Rimes patted Morant’s dead shoulder, then dashed deeper into the dark, primeval forest.

      The explosions, when they came, barely reached Rimes.

      As he ran through the forest, he noticed the going was familiar, even in the black of midnight. Rimes sensed a transformation coming over him. Kwon’s voice, relatively quiet for so long, was returning, and the soldier inside Rimes’s head was replacing the concerned father.

      It’s survival, not abandonment. We’re outnumbered. We have to be focused, effective, deadly. Sentimentality’s a luxury.

      Five minutes into the run Rimes caught Dunne’s squad. They were hunkered down in position to lay down a crossfire.

      Rimes signaled for them to move. They were too few to stand against the enemy, even with a perfect ambush, and he doubted they were deep enough into the forest yet for an effective ambush. He’d seen signs the mercenaries had ventured into the forest at least to his current position: intermittent broken branches, boot prints in the soft soil near a stream he’d passed, a casually discarded food wrapper speared on twig. When the ambush came, Rimes wanted the mercenaries in unfamiliar territory and preferably spread over a large area.

      They pushed into the forest, Corporal Dunne at the point. Like Morant, Dunne was small and wiry, and he could maintain a pace even Rimes had trouble matching. More importantly, Dunne was a natural in Plymouth’s forest. His ability to navigate in the dark without BAS assistance was almost prescient. And now, with the jungle little more than a shifting emerald and jet-black dreamscape, he was at his best.

      The squad managed a kilometer in ten minutes. It was mostly downslope as the forest descended toward the Tucker River, and mostly over a path they knew well, even if it wouldn’t look like a path to any but the most well-trained eye.

      They came to a halt, winded. Rimes signaled for the squad to maintain radio silence, then he popped his visor; the squad did the same. Immediately, the vibrant, chaotic aromas—simultaneously sweet, musky, and acrid—brought home memories of the forest. Dunne sent one of his men up a towering, bushy tree to watch the path back to post, then brought everyone else in close for Rimes to chat with them.

      “We have more than one hundred mercenaries on our tail,” Rimes said, dispensing with any notion of breaking the reality to them slowly. They were at war and didn’t need any sugar with their medicine. “I haven’t seen much sign they’ve been this deep—”

      “It’s there, Colonel.” Dunne nodded toward the path. “Not many. A patrol, maybe.”

      Dunne was an excellent tracker, and there was certainty in his eyes.

      “All right. We press on and try again. There’s a ridge not too far from here, about five hundred meters away. I want a heavy weapons team up on that ridge. It’s fairly clear for several meters, and this path runs right below. Get some more folks in the trees a little ways in. We’ll want to split them down the middle, try to force them to commit to fighting in two groups. I’ll take two men with me and set up a—”

      A high-pitched bird call cut into the forest’s relative silence. Rimes looked up at the man in the tree, who gave three quick hand waves, then signaled that the mercenary forces were approaching quickly before scrambling down the tree.

      Rimes cursed beneath his breath. He’d hoped the mercenaries would be confused and slow to react without their metacorporate leaders.

      They must have more former non-commissioned or officers in their ranks. So many millions dumped from militaries back home, plenty of them capable. Can't keep assuming this will be anything like Sahara. They could get away with young soldiers going up against a little research station. This is different, personal.

      “Corporal, get your men to that ridge.” Rimes slid his visor down and fell into line behind the others.

      Once again the squad established a quick pace, now shifting off of what passed as the main trail and onto a lesser used path. Rimes was familiar with the path, although not so much that he could let his mind drift. Tangled roots and hidden slicks made the steeper descent treacherous even with his mind sharply focused. It was an excellent trail to familiarize new recruits with Plymouth’s grueling forest ways.

      Rimes felt a hand on his shoulder and slowed, turning to see the young man who’d climbed up the tree signaling that he wanted to talk. Sweat glistened on his mahogany skin, and his dark eyes never left the path behind them. Rimes opened his visor. “What is it?”

      “They’re closing fast. Faster than they should. I think they’re stimmed, Colonel. Maybe they’re Kimmies?”

      Chemical enhancements. Wonderful.

      Rimes pulled out the last of his shredder mines. “Go on ahead. I’ll leave a little surprise for them.”

      The kid disappeared in the darkness, leaving only the slightest movement of a couple overhanging branches to mark his passage. Rimes took the time to set the three shredders for maximum effectiveness, each buried inside an open space, and pointed to project the bulk of its flechette payload into the same open area. Trees wouldn’t take the flechettes; the mercenaries would.

      Rimes longed for standard fragmentation mines. Shredders weren’t ideal for hopped-up people in heavy combat armor, but they were all he had left. He hoped the kid was wrong and that they weren’t up against chemically enhanced opponents. It sure sounded like they were. He needed the trap to buy them the time they needed to set their ambush.

      Can we even get the plan laid out before they’re on us? I can’t risk using the communicators right now, not until we’re sure they haven’t hacked our encryption and signals.

      He slid his visor down and confirmed the shredders wouldn’t show even if the mercenaries had enhanced optics, then turned and dashed into the forest. He moved too quickly for his own comfort. He called up a map of the region—spotty despite their years of trailblazing and training—and whenever a landmark rose from the gloom in front of him tried to gauge how far out they were from the ridge.

      Rimes scolded himself for pushing too hard, taking too many risks, but he continued to do so. A clearing appeared in front of him, and he glanced ahead on the map, spotting the ridge he’d had in mind.

      Seventy-six meters and some change. Go!

      The shredders exploded behind him, loud in the forest’s surprising quiet. Screams—the wounded—reached Rimes, even as the roar of the explosion faded. The mercenaries were close. Rimes glanced back, and his boot struck a protrusion.

      He fell face first. His armor absorbed the worst of the fall, but he came up wincing and momentarily disoriented. Despite the adrenaline rushing through his veins his left ankle ached, and his right shoulder burned. He got to his feet and ran, doing his best to ignore the pain. Each pump of his arms sent fire through his chest, and the ankle simply couldn’t hold up to his needs. He slowed and, thanks to the BAS’ sound amplification, knew just how close the mercenaries were now.

      The sounds of twigs snapping and boots tearing away clumps of soft dirt came to him with frightening clarity. The mercenaries were closing. Heavy panting, gasping, cursing, the irregular clatter of weapons and armor; the BAS’s amplified audio reception picked it all up. He could feel the mercenaries spreading out around him like dogs closing on a winded fox.

      Nearly on me.

      The visor displayed the distance to his destination, an amber counter indicating fifty meters to target. The mercenaries were half that distance behind him.

      Rimes pushed himself, refusing to fall to the butchers so easily.

      Thirty meters, and the first shots rang out, crashing into trees around him. A branch fell to the ground four meters in front of him. Even in this dense forest they were finding their range.

      Rimes ducked and twisted, cutting behind a tree to his right, sprinting as best he could before ducking behind another tree and then turning to his left. There was a lull in the gunfire, and Rimes thought for a moment he might have lost them. A second later he heard the crash of booted feet closing and realized the true reason the firing had stopped. They had someone nearly on him.

      Too close! C’mon!

      Fourteen meters flashed on his readout. Rimes sought out new reservoirs of strength, roaring defiantly at the pain in his ankle and shoulder. The other runner was close.

      Ten meters, and Rimes could see the main path ahead and below, the ridge of a low hill just beyond it. Nine meters, and he toyed with the idea of compromising security. The ambush wouldn’t work. The numbers were too great, the stim-enhanced mercenaries too powerful.

      At eight meters the runner hit Rimes.

      They tumbled to the ground, rolling downhill while clinched tight, and then they came to a stop against a thick tree trunk next to the main path. When they impacted, Rimes found himself beneath the other man, who was nearly the same size.

      Rimes smashed his helmet into the mercenary’s visor with desperate force. The move bought a split second, just long enough for Rimes to drive a knee up into the mercenary’s hip. It was a solid blow, but it wasn’t enough. The stims were blocking out any pain.

      The mercenary roared and drove a fist into Rimes’s faceplate. The impact left a dull imprint where the faceplate buckled.

      What the hell? It can withstand a bullet strike!

      Suddenly, more mercenaries burst from the trail above, closing on Rimes. He saw a dozen, then two, then three. His attention was mostly focused on warding off his opponent’s blows, countering them with forearm strikes that left his arms aching at first, then numb.

      Another mercenary closed in and shoved his assault rifle against Rimes’s faceplate. With detached curiosity Rimes noticed the assault rifle was completely different from those used on Sahara.

      Before Rimes had the chance to discover whether he would be executed or tortured to death, gunfire erupted. Rimes cursed himself for not having told the squad to move on without him. His near-irrational obsession with operational security was going to cost Plymouth its best hope of rescue.

      The mercenary with the assault rifle pressed to Rimes’s face spun, as if trying to track the source of the gunfire. A crack, and he fell backwards, blood bubbling from a hole in his face. He crashed into the mercenary on top of Rimes. With the other mercenary distracted, Rimes drove the heel of his palm into the mercenary’s throat, catching him where his helmet and a weaker section of armor met. The mercenary jerked backward, and Rimes used the momentum to push the mercenary off and roll free. With a little space now separating them, Rimes pulled out his sidearm, pivoted on his butt, and sent three shots into the dazed mercenary.

      No sooner had the mercenary collapsed than rounds started to thud into the ground at Rimes’s feet. He rolled behind the tree he’d earlier crashed into, pressing his back against the mighty trunk and looking to his right and left. The mercenaries who’d cleared the forest were either down or retreating, unable to locate the shooters. An explosion erupted from the path above Rimes, and he realized someone had launched a grenade into the forest above, where the rest of the mercenaries were hiding. Dirt and debris pattered off the tree trunk and Rimes’s armor. Another explosion, and the mercenaries fully broke, abandoning their wounded and running.

      Seconds passed, and Rimes listened, waiting. Finally, the gunfire stopped. Rimes scanned the ridge and saw Dunne descend with the kid who’d spotted the mercenaries from the tree. A moment later, a squad appeared to Rimes’s right, exiting the forest opposite the hill he’d rolled down. They looked haggard, as if they’d been in the forest for some time. Rimes stood, ready to welcome the other squad. He stopped, shocked, as the other squad sighted on the nearest wounded mercenaries.

      “Wait—” Rimes held up a hand, confused.

      The other squad methodically executed the mercenaries.
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      Rimes ran toward the haggard men, faceplate raised, arms waving over his head. “Hold your fire!”

      The haggard men’s signals lit up his BAS—names, ranks, vitals. He came to a stop in front of Sergeant Steven Gwambe, the ranking soldier. “Sergeant, what’s going on here? We don’t execute prisoners of war.”

      Gwambe lifted his own faceplate and looked at Rimes with bloodshot, dark eyes that seemed full of confusion. His long face was gaunt, and his full lips twitched as if he were on the verge of crying. He reeked of fear and desperation. Leaves and vines covered sections of his soiled armor. “Colonel Rimes? Sir, you have no idea what has gone on while you were away.”

      Rimes took in all the men gathered around and did his best to find a place of calm. “I realize that, and I look forward to what insights you and your squad can provide, but—” He pointed at the executed mercenaries. “We can’t do this. There are rules of war, and we’re obligated to follow them.”

      Another voice called out from behind them. “But Colonel, they have been killing civilians. They do not take prisoners, not even the wounded.”

      Rimes winced. Molly. He turned to see who’d spoken. He recognized Corporal Banh, from the Vietnamese platoon, a good soldier. “I’ve seen what they do. They attacked the research station on Sahara. But we can’t let that dictate our behavior.”

      “Where would we hold them as captives, sir?” Gwambe asked. “Who would treat them? We have little enough medicine for ourselves.”

      Rimes frowned. Gwambe’s tone bordered on insubordinate. “We’ll need to figure that out. For now, though, no more executions.” Rimes clamped his mouth shut when he realized his voice was rising. He looked around at the soldiers—Morant’s squad and the tired group under Gwambe’s command. “Look, I know you must have been through hell just trying to survive out here, but that’s an order.”

      Gwambe looked back at his squad, which still had its weapons pointed at the fallen mercenaries. “You heard the colonel.”

      The men finally raised their weapons.

      There’s a real discipline problem here.

      “Sergeant Gwambe, a minute?” Rimes waved for Gwambe to follow. Rimes walked several meters away from the rest and stopped, his back turned to the others. When Gwambe was parallel to him Rimes spoke in a hushed voice. “Sergeant Gwambe—Steven, I need your help here. I see a squad on the edge of disobeying orders. I see a damned good NCO on the edge of insubordination. I need you to boil it down for me. What happened?”

      Gwambe sighed shakily, and his wiry frame sagged. Dim lights from inside his helmet reflected off the perspiration coating his coffee-colored skin. His watery, bloodshot eyes glistened. When he spoke his voice was uneven at first but slowly gained strength. “The first we knew about it was the alarm sounding. Lieutenant Genêt from ops said the sensor buoys picked them up—”

      “The metacorporate fleet?”

      “Yes, Colonel. She scrambled Lieutenant Irvin’s scout ship to investigate. The ships—there were nearly fifty—refused to respond to communications attempts. That’s when she sounded the alarm.”

      Rimes nodded reassuringly. “Did they ever communicate?”

      “No, Colonel.” Gwambe shook his head vigorously. “Not once. They just attacked. Lieutenant Irvin tried to hail them when she was in visual range, but they just fired missiles. No warnings.”

      “Lieuntenant Irvin’s dead?” Rimes asked, even though he already knew the answer. Kara. Lonny, I’m so sorry.

      “Yes, Colonel. And after that it was the buoy system and the satellites. We tried to get a warning off to Earth, but we couldn't tell if it made it through.”

      “We’ve sent messages to Earth about the attacks, or what we know of them.”

      Gwambe closed his eyes, relieved. “We tried to evacuate the civilians but were afraid they would not be safe in Halifax. With the attackers having so many ships, we assumed they would have superior airpower, so we had no confidence we could get everyone to Delta City safely. The major thought of splitting them up with squads and getting them to our rally points.”

      “Good call.” Rimes felt momentarily heartened. Plymouth’s forests were teeming with dangerous predators, but very few would risk attacking a squad, and most of those could be driven away with a few well-placed shots. “So you saved the civilians?”

      “Some.” Gwambe looked away. “Two hundred. Maybe. The attacks came so quickly, before we could get everyone out.”

      “I understand. It was that way on Sahara, too.”

      “They came in waves, Colonel. I was not far from here. I saw them. Some of them. Ships dropping straight down into the heart of the post. They destroyed the defense systems with missiles launched from orbit. There were so many.”

      “How many?” Rimes asked. He needed the data, but he wanted to give Gwambe a chance to provide it on his own timetable. Rushing would only increase the risk of something vital being missed.

      Gwambe thought for a moment, then said. “Five thousand. Maybe more. They would land forces, then launch and bring more. We were outnumbered. Even if we were at full strength…there were so many.”

      Five thousand. Fifty ships. It’s insane. “We sent a warning to Captain Shelby. His task force wasn’t scheduled back for another month, so he should be fine.”

      “But we need everyone, Colonel. They have so many.”

      “I understand. When Shelby returns, his task force will hook up with whatever’s left of Brigston’s. Maybe we’ll have reinforcements from Earth by then. We’ll need a good bit more than we have right now to take the skies.”

      Gwambe nodded, but he didn’t seem convinced.

      “So you abandoned the post and retreated to rally points?”

      Gwambe straightened, and a hint of confidence returned to his face. “We did. We heard reports from the survivors. We have heard from other rally points since then also.”

      “They haven’t hacked our comms?”

      “No, Colonel. We have tried to trick them with false messages to test that. Nothing. They have not hacked comms yet.”

      “How many are ‘we’?” Rimes was afraid to hear the answer, but he had to know.

      “Not many, Colonel. Not even company strength. Lieutenant Genêt, she is the only officer.”

      “Major Pearson didn’t make it?”

      Gwambe shook his head slowly. “Banh said the major was trying to arrange a peaceful transfer of civilians. They offered to accept surrender, so the major offered it. When he tried to approach them to conduct the surrender they shot him."

      Rimes grunted. Pearson crossed a line, but shooting him in cold blood? “And the civilians?”

      “Executed. Most of them.” Gwambe squeezed his eyes shut as if to hold back tears. “Corporal Ngoc saw it as well. Executions. And the bodies. They dragged them into the dormitories and burned them.”

      Rimes reeled at the thought of someone conducting mass executions of civilians. Comprehending the metacorporate’s tactics, even their general behavior, was beyond his grasp. They were using terror tactics, acting like animals. Rimes fought back a horrible sense of shame and looked Gwambe in the eye. “Did you hear anything about my family? Did they—”

      Gwambe looked away, lips quivering.

      “Steven, please.” Rimes’s voice broke.

      “They were still on post when the attack came, Colonel. Many of our people were trying to get them out, but…” Gwambe sucked in air. “They were captured.”

      “Were they—”

      “The attackers, they put some of the prisoners in the tower.” Gwambe looked back toward the post. “Alive. Before they burned it.”

      Rimes’s heart thundered, and his vision blurred. Ever since the attack on Sahara he’d been struggling to control a sense of overwhelming panic and fear. The struggle ended with amazing quickness, and he found himself gasping for breath. Finally, he dropped to his knees. Cold chills erupted in his gut and ran along his spine. He doubled over, vomiting violently, and then he stayed there for several seconds, spitting to clear away the foul taste. After a few minutes he stood on unsteady legs. The world came to him through a haze, as if he were waking from a deep slumber.

      He left Gwambe and returned to the prisoners. He could feel his men’s eyes on him.

      They know. Everyone knows now.

      They’d known all along. Like him, they’d hoped. But the hope was gone, evaporated into the heavy night air.

      Rimes stopped in front of the man who’d tackled him and squatted to look him in the eye. Blood trickled from between the man’s chest plate and left arm, the only obvious sign of injury. The armor had done its job. Rimes could see deformities in the armor where other bullets had been stopped.

      The man was darker than Rimes, with a slightly hooked nose and black hair. Indian or Pakistani, Rimes guessed, and probably somewhere shy of forty. The man was handsome, or once had been. Scars laced his umber skin, making his neatly trimmed beard and mustache something of a lingering vanity. The mercenary’s long, black hair nearly covered a tattoo on his neck. His dark eyes were angry and defiant. And dilated.

      Stims.

      Rimes brushed aside the man’s hair and examined the tattoo for a moment. It was a stylized, clenched, armored fist rising up in front of an “X” made by a combat knife and a pistol. He’d seen it before: the Brotherhood of Arms.

      “Why?” Rimes slowly pulled his hand back. “What do you hope to gain?”

      “You attacked the post,” the mercenary said. “Of course we would pursue you.”

      Rimes lowered his head and shook it slowly. A numbness settled into his gut that disturbed him at some level that he couldn’t readily identify. “Why the attack on Plymouth? Why the attack on Sahara? Why the executions?”

      The mercenary snorted. “It’s what we were paid to do.”

      “Who’s Commander Kapoor?”

      “He commands Group One. My unit reports to him. It was his strategy that took your post so easily.”

      “And Commander Talwar?”

      “Group Two. He is as fierce as a lion, like Commander Kapoor.”

      Rimes looked up into the forest canopy, noting the black shadows there. Then, he turned to examine the prisoners his men had lined up neatly along the path. They were bound but not uncomfortably so. Unlike on Sahara, they were exclusively men. Most were Indian or Pakistani, maybe Afghan, but a couple appeared to be Indonesian or possibly Malaysian. They all had the look of hardened veterans.

      “Commander Kapoor never explained his reasons for the tactics?” Rimes was surprised at the calm that had returned to his voice. A part of him was dying, but he seemed not to miss it. In fact, he seemed to be feeding off the last of its energy.

      The mercenary smirked. “You are the enemy.”

      Rimes pointed at the tattoo on the man’s neck. “Brotherhood of Arms. That used to be a respected mercenary force. Honorable. Decent. About twenty years ago.” He looked down the line of prisoners. “Are you all from the Brotherhood?”

      “Those who are worthy are members.”

      Rimes saw several of the others smiling smugly at him. He nodded, acknowledging each one. “You’re all worthy in my book. You probably heard me say earlier we don’t execute prisoners. I meant that. Unfortunately, we don’t have the capacity to keep prisoners either. That creates a bit of a quandary.”

      A sneer crept across the scarred mercenary’s face. “You cannot frighten us. We’ve made our vows. We’re at peace.”

      “I don’t want to frighten you.” Rimes stood. “We can’t keep you as prisoners, but we can’t just let you go, either. What we can do is relieve you of your weapons and armor. And stims. You’re only a handful of kilometers from post.”

      Rimes walked down the line of prisoners, inspecting each one. “A lot of you are bleeding. That’s really unfortunate. We’ll have to leave you bound, obviously. Some of you might make it back. Of course, that’s not very likely. Some of the nastiest predators are out at this hour. The river’s just about four hundred meters down that way. It’s full of things that make crocodiles look like geckos. They’re fast and quiet, like most of the predators here. The only thing that keeps most of these things from attacking a human normally is the fence or guns. Sadly, you won’t have either.”

      Rimes waved Gwambe forward. “Sergeant, collect their weapons and armor. Oh, and tie any corpses to the wounded so they can drag them back to post.” Rimes looked at the mercenary he’d interrogated. “We believe in caring for the dead.”

      Gwambe waved his squad forward. Dunne joined them. Moments later the rest of Dunne’s squad joined in.

      While his men worked, Rimes squatted again before the mercenary he’d interrogated. He removed the mercenary’s armor, relishing the fear he could see building in the man’s eyes. As he pulled the chest plate off he leaned in and asked in a hushed voice, “Did T-Corp promise you a new life? Take Plymouth and the rest of your contract you’d have a proxy body? It’s sort of like reincarnation, isn’t it? Is that what you believe in? Rebirth? A new life?”

      The man spat at Rimes.

      “You’re about to have that new life,” Rimes said, his body shaking with fury. “It just may not be what you were expecting.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      
        13 December, 2173. Plymouth Colony.

      

      

      Rimes watched the post’s southern edge from his position, curled in the protective boughs of a towering tree several meters inside the forest border. From his vantage point he could see northwest across the clearing to the breach his team had made in the south perimeter fence. A dozen mercenaries now milled about inside the breach. They feigned boredom—guns lowered, backs turned to the forest, some even leaning against the fence—but it was an illusion, same as Rimes’s stillness. Observers would see none of the tension and anxiousness, the fear and fury coiled within, waiting to explode. The mercenaries were just as watchful as he was.

      He closed his eyes just long enough to taste the night air, to suck in the musty heat and smothering humidity of the planet he’d made his home. He licked sweat from his lips, heard the rasp of his tongue, louder than the chatter of the forest.

      Tracing a straight line from the breach to the forest, Rimes marked the point the mercenaries would exit. They would make it. Thirty minutes earlier there had still been four alive, three of them able to run, even dragging the tattered remains of fallen comrades. Rimes had twice been forced to drive off larger predators that would have ruined his plans.

      From his roost he watched and waited and hoped the mercenaries wouldn’t disappoint him. He knew what sort of effort the will to survive could coax from someone.

      The post seemed surprisingly quiet for it to have just suffered what amounted to an attack. If he’d still been in command he would have been analyzing ways to improve the SAM battery positions, reassess the gun emplacements, and increase patrols. Instead, the post seemed almost completely devoid of life.

      They’re either arrogant fools, or the proxies are still down. Possibly both.

      Movement at the forest exit point caught Rimes’s eye. He scanned the tree line, hoping to catch whatever it was that had drawn his attention.

      He saw it again. A heavy leaf waved lazily, its branch bobbing ever so slightly. Rimes raised his carbine and sighted on the bush the branch protruded from. It took a moment, but he finally made out what had caused the movement and cursed.

      An urwolf was squatting not ten meters from the trail the mercenaries had been following. Although not Plymouth’s largest predator, the urwolf—named by the locals for its grizzly-like size and wolf-like form—was probably its most dangerous. Two of his ERF soldiers had been seriously wounded in five years by the creatures. Urwolves were smart, especially the ones that hunted in packs. He’d encountered a family of six once and had been lucky to escape with a ruined suit of armor and a dislocated elbow.

      Rimes confirmed there was only one of the creatures, then he thought through the situation. A detached coldness settled over him with disturbing ease. If three mercenaries were still alive and capable of running, one should escape the slaughter. The corpses would actually distract the urwolf.

      The stims are going to be a complication. How much will still be in their systems? And stims or not, can they continue on after all they’ve been through?

      Yes.

      The urwolf rose off its belly and leaned forward, hungrily sniffing the wind. Rimes focused on the trailhead and waited. Tension slowly coiled in his core.

      He took his eyes off the trailhead for just a moment and scanned from the base of his perch to the clearing and the fence beyond. There were no mercenaries to be seen, no defense or monitoring systems. He needed only a distraction to have a chance to make it across the open ground.

      A scream shattered the stillness. Rimes pivoted his view back to the trailhead in time to see the urwolf leap. It landed atop one of the mercenaries, easily bearing him to the ground with its two hundred kilo bulk. The scream came again, then went silent.

      The other two mercenaries surged, darting out of the forest, shouting. One drifted into the other, causing the second to stumble slightly and fall behind. Shouting rose above the urwolf’s roars.

      Rimes tracked back to the breach and saw the men who’d been lolling about. They were clearly alert now, turned to the forest, frozen, drawn by the shouts and screaming. They ran toward their comrades, stopping when the urwolf leapt from the forest and tripped up the trailing mercenary by leaping on the ruined corpse he was dragging. The mercenary screamed and kicked as the urwolf closed. The mercenaries from the post charged and opened fire on the beast.

      Rimes dropped from his position and bolted for the fence, maintaining as low a profile as possible. He reached the fence without any indication he’d been detected and skidded on his knees, ignoring the pain in his ankle.

      He pulled a strand of thermal cord from his hip pouch and formed a meter-high semicircle with it, then planted and activated the detonator with a single motion. A flash of heat momentarily overwhelmed his suit and flooded his BAS’ thermal imagery display, but it wasn’t enough to stop him. He cautiously pulled the segment of fence free and crawled through the opening, listening as he did to the ongoing battle between the mercenaries and the urwolf. Even over the gunfire, Rimes could hear shouts for help.

      No fear, huh? He laughed.

      The closest structure to his position was the ruined security building. As he jogged toward it, he pulled up an overlay of the post. He’d integrated the recon data from the other squads but had worried that the data they’d all gathered during the landing might already be obsolete. Now that he’d seen the relative inactivity at the post’s perimeter, he was more confident the data would have some value.

      His main target was the comm uplink, which was nearly 150 meters away. Fortunately, there was a lot of cover: ruins and new, temporary structures.

      When the gunfire died, silence settled over the post. Rimes imagined the urwolf had fled with its first kill rather than deal with the mercenaries. Even it couldn’t stand up to sustained gunfire.

      Using the BAS’ ambient sound amplification Rimes could locate and listen in on casual conversations up to two hundred meters out. He crouched behind the security building and directed his suit’s sensors toward the uplink. Voices were audible over the channel.

      Rimes jogged low across the compound, occasionally stopping to check on the conversation. It continued.

      He stopped behind what looked like a semi-portable generator and listened again.

      There were two speakers, apparently discussing the earlier gunfire. After a few seconds, Rimes realized they had turned their attention to the proxies. Apparently, the proxies were recovered but still disoriented.

      Rimes checked the BAS display, quickly identifying the two men as red dots positioned eighteen meters from him. They were positioned beyond and to the left of the pale-green wireframes of the generator and the communication uplink.

      Sentries.

      Rimes stood and glanced over the generator. He spun in a slow circle and saw no movement, no indication of other people nearby. He dropped low again and snuck toward the sentries. The low hum of electricity emanated from the giant uplink dishes. It was enough to drown out the soft noise he made as he moved.

      Pale moonlight painted everything in a wan, silver light. Behind Rimes, the ghostly gray dishes pointed skyward. To his right, shadows cloaked a small maintenance shed in twilight black. The sentries were on the opposite side of the shed, not even five meters away. They stood close together.

      Rimes edged along the shed wall until he saw them: two silhouettes in the darkness.

      They wore garrison armor, which only protected torso and abdomen. It was a practical decision, and one he would probably agree with—up until the first hint of hostilities.

      He listened for a moment longer, catching the rhythm and flow of the conversation. The sentries were more interested in their discussion than their duty.

      A good commander would perform random patrols to ensure the troops stayed sharp.

      A predator’s smile crossed Rimes’s lips, and he scanned his surroundings once more. No one else was within sight. The massive uplinks broke line of sight to the north; to the east, the building he was leaning against provided cover. The bulk of the post’s buildings cluttered the western landscape; the ruined and temporary structures he’d passed on his way to the uplink cluttered the south. Only the ground—a heavy, grass-like growth with intermittent burn patches—troubled Rimes. In the moonlight, he would have a hard time distinguishing between burned and living grass until he stepped on it.

      The conversation suddenly came to a stop, and Rimes tensed. One of the sentries shook his head and walked away from the other. His voice was raised as if angry. Rimes waited, ready to move. The angry sentry disappeared from sight, somewhere on the north side of the building. After a moment, the remaining sentry called out, apparently taunting the other before turning his back to face the south.

      Rimes edged back along the south wall until he could glance around the corner. The angry sentry stood at the fence surrounding the uplinks. His voice was low; it sounded like he was grumbling. He occasionally looked over his shoulder toward the other sentry. Rimes confirmed the sentries’ positions with his BAS, ensuring the intervening building would provide cover; it offered a little.

      It’ll have to do.

      Pressing himself flush to the building’s east wall, Rimes advanced. His movement was slow and measured. Each foot rose slowly but certainly, then stretched to the next position and descended more slowly and with extreme caution.

      Twenty meters separated Rimes and the angry sentry. With each intake of breath, Rimes crossed a meter. Three meters out, he stepped on a patch of charred grass. The crackling was a roar in the BAS’ audio system.

      Rimes froze.

      The sentry tensed, then turned. Rimes leapt. A single strike to the neck, and the sentry collapsed with little more than a whispered gasp.

      Rimes caught the sentry and lowered him to the ground, then twisted to locate the second sentry. Only the building’s black bulk was visible. A quick search, and Rimes located the unconscious sentry’s knife. Rimes drove the knife hilt deep into the sentry’s throat, then retraced his path to the building and around it.

      The second sentry was pacing now, apparently agitated. He stopped long enough to hurl an insult at the dead sentry. Rimes waited until he was sure the sentry was going to return to his south-facing position again. A moment later, the sentry did exactly that, muttering beneath his breath like his dead comrade had.

      Rimes slid forward quietly and struck the sentry in the neck. Rimes caught the sentry as he fell and snapped his neck before lowering him to the ground.

      Seconds slipped past. Rimes returned to the fence surrounding the uplink. Like the perimeter fence, the uplink fence’s electrical defense hadn’t been reactivated. Rimes used another length of thermal cord, and a moment later he was inside, cautiously approaching the uplinks.

      He knew the layout well enough that he didn’t have to consult his BAS.

      Overcoming communications systems defenses was part of the training Rimes personally conducted for his ERF team, so this part was easy for him. He popped a panel, exposing a circuit, then he went to work connecting a device Meyers had constructed aboard the Valdez. It would overcome standard communications security systems.

      Time seemed to race by as Meyers’s device first cracked the security, then synchronized with the communications signals. While the device worked its magic, Rimes laid explosive charges along three critical areas. The explosives weren’t enough to bring the dishes down, but they were enough to cripple critical electronics and shatter wire casings and the wiring within.

      A magenta light flashed on Rimes’s BAS display as he activated the final timer. Meyers’s device was now fully embedded into the communications system. Rimes headed back to the device and connected to it using the BAS’ near-field communications. His system filtered out thousands of inactive frequencies before identifying hundreds of active channels.

      Meyers had developed an application years before that quickly classified traffic: data, voice, a combination of both, encrypted packets, and now the distinctive packets the proxies persistently transmitted and received. While it searched, Meyers’s device also busily insinuated bots into the communications system. When triggered, the autonomous software packets would attack, overwhelming the targeted communications channels by using the system’s own security against it. The first channel to be choked: the proxy’s.

      While waiting for Meyers’s software to do its thing, Rimes sorted through the pure data and known channels. When that was done, he began working through the remaining channels, listening in for a few seconds and then moving to the next. It was tedious work, perfect for software, but he was hoping to luck into what he was looking for. Meyers’s software flashed a notice: it had located a channel of interest.

      Rimes listened in.

      “Everything is under control now,” a male voice said. “The fools chased after the assault force while I was incapacitated. The last one is back now. I will speak to their noncoms and give the post a good look. They need discipline and leadership.”

      “How many casualties?” asked a second male voice, almost condescending.

      Rimes pulled up video. There were three involved in the conference, two men and a woman. One of the men was a proxy, his skin almost waxy in appearance; the other man and woman were apparently aboard ships in orbit. All three were Indian or Pakistani, their fancy uniforms adorned with insignia far too similar to T-Corp’s security to be coincidental. Rimes assumed they were senior ranking officers.

      “Thirty at most,” the first voice—the proxy—answered. He waved dismissively. “We are in the process of reassessing our defensive posture now. I will remind the Brotherhood of their obligations when I’m on patrol. This is of no concern. What about the fleet?”

      “As I said before we have driven the attacking force off.” That was the woman. She spoke emphatically, proudly, her dark gold skin glowing. Aside from a too-strong nose that actually almost worked with her face, she was pretty. Her dark eyes were accentuated with glittering eye shadow, her soft cheekbones with rouge. “Our fleet now stands at nearly half-strength. My force suffered minimal effect in the engagement aside from losing a gunship.”

      “Half-strength?” The proxy’s voice held anger his face didn’t seem capable of fully reflecting. “Amit, you waste time discussing the loss of a few mercenaries, and you’ve lost half the fleet?”

      “Shriya was slow to arrive with her contingent,” Amit, the human male, said. Human or not, his voice was flat, almost robotic. “Had she come to the scene expeditiously we would have been—”

      “I followed established protocol,” Shriya said, her voice rising slightly. “You should not have deployed your attack ships without the frigate support. That is doctrine and protocol, and it is how we trained for this.”

      Is it the command team? Kapoor and Talwar? I thought there were four task forces. Did we wipe out the capital ships of the fourth force?

      “I did exactly what I needed to do,” Amit said calmly. "Without deploying those attack ships, Eswar’s fleet would have been destroyed sooner. We could not know they were going to use nuclear weapons."

      “Is Eswar dead?” the proxy asked.

      “His command transport was destroyed in the initial attack,” Amit said. “None of his forces survived. We did not have the facilities to attempt rescue of the wounded. You would not understand the destruction without seeing it with your own eyes, Sunil.”

      “What remains of their fleet?” Sunil—the proxy—asked, clearly fighting back anger. “And what about Srinivas? Did he command my force well?”

      “Srinivas was slow to engage,” Amit said matter-of-factly. “I would characterize his command as timid and unhelpful to the objective. I intend to file a reprimand with HR. As with Shriya, his unwillingness to operate aggressively cost us dearly.”

      “I followed protocols, Amit.” Shriya’s voice rose even more. “Mine is the only force to have survived the battle largely unharmed.”

      “We need to consider abandoning Plymouth,” Amit said, physically turning, as if to ignore Shriya. “At our current force level, we cannot hold this position. The losses have made it necessary to abandon our patrols. We are no longer able to position ships for agile responsiveness above the planet. We could drive off another attack from this fleet of theirs, but if they were to gain reinforcements we would be at terrible risk. Of course, the bulk of the blame will fall on Eswar, but my report will make clear who else failed to operate at optimal levels and thus contributed negatively.”

      “I too will file a report,” Shriya said. “I—”

      Sunil waved dismissively. “The arguing gets us nothing. Amit, if you intend to abandon Plymouth, you force us to do the same. We would have to leave the mercenaries behind to hold everything we have fought to gain until reinforcements can be sent. I told you, I would be the one to kill Colonel Rimes and break his Elite Response Force.”

      Amit shrugged. “Then stay and kill him.”

      “My fleet cannot operate alone,” Sunil growled, a sound that was once again jarringly incongruous with his almost-calm face. “You will damage the Kapoor name if you flee now. Kill Rimes and we break the ERF. Once the UN learns the ERF is broken, it will not resist further. We don’t even know yet how the other attacks have gone. We must stay until we know that at the very least.”

      “The Kapoor name will survive, as will I,” Amit said. “You should be concerned about your own name, and more importantly, your own survival.”

      Shriya chimed in, “Sunil, we really should—”

      Rimes disconnected and smiled. Commander Kapoor. A lion! The angry one, is he Talwar, then? A proxy. So, he’s down here on Plymouth. From the sound of it, on post.

      As he exited through the hole he’d burned, Rimes studied the post’s overlay on his BAS. Based off the recon data, he estimated the building most likely to hold officers would be a temporary structure erected fifty meters from the quadrangle.

      Rimes cautiously jogged northwest, heading for the munitions depot.
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      Rimes squatted in the darkness of the concrete stairwell that led down into Munitions Bunker Four, straining to hold his breath and listening intently to the amplified sound coming in through the BAS. All he could hear was the whistle of wind in the stairwell. Pinprick sensations spread throughout his left hand, burning away the numbness caused by a blow he should have seen coming. The lifeless body of the sentry who’d landed the blow was at the base of the stairs, lying next to the other sentry Rimes had dispatched. The two had been less sloppy than the sentries guarding the communications uplinks, but they’d been easy enough work.

      When he was sure no one was coming, Rimes poked his head out of the stairwell and scanned the munitions depot. As with the communications uplinks facility, a fence that was normally electrified surrounded the depot. Its gate was closed and unguarded now.

      Rimes sucked in fresh air and settled against the stairwell wall.

      Sloppy. Got to stay focused. Stay focused.

      Blood trailed down the stairs and pooled around the corpses. In the moonlight, the liquid was black, like the mold growing in the corners of the stairwell. Rimes tasted the distinctive metallic saltiness—blood—on his bottom lip and realized it was split, another strike that had gotten through.

      He felt naked and vulnerable inside the munitions depot. It was a slightly raised area, fairly remote from any other structures. There were no towering satellite dishes to hide behind, no generators or maintenance shed. Everything was underground.

      Quietly, he descended to the bottom of the stairwell.

      Explosives had left scorch marks, divots, and cracks in the concrete vestibule when the mercenaries had blown open the bunker door. Most of the blast had been contained, but there were pieces of concrete and metal at the base of the stairwell. Rimes wasn’t surprised to find simple chains holding the warped, sagging doors closed. He laid another thin strip of thermal cord over the chains and stepped back. Seconds later, the doors were open. After doing another quick scan of the surrounding area, he dragged the corpses inside and flipped on his helmet lamp.

      Rimes’s shopping list was short, and explosives were at the top. Everything else was optional.

      He stopped at the cage entry that sealed off the heavy ordnance from the rest of the bunker, which held bullets and similar, less dangerous munitions. Once more, he used a thermal cord strip to burn through the gate’s lock, then he moved inside. It was quick work searching the shelves, as he took only what he needed, stuffing everything into a backpack taken from one of the mercenaries killed in the forest. As he added items, he made sure to keep what he’d need first on the top.

      Before leaving the cage, he grabbed a grenade launcher and a handful of grenades, stuffing them into suit pockets.

      From the start, his plan had been very loosely structured, with plenty of room for improvisation. Even so, there was one thing that wasn’t flexible: his mission needed to be done within an hour, or he wouldn’t be leaving the post alive.

      If the plan had gone off the rails, he would have simply loaded up on munitions, stimmed up, and made for the nearby northern perimeter. So far, the mercenaries’ lax security had made that sort of hasty decision unnecessary. He was actually running ahead of schedule.

      He tested the backpack. It was full, secure, and not straining at the seams.

      Rimes headed for the open areas of the bunker, where he gathered conventional ammunition and more magazines for his carbine. Loading the magazines seemed to take forever, but he was experienced enough to know that a person’s perception of time and reality were quite different under stress. When he was done, he dug out a suppressor for his carbine.

      All told, he spent less than ten minutes inside the bunker. The last several seconds were allocated to placing a timed charge among the explosives. Even if his mission failed, he would leave a reminder of his visit.

      At the top of the stairwell, Rimes hesitated, warily scanning his surroundings. To the north, he could make out the perimeter fence’s outline. To the east, he could see the building that he suspected held the metacorporate proxies. To the south and west, it was largely open ground to the quadrangle and to his destination: the tower.

      Everything seemed clear, but Rimes held his position for a moment more to be sure.

      He sensed movement at the same moment he heard the sound: the depot gate opening. Rimes saw a form he’d missed in the dark. It was moving through the gate.

      Standing stationary.

      Rimes slowly retreated into the bunker, leaving the door open behind him. He backed away from the door, angling to his right and slipping down an aisle until he could barely see the entry. He brought his carbine up and locked the suppressor onto the end of the barrel, sighting on the slightly lighter rectangle that marked the doorway.

      The door opened wider, slowly revealing the form Rimes had seen earlier. The form—male—stepped in cautiously. He squatted, examining something on the floor.

      The sentries’ blood.

      Hoping it would enable him to take the sentries down quickly, Rimes had used a knife. It had been the right call, but the blood had rightly worried him.

      The man drew a kukri knife and edged forward, following the blood trail.

      Rimes had the man’s head in his carbine’s sights and was ready to fire but hesitated. The man wasn’t wearing an earpiece. There was no threat of him calling for help. More importantly, something about the man’s silhouette and movement seemed vaguely familiar. It wasn’t until the man turned, brandishing the kukri, and stared at Rimes that he realized it was Talwar.

      “I can see you,” Talwar said. “Your gun, at least. Show yourself.”

      The mission dictated Rimes shoot Talwar and head for his final objective before anyone could respond to the sound or to Talwar’s disappearance. Instead, Rimes stepped out from his hiding place and lowered his carbine. He shrugged off the backpack and set it on the ground beside the carbine, then he pulled off his headgear. He drew his own knife, and a smile spread across Talwar’s plastic face.

      “Colonel Jackson Rimes.” Talwar slowly lifted the knife he held until it was at chest level. “My first inspection since your attack, and I find you. We were destined to meet.”

      Despite the rage roaring in Rimes’s mind, a coldness settled over him as he stepped forward. Rimes took in details: Talwar’s movements, the kukri’s design, the form-fitting armor that seemed on par with Rimes’s. They were of roughly similar build, Rimes thicker of chest, Talwar broader in the hips and longer-armed. In the video, Talwar’s proxy had reflected someone in his late twenties or possibly early thirties. That led Rimes to assume their combat experience would be somewhat similar. Talwar slightly favored his right leg, possibly due to a wound or the last vestiges of the EMP damage. Or a ruse.

      “I don’t believe in destiny.” Rimes dropped into a slight crouch.

      “Yet here you are.” Talwar slowly circled and tested Rimes with a quick thrust. “How can that not be destiny?”

      While Rimes wanted to gauge Talwar’s skills and attack style there was also an overpowering desire to close and plunge a knife into Talwar’s throat. Rimes tried to find a middle ground, probing with his own feints earlier than he normally would. He received a gash on his left forearm for his troubles.

      “That armor of yours,” Talwar said with a chuckle, pointing with his bloody blade. “Quite good, but not against this blade, I’m afraid. Special material. I can cut through most anything with it. But you know that now, don’t you?”

      Talwar was even quicker than Theroux had been.

      They’ve made advances. Not surprising.

      Another feint, and Rimes had a second gash, this one on his right shoulder.

      “You came to steal ammunition?” Talwar’s tone was teasing. “One man? We have hundreds here. We have been hunting your soldiers for weeks. And you came alone? Are you that desperate, Colonel?”

      Rimes stepped in again, this time chopping Talwar’s arm as he slashed. The strike gave Rimes an opening, and he struck, driving his knife up at Talwar’s throat. Talwar shifted and took the blow in the ribs. Rimes’s knife sank deep. He twisted it as he pulled it free and backed away.

      Talwar gasped softly.

      “You’re quick as well, Colonel.” Talwar stretched. His voice had an edge to it, but he forced a strained smile. “You cannot possibly hope to escape, of course. Tell me how you escaped us the first time?”

      “We were on Sahara when you attacked. We destroyed the force that attacked there.”

      “Ah. You have a history of not logging your operations. This should not be surprising, but it was. The last of your surprises.”

      Talwar leapt in and slashed with a speed that surprised Rimes. An instinctive left jab drove Talwar’s head back, reducing the power of the attack and deflecting it somewhat. Rimes caught the blade with a desperate parry, but he still felt it slide across his own, gashing his knuckles before cutting into his wrist.

      Without his armor and his parry, Rimes guessed the kukri would have cut his hand off at the wrist. As it was, he was bleeding and his hand felt weakened. Rimes flexed the hand and realized a lethal thrust would be nearly impossible against Talwar’s armor and his enhanced proxy body. With the rate of bleeding Rimes was facing, he needed to change to more aggressive tactics.

      “You have probably never seen my like, Colonel?” Talwar seemed more entertained with his taunting than intent on provoking. “The perfect mixture of nature and science. Man and machine, synergized.”

      “What happens when your true body dies? Are you ready to spend the rest of your life in that shell?”

      Talwar smiled, but it seemed unconvincing, regardless of the plastic-looking face. “Why not? This will eventually be indistinguishable from my birth body. I could live forever if I wanted. I can have a new body grown when this one begins to fail me. Like yours is failing you now.”

      Talwar was giving ground, changing to a more defensive posture, despite knowing that Rimes was bleeding. Or because of. It would make sense to let the bleeding weaken him.

      Or, once again, it could be a ruse designed to draw Rimes into a risky attack.

      No other choice, really.

      Rimes lunged, feigned a stumble, then fell back just as Talwar slashed. Talwar let out a quiet, surprised grunt just before Rimes drove the palm of his left hand into Talwar’s nose, shattering it. Blood spurted across Talwar’s mouth and chin. He cried and fell back. Rimes moved close and left his abdomen exposed; Talwar fell for the ploy, and overextended with a disemboweling thrust. Rimes hooked Talwar’s right forearm with an elbow, then brought a knee up, hyperextending and dislocating the elbow.

      A wordless hiss escaped Talwar. The kukri rattled to the concrete floor as he staggered backward, grimacing and clutching the ruined arm against his chest.

      Rimes picked the kukri up with his free hand and closed, thrusting first with his own knife, then slashing with the kukri. A solid swing caught Talwar’s left arm halfway between wrist and elbow, slicing into bone and rendering the arm useless. Talwar cursed and gave ground until his back was to the bunker wall. Rimes kicked Talwar’s legs out from under him and drove a knee into Talwar’s back, pinning him down.

      “I would imagine you’ll survive those wounds,” Rimes said. “That body of yours is tougher than any human body could hope for. But I’m also betting you’d like out of that body about now?”

      Rimes slashed Talwar’s hamstrings before dragging the kukri deep across Talwar’s lower back, gashing his kidneys. Another slash, and the proxy’s Achilles were cut. Rimes patted Talwar’s pockets, ignoring the proxy's groans. He finally located Talwar’s earpiece. Rimes stood and dropped Talwar’s kukri onto his back, then unsteadily connected Talwar’s earpiece to a BAS cable.

      “But you can’t simply leave the body right now, or you would have when I broke your arm. Right?” Rimes chuckled. “Right. So I’m going to leave you here for now. And if you believe in destiny, maybe we’ll meet again.”

      Rimes walked back to the backpack and tenderly slid it over his shoulders. He pulled a coagulant canister from a hip pouch and sprayed his wounds, taking an extra moment with the damaged wrist. The wrist danced back and forth between numbness and fiery pain. Rimes flexed, working the wrist until the pain was constant. Electric jolts shot from his fingertips to his elbow. The pain drove any lingering fatigue away and brought on a level of lucidity that nothing else could.

      Blinking away the pain, he dug a stim from a leg pouch and injected himself in the thigh. He closed his eyes until he could feel the telltale tingling sensation at the tips of his toes and fingers. He looked the bunker and the bodies over again, seeing everything now with superhuman clarity.

      Pain and drugs. How could I possibly feel more alive and awake? How could I possibly feel at all in this hopeless time?

      He pulled his helmet on and grabbed his carbine. He stopped by one of the sentry corpses, cut away some cloth, and then fashioned a crude bandage for his wrist. He listened to Talwar’s pathetic whimpers, then dashed for the stairwell, examining the darkness around him for threats before climbing out and jogging for the tower.
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      As he drew closer to the tower that had once been his home, Rimes could pick out details he hadn’t noticed before. Pale yellow light glowed through cracks in what was now a skeletal structure. In the moonlight, the exterior should have been gray. It was almost black, and there were dark streaks that climbed from sockets that had once been windows. Laughter. With his faceplate raised he caught the smell of charred wood and…other things on the wind. Bitter ash settled on his tongue. He spat, but he couldn’t shake the taste. Chills intermittently spiked through his chest, setting his mouth to trembling, even as his suit struggled to keep his temperature down.

      Laughter floated down from the raised area where the tower and barracks were built.

      “Jared? Calvin?” Rimes scanned the darkness, hoping he might spy his boys.

      For just a moment, the fire-ravaged surroundings were replaced by the vibrant living facility he had left behind. Plants imported from Earth still blossomed. Children—his sons—still played within the quadrangle or on the soccer field some distance away. The air was thick with pollen and sweet garden aromas.

      The laughter deepened—a man’s laugh—and the illusion was shattered. Only darkness and ash remained.

      Rimes dropped to his belly and shook his head to clear any remnants of the dream.

      Early in Fort Concord’s development, the living facilities had been a sticking point between him and the bean counters. The expectation had been that residential space would be tight and that the ERF soldiers would be packed in like sardines. Rimes had fought this on the grounds of the damage it would do to morale for an elite unit. In the end, the compromise was three large, multi-storied, dorm-like barracks for the junior enlisted and the tower for those with families, as well as the senior enlisted and officers. They were all wrapped around a shared quadrangle that could host get-togethers to help build morale and esprit de corps.

      In the darkness, the barracks formed a black, block-shaped “C,” enclosing the quadrangle’s north, west, and south. The tower rose on the eastern side.

      Now that he knew where to look, Rimes spotted the mercenary gun emplacements on the fourth floor of the north and south barracks’ eastern and western corners. That protected the quadrangle from entry.

      Talwar’s earpiece had been hacked by the BAS software, allowing Rimes to spoof the commander’s identity. Any system scanning the post’s interior would detect Talwar’s signal, but Rimes knew better than to completely trust any software. He got to his feet slowly and began walking toward the tower, doing his best to appear confident, even cocky.

      As he walked, Rimes loaded the grenade launcher, and his eyes rose to the tower’s top.

      Rimes slowed and angled to the right, hoping to use the darkness to hide him from the laughing man. He risked a quick glance in the direction of the laughter and saw three men in heavy armor standing around the parade ground podium. They were probably too far away to notice him, but he kept his pace slow just to be safe.

      Suddenly, an alarm flashed in his BAS display, and a siren activated, emitting a strange, warbling noise that rose and dropped and rose again, then cycled. Red lights flashed from the roofs of the temporary buildings the mercenaries had erected. The lights exposed Rimes to anyone alert for suspicious movement. He could only hope the mercenaries would react as if another attack was underway.

      Rimes checked the BAS alarm. It was a timer; the proxy communications channel was down. He had one minute before the communications array and ammunitions depot blew. At a sprint, he could almost reach the tower, or he could drop and wait for the explosions to provide a distraction.

      He ran.

      Almost immediately, shouts went up. Gunfire nearly drowned out the siren. Rimes eschewed any semblance of a serpentine in favor of pushing his body harder than he ever had before. His arms pumped, one holding the grenade launcher, the other holding a second grenade. His legs pistoned him forward through the passing of bullets that were audible through the BAS.

      At the tower’s east entry, Rimes leapt and twisted into a ball before turning so that his right shoulder took the impact as he slammed into the door. It gave easily, falling off its ruined hinges. Rimes fell with it, rolling to his feet four meters in.

      He knew the tower well, even in the dark, even with everything charred black and covered in soot, even with ash drifting downward in choking, acrid air.

      Tears filled his burning eyes. He wiped the salty liquid away.

      A foyer surrounded him. There was a small lobby off to his right. The elevators were straight ahead on the right, the stairwell door opposite them.

      Rimes pivoted on the ball of his right foot and ran into the lobby. There was a recreation room beyond. He leapt over the black outline of furniture, remembering a pool table, a ping-pong table, and smaller tables for cards. All were gone now.

      At the north wall he stopped. There had been a large bay window there, but it had been blown out at some point, probably by the heat of the fire. Rimes brought the grenade launcher up and sighted on the barracks across the way. He relied as much on his stim-heightened senses as his BAS.

      Movement.

      Rimes fired and reloaded, closing the weapon before the round detonated. Screams continued after the explosion’s thunder died. Rimes slung the strap of the grenade launcher over his shoulder and sprinted back to the lobby. His heart pounded in his chest, warning him he was testing his limits. Despite the stims, he was feeling lightheaded from the blood loss. Kwon’s bloodthirsty presence shouldered aside any concerns.

      Establishing new limits tonight.

      At the doorway Rimes threw himself against the wall and scanned the dark. His pursuers were too close for the grenade launcher.

      He shrugged off the backpack, pulled out his carbine, and then pressed himself flat against the wall. He waited, letting the pursuers run through the doorway. There were three of them—the men from the parade ground. Rimes opened fire, dropping them before they saw him.

      He looked out the doorway again. There were more coming now, but he had time.

      He pulled several small packets from the backpack, then pressed one against the wall he’d been standing against. Quick as he could, he estimated the distance he wanted, then activated the mine’s proximity sensor. He hooked the backpack carry handle and ran for the stairwell, dropping the backpack just outside the door. Hands free, he switched the carbine out for the grenade launcher again.

      Beyond the stairwell and elevator, the foyer connected to a small bathroom, and to the left of that, a utility room. Rimes ran past those and the modest laundry room, skidding to a stop at the building’s nursery. It mirrored the recreation room’s layout, with a bay window looking to the south. The eastern edge of the southern barracks building was visible from the nursery’s open doorway.

      Once again the grenade launcher came up. He saw movement just before he heard gunfire. Bullets crashed into the wall beside him. Kwon roared in defiance, and Rimes returned the roar.

      He fired.

      Even before reloading he knew that he’d hit. The explosion, the screams, they were satisfying in a cold, hate-filled way.

      A faint pain in his left hip brought his attention back to the tower and the battle underway. He glanced down and grunted. A round had caught him. His armor took the worst of it, but he was bleeding from another wound.

      Muttering a curse, he ran for the foyer. Despite the stims, he favored the wounded hip. He was halfway to the foyer when the charge he’d placed at the entry detonated.

      Miscalculated. They’re coming up too fast. Means they’re on stims too.

      Rimes reached the stairwell door, pausing only long enough to grab the backpack and to glance at the remains of those killed by the blast. They were lit by the last fires burning away flesh and uniform. Satisfaction rumbled deep in his guts. Kwon wanted trophies from the bodies.

      Or maybe I do.

      He stopped in the stairwell to rig another explosive, this one larger and of a different design. The space felt confined, the air smothering, full of death and ash.

      Your imagination. Just imagination.

      Rimes lowered his faceplate, then he shrugged the backpack onto his shoulder. The backpack seemed heavier. It held five more charges like the one that had just blown, three of them heavier. He couldn’t abandon the backpack.

      Blood loss. Keep moving. For Molly.

      He emptied the grenades from his pockets, setting them down next to the charge he’d rigged by the stairwell door. He tossed the grenade launcher out of sight behind the stairs and began his ascent.

      Eighteen flights up, Rimes leaned against the rail for support, finally simply sliding until he was sitting on the concrete steps. He blinked and gasped, desperately sucking in air. His legs were jelly, his knees throbbing nubs of pain. The carbine he held felt like a stone slab. He set it down, just for a moment, just long enough to rest. He looked at his shredded, blood-soaked gloves. The hands within were cut and cracked. Flexing sent bolts of pain through his wrists and up his forearms.

      Slowly, he twisted and looked up the stairwell shaft. He was closer to the top than the bottom. An explosion sounded deep below.

      His pursuers had finally gained the stairwell.

      Heat rose above the ball of flame. The incendiary charge would kill anyone caught in its immediate blast radius, armor or not. It would maim and incapacitate twice as far as that initial radius.

      And the grenades…

      Rimes leaned forward to cradle his head in his aching hands. He pushed up his faceplate and massaged his temples, hoping to buy even a moment of relief against the sense of weakness. Ash and the stench of the explosives filled his awareness, but they couldn’t drive away the other smells.

      Burning flesh. His stomach twisted as chills washed over him. Molly!

      Fighting back the nausea, Rimes managed to stand. He clutched the stairwell rail for support and stared at his battered, blood-streaked armor. It seemed so inadequate. He swung his carbine over a shoulder and climbed, reminding himself that his target, his mission, his goal was above. Below were failure and death.

      One step. Two. Three.

      Rimes paused to catch his breath. He should have been able to jog the stairs. He’d been jogging the stairs before. His stomach lurched; his heart protested.

      A moment. Just another moment, and then I’ll move on.

      The heat from below intensified. Explosions—deafening in the stairwell—boomed. More screams, this time weaker. Reinforcements who’d tried the stairs once the fires subsided, unaware of the grenades.

      Rimes stopped and listened. Sweat stung his eyes. He blinked it away, then slid his faceplate back down.

      Something was moving below, footsteps echoing in the stairwell.

      Proxies.

      Rimes looked up. The stairs seemed to rise up forever. He pulled the carbine from his shoulder; the weapon felt clumsy in his hands. He clenched his teeth against the pain. The sound of booted steps rose on the heat, closer, but he still had a lead. He needed to move, to get the air and blood pumping in his body, to rejuvenate himself with the purity of action. He dug another stim out and slammed it into his thigh, then he waited for the surge of energy and the tingling.

      Come on, you bastards. Come and get it.

      The stairs taunted him, moving at the last second, evading his steps. Growling, he charged upward but quickly stumbled and jammed his fingers and banged his shins against the concrete steps. Rimes welcomed the pain. It was fresh, alive, invigorating, counter to the uncertainty that had been spawned by lightheadedness.

      He stood again and squeezed the railing with shaking hands, then he blew out a jagged breath. He charged again, this time finding his footing. His breathing became a slow, feeble rhythm, carrying him to the next landing and then the next. And then another.

      The proxies were closing. It was a race, one he could have won before. He wasn’t so sure about it now.

      He climbed, hand skipping over the rail, stopping every once in a while, pressing against the wall, catching his breath. He glanced down. The BAS display painted the world green and black. Light from the fires flared brightly one moment, threatening to wash the imagery out, then died down, plunging everything into darker green.

      There.

      Wisps of smoke curled in the wake of racing forms that rose from the depths. The nearest ones glanced up, located him. He climbed. He needed them to follow.

      They accelerated, closing the gap.

      Explosions roared below again, and Rimes stopped, wrapping his arms around the rail for support. The building, built to withstand Plymouth’s quakes, shook and threatened to collapse.

      You’ve been through too much already, haven’t you? Hold it together. Just a little longer.

      Below, the proxies stared up at him. He imagined he could see their eyes through their helmets.

      Are you scared now? Do you feel the fear, knowing what’s coming?

      Rimes lifted his faceplate and laughed until he nearly passed out. His throat burned from the acrid vapors, but his laughter echoed in the collapsing stairwell below. The proxies fell from sight, and their screams drowned out his laughter.

      At the next landing he stopped. Three more flights of stairs, then the ceiling.

      Somewhere in the fighting and destruction, he’d found a balance, a calm. Kwon’s voice had gone silent, leaving Rimes to manage the moment, but it felt like there was a welcome presence there still. The throbbing in his head relented, and his breathing eased. He took the next flight of stairs without trouble, stopping to check the carbine and flex his hands. Pain still flared, but it wasn’t as bad as before.

      An explosion—throaty, angry—roared from the depths.

      Were they carrying something?

      Flame and heat jetted up through the coiling smoke that clung to the floors below. The tower shuddered and threatened to collapse again. He waited until the shaking passed, then continued up. When he reached the final step, he understood what was happening to him. They’d invaded, taken what wasn’t theirs, and in the process they’d driven out the last of him and left a void. They desired destruction, a war.

      I’ll give you what you want.

      Another explosion, and flames filled the stairwell below, this time staying rather than falling back. He closed his faceplate against the unbearable heat. Stairs or not, there was no exit that way. He had known the trip was one way, success or failure.

      He stopped at the door, held his bloody hands out to sense what was beyond. No heat. No flames.

      Long gone.

      But they were beyond the door.

      He clenched his shaking fist and clasped it to his chest to steady it.

      So close now. No time for weakness and frailty. Just another few minutes, that’s all I’m asking of you. Just give me another few minutes, damn it.

      Suddenly, he remembered that he needed to check the roof exit. He searched along the wall, checking left, then right, finally spotting metal rungs. He lifted his faceplate and slung the carbine strap over his shoulder. With a grunt, he clambered up the rungs. His legs protested, his arms even more. He set his shoulder against the roof hatch and shoved it open.

      When the outside air hit his face, he realized just how hellishly hot the stairwell had become. It was still black out, the sky lit more by the mercenaries’ red warning lights than the stars or moon.

      He searched the sky, saw nothing. He was up against it now. Time was running out. He triggered his earpiece.

      “Ready.”

      “Inbound,” said Headey. “ETA, three minutes.”

      “No rush.” No rush ever again.

      He saw it then: The telltale flicker of lights approaching in the western distance. He descended the rungs slowly, readying himself.

      Blinking, sucking in the suit’s recycled air, shaking away doubts and fears, he crossed to the doorway. He gripped the handle and set his shoulder against the door. He knew better than to seek courage from inside; he was spent. He twisted the handle and leaned against the door, feeling it shudder against him.

      A hallway spread out before him, ghostly white. Rimes stared for a moment, then stepped to the closest door. He kicked it in and shouted.

      “Any survivors, come out! We’re here to rescue you!”

      He moved to the next door and repeated the process, his mind struggling to block out what he was seeing. Bodies, charred, twisted. Their near-skeletal faces stared at him, horrified, caught in incomprehensible agony.

      He thought back to Sahara. The entity and its plasma that had flash-burned its targets.

      Again and again he kicked in doors and shouted. There were no survivors.

      Finally, he ran for the door to his own apartment, throwing himself against it with every bit of force he could summon. The door shattered, and he fell face first into a fine layer of ash. He spat and shoved himself up.

      “Molly! Jared! Calvin!”

      He saw them, and his voice devolved into wordless mewling. They were waiting for him in the living room, arms open, waiting for his embrace. He ran to them, gathering them, holding them close. Tears flowed down his cheeks as he struggled to apologize for his failure, for abandoning them.

      He pulled them free, easily cutting through the charred bonds that held them to the blackened frames of chairs. Unconsciously, he noted the small pile of viscera—nearly burned to ash—beneath each body, the way their legs had been bound, the lack of any remnant of clothing. Killing them hadn’t been enough. The mercenaries had needed a new level of depravity, had plumbed the depths of inhumanity.

      Rimes staggered back toward the stairwell, hugging his family against his chest. They were remarkably light in his arms despite the weakness he felt. At the stairwell door, he felt the heat. It was more intense now, the flames rising, consuming whatever they could. He shoved the door open.

      Oblivious to the flames rising around him he climbed the ladder again, the skeletal remains held against him by his wounded arm. Tears left a salty trail on his cheeks, then quickly evaporated in the heat. Flames licked at his feet as he reached the roof. He was vaguely aware of gunfire as the shuttles descended, turned, and hovered. One of the shuttles had no cockpit, only a charred, gaping hole. The other opened its airlock.

      With robotic stiffness, Rimes walked toward the airlock. Each step came easier than the last. He glanced back, saw blinking lights on the horizon. Distractedly, he realized they were enemy gunships flying in from Halifax. Reinforcements.

      He stepped into the airlock, refusing offers of assistance.

      Squatting in the open airlock, one arm wrapped around the blackened bones, the other clinging to a safety harness, he watched the post slip away beneath him. The shuttle was alone now, its pilotless twin still barely visible hovering above the tower. Muzzle flashes glittered all around the post and the forest surrounding it. The mercenaries had all raced to Rimes’s home at the summons, come to take him down. Their gunships were over the post now, pursuing with reckless speed.

      “Now, Dariusz,” Rimes said. “Now.”

      He closed his eyes and buried his face against Molly’s skull, felt wispy patches of ashen hair crumble against his cheek. Even through his closed eyes he could feel the brightness of the blast and feel the flames washing over the home he’d carved from Plymouth’s red clay heart. Kwon was a deep, guttural growl rumbling through Rimes’s gut, a different and more terrible power than he had ever known.

      He kissed Molly one last time and accepted who—what—he had become.
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        24 December, 2173. Plymouth Colony.

      

      

      Rimes watched Singh Bey Airport from the crest of a shrub-covered, gentle hill. He was cloaked in heavy, three-meter-long leaves plucked from one of the southern forest’s older trees. The leaves were thick enough to block whatever heat leaked through his armor and dark enough to blend into the wilder growth covering the hill. Still as he was, not even computerized sensors would pick him up, and in Plymouth’s muggy, equatorial heat, he wouldn’t register as a thermal blip. He chewed on a sweet piece of the genetically modified sugarcane that had adapted to Plymouth and slowly shifted left for a better view of Delta City below. Leaves and vines crunched beneath his elbow, filling the air with their rich, earthy scent.

      From his position, the airport registered slightly more than eleven and a half klicks distant. Through the carbine’s advanced optics, he could make out enough details to get a sense of the challenges the city presented.

      Delta City was nestled in the southern shadow of the low Serenity Mountains range on Riviera’s east coast. Plymouth’s equator bisected the city’s center. The city was a bustling metropolis, home to more than ten million people and Plymouth’s largest university. Built on the Hercules River delta, the city provided a vast array of economic opportunities: mining, manufacturing, construction, and transportation. In the last few years, work had begun on the Hercules Shipyard, a project expected to eventually employ nearly three thousand. Already, ore for the first double-hulled deep exploration vessel—a one-hundred meter monstrosity—was being refined in the nearby Stapleton Ironworks.

      Although the thick forest surrounding Delta City had been cut back decades before, the indigenous plant life was resilient, constantly creeping back to the edges of the city’s southernmost expansion: District Seven. There wasn’t much to be done about the forest’s intrusion other than to occasionally send a contingent of heavy earthwork vehicles out and drive back the wild with steel, electricity, and muscle. No one was about to abandon the most stable stretch of land on-planet because of a few fist-thick vines and poison-spitting flowers. Besides, District Seven had been built around Plymouth’s busy Singh Bey Airport, the only airstrip capable of servicing larger orbital shuttles of the sort Delta City’s future was tied to.

      At its longest stretch, the airport spanned nearly eight klicks to accommodate the longer strip needed by runway shuttles. Five-meter-high walls surrounded the airport on all four sides, sealing it off from the encroaching forest to the south and west and from the rest of District Seven to the north and east. Rimes focused on those walls. More specifically, he focused on the corpses hanging from the walls that faced the forest. Ropes ran from the corpses’ necks to struts that supported concertina wire. Bloody strips of flesh hung from the wire here and there. The executed had been forced to climb the walls, most likely while their hands were bound.

      Based off the even distribution, Rimes estimated a thousand victims, all slowly cooking in Plymouth’s harsh sun. Scavengers had been at many of the corpses already, tearing away ripe prizes.

      Rimes lowered his carbine and struggled with the nightmarish phantasms of Molly and the boys writhing at the end of ropes, feebly calling for him to rescue them.

      He wiped away tears that felt cold on his burning cheeks.

      “Confirm corpses along south and west walls,” Rimes whispered into his earpiece. “I count one thousand even.”

      “One thousand…” Gwambe’s voice was thick. He was half a klick northwest of Rimes’s position, overlooking a path often used by mining vehicles. “Confirmed.”

      After a moment, Meyers broke in. “Partisans?” From his position in the crook of a tree almost three hundred meters east of Rimes’s position, Meyers was within spitting distance of a small, brackish lake they had used to replenish water.

      Rimes looked at the corpses again. “I see women and children. Doubtful there were a hundred partisans, much less a thousand. Those camps to the south hadn’t been visited for a few days; I’m thinking object lessons.”

      The communications channel stayed silent for several minutes. Rimes considered the executions as he surveyed the rest of the city. Metacorporate forces were visible throughout. There was a force garrisoned near the governor’s mansion that was even larger than the airport garrison. Civilian police vehicles had been repurposed to metacorporate security needs. Gunships—there appeared to be two functional and a third under repair—frequently patrolled the city and its surroundings.

      “Garrison force, maintenance facility northwest of runway zero-four.” Rimes watched the airport for a moment longer. “Estimate fifty strong. Two functional gunships. Garrison force, governor’s mansion, estimate…seventy-five strong.”

      “The police station, it has been converted into a garrison,” Gwambe said. “I see ten in and around. Estimated force: twenty-five.”

      “Those aren’t new,” Meyers said. “Where’d they put that force they pulled from Charleston? You don’t just absorb nearly fifty soldiers into an existing garrison.”

      Rimes thought about that for a moment. “Task it to Banh and Dunne.” He scanned the shipyards again. “Garrison force, shipyards, storage facility. Estimate fifty strong.”

      Meyers whistled. “So, three hundred. Conservatively. If they pull out of Howard Plains that’s nearly another fifty.”

      “They won’t clear Howard Plains,” Rimes said coldly.

      Meyers and Gwambe said nothing.

      Rimes had made clear there would be operations only he knew about. Everyone understood the need for operational security. The metacorporate forces had become even more brutal since Concord’s destruction. Even the hardest soldier would break under the sort of torture the mercenaries had turned to.

      [image: ]

      Rimes was waiting in the center of camp when Banh and Dunne returned to camp. It was shortly after midnight, their approach cloaked by a heavy rain. Rimes stood and waved for them to head into the improvised shelter he’d set up as his command post. Once they were out of the rain, he stepped into the shelter.

      Rain thumped against the heavy, vine-bound leaves that acted as a roof for the shelter. Two branches rested in the cradling bough of an ancient, sagging tree that ran nearly horizontal a couple meters off the ground. The shelter had a roughly rectangular shape, approximately three meters on each side. More leaves covered the ground, providing insulation as well as some level of protection from insects.

      Rimes settled to the ground and pulled off his headgear. Banh and Dunne did the same, then took slow pulls from their water bottles. Rimes waited and watched them.

      Finally, he asked, “Did you find the Charleston force?”

      “Thirty, tops, Colonel,” Dunne said. “They had a lot of wounded, and the mercenaries are running low on medical supplies. They’ve cut the civilians off. Some emergency cases. There’s a lot of bribery. It’s ugly.”

      Bribery. Cooperation. “Where are they?”

      “Weatherby Hospital. Southeast side of the city,” Banh said, then opened a workspace in his BAS and shared it with Dunne and Rimes. Then, he dragged a map of Delta City into the workspace and began overlaying imagery collected during the reconnaissance, highlighting various points as he went along. Dunne dragged in more imagery and data.

      Rimes examined the map as it filled out. Buildings transformed as new images replaced those from a few months prior. Delta City had suffered terribly under the metacorporate occupation. The people captured in photos looked emaciated, broken. Buildings seemed unnaturally enervated. Damage—bullet holes, fires, craters—was visible through many sections of the city. The destruction seemed indiscriminate, nonsensical, more cosmetic than structural or functional.

      “The partisans surrendered, just like we suspected,” Dunne said. He pointed to a building that had suffered recent fire damage. “Twenty-two of them locked up here in the jail. Mostly cops and security people. They’ll be executed today or tomorrow.”

      “It was surrender, or see one thousand people executed a day, Colonel,” Banh said. “The first to go were prisoners, people they had rounded up with ties to the governor, business leaders, and other troublemakers.”

      Rimes nodded. The mercenaries were operating off long-established methods for dealing with partisans: start by rounding up people in positions of power, establish expectations for operating under the new regime, announce executions and other acts to intimidate and break down resistance.

      Rimes looked at images of the citizens again. “How’s the food supply holding up?”

      “There’s rationing,” Dunne said. “They’re really relying on shipments from Howard Plains. That’s probably the biggest challenge to their fear tactics. People get hungry enough you never know what they might do. They’re having power problems too. Mostly it’s rolling brownouts, but they’ve had full-blown outages. They killed some of the engineers early on, and now they’re paying for it.”

      “Any friction between the mercenaries?”

      “Yes, Colonel. Quite a bit,” Banh said. “Not enough for things to break down. Not yet.”

      “Patrols?”

      Dunne highlighted the main thoroughfares of each district. “The garrisons used to send out a pair every hour to walk their section of the city. When the partisans killed a couple they switched to four. Now, they go out in groups of six or eight, or they don’t go at all. We saw one patrol the whole time we were there.”

      Rimes studied the updated map. The mercenaries were spread too thin across the colony, as they were inside Delta City. The city had a half-dozen main thoroughfares connecting the harbor to the government, commercial, and industrial districts. One thoroughfare connected them all to the airport, and a kilometer of that was the Marder River Bridge. Positioned as they were, the mercenaries wouldn’t be able to quickly consolidate forces. They were vulnerable to isolation.

      “How many guards in the prison?”

      “Five,” Dunne said. “Very sloppy, Colonel. Very lax.”

      Meyers appeared outside, and Rimes waved to a spot at his side, then shifted to give Meyers room to sit. An awkward silence settled as Meyers squatted next to Rimes and glared at him.

      “We’ve been going over their defenses,” Rimes said, sharing his workspace with Meyers without acknowledging Meyers’s anger.

      “I can see that, Colonel,” Meyers said. “I thought we agreed we would do this together. Sergeant Gwambe should be involved as well.”

      “We’ll brief him afterwards. Things have escalated. We have a window of opportunity.” Rimes looked Meyers in the eyes. Meyers’s anger at the slight to his position was obvious; Rimes maintained his icy calm. “Now that they’ve executed so many, everything has changed. They’ll be executing the partisans next. When the food shipments stop coming from Howard Plains, it’s going to get worse: mass purges.”

      Meyers continued to stare, water slowly dripping from his hair onto his nose and cheeks. “Sergeant Gwambe and I should probably have provided our perspective on this, don’t you think, sir?”

      “Under ideal situations, with any chance of different interpretations, absolutely. I don’t think there’s much to interpret here.” Rimes glanced at Dunne and Banh for their perspectives.

      Dunne blinked. He looked uncomfortable, and his accent became noticeable. “It’s plain as a dog’s balls, Captain. They’re frightened and desperate. They’ve killed a lot of the civilian power structure already. There’s no support for them. If there’s an opportunity, I think the civilians will do right.”

      After hesitating a moment Banh nodded. “The mood is very bad, Captain Meyers.”

      Rimes pointed to a building marked armory and power plant. “What are they storing in the power plant?”

      Dunne glanced from Rimes to Meyers, as if seeking assurance that the uncomfortable moment had passed. “Mostly confiscated weapons and ammunition, Colonel. I didn’t really see much of value. Sidearms, a few shotguns, and old assault rifles.”

      Meyers sighed heavily, signaling his reluctant commitment. “Guards? Numbers, alertness, patterns, shifts?”

      Dunne shook his head. “It’s locked; someone swings by a couple times a day, or a patrol—usually six men—checks it. We were telling the colonel they don’t patrol much since the troubles started. That’s about it.”

      Meyers rubbed his hands together. “Obvious leadership?”

      “Each force has its own hierarchy,” Banh said; he looked to Dunne, who nodded. “The way I see it, an officer and his noncom, sir. The rest, they are just individuals or pairs. There is no real cohesion.”

      Rimes stared at the display, fighting back the growl deep in his chest that demanded action now. “How reliable would you say your sources are?”

      “Reliable, sir,” Dunne said without hesitation.

      “Reliable, Colonel,” Banh said. “They could have turned us in for food or medical treatment at any time. We may never have been loved here, but the locals’ hatred, I would say it is universal toward these occupiers.”

      “All right.” Rimes closed his eyes. “Grab a bite to eat, then wake the others. We have a Christmas gift to give our fellow citizens. Captain, I think it’s time we woke Sergeant Gwambe. We have some planning to do and not much time. I believe we should get those Hawkeye UAVs back in the game.”
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        25 December, 2173. Plymouth Colony.

      

      

      Rimes sat inside the command post shelter, legs curled in front of him, eyes tracing slowly from Meyers to Gwambe, listening to their breathing and the patter of rain on the leaves overhead. Meyers’s features were rigid, and muscles twitched along his jaw. Gwambe, still shaking off the last traces of a precious and rare slumber, seemed anxious but also sluggish. It was an uncomfortable dynamic, one that filled the little shelter with tense heat, but it was what Rimes needed.

      “Let’s start with a quick review of the updates.” Rimes tapped through the highlights on their shared workspace, subtly examining their reactions as the data populated their displays.

      “You’ve already determined our targets?” Meyers’s eyes narrowed, and his nostrils flared.

      “I would consider it a rough framework.” Rimes dimmed the target highlights. “It’s not inflexible. I certainly don’t consider it finalized. I don’t think that’s uncommon or unrealistic, is it?”

      Gwambe, apparently more awake and aware of the tension between the two now, glanced at Meyers. “Are these numbers from the reconnaissance, Colonel?”

      “They are,” Rimes said. He kept his voice low and even; his eyes only wavered from Meyers’s long enough for a quick acknowledging glance at Gwambe. “Banh and Dunne feel very confident about the composition, placement, and operational behavior. I’ve built everything you see off their intelligence. You’ll see the patrol patterns in red, manpower concentrations are marked with numbers, and what I would consider our optimal targets are marked in green. This is just my interpretation. Obviously, I need yours for this to work.”

      Gwambe dragged the city display around and drilled down to detailed views of the streets and troop concentrations. His finger movements were subtle and quick, but he repositioned the perspective with exceptional accuracy. “The images, they are…new, Colonel?”

      “Live. Captain Meyers got the Hawkeyes up. They’re integrating the recon imagery and extrapolating it now. It’s going to be a little dicey with this heavy rain. Once they get some more video of their own it’ll tighten up. What you’re seeing there is close to real-time, especially in areas where we know they’re hunkered down.”

      Gwambe squinted at the display. “You have highlighted the bridge as your primary target? Do you plan to destroy it?”

      “Not immediately. It’s something of a problem for them, though, and it’s one I think we can exploit.”

      Meyers’s face reddened. When he spoke, his voice rose. “You want to funnel them onto the bridge and pin them down.”

      Rimes nodded.

      “Then what? Blow the bridge while they’re on it? Ignore any offers of surrender?”

      “No need to blow it.” Rimes ignored Meyers’s real point. “We can burn it, salvaging most of the structure. Howard Plains has significant fertilizer reserves. Dariusz is very confident this can be converted into an effective incendiary substance. The way I figure it, they could have it fully operational again within a month. As to surrender, I don’t see that as a likelihood, considering all the war crimes they’ve committed. Do you?”

      Meyers stared at the display. “They need to have an opportunity, Colonel.”

      For just an instant Rimes closed his eyes. When he could focus on the struggle his thoughts were clear, focused. It was a science free of emotion and connection: objectives, tactics, logistics. When things became personal, as Meyers was now making them, the detachment was harder to maintain. Memories of the dead crashed against the defenses Rimes had erected, threatening to destroy his resolve and overwhelm him.

      He rubbed at the scar on his temple and bit back a challenge he told himself was Kwon’s. Then, Rimes looked into Meyers’s steady gaze. “They’ll have the same opportunity for surrender Lieutenant Irvin and Major Pearson had. We’ll treat them with the same respect and decency they’ve shown their civilian prisoners. Is that adequate, Captain?”

      “Maybe…” Gwambe swallowed loudly. “Maybe you could explain your idea, Colonel? Once we know the details, maybe there are some alternatives we could see. The idea, it sounds good, Captain Meyers?”

      Meyers nodded curtly.

      “That’s a good thought, Sergeant,” Rimes said. Details. Focus. “Simplicity is sometimes our best ally. In this case our enemy has established our objectives and approach for us. They have six concentrations of force: the governor’s mansion, the airport, the police station, the shipyard, the hospital, and the prison. Total number: under three hundred. They have two gunships operational, a few missiles each. They’ve been cannibalizing the third gunship to keep the other two going. It’s not a threat. The closest any of these forces are to another is a bit under a klick, so they’re relatively isolated. They have six repurposed police and security crawlers, two modified with machine guns off the cannibalized gunship. Any one of these forces would be a problem if we assaulted it head-on. We need them to crawl out of their shells. We need them moving, unsure and confused. Our assets are very clear. Sergeant Gwambe’s squad is at full strength. Sergeant Honig’s squad is close to full strength and should be here within the hour. Corporal Dunne’s team will work with Captain Meyers. We have Lieutenants Headey and Gyan on alert with fully armed shuttles. Ensign Foltz is waiting on word from Sergeant Bo at Howard Plains. Once Howard Plains has been purged, Foltz will airlift Bo’s squad into Delta City. Our shuttles can’t go up against those gunships, so we take the gunships out ourselves or this operation is a no-go. The easiest solution is to cripple the remote piloting capability. That would be your task, Captain. Once you knock out the remote piloting system, Dunne will pin down the force at the airport, and the operation will begin in earnest.”

      Meyers shook his head. “They have nearly fifty men at the airfield. You expect Dunne’s team to keep them engaged? For how long?”

      “Our window of opportunity is thirty minutes,” Rimes said. “Any longer than that, we can’t stand up to their numbers.”

      “Nearly ten to one.” Meyers shook his head. “I don’t think we can stand up to those numbers, period.”

      “Not in a sustained firefight, no, we can’t.” Rimes let out a quiet sigh. His voice had been rising in volume, his words close to running together. He needed to pull back, to calm down, but he couldn’t stop himself. “What I need from you, Captain, is not a focus on tearing apart the very idea of even having this plan but on the potential weaknesses of the plan itself. Asymmetric warfare was our purpose and design. It’s what we trained for going back to our days with the Commandos. We’ve executed this exact sort of operation in the last two weeks.”

      “Exactly,” Meyers said. “We’ve been conducting these operations nonstop. Our squads are worn down. They’ve been pushed too hard. They’re not operating at their peak, and that means they’re taking a lot of unnecessary risks.”

      “By ‘they,’ do you mean ‘me’?” Rimes’s voice was calm and cool again.

      Meyers said nothing, but the answer was clear in his eyes. Gwambe ran fingers around the neck of his armor.

      “Have we lost anyone?” Rimes finally asked. Reason, not emotion. I need him on my side. He lost someone too. He’s just in denial. “Have we failed in any of our missions?”

      “Failed? No. But they weren’t crisp and sharp like they could have been. We need rest. You haven’t slept—”

      “I’ll sleep when this is all over,” Rimes said, his eyes closing for just a moment, giving voice again to the lost souls haunting him. You’ll have your justice. When he opened his eyes the fire within burned hotter than ever, but it was controlled, harnessed.

      “We’ve suffered casualties we didn’t need to suffer.” Meyers seemed to be struggling to match Rimes’s calm. “Civilians have died. These are all painful things we could have avoided if we’d taken this just a little slower and been more cautious.”

      “And more civilians could have died while we took our time.”

      “I don’t think civilian deaths are what’s driving your decisions.” Meyers’s voice rose dangerously, and his face was flush.

      “That doesn’t make it any less true. The enemy is still in orbit up there, but no one is coming to rescue these mercenaries, and they don’t have enough gunships to make a run for it. They’re stuck here, and they aren’t about to surrender. That leaves us with one option: We have to eliminate them.”

      “That’s been the only option from the start, hasn’t it?” Meyers leaned closer, his face centimeters from Rimes’s.

      “Hasn’t it?” Rimes pointed toward Delta City. His voice was even, but there was no hiding the intensity burning within. “They created this situation. It’s not as if this is something we can just wish away. They orchestrated this attack. They killed innocent civilians. It can’t end until they’re gone. Anything else, and it just repeats itself at some point. You know that. Or have you convinced yourself otherwise?”

      Meyers merely blinked.

      “Is this all just my imagination? Am I somehow assigning blame incorrectly here? What happened to Kara? Was that an accident, some sort of misunderstanding? Tell me, Lonny. Tell me we’re fighting against rational human beings who simply have a disagreement with us, and all we need to do is dig a little bit harder to find some brilliant solution to end all this peacefully. Tell me this is all just a bad dream or a delusion I’m suffering and they’re not inhuman, depraved monsters.”

      Meyers looked away. “What are we, then?”

      “Order,” Rimes said quietly. “Justice. Revenge. Executioners. Purifying fire. We’re the fucking gun they loaded and put to their temple the second they murdered all those innocent civilians. Take your pick. You can’t question our role or actions. They did this to themselves.”

      Defeated, Meyers leaned back. The tension gripping his body made his discomfort with the situation obvious. If he had points, he apparently had no way to articulate them beyond voicing his opposition to Rimes’s decisions. That apparently shook Meyers. “We can’t become what they are.”

      Rimes closed his eyes and felt the horror of the metacorporate actions compress into a concentrated burst. “No, we can’t.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      
        25 December, 2173. Plymouth Colony.

      

      

      Status symbols blinked in a variety of colors across Rimes’s BAS display. The display defined his world at the moment: his hopes, dreams, and desires. He released a pent-up breath, thunderous and raw inside the helmet that held everything together.

      He shifted his weight, pushing himself deeper into shadows, then took another quick look out the window of the office he’d broken into. Flickering light revealed the jail across the street. The front entrance was fourteen meters away. A chair propped the front door open, probably to deal with the heat and the stench. It was dark inside. He’d located three of the five guards and tagged them with his BAS; he had no idea where the other two were.

      They’ll have to wait. The battlefield matters now.

      At the moment, the battlefield was defined in two separate views, each alternately displayed as the main view or a thumbnail in the left corner. Scanning the current primary display, Rimes could see Gwambe in position near Silvestri Highway, the six-lane road that ran all the way from the northeastern edge of the city to Marder River Bridge, then picked up again in District Seven. Gwambe’s squad was split in two, half deployed to the Booth Legislature Building across from the governor’s mansion, half deployed amongst the construction supplies outside the shipyard storage facility. Honig’s squad was similarly split between a burned-out commercial building overlooking the police station and an apartment complex next to the Weatherby Hospital. The metacorporate vehicles were rigged to blow.

      Everyone was in place but Meyers.

      Come on. We’ve got too much riding on you, Lonny. You can do this.

      Minutes dragged on. Rimes passed the time by checking his weapons and searching for the missing guards. Finally, with the four o’clock hour approaching and a decision on whether or not to abort imminent, Meyers showed up on the BAS. A moment later, Dunne’s team registered as well. They were in position across from the maintenance hangar.

      The first hints of twilight were showing in the eastern sky. It was a weak glow, an insignificant influence on the odds of success. Another twenty to thirty minutes, though, and the glow would intensify enough to close the window of opportunity Rimes had emphasized. He looked over the troop placement again.

      It’s going to be tight, but we can do it.

      Rimes gave the “go” signal and rose from his crouching position, moving out the office door and into the hall. He was through the building’s north door and sprinting quietly across the street when Meyers signaled that the mercenaries’ remote piloting capability was down.

      The gunships were disabled.

      Immediately, gunfire broke the quiet. Dunne’s team had opened fire on the airfield garrison.

      We’re committed.

      As drafted, once the gunships were disabled the plan called for Dunne to open fire on the hangar where the airfield force was dug in. That would set the rest of the teams into action, with Rimes and Gwambe attacking their targets simultaneously. Honig’s team would hold fire until Gwambe signaled.

      Plans last up to the point when the human element comes into play. To succeed we have to minimize that element.

      Rimes reached the jail’s east wall and crouched. Then, he edged south toward the open door, carbine at the ready. He had an armor-piercing load, something he’d gone back and forth over. With the mercenaries’ lack of discipline, it was entirely possible they would be unarmored when he encountered them, making the armor-piercing rounds much less effective. He had two magazines of regular ammo ready in a thigh pouch, just in case.

      A form stepped from the doorway, draped in shadows. Rimes froze. It was one of the guards, unarmored, assault rifle gripped in his right hand. The guard turned to the south and rested his assault rifle on his right shoulder, apparently drawn out by the gunfire.

      Rimes quietly leaned his carbine against the wall and drew his knife. He waited for a sustained burst of gunfire, then moved, closing the distance in three silent strides. The guard turned at the last moment, his body language projecting curiosity rather than alarm. Rimes drove the knife through the man’s throat and out the back of his neck. A lift and twist, and the guard’s eyes rolled back in his head, a quiet hiss escaping his ruined throat. Blood gushed over Rimes’s hand.

      It was a moment’s work to drag the guard around the north wall and out of sight. Rimes dried his hand on the guard’s corpse, then retrieved the carbine and moved toward the door. Gunfire erupted faintly to the northeast. It was Gwambe’s team, their placement more distant, the intervening space densely packed with buildings, whereas Dunne’s position was just through the newer and more sparsely populated District Seven and across the Marder River.

      “Vaseem, you see anything?”

      Rimes brought the carbine up while the BAS tracked the voice. The speaker was one and a half meters inside the doorway and approaching. Gambling that the guard would also be unarmored, Rimes reversed the carbine, raising the butt for a strike.

      “Vaseem?”

      The guard stepped through the door. He was pulling on his armor but didn’t have his helmet on. Rimes drove the carbine’s butt into the man’s jaw. A cracking sound told Rimes that the jawbone was shattered and dislocated. He followed up with another strike, shattering the man’s left cheek and the orbital region above. The guard crumpled, twitching and moaning weakly. Rimes stepped through the doorway, eyes scanning for the third guard, ears straining for any sound the BAS might capture.

      Entering the dark of the prison unsettled Rimes. He flashed back to the Crabtree Correctional Center so many years back, when he’d discovered his fellow Commandos’ involvement in the X-17 heist. He’d lost his mentor and best friend, Marty, in that abandoned prison.

      Another ghost.

      The Delta City jail was small, a two-story structure with a few dozen cells on either level. Before the invasion it had been home to the few delinquents who couldn’t get the message from a sleepover in lock-up. Beyond the reception area through which Rimes had entered, all that remained were an administrative section, a modest emergency room, and a few isolation cells in the basement.

      Rimes stepped into the southern block of offices, straining for some hint of where the remaining guards had slipped off to. The corridor was black as midnight, too much even for the armor’s night vision enhancement. Visibility was minimal, and he was toying with turning his helmet lamp on at its lowest setting. Before he could activate the lamp, he saw a reflection off a display terminal in the office immediately to his right. It was dim, barely noticeable, and it lasted only a moment, but that was enough.

      Rimes pivoted and fired into the office. Glass shattered, and he fired again. The second volley sent a vague silhouette back into a wall. After a moment the silhouette slid down and out of sight.

      Rimes activated his headlamp and sprinted into the office, carbine tracking to where the form had fallen. A guard lay on the floor, gasping. Bloody foam oozed from his mouth. He was doing his best to shove his assault rifle away.

      Rimes kicked the weapon and looked the wounded man over. Two rounds had struck him in the chest. Blood oozed thickly through armored plates.

      Perforated lung.

      It was a lethal wound unless treated quickly. Rimes listened until he was sure there were no other guards around. He grabbed the assault rifle and exited the office, ignoring the guard’s quiet gasps.

      Halfway back to the main entry, Rimes stopped to listen to the communications and examine some of the video feeds. Dunne and Meyers were already having trouble keeping the airport forces pinned down. Gwambe had been a little slow signaling Honig because of surprising resistance at the shipyards, and now Honig was having problems at the police station. Nothing was insurmountable at the moment, and the vehicles had already detonated, knocking away any momentum the mercenaries had acquired. Both teams were preparing to move to their second positions.

      With a curse on his lips, Rimes looked at the door leading into the first-floor prison block. He had to pick up his pace or fall behind, putting everyone at risk. Just as he committed to forgetting about the missing guards, he noticed that the door to the isolation cell staircase was ajar. He moved toward it cautiously. The stairwell was dark, abandoned. He listened, catching what might have been hushed voices echoing up the stairwell.

      Cautiously, Rimes descended the stairs, flinching at every noise he imagined he made. He came to a stop at the basement door. It was also ajar. He could clearly hear voices, male and female.

      Rimes’s earpiece captured and amplified sounds: clothes being hastily pulled on, whispered warnings. He listened a moment longer, waiting until he had a good sense of the locations and layout. Slowly, he pushed the door open and advanced.

      The doorway opened onto a small office. Display terminals, a desk, and opposite the door was another door, this one open halfway. Rimes edged toward the second door.

      He could hear the voices clearly now. The women sounded like locals, the men like the mercenaries. Beyond the door, a short corridor joined a hallway, creating an inverted “L.” The hallway jagged left, lined on either side by isolation cells. Two assault rifles leaned against the wall at the first cell. The farthest two cell doors were open.

      The voices came from there.

      Straining to hear the conversations—apologies and assurances, from the sound of it—Rimes slowly edged forward and brought the carbine up. Ahead of him a slight, pale, young woman, still pulling on her bra, stepped out of the left cell. Rimes waved her out with his left hand. The woman froze for a moment, eyes wide. Then, she ran.

      Rimes moved to the left cell, pointing his gun at the man inside, waiting until the man lowered his chestplate over his head and they had eye contact. Rimes jerked his head toward the other cell and backed out. The guard raised his hands and followed, walking into the opposite cell where his surprised comrade was still lying on a bed in an embrace with an unclothed, teary-eyed, young woman.

      “Out.” Rimes swung his carbine to indicate the hallway.

      The woman scooped her garments from the floor and ran past him, gasping, the bundle of clothes pressed modestly against her chest.

      “Keys.” Rimes looked at the two men impatiently. Neither budged. Rimes fired a single round through the head of the one still lying on the bed. Blood and brains spattered against the wall, and the man slumped sideways.

      “Now,” Rimes said to the other man.

      The second guard nodded and dropped to the ground next to the bed. Blood slowly drained to the floor as the second guard searched his comrade’s clothes and armor. Finally, he pulled a fist-shaped box from a compartment in the dead man’s armor. He held the box up triumphantly, smiling hopefully. Rimes shot the guard through the head and picked the box up off the floor.

      There were only twenty-two prisoners, but releasing them seemed to take forever. He distributed the mercenaries’ assault rifles to the healthiest-looking prisoners, then told them to follow him. Once they reached the street Rimes could see that the battle had transitioned from a siege to a pursuit. Honig’s squad was in full flight down Silvestri Highway, approaching the bridge. Gwambe’s squad had melted into the dense cityscape of District One, occasionally engaging the pursuing shipyard’s and the governor’s mansion’s forces. At Honig’s signal, Gwambe’s team was supposed to fall back to vehicles the locals had positioned for them and head for the bridge as well.

      Rimes alternated between shouting encouragement to the prisoners and cursing beneath his breath about their speed as he led them to the power plant at a jog. The prisoners seemed to do their best to keep up.

      Security at the power plant was every bit as feeble as Banh and Dunne had reported, as if the mercenaries considered the partisan threat fully resolved.

      Rimes let himself in and helped the prisoners arm themselves, then he led them east. He kept a pace everyone could maintain, finally reaching Kanalz Road. At the intersection with Valentino Street, he brought everyone to a halt. The street was empty between their position and Silvestri, which lay a half-klick east. He brought his carbine up and sighted down the street just in time to spot three crawlers speeding southwest on Silvestri, heading for the bridge.

      “Status,” Rimes called over the channel with his team.

      “Dunne’s having a lot of trouble,” Meyers said.

      “We are en route to the bridge, Colonel.” Gwambe sounded pleased.

      “At the bridge, sir,” Honig said.

      Other than Dunne’s team’s problems, the plan was holding up better than Rimes could have dreamed possible. He opened a channel with the pilots, then added them in to the main channel. He wished the Hawkeyes could better handle the heavy rain so he could simply run for the bridge. One of the more capable Horus UAVs would have been even better.

      “We’re in position at Kanalz,” Rimes informed everyone. “We can hear vehicles in the distance. Gwambe, Honig, your pursuers are en route. Gyan, Headey, at my signal, I want you to deliver your payload on Marder River Bridge. After that, you’ll need to make strafing runs on the forces at the airport. Corporal Dunne will mark your targets for you. Ensign Foltz, do you have Sergeant Bo?”

      “I do, Colonel,” Foltz said.

      “Please have him join this call.” Rimes waited until Bo joined the channel. “Sergeant Bo, welcome aboard. At my signal Ensign Foltz is going to deposit your team on the north side of the bridge. I’ll meet you there with the partisans. We need to keep the mercenaries pinned down on the bridge until the payload has been delivered.”

      “I understand, Colonel,” Bo said.

      Rimes watched the mercenaries race down Silvestri in their freshly appropriated crawlers, feverishly pursuing Gwambe’s retreating forces. The mercenaries had fallen for the trap. Somewhere among their leadership, there should have been at least a little concern about such small forces attacking only to flee, but there were numerous enticements at play. The opportunity to finally fully engage the forces that had been tormenting the mercenaries for so long was probably irresistible.

      “Last of the mercenaries en route,” Rimes said. He waved the partisans to follow him as he began the jog southeast toward the bridge. “Sergeant Gwambe, are you in position?”

      “The south side of the bridge, it is secured, Colonel,” Gwambe said. “Sergeant Honig’s squad has deployed on the west side of the road. All is ready.”

      Other than the gunfire from the airport, the night had largely gone silent again as the mercenaries pursued their targets. Rimes focused on the sound of his boots splashing in shallow puddles.

      Gwambe’s voice came over the channel; gunfire roared in the background, breaking the relative calm that had fallen over the city. “The mercenary vehicles, we have them pinned down on the bridge, Colonel.”

      “Ensign Foltz, please drop Sergeant Bo’s team into position,” Rimes said.

      “Mercenary column has stopped fifty meters shy of the bridge’s south exit, Colonel,” Gwambe said.

      Timing is going to be critical.

      Rimes picked up the pace, waving the prisoners forward. They were struggling already, dealing with dehydration, hunger, and fatigue, but they did what they could. The sound of gunfire seemed to draw them like wolves to wounded prey.

      As the bridge came into view, lights from the first of the mercenary vehicles flared in the night. They were heading back. Rimes roared again, his voice cracking. He didn’t—couldn’t—look back. He and the prisoners had so far to go, and already the mercenaries were accelerating toward Bo’s position.

      Bo’s squad opened fire as the first vehicle hit the fifty-meter mark. Rimes could hear vehicle windows and lights shattering. The driver of the front vehicle lost control, and the vehicle flipped. As if sensing the trap, the vehicles trailing the first accelerated, one of them crashing into the overturned wreck, spinning it around and slamming it into the bridge rails. Bo’s soldiers continued laying down fire, crippling two more vehicles, halting the breakout nearly twenty-five meters from the bridge exit. The mercenaries abandoned their ruined vehicles and fell back, returning fire.

      In no time, the mercenaries outnumbered Bo’s squad. Bullets began chewing up whatever light cover was available, and Bo’s soldiers fell back to heavier cover. By the time Rimes reached a position he could actually fire from, half of Bo’s squad was dead, and Bo’s vitals were weak.

      The prisoners ran forward, reinforcing Bo’s position, picking up weapons from the fallen. Even reinforced, the north position was in danger of being overrun. Rimes scanned the bridge. The mercenaries were concentrated about forty meters south of his position, but there were still pockets at the south end of the bridge and some stuck in between.

      This is as good as it’s going to get.

      A signal flashed on Rimes’s communication system. It was a general broadcast, an attempt to surrender. Rimes ignored it and connected to the channel with Gyan and Headey. Another signal flashed on Rimes’s system.

      It was a priority UN military signal.

      “Lieutenant Gyan, Lieutenant Headey, make your run,” Rimes said. He ignored the priority signal, focusing instead on firing into an advancing trio of mercenaries.

      “On our way, Colonel,” Headey said.

      Seconds passed. The flare of muzzle flashes from the bridge tapered off. The cacophony of weapons fire became eerily one-sided. Rimes could see mercenaries trying to raise their empty hands. He fired on them, driving them behind cover. The mercenaries stubbornly refused to engage. Even the partisans began to hold fire.

      Rimes growled. He fired wildly, simply sending rounds in the mercenaries’ general direction. He ran forward, wildly gesticulating between bursts, eyes wide with fury. “Keep firing! Don’t let them off the bridge!”

      The partisans looked at Rimes. They seemed confused and wary. Despite all that had been done to them, they apparently couldn’t bring themselves to slaughter the mercenaries in cold blood. Rimes roared and fired at a mercenary running—arms held high—toward him. The mercenary stumbled and tried to regain his feet.

      Another urgent communication flashed on Rimes’s display; he ignored it.

      In that moment, the shuttles made their run over the bridge. Barrels fell from their open airlocks, cracking on impact, spraying their contents across the concrete surface. With each impact, a delayed charge detonated. In seconds, fire bloomed across the length of the bridge, washing over those trapped on its surface, lighting the night in brilliant amber. Forms ran, some rushing over the sides and plunging into the river, some simply charging blindly into even more intense flames.

      It was over in a few minutes. The flames slowly began to die out. Gunfire from the shuttles’ strafing runs at the airport provided a quiet backdrop for the coughing brought on by the stench of charred flesh. Rimes stepped onto the bridge, walking between pockets of dying flames, staring at the blackened corpses, mesmerized by the smoke rising from the shells of the dead into the early morning sky.

      The moment quickly took on a surreal aspect: the glow from heated metal, the hissing and popping of the corpses, the hellish nature of everything around him.

      Rimes smiled, satisfied, and keyed his earpiece to accept the urgent incoming calls.
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        27 December, 2173. CFN Arizona.

      

      

      Rimes sat up in the bunk, comfortable as he could be in what amounted to a prison. Aboard the Valdez, the cabin he was in would be his. But he was on the Arizona, not the Valdez. Despite being based on the same design as the Valdez, everything about the Arizona, from the recycled air to the covers on his bunk to the lights in the cabin, felt new and untested.

      And everything felt cheaper, plastic, less meaningful.

      He dropped from the bunk, felt the chill of the floor tiles against his bare feet and then throughout his body.

      Planning for the Arizona began shortly after the genie attack on the shipyard orbiting Earth nearly a decade prior. Originally, it had been planned as a Powell-class battlecruiser, but budget constraints led to compromises, then downgrades that saw it shifted to a destroyer, same as the Valdez.

      Rimes couldn’t help wondering if even more cuts had been made to the Arizona. The walls seemed closer, the bunks smaller, and the air less clean.

      It’s just my imagination.

      Certainly, no one had skimped on the captain’s quarters, not once the Arizona was designated the fleet’s flagship. Rimes had seen the interior long enough to meet Admiral Tilda Saxbury, the CFN’s newly appointed senior space flag officer. Saxbury had been brusque and dismissive, even in the formal moment of introductions in which a sense of neutrality and professionalism was proper decorum.

      Rimes flexed his hand slowly, noting the way its soft cinnamon stood out against the crisp desert camouflage of his battle dress pants. The network of wrinkles and scars lacing the back of that hand carried memories of past engagements and the energy, vibrance, and power of his youth. Time had stolen his vitality and resilience and left in their place scars and pain. He wondered if the wisdom that supposedly compensated for such losses was real, and if it was just another word for knowing all the pain and loss wasn’t worth the suffering.

      “What did you think of her?”

      Rimes looked up from his momentary introspection. Kleigshoen was standing beside the sink, toweling her curly golden hair. She was taking care of herself, her pale-copper skin soft and smooth, her curves still distracting. She seemed more comfortable with the idea of drying and dressing in front of him than in the head.

      “The admiral?” Rimes asked.

      Kleigshoen nodded.

      “She’s tall. She looks frail and old. Is she sick?”

      “You don’t look—” Kleigshoen glanced at him, then looked away. “What’s happened to you, Jack? All those scars, the stiffness when you walk?”

      “War. Time.”

      Kleigshoen pulled her panties on and made a sour face. “You’ll have the chance to meet Mazarov at the inquiry. He has all of Saxbury’s charm but none of the sophistication.”

      “How’d they get selected for this?”

      Halfway into her bra, Kleigshoen froze. She seemed to be giving serious thought to sharing something important, but the moment passed. “It’s a long story,” she finally said. She pulled on a black tank top and settled into the chair at the desk, going at her hair again with the towel before cursing quietly and tossing it aside. “I could never have made it in the Navy.”

      “What about you?” Rimes knelt beside her to look her in the eyes. “Are you my guard?”

      Kleigshoen blinked. “It was this or the brig, Jack. The way I see it, we know each other well enough we can work through this. You need someone with a cool head.”

      He stood, began to pace, stopped. “Why a peace settlement?”

      Kleigshoen dragged a brush through her hair and looked him over for several seconds with angry, dark eyes. “You understand this is serious? Court-martial serious? In their eyes? In the eyes of a lot of people?”

      “Like Ladell?” Rimes asked. “Why’d you bring him? Is he spying on everything I do? Watching us now?” He glanced at the mirror Kleigshoen had brushed her hair in, waved a hand in front of it to be sure the reflection wasn’t some illusion. “We had Meyers. He’s almost as good as Ladell, and—”

      “That’s exactly why we brought Agent Barlowe. Ladell. We didn’t know where Meyers would stand with all this.” Kleigshoen waved a hand as if to encompass their situation. “And we couldn’t take a chance he’d interfere. We figured we knew where you’d stand.”

      “All this.” Rimes mimicked Kleigshoen’s hand wave. “You think you can trust Ladell? He was facing a firing squad, wasn’t he? Maybe he blames me. You ever think of that?”

      “I trust him. He doesn’t blame you at all. He knows what he did was wrong, and he appreciates your support. He respects you. He’s a professional.”

      Rimes thought about her words. “If you haven’t already figured it out, Lonny isn’t happy with me. You said his testimony wasn’t very complimentary.”

      “Not complimentary isn’t the same as not being loyal. He batted away some pretty tough assertions and declined to take the easy road on a few leading questions. He may question some of your tactics, but he doesn’t feel this war is something we surrender. He wants peace, but he wants concessions from the metacorporations and trials for their leaders.”

      “I’ve seen the reports.” A cold smile slowly spread across Rimes’s face. “They didn’t score a decisive victory anywhere. Not quite what they expected, I’d imagine?”

      “That was a month ago. Things have probably changed.”

      All the data played through Rimes’s memory. He’d reviewed it several times since his return to the Valdez. Europa, Han, Newcastle, Trinity: If the colony held a sizable military presence, the initial metacorporate attack failed to wipe the defending forces out. Given what he’d seen on Sahara and Plymouth, the metacorporate forces had been built around the premise of a quick, overwhelming, surprise attack. They weren’t built for sustained action.

      “If things have changed, they haven’t in their favor,” he said finally.

      Kleigshoen stopped brushing her hair for a moment. “It’s suspicious. All of it. Things moved fast in the Special Security Council. Power shifted. Deepa was replaced. She asked me to give you something.”

      Kleigshoen rose and made her way to her travel bag, dragging it back to the desk. She hesitated, then unzipped a flap, slowly working a sliver of film from within a seam. She handed the film to Rimes with shaking hands.

      “It’s all crazy right now.” Her voice shook as noticeably as her hands. She seemed on the verge of tears, uncommonly vulnerable. “I’m so sorry about Molly and the boys. It’s not right. Everything they’ve done to you from the start. You were never given any choice.”

      Rimes rolled the film between his fingers, suddenly less confident. He wasn’t sure what to make of Kleigshoen’s nerves or words. She’d never said anything before about unfair treatment.

      He slipped the film into his earpiece’s reader and looked at Kleigshoen, trying not to see the softness of her coppery skin or remember the curves of the body she had just flaunted. Molly’s loss was a special pain, but Kleigshoen had always carried her own sort of pain for him.

      “How did Deepa take it?” he asked.

      “Better than she might have. Better than I could have. She gave her life to that job, and now it’s gone.”

      “She always treated me fairly. She went out on a limb selecting me for those missions. That opened doors.”

      Kleigshoen lowered her head.

      “You’ve seen this?” he asked.

      Kleigshoen shook her head. “She said it was best if only you saw it.”

      Rimes grunted, already deep into the data. “So what’s your official role here?”

      “Analyst.” She shrugged. “‘Provide insight and an analyst’s unique perspective.’ You know the IB. It’s for show. I get the sense they’ve been negotiating for a bit, or they at least must have known the attacks were coming.”

      Rimes considered the implications. Knowing an attack was coming and saying nothing? The thought would have been incomprehensible just a decade before, but he’d seen so much in such a short time.

      “Did you volunteer, or was this assigned?”

      “A little of both.” Kleigshoen returned to brushing her hair, but it seemed awkward and forced. She settled back in the chair as if that might make it look like she was relaxed. “Like it or not, my career can only be helped by this assignment. This attack has already cost us trillions of dollars, and I’m not even talking about the human cost, the lives lost. We won’t know the details of that for years. Bring an end to all of this, and Mazarov and Saxbury become the faces of peace. I’m sure that’s not going to hurt their careers, either. And if I’m the one who helps them forge that peace? You can see where it would be enticing, right?”

      “What about you, though?” He crossed to the desk, squatting close enough to her that she instinctively recoiled. He looked her straight in the eyes again. He could smell the soap on her skin and the shampoo in her hair: sandalwood. But he could smell her…fear? Her beauty was still intimidating, intoxicating, but it didn’t control him at the moment. “What do you think of this negotiation? What do you think of the two of them being selected? We’re seeking peace? As if the attack never happened? As if everyone they killed was meaningless?”

      Kleigshoen shivered and averted her eyes. “It’s not meaningless. Things just happen at different levels, right? This moment, at this level, they’re worried about ending the war.”

      “It’s lousy. All of it.”

      “They’re willing to give you to this Commander Talwar if that will make the deal happen.” Kleigshoen still refused to meet his eyes. “They aren’t going to give you any good choices, Jack: court martial for war crimes or whatever torture this Talwar has in mind. You’re an embarrassment to people like Saxbury. I think they’ll want to let the metacorporations deal with you to save the military from an unpopular trial.”

      Rimes gently cupped Kleigshoen’s chin and turned her to look at him. He felt a fire rising, but not for her. It was the fury burning inside him since finding Molly and the boys in the tower. “I appreciate your concern, but my fate was sealed when they took my family from me. I want to know your fate.”

      Kleigshoen screwed up her face, confused. “My fate?”

      “What do you think of this effort Saxbury and Mazarov are behind? They’re following a dangerous course. I need to know where you stand.”

      “Why did you have to complicate this?” Kleigshoen sniffled and wiped a tear from her eyes. “All you had to do was survive. Everything else would have resolved itself. I’m not the only one worrying about you, you know. Captain Brigston, Lonny, they’re worried too. You’re not sleeping. You’ve pushed yourself too hard. You’re…changing.”

      “Dana, I need to know.”

      “You used nuclear weapons, Jack.” Kleigshoen’s voice was a whisper. “Unless you pin this on that Polish engineer, no one can protect you. Not IB. Not the military. No one. You’ve destroyed your career. You’re toxic.”

      Rimes closed his eyes. The roar, the flames, the screams rose again. He opened his eyes and leaned in, his nose millimeters from hers. “Dariusz did what I asked him to do. It was my call. Tell me what you think of their plan?”

      Kleigshoen rested her forehead against his. She shook, quietly sobbing. “It’s my job. Don’t you understand? They…everyone wants the war to end. No one wants to ask why they attacked or what they did or who was involved or how it even happened. The message was pervasive back on Earth: Make it stop. No facts, just messaging. No one’s allowed to form their own opinion. I can’t fight that.”

      But you want to. They wouldn’t send you along without some latitude.

      “I could hear it in their communications, Dana. The metacorporations can’t hold this together for long. Even here, supposedly cooperating, they were stabbing each other in the back, jockeying over who should take the blame and how to turn it to their advantage. It was like sitting in on an executive meeting. If it’s happening within one group, imagine what’s going on throughout their forces. We could have broken them. They had no concept what they were getting into. None. Another month, three at the outside, they’d have been begging us for peace. It’s in their nature to fight each other. It’s how they advance in their careers. It’s how one gets ahead of the others. You’ve dealt with these metacorporations for years now. You know it as well as I do.”

      Kleigshoen fished a tissue out of her travel bag and blew her nose. “We’re not talking to all of them. We’ll negotiate with the commanders here. These are T-Corp and MDC forces. It’s the largest force after ADMP and Cytek. They were told what terms would be acceptable before they even launched. Break these two off, and the whole thing comes apart. The war is over, and they go back to fighting each other.”

      Economically. Discreetly. Assassination, kidnapping, theft. They’re new to this full-on combat. They don’t have the stomach for it.

      Rimes straightened, suddenly realizing how vulnerable and uncomfortable Kleigshoen probably felt with so little clothing and him so close. “They’ll send for me soon.”

      Kleigshoen wiped away the last of her tears from red and puffy eyes. She rose and kissed him on the cheek but stopped there. She fished a conservative, dull-green skirt and jacket and a mustard yellow blouse from her travel bag.

      “Civilian cammy,” she joked, nodding at Rimes’s uniform. She looked around the cabin for a moment before setting the outfit out on top of the desk. “You never get over how cramped these quarters are.”

      “I can move to the brig. It doesn’t bother me.”

      “No, I…” Kleigshoen forced a smile. “I’m trying to find the words, that’s all. What do I say? Throw yourself on their mercy? They don’t have any mercy. I thought I was ambitious, right? Career-focused, keep your eye on the prize? But these two…”

      “It’s going to be all right. Trust me.”

      “Jack—”

      A knock came from the hatch, and Kleigshoen jumped. Although muted, it may as well have been an explosion.

      “Get dressed,” Rimes said.

      Once Kleigshoen had the skirt on, Rimes opened the door.

      Two of Mazarov’s thugs stood outside, dressed in fanciful Russian dress uniforms rather than the duller Combined Forces uniforms. Rimes nodded at them and stepped past, then waited for the hatch to close. When the thugs walked past him, he fell in behind them, his mind already moving on to the inquiry and its inevitable outcome.
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        27 December, 2173. CFN Arizona.

      

      

      The Arizona’s conference room was every bit as cramped as the quarters Rimes shared with Kleigshoen. Sweat trickled over the scar on his temple, not from nerves but from the warm and heavy air. He dragged a knuckle over the scar and brushed his skin dry. His battle dress uniform was out of place around all the finery—Admiral Saxbury in the crisp whites of the Combined Forces Navy, and General Mazarov in the Combined Forces Army blue service uniform—but with the braided epaulets and gold buttons of the old Russian military. Even frail, thin Saxbury seemed to be slowly boiling in the heat. Along with the polish, starch, and cologne coming off everyone, Rimes imagined he could smell alcohol in the sweat on Mikhail Mazarov’s brow.

      Hovering over the conference room table was an image of the metacorporate task force floating in space. Formed in a tight wedge, its surviving frigates bunched in front and above the capital ships, the task force was an impressive display of power. The image intermittently flickered, another sign of the compromises behind the Arizona.

      Saxbury sat at the head of the table, ghostly in starched white. Her bottomless brown eyes were framed by thin, ash-colored brows and lashes. Her features were pinched, bland. To her right, a small crown of brown hair circled General Mazarov’s sun-bronzed head. Thick, brown brows bunched over the bridge of a hawkish nose and gray eyes. He scratched at his brutish jaw, then tugged at his jacket, as if uncomfortable with the way it clung to his protruding gut.

      A young Indian captain dressed in the same Combined Forces Army blue service uniform as Mazarov sat to his left. She was plain and a little plump, but her eyes were bright, and her face had subtle, telltale scarring. Rimes had seen such scarring on people who’d undergone surgical procedures to deal with genetic damage caused by chemical dumping like the kind that was so rampant on the Indian subcontinent.

      Saxbury pointed to the chair at her left. The effort seemed to exhaust her, as if she could only accomplish it by drawing from the deep well of loathing she reserved just for Rimes.

      Rimes stepped into the room and seated himself.

      “Before we officially initiate the inquiry, Colonel, I want to assure you there is no animus behind the proceedings.” Saxbury’s eyelids were barely open, as if the thought of looking fully at Rimes might taint her. Her cultured, almost pleasant accent seemed even crisper than when they’d first met. “What we undertake today is a formal process to determine the facts of your actions against the enemy combatants both on Plymouth and on Sahara. The process is not unique, nor is it in any way biased. The outcome of this inquiry shall be a report which General Mazarov and I shall use to determine our final judgment in regards to your execution of duties. Do you find this satisfactory?”

      Rimes looked at the three officers. There was malice in Mazarov and Saxbury’s eyes and an almost inhuman detachment in the young captain’s. “I appreciate the explanation, Admiral,” Rimes said, managing to execute the emotionless tone Saxbury had tried for.

      Saxbury signaled the inquiry’s beginning. The captain came alive, activating assorted recording devices and military legal applications. She quickly began interfacing with the applications. Rimes focused on her throughout the opening statements as dates, locations, and participants were detailed.

      The whole thing dragged on interminably.

      As the proceedings progressed Rimes dedicated only a sliver of his attention to Saxbury’s droning voice. The rest he focused on the metacorporate task force hovering over the table. Although the ships presented an intimidating front, they also exposed an undeniable anxiety. The commanders were no more united now than they had been before, but with the Arizona task force’s arrival they were overmatched to the point that even the perception of petty squabbles had to be squashed. The attempted projection of power and unity was an illusion, the desperate flaring of colored tail feathers to drive away a hungry predator.

      “Do you accept the details as stated here, Colonel Rimes?” Saxbury’s head tilted slightly, as if she thought he might not be listening.

      “I do,” Rimes said. Dates, names, times: all objective data.

      Saxbury moved on to a review of the records and other interviews. Rimes listened intently, curious about the perspectives of those who had actually been involved. He blinked calmly at some of the descriptions of events, wondering at the unpredictable nature of each person’s unique perception of a situation and its vulnerability to external influences.

      “In your estimation, Colonel, was Captain Meyers affected by the death of Lieutenant Kara Irvin?” Saxbury’s voice and manner failed to hide the trap she seemed to be setting.

      “Captain Meyers accepted Lieutenant Irvin’s death as part of war,” Rimes said calmly. “Lieutenant Irvin was a good officer and an even better person. I admire Captain Meyers’s ability to see the unprovoked aggression for what it was and to maintain a level of professionalism in the face of personal loss.”

      Mazarov turned. “You do not believe the captain conducted himself…questionably?” He seemed oblivious to how fake his affected coolness came off.

      “Captain Meyers is the consummate professional, General Mazarov. He suffered a terrible loss, but he and Lieutenant Irvin both accepted the risks of being in the military. Obviously, that risk should never include being subjected to the sort of dishonorable acts you’ve recorded in your inquiry to date, but as soldiers and sailors, we at least understand that our careers involve risk of life and limb.”

      “In your own estimation, a soldier’s duty is to remain…‘professional’—like this Captain Meyers—in the execution of his or her duties?” Mazarov smiled, apparently pleased with his cleverness.

      “We have some fairly clear definitions about duties and codes of conduct, General.” Rimes closed his eyes for a moment, pushing away the images of slaughter and the agonized voices screaming for justice.

      “Colonel Rimes?” Saxbury coughed quietly. “Was that your complete response?”

      “I’m sorry.” Rimes opened his eyes. “No. Captain Meyers adhered to the codes of conduct in battle, even though our enemy was not a military force but a terrorist operation. This is commendable. I have already submitted him and several other soldiers for decorations. They performed above and beyond reasonable expectations.”

      “Terrorist, Colonel?” Saxbury’s eyelids fluttered. “Would you be so kind as to explain that characterization? I’m afraid it’s the first use of the term, at least to describe the opposition.”

      “Certainly. Terrorism’s accepted definition involves acts of violence—to include war—to induce terror as a means of coercion, without regard for the safety of civilians. This is done for political, ideological, or religious objectives. I believe, based off the data you’ve already presented, it’s quite clear the metacorporate operations we’ve been fighting against for the last several weeks fall under this definition. Of course, I’m open to other interpretations. Admiral? General?”

      “And what political, ideological, or religious objectives would you propose meet your definition, Colonel Rimes?” The subtlest of smirks tweaked Saxbury’s lips. “These are corporate entities, not nation-states or religious groups.”

      “I’m sorry, Admiral. I thought it was obvious.” Rimes tilted his head and arched his eyebrows in feigned surprise. “Capitalism. Unfettered, unrepentant, inhuman capitalism. Demands for unrestricted market access. Demands for dissolution of all patents, trademarks, and claims to property of non-metacorporate entities. Dissolution of all government entities and their programs. Did you…did you not see the original declaration of trade contravention listing the complaints and demands delivered to the United Nations Special Security Council prior to the attacks? All twelve of the metacorporate CEOs signed off on the document. The entire Special Security Council was convened specifically to hear the presentation. I simply assumed, what with the two of you being hand-picked by three of the council’s newly appointed members, all drawn from the Interstellar Trade Organization, that you were aware of this document and its implications?”

      Saxbury’s face suddenly took on color. Mazarov’s thuggish, brutish eyes narrowed to pale slits. They quickly glanced at each other, then back at Rimes.

      “Capitalism is an ideology,” Rimes said. “I can’t think of any rational person who would argue otherwise. It’s an economic theory, put into practice. A system. General, our nations were bitter enemies for decades over our opposing economic ideologies. Establish that point, and you only have to connect the metacorporate actions to acts of terror against a civilian populace: butchery, torture, mass executions, rape. That’s easily done, I’m sure you would agree. You did review the video evidence gathered by my soldiers from Fort Concord and Delta City, correct, Admiral? General?” Rimes didn’t wait for a response. “If you consider the way governments have abdicated any hope of their citizens satisfying their basic needs to the whims of these metacorporations and even to their corporate forebears, I think it’s easily argued that terrorism, and the inability to reasonably assume we could have a decent life even with our best efforts, has been ongoing for some time. All that was missing was the gunfire and the more obvious acts we’ve seen in these recent weeks. Now you have those recordings, and you’ve already read from some of the interviews covering this fairly thoroughly. So, based off long-established international accords regarding combating terrorism, the options for conducting operations are limitless. This is, after all, how we obliterated terrorism in the past.”

      Saxbury waved her hand. “I believe we can conclude our interview now.”

      Rimes glanced up at the cameras mounted over the table. “Ladell, keep the recordings going, please.”

      The young captain pressed and swiped at command icons on her virtual display, but the system continued to glow. She looked up, exasperated. “Admiral—”

      Saxbury glared at Rimes. “Who are you talking to, Colonel Rimes?”

      “Agent Ladell Barlowe. He’s Agent Kleigshoen’s aide. You should know. You requested IB send a systems expert to prevent our interference in your negotiations with the metacorporate fleet.” A menace-laced smile tugged at the corner of Rimes’s lips. “He’s been listening in this whole time.”

      “The interview is completed.” Mazarov pounded a meaty fist on the table.

      “Not yet, General.” Rimes’s voice was as soft as Mazarov’s was harsh. “But it won’t take much longer. I want the record to show that I commend both Admiral Saxbury and General Mazarov for their bravery and the Special Security Council for its resolve.”

      Mazarov stabbed a finger at Rimes. “That is enough from you, Colonel—”

      Rimes held up a hand. “Given your family’s ties to metacorporate interests, Admiral Saxbury, you’ll have to work extremely hard to avoid any claims of bias, considering your knowledge that tens of millions of dollars of your family’s wealth is at risk, should the metacorporations suffer extensively from your negotiations or should they retaliate. Of course, this information isn’t widely known, but there are people with the resources to dig it up, and you do know how information loves to be free.”

      “Colonel Rimes!” The color drained from Saxbury’s face.

      Rimes turned calmly to the purple-faced general. “And General Mazarov, I’m sure your brother’s position at EEC can’t possibly be stable, given the relative failure of their security forces to date. Imagine the money at risk, not just for him but for you with touchy negotiations like this. You were planning to retire next year, I believe? Right around the time EEC planned to stand up a permanent security presence on the Europa colony? You’d probably double your pay with a position like that. Fortunately, you’re willing to put our people before your own welfare. I only wish I could manage such integrity and restraint at a time like this.”

      Mazarov’s mouth worked, and veins bulged on his face. He looked from Rimes to Saxbury, exasperated. Finally, he turned to the young captain, who seemed once again calm.

      “Do try to maintain some semblance of dignity, Mikhail,” Saxbury said. Her face was a waxy mask as she nodded slowly at Rimes. “Agent Barlowe, I believe that is quite sufficient?”

      Rimes nodded confirmation.

      Saxbury closed her eyes and leaned back in her chair. “Please close the systems down now, Captain. You may excuse yourself once that has been accomplished.”

      The glow from the young woman’s system interface faded, and she stood, giving a curt nod to Saxbury before casting a quick, assessing glance at Rimes. When the captain was gone, Mazarov’s exploded into a string of curses.

      “Mikhail, that is of no help.” Saxbury looked at Rimes, a hint of color returning to her face. “Colonel, I must commend you. Your breadth of knowledge is far greater than I was led to believe. Coupled with the sort of bravery I was expecting, you have presented us with quite the problem.”

      “I’m truly sorry for the inconvenience, Admiral.”

      Saxbury coughed quietly again. “We were aware you had contacts, of course, but we were operating under the assumption those contacts were not an issue. So, as to the complications and resolution…”

      Rimes raised an eyebrow. “You had something in mind, ma’am?”

      “Commander Talwar has an unwavering hatred of you and a desire to see that hatred sated with your…termination. I must admit, I am developing a better appreciation of his position.”

      “I appreciate that position myself.”

      Saxbury pulled a handkerchief from her jacket pocket and dabbed at her brow. “We have an opportunity to bring about a peace after an unjustified attack upon our sovereign territories and the brutal murder of our citizens and soldiers. These were criminal acts, and those responsible must be prosecuted.”

      Mazarov’s eyes grew as big as saucers. “Nyet! Charlotte, what are you—”

      “Do be quiet, Mikhail. The T-Corp representatives have been reasonable in some of their demands. They wish an immediate ceasefire. They wish us to hand over all of our nuclear warheads. They wish for open access to colonial markets, unfettered by United Nations regulation. Colonel, I think you can agree these demands are acceptable?”

      “They make a good starting point,” Rimes said.

      “The demand for your delivery to Commander Talwar is, of course, unacceptable. The same holds for demands that you be tried in absentia for war crimes. As you so adroitly pointed out, Colonel, you were combating terrorists engaged in criminal activity. While your tactics may be argued as questionable they certainly would not be seen as criminal, and there is significant precedent when it comes to counter-terrorism. This will be noted in our final report. I would expect the Brotherhood will be assigned blame for failure to adequately train and manage their personnel in this matter.”

      “Thank you, Admiral.” Rimes felt the roar of fury quieting in his chest.

      “If this is all acceptable to you, Colonel, please see to it that the warheads—all of them—are loaded onto my shuttle within the hour.”

      “You realize they could use them against us,” Rimes said.

      “They could build their own, if that was their intent.”

      Rimes stood. “It was a pleasure meeting two such esteemed officers. Admiral. General.” He glanced at each officer in turn, then spun and exited the conference room.

      [image: ]

      The shuttle shrank to little more than a glowing speck on the display, merely another star in the vast universe. Rimes watched it disappear into the hangar of the T-Corps ship the Arizona’s sensors now labeled TC-18. Regardless of the fact that the ship was more a glorified troop transport, it was still intimidating. Having four such vessels so tightly packed made for both a tempting target and an imposing defense. Rimes could imagine all the angry and confused faces in the welcoming party in the hangar.

      After a moment, the video switched to the shuttle’s roof camera. The angle was far from ideal, the video grainy and at times choppy, but it was good enough for him to make out the hangar bay.

      It took a few minutes for the hangar’s oxygen to cycle, but when it finally did, the three uniformed metacorporate senior officers and an oversized honor guard stepped into the hangar.

      Rimes’s eyes were drawn to Talwar, who seemed to have developed a limp and a facial tic. His attention seemed focused on the shuttle’s port side.

      Rimes thought there might be a smile creeping across Talwar’s twitching features, but it could just as easily have been a trick of imagination. There was so much Rimes wished his imagination could change.

      He looked at Kleigshoen’s travel bag and shook off the slightest hint of cold dread spreading in his gut.

      Why, Dana? Isn’t there more to life than a career?

      He turned back and saw first Mazarov then Saxbury step into view. They seemed less cocky than he remembered them. Rimes’s eyes flitted back to Talwar’s face; his eyes were nearly bugging out, and the corner of his mouth was contorted in a snarl. Talwar seemed to shout something, and Saxbury responded. Talwar’s anger seemed to intensify. For the first time, Rimes realized Talwar’s left arm now hung limp at his side.

      Was that damage there before, or did it come from the proxy disconnect?

      The drama played out, with the T-Corps officers and their thugs edging dangerously close to violence. Rimes watched for a few moments more.

      Their course was set, the last piece remaining only to be acted out. There was no wavering, not since he’d stepped on the current path. He wondered distractedly if Kleigshoen would step into view or stay aboard the shuttle.

      Suddenly, the signal died.

      A second passed, two, and then the call to general quarters shattered the silence aboard the Arizona. Rimes watched the display, which had flipped back to the Arizona’s cameras. A ball of fire rolled out where only moments before TC-18 had floated in space. As quick as the fire flashed it was gone, leaving behind a heavily damaged and vulnerable fleet, once again crippled by an EMP.

      Dana, why did you choose this path?

      Rimes wiped away a tear and activated his earpiece. “Ladell, for your own good, take a break. Stop recording. Five minutes.” He waited a moment before opening a channel to Brigston. When Brigston finally answered, Rimes spoke with utmost calm. “Captain, this is Colonel Rimes.”

      “I’m in the middle of a crisis, Jack,” Brigston said. He shouted an order at someone on the bridge. “Make it quick.”

      “I just wanted to remind you that, with the admiral’s passing, you’re now in command of the task forces.”

      The line was silent.

      “I also wanted to point out that the metacorporate fleet has suffered what would appear to be another nuclear blast and the resultant exposure to an electromagnetic pulse. While this is no doubt unfortunate, and our hearts should go out to our enemies, it is a moment ripe with opportunity. And risk.”

      “Jack,” Brigston whispered. “What have y—”

      “Jeremy, that task force is currently in disarray, with very few operational vessels. It won’t be that way forever. When they bring everything back online, they’re going to assume we attacked them. Opportunity and risk.” Rimes disconnected. He turned at the sound of the hatch opening. Kleigshoen stepped through, eyes wide in shock.

      “The ship bl—”

      Rimes stood. He pulled Kleigshoen to him and breathed in her scent, felt her warmth and softness. “I thought you’d gone with them.”

      “I changed my mind at the last second,” Kleigshoen said, her voice cracking. “I couldn’t bring myself to do it. It would have been a…defining act, a career move. I just couldn’t—” She pulled a slender pistol from her outfit and, hands shaking, set it on the desk.

      “What were you planning to do, kill them?”

      She shook her head. “Not unless they made me. They may have changed their minds about turning you over, but they were still criminals. Their careers were over. They were facing prison. Jack, did they—”

      “We’ll never know what happened.” Rimes embraced her tighter. “They’ve already shown what sort of madness they were capable of. I hope Jeremy realizes the danger we face now.”

      “Jeremy?” Kleigshoen’s voice was dreamy and far away.

      Rimes slowly pushed Kleigshoen into the desk chair. “Captain Brigston. I contacted him already. He’s in command of these task forces now. He’ll need to make the hard call.”

      “What…?”

      “They’re going to assume this was our doing, and they’ll retaliate. We have a few minutes where their systems won’t be operational. This is the moment to act.”

      Comprehension slowly spread across Kleigshoen’s face. “The warheads…” She shook her head. “You detonated the warheads. Jack, what have you done? They were ready to negotiate an end to the war.”

      “The warheads detonated in proximity to the T-Corp systems. Their insistence on us turning the warheads over caused this, not me.”

      Kleigshoen’s eyes went wide. “You thought I was on that shuttle, but you still…”

      “I’m sorry, Dana. Like you said, I wasn’t really ever given any choice.” Rimes looked up as the faint roar of the Arizona’s missile batteries firing echoed through the hull. Seconds later he could feel the rail guns firing.

      The inevitable destruction had begun.

      Rimes glanced past Kleigshoen at the display. Explosions tore through the metacorporate ships with each missile impact. It was over in a matter of minutes, the metacorporate fleet little more than floating debris.

      “What have I done?” Rimes finished the question for her. He downloaded the video from the shuttle’s departure to the last ship’s explosion, storing it all in his earpiece. “This was their war, not mine. We have it on official record that the UN’s own team of negotiators considered them terrorists. Now look what they’ve forced us to do.”

      “The peace.” Kleigshoen buried her face in her hands.

      “There can’t be peace without a reckoning.” Rimes attached the video of the incident to a message he’d previously recorded for each of the metacorporations’ legal departments. “Send,” he said before looking down at Kleigshoen. “There will be a reckoning, Dana.”
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        2 March, 2174. Bermuda Colony.

      

      

      Rimes paced the burned-out heart of Fort Monroe’s operations center. It was a gutted, blackened husk of a building that still stank of ash, cordite, and burned flesh. Dust and ash floated up, filling the air and clogging his sinuses. Beneath his booted stride, glass scraped against the concrete floor, making it impossible to concentrate. He couldn’t stop imagining the way the fort had been destroyed, the metacorporate forces launching their devastating surprise attack in the black of night. The attack had been effective in part because EEC had an existing security presence on-planet, but the biggest problem had been a too-cozy relationship between the fort’s commander and EEC representatives.

      That failure in operational security had nearly caused a complete loss of personnel. Only luck and a mix of incompetence and arrogance on EEC’s part had made it possible for close to half of the soldiers to escape the slaughter. Those soldiers had fled east, into the Roarke Mountains.

      But it was the post’s civilian population that haunted Rimes. Most of them had been killed in the first wave of shelling.

      Because of the post’s commander.

      Rimes settled onto a pile of rubble and tried to understand how it could have happened. The fort had been named for a British officer murdered in cold blood by EEC operatives early in the colony’s struggles to survive. There was a history of trouble with the metacorporations, even all-out conflict when several tried to lay claim to the colony following an extraterrestrial find.

      How could anyone forget about history like that?

      Located fifty klicks southeast of Rosaleen, the fort had been by all rights a fourth settlement on the planet. It had been home to a company from the UN’s Combined Military Forces. Like the colony’s population the company’s platoons had mostly been drawn from the Pacific: Australia, Indonesia, and New Zealand. Japan, Korea, the Philippines, and Vietnam had each contributed to a mixed platoon that rounded out the company. The fort and its occupants had been popular, welcome.

      Was that what happened? Did they forget there’s always the chance an enemy might hide among allies?

      Rimes stood and walked out to the doorway that looked onto the heart of the fort. Sand whispered across the rocky ground. Here and there patches of green sprouted from ash or up through broken rock. He recalled seeing oceans and lakes when they’d shuttled down, and intelligence said those were teeming with life, but the land was largely a sprawl of rock and sand and several varieties of rugged scrub. The colonists hadn’t managed to get many Earth-native plants to take root in the unforgiving soil. A few sturdy grasses and vines were about it.

      It was an ugly rock of a planet, with fewer than five million colonists, but EEC considered it worth killing innocent civilians over.

      Rimes stepped outside and gazed toward Rosaleen, admiring the soft glow it gave off in the darkness. The original settlement had been named for a quirky twentieth-century Australian witch because the colonists had run into so much ill fortune during settlement. Rimes wasn’t a superstitious man, but it was hard to ignore the string of bad breaks that had struck his team since their arrival.

      The war should have been over weeks before, but they’d suffered so many setbacks—ambushes, bad luck, poor intelligence—in the two months since his arrival. He’d come to Bermuda in the hopes of breaking the metacorporations’ collective will. A remote colony, one that, like Plymouth, had only recently begun to prosper; it had seemed ideal.

      Instead of destroying the enemy, though, he found himself caught in a spirit-draining rubber-banding conflict. For every victory he managed, the enemy had found sufficient reinforcements to fend off collapse.

      Dark memories and grim plans came to him, and he closed his eyes. He wished that, for a short moment, he could drift off into dreamless sleep, just resting, recharging.

      The memories intensified and transformed. Sahara. Plymouth. Molly.

      He sighed heavily and returned to the operations center, taking a moment to check on his sleeping team.

      His eyes settled on Lieutenant Danni Oswald, the nominal commander of what remained of Fort Gordon’s forces. She dozed not three meters away. Oswald was slightly taller than him and sturdily built. Her broad nose, big doe eyes, and plump lips combined into an awkwardly cute face, which seemed incongruous with her imposing frame. Her soldiers enjoyed her quick, dark humor, and Rimes found her instantly approachable. The fact that she’d kept her unit alive despite everything said a lot about her natural leadership.

      A few meters away, Kleigshoen shifted and muttered something in her sleep. She was pressed against one of the remaining wall sections, her backpack serving as a pillow. She seemed to return to a peaceful slumber, something she had initially experienced problems with. Rimes had assured her it was the result of being so long away from a combat role. Not the physical exertion, although the difference between gym fitness and hauling a dozen kilograms of kit all over a mountain fourteen hours a day had been a real challenge the first week. She had confessed that the problems were with the sort of personalized killing she had to do. Ambushes often involved waiting for the enemy to close within a few meters before opening fire or sometimes resorting to knife work.

      It was the sort of thing that tested even the strongest person.

      Meyers lay on his back closer by, helmet shielding his eyes, backpack next to his left hand, freshly cleaned carbine resting on his chest. He’d grown solemn, almost bitter since Plymouth, but Rimes figured that was to be expected. Shortly before their arrival at Bermuda, Meyers had finally opened up about Irvin and the pain he was trying to deal with, but he’d also challenged Rimes’s objectivity and motivations. Meyers had voiced serious reservations about the surprise attack on the metacorporate fleet over Plymouth. A gap—more like a chasm—rested where their friendship once had, but that was purely one-sided. Rimes held no animosity toward Meyers for his views.

      I do what I have to do, Lonny. There’s no desire to it. At some level, it disgusts me. The faces that haunt my dreams aren’t only those I loved.

      Dariusz Brozek, now a brevet lieutenant, lay not far from Meyers. Brozek’s uniform hung off him limply. He was fading, the war draining his youthful enthusiasm and energy. Rimes wasn’t sure the mad little genius would last much longer.

      Barlowe slept curled close to Brozek. Life in the field had come back easily for Barlowe, who was nearly as slight as Brozek. Barlowe’s face had a calm about it that softened features most already considered pretty rather than handsome. His rogue status and civilian position had left him with the sort of freedom he’d never known on Commando operations. He wore his satisfaction like another piece of armor. For someone who’d nearly faced the firing squad after the X-17 theft—and after Rimes’s actions to bring people to justice—Barlowe’s loyalty was as clear as his enjoyment of the freedom the life of a guerrilla offered him.

      Rimes got back to his feet and examined the building again, taking in punctured walls, fire-charred equipment, and the ashen outlines of the fallen. He replayed the attack as he’d imagined it upon first seeing the fort: mortars, rockets, and grenades from ground forces combined with a sprinkling of gunship missiles. Machine gunners had been watching the fort entry points and had laid down fire as the survivors tried to flee the fort. Oswald said the last of the civilians—unarmed, terrified, helpless—fell trying to exit the fort’s front gate. By her own admission, witnessing that inhuman slaughter had transformed Oswald from a marginal, hard-partying officer into a driven soldier. She seemed to match Rimes’s intense hatred for the metacorporate mercenaries.

      Based on the extensive damage to the base and the descriptions given by the survivors of the attack, it was apparent that EEC had built up a huge ordnance cache. Missiles, grenade launchers, mortars, mines…that cache was the sort of prize that could swing the struggle for Bermuda and end the war.

      No warning, no opportunity for surrender, no extension of assistance for the wounded. It followed the same pattern he’d seen on Sahara and Plymouth. Oswald had salvaged footage of the EEC security forces executing captives, both civilian and military.

      Rimes struggled again to understand what could create such savagery in people.

      Finally, he sought escape in the latest logistics data. It was demoralizing. Even with their combined forces, they were below company strength.

      They were losing.

      It wasn’t incompetence or a lack of resolve or even simple misfortune. The metacorporations suddenly found the will to spend more.

      Metacorporate forces had dug in despite every signal they were ready to cut and run, and that vexed Rimes. Twice he had been within fifty meters of the enemy command post in Rosaleen, and twice he’d been driven off by a gunship. Reinforcements had flowed in shortly thereafter, and what had seemed an inevitable victory had transformed into a soul-crushing, uncertain slog.

      They should be collapsing, not fighting back. Why? How?

      Earlier in the day Banh and Dunne had forwarded imagery from the Rosaleen airfield. The enemy had shuttled in from orbit what looked like a full battalion and some armor. Rimes looked the imagery over, finally accepting the maddening estimates. A shiver passed through him, and he felt a building fury born out of frustration. His resolve was stronger than any iron, but it wasn’t delusional.

      “Colonel?”

      Rimes looked up at the voice. In the silence, even a whisper echoed. No one else stirred. It was Trang, one of Oswald’s best soldiers, hovering in what had once been the room’s doorway. Trang was taller and more powerfully built than the other Vietnamese soldiers. His face was narrow, his eyes large. Almost hidden in the shadows just behind Trang was a man who stood a head taller. He was broad shouldered, his hair shoulder length and curly.

      Rimes recognized the man and stood immediately, quietly exiting the room. Trang left them. Rimes escorted his guest away from the building where the staff slept, taking them deeper into the shadows of the ruins.

      “Thanks for coming, Go,” Rimes whispered to his primary civilian spy, Matthias Goonetilleke, or “Go” to his customers and friends. Go said every customer was a friend.

      “Yeah, no problem, mate.” Go offered a toothy smile. He always seemed uncomfortable around Rimes and his soldiers, supposedly because of all the guns. Go didn’t care for guns. He was big—as tall as Rimes and thicker through the chest—and he was a celebrity on Bermuda, a champion kickboxer. “Ya pay good, so I make an extra effort, right?”

      Rimes dug a piece of film—untraceable cash—from the inside of his armored vest. It wasn’t much, but it was all he could afford. “I’m assuming they know we’ve retreated to the fort?”

      “They will when I get back.” Go accepted the film and laughed. “They pay better, see? But they’re bloody bastards, so the data’s a bit stale. No worries, mate. You’re safe for the night.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Nothing says thank ya like big bikkies, mate. But I think I got the sorta word you want, yeah? Make yer day.”

      “I could use good news if you’ve got it.” Rimes smiled weakly.

      “Well, you probably heard already they brought in a bunch o’ new blood? Crazy killers and tanks? Like it’s the big finale, right? But it ain’t so much. You probably didn’t see they yanked out what’s left o’ the vets? Yeah, they hid that. And what they brought in? Not what ya think. Rejects with pop guns, not soldiers. No protection, even. Just pretty little uniforms. Gristle t’clog up the works. Y’know, pointy end that way and off ya go, ya drongo bastards. They’re stuffin’ everythin’ up, runnin’ amok at the Cherry Tree and Kensin’ton. Big mess, lots o’ pissed off locals. Those were upscale places, now they’ve turned ‘em into barracks.”

      Even incompetent soldiers can kill; a bullet’s a bullet. It’s not like the veterans were particularly capable. But a battalion?

      “Sorry about the hotels getting trashed, Go. This could prove to be important.” Rimes rubbed at the scar on his temple, felt Kwon’s impatient growl. What can we do against a battalion?

      “Yeah, your words and face ’r outta sync, right?”

      “I’ve got a lot on my mind,” Rimes said, still distracted.

      “If yer worried about that armor, mate, don’t be. Pawn shop goods and mothballed pieces o’ scrap. They’re hirin’ locals out to the spaceport just t’ get the engines workin’. It’s all a show. Big, intimidatin’, shit yer pants parade. Even the gunships they used to bring it all down? Junk. They’ve got six of ‘em stuck at the spaceport for maintenance, right? Or a show of force if ya don’t know they can’t break inta orbit. Got the fleet on hold now, waitin’ to fly up the boomy bits. Think what you could do with that? Little air force ya call yer own? Machine guns and missiles flyin’ about, shootin’ everythin’ up? Might be just the thing t’ end this.”

      “They’re taking the ordnance?”

      “Explosives? Yeah. Dug ‘em up from their hidey hole, got ‘em stored nice ‘n safe near the airfield somewhere. They’re takin’ everythin’ but the greenies. Until they get you and yours.”

      “Any idea where the fleet’s redeploying the veterans?” Rimes tried to keep his focus on the moment while considering the big picture. Green troops presented an opportunity, if Go could be believed. It makes sense. And those gunships could change everything…

      “Not a word, mate. Lotsa friction between heaven and earth.” Go chuckled. “What about you? Anythin’ I can pass along about your shippies?”

      Rimes shook his head. The task force had deployed to Han immediately after the drop-off. They would return soon enough, but until they did the metacorporations ruled the heavens, broken gunships or not. “I’m not even sure they received our request for support yet.” Rimes was lying. There had been no request for support. The struggle had seemed winnable until recently, and there simply weren’t enough forces available for reinforcement, even if the task force could bring them.

      “Yeah, well, let’s hope it’s not too much longer, right? No one’s hirin’ a private investigator during an occupation, and I’ve had a gutful o’ watchin’ the zeds move t’ the wrong side o’ the decimal while I’m drinkin’ vodka with the big man.”

      Zeds. Zeroes. Rimes tried not to be annoyed by Go’s concern for money with so many lives at stake.

      “This new one’s just as bad. I moved back here t’ live like a king, not a pauper.”

      Rimes’s brow furrowed. “There’s a new boss?”

      “Anton. Anton Tymoshenko. Nice bloke, if you like yer butcher smilin’ when he chops ya up. Used t’ run the show for EEC here a bit back. The Jerries aren’t any better, mind.”

      “Riesigfirma’s still around?” Rimes couldn't hide his disappointment at another of the metacorporations showing up. He’d hoped at least the EEC-Riesigfirma alliance would splinter, despite their long-standing relations. Something has to break our way eventually.

      “I think most o’ the new blood’s from Krautland and thereabouts. All pasty faces and pale eyes.” Go pointed to his own face—the brown eyes, golden-brown skin and black hair, and soft, handsome features of his Bangladeshi and Singaporean ancestors—and laughed. “Stands out a bit in these parts.”

      “A bit.”

      “Gotta run.” Go patted Rimes’s shoulder. “Don’t want them worryin’ after me, now do I? See ya, mate.”

      Rimes watched Go leave, noting the way he moved with uncommon agility for a man his size. Once he was hidden in the darkness, Rimes turned his attention to the plans, strategies, and dangerous thoughts that had started racing through his mind. He pulled up a map of Rosaleen and the surrounding area, pacing as he worked through the data and Go’s take on it. Always at the back of Rimes’s mind was the thought that reliable human intelligence was more important than any other form.

      Is Go reliable, though? He’s made no bones about it: he’s working both sides for the money. He’s never done us wrong before, though.

      Finally, Rimes decided on a course. It carried risks, but it held the promise of tremendous reward. He walked back to his sleeping staff, all the while wondering if the surge in manpower wasn’t the real threat, and if he might be stepping into a trap.

      The only way to know if it’s a trap is to spring it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      
        3 March, 2174. Bermuda Colony.

      

      

      In the early hours of the morning, a hard rain turned Braddock Boulevard blacker than midnight. The road stretched a potholed forty klicks from the front gate of Bermuda Colony Spaceport southwest to Rosaleen. Even the brilliant-white security lights of the front gate were swallowed by the gloom.

      From his position in a shallow ditch about twenty meters out from the front gate, Rimes traced the lit stretch of road and imagined it connecting to a distant hint of light closing in from somewhere out on the barren plain that was home to Rosaleen and the spaceport. Sweet, cold rainwater collected on his tongue as he pondered the light. It could be an approaching car, but it could also be one of the handful of operational street lamps lining the road.

      The single glimmer of light turned into two, and Rimes slid his faceplate down. The lights eventually resolved into the unsteady beams of two approaching vehicles.

      Rimes drew his knife, careful not to splash in the shallow pool of rain he was lying down in. His BAS indicated the vehicles were nearing fifty meters out. It also indicated his body temperature had dropped dangerously in the time he’d had his helmet open. The way he was always burning up inside, he barely noticed the cold.

      Two men—mercenaries—stepped out of the security shack up ahead that straddled the faint remnant of paint that divided the lanes. They were young, probably not even in their twenties yet. They laughed and joked about the pathetic sight of the approaching vehicles and the colony in general. Rimes barely managed to follow their heavily accented English.

      He crawled closer, using only his forearms and thighs. His body was stiff and sore, but the activity helped warm him up and drive off the memories that had recently awakened.

      The vehicles came to a full stop at the gate, and the young mercenaries stepped to either side. Their laughter grew louder as the fluorescent green side panels on the crawlers flickered an advertisement for Chan Brothers’ Maintenance & Repair. The drivers lowered their windows and leaned out. They were dressed in grimy coveralls.

      “Identification.” The first mercenary spoke in what sounded like a German accent as he approached the front vehicle. He moved slowly and frequently looked at the second mercenary, as if they were taking pleasure in inconveniencing the drivers.

      “Cold night,” the front driver said. He wiped rain from his face and reached into the crawler, holding out a large, brown bottle of the local beer. “Knock the worst off?”

      From his position about eight meters out Rimes could see a half-empty bottle of the cheap, local whiskey in the security shack. When the second driver waved another bottle out his window the mercenaries stopped laughing. They glanced at each other, then quickly stepped up to seize their prize before waving the vehicles through. The mercenaries held the beer bottles up like trophies and shouted something Rimes couldn’t understand.

      Their laughter stopped when the vehicles’ brake lights suddenly flared, and the vehicles came to an abrupt stop.

      “Vas—?”

      Rimes darted from the shadows. He covered the mouth of the first mercenary and plunged his knife into the young man’s throat. The beer bottle shattered on the slick road, and rain quickly washed away the foam and blood. On the other side of the road another form wrestled with the other mercenary, then dragged him out of the light.

      The vehicles backed up, and half a dozen shadowy forms rose from the darkness and slipped through the gate. One of those forms took the mercenary corpse from Rimes, changed into the dead man’s poncho and helmet, then returned to the gate.

      Rimes climbed into the back seat of the second crawler. A second later, Kleigshoen climbed in beside him. She held her knife out in the rain to let it wash away the blood before closing the door. Her eyes were cold, distant, the lids drooping from fatigue. He wanted to hug her, maybe whisper reassurances, but that wouldn’t have been appropriate.

      His heart raced with anxiety and anticipation, not out of fear of death but failure. They were committed to a path that was every bit as uncertain and dark as Braddock Boulevard, which was ghostly through the vehicle’s rain-fogged window.

      Road signs flickered on the inside of the crawler’s front window. He’d never liked the idea of projected signs, and the crawler was a perfect example of what was wrong with the technology. Against the grimy window the crawler’s failing projection system could be telling them they were three klicks out from a left turn to the maintenance road, or it could be a cheeky advertisement for a bordello. No one could possibly tell.

      He turned slightly toward Kleigshoen. “They were probably ex-cons. There’s no way they’d ever been through any sort of boot camp.” He wasn’t sure if he was trying to reassure her or himself.

      She squinted, probably trying to make sense of the flickering sign. Finally, she nodded. She’d volunteered for the infiltration. At the last minute, she’d signaled her intent to take out the second mercenary guard.

      “When he realized he was dying he just stared at me,” she said. “Not angry, you know. Just…like he couldn’t understand. He just kept trying to cover that hole in his throat. I don’t know if he was old enough to shave.”

      Rimes grunted. “I don’t watch them once I’m sure it was a good strike.”

      She was quiet until the crawler bounced off a particularly nasty pothole. “This killing can’t go on forever.”

      Oswald turned in the front passenger seat. She slicked back her dripping hair and looked at them, then back to the indistinct sign glowing on the window. “Left at the ‘Y,’ Trang. You sure you’re a qualified driver and pilot?” She tapped Trang on the shoulder.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. I can’t see a thing.” Trang was leaning so far forward his face was lit by the projections.

      “Just keep the runway lights to yer right, yeah?” She pointed to the faint beacons—amber, green, red, and white lights—in the distance. “Tell the other bloke to do the same. I can’t bloody see where he’s going in this mess, but we can’t get separated.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Trang quickly relayed Oswald’s directions to the lead crawler.

      Oswald turned around again and looked at Kleigshoen. “You gonna make it?”

      Relief washed over Rimes when Kleigshoen nodded. “If this works out, it changes everything,” he said.

      “It’s always going to change.” Kleigshoen’s head slowly rocked side to side. “It never does.”

      “This is different.” Rimes was surprised by the confidence in his voice. Do I really believe it? “They’re moving troops around, dumping untrained thugs onto the front line. This could be the fracture point.”

      Kleigshoen closed her eyes and bowed her head; she shivered as if she might be sick. “I don’t know how you can deal with this stress, Jack.”

      “You don’t deal with the stress. In this line of work, when the end comes, it’s likely to be fast.”

      “That’s not reassuring.” Kleigshoen half-sobbed, then settled on a sniffle.

      “Ever wonder what happens?” Rimes studied the darkness, as if it might hold answers. “A sudden bullet to the head, like you gave Moltke? A slow, painful death like my father’s. When it’s over what’s it matter? You don’t carry the memories of the pain forward, do you? Even if you believe in something after, when it’s over, it’s over, unless you’ve got some bizarre, twisted pain fetish in your belief system or something.”

      “Always this cheerful before an op, Colonel?” Oswald chuckled as the vehicle bounced, then she turned to the driver. “Hey, you mapping the craters out?”

      Trang muttered a cursed. “Sorry, Lieutenant. These roads keep getting worse.”

      “File a complaint with the gov. They’ll get someone right on it.” Oswald playfully swatted Trang on the shoulder.

      “I guess I can’t help it sometimes,” Rimes said with a sigh that echoed louder than the patter of rain and the straining transmission’s hum. He rubbed his eyes, wondering what others saw in their dreams. Is there ever peace in sleep once you’ve crossed a certain threshold, or is this what it is to be damned for eternity? “I’ve probably seen too much for my own good.”

      Oswald smiled wryly at Rimes’s gloominess. “Y’know, Colonel, anyone ever tell you it’s possible to do a bit too much dwelling on the nega—”

      Gunfire erupted, and Rimes heard glass breaking. Oswald jerked, then slumped; gore sprayed from her head onto Rimes and Kleigshoen. Trang managed to slide below the dashboard as bullets crashed all around him. Rounds thumped into Rimes’s chest and shoulders, but his armor absorbed the worst of it. Kleigshoen fared a little worse; blood trickled between her fingers where she squeezed her neck.

      The crawler came to a stop, its motor destroyed. Ahead of them the lead crawler lazily drifted off the road and came to a stop.

      Seconds passed with more gunfire, more windows shattering, and more bullets hammering the crawler. Rimes covered Kleigshoen with his body, jerking as more rounds struck him, not all of them absorbed by his armor.

      Finally, the firing stopped.

      Rimes listened, hopeful but unsure. He stayed motionless, only his eyes moving. His face was centimeters from Oswald’s, close enough to see his reflection in her dead eyes.

      It’s over. I’m sorry.

      Light—flashlights, headlights, flares—lit the vehicle interior. Crawler motors whined to life. Footsteps sloshed in the muddy ground. Voices shouted. Rimes heard German, Nordic, and Slavic accents.

      “Trang, you okay?” Rimes called softly.

      “I’m okay, Colonel,” Trang said, his voice calm. “I guess it was a trap after all?”

      “Yeah. Dana?”

      “My neck hurts.” Her voice was shaky, close to cracking. “That’s…that’s all.”

      “Oswald’s dead.” Rimes wiped his face; his hand came away with blood and brains and something gummy. He thought he might have been hit but couldn’t find a wound and didn’t feel pain or numbness anywhere. Slowly, it dawned on him that the gummy matter was a piece of Oswald’s face. He flicked it away.

      Shouting voices ordered them to exit the crawler, hands above their heads. They complied, moving slowly, carefully. Rimes couldn’t put much weight on his left leg and realized he’d taken a round in the hip and shin. Neither was life-threatening, but his leg burned.

      “Colonel Rimes?”

      Rimes surveyed the ring of mercenaries, searching for the familiar voice. The bright lights shining past the circle of bodies made it hard to pick out much, but he finally spotted the face. Tymoshenko was older, heavier, and his features strained as if in pain.

      “Anton?”

      Tymoshenko stepped forward, smiling broadly. “None other, Colonel.”

      He looked from Rimes to Kleigshoen and Trang, forcing a smile. Tymoshenko grunted when he spotted Oswald’s corpse, then glanced at the other crawler and let out a satisfied sigh.

      “Quite fortuitous,” Tymoshenko said. “For both of us. This is terrible weather for me to be out in. That you can do this at your age—at any age—is beyond me. Come, we can talk inside.” He nodded at Kleigshoen and Trang. “Take their earpieces and check them for weapons, then bring them.”
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      Rimes struggled to keep his footing in the slick mud. His leg was badly damaged, but he did his best to keep up with Tymoshenko. They marched a few hundred meters, Tymoshenko cursing loudly after a few minutes. Unlike the poncho-covered mercenaries he wore a trench coat. It didn’t seem up to the demands of a northern Bermuda late winter storm.

      Tymoshenko headed for an area bathed in pale light. Rimes recognized the area as the southernmost maintenance building. They supposedly also served an administrative function, if Go’s intelligence was to be believed.

      A few meters shy of the door Rimes’s leg failed him, and he fell. Two of the mercenaries poked their assault rifles into his back.

      “What are you doing?” Tymoshenko shouted impatiently. “You think he’s an idiot? He’s unarmed and outnumbered. Let him up.”

      The mercenaries fell back. Rimes slowly got to his feet. Tymoshenko stood inside the building doorway, waving Rimes forward and smiling, as if welcoming an old friend in for a cup of tea on a miserable night.

      “Come inside, Colonel.” Tymoshenko laughed as Rimes stepped through the doorway.

      The room beyond was dimly lit, a common area littered with molded desks and chairs, battered cabinets, and grimy display terminals. Tinted windows lined the southern wall. Everything smelled of grease and stale sweat, but it was warm and dry. The mercenaries stopped at the door, leaving only a handful of cold-faced men in trench coats to follow Tymoshenko and the prisoners into the building. From their appearance and demeanor, Rimes assumed the men in trench coats were EEC security, Tymoshenko’s personal bodyguards.

      Tymoshenko rolled his eyes in disgust as he removed and shook out his coat. “These Bermudans live like pigs. They should thank us for taking over, but they are bitter and lack any sense of appreciation. You must see the tragedy in that, Colonel.”

      Rimes snorted. “People can be so shallow.”

      Tymoshenko roared with laughter. “It is true.”

      He waved for Rimes to follow through the common room and then continue to a hall on the right. A few meters later Tymoshenko stopped at a door. He pushed it open, and a light flickered to life, revealing a private office that held a desk and two chairs. He pointed to the chair just inside the door.

      When Rimes settled into the chair Tymoshenko gave a satisfied nod, then unbuttoned his trench coat to reveal an expensive business suit. The hems were soaked. Sighing resignedly, Tymoshenko made his way around the desk and settled into the chair pushed flush against the opposite wall.

      Tymoshenko threw up his hands as if exasperated. “Can you believe it? After so many years, here we are, you, me. Honestly, I can’t help but feel that I am responsible for your career. And now…” He shrugged meaningfully.

      “I wish I could say it’s good to see you.” Rimes could hear the fatigue in his voice. He leaned back in the chair, shoulders slumped slightly. What would it be like, to abandon the struggle and just give in—to the nightmares. Accept failure, find peace?

      Tymoshenko chuckled. “Lying was never something you were good at, right?”

      “How long has Go been working for you?”

      “For me? A day, maybe two. I hope you will forgive me for seeming vague. I just returned to this dump, and I am trying to get used to its days and nights. Mr. Goonetilleke is a businessman, just like me. We have a history. I know how he operates and how he thinks. A man like him, he has his needs. My predecessor was paying too little. You know, this backwater place, it’s where my career took off. Well, after you put me in the spotlight to begin with—credit where due, Colonel—and then I came here, and after four years running this place I am vice president of marketing for 3V. You have heard of 3V?”

      Rimes shook his head.

      “Tailored pharmaceuticals. You’re not the target demographic, so you should not worry. It is the fast track, my friend. 3V is one of EEC’s most profitable corporations. Or it was, until the UN decided to push us out of the colonies. Do you know what happens when you are a vice president of marketing at a company that has no markets? You are no longer on the fast track.” The humor left Tymoshenko’s face and was replaced by cold menace. “Let me tell you, Colonel, in the metacorporate world, you are either moving forward or your career is over. My career is not over. I will not let it be.”

      Rimes studied Tymoshenko, noting the toll time had taken on him. His brown hair was now shot through with silver. Crow’s feet and heavy bags gave his eyes an age greater even than the wrinkles on his brow. He’d packed on some pounds, something visible in the fingers that noticeably shook as he spoke.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. It looks like you really paid the price.”

      Tymoshenko opened his jacket and stared at his gut. “The hours and the demands. It is a hard life, just like yours. But different, I know. What you do…”

      “You came here to kickstart your stalled career?”

      Tymoshenko nodded once, and his eyes twinkled with excitement. “Yes, exactly. You, Colonel, are my rabbit’s foot. The amateurs at T-Corp and MDC and Riesigfirma, they have no idea what they are up against. They don’t know you, not like I do.” He poked at his temple as he spoke, as if to emphasize the brain that had set the trap that had finally captured Rimes. “And I know you quite well, even if you look like a shell of the man I met so long ago.”

      Rimes closed his eyes. Despite the pretense at camaraderie, there would be no mercy at Tymoshenko’s hands. The ending might be simple—maybe a dragged-out beating with brass knuckles and metal pipes, maybe prolonged electrocution—but it would be an ending. Voices roared in Rimes’s head—furious, betrayed, hurt. Kwon’s primal urge was to charge and go down with Tymoshenko’s blood spurting into the air.

      Rimes told the voices that there would be no reckoning. He had failed them. He opened his eyes, and the voices went silent. “Was it all a sham?”

      “A sham, Colonel? The troop movement, you mean?”

      “The collapse. The alliance. How could it have held up so long after it looked so fragile? I don’t understand.”

      Tymoshenko chortled. “Held up? The alliance? Colonel, it was failing from the moment it was formed. Before the first warship was launched, we knew we would be using them against each other one day. We all knew. It was just a matter of time.”

      “Then…” Rimes’s voice faded. “Why?”

      “It is business.” Tymoshenko opened his hands in front of him, as if he could offer no other explanation and none should be needed. “But you, you managed to keep us together. For now. Just as other things must surely be pulling us apart. That is good for you, is it not? Look at me. I am in a hurry, moving on to the next big thing, all because of you. So, we do a quick recording of your execution, and I take lead on the project that will catapult my career. And it is a big project, let me assure you. You have no idea how big! You are not being replaced by some trivial thing. That is good to know, right?”

      Rimes stared, sensing the moment, feeling the approach of a critical point in time. He shifted his wounded leg, saw the blood pooling in the seat. His eyes returned to Tymoshenko’s. When Rimes spoke his voice was barely audible. “Do you ever regret your actions, Anton?”

      “Regret?” Tymoshenko roared with laughter again. “Who has that luxury? It’s such a waste of time, regret. Never look back. That is what I say. Now, come. Those wounds look painful. We have a little studio set up just down the hall. Bright lights, a fairly comfortable chair, a top-of-the-line camera from my old production department, a tarp so we don’t leave a mess. I’ve got a pistol.” Tymoshenko opened his jacket to reveal a shoulder holster. “One shot, back of the head, over in seconds. No pain. You look like you have suffered enough already. Haven’t you, Colonel?”

      Rimes nodded.

      Tymoshenko held up a chubby finger. “One thing before we conclude this. I am sorry, of course, but we will need to round up the rest of your soldiers. They will be given an opportunity to surrender and join us. We need qualified people for what is coming. It won’t be simple execution, as my predecessor favored. Making things personal…” Tymoshenko shrugged. “I am sometimes simultaneously baffled and encouraged by the incompetence of my competitors.”

      “They’re all here.” Rimes sagged, resolved.

      “Your soldiers are all here? Those two out there, the two you left at the gate, the corpses in the crawlers?” Tymoshenko sighed. “Please, Colonel. Time is valuable to me. We know the approximate numbers. You may mourn the loss of those we killed, but they do not represent even ten percent of your force.”

      Rimes blinked slowly and took in measured breaths. “You have my answer.”

      “Look, Colonel, I do not take any particular delight in the screams of torture victims,” Tymoshenko said with almost believable sincerity. “My delight comes from promotions, raises, and recognition. This is not something you would find so deplorable, is it? You too are a professional. Unfortunately, I have those in my employ who do relish torture. Can’t we agree to leave them unsatisfied?”

      “Torture isn’t going to change anything.”

      “I guess we will have to see about that.” Tymoshenko rose, the gentlemanly veneer replaced by the angry petulance of a metacorporate executive brat. He opened the door and shouted an order in Russian before slamming the door again. He glared down at Rimes and started to speak, but his words were drowned out by an explosion.

      Tymoshenko flinched, confused. Another explosion, this one shattering glass somewhere nearby. Then another. A series of explosions sounded in the distance. “What—”

      “I told you—” Rimes launched himself upward, one hand grabbing Tymoshenko’s throat, the other seizing his gun hand. “They’re already here.”

      With a quick twist Rimes snapped Tymoshenko’s wrist; Tymoshenko gasped, but once again explosions drowned him out. He struggled desperately, kicking, flailing with his damaged arm while trying with the good hand to break Rimes’s choking grip. But even without the broken wrist, Tymoshenko was no match.

      Rimes squeezed until Tymoshenko’s tongue protruded and his eyes bugged out. When the kicking stopped, Rimes felt for a pulse. There was none.

      He lifted Tymoshenko’s torso, cradled his head, then snapped his neck just to be sure. Rimes retrieved Tymoshenko’s earpiece and pistol, then fished out two spare magazines.

      Another explosion went off nearby, and the building’s lights flickered before winking out completely. The windows and walls rattled for a second. Rimes opened the door cautiously and scanned the hall beyond. It was empty. He slipped out of the room and quietly edged toward the common room, pistol held at the ready.

      Four forms stood near the common room’s windows. They looked out into the darkness, tensed. Cursing filled the air, most of it in Russian. Rimes scanned the floor and spotted Kleigshoen and Trang ducked beneath one of the desks.

      Seconds passed with occasional whispered voices. Another explosion lit the night, and Rimes moved into the room. Bright fire flared outside the building, silhouetting the bodyguards.

      Rimes fired, dropping two before the others were even aware someone was shooting. The other two spun, machine pistols in their hands.

      Rimes dropped them before they got a shot off.

      Gunfire erupted from behind him, and a round clipped his shoulder, numbing it. Rimes dropped and spun, looking down the hallway. Muzzle flashes gave away the last two bodyguards. Rimes fired, holding the pistol with his good hand. His accuracy suffered, but not so much that he couldn’t drop the targets.

      He stood and walked down the hall as quickly as his wounded leg could manage. The last two bodyguards were down, but they were only wounded. He finished them off and retrieved their weapons and ammunition. Then, he returned to the common room. Trang had a knee pressed into the throat of one of the fallen bodyguards. Kleigshoen gathered machine pistols and spare magazines while Trang gathered earpieces.

      “It would appear Captain Meyers found the ordnance depot,” Rimes said.

      Kleigshoen looked at him, confused. “Ordnance depot?”

      “It was the lure,” Rimes said. “They wanted us to come here, so they massed their forces and moved the explosives and heavy weapons. We took the opportunity and turned their advantages against them.”

      “I thought we were after their gunships?” Kleigshoen’s brow wrinkled.

      “Absolutely, but I figured it was even odds this was a set-up, and finding the ordnance would be our best alternative.”

      “Oswald died so you could trick them?”

      “No. She died trying to get us to the gunships. Now let’s finish the job so she didn’t die for nothing. We get one of those gunships airborne, we can finish this.”

      Kleigshoen’s eyes narrowed. “It’s already finished, Jack. I’m through after this.”
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      The rain intensified, providing cover that even Rimes’s BAS had trouble getting completely through. His breath misted as he blew into his shaking hands. He assured himself they shook from the cold, not from regret and self-loathing. Rain trickled into his mouth, but it was bitter and salty, not sweet, as if just touching him fouled it. Explosions lit the gray twilight, and the roar brought him back to the moment.

      Focus. So close now. So close to ending it.

      Go had at least been right about the quality of the mercenaries—young, inexperienced, and poorly equipped. Many of the ones Rimes could make out shivered beneath cover and fired blindly. Some dropped their weapons and ran screaming from the explosions and fires, while others blindly charged into friendly fire or into other explosions.

      Meyers had deployed the weapons—mortars, grenades, and rocket launchers—brilliantly. But even with those heavy weapons, the battle was far from decided.

      Rimes opened a channel to Meyers. “I need a path to the gunships. We’re moving out of the maintenance building.”

      Nearby, explosions lit the darkness with fiery flashes, revealing a scene every bit as horrifying as those that plagued Rimes’s daydreams—body parts rained down, the wounded screamed, and the living cowered in terror.

      Meyers said nothing at first, then his voice exuded calm on the channel. “Due north, fifty meters. First hangar. Fire on hold, but it’s going to be sloppy. They were packed tight in there. Watch yourselves.”

      Rimes signaled Kleigshoen and Trang forward. They stopped twice to collect assault rifles and ammunition off corpses, careful to check that the weapons were still functional. At the hangar entry, Rimes signaled for Kleigshoen and Trang to hold and collect ammunition from the dead.

      Meyers’s description hadn’t captured the half of it. There were easily thirty dead just in the area immediately around the hangar, some blown to pieces that were now sprawled on the ground in front of the hangar door. Rain pooled in several places, black in the twilight. Here and there pale objects bobbed atop the pooled water. Rimes looked away from the grisly sight and crept forward. He compensated as much as he could for his wounded leg, but there was only so much he could do. While some of his limp had been acting to fool Anton, the wounds were real, and they did slow him.

      Once again, he connected to Meyers. “Do we have a spotter?”

      “We see you,” Meyers said. “No visible targets, but the odds we got everyone aren’t very good. I’m synchronizing optics now.”

      Once the spotter’s view synchronized with Rimes’s BAS, he scanned the area. It was imperfect, but it gave him a better view of the hangar than he could possibly manage on his own. He scanned the ground, spotted a blood trail that became clearer on the relatively dry hangar floor.

      “Okay. Keep them off this area.”

      “Will do,” Meyers said. “We need one of those gunships up soon. They’ve got somebody out there directing their forces now. It’s only a matter of time before they counterattack. We can’t stand up to that.”

      “Remote piloting’s disabled?”

      “They never seem to learn.” Meyers chuckled. “Ladell loaded some scraper bots into their systems from the uplink. The gunships are all yours.”

      Rimes entered the hangar, assault rifle tracking the sweep of his eyes. Three gunships filled the expanse. The blood trail led to the back of the nearest. He followed the trail, noting faint boot prints on the painted gray floor. There were two such sets of prints, but he assumed there were others he couldn’t see. He searched beneath the gunship bellies, but if someone was hiding behind the landing gear or equipment they were doing a damned good job of it.

      “Dana, take the middle gunship; Trang, the one on the far end. Keep your eyes open. We’ve got mercenaries in here.”

      Once Rimes was sure they were safely within the hangar, he moved to the rear of the nearest gunship. The ramp was down, and the airlock door was open. He scanned the interior but couldn’t make much out. The blood trail was visible on the ramp.

      As quickly as his leg could manage he took the ramp.

      Once in the airlock, he pressed tight against the wall. Beyond the airlock, the gunship was similar to the genie ship he’d been in on Sahara. Rows of seats ran four across from just beyond the airlock to just shy of the cockpit area. A walkway split the rows down the middle, leaving two seats on either side.

      He quickly scanned the dark interior, watching for movement and listening for sound rather than trying to see anything clearly. Movement caught his eye even before he heard a weapon being brought up.

      He fired.

      A voice cried out, and the weapon banged off a seat before clattering to the floor. Two more voices—young, German—cried out, offering surrender. Weapons banged against each other in the center aisle.

      “Step out where I can see you,” Rimes called.

      Two men stood, one of them leaning weakly against a seat. “Don’t shoot!” It was the wounded mercenary. “Please.”

      “How’s your friend?”

      The mercenary who hadn’t been shot looked to his left, then shook his head.

      “All right. Toss your ammunition down with the guns, then get out.”

      The mercenaries dropped magazines into the aisle, then made their way toward the back. Rimes backed down the ramp ahead of them, careful to keep them in sight the entire time. The wounded mercenary was putting most of his weight on his comrade. At the base of the ramp they muttered thanks, then headed for the exit. Rimes saw the terror in their eyes. They were as young as the kids at the gate had been.

      “Wait,” he said.

      They froze.

      “Head north/northeast. There’s a research facility out toward the uplink station, maybe eighty klicks. You push yourself, you can make it in three days.”

      “Thank you,” the wounded one said, weak-voice filled with relief.

      They disappeared in the heavy rain.

      Rimes collected the weapons and ammunition before confirming the third mercenary was dead. Another kid, his head a bloody ruin.

      Rimes dragged the corpse out, set it against the near wall, and then returned to the gunship. He squeezed past the remote piloting gear and settled into the pilot’s seat. The controls were slightly different, but not so much that they were unworkable. A few moments of fiddling, and the engine was online. He checked the weapons systems and saw green lights; he was loaded.

      Part of the ambush. He opened a channel to Kleigshoen and Trang and connected Meyers in.

      “Two mercenaries are heading north,” Rimes said. “Unarmed. Let them go.”

      “We see them,” Meyers said.

      “Any status on that armor?” Rimes tried to keep the concern out of his voice, but he wasn’t sure he managed. Armor was a game-changer.

      “We dropped six incendiary rounds on the shack where they were doing maintenance,” Meyers said. “They’re not going anywhere.”

      “I’ve got a gunship ready for launch,” Rimes said. “No missiles, but a full load otherwise. It won’t be going orbital anytime soon, but it can fly.”

      “This one’s a wreck.” Kleigshoen sounded disgusted. “I’m on my way to join you.”

      “Trang?” Rimes hoped they may get two of the ships up. Trang was a qualified shuttle pilot. He could prove valuable in the air.

      “She’s banged up, sir, but she’ll fly. Ready when you are.”

      Rimes watched Kleigshoen through the gunship’s belly camera. When she entered the airlock, he retracted the ramp and sealed the ship. “Hold your fire out there. It’s going to take me a second to get a feel for this thing.”

      He brought the engines online and gave the control stick a gentle tug as Kleigshoen settled into the nearest seat and buckled up. The gunship lifted abruptly, nearly smashing into the hangar ceiling. Rimes cursed and nudged the controls forward. The gunship roof scraped away a section of the hangar door rail system and deposited onto the apron. He realized he was moving forward too quickly and yanked the controls again, gaining altitude after bouncing off the shack opposite the hangar. Fifty-two meters up he finally settled into something resembling a steady hover.

      “Trang, the flight controls are sensitive.” Rimes licked his lips nervously. “I don’t think they bothered building these for extended manual use.”

      “Copy that, sir,” Trang said. “I’m going to just try to edge out and up.”

      “Good idea.” Rimes banked left and gained a little more altitude to give Trang some space to play in. A quick glance across the battlefield gave a sense of the conflict. Explosions and flares revealed the enemy positions. Unarmored, green or not, the mercenaries still vastly outnumbered Rimes’s forces. Rimes could make out the beginnings of a semicircle forming below.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a flash of motion. Rimes banked left again and gave the engines full power, barely avoiding Trang’s gunship, which was slowly spinning in a widening arc. “Trang, go light on the controls.”

      “Trying, Colonel.” Trang’s voice was anxious, almost panicky. Finally, the gunship steadied nearly one hundred meters above Rimes’s. “I think I got it. Sorry about that, sir.”

      Rimes returned his attention to the battlefield. He could see several mercenary squads edging toward the maintenance complex below. They seemed to be moving toward one of the mortar teams. “Trang, fifty meters west of the hangar. You see that formation advancing on our mortar team?”

      “I-I see the squads advancing, Colonel, but I can’t—”

      “You see that flash just now, sixty, maybe seventy meters east of the hangar? Follow that canal running north parallel to the maintenance road. See it?”

      “Got it, sir,” Trang said, excited.

      “Okay.” Rimes tried to bring up the targeting system. “I’m going on a strafing run. Wait until I’m clear, then try and follow.”

      As part of his command role, Rimes had learned to pilot the scout ships and shuttles, but he was no ace, and the gunships were nightmarishly sensitive. Still, the targeting system was similar, and the targets were crawling. He nudged the gunship forward, careful not to pick up too much speed. Once he was sure he was clear of his own troops, he lightly tapped the trigger to get a feel for the weapons systems. A section of the hangar collapsed beneath the short burst. Instantly, bullets cracked against the gunship’s hull as the mercenaries spotted him. The reticle flashed, and Rimes tapped the trigger again. He was past the forces in a blur.

      “Anything?” Kleigshoen asked.

      Rimes shook his head, frustrated. He pulled up and brought the gunship around for another run. “We’re getting a little light off the sunrise, but the rain’s spoiling it. Shame they didn’t have any missiles loaded.”

      Trang completed his strafing run and peeled off. Rimes looked for a better angle for his second attack, then held. The advance had broken; the mercenaries were in full retreat.

      Smiling grimly Rimes searched for another pocket of mercenaries, finally settling on a large group south of the hangar.

      “Lonny, I’m making a run at a group south of the hangar.”

      “We see them. Holding fire.”

      Rimes pushed the gunship forward, cursing again at how ineffective he’d been. This time, the mercenaries held their ground. On his second run, he finally got the hang of the targeting system, and the rail gun and machine guns took their toll.

      “Trang, see if you can adjust the targeting system sensitivity. I think they’ve set it to account for the communication delay off the remote piloting.”

      “I’ll try that, sir.” Trang’s gunship made its run, and its guns tore through a dozen soldiers, shattering limbs and tearing off heads. Whatever discipline had held the mercenaries together evaporated; they broke.

      Twice more Rimes and Trang made strafing runs, and twice more the mercenaries fled. It became a rout at that point, with the mortars punctuating the engagement’s end.

      Rimes settled his gunship down near Meyers’s position. Visibility had improved greatly with the rain slacking off, but he still barely managed an ugly landing. Rimes and Kleigshoen were able to walk away from it, which was what mattered.

      “I’ll keep an eye out up here, sir,” Trang said. He executed a tight circle over the battlefield and rocked the gunship’s wings.

      “Looks like he’s got the hang of it,” Meyers said as he approached. He smiled.

      “I haven’t seen you smile in a while.” He shook Meyers’s hand.

      “Haven’t had a reason to lately. Nice flying. Do we hunt them down now?”

      Rimes looked back at Kleigshoen, saw the pain in her eyes. He felt the loss of Oswald as well, but there was nothing he could do about Kleigshoen’s sense of betrayal. Secrecy had been necessary. “They’re broken. With Tymoshenko dead, I can’t imagine the fleet’s going to hang around.”

      “So, a little R&R? The troops could really use it.” Meyers punched Rimes gently in the shoulder. “You could use it, Jack.”

      “After I see what Anton was going on about.” Rimes dug out Tymoshenko’s earpiece. “He said something about the next big thing. Their alliance could finally be falling apart. Could you work with Ladell, see if you can crack it? My BAS couldn’t get through.”

      Meyers caught the earpiece with a chuckle. “Real security, huh? Give me a few.”

      “I need to get a message back to Earth. I’ll call you in a bit. Get sentries up, secure the perimeter, then start a rotation: sleep, cleaning up.”

      “Thanks.” Meyers jogged away, still smiling.

      Rimes walked back to Kleigshoen. “Dana, I’m sorry about Oswald, about keeping the risk secret. I wasn’t sure my source was reliable anymore.”

      Kleigshoen wiped away rain that probably hid tears. “Deception’s part of the job, Jack. It’s not like you’re the only one having to do it. I’ll get over it. I’m just trying to…”

      Rimes hugged her, felt her squeeze him back. “She was a good kid.”

      “I know.”

      Rimes stared at all the broken bodies around them. “There are a lot of good kids dying in this war.”

      “Colonel!”

      He turned. Meyers was squatting several meters away, hunched over, bathed in the glow of his helmet lamp, waving excitedly.

      Kleigshoen released Rimes. “Go ahead.”

      He jogged to Meyers’s side. “What’s up?”

      Meyers was manipulating Tymoshenko’s earpiece interface. “Okay. Got it, Ladell. Thanks.” Meyers looked up at Rimes. “Give it a listen.”

      Audio echoed over the soft patter of the dying rain: shouting voices, accented English, what sounded like spaceship commands.

      Rimes leaned closer. “A recording?”

      “Not yet. Live transmissions,” Meyers said. “They’re asking for permission to disengage. They’re under attack.”

      “Under attack? Who? The task force isn’t due for days.”

      Meyers stared up into the dark sky, brow creased as if he were focused on the desperate exchanges playing over Tymoshenko’s earpiece. “I don’t know, but whoever it is, they’re causing some serious grief.”
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        3 March, 2174. Bermuda Colony.

      

      

      Rimes turned slowly, scanning the horizon to the south and west, where mercenary prisoners gathered bits and pieces of their comrades, bagging what they could to toss in with more intact corpses. It would take days, maybe weeks before the stench of death could be washed from the area. Smoke rose into the afternoon sky, only to disappear beneath the brutal winds of an incoming front. The general, damp misery of the previous night was already being replaced by a full-on, bitter cold. Without the press of battle and the sense of imminent peril, Rimes struggled to stay awake. He told himself sleep was nothing more than an illusion, a succubus come to devour his soul, but his body was ready to collapse.

      Bermuda was quiet, the battle was over, the enemy broken.

      Construction equipment roared and belched, shoring up weakened walls where buildings could be kept erect, and knocking down ruined skeletons for salvage where there was nothing to save. Most of the vehicles—cranes, haulers, bulldozers—were old, with internal combustion engines that used natural gas. Some were manned by Rimes’s soldiers, but most were driven by locals. Everyone worked in unison.

      Rimes headed to the airstrip nearest the terminal. He was limping slightly, straining against wounds new and old. Scars and bandages seemed to be all that held him together now.

      He was surprised to find the terminal relatively intact. Given its proximity to the worst of the engagement, he’d expected worse. Its facade had suffered, but it was structurally sound. Two vehicles approached from overhead, one of them Trang’s gunship, the other a shuttle of an all-too-familiar design.

      The shuttle landed on the airstrip not far from Rimes, its numbers—Six-Two-Seven—plain to see. Rimes marveled at how well the vessel had been maintained over the years. It looked as if it hadn’t seen much use since its twin had disappeared on Sahara. Rimes seriously doubted that was the case.

      The shuttle’s airlock cycled, and a ramp lowered. He shivered, wondering if he might be looking at a ghost.

      What would I do if you stepped down that ramp, Rick? What would you do?

      He thought of Pasqual and of the years without the chance to talk to him. Rimes had never really thought he would outlive his friend.

      Rimes shivered as a single person descended the ramp.

      The illusion was shattered. Rather than an armored Commando, the passenger was a slightly built woman dressed in an environmental suit. Rimes noted her gait and posture, things the previous communications couldn’t fully capture. Memories flashed again to Sahara, to Andrea. The confidence, the sense of imminent physical threat, even the auburn hair: the similarities were there, and they were strong. As the woman approached, the similarities were replaced by contrasts. Her hair wasn’t auburn but almost a burnt orange, too vibrant to be natural or at least human, and it framed her face much like a mane. Her eyes had a feline, vertical aperture, little more than a slit in the light of day. Her forehead was high but sloped, her cheeks broad. The closer she came, the stronger the animal sensation, the more clear her genie nature.

      “Colonel.” She came to a complete stop and looked him up and down before extending a hand. She was younger than she’d appeared from a distance.

      “Imogen. It’s good to meet you in the flesh.” Rimes took her hand. For someone who appeared so frail, she had a powerful grip. “I hope your flight was without incident?”

      “You mentioned a battle.” Her head swiveled to take in the spaceport. “I failed to appreciate the scale of it.”

      “I almost did the same thing.” Rimes smiled and pointed toward the terminal. “We can talk inside.”

      They walked, at first in silence, then chatting about developments since their first conversation. What EEC ships had survived the attack had fled. As with the spaceport everything now was committed to clean-up operations.

      Rimes opened the terminal door for her and received a confused look.

      “A courtesy.” He bowed slightly, then followed after her. Other than a small maintenance crew repairing a wall, the building was deserted. He led her deeper into the building, out of earshot of the others. “It’s been quite some time without a word from your people. I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. I’m not. But I am surprised at your sudden appearance.”

      “The time was right,” Imogen said. “And we need to be quick about our departure.”

      “That’s what I wanted to talk with you about, obviously. You said I could take a handful of my people. I’d like to know where we’re going, what we’re up against.”

      “I don’t know the location.” Imogen stared at Rimes’s face, tilting her head as if studying him. Her pupils were normal now, diminishing her alien appearance. “You do.”

      I know the destination? Is this some sort of test? “How do you figure that? How’d you know to come here now, but you don’t know where to go afterwards?”

      Imogen frowned. “We do what we’re directed to do. We don’t question. We understand our role. Just as you do.”

      Rimes walked toward the terminal’s western door. It opened onto a small parking area that connected to Braddock Boulevard. Bullets had shattered the glass and punched holes in the walls, allowing the cold into the building. The maintenance team had left panels leaning against the wall near the door, the sort of panels that had been used in place of wood throughout the colony. Rimes ran his hand over the panels, feeling the strength within them despite their flimsy appearance. Once treated with a sealant, they would be stronger than the glass they would replace, but they wouldn’t be transparent.

      “Who directs you then?” Rimes asked. “Perditori?”

      “No one else knows our destiny. I was told you…know of Perditori.”

      “Perditori, Shiva, Sansin. I know them all in a way. Our old gods weren’t destructive enough, so humanity created new ones, the seeds of its own destruction I guess. But Perditori …” Rimes rubbed the scar on his right temple. “I probably know him too well for my own good, although he hasn’t bothered me in some time. I even keep Kwon under control now.” He looked at her for a reaction, saw the curiosity in her eyes. “That’s changed, right? Perditori sent you to take me somewhere I should know. Why? We were enemies before.”

      “To see it through. To conclude our time with…your people. We are ready for our freedom.”

      "That’s it? You’re leaving forever, and you want us to do something for you?”

      “And we would do something for you,” Imogen said. “The metacorporations still hold thousands of our people in bondage. We want them freed. They may come with us, if they wish. In exchange, we will free you from your bondage.”

      “Our bondage?” Rimes sighed loudly. “All right. I know your people enjoy being enigmatic, but maybe you could put that aside. Just for the moment, just for me?”

      Imogen stepped toward Rimes. She seemed to look deep into his eyes, as if she were searching for something. She leaned in uncomfortably close, sniffing with a nose that Rimes realized had almost a flat, snout-like width to it. The alienness about her struck him once again. Rimes watched her, amazed, and almost repulsed.

      “What are you? I mean, how—”

      Imogen blinked, and Rimes caught the movement of a nictitating membrane. “I’m the future.” She sounded proud. “You knew that, so why ask? I’m the first second-generation child of my people. Bred in captivity, now free. You’re wounded.”

      Rimes looked at his leg. He wasn’t sure if she’d noticed his limp or smelled the blood on him. “Some bullet wounds, mostly bruises. Nothing serious.”

      “You’re in pain? You’re much older than I expected, but this is more.”

      “No. I’ve got meds to deal with it if it becomes a problem.” Stims, painkillers, healing accelerants, boosters. So many chemicals in my blood.

      “Transformation comes at a cost. Pain. Loss.” She tilted her head again.

      “Transformation?” Rimes stepped back and tried to see her for who or what she really was. You’re not talking about the physical wounds, are you? “I don’t understand. I asked—”

      “When I was young I was a disappointment,” Imogen said. “They expected so much of me based on my ‘parents.’ The egg came from a very deadly operative, the sperm from a very powerful telepath. For years I was neither soft nor hard, neither telepath nor warrior. Then I transformed. The body undergoes many stresses at puberty. You see now what I became. It was painful, but I have become something much more than I was and more than I was expected to be. Your reaction doesn’t disturb me. It shows the loss I’ve suffered to become who I am. You consider me alien, even though in many ways we are the same. I can sense it in your mind, but I don’t need to. It’s in your face. Did you ever see us as aliens before?”

      “You’re not completely human.”

      “We’re more than human.” Imogen held her head high.

      “Yes, technically. But some would argue that by having animal and alien DNA, you’re less also. There’s truth to both, depending on how you look at it.”

      “And how would you look at it, Rimes? Your view matters more to me than these hypothetical humans.”

      “I’m the wrong person to answer that. My definition of humanity is shifting. Tell me about Perditori, Imogen. You know him?”

      Imogen leaned in again and sniffed at him. “As much as anyone can know him, yes. I’m very close to him. But that does not guarantee knowledge. As you said, we are enigmatic by nature. Even to ourselves.” She stepped back. “Tell me what you know about him. If you are who they say you are, I would expect you might know something about him I don’t.”

      “All I know is that he can touch minds and control things at tremendous distances. He can see the future, or at least see time differently. He seems extremely powerful while also being fallible. I’ve seen him work through other people, sometimes sending them to certain death, other times using them even after death. And he seems to elicit great loyalty in his people.”

      “Yes! That is Perditori. For a moment I thought you were an impostor. Legends can be deceptive.”

      “Legends?” Rimes snorted. “What or who would make me a legend?”

      “You made yourself a legend. Among our people you are feared and respected. A fierce and fearless warrior, driven to succeed against any odds. Even in your old age, I can sense this now, what is inside you. That means a great deal to us. It is perfect. It is Perditori, Shiva, and Sansin. It is why we have come to you.”

      “I don’t understand. Come to me for what?” Rimes rubbed at the scar on his temple where Moltke had shot him. His head felt ready to burst. He wondered if she was in his mind.

      “Colonel Rimes?” Barlowe’s voice sounded excited over Rimes’s earpiece.

      Imogen smiled knowingly. “Choose your team wisely.”

      Rimes walked across the broken glass and stepped outside the terminal. He glanced back over his shoulder at her. She was still watching him, a smug, satisfied smile on her face.

      “Go ahead, Ladell.”

      “We got it. Tymoshenko had some pretty serious encryption on his system. I finally found some bots that could crack it after a little modification. Lonny was a big help.”

      “Excellent.” Rimes smiled slightly at the relationship that had developed between Barlowe and Meyers. “What’d you find?”

      “The usual crap, mostly. He had some extortion going, some spying on rivals. He wasn’t good people. Those metacorporate fucks never are. We’re going to be a while digging through everything.”

      “He mentioned something about a big project coming up?”

      “Yeah.” Barlowe sniffed. “That’s why I called. He had a file. Looks like it was an intercepted ADMP communication. It was odd. We found two copies. We’re still trying to figure that out. Looks like ADMP invested in a lot of deep-space exploration ships a while back, more than they ever let on to any of their metacorporate buddies.”

      “So, he was going to lead a raid against ADMP? Against these exploration ships?”

      “Just one of them. There was a race on within EEC to get to one of these ships. Looks like he figured out which one just after he arrived here.”

      Exploration vessels? Like the Erikson? “Why?”

      “Well, it gets tricky, but it looks like the ship found something. Not something. Well, the scientists reported finding something. The ADMP side—looks like some big-time executives—referred to what they found as it, like they knew what they’d found.”

      “It,” Rimes repeated. “That’s all? The scientists reported finding something, and the ADMP bigwigs referred to the finding as ‘it.’”

      “There’s an identifier to it, something they’ve catalogued, I guess, but without access to their systems I don’t think we can make anything out of that. But there was something we were able to piece together, and that’s why I called.”

      “And?”

      “Well, it looks like they were referring to Sahara, and they mentioned the Erikson, like it was an Erikson mission or something?”

      It. Sahara. The Erikson.

      Rimes blinked several times as the meaning sank in. A shiver ran down the length of his spine. He looked back toward the terminal, glancing through the west door, but Imogen was already gone.

      “Get me coordinates to that exploration ship. You and Meyers need to be ready to go in two hours.”
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        17 April, 2174. The Carolina.

      

      

      It took several days for Rimes to get a feel for the Carolina. He had to turn sideways and duck to fit through some hatches. The ship was built for utility and speed, not comfort. His team shared quarters with the crew, although they rarely interacted. Rimes and Kleigshoen shared an officer’s berth, as did Barlowe and Meyers. Imogen occupied the captain’s cabin, which wasn’t much to speak of. Despite its immaculately clean corridors and well-maintained quarters, it always felt warm and had a lived-in smell.

      Imogen explained that the ship originally had a few rail guns but had been modified with a pair of missile racks. The genies had also modified the reactor and drives. Nothing had been done to make the ship feel any more like a home, even though the crew had lived aboard since it had gone missing seven years ago.

      One aspect of the ship’s design that Rimes found pleasantly surprising was the lack of an officer’s mess. A single galley served as mess and break area for everyone. This lent itself to a natural, stronger camaraderie developing among his soldiers.

      It also forced even more interaction between the humans and genies, something he considered important if they hoped to work together successfully.

      Over the course of the trip, Meyers and Rimes brought the others up to speed on what they had experienced on Sahara—the mind-controlling plasma entity that had killed so many and caused the deaths of so many others. Kleigshoen provided what little she knew that Meyers and Rimes didn’t.

      The information seemed to worry Rimes’s team more than Imogen’s.

      Imogen seemed more curious than concerned, something that became more apparent with each passing day. Her lack of fear worried Rimes. He couldn’t help seeing some of Duke’s arrogance in her and wondered if it was simply unavoidable for telepaths.

      With the Carolina decelerating as they neared their destination, Rimes decided to confront Imogen about his concerns. He found her in the galley, sitting with Ji, the genie who’d piloted the shuttle on Bermuda. When Imogen spotted Rimes she dismissed Ji. Ji’s lanky form stretched out as she walked past, dark eyes glaring out from a tight frame of black hair. Those eyes dwelled on Rimes as she exited the galley, her flat face inscrutable.

      Imogen smiled and cocked her head as Rimes settled onto the bench across from her. “A few hours, and we should have our answers, Colonel.”

      “I don’t know that we can ever have all the answers we want.” Rimes was tired and losing his certainty about the course he’d chosen. Stims could only do so much, and he’d succumbed to sleep several times on the voyage. Dreams had come and gone, and they’d left a sense of dread that weighed him down.

      Imogen’s smile seemed to mock him. “You need to limit your expectations. What do you expect for us to learn from this?”

      Rimes shrugged. He had no interest in discussing his expectations. “I wanted to talk to you about this…entity.”

      “Of course. You fear it.”

      “What sort of commander would I be if I ignored what was right there in front of me? I know what it can do, even to the strongest of your people.”

      “You mean Duke?” Again, it seemed like she was mocking him. “I’ve heard of him. He was powerful but greedy. I am much more capable, Colonel.”

      Rimes nodded. “He didn’t go against it alone. He used others to help him stand against the thing, and we hit it with what technology we could before that.”

      “I told you, I’m stronger than Duke was,” Imogen said. “I have no need for assistants. I won’t make the mistakes he made.”

      “This thing didn’t rely on strength alone.” Rimes shook his head and framed his hands as if trying to physically capture his thinking. “It teased and promised, and it deceived. Sheila, the IB genie I mentioned? She said it thought on a completely different time scale. It saw and understood things we can’t hope to. It exploited our weaknesses.”

      “I can understand more than even the greatest of our predecessors.” Any hint of condescension was gone from Imogen’s voice and mannerisms. “Don’t mistake a lack of fear for a lack of understanding. I am not Duke. My role is very clear, and I intend to fulfill it. You’ve done your part, communicating our demand for the freedom of my people to the United Nations. Now it’s up to me to do my part, and that’s to help you destroy this thing.”

      Whether because of fatigue or Imogen’s alien appearance, Rimes couldn’t tell if she was sincere or lying. “All right. I think we have a chance then. I’m still bothered by the idea that an exploration vessel discovered this thing. You consider the way this thing manipulates, the way it sees things so differently…” He recalled the way things had played out on Sahara, the perfect orchestration that had brought him and Duke there in the first place. “What if this whole sequence of events has been planned out from the moment we discovered Sahara? Before that? What if it can see the future like Perditori, but with more accuracy and over a greater period of time?”

      Imogen recoiled, as if repulsed by the thought she might have been manipulated. Instead of brushing Rimes’s concern aside, though, she frowned, then closed her eyes as if in intense concentration.

      Rimes suddenly became aware of the galley’s absolute emptiness. Simple food smells clung to the surfaces around him, and the Carolina’s rhythmic throbs and ever-present hums filled the open space. They were the sounds that had pulled him into the brutal depths of slumber those times when Kleigshoen had finally left him alone with his thoughts. Slumber threatened him again now, and he fought against its terrifying pull, wishing he had a stim or that Imogen would say something.

      As if in response Imogen said, “Nothing is infallible.” She opened her eyes, noticeably frustrated. “Not Perditori, not some construct like you’ve described, and certainly not humans. It’s possible what you say is true. I can’t touch Perditori now, but I have been able to recently. I will consult with him when I can touch him again. If he remains beyond my reach, we’ll proceed warily. I’m inclined to give credence to your concerns, although I remain confident in our chances.”

      Rimes stood. “Thank you. We have a few hours to prepare. I’ll be sure my team is ready. What’s your thinking on how this is likely to play out?”

      “The metacorporations were a few days ahead of us, maybe even weeks, depending.” Imogen stood. “We should assume they have already arrived. It’s possible they’ve already departed. Once we have sensor contact, we’ll make our final adjustments. I would like your team in the shuttles, just in case. Ji is the better pilot, so put your most valuable people with her. I will be her co-pilot. Other than Ji, Yama is the best there is, and should there be combat, Yama is unequaled, whether in a shuttle, with guns, or with his hands. Put your frontline soldiers with Yama.”

      Rimes offered his hand, and Imogen took it. They shook, Rimes once again marveling at her wiry strength. He remembered Andrea and the power of her compact body. He glanced into Imogen’s eyes, hoping he might see a bond there that could promise a future for both people. All he saw was the hint of the feline slit.

      [image: ]

      Amber numbers counted down the Carolina’s time to target. Two-seventy-seven. Rimes leaned against Ji’s shuttle. Brozek paced, as wound up as Rimes had ever seen him, absently raising a hand to bite nails covered by an armored glove. Brozek glared at the glove as if he resented it, then returned to his pacing. His armor—designed to sit snugly on its wearer and to adjust several millimeters up or down as needed—shifted on his body. He’d lost mass, and he looked ghastly.

      “Dariusz.” Rimes tried his best to sound patient, or at least more patient than he felt. “This is your call.”

      Brozek stopped his pacing. He looked into the shuttle’s open airlock door, then back at Rimes, raising a hand again to bite at a nail and then stopping when he realized he was still wearing the glove. His gaunt face reflected the same haunted and tired look Rimes saw in the mirror each time he shaved. “Colonel, I…” Brozek’s voice rasped before dropping off to a soft wheeze.

      Rimes put a reassuring hand on Brozek’s shoulder. “You’ve already done more for us than could reasonably be expected from a civilian.” Rimes had meant it to sound reassuring, but Brozek’s face reflected pain, as if he feared he’d disappointed Rimes. “This is a war. You’ve already suffered. You’ve been in battle and watched comrades die. You’ve killed. You’ve given me what I needed to kill. I’m a soldier, and I know how that can weigh on a person.”

      “I wanted my revenge,” Brozek said. It sounded defensive, but there was a hint of clinical detachment to his demeanor, as if he hoped to convince himself what he had done had been not only justified but necessary.

      “We all wanted justice. What they did, it’s a lie to call that war. We knew this day would come, where they would turn on us, where the government would be seen as an inconvenience they couldn’t tolerate. But what they did, how they conducted themselves? You have nothing to be ashamed of. We did nothing wrong.”

      Brozek nodded, seemingly reassured. A trickle of perspiration rolled down the side of his face. He seemed unaware of it. “They killed my friends and tried to kill me. We never did anything to them. I own an Ulmi entertainment module! I bought a HuCorp crawler from a recycler and completely rebuilt it when I was seventeen years old. Why would they want to kill me? I—we—were customers!” Brozek’s voice shook, and his eyes pleaded for an answer. “All this, this killing. I-I can’t do it. Not anymore. I look at myself and…”

      The words weren’t new. They were the same words Meyers spoke when challenging Rimes’s decisions and objectivity. They were the same thoughts Kleigshoen expressed after killing a teenaged boy who may not have even learned to shave. They were the same thoughts that infiltrated and tried to interfere with Rimes’s plans. They were insidious and damaging and worse: They were true.

      Everyone gets tired of killing. It’s part of being human. Are they human, though? Rimes recalled Tymoshenko’s distaste for being in the field. Being removed from the battle, the distance could explain some of it. But all of it?

      Forty seconds remained on the amber counter.

      That’s all we have left.

      “I don’t think it’s something we can ever really understand,” Rimes said.

      Imogen opened a channel; Rimes accepted. “Colonel, we are nearing sensor range.”

      “I just need another moment,” Rimes said calmly, his eyes closed. Blood for blood. All of us have a price to pay and a pound of flesh to extract.

      His eyes squinted against the hangar bay’s suddenly bright lights. When he looked at Brozek again, Rimes could see a glint of hope, but it was adrift in a sea of confusion. “I have to go now, Dariusz. You do what you think is right. No one else is going to say one way or another about you.”

      Kleigshoen stepped from the airlock, then she stepped back out of sight. He was out of time.

      Rimes jogged to Yama’s shuttle, then up the airlock ramp. He sealed the shuttle shut without glancing back. Brozek’s decision was his to make.

      The killing would go on with or without him.
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        17 April, 2174. The Carolina.

      

      

      Rimes blinked in disbelief as he watched his BAS, unsure if the Carolina’s sensor feed or communications system was failing or if there might be something wrong with him. Splashed across his helmet’s BAS display were three images. He drilled down into the middle one, anxiously waiting for it to refresh. Pale-cyan wireframe images outlined the basic structures—a field of space debris and a large, cylindrical ship ending in a globe reminiscent of the Erikson.

      “Time to target?” Rimes asked over his connection with Yama.

      “Fifteen minutes.” Yama managed to sound dismissive and contemptuous with just two words.

      Rimes set a timer and tried to focus on the sensor feed, which slowly built an extrapolation of the image’s details. A monochromatic texture layer slowly built out into shapes. Rimes wiped sweat from his eyes and yawned. It wasn’t hot in the shuttle; he just needed to stim up again. The extrapolation resolved into an unmistakable symmetrical form.

      He opened a channel to Imogen and switched to the rightmost image, which looked like space debris.

      “Talk to me, Imogen,” he said. “Is it me, or is there something wrong with the sensors? What am I looking at?”

      “At this range the sensors can be tricky. To facilitate the multi-role needs, the designers made compromises with the Carolina’s hull, so we had little surface area to work with for more sophisticated arrays without diminishing—”

      “Okay. I get it.” He drilled in again, waiting for another sensor sweep to refine the image. “So, I’m seeing three images worth examining. You?”

      “I see what appears to be the deep space exploration—”

      “Yes. I can see that.” He sighed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. The exploration vessel is the obvious piece. I’m looking at the…I think it’s debris.”

      “It is just debris.” Imogen sounded confused.

      “It’s not just debris. Look at it from all sides. There are symmetrical aspects to it.” He grabbed the latest image and placed it into a workspace, then manually enhanced the image. He smoothed out a few spots, constructing a basic form from the chaos of the long-range scan. He sent the image to Imogen. “Look at this.”

      “That is just debris, Colonel. Symmetry can happen out here. It could be junk from the research vessel.”

      “Look at the image I sent you. Please.” He examined the image again, letting his mind wander, doing his own extrapolation. He imagined a shape beyond what he could see, extending what he considered the shape’s front, raising a platform from the center where there was none. He closed his eyes and let his imagination roam free, then he manipulated the image some more. “It’s a ship.”

      “I do not see a ship.” Imogen sounded frustrated now.

      He tacked a few more modifications onto the image, and it resolved into the ship he had visualized. “Please run a tight sweep over the debris. Here.” He tapped the area where the ship floated.

      “Colonel—”

      “Imogen, please.”

      The sensor sweep completed, and Rimes saw the shape crawl from the slow extrapolation application, like something carved from a dream. Another sweep, and the vessel didn’t need extrapolation. He could see the markings on its hull: CFN Vishnu.

      His awareness expanded until he sensed the ship as it had been, the life held within: a handful of soldiers, several nurses and technicians, a few doctors. Energy flowed from each. They were healers and assistants.

      Now gone, all of them.

      “It was a SAR ship.”

      “Why would search and rescue be out here?” Imogen asked.

      There was a stutter to her voice, an uncertainty that Rimes couldn’t recall ever hearing from her before.

      “I don’t know. They patrol pretty broad areas. They could have been sent here by someone off the Special Security Council. Things have changed, and the council has developed connections with the metacorporations. Maybe this ship was the closest one and was redirected when they discovered…whatever they found.”

      “Very well. If you are sure it was a SAR ship, why do we need to investigate it? It’s more than eight thousand klicks out from the research vessel. That would cost us significant time.”

      “Minutes,” Rimes fought to maintain calm. Imogen sounded petulant and impatient, but it was just as likely that his stim-hungry nerves were making her seem that way. “Soldier’s instincts. I don’t want that at my rear. We don’t know what it is.”

      “You said it was a SAR ship.”

      “If you’re going to humor me on it being a SAR ship, humor me on checking it out.” The sound of his voice—commanding but understanding, patient but firm—surprised him, given his own impatience. He sensed Kwon’s manipulative presence and fought against it. “Please.”

      Imogen made a sound that could have been a growl, then she added Ji and Yama to the channel with Rimes. “Change course to the debris I’ve marked. Be alert for anything.”

      “Imogen, why would we fly toward junk?” The challenge in Yama’s tone was clear. Clearer was the message that Imogen was his commander, not his superior.

      “It appears to be junk at the moment.” Imogen didn’t seem to rise to Yama’s challenge. “We need to confirm there is nothing more to it.”

      “Such as?”

      “What if there was a missile embedded in it, waiting for us to fly past? Are you willing to trust your shuttle’s sensors to save you when there might be a missile flying up your backside?” Imogen sounded calm, but there was a definite edge to her voice.

      Yama snarled and adjusted course.

      Rimes brought up the cockpit video feeds to get a look at Ji, then Yama. Like Imogen, they had nonhuman features: slightly recessed eyes, thicker bone structures around the face, slightly protruding teeth, and powerful jaw muscles. Ji could almost pass for a young Korean woman, Yama for a young Indian man, so long as the observer didn’t pay close attention and know better from the start.

      Second generation, like Imogen. LoDu and T-Corp roots but grown into something completely their own.

      No one spoke as they flew toward the debris. The sensor images slowly took on more definition, and with each new detail Rimes’s confidence grew. By the time the Vishnu’s shattered hull came into view for the belly cameras, the Carolina’s sensors had already begun picking out details even Yama couldn’t ignore. Enough of a blackened hull section survived on what Rimes assumed was the ship’s port side to make out “SHNU.” Rimes shivered at the accuracy of his dream. He wondered if Imogen had manipulated him into thinking it was his dream rather than some sort of insight she’d had.

      No, it was mine. My thoughts. My dreams. I’m in control.

      The shuttles began hard deceleration, and Kleigshoen opened a channel to Rimes, Barlowe, Gwambe, Meyers, Brozek, and Trang. Almost instantly it was flooded with chatter.

      Kleigshoen cut in. “Jack, what’s going on? That looks like—”

      “One of ours. I think it is. Based off its shape and size, I guessed it was search-and-rescue.”

      “Makes sense,” Meyers said. “They sometimes fly some pretty crazy routes to stay in position for quick response. I can’t say I’ve heard of it. Snnu?”

      “Vishnu.” Rimes hoped he didn’t sound too confident. “That’s an S-H.”

      “Who shot it up, Colonel?” Trang asked. “Is that missile damage?”

      “Yes. Lots of missile damage.” Rimes thought back to the engagement over Plymouth. Sensor systems and medical facilities used up most of the SAR ship’s space. Whatever was left was split between drive systems, supply storage, and personnel. A single rail gun was all they had for defense.

      “Colonel, this deep exploration ship, it could not do that.” Gwambe could have been asking a question or stating a fact.

      “No, it couldn’t.” Rimes studied the ship as Ji took her shuttle in closer, climbing over the shattered spine of the hull. A flashing beacon caught his eye. “There! Off the starboard side. You see that flash?”

      Ji said nothing.

      Rimes hastily flipped back to Imogen’s channel. “Imogen, you see—”

      “Yes,” Imogen said. “Ji saw it. We are checking.”

      “It could be a trap.”

      “Thank you.” Imogen smiled, and it appeared sincere, although her alien features made her hard to read. “We will keep our distance.”

      “If it’s a nuke…” Rimes stopped himself.

      “We will keep our distance.” There was a hint of impatience in Imogen’s voice. “Your adaptation of our tactics might have given birth to a return to a different sort of warfare.”

      Good. She knows what the genies did before. Rimes flipped back to Kleigshoen’s channel. It had devolved to chatter again. Loud, close to panic. Finding a military vessel—a rescue ship—blown to pieces out in the middle of nowhere … Rimes understood the reaction. “Dana, Ji’s taking you in for a closer look at that beacon.”

      “Beacon?”

      Rimes sent Kleigshoen the video of the beacon flash and coordinates.

      “How close is she taking us?” Meyers sounded testy. “I haven’t forgotten what happened to Morelli.”

      Another face. Another voice screaming for vengeance. “No one has. Ji’s going to keep her distance. Just be ready in case she needs you. Ladell, you up for checking out that ship’s interior? We need to retrieve the data recorder, if possible.”

      “Sure. I haven’t had a chance to try out EVA. Ought to be fun.” Barlowe sounded sincerely excited.

      “I got him,” Meyers said.

      “Good. Caution, please. Sensor and camera records also. I want to know what happened.” A signal flashed from Imogen; she wanted him back on her channel.

      “That would be a lifeboat, Colonel,” Imogen said as soon as he was reconnected. “Someone turned off the SOS transmitter, but it is a lifeboat.”

      “I’ll check it out.” Rimes thought back to Morelli’s smile, her husky laugh. “Tell Yama to bring us around. Five klicks out should be safe. You stay clear. I need Ladell—Mr. Barlowe—and Captain Meyers to get into the Vishnu. I think its records could hold valuable information.”

      “Do you think that would be wise? Are you qualified for something like that?”

      “No.” Rimes held his breath for a few seconds, then let it out slowly. “It’s necessary, though. We have to be careful. I can’t ask someone else to do what I wouldn’t. I’m checked out on basic EVA. I’ve done zero-g training. I’m as qualified as anyone else, and I probably know lifeboats better than most.” Morelli’s legacy.

      Imogen let it drop. A few moments later, Rimes felt Yama maneuvering the shuttle again. He could see Ji’s shuttle maneuvering around so that its airlock opened onto a gash in the Vishnu’s ruined hull. Yama brought his shuttle around so that its airlock pointed toward the lifeboat. He came to a full stop five kilometers out.

      It took Rimes a few minutes to get into the airlock and the EVA harness, but when he was ready he exited the airlock. He kicked off from the shuttle and activated the harness’s propulsion system.

      Immediately, his mind began playing games with him. Time slowed to a crawl. At four kilometers Rimes found his eyes glued to his suit’s atmosphere gauge. Three kilometers, and Rimes was sure he was drifting off course. He had to fight the urge to take over the EVA harness controls. At two kilometers out he was convinced the harness was losing fuel.

      As he approached the final kilometer, Rimes wondered what sort of paranoia would get him next.

      Kleigshoen sent a channel request. Rimes accepted.

      “What’s up, Dana?” There was no sound of panic in his voice, which pleased him.

      “Jack, why would someone bother to disable the SOS transponder but not the beacon lights?” Kleigshoen sounded close to panic. “It’s a trap. It has to be.”

      Rimes thought for a moment. It hadn’t occurred to him before, but when he thought about it, it made sense for the transponder and beacons to share the same circuit. What didn’t make sense was the assumption someone would investigate the SAR ship and swing close enough to spot the beacon.

      “I don’t know.” He looked at the harness system readout: seven hundred fifty meters. “Would we have seen the lifeboat without stopping to investigate the Vishnu?”

      “Short-range sensors would have picked it up. Don’t go to the lifeboat, Jack.”

      Four hundred meters. “I can see it now. I can’t turn back. Not this close.” Rimes muted his communications and called up the Carolina’s sensor feeds. Two hundred fifty meters. Rimes un-muted. “Dana, see if you can get the Carolina to run a concentrated scan on the exploration—”

      The sensor sweep suddenly displayed a new object, barely visible behind the distant research ship. The object cleared the research ship, exposing its full profile. It was a metacorporate frigate. Another sensor refresh, and a pocket of shapes separated from the frigate as it accelerated away.

      Missiles!

      General quarters sounded over the Carolina’s emergency channel. Rimes suddenly remembered what he was doing and looked back at the harness’s display.

      Zero meters.

      He cursed as he crashed into the lifeboat.

      Everything went black for a moment. When he came around he was about fifty meters away from the lifeboat. The impact had not only knocked him back, it had knocked the lifeboat into a slow spin around its horizontal axis. He tried to shake the cobwebs free.

      General quarters was still sounding.

      Rimes brought up the EVA harness’s interface and locked onto the lifeboat again. Another quick burst from the propulsion system, and he was headed back toward the lifeboat.

      “Jack, why’d you go silent?” Kleigshoen was deep into panic. “What are you doing? Get out of there!”

      Not wanting to slam into the lifeboat again, Rimes let the harness fire off microbursts to get him into position. He grabbed onto the lifeboat.

      “Dana, wha—” Rimes shifted so that he could see the battery pack. It looked normal. At least they didn’t steal that technique. “I need to concentrate.” He began crawling along the lifeboat, carefully grabbing hand grips as he moved. “I told you, I’m not lea—”

      Kleigshoen screamed, “Jack, what the hell do you think you’re doing? You’ve got a missile coming right at you! Get out of there!”
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      It sounded to Rimes like he was breathing in an echo chamber. Cold sweat collected on his back and ribs before his suit’s collectors could slurp it away for recycling. His stomach twisted, and he tasted the strangely spicy breakfast he’d had on the Carolina.

      Red dots traced across his BAS display, tracking the paths of the frigate’s missiles. Green symbols represented the Carolina and its two shuttles, a larger red rectangle the fleeing frigate. Ji’s shuttle was peeling off and away from the SAR wreckage, and Yama’s was accelerating toward the incoming missiles, while the Carolina was putting distance between itself and everything else. Rimes counted a dozen missiles, seven headed for the Carolina, two for each of the shuttles, and one for him.

      Need to concentrate, figure this out.

      Missiles like those the frigates used were fire-and-forget, with their own internal targeting systems. They could lock on using specific coordinates or any of a number of tracking mechanisms—signals, energy signature, image profile, even temperature. With the lifeboat’s systems barely operational, Rimes guessed the missiles were locked onto an image profile. He reasoned he could probably move a sufficient distance away from the blast with a decent burst from the EVA harness if he didn’t wait too long.

      But leaving the lifeboat wasn’t an option.

      He’d done a lot of research into lifeboats after Morelli’s death. They were essentially two pieces: a two-and-a-half meter by one-and-a-half meter sealed habitat and the housing system that recycled the habitat’s water and atmosphere. In an emergency, the sealed habitat could be ejected from the lifeboat by three small explosive charges. The habitat wouldn’t function for long without the housing’s power systems, but he figured they wouldn’t need much time. Either the ships would handle the missiles and pick them up, or the ships would be blown to pieces by the missiles, and he and the lifeboat’s occupants would die.

      He popped the lifeboat’s operations panel. It was a fairly simple affair, situated next to the batteries. He tapped the panel’s activation key and brought its display to life.

      A soft alarm sounded over Rimes’s system: the missile was ten seconds out.

      The warning was reassuring. It required sensors, which meant at least one of the ships was still alive.

      At nine seconds, Rimes had the lifeboat’s control interface up. A second later, he tapped in the option for an emergency ejection.

      At seven seconds, the lifeboat’s operations panel blanked out.

      Rimes cursed and twisted to get a look at the missile. He was ready to abandon the lifeboat. He activated the harness’s propulsion system, and the lifeboat habitat ejected.

      Relief flooded over him as he watched the lifeboat and habitat drift away from each other, each still riding on the explosive concussion. While he was speeding in the general direction of the SAR ship, the lifeboat was heading in the general direction of the research vessel. His checked its display.

      Ji’s shuttle was the first Rimes noticed. It was performing maneuvers that probably tested the shuttle’s limits. One of the missiles was already gone; the other was close. Yama’s shuttle was skimming close to the research vessel’s hull, hugging the contours and heading toward the globe at the front. The shuttle was weaving in among the assorted antenna arrays and other protrusions so that the missiles would have to do the same. It was a risky idea, giving up velocity in exchange for the possibility the missiles might ram into something or, even better, into each other.

      Hoping he might catch a glimpse of the shuttle, Rimes glanced back toward the research vessel in time to see first one explosion, then another. Yama’s shuttle disappeared from Rimes’s display. He closed his eyes and whispered a curse. Suddenly, the shuttle’s icon reappeared as it climbed over the top of the research vessel.

      Behind Rimes, the missile that had been tracking the lifeboat detonated, momentarily lighting the darkness. Rimes scanned his display and saw the frigate disappear. He squinted, confused. Even accelerating as fast as it could, the Carolina’s sensors should have been able to track the frigate for several more seconds. With a cold sense of dread, Rimes scanned the display.

      The Carolina was gone.

      Rimes tried to open a channel to the Carolina. He received no response. Ji’s shuttle came into view on the display. Relieved, Rimes opened a channel to Imogen and Kleigshoen. Imogen answered first.

      “We lost the Carolina,” she said matter-of-factly.

      “I’m sorry.” Rimes saw that Yama’s shuttle was still intact. “Yama made it, and I think I was able to save the lifeboat’s occupants. I want to add Dana.” When Imogen didn’t protest he added Kleigshoen to the channel. “Dana, we—”

      “What were you thinking, Jack?” Kleigshoen’s voice was strained. “You could’ve been killed! We all could’ve been killed!”

      “If that habitat has any survivors in it, we may have a better sense of what we’re up against.” Rimes felt the tension in his body and tried to relax. The BAS monitors showed him dipping into the amber on several bio-functions. “I’m sorry we lost the Carolina, but it’s not hopeless. We’re still alive. The research ship’s still functional.”

      “We’ll pick you and the habitat up, Colonel,” Imogen said. “Yama can retrieve your men from the SAR ship. Let’s hope this somehow makes up for our losses.”

      [image: ]

      
        18 April, 2174. The Drake.

      

      “She’s coming around.”

      Rimes looked up from the display that had become his world in the last several hours. Kleigshoen was framed in the open hatchway to the lab he’d settled into. He closed his eyes and tried to recall what she was talking about, who ‘she’ was.

      Kleigshoen stepped into the lab. “Jack, did you get some sleep? You promised me you’d—”

      It hit him: the young woman they’d found in the lifeboat. By all indications, she ’d been one of the two crew members aboard the Drake, the deep exploration vessel.

      “Jack?”

      “I got a nap, Dana, yeah. I’m just…” He pointed at the display. “There’s so much here.”

      “There’s nothing there you can’t read about later.” Kleigshoen crossed her arms, and Rimes immediately thought of Molly. “It’s not like the data’s going to change.”

      “Data constantly changes. Reality constantly changes.”

      “What?” Kleigshoen settled onto the floor next to him. “Are you okay?”

      Rimes rubbed the scar on his temple. He wasn’t sure how he was. “If you’re still upset about us checking out the lifeboat and the Vishnu—”

      “Why don’t you bring your stuff into the berth I’m sharing with the rest of the team?”

      “I need my space.”

      As large as the Drake was, it only had two berths, and only one showed signs of use. Each berth could house up to four people, and that was cramped. Rimes had settled into one of the expansive labs, a physics facility that had seen frequent use based on what he’d been able to gather from the locked-down computer systems. A common bath down the corridor gave him access to a shower, which he’d used before turning his attention to the data Barlowe was slowly prying from the systems salvaged from the Vishnu.

      Kleighshoen placed a hand on Rimes’s knee. “If you need someone to talk to about Molly and—”

      “I’m fine.” Rimes returned his attention to the data display. “It was the right call. That frigate was going to attack once we were in range. It didn’t matter one bit whether we were approaching in a tight formation or dispersed as we were. If anything, the fact that we were so spread out may have saved one of the shuttles.”

      Kleigshoen pulled her hand away. “Brozek and Meyers are still trying to figure out what it’s going to take to repair the damage from those missile strikes. So far, it just looks like a bunch of sensor and communications systems were affected, but they’re pretty sure it’s worse than that. Those missiles detonated meters away from the flight control systems.”

      Rimes chewed his bottom lip for a moment. “How’s Brozek holding up?” Seconds from being dead. Does that reenergize you or make it worse? What’s he thinking of when someone mentions the Carolina now?

      “It took him a little bit to get over how close he came.” Kleigshoen stood and turned her back on Rimes. “Not everyone’s used to living so close to death like you do, but he’ll be okay. The genies are having a harder time of it. I think they were, um, close?”

      “Intimate. Like a pride of lions.”

      “Yeah.” She leaned against a workstation near Rimes. In the workstation light he could see her outfit: jeans and the sleeveless, black T-shirt she favored. Even after so long in the field, she’d managed to find her way right back to the creature comforts available on the station. Everyone had. The entire unit was sporting new or at least repaired clothing. So were the genies.

      The delicate scent of sandalwood—her scent—filled the lab now. Rimes stole a glance at her, catching her profile in the lab’s sterile light. He cursed himself for appreciating her beauty, for betraying Molly. Kleigshoen turned and tilted her head.

      “What’s going on in your mind, Jack? You’ve gone through so much. Are you numb, or are you just a bundle of pain right now?”

      “Neither.” Rimes knew it was more accurate to say both, but dwelling on that wouldn’t help the situation. “Others suffered losses. I’m not special.”

      “I think you are. I think you’re quite special. If you ever want to…talk, I’m there for you. Anytime.”

      “Thanks.” He fought back the urge to go to her, to pull her to him. He wanted to feel her warmth, to share his own warmth, to taste her. Kwon’s thoughts became a cancer, twisting Rimes’s desires. He stood. “Let’s go see if our survivor is up.”

      They didn’t speak the entire way to the infirmary, but Rimes sensed Kleigshoen took comfort in his presence as much as he did in hers. They stepped into the infirmary, and their shoulders brushed. The electricity of the contact felt to Rimes like their time together before Commando School. Her skin was soft and hot. He closed his eyes and leaned against the bed nearest the door.

      Corporal Banh looked up from the bed farthest in and nodded, his thick eyebrows washed in the infirmary’s sterile white lights. In that light, his cheeks seemed sunken. He wore a gray surgical gown and gloves. A mask rested against his narrow chest. Rimes had only seen Banh in a formal operating room once before, when he’d trained with two surgeons. He moved with the confident assurance of an expert.

      Lying on the table in front of him was a young woman, the lifeboat’s sole occupant. Her hair was light brown, shoulder length, stringy. She had a long, sharp, almost forgettable face. Her cheeks and chin were soft, her skin fair, almost sickly. Rimes had thought she was dead at first sight. Her chest rose shallowly beneath the gray infirmary gown. With the gown on, Rimes could only see her calves and lower arms, and they were soft, as if she didn’t care about herself. Everything about her seemed weak and vulnerable. She looked like she might be approaching thirty, which was young for being on a ship like the Drake.

      Banh waved toward the woman’s face. “I was afraid you were going to miss this, Colonel.”

      “A moment like this? I wouldn’t dream of missing it.”

      “Miss Credence should be coming around any minute now. She’s lucky to be alive, regardless of what you did. She’ll have some frostbite on her toes and fingers, but I can treat that. A few minor wounds—scrapes, abrasions. She wasn’t treated kindly by whoever put her into that lifeboat.”

      “And might we know who that was yet?” Imogen breezed through the hatchway and came to a stop at the foot of Credence’s bed. Imogen still radiated hostility, even though she claimed not to hold the Carolina’s destruction against Rimes. It was actually a relief to Rimes to see that she cared about her people. It made her more human.

      “We have a pretty good idea of who that might have been,” Rimes said. “We’ll need to hear her story, though. It looks like she was one of two scientists aboard this ship. No sign of the other.”

      “They were lovers,” Imogen said.

      Rimes nodded. “Looks like it.”

      Credence gulped air suddenly and convulsed atop her bed. Banh leaned in and checked her vitals. His hands ran from her wrist to her throat, then to her chest.

      “Miss Credence?” Banh’s voice was calm and reassuring. “Can you hear me?”

      Credence’s eyes flashed open, and she gasped. She sat up, shoving back with surprising ease. “Don’t! Don’t do it! You don’t understand!” She sat up and looked around at those gathered in the infirmary. “Who are you? Why did you let them take him? Why did you let them take it?”
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      They sat in the galley, Rimes opposite Imogen, Banh opposite Credence, and Kleigshoen at Credence’s side. Ji sat at a separate table, Gwambe and Trang at a third table. The space was tight and the tables close together, forming a two-by-two rectangle.

      Behind the tables, the kitchen was an open space, containing only glistening plastic storage cabinets, a sink, a recycler, a cooler, and cooking units. The floor matched the kitchen equipment, reflecting the dull lighting just enough to stave off the darkness. The hatch was closed to help them hear Credence’s weak voice.

      “So I’m not following,” Rimes said. “Could you step back through it again? Slower this time. You worked for who?”

      “Technically, we were probationary ADMP contractors.” Credence spoke louder and slower than when she’d started. She took a drink of water from a mug Trang had fetched for her. A series of photographs flashed across the mug’s surface. Mostly, they were star fields and technical equipment, but on occasion Credence and a chubby, balding young man flashed for several seconds. Credence wouldn’t touch the cup when those images showed and in fact would make a point of pushing the cup away and searching for eye contact with anyone else.

      “Standard contract conditions,” she said. “Three years, pass an evaluation, get an entry-level position, and start your way up. Scott. Scott O’Neill. He and I—he was my boyfriend—created our own corporation for the contract.” Credence then shook her head. “No, wait. That’s not true. Scott formed the corporation before we bid on the contract. It was a failure. He was going bankrupt. Scott was…stubborn. He insisted he didn’t need a second PhD to get on at a metacorporation. While I was working through mine, he was getting published. In his own way, he was very intelligent. He was so deep in debt, though, so impatient to begin. You know how it is.” She looked at Ji for support, then Imogen. “They have their policies, their processes. They’re like a mountain: They won’t budge for anything. Scott had the intellect; he had proof of his knowledge out in the commons. Unless you’re hiring on for menial work, though, you need that second PhD. Get a third one, and your odds of getting on with one of the big ones go up exponentially. We both had eyes on SunCorps. If you’re going to dream, dream big, right?”

      “You owned part of O’Neill’s corporation?” Kleigshoen sounded sympathetic.

      Rimes wondered if it was sincere.

      “Seventy percent. Scott was too stubborn to accept money, so I had to buy into his business. About four years ago, he finally buckled and began his studies. In the end, he caved to my pressure.” Credence smiled, embarrassed.

      Imogen grunted. “Men are always the weakest.”

      Rimes watched Imogen for a moment, searching for any clear signs of the arrogance that had doomed Duke and his team and nearly taken Rimes and Meyers with them. Imogen stared back at him, her eyes cold and unwavering.

      Stay focused.

      “ADMP contracted us a week before Scott’s dissertation. Fourteen months later, we began training for…” Credence waved at the galley, then she slapped her thighs and sobbed for just a moment. Her sob became a laugh as she spoke. “Scott always joked we got stuck with a duck. You know.”

      Rimes smiled. It was the sort of joke Rick would have made. “So you were out here for how long before the Silver Light showed up?”

      “Here? What’s the date again?”

      “April 18, Earth reckoning,” Banh said.

      “Not even three months then. But we launched last July. We spent four months at our previous location before moving on. We were supposed to work a grid over a three-year span, investigating nine sites.”

      Imogen frowned. “What were you doing?”

      “Like I said before, we’d launch probes, twenty at a time.” Credence looked away from Imogen, as if bothered by her alienness, then locked eyes with Gwambe. “They had miniature drive systems in them. Out a couple weeks at full acceleration, then back, then out again. Scott actually wrote the software ADMP used to plot out the grid. They showed it to us during our interviews. Scott thought it was wonderful, even though he didn’t make a penny off it.”

      “Describe what it was, exactly, that you found,” Rimes said. He was struggling with his patience again, reminding himself that Credence was a scientist, not a soldier. He had no authority over her.

      “Well, you know how these things go.” Credence seemed oblivious to the likelihood she was the only one in the galley with actual experience in her particular field. “They launch. They scan. They send message drones back if they find something, just to be safe. Then, they return. We were lucky. The second week here one of the drones spotted it.”

      Kleigshoen leaned in, as if she could sense Rimes’s rising irritation. “So you retrieved it? Using the drone?”

      “Yes.” Credence looked at everyone with a hint of pity and confusion. “Obviously.”

      “What did it look like?” Rimes strained to keep his voice even. He was becoming annoyed at his own agitation, trying to understand what was really bothering him. He licked his lips. He wanted a stim.

      “You’ve seen images of it.” Credence blinked, as if confused. She turned to Imogen, maybe hoping for support. When no one so much as blinked, she gave an exasperated sigh. “It was like a lifeboat almost. As far as I can recall, it was four meters long. It was exactly seventy-five percent as deep and wide as it was long. Exactly. I remember that much. The precision, the fact that it had no deformities, no sign of damage. The nearest star system was more than a hundred light years away. It wasn’t moving, not that we could measure.”

      “Was it metal?” Rimes willed her to get to the point, to expand on what she’d shared. “Chiseled from stone? Some sort of synthetic material?”

      “We were able to nick a very small sample,” Credence said. “That cost us our laser, though. About three millimeters by five, not even half a millimeter deep. We ran some tests on that and…if you’re forcing me to guess I’d be inclined toward something synthesized. It didn’t react to anything consistent with basic metals, but it had limited conductive properties.”

      “Then what was it?” Gwambe asked. “You’ve basically described a big rectangle.”

      “A convex polyhedron, yes.”

      Rimes relaxed. Somehow, he’d been certain the metacorporations had been foolish enough to seek out another of the entities like the one from Sahara, throwing billions of dollars into a hopeless search of the depths of space. Even they have limits to their greed. But what were they looking for then?

      “Was it what you were looking for?” Imogen asked, the words plucked from Rimes’s mind.

      “What we were looking for?” Credence looked at Imogen, confused. “We were mapping space. That was the whole point of Scott’s dissertation. That was why he wrote that software ADMP was using for the drone’s grid. This was the most efficient mapping work ever done. The drones they were using? I designed the sensor array. ADMP wanted us specifically for our designs and knowledge. Even before Scott took his Jimmy mod, they were going to hire us. That’s unheard of. I mean, I had the mod early on. It’s a wonderful thing. Who wouldn’t want to be closer to our genie cousins?”

      Ji snarled. Her spidery body recoiled, as if the idea of a human trying to approach the genie ideal was repulsive. She dropped to the floor, bug-like, and strode to the hatch, jogging its handle and exiting in a single motion. The hatch slammed shut behind her.

      “She’s sensitive,” Imogen said once Ji was gone. “The genetic modification a Jimmy goes through can produce a false sense of identification where there shouldn’t be any. Jimmies often mistake their change as somehow comparable without any understanding of the genie experience. We are creation, you are alteration. It can be offensive to some. You understand, I’m sure.”

      Credence slowly nodded. She seemed genuinely hurt by Ji’s rejection and Imogen’s explanation. Rimes imagined Credence as the spurned sorority sister, voted out for not being…whatever sororities looked for. Credence looked down at the cup and seemed to draw comfort from the familiar images flashing on its surface.

      “What is the purpose of these labs if you were merely mapping space?” Imogen waved toward the hatch Ji had gone through. “You said you had a laser capable of cutting this convex polyhedron?”

      “Oh. The labs were standard for this ship’s design.” Credence waved a hand at her surroundings. “These vessels were designed to be planetary exploration ships. They didn’t have the time to get a ship built just for mapping space. They wanted to test our ideas immediately. It was convenient we had the labs, and we used them when we ran across asteroids or other objects worth researching. We are scientists, after all. We put it in Iso-2, off the main physics lab.”

      Iso-2. Near my bed. So locked down, we can’t even hack it.

      Rimes shivered. He tried to conceive of a metacorporation researching the galaxy for the good of humankind. It made even less sense than the idea of them blowing billions of dollars on a search for another mind-controlling entity.

      “Jenny,” he said, trying to affect the same warm vibe Kleigshoen had managed and feeling like a retch for it. She just lost her boyfriend and damn near died. “Did you scan this thing, get a sense of what was inside it? Or was it a solid block of…whatever this material was?”

      “Yes.” Credence seemed strangely cold, as if she lacked any sense of empathic connection with him. “We tried several things and finally relied on a combination of imaging techniques, building out composite images from sonic and conductive signals. It was actually quite amazing. We detected four distinct chambers, two large, two small. Some of the images inside the lower large chamber gave us the impression of…you’ll laugh, but a micro-reactor. I mean, something so small…” Her voice trailed off.

      “Was there a way to open it? Latches? Locks?” Kleigshoen asked.

      “Not that we could see. We ran the highest-end cameras over every millimeter of the surface. If there were seams, they were beyond anything our eyes or systems could detect.”

      Rimes held up a hand. “Could we focus on the Silver Light for a moment? You said it was a civilian ship?”

      Credence laughed nervously. “It was a cargo hauler. The crew seemed very happy and friendly. From the sound of it, they made more off the run out here than they would in three good years of operation. Everything was good until Li pulled that gun.”

      “And you said he worked for Wang?”

      “That’s what he claimed. He could’ve been lying, but why bother? I mean, he had a gun, and he was willing to use it.” Credence covered her faced with her hands.

      Once again Rimes felt terrible for pressing Credence, but he needed answers. “They checked out with your internal databases?”

      “When they radioed, they claimed they needed to use our infirmary. It was a minor emergency. Scott checked them, and they seemed legitimate. And when they came aboard everyone seemed so nice, and they had a crewman—Johnson—who was sick. I guess that could have been fake. But Li started waving that gun around. He demanded answers: Where was it? Had we touched it? Who knew about it? The Silver Light crew was just as terrified as us when that happened. You could see they weren’t part of it. Li hit Scott with the gun. He threatened to hurt me if Scott didn’t cooperate.”

      Rimes chewed his lower lip as Credence talked. It was making sense. It was Anton’s race for the next big thing. “And then the frigate arrived?”

      “The big ship?” Credence nodded. “Yes. They…I don’t know, I guess they cut into the Silver Light?”

      “They breached the hull and boarded her?”

      “I think so. And then there was a gunfight, but it was…Li was dead. I think they executed the Silver Light crew also. I heard the gunfire through the airlock. I don’t know why they couldn’t have closed it. The screams were horrible.”

      Rimes patted Credence’s hand as she fought back tears. “And the big ship, you said that was SunCorps?”

      “Yes. She was directly from their headquarters, not one of their corporations. Lowen-something.” Credence screwed up her face, nose and brow wrinkled, lips puckered awkwardly. “I can’t believe I’ve forgotten the name. I swore I would never forget her.”

      “So what happened then? You said the SunCorps people took Scott? Why?”

      Credence seemed to shrivel. “He touched it. Scott touched it. He didn’t mean to. He just…couldn’t help himself. He was drawn to it.”

      “Scott touched the thing you found? You said before it was in one of your isolation chambers.”

      Credence began sobbing again. “I suspected it for a bit. I woke up the second day after we found it, and Scott was gone. I thought he was in the bathroom, but when he didn’t come back I went looking for him. When I reached the lab wing, he was coming out of the main physics lab. He said he was just going over some of the earlier tests. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, but he was…it was as if he were sleepwalking when I first saw him, as if his mind was somewhere else or maybe turned off. He didn’t even seem to realize I was there at first. Then he came around.”

      “And after that? Li arrived? Then the big ship?”

      Credence wiped away a tear. She looked fragile and lonely, and Rimes could see that she was deathly frightened. For just a moment, he saw Molly sitting before him, looking at him with sad, pain-filled eyes and golden curls. Molly—Credence—nodded.

      “Why put you in the lifeboat? Why not…” Rimes thought back to Molly’s charred corpse.

      “Why not kill me? Another ship arrived. They wanted to use me as bait, to draw it in so they could destroy it. They didn’t say that, but it’s what they…I could put that much together. They shoved me into the lifeboat and ejected it into space. I was sure I was dead.”

      Cold-blooded murder. Rimes saw red, and his thoughts shifted to vengeance, protection. Credence’s youthful innocence and vitality made the idea of what SunCorps had done even more terrible than the murder of the Vishnu’s crew. They used her as bait. A harmless scientist forced into their disgusting war.

      “You’re going to be safe now,” he said as he took Credence’s hands in his own and held them.

      “Jack?” Kleigshoen seemed confused.

      “Just a minute, Dana.” Rimes looked into Credence’s eyes, finally understanding the pain and sorrow he saw there. She’d been dragged into this, and all she wanted was to be free. “As soon as the Drake can move again, we’re going to pursue them.”

      “Thank you,” Credence said. She squeezed his hands. “I understand.”

      “Jack?”

      “Not yet, Dana. Jenny, did they happen to say anything that might give you some idea of where they were going?”

      Kleigshoen stormed out of the galley, which seemed rude and unprofessional. Rimes wondered if there might be some strange friction building between her and the genies.

      Credence sighed and lowered her head. “Oh. I hadn’t even thought of it before, but, yes! They said they needed to get it back to their team in Atlanta. I was thinking maybe a ship name or a facility somewhere. You think they meant Atlanta back on Earth?”

      Rimes saw in Imogen’s eyes what he felt in his gut: panic, fear, dread.

      If it’s a weapon, they could cripple Earth’s power centers. If it’s something like we saw on Sahara, something that manipulates the thoughts of its victims…

      Rimes shuddered. He was sure they were already too late.
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      Rimes sat beneath the tallest oak in the park, his navy blue T-shirt drenched with perspiration. His chest rose and fell as he struggled to catch his breath in the heavy air. Three months of training in the relatively pleasant desert basin on the Han colony world had stolen away his acclimation to Plymouth’s primordial atmosphere and stronger gravity. Molly sat just outside the oak’s shadow, arms resting on slightly raised legs. She wore a matching orange T-shirt and shorts, an outfit that brought out the coppery shine of her skin. Her big eyes lingered on his face for several seconds without meeting his. He reached a hand toward her.

      Instead of taking it, she turned to watch Calvin and Jared as they ran across the native bluish grass of Plymouth, giggling.

      “Six months,” Rimes said, trying not to show the pain her rejection had inflicted. “They grow so fast.”

      “You missed Calvin’s birthday.” Her head tracked the boys as they returned to the soccer ball Rimes had kicked around with them earlier. “I think he’s old enough for that to really bother him now.”

      Rimes couldn’t help wincing at that. What made the words hurt the most was that they were rooted in truth. Molly wasn’t merely attacking, she was stating painful fact.

      “I’m sorry. Promotions come with responsibilities. Robert’s not ready for this sort of thing, and Lonny—”

      “Who said Robert’s not ready?” Molly’s eyes narrowed. “Robert? Lonny? You?”

      “He barely knows the unit, Molly. He has a lot of qualification to go through before I can hand this sort of thing off to him.”

      Molly looked away, and he caught her wiping tears from her eyes. “Jared! No pushing!”

      He almost intervened, told her to let the boys play, but he knew she was just trying to avoid talking to him. He watched her for a minute, trying to understand what was going on in her head. Her behavior since his return made no sense. She’d never advocated on anyone’s behalf before, so it was strange hearing her talk up Pearson’s qualifications. She’d been cold since Rimes’s return two days before, but that was typical for her. Counseling would turn her around eventually. But even without it, she normally warmed to him by the second day. Instead, she seemed colder than when he’d returned, even angry.

      “Baby, what’s wrong?” he finally asked. He hadn’t forgotten their anniversary or her birthday, the things that mattered so much to her, and she wasn’t pregnant, not with the way she kept so busy when he was home. “Did I screw something up?”

      She didn’t turn from the boys, but she twice wiped tears from her eyes. “You told me this was going to be a five-year deal, Jack. Five years. Then we’d be off to the capital and a better life.”

      “The promotion means staying on here a little bit longer. If Robert works out, I’ll pass this on to him in a couple years.” He toyed with walking over and sitting down next to her, but the tension in her shoulders told him that would be a bad idea. He felt like he’d entered a minefield. It always felt that way to be around her anymore. “That’s the way the military works. Give a lot, get a little. When you get that little bit, you don’t waste it.”

      “Yeah?” Molly finally looked at him. Her face was a mess, wrinkled, red, and quivering. “Well I’m sick of how the military works, Jack. I’m sick of this life, of raising the boys hundreds of light years from home. I’m sick of…of…your war games and training and…and…” She buried her face in the crook of an arm. “I want a divorce, Jack. I’m done with this.”

      Rimes leaned back and tried to catch his breath. His heart raced. His mind alternated between an absolute emptiness and a cacophony of thoughts—he’d failed, he’d missed signals, something was wrong with her, something was wrong with him, she’d cheated on him.

      “Molly, what—” His voice was weak, squeaky.

      “I slept with Robert.” She glared at Rimes, bloodshot eyes full of hate. “He came to me after you left. He was upset you took Lonny instead of him. He said you weren’t giving him a fair chance. It was all the same things I felt.”

      “You slept with Robert?” Rimes saw Calvin and Jared fighting in the distance, but he couldn’t do anything about it. The strength had gone from his limbs. His voice had deserted him. “My XO?” Our friend. The betrayal, doubled, squared.

      “I told him how you treated me the same way.” Molly’s voice gained strength. “Always less important than your job, always less important than your soldiers. You spend more time talking with Lonny than you do with me. Robert said I deserved better, that I was unique and special. He told me how pretty I was. He asked me how my dissertation was coming along. You remember when you talked to me like that? Do you?”

      You won’t talk to me. You’re always demanding, always busy, always so angry. I can never do enough. You push me away when I reach out. “We can work through this.” Rimes could feel it: he was trying to convince himself. In the back of his mind, Kwon whispered thoughts of terrible revenge against Pearson. And Molly. “We don’t need to end this.”

      “I do, Jack.” Molly stood. “I’ve had all I can take. You’ll never make me happy, and that’s what I need in life now.” She stormed away, shouting at the boys to stop fighting and to come to her. She grabbed their hands and dragged them after her, eventually disappearing among the people gathered in the quadrangle.

      Rimes sat up abruptly. Sheets were bunched around his hands where they had dug into the large foam pad that had served as his mattress since arriving on the Drake. He massaged his brow with the heels of his hands and felt his mind slowly casting off the last vestiges of the dream. The air in the physics lab was dry and cool, antiseptic.

      The dream was different. A different time, a different pain. So real, and yet not. Is this healing? Molly. Jared. Calvin.

      He realized that he was naked, and his sheets were a mess. A woman lay next to him, her back and one pale shoulder visible.

      Credence. Jenny.

      Rimes gulped, instinctively looking for signs of injury, signs of life. Flesh moved across her ribs as she breathed. He looked to the hatch and saw with relief that it was secured.

      What was I thinking? He looked at her, and his heart ached at her vulnerability and the pain of her loss. So young to have lost so…

      His earpiece chirped. Rimes scrambled, desperately trying to locate it, throwing the sheets back from his side of the mattress. The earpiece was on the floor, beneath a workstation a meter away. His body protested as he stretched across the cold floor and dug beneath the workstation, but not before the earpiece had chirped twice more.

      Credence stirred, turning, then sitting up. She seemed unconcerned about the sheets sliding away.

      “Go ahead,” Rimes said nervously to the earpiece, angling to be sure Credence wouldn’t be captured in the video.

      Meyers’s image appeared in the display. “Jack, we need to talk.”

      “Who is it?” Credence asked sleepily as she wiped at her eyes. “Is something going on?”

      Rimes waved for her to be quiet. “What’s up, Lonny?”

      “What was that?” Meyers asked. “Are you with someone?”

      “It’s nothing. What’s up?”

      “I’m on my way to the lab with Ladell.”

      Rimes threw the sheets off his makeshift mattress, desperately searching for his underwear. Credence seemed to enjoy his panic. She didn’t move, even when the last of the sheet was thrown from her.

      This isn’t happening.

      “Is it the drives? Are we—” Rimes found his shorts at the same time Credence did. He quickly pulled them away from her, glaring as she giggled. “Are we mobile?”

      “It’s Tymoshenko’s system.” Meyers’s voice rose in excitement. “We kicked off another decryption bot last night to try to crack that last storage segment he had. It worked. You need to see this.”

      “Great.” Rimes fought to untangle his T-shirt from Credence’s panties. He tried to remember how they’d ended up in bed together. He recalled a long talk about their losses and pain, crying and laughing about memories he thought he could never share, then…nothing. “Call Dana. Meet me in the galley in ten minutes. I’ll get Imogen.”

      “All right,” Meyers said. “We’re right near there. See you in ten.”

      Rimes closed the connection and jogged to the emergency shower. He’d just stocked it with soap and towels. It was imperfect, but it was home.

      “Jenny,” he said as he hastily stepped into the shower. “You’ve got to get dressed.” He released a blast of water and squirted a bit of soap onto his palm. “We can’t have this.”

      Credence padded up to the shower. “Have what?”

      She hadn’t pulled on any clothes yet, leaving her body on full display for him. She was pale, young, and soft, not the sort he generally gave a second glance. She wasn’t unattractive, though, and he was still a man, a man who’d been alone for too many months. Standing there, she seemed free of inhibitions. He convinced himself he would die alone without Molly. He almost felt ashamed. Almost.

      “A relationship or any sense of impropriety,” Rimes said as he lathered up. “Not at a time like this. Not with so much at stake.”

      “It was just a night together.” She crossed her arms angrily, like Molly used to. “We both wanted it. Are you always such a prude?”

      “No.” Rimes looked at her. Yes, she was more attractive than he was giving her credit for. Why am I so hostile toward her? How did it happen? If I’m over Molly, why wouldn’t I turn to Dana? Is it pity for her loss? What’s wrong with me?

      “Well, don’t get all high and mighty on me. I don’t need your judgment. We didn’t take advantage of each other.”

      “I told you, I was married for—”

      “And I was with Scott for seven years.” Credence blushed. “We weren’t taking vows, you know. I wasn’t trying to steal you away from Dana.”

      Rimes froze. I told her. I admitted my failure, my weakness. “I don’t want discipline to suffer, that’s all.” It took several blasts before the last of the soap was gone, but when it was he stepped out of the shower and toweled off.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.” He kissed her forehead gently, surprised at the authenticity of his concern for her and the desire to kiss her on the lips. It wasn’t just her feelings he was concerned about, he realized, but her safety.

      “I’m fine.” Credence stepped past him into the shower. “I survived stage four glioblastoma. This is a cakewalk.” She released a blast of water and doubled over, shivering and cursing.

      “Sorry. It’s cold.” Rimes smiled sympathetically. Molly had always hated that he took cold showers. “I thought you knew.”

      Credence lathered up. “I should have remembered. We never used the emergency showers.”

      “Well, when you get done, come to the galley. We’ve cracked an important system.” Rimes quickly dressed. “I’ll meet you there.”

      He was halfway to the galley before Imogen answered. Ji was propped on a knobby elbow behind Imogen, angrily glaring over her shoulder. They were staying aboard Ji’s shuttle on a makeshift mattress of their own in the passenger area. “What is it, Colonel?”

      “We’ve cracked the last piece of Tymoshenko’s earpiece. Meyers says we’re all going to want to see this. I told him we’d meet in the galley in three minutes.” He slowed as the galley hatchway came into view, not wanting Meyers to hear the call going through so late.

      Imogen examined him again, her head tilted and eyes squinted. He half expected her to sniff the air. “Ten minutes. Just like you.” She ended the connection.

      Rimes shook his head as he walked, marveling at human and genie nature. They weren’t so different.

      Let’s hope we can find strength in our commonality.
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      It hadn’t taken long for Rimes and the rest to leave their mark on the Drake. The stale air and quiet corridors were gone. So were the horror and gore from the metacorporate invasion. Rimes felt it most acutely in the galley, which had seemed homey and bland, but now felt like a gathering area burdened with the wild variety of scents and sounds he associated with community: Kleigshoen’s sandalwood perfume, the polish on his boots, the subtle, almost alien musk of the genies, Barlowe’s earpiece chirping, Meyers’s frustrated sighs.

      Credence stood on the main table, fiddling with the overhead display system, struggling to get the image to a meaningful resolution. Rimes fought back a snort. A vessel like the Drake cost in the hundreds of millions, and its labs were decked out with top-of-the-line gear, but he’d seen better displays in barracks break rooms. It was so typical of the metacorporations to cut corners whenever they could, and what amounted to an entertainment system for a couple scientists certainly qualified for that. He doubted bonuses for executives ever came up for consideration. Finally, the image coalesced into something meaningful; text flitted across the display and then resolved into an image of the strange device Credence and her boyfriend had found.

      “Good enough,” Barlowe said. He uttered a few commands, and Tymoshenko’s earpiece connected with the display. More fiddling, and the display revealed a workspace. “All right then. We dumped the contents here for now. Once I get past the final layer of security, I’ll transfer this to film and share it with your systems.”

      “What are we looking at exactly?” Kleigshoen breathed in the steam from one of the galley mugs, then she took a long, loud sip. She seemed to draw warmth and comfort from the drink, even though she complained about whatever fake coffee blend the Drake was stocked with.

      Meyers stepped forward to point at Tymoshenko’s earpiece. “There were a few files we couldn’t crack. Metacorporations talk a good game about security, but they go cheap and use readily available products with a history of vulnerabilities. Nothing’s impervious, obviously, but they just don’t have the willingness to go that extra kilometer and do it up right. These files were an exception, probably something Tymoshenko paid extra for.”

      Kleigshoen took another sip. “So, corporate espionage? War plans? Blackmail?”

      Meyers nodded at Barlowe, and one of the workspace files opened. Credence climbed down and made her way to the coffee machine, watching the display over her shoulder. Rimes caught Kleigshoen tracking Credence’s every step from the corner of her eye. His gut knotted.

      She knows. Somehow, she knows.

      Credence settled at the table between Imogen and Kleigshoen, oblivious to Kleigshoen’s glare.

      Barlowe flipped through a document on the display. “This is a simple document. If it’s not immediately apparent, it’s a ledger.”

      “For?” Rimes asked.

      Barlowe stopped at a page that displayed a dense data set. Centered at the page top beneath an intriguing logo that mixed a variety of influences—Asian, European, Arabic—was the name MetaConceptual. “What you’re looking at here is the first known super-metacorporation—a meta-metacorporation?—the inevitable next step of corporate evolution.”

      “MetaConceptual?” Rimes looked around the galley. Everyone but Barlowe and Meyers seemed equally at a loss. “Is this new?”

      Meyers looked from Barlowe to Rimes, then said, “It’s just an idea at this stage. But what’s important is they’ve gone beyond just talking. ADMP, Cytek, EEC, and Riesigfirma, all combining to become MetaConceptual.”

      “Shit.” Rimes blinked, tried to conceive of four metacorporations, each with more economic power than any single government on Earth, combining into one. Together, those four were big enough to rival SunCorps, the largest of the metacorporations. “How would they make it happen? There’s not a trade organization or government that would support it. And what about all the overlap? ADMP and EEC compete. ADMP competes with Riesigfirma. Cytek competes with Riesigfirma. There’s going to be a bloodbath, and I don’t just mean front-line workers being excessed. Managers would see deep cuts. Even executives would be jettisoned. You think they’re up for that?”

      Barlowe and Meyers looked at each other and smiled sheepishly.

      Barlowe scratched the back of his neck. “It’d be kind of magnificent, wouldn’t it?”

      Kleigshoen shook her head. “No way the other metacorporations let this happen. Something that big would either crush them or drag everything down when it implodes. They’ve all been terrified of SunCorps since it pulled off all the acquisitions that made it so powerful.”

      “The others will do the same thing,” Imogen said. “From twelve metacorporations, they will go to three, maybe even two, maybe eventually one. They’ll either fail utterly and wipe out all aspects of your economy, or they’ll grow until they snuff out the life of any competing entity.”

      Credence winced. “That sounds an awful lot like cancer.”

      Rimes felt a headache coming on. He massaged his brow. “There are still the cartels. No way they’d finance this. They signaled years ago that they wouldn’t have anything to do with metacorporate shenanigans, even on a smaller scale, not after all the problems the last round of M&As created. It’s about the only thing they agree with the trade organizations on.”

      Meyers rubbed his hands together excitedly. “Stock swap. No real need for anyone’s funding or approval. They’re all headquartered off-planet now, so the UN and the trade organizations have no say. Do a stock swap off some formula and rename to MetaConceptual, and you’re done with it for the most part. And with the concessions the UN was willing to throw their way?” He shrugged, defeated. “No one saw this coming.”

      “But SunCorps took the…thing.” Credence looked from face to face. “What does that do to this plan?”

      “Maybe it’s their leverage,” Kleigshoen said. “Everyone seems to have known this thing was being looked for. I’d imagine they have to at least be suspicious about something like this? Jack, you said Tymoshenko was just some sort of a VP, right? If a VP gets dragged into something this big, there are sure to be leaks.”

      “He was a fast-track guy.” Rimes felt the headache spreading. Somewhere deep in the back of his mind, Kwon rumbled and shifted, a caged dragon hoping for the chance to escape. “But, um, yeah. I seriously doubt we’re the only ones aware of this. The Special Security Council didn’t know? Dana, the IB didn’t know?”

      “No.”

      Rimes turned to Imogen. “The genies?”

      “The minutia of corporations and government are not for us to concern ourselves with.” Imogen let show her disgust at the thought of it all. “Once we’ve freed the last of our people, we’ll be free of the madness of your people forever.”

      Rimes chuckled. “Don’t delude yourself. You carry our poison in your DNA. It’s inevitable the worst of our traits will rise up at some point, and when that happens, you’ll find yourself stuck in your own dramas, sacrificing to your own bloodthirsty gods. We’re wired for self-destruction. You are too. You can guard against it, but denying it could happen to you? It’s a dream that will tear you apart. You want to see your future if you go on believing you’re above this?” He pointed to the overhead display, then took in the galley with a sweep of his arms. “Greed, lust, envy, war…choose your vice. It’s who we are, and that means it’s who you are.”

      Imogen glared at him, alternating between seething rage and pained acceptance. “We may suffer some of your flaws, but we have the capacity to think as a society and to embrace what is good for that society. It may not be gone yet, but one day we will root out this self-destructive inclination.”

      “I hope you do. Maybe we can live on in you.”

      Kleigshoen frowned. “You can’t give up on our entire species, Jack. We’ve had some setbacks. We’ve had some horrible individuals, but there are good people too. Don’t you think those people deserve your help? Don’t you think there are more people like Molly out there? I’m sorry. I know that’s still a fresh wound, but it needs to be said.” She glanced at Credence. “What about Rick? Lieutenant Oswald? Sheila? Deepa? For every Tymoshenko you can find ten people as good and decent as those people. Or you.”

      Rimes looked away. “Don’t hold me up to that kind of standard, Dana. Don’t. You can’t compare me to them. Not to them.”

      Credence cleared her throat. “So, um, what are you going to do?”

      Everyone looked at Rimes. He felt the pressure of their attention and need. It was a force, a gravity that pulled him back from his own self-pity and self-loathing. For a moment, he resisted it, toyed with the idea of cursing at them, telling them to find someone else to lead them.

      The moment passed.

      Where he had once simply accepted his ability to lead, to operate beyond the instant, he no longer accepted anything. He returned their stares. He looked from one to the other, seeing in them good people, innocent people, even those simply desiring an agent of change. They deserved better than him.

      He closed his eyes and waited for the dead to direct him, but they were silent now. Even Kwon was silent. Rimes was left with only his experience, his mind and will, and the remaining strength of a body pushed beyond its limits too many times. He opened his eyes and looked at Credence, momentarily losing himself in the dark green of her eyes.

      “We’re going back to Earth,” he said finally. “We’re going to stop them. Whether it’s SunCorps or this MetaConceptual or something worse. We’re going to save our people.”
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      Fires burned as far as the eye could see, climbing high into a sky blackened by smoke. Empty husks that once had touched the sky breathed poisonous plumes of soot and ash. Rimes walked in the shadows cast by the skeletal remnants of skyscrapers.

      It was Plymouth all over again—acrid smoke, charred ruins, glass crunching and cracking beneath his boots. All that was missing was the…

      He shook his head and leaned forward. The streets turned molten ahead of him, and the air turned into a furnace that pummeled him. He wore a thick protective suit, a heavy rubbery smell in his nostrils. He couldn’t imagine anything surviving the inferno he was looking at, though. In the distance, windows exploded, showering the remaining cement structures, creating a deafening, chiming clatter.

      A building loomed out of the flames, somehow untouched by the cataclysm that had wrecked the others. It had a timeless design—marble columns, broad windows, a red brick facade framed by sandstone corners. Rimes’s mind was too traumatized by the destruction to place where he’d seen the building before. Still, he was sure he knew the place.

      Laughter echoed in the choking heat. Rimes turned to see its source, and his stomach knotted with dread recognition: Jared and Calvin. They approached along the path Rimes had taken, smiling, wearing outfits he recalled from the last time he’d seen them—shorts and T-shirts with the battalion’s colors.

      He fought back tears and ran to them, ignoring the improbable nature of the moment. The heat should have cooked them already, assuming they hadn’t choked on the air. What mattered was that they were alive.

      “Dad? Is that you?” Jared reached out to touch Rimes’s visor, same as he did every time Rimes had suited up for a training exercise.

      “It’s so good to see you, boys. It’s so good.” Rimes returned Calvin’s hug. “Look at you. Your mother…” Rimes’s voice broke.

      “She’s not here,” Calvin said.

      “We’re waiting for you.” Jared hugged Rimes tight. “She’s waiting, too. But you have to finish them.”

      “Them?”

      Muted screams filled the air suddenly, and Rimes turned, brow furrowed. Children wearing school uniforms were pressed against the intact building’s broad windows. They couldn’t have been older than twelve.

      “Children?” Rimes blinked, confused.

      “Not them.” Jared pointed at the first floor windows. “There are men. In the building. It’s the last one. You destroyed the rest. They have to be in there. The men who killed Mom.”

      “No.” Rimes shook his head. “Your mother was killed by—”

      “We saw.” Calvin’s face lost any resemblance to Molly, momentarily slipping into a ghoulish, charred, skeletal mockery. As quick as the transformation happened it was gone, and Calvin stood before Rimes again, looking more like Molly than ever before. “They’re in there, Dad.”

      “They’re children. Boys, I can’t…”

      “We can,” the boys said in unison, and the building exploded.

      Flames gushed from every surface. Glass flew through the air, and with it pieces of the children. A face—just a thin sheet of flesh—floated to the ground nearby. Rimes recognized the face of one of the young children looking out the window a moment before. Segments of the roof rained around them, and flames danced where the building had stood.

      “Boys, no. You…you couldn’t.”

      The front wall was gone, revealing battered bodies lying on the floor. They curled slowly into fetal balls, just like those he’d seen killed by the entity on Sahara. The similarity troubled him. He turned to the boys to protest, to explain how they couldn’t kill innocent people like that, to gain some understanding of what could have possibly turned them into bloodthirsty destroyers.

      Rimes woke with a start.

      He was on his improvised bed, lying on his side, pressed tight against Credence’s back. They were naked, their scents intermingled. He pulled away, massaging the stabbing pain in his left arm, which had fallen asleep. After a few deep gulps of air, the panic began to recede.

      “Jack?” Credence sat up, sleepy eyes squinting, concerned. “What is it?”

      “A dream. Just another stupid…” Rimes rubbed at the scar on his temple. That seemed to rouse Kwon from his slumber, and a pressure built behind Rimes’s eyes. “I should be using stims. I thought I was past this.”

      Credence leaned against him and pulled him close. “You’re shivering. What was it?” She kissed his shoulder. “Can you tell me about it?”

      “My boys—Jared, Calvin. They were…” His voice broke.

      “They’re gone.”

      “I know.” He kissed her forehead. “It was one of those dreams where everything was so vivid, so authentic, you felt it had to be real, even when it was impossible. They were…they were…” Murderers. Like me.

      “Let it go. You have to let it all go, or it’s going to drive you mad. You’ve been so wound up and intense from the moment I met you.”

      Rimes sighed. “I’m getting better. I can feel it. The memories I have now, what I dream of, it’s mostly positive. Thank you.”

      She squeezed his face and kissed him, long and passionate. When she let him go she wiped a tear from her eye. “I’ve only done a little. You have to want to heal, or it will never happen. What you’ve done so far has been amazing.”

      Rimes’s earpiece chimed from its place atop the workstation that had become his private research station. He scooped the earpiece up and stood, stretching, working his numb hand. He’d grown so comfortable around Credence that he was no longer concerned with his nakedness. Imogen’s face formed on the earpiece’s display. She was alone in the Drake’s hangar bay, stretching.

      “Colonel.” Imogen rubbed her face irritably. “We need to meet. Everyone.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “We’re approaching Earth. We need to begin the indoctrination.”

      “Indoctrination?” Rimes searched his memories for a moment, came up with nothing. He looked back at Credence, appreciating the curve of her hips as she leaned back on the mattress and smiled mischievously. “I don’t recall—”

      “I told you, we cannot simply go down there.” Imogen sounded impatient. Her brow wrinkled, making her look more like a jungle cat than ever before. “If this thing is as we suspect, it will be exerting its influence, and there is no way to know what range it can manage. We must be prepared.”

      “Okay. When?”

      Imogen sighed. “An hour. Can you contact your people?”

      “Of course.”

      Imogen disconnected abruptly, leaving Rimes to wonder about the irritability she’d shown.

      Stress. We’ve all been under so much.

      The closer they came to Earth, the worse it became for everyone. Brozek was little more than a skeletal shadow of himself, a slowly shuffling shell of the young engineer Rimes had befriended. Rimes feared the little man might die before they reached Earth. He made a note to speak to Brozek before then.

      [image: ]

      They sat in the galley again, this time all gathered together. The room wasn’t meant to hold so many at once, and it was quickly heating up, the air becoming thick, heavy.

      Rimes caught the genies’ almost animal scent among the humans’ and glanced toward Ji and Yama. Even after weeks together, everyone split down easy lines—Ji and Yama sat atop the table nearest the hatch; Banh, Dengler, Dunne, Gwambe, and Trang shared the table in front of the genies; Barlowe, Brozek, Kleigshoen, and Meyers sat at the table left of the genies; Credence sat alone at the table in front of Barlowe.

      Rimes stood at the rear, eyes locked on Imogen.

      Imogen stood where Credence had when telling them about the Silver Light. There was no pretense of military bearing or formality. Imogen’s focus was almost exclusively on Ji and Yama.

      “We have discussed this previously, but it is time now,” Imogen said. “Already, you exhibit signs of manipulation.” She glanced at Rimes. “Your minds are weak.”

      Rimes forced a smile. “What sort of indoctrination do you have in mind?”

      She turned her attention back to Ji and Yama. “There are exercises we perform. Training. Bonding.”

      Meyers shot Rimes a look. “I don’t think we’re going to get much from training and ‘bonding.’”

      “Of course not.” Imogen pressed her back against the counter that separated the galley from the kitchen. “This is meant only as a starting point. Through this, we can become more attuned to each other, allowing us to more easily identify the subtle manipulations that are likely at the start.”

      Rimes raised a hand. “Maybe you could provide an example of this subtle manipulation?”

      “Sudden relationship changes,” Kleigshoen said, then she turned to cock an eyebrow at Rimes.

      “That would not be subtle.” Imogen paced. “Minor changes in eating habits. Buying habits. Self-esteem. Perhaps someone would suddenly be averse to adding salt to a food they normally add salt to. If this device has the abilities we think it might, its first encroachment will likely be so small, even trained eyes could miss the changes. And so, we need to begin the bonding. Learn your comrades’ behavior, learn their thoughts and desires.” She cocked an eyebrow at Kleigshoen. “Their relationships.”

      “Excuse me?” Banh waved a hand at Imogen. “Just how dramatic could the changes be, please? If we look for subtle, what would be the extreme expectation?”

      “Were you aware that your comrade, Mr. Dunne, is a metacorporate spy?”

      Banh laughed, and a second later everyone else joined him, but the laughter turned into shouts of alarm when Banh leapt at Dunne. Meyers and Gwambe restrained Banh before he could reach Dunne, who stumbled away from Banh with a curse.

      Rimes held up his hands. “Okay. I get it. I think we all do. This thing can change how we see things, it can modify our beliefs. I think that’s a starting point. Pair up, start working with Yama and Ji to understand what they do to bond, then pair up your pairs. Learn what to watch for.”

      “That was a crude display, but my hope is that it makes my point.” Imogen looked around the galley.

      Banh suddenly relaxed and was nearly taken to the floor by Meyers and Gwambe. Meyers leaned into Banh’s ear, and his jaw dropped, then he nodded in understanding.

      Banh turned to Dengler. “I am sorry.”

      Dengler shrugged the apology off and nodded toward Imogen. “Her doing, not yours.”

      "This—” Imogen nodded toward Banh. “This is why we fear this thing. If it is at all like the entity discovered on Sahara, it can affect even genies gifted with abilities such as mine. Your colonel described the thing on Sahara as extremely subtle and able to plan in the context of centuries or millennia. There is simply no way to protect against such influence.”

      “Wait.” Kleigshoen stood. “I thought the whole point of getting together was to discuss how we could combat its influence.”

      “There is no combatting it. We seek to counter it as we might.” Imogen walked past Banh, pausing to tilt her head as she looked at him. “It cannot be stopped, but we can use its tricks against it. We can plant a seed of our own that can survive its pernicious influence. The mind can be manipulated through subtle changes over time so the victim will never even suspect they were affected. We can craft an illusion within its illusion.”

      Heads swiveled around, and Rimes felt the tension build in the air.

      He recalled Imogen’s explanations about her plans now. Her idea wasn’t going to sit well with most of his team, especially Meyers. He lived through Sahara, but it changed him. Allowing Imogen to create a false reality meant trusting someone they hardly knew.

      Meyers turned to Rimes. “I don’t think it’s—”

      Rimes held up a hand. “We don’t have a choice, Lonny.” Rimes held up his hands. “All right, everyone, we can talk in terms of ‘maybe’ and ‘if,’ but the reality is we’ve already felt this thing’s influence. Just like Imogen said. Light years from Earth, it’s touching us. I managed to forget the details of all of this, and I just discussed it with Imogen a little while back. Maybe we’re a little more irritable or forgetful or sad, or maybe it’s the little things Imogen suggested. But the influence is there in all of us. It’s how the thing on Sahara worked, influencing everything for thousands of kilometers around, probably millions. If we don’t act now, we won’t be able to act at all. By the time we reach Earth it will be aware of us, and it will have already begun subverting our will.”

      “Colonel Rimes is correct,” Imogen said.

      “So what’s your illusion?” Meyers seemed resolved but unhappy.

      “MetaConceptual.” Imogen smiled, showing her fangs. “We are agents of MetaConceptual. We are here, in its genesis, to ensure its success. I will plant the idea in each of you. It will be your reality. When you inevitably slip into this thing’s control, the key to your freedom will be MetaConceptual. The word, the image, even the thought. Any one of us can trigger another, not freeing them from the influence but sending them into the shared reality I will create. The end result will be the same: We will have the freedom to act in our own way, even while under this thing’s influence. We will know to seek each other out.”

      “Why would this thing…how would it…” Credence frowned. “Wouldn’t it be able to sense this, just overwrite the idea?”

      Imogen seemed to sniff the air as she considered Credence for a moment. “That is always possible. There is no way to guarantee we can slip by undetected or that our reality will work within its reality. There are never any guarantees with the human mind.” Imogen bowed toward Rimes. “Or the genie mind. This is, however, our best opportunity for success.”

      Rimes could feel the skepticism of the humans like a wave of heat. “To show you my belief in this approach, I’ll be the first to undergo the process. Watch me. Watch what she does. When it’s over, make up your own mind. You can’t go to Earth without this, though. It’s as simple as that.”

      Imogen took his hand and guided him to the front table and sat him across from her. She locked eyes with him.

      “Are you ready, Colonel Rimes?”

      He looked into Imogen’s eyes, momentarily worried by their alienness. He’d found greater humanity in her mother—Andrea—than he’d known in many humans. He wondered how she would feel about her daughter.

      Proud. Like me of my boys.

      “I’m ready.”

      “Follow me on this journey, then.”

      Rimes relaxed, and his world slid away. As it did, he had the vaguest awareness of his own relief.
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      Rimes shivered in the chill that had settled deep in the Drake’s bridge. He sucked in the air, which had gone dead in the last few hours. All around him, video feeds from the Drake’s hull cameras filled the bridge displays with horrifying images of the space between the Drake and Earth: cratered and darkened ship hulls, molten and fragmented ship components, and the humans who had died aboard those ships. The Drake’s gravitic field deflected even the larger pieces, but Ji was still doing his best to zigzag around the worst of it.

      “How many do you think?” Kleigshoen asked from behind Rimes. “People.”

      “People?” Rimes took in the scale of destruction, which spread in smaller pockets from the outer parts of the system to the massive debris field where they were now. A few months ago I would have instinctively said none. “Twenty? Thirty thousand? It could be three times that, easily. We have no idea how many ships limped away or were blasted into dust. I can’t even guess how much this cost.”

      “It doesn’t even feel…”

      “Sane?” Rimes snorted. “I thought declaring war against us was insane. Fighting each other? Even if you’re just some cold-blooded financial analyst sitting in an orbital light years away, you’d think the expense would be too great to justify. Last estimate I saw was well over three hundred vessels, everything from gunships up to some of those transports.”

      "Eighteen minutes to orbit,” Ji called from her console.

      Someone coughed from the open hatch. Rimes turned, saw Gwambe, Banh, and Trang standing there.

      Gwambe seemed determined not to look at the displays. “Kit is stowed in Yama’s shuttle, Colonel.”

      “Let’s get people loaded up.” Rimes gave the displays a final look, then headed out the hatch for the shuttle bay.

      Meyers met them at the bottom of the steps. “Ready?”

      Rimes watched Yama from the top of the steps. He seemed absorbed in the most detailed inspection of a shuttle Rimes had ever seen, hand drifting over each panel. Credence trailed Yama, eyes wide, mouth open.

      “Guess it’s been a while since she’s done something on her feet instead of her back,” Kleigshoen said so that only Rimes could hear her.

      Rimes closed his eyes, refusing to take the bait.

      “Colonel?”

      “Yeah, I’m ready.” Rimes descended the steps, clapped Meyers on the shoulder, then waved Barlowe and Meyers aboard.

      Imogen watched them from beyond the open airlock doors, then headed out and joined Yama on his inspection.

      “This is it,” Kleigshoen said from behind Rimes. “We’re going to do this.”

      Rimes turned to look at her. She was wearing her jeans and a simple, black shirt. Somehow, she’d managed to affect a fashionable and attractive look out of it. She hadn’t regained the weight she’d lost in the war. She looked drained, frightened, resigned. He thought he could see a hint of relief in her tired eyes.

      “Yeah. It’s time.”

      He watched her climb the ramp into the airlock, and after a few seconds acknowledged the alien sense of fear he was feeling. He didn’t care for it. In the past, he might have felt anxiety or fear of failure, but never fear of the enemy. And since Molly’s death, all he had felt in combat was certainty and fury.

      Five months, Molly. Is that long enough for the wounds to heal? Can it be right I’ve forgiven them?

      As if reading his mind Credence hooked an arm around him and leaned her head against his chest. He could almost hear her reminding him that he had to let his family go, let them find peace.

      Kleigshoen paused in the airlock and shifted her backpack. Her brow wrinkled, and she crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “Are you sure you’re up to this, Jack?”

      “We have a duty.” He didn’t feel the least bit convinced about the duty or about his ability to execute it. He looked at his outfit—a jumpsuit with padded joints over a black T-shirt and knee-length shorts—and wondered if his identity might be so tightly tied to his uniform that he couldn’t succeed without it. History certainly had no shortage of those driven to great and terrible things by their ideology, and the uniform represented a great deal to him, possibly enough to qualify as an ideology.

      “If we’re going to do this, we’re going to need someone to show us the way.” Kleigshoen glared at Credence menacingly, then looked back at him, her eyes once again full of concern. “Are you focused on the right thing?”

      Rimes looked down at Credence. She wore a simple jeans and shirt outfit not too dissimilar from Kleigshoen’s. Credence had a small travel bag thrown over her shoulder. With her hair brushed out and a modest application of makeup, Rimes found her truly attractive for the first time. She smiled nervously.

      “I was a good soldier when I had Molly, Dana.”

      Kleigshoen descended the ramp and pulled him away from Credence. “Look, Jack, I admit I’m jealous. You’ve always been a decent, stand-up guy. You’re handsome and sweet, and I wouldn’t trust anyone else at my back. At least I understood what you saw in Molly. I never saw you falling for a frumpy scientist. She’s just…” Kleigshoen bowed her head and sighed.

      “We’re not taking any vows.” Rimes felt a sense of déjà vu. “We’ll all be fine. You’re going to have to trust me on this.”

      “You’ve changed.”

      “People change. After everything we’ve been through, I think we all have.”

      Kleigshoen looked up, and he saw for the first time just how badly everything had aged her. She was still attractive enough, but in the hangar bay’s harsh light, he could see hints of puckering in her arms and wrinkles around her eyes and the corner of her mouth. He thought back to Imogen’s words in the galley and considered the idea of relative reality.

      Have I never really noticed all that before, or are they part of this new reality? Maybe that thing is already influencing me, casting everything I believe in a different light?

      “Excuse me,” Rimes said to the women, then made his way over to Brozek, who was at the hangar bay’s fore end. He was sitting on a large cargo crate, feet kicking, chest rapidly rising and falling, pale eyes distant, unfocused. He still wore the uniform he’d been given on the Valdez an eternity before, even though it was a terrible fit. When Rimes stopped a meter away Brozek looked down and blinked as if suddenly aware of a new presence. He smiled weakly.

      “I’m not going to make the interview,” Brozek said with a sad laugh. “No need to worry about troubling questions now.”

      Rimes returned the smile. “Interview?”

      “I thought I told you?” Brozek’s eyes became unfocused again, looking past the shuttles. “Another Earth-like world. We’re finding so many out there now. Two-month trip. One-year gig. It’s exactly the sort of thing I was hoping for when I finished up on Sahara. And the research team? Twice the size. More variety. I told you how hard it was on Sahara? One bad move, and you could go weeks without someone to sleep with. It was a bad situation. Engineers and scientists, we make terrible companions. The egos and needs, you see.” He looked at Rimes and offered a pained smile that revealed dry teeth and pale, receding gums.

      “I thought you and Ladell were getting along?”

      “Ladell is a good man. Brilliant. But he is…what is the word? A wandering spirit? Like a gypsy? He is ready to move on.”

      “Oh.” Did I forget, or is this the thing’s influence? Rimes looked hard at Brozek and knew it was the influence. “You’re going to stay up here?”

      “I need to get some sleep. I’m just so tired. All the killing, all the dying, such a toll. I don’t have the energy to hate anymore.”

      “I know.” He gently patted Brozek’s leg, felt the thin layer of muscle over bone. “We’re all going to sleep when this is over. Dariusz, what we talked about a bit back…do you remember?”

      Brozek frowned. “We talked about…the war, Colonel?”

      “Ending the war, yes. Remember?”

      “You’ll never end the war.” Brozek shook his head weakly. His sunken eyes looked down at Rimes, momentarily intense. “The only way to end the fighting is to walk away. This interview, it’s my chance. I can start over again and just forget about the pain.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “And what I did.”

      “Get some rest. And remember, you never did anything. I did it all. You have no guilt in this, not in any of it.” Rimes saw Imogen approaching. He headed toward her, stopping when Brozek called after him. Rimes turned.

      Brozek lowered himself from the cargo crate and staggered toward Rimes, rubbing at his shins, watching Imogen’s approach. “What we talked about? It’s ready.” He slipped Rimes a small control device. “Exactly as you requested. When you need it, just signal. It will come, and it will be…beautiful. But it’s the last thing I build like this.” He turned and shuffled from the hangar bay, a hint of confidence in his stride.

      Imogen stopped in front of Rimes. “Ten minutes.” Her eyes drifted to Brozek’s retreating form, then to the stragglers now making their way to the shuttles. “Already, the effects are being felt.”

      “Yes. It’s a big gamble, isn’t it?”

      Imogen looked at Rimes intently, then she sniffed the air. “You can make it much less risky. I can’t get a sense of you, not as I could before. Are you here?”

      “Where else would I be?”

      Imogen considered him for a moment more, then made a satisfied, almost purring sound. “Then we will succeed. You said it when I first met you, and it’s still true. You’ve always had it within you, but at times I admit my faith has been challenged.”

      Rimes blushed. “I’m not so sure it’s a good idea to have faith in anybody, least of all me. I can barely recall our first meeting, and I definitely can’t recall saying we would succeed. I’ve disappointed a lot of folks over the years.”

      Imogen considered Yama’s shuttle, then trailed Ji as he headed for the other shuttle. “We all have disappointments within us. Dwelling on our failings serves no purpose. You are ready to lead again?”

      Rimes paused a moment, unsure if he actually was ready to lead again. Somewhere deep inside of him Kwon rumbled, and a quiet tremor worked its way through Rimes’s core. He walked to Yama’s shuttle, patiently helped Dengler and Dunne aboard, then followed them, taking the seat behind Yama.

      Moments passed as Yama and Ji chatted. The shuttle airlock sealed, and Rimes nodded at his comrades—Banh and Dunne, dressed casually; Dengler, a nurse on his way to work; Gwambe, a sharply dressed businessman; Trang, a student who’d already seen too much in his life. They were chatting about the usual things: rendezvous points, weapons caches, communications alternatives. Finally, the hangar bay cycled, and the shuttle lifted off. Yama opened communications with orbital operators, gaining clearance for Atlanta. Under whatever reality the device had put into place on Earth, neither the stolen shuttles nor the Drake's presence in orbit raised alarms.

      As the shuttles dropped into the atmosphere, Rimes connected to the available assortment of free news feeds. Every few seconds he switched between the shuttles’ cameras and the most promising of the news feeds. The skies were surprisingly clear of traffic, allowing him to split most of his time between the news feeds and listening to his comrades.

      The news feeds were depressing, not because they were filled with the sort of agitated and exasperated reporting that was so common to the open channels, but because they weren’t. Each feed he watched had almost the exact same computer-generated set, the same chemically and surgically enhanced newsreaders, all repeating the same fluff almost verbatim. The presentations were lifeless, insipid, and always adorned with metacorporate imagery.

      “…manufacturing on Earth simply makes no sense…”

      “…research from several metacorporations point to reduced labor needs, nearly completely replacing humans with automation and freeing us to focus on more valuable pursuits…”

      “…new Tetros fulfills every function the old Artros and Demos used to fulfill, but at half the price…”

      “…we’ll simply need to look for the next means of making a living. Someone will define that at some point…”

      “…the future is in owning stocks, succeeding when the metacorporations succeed…”

      “…no one in their right mind would fight progress, and progress is finally taking us to the point where employment as we knew it is no longer viable…”

      “…knocks ten years away with one, simple application. Look at the wrinkles fade, and that’s in the short time since this application…”

      “…we’ve imagined the future where the Tetros creates a single producer, a single controller, and we simply can’t allow that to happen to you, which is why we’re introducing today the Naxion, which does everything the Tetros does, but for free…”

      Rimes sighed at the realization there could be something worse than the fabricated outrage and bluster the free news feeds normally offered. What was worse than the nonsense replacing the old divisive idiocy, though, was the transformation he saw all around him. Gwambe and Trang were talking about the need for the Naxion. Banh and Dunne were discussing their investment strategies. Dengler was interacting with a virtual Tetros earpiece, smiling in rapt amazement.

      Chiming drew Rimes from the funk he’d fallen into. He accepted the call, realizing suddenly just how sluggish and bland his earpiece was. The Tetros is twice as fast and has six times the capacity, plus the camera’s resolution is the best available. Imogen’s face appeared in Rimes’s display. It’s an imperfect rendering. The Naxion has the best rendering solution available, and it’s free.

      “Colonel Rimes,” Imogen shouted.

      “Yes?” Rimes realized Imogen had been talking to him for some time. He focused on the display, embarrassed. “I’m here.”

      “We’re making the final descent.” Imogen looked beyond the camera, taking in those around her. “It’s happening already. This thing, it is powerful, insidious.” She hesitated, as if she might be struggling against its pull herself. “Do you feel it?”

      Rimes looked at Yama. The shuttle was on autopilot now. Yama was focused on a skin lightening product advertisement playing on the shuttle’s main display.

      “All around me,” Rimes whispered. He leaned in to watch the advertisement over Yama’s shoulder.

      “Remember the objective, Colonel. Remember what was taken from you and what was given to you. Remember Molly. Remember your boys. Remember who you are.”

      Rimes nodded absently. “I’ll never forget.” He closed the connection and opened a new one to the skin care ad, quickly loading the demo to see what he would look like with the deluxe conditioner treatment. He wished he had the Naxion to render the video better…
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        29 May, 2174. Atlanta, Georgia.

      

      

      Credits scrolled across the screen: actors, cinematographers, digital artists. It was a blur of white, the names a legion drawn from around the globe. Rimes blinked slowly, trying to remember what he’d just watched. There had been explosions and gunfire, screaming and dying. It had been mindless and numbing and most importantly free. Free was important. The galactic economy meant everyone shared the same wretched living conditions throughout the galaxy, as what little demand there was for labor gravitated to the cheapest offerings. That meant the only content consumed had to be free or close to it.

      “New movie,” he said to his earpiece.

      It listed categories and recommended movies similar to the one he’d just finished.

      “I’m tired of mindless violence. List dramatic options.”

      He stumbled into his apartment’s kitchen area as the sub-category lists filled the floating display that traveled with him. Lights flickered on, bathing the cramped space with a sickly glow. He caught a whiff of unwashed dishes, rotting food, and his own body odor. It would only get worse when the sunlight found his windows, turning the apartment into a sauna. A quick look in the cooler revealed the beer was gone. Scratching his beard absently he turned his focus to the movie options. Finally, he chose Romantic Thrillers and Random, allowing the entertainment system to choose among the millions of Romantic Thrillers available in its vast library.

      As the movie queued up he dug a salsa jar from among the dirty dishes piled in the sink and emptied out the last of its contents, which were green with mold. The indicator over the sink flashed a red warning.

      “You are approaching your monthly water limit,” a pleasant voice said.

      He cursed. “Authorize an extra purchase.”

      “Thank you.”

      He squirted soap and water into the salsa jar and scrubbed until it felt clean enough for use, then filled it from the tap.

      By the time he settled back onto the couch, the opening credits were finishing. The camera played across a sparkling high-rise, capturing reflections of a brilliant neon skyline and a flow of vehicles marked by glowing headlights. Rimes dug through the crinkled wrappers covering the chipped and worn coffee table that also served as a footrest, finally finding a chocolate-like brick that, aside from a heel print on one corner, was still relatively intact. It took a moment to separate the chocolate-like icing from the wrapper, but once that was done, he was able to settle back on the couch and watch the movie.

      He spent several seconds shifting to find the one spot where a semblance of padding still covered the couch’s failing frame. All the while he sucked the sticky, sweet, chocolate-like cake from his fingers.

      The video shifted from its romantic dance with the city lights to the tower again, tightening its focus onto the top floors until finally zooming in on the building’s massive logo. A second later, the zoom passed the logo and entered a luxurious office beyond. A brightly lit floor covered with colorful, clean carpeting and furnished with crisp, polished, matching chairs, a desk, and a lamp. The office spoke of power and wealth.

      Rimes wordlessly mouthed the mantra he’d come to embrace: They earned it; we deserve to be what we are.

      A woman entered the office. She was dark-haired, olive-skinned, and beautiful, dressed in a gray jacket and skirt with a black belt and white blouse. Rimes glanced absently at his grimy boxers and stained T-shirt, noting the belly that protruded over the waistband. He licked the inside of the wrapper one last time before setting it down on the coffee table. The entertainment system’s display glitched, momentarily freezing.

      He cursed, then toyed with the idea of getting up, possibly going for a walk. His joints ached, and his head throbbed. He took a long drink from the salsa jar, wishing he had the money for some more beer. It was two more days until payday, and he was already facing tough choices for the coming month.

      “Clear that up, please,” he said to the entertainment system.

      “I am analyzing the problem. Please take a moment to consider the vast array of options—”

      “Just clear it up.”

      He stared at the screen for several seconds, and then his head slumped against his chest. He dozed for a moment, waking just as the glitch cleared. The movie pulled him back in, drawing him away from his concerns about the unbearable heat settling over the room. Once more the video played across the city lights, pausing momentarily, freezing, then turning back to the tower to zoom in on the logo. It froze again as it sped the focus toward the logo and the office below it. He grumbled and took another swig of water.

      He glared at the logo, appreciating for the first time its aesthetic. It was clean and simple, the letters reflecting something of an international alphabet mash-up, with the curves of Arabic and Kanji stylizing the otherwise blockish nature of the English alphabet.

      MetaConceptual.

      He wondered if it would play a role in the movie, possibly something he’d been intended to notice from the start.

      MetaConceptual.

      He watched the beautiful woman move around the office for a few more minutes, but even the camera’s infatuation with her beauty and the quick, choppy takes that dynamically captured her best side couldn’t keep him focused.

      MetaConceptual.

      “Shut down,” he said with a growl.

      As the display powered down, he finished off the water and took the glass to the sink. A second later, he was back at the coffee table, clearing it, throwing the wrappers in the recycling container. He chewed at his bottom lip and suddenly realized he had several days’ worth of growth on his chin.

      He let out an annoyed hiss as he passed through the cramped space he called his living room. In the corner, he settled onto the edge of his bed—a simple slab of foam covered with a gray, tattered sheet—and dug through the box that held his wardrobe. It took a few seconds to fish out a pair of shorts he could wear outside. He pulled them on, gasping at their tightness. A moment later he had his ratty sneakers on and was headed for the door and the stairs beyond.

      Bathed in the dawn’s early light, Atlanta was a miserable vision. Rimes jogged slowly at first, wincing at the pain that came with each footfall. Joints creaked, muscles grown complacent protested, perspiration oozed from pores to try to cool a body teetering on the brink of ruin. Sickly trees littered alleged green spaces, casting feeble shadows beneath a merciless sun just beginning its ascent.

      A kilometer into the run Rimes stopped, searching for a garbage bin or an alley that might provide some privacy. Nothing presented itself, so he simply vomited into the empty street. He looked at the mess for a moment, wondering what he’d done to himself, then he rose and fought through another wave of nausea. Ugly seconds passed, and then he was jogging again, now slightly quicker and more confident.

      The streets were empty at such an early hour. Most people would be inside, he realized, cocooned, sleeping, absorbed in whatever dreams were being fed to them. As he jogged, he began making out details he’d somehow missed on his daily somnambulistic shuffle to work: uncollected garbage piled in alleys until the government could afford to hire staff again; abandoned vehicles simply sitting in the middle of streets or blocking sidewalks; cameras and listening devices mounted on street corners and rooftops; bulky, ominous vans with ancient, growling combustion engines and tinted, bug-like bubble windows patrolling the streets. He surreptitiously noted the cameras and the vans’ patrol patterns.

      Two hours later, he returned to his apartment. The first thing to hit him was the smell: dank, stuffy, like someone had emptied a Dumpster into a locker room. He cursed, making his way to the few windows the cramped space offered. With some effort, he pried two of the windows open. A crusty knife from the kitchen sink propped open a third.

      Ignoring the warnings from the water system, Rimes took a long, hot shower, working his joints slowly beneath the flow, scrubbing at skin allowed to go too long without proper care. Finally, he shut the water off and toweled himself dry, shaking his head in frustration at the towel’s sour smell. He gathered his clothes, towels, and sheets and tossed whatever could be salvaged into the apartment’s small washing unit. Everything else went into the recycler.

      As his clothes washed, he turned his attention to the kitchen sink. Recyclable trays, the sort used at the fast food joints his modest salary forced him to frequent, provided most of the clutter. Rimes tossed those into the recycler. Food particles caked the sink surface and the remaining pots and plates. Rimes squirted cleanser into the sink and attacked it with a shabby towel that was destined for the recycler once the cleaning was complete.

      An hour later the sink gave off what shine it could, given its age. Plates and pots rested face down on the countertop, and freshly washed clothes hung from every surface that could support them. He focused on the bathroom next, starting with the toilet, then turned to the shower and sink.

      It was afternoon by the time he stepped into the kitchen again. He was drenched, drained, and lightheaded. It had taken another water purchase to get him through the cleaning. He decided he had enough water for a second shower, so he peeled off his sticky clothes and stood under the showerhead again until the grime and stench were washed away. He shaved his whiskers off and found a sense of humanness in the resulting smooth skin.

      He dropped onto his bed and closed his eyes, doing his best to ignore the spasms running through his tired muscles.

      MetaConceptual.

      He toyed with the name, rolling it slowly over his tongue.

      MetaConceptual.

      Images came to him, memory fragments that slowly rebuilt until they connected. His childhood, his father’s death, his mother’s departure, Calvin’s birth, marrying Molly, Jared’s birth, the Rangers, Commando training, his tryst with Kleigshoen, Molly’s betrayal, his first mission for the Special Security Council, the meeting with Deepa Bhatia that forged a bond of trust that stretched beyond their rival nations, the war against the genies, Sahara.

      Sahara.

      He sat up abruptly. There was a presence in his mind.

      Kwon. The entity. Both. And something more, all caught up in a struggle.

      He stood, shook his head, and searched for a pair of dry boxers, settling on a slightly damp pair. The only pants he could find close to dry were the shorts he’d jogged in earlier. He matched those with a black T-shirt and a pair of socks, then pulled on his ratty sneakers.

      The streets were busier in the late afternoon, but not enough to properly match the city’s population density. All around him people shuffled past, their eyes defocused, their attention on whatever their earpieces fed them. Some watched videos or news feeds, others played games, a few quietly repeated advertisements and slogans as if that provided them some sort of vindication, and still others simply talked to unseen friends and family. Rimes moved with the flow, eyes always peeled for the black vans, always aware of the recording devices watching his every move.

      It was dark by the time he found what he was looking for. The building stood alone, surrounded by a large, fenced-in stretch of asphalt and concrete. There were no functional cameras for hundreds of meters.

      After circling the building a few times, he surmised it had been a city vehicle maintenance shop sometime in the past when the government had the money to maintain anything approaching a vehicle fleet. Once he was sure no one was around, he clambered over the fence. He marveled at the weakness in his legs after his earlier jog and hoped adrenaline would provide him the burst he needed should someone respond to his trespassing.

      He crouched and waited, but no one came. He scanned the sky for UAVs. Nothing.

      After several minutes, he stood. He shook off the inevitable cramps and made his way toward the building’s front door—dented steel and a narrow window of grimy glass. There were three aluminum rolling curtain doors several meters to the right of the door. He guessed those opened onto maintenance bays, although he couldn’t make out anything beyond the front door.

      He tried the door and found surprising give. He ran his fingers over the frame and felt where a crowbar had dug into the metal. Others had identified the building’s promise as a hideout. Another look through the door, and he abandoned it, jogging to a side door he hoped might offer more hope. When the knob turned, he froze. Someone had gained access before him.

      As quietly as he could, he opened the door and slipped inside. The air reeked; something had died within. He pulled his T-shirt over his nose and slowly moved into the darkness, wishing he had his BAS. He left the door open at his back and let his eyes adjust. The shape of the place resolved into a storage area with towering shelves that ran parallel to the wall behind him. They ended a meter short of the back wall and at a counter at the front. He could make out the front door beyond the counter.

      Cautiously, he edged around the shelves, first checking the back, then the front. The shelves ended at a wall. He guessed the shelves had once held car parts: belts, hoses, electronics assemblies. The shelves were empty now.

      The counter assembly was made of a composite meant to serve as a wood substitute. It had shelves beneath it. He sized them up for food, water, and weapons, then eyeballed the two doors, gauging where someone might be able to take up a defensive position while covering both. It didn’t look promising. The best position probably lay beyond the entry area, in the maintenance bays.

      A section of the counter flipped open, providing access to the entry area just inside the front door. To the right of that entry area was another door. Unlike the steel-and-glass front door, this one was solid glass. There was a brown smear around the door handle. Rimes realized it was a bloody handprint.

      He pushed the door open and entered a narrow hallway. To his left was an office, its door slightly ajar. Straight ahead was another door. The stench of rotting flesh came from the office.

      Slowly, Rimes shoved the office door open. A corpse sloshed wetly on the other side. The stench intensified. Rimes finally had the door open enough to see the corpse—a man about his size, dressed in heavy coveralls. Its flesh had rotted; its gut had burst from the heat. A crowbar rested on the floor next to it.

      After a quick bout of uneasiness Rimes cautiously plucked at the crowbar. It moved easily. He hefted it until he had a feel for it, then prodded the body as if he expected it to leap to life. When it failed to move Rimes retreated, closing the door behind him. He confirmed the final door was unlocked, spotting another door opposite the curtain doors.

      Other than the corpse, the building was empty. It was perfect.
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        12 June, 2174. Atlanta, Georgia.

      

      

      Over the next several days, Rimes established a pattern of non-patterns. He woke anywhere from an hour to three hours early. He jogged in the darkness, following the path he’d established earlier, or he walked in the early light, seeking out new paths and areas not covered by cameras, vans, and UAVs. When he returned from work, he exercised and stretched until it was dark, then made his way back to the abandoned garage via one of the paths that was off the grid, or he napped until darkness fell, then went for a jog before making his way to the abandoned garage.

      Time spent in the garage was productive. It seemed to fly by with the same sort of speed as sleep. The first thing Rimes did was to extract the corpse. He stole a section of tarp, some tools, and a battered pair of work gloves from a nearby abandoned worksite. At the garage, he cut away enough of the tarp to hold the corpse, then wrapped the corpse and carefully carried the bundle to an alleyway a few kilometers distant and dumped it.

      With the corpse removed, Rimes focused on getting rid of the stench as best he could. He left the building’s doors open throughout the night while he was there. The next morning, using his Credence Concepts technician identification, he helped himself to cleaning supplies and tools from the O’Hara Towers building. The cleaning chemicals were used undiluted. He let them soak into the concrete before coming through with a mop. There was a merciful wind, and in the early hours of the morning, a heavy rain. He replaced the doorknobs next, staying with purely physical locks and checking that each one worked as expected before securing a copy of the keys beneath a head-sized rock resting at the corner of the yard.

      Once the building was secure and capable of housing people, Rimes turned his attention to his next objective. He expanded his jogs and walks to encompass a greater area. On the third day, he nearly ran into what he was looking for.

      Although Atlanta had grown over the decades, the growth had not been organic or consistent. Waves of immigrants became waves of global citizens relocating to a new home closer to opportunity, opportunity that quickly faded. What had once been a desirable segment of youthful urbanites evaporated, sometimes displaced by the new citizenry, usually leaving behind empty buildings and jettisoning things they no longer needed—clothes, storage bins, even tools.

      It was in an abandoned section of the city that Rimes found an oversized construction hauler: a simple flatbed and cab. The vehicle had no power. What could easily be scavenged had been, but it still had its tires and transmission, and the motor was still in place.

      Rimes let himself into the office at work and began researching solutions for the vehicle’s problem. The work was slow going, the grid unreliable even in a building as nice as the O’Hara Towers. With no one committed to the hard work of operational maintenance, things were slowly sliding into disrepair. It took an entire evening of research to finally find an obscure solution.

      After checking out one of the building’s maintenance vehicles, Rimes headed outside of the city, eventually locating a dump site. He easily penetrated the site’s security, working his way through nearly thirty vehicles before finding the components he needed. Dawn found Rimes backing the hauler into one of the building’s maintenance bays. He jogged back to his apartment in time to shower and slip into the coveralls he wore for work.

      The day seemed to drag on forever. Rimes split his time between work around the office and trips to the basement. When he was safely out of sight, he used building systems to research possible weapons caches—armories, closed police stations, even micro-manufacturing shops. The device’s influence hadn’t managed to eliminate the city’s criminal element, but it was almost certainly a shell of what it had once been. Despite the device’s ubiquitous message that everyone was where they were destined to be, there was still a lust in some people for what others had. The device simply ensured the lust wasn’t backed up with sufficient will to turn it into action. The end result was the occasional random violence and acting out, nothing more.

      Eventually, Rimes settled on a store south of the city, one of the TotalMarket retail outlets that still carried weapons, something the parent ADMP metacorporation wouldn’t dream of allowing in its own orbitals and planetary holdings. Many of the stores were open around the clock, a legacy from the time in which TotalMarket was focused on eliminating its competitors. The store he was interested in was open only eighteen hours a day. It was remote enough that police wouldn’t be able to respond in a timely manner. ADMP’s private security provided something of a challenge, but not enough to frighten him away.

      He staked the store out, recording its entry points, security, and how the weapons were put away. He walked through his planned break-in, mentally timing how long it would take from penetration to weapons acquisition to escape. It would be an uncomfortably tight timeline with no room for error.

      When he was ready, he retreated to the maintenance building, now stocked with water, food, crude medical supplies, and clothes. He was running up debt with the purchases, which didn’t trouble him in the least.

      Hours went into planning and practicing the break-in. Using the recordings on his earpiece, he turned the maintenance bay into an imaginary store, walking out the aisles and turns, marking the cameras and merchandise racks. He did seven imaginary walkthroughs before considering himself ready.

      Shortly after midnight on the day of the robbery, he slipped out of the building with a plain travel bag. Stuffed inside was an all-black set of coveralls, a ski mask, a pair of athletic gloves, the last of the tarp, and the crowbar taken from the corpse. He had fashioned the mask from material stolen from an abandoned office at work. The work gloves he’d taken from the construction site were too thick for what he had in mind, so he’d replaced them with athletic gloves purchased from a different TotalMarket during one of his early morning walks.

      Rimes checked out a maintenance vehicle from the O’Hara Towers, driving it to the city’s edge before parking it in an upscale garage. He walked two kilometers from the parking garage to another garage, changing into his coveralls and donning his mask and gloves in the darkness of one of the exterior walls. Certain that he couldn’t be identified he ran into the garage. He settled on a crawler parked near the exit. It was a common model, functional and forgettable. A few seconds of work, and he had overridden the crawler’s security. The motor hummed to life, and he drove it out of the garage.

      It was nearing three in the morning when he came to a stop. The TotalMarket building sat about two-thirds of the way inside the parking lot—black, bulky, the exterior dimly lit by LED lamps. There were no security vehicles in sight. No police would be on duty, and the only way they’d send someone to investigate something so remote would be if there were money involved. He hoped not to provoke ADMP enough for them to hire the police.

      At a quarter after the hour, he pulled the tarp from the travel bag and draped it over his shoulders and the steering wheel. He put the crawler in gear and headed for the entry to the parking lot. He kept the lights off until he reached the entry point. Once he was past the defense barriers—vestigial cement slabs meant to diminish the effectiveness of terrorist bombs—he accelerated. The parking lot was an open sea of gray before him, lined with meaningless fluorescent paths and warnings.

      Cameras would have captured the crawler’s entry into the parking lot. Security would be en route. Rimes focused on his schedule. The speediest means of entry was to use the crawler itself. He floored the accelerator, ducking and covering himself with the tarp at the last moment.

      The crawler crashed into the main entry door, buckling the frame and shattering the glass. The crawler’s window exploded and rained fragments down on the tarp. His collar ached from the seatbelt’s pull, but nothing broke. Wincing against the din of the siren’s roar, he threw the tarp aside and fought through the airbag. The crawler’s motor was silent. He’d expected that. He fished the crowbar from the travel bag, then pulled the bag from the passenger seat. Glass scraped and popped beneath his boots, and cool, air-conditioned air washed over him.

      Jogging through the darkened store was easy enough. Emergency lights provided sufficient illumination, and he was running a wireframe overlay from his earlier visits. He reached the weapons section a few seconds behind schedule. He tried to make up for the lost time by really throwing himself into the crowbar swings. It worked.

      Time ticked by as he shoved loot into the bag. It was time he’d factored into his plan. Three shotguns, five pistols, and several cases of shells and bullets; the haul was complete.

      He jogged for the back of the store, stopping as motion from the storefront caught his eye. He paused, watching the parking lot through the shattered entry. One of the black vans with bug-eyed windows was making its way through the entry barrier.

      How did they get here so soon? Why would they even come?

      Rather than waste time trying to figure out answers he dropped the bag and squatted next to it, then fished out one of the shotguns and a box of shells. He loaded the weapon, chambered a shell, then scooped up the bag. He stayed low as he jogged toward the storefront, doing what he could to hide from the security cameras. He stopped and pressed against the base of a clothing display.

      The van came to a stop a meter from the ruined crawler, then three men exited. Their security gear, night-vision goggles, and bulky pistols marked them as metacorporate security. They moved through the entry with strange pistols held at the ready, then jogged through the checkout lanes and made a beeline for the weapons section. They passed Rimes’s position, oblivious to the threat he posed.

      He let them go.

      When the last one was out of sight he ran for the entry, still staying low. At the van he stopped, checked to make sure it was clear, then tossed the travel bag inside. He considered simply driving away with the van. A quick look at the interior—monitoring equipment glowed from every millimeter of the wall—and he tossed the idea. Instead, he climbed in and moved to the rear, squatting tight against the wall the side door had opened from.

      Minutes crawled by. He watched the security team on the monitors. They moved through the building methodically before abandoning the search. A readout indicated they were returning to base. He twitched as the same readout showed an update on his record, listing him as a possible grade-two suspect.

      They’ve been following me.

      The store’s siren stopped. The night was silent.

      Glass crunched, voices called. The security team exchanged accusations. Rimes tightened his grip on the shotgun. The van’s front doors opened, and a form filled the side door entry. The driver shouted. The man in the back of the van turned his back on Rimes.

      Rimes moved, firing into the closest man’s back. The man screamed and fell. Rimes chambered another shell and shot the driver in the face, point blank. The headgear absorbed some of the impact, minimizing the gore sprayed onto the window. Another quick chambering, and Rimes swung the gun at the passenger seat occupant, knocking the man’s bulky pistol off target. A loud, piercing sound echoed in the van’s confines. Rimes growled and fired. The passenger slammed into his door, dead.

      Gasping and cursing came from outside the vehicle. The third man was still alive. Rimes chambered another shell. The third man froze.

      “Don’t shoot! Please!”

      Rimes noticed a flash on the display. He was no longer considered a suspect by HQ. They had issued orders to bring him in for questioning. Failing that, there was blanket authorization to terminate him.

      Rimes fired into the third man’s armor again.

      He dragged the bodies to the back of the van and removed their weapons, then closed the doors and climbed into the driver’s seat. Rather than waste time cleaning the gore from the driver’s side window he brought up a video overlay. He backed up and turned the van around, getting a feel for its controls. Then, he gunned the engine and let its power vibrate up his arms.

      It was time to wake Credence from her dream.
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      Rimes watched Leigh Boulevard from the shadows of an alley. His back was pressed against the outer wall of a Chinese restaurant. Opposite the restaurant, the Brendan Heights Apartments rose into the late afternoon sky, a grim and dirty edifice among a sea of dispirited and broken buildings. Sweat trickled down his back as the minutes passed. It was hot, and the stench of grease and spoiled food clung to the alley walls.

      The Johnson District covered a serpentine strip on the eastern side of the city, running nearly ten kilometers west to east without ever encompassing anything greater than five kilometers north to south. The district had once been home to several technology firms, but aggressive metacorporate acquisitions wiped out most of them. After the high-rise buildings had laid empty for years, landlords finally converted many of them into apartments. In no time what had been prime, upscale real estate became home to thousands of laborers. Real estate values plummeted, and the last few businesses that had survived the rapacious acquisitions abandoned the district entirely.

      Now, it was failing, spent.

      Rimes shifted from foot to foot, doing his best to keep his legs loose, listening to the scraping shuffle of pedestrians. He had just shifted when he spotted Meyers.

      Same as Credence, Meyers was apparently living in a dream. Tattered clothing and scuffed shoes—a thrift store ensemble—contrasted with a successful professional’s swagger. Rimes tracked Meyers to a building that once employed seven thousand ADMP contractors. It was now home to fewer than one hundred.

      They dreamed of success and happiness, I dreamed of getting by. No wonder it was easier for me to snap out of the dream.

      As Meyers crossed Leigh Boulevard, Rimes exited the alley. Meyers headed for the entry to Brendan Heights, nodding cordially at a homeless man. No doubt Meyers saw the man as the doorman to what Rimes imagined appeared to Meyers to be a gleaming spire of steel and glass. That was the dream Credence had lived.

      Rimes caught the door before it closed and followed Meyers inside, then hung back, waiting until Meyers entered the stairwell. Once again, Rimes caught the door before it closed. After several heartbeats, he took the stairs.

      At the tenth floor, he entered the hallway once he was sure Meyers was out of sight. Rimes listened for the opening and closing of a door. When he heard it he walked to Meyers’s door and counted to ten, then knocked.

      Muted calls leaked through the door. A moment passed, then the door opened, loosely secured by a chain and latch. The woman Meyers lived with stood in the doorway. She was a somewhat attractive brunette, athletic and thin with an edge to her that recalled Kara Irvin. She wore flimsy shorts that were torn along the hems and a halter top and kept her hair up in a frizzy bun to deal with the heat. She gave Rimes an annoyed glare.

      “Yeah?”

      “I have a priority package for Mr. Lonny Meyers.” Rimes pulled an envelope from his coveralls. “We’ll need to authenticate, please.”

      The woman rolled her eyes and shouted back down the darkened hallway behind her. “Lonny! You’ve got to authenticate for this package!” She turned and frowned at Rimes. “He’ll be a second.”

      The door shut.

      Rimes counted the seconds and gauged the size of the apartment. It had probably been a small business office similar to Credence’s, although almost certainly single story. By modern standards it was large, probably three or four bedrooms. It was the sort of place most folks were forced to share with multiple generations of family. Even if the neighborhood was rough, it would be a significant sign of status if it was home to just Lonny and his girlfriend.

      The door opened, and Meyers appeared at the crack, unlocking the door. He wore a tattered and stained T-shirt and shorts sporting the Jinhae premium label, a label retired more than two decades ago. Meyers had gone soft, losing definition in his arms and shoulders. His face was fuller, and puffy bags had developed beneath his eyes. It looked like he’d aged several years, the illusion accentuated by the start of jowls where he’d once had thick cheeks.

      “Can I see it?” Meyers didn’t even bother to make eye contact with Rimes.

      Only a messenger. Not worth the trouble. Rimes passed the package to Meyers. “We’ll need you to authent—”

      Meyers reached his left hand out absently, fingers waving impatiently. “Sure. This isn’t who I thought it’d be from.”

      “It is,” Rimes said. “MetaConceptual.”

      A second passed, then another as Meyers read the return address again, slowly mouthing the word: MetaConceptual. Rimes pushed the door open wider and let himself in. He closed the door and gently walked Meyers down the hall. Meyers moved shakily, unbalanced.

      “MetaConceptual.” Meyers’s voice was a whisper, the sound of a man rising unwillingly from the loving embrace of a dream he’d been denied.

      “Tell me what you remember, Lonny.”

      [image: ]

      Rimes watched the bank of security displays he’d stolen from the black van. In one display, Banh and Dunne chatted inside Firmly Grounded, a coffee shop. In two others, Trang and Gwambe rode in separate tube cars. The entry to the Sutton District Hospital’s ER showed in a fourth display, the PeachTree Services building in a fifth display.

      “Why is he different?” Credence stood in the doorway to the maintenance bay, eyeing Meyers as he paced in the building’s entry area, his movements slowly gaining confidence. “Jack?”

      Rimes looked up momentarily, glanced down the hall at Meyers. “Lonny was living in denial.”

      “Huh?”

      “When he lost Kara on Plymouth, he somehow managed to convince himself what they had wasn’t real. In his dream state, he thought Kara was still alive and that he’d found her here. He’d never met the young lady he was living with in that apartment building before coming back to Earth, but they were arguing over wedding arrangements when I finally got through to him.”

      Credence frowned. “That’s terrible.”

      Rimes looked back at the displays. “The dream, or waking from it?”

      “I’m not sure. Why is he going on about making sure we make MetaConceptual a success? I thought we were here to rescue Scott.”

      Rimes scratched at the scar on his temple. “I’m not sure what’s going on in his mind. I remember Imogen saying she would give us the keyword to snap us out of the device’s control. Maybe she programmed each of us differently? Maybe Lonny needs a different objective to find motivation?”

      Barlowe exited the PeachTree Services building and headed for the tube station. Rimes noted the time, then turned to a small hip bag. He pulled one of the oversized masks he’d taken from the dead security agents from inside and handed it to Credence.

      “Crude optics, communications interface, and their own augmented reality system; a very basic BAS.” He shrugged his shoulders. “It’s useless to us because it runs through their systems. So far as I can tell they’ve hacked together some sort of mobile command post infrastructure similar to what police do. That gives each group the ability to operate autonomously, but it means they don’t necessarily share data. I’ve been able to move without detection so far because they’ve got a dozen security directors out there all fighting to maintain control of their little empires. When Lonny comes out of it, see if he can figure out how to convert the system so we can load our BAS software into it and stay off their network.”

      “What’s that smell?” Credence sniffed at the mask suspiciously.

      “Cleaning fluid, alcohol, ammonia. I didn’t come by these easily.”

      Credence remembered the gun battles and nodded. “What about the others?”

      Rimes watched the ER entrance for a few more seconds. Banh and Dunne were working on their second cup of coffee. Gwambe had exited the tube. Rimes found him again with a few camera switches. Trang was nearing his exit.

      “Tomorrow night. Dengler’s shift ends around six in the morning. He’s off for twenty-four hours, then back on.” Rimes pointed to the timer showing on the displays. “Everyone else gets off work between six and eight. Banh and Dunne meet at Lotchka’s on Piedmont every night after work, and they don’t leave until nine. Everyone should be in place by nine. That’s when we’ll move.”

      “What about Dana?” Credence asked. She seemed to study his face, as if concerned about how he might react to Kleigshoen’s name.

      “Tonight. I’ll bring her back here before tomorrow morning.”

      He stood and stretched. Endurance and flexibility had returned slowly, but he’d gone a long time without any of the boosters or other supplements he’d come to rely on. He felt old and beat, but there was a fire, an inner strength pushing him once again.

      “What about the genies?”

      “I’m not sure.” He’d expected some sort of contact from Imogen by the time he was ready to field his team. “Maybe Imogen’s waiting for us to get everyone together before committing her resources.”

      Maybe she wasn’t as strong as she thought she was?

      “Can we even do this without them?” Credence’s voice was weak, tired. She rubbed at the bandages he had applied the day before, then looked at him with a sad smile. “Actually, I don’t know if we can do this with them. There were only three?”

      “Numbers aren’t always the measure you want to use. These are second-generation genies. They’re special, even for genies. Get some rest. You just need some time to heal.” Rimes headed for the entry, but he stopped at the doorway. “We’re going to make it through this, Jenny. We have to.”

      Her face reflected the same worry that knotted his gut. It all seemed so impossible.
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        15 June, 2174. Manhattan, New York.

      

      

      Rimes adjusted the scuba mask on his face and marveled at how quickly his skin had become sensitive to rubber seals. Sweat oozed along the seal and trickled down his neck and back. Going from the chill of the aircraft cargo hold to the heat of the shuttle was a miserable shock. His ears still felt like someone had clapped them. Part of that was simply the muffled effect of being inside a cargo crate, he was sure.

      The shuttle shifted beneath his feet. It was approaching its final destination: Manhattan.

      He twisted slightly to find the best position he could inside the crate that had been his home for the last twelve hours. The crate was packed with an oversized scuba tank secured inside an internal compartment that was fashioned to appear to scanners and curious eyes as sensitive systems components. The compartment was cramped, especially with all the gear he’d brought, but it got him through security checks.

      The crate and his gear—including a full field suit with integrated BAS and a tricked-out CAWS-5 carbine—had been remarkably easy to secure from Fort Benning. In their arrogance, whoever had architected the dream blanketing Earth had seen the military as a simple, monolithic, easily controlled entity.

      That was a huge mistake.

      Rimes had placed an anonymous call to Fort Benning’s special operations commander, and the crate had been flown to Atlanta’s airport for a counter-terrorist operation. No one was going to question an ERF request, not even an anonymous one. Once Rimes had sealed himself inside, the crate had been loaded onto a commercial flight for LaGuardia Airport. At LaGuardia a pre-arranged shuttle transfer had been effected. Now, he was approaching the UN housing district.

      The dream’s insidious nature had been turned against it.

      A shudder signaled the shuttle’s landing. Minutes passed. Then, Rimes felt movement again as the crate was offloaded and transferred to a forklift. After several minutes of stop-and-go movement, the crate came to rest again. Sensors on the crate’s outer shell registered complete darkness and a lack of movement.

      He was in position.

      Rimes counted to ten, then activated the crate’s latch system. Inside the crate, the latch clicks seemed deafening. The crate cycled through a combination of tests to determine which panel to open. Finally, the panel above Rimes’s head rose. He cautiously exited, pulling his gear after him. The BAS system kicked on, and Rimes crawled until he’d reached a safe perch. He took in his surroundings with a slow 365-degree turn.

      Shelves lined a wall several meters from his position. All around, crates similar to his own rose in towering columns. Rimes stood atop a six-meter-high column that ran nearly twenty meters long. He could smell the forklift’s machine oil and heated electronics from his perch. Even in the early morning hours, the building was warm, its air stale. He checked that his carbine was secure in its brace, then descended.

      As he edged forward in the darkness, the BAS began constructing the warehouse’s dimensions. A door lay twenty-one meters ahead and thirty-seven meters to his right. There were no signals and no indication of security inside the warehouse, but the door would be a problem.

      He jogged slowly forward, picking his way carefully through the avenues created by the crate columns, stopping at the door to examine the alarm mechanism. The BAS indicated that there was a movement detection system outside, active to fifteen meters out. There were also several infrared beams and five cameras. It was a security system meant to prevent thieves from breaking in, horribly out of place at a time in which the dream filled everyone with a desire for everything and an acceptance that it would all come with time.

      Rimes placed a cautious hand against a nearby power outlet. His suit sent a signal through the building’s wiring, and for a moment the security systems froze. Rimes popped the door handle and sprinted into the darkness, clearing the security perimeter with seconds to spare. He turned toward what appeared to be a parking lot, smiling at the sight of a crawler.

      Overcoming the crawler’s security required a few minutes of work, but he gained access and brought the motor humming to life. The vehicle was from the UN motor pool, making him virtually invisible in the UN sprawl. He pulled his headgear off and popped the crawler into gear.

      The sun lit the eastern horizon by the time he’d found an ideal parking spot in an underground garage. No cameras or prying eyes would spot the crawler. The building was undergoing refurbishing, its facade a network of scaffolds and plastic.

      He stripped his suit off and shoved it into his backpack, then broke the carbine down and shoved it inside the backpack with the suit. Even though he hadn’t needed it, he was thankful he’d been able to acquire the modular weapons system, along with the rest of his combat gear.

      Forty-Fifth Street was coming to life as he exited the parking garage. He easily worked into the flow of traffic, moving with the same shambling gait of the dreaming diplomats, bureaucrats, and assorted laborers.

      No one paid him any mind.

      Manhattan’s population had undergone numerous transformations over the last several decades, and it was undergoing more. With the dissolution and transformation of so many of the industries that the city had once relied upon—publishing, banking and finance, entertainment, even fashion—the city itself had transformed. Glittering skyscrapers, sturdy tenements, even crumbling brownstones, all had undergone change. Over the decades as the money fled, so did the allure of living in such a cramped, overpriced, and failing place. Once it became clear that nations would have to work together just to survive, the United Nations had stepped forward as Manhattan’s savior. Empty apartment and office buildings became home to a new, much larger corps of bureaucrats, administrative staff, and supporting personnel. An already-diverse population became even more varied as foreign money jumpstarted the transition from a dying island to one with at least some chance of survival.

      But that had just been the start of the change. Along with the move to more of a global administrative center, there was an increase in trade representation. Colonial corporations and associated trade representatives leased offices in the UN sprawl along Manhattan’s eastern shore. Corporate alliances formed, and private trade proxy organizations bought up offices in the hopes that proximity might translate into protection from metacorporate predation.

      In the span of five decades, Manhattan died and was reborn, and in that cycle of rebirth it became both more restricted and more open.

      Rimes relied upon that openness for easy movement.

      There was no sign of the bug-vans that constantly prowled Atlanta’s streets, a likely indication the owners—SunCorps or one of the metacorporate alliances—didn’t consider the UN’s holdings worth close monitoring. Rimes smiled at that. The UN had a history of timidity, ineptitude, and even corruption that justified ignoring it. He’d been counting on history and the metacorporations’ arrogance, and it had paid off.

      At the pace he had to maintain, it was fifteen minutes to Kleigshoen’s apartment complex. He caught her as she was entering the elevator and nearly gasped in surprise when he saw her. Somehow, even with her mind caught in an all-consuming dream focused on consumerist addiction, she had managed to take care of herself.

      “Miss Kleigshoen?” Rimes asked, stepping in front of her as a European staffer pushed past him. “Miss Dana Kleigshoen?”

      Kleigshoen looked at him. She seemed momentarily disoriented. “Do I know you?”

      “We met some time ago. Do you have a few minutes to spare?”

      “Well, I—” Kleigshoen frowned as the elevator door closed. She sighed. “Sure. I’m sorry, but I’ve forgotten your name…?”

      “Jack Rimes.” Rimes put on his most winning smile, quickly looking past Kleigshoen to be sure the hallway was empty. When he could see they were alone, he whispered, “I’m from MetaConceptual, Dana.”

      Kleigshoen blinked. “MetaConceptual?” She looked around, taking in the hallway’s untended decor, the scuff marks that had accumulated on the baseboards, the noticeable coating of dust. “MetaConceptual.”

      “Come on, Dana. You can do this.”

      “Jack?”

      “Can we talk privately? Maybe in your apartment?”

      She nodded and led him back down the hallway to a door nearly at the opposite end. She entered her security code, touched a print reader, and the lock opened. He followed her inside and was immediately impressed by what he saw. A short hallway opened onto a softly lit, modestly furnished living room. Aged but cared-for hardwood was visible beneath a bright throw rug. A wine-colored settee and matching chair and drapes centered the room, framing a pale rosewood coffee table. Barely perceptible in its recessed space on the right wall opposite another hallway was an unimpressive entertainment system. There was no sign of abandonment or haphazard maintenance. Everything was in its place; every surface was clean and neat.

      “Jack, what’s going on?”

      “I should ask you that. We’ve all been in a dream, but somehow you’ve managed to avoid the worst of its effects.” He turned to examine her. Her hair was brushed, her skin clean, her outfit immaculate. She was every bit as beautiful as he recalled her ever being. Am I in the dream again? MetaConceptual. The war. Molly. Jared. Calvin. Damn it! Is this real?

      She reached for him. “Are you all right? You look about ready to collapse.”

      Still beautiful. It’s real. She’s real. The way she looked on the Drake…a dream? “I’m fine. I came up here to collect you. We’re getting ready to move.”

      Kleigshoen shook her head. “Wait. I don’t want anything to do with this. You don’t need me to make MetaConceptual a success. You don’t need to make them a success at all. Why would we want to do this?”

      Rimes blinked. What’s going on? Did Imogen sabotage us? “Dana, we do need you for this. There aren’t that many of us. You were supposed to help.”

      “I can’t. This is where I belong. Here, leading the IB, guiding the Special Security Council. I’ve been struggling my entire life to find what would satisfy me. You know I’ve always put my career first. Nothing else has mattered. And now I have it. Jack, this is what I’ve always wanted. I’m doing good things, things that really have an impact.”

      “Dana, it’s all a dream.”

      “You already told me that. We’ve probably always been in a dream of some sort, don’t you think?”

      He shook his head. “There’s real, and there’s whatever this thing makes you believe—illusion, dreams, fantasy. It’s not who we were meant to be.”

      “I want you to see something.” She led him out of the living room and into the hallway. The master bedroom was visible at the end of the hall, as was a bathroom to the left. An arched entry on the right opened into a dining area and attached kitchen. Beyond the bathroom stood another door.

      Kleigshoen knocked gently at that door, and a familiar voice called out.

      Bhatia.

      “It’s me,” Kleigshoen said. “I’ve brought a guest, an old friend.”

      “Come in.” Bhatia sounded weak.

      Kleigshoen opened the door and entered a small bedroom. Rimes could see Bhatia resting on a tiny bed braced against the far wall. She was smaller, frailer than she’d appeared on screen during the message she’d sent with Kleigshoen, but she still had the air of quiet strength and dignity Rimes had always appreciated since she’d first met with him in her office in the Special Security Council building.

      “Deepa?” Rimes could barely manage a whisper.

      “Colonel Rimes.” Bhatia smiled, something rare for her. “Please do come in.” She pointed to a small chair at the foot of her bed. “If you have the time?”

      Rimes pulled the chair to the side of the bed and settled in, ignoring the smells of death—alcohol, medicine, wasting. They reminded him of saying good-bye to his father. “Of course I have the time. You’re not affected by the dream?”

      Bhatia shook her head slightly and took his hand in hers. “The single advantage of my condition.”

      "She has stage four glioblastoma. The tumors are …” Kleigshoen teared up as she waved at her head.

      Glioblastoma. Someone else survived that. Credence. “I tried contacting you when I heard about the little coup.” He looked her over and felt a greater sense of loss than he’d expected. “I’m sorry.”

      “I received the message.” Bhatia patted his hand. “The coup was a small part in the intricate web they were weaving. There is no value in troubling yourself over it. My service was done. My body has been failing me for some time.”

      “I didn’t know. I’d always sworn I would thank you one day. You gave a know-it-all kid his biggest opportunity. And when the time came, you pushed to make the Elite Response Force a reality.”

      “And that was all part of the intricate web we were weaving. And now, my part is done and I am ready for my time here to end. I have had my opportunity to say good-bye and to apologize for what was done. That was an unexpected blessing.” She squeezed his hand weakly. “I am sorry. For the pain and the sadness and the loss of innocence.”

      “What are you talking about?” Rimes looked at Kleigshoen, but she refused to meet his eyes. He looked back at Bhatia. “Deepa?”

      “When you came to us you were a young man. Idealistic and noble. You were determined to serve your country, and when we called on you, the people of this world. You served with honor and integrity.” Bhatia reached up to touch his face, running her fingers over the scar on his temple, touching his chest until she could feel the strength of his heart. “Sometimes, the pain of living can be too great. Even for the mightiest.” She smiled sadly. Her lids drooped heavily. “You came to me so that I might have this chance to seek forgiveness. Thank you. I can feel the medicine now, Dana. Would you show him out? I lack the strength.”

      Rimes followed Kleigshoen into the hall, waiting until the door was shut before walking into the living room. “How long has she been like this?”

      “Since just before she received news she was being replaced. She moved in with me before I left for Plymouth with Saxbury. She’s quit fighting it since I returned. She says…dying is preferable to this human condition.”

      Rimes considered that. He remembered the pain he’d felt when he’d found Molly and the boys. He clenched his teeth against the fury that threatened to rise up again.

      No, not now. Not yet.

      “What did she mean about apologizing? I came here for you. I had no idea…”

      “She’s taking a lot of meds, Jack. You have to disregard half of what she says.”

      “Dana.” He cupped her face with his hand. “Don’t you think you can tell me? Don’t you owe me that much?”

      “I do.” Kleigshoen smiled, but there was only sadness in her eyes. “I think you should have a seat for this.”
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        15 June, 2174. Atlanta, Georgia.

      

      

      Rimes relaxed in the fenced-off seating outside the Firmly Grounded coffee shop, doing his best not to wince when he drank the sludge the barista had sold him. Worse than the coffee’s almost fetid smell was the stench of body odor rolling out of the shop’s propped-open front door. Just beyond that door, Banh and Dunne wildly waved their hands and shouted, apparently arguing over something life-defining. It was quiet enough that he could hear their voices clearly. Like the other customers seated inside, they sported scruffy beards and tattered clothes. They reminded him of the homeless day laborers that frequented cities. Or at least had.

      Before the device had rendered everyone that way.

      In the chair to his left, Credence watched the coffee shop, as if she found pleasure in its simple design. In the early evening darkness, Rimes could almost understand why. The cyan, chemical lighting that edged the glass surface gave the building an almost alien, frosty beauty. Whether because of the dream or simply through desensitization to its aesthetic, the foot traffic merely shambled past.

      He impatiently checked the time on his earpiece display.

      Credence shifted in her chair. “You want to talk about it?”

      “No.” Rimes brought up a connection to Meyers. “Lonny, how much longer?”

      “Five minutes.” Meyers was hunched in the crawler’s back seat, staring intently at a screen of code modules. He seemed equally morose. “Ladell would have cracked this hours ago.”

      “We don’t have Barlowe. We have you.”

      Meyers frowned. “I’m doing what I can.”

      Credence pretended not to hear the back-and-forth. “Couldn’t you get her to snap out of the dream?”

      “No.”

      “You could take one of these up with you and try again.” Meyers tapped the SunCorps security headgear resting on his crown. “I don’t know why we hadn’t thought of this on our own. Ladell and I could’ve whipped something like this up with some research. We had the data available on the Drake.”

      “We were distracted trying to get it ready for flight.”

      “You should put one on,” Meyers said. “Just to be safe. It cleared my mind. It’s so obvious once you think about it. How else would you have an effective security force? They have to be immune to the effects, right?”

      “Yeah.” Rimes pursed his lips. “I don’t need one yet, not this far out from it. When it comes time and it senses my intent, I’ll need it.”

      Meyers snorted. “Must be nice.”

      Rimes shrugged. “Everything has a price.”

      “You act like you think it’s aware.” Credence shivered. “You think it knows what we’re thinking?”

      “Symbiotic. Parasitic. Whatever it is, it has to have some sort of feedback loop. It’s feeding on your dreams and desires, but it’s also reacting to them, modifying them. Everyone’s different.” Rimes straightened in his seat. “Lonny, they’re leaving early.”

      “Okay. Sending now.”

      Rimes stood as Banh and Dunne passed the table and stepped onto the sidewalk. After a long exhale, Rimes fell in behind them, the thin strip of two headbands gripped in his right hand. There were only a few pedestrians out now. The nearest tube entry was a good kilometer away, so mostly locals populated the area.

      Halfway across the street Banh stopped in his tracks. Dunne did the same a moment later. Rimes picked up the pace and angled toward Banh, who turned as Rimes approached, lips working slowly in the flickering glow of a failing streetlamp. Banh recognized him. Rimes handed him one of the headbands.

      “Welcome back, Tuan. Put that on and head for the crawler.” Rimes turned in time to see Dunne staggering away. He stepped up behind Dunne and slipped the headset on his head.

      Dunne spun around, eyes wild, fist drawn back. “What’s that, mate?”

      Rimes threw up his hands. “It’s me, Corporal.”

      Dunne blinked. “Colonel Rimes?” He rubbed at his beard and blushed. “Been asleep at the wheel…”

      “We all were. Let’s get out of here.”

      It took nearly an hour to make their way through the areas of the city that weren’t monitored. Rimes dropped Banh and Dunne off a half kilometer from the repair station with clear directions, then accelerated back into the city, gambling the fragmented SunCorps’ security wouldn’t spot the crawler as it traversed from one district to another. He parked on a side street halfway between Gwambe’s and Trang’s apartments, fingers squeezing the steering wheel. Credence fidgeted with the zipper and straps on the coveralls Rimes had taken from O’Hara Towers for her, but she couldn’t seem to find a good fit.

      “I don’t like doing this, but we’re up against the time. Even an organization as broken as SunCorps has to wonder about a crawler zipping around at this time of night.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Credence said. “We have closed communications channels, and they almost certainly won’t recognize me in this get-up. I barely recognize me, Jack. It’s less than fifteen minutes from here. I wouldn’t have suggested it if I thought it was too risky.”

      “I know.” Rimes squeezed the wheel until the cinnamon skin of his knuckles turned white. “Lonny, keep your eyes and ears open. We’re heading to our targets.”

      “On it.”

      Rimes exited the crawler and walked as fast as he could without risking notice. A few seconds later he heard Credence exit the crawler and begin walking in the opposite direction. Trang’s apartment was five kilometers east, buried in the heart of what had once been a dangerous section of the city. Rimes stuck to the shadows and back streets, eyes always watching for cameras and vans.

      At the front entrance to Trang’s apartment building Rimes paused, watching the building and the street.

      “I’m here,” he whispered into his earpiece.

      “Almost there.” Credence sounded winded but otherwise fine. “One thing I’ll say for this device, it lets a girl get out to places she never would—”

      “Jenny?” Rimes turned to where he imagined Credence was.

      “One of those vans. I don’t think it’s—”

      A throaty rumble drowned out Credence’s voice. What might have been a scream sounded across the channel, only to be smothered by the rumbling engine’s roar. Rimes ran for the front of Trang’s apartment.

      “Send it now, Lonny! Send it now! Get over to Gwambe’s place.”

      Rimes took the steps with long, careless leaps that covered two, even three at a time. He reached the front door with a head of steam. The handle gave easily, and he stumbled into the hallway. Mercifully, Trang was on the fourth floor. Rimes ran for the stairwell.

      “Message sent.” A car door slamming nearly drowned out Meyers’s voice. “I’m on my way to Gwambe’s. No response from Jenny. Her earpiece hasn’t moved.”

      Rimes bolted up the stairs, a pistol in his right hand, the rail in his left. He burst into the fourth floor hallway and squatted just as the high piercing sound of the strange security guns filled the hall. The guns punched holes in the door and wall behind Rimes. He made out three of the security goons, two on the left, one on the right, each crouched low and covered by shadow.

      Flinging himself forward from his crouch, Rimes fired wildly, sending three rounds toward the gunman on his right. By sheer luck one of the rounds connected, and the gunman dropped his weapon. The other two fired, tracking Rimes’s movement. Their guns blew holes in the floor and wall millimeters behind Rimes.

      Focusing now on accuracy, Rimes fired a quick series of shots at center mass on the closest gunman. The gunman crumpled, and his gun clattered to the ground. Rimes had expected screams from the building occupants, but the entire floor was quiet. He brought his weapon around on the final gunman and realized too late the gunman was already sighted in.

      Someone dashed around the corner and dove into the gunman, spoiling his shot.

      Trang!

      Rimes ran forward, scooping up the guns and headgear from the fallen forms. The first man was still moving, gasping in pain and clutching his bloody shoulder. Rimes put a bullet into the gunman’s head.

      A few meters away, Trang had wrestled away the other gunman’s weapon and kicked the man against the wall. Trang aimed and fired, blowing a hole in the gunman’s gut. The gunman collapsed in a quivering heap.

      Rimes stepped closer. “Huy?”

      “Colonel?”

      Rimes tossed Trang one of the headbands. “Put this on. I’ll explain as we go.”

      They ran down the stairs and out the back of the building. Rimes spied the black van and headed for it. Trang struggled to keep up.

      As expected the van was sealed. Rimes shot out the driver’s side door handle with one of the energy guns. The guns had a wicked kick and couldn’t match a conventional pistol’s rate of fire, but they were ideal for armor. He climbed into the driver’s seat and keyed the engine; it growled to life. Rimes opened the passenger door for Trang. He was still fighting the seat harness when Rimes accelerated onto the street.

      Trang looked on the verge of nausea. “Sorry, Colonel.”

      “You’re doing fine. Lonny? What have you got?”

      There was no response for several seconds.

      “Her earpiece,” Meyers said. “No sign of her, no sign of the van.”

      “Gwambe?”

      “I’m heading up now,” Meyers said, his voice bouncing with each step. “Twelfth floor; I’m on the fifth.”

      "We’re heading for Dengler’s place, then Ladell’s.” Rimes looked over at Trang, saw confusion and fear. “You’ve been caught in their dream, Huy. Do you remember the Drake? Jennifer Credence? The genies?”

      “I do. Like yesterday. Or twenty years ago. I’m sorry, Colonel. This is hard for me to grasp.” He rubbed at his bearded face and little potbelly, disgusted. “I could use a shower.”

      “It may not be enough.” Rimes stared into the distance, watching the winking street lamps and darkened shops with a heart grown heavy from too much betrayal.
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      Rimes paced the building impatiently, breathing in the scents of synthetic oil, cleaning fluids, and fuel—the markers of the maintenance bay. Even in the dim light, colors were vibrant, vivid. Blood was a coppery taste in his saliva.

      It was the stims. They were fresh to him again, invigorating. He buzzed with energy, vibrated with each heartbeat.

      The team slept in the corners, shaking off the last vestiges of the device’s poisonous influence. He watched them for a moment, wondering if they were up to the task after so long without self-control, so long under alien control.

      They needed answers, and they needed them soon. If Credence was still alive, she would break under torture. Rimes stopped at the front door to watch the first hints of sunrise. He marveled that the attack hadn’t already come.

      Could they simply be content to pull her back into that warped fantasy of theirs? Does she offer something they need?

      He knew better, and he cursed himself for the weakness of hope. She was dead or would be soon. He returned his focus to the sunrise, and his thoughts turned to Kleigshoen’s words.

      Movement drew him back to the moment. It was Meyers, the first to stir. He stretched and put himself through a series of calisthenics before stumbling off to the bathroom. A short while later he returned showered, shaved, and bright-eyed. He took a moment to check on the others, then joined Rimes at the front door.

      “Hard to believe.” Meyers squinted as the sun’s golden rays touched the city. “Harder to want to believe.”

      “Are you okay?”

      Meyers rubbed at his naked brow. “The band? Yeah. I’ll put it on again. This is me, though. Just me. I don’t need it for the moment. Shouldn’t you be wearing one?”

      “Yeah. There’s a certain amount of emotion that seems to protect against its effects. For a while. It can sneak up on you, though.”

      “I won’t keep it off for long. When I woke up this morning I thought that Kara would…”

      Rimes lowered his head. He knew the pain, the nerves that a real dream could enflame after the device’s illusions had worn them raw. “I’m sorry, Lonny. Kara was a genuinely special person.”

      Meyers scratched at his freshly shaved cheek. “So what’s the plan?”

      “I don’t know. I was hoping you and Ladell could tear into some of that gear we stole from the vans, see if there’s anything that could help us.”

      “That’s a start. Might want to put something more behind it.” Meyers wandered over to the systems sprawled across the middle of the bay and settled onto his butt.

      If someone could crack the security it would be Meyers and Barlowe. Rimes hoped they could tease some vital information from it. They needed every advantage possible if they hoped to succeed.

      Throughout the morning, the cycle of waking and realization that the waking was real repeated itself, first with Trang, then Gwambe, and finally with Dengler, Barlowe, Banh, and Dunne. Each sat up, took stock of himself, and then headed off to shave and wash away the memories and the grime.

      All the while Rimes watched the sun trace its course across the sky.

      Shortly after noon Barlowe stepped into the entry area. He was the only one who hadn’t shaved completely, instead leaving behind a finely trimmed beard and mustache. He just watched Rimes standing in the sun’s glare for a moment, probably unaware Rimes was watching him.

      Finally, Barlowe coughed and shuffled. “Jack?”

      Rimes closed his eyes. The voices were there again now, a quiet, persistent murmur, a whispering chorus promising, promising. “You found something.”

      “There were recordings. Deleted, but recoverable.” Barlowe sounded excited but in a controlled way, as if he didn’t want to sound too eager. “Most of it was useless. There were a few that sounded encouraging, though. I mean really encouraging.”

      “Tell me about them.” Rimes wiped perspiration from his face. Tension tightened the muscles of his back and shoulders. He had to choke back the slightest hint of hope.

      “They’re meeting. Pre-meeting, actually. This MetaConceptual deal, it’s going through. SunCorps has accepted an offer to join the others.”

      “That sounds…” He shook his head. SunCorps was running its own scheme, but that wasn’t relevant to the mission. “Where?”

      “The southwest side.” Barlowe glowed with pride. “College Park, out by the spaceport.”

      Rimes walked past Barlowe, past the office that still smelled like death to him and into the maintenance shop. Meyers looked up from the equipment sprawled across the floor. He tapped the display with the message playing.

      “This is it,” Meyers said. “We’ve got them.”

      “Play it for me.” Rimes glanced past the equipment at the hauler resting in the farthest maintenance bay. It stood ready, a bundle of potential energy waiting to be loosed to wreak its special havoc.

      Barlowe settled in next to Meyers as the video restarted. A woman Rimes had never seen before talked to four other groups on a conference channel. Rimes didn’t recognize any of the people, but each seemed to represent the appropriate organizations. They talked about concessions and voting shares, working groups, discoveries, appeals, golden parachutes, reorganization, streamlining, efficiencies, and legal findings. It was less than fifteen minutes, but it conveyed a great deal. When it was done Barlowe and Meyers looked at Rimes expectantly.

      Rimes shook his head. “A trap.”

      “A trap?” Meyers stood. “They just happened to hope you’d capture their vans and harvest this data? Jack, come on. They were sloppy. These guys always are. It’s how they operate. You know that. It can’t be a trap.”

      “It is.” Rimes pointed at the frozen image of the four metacorporate allies. “Not for us, for them. The MetaConceptual group is heading into negotiations without anything to offer SunCorps. They don’t seem to understand the implications of what SunCorps is doing. Who’s the woman?”

      Barlowe brought up an image that looked fairly similar. “Closest I can come is SunCorps COO Crystal Roquette. Number two to CEO Chad Waverley.”

      Meyers squinted at the image. “It’s a proxy. A good one.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Rimes said. “The meeting’s not our target. Can you track the origin of the SunCorps signal? That’s where we need to be.” That’s where she is.

      “Sure.” Meyers said.

      Rimes paced as Meyers and Barlowe connected into the system. Fluorescent greens and blues, blocks of text and wire-framed imagery washed over their faces as they teased out data: tracking grid identifiers, relays, switching centers, routers, transmission sources. They moved through the data frenetically, handing off tasks to one another with nothing more than snippets of information. Whenever Meyers strayed, Barlowe patiently corrected course. Rimes noted that Barlowe had become truly comfortable with Meyers, something he’d never managed with any of the Commandos he’d worked with previously. Likewise, Meyers had developed an intellectual respect for Barlowe that he simply couldn’t manage with most, even Rimes.

      They were both brilliant and exceptionally skilled, but even before his conviction for the X-17 theft, Barlowe would never have interested the metacorporations. He refused to pursue the requisite degrees and conform to even the relatively open Commando culture. Similarly, Meyers’s affiliation with the military had been enough of a black mark to kill his metacorporate aspirations. Rimes doubted Meyers would have passed the most liberal psychological screening, regardless of his military service. There was too much independence, too much loyalty and honor at his core. From what Rimes had seen over the years, despite all the fanfare and bluster about seeking out the best, the metacorporations were actually more interested in sycophants and apparatchiks than they were in quirky genius. Without even meaning to, Barlowe and Meyers had arrived at their ideal destination with the IB and the ERF. Rimes took comfort in that.

      Barlowe threw up a hand excitedly. “Kennesaw! North side, just northwest of Marietta. The Barkley Complex. Checking for security profiles now.”

      “Shit,” Meyers said. “Well, we never expected this to be easy.”

      Meyers opened a shared workspace for Barlowe and Rimes. A series of images and video showed the complex’s layout. Nine buildings formed a cross, with a tower rising at the midpoint.

      What is it with towers?

      Rimes rotated his head to work the tension out, then turned back to the display. He spotted a building at the complex’s southwestern edge. It was a simple structure, two-storied, with a red brick facade and white, Doric columns. In the image, young children played in the enclosed green space in front of the building.

      “What’s this building?” Rimes asked, highlighting the image.

      Barlowe dragged the image into a query. “Kennesaw Advanced Academy for Learning. Looks like a private education facility. K through nine. Used to be the city hall. They’ve expanded it over the years.”

      Rimes frowned. Calvin and Jared moved within the image. Rimes froze. He blinked, and they were gone. He pushed forward. “How many students?”

      “One hundred and change.” Barlowe flashed a questioning look at Meyers. “About thirty staff.”

      “When do they leave?” Rimes drilled down on the building, rotating it, pulling away the roof to get a sense of the structure.

      “It’s an academy, a boarding school,” Barlowe said. “The kids live there all through the year with a good bit of the staff.”

      Rimes pulled up an aerial shot of the complex. He circled the southwestern corner and drew a line back to the tower. “The academy would be…here?”

      Meyers nodded. The rest of the team gathered around, sensing the mission was finally developing. Barlowe looked at them and smiled uncomfortably. He brought up the workspace on the bank of displays for all to see.

      “That’s just about four hundred meters,” Rimes muttered to himself. He rotated the Barkley Complex image. “Is there anything closer in?”

      “No.” Barlowe pulled up a live image of the area. Ant-sized figures patrolled a fenced-in expanse of gentle, grass-covered hills surrounding the complex. “Looks like it’s clear a few kilometers out from the tower.” He tapped the tower image and brought up a label: Tower One. “They probably planned to expand the complex and ran out of money. Happens all the time. I can pull up the records, see what happened, why they didn’t move the academy.”

      Rimes nodded. “Do that. Lonny, see if we can find out anything more on why SunCorps chose that complex. It obviously offers excellent security—clear lines of sight, plenty of places for them to garrison troops and store supplies, sturdy buildings, and it looks like a couple of shuttle pads there on the northeast. Is that heavy equipment? Construction? Anything more?”

      “What more could they want?” Meyers’s voice was soft, as if he was asking himself.

      “Just check. Please.” Rimes stared at the complex. “Maybe there’s something we’re missing. Maybe there’s something they missed. Ladell, check when SunCorps moved in. See if you can get us some estimates on numbers, maybe even which buildings are in use. Traffic imagery, power consumption, anything like that. I want to know the weather, too. Visibility, rain, winds, humidity. And check on whatever background you can dig up on Jenny. Get me something I might be able to use to reach her if they’ve sucked her into this nightmare again.”

      “Sure.”

      “Is this it?” Gwambe asked, pointing to the aerial view of the complex. “They’ve dug in here, Colonel?”

      “Looks like it.”

      Gwambe breathed in loudly. “We’re going to need more than pistols and shotguns.”

      Around him, the others nodded and muttered in agreement.

      “Weapons are only one part of the equation,” Rimes reminded them.

      “Of course, Colonel. But that’s easily forty on patrol right there. They must have close to two hundred on-site. They probably have body armor.”

      “They probably do. Put together a shopping list, then figure out where you can pick up what you want. Benning’s out of the question. We’ll need this to be a single, continuous operation, so keep it close.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And Steven?”

      “Sir?”

      Rimes fixed Gwambe with a fierce gaze. “We need this by tonight.”
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      It was dark out, the night black and empty except for a sprinkle of distant stars and the moon’s dull glow. The air was thick and calm, threatening a storm and punishing everyone until it came. Rimes imagined he could hear distant thunder rumbling.

      He stretched his neck and shoulders against the hauler’s seat until he felt a pop. Then, he relaxed slightly. Meyers drummed his fingers on the dashboard, a loud, persistent, annoying sound. Slate Road was a narrow, black strip of cracked asphalt with only the faintest glow of white stripes. The hauler was nestled against the oak trees that lined the rarely used road. To the south, lay the expanse of what had once been Fort Gillem, a National Guard facility shut down when the United Nations established the Combined Military Force. The post was slated for reclamation, but Atlanta was a dying city, Georgia a dying state, and the US a dying country. Delays inevitably crept in, but the post survived in reality if not in name. It was home to an impressive little stretch of woods, a lake, and more than twenty collapsing buildings.

      It was also home to a half-dozen bunkers filled with abandoned weapons systems.

      Meyers finally stopped drumming and turned a heated glare on Rimes. “Why didn’t you at least tell Ladell?”

      Rimes stared straight ahead. “Operational security.”

      “All these years on, and you don’t trust him?” Meyers shook his head, clearly annoyed. “What does it take to regain your trust, Jack?”

      “I trust him. We wouldn’t be where we are without him. I just needed him to take care of some other work for me. If he’s not here he doesn’t need to know about the operation.”

      “You think it’s safe leaving him at that rally point? If it’s not compromised already, it will be soon enough.”

      “I’ve never seen you so worked up over someone, Lonny.”

      “I like Ladell. He’s had a lot of tough breaks. He’s smart. I’ve never seen anyone do what he does with systems. I don’t want to see him screwed over again.”

      Rimes smiled as wind rustled the treetops. They looked like a silver ocean in the moonlight. Far overhead, thick clouds moved languidly. A storm is coming, all right. When? “He won’t be there when they raid the maintenance shop, assuming they ever even get around to it. I’ve been stunned by their incompetence to date.”

      Meyers stewed for a moment, staring out the hauler’s front window at the empty road. He rubbed his thumbs over his palms slowly. “He respects you. He said you stood up for him when no one else would.”

      “He was a good kid in a bad situation. Older people, more powerful people, people who should have been looking out for someone like him, they were taking advantage of him, setting him up to fail. It happens too often for it to be some sort of oversight. Too many people in power want leverage over the vulnerable, the cheap and easy resource, the helpless scapegoat. It’s all part of the broken systems we’ve perpetuated.”

      “That’s why you helped him? Seriously?”

      “No. At the time I was too young and naive to realize all that. It should have been the reason, though.”

      “Then why?”

      “I helped him because he had something I needed.”

      Meyers laughed and shook his head. “Jack, you are probably—”

      Rimes’s earpiece hissed.

      “In position.” It was Gwambe.

      Rimes started the hauler and looked to Meyers for the signal to go. Meyers pulled his pistol from the gray coveralls he wore and gave a thumbs-up. Rimes put the hauler in gear and pulled onto Slate Road.

      He kept the speed below thirty KPH, driving without lights until the road curved to the intersection that crossed Moreland Avenue. He flicked the lights on and turned south on Moreland, slowing a few seconds later as he approached Hood Drive. He turned right onto Hood and came to an abrupt stop as a guard jogged forward, arms waving.

      “Rent-a-cop,” Rimes said. “Let me handle this.” He lowered the window and leaned out. “Evening, officer.”

      “You need to turn this thing around.” The rent-a-cop was in his thirties, skinny, pale, and greasy-haired. He frowned at the two of them. “Are you two lost or something?”

      Rimes chuckled. “Is it that obvious? Yeah, stupid navigator fritzed out about an hour ago, and we’ve been going in circles ever since. We’re supposed to pick up a load from a site on Forest.” Rimes dug a card from inside his coveralls. Magenta letters glowed on its black surface. He held it to where the rent-a-cop could see the glow.

      “Forest?” The rent-a-cop hopped onto the running board and stuck his head in the window. “You’re about—”

      Rimes struck the man in the throat. It was a stunning blow that knocked the rent-a-cop out immediately. Rimes caught the man by the shirt before he fell, then jerked his head, signaling for Meyers to come around and grab the body. Meyers took the unconscious man and carried him to the guard shack, activating the gate to allow the hauler through. Once Rimes passed the gate Meyers closed it and cut a strip of cable running along an inner wall to bind the rent-a-cop. That done, Meyers jogged back to the hauler and settled in to the passenger seat.

      “You’re getting soft,” Meyers said as the hauler accelerated away from the gate.

      Rimes merely nodded.

      Hood Drive passed beneath the hauler’s headlights in relative silence. Suddenly, headlights flared to life southwest of their position. The lights accelerated north, heading from an unknown road that intersected with Hood somewhere in the distance. Rimes braked. The hauler slowed with a furious squeal, then stopped.

      “Maybe they’re not so pathetic after all.” Rimes drew his pistol and set it beneath his right leg. “Let’s see who they are before we act.” He calmly raised his hands above the steering wheel.

      The headlights turned onto Hood and headed toward them. Rimes could make out two security crawlers.

      Metacorporate.

      The crawlers braked loudly, and their gull wing doors lifted while the vehicles were still slowing. Three security agents stepped from each vehicle, bulky pistols held high.

      “Don’t move,” the lead agent shouted as he came parallel to Rimes.

      Another agent stood behind the lead agent, two stood in front of the hauler, and two stood on the passenger side with their guns trained on Meyers. Rimes held his hands motionless. Meyers held his up slowly.

      “Is there some sort of mistake here?” Rimes asked innocently.

      “Yours, asshole.” The lead agent looked back along Hood. “How’d you get through the gate?”

      “The guard let us through.”

      “Bullshit. Step out of the vehicle. Slowly. Hands where I can see them.”

      The rear agent on either side of the vehicle jogged to the doors and opened them before falling back, guns quickly returning to cover Rimes and Meyers. Rimes twisted slowly, hands still raised. He pushed the gun onto the seat with his thigh. Beside him, Meyers did the same.

      “Don’t get trigger-happy, guys,” Rimes said. “We’re going to drop to the ground, okay? Nice and easy. No threat here. Just let us get to the ground.”

      “You’re damned right you’ll get on the ground!” The lead agent’s gun tracked Rimes from cab to knees to a prone position on the ground. “Hands on your head! All right, check the hauler! Bed and cab!”

      “Guns in the cab,” one of the agents shouted. “Two pistols!”

      “Guns? What did you think you were gonna do?” the lead agent asked, walking quickly toward Rimes, pistol extended. “Huh? Think you were going to cause trouble? Is that it? I asked you a question. What did you think you were gonna do?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Damned right you weren’t gonna—”

      “Now,” Rimes said.

      Gunfire erupted. Shotgun blasts, pistols, the piercing whine of the energy weapons. It was a slaughter that ended in seconds. The security guards lay on the ground, twitching, some moaning, some dead.

      “Hold fire,” Rimes said.

      The firing stopped. Forms jogged from the darkness. Banh and Dunne stopped to finish off the wounded. Gwambe and Trang approached the cab.

      “Colonel?” Gwambe crouched next to Rimes and extended a hand.

      “All good.” Rimes accepted Gwambe’s assistance. “Lonny?”

      “Good. Could you have taken maybe a little longer before giving the order to fire? I’m pretty sure this guy was only a couple seconds away from blowing one of my hands off. I’ve been looking forward to that big, fat military medical severance package.”

      Rimes took the pistol from the lead agent’s dead grasp and climbed into the cab. He retrieved his own pistol from the seat, checked it, then put it away. Once Meyers was buckled in Rimes checked that everyone else was on the flatbed. He put the hauler into gear and headed for the street the security crawlers had come from. A dreamlike haze settled over his perceptions as he drove, and he realized he would need another stim before things began in earnest.

      As he suspected, the hauler’s headlights reflected off a sign that revealed it was South 11th Street. He passed South V Avenue, then South Z Avenue, then a dirt road before hanging a left onto a second dirt road. He followed the road’s slow curve, accelerated slightly as he drove, finally passing a slightly raised mound. He backed the hauler into a small lane in front of the mound and parked it.

      The soldiers exited the vehicle and took the steps down to the sealed entry. Rimes walked to the front, sighted on the door’s heavy lock with the pistol he’d taken from the security agent, and fired. In the still of the night, the weapon’s blast was deafening. Rimes kicked the door, felt it give but not completely. He fired again. The door opened of its own accord after the second blast. He led the others inside.

      Rimes came to a stop in front of rows of weapons and ammunition and faced his men. “More than a century ago, one of the biggest blunders in military history led to the death and maiming of thousands of soldiers. A defeated enemy, even a broken enemy, can fight back. If you’re foolish enough to give them access to weapons, they can be an absolute terror. Even if you’re not a military scholar, common sense should tell you this, but they repeated the mistake, worrying about budgets instead of keeping the enemy away from their weapons. You don’t run war as if it’s a business.”

      “Hoo-ah,” the soldiers shouted in agreement.

      “Sergeant Gwambe’s shopping list, gentlemen! Three mortars. One hundred rounds. CAWS-5s, whatever configurations we can make of them, as many rounds and magazines as we can manage. AP if they have it. Their armor isn’t going to be the best available, but it could be a problem at range. Grenades, grenade launchers. Keep it realistic, but remember that we’re heavily outnumbered. Explosive charges and body armor if you find any. Ten minutes. I’ll be at the second bunker. Contact every minute.”

      Rimes exited the bunker and jogged up the steps. Even though it had been to their advantage it pained him to see such utter incompetence from leadership. Soldiers—even private security forces—were wasted by greed and arrogance. He would never succumb to such failings, but he worried he still might fail his team.
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      The hauler shot through Atlanta’s heart at an unnerving speed, the tires kicking up a hum that resonated deep into the bones. In spite of the speed, Rimes found his eyes drawn to the mirror, expecting a gunship or airborne crawler or even a helicopter to drop from above at any moment. The sky was clear and the air hot, still, and thick, tinged with a metallic, chemical undertone that sank into the center of his tongue. It reminded him of combat.

      Just my imagination. And memories. No more reliable than dreams.

      They passed crawlers now and then, and Rimes chuckled at the drivers’ looks shifting from surprise at the speeding hauler to disbelief at the tarp-covered crates. The tarps were forest camouflage, out of place in the heart of the city.

      They were traveling I-75, an old interstate once closer to a parking lot through most of Atlanta. His father had spoken of times when multilane roadways like the interstate had been filled with vehicles. Although Rimes was somewhat skeptical, he believed his father to an extent. The country—the world—had undergone so much change in the last century. Maybe every meter of the road hadn’t been covered by speeding vehicles; maybe it had. What mattered at the moment was that the road was open and they were approaching Marietta.

      “You think they’re dead?” Meyers stared at his hands with surprising calm. He blinked as he glanced out the window at the lights passing overhead, some functional, some not.

      Of course they’re dead. Everyone we love is dead. Everyone is dead.

      “Who?” Rimes wasn’t sure Meyers was even awake. When they were under the device’s influence they talked in their sleep.

      “The genies.”

      “No.”

      Meyers seemed to think about that. A minute passed in silence, then the functional lights overhead became more frequent.

      “Why didn’t Dana come back with you?” Meyers seemed further away, deep in some parallel line of thought. He turned suddenly, his eyes focused. “Did you want her to?”

      “Yes.” Rimes stared ahead, counting the meters as they accumulated, and the Marietta exit drew closer. His hands gripped the wheel tighter. Yes, I wanted her to. I wanted her.

      “So why didn’t she?”

      “It wasn’t meant to be. There were too many things between us. You asked what it takes to regain my trust? I think it’s easier to answer what it takes to lose it. I’m a trusting person. Too trusting, really. That was always a problem for me. Some people took advantage of that, some didn’t.”

      “You don’t trust her anymore? After all you’ve been through together? Rick said you two were close before she dumped you. With Molly gone, I thought…”

      Rimes let out a short, self-loathing snort. “Like I said, too trusting. She told me she would never marry until she had her career where she wanted it, and even then, she wasn’t really the marrying type. When I talked about breaking up with her, she told me she might change her mind. Then, when we got into the Q course…” He shook his head. “It was all business with her, always.”

      “That was a long time ago.”

      “Some things never change.”

      Meyers straightened slightly. “Marietta exit. Three more after it.”

      “Got it.”

      Meyers’s brow furrowed. “Did she not come along because you didn’t trust her or because she turned you down?”

      “Does it matter?”

      The Marietta exit flew past.

      We’re going to make it. Even after all that’s happened, they still haven’t figured out how to run security. You’d think they’d be at least a little suspicious by now.

      “Well, yeah, Jack. We need every capable body. This is the final deal, isn’t it? We screw this up, there’s no second chance.”

      “I told you, it’s about trust.” Another exit flew past, and Rimes decelerated. He shook his head, frustrated. “She knew things. Going a long way back, she knew things, and she didn’t share them. People died because she stayed silent.”

      The second exit passed. Meyers shifted in his seat. Kennesaw approached with a crushing inevitability, a staggering imminence that drove the air from the cab. Rimes braked again, and the hauler decelerated enough to pull them forward. Its energy spilled out in its wake. Gears shifted noisily, sending spasms through the cab. Rimes drifted to the right, triggering the turn signal.

      “Tell me again about Ladell,” Meyers said.

      “What about him?”

      “What’s he doing?”

      “I told you, Lonny, he’s—” Rimes stopped, sensing the trap.

      Meyers tried to suppress a smile, but it sneaked through.

      “All right. Operational security be damned. No more keeping secrets. That’s what you want? Everything out in the open?”

      “Yeah.”

      The hauler began its descent down the ramp, its brakes sending tremors along the vehicle’s length. Rimes watched the road, foot lightly pressed against the accelerator. During the entire trip, the tires had managed the cratered interstate remarkably well. They were approaching smaller roads now, roads that hadn’t seen the slightest maintenance in years. The tires were about to face the real test.

      He turned left onto McCollum Parkway and accelerated again. He was cautious, testing, gently pressing the pedal forward. The hauler began to bounce and tremble. Its long-ignored suspension groaned and squealed bitterly. Rimes eased off on the accelerator until he sensed an equilibrium between speed and damage. He looked back to check on his men and the cargo. He opened a channel to the entire team.

      “Everyone okay?”

      Gwambe laughed. “Reminds me of home, Colonel.”

      The others joined in the laughter but did little else to indicate how they were holding up. It had to be a rough ride, but there was no other choice.

      A few minutes more. He muted the channel.

      Over the grinding and groaning Rimes shouted. It was wordless, emotional, a sound made as much to be heard as to release the anger he felt at his own hypocrisy, necessary or not.

      Meyers cocked his head curiously. “You okay?” He was shouting too.

      “Ladell’s flooded their network with bots. It’s something he does better than anyone. You’ve seen him work. They’ve got no comms; they’ve probably lost their security systems, and I’m betting they aren’t even aware of it.”

      “All right.”

      “Whatever’s getting through their systems, he’s letting it through. He’s in control. It’s chaos he’s stirring up to get them away from this area. We need every edge he can manage. I told him that.”

      “And the genies? How do you know they’re still alive?”

      “Ladell’s with them.”

      Rimes braked as a long-abandoned runway came into view on his left. He swung the vehicle right at Barkley Service Road and edged the accelerator forward again until the vibrations returned to familiar levels.

      “We don’t have our armor. The BAS you two managed to load up is only as good as the equipment we took off their corpses. You know and I know there’s not enough weaponry in the world to overcome the odds we’re up against.” Rimes looked at Meyers meaningfully. “Not conventional, anyway.”

      “What’s that mean, Jack? We’re in the middle of a city of twenty million. Twenty million civilian noncombatants. Even using conventional weapons is a stretch here.”

      “It means we’re taking risks. It means things could go terribly wrong. That’s the nature of war. You know that.”

      “I thought you said that was behind you. This can’t be about what they did on Plymouth.”

      “Really?” Rimes glared at Meyers. “If Kara were here, would she say that? You’ve seen what we’re up against. Probably close to two hundred security, dozens of guard dogs, gunships, who knows what sort of weapons…”

      “There are rules of war.”

      “You said it yourself, Lonny. This is the real deal.”

      “There are kids at that academy, Jack. Kids. Like your boys.”

      They were approaching the Barkley Complex, the Future of America, and the Kennesaw Advanced Academy for Learning.

      Building Leaders for Tomorrow.

      Meyers looked agitated. The agitation worsened as they passed the signs. Meyers twisted around to see the signs again, as if he needed to be sure the signs were real. After a moment, he straightened in his seat.

      “One hundred kids, Jack.”

      “I know.”

      Perspiration beaded on Rimes’s forehead.

      Meyers leaned in as close as the seatbelt allowed. “Innocent kids. They’re not part of this war.”

      “I know.” Rimes clenched the steering wheel tighter. His arms were steel: unbreakable, unmoving.

      “We can’t become the enemy, Jack.” Meyers slid his pistol out of its holster.

      Rimes stared straight ahead, unblinking. “I know.” His voice was barely a whisper as he braked and turned into the academy’s entry lane.

      “Jack—”

      Rimes swerved to avoid a bus as it entered the lane from the parking circle centered at the building front. Children sleepily climbed aboard a second bus as the hauler came to a stop and idled. Moments later the second bus pulled past. Little children pressed their faces against the windows, watching, wondering.

      Rimes watched them go by. “An evacuation. Barlowe’s doing.”

      “You should have told me.” Meyers lowered his pistol.

      “It’s about trust, Lonny.”

      Rimes looked skyward. Jared. Calvin. Soon, babies. Soon.
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      Rimes crouched low against the lip of the academy roof. Thick clouds had scudded in during their drive, blocking out most of the moonlight and bringing with them more wind and humidity. The wind had died off, leaving the air deathly still, but he could feel the coming storm—the hairs on the back of his hands rose, a strange, metallic sensation in his mouth.

      The storm had settled over Kennesaw.

      After taking a moment to calm himself, he peeked over the cover of the wall at the SunCorps complex, focusing first on the tower at the center, then on the eight buildings that made a cross. The four southern and western buildings were completely visible—concrete, the inner buildings windowless. Although the northern and eastern buildings were only partially visible, what he could see mirrored the western and southern buildings. Looming ominously above them all, Tower One stretched toward the sky.

      “Colonel?”

      Rimes looked back to where Gwambe and Trang were assembling the mortars, their efforts producing soft scrapes and clanking.

      Gwambe held up three fingers. “Just a few more minutes.”

      Rimes nodded. “Banh, Dunne, status?”

      “Two rooms to go,” Dunne said.

      A moment later Banh said, “The academy is unoccupied, Colonel. We are clear.”

      Rimes’s BAS display showed a video feed coming in from Dunne.

      “Video should be to you in a second.” Dunne made a clicking noise when the upload was complete. “There you go!”

      Rimes combined their recordings with the existing imagery and data to construct a usable wireframe for the BAS, shared it amongst the team, and then looked to the door that opened onto the roof. Dangler signaled he had the basic triage station ready. The limited medical supplies he’d stolen from Sutton District Hospital the night Rimes collected him were laid out in an orderly fashion. It wouldn’t amount to much in a serious firefight, and he warned the others as much. No one seemed the least concerned.

      Rimes checked the video feed from Meyers, who was focused on the primitive tools he’d set out on the hauler bed next to the UAV crates, then opened a private channel. “Lonny, how’s it going?”

      “After all the combat field work I’ve done, I’m pretty used to crude tools, but fuck if this isn’t a new low. Two of these birds aren’t going to make it.” He pointed at two UAVs with circuit cards exposed. “They were fragile to start with. But now…”

      “Do what you can.”

      “I did.” He patted the third UAV. “This old Horus is all we’ve got. Those other two were newer models, but they weren’t much better. The Horus is way past its prime, but it can do the job. What about you?”

      Rimes chuckled. “Way past my prime. That’s all I’ll say.”

      Meyers activated the Horus’ controls and watched it lift from the hauler bed. “It’s gonna give off a good bit more heat than those newer models would have, and it’s significantly louder, but its optics are more varied and capable. Since most advancements have focused on longer flight times and noise reduction, there are only a couple of the highest end systems out there that can match the video we’ll get back.”

      “Good. Video’s going to be more important.”

      “Look, Jack, about that thing on the drive down, I—”

      “You did the right thing.”

      “I just can’t…” Meyers cleared his throat. “I wouldn’t have testified against you if they’d, y’know…”

      “I know.”

      “But it’s different here. We’re on Earth. We’re surrounded by innocent people.”

      “I don’t know if anyone can really say they’re innocent. What’s going on right now wouldn’t be possible if people weren’t so complacent.”

      “That’s not—”

      “I’m not saying it justifies anything, Lonny. I’m just saying that innocence is…” Rimes shrugged and sighed. “Just the kids, okay? The rest of us have to take responsibility for all of this.”

      Instead of responding, Meyers sent the Horus out from the academy and the SunCorps complex. “I’ll let the team know we’ve got an eye in the sky.”

      “Thanks.”

      Meyers pulled on the full environment mask that completed his uniform and almost immediately began cursing about its smothering, claustrophobic fit. After a few moments, he joined the open channel and let everyone know the Horus was ready for action.

      “Wait for my signal, Captain,” Rimes said. “Once it’s overhead, join us on the roof.”

      Rimes glanced over the wall again. He had two rangefinders, one an extremely accurate laser, the other a glorified UV sniper scope. He swept the complex grounds with the sniper scope, slowly counting not just the number of guards but the distance each one had from the outlying buildings and from each other. The closest was over one hundred meters out from the buildings. No two groups were closer than a half-klick. The buildings were fifty meters apart edge-to-edge.

      A signal sounded in Rimes’s headset. He listened until it sounded again.

      “Meyers, get that Horus in position. Be quick about it. Let’s use the advanced optics. Two klicks up, five klicks out. Work him in slow once you get up here.”

      Rimes felt his entire body clenching as Horus took to the air. The engines—already noisy—seemed amplified by the humidity and stillness. He monitored the closest pack of sentries, but only the dogs seemed to notice the noise, and their reactions were vague and unreadable. The sentries watched the heavens in response, and a continuous stream of distant lightning answered their curious gazes.

      “Colonel, that storm will be on us soon,” Gwambe said. “We’ll lose visibility.”

      The air reached a new level of stillness. Nothing moved. Even the bugs seemed to settle into the grass in anticipation.

      “It’ll hold.” Rimes scanned the skies and blinked in amazement at the electrical display. “It’ll hold.” He sounded less confident.

      “Horus in position.” Meyers was grunting, climbing the ladder to the roof. “Optics…online.”

      Horus’ optics flooded their crude BAS system, initially overloading them, then filtering down the data stream to the essentials. The complex was a green glow with pockets of lighter and darker greens and pools of black. A thermographic overlay enhanced the image, bringing clarity to it.

      “Something’s off with that thermographic feed.” Rimes could hear the anxiety in his voice.

      Meyers edged to the roof, settling beside Rimes. Meyers examined the image curiously, then brought up Horus’ diagnostic interface. Everything checked out.

      “Batteries are a little lower than I’d like this early on, but it’s working.” Meyers looked down at the pocket of sentries Rimes was focused on. “There’s something wrong with those dogs. Armor?”

      “Androids. Why buy and take care of the real thing when you can use cheap knock-offs? Steven, Huy, work your fire from that group at three hundred meters in. Assume they’ll make for the inner southern building rather than the closest building.”

      “Why would they do that, Colonel?” Trang asked. “Every second out in the open increases the odds of injury.”

      “You saw Barlowe’s findings. This complex was built for biological research. The outer buildings aren’t airtight—the inner buildings and the tower are.”

      Meyers tightened the seal on his helmet. “When you said unconventional warfare earlier what did you mean?”

      “It’s already underway.”

      Lightning flashed, bathing everything in an unearthly light.

      Rimes adjusted his own mask, then fell back to one of the mortars. “Now, gentlemen.”

      He pulled his mortar upright and locked it into place. From the nearby ammunition stack he pulled a fragmentation round and dropped it in the mortar tube. He ducked as the round triggered and launched. Gwambe and Trang followed suit. While Rimes focused on the sentries patrolling the western grounds, Gwambe and Trang fired on those in the nearer southern area.

      Rimes brought up the laser rangefinder and spotted on the impact of his first shell. The mortar read the rangefinder input and adjusted. He reset the rangefinder and passed it to Gwambe to synchronize with his mortar.

      With the mortar corrected, Rimes fired again. This time he lobbed a white phosphorous shell dead-center of the stunned sentries. The results were spectacular. Sentries dropped as bits of burning metal became embedded in their armor, threatening to melt through and into their skin.

      “They’re releasing the dogs,” Meyers said.

      “Corporal Dengler, have grenades ready for that stairwell, please. These dogs may or may not be capable of climbing. Let’s not wait to find out.”

      The mortar fire continued unabated, pinning the southern and western teams down. At the northern and eastern perimeter the sentries began running toward complex center. Rimes adjusted, sighting ahead of the northern sentries.

      “Switching to northern units.”

      Another fragmentation shell launched, and he tracked its impact with the rangefinder. To his right, first Gwambe, then Trang shifted targets to the eastern sentries. In the distance, smoke plumes rose and hung in the choking air. As with the other two sentry groups, the northern and eastern teams released their dogs and dropped to the ground. When the incendiary rounds hit, Rimes imagined he could hear the sentries’ panicked screams. Lightning flashed again, even more intensely than before.

      “Dogs,” Dengler said. “I can hear them coming up the stairwell.”

      Rimes scanned the fences separating the Barkley Complex from the academy. There were no obvious breaches, so the dogs had leapt the barriers. The taller fence was easily three meters.

      “Let them cluster a bit before you drop a grenade,” Rimes said. “Don’t wait too long, though. They cleared that fence. They might be able to leap up.”

      The fusillade continued for another minute, with Rimes, Gwambe, and Trang switching back to their original targets, then again to the secondary targets. Eventually, the sentries were forced to crawl. Rimes saw a pair make for the southernmost building. He scanned the skies. He felt and then saw another flash of lightning, and closed his eyes to the outside world’s stimuli.

      Immediately, Ji’s shuttle dropped from the cloud cover, tracing a course northeast to southwest across the complex. As it approached the buildings it decelerated. Canisters fell from its airlock, dropping in the general area of the outer buildings and the inner courtyard, bouncing around but not exploding.

      Apparently encouraged after the botched attack, some of the sentries began firing on the shuttle. Their rounds bounced ineffectively off the hull.

      As quickly as the firing had started, it stopped. Anywhere a canister had bounced or come to rest, nearby sentries fell, convulsing, backs arching.

      “What the hell is that?” Meyers shouted.

      “X-17. The last of it we know of after losing the Carolina.”

      The sentries changed course, now running for the inner buildings and the tower. Ji’s shuttle passed overhead again, dropping more canisters in the center courtyard. Sentries suddenly pitched forward as they approached the tower’s doors. The rest turned back, running for the inner buildings. More sentries poured from the outer buildings, some teetering and collapsing into convulsions, others sprinting, holding their gas masks tight to their heads.

      “They’re going to make the inner buildings,” Meyers said. He may have been disgusted by the use of nerve gas, but he seemed to appreciate its effectiveness.

      Rimes tracked survivors as they staggered through the wisps of smoke created by the mortar rounds. The air was so still that the white columns seemed frozen, suspended in time. Where someone ran close enough, the smoke followed hopefully in their wake. It was a surreal, dreamlike image that left Rimes feeling disconnected from the moment. He shook his head, then returned to his bloody work.

      The mortars fired again. The shuttle swooped over the complex, disgorging more of its deadly cargo, and the last of the survivors sealed themselves in the inner buildings. A grenade roared in the stairwell below the roof entry hatch. Then, the night went silent.

      Rimes scanned first the complex grounds, then the roiling heavens. The first hint of a breeze touched them, promising relief from the suffocating night.

      “Not even half of them,” Trang said. He tried to rub at his face but only managed to bump into the protective headgear.

      Gwambe shook his head. “We don’t really have anything to punch through buildings like those, Colonel. Maybe we should have taken a machine gun or two instead of the mortars? Maybe pinned them down so the gas could be more effective?”

      “We didn’t want them pinned down.” Rimes stared at the inner buildings, and a dark smile spread across his face. Lightning struck in the distance, and thunder boomed as loud as any of the explosions had. “Ladell, they’ve sealed themselves inside.”

      Another signal sounded over the open channel. This time, everyone heard it. They looked around, confused.

      Except for Rimes.

      Meyers looked from Rimes to the buildings. “Why report that to Ladell? Why would he care where they’re at?”

      “I told you, those buildings were previously used for biological research. They’re designed to keep things out, but they’re also designed to keep things in. Ladell had a time of it, but he got into their systems. He’s just sent an emergency decontamination signal.”
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      Rimes walked among the dead, warily picking his way around craters and the fallen. The ghostly silence and clinging smoke rendered the battlefield into a nightmare. Meyers and the rest trailed behind in a staggered line, seeming similarly affected. The dead stared heavenward, their faces reflecting agony, confusion, and dismay. Where the sentries were without protective gear—more than he would have expected—the facial expressions were more intense and vivid.

      Rimes wished for the wind to come, to clear the field of the smoke and whatever remained of the X-17.

      And the souls. Carry away the souls of the dead.

      He shook his head. There were no souls, just dead bodies. Soldiers, like him, used by uncaring masters.

      The screech of engines announced the approach of Yama’s shuttle. It streaked from the clouds and settled in the center of the southern landing pad. Ji’s shuttle came into view seconds later and circled the complex. Yama exited his shuttle with Barlowe close behind. After two quick passes, Ji landed on the northern pad long enough for Imogen to disembark, then took to the skies again.

      As Imogen approached the heavens opened, unleashing hammering gusts of wind and a hot, heavy rain that quickly impeded visibility.

      “Guess you were right about the storm holding,” Meyers said.

      Rimes looked up into the darkness. “Yeah.”

      He waited outside the tower’s emergency exit, nodding as Barlowe and the genies came to a halt a few meters away. Lightning flashed across the sky, followed immediately by the crash of thunder.

      A rational part of Rimes’s brain said the X-17 was long gone, carried off by the wind. Anything that had managed to congeal would be diluted by the pounding rain. He knew that. He knew that anything other than close, immediate exposure to the gas was ineffective. Yet no one was removing headgear.

      After seeing what the X-17 could do, Rimes understood everyone’s fear. It was a terrible thing for a warrior to see something invisible and intangible slay so easily. Everyone stood rigid, anxious. Battle-hardened soldiers and highly trained genies alike seemed to feel vulnerable and powerless in the face of the invisible killer.

      Rimes pulled his mask up and breathed deep. Slowly, tentatively, the others followed suit.

      “Now, only the tower remains,” Imogen said after a moment. She seemed embarrassed. She looked skyward, blinking in the rain, then looked from Rimes to Barlowe. “How many do you estimate survived the decontamination?”

      Barlowe shook his head. “Impossible to say, really. They weren’t following standard protocols. People were moving through security in groups, so the systems were a mess. There were forty-six people registered in this building at last count. Assume half made it? The top five floors are sealed off from the rest. They hadn’t installed any labs in there before the company failed. I’d guess any survivors would be there.”

      Rimes held his left hand near the door; he could feel warmth through the glove. “What are we going to see when we go through?”

      “It’s an emergency exit, so we’ll first see a stairwell.” Barlowe examined the door, then glanced up at the tower wall before pulling off his gloves and placing his hands near the door’s surface. “Ash. Possibly some dying embers. Not likely, though. It’s a thermobaric mechanism. The system they installed here was pretty advanced: nanofuel, magnesium particles, compartmental, high-pressure dispersal, and a burst temperature above three thousand Celsius. If that didn’t kill them, the pressure did. In the confined spaces they had in there, you’re probably looking at over four hundred psi.”

      Meyers whistled in admiration. “Even that nano-armor they’re using wouldn’t have helped much against that.”

      “Exactly.” Barlowe beamed as if he were a student being praised by his favorite teacher.

      Rimes marveled at the disconnect that allowed someone to fear nuclear weapons and nerve gas while admiring something like a fuel-air explosive because it was defined as conventional. As far as he was concerned, the objective in any war was to defeat the enemy. Why it mattered whether a bullet or a sliver of graphene or a flame as hot as the sun did the work was beyond his ability to understand.

      “What about power?” Rimes checked his gun. “Lights? Door locks?”

      “External power: off.” Barlowe quickly swept a hand in front of his face, apparently running through some external access to the tower’s systems. He nodded at the door. “No elevators. The locks would switch to default settings. If they had physical locks they’re still in place. If they have a generator that survived the burst, or if they have any emergency lighting, we may have some light.”

      “Okay. Assume we don’t have lights, people.”

      “We’ll want the protective gear again.” Barlowe looked around at those gathered. “If any of the seals breached, whatever air survived the purge is going to be hot and might contain some of the fuel. It’s going to stink. If the seals held, everything is going to be hot. Like this door. Concrete, metal…it’s all going to retain heat for a bit.”

      “So you think there’s air?”

      “I can’t see how there would be any left, Colonel. The seals should’ve held. They were built for that specific purpose. When we open the door the air’s going to be sucked in. Unless they had a lot of flammable materials stored in the stairwell and there’s still some sort of ember buried in an oxygen pocket, the fire is over. It’s the same story in those buildings.” Barlowe pointed at the four inner buildings. “The only difference is there wasn’t anywhere for them to hide in those.”

      Rimes turned to his team. “Banh, Dunne, I want our route clear. No one gets past you. Any survivors or reinforcements show up, you stop them. The rest of you are with me.”

      Rimes placed a charge on the door’s handle, then pulled his mask back down and stepped clear of the door. The others did the same, stepping around the side of the building.

      The explosion sounded surprisingly quiet and flat, almost lost in the rain. A second pop sounded almost immediately. Rimes jogged around the corner and checked the door, worried the explosive had somehow broken down while in storage. The door was shut, blackened and warped where the explosion had scarred it.

      “The vacuum.” Barlowe pointed at the closed door. “It pulled it shut again. Everything worked as advertised. It’s safe.”

      Rimes advanced, carbine at the ready. He eyed the door suspiciously.

      Trust.

      His hand edged forward, ready to grip the handle and throw it wide.

      A high, piercing whine echoed in the rain, and a hole appeared three centimeters from his hand.

      “The outer buildings!” Banh pointed back toward the academy.

      A chorus of piercing whines broke the silence, and Trang collapsed, his head a ruined, gory mess. Dengler screamed and dropped to the ground as a blast sheered off the top half of his left hand. Another shot caught him in the abdomen, and the screaming turned into a weak gurgling.

      Rimes felt something punch him in the chest, and he thought he was dead. He looked down and saw his CAWS’ main assembly had been all but disintegrated by a blast, leaving him holding the forward grip and butt stock. Bits of the weapon were embedded in his coveralls and the armor beneath. He dropped and quickly took Trang’s weapon from his dead hands.

      “Get to cover!” Rimes could see the others moving already.

      Barlowe and Meyers ran for the southern inner building, Banh for the north. Imogen dropped next to Rimes; Dunne sprinted for the east inner building, Gwambe for the west. Yama dashed after Gwambe, initially mirroring his steps so that he provided some cover, then, as Gwambe approached the western building’s inner wall, leaping into the air a full five meters.

      Rimes watched the leap for a moment, then turned his attention to the eastern flank. Chunks of cement exploded from the wall next to Dunne. Rimes tracked back to the likely source. Two gunmen were advancing, firing to keep Dunne pinned while another gunman sprinted for the wall on the opposite side from Dunne. Rimes squeezed a single shot off into the nearest gunman’s head, then did the same to the second gunman.

      “Dunne, you’ve got someone on the opposite side of your building.” Rimes spun to his left and searched for Banh, spotting him leaning against the building, holding his left leg as shots tore into the eastern wall. “Banh, I see three advancing on the eastern side.”

      “I see it, Colonel.” Banh’s voice was weak. “I have been shot. In the leg. I am pinned down.”

      Rimes fired at the advancing group. They dropped, surprised by the unexpected gunfire. “Get onto the west side, see if you can work around to the north.” He fired another burst at the group, then muted the team channel. “Imogen, where did these guys come from?”

      “Stragglers.” Imogen sounded uncertain. “They had to have been.”

      “It doesn’t matter now, so long as this is the last of them.” Rimes sighted in on one of the gunmen who was apparently feeling particularly brave. A quick burst, and the gunman collapsed in a spray of blood. Rimes opened the team channel again. “Gwambe, status?”

      “The genie flew over me, Colonel.” Gwambe sounded awed. “I think he killed them.”

      “Can you confirm?” Rimes fired another burst, then switched out the magazine.

      “Confirmed, Colonel. Two down. The genie is headed north. I think he intends to flank.”

      “Gwambe, hold your position for the moment.” With Yama moving on his own and the sudden appearance of combatants, Horus’s feed became more critical than ever. We need to operate as a unit, damn it! “Banh, hold your fire. Use cover. Yama’s coming around from the west.”

      “There is something else coming from that building, Colonel,” Banh said. “Dogs!”

      Rimes tried to spot the dogs, but he couldn’t see anything. He tried sighting in on the gunmen, but they were prone, impossible to see. He growled, frustrated. Thunder drowned the sound out. “Lonny, I need imagery from Horus, north side.”

      “Give me a second. We’ve got some heavy shit over here.”

      Stragglers? With dogs? It doesn’t make sense.

      Lightning flashed in long, brilliant strokes, echoing his frustration. The rain—already intense—somehow managed to worsen, something Rimes hadn’t thought possible without it becoming solid sheets of water. A deafening crack sounded, as if the ground had split open.

      “Clear on the east, Colonel,” Dunne said. “Where d’ya need me?”

      “Check that building. Make sure it’s empty. Find out where those guys came from.”

      The piercing blasts continued, intermittently louder than the storm. Rimes listened, trying to locate the greatest concentration of fire. He thought it was coming from the south. Suddenly, Horus’ overlay activated again. Meyers had brought it down close enough for a tighter view.

      East and west, Horus showed nothing but green, Dunne and Gwambe. To the north Yama was accelerating toward six red forms—the dogs—closing on Banh’s position. The dogs changed course suddenly, heading for Yama. Rimes confirmed the two gunmen were still staying put. To the south, Barlowe and Meyers were pinned down. Four red forms were stationary, six were advancing.

      “Gwambe, focus your fire south,” Rimes said. “I believe we have more dogs down there. Meyers, put some grenades out. Five meters south of your position. Quick.”

      Rimes sent another burst at the prone gunmen. He looked at Imogen. “Can you control Yama? He’s heading into—”

      Imogen shook her head. “This is his mission. On the ground he is his own commander and will do what he wants.”

      “Well he’s about to—”

      “Colonel, I see them,” Banh said. “They are circling him. I have a shot.”

      “Take it!”

      Lightning again. Blinding. Thunder followed. Deafening. The storm was fully upon them, its intensity still rising.

      Gunfire erupted. Yelping—so real that Rimes had to remind himself they were artificial replicas—sounded. Grenades exploded to the south.

      “Colonel?” It was Dunne. “I’ve got a stairwell. Looks like it heads into the basement. I don’t hear anything from above. I think the building’s clea—”

      Static.

      Basement. Connecting tunnels? They knew somehow. Suspected some part of it.

      Rimes cursed. “Check it.”

      He muted the channel again and fired another suppressing burst, then got to his feet. “Imogen, head for the shuttle pad. Get Ji down here.”

      Imogen looked at him. “You need me. This is not something you can do alone.”

      “Go!” Rimes advanced, firing. The first burst missed; the second didn’t. The final gunman ran. Rimes sent a burst into the retreating gunman’s back, then switched his communication channel off mute to speak to his team again. “Banh, get out of there. Everyone, head for the shuttle pad. Dunne, cover Banh. Gwambe, cover Barlowe and Meyers, then run.”

      Rimes watched Yama through Horus’ eyes. There was only a moment to spare, but in that moment, Rimes marveled at the genie’s abilities. The pack was down to two. Machine or not, they would not easily best Yama.

      Rimes opened a channel to Barlowe and Meyers. “We missed something. The construction equipment. Could they have dug tunnels?”

      “There were tunnels in the original plans,” Meyers said as he ran. “They were never completed.”

      Dunne exited the east building and sprinted to intercept Banh. Barlowe and Meyers were doing what they could to put some distance between themselves and the closing dogs. Gwambe had eliminated the gunmen to the south, but he’d waited too long to leave his position. The dogs abandoned Barlowe and Meyers, advancing instead on Gwambe, cutting off his retreat.

      Rimes fired, taking down one of the dogs, but the others closed and leapt upon Gwambe. Barlowe and Meyers paused as if to come to Rimes’s position. He waved them on. There would be no more deaths. They ran, reluctant, seemingly motivated by Gwambe’s screams.

      A quick glance to the north, and Rimes saw Yama was down. A single dog was advancing toward the tower. Rimes fired on the pack attacking Gwambe and another of the dogs fell. Gwambe’s screaming came to a stop.

      Rimes ran for the tower’s emergency exit.
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      Rimes hissed as the door clanged shut behind him. He’d stepped into a sauna, a flash furnace, a volcano. Ash was everywhere, puffing up and roiling like heavy smoke. Immediately, he felt the heat’s enervating presence sucking away his stamina. He pulled the mask down, even though he knew it wasn’t going to change anything. He staggered away from the door and headed into the darkness, where he thought he could make out the stairs’ vague shadows.

      At first he did well, each step a rolling echo in the stairwell. He advanced a flight before having to stop, sweat salty on his lips. He blinked and gasped, desperately sucking in the mask’s oxygen, which burned his throat. His legs were jelly, his knees throbbing nubs of pain drained of elasticity and strength. The carbine felt like a stone slab. Below, the door banged in its frame, and he realized it wouldn’t keep the dogs out.

      He moved on, legs weakening with each step.

      It was worse in the darkness, a blackness that was near absolute. Small slivers of light trickled down from the upper levels.

      Emergency lighting. Somehow survived the fire.

      More banging came from below, and he understood the dogs were using their own primitive programming to overwhelm the door. It was warped already, and with each blow it bounced in its frame. It would warp more and eventually leave a gap big enough for a snout or a paw to get in, and then the wicked beasts would be in, coming for him as they had for Gwambe and Yama.

      The heat pummeled him, squeezing him like a python. He was dripping, his armor working desperately to bring his core temperature down. An advanced suit like he was used to wouldn’t be up to the task. The basic model he’d gotten from Fort Benning was failing miserably. Rimes gained the fifth floor before sensing he was going to collapse.

      He stopped.

      Banging echoed again, then stopped, replaced by a braying that sent shivers down his back. He slung the carbine over a shoulder and leaned against a wall for support, wincing at the heat. His hands were slabs of meat—huge, graceless, formless. The braying echoed up the stairwell ahead of the sound of paws.

      They’re in. They found the stairs.

      Finally, his thick brain reminded his hands they were seeking something, a grenade. He gripped one and returned to the climb.

      The claws clattered, and he knew they were scrambling into the entryway, working as a pack. He stopped long enough to pull the pin and toss the grenade below.

      They were tightly packed. Wherever it had detonated it would touch something.

      He climbed, accelerating, then stumbling. The grenade exploded, and the yelps came. Glorious, musical, magical yelps. Yelps of pain and collapse and ruin. He laughed, or at least he tried to. One more grenade. He would wait until he knew where they were.

      Ninth floor, and he heard them. He’d opened a lead. The grenade had scared them. No. Confused them. They were damaged, lesser.

      Rebuilding their tactics to match the remaining pack.

      Slowly he twisted, looking up and down the deep stairwell shaft. He was closer to the top than the bottom. He leaned forward to cradle his head. He wanted to push up his headgear, wanted desperately to massage his temples. He labored to breathe. Even through the mask he could smell the chemicals, just as Barlowe had warned.

      He cursed his decision to wear the same headgear as the team.

      Live as a team, die as a team. No special treatment.

      He’d made a concession with his armor, something hidden, something that didn’t quite set him apart as much as the helmet would have.

      Another deception, another secret, and not enough to save me from the heat. I can’t hate them for their secrets. I have my own.

      Something sounded above him, louder than the night’s thunder. Loud enough to shatter the planet’s crust, to turn the building to dust, but he couldn’t be sure what it was. Not at first.

      Then it came to him: a door.

      His left hand hooked the weapon by its strap, his right gripped the handrail. Grunting quietly, he began the ascent again. Up, the target, the enemy, the goal.

      Paws. Barking. The pack had found itself. They were closing again. He fished for the last grenade. Struggling, fighting. Finally, the pin came free. Movement below.

      He dropped the grenade and pressed back against the wall.

      Another explosion, more yelping. They were only androids. Fake. They regrouped. He took the stairs again.

      No need to wait. They’ll come for me soon enough.

      Heat. Fire. It was destroying his chances. He needed a break. He needed something. He pushed himself forward, rising in the stairwell, separating from the depths and the damned nightmarish beasts that pursued him.

      He stopped, blinked. Something was moving below. The clatter of paws echoing in the stairwell. Again they had regrouped. They were coming for him.

      He looked up. The stairs seemed to rise forever. He hefted the carbine, clumsy in his hands, hands that refused to behave as they once had. He set his jaw, clenched his teeth.

      The footsteps were closing, but he still had a lead. Air, blood pumping—he needed to move, to rejuvenate himself with the purity of action. Another flight of stairs, stumbling, recovering, jamming his fingers and banging his shins against the heated concrete steps. The pain was fresh, alive, invigorating.

      He reached the next landing.

      A second to listen, no more. He heard the echoes—click-clack, click-clack—coming closer. Too close to escape. Running would be suicide.

      A glance down the flight he’d just left. The light was dim and only touched certain areas. The shadows were uncaring, no ally, no servant. They—the sounds were distinct, and the numbers of those sounds seemed to be too great to count—would come from the darkness. They would cross the landing as he was doing now. He would see them in the light, or he would miss them in the darkness in between.

      He climbed the stairs, stopping four steps up, pressing against the wall. Green and black images, intensity varying, one area bright, the next plunged into near absolute darkness. The landing was small, not even two meters. They would be across it in no time. The light was imperfect, but it would have to do.

      He checked the carbine, looked back down the stairs. Sounds from below. They were closing, accelerating, aware that their prey had slowed or stopped again. He steadied his breathing, drove out the jitters and shakes.

      If they survived the burst, how many do they have above? Am I too late? Can this even be done?

      A slap of exposed metal on cement, and he drove the thought from his mind. He sighted down the barrel, eyes on the shadow-light pattern of the stairs beneath the landing. He exhaled gently, relaxed, fell back on training so deeply ingrained that it was instinctive.

      The first one came into sight. Glowing eyes, bright green in the goggle’s vision. It leapt, possibly sensing him, possibly mad with pain. It was fashioned after a canine he couldn’t place, broad at the shoulders, thick in the chest, but it was definitely synthetic.

      He fired a short burst and watched its head explode, the fine machinery released to bounce and roll and finally skid to a stop on the landing. Battery destroyed, its eyes darkened, then winked out.

      Others came. They were the same model, but they were even more damaged. The second was missing the entire left side of its face, the third and fourth limped slightly, their forelimbs bereft of flesh, synthetic bone and sinew exposed. Grenades and gunfire, but they had survived.

      He fired again, and they fell, the last of them collapsing with its shattered head millimeters from his feet, eyes winking out, jaws working weakly.

      He listened, heard nothing.

      Done. The last of them.

      He reloaded and began the climb again. If there were more…

      No, there were no more. They had nearly eliminated the entire security apparatus. He was sure of that now. They had done so much, surprised even him with their effectiveness. He was nearing the end.

      He groaned. There had been a time he might have slept a few days and it would’ve all come back to him—the strength, the hunger, the desire. That had been an eternity ago, a time when he had known honor and decency, and the world had been safer. Now, sleep was something final, waiting for him once the mission was complete.

      At the next landing, he stopped and glanced up. Three more flights of stairs, then the ceiling. Three more flights, and he would…he would be where someone could have survived.

      Somewhere in all the fighting and destruction there had been a transition, a change in the order of things. He’d found a balance, a peace, an acceptance, but it had momentarily been stolen from him. Thunder boomed outside, penetrating even the impervious concrete that held him, held it.

      The balance had returned. The transition had completed.

      The throbbing in his head relented; his breathing eased. He lifted the mask from his face and jogged the next flight of stairs with surprising ease, stopping to check the carbine, to flex his hands. His vitality was returning.

      An explosion—throaty, angry—roared from the depths. Flame and heat jetted up. He crouched, leaned against the wall, let the heat wash over him.

      He stood and jogged again. The last flight of stairs. Emergency lighting burned like stars, its casing warped and twisted from the flames. The lights were blinding, summoning, awakening.

      He stopped at the door and sensed. No heat, no flames. They were beyond the door, though, enemy and objective.

      He clenched his fist, saw it shake, felt his body failing him. He clasped his hand to his chest to steady it.

      So close now, only to see everything risked by this frailty. Just another few minutes, that’s all I ask of you. Kwon, can you hear me? Just another few minutes, and you’ll be free. We’ll be free.

      He looked along the cement wall, saw the metal rungs rising. The storm raged outside. They were waiting for him. He threw the carbine strap over his shoulder, twisting it until the weapon was on his back. A grunt, and he took to the rungs.

      His legs protested, his arms even more so. He ignored them and pulled himself to the top rung. A final grunt, and he set his shoulder against the roof hatch, knocking it open, warping the hinges.

      The outside air hit his face. He closed his eyes, breathing in the coolness, tasting the pure rain, letting it wash over and cleanse him, reinvigorate him. He climbed and scrambled to the roof. It was as black as the deepest abyss, the darkness only broken by the occasional flash of lightning. Wind buffeted him, threatened to tear him from the rooftop.

      He searched the sky, saw the shuttle’s flickering lights, nearly drowned by the rain. Blinking, sucking in the sweet life-giving air, shaking away the last doubts and fears, he waved them away. He descended again, ready.

      Images came to him, and he embraced them. Death. Destruction. Desolation. Violation. All-consuming, purifying flame, the lightning and thunder of the heavens.

      Mine. All mine.

      The night had ended. It was a new day. He pulled the carbine from his back, set his shoulder against the door, and shoved.
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        17 June, 2174. Kennesaw, Georgia.

      

      

      The door opened onto an area that was designed for offices. Glassed-in spaces ran the length of the opposite wall, continuing down the left wall. White emergency lights reflected from every surface, giving the room a subdued, lazy brilliance. The air was cool against his wet skin. The offices offered little protection should a gunfight break out.

      Rimes didn’t expect protection.

      There were ten of them, arrayed in a semicircle a few meters from the door. They wore armor, but it wasn’t that of the SunCorps’ security team. It was midnight blue, with pale gray striping. He hadn’t seen that type of armor before, but he knew it just the same. They wore no headgear.

      Engineered immunity to bioweapons and the thing’s influence.

      There were four men, four women, and two creatures Rimes couldn’t be sure of. The creatures were fashioned after animals—a wolf and a hyena—but were still human enough. They were athletic, muscles rippling beneath skin-tight armor. And they were young; the oldest couldn’t have been thirty.

      Rimes felt ancient, fearless.

      They came at him almost immediately, surging with nearly the same sort of speed Yama had exhibited and even greater power.

      [Images. Memories. Cleo in his home, jelly jar in hand, cancer taking him.]

      “You ain’t nothin' like your brothers. Never have been.”

      [Image: Alejandra angrily standing at her sink.]

      “You were always the special one. We all expected so much from you.”

      He fired at the nearest, one of the young men, shattering his face. Rimes pivoted, deflected a hand reaching for the gun, and drove the buttstock into a young woman’s face. He felt the stock collapse and the face also. He hurled the ruined gun at the hyena, then leapt, clearing the line of them before the carbine shattered the hyena’s head and snapped its neck.

      [Another image: Credence cradling him after he’d dreamed about Jared and Calvin.]

      The memories I have now, what I dream of, what I remember, it’s mostly positive.

      Before his feet touched the ground, the wolf was on him, punching, slashing. Rimes backpedaled, taking the blows as well as he could, feeling them even through his armor. A man—dark, towering—closed, planted his leg, prepared for a kick that would shatter Rimes’s neck. Rimes struck first, kicking through the planted leg, snapping the fibula and tibia and dislocating the ankle. The wolf pressed the momentary opening, knocking Rimes to the ground.

      [Another image flashed through his mind: Credence sitting in the Drake's galley, explaining to them how she and Scott had managed to get the Drake job.]

      “About four years ago, he finally buckled and began his studies. In the end he caved to my pressure.”

      Rimes rolled with the blow, used its energy to gain distance from the rest. He came to his feet and pivoted as the wolf closed again. Rimes ducked a blow that would have shattered his trachea. He came up behind the wolf, grabbed its chin, and twisted. He bit into the exposed throat, tearing through the flimsy armor and the flesh and muscle and artery. He tasted the flesh and shivered excitedly, remembering the times in Seoul and Tokyo. Kwon’s times, not Rimes’s.

      [Another image, Credence in the Drake's galley again.]

      “I mean, I had the mod early on. It’s a wonderful thing. Who wouldn't want to be closer to our genie cousins?”

      Two more closed, a woman attacking high, a man going for Rimes’s feet. Rimes avoided the high swing but couldn’t avoid the low kick. Bones shattered, and his foot went numb.

      He fell.

      [An image. The dream of Molly leaving him, waking in the physics lab next to Credence.]

      The dream was different. A different time, a different pain. So real and yet not.

      The woman drove a heel into his sternum, and Rimes nearly blacked out. He grabbed her foot, yanked and twisted, relishing the sound of breaking bone and tearing flesh. He tossed the foot aside. The man kicked again, this time shattering the kneecap on Rimes’s leg with the broken foot. Rimes snarled.

      [Another image, he and Credence in the alley, fighting the SunCorps agents, him trying to snap her out of the dream.]

      We came up with MetaConceptual. Remember? We are MetaConceptual.

      The rest rushed him then, raining a flurry of blows on him. Bones cracked. Muscles tore. Teeth shattered. Three times Rimes felt darkness threatening. Three times he refused it, pushing it back, promising that its time would come soon enough.

      [Duke in the alien depths of the prison on Sahara.]

      “Our people have all been tools used by a greater power.”

      [Imogen’s speech in the galley flashed through his mind.]

      “The mind can be manipulated through subtle changes over time so that the victim will never even suspect they had been affected. We can craft an illusion within its illusion.”

      Rimes roared.

      Molly, Jared, Calvin. Taken from him. Lies. Betrayal. Manipulation. Duty. Service. Honor.

      Taken from him.

      Innocent blood spilled in the name of money. So much pain, so much horror.

      [Credence in the galley again. Explaining what had happened on the Drake.]

      “Scott touched it. He couldn’t help himself. He was drawn to it.”

      Rimes thought of the trinity: Perditori, Sansin, Shiva.

      Lightning leapt from the walls. It arced, touching each of his attackers. It danced along their powerful arms, chests, and legs. It froze them in place. It boiled their blood and cooked their skin. It fried their synthetic brains. When it stopped, the room stank of charred flesh. They collapsed, all of them. Destroyed, obliterated.

      He had called, and the storm had come.

      [His first meeting with Imogen on Bermuda.]

      “Tell me about Perditori, Imogen. You know him?”

      “As much as anyone can know him, yes. I’m very close to him.”

      Rimes gasped. He had never conceived of the sort of pain he was feeling. He had never even considered so much pain possible. It was, in its own way, a new awakening, a new portal to awareness. He tried to sit and failed. He tried again and by force of will managed it.

      [Meeting Dr. Hwang Sung-il in the LoDu tower.]

      “Now they have been transcended by their own creation. And they fear Shiva.”

      Blood bubbled from his lips. What he could see of the room was distorted, blurry. His breathing was a wet wheeze. Simply thinking of standing made his body spasm in protest. He silenced the protesting and rose, somehow managing to stagger forward on one broken leg, the ruined one dragging behind him.

      We are MetaConceptual.

      Through his blurry vision, he could see two doors exiting the room. One was to his right, the other to his left. He staggered toward the left door, stopping when he saw Imogen in the stairwell doorway. She was drenched, shaking.

      “You can’t do this alone.” Rain dripped from her hair into her eyes, presenting the illusion of tears. She wiped at them futilely.

      I can. I will.

      Imogen stepped toward him, hand extended. “Jack…Kwon…”

      Shiva. Sansin. Perditori. Go, Imogen. Quickly. Before it’s too late. They've awakened me—us—fully. There will be a reckoning.

      Rimes looked at the door he had chosen, sensed the power beyond it.

      There will be a reckoning.

      Imogen turned, stopped. She couldn’t face him. “Our people. What was done to you, to yours? It wasn’t right.”

      It never is. When this is done there will be freedom. Rebirth. Do not repeat our creators’ errors.

      Imogen left, his thoughts touching hers for just a moment, showing her memories of her parents as he had seen them: proud, powerful, honorable.

      Flawed.

      She felt his love and returned it, unable to tell where Rimes began and Shiva ended and not caring.

      Rimes passed through the door with some effort and saw a corridor beyond. Light emanated from an open doorway to his right. The power was there. They were there. He moved forward, leaning on the wall now to take some of his weight and lessen the pain.

      The room was probably intended as a lab at some point. It was large, fifteen meters on either side. Resting at its center was the device he’d seen in the Drake’s records. Beside it sat the stasis container taken from Sahara years before. There was no sign of Duke’s corpse. A familiar, unearthly blue light shimmered around the device now. Despite the numbing now settling over his body Rimes could feel the energy and the heat contained within the blue glow.

      Theroux stood next to a woman Rimes recognized from the recovered video with the other metacorporate executives. Their heads were naked.

      Immune.

      Theroux wore the same armor the attackers had. Cartel armor. The woman was pretty, idealized, plastic. She wore a blue jacket and blouse with a black skirt. Behind them Credence stood, shivering in fear and revulsion. The woman sneered, either unafraid or too afraid to respond otherwise.

      “Can you hear me, Jack?” Theroux asked. “What you’ve become is very impressive, but it’s over. Even genies have limits. In the end, flesh can only go so far.”

      Rimes could sense Theroux’s body. Synthetic, the latest generation, even more powerful than the bodyguards lying in ruin some meters back. Theroux wasn’t afraid, nor was he inclined to waste himself testing something that had just survived what had been designed as the ultimate line of defense.

      I can hear you. And I can sense you, the shell of the man, the servant to this thing. Deceiver. Thief. Aberration. You knew all along what you were doing. Unbound ambition and greed. Trillions of dollars, billions enslaved. This is your legacy.

      “Jack?” Credence stepped forward timidly. She pointed at the device. “Scott’s dying. He’s not strong enough. You were right: The machine’s a parasite, and he can’t handle it. They’ve been pushing him too hard.”

      Theroux flashed an angry glare at Credence. “Whatever you are, Jack, you can’t stand against it. Nothing can. We can save you. A body just like this one. Immortal.” He pointed at the woman. “Crystal here can make anything happen. SunCorps has unlimited resources. That’s why I chose them. We have all the money of the banks and all the resources of SunCorps. Immortality is just the start.”

      Immortality isn’t a lure. I’m tired of life. Step away from it, Walter, and I’ll let you live.

      Theroux shook his head. “You can’t destroy it, Jack. I won’t let you.”

      Rimes waited for the move. Theroux was suddenly unreadable. Rimes felt the insidious presence pushing, manipulating. He wished for Imogen, but it was too late. Theroux shifted, leapt, rebounded off a wall, and Rimes struck, disintegrating the spinal circuits Meyers had showed him, burning through the spinal column at the base of the neck. Theroux collapsed in a heap half a meter short.

      At the exact same moment, moving with all the speed Theroux had, Crystal pulled a gun from inside her jacket and fired. It was a small gun, but at such short range it was devastating. Rimes heard the piercing burst, felt the impact, and fell backward. He blinked, Shiva reached out, and Crystal burst into flame, collapsing into a fine pile of ash.

      “Jack!”

      Rimes sensed Credence beside him. His body ached from a thousand wounds. He had a vague sense that something had gone wrong, that he had failed. Somewhere far away, Shiva roared in frustration.

      “Jenny?” Rimes tried to form the words, but there was so little left working that he barely managed a wet slurping sound.

      “I’m so sorry.” Tears rolled down Credence’s face. “They wanted me to help them, and I promised I would, but I wasn’t going to. Scott’s dying. There’s nothing they can do to stop it. But I can change things, Jack. I can make it better. Scott was weak. He let them manipulate him. I won’t. I’m going to change things.”

      Rimes tried to speak again and failed. He wanted to ask Credence about what Barlowe had found. He wanted to ask about the experimental gene therapy she’d taken to fight the glioblastoma as a child. He wanted to ask about Scott O’Neill, who had his second PhD long before she had. He wanted to ask about her Jimmy modification, which had given her limited telepathic abilities. He wanted to ask her about her failed businesses, and O’Neill being there to bail her out time and again. He wanted to ask her if O’Neill truly had been the first to touch the device, or if she, the computer wizard, had been the only one with access to the lab.

      Instead, he wheezed weakly.

      “I can make you happy. I can make it just like being immortal. Dreams, Jack. It’s like dying. A second of life, a transition to death, a dream…it’s an eternity. It’s all in the mind. Wouldn’t that be wonderful? Eternally happy? Wasn’t it before? Let me do it. Let me make it right for you. They mistreated you, manipulated you, put that horrible thing in you. I could sense that from the moment I met you. You were so special, created just for this.”

      Rimes shook his head.

      Credence smiled sweetly and stepped away. She walked back to the device and removed her coveralls, watching him, smiling. The device opened, panels sliding back to reveal a ruined husk that had once been O’Neill. It reminded Rimes of Cleo at the end. The device unceremoniously jettisoned the husk, and it fell to the floor limply, mewling softly. Credence ignored it.

      No tears. No good-byes. She never cared for him.

      She took O’Neill’s place, smiling one last time at Rimes as blue energies washed over her. She lay down, and the device swallowed her.

      No. Please, no.

      Tears of frustration welled up in his broken eyes.

      I just want it to finally be over. I just…I just want it to end. I was created to destroy. No matter what I did, in the end, I destroyed. I couldn’t save anyone. Nothing can save us from ourselves.

      Credence touched his mind then. Don’t you want happiness, Jack? Just the memories? No pain?

      I don’t deserve to be happy.

      Memories touched him again. Kleigshoen, standing in her apartment, admitting that IB had known of Perditori, Sansin, Shiva—the transcendent genies—the group mind they created, admitting that Rimes had been chosen early on as the host to replace the near-perfect, yet fatally flawed, Kwon. Had been created for that very purpose. Perditori-Sansin-Shiva, who had seen the coming of the world devourer and the self-destructive greed of humanity, had chosen Rimes to be the vessel, to destroy, to save.

      Molly, I failed again.

      He cursed. Shiva seethed. Rimes shook his head as the first prickling of the device, the deceiver, reached out to caress him. Somehow, he found the strength to claw at his coveralls, to peel back their ruined front. He dug desperately, ignoring the pain of his ruined hand, finally finding the device Brozek had given him an eternity before. He twisted it awkwardly, saw that it had miraculously survived everything. He tried desperately to press its single button but lost his tenuous grip. The device bounced off his chest and clattered to the ground.

      The dreams came to him. Just a whisper of pleasant times. His father teaching him about history and the function of government and American football. His mother teaching him the value of accomplishment and success. Running. Climbing. Laughing. Sunshine. Freedom.

      No.

      There. Will. Be. A. Reckoning!

      He swung his ruined arm at the device and heard an answering chime. He slipped into the dream, and now Shiva laughed in victory.
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        1 May, 2161. Fayetteville, North Carolina.

      

      

      The bus clambered along Highway 24, its transmission sporadically grinding. The interior lights kicked on, waking occupants who moments before had been completely oblivious to their somnambulistic condition. The air-conditioning hummed to full life, blasting stale, warm air over them. Rimes yawned and elbowed Pasqual awake.

      “Don’t be a dick,” Pasqual mumbled. “I’m a qualified killer now. Might accidentally break your neck in my sleep.”

      Rimes smiled and turned to watch his reflection in the window. The young man staring back at him looked miserable, heartbroken. Outside, rain fell lazily, almost invisible. Shacks brushed against the edge of rusting fences that caged weary apartment complexes. The windows wept, trailing sludgy tears that desperately clung before releasing their grip and disappearing into the twilight, forgotten.

      “Beautiful day.” Rimes craned his neck to see around the seat in front of him. Amber lights limned the distant outskirts of Fayetteville proper, beckoning them forward with promises of shelter and entertainment.

      I just want to go back to sleep and forget all this. Is that asking so much?

      Pasqual sat up in the seat and shook his head. “You ever expect we’d get to this? Me, I’d given up, m’man.” He flashed a hand signal to move forward and laughed, opening his hand for Rimes’s congratulatory slap.

      They slipped back into quiet contemplation as much from fatigue as respect for the other passengers. No words needed to be spoken to reveal their accomplishment. Each proudly wore a Commando patch on his shoulder. The patch was well known to the locals and to those from the post they were leaving.

      The bus rattled to a stop in the crumpled ruin of a parking lot outside the terminal. Rimes and Pasqual sat quietly as the rest of the passengers shuffled out. Finally, two of them rose, slung their duffel bags over their shoulders, and made their way past the rows of tattered seats. Even with supplemental funding from the base, the buses simply couldn’t be maintained beyond a modicum of functionality. Clean, comfortable seats were impossible to justify when foam and vinyl were stacked against the city’s need to maintain at least a skeletal first responder force.

      Navigating the parking lot seemed nearly as treacherous as the obstacle course they’d mastered during their training. Pasqual cursed up a storm when he scuffed his shoes, dropping to a squat and rubbing spit on the scuff in an attempt to restore the sheen. Eventually, he abandoned the effort and waved Rimes to follow.

      They crossed Hay Street and admired the glistening shopping complex in the early light’s glow. Signs flashed beyond the glass exterior walls, promising goods they could afford and services that would appeal to them, according to their Grid profiles. Rimes shifted the weight of his duffel bag from shoulder to shoulder.

      “Fifty bucks, m’man,” Pasqual said with a broad smile. “Entry and a meal. Air-conditioning, clean water. We’ve got two hours to kill, and you don’t need to be moping around all ‘woe is me.’”

      “Fifty bucks is a lot of money,” Rimes snorted. The gaudy lights and promises didn’t do much for him.

      “You’ve been stuck in Commando school for a year. Fifty bucks? You won’t even feel it. There’s a dance club on the lower level. Buy a girl a drink, you could get a piece of ass.”

      Rimes screwed his face up. “I don’t want a piece of ass.”

      Pasqual guffawed and jerked a thumb at Rimes’s crotch. “You might want to check with the commander down there before you make that call, Corporal. C’mon. It’s over. You’ve got to move on. These girls down here are the real deal, not some ball-breaker like Dana.”

      The rain began falling again, fat drops drifting down in gravity’s caress.

      “I’m not going to the club.” Rimes knew Pasqual wouldn’t give up until they were both inside, but once he heard the club beat drifting around the halls he’d forget all about Rimes.

      “Sure.” Pasqual jogged to the entry, checked to make sure Rimes was following, then stepped through when the door opened.

      Rimes followed Pasqual into the complex, regretting the decision the second the transaction completed. Rimes’s brother and sister-in-law were having problems with their newborn; she needed medical tests they couldn’t afford. Rimes wanted to help them, even though he needed every penny to pay off his college debts. He sighed and waved back at Pasqual, who was looking around like a kid in a toy store. The air-conditioning caused Rimes to shiver, but only for the moment. Already, the rain was drying from his jacket and pants.

      After a quick scan he spotted a corridor with a row of lockers. He made his way to it and picked a locker, spotting Pasqual as he entered. Rimes’s duffel bag didn’t want to fit into the locker for a moment. He shouldered it in, then waited for Pasqual outside the locker corridor.

      “There’s a restaurant over by that appliance shop.” Rimes nodded at a storefront of smoky glass and chrome twenty meters down the main corridor. “I think it’s Thai. I could use a little spice right about now.”

      Pasqual checked the restaurant out. “Okay. I’ll be downstairs prowling the floor. You change your mind, I probably won’t notice.” He winked and headed for the glass staircase that would take him below.

      Rimes waited until Pasqual disappeared in the depths, then headed to the restaurant. There was no figuring out its name, and Rimes didn’t want to pull out his embarrassingly simple earpiece for a translation. Upgrading to a more capable device would be one of the first steps he took when the Commando bonuses started coming in.

      After being seated, he took in the restaurant around him with quick, discreet gazes, ignoring the hostile glares and curious stares at his uniform. At that late hour, the clientele were almost exclusively desperate poseurs and the folks they wished they could be: young, wealthy, and spoiled. They were the city’s beautiful people. After a long night of partying, they didn’t seem so beautiful to Rimes. Considering Fayetteville’s relatively modest size, he figured they probably weren’t all that beautiful to begin with. The big cities—Los Angeles, New York, Chicago, Atlanta, Dallas—were home to the real money. From what he’d heard, a place like the Hay Street Complex wouldn’t even hit the radar in those spots.

      He shrugged inwardly, then turned his attention to the table’s menu display. It took some effort, but he finally managed to work through the options, selecting what a thickly accented voice described as a spiced noodle meal. It would be a brave breakfast, but he’d been living off Army chow, field rations, and whatever flora and fauna he could handle in the field. He welcomed the change.

      Thirty minutes later, he exited the restaurant, grumbling over the surcharge and service fee that hadn’t been covered by the admission. His stomach was still working its way through the meal when he entered the appliance store. Displays came to life as he walked past them, warm voices extolling the virtues of items far beyond what he could ever afford. He listened to a few sales pitches, even asking for more details a few times. The virtual sales assistants seemed oblivious to his financial wherewithal.

      A glitch somewhere.

      The earpiece display was around the corner. He headed there, noticing for the first time a young woman standing near the entertainment system displays.

      He turned his back to the woman and tried to focus on the earpieces. They were pricey, deluxe gear meant for professionals and debutantes. He didn’t care. The sales pitches were captivating. As he tried one on, he caught the young woman’s reflection in the display’s mirrored surface. She was staring at him. He pretended not to notice, wincing at the too-fresh memory of Dana’s “Dear John” message.

      “That one really looks good on you,” the woman said from behind him, her aroma slowly hitting him. She smelled of perspiration, alcohol, and some sort of musk fragrance. “It matches the…what is that? Brown or green?”

      “Green.” Rimes turned slightly. He wished her away before even getting a look at her. Once he did get a look at her he regretted it. She was pretty, with big, brown eyes, a wide smile, and pale brown skin. Freckles danced across a button nose. Her lips were full and beautifully shaped. She wore a sheer, sleeveless top, no bra, and tight pants that accentuated her hips. She was even more slender than Dana, but she somehow managed to come across more feminine. “Army Green.”

      “Army Green,” she repeated, gently mocking Rimes’s serious tone. “Well, Mr. Army Green, it matches you, gives you a real classy look.”

      “Thanks.” Rimes removed the earpiece and returned it to its display. “I’m just looking.”

      The young woman shook her shoulders and winked. “Like what you see so far?”

      “Look, I—”

      “Molly.” She extended a hand.

      “Molly.” Rimes reluctantly shook her hand. It was soft and warm. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m not really—”

      “Oh, how embarrassing.” Molly covered her mouth. “You’re gay. I am so sorry. I didn’t realize. Dressed up in the uniform and checking yourself out in the mirror, I should have—”

      “What?” Rimes blinked. “No. I’m—”

      “I’m sorry. Look, you’re just crazy good-looking, and I was hoping I could kill some time before the bus comes, and my friends dumped me—”

      “You don’t have to apologize. I mean, I’m not—”

      “And your friend said you were lonely and wanted someone to talk—”

      “I…” He looked around. “My friend?”

      “Yeah.” Molly pointed out into the corridor at Pasqual, who was waving at Rimes. “He said you were shy and wouldn’t approach me, so I needed—”

      “He’s not my friend.” Rimes glared out into the corridor. “He’s a homicidal maniac. You’re lucky he didn’t kill you.”

      Molly screwed up her face. “What?”

      Rimes shook his head. “Nothing. I’m really sorry, but I’m just not in the mood for female company, really. Despite the wounds he suffered that left him in the condition he’s in right now, my friend has the best of intentions.”

      “So…” Molly screwed up her face again. “You’re, what, coming off a breakup?”

      Rimes nodded. “It wasn’t much—”

      “How long?”

      “What?”

      “How long had you been dating?”

      “A couple years. Off and on. Mostly it was…physical. She preferred to keep it at that level.” Rimes blushed.

      Molly winced. “Yeah. That’s got to be tough. I hope…” She smiled. Her face lit up. “I probably came across all wrong. Your friend told me you were a good guy and, well, I was just hoping to have someone to talk with. I’m not normally like this, but I’ve had a couple drinks, and…”

      Rimes smiled. “You said your friends dumped you?”

      “I became an inconvenience, I guess.” Molly mimicked sitting behind a news desk and assumed a somber, deeper voice. “You know the story: washed-out student who spent a little too long at her friend’s house trying to avoid the trip home, couldn’t take the hint that the welcome was worn out, finally sent to the bus station with a one-way ticket and instructions not to return, etcetera, etcetera.”

      Rimes laughed. “You do a good Lewiston.”

      “That was my Klein, but I guess that’s okay.” Molly laughed. She reached out, touched Rimes’s hand, only pulling away when he flinched.

      “So, um, what were you in for?”

      “Armed robbery?” Molly laughed again and touched his hand. He didn’t pull away this time. “I’m sorry, but it felt like I was in for something, you know? Political science, ostensibly. Party ‘Til You Drop, realistically. Thus, the whole home-avoidance thing. The college fund is gone now.”

      “Political science?”

      “Oh, no, seriously. I had my doctoral thesis cooked up in my senior year: The Collapse of Capitalism. I started research and everything. I was so full of myself until I became full of…well, beer.”

      “Where’s home?” Rimes suddenly realized he wasn’t bothered by how close she was.

      “Lawton, Oklahoma. Or close to it.”

      Rimes looked back into the corridor. Pasqual was gone, his job as matchmaker done. “Lawton. That’s not very far from Fort Sill, right?”

      “Yeah. Your friend…” She turned, possibly searching for Pasqual.

      “Long gone.”

      She turned back and offered up another breathtaking smile. “That’s where you two are going? Fort Sill?”

      “Yeah. I need to grab my duffel bag.” He nodded at the store’s exit.

      “All my earthly belongings are stuffed in a locker as well. You’d be surprised how quickly things slip away. Now, it’s just me, a couple pair of jeans, and a few shirts.”

      They walked to the lockers, chatting comfortably. Rimes found he was smiling despite himself, unconsciously measuring Molly against Dana. A little voice told him he was falling into a classic rebound scenario. He snuffed out the voice. He hadn’t gone looking for someone to replace Dana. Molly was someone in need of a friend, just like he was. It was as simple as that.

      He took her travel bag from her and slung it over his shoulder with his duffel bag. “So, I realize you’ve probably thought of this before,” he began as they walked to the front entry. “This area is crawling with dangerous people.”

      “Like your friend?”

      “He’s one of the worst. It’s a long way back to Oklahoma. Maybe it would be best if we sat next to each other, provided some assistance?”

      “Can you teach me some Commando moves?” Molly chopped at an imaginary opponent.

      “Sure. You’d be surprised how easy it is to snap someone’s neck.”

      Molly laughed again and bumped against him. She stayed close, leaning against his chest. “I think I like the idea, but maybe it’d help if I knew your name?”

      Rimes laughed, embarrassed. “I assumed Rick told you. I’m Jack. Rimes. With an i and no h.”

      “Jack Rimes.” Molly seemed to test the name for weight. She suddenly leaned in and kissed him. “Sorry about that. I claim the alcohol defense. Molly Lundgren, Jack.”

      Rimes’s heart was racing.

      I’m not falling for her. She’s just someone to pass the long trip talking to. I’m so damned tired of Rick’s routines anyway. I need a break.

      He looked at Molly and saw the uncertainty in her big, brown eyes. He kissed her back.

      Shit. I am falling for her.

      Rimes looked up as the doors at the top of the stairs slid open. The storm had broken. Bright sunlight was already baking away the shallow puddles. Everything somehow seemed lighter, more pleasant than when he’d arrived.

      “So how do you plan to break this failure to your parents, Molly?”

      “Failure? I came east looking for a college degree. I’m going home with a boyfriend. How is that a failure?”

      They laughed and leaned against each other again. Around them the world moved on, spinning its worries and troubles but momentarily unable to affect them. And for that moment, that single moment frozen in time, as the sun shone with a new blinding, purifying intensity, Rimes felt a happiness he’d never known before, and he assured himself that nothing could ever steal that happiness from him.
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        12 December 2174. Approaching Bellar Frontier Colony.

      

      

      No matter the improvements new spacecraft offered, Meyers always found them disappointing. In the case of the Javelin, he couldn’t put a finger on what was missing or amiss, but he was sure it was something. The vessel was larger, faster, and had better systems and weapons than anything the ERF had in its fleet. It was also more comfortable than any military vessel Meyers had ever been inside. Even filled with personnel, it felt roomy.

      He ran an almost delicate hand through his blond hair, then he stretched his legs and rolled his shoulders, but he couldn’t get the tension out of his lean body. That tension reached his eyes as well, bright blue against the bloodshot sclera. His hooked nose wrinkled at the creaks and pops of his joints rolling up through his armor’s audio sensors. The noise momentarily drowned out the soft hiss of the gunship’s air recycler and the murmur of conversations going on somewhere in the near-dark. His movement drew an arched eyebrow from the man seated directly opposite, Master Sergeant Carl Paxton, the platoon sergeant Meyers hand-selected for the mission. Paxton was short, dark-eyed, and wrinkled. He had a nose that looked like it’d been broken and never properly set. They were both secured to their seats by padded harnesses, black in the Javelin’s dim light, but Paxton seemed relaxed, possibly even comfortable. Meyers felt that if he wanted to successfully execute his first mission as the Elite Response Force’s battalion commander, he would need someone like Paxton.

      Temporary battalion commander, Meyers reminded himself. That qualifier brought a sigh of relief, at least until he remembered who and what he was responsible for, temporary or not.

      Seated to his right were members of Squad One. Most of Squad Two sat to Paxton’s left. Most of their gear was secured to the floor between the rows of seats. The rest of the two squads were spread between the other Javelin and the older Arrow shuttle that was hauling support personnel and the rest of the gear. Even in the newly acquired Javelins, the air had already taken on a lived-in smell.

      A gentle tone echoed in Meyers’s earpiece: they were approaching the final communication point with the Valdez. Paxton tapped his helmet, signaling his intent to seal up for the call.

      Meyers sighed, then he sealed his helmet as well and connected to the channel invite. He hated the secrecy. His men deserved better than all the secrecy.

      He glanced at the bulk of Corporal McNutt, Squad One’s leader. His square jaw seemed clenched in perpetual anger, and his dark blue eyes were almost black in the dim light. To McNutt’s right, Private Rebecca Starling’s dark eyes darted left and right, and she bit her full, bottom lip and absently brushed a stray, black curl from her forehead. She was absorbed in what was probably a tech manual based off the static glow of her earpiece’s projected display. Meyers considered her a welcome reminder of how much things were changing.

      Not just men, he reminded himself. Soldiers. And they all deserved better.

      It was just another part of the job that he would have to deal with until the Special Security Council got off its collective ass and found a real replacement for Rimes.

      As if there ever could be a replacement for Rimes.

      “Captain Brigston, this is Colonel Meyers on Javelin Zero-Zero-One.” The rank, the position…it all sounded so strange to his ears.

      “Go ahead, Colonel.” Brigston’s voice was clear and calm, no doubt the luxury of long odds that the Valdez task force would face any sort of threat.

      “We’re approaching rally point. Comms check, please.”

      “Lieutenant Oppert, Arrow One-Six-Three.”

      “This is Ensign Nunoz, Javelin Zero-Zero-Two.”

      “Ensign Hassan, Javelin Zero-Zero-One.”

      “Agent Barlowe. Intelligence Bureau.”

      “Captain Brigston, Valdez.”

      “Paxton, Master Sergeant, sir.”

      Meyers rolled his eyes. “Thanks. Camille, check your signal—”

      Paxton’s raspy cough broke over the channel.

      “Shit.” Meyers closed his eyes and lowered his chin as close to his chest as the harness allowed. “Lieutenant Oppert, please check your signal. There’s some static on your…there, that fixed it.”

      “It’s this goddamn system software.” Oppert’s voice had an edge to it that could have been from the stress of flying the old Arrow shuttle on such a critical mission or could have been caused by the software she was complaining about.

      Or it could have been a more personal problem. Meyers could picture her face—round, a light spray of freckles, green eyes—scrunched up angrily.

      It would take weeks to repair things with her.

      “They’ll get you squared away just right when we get back to Plymouth, ma’am,” Paxton said, his voice honey sweet. “Fit you up in one of these.”

      “Should’ve had Zero-Zero-One.” She sounded sullen, bitter.

      “Let’s—let’s stay focused on the mission brief.” Meyers focused by rubbing his thumbs against his forefingers, then he brought his hands up and shared out a workspace with the others. “Four hours to touchdown. Jerem—Captain Brigston, any intelligence updates?”

      “Nothing. We’ve been monitoring the communications buoy and riding its signals down to the planet. Weather is still a mess in the southern hemisphere, but it doesn’t have a huge impact beyond a couple hundred kilometers over the equator, and you’ll be on the tail end of what’s there when you go in. No indication they’re aware of our approach, no indication the target’s even on Bellar.”

      “He’s down there. They wouldn’t have sent us all the way out here if they weren’t absolutely sure.” Meyers certainly hoped the Intelligence Bureau and the United Nations were right. Sending the ERF to one of the frontier colonies was a bold move that could easily backfire, and by every indication, the Special Security Council desperately wanted to improve its relations with the colonial governor, who had only ever offered a cold shoulder.

      “Well, he’s staying off the Grid,” Brigston said.

      “Do they even have a Grid?” Ensign Nunoz didn’t sound like he was joking.

      “There’s a robust one in Ardennen.” Brigston cleared his throat. Meyers imagined Brigston’s pale-brown eyes squinting patiently, his bronze-colored cheeks being sucked in. He was probably fiddling with his uniform buttons and trying to force a smile onto his plain face. It was how Brigston coped with his discomfort at being in command. “Unfortunately, we see very little from Turning Point, so we have to assume it’s not quite so capable.”

      “Or they don’t care about the outside world.” Ensign Hassan’s normally quiet voice was hard to hear over the noise that had crept back on the connection.

      Meyers scanned the display; the noise was coming from Oppert again. “Lieutenant Oppert, your comm—”

      Oppert cursed and disconnected, and an awkward silence settled over the connection.

      “So, Turning Point,” Meyers said to break the silence. He brought up the latest data Barlowe had sent out. It was the sort of thing Rimes would have been on top of, something Meyers knew he needed to get better about studying. “Any updates from imagery analysis, Agent Barlowe?”

      Barlowe cleared his throat, a soft sound. Everything about Barlowe was soft. He was small, slight, and quiet. His hands were delicate, his eyes and lips almost feminine. How he’d made it through the Commando Q course without serious injury had always mystified Meyers. “A couple things. I’ve sent an update to the designations—power and telecommunications facilities, some of the other infrastructure management facilities. Don’t be fooled by the description. This settlement may have been put together by displaced and criminal elements, but they seem to have done well enough getting things together. There’s plenty of prefab and quick-fab construction, more than enough to house the entire planet’s population.”

      Ensign Nunoz snorted. “Like anyone else is going to settle in a city full of criminals.”

      “What constitutes criminal can be pretty arbitrary, Ensign. Most of these people were political prisoners, victims of tyrants, for-profit prisons, and the criminal justice systems that were modified to support those.”

      Meyers could hear the resentment in Barlowe’s voice. His history with the criminal justice system wasn’t common knowledge. “Thank you, Agent Barlowe. Anything more on Mr. Waverley?”

      “No.” Barlowe’s voice caught as he blew out a loud breath. “But he has to be somewhere around Turning Point. Anywhere else, he would have shown up.”

      Meyers quickly looked over Waverley’s portfolio: Chad Milton Waverley, top-flight management and finance education, entered the metacorporate world at thirty-six after the company he was running was acquired by one of SunCorps’s corporations. Fourteen years to rise through the SunCorps ranks, eight years as CEO of SunCorps. One minute, earning eight figures and cited as the key to SunCorps’s growth and success, the next, given up by SunCorps as an effort at appeasement to the United Nations.

      Waverley wasn’t the problem; he was the sacrifice.

      Or, Meyers thought, maybe we are.

      Oppert reconnected, her signal barely in the green. “Sorry, Colonel. This fucking system is a joke. I’ll do a full-blown reset after the call.”

      “It’s just for this mission.” Meyers wondered if that was true. The Arrows were relatively new vessels, and they could probably be salvaged with a few upgrades and some long overdue maintenance. It wasn’t like military budget cuts were going away anytime soon, especially with everyone trying to appease the metacorporations.

      “You’re just under ten minutes out from radio silence, Colonel,” Captain Brigston said. “Any final information you need from the Valdez?”

      “Thanks, I think we’re good for now. Good hunting.”

      “Colonel Meyers, could I get a moment?” Oppert sounded like she wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      “Sure.” Meyers waited for the others to disconnect. “Camille, you can’t—”

      “This goddamn piece of shit crate isn’t space worthy, Lonny. And I’m the senior pilot—I should be flying Zero-Zero-One. Or we could’ve waited another day for Zero-Zero-Three’s repairs.”

      “Is that what this is really about, flying a Javelin?”

      “It’s disrespectful to put your best pilot in this can—”

      “You’re the only one who can handle One-Six-Three.”

      “And you stuffed your support team in here with the gear, castoffs, like—”

      “That support team is as valuable as any other group we have.”

      “And you have no right, no right to ignore me like you did yesterday. You can’t just—”

      “You were drunk, Camille.”

      “Lonny, dammit, listen to me. Kara’s dead. It’s been a year. You have to move on.”

      Meyers looked around the cabin, as if he expected someone to be watching or listening. Most of the soldiers were caught up in their own worlds or were sleeping. Even if his helmet were open, they wouldn’t care what he was talking about. “Let’s talk about this when we get back to the Valdez, okay?”

      “No, it’s not okay. You keep pushing me away. You probably gave me One-Six-Three to keep me away from you.”

      “I gave you One-Six-Three because you’re the best pilot we have. It’s that simple.”

      “Yeah, well, everything isn’t simple. It’s complicated. You can’t just compartmentalize your life like some problem you want to solve a piece at a time. We had something before Kara came along. You can’t just ignore that because it’s inconvenient.”

      “Inconven—” Meyers pressed his fists against his helmet’s faceplate. “Camille, I’m your commanding officer for now. I can’t have a relationship with you.”

      “Another thing to hide behind. Nice.”

      Meyers had to choke back a frustrated laugh. “You think I want this mess? Rimes put me in for this brevet position before he went on his suicide run against Theroux and those SunCorps proxies. After he made a sacrifice like that, I couldn’t turn the SSC down, especially when they promised to find a replacement. That would’ve been disrespectful to them. And Rimes. He gave his life to stop that alien mind control device they were using. I think I owe him something after that, don’t you?”

      “The ERF’s tainted after what Rimes did. No one’s going to want the command. You know that, but you don’t want to talk about us.”

      “Will you please just…just for…” Meyers groaned. “There is no us. While I’m your commanding officer, there can’t be.”

      “When we get back to the Valdez, we’re—”

      Oppert’s signal dropped to half-strength, and then to nothing. A second later, it came back.

      “Camille, you’re breaking up.”

      “This fucking piece of—”

      “Just reset your systems. We’ll…I’ll talk to you once we get the camp established on-planet, okay?”

      “Fine. Don’t you dare think you can lock me out of your tent.” Oppert disconnected.

      Meyers shook his head. He wanted to shout, but he wasn’t sure even his helmet could contain his frustration.

      A soft chime indicated someone wanted a private connection. Paxton.

      “What’s up, Master Sergeant?”

      “I think I might ask you the same, sir. I’ve seen enough fights from one side to know woman trouble when I see it.” Paxton tapped his helmet’s faceplate. “Man twists and jerks around like that, he’s either taken a couple AP rounds in the gut, or some gal’s got him by the nuts.”

      “Thanks, Master Ser—”

      “Lieutenant Oppert, she’s very popular with the men. You ever see what she barely wears to play volleyball, sir?”

      Meyers blushed. “Lieutenant Oppert doesn’t engage in fraternization.”

      “Not saying she does, sir. Just saying she has a little emergency box on her rather ample right cheek, if you follow. You know, break glass in case you want a good time?”

      “I get the picture.”

      “She’s like one of those old combustion engines. Get that hood up, there’s all kinds of moving parts in there. Volatile and tricky, sir. Gotta know what you’re doing.”

      “Thank you. I don’t think it’s appropriate to discuss the lieutenant’s moving parts or volatility, do you?”

      “Oh, I don’t mean anything by it. It’s always good to have someone who will spread…” Paxton coughed. “You know, sir. Good cheer. The boys don’t have a lot of women to choose from. Doctors, nurses, pilots.” His helmet turned toward Starling. “And now, well, things’re complicated.”

      Meyers glanced sideways through his faceplate, darkened so that Starling couldn’t see him. She was an attractive enough young woman, with milk chocolate skin, full lips, and a cute, button nose. She was a little smaller than most of the men, but she’d made it through the Commando Q course, the first woman to do so. She was tough. It suddenly dawned on Meyers that Paxton’s point all along might not have been Oppert but Starling.

      “If you’re concerned that a female on the operation is going to be a problem, Master Sergeant Paxton, let me make it clear right now that I won’t allow it to be.”

      Paxton chuckled. “Might want to check that with Corporal Gerhardt, Colonel. Heard him drop a few words that might be considered insensitive.”

      Meyers shut his eyes and counted to ten. Rimes said long ago it was an effective way to fight off panic and anger. Gerhardt and Zacharowski—“Titan” and “Ski,” their preferred Delta Force nicknames—had been nothing but problems since their transfer from the last operational Delta unit. As a squad leader, Zacharowski was a mess, a loose cannon more concerned with one-upmanship than teamwork and discipline, and he was an enabler for Gerhardt’s bad behavior.

      “I’ll make clear to the corporal that women are to be treated with the same respect shown to men.”

      “He wasn’t just insensitive about Starling being a woman, Colonel.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “Corporal Gerhardt’s got the sort of mouth on him used to get folks taken out behind the barracks and—”

      “I’ll take care of it, Master Sergeant.”

      Meyers closed the channel and glanced at the team seated around him. Squad One was composed of survivors who had been away from the main camp on Plymouth when the metacorporate forces attacked. They were a mix from all over the world. If Gerhardt had some sort of racial hang-up, it would need to be snuffed out quickly. The last thing Meyers wanted was to screw up the ERF. A lot was at stake with the mission, and it already felt like things were coming apart.

      A countdown filled the upper right corner of his helmet display, and a chime immediately sounded.

      They were heading into the atmosphere.
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      Thank you for reading the Rimes Trilogy. I hope you enjoyed it. Jack may be gone, but his Elite Response Force continues on in the Elite Response Force series, which begins with Turning Point. The first chapter of that book has been included for you to try out.

      If you enjoyed this series, I hope you'll consider posting a review on the site where you purchased it. Please let your friends know about the series and maybe they’ll post reviews as well. Reviews can be a huge influencer, a means to help people decide whether or not to give something a try.
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